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  PROLOGUE


   


  Let’s start off by making one thing perfectly clear: I am not, I repeat, not a promiscuous adulteress. Nor am I a slut, tramp, skank, hussy, or any other number of colorful labels given to women who admit to appreciating sex.


  I may be currently juggling six “regulars,” but that means nothing in my line of work. In fact, that’s relatively tame for someone like me. I’m not a prostitute nor am I an escort. And I do, in fact, have a high sense of self-worth. So it is very much an insult to assume I’d be up for a one-night stand with anyone and everyone.


  All I ask is that I’m not mistaken as an easy person or a sex addict. To say that would be akin to saying humans are addicted to air. For me, I don’t just revel in the pleasures of sex. It’s a necessity. Like shelter, food, and water, it’s a part of our hierarchy of needs. A part that I happen to highlight more frequently than others.


  But I’m not here to vent. No, my work does have its benefits. Anonymity is a double-edged sword, but it does bring with it a certain freedom. And I will admit to being fortunate that most people who walk along the same streets as I do have no clue who I am. What I am. So I never have to worry about the judgment that inevitably comes with my job. Instead, humans scatter around during the day, bustling through their lunch breaks and busy work schedules without the slightest idea of my existence. There’s a certain beauty to that harmony between humans and us. And I wouldn’t change a thing. Well, almost.


  Hi. My name is Riley.


  And I’m a succubus.


  CHAPTER ONE


  July 2012


   


  Sounds of the busy city filled the night, and music from an unseen musician floated in the humid air. Lights from streetlamps reflected against the river’s surface, painting a glow of yellow streaks in the flat water. Car horns punctuated the background and the murmur of side conversations served as white noise. The details were exquisite.


  The intimate restaurant could only accommodate a handful of patrons. Tables for no more than two hugged the shoreline. Couples spoke in the hushed tones of lovers, words meant for only each other’s ears. Tiny twinkle lights hung from the tree canopy like fireflies in the night sky.


  “What do you think of the wine?” The man across the table tilted his oversized glass to the side until the wine threatened to spill out.


  Riley had always liked his idea of a good time, but his timing was less than ideal. She took a small sip from her glass and swirled the liquid around in her mouth before swallowing. “It’s good.”


  “I find it to be generously fruit-driven, medium weighted, with toasty oak notes.”


  Riley spun her glass by its stem on the table, making small concentric circles on the white linen tablecloth. “Uh huh.” She took a cursory glance at her watch and a glimmer from her finger caught her eyes. There were two bands on her ring finger. One was a smooth gold band, the other, a magnificent princess-cut engagement ring.  Under the glow of the decorative lights the diamond ring was radiant.


  “I’m sorry. Am I boring you?”


  Riley snapped her grey-green eyes back to attention. “No. Not at all. I just didn’t think you’d want to spend the night talking about wine when there are so many other things we could be doing. It is our honeymoon, is it not?”


  “There’s plenty of time for that later,” he dismissed.


  Riley checked her emotions to keep the annoyance from reaching her features. She had no time. She flicked her eyes to her watch again; the digital numbers never stopped moving. Her right hand moved to cover her left wrist. She needed to stop looking at the watch face. The numbers seemed to mock her, especially when it came to this mark.


  Their conversation was interrupted when a member of the restaurant’s waitstaff appeared with an appetizer for the table.


  There’s food? Riley mentally lamented as the serving platter was placed in the center of the table. He’s going to make me sit through an entire meal?


  “You need to try this.”


  Riley obediently picked up her fork.


  “Not like that,” he corrected. He plucked a sea scallop from the bed of greens and directed it towards Riley’s mouth. For some people the act of feeding one’s lover may be an intimate display, but Riley found the action infantilizing, messy, and unsanitary in most scenarios. But with his fingers hovering so near to her mouth, she thought perhaps she could hurry him along.


  Riley parted her lips a little wider than necessary so when the scallop touched her top lip she was able to tease his finger. Her tongue slid along the underside of his thumb—promises for later.


  She found the seduction tactic juvenile for her tastes, but the beurre blanc sauce was delicious.


  When her tongue made contact with his fingers, he jerked his hand away. “Naughty girl,” he said under his breath.  


  Riley smiled demurely. Her patience was wearing thin. Out of the “dirty talk” category, she didn’t think many people could pull off saying those words.


  She leaned in and murmured what she hoped would be enough: “Why don’t you show me how naughty I am?” Hidden by the long table cloth, she ran the tip of her stilettoed foot along the inseam of his dress pants.


  A slow, knowing grin crossed the man’s features. “And what might you have in mind?”


  Riley turned her hands over, palms facing the sky.


  He stood up from the table abruptly, spilling his chair and their wine glasses. The metal patio furniture should have clattered noisily on the concrete slab, but as it fell, it morphed and mutated, metal changing shape and texture, becoming an overstuffed pillow. The table where they had previously sat was now a four-poster bed; the white linen upon which he’d spilled her wine now crisp Egyptian-cotton sheets; the crimson stain, now rose petals.


  The Rhone River faded in the background to become the four walls of a luxury hotel room. A damask pattern painted the walls in a glint of color. French doors opened to reveal a balcony overlooking the lights of the cityscape. The only light in the room was from the glow of a full moon and the blaze of the city outside.


  For a brief moment, Riley stood to take in the view, still perched in her high heels. Specks of city lights glimmered in the night like a thousand stars beneath her, and it was breathtaking. Even if you lived to travel much of the world, there was still beauty to be seen and experiences to be had. As she continued to admire the view of the city below, she sensed Mr. Ten’s presence behind her. She smiled to herself when a hand fell to her hip. The seduction was over. It was time to collect.


  Mr. Ten was her fourth and last client of the day, and she was eager for the work to be over. There’d been the chilly romp in a castle made of ice with Mr. Maple leaf. The Canadian had a snow fetish that made her thankful that these were dreams and not real life; frostbite wasn’t a good look on her. Hollywood Hottie’s black-and-white film noir-inspired dream had her channeling her inner Lauren Bacall. Ms. Manners had been predictable that night as well. Riley had been thankful for the reprieve. There wasn’t much roleplaying required when one was physically restrained.  


  She checked her watch for the last time that night. It wouldn’t take long, but she was going to be late again. Even if he finished in record time, she still had Los Angeles traffic to battle. And that battle was one she could never win.


  • • •


  Riley woke up from her slumber with a jolt. She blinked to adjust her eyes to the light that crept through her bedroom window in defiance of her drawn shades. It was her least favorite moment of the day—the hours when she would close her eyes to the serenity of dawn and wake up to the blaring presence of the noon sun. She had no issues with early mornings, but Mr. Ten was an anomaly in her schedule. Because of his unique sleep patterns, by the time she woke up from her last appointment, the outside world had been awake for hours. Midday was overcrowded with the sounds of cars honking and lawns being cut. Paired with the harsh light of a sun already high in the sky, the noise pollution made for an unwelcome way to start her day. Maybe she had been a vampire in a previous life, she mused; the need to hiss at the overbearing star was tempting at times.


  She could feel a slight stiffness in her muscles. It had been a long night and a good reminder as to why she couldn’t wait to adjust the scheduling of her clientele. Riley sat up and rubbed her eyes before glancing around the modest bedroom. She had torn through a good portion of her wardrobe the previous night. The evidence of her indecisiveness was strewn across the floor. She’d have to make time to clean up the place later.


  Her eyes slipped over the outfit she had settled on for the last mark. The black dress was now wrinkled, and her red-lacquered-sole heels were tangled in the sheets. Silently she cursed the man with his fine attention to detail; she couldn’t dress subpar around him. She’d tried it once before, and he had been quick to point out the lack of luster in the dress she had worn. No, for Mr. Ten, she wore her finest garments and designer shoes, even going to the extent of finding trendy boutiques and purchasing a few new articles of clothing every other week. He loved her in dresses and heels, especially those that were obscenely overpriced. Each time Riley swiped her credit card, she could practically hear the End Hunger PSA commercials judge her materialistic acts. But it was a necessary evil in her line of work, or so she justified.


  Her eyes caught a glance at the clock on her nightstand. The digital face of blue numbers blinked at her. Once, then twice, before the word “crap” looped in her head like a broken record.


  Riley stumbled out of the web of her bedding. Hobbling to the bathroom, she stripped off her clothes, discarding the different layers in whichever direction her arms swung. She jumped into the stinging chill of shower water for the briefest moment before getting ready. A real shower could come later. Everything could come later. But for now she needed to be on her way.


  She tossed on a shirt that didn’t appear too wrinkled and yanked on her jeans before snatching her phone from the nightstand. With wet hair and a bare face, she grabbed her bag and dashed to her car. Makeup could be done in traffic. She had spent enough time during the night getting ready for multiple people. Her friends didn’t need that same attention to detail.


  • • •


  Riley navigated her way through the small but crowded café in the direction of the table she and her colleagues habitually frequented. It was the kind of restaurant where the regular patrons became annoyed if the local newspaper discovered its charms and gave the place free advertising. It was understaffed, the food overpriced, and the menu didn’t stand out as being overly original. Riley couldn’t understand why she and her friends continued to support the Los Angeles hangout. Maybe the outdoor seating that would fit a party of six had something to do with their loyalties.


  Narrowly avoiding a busboy, Riley slid into an open seat at a large circular table in the far corner of the front patio. Her seated friends flashed her warm smiles of greeting. The group was generally much happier when they got their table. It was the perfect spot. It gave them enough privacy from most the other customers, and it had a great view of the street. People watching was always fun in an active town like LA, especially with a group as well-humored as theirs.


  Her friend James caught the attention of a nearby waitress. “Excuse me, Miss. Could we please get this hard-working young lady some scrambled eggs and toast?”


  The frazzled attendant blew a few errant strands of wavy hair out of her flushed face. “No problem.” She leaned toward Riley. “Would you like some coffee while you wait?”


  Riley nodded at the fresh-faced, but rather overwhelmed, server and rewarded her thoroughness with a smile. The waitress poured her a cup of steaming dark coffee and returned the gesture.


  Her stare lingered on Riley’s light green eyes, which seemed to make her momentarily forget the exhaustion of the late breakfast rush. “I’ll be right back with your food.”


  “Thanks.” Riley’s own smile remained on her lips.


  The server ducked her head and disappeared back into the din of the café, presumably in the direction of the back kitchen.


  A rather sharp elbow dug into Riley’s ribcage. “Don’t smile too much,” Heather, the dark-haired, brown-eyed woman, warned. Seated next to Riley, she hummed playfully. If Heather’s warning had been serious, the entire group would be able to tell, but her devious grin said otherwise. “Your lady might get jealous.” The cautionary brunette nodded her head in the direction of another waitress across the patio.


  Riley scanned over the crowded space and spotted her girlfriend in the corner of the café. Her natural red hair glowed under the morning sun. Riley could only smile at her girlfriend’s obliviousness to her presence as she was busy with a table of rowdy customers. The group looked like a bar crowd who had simply failed to go to sleep the previous night. They laughed a little too loudly, even for the outside seating, and the way they tossed balled up napkins and straw wrappers at each other showed a complete disregard for propriety. Riley had an impulse to swoop in and save her girlfriend from the obnoxious co-eds, but she knew that Amber was well equipped to handle even the most disagreeable patron.


  Riley pulled her attention away from Amber long enough to chastise her friend. “I could have ordered for myself, James,” she complained good-naturedly.


  He smiled, flashing a perfect set of teeth. “I know you’re entirely capable, but you can’t blame a guy for trying.”


  Heather passed her friend the creamer and sugar. “Long night, sweetie?”


  Riley nodded and sighed. She tilted her head and rested it on Heather’s shoulder for a brief moment.


  “At least you’re closer to reaching your quota this way.” Heather kissed the top of her friend’s head. She patted Riley’s face in sympathy before she pulled away.  


  “I wish,” Riley said. “You know what my numbers are like.” She dumped a surplus of white sugar into her coffee. No matter how many mornings she and her friends ate at the small café, she couldn’t get used to the poor quality coffee. It was almost ironic; for a business that was supposed to specialize in coffee, the resulting product tasted like they’d strained it with a dirty sweatsock instead of a proper paper filter.  


  “Our little overachiever,” Seven, the fourth member of their group, teased. “Stop it,” he reprimanded. “You’re making us look bad.”


  Near the front of the café came the sound of plates clanking and a glass dish shattering. The loud disturbance caught the attention of the entire patio space. It was enough of a ruckus that the friends looked in the direction of the commotion to see their fifth colleague, Madison, making an entrance.


  “Sorry. I’ll pay for that.” Madison, a tall blonde with a penchant for large hats and over-the-top accessories, wiggled her way through the crowded space, her oversized purse hitting chairs, tables, and the backs of other patrons’ heads.


  “Excuse me,” she announced. “Excuse me.” The blended ice coffee in one hand precariously sloshed around inside its travel cup, threatening to spill out on the innocent customers.


  Madison paused her grand entrance at a table occupied by a younger couple. “Why hello there, cutie,” she purred at the seated man.


  From their nearby table, Heather chuckled. “Here comes trouble,” she murmured lowly.


  “Excuse me,” the woman voiced. “That’s my husband.”


  “Uh huh…” Madison stated, clearly not paying attention. She winked at the stunned man. “I’ll see you later,” she cooed.


  Riley watched Madison’s antics and absentmindedly took a bite from a piece of Heather’s toast.


  Upon seeing her friend at the table, Madison’s face lit up. “Riley!” she cried out, not caring who stared. “I thought you were dead!” She swooped down upon the table of close-knit friends. “Seriously, late is your time.”


  Madison was at the table before Riley could react. The larger-than-life woman stooped to give her an engulfing hug. She didn’t have time to stand up to greet her friend, so Riley went in for an awkward embrace. Madison’s oversized earrings knocked her in the face and nearly became tangled in her hair. The perky woman sat down heavily in an open seat close to Riley. She threw her too-large purse on the table, nearly knocking over the salt and pepper shakers at the center.  


  “Hey, Mad Hatter,” Riley greeted the animated woman. “Don’t tell me you’ve been inside waiting for that coffee this entire time.” She eyed the cup suspiciously as Madison sipped from the black straw. No beverage at the café was worth the wait. Madison stopped drinking long enough to give a nod before immediately returning the straw to her red, painted lips. Ever since Riley had met her jubilant friend decades ago, she could never contain a smile while being in her company. From her shy smirks and chuckles, to her antics that had them falling to the ground laughing as they clutched at their stomachs, Madison was a welcomed light in their group.


  It wasn’t long before their waitress returned, placing a steaming plate before Riley. She was careful to thank the waitress without making eye contact this time around, opting to speak at her plate instead. She wanted to eat, rather than be mercilessly teased or have to listen to a lecture on the validity of her relationship with Amber.


  After taking a few bites, Riley broke the comfortable silence that had settled amongst the group. It wasn’t that she minded the quiet, but it had been a few days since she had seen this many of her friends in the same place at the same time. Schedules were always being juggled in their line of work, especially with their employer.


  Swallowing a mouthful of food, Riley looked up from her plate to speak. “So, my Mr. Ten is starting to annoy me.”


  “Wait,” Madison interrupted, yanking the straw out from her mouth. The poor tube of plastic was mutilated from her chewing. “Did your last job take that long? Geesh, enjoy yourself much?” Her blue eyes bulged in disbelief.


  Heather shook her head, mildly annoyed. “No, Maddie. She means her ten o’clock morning appointment. It’s why she’s always late to brunch.”


  Madison seemed to have lost interest in the conversation and slurped from her iced caffeinated drink. “Oh … no fun.”


  “You’re telling me,” Riley grumbled. “He’s just so random in his sleeping pattern. And I’m using the word ‘pattern’ loosely here.”


  “Is he honestly that bad?” Heather quirked an eyebrow.


  “No, but I hate that his REM cycle only comes after ten o’clock.” Riley sighed. “He’s a sporadic sleeper so everything is just off.”


  Heather patted Riley’s hand. “You can change him out soon,” she offered sympathetically. “Right?” Riley nodded in response. She would be replacing him soon.


  From across the bustling street, the loud rumbling of an exotic car could be heard as it skidded into an open parking space. Even patrons sitting inside the café could probably hear the monster of a car. The overpriced toy had effectively drowned out all their voices. Eyes rolled and mouths gawked, while some of the regulars managed to ignore the noise. The owner of the bright, yellow European sports car was Liam Dunbar. Known as the brat playboy among the members of their community, Liam’s company had come into a substantially large amount of funding about two years ago. That was when the financial corporation of Clay & Dunbar had changed for the worse. The group of incubi had become reckless in their behavior and had begun to draw too much attention to themselves. It was an unstated rule that cubare remain out of the limelight, but the younger of the Dunbar brothers had a talent for drawing crowds that threatened to expose them all.


  Seven could only glare at the public display of debauchery. He practically snarled at the sight. It was always the same reaction when anyone from Trusics’s competing company was in their presence. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from Liam, not even to blink. The younger of the two Dunbar brothers wore vintage aviators and a tailored vest and slacks. Attached to his arms were two beautiful women, each carrying her own weight in gold earrings, necklaces, and diamond rings. Between his flirtatious remarks and the women’s unnerving need to laugh at his every word, even the most patient of patrons were beginning to twitch. Luckily for the customers seated on the front patio, Liam and his party were led to seating inside of the café.


  “I reckon the bloke thinks he’s king of all incubi,” Seven said, his mouth hidden behind his cup. “He’s not even head of the company. Careless brat that—”


  “You know, green isn’t your color.” Riley smiled before taking another bite of toast. She winked at her cross friend. “But if you’re jealous, you should apply at C&D.”


  Seven’s face remained stoic, and his tanned jaw went rigid. The discussion of leaving their mutual employer had come up a number of times over the decades. However, none of them had ever seriously contemplated joining a different company. Their employer treated them well and provided a means to a comfortable life. But Riley knew that Seven was often jealous over the freedom the competition exhibited. It would be hard to entirely ignore the appeal of a job with fewer rules. “No, thanks. I think I’ll stay where I am.” He continued to sip from his cup, finally able to peel his eyes away from the direction of Liam and his lady friends. “Away from the limelight.”


  James reached over to ruffle his friend’s bedhead hairstyle. The friendly gesture caused Seven to yank away like a cat in response to bathwater. He had to work to get his hair perfect. As he had stated time and time again, intentional messiness didn’t come without effort. After a few shoves were exchanged, both men resettled into their seats.


  Riley couldn’t help but ponder their friendship. They were so different that, at times, it was hard to believe they were best friends. Physical differences aside, their personalities were worlds apart. At a surface level, James had a full head of dirty blond hair, a lean build, and wore clothes that made him look ready for a spontaneous round of golf or schmoozing at the local country club. But he was the man that little girls dreamed their Prince Charming would be. He would ride in on a white horse, in gleaming armor, flash a brilliant smile, and hearts would flutter—a true gentleman. This was the man you’d proudly introduce to your parents.


  Seven, however, was not that man. An Australian native, he was the most recent addition to their intimate group. With his Chinese lineage and Aussie accent, Seven effortlessly charmed hordes of women while at clubs or bars. His short black hair was a contrast to James’s golden mane, and he had a larger build than the other men in their group, or at least it showed better through his fitted shirts and designer jeans. But Seven was a man with a wandering eye, and relationships gave him the equivalent of an allergic reaction. When it came to his sexual conquests, he was a revolving door.


  “Speaking of limelight, have you guys seen the latest wave of rumors about work?” James chimed in, his eyes glued to his phone. “Rumors, rumors, rumors.”


  “What’s new?” Madison rolled her eyes at the conspiracy theories that had always plagued them.


  Although some of them had been succubi or incubi for far longer, everyone in the group worked for Trusics, a privately owned and funded company; a business known among their kind as a cubare run and friendly operation. Originally created as a front for their more supernatural endeavors, Trusics had turned into a legitimate business with the mission to provide what the human public demanded—dating and porn websites.


  User profiles created with the intention of finding a first date or adult entertainment were culled to provide background information and preferences to be used in the realm. It provided Trusics employees with a database of millions who agreed to a realm-consenting stipulation hidden in all of the user terms and conditions.


  “Well, with the blogs these days, everyone’s a journalist,” James remarked. His face soured. Having each been alive during the golden era of newspapers, they could remember the days when journalism had been a respectable field that placed personal reputations at stake; one poorly researched article could spoil an entire career.


  James’s fingers swiped in all directions on his phone. “Look. Here’s one that says we’re involved with sex trafficking. The absurdity of that makes me want to …” His face crumpled with frustration.


  “Well, we do—” Seven began.


  “No.” James interrupted his friend. He banged his fist lightly on the table but with enough force that their water glasses shuddered. “That’s not what we are and don’t you try to make that argument. Sex trafficking is a despicable thing humans did to themselves.”


  The table settled into a tense silence as everyone continued to finish their food and drinks. Eye contact was avoided and utensils scraped against emptying plates.


  Taking a glance at her watch, Riley nearly choked on her food when she saw the time. She was going to be late for her meeting at the office. “Shit. Does anyone need anything from work?” Not waiting for a real answer, she slammed back the rest of her coffee and cringed at the cooled beverage’s taste. She snatched her purse from behind her metal seat and tossed a one hundred dollar bill on the table. After all, she had lost the bet. She was the last one to make it to brunch.


  “Keep the money,” said Seven. He eyed the paper bill. “We all know you could have been on time if you had manipulated the realm for it.”


  Riley quirked her lips. “Now why would I waste my precious energy on strenuous things like that? I’d rather pay for your food.”


  Seven chuckled and shook his head. If there was one thing each member of the group could say about Riley, it would be that she had her priorities about her work. And being efficient with the energy used and gained was the only way to get to the top.


  “I’ll text you later.” Bending over, Riley gave Heather a small peck on the cheek as she waved at everyone else.


  Before exiting the café, she snuck in a quick glance, hopeful to spot Amber before she had to leave. But with no girlfriend in sight, Riley rushed through the gate’s side exit.


  CHAPTER TWO


   


  Riley strode up to the large corporate building, the heels of her boots clicking on the sidewalk. Looking up at the thirty-story, glass construction would give anyone a stiff neck. She slid her sunglasses up her forehead as she walked out of the Los Angeles sunshine and through the main entrance. The vaulted beams and floor-to-ceiling glass walls made each of Riley’s booted steps echo hollowly as she walked past the front help desk.  


  The lobby was a vast, white, and nearly empty space. It was clinical and generic and in the exact layout as Trusics’s six other global headquarters. The symmetry was purposeful, helping to cut down on the agents’ transition period from one location to another. Succubi and incubi visibly remained the same age provided they fed regularly on the sexual energy of a human partner. To avoid unwanted suspicions, Trusics required agents to relocate every six years. This year marked Riley and her friends’ third year in the Los Angeles office. At the end of their term they would have to choose a new city to call home.


  A series of flatscreens lined the walls of the front lobby, each playing a different company commercial. An attractive woman in an immaculately tailored suit filled one of the television screens. Riley had seen the commercials so many times that she could practically recite the woman’s greeting verbatim: “Welcome to the Trusics Network, a place where you’ll find your dream match. If you have yet to sign up, the partner of your dreams is only a click away.”


  The public face of Trusics bordered between the romantic and the sensational. They’d made their mark in the adult entertainment industry, balancing an ambitious business portfolio that included everything from dating websites to subscription-based pornographic web material. They openly advertised the x-rated side of their multimillion dollar enterprise with the same candor and professionalism as the dating sites. With millions of views a day and countless new members each month, Trusics had grown from a modest data-mining enterprise in the 1990s to a global corporation.


  Riley reached the building’s security guards who stood behind the lobby’s second help desk. She routinely flashed her employee ID although she knew for a fact that she was recognized even without the laminated badge. Trusics’s LA branch employed nearly 550 individuals, but only about half of that number were trained succubi and incubi with access to the dream realm. The remaining employees were human, but they’d traded their silence about the existence of the supernatural for the guarantee of immortality. They maintained the public face of Trusics’s global empire—human resources, accounting, customer service, marketing and sales—all the pieces necessary for the day-to-day survival of the company.   


  Riley avoided the elevator and began the long hike to the twenty-third floor. Her employee status as an active agent gave her access to most floors in the building, save those reserved for the Los Angeles Branch Director, Niall Price, and the office of the company’s CEO, Robert Thaser, who bounced from one location to the next depending on corporate needs.


   


   


  The twenty-third floor was a veritable maze of administrative desks and permanent offices. Riley waved hello to a few familiar faces who returned the pleasantries. She herself had an office on the twenty-first floor, but she rarely visited unless she had to file paperwork about an unorthodox mark or if the internet was down at her apartment and she needed to access the company database.


  Generally, she avoided that floor because it creeped her out; all of the cubare offices were bundled together on five levels, giving those floors a ghost-town aura.


  “Riley. Glad I caught you.” Josh, the resident tech-geek, popped out of the copy room. “Just wanted to give you a heads up. Think raise.”


  Riley paused briefly and arched an eyebrow. She was surprised to see her friend on the higher level. As a member of the web team and not an active agent like herself, his desk was located miles below. “Really?”


  The tall man with moppy brown hair shrugged. There was a childlike innocence to his lopsided smile. “That’s what my inside sources are saying.”


  “Right. Because you totally have those.” A soft laugh escaped her lips.


  Josh’s shoulders slumped, caught in the thinly veiled lie. “Okay, you got me.” He fell into step with Riley who continued to walk down the corridor. “I overheard when I was taking a leak.” She made a face at the unnecessary bit of information.


  “Did you take the stairs again?”


  Riley’s eyebrows knit together. “Yes. Why?”


  “In those heels?” he said, pointing at her less than sensible boots.


  “What are you doing up here anyway?” Riley deflected. “I thought you computer types liked to hang out in the dungeon.”


  Josh scowled. “Because someone still thinks I’m copier tech support.” He shot a glare over his shoulder at no one in particular.


  Riley shook her head as she maneuvered around bustling workers darting in and out of open rooms. It was impossible not to notice how lively everyone was. The office was normally a peaceful environment, a laid-back workplace that would occasionally indulge in team-building games like ultimate Frisbee and paintball. But there was nothing carefree about the scene that played before her. People ran in all directions and the earsplitting sound of shrill, ringing phones echoed throughout the floor.


  “So, what’s going on?” Riley paused to gesture at the scene. Her hands fell to perch at her hips. “Everyone looks like chickens with their heads cut off.”


  “Yeah, PR and tech are having one hell of a time getting rid of the last set of rumors.” Josh’s hand settled on the back of his neck and he kneaded at the muscles. “You would think anonymous writers wouldn’t have as much clout, but in the twenty-first century, they are the cool shepherds to the many sheep.”


  Riley took one last glance at the headache before continuing to her destination. Josh struggled to keep up with her pace. While she took effortless strides, practically gliding across the carpeting, he had to make an effort to puppeteer his feet.


  Josh broke the brief silence. “Anyway, when you have time, come over to my house. I got a special video game I want you to try.”


  Riley’s face broke into a broad grin. “Don’t tell me your baby project is done?”


  “Not quite.” Josh frowned. “It’s still in the early stages of alpha testing.”


  “Well, that’s still a milestone,” Riley encouraged. Her lips soon pursed. “You’re using me to test for bugs, aren’t you?”


  Josh’s dopey grin slipped easily into place. He was caught like a child with his hand in the cookie jar. As a nervous habit, he jammed both of his hands into the front pockets of his oversized slacks, which caused him to walk funny. Josh was living proof that, with age, some people were just elongated reflections of a former child self.


  Riley laughed. “I’ll call you sometime, okay?”


  Upon hearing what he wanted to hear, Josh stopped walking to return back to his department. “Okay!” he agreed. “Catch you later.” He scampered away as quickly as he had appeared.  


   


   


  Riley stopped in front of her supervisor’s door. The office door was closed, but it didn’t concern her. She rapped her knuckles against the placard that read “Hyrum Pratcher - C.S. Manager.” When no one answered, she frowned and double-checked the calendar on her phone. She wasn’t mistaken; there was a meeting scheduled. From behind, Hyrum’s secretary cleared her throat and nodded her head towards the meeting rooms that lined the far wall. Riley mouthed a thanks as she edged closer to the glass panels.


  The large room was filled with people, and from the look of things, they didn’t seem happy. In fact, some looked about ready to reenact the Salem witch trials. All of the customer satisfaction managers were in the room, as well as the head of the security division, the Branch Director, Niall Price, and strangely, a few custodes. Riley recognized one custos in particular as a more respected member of their group’s local chapter.


  The Custodes, as innocuous as their name might have sounded, were not all kind nor gentle beings. Instead, they represented a network of humans entrusted with the task of protecting their own race. It was a league of ordinary humans who were divided amongst themselves, two polar approaches united under one cause: the placid excubitors and the turbulent force that were the venators. The latter faction actively desired pitting their numbers against the supernatural strength of Riley’s kind to once and for all settle their dated conflict. As a compromise, chapters of the Custodes were disbursed across the planet to keep an eye on those they deemed a threat to humanity. It was even rumored that a few members from the venator’s sect had resorted to killing cubare who were off the grid. But the speculation was hard to confirm since the ‘victims’ were independents with no ties to an organization or other members in the community.


  Out of the entire room, it was the head custos who was visibly the most frustrated. His hands flew around and Riley could have sworn she witnessed a vein bulge on the side of his neck. It was like watching a soap opera. She couldn’t be bothered to conceal her staring. There was no point; she wasn’t the only one to find interest in the spectacle. If they had wanted privacy, they should have considered using a conference room with walls not made of glass.


  At some point during Riley’s impolite act, Hyrum’s assistant brought her a cup of coffee. Not surprisingly, the contents of the little paper cup were better than the coffee she had had earlier at the café.


  Glass doors opened, releasing the stuffy air of the room along with the individuals within it. The Custodes were the first to leave.


  They had taken a few steps before coming to an abrupt halt. The lead member turned to face Niall. “Be extremely careful. If you stir the pot too much, some venators won’t turn a blind eye. We’ve stayed away from your company because of your approach to this life, but things will change if they have to.”


  “And like I said a moment ago,” Niall steadied his voice. He stood proud and tall in his tailored suit. “This isn’t our fault. We can’t control curious pests from snooping around the company. But we are handling it the best we can.”


  “Handle it faster.” The custos’s arms tensed as his fists balled at his sides.


  “And what do you suggest, Tanner? We fuck these faceless journalists until they can’t type anymore?” Niall leaned forward. His calm had begun to visibly waver. As head of the branch, Niall Price was at the top of the food chain. And if there was one thing that came with power, it was the responsibility to act the part as a member of the Trusics network. Live with ethics, respect the rules, and never stray.


  “If you’ll excuse me, I have a business to run.” Niall straightened himself and readjusted the ends of his jacket. “My team has been handling this problem and will continue to do so. Now, unless you’d like to send your venators after your own race, I suggest you be on your way.”


  Tanner’s jaw tightened, and his jugular vein threatened to return. “Do what you need to do, but let’s try to avoid bloodshed.”


  A furrow etched into Niall’s brow before he turned his attention to address the entire room of onlookers. “You heard the man. I suggest everyone here works like their lives depend on it.” A hint of a smile crossed his lips. “Because it kind of does depend on it.”


  The subtle threat wasn’t lost on anyone. It wasn’t that Trusics was known for hurting its employees, in fact they were known for their miles of perks, but no one wanted to burn that bridge to find out firsthand. With Niall and Tanner off of the floor, the tension lifted.


   


   


  Hyrum was one of the last people to empty from the meeting suite. In his hands was a thick binder stuffed with paper. He rifled through a stack of official-looking documents before his eyes looked up to meet with Riley’s. His head cocked to the side, and the formerly grave look melted away when he recognized his favorite employee. “Riley,” he greeted. “What are you doing here?”


  “We had a meeting,” Riley said, tilting her head to match his. “Remember?”


  Recognition filled his face. “Yes! We’ll keep it short,” Hyrum chimed as he walked to his office. “So, how’s my gold star doing?” he called over his shoulder.


  Riley followed behind his long strides and entered the office. She quietly closed the door behind her before speaking. “I’m fine, thanks.”


  “Do make yourself comfortable,” Hyrum instructed, gesturing to one of the vacant chairs opposite his desk. He walked from around the formidable office furniture to cross the room to a modest, but efficient wet bar. “Do you want anything?” he offered. “Let’s get you something,” he answered for her. He opened the door to a mini-fridge and removed a chilled bottle of sparkling water.


  “What did you need to talk to me about?” Riley asked, accepting the bottle of water. The empty paper cup that was in her hands was removed and promptly tossed in a small recycling bin.


  “Nothing you should worry about,” Hyrum assured his star employee. “You should be excited because glory comes your way. I spoke to Niall a week ago; he’s thinking of giving you a raise.”


  “I don’t know what to say.”


  “Don’t say anything. Just keep doing what you’re doing. For whatever reason, you were blessed with a gift to fulfill the desires of others. You have the stuff I wish I could bottle up and sell.” He shook his head and chuckled.


  Riley cleared her throat. She knew she was good at what she did, but compliments had never sat well with her. “Thanks?”


  Hyrum turned his back and looked out the vast windows he was afforded in his corner office. The expanse of Los Angeles bustled away on the streetscape below. “Riley, I know you’re relatively new to this life compared to some of us. I want you to always remember not to take for granted the stability and rewards that come along with this job. Before Trusics, our world was a mess—a chaotic free-for-all for our kind. But now that we’re organized and with the technology available, everyone can be recognized for their good work. Anyway,” he said, shaking his head and looking amused by something unstated, “I simply called you in to tell you to keep it up.” He turned back to his desk and pulled out a single drawer. “I picked this out for you. I hope you like it.”


  He handed Riley a small box, which held a beautiful platinum and diamond watch. The band width and clock face were sized for a woman’s wrist, but it wasn’t so feminine to not be Riley’s style. It was noticeably different from the standard black and silver options the company normally provided.


  At its basic form, Trusics-issued timepieces were two-fold in purpose. They held all the energy a wearer drew from marks, and they gave a specific daily allotment of energy to keep agents satisfied and youthful. But Riley had seen a few models upgraded with phone-sync technology, versions only higher ups were given.    


  Riley fluttered her fingertips over the blinding flash of metal and gems. “I can’t. Honestly, it’s too much.”


  “Don’t worry about the sticker price. It’s yours for when you’re on the job. I think Josh retrofitted it with our latest technology and it’s been spelled properly.” Hyrum shut his desk drawer as if to say the matter was closed.


  Riley gave her supervisor a smile nearly as brilliant as the diamonds on her new watch.


  Hyrum folded his hands behind his back. “Well, that’s all. I wanted to say you’re doing very well and give you the gift.”


  “Okay then, if that’s all.” Riley bobbed her head and moved toward Hyrum’s office door.


  “Oh, and Riley?”


  Riley paused her exit. “Yes?”


  “I took the liberty of raising the limit on your company card. Spend some money, okay? Take a vacation, live comfortably. I’ve seen your apartment,” he tisked good-naturedly. “There are cardboard homes that have more life to them.”  


  Riley found herself uncharacteristically speechless.


  “You’re an anomaly among our kind. A succubus like you is a shining example for the rest of us. Don’t forget that, but don’t let it get to your ego either.”


  Riley ducked her head. “Sure thing, boss.”  


   


   


  Riley was lost to her thoughts on the way to the company stairwell.  


  “Hey, hey! Slow down there,” a familiar voice called after her.


  Riley stopped at the entrance door.


  Josh appeared, breaking her thoughts over Hyrum’s praise and words of caution.


  “I see there’s a smile plastered to your face. I told you it was good news.” Josh shifted his weight from one foot to the next. “So you know, I might get in trouble for this, but I nabbed these from an old database for you. I was cleaning house and came across them.” He furtively glanced around before pressing a thin stack of folded paper into her hands.


  “What are they?” Riley asked before sifting through the printouts.


  “Some old profiles that got lost in our system. It happens. Anyway, they haven’t been added back into the database yet. I left these as ‘needed to be approved by administration.’”


  Riley looked up from the profiles. “Isn’t there a rule against favoritism?”


  “Semantics,” Josh brushed off. “You’d eventually get to see them. No worries, they’ve all been cleared to be reactivated.” He stood a little taller and puffed out his chest. “Besides, I’m now head of web development.”


  “What? When did this happen?”


  Josh’s gaze flicked down to the blue corporate carpeting. “It was a few weeks ago,” he mumbled. “No big deal.”


  Riley wrapped her arms around her modest friend. “You should have told me. Congrats!”


  Josh wiggled out of the hug. “Well, I called you, but you were busy that week. I didn’t want to take up your time.”


  “Aww.” Riley playfully slugged his shoulder. “I would have gone out and celebrated with you.”


  Josh’s lips twisted. “I didn’t need you to do that.”


  “It’s no sweat,” Riley insisted. “This week, we’ll get some beers, and we’ll pick up some arm candy for you.”


  “You know that’s not my scene or my style,” Josh squeaked, adjusting his thin tie. “Anyway, are you sure about the bar thing?”


  “It’s one beer, two max,” Riley teased. “Besides, what’s the point of being immortal if you don’t have a little fun with it?”


  “I’m immortal, but not like you.”


  Riley quirked an eyebrow, unsure what Josh’s comment was supposed to mean. They were both without age, although Josh and other Trusics employees in his position were still technically human. Riley didn’t know if she should take offense to the reference of her other-worldliness.


  “Sorry. Video games, computers … that’s my thing. I’m not good with people.”


  Riley offered a small smile. “It takes a little practice and the right wingman.”


  Josh laughed and raked his fingers through his mop of hair. “A succubus as a wingman.” He chuckled to himself. “My fifteen-year-old self wants to high five me for how our life turned out. I’m so not stuck in my parents’ basement.”


  “We’ll go out,” Riley offered, “and if it’s not fun, we’ll go back to your place after picking up some actual candy.”


  Josh pumped his fist in the air. “Zombie shooting time. Sweet.”


  A female voice called out from behind them for Josh’s tech expertise; it was probably the culprit who had originally beckoned him to the twenty-third floor. “I’ll call you, okay?” Riley said, as she pushed open the stairwell door.


  Josh gave her a wave. “Sounds good.”


  The heavy metal slab closed behind her, but not before Riley heard Josh’s parting words:  “Those zombies are going down.”


  CHAPTER THREE


   


  It was dark inside of Riley’s two-bedroom apartment even though there was still a hint of sunlight outside. She cast off her jacket and tossed her keys onto the narrow table in the entryway that served as a catch-all for mail.


  She padded into the galley kitchen and routinely opened her refrigerator door. The digital clock on her microwave reminded her it was dinner time, but she wasn’t too hungry. She picked up the white takeout box of Chinese food, leftovers from a recent meal with Amber, and inspected its contents before tossing it back into the fridge. It would probably go bad before she ever got around to eating it. As a succubus, Riley technically could survive without much physical nourishment so long as she maintained her sexual energy quota, but she and her closest friends still clung to human conventions like having weekly brunch.


  She waited for her single-serving coffee maker to finish brewing her drink. The machine should have made her feel lonely, like a microwavable TV dinner, but after so many decades, she was used to being alone and was instead grateful for the convenience. Pouring out an unfinished pot of coffee felt like a cardinal sin. The caffeine, like food, was unnecessary, but she liked the taste and the warmth the coffee provided in the otherwise sterile home. She spent time in her apartment—it was the space where she slept most nights and where she phased in and out of the dream realm—but she didn’t really live there. Absent were the personal touches, the framed photographs, or the knickknacks that left a fingerprint of the person who rented the space. Even her bookshelves were relatively empty, minus the mandatory reading provided by her employer.


  While she waited for her laptop to reboot, she sipped her coffee, which predictably tasted better than anything the café she frequented produced, and inspected the watch Hyrum had presented her with earlier in the day. It was a significant upgrade from the standard-issue watch most of her colleagues utilized. As the company’s technologies advanced, they could access everything needed for successful job performance. The allotted toys also kept them perpetually connected to their employer. It was a trade-off most Trusics employees had grown accustomed to over time.


  Riley’s laptop finished loading and her inbox pinged with the arrival of new e-mails to both her personal and company address. Eager, she set her coffee to the side and rubbed her hands together. “Okay,” she said, talking to herself, “five million new e-mails to deal with. Yay …”


  Her brow furrowed when she saw a flood of new spam messages had made it through the office filters. “Male enhancement pills,” she mumbled. “How to have a better time in bed. Really?” She’d have to talk to Josh about the filter even though mundane things like e-mail duty were beneath his new job description. Aside from the spam, retail newsletters that she had been subscribed to also monopolized the inbox. Her fingers ghosted over the trackpad and she deleted the majority of messages, leaving only three e-mails unread.  


  A work-related e-mail had been buried between the spam and “sale” subject lines. She opened up the message and read: The network has found twenty new leads for you. Please log in to find their profiles. She frowned when she realized the e-mail was over a week old. “Shit. What day is it?”


  She clicked on the next e-mail, also from work: Urgent, final notice. We hope that you received the previous warning. Two of your matches have had their membership status placed on hold until next year. They are no longer accessible within the network. If you would like to reserve them for the future, do so immediately. In seven days, their waitlist will be available to other Account Executives. Please view our database for new matches. You are currently below the minimum of five clients.


  When she saw the name attached to the final e-mail, she wrinkled her nose. “Sean,” she muttered. She moved the message to the junk mail folder. “I definitely need a better spam filter.”


  Riley shut the lid of her laptop and sighed. She still had hours to kill before her first mark of the evening. Maybe Amber was free and could come over for a quickie. Even though she would spend the bulk of her night having sex with her regulars, that didn’t mean she couldn’t have fun in the waking world.


  She dug through her purse, looking for her cellphone with the intention of calling her girlfriend. She rarely invited Amber over, but perhaps that night she’d make an exception. Riley entertained the thought, but she had to be honest with herself, there were too many unorthodox indicators of an alternative life. The bookshelf full of Trusics employee manuals was only the tip of the iceberg. The guest bedroom that served as a closet for her extensive collection of sex paraphernalia was the most evident. Rather than un-succubusing her apartment every time Amber came over, it was far easier for Riley to invite herself over or to meet at a neutral location.  


  Amber hadn’t complained yet in their few months as a couple, for which Riley was thankful. She knew it was only a matter of time, however, before her girlfriend started demanding more of her time and her space. But until that happened, she wanted to enjoy the fleeting feeling of belonging to something or someone not associated with work.


  Instead of finding her phone at the bottom of her bag, she found the member profiles Josh had printed out for her.


  Now that she had time, she looked more thoroughly through the papers and stopped when she reached one particular profile. There was no picture, but the user had been thorough enough to fill out every field in the company questionnaire. A slow smile crossed Riley’s face.


  • • •


  Shopping had never been on Riley’s list of favorite things to do. She didn’t hate it, but unlike some of her companions, she could live without buying a new outfit on a weekly basis, daily for some of her more proactive, plastic-swiping friends. It was during the trips she took on her own or with Heather that she enjoyed the experience the most. They both could manage to shop from the comforts of their homes rather than navigate the jungle of brick and mortar shops in person, but on the rare occasion, the convenience of immediate gratification was needed. And Riley, for the most part, was happy to tag along to help her friend.


  They had cleared over a half dozen shops looking for new lingerie. Heather needed something new to wear and none of the previous selections had met her standards. The experience could have been particularly tedious and painful, but it wasn’t. Had it been anyone else, the shopping trip would have taken a couple of hours. With Heather, Riley guessed it had been less than forty-five minutes. Riley admired the focused nature of her company that evening, the way Heather could scan the room and hone in on specifically what she needed. Distracting promotions and sales-driven employees could never make her waver. Heather was a decisive person. She knew what she wanted and that made her effective in pursuing her goals. It was the way she approached every aspect of her life; shopping was no exception.


  “The one you tried on in the last store was fine,” Riley insisted. Her fingers idly touched the variety of material on the rack before her.


  “If I was looking for ‘fine’ I could have settled for any of them,” Heather hummed. She lingered at a few different sections on the rack. “No, I’m looking for breathtaking.”


  “Remind me why.” Riley rubbed at her shoulder as she scanned over the narrow boutique. The store was packed.  So many people within the same four walls was starting to make her skin crawl.


  “It’s for James,” Heather admitted. She didn’t need to say more for Riley to understand.


  Dressing up for clients, for the most part, was easy. But James was real and involved in their waking world. He chose to be with Heather, as she did with him. James’s opinion mattered; how he viewed her mattered. How he reacted to her kisses or touches intimately affected her mood, unlike the experiences in their line of work. At the end of the day, she could admit that being with him still made her stomach knot.


  Although Riley didn’t have the same experience firsthand, she could relate in her own ways. Relationships were one of the recurring topics in their lives, second to none, aside from the subject of sex.


  “So extra sexy it is,” Riley said.


  “You got it.”


  Riley’s phone buzzed in her back pocket. She paused her shopping to look at the text message.


  “Amber?” Heather guessed.


  Riley nodded. “She wants to see me.”


  Heather pushed around the hangers on the rack. “You’ll just have to tell her you’re hanging out with your Number One girlfriend tonight. She’ll have to wait.”


  “Right.” Riley laughed at the thought of relaying those exact words. “That would go over so well.” She typed back a quick response, promising that they’d spend time together soon.


  Heather unhooked a couple of items from the rack. “Now, how about these?” She tossed one of the garments over at Riley. “That would look cute on you.”


  Riley held up the lace and satin undergarment to her torso. “Pink?” She had nothing against the color, but she didn’t gravitate to it.


  “Don’t question me,” Heather winked. “Try it on.”


  “Yes, Mistress.” Riley playfully curtsied and bowed her head.


  Rounding a corner, both women groaned when they saw the line for the dressing rooms. For a popular establishment, the store lacked the common sense to have more than a few rooms for their clientele to use. Their inefficiency irritated Heather, which Riley knew would result in her making those opinions clear to the manager later. Until then, they waited in line and Riley tried to limit Heather’s annoyance to grinding her back teeth and glaring at anyone who dared to cut in front of them. When they finally reached the front of the line, Heather was directed to a newly emptied dressing room.


  Riley, with the pink sheer babydoll draped over her forearm, reflexively followed on her heels.


  “Excuse me, ma’am.” A boutique employee stopped Riley with her words. “The dressing rooms are for one at a time. Another room will be available shortly.”


  Heather responded before Riley could even open her mouth. “Why?”


  The employee, a young co-ed who’d probably been hired because she looked good in a bra, looked startled by the question. “Oh, it’s store policy.”


  Heather stood with her hands on her hips, her legs shoulder-length apart. The fabric of her few selected outfits threatened to scrape across the floor from being held so low. She was neither tall nor imposing in stature, but her presence commanded respect. It was the way she carried herself that made her tower over everyone. “Is it also store policy to make patrons wait for half an hour to try on clothing, only to make them wait for an additional half an hour in another line to purchase said items?”


  Before the staff member could react, Heather grabbed Riley by the wrist and pulled her into the vacant dressing room. They both heard the worker whisper an assuming “oh” before the room’s door clicked shut behind them.


  Riley hung her one item on a large hook that looked reinforced for twenty. “Was that necessary?” The dressing rooms were only suited for one person at a time, but fortunately for her, the space wasn’t too small, and the open top made it less confining.


  “You should be the angry one, Riles. She called you ma’am.”


  “They probably think we’re doing something scandalous in here,” Riley whispered. She smirked at the speculation.  


  “I’m sure those women could use a healthy dose of voyeuristic pleasures. They’re all so …   stuffy.” Heather stripped off her clothes without reservations. She held the black lace over her body and looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror. “Maybe it’ll give you some residual energy to feed your ego.” She fanned the material out. “What do you think?”


  “Not bad.” Riley followed suit and stripped off her own clothing. “Try the dark blue one,” she suggested. “I liked that.” She removed the pink babydoll from its hanger and draped the sheer material over the front of her own body. It was nice with simple, clean lines and not so many frills at the bottom hem to be childish.


  “Sweetie, you look irresistible.” Heather looked the pink fabric over, her own mission briefly forgotten. “Whoever gets their hands on that will be one lucky person.”


  Riley shied a smile as she pulled her clothes back on. She watched Heather drape the silky blue lingerie over her body. The material flowed like water and it looked striking against the natural tan of Heather’s skin. Between her bronzed skin tone and full head of thick, dark hair, Heather’s Indian heritage blessed her with a look that people in LA spent thousands for.


  “I’m so jealous of your skin tone,” Riley admitted. “I’d have to spend an entire year in the sun to get that color.”


  Heather’s smile was genuine and sweet. “You’re fine the way you are.”


  “Anyway, James is gonna die when he sees you in that.” The words made Heather smile wider. If Riley had wanted to be punched, she would have also commented on the shade of red on Heather’s cheeks.


  “So what’s the special occasion?” Riley leaned against one of the fitting room walls.


  Heather continued to switch back and forth between the black and the blue slips, holding them in front of her torso as she inspected her figure in the dressing room mirror. “Nothing. Just James.”


  “Pick the blue one, H. Trust me.”


  Heather grinned and wiggled her eyebrows. “You like it that much?”


  “Oh, yes. I reckon I’d hold your hand all night long,” Riley teased.


  A sharp knock on the dressing room door interrupted their banter. “Are you ladies doing okay in there? Do you need different sizes?”


  “We’re fine, thanks,” Riley hollered.


  “This store is really pissing me off today,” Heather grumbled. “If I didn’t look so fuckable in this blue one, I might boycott this place altogether. Okay,” she said, making up her mind, “let’s pay and go back to your place.”


  Riley nodded in agreement, and the two friends wrapped up their evening shopping trip as quickly as the store’s lines would allow.


  • • •


  Back at Riley’s apartment, with the spoils of their shopping in tow, Heather and Riley prepared for a night in, just the two of them. In their line of work and with both in their own respective relationships, free nights were rare. But every once in a while, their friendship needed personal attention. The privacy to talk freely and confide in one another without the worry of maintaining a social persona was a necessity. It wasn’t that they were fake around the other members of their group, but it was always different when two souls connected in private.


  “Riles, how long have we lived in Los Angeles?”


  Riley slipped out of her sandals and set them by the front door. “Nearly three years, why?”


  “Then why does it look like you still haven’t moved in?” Heather wondered aloud.  


  “You know I don’t have a lot of stuff.”


  Riley’s apartment was sparsely decorated with few personal touches. What limited furniture there was in the living room looked untouched as if no one had ever actually sat on it. Money wasn’t an issue. Trusics provided their top agents with practically unlimited funds. If she wanted, she could have filled the two-bedroom apartment with enough knickknacks to make a hoarder blush.


  “I’m gonna go try this on.” Heather backtracked into the bedroom. “For real now.”


  Riley eyed her friend and nodded. “I’ll be in there soon. Gotta grab the good stuff,” she said before waggling her eyebrows.


  Heather began undressing before she even reached Riley’s bedroom. If de-robing was a form of art, Heather was a master. Each garment slipped off her slender body as though made of liquid and pooled delicately on the apartment floor. Riley watched after her friend, marveling at the elegance of a woman capable of snapping necks over long waiting lines.


  She shook her head and made her way quickly to the kitchen where she grabbed a bottle of moscato and a few other essential items from her refrigerator. While precariously balancing all the ingredients for a girls’ night in her arms, Riley determined she needed to invest in a basket or something. She chuckled at the imagery; it was like Red Riding Hood bringing a basket of goodies to meet the wolf.


  When she made it to her bedroom, Heather was in the ensuite bathroom, the door slightly ajar. She inelegantly dropped everything onto the bed in a heap. The bottle of moscato bounced and threatened to fall off, but thankfully remained on the mattress. With her friend still in the bathroom, Riley took the opportunity to shed her clothes from the day and to slip into something more comfortable to sleep in.   


  Heather walked out of the bathroom in the new lingerie, looking unsure of herself. “Are you positive this was the right choice?” She flattened the blue silk against her abdomen.


  All the members of their group had impeccable taste in clothing, and Heather’s was exceptional. On the surface, her daily wardrobe consisted of blouses and tailored pants, while her work clothes were of a variety of vinyl, latex, and leather. Most of her outfits had plenty of zippers, buckles, and chains, things most people wouldn’t dare to wear in public. With Heather’s particular portfolio of clientele, she could dress in anything that pleased her. All she needed was the attitude and confidence to go along with it. And if Heather had one quality that stood out about her, it was the certainty that she had in her the ability to make marks bend to her will.


  “You’re overthinking this.” Riley relaxed back into her mattress. “You could wear a burlap sack, and people would worship the ground you walk on. James especially.”


  Heather turned her attention to the mirror on the back of the bathroom door, and her frown lines deepened. She always stressed about the silliest things in Riley’s opinion. The benefit of having someone love you to the point of blind devotion should be not having to worry about materialistic surfaces.


  “C’mon.” Riley smirked as she pulled back the top covers invitingly. “Enough parading around in that thing. Get into bed.”


  Heather shook her head at Riley’s devious smile. She peeled off the silk material and draped it on an empty dresser before disappearing into the walk-in closet. After a few minutes she re-emerged in an oversized T-shirt that reached the tops of her knees.


  “That’s a good look for you,” Riley observed. “Very Eighties Popstar. All you’re missing is a side ponytail.”


  Heather eyeballed her friend. “I wouldn’t tease too much, Ms. Lumberjack.”


  “Hey!” Her gaze dropped to her own pajamas. “It’s comfortable!”


  “If your marks could only see you now.” Heather rolled her eyes and slid into bed beside her friend. “The irresistible Riley Carter in flannel.”


  “I’m showing my Texas pride,” Riley noted, slipping into the far-too familiar southern drawl.


  “What is this?” Heather examined the items on the bed. “No glasses?”


  “Glasses are for the weak, bottles are for the gods,” Riley deadpanned at the question. She popped the cork on the moscato and took a drink straight from the bottle as if to prove her point. They never needed anything proper on girls’ night.


  “And bowls are a burden, for spoons are meant for sorbet cartons.” Heather laughed and shook her head. She sat up straighter in bed and her T-shirt slipped off one shoulder.


  “And bottles of whipped cream are exclusively for mouths,” Riley agreed. Her lips twisted into a wry smile. “On second thought …” She vigorously shook the can of whipped cream, and before Heather realized what was happening, Riley had sprayed a giant dollop onto her exposed shoulder.


  She gaped at the mess. “You did not just do that.”


  Riley dipped her head and sucked up the light topping as quickly as it had appeared.


  “Thanks for not using your tongue.” Heather wrinkled her nose.


  Pale green eyes lit up. She grinned and wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand. “Any time.”


  “Pervert.”


  Plaid-covered legs resituated on the mattress before she grabbed the remote control. In the other hand, she held her newly discovered weapon: a bottle of whipped cream.


  They browsed the new movie category for a while, but neither could agree on a film. It wasn’t too long before Riley ignored the options altogether. Her resulting decision ended up being a movie that she knew they would both watch—Cary Grant and Irene Dunne in My Favorite Wife. A classic romantic comedy could never be a bad choice.


  As the dramatic music swelled to signal the start of the movie, the two friends wiggled closer in bed.  


  “You certainly know how to throw a party,” Heather noted as she dug her spoon into the carton’s contents. “Speaking of which, do you think the wine is a good idea?” She eyed the chilled bottle propped between them.


  “I’ll be fine, H,” Riley assured. “It’s a light moscato. And I’ll let you control the bottle.”


   


   


  Thirty minutes into the film, the moscato had been forgotten, the sorbet and whipped cream were nearly gone, and Cary Grant had still not told his new bride that his first wife had come back from the dead. Riley picked up the remote and lowered the volume. “Do you think this is all our lives will ever be?”


  Heather’s brow furrowed in confusion.


  “Don’t you feel like our lives are on repeat every few years?” Riley continued. “We do everything, have everything, travel the world … and yet, don’t you feel like we’re missing something?”


  “If you mean wrinkles and death,” said Heather with a serious nod, “then yes.”


  “Ha ha, funny girl.” Riley shook her head before resting against Heather’s side. “I don’t know how to explain it.” She exhaled into the room. “But maybe I’m being silly.”


  Heather sighed before she moved to wrap an arm around her friend. “I think I know what you mean. But it’s hard to complain about our lives.”


  “I know.”


  It was true for every single member of the group. Working for Trusics provided them with a means to enjoy daily life in ways that most humans could only dream of. None of them worried about their health, their physique—unless they had a habit for perfection—or finances.


  “Am I being too greedy?” Riley wondered aloud. “Am I searching for something that doesn’t exist?”


  “The Holy Grail?” Heather guessed.


  “It might as well be. I want what you and James have,” Riley confessed. “But I tried dating an incubus and that blew up in my face. And now I’m with a human, but that has an expiration date. Is it asking too much to find someone to share my journey with? It’s cheesy and mushy, but I … I think all these rom-coms are getting to me.” She laughed at herself.


  “With Amber …” Heather played with the ends of her friend’s hair. “Do you think she’s that someone you want to share your journey with?”


  “I don’t know,” Riley grumbled with her face mashed against Heather side. “I’m open to finding love though. Whatever way it may come.”


  But for the time being, Riley would have to be content with what she had: her friends, a new girlfriend, and the constancy of work.


  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  Riley stood on the front lawn of a small house. The green grass was well manicured and perennial flowers dotted the concrete walkway that led to a yellow front door. The surrounding neighborhood looked like it was plucked straight from the old films she loved to watch. She approached the house with confident steps. She reached the front door, grasped the doorknob, and turned. Locked. She twisted the handle again. Definitely locked. Riley took a step back and looked up at the house. The streetlamps that lined the residential street glowed brightly, but no lights illuminated the inside of the house to indicate that anyone was home.


  Having walked her way into numerous dreams, the roleplay wasn’t new to her. Plenty of marks fantasized about having someone come home to them. But in the majority of those scenarios, the door was unlocked. Most fantasies flashed her straight into bed or out to an open beach. The only scenario that Riley could think of was a person that wanted someone to break in. It wasn’t a popular fantasy, but it did exist. Usually those profiles were flagged, however, and she hadn’t noticed any special notes about this particular mark. She rattled the door once more to confirm her initial assessment. Still locked.


  She didn’t want to break into the home, not with the heels she had on, so she opted for looking for a spare key. After checking beneath a few rocks and potted plants, she found a key hiding under a welcome mat. She smiled to herself. Despite centuries of evolution, humans were still predictable. The key fit in its designated slot and the door swung open without protest. She entered quietly and shut the door behind her.  


  Before moving farther into the house, Riley stood in front of a hallway mirror and used the reflection to adjust her outfit and makeup. It was dark inside; a dim blue hue filtered into the hallway from the moon through the house’s windows.


  “So, you’re a simple romantic,” she stated quietly to herself. She had a knack for memorizing Trusics profiles but also her patrons’ unstated desires. “The love, the care, the tender touches.” She grinned at her reflection. “Game on.”


  Riley had no problem meeting her monthly energy quota with her four current clients, but Trusics was particular about company policies and regulations. Each active agent was mandated to have a portfolio of at least five marks. None of the company-suggested members had struck her as particularly interesting, but of the user profiles that Josh had acquired, one had stood out. The woman had not provided a photograph, but Riley had been intrigued and found it endearing how she had answered each recommended profile question.


  Riley gingerly crept toward the end of the hallway to a lit opening. “Hello?” she called out. “Is anyone ho—”


  Her words were cut short when a messenger bag swung around the hallway corner and struck her in the face.  She stumbled backward in her stilettos.


  “Holy fuck!” Her hands immediately flew to her stinging nose. “I think you broke me.”


  “Eat it, you demonic asshole!” came a feminine snarl.


  Riley ducked and dodged as the messenger bag continued to attack. She retreated through the hallway until she reached the front door. She grabbed an umbrella from its stand in hopes to ward off her attacker.


  “What the hell is your problem?” Riley demanded, umbrella raised to shield her from further attack.


  The woman in front of Riley lowered the messenger bag and cocked a hip to one side. Her positioning was more an offensive stance than a feminine pose. “Intruders are my problem. And since you seem to be one, you’re my problem.”


  Riley blinked a few times and shook her head. “Something’s wrong here. This isn’t a fantasy.”


  “No, really?” The woman narrowed her eyes. “I’m guessing that not too many people would fantasize about beating someone with a messenger bag and then sleeping with them. However, I could be wrong.” Her eyes flashed. “Care to try me, Demon?”


  Riley stepped backwards, umbrella still raised, and fumbled for the door handle of the front door. “This is crazy.”


  Riley threw herself outside and stumbled down the concrete front stoop. She’d never had problems in high heels before, but her new mark had left her completely disoriented. Although she should have flashed out of the dream realm, Riley instead followed a row of glowing streetlamps until she reached a small, abandoned park at the end of the street. She paced back and forth on the concrete, her heels clicking on the sidewalk as she stole glances at the darkened home.


  “Think,” Riley said to herself, mindlessly tossing the umbrella away. “What just happened?” Minutes passed as she thought back to her training and employee manual. “You were assaulted by a client and, to add insult to injury, turned down,” she admitted to no one in particular. “This can’t be a fantasy. No one in their right mind would think a bag to the face is foreplay. Right?”


  She stopped pacing and ran her hands through her loose brunette hair. “No. You go back in there and show her the time of her life,” she ordered herself. Realizing that her body had a slight tremble, Riley took a few calming breaths before turning on her heel and storming back to the home. “In your decades of work, this will be your best mark. Yes,” she said with a nod of finality.


  The front door was as far as she got before she came to a stop. Her hand never quite reached the door knob. “If you go back in there, she might have upgraded her weapon.” She tested the bridge of her nose, still tender from the mark’s assault. In all her decades of being a succubus, she’d never been attacked. A little light BDSM wasn’t unusual, but it had never taken the form of a bag to the face.


  Her hand hovered over the doorknob. The hesitation came again. “Screw it.” She relented and pressed a combination into her wristwatch. Within a few seconds she flashed out of the dream realm.


  Back in her apartment, Riley found herself in her bed, back where she was supposed to be.  She groaned and rubbed her face, flinching at the soreness of her nose. Glancing at the blue digital numbers of her alarm clock, she could at least be grateful the damage hadn’t been worse.


  • • •


  New York City, 1990


   


  Rillea squinted her eyes and picked at a patch of rough skin on her right knee. She raked her short nails over the dry bits of torn-up skin and frowned. Sleeping through her alarm had made the morning a rushed one. In her scurrying around to get ready, she’d scraped her knee against the corner of a drawer in her apartment.


  She chewed on her bottom lip as she brushed at the flakes of skin.


  “Rillea Schroder,” came a stern voice.  She snapped her eyes away from her bruising knee and in the direction of the male tone. One of Trusics’s instructors stood at the front of the classroom, glaring in her direction.


  He was a tall man with wavy, sandy-colored hair. His profile was strong and he had one of those butt chins that people paid plastic surgeons thousands of dollars to acquire. Rillea wasn’t sure if this man’s was his birthright or manmade, however. During her meeting with Human Resources, the HR contact had repeatedly noted the availability of cosmetic procedures for long-time employees. Rillea wasn’t sure if the HR woman was being thorough or if she was hinting that she would benefit from a little nip-and-tuck.


  “Rillea,” the man barked again.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “I asked you a question.” He growled impatiently and tapped his foot. “What is the protocol for reporting an abusive mark? We’re all waiting.”


  Rillea cursed under her breath. As much as she’d tried to go above and beyond to be a perfect trainee, this man did not like her. She had been a succubus since the mid-1960s, but her employment with Trusics had only just begun. She knew full well how to be a succubus; she’d survived this long on her own, hadn’t she? But now there were new rules and procedures to learn to be a part of the growing Trusics family.


  She glanced down at her notebook and tapped her pen against the pages. “Uh, in case of a client who becomes violent, we’re to phase out immediately and report him—”


  “Or her,” the trainer jumped in.


  Rillea resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Or her, to the Human Resources and Security departments.”


  “And what happens next?” The trainer looked annoyed as if she should have anticipated him wanting that information.


  “Then the case is reviewed and if the mark is found in violation, they’re blacklisted. And the accusing incubus or succubus,” she quickly added, sensing the trainer was waiting for the opportunity to interrupt her again, “is awarded a stipend of energy to offset the misuse of his or her time.”


  The trainer looked displeased as if smelling a rotting scent. “Yes,” he confirmed in a tight voice. He spun on his heels and returned to the chalkboard at the front of the room. “Now, if you’ll all turn to page forty-seven of your handbook, we’ll next discuss the exception to this rule, situations where a little bit of controlled violence is actually a good thing—what are known as code blue clients.”


  “Awesome!” a dread-headed youth chirped from his seat adjacent to Rillea. “I’ve been waiting for the twisted sex perverts.”


  The trainer turned away from the board to face his students. “Yes. As I said before: code blue clients.”


   


   


  Rillea packed up her handbook and the notes she’d taken as her Protocol class came to an end. She looked at her watch to note the exact time. The watch had been a present from her father on her sixteenth birthday, and she’d continued using it well past her second decade. If all went well, in a few short weeks she’d “graduate,” become a probationary employee, and get a new watch from Trusics.


  The watch set company employees apart from other incubi and succubi. It was a symbol of belonging to an elite community, and it did so much more than tell time. Disguised as an accessory for the convenience of wearers, it was a specialized mechanism developed internally to make work efficient and safe. From what she had learned over the past month of rigorous training, the timepiece granted immediate access to the dream realm. It also stored and provided the sexual energy that was the heartbeat of the cubare.


  She had half an hour before the start of her next class, Seduction Studies. It was her favorite of the long day, not because of the hands-on structure of the course, but because she had proven herself to be an apt student of the discipline. Her trainers had repeatedly praised her ability to tease out a partner’s most provocative desires.


  On her way out of the classroom, she noticed a man standing near the classroom exit. She didn’t recognize him as one of her classmates or any of the trainers she knew. She smiled at the man on her way out the door.


  “Don’t let him get to you,” the man noted as she passed him. “He hates everyone.”


  Rillea paused her exit. “He does seem to have it out for me.”


  The man pushed himself off the doorjamb. “You’ll find most of the training staff will be knowledgeable and helpful,” he noted, “but I think he’s bitter about not being an active agent.”


  “They never told us; how do trainers get their positions?”


  “Studs put out to pasture.” The man shrugged meekly. “Incubi and succubi who want the benefits Trusics provides, but balk at having a monthly energy quota to meet. They get paid just enough energy to keep up their standard of living.”


  “They don’t age?”


  “Not as long as they honor their contract,” the man confirmed. “Their age remains preserved like a typical agent, but they’re not allowed to access the dream realm without company permission.”


  Rillea hazarded a glance at the trainer, who still commanded the front of the classroom. She noticed for the first time the peppering at his temples and the beginnings of crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. Wrinkles and grey hair were virtually unheard of in the cubare community unless they had been sired or recruited later on in life.


  Her grey-green eyes looked back at the informative stranger. “Are you a trainer, too?” she asked carefully, not wanting to offend the man either way.


  He chuckled and shook his head. “Naw. They’ll never get rid of me. I know too many company secrets.”


  Rillea found herself smiling. The man’s gentle energy had settled her nerves.  


  “By the way,” he said, offering his outstretched hand, “I’m James.”


  • • •


  Los Angeles, July 2012


   


  Riley walked across the Trusics parking lot for the second time in the span of a couple weeks. It was an unusual circumstance for the succubus and she didn’t care for it much. The beauty of being a “Customer Satisfaction Account Executive” was the ability to work from home. Having to go to the office reminded her of going to school.


  When she made her way inside the building, she reflexively removed the sunglasses perched on her nose. The sting she had forgotten about shot a sharp pain through her sinus area. She pulled out her compact mirror and inspected her nose. The swelling had gone down since morning, but it was beginning to change color. She could see the faint purple bruising under the fluorescent lighting.


  Luckily for Riley’s face and her reputation, the second trip into work landed her in the slums of the building, the nickname that some of the succubi and incubi had dubbed the single-digit floors. On this trip, she only had to trek up to level five and seven, which allowed her to avoid many of her peers.


  She hadn’t been on the fifth floor since her introductory tour of the LA office. The layout was relatively open compared to the other levels, but it still held the same aesthetics as the rest of the building. Glass offices were scattered throughout the open layout and desks were pushed into clusters without cubicle walls to divide them. Computer monitors sat on every desk and in every corner. Almost everyone in sight had on a security uniform or black slacks and a button up. On their hips were guns and walkie-talkies.


  Riley approached the front desk and was greeted by a perky receptionist. His toothy smile and loud welcome was bordering on manic. But in a building that was heavily guarded, visitors weren’t a frequent occurrence, and internal guests were a welcome sight for many, but not all, employees.


  “How can I help you today?” His eyes lit up in excitement and in an instant, several binders were laid out on the high counter top. “Real-life security requests, report forms on threats, dream realm incidences …”


  “I need a form for a realm-related incident.”


  “Do you need a form for user evaluation, too?” he pressed, leaning forward into the counter. “So, did you get someone that was extra handsie, maybe a creep that’s into ungodly things?”


  Riley’s brow furrowed; she didn’t know how to respond. She couldn’t decipher if his line of questioning would lead to the proper forms or if the man was simply being a gossip.


  “Maybe you could give me the stack of paperwork.” Riley looked at the binder he had referenced to as being realm related. “I could go through and fill out what I need as I go along. The rest I’ll keep on hand for future use.”


  The receptionist’s perkiness deflated when he didn’t get any more details. Stories from the dream realm were the fuel that burned the fire for some of the employees at the office. They lived for the scandalous adventures of some of their co-workers. And if information landed in the hands of the wrong person, any incident, trash talk, or hook-up would be known throughout the entire building within three to four business days.


  Word spread in a timely manner within the establishment, and the same could be said about any of the other global branches. When Heather and James had become an official couple, the entire Sydney branch had found out within three hours by way of pager. Granted, the office count had been smaller a decade ago, and Seven’s big mouth was partially to blame for the speed at which that particular piece of gossip had spread.


  The light dimmed from the receptionist’s eyes. A few official forms were slid across the counter, and the binders were returned to an area out of sight.


  “I’m going to fill this out at home.” Riley backed her way out of the uncomfortable stare. “Thank you for your help.”


  His interest in her was gone, and he waved her off. The warm welcome she had received upon entering was nowhere in sight.


  Riley climbed up two more levels. She needed to make one last stop at Human Resources, and then she would be home free. Unlike the security department, Riley had been to the seventh level on a few occasions. The Human Resources floor reminded her of a cross between a teacher’s lounge and a dank doctor’s office. It was eerily quiet and sun eluded the floor because every window blind was shut. If it had been her home, Riley would have done the same, but in a public setting, and especially on a floor dedicated to human resources, the sun would have been appropriate to brighten things up. The entire floor was dedicated to a team of only around ten people. With so much space and so small a staff spread across the level, it felt like there wasn’t a single soul occupying the area. Riley approached the front desk and hoped that the noise from her feet would be enough to alert someone to her presence.


  Behind her, the clang of the elevator doors sounded and a few people stepped off. Ophelia Blackwell was among that group. She wasn’t employed in HR; she was exactly what Riley was, only on a rival team. She had proven herself a cutthroat competitor, and if Riley could admit there was someone who could command the same attention as Heather, it would be Ophelia. When she walked into a room, heads turned and people gawked. She wore high-end power outfits—second skins that clung to the dips of each voluptuous curve—to every company function, formal and informal. Ophelia was ready to do business. Riley thought she owned a reasonable wardrobe for someone in their field, but she imagined her associate had a revolving closet in her own home. She envisioned entire rooms converted into clothing storage, each remote controlled and assigned to a specific type of attire. A home where entire walls would be dedicated to heels, none under two inches in height and each costing a few hundred dollars a pair. With shoes came mountains of purses and accessories, a specific room dedicated to each of those as well.


  It took Ophelia a moment to notice Riley’s presence. She was busy talking to a few of the employees from the department.


  “Hello, stranger,” Ophelia said with a low drawl. “Funny seeing you here. From the way your numbers keep climbing, I thought you lived in the realm.”


  Riley ignored the bait. “Do you know where the front desk person is?” She looked around the open office which appeared empty aside from themselves.


  A trim woman in a short-sleeved sweater and long skirt padded towards the receptionist area from a back room, tottering on kitten heels that looked still too steep for her comfort. If the crumbs attached to the bosom of her sweater were any indication, she’d just finished her lunch. Her appearance saved Riley the headache of continuing to converse with Ophelia. She knew better than to tangle with the imposing succubus, especially when she was on her own.


  “Can I help you?”


  Riley swept her arm to the side. “After you.” She smiled at Ophelia.  


  The woman’s eyes narrowed momentarily before she stalked off to a nearby corner that looked like a waiting area in a doctor’s office.


  “Guess not,” the woman from HR mumbled under her breath. “And how about you?” She turned to Riley. “What can I help you with today?”


  A tight smile came to Riley’s lips. “I’m looking for the appropriate forms to report a dream-realm incident.” She rocked back on her heels, and hoped she wouldn’t have to explain the details out loud with Ophelia in earshot.


  The woman pointed to the nearby corner where Ophelia sat. “You should find all the paperwork on that wall,” she noted. “If the form you’re looking for isn’t there, let me know and I can find you a copy.”


  Riley bobbed her head gratefully. “Thanks so much.”


  Across the room, a few vacant chairs lined the wall along with a literature rack filled with blank forms for employees. Riley scanned the array of papers for the form needed to report the unusual mark. She found the appropriate sheets and sat down in a chair on the opposite side of the sitting area as Ophelia. As advanced as Trusics was, it was as if half the building never got the memo to move away from pen and paper.


  She propped her feet up on a small coffee table littered with outdated periodicals. There was a laminated table-tent printed with bulleted safety tips about the dream realm: Never stay longer than an hour without sexual energy. If a mark doesn’t feel right, your safety comes first. Ere on the side of caution.


  Riley scanned the papers she had accumulated and began to work her way through them. She had to recount the incident to both Security and Human Resources. They wanted details—a lot of details. Riley pushed out a long breath, causing Ophelia to stir across the way.


  “Who knew being a succubus would be so glamorous?” Ophelia joked. “I guess I should have read the fine print.”


  “You said it,” Riley muttered.


  By the end, there was so much paperwork that her pen ran out of ink. Riley looked in her bag for another one, but came up empty. She gathered up her papers and tapped them into a tidy pile. “See you later,” she said in parting to Ophelia, still scribbling on her own paperwork.


  Riley approached the front desk area, which again was deserted. All she needed was another pen, but calling out for help seemed foolish. The clock ticked in the quiet room as she waited for the receptionist to reappear. She looked back at Ophelia whose head was still bent as she completed her own paperwork. Riley couldn’t help but roll her eyes. She was a succubus, and a damn good one at that. All of the paperwork was ridiculous, and she decided it could wait a day. A surge of defiant independence tickled down her spine. When no one came back to the front desk, Riley shoved the forms into her purse and exited the department.


  CHAPTER FIVE


   


  For the first time in weeks, Riley was on time for brunch. She had an inkless pen to thank for that. If she had stayed in Human Resources to finish filling out the appropriate paperwork, she would have been late again. She saw the usual suspects seated at their table on the front patio of the café. Among the regulars she recognized the form of a rarely seen friend.


  She tapped the man on the shoulder, garnering his attention. “Hey, nice to see you. You’ve been MIA all week.”


  Aaron twisted in his seat to greet Riley. “I know. Sorry. I was going to call, but I’ve been …” He hesitated on the word. “Tired.”


  Riley took the vacant seat beside him. “How’s the wife?”


  Aaron took a drink from his orange juice and set it back on the table. “Good.” He bobbed his head. “She’s been busy with work and all.”


  “And how are you?” She lightly nudged his ribs. “Aside from tired.”


  A weak smile crossed his rigid features. “Happy. And I’ll be even happier once I’m done with the social meet of anguish. I have to do one tonight.” Riley laughed at his honesty.


  The ‘social meet’ he was referencing was a mandatory group affair held by their employer to allow a random mix of cubare and non-cubare employees to interact. It was a team-building exercise to promote bonding that had turned into an AA confessional over the years. Each employee was required to attend at least one social meet annually. During that hour, each person stood and said whatever was on their mind. Because of the free format, ‘social meets’ could run much longer than the intended hour. It wasn’t a secret that the meetings were simply a large therapy session poorly disguised as a company mixer.  


  “I just did mine last month,” Riley said with a proud smile. “That’s another eleven months I don’t have to worry about it.”


  “Lucky girl.” Aaron hummed into his glass cup. “Do you think people would believe you if you said you were me at the meeting?” The playful tease earned him a slap to the arm. “I’m sure my wife would prefer it if I spent that time with her.”


  Despite being older than all of them, Aaron had recently married a human. Riley couldn’t fathom how he was able to keep his true self a secret from the one person to whom he was supposed to be closest, but Aaron seemed to have it under control. She didn’t press her friend what he planned to do as the years went on and he continued to look untouched by time. She was happy for Aaron and didn’t need to remind him of how imperfect this romance might be.


  Seven eyeballed Riley suspiciously. “You do something with your hair, Riles?  There’s something different about you today.”


  Riley could feel the eyes of her well-meaning friends hone in on her. Heather’s stare in particular seemed to penetrate through the sunglasses that she hid behind.


  Heather reached across the table and removed Riley’s oversized aviators. “Oh my God. Your nose!” There was a dark, ugly bruise across the bridge of Riley’s nose. The swelling had further dwindled, but the purple coloring had set in, and a hint of sickly yellow spiderwebbed across her features. “What the hell did you do?”


  Riley slid her sunglasses back into place to hide the swollen bruise. “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”


  Aaron held up his hands. “I wasn’t gonna say anything.”


  Heather swatted Riley with the magazine in her hands. “Sweetheart, it’s staring me in the face.” She gave the rest of the group a disbelieving look. “Is everyone honestly telling me that they were going to ignore the elephant on Riley’s face?”  


  “Don’t worry about it. I was just in a rush,” Riley tried to reassure her friend. “It should heal soon. In the meantime, I’ll cover it so you won’t have to stare at my elephant.” She waved a hand in front of her face.


  Heather frowned, unconvinced by her friend’s words.


  “I promise I’ll try to be more careful.” Riley patted at Heather’s hand before cracking a jovial smile. “Now, let’s get some breakfast. I’m feeling like pancakes today.”


  Moments later their waitress arrived tableside to take their order. While they waited for their breakfast to appear, Riley dug around for the makeup compact she was sure she’d seen floating around at the bottom of her purse. Her hand knocked into her phone, which seemed to buzz nonstop ever since Josh had set it up to access both her work and personal e-mails. He had reasoned it was necessary so she wouldn’t miss any more company messages, and with hesitance, Riley had agreed. She wasn’t opposed to technology, but she hated all of the interconnectivity.


  She removed a folder that contained the paperwork that needed to be returned to the office and set it on the table to gain purchase of the elusive makeup.  


  “Has Amber seen what you did to your face?” Heather pressed. At the mention of her girlfriend’s name, Riley shook her head.


  Seven balked. “Wait. Amber didn’t do that to you, did she?”


  “What? Of course not.” Riley’s face was incredulous.


  Madison laid a comforting hand over Riley’s. “Oh, honey.” She lightly squeezed Riley’s fingers. “Don’t make excuses for her.” She looked wistfully in the direction of the café’s front entrance. “I guess this will be our last breakfast here. I’m really going to miss their iced coffee.”


  Riley slipped her hand out from under Madison’s. “Seriously, guys. I did this to myself.”


  Even James frowned. “I don’t know, Riles. You do have a track record of covering for your partners,” he pointed out.


  “Oh shit,” Seven cursed. “The bloody thought slipped my mind, but the rotten bastard’s back.”


  “Who’s back?” Heather prodded, taking a full sip from her mug.


  Seven flicked his eyes purposefully in Riley’s direction. “Sean.”


  “No!” Madison squealed and Heather coughed down her coffee.


  James squared his jaw. “Where did you hear that?”


  “You know I can’t reveal my sources.” A weak smile fell to Seven’s lips. “It’s just a rumor that he’s in town. It’s not like I’ve personally seen the wanker.”


  The muscles in James’s jaw visibly twitched. “If I so much as smell that incubus, he’ll wish he’d stayed off the grid.”


  “I don’t know how he’s evaded Trusics or the Custodes for so long.” Madison looked more flustered than usual. She hugged herself. “I hope we’re not in any danger.”


  Heather was the only one to notice Riley’s silence while the rest of the group chatted about Seven’s latest intel. “Riley?” she softly called her friend’s name.


  Riley’s eyelashes fluttered in rapid blinks before her gaze came to focus on Heather’s face. “Huh?”


  “Are you okay?”


  “Of course.” Riley forced a smile to her lips. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  • • •


  It wasn’t until she was halfway home that Riley remembered that she had left her portfolio on the table under Heather’s stack of magazines. She would lose her head if she lost that confidential information, not that there was anything within her pile of paperwork that would have exposed the company if an unsuspecting person were to have found it. Between the forms and her personal printouts on her marks, she looked like an actively-seeking single that experienced a horrible first date, not a succubus.


  “Tell me you have it,” said Riley. Her words spilled out the moment she heard the call pick up.


  “I have it right here in my hands.” She could envision a sardonic smile crossing Heather’s lips. “You left rather abruptly. Are you okay?”  


  “Yeah, I forgot I had some errands to get around to.” It was a lie. She hadn’t wanted to be around once the topic of her ex-boyfriend had come up. “Can you tell me when you get home, and I’ll come pick it up?”


  “How about I do you one better and personally deliver it?” Heather offered.


  “Add one of those sexy brown delivery uniforms and you’d be perfect,” Riley drawled. “Thank you.”


   


   


  Within a half an hour the doorbell rang. The echoing sound was promptly followed by three consecutive knocks. Heather had arrived.


  When Riley pulled the front door open, Heather stood with her hips canted to the side, one hand perched firmly on the angular bone, and the other held the portfolio. She was eerily silent. There was no greeting, no smartass remark, just a cold anger emanating from the woman. Even her breath seemed angry. Her brow had deep ridges and her oversized sunglasses made her tightened jaw stand out even more.


  “No sexy outfit?” Riley half-heartedly joked as she prepared herself for Heather’s wrath.


  “You lied,” Heather said. Her voice was harsh. She shoved the portfolio into Riley’s chest. “You fucking lied. And to me.”  


  For a few seconds, Riley’s brain couldn’t process the accusation. She tossed the leather folder onto her entryway table.


  “You’re lucky I’m not going to flick your damn broken nose.” Heather huffed and pulled her sunglasses up to rest on her head. She pushed past her friend and began to make her way into the home. Heather only made it a few steps in before Riley caught her by the wrist. The grip was firm enough to still her movement.


  Testing her luck, Riley situated herself in front of her friend. She placed her hands on both of Heather’s shoulders and squeezed the tense muscle in reassurance. “I didn’t want you to freak out in public.”


  The action made Heather glare, but she didn’t recoil from the touch. “Of course I’m going to freak out. You could have died or something.”


  “A small bruise is far from death,” Riley said in an attempt to calm her friend. She inched her way closer and stretched her arms out. “I’m still in one piece.”


  “You have to report this and get a new mark.”


  “I’m a big girl,” Riley reasoned. “I can handle it.” She slid her hands down both of Heather’s arms and gave another squeeze. When Heather didn’t respond, Riley offered her a soft smile and pleading eyes. She knew exactly which expressions got under her friend’s skin, and it was only a matter of time before she would cave.


  A few silent moments passed until Heather visibly relaxed her once rigid stance. Riley took another step closer and pulled her into a hug. Heather’s head naturally fell into the crook of her neck even though she didn’t return the embrace.


  Kissing the side of her friend’s head, Riley pulled back from their hug. “If you want me to live long, you shouldn’t shove stuff at me with the force of a freight train. I thought I’d been impaled for a second.”


  Heather laughed and the worry lines on her face dissipated. “I don’t want you hurt.” She blinked her eyes at the first signs of excess moisture.


  “I know how to keep safe.” Riley beamed. “By the way, thanks for looking at my portfolio.”


  “Like that’s anything new.” Heather rolled her eyes and walked towards the kitchen. “I’ve seen your entire closet and your barrage of sex toys. How’s that for personal?”


  “You’ve seen more than that,” Riley hollered after the woman, relieved that Heather’s anger with her had dissolved so quickly. “How about I call for pizza, and we’ll have an impromptu girls’ night?”


  “We just had brunch.”


  “I meant later.”


  “In that case, pizza sounds great,” Heather said, opening Riley’s refrigerator to inspect its limited contents, “but I can’t stay the night. I’ve got a long night of work ahead of me if I want to make my quota this month.”


  As cubare, they could both survive on a quarter of the energy collected from meeting the minimum quota, but the perks Trusics provided made for an acceptable trade-off. In exchange for the lion’s share of the sexual energy harvested, agents received a generous salary, plus an inexhaustible database of potential marks. What her employer did with the rest of the energy wasn’t her business. Employees got their share, the energy reserve was kept full, and the remainder went to whatever the board of directors saw fit.


  Riley nodded. “Yeah, me too.”


  “And you have paperwork to complete, right?” Heather arched an eyebrow.


  “Right.”


   


   


  After the pizza had been eaten and Heather had said her goodbyes, Riley found herself alone in her apartment and alone with her thoughts. She retrieved her portfolio from the small table in the entranceway and opened it up. Her lips twisted into a small frown as she looked at the remaining information she needed to fill out. All she needed to list was the name of the mark and the user ID number and the files would be ready for submission.


  Her eyes scanned over to a waiting pen on a narrow desk in the living room. She walked over to the small office area and sat down at the desk. Her fingers flexed as if to reach for the pen, but thinking better of it, she took the first piece of paper and slid it beneath the desk and into a small silver slot. The paper shredder roared to life the moment the edge of the document touched its blades.


  She technically was turning the report in, she reasoned with herself as the shredder noisily ground the remaining paperwork into thin strips; it was just to the LA County recycling department and not to her work.


  CHAPTER SIX


  August


   


  She hadn’t felt so uneasy, yet determined, about an assignment since her first one decades ago. Riley tiptoed down the hallway, carefully placing one foot in front of the other. Even with discreet steps, the wooden floorboards creaked beneath her feet. Steadying her breath, Riley tightened her hold on the large metal shield she’d conjured along for protection. It was a birthday present from Josh, a gift she never thought she’d use beyond wall decor. The shiny safeguard was a stark contrast to her babydoll and heels. It couldn’t hurt to be prepared for battle, or sex.


  “Name, Morgan. Gender, female. Race, Caucasian. Age, twenty-eight. Member since 2006.” Her new mark’s account was technically still active on the Trusics’s database even though she had not personally accessed her profile in years. Trusics’s users remained accessible via the dream realm database until they cancelled their free account or stopped paying for a premium membership through any of Trusics’s network of websites.


  “Likes bubble baths, books, and the scent of campfires.” Riley rattled off the details that she hoped would be enough to keep her safe. “Currently a student with a goal of becoming a psychology professor.” She bit her bottom lip and recalled what had been listed on the woman’s profile under both the “relationship status” and “looking for” columns. “It’s complicated,” she recited aloud. “You can say that again.” Why anyone filled out the questionnaires to the extent some users did had always baffled her.


  Every step was tentative as she peered into each passing room. “Where are you today?” Her whispers almost seemed loud in the still house.


  She should have been avoiding this unconventional mark instead of visiting for a second time. She should have reported the unusual mark to Trusics right away so they could take the appropriate precautions. Not only had this mark revealed herself to be a lucid dreamer—someone who is aware that they are dreaming—but she had been able to physically injure Riley in the realm. Both details were giant red flags. Maybe the news of Sean’s supposed return had her feeling a little reckless. Maybe it was blatant curiosity.


  A flying baseball bat swung out of a doorway and slammed against Riley’s shield. She could feel the impact shudder down the length of her arms and rattle her teeth. “Hah!” she cheered when the vibrating stopped. “I bet you weren’t expecting tha—”


  Her words were cut short when a slippered boot, connected to a long, lean leg collided with the metal slab. Startled, the second attack sent Riley backwards and flat on her back. “That’s probably another bruise.” She groaned beneath the heavy weight of the shield. Her breath caught in her throat as she pushed the metal burden off her body. “Eff me.”


  She looked up to see her mark, Morgan. The brunette woman glared down at her, hazel-green eyes pinning Riley in place.


  “Therein lies your problem,” Morgan taunted and discarded the latest weapon of choice to the floor. It landed with a thud next to Riley’s head, causing her to flinch. “Because there will be no effing anyone. Ever.” Morgan stepped over the prone woman and headed down the hall.


  Riley sat up and winced. She threaded her fingers through her hair to rub the back of her head, feeling for telltale lumps. “You’re crazy,” she called after the retreating brunette. “You know what, I don’t even know why I came back here. Drab rooms, awful lighting, wood panel walls,” she ticked off. “It’s a horrible dream retreat if you ask me. Also, a home reflects its owner. Just putting it out there.”


  Echoing down the empty hallway, Riley heard Morgan’s voice. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”


  Riley pushed herself off the floor and brushed at her backside. The woman was right. Losing her composure would get her nowhere with the new mark. With a sigh, she followed the sound of Morgan’s voice and found her in a back kitchen, filling a teapot with water.


  The kitchen was far from impressive. No stainless steel appliances, no fancy backsplash, no upgraded marble tile floors. The refrigerator was an unattractive yellow with black trim; a motif matched throughout the rest of the room. A solitary vase had been placed on a built-in shelving unit. Absent was a flower arrangement, but not because they didn’t exist here. The back window above the double porcelain sink overlooked a modest backyard overrun with wildflowers. It didn’t look like the product of neglect, but rather an eccentric taste in gardens.


  The setting made little sense to Riley. Then again, nothing about this assignment really made sense to her. Dreamers could send themselves anywhere, real or imagined. These were fantasies, thoughts that people shamelessly indulged in during their most private moments. One of the many perks of the position, besides agelessness, was the opportunity to travel without the pesky hassle of airport security. If you’d always wanted a trip to see the Eiffel Tower, you found yourself a French resident or some hopeless romantic. With the wonders of technology, finding the specific desires and wishes of individuals was an increasingly easy task. Of course, Riley rarely saw the outside of bedrooms, even in the most exotic of locations, unless her client had a thing for exhibitionism.


  “You used to live here?” Riley’s eyes bounced throughout the home; it was quaint.


  Morgan turned from the sink to an older gas range. The pilot clicked four times before the flame roared to life. “A long time ago.” She spun and faced Riley. Leaning back, she placed her elbows on the counter behind her. “Why are you here again?”


  Riley’s eyes narrowed as she observed the woman before her. She shook her head as if to ward off some of the more outlandish remarks she had for that question. Nothing had ever prepared her for the situation. A lucid dreamer with the ability to resist charm and cause physical harm was not a scenario most entertained.


  She considered the question. “Well, I couldn’t visit you if you hadn’t given me permission.”


  “I don’t recall ever agreeing to this,” Morgan countered.


  Riley bit her tongue. She couldn’t tell her any more details without revealing the true nature of her job or Trusics. A million questions plagued her mind, but she settled on one. “How are you capable of asking these questions?” she inquired. “This is your dream, your fantasy. We’re supposed to be gettin’ it on, doin’ the deed … you’re supposed to be getting lucky.” Her words were almost rhetorical. “Something mindless, fun, and sex related.”


  “Don’t your other victims talk?”


  “Mostly groans, the names of deities, and many unintelligible words, but they don’t ask real questions.” Riley frowned as a particular word sunk in. “And they’re not victims.”


  “With romantic charm like that,” Morgan shot back, “how could anyone resist?”


  Riley fiddled with the watch clasped around her wrist. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, but give me a chance. I’m not that bad in bed. In fact, I’ve been told I’m rather good at it.”


  Morgan rolled her eyes. “Everyone thinks they’re a good lover.”


  The succubus hummed. “At least I can rule out a fantasy where you’d like for someone to beg to sleep with you.”


  “I would have thought my greeting last time would have been enough to keep you away.” Morgan’s eyes narrowed. “Your kind never stops do they?”


  Riley flashed a dimpled grin. “You mean the sexy, sensitive, playful, be-whatever-you-want-me-to-be kind?”


  “Horndogs,” Morgan said under her breath. “All of you. Guys. Girls. All the same.”


  “What do you mean ‘all of you?’”


  “Don’t play dumb,” Morgan said, shaking her head. “I mean demons.”


  “There you go again, casually throwing the word ‘demon’ around.” Riley blinked, offended and a bit dumbfounded. “That’s where you’re wrong.”


  “So you’re not a demon trying to drain my sexual energy until I become a lifeless corpse?”


  “Well …” Riley hesitated. “I am, but not the corpse part, and not the demon bit either. I’m a hundred percent human … ish.” As the words continued to escape her mouth, Riley inwardly cringed at how she must have sounded to the other woman. “It’s not like I have horns and a tail.”


  “Well, invading people’s dreams and stealing their energy seems pretty demon-ish to me,” Morgan countered stubbornly.


  “When you put it that way, it doesn’t sound great,” Riley admitted, her voice tapering.


  Morgan spread her hands. “So put it in a good light then.”


  “Um.” Riley’s brain spun and churned. “That’s not the point.” 


  “Right …”


  “Jesus Christ.” Riley shook her head in frustration. “Who are you, and how do you know what I am?”


  “I’m Morgan. But you probably already knew that about me, demon,” she drawled the last word on purpose.


  “You know, Morgan,” Riley mimicked the same tone, “for someone who went to an Ivy League school, you could sure use some more research before you start spouting nonsense.”


  Morgan pursed her lips. “Hey, insulting me won’t get you any closer to this,” she noted, gesturing to her body.


  At the suggestion, Riley took in the slender curves of Morgan’s silhouette. She’d been unable to appreciate her figure the first time she’d visited her in the realm, getting physically beaten and all. Riley swallowed down a primal impulse. A lithe waist and subtle flare of hips hid beneath an oversized grey cardigan that nearly touched the tops of her thighs. In spite of Morgan’s attractive physique, the clothes were all wrong: grey cardigan, pale lilac camisole, and black yoga tights. Most of Riley’s clients dressed in high-end labels or nothing at all. In comparison, the woman seemed dressed for a day in with a book, not a passionate tryst with an ideal lover.


  Morgan snapped her fingers, pulling Riley out of her admiring stare.


  “This is the most twisted fantasy I’ve ever been in,” Riley muttered to herself.


  “You’re hardly my fantasy.”


  Riley lifted a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “Oh really? How do you want me then?” Her clothing morphed before the other woman’s eyes. Instead of her sheer babydoll, she now wore a short pleated skirt, white knee-high socks, and a tight blouse tied just beneath her pert breasts. “Maybe you’d prefer me sweet, innocent, and a little naïve? Perhaps I’m a student in need of help on an assignment.”


  Riley took a cautionary step closer to her mark as her clothing shifted again. She knew she was wasting her energy, but the frustration had begun to cloud her mind. The more control a succubus had over a dream, the more energy it depleted. For more energy efficient sessions, a mark’s imagination had to do all the work. But without a little give, there wasn’t a take. And that take was more than worth the trouble if the experience exceeded expectations. Morgan had Riley’s interest, and it would be a lie to say that the challenge didn’t turn her on. Her schoolgirl outfit melted away and re-formed as a skintight, crimson, leather body suit. Loosened hair turned ten shades lighter as it pulled back into a high ponytail. A harsh zipper split the tight material between her breasts, revealing a startling amount of cleavage. The pants tapered down her long legs, and she stood confidently on four-inch black platforms.


  “Or maybe you need me to whip some sense into you,” Riley purred. Her eyes narrowed, and she tapped a thin riding crop against the palm of her hand. “Maybe you’ve been pining for someone to tell you what to do. I think you need a break from always being in charge, always being the head of everything you do. Must be tiring.”


  “Still not your type?” The red leather outfit shifted and fell away to reveal a black string bikini whose material barely contained her firm flesh. She wore leather straps around her ankles. Her taut hair fell out of its ponytail and blonde roots sprouted from her scalp until her entire thick mane was platinum in color. “Maybe all this hesitation is an act,” Riley continued as the distance between them closed. She shook her wrists and the metal bondage rings jangled. A small, black collar materialized around her neck, dangling from a shiny d-ring was the leash. “Maybe you’re always the take-charge type and you’d rather I not call the shots.” She batted her thick lashes. Her demeanor didn’t miss a beat; she could change her tempo as fast as the outfits.


  Morgan looked visibly flustered. Riley wondered if she had unknowingly tapped into a secret fantasy, but assumed that woman’s academic, left-sided brain was working overtime from watching her transformations.


  “How did you do that?” Morgan’s fingers grazed over the material of the leash. “It—it feels so real. I can practically smell the leather,” she thought out loud.


  “It feels real, because it is real,” Riley replied. She watched Morgan’s hesitant touch, a mixture of fear and curiosity, continue down the lead.  


  “Can you change into another person?” Morgan asked. “Or can you just change your clothing and hair color?”


  “Don’t you know?” Riley said smugly. She could only hope that her poker face would hold. But under the wandering eyes and examining touches, she felt insecure. She was a specimen under a microscope. “You seem to be the expert on what I am.”


  Behind them on the stovetop, the teapot shrieked to life. Morgan blinked and shook her head. She turned her back on Riley and pulled the kettle from the gas burner. The shrill cry faded as the silver kettle cooled.


  Morgan pulled a ceramic jar from a ceiling cabinet. “Would you like some tea?” she offered.


  Riley stood stunned for a moment, and her outfit defaulted to her original babydoll. It wasn’t that she’d never been offered food or drink on an assignment before—although generally she was licking said food and drink off of someone’s body. She was stunned by the young woman’s ability to turn and control the situation. One minute she was hitting Riley with a baseball bat, the next she was offering the succubus hospitality.


  “Not that I’m complaining about the offer, but you’re puzzling,” Riley voiced her thoughts. “I mean, you were holding batting practice with my head minutes ago.”


  Morgan poured hot water into two cups, each with their own tea bag floating to the top. “I guess I don’t care for baseball all that much,” she said with a slight shrug. “Anyway, I didn’t think you’d complain over my lack of aggression.” She brought the two steaming cups over to a small kitchen table that sat three as it was situated against a wall. “We can go back to that if you’d like. I’m accommodating.”


  “No thanks.” Riley lifted a hand.


  Morgan smirked at the simple gesture. “People can have a change of heart.”


  “Not that quickly they don’t,” Riley pointed out. “You could be schizophrenic.”


  “For a seductress, you’re doing a bang-up job,” Morgan retorted, sitting down in one chair. “Between the insults and tea, I don’t know how we’ll have time to have sex.”


  Riley stared at the cup of tea offered before her. Hot wisps of steam filtered from the dark liquid. “You didn’t poison this, did you?” Dream poison, in theory, wouldn’t have been threatening to her life, but with the mark’s unknown capabilities, she wasn’t so sure.


  Morgan stared at Riley from across the top of her ceramic mug. Her expression was unreadable. “That depends. If you die in my dream, do you die in real life? Do you even exist in real life? Or do you just hop from one victim’s dream to the next?”


  Riley cringed. “They’re not victims,” she repeated. “It’s not like I’m draining their blood in some dark alleyway like a creepy vampire.” 


  She slid with a practiced grace to sit in a chair across the intimate kitchen table. Her hands wrapped around the spare mug and she blew across the steaming liquid. Riley could tell Morgan’s eyes were drawn to her mouth—she’d purposefully pursed her plush lips as she cooled the scalding tea. The aroma from the steam filled her lungs before she gently placed the hot mug back down. She brushed an errant strand of hair away from her face. The healthy mane had returned to its more natural color—chestnut with a hint of California sun-kissed highlights.


  “Are vampires real?” Morgan blurted out. There was a hint of excitement that flashed in her eyes.


  “I don’t know,” Riley answered honestly. She dipped the tip of her finger into the tea and brought the flavor up to her lips. “For as long as I’ve been doing this, I’ve never met one. However if you’re into that sort of thing, think of me as a kind of vampire.”


  “So you’re a soulless demon that drinks blood?”


  Riley’s emotions faded from her face. “Of course you only wanted to confirm their existence. That would have been too easy if you had a vamp fetish,” she whispered to herself. “You seem to have a knack for looking at things in a negative way.” Her eyes narrowed. “Just so we’re on the same page, I have a soul, and I don’t drink blood. What I do is less messy and way more pleasurable.”


  Morgan nodded and they fell into an awkward silence.


  “How old are you?” Morgan asked.


  “Don’t you know that’s not polite?” Riley deflected.


  “You can go any time, you know,” Morgan muttered, playing with her coffee mug.


  “Actually, no I can’t.” It was a lie—she could jump in and out of dreams as effortlessly as she could shed someone’s clothing. “I am officially stuck with you for the next six months, give or take a couple dreams.” The last bit of information, however, was the truth. It was company policy to limit the time a mark could be visited.


  “Fantastic,” Morgan said with a scowl.


  The woman seated across from her offered a challenge. Riley had never been denied before, neither by man nor by woman, and certainly not two dreams in a row. She’d encountered hesitance and reluctance from clients before, but that had always been part of their fantasy. Especially for women flirting with same-sex intimacy, the seduction was part of the master plan, and it made the energy Riley received even sweeter.


  Morgan was different, however. She truly didn’t want Riley there. Her refusal was not part of an elaborate cat-and-mouse charade. Riley was perplexed. Why was she having tea with the woman instead of having her?


  Riley pushed the cup around on top of the table. “But really … did you poison this?” She chewed on her lower lip.


  Morgan genuinely smiled, laughed, and let out a light sigh. “No. I didn’t. Even if I wanted to, I’m not that sly.”


  Riley was shocked at the laugh, but relaxed in her chair. “Does that mean if you were that sly you’d off me just like that?” She snapped her fingers.


  Morgan offered the other woman a weak smile. “No. I didn’t mean it like that.”


  Riley cocked her head to one side. “Then why the change of heart?”


  Morgan dropped her eyes to her coffee cup and played with its handle. “Maybe … maybe it’s because I don’t exactly think you’re here to hurt me. Call it a gut feeling.”


  “Not to be rude, but haven’t I been pretty harmless this entire time? For God’s sake, look at what I’m wearing.” She pushed her chair back from the table and gestured to her outfit. She pulled at the small frills that lined the bottom of her sheer babydoll. “Did you honestly have concerns about me attacking you with what … my stilettos?”


  Morgan shook her head. “I’m not too keen on the idea that someone is invading my dreams and taking my energy.”


  Riley sighed deeply, blowing a few stubborn strands out of her face. “It’s really a fair trade if you think about it. A great trade in fact. Mind-blowing sex that beats anything you get in real life, and the trade is a little bit of measly energy.”


  Morgan smirked. “If it’s ‘measly energy,’ then why don’t you give up the sex without the energy stealing?”


  Riley opened her mouth to refute Morgan’s accusation, but found herself at a loss of words.  She closed her mouth and frowned. “Fine.” She called Morgan’s bluff. “Let’s do it.”


  Morgan’s hazel eyes widened. “What?”


  “You heard me. Let’s go.” She grabbed Morgan’s wrists across the table, nearly spoiling the tea cups. “C’mon,” she said firmly. “We’re going to your bed.”


  Morgan pulled back. “I, uh …”


  Riley’s eyes narrowed. “Didn’t mean it? It’s too late now. We’re going to your room. I’m doing you for free.” She stood up and pulled at Morgan’s arms, hefting her from her seat. “I’m gonna do you like you’ve never been done before.”


  Morgan held her position despite Riley’s urging. “Uh, um. No. No bedroom.”


  Riley stopped pulling and dropped her grip on Morgan’s wrists. Her smile widened, turning into a leer. “You’re right. Let’s rock your norm a little. How about right here?”


  Within a single stride, Riley crossed the distance between them to stand a breath’s length away. Morgan stumbled back a few steps, surprised at the succubus’s sudden proximity. She caught herself against the edge of the kitchen table. Riley leaned in, causing Morgan to fall backwards to keep the same distance between them. Her elbows practically rested on top of the table.


  Riley smiled predatorily. “So … you ready?” she asked in a heavy, breathless whisper.


  If Morgan’s only hang-up was the loss of sexual energy, Riley had no problem with bedding an attractive mark for free. She could work on the energy details in later visits. If Morgan wasn’t serious and Riley was right about the bluff, her only motivation was to make the woman squirm.


  Morgan hesitated and shook her head. “You’ve got it all wrong.”


  “No, I’m sure I can read you like an open book.” Riley’s hands fell to Morgan’s narrow hips.


  “I wasn’t serious,” the pinned woman choked out.


  Riley tilted her head and exhaled a long breath. “Neither was I.” Her hands dropped, and she pushed herself off the table to readjust her sheer outfit.


  Morgan attempted to steady her breathing. “I’ve never played chicken with a demon before,” she remarked shakily. “I definitely lost.”


  “Still not a demon,” Riley remarked. “But yeah, you definitely lost.”


  A sound chattered from Riley’s watch. Both women’s attention went to the timepiece.


  “Alarm clock?” Morgan asked.


  “Something like that. I wish the work day was over, but sadly it’s not.” Riley made a face. “I now have the pleasure of waiting for Mr. Ten.”


  Morgan’s eyes flipped wide. “Oh, whoa. Ew.”


  Riley blinked a few times before recognition set on her features. “No! Mr. Ten O’Clock. Time, not length.” She shook her head in disgust. “You’re gross.”


  Morgan cleared her throat. “So how do you take off?” she asked, quickly changing the subject. “How do you go to a different dream?”


  “I go as quickly as I arrive. Sort of like flashing or phasing out?” Her watch clanged louder and more insistently. “Crap. I have to go now. Thanks for the tea and the interesting conversation.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  Riley couldn’t decipher the expression or emotion on Morgan’s face, but at least the violence had stopped. It was progress.  


  Morgan’s features squished together. “I guess it was nice meeting you then. Officially.”


  Riley’s grin broadened. “Hey, this isn’t the last time you’ll see me. Trust me.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


   


  Riley shoved her car keys into her purse as she hustled to the patio table. She was late for brunch. Again. Mr. Ten had wasted time as was his tradition, but since it had been her last official visit, she’d wanted to leave him with one last lingering memory.  


  She found her friends, Heather, James, and their human-friend, Wyatt, already seated. Others were noticeably absent as well, which lessened Riley’s guilt about her own tardiness.


  Heather waved her over. “James ordered you a coffee and breakfast.  He couldn’t be stopped.  I hope you’re in the mood for waffles.”


  Riley smiled at her friend as she took a vacant seat. James’s chivalry was a relic from earlier times. “For once I’m thankful that you like ordering for me.”


  “Excellent.” James chuckled, blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “My efforts are not without appreciation.”


  Riley scanned the café, looking for Amber. “Is my girlfriend working today?”


  Heather shrugged. “Not a clue. You should keep better tabs on your woman.”


  Riley pulled her phone out of her bag and texted Amber. Hey, stranger, she wrote. I miss your face.


  Amber’s response was immediate. Are you sure that’s my only body part you’re missing?


  “No phones at the table,” James joked.


  Riley snapped her eyes up from her phone’s screen. “Sorry, Dad,” she teased, but promptly shoved her phone back into her bag.


  Heather pushed her eggs around on her plate. “I wonder what happened to Seven today? He’s rarely late.”


  “Probably defiling someone on his free time,” James guessed. “I don’t know how he doesn’t get tired of that.”


  “He always was a more promiscuous fellow.” Wyatt shook his head. Everyone in the group could recall his first encounter with the incubus. It had been rather awkward walking in on Seven in the middle of a ménage à trois. For the group of friends it was a sight to be shrugged off; for Wyatt, he had turned as bright as a tomato before scampering away.


  Across the café, Riley could hear Madison’s distinct drawl as she approached their table. The sound of her unmistakable laugh floated to the front patio area.


  Wyatt, the only true human in the group, looked over his shoulder. “You guys didn’t tell me Madison was coming to breakfast,” he lamented with a pained face.


  “That’s because we love to watch a custos squirm,” Heather joked, dark eyes flashing in amusement.


  “It would be too obvious if you left right now,” James noted.  “You better stay and suffer through the embarrassment.”


  Wyatt grumbled under his breath, but remained glued to his seat.


  As Custodes went, Wyatt was harmless. The fact that he associated with cubare made him a bit of an outsider to fellow members though, especially the venators who only sought to destroy them. Wyatt was part of the excubitor faction, the side that tolerated their kind so long as humanity continued to thrive.


  “Actually, you may have lucked out. It looks like she’s got her hands full today,” James said.  It was his attempt to relieve some of Wyatt’s discomfort.


  Madison, with a new admirer in tow, made her way to the table. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite goody two-shoes.”


  “Hello, Madison,” Wyatt said with a sigh.


  Madison returned her attention to her latest conquest. “You have my card …” She trailed off purposefully.


  “Justin,” the stranger promptly offered.


  “Right. Call me later, Justin.” She emphasized his name. For a moment the man looked lost. His eyes searched hers, and he stood, silent, as if waiting for further instructions. Either he’d lost consciousness, or Madison had him under her thrall.


  “You can go, sweetie,” Madison instructed as her hand traced over his bicep. He beamed at her choice of affectionate word and walked off with a grin plastered to his face.


  “Look at you controlling that situation,” Heather purred. A wicked grin crossed her lips. “If I wasn’t me, I’d say you were me.”


  Madison playfully bowed. “I’ll close the deal on him later,” she said, taking an empty seat. “I’m a full name away from some amazing sex, I can feel it. Justin seems like a pleaser.”


  Wyatt cleared his throat and straightened in his chair. “You don’t feel bad?”


  “For having sex?” Madison giggled. “Nope. Not one bit.”


  “I meant for enticing him.” Wyatt lowered his voice to avoid the risk of being overhead. “Through your touch.”


  “Handsome, you should know that physical contact doesn’t charm everyone.” To reiterate her point, Madison ran the tip of her index finger across his exposed forearm. “There has to be an underlying attraction. If we could have anyone with little more than a touch, don’t you think I would have taken you for a ride a few times by now?”


  Wyatt’s face turned five shades redder and he stood from his seat. “I believe that’s my cue to bid you all farewell for the day.” He pulled a few bills from his wallet and tossed them on the table. “It was good seeing you all,” he said, eyes skimming the group. His gaze fell short of the flirtatious source of his scarlet hue. “Even you, Madison.”


  “Nice work, Mad Hatter,” Heather teased. “Scaring off the custos again.”


  Madison turned her head and watched Wyatt try to escape the café. He was continually cut off by people darting in front of him, but the man was too polite to simply shove people out of the way. “I’ll get him one of these days,” she noted wistfully. “I bet he’s a gold star.”


  Riley stirred a spoon in her coffee cup, feeling unusually disconnected from her friends’ banter.  She didn’t even look up to acknowledge the waitress who set her order near her elbow.  


  “Enjoy your food,” the waitress said, lingering near Riley. She was their usual waitress, not Amber, but Riley had never taken the time to learn her name. Names were the gateway to the dream realm, they were the verbal consent that allowed cubare to access a person’s dreams. It was better for her attempts to stay monogamous in the waking world if she didn’t have that key.


  “Thank you,” James said, the only one to acknowledge her presence.


  Riley could feel the waitress’s eyes on her, but she continued to stare at her food.


  Heather, noticing her friend’s distraction, leaned forward, and pushed Riley’s plate of food to the side. “What’s wrong with you today?”


  Riley’s eyes snapped back into focus. “Nothing. Why?”


  “You … you look distracted this morning.”


  Riley frowned. “Just some stuff on my mind.”


  “Amber?” Heather speculated.


  “No. Work stuff, I guess. Our work. How it all works …”


  Heather’s dark features pinched together. “Elaborate please.”


  Riley bit her bottom lip. “Well, like—”


  “What are you two lovely ladies whispering about?” Madison interrupted. Her tone was like elbows, barging in without apology.


  “Nothing,” Riley said through a sigh. She brushed some hair that had worked its way from her ponytail off her forehead. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “Oh my God!” Madison practically squealed. She leaned in conspiratorially. “Did you sleep with our cute waitress, and now you’re ignoring her? Is that why she keeps making eyes at you?”


  Riley jerked to attention. “What? No. I have Amber.”


  Madison made a face. “What’s your point?”


  “Amber’s my girlfriend,” Riley emphasized with a growl. “I wouldn’t cheat on her. Especially not with one of her co-workers.”


  Madison shrugged her shoulders. She played with the straw of her iced coffee, which was sweating all over the plastic tablecloth. “I’ll never understand you. What’s the point of being who we are if you’re going to live outside the realm like some kind of cloistered nun?”


  Riley rolled her eyes. “You don’t ever wish you had someone to come home to at the end of the day?”


  “But it’s a doomed relationship, Riley,” Madison tried to reason. “I mean, I can kind of understand why these two hooked up,” she said, gesturing in Heather and James’s direction. “But it’s not like you’re going to give all of this up for some human. And we only have a few more years in Los Angeles before we have to move,” she reminded her. “What are you going to do then?”


  Riley exhaled sharply. “I’ll figure that out when it happens.”


  Having the ability to live forever was a gift that many people wanted. Having the ability to be young forever was an even grander prize. But life could become repetitive, especially because Trusics required their employees to move every six years. It had been Barcelona before Los Angeles, and London and Sydney before then. Roots—that was something their lifestyle could not abide. But as long as Riley had this life, she needed to find a reason to live. A reason to keep breathing.  


  All the talk about her girlfriend had put Riley on the defense and wanting to hear Amber’s voice. Knowing James’s annoyance about phones at the table, she found Amber’s number in her contact list and stood from her seat. As the phone rang, she walked out to the sidewalk in front of the café’s patio.


  “Good morning,” Amber’s cheerful voice greeted.


  “Hey, beautiful,” Riley returned. She felt the corners of her mouth tugging into a smile hearing Amber’s throaty tone. “Where are you this morning? I’m at the café, and it’s not the same without you here.”


  “I have second shift today, so I won’t be in for a couple hours. But if you’re going to be there for a while, I could come in a little earlier?” Amber offered.


  “No, no. I don’t want to mess up your schedule. No one should have to be at work longer than they need to be.”


  “Speaking of which, when do I get you to myself?” Amber prodded. “You’ve been so busy with work lately.”


  Riley rubbed at her forehead with her free hand. “I know. And I’m sorry. Things have been unusually chaotic.”


  “Well as long as we get some one-on-one time soon,” Amber said. “I’m starting to forget what you look like.”


  “Soon. I promise.”


  They exchanged their goodbyes with more murmurs of longing and missing before Riley hung up and returned to the table. She’d thought she’d been absent long enough that the conversation at the table would have changed, but Madison’s attention was still on the waitress with an apparent crush. Out of everyone at the table, she didn’t know why their waitress would be pining over her. Her companions were just as attractive, if not more. Cubare were generally confident in their appearance, but Riley wasn’t narcissistic enough to believe that her beauty was universal; if that were the case, picking marks wouldn’t have been a skill to be honed.


  Madison stared forlornly at the dismissed waitress. “It’s like looking at a sad puppy. Poor thing. Such a puppy,” she murmured. “I want one now.”


  “A sad waitress girl?” James interjected.


  “No. A puppy,” Madison corrected.


  Heather shook her head. “You’re not getting a puppy, Maddie. Remember what happened last time?”


  Madison pouted. “That was like decades ago when I was brand new. I can do it now.”


  “You lost it the first day,” James said, amusement in his words.


  “Mr. Blimpie didn’t want to stay inside.” Madison huffed. “He was claustrophobic.”


  “He was a puppy that wanted to play outside,” Heather deadpanned.


  • • •


  Riley stood in the backyard of the ranch-style home. The sky was overcast and rain fell down in a fine mist, dusting the hair and outfit that had taken her some time to perfect. Just beyond the kitchen window, she watched Morgan seated at the table, unaware of her presence outside. The woman’s thin shoulders rose and fell with a deep sigh. The ceramic mug cupped between her hands seemed to provide comfort, but not enough to consider abandoning the long cardigan she wore in these dreams. It was as if Morgan believed that no harm would come to her as long as she wore the sweater, her subconscious version of a security blanket.


  Riley observed the woman for a moment longer even though she was getting damp from the gloomy weather. She needed to know more about this mark. She needed to know how and why she was lucid. Why did Morgan’s dream default to the same dreary settings and why could she never phase directly into the home?


  The succubus walked around to the front of the house and entered through the door there using the spare key under the welcome mat. Not wanting to startle the lucid dreamer, she made no attempt to sneak inside and closed the door solidly behind her. The sound of Riley’s heels on hardwood clicked down the hallway as she made her way to the kitchen. Besides the rhythmic ticking of a grandfather clock, the house was silent.  


  “Why do you use the door?” Morgan asked, not turning her eyes from the back window. “I know it’s not necessary.”


  “I don’t want to be rude.”


  Morgan made an amused sound. “That’s funny, coming from one of you.”


  Riley stood close to Morgan, nearly hovering over the seated woman. She placed her palm against the cool glass. “Why is it always so dreary here?” she asked, staring out at the same scene. The outside gardens were cluttered with bright, vibrant flowers and lush green grass, but the constant rain made the view anything but inviting.


  Morgan turned her head and looked up at Riley. “You tell me,” she said. Tired, hazel eyes inspected the succubus.


  Riley quirked an eyebrow. “Is there extra water?” she asked, choosing to ignore the way Morgan continually deflected her questions and attempts to dig below her surface.


  Morgan nodded and turned her attention back to the window. “Help yourself,” she said, her voice quiet. “You know where everything is.”


  Riley walked to the stovetop and lifted the stainless steel teapot. Her lips pulled into a soft smile when she realized there was enough water left for one more cup. She opened a side cabinet and pulled out a mug before pouring the rest of the hot water into the container. She rummaged around the top cabinets for a moment in search of the tea bags. As she moved around the kitchen like she belonged there, she was acutely aware of Morgan’s quiet gaze.


  Riley sat down across the table from Morgan, still silent. She dipped her tea bag a few times in and out of her mug and watched as the herbs slowly seeped into the clouded water. “Rough day at school?” she asked, not looking up from her tea.


  Morgan cocked her head and considered Riley. “Why are you doing this?”


  Riley brought the steaming mug to her lips and blew across the water, watching the slight ripples her breath caused. “Doing what?”


  Morgan rolled her eyes. “Uh huh,” she deadpanned. “I’m on to you. You’re about as subtle as a water buffalo.”


  Riley smiled over the rim of her cup. “Are you calling me fat?” she complained in mock horror. “Have we regressed to juvenile insults?”


  Morgan set her cup down. The ceramic made a harsh noise on the wooden table top. “What are you getting out of this?”


  “Besides the pleasure of your company?” Riley countered pleasantly.


  Morgan said nothing. Instead, she returned her gaze to the picture window where rain continued to beat down against the pane of glass.


  Riley took the opportunity to inspect the other woman. Morgan had asked a very good question. What did she get out of this arrangement? Obviously if she and Morgan were having sex, she’d be benefitting from the energy and working toward her quota. But they weren’t having sex, and she was wasting energy. In fact, Riley wasn’t even convinced Morgan wanted her around. Most meetings were spent with Riley flirting and Morgan glaring her down.


  “How do you know what I am?” Riley asked.


  Morgan’s features troubled. “Most people don’t when you barge into their dreams?”


  “No one’s ever known,” Riley emphasized. “For as long as I’ve been doing this, I’ve never encountered a lucid dreamer. Not like you.”


  “And exactly how long have you been doing this, Succubus?”


  “I have a name, you know.”


  “Why should I care?” Morgan snapped, the bite in her tone visceral. “I’m sorry,” she immediately apologized. “That was rude of me.”


  “It’s okay,” Riley shrugged. Her femininely muscled shoulders rose and fell beneath delicate lingerie. A single strap slipped down her shoulder with the movement, and she felt a hopeful surge when Morgan’s gaze fixed on the lightly tanned skin and down to the slight swell of the cleavage that poked above the demi-bra cups.


  The words that came next were unexpected. “What’s your name?” Morgan asked.


  • • •


  London, 1998


   


  Rillea Schroder thumbed through the book of names. “Rachel. Rain. Raleigh,” she recited out loud.


  “Keep looking,” Heather urged.


  “I underestimated how hard this was going to be.”


  “Why the name change anyway?” Heather asked as she removed another book from its shelf at the London bookstore.


  “I’m ready for a change,” Rillea said, not looking up from the book. “What do you think of Raquel?”


  “I think your age is showing, Ms. Raquel Welch.” Heather smirked.


  Rillea shrugged, nonplussed. “Don’t you mock me. That deer-skin bikini in One Million Years B.C.?” She waved her hand like a fan in front of her face. “Totally hot.”


  “Let’s think of this name change as an upgrade,” Heather suggested. “You’re not just changing your name, you’re also updating your identity.”


  “What was your birth name?” Rillea asked.


  “Sahana Malik.” The syllables rolled off her tongue like honey.


  “Pretty.”


  “Thanks. I didn’t get to pick it though; that was all my parents’ doing.”


  “How many times have you had to change your name?” Rillea asked.


  “I’ve lost track,” Heather stated with a dismissive wave. “When I was first sired, I changed my name all the time. It was like a new identity for every mark. But then your president made changing one’s identity a hassle when he decided to create social security numbers,” she remarked, making a face.


  “My president?” Rillea snorted. “Social security numbers were invented, like, during the Great Depression. I wasn’t even born then.”


  “Well he wasn’t my president,” Heather protested. “I’m not even American. Oh!” She kept her finger pointed at the open page. “What about Reagan?”


  A small woman, hunched with age, approached the two giggling women. “A baby!” After the initial excitement, the stranger sighed, eyes crinkling until they practically disappeared beneath wrinkles. “What a blessing. When are you due, dear?”


  Heather blinked, unable to form words when she realized the eyeless woman was staring at her.


  Rillea recovered faster than her friend. “It’s a Christmas baby,” she announced. “Actually, it’s twins,” she gleefully lied. She placed a hand on Heather’s flat abdomen.


  The woman clapped her hands. “How lucky!”


  “What the hell?” Heather slapped Rillea’s hand off of her stomach. “Do I look pregnant?” she hissed when the woman was out of earshot.


  Rillea smirked. “Time to cut back on the fish and chips, mate.”


  “It’s only because I look older than you, that’s all,” Heather sputtered. “She just thought you were too young to have gotten knocked up.”


  “Oh, if only she knew,” Rillea said with a chuckle. After a moment, she shut the baby book and slid it back on the shelf. “Do you ever think about it? About having children?”


  Heather visibly flinched. “When I was human, sure. It was a different time; a different place. Getting married and having children was what my family had expected of me. But now … what’s the point?”


  “Well, you’re practically married to James,” Rillea pointed out. “So you’re halfway there.”  


  “I’m with James,” Heather agreed, “but as long as we’re both …” she dropped her voice, “… the way we are, babies are out of the question. What about you, Riles?” She turned the question on her friend. “You ever think about having kids?”


  “Right,” Rillea snorted. “Like I’d ever be mom-material. You just want me to get fat.” Her lips twisted wistfully. “But to be serious, I don’t think I could do it.”


  “You’re not that bad. I’m sure you could handle being a mom.”


  “No, not that.” Rillea resisted elbowing her friend. “I don’t think I could sit back and watch my child grow older while I remained the same age. Watch them be vulnerable to disease while I remained impervious.”


  “James’s mother is one of us,” Heather reminded her friend.


  “Yeah, but look how well that turned out. James is the best,” Rillea quickly clarified, “but his mom is a total pill.”


  Heather’s eyes glazed over as she scanned the titles of the other baby books in the bookstore section. “What do you think of the name Riley?”


  Rillea let the name fall over her tongue a few times.


  “It sounds like a boy.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


   


  Besides Amber’s or Heather and James’s apartment, Josh’s home was one place where Riley felt the most at ease. At times it felt more like home than even her own apartment. She and the Trusics web guru had only known each other since her move to Los Angeles, but their mutual love of junk food and video games had made them fast friends.


  Both had their laptops on Josh’s kitchen table. Scattered across the surface was an assortment of junk food: gummy worms, coveted cheese puffs, half-eaten candy bars, and empty cans of energy drinks. Even though they were by themselves and the walls of Josh’s apartment were well insulated, each wore noise-canceling headphones.


  They’d been losing all day at their latest game selection for first-person shooting, and Riley was livid. “He’s making his character dance over my corpse!” she complained into her microphone.


  “He’s probably twelve. What do you expect?” Josh returned.


  Riley keyed in a complicated series of moves, but her soldier died almost as soon as it had been respawned. She tossed off her headphones in frustration and grabbed a licorice to gnaw on while Josh continued to play by himself.


  “I hope your clients never see this side of you,” Josh remarked, pulling off his own headphones. “It’s honestly scary.” The tip of his tongue made an appearance between his top and bottom row of teeth as he concentrated on taking out a sniper.


  Riley furrowed her brow and chewed on the candy. “Heather’s marks might like it though.”


  Josh cleared his throat uneasily, eyes still trained on his computer screen, and Riley smirked. For someone who worked where they did, Josh was innocent. If she wasn’t convinced it would break him, she would be tempted to corrupt him, even if it was only a little.


  Riley reentered the game with renewed vigor.


  “Hey, if I wanted to do some research on the company’s history, is there like a library or something we have access to?” She tried to keep her tone even so as to not arouse his suspicions.


  “A library? Like with books? People still read those?” Josh’s entire body shifted in his chair as he rapidly tapped on his mouse. “I showed you how to use your e-reader once; do you need me to do it again?”


  “Josh, I’m serious.”


  Josh hazarded a brief glance in Riley’s direction. The succubus lost interest in the game again, and her character was quickly vanquished. “Okay, I’m listening.”


  Riley pushed some candy-coated chocolate out of the way and leaned her elbows on the kitchen table. “I’ve been curious about our history—where we came from, why we do the things we do, and Trusics’s part in all of it.”


  “I’ll see what I can find out, but you know I’m more of a computer guy. If it’s not powered by batteries or a cord, I’m not an expert.”


  An obvious retort about battery-operated toys sprung to Riley’s mind, but she bit her tongue for Josh’s sake. “I appreciate it.”


  Josh’s character fared no better than Riley’s, and after getting shot in the head, he shut his laptop and sighed. “We got our butts handed to us by tweens.”


  “Old school?” Riley suggested instead.


  Josh nodded.


  Riley grabbed another handful of candy and popped something chocolate covered into her mouth. “Dust off the NES.”


  • • •


  Riley parked her car on the street as there was no proper parking lot adjacent to the nondescript brick building. She double-checked the address that Josh had procured for her. He hadn’t found a library, but he did find Trusics’s corporate archives. The collections were housed in an annexed building across town in a transitioning neighborhood. Riley gave her vehicle a withering look as she locked it; her surroundings gave her little faith that when she returned it wouldn’t be gutted or propped up on cinderblocks, not that her car was anything special.


  After being so accustomed to the clinical, sterile ambiance of Trusics’s Los Angeles headquarters, the understated entryway of the corporate archives was a surprise. Pushing through two sets of glass entry doors, Riley was met with a blast of air conditioning and carpeting that had seen better days. The central lobby was poorly lit—unflattering halogen lights buzzed and flickered above. She examined her surroundings for confirmation that she was in the right place; she could have been at the DMV if not for the eerie silence. The room was vacant but for a reception desk against a far back wall. No one sat behind the desk to greet her. The only signage was a computer printout taped to the front of the faux wood paneling of the welcome desk. “No Public Bathrooms” it read. The reception counter itself was bare. No “Ring Bell for Service” or even a courtesy phone. Riley swiveled her head, on the lookout for even security cameras, but none were in sight.


  “Hello?” she called out. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and waited.


  In the background she heard the sound of a toilet flushing. A few moments later a door that Riley hadn’t noticed because it blended in with the wood paneling, opened. A squat woman who looked to be in her late fifties or early sixties waddled out. Her dress was ill-fitted and constructed of a stiff, blue material. It was more of a shift than a tailored dress, like one of those shapeless Parisian sack dresses so popular in the early 1960s. The woman adjusted her narrow glasses on her nose, looking unimpressed by Riley’s presence.


  “Yes?” Her voice was gravelly. Riley imagined her name was Marge and that she was a smoker who bowled in a league on Thursday nights.


  “Ah, is this … are these the archives for Trusics?”


  The woman settled into an ergonomic chair with a long, tired whine. Riley flicked her eyes around the room. Her gaze bounced from the decor, to the tattered chair, and settled on the outdated box monitors. There was no way she was in the right place. Everything associated with Trusics was top-of-the-line with the most advanced technologies available. This couldn’t be her employer’s archives.


  “That’s a nice ticker,” the woman acknowledged. “You must be doing pretty well for yourself.”


  Riley instinctively covered her watch with her hand.


  “You can’t be more than what—seventy-five years old?”


  Riley’s eyes widened. “Uh … sixty-nine.” She supposed there would be a time when she’d stop counting, but until she reached a century old, she still felt a little self-conscious about her age.


  The woman made a humming noise and peered over the tops of her reading glasses. “What can I help you with today?”


  Riley scratched at her head. “I’m looking for more information on the company. The history?” She dropped her voice. “Our history?” She had never thought to ask these questions before, never thought to dig deeper into her own heritage, but contact with Morgan had planted a seed of curiosity. Why did she exist? What was her purpose? Was there any meaning to her existence or was she a small cog in a much larger, capitalistic machine? They had become the kind of needling questions that if she had required sleep would keep her up at night.


  “Didn’t you read the handbook from the company orientation?”


  “I did,” Riley confirmed. “I just want to know more. You know, precorporate.”


  Riley felt herself shrinking under the archivist’s disapproving stare. She was about to recant everything she had said, but the woman spoke before she could.


  “Follow me.”


  The woman rose from her chair and turned to walk through the same hidden door from which she had originally come. Riley followed, close on her heels, worried the woman would change her mind and send her away if she hesitated. Behind the wood-paneled wall was another room of similar size and unfortunate 1970s business decor. Along an adjacent wall was a metal cage that turned out to be an elevator that looked original to the building. The woman—she had yet to give her name—pulled the metal gate back. It squeaked and complained as if it hadn’t been used in years.


  The woman stepped inside the narrow lift. This time, however, Riley did hesitate.


  “Well?” The archivist lifted an eyebrow.


  Riley worried her bottom lip. “I don’t suppose there’s another way?”


  The woman didn’t respond, but her continued aggravated silence was answer enough.


  Riley steeled herself and slid into the narrow cage beside the much wider woman. When the caged door slid shut, Riley closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. For as far back as she could remember, she had never done well with small, enclosed spaces. Riley kept her eyes closed while the archivist manipulated the controls on the lift, and after what seemed like a painfully long time, the elevator began to slowly descend.


  Riley continued to focus on her breathing, but she had begun to sweat down the small of her back. Her knees buckled the longer they remained trapped inside the small, ancient elevator, and she braced herself against a wall. Mercifully, the elevator finally came to a loud, abrupt stop, and the caged door swung free.


  Riley rushed out of the compartment and into another room, not caring about the archivist’s judgment. She bent at the waist until her head was nearly between her knees while sucking in deep, gasping breaths.


  “Are you okay?” The concerned voice was foreign to Riley’s ears.


  She righted herself and twisted in the direction of the elevator. A woman, a different woman than the one who had been in the elevator with her, stepped out of the small lift. She looked to be no more than thirty in human years with copper-colored hair that fell in waves down her shoulders. Unlike her stout predecessor, she was tall and slender, with a feminine build. Her long, pale limbs were dusted with a fine sprinkling of freckles. The unflattering denim mumu was gone, now replaced with sharply tailored business attire—a grey pencil skirt paired with a loose, cream-colored blouse unbuttoned to the third button. She wore a necklace with an elaborate pendant that rested in the hollow of her throat.


  Riley blinked, sure she was hallucinating.


  The woman smiled warmly. “I can’t very well go walking around like this above ground,” she explained with a melodious laugh. “Do you know how many people would want to visit the archives if they knew I looked over the company files?”


  Riley laughed as well, recovering quickly from her stare. She wondered at the abilities that the reclusive succubus held. Had the woman only appeared different above ground because of an illusion of some kind, or was she physically able to shapeshift outside of the realm? The unique situation piqued her curiosity about all there was to her existence. If it hadn’t been a trick, the potential she had realized within the dream realm was merely a fraction of what cubare were capable.


  “You have questions, don’t you?”


  Riley nodded.


  “Which question is most pressing?”


  Riley bit her lip. “What’s your name?” she finally decided on.


  The woman laughed and it felt like sunshine in the windowless basement. “Oh, that’s an easy one. I’m Liliah.”


  • • •


  Riley settled down at a long wooden table in the reading room of the company archives. Liliah had gone over with her an extensive list of do’s and do not’s in regards to archival policies. The emphasized restrictions were that no materials were allowed to leave the building and no photocopies or photographs were allowed of any of the collections. Liliah explained it had nothing to do with secrecy, as Trusics always strove to be transparent with their employees, but the fragile nature of the materials necessitated the precautions.


  Liliah had disappeared once again to retrieve a box of material that she believed Riley might find helpful in her search for answers. Beyond wanting to know the archivist’s name, forming a tangible, researchable question had evaded Riley. She was simply curious, namely about Morgan, but it wasn’t as though Trusics would be able to compile a frequently-asked-questions document for her on the intriguing lucid dreamer. In the span of only a few dreams, Morgan had troubled what had previously been Riley’s relatively conflict-free existence.  


  Riley drummed polished fingernails on the wooden table. She inspected her nails, which she habitually kept short, but manicured. “I wonder,” she murmured to herself.  


  She concentrated on the color—a light taupe—of her fingernail polish. Her eyes squinted reflexively as she focused on her fingers. Everything else in her direct sight blurred until only the muted color remained in focus. In dreams, she could change everything about her appearance to meet a client’s specific desires. It had taken a few decades of practice, but now she was able to change her hair color, eye color, clothing, accessories, and time with minimal effort. It was an inefficient talent that monopolized energy that could otherwise go towards meeting her monthly quota. As such, she rarely manipulated the realm unless she calculated the waste would benefit her in the end. After witnessing Liliah’s transformation she had to wonder if the same kind of shift could be accomplished outside of dreams and if more than superficial changes were within her abilities.


  Her concentration was disrupted when a heavy box was dumped beside her. The table shuddered under its impact.


  “You’re thinking awfully hard,” Liliah observed. She brushed her hands together, producing a visible cloud of fine dust. It made Riley question if anyone ever came to the archives.


  Riley shook her head with a rough flick. “Sorry. Daydreaming.”


  The archivist licked her lips, a hint of amusement touching them. “As if you don’t get enough dreams in your line of work?”


  Riley cleared her throat. “Have you always been down here?”


  “Since the beginning of time?” Liliah arched an eyebrow. “No. But … I’ll admit it’s been quite a while since I was an active agent like you.”


  Riley had more questions, and Liliah had been forthcoming, but she didn’t want to take advantage of the archivist’s kindness by asking too many personal ones.


  “So,” Liliah began, “I took the liberty of pulling all of Trusics’s handbooks and newsletters. Well, all of the ones we have here at least.” She slid a finger across the layer of dust on the box and rubbed her fingers together. “But if there was a specific time span you were interested in, I could do an interlibrary loan from one of the other operations. Hopefully, you’ll find something of use. It’s an incomplete archive, unfortunately. Most of the precorporation material was lost or purposefully destroyed to keep our world a secret from the humans.”  


  Riley stood and removed the lid from the archival box. She flipped her fingertips over the carefully organized folders, each of them labeled with a year. Her eyebrows furrowed. “But some of these go back to the late nineteenth century. Has the network been around for that long?”


  “Yes. But Trusics, the corporate form that you know, has only been around since 1990.” The perplexed look on Riley’s face told the archivist all she needed to know. “You really don’t know much about our history, do you?”


  Riley shook her head, feeling embarrassed by her ignorance. It had never occurred to her to ask questions like these. Trusics provided her with everything she had ever desired. Who was she to question that or their motives?


  Liliah sat on the edge of the reading room table. “The Realm’s United Suc and Inc Communication System”—or Trusics as it’s known as now—is as old as the first printing presses. Obviously, the cubare community has a far more ancient history, but starting around the mid-fifteenth century, our kind began to seek each other out in a more organized fashion. It began modestly as a kind of …” she hesitated, looking for the right word. “Support group.”


  “Support group,” Riley repeated. “As in ‘oh woe is me, it’s so hard being immortal?’”


  “Where would you be today without your friends?” the archivist asked sharply. “Without a strong support group of allies who knew the exact trials and tribulations that come from being like this?”


  Riley held up her hands, properly chastised. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean offense. I remember those. It’s just that they’re so different now.”


  The woman’s features softened. “Apology accepted. So, as I was saying,” she continued, “around the 1600s, some of the founders were looking for alternate ways to fiscally support themselves that would allow them more time in the dream realm. This became a joint-stock company founded in Great Britain with footholds in the Far East.”


  “Which explains how easily Trusics was able to expand globally around the time I was recruited by them,” Riley said, thinking out loud.


  Liliah nodded. “They had already sown the seeds centuries earlier.”


  Riley ran her fingertips over the tops of the organized folders. “Is there anything that exists from the early period?”


  “No. They used a disappearing ink as a precaution, in case the newsletters fell into the wrong hands.”


  Riley knew by now not to mock the other woman, so she kept her snarky comments to herself.  “Then what?” she asked, eagerly leaning in. Her curiosity was like a dam, weakened from the strength of a flash flood. Now that the first questions had been asked, she could hardly hold back the deluge.


  “Well, the company earned more and more money, eventually branching out to a small line of chain stores.” Liliah fished a worn folder from the archival box and produced a newsletter dated from the early 1800s. “Word spread that if you were in need of reliable work that afforded you enough time to access the dream realm, this was the place to seek employment.”


  “I worked for one of those cubare retail chains in New York before our current employer.” Riley’s eyes roamed over the artifact. “Honestly, this is amazing. I can’t believe someone kept this for so long.”


  Liliah made a humming noise of agreement before carefully refiling the newsletter. “Then the wars came,” she recited. “A century of death that affected the cubare population, as well as the humans. So starting in the 1950s, recruitment picked up.” She tilted her head to the side, inspecting Riley. “When did you become a succubus?”


  “Not long after that,” Riley admitted.


  Liliah chuckled. “Ah yes. One of the Baby-Boomer succubi.”


  Riley had never heard herself referred to in such a manner—most of her friends were younger cubare like herself—so she didn’t know if she should be offended or not. She was also tempted to ask Liliah when she had become a succubus, but she had already sensed that the archivist was far older than herself.  


  “Then came the Internet and everything changed. But you probably already know about that.”


  Riley nodded.


  “Thus ends storytime.” Liliah looked around the empty room. “You’re welcome to look through these files until the end of the workday. I usually close up shop around 4 p.m., so give me a call on that phone over there if you’re finished for the day or if you’d like to look at some more boxes.”


  Riley stood up. “Thank you, Liliah. You’ve been extremely accommodating.”


  Liliah flashed a brilliant smile, all even, white teeth. “Glad to have the company.”


  Riley pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She fished out the first folder from the archival box. “Well, here goes nothing,” she said and began to read.


   


   


  Hours later, Riley still had not discovered anything of use. The newsletters might have served as a touchpoint for the cubare community since the invention of the printing press, but so far Riley hadn’t stumbled upon anything more interesting than a recipe for bacon-wrapped jalapeño poppers. A digital archive would be far more helpful. She could research phrases like “lucid dreamer” and “injuries that manifested in the real world” without alerting anyone in her company to the irregularity of her latest mark.


  Riley rubbed roughly at her face. The small print was starting to affect her; the tiny black words blurred together, causing her eyes to strain. She stood and stretched her arms above her, enjoying the delicious pull at the base of her spine. Oxygen to the brain wasn’t going to be enough if she wanted to soldier through more archival material for the rest of the day. She was going to need a caffeine drip.


  The cardboard cup dropped out of the beverage dispensary. Riley pressed the button for a coffee, black, but nothing happened. There was a mechanical buzzing noise, but no liquid was produced. Riley hit the side of the machine, and the hot liquid finally poured out.


  “No beverages by the books, okay?” Liliah had returned with another archival box. As soon as Riley finished skimming through one archival box, Liliah unearthed another for her. It was like an unending conveyor belt of useless information.


  Riley smiled sheepishly at the archivist. “Sorry. I’ll dump it out.”


  Liliah set down the box on the long research table. “It’s not that good of coffee anyway.”


  “I’m sure I’ve had worse,” Riley said with a laugh.


  “I’m sure you have. How’s it going?”


  “It’s going.”


  Liliah produced a sympathetic smile. “You know you don’t have to get through all these files today. It’s an archive. We’re not going anywhere. And it’s not like you’re getting any older, either.”


  “I know,” Riley nodded, looking blearily at the new stack of boxes Liliah had brought down. “But I want to try to get through as much material today since I’m already here.”


  “Are you sure there isn’t something specific I can help you find?” Liliah offered. “It would probably be a lot more efficient that way. I know these files pretty well.”


  It was tempting to ask the archivist what she knew about lucid dreamers. But just as she hadn’t turned in the paperwork that would have blacklisted Morgan and shut off Riley’s access, she kept this to herself.


  “Nothing specific.” Riley puffed out a sigh. “Guess I’d better get back to it.”


  Liliah nodded. “I’m here if you need me.”


  Riley tossed back the coffee and made a face. The liquid was so thick it was practically chewable. Ready to renew her search, she settled back down at the research table. The folder in front of her was dated from the 1930s. It contained mostly newsletters from the precorporate cubare support group. If Riley hadn’t been so concerned about her latest mark, she might have actually enjoyed the glimpse into the past. There were entire columns about fiscally surviving the Great Depression and rally cries to step up efforts in giving the human race an escape from their own dire realities. She hadn’t been particularly fond of history when she’d been a human, but having befriended cubare who’d experienced the actual events firsthand made the subject come alive like no high school textbook could.


  She continued to scan the newsletters, still not finding anything of particular import to her research goals. She sat up straighter in her chair and rubbed at her lower back. She was stiffening up from sitting still for so long. If she was lucky, maybe one of her marks would dream up a spa retreat for them that night.


  She sighed heavily and returned the 1930s folder to the box. Routinely she grabbed for the next folder which corresponded with the next decade. She was getting closer to World War II, when James had been turned. The years that produced her closest friends were of personal interest, but she doubted if there was anything in these boxes that would answer her questions. Once she got into a rhythm recognizing patterns of columns and sticking to headlines and subheadings, she moved quickly through the material. The 1940s folders revealed nothing helpful, although she had discovered some touching letters from the cubare about loved ones lost to the war. As mentioned in Liliah’s history lesson, the World Wars had devastated both humans and cubare. She slipped the last folder for the 1940s back into its original box.


  Her watch indicated it was close to the end of Liliah’s work day. She could stop for the day, empty-handed, or hope that the 1950s would shed some light on her mystery mark.


  “Might as well,” she grumbled to herself.


  The newsletters from the 1950s were printed in color. The format was visibly different from previous decades, and the paper had a glossy feel. Also new was a monthly column that resembled a “Dear Abby” format. Both succubi and incubi wrote in with questions as varied as how to slow down time in the dream realm to making the perfect meatloaf. One headline from the Question and Answer column screamed out at Riley: “Lucid Dreamers. They Exist. Don’t Freak Out!”


  Riley suddenly became alert; her previous despondent fog scattered. She bent her head close to the paper and eagerly devoured the first glimmer of helpful text.


   


  Dear Dream Whisperer,


  Last night I encountered a mark who seemed to know exactly who I was—or should I say—was aware of my presence. While she didn’t come right out and name me as an incubus, she knew that she was dreaming. The energy was great, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to avoid her in the future. Did I do something wrong? Should I be worried if this happens again?


  Looking forward to your answer,


  Concerned ‘Cubi


   


  Riley’s hands practically shook with excitement and she continued to read. It sounded exactly like Morgan, although they’d never had sex, so she didn’t know the quality of that particular mark’s energy. The response was printed below.


   


  What you encountered is what we refer to as a Lucid—someone who is aware of his or her dream and tends to have control of the environment as such. Lucid dreamers are rare (yours personally has never encountered one), but if you find yourself in this situation again, do not fret. Your natural charms will take over. Lucids are not immune to our kind. Did you notice that as the dream progressed, the mark settled into her role? Lucids will fall into their dreams and fantasy like the rest of the dreamers. Take charge, Concerned ‘Cubi.


   


  “Sorry to interrupt,” Liliah’s voice rang out.


  Riley looked up sharply from the newsletter, eyes wide. The archivist had reappeared. She now wore a jacket and had a purse slung over her shoulder.


  “The archives are now closed for the day. We’ll open up again at 9 a.m. tomorrow.”


  Riley snapped the folder shut and stood up. “Do you need to reshelve these or can I keep them here on the table for when I come back?” She was partially afraid that if she left the folder in the archives, it might not be there when she returned. It was a ludicrous fear, she knew. There was no conspiracy; Trusics had no reason to suspect anything was off with its star employee.   


  Liliah frowned. “I have to return them to the stacks. They’re stored in an environmentally-controlled room so the newsletters don’t fall apart. Unlike us, these materials tend to fade with age.”


  Riley nodded her understanding. “But I can come back, right, and pick up where I left off?”


  “Of course,” Liliah confirmed. She set her bag on the table so she could begin the task of reshelving the archival boxes. “When can I expect you?”


  “Is tomorrow too soon?”


  CHAPTER NINE


  September


   


  “Oh, God. I’m so hungry.” Riley slumped down in an empty chair at their usual table. She slid her sunglasses up to her forehead and rubbed at her eyes. The dark circles beneath her normally vibrant irises were enough to make themselves present.  


  “Was that Henry who dropped you off?” James questioned, craning his neck to look at the city streetscape. “I hope our favorite cabbie is doing well. Last time I spoke to him his daughter was heading to college.”


  “Where the hell is your car?” Heather added. “What’s wrong with it now?”


  “It wouldn’t start.” Riley shrugged. “I didn’t have time to look it over this morning, but I’ll fix it soon.”


  “Use your money, and buy a new car before I buy you one,” Heather threatened.


  “Don’t you dare.” Riley frowned. “It’s not that I can’t buy something new, but I like my car and I can damn well fix it.”


  “Stubborn mule,” Heather said under her breath loudly enough for Riley to hear. She waved at their usual waitress. “Let’s get some food in you. You’re looking a little … famished.” The cringe on her face was apparent. “We weren’t sure if you were going to make it today, otherwise James would have ordered for you.”  


  “Thanks, H,” Riley grumbled. “Is ‘famished’ your new way of telling me I look like crap?”


  “Maybe.” Heather spoke into her coffee cup. “You haven’t been yourself lately.”


  Riley hesitated. “What makes you say that?”


  Heather stirred more sugar into her black coffee. “I can see the gears in your head turning.” She offered her drink to Riley, who simply waved it off. “More often than usual.”


  If there was one person Riley could trust enough to confide in, it would be Heather. “There’s a girl,” she admitted.


  “Sounds juicy.” Heather scooted her chair closer. “Work or real life?”


  “Work. And she’s driving me crazy. I’m not getting anything from her.”  


  Heather’s refined features furrowed. “I’m not following.”


  “I’ve visited her a few times, and we still haven’t had sex.”


  “What?” The attention of the table turned to the both of them.


  Riley scolded her friend. “Keep it down. It’s … complicated.”


  “Sweetie, what we do is anything but complicated.” Holding up her hand, she began counting off on her fingers. “We show up, we sex it up, and we get out of there.”


  Riley pushed the salt and pepper shakers around on the tabletop. “She’s different.”


  “What’s going on with you, Riles?” Heather relaxed into her chair but the tension radiated off her posture. “You’re starting to worry me.”


  “I’m fine,” Riley insisted with a shake of her head. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”


  “Are you not meeting your quota because of this girl?” Heather asked, worried.


  “No, I am. I’m meeting it just fine.”


  “Then why the dark circles under your eyes?” Heather prodded. “Or is this some new vampire-chic look I’m not hip to?”


  “I’ve just been staying a little too long with her.”


  “Stop doing that.” Heather’s tone was severe.


  “But—”


  “I mean it, Ri,” Heather cut her off. “If you’re not getting energy from her, then what’s the draw?”


  Riley ignored Heather’s question and picked up the laminated menu. “I need some food.”


  “You need something alright,” Heather muttered under her breath, “but I don’t think it’s on the menu.”


  Their conversation was interrupted by a waitress with a near-empty coffee pot in one hand.  


  “I stand corrected,” Heather heaved a sigh.


  “Hey, stranger.” Amber grinned brilliantly. “What can I get you this morning?”


  “How about a kiss and some coffee?” Riley suggested, looking up from her menu.


  Amber scanned the patio before bending and pressing a chaste kiss to the corner of Riley’s mouth, leaving the succubus wanting more. “This coffee’s pretty rancid. Let me get you something fresh,” she said with a wink.


  Riley folded her laminated menu and set it on the table. “Okay.” Her hands visibly shook. “Sounds good.”


  Heather couldn’t help but notice Riley’s predatory stare as she watched her girlfriend make her rounds. “Are you going to …” she trailed off. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Here? At the restaurant?”


  “Are you suggesting I shouldn’t?”


  Heather held up her hands in retreat. “Not judging. But don’t ruin her, okay? I really like this place, and it’s so hard to find a decent brunch spot in this neighborhood. Remember what happened when Seven went after our waitress at Geppetto’s?”


  Riley nodded. A small smile crept onto her lips when she remembered the fallout from Seven’s botched relationship with the attractive barmaid at their favorite Italian bistro.


  “I like her a lot, H. I’m not going to ruin her.”


  Riley’s gaze trailed after her waitress girlfriend as she moved among the tables, refilling coffee cups and smiling pleasantly. Girlfriend. Riley laughed softly to herself. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d used that label—very few times since she’d become a succubus, at least. She could engage in all the amorous activities she ever desired in her line of work, but lately she’d begun to miss the intimacy that came with companionship. Her friends would probably tease her even worse than they typically did, but sometimes she simply wanted to hold someone’s hand, wanted to wake up and be greeted with a sweet, sleepy smile. A succubus who just wants to cuddle, she mused to herself.


  Riley stood up from the table, the legs of her chair scraping against the patio floor.


  Heather shook her head. “And so it begins.”


  Ignoring her friend, Riley left the table and strode in the direction of the bathrooms near the back of the restaurant. There were three doors in the narrow hallway: the men’s restroom, the women’s, and a door marked “Employees Only.” She frowned and looked back and forth between two of the doors—the women’s bathroom and the employee area. She didn’t have to deliberate for too long before Amber popped out from behind the employee door and pulled Riley in.


  “What took you so long?” Amber demanded. She began unbuttoning Riley’s shirt and dropping kisses down her neck.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know there was a rush.” Riley’s breath hitched when Amber scraped her teeth across her jugular. Her nostrils flared, and she reigned in her basest emotions. Her vision clouded over momentarily as if a grey veil had covered her eyes. She blinked rapidly until the colors came back. Cuddling would have been great, but sex most definitely wouldn’t hurt.


  “My boss comes back from an errand in about twenty minutes.”


  Amber pushed Riley against the door and pulled up the front of her shirt to kiss down her stomach. Riley bit back a moan when Amber licked hard against her hipbone.  


  A roguish look crossed Amber’s features as she deftly popped the top button of Riley’s jeans and the zipper soon followed. Riley reached for something—anything—when denim material was pushed down her hips just far enough to give Amber access. She finally settled for grasping the door with one hand and a handful of Amber’s dark red hair in the other.


  She slammed her palm against the back of the door. “Fuck.” She could feel the beginning signs of primitive cubare instincts slipping through. It was like having a filter over her eyes—a lens that could see the energy that came off of the individuals around her. She struggled to keep her eyes their normal light grey-green.


  Amber smiled against her. Normally Riley wasn’t rendered unintelligent so easily, but time spent with Morgan in the realm had her energy dipping more than she was used to. She was wound tighter than the strings of a violin. And Riley was an exquisite instrument that demanded to be played.


  A distinct male voice yelled at the kitchen staff. Amber immediately stood from her previous kneeling position, and her hands went to the front of Riley’s jeans while Riley busied herself with the buttons of her shirt.


  “Twenty minutes?” Riley growled. The abrupt end was enough to ward off any lingering feelings of her natural cubare form.


  Amber flashed a lopsided grin. “Maybe that was too generous of an estimate.”


  The door swung open and the restaurant manager stood in the opening. He looked momentarily startled to see the two women in the employees’ area.


  “What are you doing in here?” he demanded. “Who is this, Amber?”


  “I—” Amber stammered. “I was—”


  “She was apologizing for your absence,” Riley smoothly lied. “I wanted to speak with the manager about possibly adding more vegan or vegetarian options to the menu.” She smiled, showing off deep dimples. “This young woman was kind enough to help.” She turned her attention back to Amber. “Thank you for your thoroughness, Miss. I’m excited for future possibilities … on the menu.”


  Riley breezed past the manager with Amber following. Once the door to the employees’ area closed behind them, Amber erupted with laughter.  


  “Cute,” she openly approved.


  “What? It was either lie or your ass gets in trouble,” Riley defended herself. Her hands went to the buttons on her shirt. In the hurry to redress, Amber had skipped a button.


  Amber flicked her eyes around cautiously before pressing her mouth against Riley’s lips. Riley’s hands reflexively went to the waitress’s hips, but when Amber attempted to deepen the embrace, Riley eased away.


  “You need to get back to work.”


  Amber tugged at her bangs. “I know. But I don’t exactly want to right now.” She idly fiddled with the buttons on Riley’s shirt. “I have you to blame for that, you know.”


  Showing an unwonted amount of self-restraint, Riley’s hands rested against Amber’s to still the movements. “Go,” she lightly instructed. “Before your boss sees us talking. I don’t want to get you in trouble.”


  Riley hazarded one last kiss, far more chaste than she normally would have liked.


  “Will I see you tonight?” Amber called out to Riley’s retreating form.


  Riley spun on her heel and slowly walked backwards. “If you want to, I don’t see why not.”


  • • •


  Riley ran her hands through Amber’s long red hair, letting the silken strands slide through her fingers.


  It was daylight behind the open windows of the European-style apartment. The sheer curtains billowed with a sweetly perfumed air, and small birds made conversation outside on the branches of a mulberry tree. The detail gave Riley pause. Most of her marks dreamed of a seduction at night, but she imagined Amber’s subconscious had placed them in the daytime hours as that was usually when Riley saw her. Night was reserved for other patrons in the dream realm. She made a mental promise to be more present during the night for Amber, to work harder to be a normal couple.


  They sat together on the bed, small for the potential it could hold. The sheer lingerie did a poor job of covering Riley’s more intimate body parts. In their own relationship, she had not brought out the frilly teddies, corseted bustiers, or anything more elaborate than matching bra and panty sets. It was a simple dream of an uncomplicated life, and it made Riley’s eternally beating heart ache. She peppered kisses down the smooth column of Amber’s pale throat. Her girlfriend made a noise of approval, vibrating through her vocal chords like a quiet growl. Amber’s hands slid down her arms and past her wrists. The touch to her bare wrist felt unfamiliar as if that narrow patch of skin belonged to someone else. She had purposefully left her Trusics watch at home. She was off the clock, off the grid, for this visit.


  A wisp of orange haze clung to Amber’s porcelain skin. The energy pulsed, cresting like ocean’s waves crashing onto the shore. Guilt flickered within Riley as she watched the energy concentrate in the center of Amber’s body. This was her girlfriend, not a mark; it would only be a one-time thing. And she reasoned to herself that it was only a little—enough to make up for what she’d lost in the realm with Morgan. Never again would she waste so much energy to impress someone who wasn’t going to let her bed them. Amber pressed her lips against Riley’s, forcing thoughts of Morgan from her brain.


  The succubus opened her mouth and breathed in. Only cubare had the ability to see the colored energy, giving Amber no cause for concern. The orange-hued smoke crawled from Amber’s slightly parted lips and stretched the distance to Riley’s open mouth. With her watch on, the energy would have flowed from her mouth down to her wrist. But without the spelled timepiece to divert the flow, the energy settled in Riley’s chest, filling her with a sensual warmth. She’d nearly forgotten the rush of a pure energy drain. She overflowed with happiness, and she felt like she could take on the world, obstacles be damned.


  Under normal circumstances, Riley would have reported the energy she’d taken from Amber since her girlfriend wasn’t in the Trusics database. Her employer was strict about monitoring extra-curricular energy. Too much energy, especially when taken directly without her timepiece, could lead to addiction; Trusics wanted to protect their employees and their own interests from that possibility. But she reasoned to herself that the paperwork would be too much of a hassle for such a minor amount of energy. This wasn’t going to be a new norm for them. This was to simply ebb her appetite, returning her to company-standard levels.


  Amber’s hand found the side of Riley’s face. “Your eyes,” she murmured, her own heavily lidded. “They’re so black.”


  Riley awoke with a jolt. She scrambled out of her bed and into her small bathroom where she flicked on the overhead light. Grey-green eyes stared back at her.


  • • •


  Riley poked her head into an open doorway. The room was too dark to see anything beyond the silhouette of furniture pieces. Morgan slipped between the succubus and the room and reached for the door handle to shut her out of the room.


  “Is that your bedroom?” Riley asked, still trying to crane her neck despite the closed door.


  “No. It’s my parents’ room,” Morgan corrected. “This is their home.” She folded her arms. “The place where I grew up.”


  Riley’s features twisted in disbelief. “Why is your sexual fantasy to be seduced in the house where you grew up?”


  “It’s not!” Morgan defended herself. “But it is where I feel the most safe,” she’d let slip.


  The simple admittance seemed to click for Riley. “This isn’t the first time you’ve been visited in your dreams.”


  Morgan hugged herself, drawing her cardigan around her figure. “I thought that much was obvious by now.”


  Riley mentally kicked herself; of course Morgan had been visited before. Her Trusics profile said she’d been an active member since 2006.


  “Is that why you’re lucid?” Riley’s brain churned. “Did someone tell you about who we are and what we do?” What she was doing, visiting but not feeding, was something Trusics certainly discouraged because it was a waste of energy, but it paled in comparison to revealing their true nature to a human.  


  Morgan hugged herself tighter. “I’d rather not talk about it.”


  Riley nodded and stopped her inquisition despite her burning curiosity. “So which room is yours?” When she’d shown up at Morgan’s house, she’d found the front door unlocked for the first time. The small gesture had her feeling braver than usual to push the boundaries of the dream.


  A ghost of a smile played on Morgan’s lips. “Down the hallway, last door on the left.”


  Riley led the way, unconcerned whether Morgan planned on following her. At the end of the dark hallway was a slightly ajar door. It was wooden, the white paint curling from the surface. Gold letter stickers that formed the name ‘Morgan’ bisected the door at a child’s eye level.


  Riley poked her head inside. Morgan’s bedroom looked unaltered from a distant childhood. The wood floors were as beat up as the rest of the house. A rectangular throw rug, made of a thin woven material, covered the center of the room. A twin-size bed was shoved against one wall. Posters of long-defunct pop bands covered the walls.


  Riley hovered in the doorway. “Pink, huh?” she mused aloud.


  Morgan stopped in the hallway just behind the succubus. “Are you judging my taste?”


  “Not at all.” Riley licked her lips. “In fact, I’m still waiting for a taste.” As soon as the words came out, she regretted the remark. After so many years of seduction, commentary of that kind had become second nature.


  Morgan ignored the suggestive comment and pushed past Riley and into the bedroom. She didn’t bother to turn on the overhead light even though the dark weather outside cast shadows into the bedroom.


  Riley cautiously followed inside, not wanting to overstep her boundaries or make Morgan feel as though she was trapping her. She might be explicit in her word choice, but when it came to this woman, she had learned not to pressure her.


  In addition to the bed, there was a white wooden dresser with a child’s jewelry box on its top. A similarly painted desk and chair were positioned by the bed. On top of the desk was a lamp in the shape of a clown, a few random pieces of paper, and a broken figurine.


  Riley tilted her head to one side. “Is that a tiny person?”


  “Kind of. It’s the Knot of Isis.” Morgan picked up the clay pieces. “She’s an ancient Egyptian goddess.”


  “It’s broken.”


  Morgan opened up a desk drawer and shoved the pieces inside. “I broke it as a child,” she explained. “I never got around to throwing it away.”


  Riley sat down on the edge of the mattress and bounced a little. The stiff springs creaked beneath her weight. “This is nice.”


  “You don’t have to lie,” Morgan threw back defensively. “I know you think my house is a dump.”


  Riley toyed with the material of a painstakingly homemade quilt. It was a charming detail. “I know I was critical at first,” she admitted. “I’m used to my marks having extravagant dream environments, so it was a little disorienting when I met you.”


  “Plus that bag to the face,” Morgan reminded her with a sly smirk.


  Riley chuckled at the memory. She rubbed at her nose, which had thankfully healed completely with time. “Yeah. That was a shock, too.”


  Riley hadn’t lied about Morgan’s unexpected dream environment. They weren’t sunning themselves on a personal yacht off the southern coast of France. Legs weren’t wrapped around her waist while a tropical storm raged beyond the confines of a rustic hut. This was the realm, and the majority of her marks took full advantage of the unlimited possibilities contained within their imaginations. But there was a quiet intimacy that Riley had grown to appreciate about this house and about Morgan’s mind. Her marks freely gave her the keys to their fantasies and outlandish dreams, but never before had she been offered such insight into a person’s life. Morgan might have been her most sexually guarded mark, but in other ways, she was the most permissive.


  Riley repositioned herself on the mattress, scooting close to the wall. She patted the empty space beside her. “If I ask you to come to bed with me, are you going to beat me up?”


  Morgan stood, indecisive, in the center of the room. Riley wondered if she regretted telling her the location of her bedroom. “No funny business.”


  Riley held up her right hand. “Scouts honor.”


  With jerky, rigid movements, Morgan took over the vacant space on the narrow bed. It offered enough room for the two women to recline side by side. Morgan drummed her fingers against her stomach. “So you made it beyond the kitchen and into my bed. I’d call that a victory.”


  Riley grabbed a throw pillow from the foot of the bed and propped it under her head against the wooden headboard. “It’s the little things in life, you know.”


  “You seem to have no problem making yourself at home,” Morgan observed.


  “My kind is pretty adaptable,” Riley replied. “Didn’t the others do this?”


  Morgan was conspicuously quiet.


  Riley’s curiosity refused to remain buried. “How many other succubi or incubi have been in your dreams?”


  “Why? Jealous that you’re not my first?” Morgan reflexively shot back.


  The change in tone made Riley frown.


  Morgan stared at the space above her head. “Just one.”


  “Based on our first few meetings and your unrelenting efforts to behead me during that time, I’m guessing it didn’t go very well.” Riley picked at the pattern on the homemade quilt.


  “Understatement of the year,” Morgan mumbled.


  “What happened?”


  “He made me afraid to sleep.”


  “For how long?” Riley gently pressed as she turned to face the girl beside her. Morgan had already revealed so much about her past in this one visit, so much more than before. She treaded lightly so as to not make the other woman rebuild the walls she was trying to dismantle, one visit at a time.


  “It started during my senior year of college and ended right before my graduation. So, around a semester, I guess.” Morgan sighed heavily, remembering. “I honestly don’t know if I would have been able to graduate if it had lasted any longer.”


  Riley chewed on the inside of her cheek. Six months and six times—that was the maximum duration Trusics allowed their agents to visit a client in the dream realm. It was a mandatory precaution to make sure their employees did not develop a codependency on any one human and to keep their existence hidden.  


  At the end of those six months, a mark’s profile was placed on a year-long hiatus. If desired, the contracting agent had an option to extend said relationship, but only after the required dormancy. Regardless if the partnership was renewed or a new agent was assigned, the cycle would begin again until the client severed their relationship with Trusics.


  By rule, company cubare were only allowed to renew contact with a specific mark six times within their lifetime. Any longer and the sleeping mark could become suspicious. For Morgan, however, that suspicion had surfaced after only a few months.


  “Can incubi visit other incubi in their dreams?”


  “You can call us cubare. Incubi only refers to the men.”


  “Sorry.” Morgan bit her lip. “Can cubare visit other cubare in their dreams?” she corrected.


  “We don’t really dream,” Riley admitted wistfully. “If I wanted to meet up with another of my kind in the realm, we’d need a human mind to host us.”


  “You don’t dream, or you can’t?”


  “It’s rare. I could probably count on two hands how many dreams I’ve had since becoming cubare.”


  Morgan flipped onto her stomach and examined the woman lying in her bed. “Why are you here?”  


  It was a question she seemed to ask every visit, without fail. And every time, Riley offered her a different answer.


  Riley wiggled her bare feet back and forth. “Because I’m a succubus and I have the unfortunate luck of being stuck with you, night after night.” She was anxious to lighten the mood. Conversations with Morgan were too heavy and made her feel acutely guilty about her very existence.


  Morgan lightly shoved Riley, but not so hard to knock her against the wall. “Seriously. Aren’t you wasting your time? You could be sucking on some other girl rather than laying here with me.”


  Riley laughed. “You don’t even realize how wrong that last sentence was,” she said after her breathing steadied.


  Morgan blinked a few times, recalling her previous statement. “Oh, God. No.” Her face flushed. “You know what I meant.”


  “Right. I guess the good girl is capable of bad thoughts.”


  Morgan’s brow furrowed and she propped herself up on her elbows to look down at the succubus beside her. “What makes you say that? That I’m a good girl?”


  “I think it’s a safe assumption,” Riley ventured.


  “Well, you’re wrong.”


  “Oh yeah?” Riley tested her. “Prove me wrong. Kiss me.”


  “Nice try, Succubus,” Morgan scoffed. “I’m not falling for that ploy. But I have plenty of childhood stories that would prove you wrong.”


  Riley resumed wiggling her feet back and forth. “Actions speak louder than words,” she said in a sing-song tone.


  A change overcame Morgan’s features as a look of determination settled in. She grabbed Riley’s wrists and pinned her against the mattress. Pale green eyes widened, startled by Morgan’s aggression and their sudden closeness.


  “Just so there’s no misunderstandings,” Morgan began, “I’m only doing this to prove a point.” She leaned closer and brushed her lips against Riley’s slightly parted mouth. The gentle timidity of the kiss contrasted dramatically with the tight grip at Riley’s wrists. “Still think I’m a good girl?” Morgan whispered against her. She pulled away just enough so their lips no longer touched, but their closeness remained.


  Despite her brief surprise, Riley was able to recover. “If I say ‘yes,’ will you continue to prove yourself to me?”


  Before Morgan could respond, Riley’s vision clouded and she eliminated the space between them. Instead of reciprocating the gentle brushing of lips, Riley crushed her mouth against Morgan’s. A quiet groan of approval was all the encouragement she needed. She pulled Morgan fully on top of her with an uncanny amount of strength and wasted no time in dipping her hand past the waistline of Morgan’s pajama bottoms.


   


   


  A buzzing went off in Morgan’s head. Her eyes snapped open, and she realized the noise wasn’t just her imagination; it was the alarm clock on her bedside table.


  Morgan sat up in bed, drenched in sweat, bed sheets twisted near her legs. Her heart raced inside her chest, and her breath came in ragged gasps. She furiously swatted at the alarm clock, silencing the too-early buzzer. Shaking hands grabbed the clock and brought it close to her face; without her glasses or contacts she was practically blind.  


  “Six in the morning?” she read out loud. There was no reason to be up that early. Morgan returned the alarm to its place on her bedside table, with more calm than she’d felt before. She couldn’t recall having set the clock, but she should have felt gratitude towards the mechanized alarm. She should have, but she didn’t.


  Fingers mindlessly traced over parts of her own goosebumped skin. She could practically feel the aftershocks of Riley’s touch. “Fuck.”


  CHAPTER TEN


   


  Riley sat up in bed, fisting handfuls of sheets. Her heart raced in her chest, and she gasped for air, filling her lungs with oxygen. And she was wet. So damnably wet. She pressed her thighs together and felt the telling, slick arousal. There were two problems with this scenario. First, she had been launched out of the dream without her consent. Second, and far more unsettling, her arousal had transferred into the waking world. Neither of those things should have happened if Morgan had been a typical mark. Riley flopped back onto her pillows. It was another thing to add to the ever-growing list of what made Morgan anything but conventional.


  Beside her, on the nightstand, a light on her cell phone pulsed in notification of a new e-mail from Trusics. An uncomfortable feeling settled into her stomach when she read the subject line: Truthseekers.  


  Riley opened the e-mail in her phone and read on. A new wave of articles about Trusics’s websites—courtesy of the watchdog group calling themselves the Truthseekers—had flooded the Internet. Accusations like “User information not safe,” and “Company is selling off information,” and even “People stalked from the company” jumped off the e-mail. Riley ran her fingers through her tangled hair. This wasn’t good. First had been the ridiculous charge that Trusics was a front for a sex-trafficking operation, and now this. Even more so than the idea of anonymous women being held and sold like human chattel, the idea that personal information had been sold or shared would infect her company like a festering virus. The latest set of rumors weren’t absurd; they just were believable enough for people to take interest.


  Riley checked the time on her phone. It was after 4 a.m. There were still a few hours to sleep. She could try to go back into Morgan’s dream, but having been interrupted, she suspected the mood had been ruined. The act of phasing back would expend energy she couldn’t really afford to waste so close to the end of the month. She didn’t anticipate being able to return to sleep, however. Every time she closed her eyes she was treated with a graphic replay of the last few moments with Morgan.  


  She threw the blankets off with a disgruntled huff. A cold shower would have to suffice—a very cold fucking shower.


  • • •


  The e-mail they’d all received earlier that morning was the elephant in the room—or rather the elephant in the mall.


  “So are we going to talk about it?” Riley announced as she, James, Seven, and Madison walked two by two along the sidewalk of the upscale, open-air shopping mall. “Or are we going to pretend we’re not all freaking out?”


  “That explains why I lost access to a mark this week,” Madison said with unusual sobriety. “And his abs were glorious.” She paused in front of a bath-and-beauty storefront. “I think I need a giant cinnamon roll. I could go for something with a nice coat of frosting on it to lick off.”


  Riley didn’t know if Madison had switched back to the topic of her mark’s perfect abs, but she grabbed her friend’s hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze. It was hard to keep up with Madison’s train of thought sometimes. “Anything you want, sweetness.”


  Madison’s features lit up. “Can I get one of those ice cream coffee drinks, too?”


  Riley nodded indulgently. “All the yummy calories you want.”


  “You know that’s about two thousand calories for a snack.” Seven frowned critically at the food selection.


  Madison’s laughter was like tiny bells. “Thank God I don’t have to work out.”


  Seven’s razor-sharp features pinched in thought. “Do you think this new cyber-attack is going to affect us?”


  “Membership will be dropping, no doubt,” James said with a wistful nod. “But it’ll be fine. There’s plenty of marks in the database for everyone.”


  “How can those bloggers get away with these lies?” Madison asked, concern lacing her words. She hesitated before speaking again. “They are lies, right?”


  “Of course,” James said with a conviction Riley wished she shared.


  “Fancy running into you here.” A man holding a number of shopping bags in both hands blocked the sidewalk.


  “Sayer.” James was the first to acknowledge him.


  Sayer Huntington, a fellow Trusics incubus, struck an imposing figure. Tall, athletic, and impressively shouldered, he looked as though he’d played tight end for an Ivy League football team in a past life. His blue polo shirt matched the hue of his eyes. The cotton material stretched tightly across a broad chest. He was meticulously manicured from his stubble-free jawline to the tidy lines of his cropped sideburns. His bronze skin looked like he’d just stepped off a yacht.


  “James. You’re looking well.” Sayer’s lingering gaze did not go unnoticed by anyone.


  “I, uh.” James let out an uncharacteristic stutter.


  Sayer’s gaze never unlocked from James. “Where’s the lovely Heather today? I hope you two aren’t fighting.”


  Riley narrowed her eyes at the unsubtle mentioning of her friend. He looks like a plastic Ken doll, she decided, feeling angry in Heather’s absence. Waxed and molded to annoying perfection.


  “Fuck off, Sayer,” Seven cut in.


  “Charming as always,” Sayer acknowledged Seven directly. If he was offended by the outburst, his classically chiseled features didn’t give him away. “It warms my heart to know you haven’t been changed by the passage of time.”  


  Seven growled under his breath in response, but for the moment, he kept his emotions in check.


  Sayer’s steady gaze returned to James, who continued to look frozen simply from the man’s unexpected appearance. “Give me a call sometime, Jimmy. We could play a few rounds of golf like old times. Or perhaps try a steam shower to relax the muscles after,” he suggested with a broad smile. “You still have my number, right?”


  James blinked and nodded.


  “Excellent. I’ll bring the towels.”


  Madison’s gaze followed Sayer’s retreating figure. “Such a waste,” she murmured.


  “Why do I have this uncontrollable urge to strangle that Old Money asshole with his collection of ascots?” Seven spewed.


  “So, I had lunch with Aaron yesterday,” James announced in a desperate attempt to change the subject. The group resumed walking to the next store.


  “Oh? How’s my favorite Roman?” Riley asked. She realized Aaron had been conspicuously absent from their group outings as of late.


  “He told me he’s applying for a desk job,” James revealed. “He wants to get out of the realm business.”


  “It’s the beginning of the end.” Seven groaned and hung his head. “Well everybody, we had a nice ride. But I suppose all good things must come to an end.”


  “Dramatic much, Sev?” Riley chuckled.


  “Does he plan on aging?” Madison asked. Her bright blue eyes were wide with concern.


  “I don’t know.” James shrugged and frowned in thought. Riley imagined it bothered him to not be as involved in their friend’s life. Things had changed ever since Aaron had pursued a serious relationship with a human.


  “It’s because of that mortal wife of his, isn’t it?” Seven frowned. “This really is the end.”


  Before the group could dig too deeply into Seven’s recent observation, everyone’s phone vibrated, buzzed, or chirped simultaneously with an incoming message. Riley flipped her phone over to investigate; it was a text message from corporate with a simple, but ominous message: A mandatory seminar will be held within the next few days. We will update everyone when a date and time has been scheduled.


  A nervous, perplexed murmur rose as collectively they read over the vague information.  


  Madison erupted in a fit of giggles.


  “What’s your deal?” Seven asked, not bothering to hide his annoyance.


  “Our phones.” Madison wiped at eyes damp from inappropriately-timed amusement. “It’s like we’re on one of those teenage shows. You know, the one where they’re being stalked by a psycho killer.”


  “You’re losing it, Mad Hatter.” Riley shook her head affectionately.


  “More than usual,” James teased.


  “You all laugh, but it’s always someone they know, but someone not directly in the group. Oh!” Madison perked up and briefly held her hand in the air. “My vote is on Amber.”


  Riley rolled her eyes and threaded their fingers together. “You’re terrible, Maddie.”


  “We should get Aaron something for his new desk job life,” Madison proposed with renewed cheerfulness. There was a skip to her step as her wedge heels clicked against the concrete.


  Seven pointed out a novelty gag-gift store. “How about a red stapler or a mug that tells people to go away?”


  • • •


  The twenty-fifth floor was closed off to the majority of Trusics’s employees. Except for the occasional company event, the entire level was dedicated to the dining and hosting experiences of managers and the higher ups. The level, unlike most of the glass offices, didn’t have glass walls aside from the floor to wall window paneling. The building’s architecture was made with a view in mind. The majority of the room was a giant empty space with the exception of a back kitchen. Marble tiles spanned the floor and thick and wide deep mahogany panels covered the walls. It was like walking into a five-star restaurant.


  A stage had been built and placed against the farthest wall. A podium loomed tall, front and center. At either side of the stage were two cameras broadcast the seminar throughout the building, since it wasn’t ideal to cram every employee into the same floor.


  Riley, with friends in tow, had been invited to the twenty-fifth floor to watch the seminar in person. Niall, the Branch Director, was scheduled to speak, along with a member from PR, HR, and their tech team. She scanned the rows of seats, trying to find a vacant area large enough to seat them all together. Riley hadn’t seen so many cubare gathered in one place in a very time a long time. In the end they had to settle for splitting into two rows off to one side. Heather, James, and Aaron grabbed three seats in the row in front of Riley, Seven, and Madison.


  A familiar, but not so welcomed face, walked up to the group. “Riley, it’s nice to see you again,” Ophelia greeted, her brow knitted together in feigned concern. “I almost walked right past you and your friends. You all just blended right in with the rest of them.”


  “Hello, Blackwell.” Seven punctuated his words. His fists balled on his lap, and he straightened in the chair. “Why don’t you go on running along to whomever’s lap you’ll sit on today?”


  “Sev.” Ophelia’s tone had a sharp bite to it. “It’s nice to see that you haven’t slit yourself with all the manscaping that you do. Would be such a shame to hear that you’ve bled out by way of narcissism.”


  “Well, it’s nice to see that you—that your heels haven’t punctured—” Seven struggled to form an equally scathing retort.


  “Seven,” Heather barked in warning before regarding her friend’s bewildering adversary. “Have a good day, Ophelia.” Heather’s voice was firm enough that Ophelia’s eyes narrowed. Each woman stared at the other, unblinking for a stretch of time. It wasn’t until someone called for Ophelia’s attention that she broke her gaze.


  The group of friends watched as the woman sauntered off. Riley observed a mechanical smile cross her face as she greeted people along the way to her seat at the front.


  “You need to control yourself around her,” Heather reprimanded Seven.


  “I can’t believe you still let her crawl under your skin.” Aaron shook his head and a smile settled on his lips.


  “It’s because he wants her to crawl under him,” James whispered to no one in particular. The comment earned him a slap, from Seven, to the back of his head.


  “I don’t know why,” said Seven. His eyes locked on the back of the woman in the front row. “But I can’t help it. She drives me …”


  “Insane?” Madison chimed in.


  “Exactly.” Seven turned his attention to the blonde next to him. “You hit the nail right on the head.”


  “Let’s not use the word ‘head’ today.” Madison’s face scrunched up.


  “Working overtime, Mad Hatter?” Heather laughed.


  Madison crossed her arms in front of her like a petulant child. “One of my new marks has an oral fixation,” she grumbled. “As in fixated on my oral.”


  “That’s what happens when you do straight sex, Maddie,” Riley chuckled. “Isn’t it about time you give women a try?”


  “Hmm. I wouldn’t say the fixation is exclusive to hetero pairings.” Heather smirked. “I hear lockjaw is rather common across the spectrum.”


  “Oh, I know. I’m just giving Maddie a hard time.” Riley winked over at her blonde friend and leaned forward to whisper into Heather’s ear. “I would never suggest that two women couldn’t engage in the same thing—of course, with the aid of attachments. Visual stimulation, I hear that’s common, too.” She watched, a knowing grin on her face, as Heather shifted in her seat and smoothed the denim of her pants with a free hand.


  On stage, the first speaker of the seminar took her place and tapped the microphone to gain the attention of the crowd. She wore a loosely fitted blouse and a grey pencil skirt. If she paid more attention to her hairstyle and stood with more confidence, she could have passed for a Trusics cubare.


  “Good morning, everyone,” the woman addressed the active room. She cleared her throat a couple of times into the microphone, and the chatter of the room came to a halt.


  “As you all know by now,” she began, “recently we have had a drop in new enrollment and a larger than average cancellation rate. To address concerns and the rumors that have been circulating, our esteemed branch director wanted to dedicate this day to every member of the Trusics family.” She looked down at the top of the podium. “A member of our public relations team will be first to speak. So please join me in a warm welcome for Kelly Myers.”


  The room filled with applause as the next speaker took the stage. Riley recognized the woman’s face from a few company events, but they didn’t know each other well.


  The PR employee wore an outfit that made Riley rethink her business casual wardrobe of denim and plaid. Kelly’s chiffon top was loose but flattering to her body shape, and a boyfriend blazer hung unbuttoned as the outer layer, the cinched sides revealed her feminine curves. Pleated cropped dress pants clung to her like a second skin, and her feet showcased peep-toe platforms. In Madison’s vocabulary, it was fab-fucking-tastic.


  “In light of recent events, our PR team has worked countless hours to mitigate the false accusations that have been made against us.” Kelly’s fingers curled around the top of the podium. “It is unfortunate that lies and wild speculation about the security of our services can cause such damage to our reputation, but that is the world in which we live today.”


  She went on to explain how they’d reached out to many reputable news partners to counteract the allegations of their customer database being used inappropriately.


  “Customers will always fear that their privacy is being violated,” she continued in earnest. “But we would like to confirm to every member of this great organization that we do not sell our user information and never will. Everything is encrypted, and we make sure that the data sent through our company servers is protected from unwanted eyes. Selling user information to third parties is not our business and never will be a part of our future. Please continue what you’re doing and do maintain good relationships with the clients that we still have. This has not been a devastating blow, but it is a wakeup call to the mortality of our company as a whole. Thank you.”


  Everyone clapped at the end of Kelly’s speech, and the emcee reclaimed the podium. She next introduced a representative from information technology to explain the security of the company servers. Riley could tell that the man was clearly nervous; he didn’t have the same air of confidence as the speaker before him.


  He tapped the mic a little too hard and fumbled his way through his speech. He was not in his comfort zone. But as he spoke, he was able to confirm the security of the websites, servers, and the layers of encryption that were in place. Although his speech was a fraction of the time of the first speaker’s, he had managed to get his points across.


  A human resources employee walked onto the stage after, a bright smile on her face. “It’s great to see so many familiar faces in this crowd. Although I bring nothing new to the table, I am here to remind you of our protocols.” Unlike the previous speakers, she had a sheet of notes to go through. With agenda in hand, the upbeat woman spoke nonstop for twenty minutes, during which Riley had to elbow Seven several times to keep him from nodding off.


  “Lastly, with the drop in membership,” she wrapped up, “we would like to remind you that it is important that you report all nondatabase, client-like, experiences that require any kind of specialized services.” She gave pause and her eyes scanned the room. The action made Riley’s palms begin to sweat. “Every ounce of effort makes a difference in the long run. If any of you know that a fellow co-worker is in engaging in off-the-record activities, feel free to file a report and we will investigate. It is not our purpose to make your lives more difficult, but we need to remind you that these rules exist to benefit you as the employee and us as a family.”


  Niall Price was the last person to take the stage. When he walked up to the podium, he stood tall, and his head was held high. His dark hair was cleanly cut on the sides with no more than an inch on top. A trimmed beard sparsely framed his jaw. Niall’s expression was nearly impossible to read. It was stoic, firm, and his angular features stood out. He cleared his throat when he reached the microphone. The glassy-eyed lull that had settled over the assembled crowd from the previous speakers crumbled away.


  “Thank you for taking the time to be here today.” He flashed white, even teeth at the room of onlookers. “It is in times like these that we must unite as a company and work as a cohesive unit. Your support and devotion to Trusics is greatly appreciated, and it is because of that kind of attitude that we’re what we are today.” He stabbed his pointer finger against the top of the podium.


  “In these past few months we have experienced a few minor bumps in our path to grander goals. In the next months, we will be restructuring the entire organization. Every branch will undergo the same changes, and it will be the dawn of a new and stronger company.” He balled his fist, and his eyes glowed with emotion. His energy was almost palpable, enough so that he had to take a calming breath. “The transition will be slow to ensure that all goes well. Each department will be notified of the changes that will affect them in the coming weeks. We expect that by the end of the first quarter of the next year, we’ll have completed the adjustments. Expect changes, but embrace the new and better future of our family here. Stay true to what and who we are, and you will all reap the rewards. Remember: live with ethics, respect the rules, and never stray.”


  Without waiting for any questions from the audience, Niall turned sharply on his designer shoes and strode off the stage, looking as confident as his entrance.


  A smattering of applause followed his exit, and slowly the assembled employees began to gather their belongings and take their own leave.


  “Who’s up for lunch?” James rubbed his hands together.


  “I’m not hungry, but I sure as hell could go for a drink,” Seven said with a nod.


  “Riley? You coming?” Heather asked.


  Riley shook her head. “Hyrum wants to meet with me.”


  Madison made a juvenile noise. “Someone’s in trouble,” she sang.


  “More like someone’s getting another raise,” Seven grumbled, sounding uncharacteristically bitter.


  Riley gave her friends a brief wave in parting before she left the twenty-fifth floor to return to Hyrum’s office two floors below.


  A second set of footsteps echoed in the stairwell on the way down to the twenty-third floor.  


  “Josh!” Riley was surprised to see the Trusics techie. “My phobias aren’t rubbing off on you, are they?”


  Josh shook his head and pushed his shaggy hair away from his forehead. “No. But with so many people in the building today, the elevators are a mess.”


  She nodded sagely. “Yeah. I haven’t seen this kind of traffic since I got here.”


  “I saw the webcast of the seminar.” Josh’s face became serious, and his hands naturally jammed in the front pockets of his jeans. “We’re restructuring? Do you know anything other than what Mr. Price told us?”


  “Sorry. You probably know more than I do, what with your inside sources and all.”


  Josh flashed a wide smile. “Hey, the men’s bathroom is a very reliable source.”


  “I’m actually glad I ran into you. I have a favor to ask.”


  “I don’t think I like the sound of that.” Josh frowned and his gaze dropped to the ground. “The last time I did one of those for you, I found myself in a lingerie store.”


  “That was an emergency, I promise.” Riley grinned. “But anyway, back to my favor—I’ve got a mark I need some information on and I figure you’re the guy to help me.”


  Josh beamed proudly. “Sure. What do you need?”


  “This mark has been in our system for a few years and I’m curious about which other cubare have accessed her dreams in the past. I was hoping we could … compare notes.”


  “You do that, too?”


  “Sure,” Riley said, not really lying. Because of her personal success, she often had requests from other cubare at Trusics for feedback about certain marks. She herself, however, hadn’t reached out in some time. But she had no intention of ‘comparing notes’ with whomever had broken Morgan the way they had. “If it helps us extract more energy, why not? You heard Niall a few minutes ago, we’re like a big family,” she said, a little too brightly.


  Riley chewed on her lower lip. She felt overwhelmingly guilty to be lying and abusing her friendship with Josh like this. Caution and proprietary told her not to dig into Morgan’s past, but her curiosity had won out ever since she’d learned that Morgan had been visited by another of her kind years ago. She could have told Josh the truth, but she’d done too many unorthodox things to keep Morgan’s uniqueness a secret. She wasn’t going to spoil that now.  


  Josh nodded thoughtfully and played with the short tuft of hair growing on his chin. “It’ll take some digging, but I’ll see what I can do. E-mail me the mark’s profile number later?”


  “As soon as I get home, I will.” Riley gave her friend a brilliant smile. “Thanks for doing this, Josh,” she said, as she continued down the stairs to meet up with Hyrum. “You’re the best.”


  • • •


  Hyrum looked away from his computer screen when he heard the soft rap of knuckles on his open office door. “Riley.” He smiled serenely. “Thanks for coming in.” He stood and walked around his desk.


  Riley tried not to fidget. She hated being called in to Hyrum’s office. She’d never been reprimanded or received bad news, but every time felt like those moments in school when she heard her name announced over the PA system.  She’d also never done anything remotely unorthodox before when it came to Trusics’s policies. The employee manual had become her holy book the moment she’d been offered the job.


  She moved in the direction of the chair on the opposite side of Hyrum’s desk, but her manager stopped her before she could sit down.


  “I need to discuss something with you, Riley, but not here.”


  Riley’s eyebrows furrowed. “Oh?”


  Hyrum grabbed his trench coat from a stand-alone coat rack and pulled it on. “Did you have any other business to take care of in the building today?” He flattened his tie down his slightly protruding chest.


  Riley shook her head.


  “Good. Then follow me.”


  Riley wanted to ask Hyrum what this was about, but she couldn’t muster the nerve. Instead, she solemnly followed her boss down the hallway towards the bank of elevators. She could feel eyes on her and she tried to keep her chin up and her face neutral like a defiant woman marching toward the guillotine.


  When Hyrum stopped at the elevators and pressed the button to go down, Riley panicked. “Hyrum, I … I can’t go in there.”


  Confusion briefly flickered across Hyrum’s unlined face before turning into realization. “I’m sorry, Riley. I completely forgot. How about I meet you down there?”


  “Where exactly?” Riley worried aloud.


  “Floor L3.”


   


   


  Riley took the stairwell down; her boots echoed in the empty chamber as she descended into the belly of the building. She had no idea what Trusics housed beneath the ground-level lobby, and she couldn’t imagine why Hyrum wanted to meet with her down there instead of in his office. The scenarios that ran through her head made her stomach churn with anxiety. She suspected it had something to do with Morgan. She hated to think that Heather might have checked to see if she had truly filed that paperwork, and in discovering that Riley had lied to her—again—had alerted Hyrum. It was a ridiculous thought that her best friend would have betrayed her, but she couldn’t help herself. Her numbers lately hadn’t been spectacular, but she was still keeping her head above water. She had continually reached her quota despite not feeding from Morgan, but the paperwork had been a loose end for which she couldn’t excuse herself.


  Riley reached the sublevel floor and pushed through the heavy fire-proof door. A cold blast of air hit her in the face; no wonder Hyrum had thought to bring a jacket. The basement level was a cold, concrete parking lot that she hadn’t realized existed. She and all her friends always parked in an adjacent employee parking lot that offered no protection from the elements.


  She found her boss standing alone under a solitary light near the elevators. He still wore his long trench coat, now buttoned up to his chin. One hand was thrust deep in the jacket pocket while his other hand hung loose at his side. He looked lost to his thoughts. His normally keen and alert eyes were clouded with distractions. Riley’s footsteps alerted the man to her arrival and he snapped back into focus.


  Riley turned up the collar of her button-up shirt and shoved her hands into the front pockets of her jeans. “So what’s up boss?” She tried to keep her voice from wavering.


  Hyrum frowned. “You know we’ve been under a lot of pressure lately from both the board of directors and the custos community. These rumors have been more than damaging to the company’s public persona and membership has been steadily dropping.”


  Riley nodded.


  “As a result of the planned restructuring, a few new faces will be joining while a few people will be let go. It’s unfortunate, but the higher-ups want to breathe new life into the corporation—shake things up and really tackle some of our issues.”


  “And letting go of people will do this?” Riley challenged. She bristled at the idea of laying off anyone, human or cubare.


  “I don’t like it any more than you, Riley, but it’s for the greater good,” he reasoned. “We have to chop off the weakest branches if we want the tree to continue to thrive. With the world we now live in, we need to be more proactive than ever before to balance our commercial success with the anonymity of what we really are. It’s a delicate line that’s hard to manage. I could see how a stronger PR and marketing team could help us in the long run.”


  “How about our side of the business?” Riley posed. “The account executives.”


  Hyrum rocked back on his heels. “We’re being restructured, too. We’re weeding out people with external loyalties.”


  “External loyalties?” She didn’t like the way that sounded.  


  “Employees married to independents or who have human companions are being reevaluated,” Hyrum explained. Riley’s thoughts immediately went to Aaron. “They have priorities elsewhere, and rightly so, but it’s not in the best interest of our company. We’ll be replacing some of them well into the next year. But I anticipate a slow transition. We need commitment now more than ever.”


  Although she resisted the urge for her gaze to wander, Riley’s eyes were drawn to the hand in Hyrum’s jacket pocket that refused to emerge. Maybe this wasn’t about Morgan, after all. This was about Amber.


  “Which is why you’re getting a raise.”


  “A-a raise?” Riley echoed. She nearly choked on the unexpected announcement. A lot had changed since their last meeting.


  “And this car.” Hyrum pulled his hand out of his pocket, producing a key fob. He pressed his thumb to a button, and a nearby car chirped to life.


  “Oh my God, Hyrum. I thought you were bringing me down here to fire me. Or kill me.” She blinked, not knowing which fate would have been worse.


  She walked over to the lit-up car and ran her fingertips down the smooth lines of the luxury sports sedan. The vehicle looked costly enough to be a downpayment on a home. She half expected models to walk out of the elevator and show off the interior or for confetti to fall from the ceiling. “This is too much,” she murmured. She didn’t deserve it; she didn’t deserve any of this.


  “Not if you’re a manager.”


  Riley’s head snapped up.


  “It’s all part of the restructuring. Customer Satisfaction Account Executives like yourself will be divided into twenty groups instead of the ten we have now. This means more managers and smaller groups so we can focus on a tighter team.”


  And Trusics can keep a closer eye on their agents, Riley privately mused.


  “The company is looking for a couple agents to promote to the new manager positions.” Hyrum held out the key fob for the car. “The job is yours if you want it, Riley.”


  “Manager?” Riley rolled the word around on her tongue.


  A small smile played over Hyrum’s lips. “I can understand if you’d rather stay in the field. But ultimately, the decision is yours. Mull it over, there isn’t a need for an immediate decision. As I said before, the changes will be slow and steady.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  The low profile wheels of the charcoal grey sedan crunched on the loose gravel in Amber’s driveway. It wasn’t technically Amber’s driveway, but rather the parking alley of the three-bedroom home she rented with two friends from high school. The white wood-framed house looked straight out of another time, another era. Riley imagined it as part of the scenery on a family farm in Nebraska during the Dust Bowl, not in a Los Angeles residential neighborhood.  


  The new car had practically floated down the busy city’s highways on the way to her girlfriend’s home. She’d have to take a cab or catch a ride later to get her own car, but she couldn’t resist taking the new set of wheels for a spin. She locked the doors upon exiting and strode up the back steps to the door that expected visitors used. Only the mailman and strangers went to the front entrance. Green prickly weeds sprouted up in the cracks on the concrete slab that served as a patio, empty save for the rusted coffee can filled with cigarette butts and an inch of rain water.


  Riley climbed the three cement stairs, rang the back doorbell, and waited. They weren’t to that part of their relationship where they had exchanged keys, and neither woman had their own drawer at the other’s home. Riley imaged those conversations would be forthcoming, however, and she wasn’t sure how to feel about it.


  One of Amber’s roommates came to the back door. He waved at Riley through the window cutout and tackled the multiple locks to let her in. Rolle was a shaggy-haired man whose ready smile showed off the prominent gap between his front teeth.  


  “How’s it going?” Riley greeted as she was let in.


  “Working on a new song,” Rolle said, nodding to an acoustic guitar that laid on the kitchen table. “Wanna hear?”


  Riley glanced up the narrow staircase to the second floor. “Maybe another time,” she said gently. “I’ve got some news for Amber. Is she in her room?”


  Rolle retrieved his guitar and plucked a few strings. “Yup.”


  Riley bobbed her head in thanks and climbed up the steps, two at a time. She wasn’t in a rush to get away from Rolle or in a hurry to get to Amber, but the narrow stairs pressed in on her uncomfortably. There were two bedrooms on the second floor and a small bathroom that Amber and one of the other roommates shared. Riley found the door to her girlfriend’s bedroom slightly ajar. She knocked on the wood frame, not wanting to barge in, and patiently waited in the small apex of the top floor. After hearing no response she pushed the chipped door forward.


  Amber laid on her stomach sprawled on top of her mattress with her back to the bedroom entrance. She had earbuds in and was listening to music from her laptop. Despite the chill of the afternoon, she wore a short-sleeved olive tunic over black leggings. Her legs were bent at a right angle, wiggling feet pointed to the ceiling and kept time with an inaudible beat. She hummed aloud as she flipped through the pages of a glossy magazine. Riley didn’t recognize the song, but her humming was off-key.  


  With eyes never leaving her girlfriend, Riley stepped into the room and silently closed the door behind her. She stalked closer and closer. The worn floorboards creaked beneath each step, but Amber never turned around; engaging tabloids and loud music forged the perfect distraction. It was an opportunity she couldn’t resist.


  Riley reached out her hand, extending a single finger. She slowly closed the distance and ran the tip of her pointer finger down the length of Amber’s foot from big toe to her heel. Her unsuspecting girlfriend shrieked, jerking so violently on the bed that her earbuds were ripped from her head and the laptop almost tossed to the floor.


  “Oh my God,” Riley gasped, not expecting that reaction. “Babe, it’s me.”


  Amber floundered and flailed on the mattress until she realized who had snuck up on her. “You asshole.” She pulled herself up on her knees and slapped Riley’s arm. “Why would you do that to me?”


  Riley couldn’t hold back an evil giggle. “I’m sorry. I wanted to scare you, but not that badly.”


  “You’re lucky I didn’t kick you in the face.” Amber’s brow furrowed, and she pushed out her bottom lip.


  Riley winced at the scenario. Her friends had given her a hard enough time about a simple bruise; they would have formed a full-out, pitchfork-carrying mob if she’d actually broken her nose.


  “And it’s a nice face, too,” Amber said, a small smile coming to her lips that told Riley she was forgiven. “What are you doing here? Not that I’m complaining,” she noted. “I just didn’t expect to see you today.”


  Riley let herself be pulled onto the bed and onto her back. Amber laid beside her. The brass bed frame shuddered beneath their combined weight. “I had some news I wanted to share with you.”


  Amber propped herself up on one elbow. “Oh?” She softly stroked at the narrow ribbon of skin that had appeared between the bottom hem of Riley’s shirt and her jeans.


  Riley felt the stress of the day and the guilt she felt about Aaron start to melt under the sensation of her girlfriend’s touch. “Yeah, I got raise at work.”


  “You did? That’s fantastic, Riles.” Amber paused the movement of her hands long enough to place a soft kiss on Riley’s mouth.


  “And that’s not all. My boss told me they want to give me a promotion to be a manager. Lots of perks, more normal hours.”


  “As in, you would actually have your nights free?” Amber guessed.


  Riley drummed her fingers on her ribcage. “Mmhm.”


  “When will you know if you get the job?”


  “Hyrum said it’s mine if I want it.”


  “You’re going to say yes, right?” Amber brushed her lips against Riley’s this time around. “Of course you are, why wouldn’t you take it?”


  Riley pulled her lower lip between her top and bottom teeth in contemplation. Accepting the promotion should have been automatic, but she found herself metaphorically dragging her feet.


  “We should celebrate.” Amber bounced off the bed. She threw open the door to her closet and began rifling through her clothes.


  Riley pushed herself up on her elbows and watched her girlfriend pull one dress after another out of the closet. She didn’t know how she managed to fit so many outfits in the narrow space. It was like watching clowns tumble out of a car. “Would it be cool if we hung out here tonight?”


  Amber turned on her heel and held a pale yellow dress up to her frame. “Why would we do that? You got amazing news, Riles. We should go celebrate.”


  “But I’m not even sure I want the job,” Riley admitted. “And …” There were other complications and guilt that would come with the promotion, but she wasn’t at liberty to share them with anyone outside of the company. “I’d really rather stay in tonight.”


  The excitement on Amber’s freckled face dimmed. “But we never go out. We always spend our time together in these four walls,” she said, waving her arms around her bedroom. “And on the rare occasion in your apartment.”


  Riley pulled her legs to her chin. “But bedroom walls are great.”


  Amber’s shoulders sagged, and she let the yellow dress fall loose at her side. “Okay.”


  Riley clambered to her feet to close the distance between them. She couldn’t stand to see Amber so disappointed and to know that she was the reason for it made her uneasy. “Never mind. You win, Am. Let’s go out.”


  Amber looked up under sooty lashes. “Are you sure?” Her voice lilted hopefully at the end of the question.


  Riley wrapped her arms around her girlfriend’s cinched waist. “Anything you want. It’s the least I can do for scaring you half to death.”


  Amber’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I’d almost forgotten about that.” She tugged herself free and began the task of getting ready. She stood in front of her vanity mirror and touched up her makeup. “Now we’re definitely going out.”


  • • •


  Amber ran her hand over the new leather interior. “They just gave you this new car?” she openly gaped.


  Riley turned the heated steering wheel—an unneeded luxury for southern California—and pulled the vehicle into the parking lot of the Hollywood restaurant. She had never been to this place before, preferring twenty-four-hour greasy spoon diners herself, but Amber had batted her eyelashes in such a way that made Riley relent. And in truth, she was starting to feel a little guilty about what a poor excuse of a girlfriend she had been the past few months. She was the Job, and she didn’t know why Amber continued to put up with all the excuses. Her prowess in the bedroom could only get her so far in a relationship.  


  Amber grabbed Riley’s forearm.


  “What?”


  “Babe. You don’t park this kind of car. You have it valeted.”


  “Oh. Right.” Riley turned the wheel in the other direction and pulled up to the front of the restaurant instead of the self-park lot.


  Riley’s palm was firmly against the small of Amber’s back as they walked up to the hostess table. Moments later they were seated at an intimate table for two, shrouded in darkness. The candlelight was a nice touch. Riley had to remind herself sometimes in these kinds of scenarios that she was awake and not in someone’s dreams.


  “This is nice.” Amber looked around the subdued restaurant with wide eyes that didn’t want to miss anything.


  Riley studied the simple paper menu and tried not to swallow her tongue when she saw the prices. She only looked up when the serene atmosphere was disrupted by the entrance of a large party of attractive men and women.


  “Do you think they’re famous or something?” Amber wondered aloud, clearly awestruck by her surroundings.


  “No. Not celebrities,” Riley mumbled when she recognized two of the men—Kenner Dunbar and Darren Clay. She looked for Kenner’s younger brother, Liam, but didn’t see him. Her frown deepened when she realized they were walking directly towards her.


  “Well, well. If it isn’t Riley Carter: Trusics, Inc., extraordinaire.” Kenner Dunbar smoothed his hands over his heavily gelled hair. His suit was immaculately tailored, fitted to a trim, yet muscular build. But the massive watch that hung on his right wrist was merely that, a watch and nothing more. “Have you changed your mind on wanting to join our firm?”


  Riley produced a tight smile. “No, Kenner. I’ve told you many times, I’m happy right where I am.”


  “Shit.” Darren said the word under his breath. “I’ll be right back, I forgot my portfolio in the back of the cab.” He ducked his head in apology before he jogged his way back outside.


  “That’s some nasty business with those rumors,” the president of the rival company mused aloud. “Your board can’t be too pleased about that.”


  “We’ll weather the storm,” Riley muttered in defense. “We always do.”


  “Indeed.” Kenner flashed a brilliant smile, and his eyes moved to focus on the person across from her. “Who’s your friend?”


  Riley would rather not have had to introduce her partner to him, but she didn’t want to insult Amber. “This is my girlfriend, Amber.”


  “Girlfriend? How charming.” Kenner offered her a hand in greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Amber. But I must say, you do look familiar.”


  Amber looked flustered under his gaze. “I think I’ve seen you a few times at—”


  “The café,” Kenner cut in. “That’s right.”


  “Ken, we should get back to our table,” Darren chimed in, giving Riley a sympathetic smile. “We have business to attend to.”


  Kenner turned his attention towards his business partner. “I suppose you’re right.” His gaze dropped to the leather portfolio Darren had in his hands. “I assume you were able to retrieve everything.”


  Darren nodded and seemed to clutch the binder tighter. “Henry was standing right outside with it.”


  Kenner grinned. “A cab driver doesn’t get that popular without knowing how to treat his customers.” He readjusted his tie before bidding Riley and Amber farewell. “Have a pleasant evening, ladies.”


  Darren quirked a small smile and followed Kenner’s departure to where their party was seated on the opposite side of the restaurant.


  Amber leaned forward, her stare darting in the direction the men had gone. “How do you know them?” she quietly questioned.


  Riley retrieved her menu and continued to debate what to order. “They’re in charge of Clay & Dunbar Financial—the company’s named after them, in fact. They’re the Clay and the Dunbar.”


  Amber once again looked overwhelmed by the situation. “And they’ve been headhunting you?”


  Riley nodded and took a sip of water infused with cucumber. “But I’d never leave Trusics. Especially not for their company.”


  Amber stared thoughtfully in the direction of the large, rambunctious party that seemed to have drawn the attention of nearly everyone in the high-end restaurant.


  Riley crisply set down her menu on the table. “So,” she said brightly, hoping to shed the awkwardness of running into Kenner and Darren, “what looks good?”


   


   


  Dinner turned into a shared dessert and strong cups of espresso. Riley took an experimental sip. “Better than at the café,” she teased, dark eyes flashing.


  “That’s not fair,” Amber pouted. “I’m sure they get their beans flown in from some exotic place. Our regular stuff probably fell off the back of a truck.”


  Riley laughed, thoroughly enjoying herself.


  “Where have you had the best coffee?” Amber asked.


  “Barcelona.” The city’s name slipped out.


  Amber’s eyes widened at the revelation. “You’ve been to Europe?”


  “Uh, yeah.” Riley cleared her throat at the slip up. “I was there for a semester abroad when I was in college.” The lie was too easy. She had always been careful about the bits of personal information she shared with others and the mention of her time in Europe was unintentional.


  “Do you speak Spanish?”


  “No.” She did. She spoke several languages. “I used a lot of hand gestures and fumbled my way across the continent. But how about yourself? Any secret languages you’ve been keeping from me? ”


  “If you want to count Spanish slang learned from our kitchen staff,” Amber said. A shy smirk settled on her pink-painted lips. “Then I guess I know Spanish very well.”


  “I think you’d be able to make your way around with what you know.”


  “Maybe. You know, I’m a little jealous that you’ve been to Barcelona,” Amber noted wistfully. She fiddled with an extra spoon that had not yet been cleared from their table.


  “Then you should go.”


  “Ha.” Amber laughed without amusement. “You’ve seen where I live and know the kind of money I make waitressing. A trip like that would be way too many paychecks and a year of a noodle-only diet.”


  “But would you like to go?”


  Amber’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. You’re not asking me to go with you, are you?”


  Riley shrugged. She didn’t know what she was asking, really. But now that they’d started down this road, she couldn’t think of a nicer way to spend Trusics’s money. “Think of it as something we could work towards, together.”


  • • •


  The Jaguar’s engine purred as they idled in Amber’s driveway after dinner. The sun had set, and the night sky was populated with a few stars, visible despite the light pollution of the city.


  “Dinner was amazing tonight,” Amber said softly, fiddling with the strap of her seat belt. “Thank you. No one’s treated me to something like that in … forever.”


  Amber’s admission brought a small smile to Riley’s face. “You’re very welcome.”


  Amber reached across the center console and touched Riley’s cheek. “Riley.” Her features grew somber. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”


  Riley tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. “Thank you.”  


  Thank you? Thank you? Riley’s brain screamed at her stupidity. If Amber had taken offense to her choice of words she didn’t show it.


  “Stay tonight.” It wasn’t a request.


  Riley’s gaze left the intensity of her girlfriend’s face and returned to the face of her wristwatch. The possibility of a promotion loomed over her like an omnipresent cloud. If she became a paper pusher, a manager, she’d never have to worry about meeting quotas. She could access the realm at her leisure. The days of running off in the middle of the night and cutting date nights short would be over. She could have as normal of a life with Amber as she could ever hope for. But a pair of hazel-green eyes beckoned to her elsewhere. If she became a manager, she’d be giving up her current marks: Pencil Skirt, Cuffs ‘n’ Rough, Miss Perfect, Knottie, Un-Adventure Time, Morgan …


  Riley licked at her bottom lip and turned the engine off.


  • • •


  It wasn’t until the early morning that Riley dragged herself into the comforts of her own home. It had been a long day, and the emptiness of her apartment was a blessing. She poured herself a glass of water, grabbed her phone, and flopped down onto the couch.  


  She needed to talk, despite the hour. Riley chanced a call to one of the few numbers she knew by heart.


  Heather answered the phone after four rings. “You’d better be dying or in jail,” she growled, sounding sleep deprived.


  “She said she loves me,” Riley blurted out without so much as a hello.


  “Who? That psycho barista who crushed on you last year?”


  She frowned at the unpleasant reminder. “No. Amber.”


  “Oh.” Heather yawned loudly. “Good on you, Riles.”


  “All I could say was ‘thank you.’”


  “Real smooth.” Heather chuckled and sounded more awake. “Didn’t you get the highest marks in Seduction Studies back in the day? Want me to sign you up for a refresher course?”


  Riley scowled; talking to Heather was a regrettable decision at times. She wanted to tear at her hair or throw her phone across the room. She was angry with herself and frustrated with the situation. Hearing those words were exactly what she needed to hear Amber say, but when it finally happened, her mind had gone blank. Her stomach hadn’t filled with butterflies and she hadn’t had an overwhelming need to grab her girlfriend by the face and bruise their lips together. She had heard the magical words and all she could muster was a polite response.


  “You’re not helping.” Riley curled into a ball on the firm couch. “I don’t even know why we’re friends.”


  “No need to get so riled up, Riles.” Heather snorted. “You have to admit it’s kind of funny.”


  Riley didn’t respond. Instead, she rolled her face into a throw pillow and kept it mashed against the rough fabric.


  “Riles? Riley?” Heather spoke when she heard no response. “Rillea, if you’re crying I swear I will drive over there this very minute.”


  “No, I’m not. Go back to sleep,” Riley whispered. “Night, H.” She ended the call before Heather could say anything else. Not wanting a headache from sleeping with her head bent the wrong way, she dragged herself to bed.


  When Riley woke a few hours later, she felt a warm body pressed against her and found a piece of paper taped to her forehead. It was a traffic ticket with a sticky note attached to it with Heather’s careful handwriting: You owe me a ridiculously priced dinner.  


  Riley’s gaze turned to the woman beside her. In the short time she’d been asleep, Heather had managed to drive over to make sure she was okay. Her eyes glossed over the outfit that her bedmate was wearing. It was a silk robe that didn’t leave much to the imagination—an item from Heather’s personal wardrobe and not her own. Riley bit back her laughter at the thought of an irritated Heather being pulled over while wearing intimate clothing in the early morning hours. She mused over the different scenarios. The ill-tempered woman must have insulted the officer if she couldn’t get herself off the hook wearing that.


  Riley pressed her lips against her best friend’s forehead. Heather grumbled unintelligently in her sleep but snuggled closer.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


   


  “You have way too much plaid in your wardrobe.” Heather picked at the shirt she’d borrowed from Riley that morning. “I thought you were pansexual, not a lesbian.”


  “Maybe you should have thought about that before you left your house dressed in only a short robe,” Riley jabbed back.


  “There’s James.” Heather beamed and waved at her boyfriend, who was seated by himself at their brunch table. “Babe, did you get my message?”


  “Yes, I did.” He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her into a chaste kiss. From a distance, the couple looked like newlyweds at their honeymoon stage. Riley marveled at the grins always plastered on their faces when they addressed each other, and that was saying a lot considering one of the parties in question was Heather.


  James pulled his focus away from the woman in his arms long enough to look at Riley. “I want you know that I forgive you for stealing my girl away from me in the middle of the night.” He grinned as Heather placed one last kiss to the side of his face before pulling away.


  Riley allowed herself a small smile. “I can sleep soundly now that I’m forgiven.”


  Heather and James sat in their usual chairs, but Riley remained standing. Heather picked up her laminated menu, but not before noticing Riley.


  “Planning on joining us, Riles?”


  Riley’s eyes darted across the café patio. “James, have you seen Amber?”


  He took a sip from his coffee before answering. “Not this morning, no.”


  “Are you still panicking about the L-word thing?” Heather asked.


  “The L-Word?” James looked confused, but a sharp look from Heather cut off his line of questioning.


  “No. I’m over that,” Riley lied. It wasn’t the first time she had heard those three little words, but it was the first time she had felt blindsided by the admission of love. She wasn’t sure how she was going to react upon seeing her girlfriend the morning after.


  As if hearing Riley’s thoughts, Amber appeared out the front door of the café, her apron tied smartly around her waist and a half-empty coffee pot in one hand. Her red hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, which, combined with the subtle rouge on the apples of her cheeks, accentuated her high cheekbones even more. The annoyance of the breakfast rush fell from her features at the sight of Riley, still standing on the patio.


  Amber crossed the outside section with long strides. “Hey, you.” She beamed, and her emerald eyes overflowed with warmth. “I missed you this morning.” She rested the coffee pot near her hip.


  Riley couldn’t have felt more unsure of her actions than if she’d woken up naked next to a stranger. She licked her dry lips. “Yeah, sorry about that. Work called. I would have left a note, but I couldn’t find a pen.”


  The smile faltered on Amber’s mouth momentarily. “Work,” she echoed the word. “When you’re manager are they going to keep pulling you out of my bed in the middle of the night?”


  “Manager?” James couldn’t help overhearing.


  Riley grimaced. “Uh, Hyrum offered me a new position yesterday.”


  “Why am I just hearing about this now?” Heather demanded. “After I—.” Thankfully, Heather had the sense to not reveal in front of Amber that she’d been sleeping in Riley’s bed a few hours earlier.


  Amber looked awkwardly between Riley and her two friends. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. My mouth does its own thing sometimes.”


  “That must be why our Riley likes you so much.” Heather’s snarky comment made the waitress’s cheeks flush as brightly as the hair atop her head.


  “I should get back to work.”


  “You didn’t have to do that.” Riley glowered as she watched Amber scamper away, the latest victim of Heather’s sharp tongue.


  “Well maybe if you weren’t so keen on keeping secrets from me,” Heather bit back. “Seriously, what’s up with that?”


  “Well maybe if you noticed the new car in my driveway.”


  “Maybe I assumed you finally opened up that damn wallet of yours and bought—”


  James cleared his throat and gained the attention of the table. “How about we all calm down and have a nice breakfast,” he suggested, acting the peacekeeper. “This should be a celebratory brunch,” he noted, lifting his coffee cup in salute. “Our little Riley is moving up in the world.”


  Riley slumped down in her chair. “I haven’t even decided if I’m going to take the job yet.”


  “I don’t know why you wouldn’t,” Heather said.


  Riley gave her two closest friends a helpless look. “I have my reasons.”


  Madison plopped down in an empty chair. The brim of her floppy, straw-woven sunhat bounced. She tossed her usual oversized bag onto the table, nearly upsetting Riley’s cold coffee cup. “Where’s the funeral?” she said. Worried eyes shot between each of the members. “You all look as serious as a beaver.”


  “Riley’s just feeling a little conflicted today,” James said, trying to censure the newcomer.


  “Is she sad because she missed the BOGO sale at the boutique on Sunset, too?” Madison leaned over the table and patted Riley’s hand. “It’s okay, Riles. They totally markup their prices, so you don’t even save that much anyway. Tricky bastards.”


  Seven’s purposefully unkempt head bobbed above the black metal fencing that surrounded part of the front patio. “Gods, do I have news for you.” He struggled with his words as he panted. The normally well-composed incubus threw himself into an open chair at the table.


  Heather’s eyes narrowed as she regarded him. “Did you run here?”


  Seven leaned back in his chair, looking exhausted. He wiped his brow with a paper napkin from a dispenser on the table. “Maybe if you guys actually checked your phones once in a while, I wouldn’t have to,” he openly complained. “I’m older than all of you except Heather, and it’s like I’m the only one who knows how to respond to a text message.”


  “Well, I got it,” James clarified and his face hardened.


  Riley pulled her phone from her back pocket. She’d forgotten and had left it on silent during dinner with Amber. It reminded her that she still needed to e-mail Josh about Morgan’s profile. She saw a missed text from Seven at the top of her screen.


  Madison gasped beside her before she could open and read the message. “Sean is really back?”


  “Did someone actually see him?” Heather pressed. “Or is this another one of those friend of a friend of a friend things?”


  “Ophelia saw him,” Seven said gravely.


  “Ophelia?” James repeated. “When did you talk to her?”


  Seven raked his fingers through midnight black hair. “Uh, I saw her at the office earlier. I had paperwork.”


  “What else did she say?” Madison’s blue eyes were wide with worry.


  “She didn’t give me too many details,” Seven admitted, “we didn’t have much of a conversation. But she did confirm what I’ve heard from some other cubare—Sean is in Los Angeles.”


  “Why here? Why now?” Madison’s features scrunched in concern. “Do you think it has anything to do with Trusics?”


  “He could have chosen any city to terrorize,” James noted. “It can’t be a coincidence he’s in one of the seven cities in the world with a Trusics headquarters.”


  “Do you think he’s responsible for this mess with those bloggers?” Heather posed.


  “Sean was never a great brain,” Riley finally chimed in. “He’s pissed at Trusics, sure, but that seems a little too nuanced for the revenge he’d want.” As displeasing as the news was, she thought all her friends were being overly-dramatic.


  “I have to agree,” Heather said. “That Neanderthal has the subtlety of a charging bull. He’s more of a blunt tool than a refined flechette edge.”


  “Only you would use those kind of metaphors at a time like this.” Seven chuckled and reached for a full water cup that hadn’t been claimed.


  Heather shrugged, unaffected, and confiscated James’s coffee for herself.


  “Do you think Niall and the rest of the board know he’s back?” Madison wondered aloud. “I mean, should we say something to someone?”


  “My guess is that if Ophelia knows, Niall knows,” James said. “She’d use that kind of knowledge to crawl her way up the corporate ladder.”


  “Shit, Riley. Ophelia is going to be so pissed when she finds out about your promotion.” Heather’s impish chuckle filled the air. “What I wouldn’t do to see her face when she finds out.”


  “Promotion?” Seven’s brown eyes locked onto Riley’s. “What did I miss?”


  James beat her to the news. “This one got offered a managerial position.”


  “Which I haven’t made up my mind about yet,” Riley was quick to add. “And we don’t know if Ophelia is getting one of the other open spots herself.”


  “Well done, Riley. Glad to see that insane work ethic finally paid off. Now you can stop making the rest of us look bad,” Seven said and winked.


  “Back to the Sean problem!” Madison was overly excitable. “Why hasn’t Trusics caught and punished him yet? It’s been forever. He can’t be that good, can he?”


  James stroked his squared jaw in thought. “It is disconcerting. In theory they would be able to find him wherever he decides to go, our contracts stipulate it. But who knows what happened when he went AWOL.”


  “What if he found a way to extract and store energy so he didn’t have to go into the realm so often?” Riley proposed. “If he didn’t need to use his powers as much, he could stay off the grid.”


  Her idea was met with anxious stares.


  “You know we’re not supposed to …” Madison whispered uneasily.


  “Sure, we’re not because it’s in our contract, but Sean doesn’t have to follow rules.”


  Riley looked around at her friends’ faces, each busy staring at their plate of food or drink. She could tell they were all too uncomfortable to contribute to her conversation because the topic was that taboo.


  “Really?” Riley darted her eyes between the different members. “No one has one thing to say about this?”


  “Well—” James began to speak but was interrupted by the approach of Darren Clay.


  “Good morning, everyone,” the vice president of Clay & Dunbar greeted. He appeared tableside with his own coffee in hand.  


  Madison didn’t look up from her eggless omelet. “Why is he talking to us?” she blurted out with her usual tact.


  Darren hesitated a moment too long at the table. Riley regarded the incubus with curiosity. He looked uneasy as he attempted to perfect his already straight tie. Something was off—something she probably wouldn’t have noticed the previous night because of Kenner’s passive aggressiveness.


  His eyes landed on Riley. “Can I … talk to you?”


  Riley could sense the perplexed faces of her friends all around the table.


  “Sure.” Riley stood, her patio chair scraping on the concrete.


  She followed Darren a few feet away from their table, away from the stares and straining eyes of her friends. Riley slipped her hands into the back pockets of her jeans.  


  “What’s up, Darren?”


  “How’s your girlfriend? Amber was it?”


  “I know you didn’t drag me away from my breakfast to talk about my girlfriend.”


  Darren frowned, his handsome features sagging. “No. Liam’s missing.”


  Riley blinked. “He’s what? How can you tell?”


  “I haven’t been able to get in contact with him for the past twenty-four hours. And I know he hasn’t been in the realm either.”


  “That’s not so long.”


  “For Liam it is. He might not look it, but he’s C&D’s top-energy producing incubus. The man practically lives in dreams.” He shook his head. “Kenner puts up with his shenanigans because he’s family, but more because his production keeps us afloat.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” Riley reasonably inquired. “I’ve barely spoken a word to Liam in my life.” She met Heather’s inquisitive stare across the open-air patio. She held up a finger to tell her friend she’d be a moment longer.


  “I know Trusics and C&D haven’t seen eye-to-eye in the past.”


  “It might have something to do with how free and loose you supervise your employees,” Riley said as she resisted the urge to glower. “It’s incubi like Liam who threaten to expose who we are.”


  Darren held up his hands. “We have different business models, sure.”


  Riley arched a brow and crossed her arms. “Understatement.”


  “But the point I’m trying to make is that in the end, we’re all the same—cubare. And if one of us goes missing, we should all be on alert.”


  “You really think something bad has happened to him?” Riley sobered. She thought about Seven’s latest news about Sean’s return but quickly dismissed it as a coincidence.


  “It’s just a gut feeling,” Darren admitted. “Or, he could be on a bender in Vegas, and I’ve been worried for no reason.” He shrugged helplessly. “If you could let me or Kenner know if you or anyone at Trusics hears anything, I’d be indebted.”


  Riley nodded. “Sure, Darren. I’ll let the others know.”


  He bobbed his head, looking grateful and humbled at the same time. When he turned to leave, Riley stopped him.


  “One more thing, Darren.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Why’d you single me out? You could have told everyone at the table.”


  Darren looked back in the direction of Riley’s friends. They’d all returned to their conversations and breakfast, apparently having lost interest in Darren Clay and his need for a private conversation. “You’re different, Riley.” He offered a small smile. “You always have been.”


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  October


   


  Madison touched every inch of the interior of Riley’s new car. Like a curious child, her fingers grazed over the dashboard, the leather-bound shift knob, and most of the trim. She opened every compartment, from the glove box to the middle console, even though Riley assured her that they were all empty.


  “So this is yours?” Madison grinned, giddy with Riley’s new toy. “Like, once we move, can you take it with you?”


  “Maddie,” Riley said. “I don’t think that’s practical. What if we end up overseas again?”


  “But you could ship it.” Madison buzzed with excitement. “I don’t want you to ever get rid of this thing. Don’t tell Heather, but I think this beats out her car.”


  Riley chuckled at the admission. “Don’t you think it’s more reasonable if the company gave me another car in the country that we move to next?” She hummed as she drove through the LA streets.


  “Wait,” Madison frowned. “Will you even be with us?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “Well, you said this gift was because they were considering you for manager.” Madison’s fleeting touches of the interior stopped and she tucked her hands between her legs. “Will your request to change locations be the same as ours?”


  “I don’t know.” Riley knitted her brows in thought. Madison had voiced a valid point. Every time they’d switched locations, their managers had changed. She had only been assigned Hyrum since being in Los Angeles. “I’m sure that it won’t be a problem though.”


  “What if it is, and you can’t go with us?”


  “Don’t think like that, Mad Hatter.” Riley glanced over her friend who looked lost in thought. “Hey, don’t be sad.” Riley opened her right hand and offered it to her passenger.


  The subtle movement caught Madison’s attention and she wrapped their fingers together.


  “How about this,” Riley reasoned. “I won’t be manager if they refuse to let me transfer with the group.”


  “Really?” Madison perked. She sat straighter in her seat and gripped Riley’s hand tighter. “You would honestly do that?”


  “Of course. All of you matter more than some metal on wheels.”


  “Oh, you’ve made my day!” Madison returned a smile that crossed from ear to ear. “I say we celebrate.”


  “And what would you like to do, Miss Wyatt?” The mention of her last name made the blonde giggle. It always did.


  “Sweetie, there’s only one way to properly celebrate and that is …”


  Riley shook her head and laughed. “To shop.”


  “You’ve got it.” Madison beamed. “I’ve trained you so well.”


  • • •


  “Maddie, I have a question, and I need you to be perfectly honest with me.”


  “What is it? If it’s about your outfit choice for today, I’d say it’s perfectly hipster gay of you.”


  Riley frowned and observed her attire. Next to Madison, most people would look like they weren’t trying too hard to make themselves presentable.


  Madison looked concerned, and her brows furrowed. “Should I put Heather on speaker for this?” She dove into her bag in search of her phone.


  The action was amusing but Riley laid a hand on Madison’s arm to still her movement. “Heather isn’t needed for this. I’m looking for your opinion.”


  “Oh, okay.” Her head tilted to the side. “What is it?”


  “How do you feel about saying the words ‘I love you’ to someone you’ve only been dating a few months?”


  “Oh, this is an Amber issue.” Madison made a pained face. “Are you sure you don’t want Heather here for this? I know this is kind of her territory.”


  “I’m sure.” Riley wrapped an arm around her friend. She gave Madison a quick squeeze. “I’m looking for the opinion of my favorite sex blogger.”


  When Madison had discovered that her voice and opinion could be heard by millions of people from all over the world, she had hopped on the blogging bandwagon back in the early 2000s. Between her legion of Miss Sexinista followers and being a full time C.S. Account Executive, Madison had a somewhat busy schedule. Her biggest complaint, however, was that she couldn’t take pictures of herself or engage in video blogging. Documenting and publically sharing life in that form was grounds for termination at Trusics.


  When Madison didn’t respond, Riley cleared her throat and returned her attention back to the clothing rack in front of her. “I know you’re not her biggest fan, but …” She numbly thumbed through the selection of sexy bra sets. “Forget I said anything.”


  “No, no. You said it. It’s done. No takebacks.” Madison shoved Riley’s shoulder in warning. She was picking up on Heather’s physicality. “I think saying ‘I love you’ to someone you actually feel in love with is the most natural thing that can come from you. It isn’t forced, it’s felt.”


  Riley stopped her browsing and paid attention to the words her friend was sharing.


  “I think that when you have to debate with yourself about if you should or shouldn’t say the word, there’s a bigger issue at hand.” Madison sighed, her own shopping forgotten. “I know I tell you the relationship is doomed and I condone a wandering eye, but that’s because I don’t believe Amber is ‘the one’ for you, and I don’t want to see you waste your time.”


  “Even if time is some—”


  “Let me finish.” Madison lifted her hand. “The way I see it, everyone of us is capable of falling in love; some of us will be lucky to find true love once, others with find it multiple times. Some find it early in life, while others may find it much later on. Then there are those of us who will never experience it.” Madison paused and her ever cheerful expression faltered for a brief moment. “But when you’re in love, it will hit you so hard with feelings that you’ll need to reapply your face.”


  “I see.” Riley smiled in amusement, and Madison’s grin returned to its rightful place. “And you don’t think Amber is my true love?”


  “We wouldn’t be having this conversation if she was,” Madison boldly asserted. “Everlasting love is like finding the perfect flower in a field of them. It’s luck if you find it. But I think you’ll know once you have it, and then, the love part will be the most natural thing. That and the need to protect it until your dying breath.” Madison’s attention turned to focus on an item she spotted on a nearby mannequin. “That is so friggin’ adorable.” She squealed in excitement and Riley grinned.


  “Did you find something you love?”


  “See, a flower in a field of them.” Morgan gestured her hand to address the other garments. “God, if clothing could be my mistress, I would have been in love over a thousand times in my life.”


  “Mistress, huh?” Riley arched her eyebrow.


  “With the clothes I look at? Slips, teddies, garters … those are all feminine. So, clothing would be my mistress.” Madison exaggerated a sigh. “And we make the perfect couple. She looks fab-fucking-tastic, and she makes me look even better.”


  “Okay, maybe you should let up on the time you spend with Heather?” Riley cleared her throat and folded some of the items that Madison had placed to the side. “I’m starting to see signs of her in you.”


  The words of concern flew past her blonde friend. Madison was in her zone. Riley could see how focused she was in studying the items she touched.


  “Sometimes I wish I played for the same team,” Madison chirped.


  “Why’s that?” Riley picked up a purple satin slip, and Madison snatched it from her hands. The blonde shook her head in disapproval and thumbed through the sorted piles on the display case. When she found what she was looking for, she tossed a black garter slip at Riley. The dark lace garment was a better selection. It even had an orange bow to be festive for Halloween.


  “Can you imagine if I had a girlfriend that wore the same size clothing and shoes?” A dimpled smile appeared on Madison’s face, and she brightened. “Our home would be one giant closet.” She became lost in her thoughts for a moment. “But sadly, the path of lesbianism wasn’t meant for me.”


  “Well, for what it’s worth, I happen to think the path you’re on is wonderful.” Riley placed the black slip into a mesh shopping bag and Madison added a handful of underwear that she had selected on top. “And thanks for the advice.”


  “Oh, no problem. I’ve been binging on romances lately. Movies and audiobooks.” Madison smirked. “Oh! Speaking of audiobooks, you want to read the new manual to me? I’m pretty sure I’ll pass out if I try to read it myself.”


  “Sure, I’ll read some of the new stuff to you.” Madison continued to add more items to the bag hooked on Riley’s arm. “Am I buying these for you?”


  “You’re my boyfriend for the day. I think it’s only right.” A devious smile crossed Madison’s features. “And if you’re going to be a manager soon, you’ll need someone to spend all that extra money on.”


  “So I guess that means I’ll go to bed with you tonight?”


  “Really?” Shock overwhelmed Madison’s features. “Like, you mean an us-only girls’ night?”


  Riley nodded her head. “If that’s what you want, I can’t say no to making you happy.”


  “This is like the best day ever. Your perfection will be blogged about.” Madison placed a couple more basic garments into the bag. “So, after this, we’re satisfying my shoe fetish.”


  “Shoes?” A piece of Riley died inside. The shopping trip was going to kill a portion of her day and her line of credit, but Riley couldn’t bring herself to deflate Madison’s gleeful expression. “That sounds wonderful.”


  • • •


  Riley flashed into the interior of the house and confidently strode down the hallway, fully knowing she’d find Morgan sitting in her usual spot in the kitchen. She wasn’t disappointed when she reached the back room. The woman in question sat at the small kitchen table cradling a ceramic mug and staring out the back window.


  Riley felt a snarky comment come to her lips, but the words died when she looked out the picture window to see what Morgan was gazing at. She stared outside in disbelief. “Is that …” She pulled the curtains to the side to get a clearer view. “Is that sunshine?”


  In the months that she had been visiting, she had yet to see the weather be anything brighter than an overcast day without rain.


  Morgan stood from the table and shuffled to the counter. She silently placed her empty mug in the kitchen sink. The human was usually quiet, but this time she seemed more reticent than ever.


  Riley, out of curiosity, tried the back door. Her eyes never left the view of the backyard. She feared looking away would bring back the perpetual rain whose dampness, even in normal hours, she felt linger in her bones. The handle, unlocked, easily turned in her hand. Riley’s eyes went wide as the door swung open.


  “Morgan?” She turned toward the other woman, looking for answers.


  Morgan shrugged, wordlessly, and walked past Riley. Their shoulders barely brushed as she walked outside, leaving her visitor behind. “You coming?” she tersely asked without turning back.


  Riley hesitated within the house barrier and watched Morgan silently pad deeper into the yard. She didn’t know what was happening, and Morgan wasn’t being forthcoming about the abrupt change in weather. Finally, with a sharp inhale, Riley broke the threshold plane and followed outside, blinking into the high noon sun.


  “This is beautiful,” Riley whispered reverently.


  The backyard was surrounded by a high wooden fence, covered in a variety of vines and crawling with flowering plants. It could have felt like a prison—they’d been trapped in the house for so long, it should have. But instead, it looked like a serene retreat. The yard was alive with fresh grass and vibrant, full shrubbery. The gardens were filled with bright red and yellow flowers that Riley recognized, but didn’t know the names of. Fat, hard-working bumblebees hovered over one flower to the next. Twitching chickadees fluffed their feathers and hopped around, looking alert, partially hidden by the leafy branches of a blooming lilac bush.


  Riley bent to pluck a flower from the earth. She handed it to Morgan, who arched an eyebrow in amusement.


  “That’s a weed.”


  Riley turned the yellow flower around in her hand. “Or maybe, it’s just a plant that’s a little wild?”


  Morgan twisted her lips. “It’s a yellow woodsorrel.” She continued to eye the small blossom but didn’t move to take it.


  Riley shrugged before casting the wasted flower into a shrubbery. “I thought it was pretty.”


  “Hey.” Morgan bent down and retrieved the flower. “If you’ve already picked it, don’t toss it like it’s nothing. Be mindful.”


  “You do realize they don’t have feelings.”


  Morgan remained silent, but she carefully placed the flowering stalk on the back window sill. Her gaze returned to the patch of wild yellow flowers that Riley had picked at. “You and your kind, you’re all weeds. Beautiful weeds,” she admitted, “but still weeds.”


  “I recant my previous statement then.” Riley fiddled with her watch, a nervous habit. “Weeds are flowers, too, once you get to know them. Be mindful, right?”


  The grass was damp against her bare ankles as though it had only stopped raining a short while ago. A blazing sun, however, beat down on the private yard, making the air slightly muggy.


  “This is new,” Riley observed, touching her fingers against the twine of the free-standing hammock.


  Morgan’s hazel-green eyes shifted. She’d always kept Riley at a distance, but she’d never behaved so awkwardly. She stood beside the succubus and touched the nylon hammock, making it swing slightly. The metal chain that held it to its free-standing apparatus creaked.


  “You wouldn’t want to … I don’t know … go in it with me?” Morgan’s gaze followed the bowed structure’s soft sway as she tucked a loose strand of brunette hair behind her ear. When she finally regarded Riley, she did so with an expectancy that caught both women off guard. For the first time since the succubus had arrived, Morgan truly looked at her.


  Riley swallowed hard. Those eyes. She couldn’t get enough of them. And for the first time since she’d met Morgan, she caught a glimmer of vulnerability. Uncertainty. The succubus had visited since their first shared kiss, but neither of them had brought up the subject, and they had not returned to Morgan’s bedroom since. It had remained an unspoken embarrassment. This request, however, this felt like they were finally moving forward.


  Riley, dumbstruck, nodded.


  She held the hammock still as Morgan climbed in. There was no hesitation as Morgan scooted to the far side to make room. Grey-green eyes observed the narrow space that was left open, and she bit her bottom lip. Riley wanted to comment on how if the human had gone through the trouble of creating a hammock, she could have at least made a larger one. But she bit back the unnecessary criticism that she would have let fly with anyone else. She couldn’t complain about being closer to Morgan.


  Riley placed both hands on the edge of the hammock. “How do I …”


  Morgan smirked. “I thought you had skills.”


  “They didn’t train us for this.” She blew errant strands of hair out of her face.


  “Hammocks?”


  Riley nodded. “And you.”


  Morgan’s eyes slanted away, and Riley thought her cheeks pinked slightly, but it could have been a trick of the sun warming Morgan’s porcelain features.


  “No really, how do you suggest I get in?” Riley asked with a nervous laugh. “I don’t want to squish you or smack your nose with my elbows.”


  “And here I thought the hammock was your way to get revenge.”


  The unexpected comment caught the succubus’s attention, and she arched an eyebrow at the hazel eyes staring at her.


  “For that backpack to your precious face?” Morgan reminded her with a cheeky grin.


  Riley laughed at the reminder of their first meeting. “How could I have forgotten?”


  Morgan hummed. “Indeed.” She rolled her eyes, and her nervousness became a distant memory. “Jump in, Riley. You’re overthinking this.”


  The hammock wobbled unsteadily as Riley moved to climb in.


  “I hope this thing can handle our weight,” Morgan mumbled under her breath as she watched Riley, all arms and legs, finally maneuver herself into the tight confines of the hammock.


  “Hey, you made this thing,” Riley noted. “It’s all on you if we break it.”


  Morgan shook her head. “I didn’t do anything.”


  “Then what’s up with the sunshine?” Riley pointed out. “It’s been rainy every single dream.”


  Morgan shrugged. “You would know better than me.”


  A gust of wind rustled the surrounding flower beds and lifted a perfumed scent into the air. Riley inhaled the flowery sweetness through her nose and exhaled heavily out her mouth. Somewhere in a distant, nonexistent yard, a lawnmower started.


  Riley smiled to herself as she relaxed under the slow moving clouds. It was a beautiful day, a lazy one—the perfect re-creation of what she would enjoy on her own free time. A comfortable silence blanketed both women.


  Riley’s watch beeped with an incoming message.


  “Time to go already?” Morgan frowned.  


  Riley thought she felt the lightest patter of raindrops of her face, but they quickly went away. “No. It’s only an e-mail.” She switched screens on her watch with the press of a button. The watch was designed to receive messages from her Trusics e-mail address. Smart phones and other devices were impractical to bring into the realm, especially because the clothing Riley typically wore lacked the material for pockets. But mainly, agents didn’t want the temptation of their personal lives to intrude on their time within the realm; it would have been bad for business to check on virtual crops or to level characters when the focus should have been sex.


  “You are a work-a-holic.”


  “But I do love my job.” Riley playfully batted her eyelashes.


  Her features furrowed as she accessed the e-mail. It was from Josh. He’d been able to track down who had previously accessed Morgan’s dreams. The message was straightforward and provided Riley with the exact information she had been looking for, but that didn’t mean it was welcomed information.


   


  Client EP1606707 has only been engaged by one other active agent, an incubus no longer employed with Trusics named Sean Marshall.


   


  Riley stared at the e-mail in disbelief. Josh wouldn’t have known about their shared past, which was why the e-mail had been so succinct. Sean. It had been Sean who had nearly destroyed Morgan. “Is everything okay?”


  “Everything’s perfect,” Riley replied a little too quickly. She deleted the message and manipulated her watch to its original timekeeping settings.


  Riley hazarded a glance in Morgan’s direction. She had her eyes closed and was smiling into the sun. She looked so free, so light. There was no way Riley could ever tell her that the incubus who had tormented her years ago was someone with whom Riley was intimately familiar. The bright sunshine caused her youthful features to practically glow; her long brunette hair, typically pulled back in a braid, fell in loose locks around her face and radiated warm, golden hues. She required no makeup; her long eyelashes were dramatic even without the aid of mascara or eyeliner. She was beautiful, Riley decided.


  An uncomfortable knot settled into Riley’s stomach, but she remained still and willed her body to relax. Her eyes caught a flutter off to the side. A butterfly rode on a current of wind, darting in one direction and then the next. Its golden-orange and black wings flapped erratically as another stiff wind shot it up in the air where it was joined by another butterfly, this one black with pale yellow markings. The air stilled momentarily, allowing the winged creatures to land on Riley’s knee. She remained rigidly still so as to not disturb their movements.


  “I think you made new friends,” Morgan remarked.


  Riley had nearly forgotten the other woman’s presence, her focus so much on the twin flight of the butterflies. She slowly reached for the delicate thing closest to her hand, careful not to touch its fragile wings. But before she could coax the small-legged creature to crawl onto her finger, both sets of decorated wings took flight again, and joined what appeared to be a kaleidoscope of colors as a flight of butterflies streaked across the clear blue sky.


  Beside her, she could hear Morgan’s intake of air. “It’s like a daytime firework.”


  When Riley reached for the other woman’s hand, Morgan accepted it. Their fingers intertwined as they together watched the swarm of butterflies scatter above them.


   


   


  Riley didn’t know when her eyes had fallen shut, but she could feel the weight of the body beside her press closer. The hammock didn’t afford them the space to be too far apart; weighted bodies dipped down the center if either wanted to be closer than sitting at opposite ends.


  The familiar wail of Riley’s watch broke their silence.


  “Do you really have to go?” Morgan sighed against Riley’s shoulder. Riley couldn’t help but notice that their hands were still interlocked as they laid side-by-side.


  “Would you rather I stay longer?” Riley asked with sudden anxiety. She hadn’t thought about the other woman ever wanting her presence.


  “Yeah.” Morgan’s voice was nearly lost against Riley’s bare shoulder. The warmth of the breath drew a shiver from the succubus.


  “Then that’s all I needed to hear,” Riley spoke without looking at her hammock-mate. “Soon then.” She squeezed Morgan’s hand with purpose. “I promise.”


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


   


  If Riley were to keep her word, she’d have to research energy extraction and do it fast. Without feeding from Morgan, her watch would continue to flash her from the dream at the hour mark. And without her watch, there was no way to access Morgan’s dreams. In hindsight, she shouldn’t have made that promise—to stay longer than the allotted time—but if it made Morgan smile, then it was a hopeful reassurance that sunny days were there permanently.


  Riley thought over her options and decided that the archives would be an appropriate starting point. For hours at a time, she combed through dusty boxes, none of which contained the information that she needed. Old dates of social meetings and mixers served as little use. There was a small column that acknowledged the black market energy and warned everyone to be leery of the unregulated products. But aside from the warning of the bottled substance, there wasn’t anything else. It had almost been tempting to directly ask Liliah about the knowledge; the older succubus would know. Although informative, Liliah was still a fellow employee and could report on Riley’s specific curiosity.


  After a few days of unfruitful research, Riley headed into the office to find Josh. She was growing desperate to find answers and he would be her safest bet. Each day she went without visiting Morgan in the realm felt like a broken promise.


  When she made her way past front desk security and headed to the stairs, she was met by a large sign that said the stairs were closed for maintenance. The only option left was the elevator lobby.


  She pressed the up button and tried to banish the rising anxiety as she watched the illuminated sign above the elevator door. As the car descended, the desire to run became stronger. She took deep, calming breaths and reminded herself that this was for Morgan. For Morgan, she could face her fear.


  The elevator doors opened innocently enough and she stepped inside. She pressed the button for Josh’s floor and tried not to think about being crushed inside of a tiny box as the doors began to close.


  “Hold the elevator!” a voice yelled out.


  Riley threw her arm between the shutting doors. Brice, the company’s head psychologist, joined her in the elevator. He was also the director of the LA branch’s support groups; “sex addiction,” “substance and gambling addiction,” and “monogamy,” were a few of the more popular ones.


  “Thanks, Riley,” he said slightly out of breath.


  “No problem.”


  With another person inside the elevator, Riley was sure she would run out of oxygen. But to save face, especially in front of a therapist, she did her best to appear unaffected. Throughout her time in the LA branch, Riley hadn’t interacted with Brice much more than a dozen times. When she had, they were the mandatory meetings for when an employee transferred into a new branch. That was years ago. But they were on friendly enough terms to make small talk and call each other by first names.


  Brice made his departure on the thirteenth floor and bid Riley a farewell. “You should stop by my office if you ever need to talk, Riley,” he said, holding up the elevator. “Being at the top of your game can be a stressful thing, and you don’t have to deal with it alone.”


  She quirked the corners of her mouth at what seemed to be a sincere offer and waved a goodbye. Riley had no intention of ever sitting across from Brice if she could help it. She was fine without someone prodding at the walls of her mind.


  When she stepped off on the sixteenth floor, Riley was met with its usual serenity. There was the clanking of keyboards, but overall, it was calm and quiet. She walked over to where Josh’s cubicle had been for the past year. Instead of being greeted by her friend, a woman sat at his desk typing at her keyboard at what seemed to be well over one hundred words a minute. She was mechanical in her expression, as if she had spent one night too many staring at her computer screen. 


  Riley cleared her throat to catch the woman’s attention. When the typer stopped her tapping, she looked over at her visitor, mildly annoyed.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt you, but where’s Josh?”


  The designer rolled her eyes. Riley bristled at the reaction. As a C.S. Account Executive, Riley had a tenuous relationship with some of Trusics’s day-to-day operational employees. She knew some workers resented active agents like herself, falsely believing that they were little more than shallow, vapid immortals. Some of it was unwarranted jealousy, but Riley also knew that several Account Executives had rightly earned that stereotype.


  “He moved into the far back office.” Both her words and eyes were dead.


  “Thank you,” Riley acknowledged with a bob of her head.


  When Riley found Josh’s new office, she propped herself against his open door frame. Her friend was too busy staring at the computer to notice her presence. She smiled at his deep frown of concentration and gave a low whistle. The piercing sound caught his attention.


  “Riley,” he greeted. “What are you doing here?” Not waiting for an answer, he waved for her enter. “Come on in. And if you don’t mind, could you close the door?”


  Riley shut the door behind her and settled into a chair on the opposite side of Josh’s cluttered desk. The modest space spoke volumes to Josh’s personality. If she had seen this office earlier, she would have never had to ask that female employee for directions. Small superhero figurines lined the outer perimeter of his desk and old posters of cult horror films decorated the painted walls. Near his mouse sat a mug in the shape of a zombie’s head with the top missing for the rim. His bookshelf was filled with publications on code, design, and the new addition of management techniques. Riley could also identify two books she knew were hollowed out; hidden inside would be a stack of comics for the more stressful moments at work. The comics were the only printed form of reading material Josh ever bought—that and rare collector editions of books he supported.


  Josh’s attention had returned to a ding that sounded from his computer. He typed with side glances, not wanting to completely ignore his friend. With one final click, he spun his chair around to face her. His hands steepled and his face turned serious for a split second.  


  “So, what brings you into my secret lair, young maiden?”


  Riley always found amusement in his attempts at a somber expression. “I need your help finding something.” She grabbed a stress ball from his desk and threw it at him. His arms reflectively shot up to shield himself.  


  “You don’t have to beat me up to get help.” He chuckled when the foam ball bounced off his arm.


  Riley opened her mouth as if to speak, but closed it before words had formed.


  Watching his friend with curiosity, Josh arched his unruly eyebrows and spun his chair back towards his computer. He wove his fingers together and cracked them. “Let’s see what I can do. New video game release, rare collectable toys, or perhaps it’s a limited edition of the comic series that you were addicted to in the sixties?”


  She blurted out her words. “I need to learn how to extract energy.” There was hesitation before she finished: “From myself.”


  For a moment, Riley regretted confiding in her friend. There was an eerie silence between them, a strange occurrence in their few years of friendship. Josh was like a brother, playing the role of both the protective older sibling and also the carefree child she could be silly around. Serious conversations were not a part of their friendship.


  The silence was killing her. But before Riley could speak, Josh pulled out his phone and began to type at a maddening pace. Not wanting to interrupt, she stayed quiet.


  After her time at the archives, she had exhausted her personal list of independent contacts—people she’d befriended throughout her decades of being a succubus. Their reactions were almost universal; most were silent as if she were recording them. After repeated reassurance, some had opened up, but no one seemed knowledgeable on the subject aside from some reluctant admittance to using bottled energy in the past. Riley suspected a few had withheld information even if they had more to offer. It was well known that Trusics was particularly territorial, and bottled energy was a conflict of interest. Still, there were unassociated cubare and companies, like Clay & Dunbar, who thumbed their collective noses at any jurisdiction Trusics might claim.


  After a few more taps, Josh looked up from his screen. “Done.”


  He grinned in victory at his own accomplishment. When Riley didn’t return his enthusiasm he was quick to confirm what she had asked of him. “You did say you wanted to learn about energy extraction, right? Tell me I didn’t spend two hundred bucks on a book for the wrong thing.”


  “I—” She was astonished by her friend’s abilities, but also his nonchalant attitude about what they both knew was a topic their shared employer kept shrouded in mystery. “How did you do that so fast?”


  “Ah, the wonders of an open marketplace at the tip of our fingers.” He laughed, amused by Riley’s stunned reaction. “It’s exactly the same process as buying shoes online, only it’s in lesser-known stores.”


  “You are amazing.” Riley got up to high-five her friend. “Thank you. You honestly don’t know what this means to me,” she gushed in gratitude. “I’ll pay you back once I stop by the bank.”


  His normally friendly face dropped at the mention of payment. “You don’t have to do that,” he mumbled.


  Riley’s grin turned devilish. “If you don’t want my money, I guess I’ll have to buy you two hundred dollars’ worth of lap dances.”


  Josh’s jaw dropped. “I’ll take the money.”


  • • •


  It took no more than a day for the book to arrive at Riley’s door. She had to admit that modern technology was impressive. She held the shipping box with a kind of reverence. For such a simple container, it potentially held a wealth of information that, until the other day, Riley had thought was no more than a myth, a key to opening a power that was unknown to her.


  On the top of the box was the store’s logo stamped over both the flaps and packing tape. The words The Rabbit Hole - A Wellness & Antiquity Shop were curved, and beneath the lettering was a simple drawing of a rabbit with its top half hidden below a hole in the ground. Its furry tail and the ends of its coat were front and center.


  Grabbing a pair of scissors, she was careful to split the blades and use one side to slice the tape. Inside the box was a neatly packaged book with a note attached:


   


  Thank you for supporting our small store! We hope to do business with you in the near future. Please recycle this box and this message.


  Disclaimer: This order may contain material that should be kept away from children and pets. If you have bought a book from us, please be aware that these are rare books that are compilations of opinions, myths, and facts, or are purely fiction. Proceed with caution.


  All organic products are nonrefundable once used. We also cannot guarantee anything other than the quality of the product and not what you choose to do with them. Have a wonderful day!


   


  She slipped the note into the inside cover of the heavy book before walking over to the coffeemaker to refill her cup. Liquid power was needed if she planned to settle down with her new reading material. The book was slightly deceptive in size as it included seven different translated languages compiled together. Thankfully it included an English translation; the thought that it could have been in an ancient language had crossed her mind after Josh had made the order. But she hadn’t mentioned that to him.


  Riley thumbed through the first few pages, absorbing the abundance of new information.  It wasn’t only a book on the mere act of extracting, but the history of it and the theories behind it.  After an hour had come and gone without much luck, Riley came across a section on methods.


  Riley tilted her head closer to the text as if her nearness would accelerate her intake of the knowledge. “Method One,” she read aloud. “Be Lilith—Our Mother Goddess.” A frown marred her features. “Well that’s not happening.”


  She read on. “Method Two: Ask your Sire.” Riley’s frown deepened. “Nope.”


  The last method was a concoction of ingredients she had never seen or even heard of before; the list sounded like names someone had decided on while drinking. She opened her laptop and quickly searched for mentions of the ingredients, but nothing useful came up. It was unfortunate that a quick trip to the local grocery store wouldn’t work.


  Riley closed the book and pushed it away from her. Even if she could find the ingredients, it wasn’t like she practiced magic outside of the realm. Not really anyway.   


  She folded her arms on top of her kitchen table and laid her head down. It was frustrating to be able to get the energy in the realm, but not understand the entirety of the process.


  The hands on her wristwatch ticked by and she was helpless to the passage of time. Time. She was immortal. She was supposed to have all the time in the world. But ironically, it was the one thing that she never seemed to have enough of, especially as of late. In that moment of stillness, her mind wandered, needing to find the answer she sought.  


  The idea that came to her was far from ideal; but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and Riley was flirting with desperation. For the time, this was her best bet to finding a solution.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


   


  Riley stared at her feet as she shuffled down the moonlit concrete. Her hands were shoved deep in the pockets of her jacket, its collar popped not to stave off inclement weather but rather to avoid confrontation. Her destination that night was a bar popular with independent cubare. The tavern was located in a less than savory neighborhood, far from the gentrified community where her apartment and favorite café were located. Although she had heard of a small number of cubare-friendly establishments, she herself had not been to any since arriving in Los Angeles. While her employer didn’t forbid interactions with cubare that were unassociated with the company, the act certainly wasn’t encouraged in any pamphlet.


  But her avoidance wasn’t unwarranted. She wasn’t blind to the tension that appeared when she was recognized as a part of the company. Most cubare preferred to be on their own, not governed by a boss. She knew the more extremist independents despised her kind. Those employed by Trusics were viewed as sellouts. The rules were too stifling or the monthly quota too high, while others saw Trusics’s capital gains as a blasphemy.


  Riley turned down a dark, narrow alley. The entrance to this particular bar, the Red Sea Tavern, was reportedly halfway down the passage, far enough off the beaten path to avoid the detection of potential human patrons. She rapped her knuckles on a blue, metal door. A small window at eye-level slid open, and she was met with the intense gaze of twin emerald eyes.


  “Identification,” a deep male voice snarled.


  Riley let her eyes slip from her practiced pale green to show the blackened irises of her primordial cubare form. The window slid shut with a loud bang so abrupt that she cringed. The door swung open towards her and she had to slide to the side to avoid being pancaked.


  A bulky man with biceps larger than her thighs inspected her. He folded his arms across his broad chest, making his arm muscles pop even more beneath a skin-tight black T-shirt. “No cycling energy. No human pets. No problem. We run a legit business here. Understood?”


  Riley held her breath and nodded. 


  The bouncer moved to the side and gestured with one hand for her to enter. “Have fun,” he growled.


  Riley skirted inside before the bar security could change his mind. She removed her jacket and carefully folded it over her forearm. From the entranceway, she surveyed the layout of the tavern. She hadn’t known what to expect. The bar wasn’t very large, and overhead lighting was in high demand. One could be completely swallowed by darkness in the corners and back hallway. She wondered how closely the bouncer’s rules were heeded once inside. Small circular tables took up most of the square footage. Tea candles in red jars served as table centerpieces, giving off an otherworldly, crimson glow. The bar itself dominated one entire wall. About a dozen stools hugged the bar top, but only two were occupied. A short woman with long dreadlocks and reed-thin arms covered in tattoos took advantage of the lull in customers to wash pint glasses.


  Riley studied the bar’s patrons and her options. It was emptier than she’d expected. Two men sat at the bar with two empty stools spaced between them. The tables were also sparsely populated; patrons’ heads were bent together in subdued conversation. The only real noise came from a jukebox playing Johnny Cash and a mixed group of four or five incubi playing darts in a back corner. The plan had seemed easier from the confines of home: She would go to the cubare bar and casually ask if anyone had information about energy extraction. But being at the tavern made things real, and the absurdity of the idea made her anxiety flair. Hey, we don’t know each other, but I’m wondering if you could tell me how to do this thing that could get me fired.


  Riley settled down on an empty stool away from the other two seated incubi. Instead of a warm welcome, the bartender’s gaze was bored, and Riley fidgeted under the silent appraisal. She wondered at how the woman was able to meet her energy needs if she had to spend the majority of her hours behind a bar instead of accessing the realm.


  With the exception of her girlfriend, Riley had not fed on a human in the waking or dream realm without employer notification since joining the company. Sometimes she missed the hunt. There was a certain thrill in seducing a stranger, a rousing challenge that could also be a stressful burden when one’s survival depended on it.


  Riley ordered a beer and stared into the bottom of her drink. She wasn’t planning on sticking around long, but she might as well have one drink so the out-of-the-way trip wasn’t a complete waste of time.


  A woman sidled up to the bar, one bar stool separating herself from Riley. She flagged down the bartender and ordered a mixed drink.


  Riley worried she might be a little rusty making conversation with a stranger. She moved around frequently, meeting new people, but always with her friends in tow. There was a certain confidence that came from being in a group. In their time of attending countless human clubs, VIP treatment came for free, and lines were never an inconvenience they dealt with.


  “Hi. I’m Riley.”


  The woman didn’t bother looking in her direction. “Good for you.”


  Riley pulled back her hand and balled it into a fist before returning it to her lap.


  The woman waited for her drink before leaving the bar area for a more secluded table.


  Riley stared straight ahead, embarrassed and annoyed. She was a succubus. She was supposed to be good at picking up women at bars. She downed her beer in a hurry and ordered a second one to dull the sting of rejection.


  Another woman sat down on the vacant stool beside Riley. She hefted an oversized bag with distinct designer markings onto the bar top. Her blonde, curly hair was piled on top of her head, and when she tilted her head forward to retrieve her wallet from her purse, Riley thought she might tip over entirely.


  “Martini. Dirty,” she ordered.


  Riley worried her bottom lip. One more try, she told herself. If she couldn’t make amiable conversation with the second stranger, she’d promptly leave.


  “I’m Riley.” Her voice sounded too loud in her head, and she mentally cursed her awkwardness.


  The woman twisted in her chair just enough to regard the succubus. “Sorry, honey. I don’t do names.”


  Riley pulled her hand back. “Oh. I’m sorry.”


  “Relax, Sugar. You can’t be too careful,” the woman drawled.


  “No, I get it.” Riley bit the tip of her tongue. She was furious with herself. Why hadn’t she thought to give the woman a fake name? At least she’d had the foresight to leave her watch at home. She didn’t want to stick out anymore than she already did.


  The woman delicately pushed a defiant curl out of her face. “So what brings you here tonight?”


  Riley pushed her pint of beer around on the bar top, watching the trail of wet condensation it left behind. “Just felt like a drink and the company of my own kind.”


  The woman hummed and took an experimental taste of her martini.


  “And yourself?” Riley inquired.


  The woman fished out an evasive olive from her funnel-shaped glass with the help of a toothpick. She removed the small tangy fruit from the wooden spear and popped it into her mouth. “Much the same. I’m new in town, trying to get my bearings and deciding if I want to settle down here for a while.” Her southern accent was comforting and it reminded Riley of her time as a human.


  Riley nodded and took a quick sip from her beer to give her something to do.


  The woman stood with a struggle and grabbed her purse off the bar top. “Excuse me, Sugar,” she said, blinking under sooty lashes. “I need to go powder my nose.”


  Riley remained at the bar, once again seated alone. She made a face when she realized that her first beer had gone right through her. She needed to use the bathroom as well.


  Riley pushed through the doors of the women’s bathroom and found it empty. She recognized the designer purse perched on the bathroom sink. The owner, however, was nowhere in sight. The bag was wide open, and its contents were messily spilled across the countertop. A heavy set of keys sat beside a long wallet. Riley shook her head. This woman was asking to be robbed.


  The toe of Riley’s boot knocked against other items that had fallen from the woman’s purse. A tube of lipstick rolled across the bathroom floor. Riley squatted to retrieve the rest of the spilled makeup: a bottle of liquid foundation, a cracked eye-shadow compact, and a glass container of something Riley could not readily identify. The small cylinder reminded her of one of those delicate clear bottles in which a penny, too large for the opening, would be found inside. She hefted the barely-there weight of the vial, tossing it lightly up and down in her palm.


  “Break that and you’ll be in a world of hurt.”


  A bathroom stall door swung open, and a woman with glossy black hair, dark as a raven’s feathers, stepped out.


  Riley’s fingers reflexively curled around the glass vial.


  The woman stalked close and plucked the container from Riley’s hand. “That’s not yours.”


  “I—I’m sorry,” Riley stammered. “The stuff in your bag fell out. I was trying to help.” She righted herself and brushed her palms against the front of her jeans. A schmear of purple eyeshadow painted her thigh.


  The woman held the vial up to the overhead bathroom light. Riley could see its contents, a black vapor, angrily swirling around inside its prison like a tiger pacing, just waiting to escape. “No need to apologize, Sugar.” The words and the voice were familiar, but the face and body weren’t.


  Riley blinked as the realization hit her like a semi-truck. “You changed forms.”


  A slow smile crept from the corners of the woman’s mouth. “Like I said before, you can never be too careful.”


  “Is that what I think it is?” Riley asked, gesturing at the glass vial the woman held between her thumb and forefinger.


  She twisted the glass bottle between her fingers. “It’s a little pick-me-up for when you find yourself a little short.”


  “Energy.” Riley gaped as a surge of excitement rushed through her. “Extracted energy.”


  The woman batted heavily mascaraed eyes. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”


  Riley couldn’t tear her eyes away from the swirling vapor; her devoted attention did not go unnoticed.


  “What did you say your name was again, Sugar?”


  “Riley,” she blurted out in a voice too desperate for her own liking. She sucked in her cheeks and waited for the woman to say something.


  The woman thrust the glass vial in Riley’s face. “Take it here, so I know you’re not a narc.”


  “No.” Riley held up her hands. She took a defensive step backwards until her backside hit against the sink vanity. “I couldn’t.”


  “Take it,” the woman growled, her eyes blackening. “It’s the only way I can be sure you won’t rat me out to Trusics.”


  “Trusics?” Riley echoed, eyes wide in shock. “How did you …”


  The woman smirked, lips twisting cruelly. “It was smart to leave your watch at home, but you should have at least worn a bracelet to cover that tan line, dear.”


  Riley looked down to her wrist where her watch religiously resided. She hadn’t noticed the stark white swatch of skin before, but the lighting in the bathroom had made it obvious.


  Riley knew she was being reckless, and the realization gave her pause. She now found herself at the precipice of a slippery slope. One misstep and life could unravel for her. But she’d made a promise to Morgan, that their time wouldn’t be cut short by her watch. Honoring that promise wasn’t optional, and she couldn’t fulfill it without the substance the stranger offered.


  If she continued on her current path, without any intake, Morgan would be flagged as an inefficient mark sooner or later. And with the dip in her productivity level, specifically during that appointment, she was sure she’d be called to Hyrum’s office when he noticed the pattern.


  Her hands shook as she took the bottle. “How do I …?”


  The woman snatched the container back and loosened the small cork from its opening. “Were you sired yesterday?” she huffed impatiently. “You’d think your maker would have taught you about this stuff.”


  She grabbed Riley by the elbows and positioned her close to the vapor. “Now open your mouth,” she instructed, her voice near Riley’s ear, “and suck.” The cork lifted from the opening and black wisps of energy crawled out of the container. Chaotic gas hovered in the air and threatened to disperse.


  Everything about the situation felt wrong. She couldn’t count how many rules she was breaking. Ignoring her instincts, Riley opened her mouth. The dark smoke curled and twisted in front of her face. After another moment of hesitation, she drew the cool vapor in.


  The room seemed to shift beneath her feet, and she grabbed at the bathroom sink to keep from falling over. She took in her reflection; her eyes were a solid black. Lifeless, dark eyes blinked back at her. It was energy, but the substance was more vile than euphoric for her palate. She could feel the life source course through her body as her senses flared from stimulation.


  A small noise from the corner of the room caught Riley’s attention, as her new acquaintance tossed the empty vial into an open wastebasket. Generally, she could contain her primordial side after absorption, but whatever she had taken held its presence firmly. She turned back to the mirror and peeled her fingers from the sink when the lightheadedness passed. A quick flip of a handle and Riley washed her hands as though the cleansing act would absolve her of everything that had transpired. She pressed her damp palms to her face.


  The woman turned the crank of the paper towel dispenser and handed her the material. After tossing away the used paper towel, Riley watched as the stranger took her time stuffing her belongings back into her oversized purse.


  She retrieved a slim, rectangular silver case. Opening the narrow box, she produced an embossed business card and set it purposefully on the bathroom counter next to Riley. “In case you need another pick-me-up.”


  Riley found herself unable to respond. Her tongue felt too large for her mouth.


  “Have a good night, Riley,” the woman purred, leaving the scene of the crime.


   


   


  Riley continued to regard her reflection in the bathroom mirror. “Pull yourself together,” she commanded. She focused on her eyes, vacant black pools that were a reminder of what she was. When they refused to turn back to their original color, Riley momentarily panicked. How could she have been so stupid and so desperate? Who knew what she had just willingly ingested, however reluctant she’d been. What if her eyes never changed back? How would she even begin to explain herself?


  She tugged her sunglasses free from the confines of her jacket pocket and slid them onto her nose.


  Subtle, Riley.


  She snatched the shades from her face and held them in her hand. The bar was dark enough that her eyes could go unnoticed.


  She pushed the women’s restroom doors and nearly crashed into someone standing on the other side.


  “Oh! Excuse me.”


  “Riley?”


  Riley grimaced recognizing Darren Clay. As if this night could get any worse. She reflexively reached for her wrist where her watch should have been. In any other uncomfortable situation, she could have ducked back into the bathroom and used her watch to spell her into the dream realm for an escape. It was drastic but sometimes necessary.


  “What are you doing here?” His eyes narrowed in confusion. “I didn’t know you came to these places.”


  Riley snapped her gaze away from his. “There’s a beer on tap here I haven’t been able to find anywhere else.” She knew it was a weak excuse. “What are you doing here?” she deflected.


  Darren flexed his hands and slid them into his pockets. “Liam’s still missing. I thought maybe an independent might have heard or seen something. You haven’t heard anything, have you?”


  “No. I’m sorry.” Riley shook her head. “I wish I could be more helpful.”


  “I just don’t know why he would be so reckless,” Darren openly lamented. “Why would he go off the grid like that? He knows how dangerous that is.” He paced the small area in which they stood. “I mean, what if a rogue venator found him …” His flustered movement halted. “Sorry. I … I didn’t mean to spring all this on you.”


  “It’s okay. He’s like family. I get it. I’d be a wreck, too.”


  “Can I buy you a drink?” Darren offered. “Maybe one of those magical beers you told me about?”


  “I …” She flicked her eyes around the bar, refusing to settle directly on Darren’s face. She’d collected herself in the bathroom, but she was paranoid that Darren would be able to read her, to instinctively know what she had been up to that night. He hadn’t commented on her lack of eye contact, but she knew her simple presence at the indie bar was suspicious enough on its own. Maybe he could even smell the dirty energy on her breath. Riley rubbed her hands against her pants. The stranger from the bathroom’s business card felt like it was burning a hole in her back pocket. “I should really get going,” she excused herself. “Have work to do tonight.”


  “Maybe another time then.”


  Riley nodded curtly. “Another time.”


  “Can I give you a ride home?” Darren offered. “I’m parked down the street,” he said with a jerk of his thumb.


  Riley slipped her arms into her jacket. “No, I’m fine. My car’s not parked too far away. Thanks for the offer though.” Since the adrenaline had ebbed, Riley chanced her luck and looked up at Darren. Even if her eyes had not changed back, it was still a dark hallway.


  He gave her a boyishly lopsided grin. “Anytime. We’ve got to look out for each other, you know?”


  Riley’s returned smile was tight on her lips.


  She escaped into the narrow alley that waited beyond the bar and pushed a ragged breath out of her lungs. Although the air was damp and heavy, she felt like she could truly catch her breath for the first time since entering the blue metal door. It felt good to be outside. The fresh air seemed to help clear her mind. There would be no work for the night. What she needed was to go home and to sleep off the last couple of hours.


  To her relief, there were only a few staggered strangers in the alley. She made a plan to keep to the back streets and hail a cab. Her own car could wait until morning. It would probably be vandalized, but she was done taking chances for one night. The effects of the bottled vapor were under control for the time being, but she couldn’t risk a sudden onset of side effects.


  Riley stalked deeper down the pathway in the direction of the main street where she hoped to find a cab. Wooden crates and large metal dumpsters lined the brick walls. Despite wanting to go undetected, she couldn’t help kicking at an empty beer bottle. The night was a disaster, and her irritation was building up more quickly than the mystery energy had coursed her body.


  The bottle smacked against brick and shattered, spraying shards of glass on the pavement. Good fucking job, Riles. Why not add “juvenile delinquent” to your list? She scanned the surrounding area and nudged the broken pieces off to the side with her boot. Cans. Kick cans.


  Riley shoved her hands deep into the pockets of her jacket. She’d been reckless, stupid, and desperate all because of a promise to some girl in the realm. “Why am I doing all this?” she muttered quietly to herself.


  Morgan was complicated. Heather had been right—what they did for a living was straightforward. Get in, perform, get out. There wasn’t supposed to be emotional baggage or lingering feelings.


  Unlike the bottled adrenaline, the frustration hadn’t lessened and Riley swung her foot back to kick at a beer can. The aluminum container skidded across the black pavement and stopped with a muffled noise when it connected with a shadowed figure.


  Riley squinted her eyes in the darkness. With her blown pupils, she was actually better acclimated to the dim lighting. “What the …”


  A low, pained moan alerted her senses.


  “Oh shit.” Riley jogged up to the fallen figure. “Hey, are you okay?”


  When there was no response, she bent and touched her fingers to a wrist to feel for a pulse. It was there, but it was a murmur. She pulled her fingers away; they felt wet. She rubbed her thumb over the liquid. It felt thicker than water, and she blanched, realizing it was probably blood.


  The figure groaned again, and Riley gingerly rolled the person onto his back. She gasped when she realized she knew who it was.


  His eyes were swollen, and a layer of sweat and crusted blood was spattered across his face. “Fu-Fucking,” he gasped, struggling to find a voice. “Trusics bitches.”


  Well, that’s uncalled for. Riley frowned in annoyance of the insult.


  His body shook in a violent cough that made his muscles clench. As the sequence of gut-wrenching hacks subsided, he slipped out of consciousness.


  “Darren!” Riley yelled, hoping the rival incubus was still within earshot. “Darren! Over here! Hurry!” She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the familiar, yet bloodied face. The sound of feet pounding on blacktop came closer.


  “Riley?” Darren’s alarmed voice rang out. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” He found the succubus bent over the unmoving form of the bloodied and badly beaten figure. “Riley?”


  Riley looked up. Her blackened eyes were filled with remorse. “I found Liam.”


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


   


  Spoons clinked against the inside of coffee cups, and forks pushed food across ceramic plates. It was clear that the café waitstaff could sense something was off this morning. Cups of chilled coffee remained full, rather than being constantly refilled, and finished plates of half-eaten eggs and French toast remained unbussed, shoved to the center of the table.


  Few events could prevent the group from gathering for breakfast and companionship. And when an attack on one of their own occurred, even if Liam wasn’t a Trusics employee, it still hit close to home. It took no longer than the following morning for the news of Liam Dunbar’s condition to spread across the cubare community, but how the word got out was a mystery to Riley. No one in the group had expected to hear that the local playboy had been attacked. There were talks of occasional fights, but in general the community was more than happy to live independent, conflict-free lives.


  Riley tilted her coffee cup on its edge and stared into its brown, murky depths. She took a small sip of the nearly inconsumable liquid and made a face at the coffee grounds that remained on her tongue. When the texts, calls, and alerts had begun early that morning, first breaking the news of Liam’s attack and then subsequent updates about his health status, she’d waited with clammy palms for the notification that named her as the succubus who’d discovered Liam’s body. But they never came.


  It was Madison, never comfortable with silence, who first broke the unsettling quiet that had engulfed the group. “Do they know who might have done it?”


  There were no leads. Liam was still unconscious. He’d been placed in a coma to prevent the swelling in his brain from doing any permanent damage. Even Trusics had been conspicuously silent in the wake of the attack. Riley had expected at least a mass e-mail with reminders about safety, but that message also never came.


  “Does anyone find the timing too suspicious to be a coincidence? That Sean’s return coincides with this attack?” Seven quietly proposed.


  There was an uncomfortable collective twitch around the table at the mention of the incubus’s name.


  “Sean had his problems, but I don’t think he would do something like this,” Riley defended. She recalled Liam’s face, broken and battered almost to being unrecognizable, and she shuddered.


  “Are you still defending him?” James said, with an incredulous shake of his head. “Your loyalty really has no limits, Riley.”


  Riley stared down at her untouched breakfast plate. She thought back to her relationship—if she could even call it that—after joining the cubare world. Riley had ended things after a few dates; their short time as a couple was awkward at best. They’d parted amicably and had remained friends in the decades that followed. Both had worked for Trusics in the early years, and Sean, like Riley, had quickly become a rising star in the corporation. It had been less than a decade ago, however, that Riley had been witness to his change. Sean had once sat at their brunch table, an important part of their close-knit group, but he’d become irritable, moody, volatile, and defensive. Not soon after that, he’d left and gone off the grid, only to resurface now. Even Riley had to admit the timing was suspect, but she had a difficult time believing that the brutality that Liam had endured had been the work of Sean.


  James’s phone buzzed with an incoming text.


  Madison clapped her hand on his forearm. “Is it about Liam? Is he dead?”


  He looked over the brief message. “No. It’s from my sister,” he said, reading. “She wanted to make sure that we were all okay.”


  Seven frowned. “It’s too bad Liam’s not conscious; he’d love all this attention.”


  “Play nice, Sev,” Heather cautioned. “I know you don’t like the guy, but that’s no reason to be catty right now. It’s easy to get comfortable and think something like this could never happen to one of us, but we should all be a little more careful,” she spoke to everyone at the table. “Immortality can only keep you alive for so long.”


  For some reason, Riley thought Heather’s gaze lingered on her a little longer than the others.


  “I wonder if we’ll get another mandatory seminar,” Madison whispered at her plate. “I don’t like those.”


  James and Seven could only offer a shrug in response. None of them knew what their employer would do.


  • • •


  Riley reshelved the book on energy extraction that Josh had procured for her. After brunch with her friends, she’d reread the text, hopeful to discover something, anything, that she might have skipped over the first time through. Self-preservation refused to allow her to return to the Red Sea Tavern or to call the number on the business card the woman with the Southern drawl had given her. But there had to be a way to extend her time in the realm. She just didn’t know what it was yet.


  Besides the problem of energy, there was something else pressing on her mind. She grabbed her phone and pulled up the contact information. Unlike the cell number of most of her cubare friends, she didn’t have this number memorized.


  “Wyatt?”


  “Speaking,” the excubitor responded, formal as always.


  “It’s Riley. Is this a good time?”


  “Hey, to what do I owe the pleasure?”


  “Did you hear about Liam Dunbar?”


  “I did. Last I’d heard the doctors had put him in a coma.”


  “Yeah, that’s the latest,” Riley confirmed. “Listen, I don’t want to offend you, but did the Custodes do this?”


  “I have no idea,” Wyatt admitted. “Liam Dunbar is certainly at the top of our list of incubi we’d like to muzzle, but I’m not privy to any information regarding the attack.”


  “Could you let me know if you hear anything?”


  “Sure. Can I ask why the interest?”


  Riley hesitated with the information. She hadn’t told anyone that she had been the one to find Liam’s body. “Regardless of how I feel about the guy, he’s still cubare.” She recalled Darren’s words at the bar. “If someone is attacking our community, we should be on alert.”


  “I’ll ask around, but I can’t promise I’ll find anything. They hold their tongues with that kind of talk when I’m around.”


  “Thanks, Wyatt. I appreciate any information you might find.”


  Riley hung up and found the contact information for the second person with whom she needed to speak. She didn’t call Josh on the phone enough to have memorized his number either. He was a bit phone-a-phobic and preferred talking via text message or e-mail.


  Riley spoke when he answered the call: “I need another favor.”


  “More user profiles?” Josh guessed.


  “No, not this time. By the way, thanks for getting that information for me so quickly.”


  “Not a problem. Her history was buried pretty deep in the system, but I found it.”


  “Is it possible to get a cubare profile?” Riley could think of no way to sugarcoat the question.


  There was a noticeable pause on the other line. “That’s not allowed.”


  “I know it’s not. And I wouldn’t be asking if it weren’t really important. That mark you looked up for me—”


  “EP1606707.” Josh’s ability to recall minute details was amazing but a little unsettling.


  “Yes. You said she’d been visited once before—Sean Marshall—I need his files. Everything the company has on him.”


  Josh’s hesitation was palpable. “Do I want to know why?”


  “Definitely not. The less you know, the less I can get you in trouble.”


  “If anyone found out I was poking around the personal files, I could get in a lot of trouble.”


  Termination for a human at Trusics was more than the loss of a paycheck. It was the loss of immortality, and for many, it resulted in a kind of memory wipe to keep Trusics’s agenda a secret. Riley knew what she was asking Josh to risk, but she had no one else she could turn to about this. The parallel timing of the attack on Liam and Sean’s return was too much of a coincidence to not spike Riley’s concern. But before she could reach out to the disgraced incubus, she needed to know with whom she was really dealing. The man from her early memories as a cubare was not the same incubus who’d run away from friends and work.


  “This favor sounds like it’ll cost you a year’s worth of pizza and soda.”


  Riley stifled a laugh; humor didn’t seem appropriate.


  “We’re doing some maintenance on our web servers for the next couple of days,” Josh said. “It shouldn’t affect your work, but while they’re busy with that fun little project, I’ll find your files in our employee database.”


  A knock at her front door had Riley jumping out of her skin. “I have to go. But thank you for this. I mean it; I seriously owe you.”


  The knocking continued and Riley hung up without saying goodbye. Could Trusics have her apartment bugged? she silently panicked, worried her subterfuge had finally caught up with her. She first looked out the peephole, not expecting any visitors, before opening the door.


  A delivery person in his signature uniform stood in the hallway, clipboard in hand. “Riley Carter?”


  “No. She lives across the hallway,” Riley lied. She wasn’t expecting a package and was instantly suspicious. What had happened to Liam made her even more cautious than usual. The deliveryman double-checked the address on the box he held. “Huh. Sorry about that. They wrote down the wrong unit number.”


  “It’s fine.” Riley smiled amicably.


  She shut the door after another brief smile but continued to look out the peephole as the deliveryman tried knocking on the door across the narrow hallway. She knew the woman who lived directly across from her would be at work. When no one responded, the man left the box on the welcome mat. Riley waited a few minutes, to be sure the delivery person had gone, before opening up her door to retrieve the mystery package.


  There was no return address, but the postmarking information indicated the box had been shipped from somewhere in Los Angeles. Her own name and address were carefully scrawled on the top of the box in black marker, but the handwriting was precise and unfamiliar. She pulled a pair of scissors out of the small table in the front foyer and sliced through the packing tape.


  The scissors nearly fell from her hand when she realized what was inside. Six glass vials of uniform shape and size, each corked at its top, were carved into a thick protective foam. With shaking hands, Riley removed one of the glass bottles from its cubby. An orange smoke twisted and curled inside. The other containers were similar, but each held a different color of vapor. She mentally rattled off the colors and the energy contained within. Orange, green, blue, violet, pink, and red were all common colors in cubare interactions. Each was a reflection of how a human felt: excitement, compassion, care, warmth, love, and lust.


  The only primary color missing was yellow, which she knew to be rare. Yellow energy represented mental activity, the power of ideas, psychic abilities, and clairsentience. It was the one color she’d never seen from a mark.


  Riley dug in the box for some indication of who had sent the package. After a few moments of panic, she found the slip of paper. The same careful handwriting from the outside of the box stared back at her.


   


  Thank you for your discretion with Liam the other night. I know it wasn’t you that spread the news of his condition. As a side note, don’t trust nosey cubare doctors to keep records confidential.


  I don’t think any beer warrants a trip to that neighborhood, so I hope you’ll accept this as a small token of my appreciation.


   


  The note was brief, but the unspoken sentiment was clear enough. Darren knew the true reason for her visit to the cubare hangout, but he wasn’t going to inform on her. His silence was gift enough. She picked up one of the vials, red energy swirling around inside. But this care package didn’t hurt, either.


  • • •


  Riley leaned against the kitchen sink and looked out the window at the backyard. Through the open windows she could hear the chatter of songbirds. The sunshine had returned. The hammock that had appeared during the previous dream swung back and forth under the direction of a brisk breeze.


  Morgan’s smile was back, too. She had been waiting at the front door instead of her usual perch in the kitchen when Riley had first arrived. Riley didn’t want to ruin her good mood with the multiple worries that weighed heavily on her mind. She was anxious about using Darren’s energy, upset about the attack on Liam, and annoyed with the passage of time. Her discomfort clung to her like a second skin.


  “Rough day at the office, Succubus?”


  Riley turned from the window. “Huh?”


  Morgan folded her arms across her chest. A curious smile crossed her features. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you frowning causes premature wrinkles?”


  Wrinkles were one of many things she didn’t have to worry about as she got older. “No. But I’ll keep it in mind for the future.”


  “Do you have a mom?” Morgan’s face scrunched up as the words came out. “I’m sorry. That’s probably not appropriate to ask. I probably should have started off with a hi.”


  “It’s fine,” Riley assured her. “I did have a mom. But she passed away many years ago.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It happens. Everyone I knew from when I was still a human is dead.” She didn’t want to rehash that information. With the exception of Wyatt and Amber, it was one of the reasons she avoided friendships with humans. Not only was there the issue of never being able to reveal her true nature to them, but unlike herself, they grew older and died.


  “I didn’t realize you hadn’t always been a succubus. I guess I assumed you all hatched or something.”


  “Demon spawn, right?”


  Morgan smiled apologetically, and Riley’s chest involuntarily tightened at the endearing look. She wasn’t supposed to like her marks this much. She owed them her survival, but that didn’t mean she was supposed to crave these moments.


  “I started out human. Exactly seventy years ago,” Riley revealed.


  “You look pretty good for an old lady.” Morgan smiled softly.


  “Thanks.” Riley found herself returning the gesture. “It’s actually my birthday today.”


  “It is? You should have told me it was coming up, I would have baked a cake or something.” Morgan opened the refrigerator, but it was bare except for an empty ice cube tray. She shut the door with a frown. “But apparently there’s no food in this house.”


  “That’s okay. I don’t really need food. It’s mostly for show.”


  “If it’s your birthday, why are you in my dream?” Morgan’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Shouldn’t you take the day off?”


  Riley leaned back against the kitchen counter. “Would it be too much of a line if I said there’s nowhere else I’d rather be today?”


  “Yes.” Morgan smirked. “So what’s the real reason you’re here?”


  “My friends are all working tonight.” Riley shrugged. “I figured I might as well, too.”


  “All work and no play.” Morgan clucked her tongue. “Sounds awfully boring.”


  “Well technically my work is play.”


  “I think you’re in the wrong dream if you’re looking for that.”


  Riley arched an eyebrow. “So I take it sex is still off the table.”


  Morgan’s features troubled, and the succubus wondered if her words registered with the other woman. “How much longer do we have together?”


  “Today?” Riley glanced at her watch. “That depends. How long do you want me here?”


  “No, I mean, until you have to leave for good. You mentioned in the beginning that you get six months?”


  Riley nodded. “It’s the rules. We’re only allowed so many contact hours to keep you guys from becoming suspicious. You and I still have until January.”


  “And there’s no way around that?”


  Riley felt an upward tug at the corners of her mouth. “Don’t tell me you’re actually starting to enjoy our time together?”


  Morgan’s brow furrowed. “I’m curious. Me and my big brain, you know.”


  “Uh huh.” Riley didn’t believe the excuse, but she was reluctant to trust that Morgan might actually want to extend their time together. There were already too many blurred lines with this mark without yet another complication. “The only other way I could visit you is if you told me your full name,” she noted. “Otherwise I’m forced to stick to the six-month rule.”


  “If I’m lucid, shouldn’t the rules not apply to me?” Morgan pointed out.


  “You’re special, Morgan.” Riley paused and lowered her voice. “But not even you are above the rules.”


  Morgan pursed her lips. “Who makes your rules? I’d like to discuss something with them.”


  Riley shrugged and laughed. “I have no idea.”


  “Do you want to go in the hammock again?” Morgan proposed. She stood up on tiptoes to peer out the back window. “It looks like another nice day.”


  Riley’s gaze flicked first to Morgan’s backside and then to the canvas messenger bag she’d brought into the dream with her. It hung off the back of a kitchen chair. At the bottom of the bag was a box that contained one bottle of extracted energy from Darren’s care package. She was keeping careful attention to the time ticking down on her watch, and she didn’t want too much distance between herself and the bag.


  She’d never taken energy in the dream realm that didn’t come directly from a mark. In theory, the countdown on her watch would start over again once she ingested the energy, and she’d get to stay in the dream without being forced out.


  “How about the living room?” Riley suggested.


  “Anything you want, Birthday Girl.”


  “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep,” Riley teased back.


  Morgan rolled her eyes and left the kitchen for the front of the house. “You seem off today,” she called over her shoulder.


  Riley followed her down the hallway. “In what way?”


  “You’re a lot flirtier,” Morgan said. “It’s like your mind keeps wandering and when I catch you, you revert back to the failed seductress.”


  “I’ve got a lot on my mind,” Riley defended as she flopped down on the living room couch. She tried to not let her ego bruise from the reminder that Morgan continued to deflect her advances. Even her lingerie had gone unappreciated.


  Morgan sat beside her, but with less petulant movements. “Like what?”


  “An acquaintance of mine was attacked a few nights ago, and I was the one who found him.” Riley picked at a loose thread on Morgan’s couch. “He doesn’t have a lot of friends in the cubare community, but I can’t imagine why anyone would want him dead.”


  Morgan’s eyes were wide. “He was killed?”


  “Close. He’s in a coma.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Even when you hate all incubi?”


  Morgan shrugged and her shoulders sagged. “Maybe you’re starting to grow on me.”


  “Awesome,” Riley deadpanned. “I’ve been upgraded from a weed to fungus.”


  Morgan’s features were schooled. “Are you in danger?”


  “Me? No. I’ll be fine.”


  Since she’d become a succubus, Riley had never worried about her mortality. She would never age, but that didn’t mean she was invincible. She could still get a cold and other viral diseases, but they never lasted long. Until the attack on Liam, she hadn’t thought about acts of random violence or being in the wrong place at the wrong time. She didn’t have proof, but something about Liam’s attack felt anything but random.


  “If you’re not concerned about your safety, then what are you worried about?”


  Riley hesitated. The violence against Liam was only the tip of her concerns lately.


  “Talk to me,” Morgan urged. “I’m good at this stuff; you know I’m getting my doctorate in psychology.”


  “I know. But I’m not really into sitting on a couch and telling a stranger my problems.”


  “So now I’m a stranger?”


  “No. But there are other things I’d rather be doing with you on a couch.”


  Morgan loudly cleared her throat. “You’re doing it again.”


  “Sorry. Old habits.” Riley remarked with a forced smile.


  “Everyone should have someone they can vent their problems to, even if they’re not a trained professional.”


  “I usually talk to my best friend about these things. But, there’s some stuff I can’t talk to even her about.”


  “Such as?”


  “You.”


  Morgan looked a little flustered by the admission, but she quickly recovered. “Tell me about it then; I can be objective.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Sure. Why not? And if it’ll make you feel more comfortable, think of it as role-playing. You be you and I’ll be your therapist.”


  Riley couldn’t help the wolfish grin. “You don’t want to know how those scenarios usually end up.”


  “I’m sure I have a pretty good idea.”


  Morgan had been right; she wasn’t on top of her game today and she kept reverting back to her default dream realm personality. She rearranged herself on the couch so her head was cradled at one end on a stiff throw pillow. The couch wasn’t long enough for her to really recline unless she wanted her feet on Morgan’s lap. She bent her knees so her kneecaps were pointed at the ceiling and her feet were flat against the middle couch cushion. Above her, the seams of the drywall ceiling were visible.


  “I’ve got this mark,” she started. “She’s not like any other mark I’ve ever contacted, and it’s not just that she’s lucid. There’s things she can do that I didn’t know were possible.”


  Morgan looked down at her lap and smiled. “Sounds like she’d be good in bed.”


  Riley smirked at the space above her head. “I wouldn’t know.”


  Morgan sat up straighter on the couch. “So why continue to visit her if you get no sexual energy?”


  “I get other things from her.”


  “Like what?”


  “I like talking to her. She’s smart. She challenges me.” Riley’s face became pensive. “I’ve become too much of a follower, but her existence has made me question everything I am or who I thought I was. She makes me ask questions and seek out their answers. And, I think that’s healthy, right?”


  “It could be.”


  Riley sat up again on the couch and straightened her hair. “Sorry. Therapy time’s over.” She didn’t like the vulnerable feeling their short conversation had produced. It made her feel more naked than even her sheer negligee.


  “You have to go soon?” Morgan asked, misinterpreting Riley’s words.


  Riley glanced down at her watch. Their hour together was nearly up. “I’ll be right back.”


  Riley hurried her stride down the hallway, wanting to take the energy before Morgan could wander into the kitchen and find her. She felt on edge, and every noise coming from the front of the house alerted her.


  She pulled the small glass bottle from her bag and set it on the kitchen table. With another furtive glance in the direction of where Morgan sat, she pulled the cork from the bottle.


  The blue energy floated out of the vial and hovered over the bottle’s lipped opening. Riley breathed the vapor in and let it fill her senses. She watched the faint blue glow travel from her chest and down her arms, to settle on her watch. A satisfied grin crossed her lips as her watch reset, extending her time in the realm.


  After putting the bottle back in her bag, she returned to the living room and flopped down on the couch beside Morgan. The force with which she sat caused the cushions to pop up, and her shoulder collided with Morgan’s. The other woman sat quietly reflective.


  Morgan twisted on the couch to face the succubus. “Were those more lines?”


  “Which ones?”


  “What you said about why you still visit me even though we don’t have sex.”


  Riley instantly sobered. “No. Not a line.”


  The couch cushions sank beneath Riley as Morgan leaned forward to eliminate the distance between them. Tentative fingers brushed against Riley’s cheekbone until they traced the path of her jaw and tilted her chin. Bare, soft lips pressed against her waiting mouth.


  The chaste contact made her heart thud, and her eyes fluttered shut. It took every ounce of willpower, but Riley drew back from the delicate kiss. “You’ll regret this.” She curled her fingers around Morgan’s wrists and pulled her hands away from her face so that they rested in Morgan’s lap. “We can’t.”


  Morgan’s features pinched, looking concerned and injured by the rejection. “Why not?”


  The truth was too complicated.


  “Because you still don’t trust me.”


  “I’m getting close.” Morgan stuck out her lower lip in an uncharacteristic pout. “Like seventy-five percent.”


  Riley kept her fingers curled around Morgan’s wrists. “Tell me when you’re at one hundred.”


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


   


  Riley watched from the unmade bed as her girlfriend went about the task of cleaning up after a midday shift at the café. In the rental home, Riley was able to shut out the rest of the world and exist for this mundane, everyday moment. All complications faded to the background as though she and Amber were the only two people who existed. Amber was uncomplicated—she lived her life one day at a time. To someone like Riley who could choose to be immortal, it was a refreshing vacation from everything else going on in her life.


  She didn’t think about Trusics and meeting her monthly energy quota. She didn’t think about the public relations nightmare the Truthseekers had caused. She didn’t think about the recklessness of C&D or who had attacked Liam. And she most definitely didn’t think about Morgan. At the mere thought of the lucid dreamer, Riley felt a phantom pressure over her right eyebrow. As a succubus, she was impervious to most illness, but she was still vulnerable to headaches, and Morgan was certainly that.


  Amber pulled at the back zipper of her dress. “Babe, can you help me with this?” She approached the bed and turned her back to Riley. “I can’t get the zipper the rest of the way.”


  Riley pulled herself up to her knees, fingers dutifully going to the zipper. She tugged it the rest of the way down to the small of Amber’s back, exposing her pale, smooth skin. A black bra strap bifurcated her back. Riley couldn’t resist a few delicate kisses to Amber’s shoulder blade as she parted the dress material.


  Amber hummed her approval. “You’re good at that.”


  “Zippers?” Riley guessed. She smiled into another soft kiss aimed where neck met shoulder.


  “No,” Amber contentedly sighed. “At distracting me. Okay, stop. I smell like deep fryer.”


  “I thought there was something different about you today,” Riley teased.


  Amber turned, her hands pressing the front of her unfastened dress to her breastplate. “I need a shower. You should pick out a movie or something on my computer.”


  “I don’t mind that you smell like fried chicken.”


  Amber’s eyes widened and she made such a horrified face that Riley had to bite back her laughter. “Now I’m definitely showering,” she choked out. Her features flushed with embarrassment.


  Not giving Riley the chance to distract her further, Amber marched away in the direction of the bathroom.


  Riley scanned over the new releases available for streaming on her girlfriend’s laptop. She took pride in the fact that she had been able to keep up with changing trends over the years, but especially technology. Other incubi weren’t so lucky; Madison, for one, came to mind. As a human Madison had enjoyed the 1960s a little too much, and the clarity of her mind as a succubus now suffered the consequences.


  Riley looked through the older movies, searching for something that had been made when she was still human. She was feeling nostalgic for her own humanity, a time when life hadn’t been simpler but just a different kind of complication. She pulled up the filmography of Audrey Hepburn and wondered if Amber had seen any of her movies besides the gratuitous Breakfast at Tiffany’s. She was in the mood for something carefree—Roman Holiday, perhaps.


  While she continued to debate with herself over movie choices, a pop-up from Amber’s open e-mail program flashed across the screen. Riley was never one to snoop—she of all people valued privacy—but the subject line had given her pause. RE: Trusics Internal Pictures. Riley brought the e-mail to the forefront. The message itself was blank and the return address was an undisclosed recipient, but there were a number of photo attachments. Riley clicked the first thumbnail image and it expanded on the screen to show the outside of the Trusics skyscraper. She clicked on the next. It was the inner lobby where she worked. Each subsequent photo took Riley up the building’s floors. She gaped in horror as the layout of the entire building, even some floors that should have been restricted to any human, let alone someone not employed by the company, were revealed in photographic evidence. There was nothing incriminating for the company in the photos; they were simply images of Trusics’s campus. But the implication of these photographs reaching Amber’s inbox was damning.


   


   


  The shower turned off in the next room and moments later Amber returned from the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her torso and another around her hair. “Find anything?” She bent at the waist and toweled off her dark red hair with a vigorous rub.


  Riley turned the laptop so the screen faced Amber. “Yeah, I found something.”


  Amber stopped drying her hair long enough to look at her girlfriend. She looked first to the unreadable expression on Riley’s face and then to the computer screen. Her eyes narrowed, and her eyebrows knit together before she realized what she was looking at. The towel fell from her hands and hit the hardwood floor with a damp muffled noise. “It’s not … That’s not …” she stammered.


  “Please don’t insult my intelligence by telling me it’s not what it looks like.” Riley’s voice sounded detached.


  Amber straightened and clutched at the towel knotted at her breasts. “It was just supposed to be a job. You know my tips at the café suck,” she weakly reasoned.


  “A job?”


  “Someone approached me at work, calling himself a Truthseeker. He said the group knew that you guys went to brunch there every week. I was supposed to seduce Seven and get information from him. But then you seemed to like me, so I went for you instead.”


  Riley clenched her jaw. “Is this supposed to make me feel better?”


  “I told them I wasn’t going to do it anymore.”


  “That e-mail suggests otherwise.”


  “I can’t control who e-mails me.” Amber’s breath caught in her throat like a strangled sob. “I … I never expected to fall for you.”


  “How can I believe anything you say?” Riley’s voice rose in volume and pitch. “It’s been nothing but lies since day one.” She stood from the bed in a single, fluid motion. “I can’t deal with this right now. I can’t even look at you.”


  “Riley.” Amber choked on the name. “Can’t we talk about this?” Tears fell freely down her freshly showered face.


  Riley held up her hands. “Don’t, Amber. Just … I need you to give me some space.” Grabbing her jacket off the back of a chair, she strode out of the apartment without looking back.


   


   


  Riley pulled out her phone as she walked away from the small home. Her loyalty to Trusics told her to report Amber to Hyrum, but she didn’t know what kind of trouble the woman would get into. She thumbed down her contacts, finger hovering over Heather’s cell number, but she didn’t want to cry on her friend’s shoulder over this. It wasn’t productive; it would accomplish nothing except making her eyes puffy and red. With a frustrated noise, she shoved her phone back into her jacket pocket.


  She yanked open the driver’s side door and slid into her car. Once inside, she rested her forehead against the steering wheel, swallowing down unwanted emotions. When Riley collected herself, she looked back up, a determined glint in her eyes. Work—that’s what she needed right now.


  • • •


  November


   


  Riley sat by herself at their usual table in the front patio of the café. Her friends, unaccustomed to seeing her actually early for a meal, paused when they saw her.


  Heather touched Amber’s forearm, stopping the waitress at work. “Is she okay?”


  “I don’t know. She still won’t talk to me.” Amber frowned. “She’s been like that since she got here.”


  “Spaced out and deep in thought?” Heather clarified.


  Amber nodded. “I know she probably still hates me, but she hasn’t said a word or even looked in my direction.”


  “I wouldn’t take that to heart. I don’t think even she realizes there’s a cup of coffee in front of her … that’s untouched,” James added.


  “Well that part doesn’t worry me. She hates the coffee here,” Amber said with a sad kind of smile.


  “Thanks for the update.” Heather let out a small sigh.


  “It’s been weeks.” Amber bit her lower lip. “I know I messed up, but I thought she’d at least be talking to me by now.” Her grip tightened around the empty tray in her hand.


  “You should get back to work,” Heather said. “Don’t worry about Riley.”


  James patted the waitress’s shoulder, his demeanor less abrasive than his partner’s. “We’ll take good care of her and make sure she’s in good health,” he assured her.


  Amber allowed herself a small smile. “Thank you.”


  Heather and James walked over to Riley, who still stared purposefully ahead. Heather nudged the woman, but their presence didn’t seem to faze her. “You turn into a zombie or something?”


  Riley blinked once and her eyes came back into focus. “No. But if y’all feel like talking about me, don’t do it like I’m not sitting right here.”


  “You saw all that, huh?” Heather wrinkled her nose.


  “I’m wearing sunglasses. I’m not blind.” Riley pushed her silver aviators up to rest on her head. “And my listening skills are impeccable.”


  James leaned forward and placed his hand over Riley’s. “What’s wrong, lovely?”


  “Nothing.”


  He picked up Riley’s coffee cup and found it black and cold. “You’re not fooling us, young lady. Give it up.”


  Riley shook her head, still refusing to share.


  A few moments later, Seven showed up tableside with a tray full of breakfast food.


  “When did you start waitressing?” Heather joked when the incubus set a plate of eggs benedict in front of her.


  “Oh, I have many hidden talents, love.” Seven rounded part of their table and winked. He slid a mountain of scrambled eggs and toast in front of Riley.


  “What is all this?” James asked. The entirety of the circular table was covered in steaming plates of food that no one had ordered.


  Seven emptied the tray and sat down in his usual seat. “A little birdy asked me to deliver this. It’s on the house,” he said, whitened teeth flashing proudly.


  “Might that ‘birdy’ be named Amber?” James guessed.


  Seven grabbed an English muffin and spooned a generous helping of strawberry jam onto its surface. “A gentleman never tells.”


  “You know I love watching humans work hard for it. It’s the dom in me, I guess,” Heather started, “but when are you going to forgive that girl for whatever she did?”


  “I told you it was a bad idea to start dating that waitress.” Seven picked at his food critically. “Although now that I think about it, she probably spit in our food. Or worse.”


  “What did she do, Riley? Did she cheat on you?” Heather prodded.


  “She’s sorry. That’s clear enough,” James agreed. He pointed to a stack of pancakes with a sad face drawn in chocolate syrup on the top layer.


  “Leave it alone.” Riley pushed the food around on her plate. “I’m fine, she’s fine. Things didn’t work out. No one cheated on anyone.”


  “That’s debatable in our line of work,” Seven muttered. The comment earned him a firm punch to the arm. “That bloody hurt. James, control her.”


  “Well, I don’t control anything she does,” James commented before Heather could say a word. “And quite frankly, you deserved that. If you can’t be nice to your friends, why even be around?”


  With his attention fixed on Riley, Seven frowned. His eyes were unreadable, but when he spoke, there was genuine remorse present. “I’m sorry. I talk before I think. I didn’t mean it like that, Riles.”


  Riley nodded and smiled weakly before her attention went back down to her plate. She didn’t expect it, but Seven stood from his seat and wrapped her into a hug; albeit awkward, it was still comforting.


  An embrace from Seven was a rare occurrence.


  Heather’s stare shot between them. “So,” she voiced, “how about we make plans for one of Riley’s favorite holidays?” She looked around the table. “James and I are hosting at our place if everyone is fine with that.”


  “I promise no flaming turkey this year.” James held his hand up in oath. “How does that sound, Riles?”


  “Yeah, it all sounds good to me.” She shoved a bite of cooled scrambled eggs into her mouth and chewed the bland food.


  “Hey, sweetie, mind if I pour syrup over your eggs?” Heather asked. “How does that sound?”


  “Wonderful.”


  “That’s it. Snap out of it.” Heather grunted in frustration. “You’re not sad, but you’re not you. You’re like this functional zombie.”


  “I’m sorry, I’m just thinking.” It was the truth. She was lost in thought. Amber’s betrayal was at the least eye opening. It had hurt, but like a broken arm, Riley knew that in time and with care, it would heal. She didn’t doubt that Amber had true affection for her. That level of emotion was impossible to fake. What she didn’t know, however, is if she should give the woman another chance. It would have been easier if Amber had cheated on her.


  “Well, stop thinking about girl issues and start thinking about the upcoming dinner.” Heather pulled out her phone and opened up a list of dishes she had in mind. “You don’t want a repeat of last year do you?”


  • • •


  The front door opened and Riley stepped inside. She ran her hand over her hair to smooth down any flyaways and straightened the hem of her short nightgown, although the motion was unnecessary. Her hair and clothing were always styled to perfection in the realm.


  “I wondered if I was going to see you again.” Morgan sat alone on the couch in the living room. It was the same couch where they’d once shared a soft, fleeting kiss. A single sunbeam shone through the front window and illuminated the woman. Surrounded by the ethereal light, Riley thought she looked perfect.


  “Can’t get rid of me that easily.” Riley smiled and set her bag down on the floor by the entrance.


  Morgan looked down at her hands, inspecting her cuticles. “I thought maybe I’d done something to keep you away.”


  “Like throw a backpack in my face?” Riley joked. She knew Morgan was referencing the kiss and the way Riley had rejected her, but she wasn’t ready to talk about that yet. “No. It’s just an existential crisis. Work has been weird and then there was the Amber thing.”


  “Who’s Amber?” Morgan perked up.


  Riley hadn’t meant to let the name slip. She hadn’t intended to tell Morgan anything about her life outside of the realm. She’d probably already said too much in discussing her birthday and her former humanity during their last visit.


  “She, uh, well, she’s my girlfriend. Or my ex-girlfriend.” Riley shook her head. “I don’t exactly know what we are to each other anymore to be honest.”


  “Girlfriend?” Morgan’s features clouded. “But you’re … you’re a succubus.”


  “I know what I am. That doesn’t mean I can’t have a girlfriend.”


  “But don’t you cheat on her every night?” Morgan protested. “Or, is she like you?”


  Riley grimaced. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have. It was pointless to talk about Amber with someone who knew nothing about their relationship. “She’s human, like you.” But she continued anyway.


  “That’s the most preposterous thing I’ve ever heard,” Morgan sputtered.


  “What’s so preposterous, Professor?” Riley snapped, feeling her anger rise. She was so tired of everyone telling her that her relationship was doomed. This latest dig felt like a giant “I Told You So.”


  “How can you expect to have a healthy relationship built on lies? Built on infidelity and subterfuge?” Morgan sounded offended on behalf of Riley’s ex-girlfriend.


  The words stung. Morgan unknowingly had tapped into the very thing Riley herself couldn’t make peace with. Amber had been using her—selling information about Trusics to supplement her meager income. She felt violated, but could she truly justify her anger when she herself had hidden so much of her own life since the start of their relationship? Did she have any moral ground on which to stand when she’d kept her very identity a secret?


  “Why are you getting so angry about this?” Riley was annoyed and flustered. “This has nothing to do with you.”


  “I know it doesn’t. But that doesn’t mean I can’t feel sorry for the way you’re playing this poor woman.”


  The windowpanes rattled from a distant thunder. Lightning illuminated the clear blue sky. Riley noticed that as Morgan’s emotions became less stable, so too did the environment of the dream.


  “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Don’t assume you know anything about me or my life.” Riley self-consciously wiped at her eyes. She felt the beginnings of tears, but there was no way she was going to cry in front of this woman.


  “You’re right. I don’t know anything about you.” Morgan folded her arms across her chest, shuttering her emotions. “All I see is some over-sexed demon, who likes to play dress up, that can’t take never for an answer. Your same requests play like a broken record.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “When am I going to have sex with you.” Morgan looked annoyed. “When are we going to hook up, go the whole nine yards, or whatever label you use in your line of work.”


  “I’m out of here,” Riley snarled. She grabbed her things in a tornado of fury. She could hear one of Darren’s glass vials jangle inside her bag, and it made her even angrier. She’d been risking her entire existence to spend more time with Morgan, but none of her efforts were appreciated. “I don’t have to take this. I don’t know why I even bothered with you. You’ve been nothing but a literal headache since the beginning,” she continued to vent. “I’ve got a database full of marks who’d be happy to get their hands on me.”


  “Database?” Morgan blinked.


  Riley’s figure went rigid when she realized the slip. “Pretend you didn’t hear that,” she choked out.


  “What is this database, Riley?” Morgan sat up straighter on the couch with renewed interest.


  “I can’t.” Riley shook her head hard. The bag in her hand felt like it contained bricks. “I’ve already told you too much.”


  Morgan slowly rose from the couch. “Then why not one more little thing?” she justified.


  “Because it’s a big fucking thing,” Riley said with heat. “Don’t ask me to ruin everything. It’s all stuff that isn’t any of your concern.”


  “When it directly involves my dreams, I want to know.” Morgan added to the distance between them. “God, you act like what you do doesn’t affect the lives of real people.” Her arms wrapped around her midsection. “That you can force yourself into their lives, and because you’re so wonderful and flawless, you become the highlight of every victim’s existence. You’re self-centered and undeserving of what others give to you.”


  The words cut Riley like a serrated knife. She had nothing to rebuke anything Morgan had accused her of.


  Morgan paced the floor; she no longer looked at Riley. “All of you think you’re these gods to be worshiped and that we measly humans should be thankful that we were chosen. That we should do what you say and be your sex slave because no harm, no foul, right? News-fucking-flash, you’re narcissistic, and there isn’t a bone in your body that is remotely humane.”


  The house itself seemed to shudder with the force of Morgan’s rant. Riley remained speechless; she wasn’t convinced Morgan was speaking in regards to only her anymore.


  Morgan fell silent and her eyes welled. She let out a shaky breath before finding her tongue again. “He was … gorgeous.” Her voice was quiet, hesitant.


  “Who?” Riley asked carefully.


  “The incubus.”


  Riley’s eyes widened when she realized what Morgan was trying to tell her. Sean.


  “So when he tried to … it wasn’t a big deal. And at first, all it was were amazing sex dreams.” Morgan sighed with the burden of the memories. “But then it was every night. I would wake up more exhausted than when I’d gone to bed.”


  “He was draining you,” Riley whispered as a frown settled on her features. “We don’t do that; it’s why we have multiple partners, so we can take a little and no one gets hurt.”


  “He took. And he kept taking. I eventually made the connection between the dreams and my fatigue.” Morgan’s body visibly shook. “I didn’t know how to control my dreams back then. That came years too late.” She wiped at her eyes. “You don’t know how it felt, Riley. I could see, feel, and think, but I was trapped. My body became my prison, and he …”


  Riley’s closed the distance between them. Her arms slipped around Morgan’s midsection, pulling her in for a tight embrace. She made a hushing noise into Morgan’s hair, and the story fell away. “That’s enough.” The words got caught in her throat. She pressed a light kiss into Morgan’s hair and held her until the shaking stopped.


  After a heavy, tense moment, Morgan pulled away. “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” she croaked. “I know you’re not him.” She wiped at her face with the back of her hands. “Are you still leaving?”


  The tearstains down Morgan’s cheeks should have been enough to keep her there. But it was also the exact reason she needed to go.


  “I … yes.”


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


   


  “I call Riley for our team,” Seven shouted from the backyard.


  Heather slid the glass door back and joined the group. She had been preparing for their dinner for weeks and according to James, she had been up since dawn to prep.


  “You do know this is American football we’re playing,” James clarified. “Not soccer.”


  “Well, hell. Every year, I think it’ll be different.” Seven’s face fell at the news. “I still call Riley.”


  “How is that even fair?” Heather narrowed her eyes. “You called dibs on both James and Riles?”


  “Well, I’m not chopped liver,” Wyatt mumbled.


  “This game isn’t about being fair, it’s about winning.” Seven gave a quick pat on both of his teammates’ shoulders.


  Madison was the last to step into the yard. She had been on her phone since her arrival. Never once did she end the conversation, not when she had hugged all of her friends in greeting or even when she started talking to one of the group members. A newly packaged football was tucked under her arm. She tossed the box at Seven’s waiting hands.


  “Okay, I have one person who is glued to her phone.” Heather observed Madison’s lively conversation; there was no indication of it coming to an end. “And then I have Wyatt and his insistent need to be nice.”


  “Maybe I should switch with Madison?” James suggested.


  “That’s not fair.” Seven frowned, and his hands came to rest on his hips. “We have the perfect team.”


  “Or, how about we skip this train wreck of a tradition and go inside?” Riley voiced. The game would have ended with someone’s life being threatened, and she didn’t want to deal with another fight. “If y’all want to continue playing, have fun. I’ll be inside cooking or something.”


  Riley entered the quiet home and headed for the kitchen. She didn’t know if there was anything left to do, but her hands felt fidgety, and she needed to occupy herself. She looked through the cupboards and made note of what she could make. Riley wasn’t a natural-born cook, but she wasn’t helpless when it came to the kitchen. Having her life frozen for decades at her physical prime had its perks. Being able to improve skills like cooking was one of them.


  Riley moved through the kitchen like it was her own home. She pulled drawers and cabinet doors open to retrieve the ingredients needed to make a cranberry cobbler. As she busied herself with whisking the flour and other dry goods, a pair of tanned arms wrapped around her waist. Heather had come inside and she hadn’t noticed.


  “Talk to me, Riles.” Heather rested her head against Riley’s shoulder. “What’s going on in your head? You haven’t said anything since the break up, and that’s not like you.”


  Hesitation was thick on Riley’s lips. “When did my life get so complicated?” she whispered. Her shoulders sagged with the weight of her thoughts. She turned herself around in Heather’s embrace and kept her floured hands at a distance. Her eyes welled with the beginning signs of excess moisture. “All I do is ruin lives, right? I toy with them.”


  Heather pulled Riley into a crushing hug and stroked her hair. She shushed her, and when she pulled back, she wiped at Riley’s tears of frustration. “Sweetie, you don’t ruin lives. Amber was one relationship that didn’t work, but you didn’t ruin her life. It might be absurd, but even humans can recover from our amazing effects.” The joke fell flat, and Riley’s expression didn’t change for the better. Instead, her eyebrows knitted closer together.


  Riley wanted to say something. She wanted to confide in Heather, to tell her all the reasons why her lungs felt like they were crumbling, why there was a literal ache in the beating organ deep in the cavity of her chest. Amber’s betrayal was one cut across the delicate organ, but her fight with Morgan was hemorrhaging the last of her sanity. The mark’s words were fresh on her mind, and they were words she couldn’t share.


  “Let’s wash your hands.” Heather led Riley to the sink and ran the water.


  After the last of the flour mixture went down the drain, Heather pulled Riley into the guest bedroom.


  “Lay down.”


  Riley numbly, but obediently, slid into bed at the request. She could feel the bed dip with Heather’s weight behind her. A tanned arm once again snaked around her waist.


  “It finally sunk in, didn’t it?”


  Riley nodded her head.


  She’d dated as a human, but she supposed because of her childhood she’d never let anyone close enough to give away her heart. She loved hard and was fiercely loyal—her best friends were evidence of that—but that level of trust was earned, never freely given. Aside from when fulfilling dreams or while with her friends, she couldn’t recall if the words “I love you” had ever come out of her mouth as a succubus. As a human she was sure it had probably been stated, wrapped in naivety, infatuations, and teenage crushes. But True Love—the kind that lasted and evolved and matured beyond simple lust—she wasn’t confident it could exist for her. She was a succubus. She was sex. And she wasn’t good for anyone in the long run.


  The two women stayed in that position until Riley’s eyes stopped overflowing. Neither spoke in the silent home, but they could hear their friends outside. The boys were teaching Madison how to throw the ball farther, and she apparently was better than Wyatt. Her carefree laugh could be heard reverberating through the walls.


  An alarm on Heather’s watch beeped as a reminder about dinner. The morning had come and gone with the sun setting for the day. The time that they had estimated dinner would be done was quickly approaching. Riley knew it was best that they got around to rejoining their friends before everyone questioned what was wrong with her. At the very least, prepping for dinner would keep her busy.


  “We should get things set up.”


  “The turkey can burn.” Heather tugged at her to flip over. “If you’re not ready to leave this bed, we’re not going out there.”


  A soft laugh escaped Riley’s lips. “You know that I’m looking forward to dinner. And having a turkey would be nice.”


  “Are you sure you wanna go back out there?”


  “I swear it.” Riley got up from bed and gestured for Heather to head out first. “After you, Miss.”


  Heather didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t have much choice but to go along with the lie.


  “Before we go,” she whispered. Her fingers carefully wiped under the curve of Riley’s eyes. “Let me fix you up real quick. Stay here.”


  Heather retreated to her room and was back after a few minutes of what sounded like rummaging. In her hands, she brought a few selected items from her makeup collection. She motioned for Riley to sit back down on the bed and Riley obliged. For being the most abrasive person in their group of friends, Heather surprisingly had the tenderest touch. She cleaned off Riley’s face and carefully reapplied her mascara, eyeliner, and brushed on a neutral colored eyeshadow. It was simple, but it did the trick for Riley’s taste in everyday makeup.


  Riley smiled up at Heather and received a light pat to the side of her face. Brown eyes searched hers, and Riley could almost swear they looked damp. “For what it’s worth, Rillea. Anyone would be lucky to have you.”


  Heather moved to leave the room but before she made it out, Riley caught her by the arm. She placed a small kiss against the inside of her friend’s wrist. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, H.”


  “Let’s hold off on the sweet nothings until we see if that damn turkey burned.” Heather looked concerned but managed to smirk. “Hell, you might all end up in the emergency room with food poisoning again.”


  It was a legitimate reminder of their many past adventures as friends.


   


   


  James had taken the role of head chef by the time Riley had emerged from the bedroom with Heather. When he saw her approach, his face softened, and he smiled before addressing her. “I’m assigning you to table duty with Wyatt. Do you remember the proper setup?”


  “Why, yes, sir.” Riley batted her eyes and touched the fingertips of one hand to the hollow above her chest. Her Southern accent stressed every word she said. She did her best to shake away her melancholy feelings for the benefit of her friends and the holiday dinner. “I do believe that little ol’ me can remember a few proper etiquette lessons. After all, what kind of Southern belle would I be if I didn’t have the social graces of a proper lady?”


  “Oh, shut up.” Heather laughed and went about helping with the preparations in the kitchen. “We all know you shot guns and chopped wood before you even started walking.”


  “Aww … baby lumberjack Riles,” Madison gushed. “I want one, that way I could put you in plaid long johns.” There was a bounce in her step as she approached Riley. Well-manicured hands pinched Riley’s cheeks before returning to plating duty.


  Riley shook her head at the painful show of affection, but she didn’t mind it too much. After she rubbed at the stinging pain, she joined Wyatt in setting the table. The fine dinnerware was exquisite and the silverware was a complete set; there wasn’t a bread plate, soupspoon, or salad fork missing. Each piece looked as if it had been professionally polished in preparation for the occasion. If Riley remembered correctly, Heather had once mentioned that it was a form of stress relief for her.


  The table didn’t take long to set, which left her and Wyatt to fiddle with details such as triangular napkins. Both would have offered to help in the kitchen, but Heather had banished everyone but James after Seven and Madison had started tossing olives and catching them in their mouths. When there wasn’t any fiddling left to do, Riley gripped the back of one the chairs and allowed her gaze to drift over the table setting. Heather had outdone herself on the table decor this time.


  Lost in her thoughts, Riley almost screamed when she felt an unexpected finger poke at her side. “Jesus!” Her eyes shot over to the person who had jarred her. “You scared me half to death, Wyatt.”


  “Sorry.” His hands slipped into his knitted coat pockets. “I wanted to let you know that I don’t have any news to report.” He made a pained face. “No one I’ve spoken with knows much about Liam’s attack.”


  Riley smiled and shook her head in understanding. “Thank you for taking the time to help.” She hadn’t honestly expected Wyatt to find anything, but she wanted answers, and she needed to rule out who she could.


  “It’s not a problem.”


  “Is it—”


  “Riles!” Heather’s voice called from the kitchen. “I need to borrow your muscles in here. All this delectable food isn’t going to carry itself. Seven and Maddie, you’re still banished.” Unlike the previous years, the aroma of the holiday feast smelled rich with herbs and spices. The exquisite scent had Riley’s stomach knotting in hunger.


  “The Mistress has summoned me.” Riley sighed and released her grip on the backrest. “If I’m not back in five minutes that means I dropped something. Say something nice at my funeral?” she asked with a wink before backing into the kitchen.


   


   


  Dinner turned out surprisingly well and without incident. The flaming turkey ordeal didn’t make a second appearance, and Heather was grateful that none were affected by food poisoning; she had made sure to check at several points during the evening.


  As dinner ended and they all fell victim to lethargy and tryptophan, Riley found herself in the living room with Wyatt as her one conscious companion. An old western played on the television, but she was pretty sure no one was actually paying attention. Seven was nodding off on one end of the loveseat, and at the other end, Madison was doing her best impression of a zombie. Heather was busy on her tablet in the kitchen, and James was talking on his phone. He, unlike the rest of them, had a mother and a sister still involved in his life. From the way James’s brow was furrowed, Riley figured it was safe to assume that he was on the phone with his mom. Riley had met Annabelle a few times before, and every time she’d been left with a feeling of wonder at how such a charming, thoughtful, amazing man could have been produced by such a self-centered woman.


  She watched James pace the empty family room. His hand swept through his golden mane, and he pinched the bridge of his nose on multiple occasions. He looked tense and flustered, nothing like his usual demeanor.


  Wyatt’s cough disrupted her scrutiny, but it reminded her that she needed to resume the brief conversation they had had before dinner. She tossed a throw pillow at his head to pull his attention away from the black-and-white film. The firm material made a thumping noise against his skull, and Riley bit back a laugh.


  “What was that for?” he complained, rubbing at the side of his head.


  She shrugged. “I wanted your attention.”


  “A simple psst would have worked.” Wyatt frowned and hugged the throw pillow.


  “Earlier, you mentioned that you hadn’t found any connection between your people and Liam’s attack,” Riley started, confident that her other friends were otherwise occupied and wouldn’t overhear.


  Wyatt nodded.


  “Well, how can you be sure? Did you put everyone through a lie detector test? Aren’t there some rogue custodes who could have been involved?”


  “Every group in the history of groups has had that issue.” Wyatt thinned his lips in thought. “But I’m fairly certain that it was no one in the Custodes, not locally at least. The ones I know can’t keep from bragging over how many cubare they’ve ‘put in their place.’ I can’t imagine those same people not talking about bringing down the playboy incubus.”


  Riley made an unintelligible grunt at his response; she’d been hoping for a more definitive answer—a way to pinpoint who’d committed the crime. But Wyatt had done her a favor, and for that, she was grateful. Whatever information he provided was better than nothing. She drummed her fingers on the arm of the recliner. “You’re sure there’s no connection?”


  He nodded his head. “But, as I was playing Sherlock, I did run into some curious things in our books.”


  She perked and leaned forward. “Care to elaborate?”


  “Well, it’s financial records.” He rubbed at his chin and frowned. “Things don’t add up—”


  Heather plopped into the empty seat next to Wyatt. “James has been on the phone with his mother for over an hour now. What more does that woman have to say?”


  “You know Annabelle,” Riley noted. “She’s opinionated.” She watched in amusement as Heather used Wyatt’s shoulder as a pillow.


  “I wish I had your calm, Wy.” Heather’s voice was deflated. “But I think even Annabelle would break your cool.”


  “There, there.” He patted her head. Riley wasn’t sure if his awkward gesture was due to his personal bubble being violated or if it was because petting Heather was like putting your hands on a wild tiger. “She can’t be that bad.”


  “Yes, she is.” Heather pulled away from him. “You don’t know her. She is absolutely that bad. How she managed to raise a man like James is beyond me.”


  James walked into the room to join them. “I’m ready for a drink. Mother seems lively as ever.”


  “That’s a shame,” Heather muttered under her breath. It earned her a chastising look from both Riley and James.


  “You should invite her to Christmas,” Seven piped up, suddenly alert from his perch on the loveseat.


  “Why would I ever do that?” James shook his head.


  “Because I’m dying to meet her.” Seven grinned before he licked his lips. “And from the photos I’ve seen of her, I think we’d get along famously.”


  Seven’s words earned him a collective groan and a few throw pillows launched in his direction.


  “You’d better hope Annabelle doesn’t visit,” Heather glowered. “Because wherever she goes, trouble isn’t far behind.”


  “Can we all lay off my mom, please?” James sighed.


  “Well.” Wyatt stood from his seat and returned the pillow to the sofa. “It’s late, and I think it’s best that I be off for the night. Thank you for the inviting me to dinner.” He nodded in Heather and then in James’s direction. “It was wonderful.”


  He waved at all the conscious parties and made his way out.


  Riley fidgeted in her seat before deciding to chase after him. Their conversation was still unfinished. “Wyatt?” She stopped a few steps away from his parked car in front of the home.


  “Yes?” He looked at her with curiosity. He absently patted at his pockets. “Did I forget my phone, wallet, or possibly my head? That pillow was harder than it looked.”


  Riley laughed and shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. I just wanted to see if you would like to meet up with me.”


  “I’ll be at the next brunch?” he offered.


  “That wasn’t what I meant.” Not being close with Wyatt, she felt unusually flustered in their conversation. It felt like she was asking the man on a date. She considered him a friend, but before the attack on Liam, she couldn’t recall them ever spending one-on-one time together. “I was hoping we could continue the conversation we were having before Heather interrupted.”


  For a moment, the custos looked like he was debating if he should agree or not. “I think that’ll be fine.” Wyatt opened his car door and stepped halfway in. “Text me the details.”


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


   


  Riley sat on the concrete curb and attempted to ignore the tiny rocks that bit into the back of her naked thighs. It wasn’t raining, but it also wasn’t the sunshine to which she’d started to become accustomed. Instead, a fat yellow moon hung in the sky. She shifted her weight, but comfort never came. Her outfit wasn’t suited to this environment; it was meant to be pressed against the smooth silk of luxury bed sheets, not the cold concrete of the curb outside of Morgan’s house.


  She grabbed a dandelion, its flower still a shock of yellow, and tugged it from the cracks of the sidewalk. The pollen left a yellow streak in the palm of her hand, and she tossed it into the middle of the street with disgust.


  “Weed.” She spit out the word like a curse.


  After their fight, she didn’t know why she had returned. She also didn’t know why she continued to dress to seduce when Morgan repeatedly showed no interest. It was her habit, she supposed, to explore the contents of her deep closets before each new visit.


  “She’s right.” Riley hung her head forlornly. The boning of her corset dug into her ribs. “A demon who likes to play dress up.”


  She tugged at the top of her cherry red bodice. “This isn’t helping,” she muttered to herself.


  The stiff material of the lingerie melted away to become a cotton T-shirt. Her vintage nylons flared out to form cropped shorts, and her stilettos became strappy sandals.


  “But I’ve never complained about your outfits.”


  Riley’s head snapped to attention at the sound of Morgan’s voice.


  “Can I sit down?” Morgan visibly fidgeted on the sidewalk. Her grey cardigan was pushed back on her forearms, and her hands curled around two ceramic mugs. Twin coils of steam twisted in the air.


  “It’s your dream,” Riley responded dully. “You do what you want.”


  Morgan nodded and sat down beside Riley while balancing the mugs. Riley noted the deliberate space she’d left between them even though they’d been infinitely closer on Morgan’s twin bed, living room couch, and in the hammock.


  Morgan offered one of the cups to Riley. “It’s tea.”


  Riley took the cup without a word, but she didn’t take a drink.


  “It’s not poisoned,” Morgan muttered. Her words, spoken into her cup, echoed.


  Riley remained silent, staring into the murky tea.


  “Are you cold?” Morgan tried again.


  “I’m fine.”


  “I could give you my sweater?” Morgan set her teacup on the concrete beside her and began to wiggle out of her cardigan.


  “Morgan, I’m fine,” Riley insisted. She was a little cold, but her pride won out over physical comfort. It was why she continued to sit on the rough concrete when even the front lawn would be better. She could change her clothes at any point in the dream, but she didn’t want to admit her discomfort.


  A warm wind whipped around outside, ruffling Riley’s long, curled hair. Despite her dour attitude, a smile slipped to her lips. “Ass,” she mumbled.


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


  Riley nodded in agreement. Morgan was lucid, but she hadn’t demonstrated she knew how to actively control their physical environment. The sunshine and hammock could have been a fluke.  She took a tentative sip of the tea.


  “I’m sorry, you know.” Morgan’s voice was gravelly with the apology. “I shouldn’t have gotten so angry with you; it’s not my place to judge other people’s relationships.” She shook her head, and her hair fluttered around her face.


  “Your anger wasn’t unwarranted.” Riley dipped the tip of her finger through the surface of the warm tea and swirled the liquid around, making patterns in the drink. “I’ve been … sensitive … about the topic lately. I try so hard to have a normal life, when everything I am resists that desire.”


  “Will you stay?” Morgan chewed on her lower lip. “I’ll understand if you have to go. I …” She sighed and her shoulders shook from the weight of it. “I want to know you.”


  “There’s not much to know.”


  “I know that’s not true.”


  “You should go inside,” Riley said quietly.


  “Oh. Okay.” Morgan’s hopeful features drooped with the rejection.


  “It’s really too cold out here for those kinds of conversations. Either that, or I’m going to need a blanket.”


  Morgan’s generous mouth curled at the edges when she realized it hadn’t been a rejection. She stood and offered a hand to help Riley up.


  “Go on in,” Riley motioned. “I’ll be right behind you.”


  “Checking out my ass?” Morgan quipped. She brushed at the backs of her legs to dislodge any rocks and dirt that had become stuck to her yoga pants.


  “Always.”


  Morgan reentered her house and left the front door slightly ajar. Riley dropped her gaze down to her watch. The multiple clock faces kept track of a variety of things. The major clock face told her the current time, adjusted to her California time zone. A smaller gauge kept track of her monthly energy collection while another face ticked off the time remaining before the fail-safe would flash her out of the dream, unless she ingested sexual energy. In the span of a brief conversation, she had gone from wanting to speed up time to reach the hour so she wouldn’t have to remain in Morgan’s head longer than necessary to finding a way to extend her visit.


  Riley thought about the glass vials in the cabinet beneath her bathroom sink. She stared at the palm of her hand, mentally picturing the outline of the container filled with red sexual energy. Focusing on its location in the waking world, she willed it to cross into the realm. She hadn’t expected for this visit to last longer than her allotted hour or else she would have brought the bottle along with her. Her palm shimmered as the vial and its essential contents began to take shape.


  Her hand curled around the bottle, now solid in her grasp. She removed the tiny cork from the opening and made short work of its swirling contents. The counter on her watch restarted, and the gauge that tracked her progress towards her quota similarly reacted. But without taking more energy, that dial would drop by the end of her visit with Morgan. The energy Darren had provided her was enough to fool the system and extend her visits, but not enough to help her reach her energy production.


  “Damn it.”


  She helplessly clutched the now-empty bottle, realizing she’d brought no bag to hide the evidence. The bottle would return to the waking world once she phased out of the dream, but for now, she needed to hide its presence to avoid rousing Morgan’s concern. Conjuring a bag wasn’t worth the energy it would waste in order to bring it into the realm. Thinking quickly, she discarded the vial into a nearby bush.


  Her breath was shaky as she stepped up the walkway and pushed through the threshold of Morgan’s childhood home. It was warm inside, and she roughly ran her hand over her arms to get rid of the goose bumps that had formed. She found Morgan in the front living room instead of their usual place at the back of the house. A fire crackled in the fireplace, steadily filling the room with a warm, smoky heat.


  “A fire?” Riley questioned, hovering in the archway.


  Morgan held up sooty hands and wiggled her fingers. “You’re not the only one with skills, Succubus.” She patted the space beside her on the couch. “Sit. Talk,” she urged.


  Riley sat down on the couch, but kept her body erect, not able to fully relax around Morgan. If Morgan noticed the rigid posture, she said nothing.


  “So what do you want to talk about?” Riley asked with a cursory glance to her watch.


  Morgan noticed the movement. “Do you have to go soon?”


  “No. It’s fine. I took care of it.” Riley picked at the material of the worn couch. It was too quiet in the house.


  Morgan wet her lips. “You said you wanted to be normal. Is that why you’re dating a human?”


  “We’re not …” Riley pushed out a long breath. She didn’t need to rehash details of a messy, incomplete break up. “Is this another therapy session?”  


  “Do you want it to be?”


  Riley abandoned her interest in the furniture. “I don’t know if I can afford your patient fees.”


  Morgan’s smile was crooked. “Lucky for you I’m not a licensed psychologist yet, so how about we wave the fees for now?”


  “What do you want to know?”


  “Too much.” Morgan leaned into the couch and her head tilted back. “In college, when that … that thing happened to me, I spent so much time researching your kind, trying to make sure it would never happen again. I didn’t get very far though. I guess when something wants to stay hidden hard enough, it does.”


  Riley thought about her own overwhelming questions when she’d first encountered Liliah in the company archives. “What question is most pressing?”


  “Will you look like this forever?”


  “Unless I don’t get sex,” Riley confirmed. “Then I die.”


  “Dramatic, much?” Morgan’s brief laugh sounded forced.


  “It’s not a line. I promise.”


  Morgan’s eyebrows knit together. “Could you ever have too much sex and, like, I don’t know, turn into a child?”


  “Sex addiction is a thing, even among the cubare,” Riley confirmed, trying not to laugh, “but I’ll never get younger. I’m frozen like this.”


  “When you don’t …” Morgan fumbled with her question. “… you know, with me, does that hurt you?”


  “Only my ego.” Riley smiled charmingly and rattled the watch on her wrist. “This keeps me from overstaying to the point of injury. If I don’t feed, it phases me out of the dream for my own protection.”


  Morgan nodded slowly.


  “I’m glad you’re not charging me by the hour. This feels more like a game of twenty questions than therapy.”


  Morgan ducked her head and regarded Riley through heavy eyelashes. “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay.” Riley lightly laughed. “But now it’s my turn.”


  Morgan shifted on the couch.


  “When did you lose your virginity?”


  “Wow.” Morgan’s hazel-green eyes widened. “Starting with the big guns, huh?”


  Riley smiled gently. “I can ask something else if you’d like.”


  Morgan shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I was a late bloomer, I guess. I was a junior in college.”


  “What was their name?” She was purposeful with the gender-neutral pronoun.


  “Derek.”


  Riley was sure she hated Derek. “Have you ever … with a woman?” she pressed.


  Morgan shook her head.


  “But you’re interested, right?” Her voice cracked. Had she been trying to seduce a straight girl all this time? Morgan’s user profile had marked her sexuality as unidentified, but that could have been for a number of reasons.


  Morgan’s eyelashes fluttered at the question. “I’m amenable to the possibility.”


  “You’re cute when you do that.” Riley tilted her head to one side.


  Morgan looked up from her lap. “Do what?”


  “You pull out the big words when you’re feeling uncomfortable.”


  “You must think I’m a walking dictionary then.” Morgan laughed before she bit at her fingernail. “I’m always uncomfortable.”


  “You didn’t seem like you were in the hammock.”


  “That’s … that was different.” She cleared her throat. “My turn.”


  Riley smiled and sank back into the cushions of the couch. The worn upholstery was far more comfortable than the stiff material of her apartment furniture. “Okay. Give me your worst.”


  “Do you keep track of how many people you’ve had sex with?”


  “No. It’s just a number.” If she calculated the total amount, she had a feeling that it would make her uneasy. “It doesn’t mean anything.”


  Morgan nodded, looking thoughtful. “Yeah, I suppose there’s no double standard among incubi and succubi, huh?”


  “Nope. We’re all studs.” Riley smiled mischievously. “What about you? Do you keep track?”


  “It’s a little easier than you, I’m sure.”


  “What’s your number? Seven?” Riley started with what she thought was a conservative number.


  “God, no.” Morgan flushed.


  “More or less?”


  “Less.”


  “Five?”


  Morgan shook her head.


  “Three?”


  Morgan shook her head harder, and her cheeks looked flushed from either the line of questioning or from the fire that seemed to burn even hotter and brighter across the room.


  “Tell me it’s more than one.”


  Morgan stared straight ahead, refusing to regard the succubus.


  “Derek was that bad, huh?” Riley lightly teased.


  “No,” Morgan stated stiffly. “He was … fine.”


  “Then why …” Riley cut her own words short. She thought back to everything Morgan had revealed to her about her past. “The incubus that visited you. You said that was your senior year of college.”


  Morgan nodded.


  “And he … and then you never …”


  Morgan licked at dry lips.


  Riley reached across the expanse of the couch and touched her fingers against the top of Morgan’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Morgan,” she whispered.


  Riley’s watch clanged a warning.


  “Time to go.” Morgan pulled her hand away and rested it on her lap.


  “I can stay,” Riley offered. She thought back to the remaining glass vials hidden under her bathroom sink. Once they were gone, she didn’t know what she was going to do.


  “No. Your watch knows best.”


  Riley stood from the couch and Morgan followed her to the front door. She didn’t need to use the entrance to flash out of the dream, but it had become a kind of ritual for them.


  Morgan opened the front door. “Thank you for tonight,” she said in quiet somberness. “Thank you for your honesty.”


  Riley ducked her head. “You, too.” She looked back up when she felt tentative hands at her waist. Slender arms wrapped more fully around her, pulling her in for a brief embrace. Riley resisted the urge to bury her face in Morgan’s neck and inhale her scent.


  Morgan dropped her arms to her sides as quickly as she had reached out for the succubus. She stared at her feet.


  “Sweet dreams, Morgan.”


  The front door shut behind her with a quiet click. Riley breathed out into the chilly night air and absently rubbed her palms against her arms. The action was habit more than a necessity. Even if Morgan hadn’t put the fireplace to use, she would still be radiating heat from their brief embrace. The gesture had been sweet and honest and heartfelt. And in all of her experiences in the realm, it had been more rewarding than the most satisfying energy exchange.


  At the thought, Riley looked down at her watch. The bottled energy allowed her to extend her time, but if she wanted to maintain her high numbers and stay off of Hyrum’s radar, she would need to pick up the slack elsewhere. It meant more time in the realm and less time that was her own. With a wistful look, she manipulated her watch and flashed out of the realm and back into her home.


  Riley turned over in bed to look at the cell phone on her side table. It was still early. She might actually make it to brunch on time again. She stared up at the white ceiling and a smile came to her lips.  


  She hopped out of bed, determined to be the first person at their table that morning. Her knees buckled and pain shot up her limbs when the bottoms of her feet flattened against the shattered remnants of the glass bottle she had set aside in the realm. She fell back onto her bed, sucking in sharp breaths to keep from yelling out. Her bedroom floor was now covered in a layer of broken glass. She carefully began the task of picking the embedded shards out of the sole of her foot.


  She groaned as the stinging pain continued to throb. “Still worth it,” she murmured with a grimace.


  • • •


  Riley ran her fingers through silks and lace. The high-end intimates store was on her short list of places she regularly frequented. Besides rent, she probably spent more of the company’s money on lingerie than any other expense. She was looking for something new, something special. Not that I’m looking for something Morgan might like she told herself. She just hadn’t gone shopping in a while and wanted to pick up a few things to freshen up her work wardrobe. While she had the ability to change her superficial appearance in the realm, it was far more energy efficient to go into a dream already styled to a mark’s specifications. And on some level, buried in the corner of her soul, she did enjoy shopping.


  She looked away from the intimate garments when she heard someone clear her throat.


  “Amber?”


  The waitress stood before her, dressed for another day at work at the café. Riley hadn’t seen her at the restaurant since the morning she had sent over nearly everything on the menu. She normally worked the morning shift, but Riley suspected she had switched with a co-worker to avoid running into Riley or her friends.


  “I swear I’m not following you. I was passing by on my way to work, and I thought I saw you through the window. I actually thought I was seeing things because I didn’t think I’d find you in this kind of shop,” Amber nervously rambled. “I’ve always thought of you as a Victoria’s Secret kind of girl.” She chewed on her lower lip, and Riley fought with herself to not find it adorable.


  “So.” Amber took a much needed breath. “How have you been?”


  “Why? Writing a story?” Riley stated icily. She shoved a few hangers along the circular rack.


  “Okay, I deserved that,” Amber admitted sullenly. She pulled a flimsy excuse for an undergarment out of the rack Riley was inspecting. She held the sheer garment in front of her body. “What um … are you seeing someone new?” Her voice was strained as if she hated asking the question but feared the answer even more.


  “No.” It was technically the truth. Riley wouldn’t need to switch up her marks for another month or so. She turned her attention back to the rack of lingerie, determined not to let her ex-girlfriend distract her from her task. “Not that it’s any of your business anymore.”


  “I know it’s not,” Amber openly lamented. “I just … you’re in this store. So I thought that maybe you were buying something, for yourself or maybe for someone else.”


  Riley released a disgruntled sigh. She hated confrontations. “Is there a point to this conversation, Amber?”


  “Haven’t I done enough penance?” Amber’s voice rose, along with her frustration. “Haven’t you ever made a mistake before?”


  Riley looked around the shop, thankful that they were nearly alone. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have in the first place, let alone in front of complete strangers. She valued privacy and discretion, and Amber appeared determined to destroy them both.


  “We all make mistakes, Am,” Riley said, using a tone far quieter than Amber’s own. “But yours was more than a mistake. It was a betrayal. I don’t know where the lies end and the truth begins.”


  “Now,” Amber said determinedly. “The truth begins right now.” Her eyes flicked to the corners of the store as if just then realizing this conversation was happening in public. “I’ve cut off all communication with them. They want nothing to do with me now.”


  “Oh, so now that the well has dried up, you want me back?” Riley growled, unable to contain her bitterness.


  “I never wanted you to go in the first place. I’m just asking for another chance.”


  “I don’t know if I can trust you again,” Riley said, shaking her head.


  Amber reached for Riley and grabbed her hand. “It wouldn’t have to be right away. I know it’ll take time to repair what I broke. Say you’ll think about it?” She leaned forward and pressed her lips against the corner of Riley’s mouth. She looked embarrassed by her own forwardness and ducked her head. “I hope I’ll be seeing you.”


  Amber rushed out the store as quickly as she had appeared. Through the storefront window Riley watched the redhead scamper away until she disappeared amongst the rush-hour crowds.


  • • •


  Riley arrived earlier to her meeting with Wyatt than their agreed-upon time. The small corner coffee shop was a few short blocks from her apartment, and it served a few select coffee blends that satisfied the succubus’s taste. She pulled open the grimy metal door and entered the small building. It was unfortunate that the shop could only fit about a handful of customers comfortably. The place wasn’t much larger than a front counter and a few circular tables that sat no more than three. If it had been bigger, Riley would have placed her vote to switch the group’s favorite dining location, especially now that she and Amber were no longer dating. It was an understatement to say that brunches of late had become awkward.


  Even though she had arrived early, Wyatt was already waiting for her at a table against the sidewall.


  “I hope you don’t mind I already got my drink.” He gave a tight-lipped smile and raised his coffee cup.


  “Not at all.”


  Riley took a seat on the opposite side of the table.


  “You’re not getting anything?” Wyatt asked.


  Riley flicked her eyes to the front of the shop. Three customers stood in line waiting to place their orders. “I’ll wait until the line is gone.”


  He nodded at her reasoning. “So, what’s on your mind?”


  Riley admired the custos’s straightforwardness. Having to extend small talk before digging into the reason she’d asked for the face-to-face meeting would have been pointless. “I want to know more about what you were saying from before,” she admitted. “I guess I’m now realizing that I understand very little about your people.”


  “And the sudden interest in this is?” Wyatt brought the steaming coffee to his lips for a sip. “Jesus, that’s good.”


  Riley laughed at his admission over the coffee. “Let’s say my naivety doesn’t sit well with me anymore. I feel like I’ve been shielded from what I am for a few decades too long.” She toyed with the metal strap on her wrist. “The Liam situation was a reminder that our lives are every bit as vulnerable as anyone else’s. Being left in the dark isn’t a smart thing to do.”


  He nodded with pursed lips. “Well, I don’t have much to tell you that’s too interesting. I think the Custodes are a rather transparent bunch.”


  “You mentioned at Thanksgiving dinner that something about the group’s finances was off?” Riley reminded.


  “Ah, yes.” Wyatt’s brow lifted. “I stumbled on some numbers that don’t add up.” He fiddled with the insulated cardboard strip around his coffee cup. “Everything suggests that someone from our local chapter has been funneling money out of the general fund into an unknown account. They’ve been taking small amounts from the global chapters, five- or ten-dollar transactions every few days, over the past few years.”


  “How much could that honestly add up to?” To Riley the news sounded more like someone was misusing the funds to buy overpriced lattes, not a full-blown scandal.


  “On a conservative estimate, it’s a few million dollars.”


  Riley’s eyes widened at the number, and she was glad she didn’t have a drink yet because she probably would have sprayed it all over Wyatt’s carefully pressed dress shirt. “How the heck do the Custodes have that kind of money?”


  “We all have day jobs, and members donate a portion of their salary to the cause.” Wyatt took another sip of his drink. “It’s kind of like union dues.”


  “I know about that.” Riley strained to keep her voice low. “But why do you need all that money?”


  “We’re a sizable faction.” Wyatt shrugged. “And it takes a lot of money for rent and supplies. We also donate to charitable causes.”


  “Sizeable seems to be an understatement. If a couple million dollars went unnoticed, your financial books have to be comparable to Trusics’s earnings,” she thought out loud. Riley knew Wyatt was probably breaking some Custodes code of ethics by merely sitting with her, but she couldn’t imagine how much of a violation it was to be revealing their secrets to a cubare.


  Wyatt hummed and tilted the cardboard cup for the last few drops. “I’m going to get myself another drink.”


  Riley watched after the custos as he joined the line of jittery coffee fiends. In his absence, she turned her attention to her phone and checked through her e-mails. The usual wave of messages flooded her inbox: sites she subscribed to, clothing sales, and spam that she could never seem to filter out. As she deleted the crop of messages, an incoming text caught her attention. It was from Amber. Hi. It was good seeing you the other day. Riley frowned down at her phone before deleting the text.


  When Wyatt returned to their cramped table, he brought with him an extra drink and slid it to Riley.


  She smiled in thanks before she pulled the cup closer and removed the lid to let the steam escape. “Have you figured out any leads as to where that money is going?”


  He shook his head. “It’s frustrating, especially since my division is in charge of fund allocations.”


  Riley mulled over his words. No matter which side an individual was on, cubare or human, trouble and secrets could never be avoided. “Makes you look bad, huh?”


  “Very.” Wyatt glanced at his watch. “I’m sorry, but I have to cut this short. I have a meeting to go to and whatever’s left of my day will be spent going over these financial records.”


  “It’s not a problem. Thanks for meeting with me.”


  Wyatt stood from the table and began to collect his things.


  “Before you go, can you answer one last thing?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Aside from your day job as Tax Accountant Man, what do you do as a custos member?” Riley asked.


  “Well, excubitors like myself mainly keep the network connected, protect sacred sources, watch for leads on cubare-related news, and we make sure that everyone is taken care of. We wouldn’t want starved members now would we?” He huffed out a breath. “Now that I say it out loud, my life isn’t as exciting as I thought it was.” He shook his head and chuckled good-naturedly.


  “What about the venators?” Riley pressed.


  Wyatt seemed to hesitate at the question. “Venators are a little more … proactive in their approach.”


  “You mean in the way they stalk and harass cubare?” Riley shot back without venom.


  “It’s a necessary evil at times.” He cleared his throat and dropped his gaze. “You know that some cubare live by a code of ethics that isn’t so noble, Riley. Some must be—”


  “I know.” Riley cut him off. “I know the balance to our two worlds. No need to further explain yourself.” She nodded her head towards the door. “Go on or you’ll be late. And thanks for the drink.”


  Wyatt parted with a wave and exited out the front door. Left by herself, Riley relaxed back into her chair and briefly closed her eyes. She had genuinely hoped that a custos had been behind the attack on Liam. Unless the Clay & Dunbar playboy had been hunted by a mob of elusive humans, she doubted that any cubare would fall by the hands of a regular person. Survival instincts would come into play and they would drain a human to death if need be. She snapped her eyes back open to stare at the top of her coffee and frowned. The only viable suspects were her own kind.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


   


  Riley opened a cabinet by the refrigerator. Finding it empty, she inspected the contents of the others. The cupboards were bare, save a tin container that held individually-wrapped tea bags and two tea cups that were missing their saucers.


  “Why the tea, but nothing else?” Riley asked, closing the cabinet again. Eating and drinking were unnecessary in the dream realm. It simply existed as a familiar routine, or as a prop for sex.


  “I have no idea.” Morgan sat at the kitchen table. Sunbeams streamed in through the open kitchen windows and a warm breeze ruffled the curtains over the sink. “It’s always been in there.”


  Riley sat down at the table across from Morgan and rubbed her hands together. “Well, Miss Lucid Dreamer, how would you like a lesson?”


  Morgan arched a skeptical eyebrow. “Is this the part where we switch roles and you become the professor and I, the student, and you try to seduce me?”


  “Give me a little credit.” Riley shook her head. “I know that wouldn’t work on you.” She paused, and her features hardened. “Right?”


  Morgan laughed and grabbed Riley’s arm across the table to give it an affectionate squeeze. Riley couldn’t dismiss the warmth that spread in her limbs from the simple, congenial touch.


  “So what do you want to teach me?” Morgan let go of Riley, but the succubus could still feel the pressure of her fingertips on her forearm.


  “Controlling your environment in the realm.” She gestured their surroundings. “I can control every aspect of your dream, but it would come at a high cost. The more control, the more my energy level depletes. So, my kind defaults to the dreamer to create the environment. Your subconscious control over the environment is key.”


  “Why is this place my default?”


  Riley shrugged. “You’re the head-shrinker, Professor, not me.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t call me that.” A frown tugged at Morgan’s lips.


  “Professor?”


  Morgan nodded.


  “Why not? You’re close to graduating, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, but I don’t know if I want to teach college with my degree,” Morgan explained. “I’ve kind of stayed in school this long because I really don’t know what I want to do with the rest of my life.”


  “Message heard and received. No more Professor. Just plain old Morgan. Unless there’s another name you prefer. How about Mistress?” Riley batted her mascaraed eyes.


  Morgan’s cheeks reddened. “No. Morgan is fine.”


  “Anyway,” Riley said a little loudly to change the subject. She didn’t want Morgan to think she was still here for the purposes of seduction, but it was hard to break old habits. She had always been naturally flirtatious, even before becoming a succubus. “As I was saying, you, as the dreamer, control our surroundings. But it might take some work since you’re conscious.”


  “So if I wanted to put you in a mumu,” Morgan teased, “I couldn’t do that?”


  “If that’s what it takes, I’d gladly don a circus tent.” Riley winked. “But no, that’s not how this works. It’s part of my free will to appear how I want to look in the realm,” she said. “If I happened to know you were into mumus, then I could accommodate your desires.”


  Morgan leaned perceptively closer with interest. “So what are we talking about here? Interior decorating? A spaceship to Mars?”


  “The possibilities are as infinite as your imagination. But I’ve never tried to teach anyone before,” Riley admitted. “This might take a while. You’re my first Lucid.”


  “What about the others like you? You’ve never had to teach them?”


  Riley shook her head. “No. That’s typically something that happens between a sire and a new cubare. I’ve never sired anyone.”


  “Why not?”


  “That’s …” Riley cleared her throat. “That’s personal.”


  “More personal than asking when I lost my virginity?” Morgan smirked.


  Riley rubbed at the back of her neck. “You make a good point.”


  “It’s okay,” Morgan dismissed. “I didn’t mean to pry.” She gestured to their surroundings. “How do I do it? How do I change all of this?”


  “It’s literally mind over matter,” Riley instructed. “You think it, and it happens. The better your focus and attention to details, the more authentic and three-dimensional it becomes.” She hesitated. “I’ll show you as long as you don’t use it against me.”


  “So I can literally think about anything I want, and it’ll show up in the dream?”


  “Just about,” Riley confirmed. “The more details, the more difficult. Like a book, for example. Those are nearly impossible to cast because you’d have to have every word on every page memorized in order to recreate a perfect facsimile. It’s far easier to conjure a book.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Casting is creating something with your imagination. Conjuring, however, is a simple summoning of a real object that actually exists outside of the realm,” Riley explained. “As long as it’s in near proximity when you fell asleep, you can generally bring it into the dream with you.”


  “What about something alive?” Morgan posed, the gears of her brain churning with possibilities. “Could you conjure or cast that here?”


  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Here. I’ll show you.” Riley opened her hand, palm open. The area above her skin shimmered to shape an object, and it solidified.


  “My Isis statue,” Morgan breathed.


  Riley’s fingers curled around the small figurine. “I remembered it from your bedroom,” she said, now feeling a little silly. “I wanted to fix it for you.”


  “Can I … touch it?” Morgan asked with hesitation. Before Riley could respond, she had taken the clay figure. “It feels so real,” she marveled. She turned the solid object over in her own hand.


  “That’s because it is real,” Riley said. “Well, as real as everything else around us is.”


  “Creatio ex nihilo,” Morgan murmured under her breath.


  “What’d you call me?”


  “It’s Latin—creation out of nothing.”


  “And here I was waiting for you to reveal that you’d graduated from wizarding school,” Riley chuckled. “But it turns out, you’re just a giant brain.”


  “Hardly. My parents were religious—in an unconventional way. We went to mass every Sunday, and the priest gave mass in the original Latin.” She shrugged. “It was either learn the language or sit there totally lost every week.”


  “You’ve never talked about them before.”


  “Do most of your marks bring up parents in their sex dreams?” Morgan pointed out.


  Riley faked a gasp. “Are you finally admitting that these are sex dreams?” It was supposed to be a joke, one to lure a smile or a laugh. Instead, Riley found a subtle shade of pink dusted on Morgan’s cheeks and a silence that fell between them.


  “Why do you want to teach me to control my environment?” Morgan asked, breaking the quiet.


  Riley cleared her throat. She couldn’t reveal that she felt somehow responsible for the torment Morgan had endured because of Sean. But maybe if Morgan had more control in her dreams she could give her the tools she needed to prevent something like that from ever happening again.


  “Think of it as an early Christmas present.”


  “I don’t do Christmas.”


  “Why not? Are you Jewish or something?”


  “No.” Morgan shifted uncomfortably. “I’ve just never liked it.”


  “So what do you want to cast first?” Riley asked, saving Morgan from continued discomfort.


  Hazel-green eyes seemed to dance at the idea of unlimited possibilities.


  • • •


  Riley cleared her throat and looked down at one of the ice cream containers discarded on the kitchen tile around them. Within a few minutes of Morgan’s first successful casting, it had become apparent that only the floor had the capacity to hold every dessert her mind could think up.


  A light chuckle escaped Riley’s lips. “That has to be the worse recreation of coffee ice cream in the history of dreams.” The ice cream in question certainly looked delicious, and the texture was spot on with its creamy softness. Even the faint aroma was worth salivating over.


  Morgan pouted and grabbed at the seemingly normal carton. “It’s not that bad.” The corners of her lips curled.


  Riley narrowed her eyes and dipped her spoon into the softened dessert. “Yeah?” She propped herself high on her elbow. “Then why don’t you eat it? Take a nice big mouthful.”


  Morgan’s lips clamped shut at the suggestion. She shook her head vehemently, but her smile remained.


  “Why not?” Riley pried. She inched closer and hovered the spoon near Morgan’s mouth. “Could it be because you cast what should be savory, mouth-watering latte, and made it taste like sour lemons?”


  Morgan burst into a fit of giggles. “It was a simple experiment to see if I could mix and match aesthetics and flavors.” The tip of her tongue peeked out to inspect a small sample of the offered spoon. Her face lit with amusement at the sharp, acidic, tang. “If I’d known you’d take a spoonful the moment it appeared …”


  “You would have what?” Riley’s eyebrow arched. “Saved me from your devious plan to ruin the thing I treasure most in this world?” She lifted the spoon higher and focused on the melting liquid that pooled on the metal underside and threatened to drip.


  Morgan hummed, and the jovial sound caught Riley’s attention. A hint of a sly smile perched on Morgan’s mouth, but there was depth in her eyes, and the intensity of her stare sent a chill down Riley’s spine. Absentmindedly, Riley’s lips parted as she watched her companion’s head dip and swipe at the pooling liquid with her tongue. Satisfied the dessert wouldn’t drip, Morgan worked on the melting pile atop the spoon. The human took multiple licks of the treat, each one more languid than the last as she savored its taste. When there was little left, she took the utensil into her mouth and slowly pulled back, using her lips to clean off what remained. She swallowed, and a satiated smile formed upon her face.


  “It tastes like coffee now.” Morgan’s breath fogged the bare metal.


  Riley blinked. Breaking her fixation on the spoon, she dropped her gaze down to the dozens of dessert options that Morgan had cast. “I’m starting to regret my decision to teach you all this,” she admitted, her voice breathy. “You’re a troublemaker.”


  The metal utensil hung in the air for a few moments longer before it was discarded into a container. With her hand free, Riley snatched up a warm brownie and reclined onto the floor. She tucked an arm behind her head and focused on the baked good indulgence. It was all she could do to try to forget the imagery of Morgan’s licking.


  “You might want to slow down on your new skills.” Riley looked over the choices for her next dessert selection. “If my theory on your lucidity is correct, you won’t feel well-rested when you wake up, especially if you try to do too much.”


  Morgan nodded her understanding, and they continued to pick at the buffet of treats in a comfortable silence.


  It was during that time Riley reflected on Morgan’s newly honed abilities. The human was an exceptional student, having picked up the craft with a natural aptness. Casting was often the most difficult subject when a cubare was first learning to use their powers in the realm. Many struggled to remember ways to satisfy all the senses with their recreated items. The more inaccuracies, the more likely a mark would focus on the poorly constructed elements rather than the sexual experience. Because there was a fine balance between the subjects and their visitors in the design of the dream, there was always leniency on deficient recreations that stemmed from the subconscious of the marks and not of the cubare.


  A sound interrupted Riley’s thoughts. It was faint at first, a small echo in the distance. But as seconds elapsed, it became clearer and louder, more defined. It was music. With perked ears, Riley focused her hearing, trying to decipher where the sound was originating. In addition to the warmth of the song, she heard the distinct sounds of pops and crackles. The noises filled her with curiosity and she bounced to her feet, leaving the other woman behind to investigate.


  The living room hadn’t changed aside from a record player that sat in the middle of the coffee table.


  A solid item such as a spoon was easy, an edible item that involved multiple senses was intermediate, but the details to produce music were advanced. It was easier to conjure a music player from the waking world than to try and emulate a music playlist from memory.


  “I think this confirms that you are a brilliant witch,” Riley said, her fingers grazing over the glossy wood box. “You remembered almost every detail with this. There’s only a few blank dials on it.”


  “I better have remembered. I used to listen to that thing every day as a kid.”


  “Are you playing who I think you are?”


  Morgan smirked at her selection. “Tchaikovsky.”


  Riley shook her head, chuckling. “Your parents didn’t buy you tapes on the ABCs?”


  “Oh, I had my ‘Wheels on the Bus.’ Those classics played all the time.” Morgan moved closer to the coffee table. “That was until I was tall enough to reach the record player. My dad used to have it stacked on top of his stereo cabinet.” She sat down on the couch and motioned for Riley to join. The action didn’t need to be repeated before the succubus plopped down on the next cushion.


  Morgan patted her leg and Riley regarded her with a quizzical expression.


  “Just lay down.” Morgan laughed.


  Riley obediently twisted herself around to use the offered space as a pillow.


  “Close your eyes.” It was a simple command.


  “Anything you want. It’s your fantasy …” Riley’s words tapered as she felt Morgan’s fingers stroke through her hair, and the gentle movement lulled her into compliancy.


  “I want you to imagine you’re in a lush field. A vast sea of tall green grass sways under the night’s coming breeze, tickling your fingertips as you wander.”


  Riley cracked open her eyes. “What book did you memorize this from?”


  “Keep your eyes closed,” Morgan said in a hushed tone, and she moved her hand to cover the succubus’s vision. “I’m a big brain, remember? I read many books.”


  “Uh huh. This confirms it.”


  “Now shush.” Tentative fingers returned to thread through Riley’s tousled mane. “As I was saying, before someone rudely interrupted, you let your gaze float up and roam across the twilight blue that paints the sky. As the radiance of day subsides, flecks of light flare to life in the distance, catching your eyes like glimmering gems. The only evidence of the sun’s existence is a deep red sinking below the horizon. It fades away like the dying glow of old embers dwindling into ash and earth, but it does so knowing it will be reborn when the darkness passes.”


  Riley hummed at the mental image and she could feel the tension leave her body as Morgan’s fingers massaged at her scalp. The lucid human continued to describe the colorful world. She detailed mountains and rolling hills and mentioned the scent of freshly dampened earth. It was a place that felt free of the stress and worries of normal life. At the gentle voice, Riley felt herself drift, and she became lost in the soothing sound.


  “One day, I’ll dream up a whole world for you.” The words made Riley’s eyes flutter open, and she stared up at a set of determined hazel-green irises. She looked serious, as if her words were a promise. “I can only give you ice cream right now.” Morgan’s face looked crestfallen at the mention of the earlier accomplishment, and Riley ached to reach out to cup her face in comfort. But the succubus decided against it.


  The music changed, and the beginning of another waltz began to play. “You could also give me a dance,” Riley suggested. “Come,” she said in an affected accent. “The music beckons.”


  She peeled herself from Morgan’s comfort and rolled off the couch. A simple push of the coffee table cleared enough space for the basic waltz Riley had in mind. She glanced down at Morgan and, with a wide smile, offered her hand.


  “Would you do me the honor?” Riley straightened her posture and bowed her head slightly.


  Morgan’s hand slipped into place. “It would be my pleasure.”


  The two women stood in the middle of the room, shy expressions on both their faces.


  “Do you know how to waltz?”


  Morgan nodded her head. “But I never learned past the simple box steps. I begged my dad to teach me because I wanted to dance to Sleeping Beauty.” She smiled at the memory.


  Riley’s pale green eyes drifted over the woman inches away from her. The softened demeanor that had fallen over Morgan’s features gave the succubus pause. She amused herself with the image of a young Morgan attempting the footwork with tiny, inexperienced legs. As entertaining as the thought was, Riley snapped her focus back and found the beat to the song.


  “I’ll lead?” The words sounded more timid than she would have liked, but Morgan nodded. They danced in the small area, and with Riley’s lead, and through a few stumbles, Morgan learned how to turn in the waltz, expanding her normally confined steps.


  “I feel like a princess,” Morgan admitted. “Is that strange?” The music swelled around them.


  Riley shook her head and tightened her hands around Morgan’s as she dipped the other woman back. “Not at all.” She grinned broadly and pulled Morgan back up to eye level. “But does that make me your prince?”


  “No.”


  Riley hadn’t expected the two-letter word to deflate her with such brutal efficiency. She tried again. “How about your knight then?”


  “I was thinking you could stay a princess yourself.” Morgan laughed. “But a knight could work, too. You certainly have the armor for it.”


  The final drum roll and strum of lively violins signaled the dramatic end of the song. Morgan pulled Riley closer, refusing to let the succubus end the dance. Their steps slowed into a small, shuffling sway. Arms pulled closer to their bodies, no longer held at a rigid distance, and the rhythm of the song was forgotten. The record player hissed and popped in the background.


  “How do you know how to do all this?” Morgan asked in a low tone. The music faded and the needle lifted.


  “I’ve been around for many decades. You should be worried if I didn’t know or never did anything.” Riley silently regarded their new position as they continued to sway to an unheard beat. Somewhere along the line, Morgan had wrapped her arms around her waist.


  “What else do you know how to do that would impress me?”


  “Oh, many things.” Riley couldn’t help her laughter when Morgan looked unsatisfied with her answer. “Well, I’d handled and shot over thirty types of guns by the time I was twenty-one.”


  “I said that would impress me.”


  “I learned to play the violin and piano in Sydney, to waltz in London, and I trained to fight in Spain for a few years—strictly for self-defense, not matches. Unfortunately, I’m not talented enough to do all of that at the same time.” Riley smirked, proud of her experiences.


  “I see.” Morgan returned a smile of her own. “I believe most of that, except the last bit about fighting.”


  Riley opened her mouth in mocked offense. “What makes you say that?”


  “Well, your first visit—”


  “You blindsided me with a bag from a dark hallway.” Riley’s response was prompt.


  “Then on your second visit—”


  “You turned Viking on me with your kick,” Riley reasoned. “And I was carrying a heavy shield while balancing on stilettos.” She huffed at the memory. “My apologies for not slamming my elbows into your face. But I have some basic ethics on not attacking my marks.”


  The response or Riley’s hurt ego was enough to make Morgan laugh. They’d stopped dancing but neither woman had pulled away.


  “Fine, fine,” Morgan voice teased. “Maybe I should have asked what haven’t you done?” Her stare became serious and penetrating. “What do you still want in life, Riley?”


  Upon hearing her name from the woman in her arms, Riley swallowed the lump in her throat. She had a million responses, but she couldn’t find one that was fitting. She didn’t know if it was because of Morgan’s stare, or the lack of distance between their lips, or if her brain had simply gone on strike, but she didn’t know what to say. Instead, she watched as Morgan’s gaze darted between her eyes and her mouth.


  Each time she found the warmth of Morgan’s hazel-green eyes, Riley felt her walls crumble. This was supposed to be a job—a means to an end. She wasn’t supposed to feel anything except for maybe lust. But with Morgan those protective layers melted away, and she could admit that she’d fallen into the human’s distinct pull. She had woven her own feelings into the hopes and fears of a client, and it was an indescribable level of intimacy. Everything in regards to what she had with Morgan was, in one word, different.


  And like a passing freight train, the freeing feeling was gone as quickly as it had slammed into her.


  Riley blinked her eyes in rapid succession as her muscles went rigid. Her mouth became dry, and a sudden emptiness hit the pit of her stomach. She had fallen for a mark, and that was the dumbest thing a cubare could do.


  A message vibrated the watch strapped to her wrist, and a notification chimed. It was the excuse she needed to pull her hands away, and she didn’t let the opportunity pass. Riley silently read the new message: All personnel should be aware that intruders were recently found on campus. Two of the three were apprehended. We’ve searched the building and have deemed it safe for everyone. Please report any suspicious activities. Nothing was compromised. A mandatory seminar will be held within the next few days. We will update everyone when a date and time has been scheduled.


  “Is everything okay? You’re frowning.” Morgan ran her hands across Riley’s arms. “Do you have to go?”


  Riley let out a breath she’d been holding and nodded. “I probably should.”


  She didn’t have to leave. The message hadn’t mentioned the safety of continued work in the realm, but Riley needed to get away. There were too many moments when she felt her willpower falter, when she wanted to push the boundaries of their friendship, and the last thing she wanted was to scare Morgan and become a regret.


  Morgan had endured enough trauma from one cubare to last a lifetime. Riley wasn’t about to become number two on that list.


  With parting words and a lopsided smile, she took a step backwards and flashed out of the dream.


  • • •


  Riley’s hands were busied with grocery bags when she first saw the fat manila envelope shoved into her mailbox. Her first name and nothing else was printed in the center of the oversized packet. She set down the bags of food in the hallway and tore open the carefully sealed envelope.


  She pulled free the thick stack of papers inside, and her hands began to tremble when she realized what she was holding. Josh had come through for her. He’d been able to procure Sean’s files from his time as a Trusics employee. A note in his chicken-scratch handwriting instructed her to shred the documents as soon as she was finished with them.


  She tucked the thick bundle under her arm and let herself into her apartment. Her excitement was palpable and so distracting that she nearly left her groceries in the hallway. She dumped the bags of food onto the countertop in the galley kitchen, abandoning the contents for the paperwork under her arm.


  She typed a vague text of gratitude to her tech-savvy friend. Thank you.


  His response blipped back moments later. You’re welcome.


  Riley sat down on her living room couch and spread out the paperwork on the coffee table before her. She had never seen comparable files on another cubare, not even those Trusics kept on herself. The first few papers appeared to be background and hiring information on Sean. She skimmed over the content; she was familiar with Sean’s story pre-Trusics, but there it was listed for her again. Sean Marshall, born Jean Martel, was far older than Riley. He had been sired at the turn of the twentieth century at the age of thirty-two and, since that time, had traveled the world extensively as an independent cubare.


  Amongst the background information on Sean, Riley found typewritten notes of several sessions with one of Trusics’s resident psychologists. She shouldn’t have been surprised that Josh had been able to uncover the intimate files, but as she continued to read the sensitive information, she realized the gravity of what she’d asked her friend to do. These weren’t simply human resources’ hiring papers or newsletters filed away in the company archives. The documents narrated Sean’s seemingly overnight personality changes from the man she had known to the aggressive and defensive incubus who had abandoned them all.


  The notes observed Sean’s angry outbursts in their sessions and the frequency of his increased aggression. They observed the feelings of obsession over Morgan, who the psychologist continually referred to as mark EP1606707. Among the paperwork was a final evaluation: It is recommended that mark EP1606707’s realm be suspended indefinitely and that Sean Marshall be admitted to the Trusics retreat and recovery program without suspension of energy. Time away from both the realm, but especially this specific mark, is necessary for his complete recovery.


  Riley continued to pore over the paperwork, elbows resting on her thighs as she leaned forward with her head propped in her hands. She herself had broken numerous rules all for the opportunity to spend more time with Morgan, but she hesitated to label that as an obsession. What had happened to Sean? And did it have anything to do with Morgan?


  The last piece of paper in the stack was an unsigned termination paper on company letterhead. Sean had fled before Trusics could officially end his employment. They’d remotely deactivated his watch so he no longer had access to the database. In doing so, they’d also lost their ability to track him. It was the lesser of two evils. Better to lose a rogue incubus rather than to allow him access to Trusics members’ dreams.


  Riley tossed the last of the files onto her coffee table and leaned back with a sigh. The notes had indicated Sean was violent, but had that aggression persisted after all these years? Was Sean still the kind of man who could torment an innocent woman in the realm or nearly beat to death another incubus?


  The still-bagged groceries demanded her attention. With a sigh, she stood from the couch and made her way to the kitchen. It was little more than a glorified closet with a hot plate compared to the gourmet kitchen at James and Heather’s house. Even Seven had a nicer kitchen, and he made nothing but protein shakes. Riley was actually an accomplished cook, when she put forth the effort, but with no real need to eat, her rental homes rarely had a decent setup.


  She lifted one of the paper grocery bags, but the bottom stayed connected to the countertop, separating from the rest of the bag, and all the food contained inside fell out. A small bag of tangerines rolled across the countertop. The carton of eggs hit the counter and the container popped open, sending the fragile contents onto the floor.


  The ripped bottom of the grocery bag was soggy with a milky substance that, upon further investigation, turned out to be the remnants of the coffee-flavored ice cream she’d failed to put away in the freezer. The container hadn’t been sealed tightly, and the melted ice cream covered the counter and began to drip into the egg puddle below.


  After the three-hour safety seminar at work, she’d found herself wandering the rows of the grocery store feeling uninspired by her food options. An insatiable hunger gnawed in her stomach the entire time. She didn’t know if it was a specific aftereffect of the external energy, like having the munchies, or if it was her body’s way of communicating that what she was doing was unnatural, but taking the extracted energy had left her physically hungrier than usual.


  She tossed the rest of the soupy ice cream into the sink. It was probably for the best, she reasoned. The calories wouldn’t have affected her, but memories of eating ice cream with Morgan on her kitchen floor would have. Even days later, she was having a hard time ignoring the imagery of Morgan’s lips wrapped around a spoon or the way her mouth tentatively licked the utensil.


  She cleaned up the rest of the mess in the kitchen, sure that it was her punishment for reading Sean’s files.


  Eventually there was nothing left to do, except shred the paperwork.


  Riley pulled the paper shredder out from under her desk and flipped the on switch. It whirred to life, clicking and making other mechanized noises. She shredded one thin stack of papers after the next until all evidence of Josh’s subterfuge was gone. The urge to hold onto the papers to reexamine at a later date was tempting, but she couldn’t risk keeping them. She could visualize the stern disappointment on Heather’s face if she came across the information in her apartment. It was better for everyone to destroy the paperwork.


  When the last of the paper had been shredded, but the machine continued to whirl, Riley flipped the back switch. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She reached under the desk and yanked the electrical plug out of its socket. Trying to get out from under the confines of the wooden furniture, Riley knocked her head and the bump was enough to topple a single framed photograph on her desk. She grimaced at the sound of glass breaking.


  “God, this fucking day,” she grumbled to herself. “Can I get a break with this cleaning up crap?”


  Careful so as to not cut herself, Riley picked the picture frame from the floor. Free of its glass plate, the photograph fluttered out.


  The surface of the photo was marred with scratches from the broken glass. She ran her fingers over a worn corner. It was one of the rare pictures that she had agreed to in order to make her then-girlfriend happy. She and Amber had taken a day trip to Venice Beach during the earliest stage of their relationship. The Boardwalk and ocean were in the background, framing their smiling faces. Amber wore oversized sunglasses and dark red lipstick. The tops of her pale shoulders already showed signs of sunburn. Riley knew how to woo—she was an expert at courtship. Relationships, however, were a totally different beast.


  • • •


  This was one dream Riley didn’t want to be in, and she had no intention of sticking around longer than she needed to. The last time she’d accessed Amber’s dreams, the context had been entirely different. They’d still been dating, and Amber’s betrayal had not yet occurred. Riley had taken a taste to help return herself to full strength. Now, she needed to drain energy to ascertain the validity of Amber’s promise that she’d parted ways with the Truthseekers. If her intentions were earnest, her energy would be pure. If she continued to lie, the drain would be muddled, tainted. She wanted to be able to trust Amber at her word, but that kind of blind faith was a luxury she could not enjoy.


  “I miss you so much.” Amber sobbed into Riley’s neck.


  When she felt the wetness roll across her skin, Riley closed her eyes. Her breath became ragged as a flood of unresolved emotions overwhelmed her. Beneath the brush of her touch, she felt the slight tremble of Amber’s body and it weakened her resolve. Trained fingers popped open the buttons of Amber’s jeans and slid the zipper down. The lingerie had stayed in her closet that night. They didn’t need to talk. All she needed was to turn Amber on.


  Amber pulled back slightly, but her arms remained thrown around Riley’s neck. Her emerald eyes searched Riley’s face for some explanation or show of emotion.


  “Oh God,” she choked when Riley’s thumb ground over her underwear, rubbing her most sensitive parts.


  Hands clawed at Riley’s back, branding her with fingernails that would have left a mark outside of the realm. “Just think,” she spoke softly into the other woman’s ear. “We could still have this if you hadn’t betrayed me.” She grimaced at her words the moment they tumbled out. Amber hadn’t been transparent about the Truthseekers, but that didn’t give her permission to be cruel. No matter how they may have ended their relationship, she did care for the human.


  Amber’s hips jerked. “But I’m done, Riles. I’m done with them.”


  “So you say.” The succubus’s brow furrowed, and she blinked back her tears. “And so I hope.”


  When Riley moved the narrow patch of cotton between Amber’s thighs to the side and sought entrance, Amber’s breathing came in short ragged bursts. Her eyes struggled to stay open under heavy lids.


  It didn’t take long for the wisps of sexual energy to emerge. Riley didn’t slow, and instead wrapped a free arm around Amber’s waist for better control. Energy was unpredictable. Even the same mark could emit a different brand or color of energy depending on their mood and the context of the dream encounter. The pink vapor intensified in color, hovering around Amber’s curves like the evasive wisps of fresh cotton candy. Amber’s breath hitched, and Riley opened her mouth and breathed in.


  • • •


  The lettering on the door said “kitchen,” an employees’ only area that she hadn’t been in before. She pushed through the private entrance and found Amber preassembling side salads for the afternoon rush.


  “I don’t think I’ve seen your friends here today,” Amber said stiffly.


  Riley inspected her cuticles. “I didn’t come to see them. I came to see you.”


  Amber threw a final precut cucumber on a salad and wiped her hands on her apron. She brushed past Riley and left the back kitchen for the rest of the restaurant.


  “That’s great. Are you here to finally talk to me?” Her hands snatched an empty tray and she tossed a cleaning rag on top. “Or are you here to guilt me for something I already regret?”


  “You betrayed me,” Riley called out as Amber walked by. “You tried to use me to get information on my employer.”


  “I know.” Her words came out soft, but gruff. “And I wish I could change that.”


  “I want to believe that you’d never do that kind of thing to me again.”


  Amber’s gaze cast to the tabletop she’d need to clear. “I wouldn’t, Riles.” She dropped the black bussing tray on the table with a loud rattle. “All I want is to have you back in my life again.”


  Riley blew out a rough breath. She thought about Morgan. She thought of how dangerously attached she’d become to a mark with whom she’d be forced to lose contact in only a few visits. Dalliances in the realm weren’t enough. There was no future in that. Morgan had warmed to her company over time, but in some ways Riley still felt that she simply tolerated her presence rather than looked forward to it. If she felt more for the succubus, she hadn’t vocalized it. But with Amber, if given the chance, a relationship could possibly work. Amber had lied about the Truthseekers, but she’d never withheld her emotions. She cared. She loved her. And maybe that was enough. It was imperfect, but Riley had learned in her decades as a succubus not to expect more.


  “What are you doing after your shift today?”


  Amber’s face illuminated with hope. “Hanging out with you?”


  A lopsided grin came to Riley’s lips. “Yeah. I’d like that.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  December


   


  Riley flashed into the dream realm, dressed in a festive outfit that could only be described as naughty female Santa, but the amount of fabric found on her outfit would have only been enough to make a single pant leg on a real Santa suit. Her hair was long, curled, with subtle red streaks throughout to match the red of her costume.


  She stalked down the long corridor of Morgan’s realm home, and found her seated on a worn couch in the living room. With legs tucked beneath her, she stared idly into the fireplace where a blaze crackled and snapped at half-charred logs.


  She didn’t look away from the fireplace. “Working so close to the holidays?”


  “I’m one of Santa’s helpers, and it’s the busiest time of year.”


  Morgan blinked and pulled her gaze away from the fireplace. Her eyebrows arched when she finally regarded the succubus and her outfit. “Really?”


  Riley looked down at her ensemble. “What? You’d rather I show up in some ratty old pajamas?”


  “I wouldn’t mind that. But I don’t hate what you’re wearing either.”


  Riley licked her lips. She might have been imagining it, but she thought Morgan’s voice had lowered an octave with her confession. “Well, it’s a special day,” she returned. “I figured that some eye candy wouldn’t hurt anyone.”


  “Not even your girlfriend?” Morgan’s lips pursed. Riley didn’t miss the way her voice faltered over the final word. “Although I have to admit, you’ve been rather good the last few times.”


  Riley and Amber had reconciled, but Riley had been transparent that things wouldn’t simply return to the status quo. They’d been on a few dates, but hadn’t done more physically than a few stolen kisses. She was committed to taking things slow, to the bewilderment of her friends.


  This thing she was doing with Morgan had no future. She knew that. In a few short weeks, their six months would be up. She’d be able to reaccess Morgan in the realm in a year’s time, but a lot could change in twelve months. Riley’s own time in Los Angeles was similarly limited. There was an expiration date to every relationship she pursued outside of the cubare community. That was the price of immortality. But for another couple of years, she could at least continue to explore her relationship with Amber. What they had was tangible, and she knew how Amber felt about her. Morgan might have been physically attracted to her, but Riley was a succubus. Beyond lust, the woman’s feelings continued to be a mystery.


  “You sound like you’re complaining.” Riley set down the box she had been holding and kneeled down by the active fireplace.


  Morgan stood from the couch to join Riley. “No. Not complaining. Just … surprised, I guess.”


  In recent visits, Riley had forced herself to take a step back both physically and emotionally whenever she felt herself being drawn to Morgan’s thrall. It wasn’t that she had an obligation to Amber. Their relationship was still tenuous at best. Both were working to recover what had once been between them, dating with no vows of exclusivity. Instead, she resisted Morgan because relationships confined to the realm couldn’t bring her fulfillment. But the lucid human, perhaps through no fault of her own, continued to pull Riley in, little by little.


  Morgan plucked a glass ornament from the box, and her eyebrows furrowed together. “I get your outfit, but if this if your idea of kink, I must admit that this is new, and I’m passing.”


  Riley rolled her eyes and took the ornament away. “Ha. Ha.” She deadpanned. “They’re decorations. Since you’re the biggest Scrooge I know, I figured that I’d bring you some Christmas joy.”


  Morgan looked amused by the sentiment. “So you’re here to de-Scrooge me?”


  “There are so many ways I could respond to that.” Riley smirked. “But I’m going to practice some self-control.”


  “For once,” Morgan added. She inspected the other contents in the box. “I told you before that I don’t do Christmas.” She shook her head. “Not in real life, and not in the dream world.”


  Riley’s lower lip slipped out. “What if I say please?”


  “How badly do you want me to do this?” Morgan’s gaze lifted and she raised an eyebrow.


  “I wouldn’t have cast a box of decorations and conjured a movie if I wanted to force this on you. If that were the case, I could have just shoved a lit tree in your living room.” Riley picked up a glass icicle and tapped it against her lips before pointing it at the other woman. “But if you’re asking me to beg, that’s not gonna happen.”


  Morgan’s face was unreadable. “I’m not asking you to beg. I might just be implying you could try harder.”


  “I’ve never had to work this hard.” Riley scoffed and set down the glass ornament.


  “And yet you keep coming back for more.”


  Riley threw her hands up in dramatic flair. “If you don’t want me here, Morgan, all you had to do was say so.” She scrambled on her feet and reclaimed the box from the ground. She was on her way to a grand exit but was stopped when long, feminine fingers wrapped around her bicep.


  “Hey, are you really leaving?”


  “Yeah.” Riley shrugged, nonplussed. “Why not? You’re not going to appreciate this, so why waste my time?”


  Morgan looked down at her feet. “Is it that? Or, would you rather be somewhere else right now?”


  Riley hesitated as she mulled over her response. “No.” She should have lied. “Nowhere at all.” The admission made her feel vulnerable.


  Morgan’s smile was gentle and encouraging, and Riley hated the butterflies that assaulted her stomach whenever it appeared. “Then shall we begin to decorate?”


  The succubus was unconvinced, but she wasn’t going to fight it. “You’re gonna let me de-Scrooge you?”


  “I have no idea what I’m agreeing to if I say yes.” Morgan’s lips twisted. “Maybe you should be a little more specific.” She carefully traced the tips of her fingers over the hemline of Riley’s outfit.


  The curious touch made Riley laugh. “You, my friend, are a strange one.” Her watch jangled with an incoming message, and she paused long enough to inspect it.


  “Yeah. Friend,” she thought she heard Morgan mutter.


  “Pardon?” Riley asked, still looking at her watch.


  “Nothing.”


  Riley raised an eyebrow. “Okay, let’s figure out where the tree will go.”


   


   


  Riley stepped out of the kitchen and leaned against the doorframe. “The coffee’s done. I’d make it for you, but I don’t know how you like it. I didn’t even know you drank coffee,” she admitted. “I figured you for a tea girl.”


  Morgan looked over her shoulder. “It’s okay. I’ll be in there soon. I’m putting on the finishing touches.”


  Riley watched Morgan delicately place a few strands of tinsel on a branch. “It looks good, don’t you think?”


  Morgan took a step back to inspect her work. “Yeah. It all looks nice.”


  Riley pushed herself off the door jam. “Well, I think my job here is done. You’re officially de-Scrooged.” She fiddled with her watch. “Besides,” she said, tapping at the watch face. “My time is going to be up soon.”


  “You really have to go?”


  “I don’t have a choice.” Riley weakly smiled. “You know that.” The last of Darren’s present was gone. She’d wanted to make the extraneous energy last longer, but she’d taken the final vial earlier in the visit.


  Morgan crossed the room and folded her arms in front of her chest. “I know. I’ve caught on to that part by now.”


  “So don’t seem so sad about it.”


  Morgan’s eyes moved around the room, anywhere but at the succubus. She glanced up at the archway above them and, looking back down to Riley, let a dimpled smile escape.


  “Well, don’t seem so excited by it either,” Riley huffed.


  “We’re standing under mistletoe.”


  Riley’s eyes went to the ceiling. “Huh. Look at that.” She took a step backward so she was no longer standing under the archway.


  “Do you know the stories behind that?” Morgan wrung her hands. “One revolves around betrayal and death. And another one I know is about the berries being the seeds of the gods. Fertility and stuff.”


  Riley cleared her throat. She hadn’t known the history of the innocuous plant. For as long as she could remember, mistletoe had been used as an excuse to kiss people. “Well, we don’t have to follow any stupid traditions. The decorations were more than enough.”


  “What if I don’t want to skip it?” Morgan took a step forward. “Traditions are around for a reason. We have to uphold them, don’t we?”


  Riley’s eye caught on a bright bit of yellow. The hallway vase now contained flowers; she hadn’t noticed when that had happened. “The yellow woodsorrel.” She recalled the plant from the backyard.


  “Weeds are flowers, too,” Morgan breathed.


  Riley swallowed, not knowing what to say or do. Morgan looked a bit unsure, but she collected herself enough to lean forward for a kiss. She closed the final distance, not giving Riley the opportunity to back out. Even though the kiss was soft and closemouthed, Riley felt her composure slip. She placed her palms against Morgan’s shoulders and reluctantly pried herself away.


  “I can’t do this.”


  Morgan’s mouth twitched. “Still? I have to say, you’re not a very good succubus.”


  Riley didn’t let herself be affected by the words. She knew they were the product of frustration and confusion. “It’s … I can’t, Morgan. It’s wrong.”


  “But I trust you, Riley. I’m at one hundred percent. And I think I have been for a while now.” Energy rippled through Riley’s body at the voiced confession.


  Riley shook her head. “I can’t.”


  It should have been easy. It was her job to fulfill a mark’s sexual desires. But she knew it would be too painful for her to have Morgan in that way for only a single night. It wouldn’t have been enough. Anything short of them being together in the waking world would have been torment. As a succubus she could accomplish her duties and satisfy Morgan’s needs, but as a person with real emotions and feelings, she refused to do that to her heart.


  “You’ve been wanting this since the day you barged into my dreams. Now that I’m ready, you’re no longer interested?”


  “I didn’t say I wasn’t interested. I want you, Morgan. Trust me when I say that,” Riley emphasized. “But you know that things are different between us.”


  Morgan’s cheeks visibly flushed. “And you have a girlfriend.”


  This had nothing to do with Amber, but Riley didn’t need to voice that. She knew that Morgan believed her refusal was wrapped in a fidelity to a relationship she no longer had. It was easier to let her continue to believe that than admit the truth.


  “Couldn’t you act like I’m one of your other nightly stops?” Morgan reasoned.


  Riley’s mouth drooped at its edges. “You know it’s not the same. You’re not just anyone.”


  “Can’t you try?” Morgan’s voice sounded desperate.


  “I can’t pretend that you’re not you. You’re not just another mark. And if we did anything, it would mean something.” Riley hesitated. “At least it would for me. And that makes it wrong.”


  She couldn’t pursue that level of intimacy. Lucid or not, Morgan’s intentions were not something she knew how to read. Fleeting moments she’d witnessed could have been nothing more than her own imagination, wishful thinking that would deflate her if they were one-sided. Morgan had tentatively pushed their limits physically, but Riley could have merely been her test subject.


  Morgan nodded, looking glum. The floor had become very interesting.


  Riley grabbed Morgan’s slender biceps and pulled her closer. “Don’t be sad, okay?” she whispered. “I don’t want our last days to be like this.”


  Hazel-green eyes refused to look up. “You make it sound permanent.”


  “It’s not. Only a year.” Riley forced what she hoped was a reassuring smile.


  “You’re right,” Morgan agreed. “The end of days shouldn’t be like this.”


  “And the way I stated it sounded too ‘permanent?’” Riley teased but Morgan refused to acknowledge the joke. She cupped Morgan’s face and gently forced her chin up until they made eye contact. “Don’t be sad. Please.” With reluctance she pulled away from the contact and dropped both hands at her sides.


  Morgan reached out to fiddle with the succubus’s wristwatch. The timepiece countdown was closing in on zero. “You’re going to have to leave soon,” she stated dully.


  Riley fell silent at the words. She continued to stare at Morgan, who was still avoiding eye contact. She could try to reason with herself and provide a multitude of reasons why this was a bad idea, but to make Morgan happy, she would ignore both her heart and her head.


  Finally, deciding, Riley took hold of Morgan’s face once again. “No. I don’t.”


  She stroked her thumbs across Morgan’s cheekbones and fell into a watery hazel-green stare. Sorry, Riley. She was immortal; if she was lucky, the beating organ in her chest would eventually forgive her.


  Entangling her fingers within Morgan’s long hair, Riley pulled her into a crushing, desperate kiss. It was eager, lustful, and long overdue.


  And then she saw it—the beginning glow of yellow energy flowing through Morgan’s body.


  “What’s wrong?” Morgan panted, brow furrowed and annoyed that Riley had once again stopped.


  “Are you sure about this?” Riley tested, pulling back even further.


  “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “You understand that if I don’t drain your energy, I’ll get ejected from the dream.” She no longer had a private reserve on which to rely. “It won’t hurt you. But …”


  “You don’t want me to feel like you’re using me,” Morgan finished for her.


  Riley nodded.


  “How badly do you want this, Riley?”


  “I think you know.” Riley’s voice was hoarse.


  “I know the rules.” Morgan took the succubus’s hands in her own and brushed her lips against her knuckles. “And I want you. I know you won’t hurt me.”


  “You know, I wouldn’t have to drain you if this was out of the realm.”


  Morgan smiled coyly. “I know, but I want you right now. So …”


  “I guess I’ll have to make that Christmas wish come true.” Riley smirked, starting to feel like herself again.


  “Well, I have been good all year,” Morgan teased.


  “A little too good for my liking,” Riley returned.


  “Let’s change that.” Morgan touched the side of Riley’s face.


  Her eyes fluttered shut at the warm touch, and she leaned into Morgan’s hand. She felt Morgan’s mouth brush against her lips again and a soft sigh escaped into the space between their parted mouths.


  Morgan placed more pressure against her mouth as if challenging Riley to deny her for a second time that night. This time, however, as Riley’s hands came to firmly rest on Morgan’s hips, she wouldn’t be turned away.


  It had been up to Morgan to push the succubus beyond her unfathomable self-control, but now that she had Morgan’s repeated consent, Riley took back the reins and the pacing of their encounter. Riley pushed Morgan back onto the couch with her fingertips against her collarbone and straddled her lap. Morgan’s hands roamed over Riley’s body, exploring her contours, but still mildly hesitant.


  Riley pushed the grey cardigan down Morgan’s shoulders; the garment bunched at her elbows, restricting her arm movements. She cared less about her own pleasure that night and more about Morgan’s. She peppered wet kisses down the expanse of her throat.


  Riley ground against the woman straddled between her thighs, eliciting tortured moans from them both. The fire in the mantle sparked, blazing hotter. The temperature in the room perceptibly spiked with each feverish touch, each fervent kiss. Riley wanted to slip her hand beneath the waistband of those damn yoga pants and slide her fingers through the arousal that she knew was waiting for her. Instead, she kept her fists balled in the material of Morgan’s sweater, not wanting to go too fast for either of them.


  The strap of Morgan’s lilac camisole slid off her shoulder, and Riley greedily pounced on the newly exposed skin. She kissed her way down Morgan’s neck, rotating between light pressure and playful nips. Riley usually talked through her seduction, murmuring encouraging words and promises of what was to come, but she partly feared that anything more substantial than a groan or sigh would have them watching Christmas movies instead of following through with this. There would be time for movies later. Much, much later.


  The yellow energy glow was like a halo enveloping Morgan’s body. She needed to feed before her watch reached zero.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. You’re beautiful.” Riley held Morgan lightly at the elbows. “Are you sure about this?” she asked again. She’d never asked for permission before.


  “Stop being so noble.”


  Riley wet her lips and parted her mouth. She watched as the yellow vapor whirled before it inched into her parted lips. The taste was crisp, and there was a subtle sweetness. But the feeling was fleeting as the yellow haze that passed through Riley overwhelmed her senses. Her eyes widened as the energy passed her and settled into her watch. “Holy sh …”


  “Are you okay?”


  Riley blinked a few times and shook her head. “Yeah. Head rush.”


  Morgan worried her bottom lip. “Is that a good thing?”


  Riley’s nostrils flared and she felt herself slipping into her primordial senses. She licked her lips. Morgan was a gold star.


  “A very good thing,” she purred. Riley slid off the couch and onto her knees. The throw rug was thin, and she could feel the bite of solid ground, but she wasn’t about to waste time over comfort. She pulled Morgan’s top up, revealing the flat abdomen that had been hidden beneath. Pressing eager kisses against Morgan’s stomach, Riley smiled as she felt the skin twitch and flex beneath her attentions.


  “I want this in the waking world,” Riley murmured against the taut skin. Outside of dreams, she wouldn’t need to wait on a full name for consent. She wouldn’t have to work around sleep schedules or alarms on watches. But mostly, in the waking world, she could make whatever they had real. It would be more than a fantasy, more than a dream for Morgan to dismiss. And because of that, just maybe she’d be brave enough to pursue it.


  “You will,” Morgan panted aloud. “One day.” She arched into Riley’s worshiping mouth. “Ambre.”


  Riley’s head snapped up. “Are you trying to ruin this?” she scowled.


  “No! I don’t mean her. I mean …” Morgan gathered a deep breath. “Morgan Ambre Sullivan. And it’s spelt a-m-b-r-e, thank you very much.”


  Riley’s mouth gaped. “Your name … How do you know about cubare consent?”


  Morgan smirked down at the kneeling woman. “You forget this isn’t my first rodeo, Succubus.”


  Before Riley could fully appreciate what Morgan had declared, there was a sound at the front of the house, like the doorknob rattling.


  “What’s wrong?” Morgan looked concerned.


  Riley covered Morgan’s mouth. She brought her lips to Morgan’s ear. “Shh.”


  The warm breath against the shell of her ear caused Morgan to involuntarily shudder. Riley pulled Morgan from the couch. “You need to wake up.”


  Morgan’s eyes were wide with fright and confusion. “I don’t know how. I usually wait around until I’m sent back.”


  Riley jerked open a door and mentally cursed when she saw the jackets hanging from the straight bar and the rain galoshes that lined the floor. “In there,” she urged.


  Morgan willingly went inside the closet.


  From the corridor, Riley eyeballed the confined space. Another sound rang, this time from the kitchen. The sound of breaking glass was distinct. Someone was breaking in. More than one cubare could access a mark at the same time, but only with the main contracting agent’s permission. She had not, however, given anyone permission to access Morgan’s dream realm. And Trusics had made it nearly impossible for independent cubare to access database clients by way of binding user agreements.


  Riley weighed her options. She could risk a fight with the unwelcome guest, or she could hide, but Morgan decided for her, grabbing her wrist and dragging her inside the closet. Riley squeezed her eyes shut as the walls of the closet immediately crushed in on her. Morgan tugged on her arm, pulling her down, and her knees struck hard against the closet floor. She bit back a pained cry; beyond the closed closet door were the unmistakable sounds of an intruder rummaging.


  She breathed out harshly through her nose, convinced she was going to suffocate. She could hear glass shattering and loud, stomping boots coming from the rest of the house, but facing whomever was out there had to be better than drowning in a closet.


  A calm voice met her ear. “I’m right here.” Morgan’s fingers tightened around her shoulder.


  Riley’s breathing shallowed. Her eyes fluttered open and she took purchase of an umbrella. She pulled herself into a defensive stance, ready to strike. If the intruder opened the closet door, she refused to cower in a corner, leaving Morgan vulnerable to another cubare.


  As abrupt as the intrusion had been, the noise settled just as quickly. Morgan met Riley’s eyes as they waited in silence. Riley took another breath and reached for the door handle to let them out of the closet. She slowly twisted the handle, grimacing at the metallic click that, to her ears, sounded louder than a gunshot. Gingerly, she pushed the door open, only sticking her head out of the closet when she was more confident they were alone once again.


   


   


  Riley’s brain couldn’t compute the scene before her. Morgan’s home had been torn apart, drawers pulled open and their contents scattered on the ground. Framed photographs had been knocked from their shelves, the glass panels cracked and spiderwebbed.


  Morgan carefully tiptoed through the debris to avoid injury from the broken glass. “Riley?” Her voice was littered with confusion. “What happened out here?”


  Riley leaned against the hallway wall and hugged herself. “Someone broke into your house.”


  Morgan bent at the waist and retrieved a stack of strewn papers. “How?”


  “Did you … so I would stop?” Riley’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.


  Morgan regarded her with disbelief. “You seriously believe my subconscious conjured a burglar so we’d be forced to stop having sex?”


  Riley folded her arms across her chest. “Believe it? No. But would it surprise me? Also, no. Your dreams have been anything but traditional from the beginning.”


  Morgan’s features crumbled. “It wasn’t me,” she quietly asserted. “At least … I don’t think I’d sabotage myself like that. Is there any other explanation for all of this?” she asked, opening her arms to gesture to the chaos around them. She scooped a handful of scattered papers off the floor. “Were they looking for something?”


  “Besides you?” Riley pointed out.


  “I don’t think I’m small enough to hide in a desk drawer.” Morgan scanned over the sea of broken dishes, displaced drawers, and paper that littered the floor. Even the vase from the hallway hadn’t survived the break in. Its broken pieces and the bouquet of yellow weeds was lying in the long corridor in a puddle of water. “Was this a warning? Intimidation? Are there creatures beyond incubi and succubi that can come into my dreams?” The questions rattled off her tongue as quickly as they came to her mind.


  Riley crouched and began picking up the debris. As she retrieved a blank envelope, something clicked. “I think they were looking for your name,” she said. “They were looking for your full name or an address—any kind of information that could bring them closer to you. Why else look in a desk?”


  “This is beyond creepy.” Morgan shuddered. “Oh God, this explains the other night.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  The human’s arms wrapped snugly around herself. “A week ago I thought I heard a noise out in the yard.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Well, you know firsthand how weird my dreams are.” Morgan gestured to their surroundings and thunder rumbled in the background. “The noise stopped, and I woke up. If I had thought it was serious I would have told you, but I honestly thought it was the weather acting up.”


  Riley bit at her thumbnail as her attention went back to the chaotic state of the home. “They can already access your dreams,” she said, thinking aloud. “They’re trying to find you in the waking world.”


  Morgan quietly gasped. “They can do that?”


  “About anything is possible with the Internet.” Riley offered a small, sympathetic smile.


  Morgan closed her eyes and shook her head. “I never thought about that. I guess I only thought I had to worry about my dreams.” The realization seemed to completely deflate her.


  Riley stooped and plucked the branch of mistletoe from the ground. It looked like someone had torn it from the archway and had stomped on it. “You need to cancel everything that links you to Trusics,” she said. “Profiles, mailing lists, anything where agreement and fine print exist. It’ll break the contract.”


  “Trusics? The dating-match empire?”


  Riley nodded and pushed a deep breath out of her lungs. “I work for them. The company’s a front for a sizable portion of the cubare community. Every human who signs up for one of their services gets entered into a database. When you click on that little button online that says you accept their terms, you’re actually giving consent for succubi like me to enter your dreams.”


  “I’m sure I never consented to that.” Morgan huffed and folded her arms. “I would have noticed that little disclaimer.”


  “It’s in there,” Riley assured her. “But no one actually reads the fine print when they sign up for those kinds of things.”


  “I signed up for a free account with one of their sites my senior year of college. It was research for my senior thesis.”


  “You have to delete your account. Whoever this is, they have access to you somehow.” Riley continued to assess the chaotic state of the home. “I’ve never heard of someone being able to break into dreams without consent. Have you … I mean, it’s not any of my business, but did you go to a club or a bar or, I don’t know, speed dating or something where you told someone your full name?”


  Morgan looked horrified by the thought. “Of course not. None of those are my scene.”


  Riley held up her hands in retreat. “No judgment from me. And even if you had, like I said, it’s not any of my business.”


  “Are you sure about that?” Morgan’s cheeks flushed.


  Riley chewed on her lower lip. This woman. Things were so complicated. “Delete your accounts, okay? This way, we can at least cut off all of my associates from access, in case the database is flawed.”


  “Am I in danger? Don’t sugarcoat it, Riley,” Morgan said, her voice firm. “This has happened to me before, and I was terrified of my dreams. Caffeine turned to amphetamines so I could stay awake. I don’t want to go through that again, not with it nearly destroying me the first time.”


  “I’ll protect you.” Any pretense Riley had entertained about muting her feelings for Morgan were now tossed to the side when she thought about this woman being in danger. She’d tried to be pragmatic about their situation, to obey her brain, common sense, and the Trusics employee manual. But Morgan made it nearly impossible for her to suppress what she felt.


  “We both know you can’t do that.” Morgan ran a hand roughly through her hair, visibly frustrated. “You can’t stay unless you feed on me. And I’m going to need a little more than an hour’s sleep every night.”


  “I’ll find a way, Morgan.”


  “But if I cancel my Trusics account, doesn’t that mean you won’t have access to me either?”


  “I honestly don’t know,” Riley admitted after a pause. “You gave me your full name, but you said it in here—in the realm. I don’t know if it’ll work the same. But you can’t take any chances, Morgan. You have to get out of the Trusics’s database.”


  “What if I gave you my phone number, and you called, and I told you my name over the phone?” Morgan proposed, grasping for a solution.


  “The rules of the cubare world didn’t account for technology. It doesn’t work that way. It has to be face-to-face.”


  “Chicago,” Morgan blurted out.


  “What about it?”


  “That’s where I live.”


  Riley blinked and shook her head. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought to ask Morgan where she actually lived. She’d overlooked the low-hanging fruit. “I’ve never met a mark outside of the realm.”


  “I’m not a mark. Am I?”


  “Never were,” Riley admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. She cleared her throat before speaking again. “But let’s hold off on your address. We don’t know if I can or can’t access you in the realm without Trusics. If I can’t, I’ll have my buddy find your address.”


  Riley had teased Morgan about wanting to be intimate with her in the waking world, but it had primarily been pillow talk. Now that the actual scenario was playing out, she balked. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be with Morgan in real life. She wanted it too much, and getting her address like this felt like cheating. She wanted Morgan to freely give her that information when her life wasn’t in jeopardy.


  “Are you sure?”


  Riley grabbed the other woman’s hands and brought them up to her parted mouth. “No matter what, I’ll find you Morgan Ambre-that-ends-with-an-E Sullivan. And I won’t rest until I know you’re safe.”


  Hazel-green eyes narrowed and despite their circumstances a small smile crept onto Morgan’s face. “You’d better, Succubus.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


   


  Riley stared at the two-by-three-inch piece of thick paper stock that she’d centered on her desk. The glass vials that Darren had sent were long gone. The reserve energy he’d provided had been clean, nearly as potent and untainted as energy drawn from a mark. Energy this woman could provide was anything but pure. Their one encounter had left a lasting impression. After absorbing the questionable contents, Riley’s eyes had refused to return to their regular grey-green color. What was normally a simple task had taken her hours to regain control over.


  But she couldn’t go back to Darren, proverbial tail between her legs, asking for more reserves. He would ask questions she wouldn’t want to answer. Her role in finding Liam that night had been the price of his silence and six vials of energy. Who knew what kind of demands he’d make if she went to him again?


  She picked up the business card and ran her thumb over the slightly raised text. As an independent, a succubus would need money. And money was something Riley had plenty of. There was no name on the white paper stock. The card listed a phone number, along with a kind of logo or brand that Riley didn’t recognize. A simple web search had produced no helpful results either. Her only resource for the bottled vapor was certainly careful. Riley picked up her cell phone and punched the numbers into her keypad.


  “Hello?” A woman answered after one ring.


  “Hi. It’s …” Riley stopped short of giving the woman her name. “It’s that girl from the Red Sea Tavern.”


  “You’ll have to be a little more specific, Sugar.”


  “From the bathroom,” Riley supplied, hoping it would be enough. She really didn’t want to have to name herself again.


  There was a short delay on the other end. “Oh. You. To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” The words were a nicety, but her tone lacked any genuine warmth.


  “I was wondering if you might have more of that thing you showed me. The pick-me-up.”


  Riley could almost hear the slow, calculating smile. “So the good little Trusics pet is back for more,” she purred.


  Riley was losing her patience. As much as she needed what this woman offered, she refused to be taunted. “How much?”


  • • •


  Riley took off her watch and carefully set it on her bedside table. Without it, there would be no more one-hour failsafe to flash her out of the realm when she required energy. It was an annoying safety mechanism, but it also kept the wearer from becoming too invested in a single dream experience. Too much time in a dream without sexual energy was a death sentence, and there were plenty of stories about cubare that lost themselves to the realm. Lore existed that if a cubare was strong enough, they could keep their mark in a permanent sleep state.


  But she’d have to trust that the watch her father had given her on her sixteenth birthday would keep reliable time and keep her safe. It didn’t have a fancy face with multiple dials or a timer, and the ability to sync with messages was out of the question. But it worked. It was how she used to track her time in the dream realm before her company-issued timepiece.


  She lied on her bed and stared up at the ceiling. Without the help of her company watch, she would have to find Morgan in the realm on her own. If Morgan had done as she’d requested and had closed out her Trusics’s account, it would be a revocation of consent. Being an active member was key to the company’s method of maintaining open access for all their agents. She could only hope that Morgan’s full given name would be enough to find her in the realm.


  Riley sucked in a deep breath. It was time to find out.


  She flashed herself into the dream and found herself outside of Morgan’s ranch-style home. The lights were off in the front and the curtains were drawn closed. So far, the knowledge of Morgan’s name had gotten her to the same place as the database. She hefted the sizeable bag slung over her shoulder. Instead of Christmas supplies, she brought a messenger bag full of books in hope of an answer. They needed to protect Morgan in case the sleep intruder returned.


  The usual spare was still under the welcome mat, and Riley made a mental note to tell Morgan to get rid of it. She would also make an effort to remember to phase directly into the house from that point forward. Riley reached for the doorknob and went about unlocking the door. A silent prayer fell from her lips as she braced herself for what she hoped would be a pleased reaction from Morgan. With the simple twist of her wrist, Riley pushed at painted wood, but the action didn’t get her far. She strained against the door, shoving it open only a mere few inches. It felt like something was pressed against the other side of the door.


  Unsure of what to do next, she knocked on the jammed door. There were no sounds coming from the inside of the house, no movement of drapes, no lights turning on or off.


  “Morgan Ambre Sullivan,” she called out. “What did you do?”


  “Flash yourself inside the house, Succubus,” Morgan’s voice filtered through the barely ajar door.


  “Why can’t I open this door?” Riley yelled through the narrow opening. She futilely pushed her body weight against the jammed door.


  “Hurry up.” Morgan’s tone became impatient. “You’re letting all the warm air out.”


  With a defeated sigh, Riley concentrated and phased herself to the other side of the barrier. She nearly tripped over the loveseat that was usually in the living room. It had been shoved against the door, one extra precaution against unwanted visitors.   


  Morgan stood before her, looking poised in her usual cardigan and yoga pants. “You made it.”


  “I said I would,” Riley replied. She felt shy standing in the front foyer like she was picking up the other woman for a date. “What’s with the couch? Is that some new feng shui cure?”


  “A girl can never be too careful,” Morgan shrugged before walking past her. “Although I have a feeling whoever broke in last time isn’t going to be deterred by furniture.”


  Riley stepped further inside and took in the familiar smells and sights. Behind her she heard the front door shut and the lock slide into place. “I brought you some books. They came in the mail today.” She patted the bag at her side. “I haven’t been able to figure out a way to block incubi from dreams, but I figured you might since you’re the brain.”


  “Is it wrong that I’m excited to read?”


  “Not wrong, but definitely a little nerdy.”


  Morgan stepped in front of Riley, and her eyes raked over the succubus. “No lingerie tonight?”


  Riley looked down at her ensemble of jeans and T-shirt. She’d attempted to dress it up with a scarf. “I didn’t realize this was a business trip.”


  “No, it’s different, that’s all,” Morgan quickly recovered. “I guess I got used to you always being in … intimate outfits.”


  Riley followed the other woman to the living room. Morgan hovered in the archway where they’d shared their mistletoe kiss. “Music? Tea? Are you hungry?”


  Riley ran her palms over the tops of her thighs. The dynamic had changed because of their last encounter, but with more pressing matters at hand, it didn’t seem like an appropriate time to discuss topics such as feelings. They had research to do for Morgan’s safety.


  “Tea would be nice. Thank you.”


  While she waited, Riley set her bag on the coffee table and produced a stack of books from inside. A few minutes later Morgan returned with two cups of mint tea. She sat down next to Riley on the couch and looked over the collection of books. A slip of lace was sandwiched between two of the texts. She fished up the delicate undergarment with the tip of her forefinger. “Does this double as a laundry bag?”


  Riley snatched the garter away and shoved it back into the bag. She felt the blush spread across her face up to the tip of her ears. It was one thing for Morgan to see her in her lingerie, but it was something of an embarrassment to see the garment separated from her body. “It’s for later,” she mumbled.


  “Wishful thinking,” Morgan teased.


  “No, I still have work to do tonight,” Riley explained. “I still have a quota to meet this month.”


  The light in Morgan’s emerald-tinted eyes visibly dimmed. “Oh. I didn’t realize.”


  “It’s just work, you know? It pays the bills.” She liked that Morgan appeared jealous. It gave her hope that what they shared wasn’t simply a lustful tryst.


  “Are you attracted to them all?”


  “Sure.” Riley shrugged. It was true that she found a beauty to many of her marks. “I get to pick them from the database. I choose them, not the other way around.”


  “So that means you thought I was attractive. When you chose me, I mean.”


  Riley licked her lips and quirked a smile. “Honestly, I didn’t know what you looked like.”


  “No?”


  “You didn’t sign up through one of our dating websites so you didn’t willingly upload a dozen profile pictures. But the person I saw on paper, the girl that filled out every single question in the survey as if she were writing a novel—which for future reference, you shouldn’t disclose so much to any company.” Riley locked her gaze on Morgan’s stare. “That person, piqued my curiosity. So I rolled the dice on what you looked like, and lady luck was on my side.”


  Morgan’s blush crossed from cheek to cheek. “We should probably get reading before it gets too late,” she diverted.


   


   


  The tea had gone cold in untouched cups, and heads were bent into open books. Morgan’s lips moved silently as she pored over the words that revealed a world she knew of through personal experience, but had never seen in print beyond a few religious texts and online articles. Riley looked at her watch, now serving as a simple timekeeper with a woman off the grid. She was sure she was breaking every rule in the Trusics handbook and each unwritten rule of the cubare community.


  Between glances at Morgan and her watch, Riley was distracted. She needed to feed if she wanted to stay the entire night. Until there was a permanent solution, bottled energy was the best option, and she refused to entertain the idea of obtaining energy the old fashion way between them, not when there was some creep out there looking for Morgan.


  “I’ll be right back.” With the curious human lost in a sea of text, it was easy to slip away. She grabbed their mugs from the table. “I’m going to pour these out, make us each a fresh cup.”


  Morgan mumbled something unintelligible into the book she was reading. The sight amused Riley; she could have stripped off all of her clothes, and Morgan wouldn’t have noticed.


  Alone in the kitchen, Riley filled the familiar kettle and turned on the stove. There wasn’t a drawer that she hadn’t memorized after her months of visits. She glanced back into the living room to make sure that Morgan hadn’t followed her. When she was sure that even a tornado outside wouldn’t have moved the human from the couch, Riley turned her focus to the vials back in her apartment and conjured one.


  Riley stared at the corked energy. The angry vapor swirled around inside, a vivid reminder of her first experience with the dirty energy at the Red Sea Tavern. She’d never taken this kind of bottled energy in a dream before. The energy Darren had given her had left her pinched, but the side effects were minimal. She theorized that, in higher dosage, she could have survived on the substance. Who knew the side effects of this dark matter? But if she wanted to stay for longer than the usual hour without taking advantage of Morgan, she would have to do this, and hopefully, if she was lucky, she could avoid permanent damage to her health.


  “Bottoms up,” she muttered to no one in particular.


  • • •


  “Well, this is charming.” Heather folded her arms across her chest.


  “I like it,” Madison’s voice bubbled. “It’s … cute and festive.”


  “It’s pedestrian,” Seven snorted.


  “It’s normal,” Riley corrected.


  Aaron’s promotion party was held in the yard and three-car garage of the new home he had recently purchased with his wife. Streamers and a plastic banner that proclaimed “Congratulations!” hung from the rafters.


  “I need to find James,” Heather announced as she strode away.


  “Open bar!” Madison and Seven cheered simultaneously.


  A long buffet table blanketed in an assortment of appetizers was positioned against a far wall. The food was there for appearance’s sake and for the humans in attendance. The bar where Madison and Seven skipped away to, arm in arm, was far more popular. Riley grabbed herself a plate and began stacking it high with baby quiche and bacon-wrapped figs.


  She brought her plate to an open table and sat by herself on a padded folding chair. The invitation had allowed for a plus-one, but with her strained relationship with Amber, she’d come to the party alone. Out of all of their friends, Aaron was Riley’s number-one supporter in her pursuit of a relationship with a human. It wasn’t that he had an affinity for the waitress, but he believed in reuniting two flawed pieces of the same soul.


  Riley popped a caramelized fig into her mouth and took in her surroundings. She couldn’t recall having seen Aaron look so happy, except maybe on his wedding day. His pretty human wife hung on the arm of the centuries-old incubus, surrounded by friends and co-workers. Even from across the garage Riley could see the mutual adoration in the newlyweds’ eyes.


  Aaron was the oldest incubus she knew. While the majority of her friends and acquaintances had all become cubare during the twentieth century, Aaron had been turned at the age of forty in the mid-fifth century. Modern cubare were sired much earlier in their lives, as Riley had been at twenty-five, but it wasn’t unusual for the elders to have been in their fourth or fifth decade of life before becoming cubare.


  She didn’t know much about Aaron’s pre-incubus life beyond having been a soldier during the collapse of the Roman Empire, but among her circle of friends, everyone had a similar backstory. They’d all signed up for this life because their future as a human looked bleak. Seven had been enticed at the height of the Great Depression. Heather had been fleeing the dual oppression of the British Empire in India as well as her controlling parents; they’d demanded she curb her aspirations and marry a man she didn’t love. James’s story was the most unique. His mother, also succubus, had sired him as he lied on his deathbed, a soon-to-be casualty of the second World War. He was the only one in the group who hadn’t actively chosen to become cubare, but he never talked about regrets. As for Madison, she was a California girl with roots in the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood of San Francisco during the late 1960s. She’d probably become a succubus because it sounded fun, Riley mused.


  “Eating for two?” Madison plopped down next to Riley. Her beverage—some fruity concoction with rum, no doubt—threatened to spill over the side of the tall glass.


  Riley popped another quiche into her mouth. “Didn’t want to let all this food go to waste,” she lied. In truth, she was starving. The food would do nothing to sate her cravings. Only sexual energy would do, but the human action eased her mind on some level.


  Between her upkeep with her regular clients and the wear that the bottled energy was causing her, Riley wasn’t sure how much longer she could sustain her new routine. It had been about a week, and she could already feel the lingering effects. The bags under her eyes could be covered up with makeup, but she didn’t know if the listlessness that consumed her was apparent.


  For days, Morgan and she had gone through a small library of books. Nothing useful had surfaced in the material they had scanned through, but luckily there hadn’t been another unwelcome visit. Her options were dwindling, and the only course of action that seemed to make sense was dangerous. To truly protect Morgan, she needed to put a stop to Sean. But in order to do that, she needed an ally.


  Sean was older and experienced; she couldn’t go after him alone. She scanned the faces of her friends to determine her most reliable resource. Her eyes landed on the one incubus whose hatred for Sean had been unflappable. Riley wiped at her face and hands with a paper napkin, balled it up, and tossed it on her nearly empty plate.


  She stood, flatting the skirt of her dress against the back of her thighs, and approached her friend.


  “Seven.”


  “Riles!” Seven grinned widely and threw his arm around her shoulders. “Enjoying yourself?”


  “I want to go after Sean.” She had no patience to tiptoe around the topic. “You’re the most connected cubare I know. Can you or one of your contacts track down his whereabouts?”


  Seven’s refined features clouded over. “Trusics hasn’t been able to find him, Riles,” he reminded her in a hushed tone, “and they have infinite resources. What makes you think I could do any better?”


  “You heard the rumors, you confirmed he was in town,” Riley paused. “Can’t you figure—”


  “What’s with the serious faces over here?” Heather swooped in, wine glass in one hand. “You guys are at a party.”


  “Riley wants to track down Sean,” Seven announced.


  “Traitor,” Riley hissed. She slapped him harmlessly on the shoulder.


  “Why would you want to do a thing like that?” Heather blinked and the surprise on her face turned to disgust. “You don’t still have feelings for him after all these years?”


  “No,” Riley vehemently denied. “I want to find him so my fist can have a nice conversation with his face. It’s a far cry from rekindling an old, regrettable flame.”


  “What’s going on with you lately?” Heather’s eyes scanned the corner they occupied to make sure they weren’t in earshot of the other guests. “We don’t kill humans, and we most definitely don’t attack our own kind, whether they deserve it or not. Do I have to get James involved?” Her eyes worked over the party crowd, most likely to look for her more levelheaded partner.


  “No. I—it was just an impulse.” She folded her arms and shifted her stance. “Look, ever since the thing with Liam, I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that things aren’t as safe as they appear to be. The calm before the storm, right?”


  She felt justified, knowing what she did about Sean’s history with Morgan. And she suspected he was behind the home invasion as well. But these were all things she couldn’t share with her friends, and especially not with Heather. She’d told her she’d gotten rid of Morgan as a mark after the incident with her bruised nose.


  “I’m really worried about you, Riles.” Heather touched her fingers to Riley’s forearm. “You’ve been off for a while now.” Dark eyes filled with concern regarded her. “Whatever you did with my best friend, I want her back.”


  • • •


  Riley’s mirrored reflection made her pause. She turned her face to examine her profile. If the energy Darren had once procured for her had left her hungry, the dark matter she was now relying on made her ravenous. She couldn’t seem to consume enough food, and she knew it was the result of the dirty energy. Her cheekbones appeared more prominently, but so did the dark circles under her eyes. Without the magic of makeup, most mornings she woke up looking tired, drawn, and gaunt. She pulled up the bottom hem of her T-shirt. She had always been slender with a thin but capable frame, but she could nearly count the ribs in her chest. Luckily, she no longer wore lingerie around Morgan, or she was sure the woman would start asking questions.


  There was a short knock on the bathroom door.


  “Just a minute,” Riley called.


  “Are you okay in there?” Morgan’s muffled voice asked.


  Riley had left Aaron’s party earlier than her other friends. They had the luxury of taking the night off from the realm to celebrate with Aaron, but Riley had returned to Morgan, just as she’d done each night since the dream intruder. Constant consumption of dark energy allowed her a solid six or seven hours with Morgan, which gave the other woman enough sleep to function in her waking hours and Riley just enough spare time to keep up her quota for Trusics. Typically she only spent an average of six or seven hours total in the realm on work nights. The extra hours she had to spend in the realm to meet her monthly energy production were cutting into time she’d otherwise spend with friends, Amber, or on her own. But, for the moment, it was what she was prepared to do to keep Morgan safe until they found an alternative.


  “Yeah. I’ll be out soon,” Riley replied.


  “Are you doing drugs in there?” Riley couldn’t tell if Morgan was joking. Her tone was indecipherable.


  The door handle jangled behind her. Riley couldn’t remember if she’d locked it. In the reflection of the overhead mirror, she watched the doorknob rotate all the way. Before she could yell or stop its movement, the door swung open.


  “What are you doing in here?” Morgan blocked the now-open bathroom doorway.


  Riley spun to face the nosy woman. In her haste, her hand made contact with the glass vial, knocking it from the counter. It bounced off the bathmat, the fall softened by the plush material under foot.


  Morgan scooped the unbroken bottle from the ground.


  “That’s …” The words got stuck in Riley’s throat.


  Morgan brought the glass bottle inches from her face for inspection. “This is why you keep disappearing. I thought maybe you had a small bladder.”


  “Please be careful with that,” Riley pled.


  Morgan chewed on the inside of her lip. “What is it?” She watched the dark, almost angry, smoke swirl around inside.


  “It’s how I’m able to stay with you longer.”


  “Why were you hiding this from me?”


  “I … I don’t know,” Riley stammered. “It felt shameful to take it in front of you.”


  Morgan handed her back the vial. “I want to see.”


  Riley cleared her throat. “So now you’re a voyeur?” she shakily teased.


  Morgan’s mouth flip-flopped into a frown. “Why were you hiding this?” she asked again. Riley’s original answer seemed unsatisfactory.


  “Because this is black market sexual energy,” Riley finally admitted with a scowl.


  “Is it dangerous?”


  “It’s frowned upon.”


  “But is it dangerous?” Morgan pressed. “To your health.”


  “It’s …” Riley hesitated. “It’s not ideal,” she finally settled for. “But I promised you I’d protect you. And this is what it takes.” She moved to uncork the small vial, but Morgan’s hands stopped her.


  “Feed off of me.”


  “Now isn’t that a vampire cliché?” Riley attempted to joke and lighten the tension that had settled over the room like a suffocating blanket.


  Morgan didn’t take the bait. She folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t want you sacrificing yourself for me.”


  “I thought I was a weed?” Riley countered.


  Morgan quirked a small smile. “You’re a more tolerable weed.”


  “Take a step back,” Riley instructed. “I don’t want you to accidentally get any of this.”


  “What would happen if a human ingested some of that?” Morgan asked, nodding to the bottle.


  “In the realm? I honestly have no idea. But it happens all the time in the waking world.”


  “Really?” She tilted her head.


  Riley allowed herself a smirk. “You honestly didn’t think celebrities stayed looking that young just from juicing, yoga, and plastic surgery, did you?”


  Morgan blinked a few times, looking truly flabbergasted. “I had no idea.”


  “Along with internet ventures, my employer sells an exclusive line of beauty products. The last time I checked, the energy was mixed into lotions and creams.”


  “And that stops people from aging?”


  “No.” Riley shook her head. “It’s not potent enough. But it does slow the process down.” She popped the cork on the bottle. It was getting easier to swallow the dark matter, a thought that didn’t sit well with her. The smoke curled out of the open lip of the bottle and she breathed in, not wanting to risk Morgan ingesting the black market energy.


  She sucked it in, letting the smoke fill her lungs. To keep balance, her hand curled around the edge of the pedestal sink, tethering her just in case.


  She kept her eyes closed, knowing they would involuntarily slip into her primordial cubare color. She didn’t want to alarm Morgan any more than was necessary. The energy felt heavy in her chest before it finally settled. Riley slowed her breathing and concentrated on the color of her eyes. Resolved that it was safe to open her eyes, she did so.


  Morgan remained in the doorway. “So. That’s it?”


  Riley barked out a laugh. She had no idea.


  “C’mon. I think I found something in one of the books.” Morgan offered her hand, and Riley allowed herself to be led. “I can’t believe I missed it before. But I’m not sure where we’ll find this stuff.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


   


  It took her over thirty minutes of driving up and down the same stretch of highway before she succumbed to failure. All she had seen for miles was an outdated gas station and an equally old diner where the bookstore was supposed to be. Both establishments looked like they had been there since the beginning of time. She was in the dark matter that surrounded the town of Bakersfield—miles of vast nothingness that was no-man’s land.


  Frustrated, Riley pulled her sedan into a gas station that could have possibly been abandoned. The GPS announced that her destination had been reached even when there was no sign of what she was looking for. Had it not been for a couple of cars parked in the area, she would have thought it was closed. How either of the businesses could stay in operation was a mystery to her.


  She got out of her car to take a good look around. There wasn’t a soul in sight. A little worried about the possibility that she had entered the wrong address into the car’s navigation system, Riley fished a small piece of paper from her back pocket. On the crumpled paper were brief directions she had scribbled down from years of habit. She remembered the simpler time with fondness. Before vocalized turn-by-turn directions, there had been maps and written notes.


  The directions were straightforward. She had exited at the right place. Her eyes regarded the outside of the building with curiosity. On one corner of the gas station was the address she had written down as her destination.


  Riley had ordered more books from The Rabbit Hole on the subject of cubare history, but hours of continuous research had revealed nothing but a vague mention of how a human could block cubare from entering his or her dreams. In the absence of that pertinent information, Riley had decided to track down the store itself.


  She walked across the barren land, each step kicking up small clouds of clay-colored specks. The dust that settled against her jeans made her glad for the protective layer. Had it been in the midst of summer, she’d be withering under the dry heat, and dirt would have clung to every inch of exposed skin. She was grateful for the winter cool, even if she had to shield herself from the nipping breeze.


  There was a chime when she entered the gas station. The shop was smaller than she had anticipated, but the interior was a nice surprise. Where everything had looked rusted and covered in grime on the surface, inside, Riley found a white tiled floor that had been polished and shelves that were neatly stocked.


  An old man sat behind the front counter and looked up from a small television set. He smiled and greeted her with a lift of his battered cap.


  “I’m hoping you could possibly help me.” She smiled and approached the stranger with her paper in hand. “I’m not too familiar with the area and I think I may have written my directions down wrong.”


  “Let me take a look,” he said, a hand gesturing for her piece of paper. She slid the directions across the counter and watched as he squinted his eyes to read.


  “It’s called the Rabbit Hole.” She dug in her bag to pull out evidence in the form of their disclaimer letter. “Did they happen to move or is this a misprint?”


  With her hands and head deep in her bag, she felt the man’s hand still her movements.


  “It’s in the back.”


  Riley blinked at his words. She hesitated before looking where he nodded. Aside from one small section covered by a curtain, the back wall was a row of freezers full of drinks. Riley had originally assumed the curtain was covering an employees’ only area, but now, with the option to go through the small space, it was looking more like the entrance to hell.


  She shivered at the possibility. It was such a small strip of fabric.


  Sensing her reluctance, the old man smiled and patted at her arm again. He clearly did not have the same sense of personal space as the people in LA had. “If you want, they have another entrance out back.”


  Riley nodded and gave her thanks. “That’s alright. I’ll take the shortcut.” She was a succubus. If she could brave the dark hallways of a violent client on her own free will, the distance between the two shops was no threat to her life. Also, she didn’t want to seem rude.


  It was a narrow hallway; no two adults standing side-by-side could walk down the confined space. The poorly lit area had one tiny bulb to illuminate the dark space, and it was flickering its way to burning out.


  As Riley walked, she could feel her chest tighten with the anticipation of the unknown. For all she knew, she could be walking straight into the core of a gang-affiliated business where they sold drugs and rare collectables that they snatched from the people they murdered. Or, maybe she’d find a room full of illegal drugs with workers chained to tables, forced to weigh, cut, and package their product all day long as prisoners to the cartel. Riley’s imagination had catapulted her to the top of the cubare community, but in the suffocating hallway, it was giving her a panic attack.


  Her anxiety of the small space won out, and her grasp on the curtain to the other store was a godsend.


  When she pulled the dark fabric aside, Riley was met with the mixed scent of incense, herbs, and oils. Wisps of smoke could be seen throughout different sections of the shop; some came from candles, while others were from oil burners. Her lungs had to readjust to the dense air as she struggled against a pending cough.


  The Rabbit Hole was nothing like the gas station to which it was attached. With an interior much darker than its fluorescent-lit counterpart, the spacious shop was decorated with deep mahogany throughout. On the opposite wall was what Riley supposed was the front door. Thin, white curtains covered the door window, and a bell hung from the framing. Off to the left side stood a high wooden counter, behind it, a shelving unit colored in a matching stain. The display piece was impressive in size as it spanned from floor to the ceiling. Jars of herbs and spices filled every shelf, along with boxes of mysterious items. In fact, almost every display unit, book shelf, and sitting area was well-proportioned.


  There were a few other customers scattered throughout the store, each occupied in their own needs. Some of the people were in groups, others by themselves.


  From what Riley could see, none of the books on the shelves were anywhere near the size of what she had bought. These books were thin paperbacks that could have been sold at a big box bookstore.


  Taking one last glance, Riley took a few steps to venture deeper in. The clack of her heels echoed through the quiet store, and a few people turned their attention toward her. It made her self-conscious, but there wasn’t much she could do about her shoes.


  She didn’t get far before being greeted by the soothing voice of the shopkeeper.


  “Welcome, Sunshine.” The woman stood an entire head shorter than the succubus. She was older, a little stout in stature, with a mass of greying hair pulled back into a messy bun. Her glasses were perched on the nest-like mane.


  When Riley didn’t respond, the smaller woman moved closer. Her oversized skirt swayed with her steps, and the tips of her brown loafers peeked out from under the long fabric. “I said, welcome, Sunshine. How may I be of service?”


  Riley blinked and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’ve been a little spacey lately.”


  In an instant, the shopkeeper held up her index finger, and her pudgy face lit up in excitement. “I have the perfect cure for that.”


  Before Riley could correct the misunderstanding, the woman had scampered off to the shelves behind the counter and was up on a stepladder. Her small hands pushed bottles aside and opened dozens of boxes. She worked at a frantic speed, as if Riley’s life depended on being focused. A tinge of guilt washed over the succubus; there wasn’t a need for the stranger to work so hard.


  Riley couldn’t help but bite her lip as there was some amusement from what she was watching. The kind of customer service the shopkeeper provided was impressive, even if there was a slight misunderstanding. Whatever the lady was hunting down, it would only be fair to buy the product.


  “Ha! I found you.” Despite her height, the shopkeeper was determined to reach the item she had been looking for. On the tips of her toes, with one arm outstretched to the point of dislocation, she nabbed the glass jar from the back of the top shelf. Her hand could almost wrap around the entire circumference of the bottle. After hopping down the few steps of the ladder, she placed the bottle on the counter and twisted off the cap.


  A vile smell escaped the container. If Riley had needed a cure to wake the dead, she was sure this would have been the recipe to do it. Inside of the jar was a mixture of minced herbs surrounded by an unknown murky substance. She silently hoped she didn’t need to drink it.


  “You need to breath in this fine concoction,” the shopkeeper instructed before retightening the lid. Her eyes were beginning to water. “Twice a day, and you’ll have your head on straight soon enough.”


  Riley took the jar and observed the mysterious contents. Even she had to admit, it did clear her head better than any menthol product had ever done before. The grogginess from days of dark energy consumption felt lessened by the quick whiff.


  “Thank you.” Riley flashed her most sincere smile. “But I was hoping you could help me with one more thing.” She retrieved the book that Morgan had referenced from her bag and placed it on the counter. “I bought this book from here a few days ago.”


  The shopkeeper gasped. “Riley Carter?”


  Riley’s heart began to beat wildly, and she felt like a deer trapped in headlights. “How did you know my name?”


  The woman laughed. “It’s not everyday someone buys that many books on that specific subject.” Her eyes drifted over Riley. “I was expecting a boy. But the name fits you well.” She snatched up the book and fanned its pages. “Was the book not to your liking?” She grinned as her eyes glossed over the table of contents. “I personally think it’s a delightful read. But you are within our refund period.”


  Riley narrowed her eyes and whispered, “Do you know what I am?”


  “You’re a cute one aren’t you?” The shopkeeper’s small hand gently patted the side of Riley’s face. “Now let’s get you some tea, and I’ll help you the best I can.”


  A sitting area resided off to the side of the shop in a nook. Behind it was an open space that could have passed as a modest dance floor. When Mrs. Hanfield, the name of the shopkeeper Riley later learned, had brought her to the little area, she was slightly confused at how the sparsest part of the store could help her.


  Bang!


  The loud sound caught Riley by surprise, causing her to jerk where she stood. Mrs. Hanfield had slammed her hand onto the first of four distinct panels of wood slats on the far section of the wall. Before Riley could voice her concern for the smaller woman’s palm, the four panels began to slide out from their hidden compartments.


  At their extended lengths, four full rows of shelving units overtook the open floor. Each row was over ten feet in length and held a variety of odd trinkets and books similar to what Riley had received in the mail. Every item on display looked hand-selected, and Riley wouldn’t have been surprised to discover that they had been gathered from across the globe.


  For most consumers, the Rabbit Hole was simply another odds-and-ends shop, filled with spices, herbs, candles, and the best selection—over one hundred scents, their literature boasted—of incense in all of California; conversely, for anyone with allergies or a sensitive nose, it could have been their worst nightmare. Riley observed that sneezing fits were not uncommon in the store. But beyond the simple exterior of the quaint establishment, hidden behind a few select walls, were darker truths the modern world had long forgotten.


  “I’ll let you browse, Riley,” the shopkeeper said with a curious smile. “I have some other customers to attend to, and then I’ll be back for you.”


  For a time, Mrs. Hanfield left Riley to her own devices at the back of the store. It was there where all the antiquities sat quietly, waiting for the moment that they’d be pulled out into the open air. After store hours, Riley sat at a small table in the sitting nook with Mrs. Hanfield, continuing to explore the treasures that the Rabbit Hole had in stock. As promised, the shopkeeper had made them both tea. Riley stirred a small spoon in her china cup; it was impossible not to think about Morgan. She only drank tea with her.


  “Now, let’s see what we can do for you.” Mrs. Hanfield scanned the book titles on the shelves. She tapped her fingertips against pursed lips. “I think … yes,” she said, speaking aloud to herself, “this is what you’re looking for.” She reached for an ancient-looking tome, but even when standing on tiptoes, the book was just out of her curtailed reach.


  Riley scrambled to her feet. “Let me help you.”


  Mrs. Hanfield grinned. “So chivalrous.” She practically giggled with glee. “You must do well.”


  Riley pulled the book from the shelf and handed it to the shopkeeper. “How do you know what I am?”


  Mrs. Hanfield flicked a dismissive wrist and motioned for Riley to return to her seat. “You don’t get to own a shop like mine without bumping into a few cubare.” She dropped the book onto the small table; a small cloud of dust puffed up. The teacups rattled with the impact but didn’t spill their contents. Riley waved a hand in front of her face as she used her other arm to shield their drinks from the ancient dust.


  “Normally, I’d suggest a simple protection amulet, but your situation seems a bit more serious.” Mrs. Hanfield flipped to the near center of the book and pointed a stout finger to a drawing on the yellowing page. “But, this is what you need, dear, for your incubus problem.”


  The dust now settled, Riley leaned forward to better inspect the page. She took in the line rendering of three uniquely shaped stones. “What are they?”


  “These amulets will protect whomever uses them. The combination of the three,” Mrs. Hanfield explained, “will keep the cubare from the sleeper’s dreams. Even if it were Lilith herself.”


  “So they’re similar to a dream catcher?” Riley asked.


  Mrs. Hanfield hummed. “Similar is the key word. Dream catchers keep out the nightmares. These amulets will keep out all the dreams. And without dreams, the cubare have no doorway to enter.”


  “So she won’t be able to dream?” The words slipped out of their own fruition.


  The shopkeeper’s keen eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Who is it that you’re trying to protect, dear?”


  Riley jerked to attention. “This has been extremely helpful, Mrs. Hanfield.”


  “Please, call me Meriel,” Mrs. Hanfield corrected.


  Riley scooted to the edge of her chair and leaned closer to the pages of the book. “So it’s really that easy?” She read a short passage that accompanied the drawings. “A couple of amulets, and we’re locked out? It sounds like garlic and vampires.”


  The shopkeeper nodded. “It’s all true. Well, I’m not sure about the garlic bit. But this is the oldest method on record. It’ll work.”


  Riley lowered her voice, even though the last customers had exited the store hours prior. “If it were that simple, then why aren’t we all blocked?”


  “You forget that most humans have no idea of your existence. And even if they did, what good would that do? Your kind is most satisfied through dreams. If we blocked it off, then you’d be forced to drain energy in person.” She topped off Riley’s still-full teacup. “If that scenario doesn’t stir trouble, I don’t know what would.”


  The succubus nodded wistfully at the awful thought. She could imagine how angry the cubare community would be if they were dependent on feeding outside of the realm. There was so much risk and not enough gain to justify the means.


  The two women continued their conversation, enthusiasm and curiosity fueling the discussion late into the evening. In the few hours that Riley spent at the shop, she learned far more about her own kind than she ever had from other cubare or even from the archives at work. She wouldn’t be leaving empty-handed. With Meriel’s help, Riley had filled three large bags worth of goods. The last time she had bought so many things, Madison had dragged her to the fashion district.


  It had been tempting to buy everything she had touched throughout the day. They were like tales from another world: theories, spells, biographies, and more. She couldn’t stop thumbing through the pages or observing the worldly trinkets. For the books she purchased, she would have to store many of her old company manuals to make room for them.


  But the most important objects sat on top of the bagged items. The amulets Morgan would require were carefully packaged in bubble wrap and packing paper.


  When the sun disappeared into the horizon, Riley decided it was best to begin her trip home. She had a few clients to see before visiting Morgan, and she didn’t want to be late.


  • • •


  That night, when Riley arrived in Morgan’s dream, she brought the amulets with her instead of a bag of books. She dangled the metal charms by their chains and held them in front of the other girl. Each piece bore slightly different markings and different colored stones. Morgan looked skeptical at her findings.


  Her fingers traced over the metal detailing, and she inspected the delicate craftsmanship closely. “This will work?” She eyed Riley with suspicion. “Don’t get me wrong, they’re very pretty, but I honestly was expecting something more …”


  “Ancient and grand?” Riley folded the chains into Morgan’s hand. “I was underwhelmed, too, but the woman at the store was pretty convincing. You’ll have to take them out of the realm when you wake up.”


  “Well, I have a great teacher.” Morgan stepped closer to the succubus. It was the closest they had been since the night of the break in. “I’m sure I’ll be able to do it.”


  Even though this was a dream, Riley could feel the heat radiating off of the human’s body. The air surrounding her was laced with Morgan’s subtle scent, and it was intoxicating. There was a magnetic pull toward the other woman, and Riley couldn’t help but wonder if it would be the same outside of the realm.


  “What do I do with these once I wake up?” Morgan gripped the amulets together.


  “You need to hang them on your wall. Each side or one side, but they need to be in the room you sleep in.”


  Morgan inspected the simple stones that would be the resolution to her nightmares. “So I hang these up in whatever room I’m sleeping in, and I’ll be protected,” she echoed. “I don’t suppose you know how they actually work outside of magic?”


  Riley’s lip curled up on one side. “That big brain of yours is working overtime, huh?”


  Morgan nodded. She flexed her fingers around the amulets and they clacked against each other.


  “They prevent you from having dreams.”


  Morgan looked up sharply. “I won’t be able to dream?”


  Riley felt guilty all over again. She had never wanted this for Morgan. The average person might take dreams for granted, but as a succubus who rarely had the ability to dream herself, she knew what she was asking Morgan to give up.


  “Why can’t I lock the doors and cast bars on the windows?” Her gaze lifted and turned to the kitchen. When Riley looked as well, a set of black bars had appeared over the restored windowpane.


  Riley laid her hand on Morgan’s forearm. “Stop. You’ll be tired when you wake up,” she stated quietly. “If there’s a dream, there’s always a way in.” She sighed at the truth of her words. “Your locked door didn’t stop me from entering my first time.” Riley cracked a weak smile in an attempt to lessen the thickness of the air.


  “I’ll get rid of the spare key.”


  “I know you will.” She faltered and pulled the woman into a quick hug. Morgan’s hair smelled clean and sweet. “Until I can understand that brain of yours, I can’t assume that it’ll be enough to keep you safe. Right now, all I know is that blocking all access is the safest bet.” She pulled back and distanced their bodies.


  Morgan’s lower lip stuck out. “I think I’d much rather have you here with me.”


  “I would if that would be enough. But you saw what happened to your home. What if they blindside you and flash in here without warning? No sofa against a door will save you then.”


  Morgan had a point about her dreams; her brain worked in a mysterious way. In Riley’s own experience, it wasn’t until later into their visits that she could flash herself directly inside. Each time before had deflected her to the exterior of Morgan’s home. And with the rate in which she was learning to manipulate the realm, Riley was sure Morgan would be able to defend herself. But it was, however, a theory she didn’t want to test.


  Riley slipped the card out of her back pocket, second-guessing if she should give it to Morgan. She sucked in a sharp breath. “I’ve got something else for you.”


  “Another present?” Morgan weakly teased. “You really are one of Santa’s elves.”


  “Minus the mistletoe,” Riley said, unthinking.


  Morgan’s lips curled into a playful grin; it was a sight Riley had almost forgotten. “Why are you looking at me like that?” Riley recoiled with suspicion.


  Morgan looked toward the ceiling, and Riley’s gaze followed, settling on the green-leafed plant. “I taught you too well,” Riley muttered.


  Morgan hummed and rocked back on her heels. “So what’s my second present?”


  “It’s less of a present,” Riley admitted. She awkwardly pressed the paper stock into Morgan’s palm.


  Morgan’s eyebrows lifted as she inspected the careful font on the front of the business card.


  “If this doesn’t work, call me,” Riley explained.


  “So this is really it then?” Morgan’s eyes couldn’t stray from the floor. “I think I can say, with finality, that I officially hate Christmas now.”


  “Hey.” Riley guided Morgan’s chin up to meet her gaze. “I’ll see you again. I promise.” It was her word, and she planned to keep true to it. “Now, wake up.” With one last kiss to the corner of Morgan’s mouth, she urged the girl to go.


  Morgan stood rigid after the too chaste kiss. “I don’t know if I can.”


  Riley took Morgan’s hands in her own. The action was difficult because she didn’t want to let go of the woman. But for now, for her safety, it had to happen. “All you need to do is focus.” An endearing pet name danced on the tip of her tongue, but she bit it back. “Focus on what’s in your hands and the safety of your bed. Before you know it, you’ll wake up.”


  “And all I have to do is hang these in the room and try to go back to sleep.”


  Riley nodded her head. She watched Morgan close her eyes and breathe out through her mouth.


  In a few moments, Riley woke up in her own bed, jolted from the realm. Morgan had made herself wake up. A part of her was proud of how quickly her pupil had learned to manipulate the realm, but being kicked out of a dream was still unsettling and unnatural.


  She looked over at her nightstand and stared at the digital clock. Minutes took forever to pass by, and it made her anxious. When enough time had passed, Riley closed her eyes to focus on the yellow kitchen she had come to adore. “Morgan Ambre Sullivan.” She muttered the words out loud, but the familiar pull of the realm never came. Disappointment washed over her when her eyes opened to the familiar sight of an apartment bedroom. If Morgan had fallen asleep again, it meant that the amulets had worked as promised. Riley would continue to try to access her throughout the night in case the human with an overactive brain had trouble falling back asleep. To be certain that the amulets continued to work, she would test every night forward, but until what end, she wasn’t sure.


  She blinked back the excess moisture that had begun to well, determined not to let it get the best of her. If she had felt less, she could have immediately looked for a new mark on the database to replace Morgan—a new mark that would give her the life source she needed and push her toward her work goals. But until the whirlwind of emotions inside her chest decided to settle, she would lie in bed and try to forget what the last six months had done to her.


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


   


  For over six hours Riley stayed in bed and watched as night turned into the first glimmer of a dawning day. It was a new start, and the world outside seemed determined to move forward at a pace that her own body did not agree with. From the moment she had phased back from Morgan’s dream, the will to move from beyond the confines of her mattress was nonexistent.


  Although much her body had ceased to function, her mind, on the other hand, was running on all cylinders. The amulets had worked and she could no longer access Morgan’s dreams. But more importantly, so could no one else. She replayed their last moments together countless times and entertained hundreds of scenarios where things could have resulted differently. But it was the regret of all the questions that were never asked that spun in her head like a chaotic whirlwind.


  The largest of her regrets was not being able to ask, Is there even an us? For a seventy-year-old succubus, what had transpired with Morgan was making Riley feel unsure of herself.


  It wasn’t long ago that Morgan had given her a name. It was a moment that Riley knew she’d remember for the rest of her days. Hearing the words come from Morgan’s panting mouth was intimacy in a way she wasn’t aware existed, and she wanted to experience it again. But to hear consent from Morgan, to know that she wanted her in the same ways, merely confirmed that their physical attraction was mutual. Physical attraction wasn’t the part of the equation that Riley needed to know. She had lust and physical connection in her life—ample amounts. What the succubus wanted was more in a relationship, and she realized she wanted that more with Morgan.


  She ruminated over their final moments one last time. Before she had made Morgan wake up, she had slipped her a card along with the amulets. It had been her Trusics business card that listed her name, personal phone number, and work e-mail. She had boxes of them gathering dust in a closet in her apartment. She rarely gave them out, and she had most certainly never given one to a mark. By giving Morgan that rectangle of paper stock, Riley was letting her hold all the power. It was a complete role reversal, and she hoped that detail didn’t go unnoticed. Previously, Riley controlled when and how often they would see each other in the realm. The only way Morgan could deny her was by staying awake. Now, however, the business card left Riley vulnerable to whatever Morgan would or wouldn’t do with the information. She had given Morgan a way to solidify an intangible connection. It would be up to the other woman to take their relationship out of the realm and into the waking world.


  Riley blinked. The simple act made her painfully aware at how much it stung. Her eyes were dry from staring at the ceiling.


  She glanced over to the phone on the nightstand. Her sanity would unravel if she continued to dwell over what Morgan was thinking. She knew it was unlikely that Morgan would call or text this soon, if at all. But all Riley wanted was to hear her playful, taunting voice to help her forget her problems, if only momentarily. Morgan was her drug, and she needed a fix.


  The phone sounded a single chime, and it broke the silence of the home. Riley shot up in bed and fumbled at grabbing the device. The tightness in her throat relaxed. Been worried about you, stranger. Meet for brunch? It was Heather.


  Disappointment weighed heavy on her chest, but brunch wasn’t an entirely bad idea. She had to do something with herself, and seeing friendly faces would help her get back to a normal routine.


  Brunch would be great, she wrote Heather back. Tell James he can order for me if I’m late.


  Sitting on the edge of her bed, Riley began to check her e-mails from her phone. The screen was much easier to read than the face of her watch. There were a few new messages, although most went into the electronic trash bin without being read. The most important e-mail of the bunch was Madison. Its subject line read “I so so so incredibly want. <3!” Riley opened the message to watch a video of a puppy that her jubilant friend wanted to adopt. Madison had already made a list of twenty-seven names. According to her friend, the shelter-given name didn’t match the puppy’s personality. Riley laughed at some of the random choices, but they were all so fitting for a pet Madison would have: Blimpie Junior, Trousers, Santa Paws, Chew Barka, Rolls Royce, and Cinnafun. After some thought, she mused if maybe someone in their group could raise the puppy with Madison. A wicked smile crossed her lips and Riley decided to forward the message to Seven, along with her idea that he should coparent with Madison.


  As she began to type out Seven’s e-mail in the contact field, the auto-fill selections came up with a list of her saved contacts. One address stood out among the suggestions.


  “Sean,” Riley whispered into the empty room.


  He was the catalyst for her world being turned upside down—the root cause for Morgan’s mind having been turned into a prison all those years ago. He was Morgan’s permanent emotional scar, and if not for his break-in, Riley would still have access to her lucid dreamer. Because she had Morgan’s name and her consent, Riley would have been able to visit her off the clock. It would have been perfect—or as close to perfection as Riley was allowed to have. At the very least, it would have given her more time to figure out what they were to each other and why everything was so complicated between them.


  Riley furrowed her brow in thought. She lacked the evidence to connect Sean to all the unusual incidents of the past few months, but she knew he had some connection, some answers to the questions she had. And she was going to find out.


  Riley typed his name into the search field of her e-mail client and a few junked messages popped up on her screen. Clicking on the latest e-mail which she had received a few weeks ago, she hoped to find his updated contact information. She went backward through all the unopened messages that she had routinely marked as spam until she found one with a phone number. The e-mail was dated from a couple months back, but it was worth a try. Unless she wanted to roam the streets of Los Angeles in hopes of bumping into the elusive incubus, this was all she had. If it came to it, she’d involve Seven’s web of gossip queens to track him down.


  Her thumbs tapped out a brief text message: Hope this is still your number. Let’s meet up. Riles.


  With a new goal to distract and propel her through the day, Riley dragged herself out of bed and went about the task of making herself presentable. If she wanted to avoid Heather’s overly critical eye at brunch, she’d need to at least shower.


   


   


  It wasn’t even an hour after her initial text that Riley heard the ring of her phone. She grabbed the device and noticed the number on the screen instead of a contact name. It wasn’t one she recognized, and it wasn’t the number she had sent Sean’s text message to. Riley paced a few steps as her phone continued to vibrate in her hands. Maybe it was Sean on a different number, maybe it was a recorded telemarketing message telling her she’d been approved for a car loan, or maybe … just maybe …


  With one last calming breath, Riley answered. “Hello?” She stilled her legs and wrapped an arm around her midsection.


  “Hey, missy.” Hearing Sean’s voice sent a chill down her spine. It was like speaking to a ghost. “I’m glad to hear from you. I’d knew you’d come around one day.”


  “Yeah.” Afraid that the anger would seep into her voice, Riley kept her words to a minimum. “What happened to the number I texted?”


  “Oh, I have multiple cells. You should keep this number though.” He took a noticeable breath over the phone. “The other one changes when it’s necessary. But enough about my phone habits, what’s going on with my favorite succubus?”


  “I—” Riley had shake off the edging anger in her voice. “Are you free any time soon?”


  “Tomorrow night.”


  “But that’s Christmas Eve.”


  She could hear the sound of paper rustling before he spoke. “Yeah. I’m heading out of town on Christmas.” He sighed into the receiver. “I know you’re a busy girl. So if that doesn’t work for you …” The sound of rustling paper returned. “I’ll be in town again in another month or—”


  “No,” she interrupted. “Tomorrow works.”


  “Oh? No family function this year?” Sean inquired with a soft laugh. “Would hate for Heather to be mad at you.”


  Hearing him refer to Heather in a casual manner brought her back to a time when they were all friends. Those were the memories she’d desperately clung to while the other members hung him out to dry. But in light of the new information on his past, Riley felt her skin crawl at the sound of his voice. She didn’t know who he was anymore—Jekyll or Hyde.


  “I’ll be fine.” Riley looked at her watch; brunch would be soon. “So, what time works for you? And where?”


  “I think six will do well. But I’ll let you pick the place.”


  She wasn’t prepared to name a place. In truth, to be having this phone conversation at all was still a bit of a shock. “How about the Red Sea Tavern?”


  “The indie cubare place?” He sounded surprised.


  “Yes. Is there a problem with that?”


  “No,” he admitted. “It’s … time really does change things.”


  • • •


  The Red Sea Tavern was busy even though it was Christmas Eve. The neon lights on the outside cast hues of pinks, reds, and purples to indicate that the establishment was open. Aside from a couple random strands of icicle-shaped lights, tinsel, and a bare garland, there was no visible evidence of the holiday season. The music selection similarly failed to reflect the festive time, and a flat-screen TV played a program about the greatest moments in sports, not A Miracle on 34th Street.


  This was not how Christmas time was supposed to be, not for Riley at least. She and her friends routinely celebrated the Christian holiday, as they were relatively young within the cubare community, but others she knew observed the more ancient holiday of Yule. Even then, the weeks of December were supposed to be the most joyous time of the year. It was thirty-one days that represented peace, happiness, the guise of little stress, and for a lot of people, it meant presents under a decorated tree. As for the eve of Christmas, this was a night to be spent with loved ones around a plentiful dinner; what it wasn’t was a time to meet up with the one person that Riley wanted to set on fire like a yule log.


  Riley scanned the dimly lit bar. Sean had yet to arrive, so she walked the expanse of the stale bar and claimed an empty table. The seating was a small table, off toward the back wall, that could comfortably fit two or cram three. The wobbly thing was dusted with crumbs, and the surface was stained with water rings, but she could at least be thankful that it was the table that was missing a rubber leveler and not her chair.


  While she settled herself in, a cocktail waitress approached and asked for her order. At first, Riley thought better of plying herself with alcohol, but since it was Sean upon whom she was waiting, she settled for a gin on the rocks. The drink was going to be necessary to calm her nerves. The blonde waitress smiled and pulled a dirty rag from her apron. She haphazardly swiped at the table, dislodging a few of the larger crumbs, before taking off to fill Riley’s order.


  Riley tugged at the hem of her coat. Although this wasn’t her first visit, she still felt out of place at the tavern. Her last experience had quite literally left a bad taste in her mouth. She glanced at the watch strapped to her wrist. She’d left the Trusics-issued timepiece at home the first time, but purposely wore it now. It would serve as a reminder to Sean of who she was and what she represented, but more importantly, it would remind herself.


  Time was never on her side. With it being Christmas Eve, she was supposed to be at Heather and James’s home, not the Red Sea Tavern, meeting up with someone from a former life. Her friends were hosting dinner again, and she had to be there. If pressed, Riley had no good excuse not to attend; she couldn’t blame her absence on family, a fake emergency, or even use Amber as an excuse. She was out of town visiting her parents until the next day. If Sean was late, she was going to end up with a call from at least Heather, and being bombarded with questions as to her whereabouts was not high on her list of very-Christmas things in which to participate.


  “You look good,” a familiar voice greeted. Riley’s head snapped up in surprise. Sean had not come from the direction of the front door, or she would have noticed. If not for his voice, she might not have recognized him. He had buzzed off his once scruffy hair, and the formerly jet-black mane was now dyed light brown. The navy blue peacoat obscured the broad, muscled body she remembered.


  With drink in hand, he grinned down at her. “Not a day older than when I last saw you.”


  The smile slipped from his face when Riley didn’t return the friendly gesture, but he went about making himself comfortable without much hesitation. He removed his heavy peacoat and tossed it on the back of his chair.


  Riley’s drink was slipped onto the table. Normally, she would have thanked the waitress and started a conversation, but Sean’s presence had monopolized her attention, and she couldn’t find her voice. When Riley didn’t acknowledge the drink or the tavern staff, Sean politely thanked the young woman for her service, and she retreated from their table.


  The man who sat a table length away didn’t match the stories she’d heard or the notes made in his employee files. There was a calmness to the way he presented himself while he picked off the lint on his shirt.


  Aside from the visibly faint circles under his eyes, he looked healthier than the last time they had seen each other. It had been years since the day he’d gone off the grid without so much as a farewell. So much time had passed, but ultimately within their lifespan, it was really no time at all.


  Seeing Sean again made Riley feel anxious, and at the same time, her blood boiled. This was the incubus responsible for Morgan’s emotional damage, but he was also responsible for Riley’s existence. Her eyes locked on his features. She couldn’t find the strength to pull her gaze away. It was as if she was afraid to blink from her stare, if she looked away for a moment, Sean would disappear again.


  “C’mon, say something,” he coaxed. A crooked smirk slid across his rugged features. “I know you didn’t meet me on Christmas Eve to give me the silent treatment.”


  Riley stared at that damning smile; she couldn’t dismiss the disturbing visual of him and Morgan. Conjured thoughts conflicted with what she knew of him. There had been a period in time when she had trusted Sean with her life, when she considered him her closest friend and greatest ally. But circumstances had changed, and Riley had to remind herself that people also changed.


  She picked up her drink and tossed back the burning liquid. She only needed a bit of liquid courage if she wanted to get through this meeting. “You look better than when I saw you last.”


  “Thanks.” He nodded his head before leaning back in his chair. “It took a while, but I worked on myself, and I got better.” He cleared his throat and readjusted in his seat. “You know, I’m sorry about what happened. How I treated you.”


  “Yeah, I got your e-mails.” Riley mirrored his relaxed posture, but she felt tense. The topic made her throat constrict.


  “I meant every word.” His smoldering gaze fixed on hers and his brow knitted. “You’re the last person I wanted to hurt.” His apology seemed sincere, and Riley desperately wanted the conflicting feelings to fade.


  “Care to share why you took off the way you did?” This meeting was about answers, not providing Sean with a way to feel better about himself.


  He smiled, but didn’t take the bait. “How have you been?” He picked at a cracked menu stand in the middle of the table before retrieving his own drink. “I heard you’ve climbed your way into Trusics’s record books.”


  He lifted his cup in salute and smiled before taking another sip.


  “You can say that.” She frowned, refusing to give him the pleasure of a smile or any similar nicety. A compliment about her success at work wasn’t going to pacify her or distract her from the reason she’d wanted this meeting. She rubbed the palms of her hands against the top of her jeans. “Look, I’m not here to make nice with you.”


  “I can tell.” Sean absentmindedly played with the scruff on his face. “So after all these years, what made you finally reach out to me?”


  “Why are you in town?”


  Sean snorted. “Well, this is different.” He narrowed his eyes to inspect Riley. The intensity of his scrutiny made her want to wither, but she kept her backbone rigid and straight. “What happened to the polite Southern girl I met all those years back?”


  “She got hurt by the one person who should have been there for her, so she grew up.” Riley’s frown lines deepened. “And don’t ignore my question. You know I can’t stand that.”


  “I was making an observation,” he admitted with an easy shrug. “But if you must know, I’m in town to visit some friends and to wrap up some … personal projects. I honestly didn’t even know the old gang had relocated here until I got to LA.”


  “I know you’re not here for casual chit-chat with friends.” Riley’s voice lowered. “So, once again, why are you in my town?”


  “My my, how time has changed you.” His glance drifted toward the crowded bar, and he took another sip from his emptying glass. “Your bite’s gotten bigger. That’s good. It’s healthy. Keeps you alive.”


  “Don’t toy with me, Sean.” Riley’s jaw tightened. “Tell me about these ‘personal projects.’ Would it involve breaking into someone’s dream?”


  Sean’s brow furrowed, but his expression remained unreadable. “I don’t know what you mean.” He knocked back the rest of his drink before returning Riley’s pointed glare.


  Long moments passed in a heated stalemate as neither cubare spoke nor moved. Riley’s eyes narrowed in mounting anger, and her nostrils flared. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t reach across this table and drain you right here,” she gritted.


  It was meant as an empty threat to move things along, but what surprised Riley was how easily the words rolled off her tongue. Hidden beneath the table, her hands ached to wrap around his neck as she watched the life fade from his eyes. She wanted him to suffer the same way he had dragged Morgan through hell.


  Sean’s phone erupted in a loud series of buzzes on top the table. The unexpected noise snapped Riley from her violent musings.


  Sean snatched his phone off the table before Riley had the opportunity to read the screen. He shoved the device into one of his jacket pockets. “I hate to do this to you, kiddo. But I have to go.” He stood from the seat and pulled his coat back on. “If you want my advice, stay in your little Trusics bubble. It’s a much easier life when your biggest problem is what outfit to wear.” Sean gave her a tight-lipped smile and ducked his head before leaving.


  It took Riley a few moments to gather herself from the abrupt departure.


  “Oh no you don’t.” Riley abandoned her unfinished drink and jogged after his retreating form. She pushed her way through the heavy entry door and caught up with Sean down the alley. “I’m not done with you,” she called out.


  At the sound of her voice, Sean stopped walking, but he didn’t turn around. In the darkened alley, his silhouette was illuminated by the moonlight.


  A noise, similar to a predatory growl, rumbled up Riley’s throat. She balled her hands into fists at her sides. “Leave Morgan the hell alone.”


  The name caught his attention, and he spun to face her. “Morgan.” His eyes narrowed in confusion. “How do you know about her?”


  “I read your fucking files.” Riley kept her clenched fists by her side to keep from lashing out at Sean as she moved to close the distance between them. “To think I’ve defended you all these years …”


  “It’s not what you think happened.” His voice was surprisingly soft.


  “Look me in the eyes and tell me you didn’t terrorize an innocent woman for months,” she yelled, not caring who might overhear them.


  “Rillea,” he tried to soothe.


  Riley jerked like a puppet on strings at the familiarity that fell from his mouth.


  “My past isn’t pretty.” He spoke to her slowly, as though talking to someone threatening to jump off a ledge. “But it’s not easy to explain, nor is it easy to understand what I went through—”


  “What you went through?” Riley laughed in bewilderment. The high-pitched sound teetered on the hysterical. “How about the person you violated and tormented for your own twisted pleasure?” She shoved at his chest, and despite their size difference, the spontaneous action knocked him a couple steps back.


  He looked helpless as his mouth opened and closed a few times.


  “Make me understand what happened.” Riley’s breath fell in heavy, ragged puffs. Her stare was unrelenting, even when he refused to make eye contact. “Because what I see is a man who can’t deny what I’m accusing him of. And this coward isn’t the one who sired me.”


  The words tumbled out before Riley could shove them down. The guilt and conflict she experienced because of Morgan existed not just because of the knowledge that an incubus had taken advantage of her. The burden was exponential because the incubus who had created Riley had been the one responsible.


  “I could kill you for what you did to her,” Riley seethed. “I don’t care if you’re the one who made me this way.” She tugged at her skin like it was a mask she couldn’t shed.


  Sean took a few steps back and braced himself against the brick wall of the opposite building. A heavy breath escaped his lungs. “Tell me how you know Morgan.” His voice was low and steady. “Please.”


  Riley hesitated in telling him anything more; it felt like a violation of Morgan once again. But she relented because she needed answers. “She was a mark. I didn’t know about your connection to her until later.”


  What she revealed caught his attention. He blinked and pushed off the wall, closing the distance between them with a newfound interest. “Have you had sex with her?” he demanded. Riley couldn’t decipher the look on his face.


  Riley recoiled at the question. She wasn’t squeamish about discussing conquests in the realm, but this was Morgan. “You have no right to ask that.”


  “Of course you didn’t.” He ignored her words with a thoughtful shake of his head. “You’re a little rough around the edges, but the exchange would have affected you more.”


  “You’re insane, Sean.” Riley pinched the bridge of her nose briefly. “You need help or something.”


  His gaze dropped to the ground. Riley could practically see the wheels in his head spinning faster than he could process. “You don’t understand …” His words faded and he struggled to find what to say. “But—but I can make you see. Do you still have access to her?”


  “Why?” Riley shot back. “So you don’t have to break into her dreams?”


  “I never …” His face lit with excitement, and before her body could react, he pulled her into a crushing hug. The words “Jekyll and Hyde” crossed her mind again. She didn’t know if she was angry or if she felt sorry for him. As healthy as Sean may have looked, there was still a part of him that seemed twisted and lost.


  She pulled herself from the embrace, and Sean backed away. The tight-lipped smile returned to his face. He rubbed at the back of his neck before speaking again. “Tomorrow.”


  He took a few steps backward and away from Riley. This time, she didn’t follow after him.


  “Tomorrow.” His voiced echoed through the alleyway and he disappeared from her sight. “Same time and place.”


   


   


  With the sun setting earlier every day, it was harder to gauge the hour. Even in California, winter evenings brought the darkness of night. Riley checked her watch as she walked to the small lot where she had parked her car, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Despite everything that had happened with Sean, she would still be on time for Christmas Eve dinner and avoid a call from an irritated hostess.


  Her phone chimed with an incoming message and she rolled her eyes. She fished the device from her pocket and readied a snarky reply to let Heather know she was on her way. But the screen lit with a number she didn’t recognize.


  I wish there was a different solution, but thank you for everything. Try not to De-Scrooge anyone else? Merry Christmas, Succubus.


  Riley gaped at the message. She didn’t need to know the number to deduce who the sender was. Her hands shook as she saved the contact information in her phone. Morgan Ambre Sullivan she typed out—a name that felt like a prayer when it fell from her lips.


  Her response was immediate: I’m sorry. But it was the best option.


  After pressing the send button, Riley silently cursed her inability to hold off on a reply. It felt desperate to return a message so quickly.


  The phone vibrated again within seconds. Never seeing you again is arguably not the best option.


  Mutant butterflies, far larger than those found in Morgan’s backyard, assaulted Riley’s stomach as she unlocked her car and slid behind the steering wheel. There were too many responses she could type back, and if she allowed herself another message, she knew she would indulge in a second, third, and so forth. She would sit in that parking lot until Morgan decided to let their conversation fade. Rather than allowing that to happen, she tucked the phone back into her coat pocket and started up the car. She had a nagging feeling that Morgan would make their separation difficult, and until Riley could decide what to do about it, she would occupy herself with the company of friends and cling to her rapidly disintegrating sense of normalcy.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


   


  Riley pushed against a heavy cluster of clothing. She shoved the garments on their hangers down the horizontal pole in the walk-in closet of her guest bedroom. She had been wildly inattentive to the arrangement of her clothing the past few months, the result of rushing from one mark to the next, and now her closet was suffering the consequences. Blue jeans and flannel shirts hung side-by-side with leather corsets and sheer lingerie, and that was unacceptable. With nothing else to preoccupy her until her meeting with Sean later, Riley took to the task of reorganizing her clothes.  


  Riley had no place to go, and no one with whom to share the day. Amber was still with her family and wasn’t due back until later that night. Heather had invited her to spend Christmas morning with her and James, but Riley had politely declined. She excessively relied on her best friend for intimate companionship. And even though James was too kind to ever say the words out loud, she was sure he desired one-on-one time with his partner on this holiday morning.


  Christmas Eve dinner the previous night had been a subdued affair. Food had been eaten, wine had been consumed, but the usual after-dinner banter had been missing. It had been a trying few months for all of her friends, not just Riley. The typical crew had been in attendance—Seven, Madison, and Wyatt, with James and Heather hosting. Aaron was a conspicuous absence, but he had a new life, and a new desk job, and a new family to attend to for the winter holiday.


  Riley frowned at the word: Family. Holidays brought joy and festivities and love, but this season, more so than the ones that had preceded it, had made Riley acutely aware of her lack of family. She loved her friends with all her heart, but she couldn’t help this feeling of wanting more beyond the cubare community. It had been the original catalyst to pursue a relationship with Amber, months ago.


  She pulled an out-of-place black silk robe from its hanger. Hidden behind it was a red and white trimmed corset, paired with tiny red shorts, red garters, and black stockings. It was the outfit she’d worn for Morgan the day that everything had changed. She rarely wore the same outfits twice, so each hanger held a unique memory from an experience with a specific mark; she hadn’t intended on digging up this particular memory, however, when she’d begun the task of rearranging her clothes.


  Hanging in her closet, the Santa-themed garment looked more like a torture device with its complicated series of garters, straps, and loops. It had only served to torture her though when Morgan’s fingers had fumbled inexpertly at the clasps and fastens that made up the lingerie. She’d clearly never undressed another woman before, let alone someone wearing something with so many stays and ties as Riley’s chosen outfit.


  Riley touched her fingers to the stiff bodice. She wondered what Morgan was doing to mark the holiday, if anything. She’d said she didn’t celebrate Christmas, but was there a reason for that? She wondered if her parents were still alive, if she had any brothers or sisters, or if she was close with her extended family. Did she have someone to make sugar cookies and decorate gingerbread houses with, or was she too organizing her closet?


  Riley realized she knew little about this woman for whom she’d developed deep, intense emotions. She also couldn’t stop thinking about Sean and his vague and confusing one-sided conversation about Morgan changing her. It was enough to give her a migraine, but she only had a few more hours until they were supposed to meet again at the Red Sea Tavern, where hopefully he’d have the answers to her questions.


  Christmas morning as an adult was a far cry from Riley’s memories of growing up on a ranch outside of Austin, Texas. Her parents had had a whirlwind romance before America’s entry into the Second World War. When her father had returned from abroad, decorated from battle, she was already walking and forming her first words. He’d taken advantage of the G.I. Bill to buy land in Texas. The toil of his sweat and blood had built the ranch and farmhouse from the studs up where she’d spent her formative years up until she left for college in Austin.


  Her mother had always insisted on a giant Christmas tree. Riley would accompany her father to the local Christmas tree farm and pick the tallest, fullest tree on the lot. She remembered thinking they were the biggest trees on the planet. Her mother would spend all day long painstakingly decorating each branch while Riley watched and handed her each delicate decoration to help out.


  She remembered back to waking up before the sun in anticipation of presents from Santa Claus, her reward for a year of obedience. But there was always work to be done—fences to check, animals to feed, and stalls to shovel clean—before she could unwrap the presents piled at the bottom of the tree. There had been stockings filled with Silly Putty, Slinkies, and extra parts for her Mr. Potato Head. Those were the years before an actual plastic doll; her mother would help her find the largest potato in the ten-pound bag and carefully scrub it clean before she could shove the arms and the shoes and the teeth and the hat into the starchy, makeshift doll. Those had been the easy years, the happy years before her mother had grown distant and had eventually left her father and her seven-year-old daughter. Riley had been too young to understand what was going on but old enough to realize that her mother was never coming back.


  Her father, her gentle-mannered father, wasn’t a bad man. It was the alcohol that changed him on the worst nights. He hated the monster he would become when the bottle touched his lips, so he would lock Riley away in the pantry to safeguard her from his mounting anger and the grief that refused to go away. He’d wanted to protect her from the violent outbursts that were sure to follow, unaware of the mental damage that shielding her from the physical bruising had produced. Riley had chosen this apartment over others she had looked at because of its proximity to her workplace and for the generous size of the bedroom closets. The extra room was needed not only to house all of her undergarments, but to keep her from feeling like the walls were closing in on her.


  Riley abandoned the task of organizing her clothes. The action was supposed to be therapeutic, helping her regain control over something tangible like the unruly order of her closet when the rest of her life seemed to be spiraling. But rather than a welcome distraction, even this task had unhinged her.


  She sat down in the center of the walk-in closet with her phone in hand. She typed in the first few letters of Amber’s name, intending to text her to find out what time she planned on being home after visiting family. She had a nagging feeling that after meeting with Sean, she’d need to see a friendly face. When she typed out the letters A, M, and B, the contact information for two people appeared on the screen—Amber and Morgan Ambre Sullivan.


  Her thumb hovered over Morgan’s number. All she had to do was press down. Instead, she pulled up their most recent text message conversation. She had yet to reply to Morgan’s admission that being without her wasn’t a good option. Rereading the words caused her throat to involuntarily tighten. She didn’t know how to respond without tipping her hand that she missed the sound of her voice. She even missed Morgan’s damn, dreary childhood home with its faux wood paneling.


  Riley flopped onto her back and tossed her phone out of reach to avoid further temptation. The device bounced harmlessly on the carpeting in the closet. Riley rested her hands on her stomach and puffed out a deep sigh. She still had to pick out clothes for meeting up with Sean. When she gave a cursory scan of her closet, her gaze landed on an outfit she hadn’t thought about since her time with an old mark, Ms. Manners. A peculiar smile slid onto her face. If she was going to return to the Red Sea Tavern, she might as well look the part.


  • • •


  In the end, it was either leather or the green cable-knit sweater with the Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeer embroidery she’d won at a White Elephant exchange. The leather, ultimately, won out. Riley had returned to the far back corner of the cubare tavern to wait for Sean’s arrival. She shifted in her chair, and the black material of her pants creaked with the movement. In front of her was another gin and tonic, but it remained untouched. Condensation dripped down the sides of the well drink to form a circular puddle on the tabletop.


  The bar was far emptier than it had been the night before. The same cocktail waitress had served her, but this time Riley wasn’t so distracted as to ignore her. She fiddled with the functions on her Trusics watch. Her quota had yet to be met. It was the first time in recent memory that she hadn’t achieved the monthly benchmark so late in the month, but she still had a week to reach her mark. Now that she would no longer be visiting Morgan, she could get back on track. A few extra hours in the realm over the next few days would catch her up.


  She pulled out her phone in the absence of physical company. The time displayed on Riley’s phone matched the time on her watch. Sean was half an hour late. She sent off a quick text asking about his whereabouts.


  She’d put the ringer on silent upon entering the bar. She found a missed message from Heather, reinviting her over for a Christmas movie marathon later. Even though the prospect of watching White Christmas was tempting, Riley returned another cordial refusal. She could only hope that Heather wouldn’t take her refusal as a cry for help and end up on her doorstep.


  As for Amber, she hadn’t heard from the redhead since she’d left town to be with family. It hadn’t surprised Riley when she didn’t receive an invite. They were just starting to rebuild the trust that had been broken. Extending a holiday invitation to be spent with family was something serious couples did. Riley wrote and sent a text to ask Amber when she expected to be back in town. It was the message she’d intended on sending earlier in the day before thoughts of Morgan had derailed her.


  As if to punish herself, she pulled up Morgan’s text conversation for the second time that day. Her fingers worked without her permission: Merry Christmas. She sent the message before she could rethink it or write more and sabotage herself.


  Riley put her phone on the table and took her first sip of her gin and tonic. By now the ice cubes had mostly melted and the drink was watered down. She made a face at the water-and-pine taste and shoved the glass to the other side of the table. The heavy condensation left a wet trail across the dirty surface. It was probably for the best. She didn’t need to be drinking two nights in a row. It would only lead to three and then four.


  Riley tried Sean again, this time calling both numbers she had for him. Instead of a voice recording, a computer recited the phone numbers back to her. She decided against leaving a message, but felt her frustration grow exponentially when she hung up after the second phone-call attempt. Sean had been the one to suggest they meet here at the same place and time.


  If Riley had possessed even a shred of holiday spirit, being stood up by Sean had destroyed it. She wasn’t going to waste any more time on the incubus who had deserted her years ago. She tossed some money on the table to cover her barely touched drink and gathered her things to leave. She was almost to the front door when a bartender, a man she hadn’t seen behind the bar before, flagged her down.


  “Oy, are you Riley?” he called out.


  She clutched her bag tighter to her body. “Who wants to know?”


  The bartender tossed a dirty rag on the bar. “Some bloke called this morning and left a message for you,” he drawled. “He said to be on the lookout for an angry-looking brunette around this time.”


  Riley’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. It was typical Sean to have called the bar rather than her directly.


  The tavern employee moved some empty bottles and glasses around. “I wrote it down. I swear it was here a second ago.”


  Riley’s phone vibrated in her bag. She retrieved the phone while the bartender continued to look for Sean’s message. After the day she was having, she had no idea who to expect was messaging her on the evening of Christmas. The text was from the number Trusics used in its company-wide messages: Our Database is currently unavailable. Access to marks has been temporarily suspended. Do not panic.  


  If it were not for the final three words of the text, Riley might have dismissed the message. Computers were fallible. Technical glitches happened. Do not panic.


  “Easy for you to say,” Riley muttered.


  “What’s that?” the bartender said, still shifting objects on the bar in search of the misplaced note from Sean.


  Riley shoved her phone back into her bag. “I can’t stay, I’m sorry. There’s been an emergency, and I have to go.”


  “Oh.” The bartender frowned. “I’m sorry about the message thing. But if you give me your number, I can call you when I find it. I’m sure it’ll turn up.”


  Riley hesitated momentarily before heading out the door. “I’ll be back for it.” She didn’t need to be leaving behind evidence that she’d been to the cubare bar. If it was that important, Sean knew how to get a hold of her. For now, she had something more immediate to worry about.


  • • •


  The parking structure where Riley typically parked was full. She circled her vehicle up the tower, only to find every spot already taken. It was the fullest she had ever seen the parking lot, let alone after-hours on Christmas night. She was forced to use the special pass on her key fob to gain access to managerial parking on the restricted sub-level instead. Her calves protested the hike to the sixteenth floor, but even without her issues with elevators, the overflow of employees had packed the elevator lobby and even the stairwells. The company-wide alert had caused hysteria among the employees. Riley sought the sixteenth floor and the one person whom she believed would know what was going on with the servers and access to the database.


  On the sixteenth floor, phones rang unanswered in empty offices. Clusters of employees jammed the corridors, talking in hushed, but panicked voices.  


  Riley spotted her friend standing alone by a water cooler. “Josh,” she called, waving to catch his attention.


  When their eyes met, he pointed two fingers at his temple and pantomimed a shooting action. It had to be bad if Josh wasn’t finding an odd sense of entertainment from a work challenge.


  “What is going on?” Riley jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding a collision with an unidentified woman who ran down the hallway, hands overflowing with computer printouts.


  “It’s crazy here.” He shook his head as they both observed the chaos on the floor. It looked like a scene out of a doomsday movie, not their typical work environment. “After a few of our news partners called, I had to turn off my cell and office line. Everyone’s blowing me up for answers, and I don’t have time to play customer service.”


  “Niall might kill you for doing that.”


  “Well, if we don’t get this fixed soon …” He motioned to walk to his office, and she followed in tow. “If we don’t get access to marks again, some of us might be dead.”


  “Literally dead?” No one in Trusics used the D-word lightly in conversation.


  Josh nodded stiffly.


  “What are you talking about?” Riley closed the door behind them and sat down in an empty seat. “We have the reserves for that. You’ll have this fixed before that’s gone.”


  Josh’s face paled at her words. He hooked a finger into his collar and loosened it. “That’s the thing …”


  “What?” Riley eyed her friend, and her brow furrowed with concern. “What are you not telling me?”


  “I may have overheard something that I wasn’t supposed to overhear.” He squeaked out his words. “Basically, most of the reserve is missing. It’s like a year’s supply is gone,” he rushed out in one giant breath. “There’s only a week or so of energy left.”


  Riley sat stunned, unable to respond. Her gaze dropped to the ground, and her frown lines deepened. Without the reserve many of the employees would become fully human again. Illnesses that some had contracted before employment with Trusics would come back, and their mortal clocks would begin to tick again. For the cubare members, they’d have to find sources to feed from and fast. Although the task wasn’t impossible, the truth was that with the conveniences of the database, some had become rusty in the old method of finding marks. With a few clicks of a button or taps of a finger and the conveniences of their watches, they had a selection of millions at their disposal. The database was their gourmet buffet, and they had no need to practice hunting or preparing their own meals.


  “Maybe whomever you overheard was misinformed,” Riley offered hopefully. The optimism didn’t reach her tone, however.


  “Yeah.” Josh nodded as he bit his fingernail.


  “It could be speculation at the watering hole. Let’s focus on the server for now.” Riley stood from her seat; her legs felt restless. “Don’t we have backups?” she inquired. If personal devices could manage automated backups, then a global company could, too. “Couldn’t we restore it?”


  “If it were that easy, we would have done it hours ago. But these are ongoing attacks on all of our servers, which means the public can’t access our membership websites.”


  “But we can?” Riley was more technologically savvy than the typical cubare, but even she couldn’t follow his logic in the situation completely. “Wouldn’t that mean we can still access the database?”


  “Very good, my young apprentice. The attacks are one issue,” he ran both hands through his hair, “but the hackers also got their grubby hands into our database while we were focused on the diversion. So, issue two is our local backups are partly corrupt, and your watches can’t work properly because of it.” He leaned across his desk and lowered his voice even though the office door was closed. “Honestly, our tech gurus messed up. They dragged their feet on updating our system’s infrastructure, and now this happened. It’s like that time I told you backup your computer and your hard drive crashed the following week.”


  “Don’t remind me.” Riley shot a glare at her friend. It had been an awful experience to say the least. “Is there a way to stop the attack?”


  It was a simple question with a long answer.


  For the next fifteen minutes, Josh rambled off about spoofed IP addresses, proxies, traffic pipes, waves of attacks, and hordes of zombie computers. There was also something about a Trojan, injections, and corruption. The latter sounded much more related to their line of work. Ultimately, what Riley could conclude from his lecture was that the attacks were nearly impossible to trace, and they had to get another branch’s older copy of a full database backup. The files were a million times larger than a home computer, so it took more time and effort to smooth out the kinks during the restoration process. When he started to turn blue in the face from his nonstop talking, Riley had to stop him. Having Josh pass out from lack of oxygen to his brain was the last thing she needed.


  “Times like these, I really miss the old pen and paper system.” He lightly slammed his head against his desk. “This isn’t even my job.”


  Riley smiled sympathetically. “Hey, it’ll be okay.”


  “Shouldn’t you be more worried than me?” Josh lifted his head up. “I’ll get a few grey hairs, but you and the other cubare … you’ll …” He cleared his throat, unable to finish his sentence.


  “We’ll figure something out.”


  Josh’s office door swung open. “Turn on your damn phone,” Kelly from public relations ordered, her hand never leaving the doorknob. She looked slightly frazzled, but her demeanor was as professional as ever. “One of the local channels has been blowing up my personal cell to talk to you. Not worth my time to play your secretary.”


  “Yeah, sorry.” Josh scrambled to plug in the office phone line. “If they call you again, tell them it’s on now.”


  She rolled her eyes and slammed the door.


  Riley flinched at the loud departure. “Earlier, you mentioned something about our news partners contacting you about this, right?”


  “Yeah, a couple of them were asking about what the hell was happening.” He picked up one of his stress balls and tossed it between his hands.


  “How early on was this?”


  “I don’t know, but I wasn’t even aware of the downtime when the first call came in.” He frowned. “Don’t ask me why they’d be keeping tabs on our websites. But then again, we are involved in the TMI of everyone’s lives.”


  “You know what,” Riley said with sudden excitement. If the partners had known about the downtime that early on, it could only mean someone had tipped them off. She grabbed her purse from the ground. “I have to go.”


  “Riley, you look like you have an idea.” For the first time, the stress lifted from Josh’s face. “Where are you running off to?”


  “Just keep your phone on.” She checked the time on her watch. “Before I go, do you happen to know who said that stuff about the reserves?”


  Josh shook his head. “No. I was standing on the toilet once I realized what they were talking about.”


  “I need you to find out who visited the reserves last.”


  “I can’t do that!” His eyes bulged. “I’ll end up in a body bag.”


  “Can’t or won’t?” she challenged. “It’s up to us to figure out what the hell has been going on with this company lately.” She opened the office door to let herself out. “Those zombies are going down, right?”


  Josh mustered a smile before turning his attention to his computer.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


   


  On the other end of the phone call, Riley was met with endless ringing. Every call went to voicemail. She wasn’t the type of girl to bombard other people with repeated calls, but this was an emergency. If Trusics was a step ahead of her, she might have been too late. At best, they could have wiped Amber’s memories, or done the unthinkable at worst. These cyber attacks were a direct threat to the corporation and their livelihood. She didn’t want to believe that her employer was capable of questionable recourse, but the darker thoughts plagued her mind.


  Riley called Amber again. This time, she picked up.


  “Hey you. I was just getting some gas,” the redhead said over the jangling of car keys in the background. “What’s up?”


  “Are you home now?”


  “No, but I’m not far.”


  “Meet me there.”


  Riley drove at a maddening speed to get to Amber’s home. If she was involved with this latest round of attacks, Amber’s safety depended on Riley finding her before Trusics found out. She could have warned her over the phone, but Riley didn’t have confidence that either or both of their phones weren’t bugged.


  She arrived at Amber’s rental home before her return. The house was dark inside, and a single streetlamp illuminated the driveway. Parked in front of the house, Riley flexed her fingers around the leather steering wheel as she waited for Amber.


  The familiar silver Honda Civic rattled down the residential street and pulled into the driveway. Riley cut the engine on her Jaguar and strode in the direction of Amber’s car, her senses on alert. There were no suspicious vehicles parked in the street besides her own, but anyone could have been lurking in the ample shadows or crouched behind an overgrown shrub. She was at Amber’s driver’s side door the moment she turned off her car.


  When Amber climbed out, Riley wrapped her arms around the smaller woman.


  “Hello to you, too.” Amber chuckled at the unexpected show of emotion.


  Even if Amber was tangled in this mess, Riley didn’t want to see her hurt.


  Riley’s eyes shifted around the neighborhood again, looking for any sign that they were being watched. “Let’s go inside,” she murmured into Amber’s hair. She dropped the embrace, and her fingers curled around Amber’s arm to pull her towards the back door.


  “Sure. I have to get my bag out of the trunk though.”


  Riley’s grip on Amber’s forearm tightened. “It can wait.”


  Amber led them into the quiet home. She flipped on the overhead light in the kitchen and tossed her ring of keys onto the eat-in table. “Mind telling me why you’re being so weird?”


  Riley couldn’t relax, not even inside. “Give me a second.” Just because the house had been dark with no signs of activity or a break-in, that didn’t mean that they were alone. “Where are your roommates?”


  “With family for Christmas. It’s just us.”


  Riley turned her back to Amber and embraced the adrenaline that coursed her veins; the primordial cubare instincts overtook her. She rarely let it happen outside of the realm. Physically there were no visible signs of a change except the pure black of her eyes, but the transition heightened her senses. She waited a moment longer, straining her hearing. Satisfied that they were alone—free from roommates and Trusics henchmen—she turned to face Amber once the ebb of the cubare senses faded. Amber stared back at her with concern.


  In the safety of the small rental, Riley skipped the pleasantries of a proper conversation. “I need you to tell me the truth.” Her eyes hardened to hinder the possibility of tears. “Are you still involved with those journalists? The Truthseekers?”


  Amber visibly flinched. Instead of a verbal response, however, she took off her jacket and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair.


  “You need to stop lying to me, Am,” Riley calmly pled. “Because now it directly involves both of our lives.”


  Amber looked worried at the mention of their joint safety. “What do you mean?”


  “What do you know about what’s happened to Trusics today?” Riley gravely asked. She hoped Amber knew nothing and had nothing to do with the cyber attack, but her more cynical side warned her that she had never stopped her relationship with the Truthseekers.


  Amber continued her silent vigil.


  “There are people that could possibly hurt you over this information.” Riley’s worry was quickly turning to frustrated anger. “And I need you to tell me the truth before they find out.”


  “You’re starting to scare me.”


  “Please, answer my question.”


  Amber wet her lips. “It wasn’t the Truthseekers directly—at least not all of the group. They’ve recently acquired a financial backer who claims to have the same goals—to take Trusics down. Since then, the group has been more proactive in their approach. But don’t ask me why Kenner Dunbar got involved with them. The first time I met him was at dinner with you; I didn’t know him before and haven’t talked to him since.”


  “Kenner Dunbar?” Riley repeated the information in disbelief. “As in Clay & Dunbar?”


  Amber nodded.


  Riley thought over the situation. Kenner knew what he was doing, who he was getting involved with, and what beehive he was poking at. Amber and the rest of the Truthseekers, or the bloggers, or the hackers, or whatever they were, didn’t.


  “We’re really over now, aren’t we?”


  “Yeah.” She discovered that she wasn’t angry with Amber or even sad about this second betrayal—just disappointed. She suspected her mounting feelings for Morgan were responsible for that.


  Reaching into her purse, Riley pulled out her wallet. She pulled out every bill that she had. It didn’t amount to much, but it was enough to buy her time until the bank opened in the morning. She tossed the money onto the kitchen table.


  Amber’s brow furrowed. “What’s this for?”


  “Pack your bags and get out of town for a while.”


  “I’m supposed to work at the café tomorrow,” Amber protested.


  “Amber, this is your life. You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. Wait until this storm blows over if you want to come back. I can wire you more money in the morning.”


  Amber’s body stiffened. “I don’t want your money.”


  “Don’t fight me on this.”


   


   


  As she walked out to her car, Riley pulled her phone out of her pocket. She debated on calling this new information in or not. If Kenner Dunbar was behind this, Trusics wouldn’t take kindly to the news. She didn’t know to what lengths her company would go, but they had a department full of employees with weapons that were not props in an elaborate roleplay; these people were ready to preserve the company’s existence.


  Her fingers found Josh’s name in her contact list and she called. “Any leads yet?”


  “They’re still working on it. But I was able to gain access to the reserve room logs.” He sighed heavily with the burden of knowledge. “It looks like an inside job, Riley. There’s no sign of a break-in. Whoever did this, they had clearance to that room.”


  “Couldn’t anyone use a code though?” Riley proposed as she unlocked her car and slid into the driver’s seat. “Someone could steal that.”


  “Sure, but stealing that, as well as Niall Price’s fingerprints and retinal scans?” He blew out another long breath. “This is insane. What can of worms have you opened up, Riles?”


  “I’m sorry.” Riley stared out her car window at Amber’s house. The front of the house was still dark as were the upstairs windows. She could have stayed and packed Amber’s bags for her and driven her out of town herself to keep her safe, but Amber was on her own now. She could only hope that she took the warning words seriously.


  “No, no. This is pretty cool.” He laughed. “It’s like I’m a CIA agent or something.”


  “I’m glad you find this amusing. Remind me to buy you a beer after this is over.” She took a moment to absorb the new information. “We’ll let the company deal with Niall. But text me a heads up if you hear anything new about this.”


  Whatever Niall Price was doing with a year’s supply of energy was the least of her concerns for the moment. If he wanted to screw the company over, that would be Trusics’s problem.


  • • •


  Christmas Day was turning out to be the longest day of the year. Riley drove away from Amber’s home with her in-car navigation system programmed to the offices of Clay & Dunbar. She had no loyalty to the rival company, especially now that she knew Kenner Dunbar had been fiscally supporting the Truthseekers and the cyber attack, but she had always had a soft spot for Darren Clay. After his discretion about seeing her at the Red Sea Tavern and the subsequent extracted energy care-package, she felt an obligation to at least warn him what Kenner had been up to; Darren himself might have been involved in trying to take down Trusics, but if not, she didn’t want him to be an innocent casualty in a cubare war if she could help it.


  The navigational voice chimed as she approached the onramp to the highway, a robotic reminder which resurfaced the fear of being watched by her employer. It was a nagging alarm that set off in her head. If Trusics could track her by way of watch, their company vehicles would be no different.


  Her eyes darted around the surrounding neighborhood and she jerked the car away from the shoulder of the road to pull into a fast-food parking lot. A warning message appeared on the dashboard alerting her to the automated rerouting.


  “Please, be quiet,” Riley grumbled as the voice of the GPS continued to navigate her in a calm manner that grated on her nerves. The car idled as her fingers moved across the touchscreen to delete her destination.


  Riley unfastened her seatbelt and climbed out from the confines of the company vehicle. She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. The luxury of time was not on her side. Trusics would discover who was behind the web attack and punish those responsible. She breathed out deeply to collect her thoughts and emotions. There were a number of people she could call to get a ride, but only one who wouldn’t try to divert her from confronting Clay & Dunbar.


  She pulled out her phone and found the number in her contacts. “Henry?”


  “Yes, Miss Riley?” her go-to taxi man answered.


  “I need a ride.”


  It was about fifteen minutes later before Henry’s black Lincoln Town Car pulled up behind her vehicle. It felt longer than that to Riley, however, as she stared down each minute that passed on her phone. She jumped into the backseat of Henry’s taxi before the vehicle even pulled to a complete stop.


  “Miss Riley, it’s been too long.” Henry smiled at her via the rearview mirror. “Car problems again?”


  Riley glanced out the window at the abandoned Jaguar. “Yeah. Something like that.”


  “Where to tonight? A cubare club or one of the human ones you like?”


  “Not a club.” Riley looked out the rear window at the lights of passing traffic. Henry was a responsible driver, always careful with his cargo, but right now she needed him to be like every other taxi driver she’d ever encountered. “I need you take me to the Clay & Dunbar office.”


  Henry put on his blinker and pulled out into the street. “Which one? The one near Trusics or the warehouse?”


  “Warehouse? When did they get a second office?”


  Henry’s eyes were focused on the road ahead, but he flicked his eyes to the rearview mirror periodically. “I don’t know if it’s Mr. Dunbar’s property, but I’ve taken him there more than a few times in the last month.”


  Riley tugged her bottom lip between her teeth. “I don’t know which one to go to.”


  “May I suggest the warehouse then? The main building has been a ghost town for the last month.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Riley could see Henry’s bushy eyebrows raise in the rearview mirror. “You didn’t hear? Rumor among the cubare is that the Clay & Dunbar partnership dissolved.”


  • • •


  Riley stared out the taxi window at a darkened brick building in a less than savory part of the city. “You brought Kenner Dunbar here?” Street lighting was sparse, but Riley could make out the chain-link fence that surrounded the building and a nearly vacant parking lot. The building in the center, which looked to be four or five stories high, had been a former feed and seed warehouse if the painted signage on the brick spoke true. No light came from the bottom three levels, but a pale yellow glow emitted from the fourth floor.


  Henry turned around in his seat. “Not exactly his scene, am I right?”


  Riley nodded and continued to gaze out the window. She trusted Henry. He was cubare, like herself, but an independent who relied on his taxi services to pay the bills. He had no direct affiliation with either Trusics or C&D beyond providing car services to several cubare employed at each company.


  She felt for the door handle.


  “Do you want me to wait for you?” Henry offered. Riley knew it was a struggle for him not to pry into why she had asked to be taken here this night.


  If Kenner or Darren were inside, this wouldn’t take long. “Wait twenty minutes,” she said. “If I don’t come out, I need you to call my friend Josh and tell him where you dropped me off. Can you do that for me, Henry?” She scribbled down Josh’s cell number on a piece of paper and handed it over.


  The taxi-driver nodded solemnly. “Of course, Miss Riley.”


  Riley used her cell phone as a flashlight to check the metal fences that closed off the perimeter of the nondescript LA building. She was athletic enough to scale the eight or nine foot security fence but looked for a weakness in the fence to exploit. She found what she was looking for near the gated entrance. A thick chain connected to a padlock secured the sliding entrance, but she was just thin enough to squeeze through a gap between the fence and the gate.


  She crept toward the main building, wincing at the sound of gravel beneath her rubber-soled shoes, senses heightened and on-guard for security or vicious watch dogs. She reached a door without detection. The door swung free, unlocked, and Riley found herself in a darkened stairwell. She quietly closed the heavy metal door behind her and checked the first door she saw; it was locked. A noise from the upper level caught her attention, and she began the ascent to the higher floors where she hoped to find who she sought.


  Kenner Dunbar’s distinct voice urged his accomplices to keep up the good work. Riley stood outside in the stairwell, her palms flat against the cold metal. She sucked in a deep breath and pushed open the door.


  The metal hinges protested, calling attention to her entrance.


  “Carter?”


  The older Dunbar brother stood in the center of a large room that seemed to encompass the entirety of the fourth floor. A dozen people, human or cubare, Riley didn’t know, stared at computer screens and typed furiously.


  “Kenner, you have to stop this,” Riley announced.


  “The only thing I have to do is avenge my brother.”


  “What does Liam have to do with poisoning Trusics?” Riley demanded. “If the Trusics database is lost forever, do you know how many cubare you’re taking down as well?”


  “It’s your own fault for aligning yourself with a monster. They fucked with the wrong family.”


  “You honestly think they had something to do with the attack on Liam?”


  “I don’t think Trusics is responsible for Liam,” Kenner corrected. He slammed his fist onto the surface of a nearby desk. The loud noise made a few of the people in the room flinch. If the splitting wood beneath his skin had hurt, he showed no indication of it. “I know.”


  There was certainty in his voice, and Riley knew he meant every word of it. She remembered the night she found the younger Dunbar outside the Red Sea Tavern. His eyes had been swollen from the brutal beating, and his clothing had been covered in layered shades of red stains. The incubus had been teetering on the edge of death as his body erupted into blood spluttering coughs. She could remember the words he’d spoken to her clearly: “Fucking Trusics bitches.” Riley hadn’t thought much of the insult at the time. She’d been too invested in saving his life to care if he’d felt the need to call her names.


  But the puzzle pieces were starting to come together. Liam hadn’t meant it as an insult; he’d been disclosing who was behind the attack. “And you’re sure?”


  “I’m betting my life on it.” Kenner’s voice returned to a calm as his eyes found hers. “You have to understand that Trusics is a business. Their sole mission is to preserve their way of life, and any threat to that plan won’t be ignored. It’s not what it was decades ago.”


  “That’s every business though.”


  “But not every business harasses their competitor in all aspect of their lives.” Kenner folded his arms. “Think back to the past few years. Why do you think Liam craved so much public attention? He surrounded himself with others, cubare and human, because it gave him a false sense of security. Trusics wouldn’t risk attacking someone constantly in the limelight.”


  The cubare were often under constant surveillance by the Custodes, but they were mortal so their members cycled in and out. With the exception of the more aggressive venators, the cubare had nothing to fear from them. But to have an omnipresent force like Trusics as an enemy, it all sounded like a nightmare. She knew how aggressive her kind could be; immortality brought out the worst in some people.


  Kenner ran a hand over his heavily gelled hair. “We’ve had a target on our back ever since we received funding. I guess the powers that be deemed us a threat.”


  “So this is why you’ve been backing the Truthseekers?” She gestured towards the room of still-focused individuals, still typing at their respective computers. “And why C&D dissolved? Darren didn’t want anything to do with this vendetta.”


  Kenner nodded at the mention of his friend’s name. “I respect his decision though. He and the others will be better off this way.” His softened features faded as he observed the room.


  “It’s not too late …” Riley feebly started.


  A chilling grin crossed his lips, and he chuckled. “It’s amazing. All I had to do was enlist my Truthseeker friends to rip out the giant’s Achilles’ heel. You have no idea how rewarding it’s been to watch Trusics bleed out.” He grabbed a rocks glass from his desk and took a sip of the golden liquid. Even in the bleakest moments, Kenner’s smile was disarming. “But don’t worry about your job. Trusics is like the Hydra, and I’m merely cutting off one of many heads.”


  “Kenner,” Riley pleaded. “If I was able to figure out that you were behind this, it’s only a matter of time before they find out. You can still stop this.”


  “I have nothing left to lose. I have no company. No money. No, no brother,” he choked out. He poured the last of the liquid down his throat.


  “You might believe that, but what about your people?” Riley glanced at the room. “Do they know what they signed up for?”


  Kenner didn’t answer. Instead, he calmly stalked to the seat behind his desk. The impressive furniture piece looked fit for an upscale downtown office, not an outdated warehouse. Riley watched as his eyes scanned the three large monitors that were mounted to his desk. She moved closer to get a better view. Each display had a number of screens opened, but one monitor was dedicated to a real-time video feed of the building, both inside and outside.


  “You’re monitoring all of this?” Her eyes darted to the directions of where the cameras would have been angled.


  “It’s our surveillance system,” he admitted. “This place might not look like the Four Seasons, but it still has a lot of expensive equipment in it.”


  The computer screen monitoring the building’s exterior alerted them to a caravan of unmarked vans. The vehicles entered the lot and split into different directions. “Well, that didn’t take long,” Kenner murmured.


  “What is it?”


  “We spoke of the devil, and he sent his minions.” A peculiar smile crossed his lips. “I should have known. The beast always finds a way to grow another limb.”


  Riley leaned closer to the monitor. She couldn’t see Henry’s parked car; instead, three passenger vans circled the property. Side doors slid open when the vehicles stopped, and dark figures poured outside.


  “You need to go,” Kenner said gravely. “They’ll have this place surrounded soon. You’ll need to phase into the realm to evade their detection. I’ll delete the video footage from the last hour so your employer won’t know you were here.”


  “I can’t.” She fiddled with the watch on her wrist. “That stunt you pulled took down the database. I can’t access any marks.”


  Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairwell. A voice rang loud and clear as someone barked orders. The members of the unidentified convoy weren’t trying hard to be discreet if they were trying at all. She could hear them break in doors on the lower levels.


  Shock passed over Kenner’s features. “You’re completely reliant on the database?” he revealed his surprise. “You don’t have a human you can …”


  The footsteps grew louder as the Trusics response team stomped closer. Riley couldn’t think rationally under the pressure.


  Kenner grabbed her forearm and tugged her across the room. “Here,” he grunted. He opened a door that Riley hadn’t noticed before. Inside was an assortment of office supplies, a rack of electronic equipment, and spools of wires that ran into the walls. “It’s hot in here, but it’ll buy you time. Don’t touch anything. I’ll delete the surveillance recording from my desk.”


  “Not a closet,” she murmured, almost to herself.


  Kenner fished a set of keys out of his pocket. “Hide.” Twin hands shoved at her shoulders, and Riley stumbled inside. She grabbed the handle and found it locked behind her. “My payment for you finding my brother can only be borrowed time,” Kenner said through the closed door. “I suggest you use it and think hard, Riley.” His steps away from the door sounded quick in pace. “We’ve got company.”


  Riley turned her attention to the only glow of light in the room. It was a small monitor that mirrored the surveillance feed that was at Kenner’s desk. The only difference was the size of the display. The same four image blocks on the screen flickered to another set of four videos. There were a total of eight cameras recording the premises. Kenner was right; there was no way out of the building without being seen.


  Riley surveyed the screen with growing dread and anticipation. She watched the metal door to the main room fly open, far more aggressively than when she had entered. A dozen and a half figures, masked and clothed in black, rushed into the room.


  Her phone vibrated in her coat pocket, and she fumbled to fish it out. She clicked at the first button she felt to still the device. It was Josh asking if she was okay. She had missed his warning text from earlier.


  Call the others and tell them everything if you don’t hear from me in the next hour. She hastily typed her response. Don’t text back. After the last message sent, Riley deleted her message history and shoved the phone into the bottom of her bag. Even if it were bugged, she couldn’t care in that moment; she had bigger problems, like getting out of the warehouse closet.


  Outside of the server room, Kenner’s voice exuded a calm confidence that had been missing in their own conversation, and her attention returned to the monitor. “How unfortunate that our party must be cut short. I honestly could have gone on for days.” Kenner was near his desk, but Riley knew he needed to access his computer if he were to delete the surveillance footage. Her nails dug into her palms as she watched.


  “Tell your people to stop what they’re doing,” one of the masked men demanded.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Kenner’s voice was mocking. He inched close enough to his desk to take hold of his chair. “We were minding our own business until you and your friends decided to crash our Christmas party.”


  “Cut the crap,” a voice boomed through the spacious building. “Back away from the computer and put your hands up. Make these guys stop or—”


  “Unlike you Trusics bitches, everyone here is free to do what they please.” Kenner motioned to his cohorts whose fingers continued to move over their respective keyboards. Riley had no idea why they hadn’t fled the moment she walked in, but she guessed that blind devotion could drive people to do unreasonable acts. It was that or they didn’t have a reason to live either. “They aren’t my obedient little pets. Freewill. You should look it up.”


  One of the other masked figures circled the room. “Hey, boss,” he spoke up. “They have poker games up on their screens.”


  The man that had addressed Kenner walked over to the nearest human and looked at the monitor. “Whatever the hell this bullshit is, stop dicking around.” He grabbed the human by the collar of his shirt. “I know this isn’t the shit you’re working on.”


  “Look, we’re just here for a poker game,” the human choked out.


  The lead of the Trusics team curled his fingers around the hacker’s throat and lifted him from his seat. The rest of the room watched, helpless, as he drained the life from him. He tossed the corpse to the ground with a sickening thud.


  Riley covered her mouth with her hand to stifle the surprised gasp.


  “The fuck?” One of the other humans nearly fell out of his chair. He stood up and looked ready to flee. “What the hell are you guys?”


  “Sit down,” another masked figure demanded. “You bastards better stop what you’re doing or the same thing will happen to you.”


  They all lifted their hands from their keyboards as if guns had been held to their heads.


  “Let them go.” Kenner’s voice echoed. “They’re innocent.”


  Riley backed away from the monitor and looked around the small room for a vent or ceiling tiles she could lift. There was nothing. It was a desperate move, but she knew Trusics would tear the building apart once they were done with Kenner and his men. Sooner or later, they’d search the room she was in.


  Riley did her best to slow her breathing and her racing heart. She closed her eyes and whispered the name like offering up a prayer: “Morgan Ambre Sullivan.” She opened her eyes; she was still in the server room. The amulets continued to hold fast. She dug around in the bottom of her bag and retrieved her cell phone. She had Morgan’s number, but she couldn’t risk calling her directly. The men in the next room would hear her voice. Her thumb hovered over the text message keyboard, but she hesitated. What would she even write? Get rid of the amulets. I’m in trouble. Oh, and I need you to fall asleep pronto so I can get my ass out of here. Riley realized the absurdity of the request. There was nothing Morgan could do to help her situation. Asking her to destroy the amulets would put Morgan at risk and make her unnecessarily worry about what had become of her succubus.


  She thought about the only other human who’d she’d accessed without her watch—Amber. She closed her eyes and murmured her ex-girlfriend’s name aloud. Nothing, again. She was still stuck in the server room. It seemed Amber had actually taken Riley’s warning to heart. She imagined her frantically throwing clothes into a garbage bag and driving out of the state and maybe down to Mexico, but for all she knew, Amber was still awake in her kitchen and getting drunk.


  Riley could feel a slight tremor in her hand. Her heart raced; if she couldn’t think of another mark soon, she would be in a world of trouble. If found, her options were to fight a losing battle or she could play victim—spin an elaborate tale of how she had been kidnapped. The latter option left a bitter taste in her mouth. To lie was to be pulled deeper into the black widow’s web, and she didn’t want to be questioned by the very men capable of killing over company feuds. If she could phase out, she could avoid being on their radar altogether, and that was a far more attractive option.


  “You know what boys …” The man who acted as the head of the team, stepped forward. “Take care of them all. The late-night snack is on me.”


  Riley watched the monitor in horror as a handful of the humans struggled to flee. Kenner himself tried to fight a few of the masked figures, but he was only one against many. After a few moments, the gunshots began. The shots sounded like explosions in her brain. One person after the next fell lifeless to the floor. She mentally scrambled to come up with a list of marks from before her time at Trusics. But it had been decades since her days of relying on simple consent and not a database. She had flashed in and out of too many dreams to recall a single full name. An unsettling feeling hit the pit of her stomach as she realized that even if she were to make it out, there was still video footage that implicated her. Kenner’s unmoving figure indicated that he hadn’t been able to delete the video before Trusics had gotten to him.


  Besides the careful movements of the masked team, the monitor had become horrifyingly lifeless. It was then that Riley noticed three cables sprouting from the back of the monitor. She followed the cords down to a black device on the bottom rack; the flat box looked about the size of a game console. She crouched down to read a sticker on the top that stated the name of a security manufacturer.


  “Damn it.” The voice sounded like the leader of the group. “Someone call the cleaners. We need to make sure no one heard these cowards die.”


  “Hey, boss.” One of the Trusics’s employees rattled the doorknob to the server room. “This door is locked.”


  “Well, fix that,” came a yell. “You have a fucking foot and gun; use them. The rest of you sweep the rest of the building in case there’s more of them.”


  The metal door began to thump as a foot slammed repeatedly against its surface. It rattled the walls of the room, and the items on the equipment rack shook. Riley turned off the glow of the monitor before crouching down again; if they gained entrance into the room, she was determined to at least go down with a fight.


  “This thing is made of steel,” the voice complained.


  Riley tried not to be distracted by the way the door rattled. She focused on her list of marks again, channeling her thoughts into each name that crossed her mind.


  “If I have to come over there and break it in for you …”


  “No, boss.” The slamming on the door doubled in effort.


  “You’re useless.” She could hear a set of footsteps approach. “My one hundred-pound wife could kick this shit in faster than you.”


  The word wife echoed in Riley’s brain. Aside from Morgan, she could remember one other recent client that had given her consent within the dream realm. It was a gamble, but the mark was her last hope to escape without being caught.


  Riley grabbed the digital recorder, and the movement caused the rack to creak. She had never taken a video surveillance system into the realm before, but there was a first for everything.


  “Who’s in there?” A part of the doorframe began to split away from the wall and the door loosened. She clamped her eyes shut to focus on her ex-mark. “Show yourself.” Another loud thud slammed into the door. “Fuck.”


  Riley heard a single gunshot just as she phased out.


  • • •


  “John.”


  The sound of Riley’s voice caught the man’s attention. He looked up from his work desk and a grin split his face. Within the span of a few breaths, he crossed the distance of the room. His dark eyes cast down toward the flat device in her hands.


  “Mon amour, let me grab that for you.” He carefully pried the item from her tight grip and placed it to the side. The surveillance system looked tiny in his hands. With the item no longer acting as a barrier, he returned to Riley’s side and hugged her, lifting her onto the tips of her toes. She reciprocated his embrace with the same enthusiasm. It was the first time she saw him as more than an erratic bump in her schedule.


  “I’m glad I’m able to get away from the office to spend today with you,” he whispered into her ear before pulling back. A plastered smile sat firmly on his mouth. “Did you happen to bring us some food?”


  Before she could answer, the world around them melted away. Drab office walls peeled down and turned into a million blades of lush green grass. Furniture pieces morphed into swing sets and metal monkey bars. A dirt bike path ran across the land and trees sprouted from the ground across the horizon. Behind them was a white picnic cloth draped across the ground. She felt the gentle squeeze on her ring finger; the familiar gold wedding band and diamond engagement ring were like a welcomed friend.


  Mr. Ten had always been one of her more active dreamers. The setting could rarely hold still for an entire session. He was a sweet guy with an odd sleeping pattern, an overactive mind, and she was indebted to him for giving her a means to survive in more ways than one. In all her years as a succubus, Riley had never been married in a mark’s dream. She was a mistress, not a bride. At least, not until Mr. Ten. The wedding had been simple, intimate, and attended by a few witnesses who Riley had assumed were his closest friends and family. It was in that dream that he had given her his full name: John Philippe Rivett.


  “It’s okay if you forgot it.” He rubbed at her arms and she smiled. “We can always go to our favorite restaurant after our foodless picnic.”


  “I’m not dressed for it,” she said, looking down. She had never shown up in any of his dreams in jeans or flats.


  “You look beautiful,” he whispered. His breath was warm against her ear. “But we can go home to change if that would make you happy.”


  He slid one of his hands down to grip hers and lifted it to kiss her knuckles. Riley smiled at the sweet gesture. Her eyes searched his, and she realized the look he had in his eyes. He was devoted to her, and he believed in their imaginary world. Riley moved to cup his face with her free hand.


  “What have I ever done to deserve someone like you?” He blushed at the words. “Do me a favor, keep yourself open to finding someone. You’ll make some woman extremely lucky.” She watched as his brow furrowed in confusion. He wouldn’t remember her words, but she could hope they would resonate somewhere in the depths of his mind.


  She kissed his cheek. “Promise me.”


  “Okay.” His frown lines faded and a smile reappeared at his mouth. “I think it’s a perfect day to watch the sky go by, don’t you think? A bottle of wine would be nice.”


  Riley softened at his easy mood despite the horrors she had just witnessed. “Why don’t you go get comfortable, darling. I’ll go to our car and see if I can find something for us.”


  He nodded before strolling to the white linen and making himself comfortable.


  She watched for a few indulgent seconds. “Thank you,” she whispered before she closed her eyes. Riley focused her mind on her own apartment and phased out of his dream.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


   


  Riley had been able to phase back to the safety of her home with the surveillance system intact. Within minutes of her return, she had called Josh to tell him she had made it out in one piece. Thankfully, for the both of them, he never had to make the calls to her friends. She couldn’t even fathom how a conversation like that would have gone. Hello, Heather? I’m Josh, Riley’s tech buddy from work, and not to ruin your Christmas, but Riley might be dead due to her own stupidity. She shook her head at the thought. She would have felt Heather’s wrath in any afterlife.


  After the Christmas database disaster, Trusics employees were given a few days off, fully compensated with energy, as the technical team worked to restore the websites. Josh was a part of that process, but he had managed to sneak away from the office on the last day of the mandatory vacation.


  Riley flipped open her laptop and pulled up a web video that had been released on the Trusics’s corporate website. She mirrored the laptop screen to her television for a bigger view.


  “You’re pretty good with tech for an old geezer.” Josh laughed next to her.


  “Best watch your mouth, young man.” Riley was too busy getting the video to play to look over and glare. “There we go.” She relaxed back onto the couch as the video began to play.


  An unfamiliar face, identified as the public relations representative, filled the screen. The woman had a petite frame, and wispy blonde hair framed her face in a long bob. Riley watched her get situated in front of the camera; she was a charming pick as a speaker. Riley knew she wasn’t an actual Trusics employee. Because of the need for anonymity, the company worked with external PR firms to be their public faces. It was never the same faces from their internal seminars. It was the only way to keep control over what was publically documented via images and videos.


  Riley glanced down at the phone on her lap and frowned. A device that could fit in the palm of her hand had the power to record evidence of their existence. Staying concealed was a growing problem with the advancement of technology, and she didn’t know how much longer Trusics could manage to remain hidden.


  “Good morning to everyone here. And thank you for being with us today. Let me start by saying that we greatly appreciate your vested interest in our well-being. The past week has been … a demanding time here at Trusics and it is unfortunate that I must say that we will be in a state of recovery for longer than originally anticipated.” She readjusted her shirt, and the clipped mic slipped off. Red painted lips mouthed a sorry as her manicured nails worked to reattach the mic. She shied a smile into the camera, and Riley couldn’t help but wonder if the endearing moves were all planned. If her line of work had taught her anything, it was that every move a person made was an insight into their intentions; visual communication spoke volumes about who a person was or who they wanted you to believe they were, and Trusics had proven itself to be the master of manipulation.


  “Recently, our servers were attacked, and a portion of our database became corrupt within that period. The malicious act has since been investigated, and the exploit, handled. We understand that within the past few months, the trust that our users place in us to protect their data has been damaged. This is why we plan to invest in a multimillion-dollar security infrastructure to revamp our entire network. And we can only hope that our customers will be willing to give us a second chance. No user-related information has been compromised, and our servers will be fully restored in the next forty-eight hours. We sincerely apologize for the inconvenience. Because of this regrettable incident, we’d like to offer all existing and new members an extra month of free service.”


  The young PR representative cleared her throat before continuing. “To wrap up, I’d like to say a few final words.” She stared directly into the camera. “Over the course of the last two decades, our company has gained a dedicated following that many only dare to dream. But with success comes the bitter and ugly realities of malicious accusations to steer existing and potential customers away. Any outlandish rumors can come from a variety of sources, may it be a leaked plotline from one of our upcoming adult productions or unaccredited individuals purposely fabricating wild tales. The most important thing we can do is continue to provide a better service experience for our customers and allow our work and actions to speak for themselves. And, we hope that you will be a part in the betterment of our tomorrow.”


  Riley sat with an untouched beer bottle in hand and watched as a replay button appeared on her TV. “Jesus, even I almost bought into that,” she murmured. Pale eyes looked over to Josh who nodded in silent agreement. “How is it that they managed to gloss over the database issue like it was a minor error? Not only that, but they used this coverage to promote their future improved service.”


  Josh shrugged as he popped the cap off of his own bottle. “Because, they’re scary good at what they do.” He took a sip of the drink and his face scrunched.


  Riley allowed herself a chuckle at Josh’s expense. “I have soda in the fridge.”


  “Oh, thank God.” Josh’s lanky legs scampered to the kitchen and he grabbed a new drink. “Ah,” he sighed, chugging straight from the bottle, “much better.”


  He hopped the sofa and plopped down next to Riley.


  Riley lifted her bottle with a rueful look. “Long live the place where you’ll find your dream match, right?”


  “May we never be screwed by such an innocent corporation.” Josh returned the salute. They knocked their bottles together, Riley’s glass and Josh’s plastic, and drank.


  Riley sat her drink down on her coffee table. The dismantled surveillance system that she’d taken with her from Kenner’s warehouse sat on the surface nearby with a number of hard drives. “What do we do with these?”


  “I saved a copy of everything except whatever had you in it. And because I’m awesome, I even made it look like an authentic system error in case someone saw my copy.” Josh twirled his bottle and the carbonation fizzed. “You can do the honors and get rid of these originals.”


  “Thirty days of footage—”


  “And thirty minutes of a crazy ending.”


  She took a sip from the lukewarm beer and frowned. “Except it wasn’t a movie or TV show. Real people died.”


  “I know.” Josh nodded solemnly and wrapped an arm Riley’s shoulder. “Are you gonna be okay?”


  “I—” Her throat constricted and her eyes dampened. She blinked back the moisture and took a moment before speaking again. “I think so.”


  The tears never came in full force, but her chest remained heavy. Since she’d received the notification on Christmas day of the cyber attacks and subsequent suspension of the database, she hadn’t had time to process all that had happened over the past few days. A year’s worth of reserve energy had somehow disappeared from Trusics and Niall Price was somehow connected to the theft. Her relationship with Amber came to an end, again. And the human had left town without a forwarding address. Their competitor, Clay & Dunbar was no longer, and both Dunbar brothers and many of the Truthseekers were dead.


  With everything that had happened, she could only find comfort in that she wasn’t alone in her knowledge. Having the support of a friend like Josh was far more helpful than carrying the burden by herself.


  “If you need anything, you tell me.” He tightened his arm around her. It was awkward, and their bodies didn’t naturally curl together, but Riley would take the comforting gesture. “I can find a shrink that’s won’t be connected to Trusics and we can set up something anonymous for you. Maybe webchat therapy … or phone therapy …”


  “No. That won’t be necessary.” Riley pulled away from his shoulder and grabbed the hard drives from the table. Within a couple steps she had slid open the glass door to her back patio; aside from the bushes that lined the outer edges, the small backyard was mostly cement. She tossed the hard drives onto the ground and walked back inside.


  “What are you doing?” Josh asked.


  Riley moved with determination from the cabinet under the sink to the guest closet in the hall. “I’m looking for some things.” She opened a few boxes and found one of the items for which she was searching. “There you are,” she approved, pulling the claw hammer into view. She returned to the kitchen and opened a few more cabinet doors. “I should finish moving into this place,” she noted absently. “Get it properly organized.”


  “Riley.” Josh stood from the couch and eyed the items in her arms. “What are you going to do with a hammer and a fire extinguisher?”  


  “And a screw driver … and matches,” she added. “Take these outside for me, will you?” She shoved the objects into Josh’s waiting arms. “I have to get one more thing.” She jogged to her guest room and grabbed two pairs of aviator sunglasses from her dresser before she headed to the yard.


  “I would guess we’re having a barbeque, but the hammer and the hard drives don’t seem appetizing compared to patties and hot dogs.” His laugh was soft. “I can’t believe you have an expensive grill, and you’ve never touched it.”


  “I know.” She tossed a pair of sunglasses at him. “I don’t have safety goggles. Put these on.”


  She dropped to one knee in front of the two hard drives. Her hands worked fast to unscrew the metal casing to expose the mechanical entrails. “Mind if I go first?”


  Josh shook his head and handed her the hammer. “Please. After you.”


  Riley clutched the rubber grip at the handle and stared down at the reflective platter of the hardware below her. “Screw you guys.” She lifted the hammer and slammed it down with all her might.


  The action was repeated until the parts began to crack and pieces flew across her yard. She cursed Sean, her work, and every feeling that she’d bottled up inside. She cursed immortality and relationships with expiration dates. The past six months had turned her world upside down, and she didn’t know if she was grateful for it or not.


  “Here, your turn.” She flipped the hammer in her hand and offered the metal tool to her friend.


  “I dunno if I have it in me.” He cleared his throat and mirrored Riley’s kneeling pose.


  “Think of everything that has ever screwed you over.” Riley shrugged. “Might help.”


  He took a feeble swing at the hard drive and Riley rolled her eyes.


  “Who was the first girl that broke your heart?”


  “Jessica Samson.” He frowned. “It was the fourth grade and she broke up with me on Valentine’s Day.” He took a harder swing, and it did more damage. “To top it off, she took the Valentine’s gift before she trampled my heart.” He took a few more swings. “What kind of girl does that?” he vented.


  “Okay, maybe this was a bad idea.” Riley stilled his arm from another violent swing. “I don’t need you turning into an abusive guy.”


  He shook his head. “I’m not mad at her, I’m mad at the little kid that sat back and cried in the middle of class.” Another swing came down on the hardware. “I’m angry at the people I work with who won’t take a second to learn what the heck my job title is. And I’m pissed because I’m lonely. I’ll live forever, and I’m now realizing it’s more of a punishment than a blessing.”


  The two sat crouched in Riley’s backyard until the hard drives were demolished, rendered to nothing more than bite-size pieces of hardware and mangled metal. By the end, Riley swept the scattered pieces from around her yard to form a pile of electronic debris. She grabbed a metal bucket by the garden hose. The sticker price tag was still attached to the bottom of the bucket, which easily accommodated all the hardware bits.


  “Do you want to light it?” Riley offered Josh the matchbook, but he declined with a stiff shake of his head. “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. I think you earned every bit of this pyro madness.”


  She struck the match and tossed it into the bucket. “I’ll be right back.” A few minutes later Riley emerged from the apartment with an armful of old books and a stack of paper.


  “Are those what I think they are?”


  “Yes.” She threw in the old notes first, and the books followed into the mounting flames. It wasn’t like she needed them anymore; the Trusics textbooks were obsolete and a waste of space. All the information contained within was filtered through the eyes and beliefs of an organization that kept them sheltered. Riley didn’t burn her entire collection of company reading material, but a good portion of it turned into ashes that evening.


  “You feel like grilling some real food?” Josh broke their silence.


  Riley nodded at the idea. “Mind if I invite the others?”


  Josh’s dopey grin appeared. “I think being around people sounds nice,” he confirmed.


  Riley pulled out her phone and composed a group text message, inviting her closest friends to come over for dinner.


  “Hey, Riles,” Josh began to extinguish the flames in the metal bucket. “What do we tell them?”


  “Nothing right now.” Riley’s arms wrapped around her midsection. “They can’t lie if they don’t know the truth,” she said somberly, watching the dark, curling smoke snaking in the sky. “As for us, you and me, we go back to being obedient Trusics sheep. We go to work like nothing happened. We won’t stir the pot—not until we understand it better.”


  • • •


  January 2013


   


  According to the calendar, winter was in full swing, but the weather in Los Angeles seemed to have lost the memo. Aside from a slight chill in the air, the weather was perfect with the temperature in the low seventies. For the most part, the morning brunch was quiet and everyone present seemed content sipping on warm coffee.


  “I can’t believe he’s gone,” said James. The usual glow in his face was absent and Heather patted his hand before she rested her head on his shoulder. She wove their fingers together and squeezed his palm. The affectionate gesture made him smile and bring her knuckles to his lips for a soft kiss.


  “That bastard.” The harshness in Seven’s words didn’t carry through in tone. He huffed and folded his arms across his chest. “I still can’t believe the bloke ditched us for a desk job.”


  “Took a while for you boys to process this didn’t it?” Heather sat up straight in her seat and brought her coffee mug to her lips.


  Riley shared a smile. Unlike the boys, she’d stayed happy for Aaron. He still worked for the LA branch, but with his new administrative responsibilities, he couldn’t drop everything and come to brunch on weekdays. It was the beginning of a new year and she knew that they’d slowly readjust to his conspicuous absence.


  “Well, I for one am glad Riley came to her senses and turned down the managerial position,” Heather noted.


  “Yeah, even if they did make you give back that gorgeous car,” Madison added with a frown. Her eyes crossed momentarily as she focused on the straw in her iced coffee drink.


  “I’d rather have you guys over a car any day,” Riley supplied with an easy smile. “Now, I’ll have to buy a new one.”


  “Really?” Heather narrowed her eyes.


  “Nope.” A dimpled smile settled on Riley’s face. “I’ll fix my old one.”


  Seven stroked his smooth chin thoughtfully. “For the right wheels, I might sacrifice you all to Lilith.” His hands immediately went to protect his ribs from Heather.


  “Anyone feel like a Vegas weekend?” Madison looked up from her cup of ice. A few drops of coffee remained in her chilled plastic cup, and she looked desperate for them. “I know we just had a mandatory vacation, but I think we deserve it.”


  “Maddie, that’s the most rid—” Seven paused his own words. “Actually, that’s quite brilliant. I think you might be onto something.”


  “So, is this a yes from everyone?” Madison’s eyes scanned her friends. When no one objected, she squealed in excitement. “This will be so fun.”


  Riley laughed as she watched Madison practically vibrate in her seat. She enjoyed seeing her friend’s face light up, and the idea did sound like a good way to divert her attention from the events of the past few months, and especially the recent weeks. A few days away from Los Angeles to recoup might be exactly what she needed, and if it was a simple weekend trip, they could all rearrange their schedules to make things work.


  She was about to joke that Madison should pay for the trip since it was her plan, but the vibration from her phone stopped her. The flat device clattered against the metal tabletop.


  Four other sets of eyes went to her phone before they checked their own devices. She knew what they were afraid of because she dreaded the same thing. The idea of another company-wide text reporting doom and gloom made her want to slam her head against a wall. Everything had returned to business as usual once the websites had gone back online with no further mention of the Truthseekers or their former competition.


  Riley checked the message. “It’s for me, relax,” she announced. The table released a collective sigh, and Madison began listing all the things she wanted to do on their trip. Her exuberant voice faded in the background as Riley read over the new text message.


  I’m tempted to toss the amulets in the trash. Give me a good reason not to.


  “Morgan,” Riley whispered to herself. She hadn’t heard from the other woman in weeks, but that didn’t mean she was ever far from her waking thoughts. She swallowed the lump in her throat. The thudding of her heart was threatening to break through her chest.


  “I think you guys will be going to Las Vegas without me.” Riley sat up straighter in her chair and began to gather her things. “I have other plans.”


  Madison looked disappointed by the news, but she waved at her friend and continued to babble excitedly about the possibilities for the weekend away. It could have been the wariness from work and Aaron no longer being a part of the group, but the table didn’t question her sudden change in plans. Riley bid her friends a hasty goodbye and exited out the side gate.


  She stood on the sidewalk adjacent to their breakfast spot with her phone in hand. Morgan’s message stared back at her as she contemplated her response. Occupied by which words to string together, Riley felt a firm hand grab her elbow. She was forcefully spun around and found Heather staring back at her.


  “Are you bailing on us because of Amber? Did your hot little human just sext you?” Heather looked about ready to rattle off a list of insults or curse in her native tongue. “Need I—”


  Riley shook her head and kept her eyes away from Heather’s heated gaze.


  “Is it that mark?”


  The reference to Morgan caught Riley by surprise. She lifted her head and helplessly regarded her friend, not knowing what to say.


  Heather canted her hips, and her hands rested on each side. She was clearly waiting for an answer, and when Riley didn’t offer up a response, her dark eyes narrowed. “Is this why you’ve been acting weird these last few months?”


  Riley remained silent.


  “You told me you’d get rid of her.” Heather frowned and looked ready to burst into a violent outburst. Instead of a hit or a shove, she groaned in frustration. “I knew it. I had a nagging feeling you didn’t get rid of that mark.”


  Riley understood Heather’s moods, probably better than even James. Not wanting her to explode into a long-winded rant that would attract the attention of passers-by, and not wanting to be physically attacked, Riley pulled her into a crushing hug.


  “You have to trust me on this, H,” Riley whispered into her ear. “She may be the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”


  “It’s a dream. A fantasized version of us and them.” Riley could feel Heather’s body relent to the embrace. “This girl is a mark, Riley. We don’t do marks.”


  “She’s not ‘some mark,’” Riley rebuffed.


  “You could have anyone; you have over a billion choices to pick from,” she shot back, but the bite in her tone had lessened. “Hell, even Amber seems to be a better choice.”


  “I—She—” Riley took a moment to gather her thoughts. Her hands tightened on Heather’s hips. “I have a billion picks that aren’t Morgan.”


  Heather puffed out a breath. “So. It has a name …”


  The long embrace was drawing the attention of a few people, but Riley could handle a crowd that was curious about a public display of affection compared to those watching a fight.


  “Do you understand how much trouble you can get into for this?” Heather sighed and pulled away from the restrictive hug. “It’s common sense throughout the community. Humans can’t meet us after they’ve seen us in dreams.”


  “It’s hard to explain.”


  Riley didn’t know how to share Morgan’s unique situation without invoking Heather’s continued ire, nor did she know how to express her feelings. All she knew was that she felt something—something intense, and real, and honest. Unlike another human partner, she would never have to hide who she was with Morgan. And despite their tumultuous beginnings in the realm, Morgan accepted her for who she was, without pretense. It gave Riley hope for the future that she hadn’t felt in a very long time.


  “What if it had been you and James in my situation?” she tried. “Wouldn’t the risk and consequences have been worth it to be with him?”


  Heather didn’t respond, and Riley knew why. She had heard their love story a hundred times, of how Heather had met James in the realm decades before they’d started dating. James had been human then, and it wasn’t until they’d crossed paths at Trusics that they started to date.


  “Are you sure Morgan’s worth it?” Heather whispered.


  Riley nodded and beamed so wide and so broad that it made Heather laugh. The goofy smile, like much of Riley’s waking world personality would make most people question her abilities as a successful seductress.


  “Then go get your slice of happiness,” Heather approved. “Because you deserve that.”


  Riley wrapped her friend in one last parting embrace. She reasoned that Heather was being tolerant of her affectionate gestures due to their lack of girls’ nights in the past months. That, and it felt good to be hugged.


  Heather sighed into her friend’s shoulder, defeated. “But if you come back anything less than happy,” she warned, “I will break that girl’s neck and get rid of the evidence.” The threat wasn’t serious, but out of all of Riley’s friends, Heather was more action than talk.


  “You know, you’re the best.” Riley pulled back from the hug. “Too bad James snatched you up before I had the chance.” She playfully waggled her eyebrows and received a firm shove to her shoulder.


  “Go. You’re such a damn dork.” Heather laughed. “Hurry, before I change my mind and hogtie you.”


  “Hmm.” Riley took a few steps backwards. A grin spread on her face from ear to ear. “Honey, I’m from Texas. If anyone’s gonna handle ropes, it’ll be me. But you already know that.” She winked.


  Heather shook her head and restrained a smile.


  When she was out of sight, Riley pulled out her phone and called her neighborhood tech hero.


  “What’s up?” Josh chirped.


  “How hard would it be to find me an address?”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


   


  Riley stared out the rear passenger side window. It had begun to rain and the silence of the taxi ride was punctuated by the mechanical swishing sound of wipers across the windshield. The mild winter weather had followed her from California to the Midwest. She had expected to see mountains of snow when she’d disembarked her plane, but was met instead with mud and concrete. She wiped her palms on her thighs. With all of their influence and technology contacts, she was mildly annoyed that Trusics had yet to invent a way to cross time and space in real life the same way she could flash in and out of the dream realm. She could have used her watch to launch herself into a dream and back out into the waking world, but she didn’t know any place near her destination well enough for that to have been a viable option. The airplane ride out of Los Angeles had been long enough, and now the cab trip from the airport to her eventual destination had heightened her anxiety.


  She would eventually have to track down Sean again for her own piece of mind. She had assumed that it was her sire who had broken into Morgan’s dream the night the two women had finally consented to each other, but the more distance she had from that event, the more she was starting to realize that it could have been anyone. Sean was the most likely culprit, but not the only possibility. There was also the matter of Niall Price and the missing energy reserves. She couldn’t fathom what had inspired the former branch director to steal from Trusics or how he had even pulled off the feat. But all of that would have to wait. All she wanted was to see Morgan and know that she was okay and to hold her in her arms. For real, this time. If she could keep Morgan in her waking life, that was all that mattered. That would make everything that had transpired over these recent chaotic months worth it.


  Beyond the taxi’s windows, there was nothing that distinguished Morgan’s neighborhood from any other large American city. Row after row of similarly constructed skyscrapers lined the wide city streets. She craned her neck, but from the confines of the vehicle, she couldn’t see to the top of each building. Each skyscraper looked like a facsimile of its neighbor with a few subtle differences.


  The taxi rolled to a stop. “We’re here.” The driver’s voice was thickly accented—Eastern European, Riley guessed. If the driver hadn’t stopped directly in front of Morgan’s building, she wouldn’t have recognized it. She had the sudden urge to double-check the address folded away in her front pocket.


  It was nothing like the house from Morgan’s dreams.


  She handed the cab driver the appropriate fare and slipped out of the car with a silent nod of acknowledgement. The cab drove away, and Riley stood on the sidewalk in front of the high-rise. She hadn’t brought anything with her—no luggage, no carryon, not even a purse. It felt symbolic. She wanted to pursue this relationship without the baggage of her past.


  She stared up at the formidable building as the sky began to darken with storm clouds cluttering the purple horizon. She had often teased Morgan about her choice of fantasy getaway. Her childhood home was dated and worn, but at least it had charm. The skyscraper residence Riley now stood in front of was lifeless. She wondered what had originally stood on this city block a century prior. The building was impersonal, all glass and steel and concrete, imposing itself in the city skyline.


  The wind picked up around her, and the formerly pleasant sprinkle became more severe. The raindrops grew in size and volume, leaving large wet spatter marks on the grey concrete. Riley shoved her hands deep into her pockets. Maybe it had always rained in Morgan’s dreams because of her dour disposition. But maybe it always stormed simply because she lived in Chicago.


  A uniformed doorman gallantly opened the front door for her. His suit was smartly tailored, and he wore a top hat that looked anachronistic in front of the modern condominium. She offered him a shaky smile of thanks while she willed herself to look like she belonged. It wouldn’t do for her to have traveled all this way to be turned away at the front entrance.


  The inner lobby was brightly lit and decorated with surprising details that felt like stepping back in history to a period when top hats and ladies in bustles had been fashionable. The lobby furniture was upholstered in darkly colored velvets and an elaborate crystal chandelier hung over an elaborate inlaid mosaic in the tiled floor.


  Riley located a bank of elevators with little trouble, but a stairwell appeared to be nowhere in sight. She pressed the elevator button, but nothing happened. The up arrow remained unlit. She pressed the button again with the same result.


  “Is someone expecting you?” A man dressed in a similar outfit as the doorman stood behind a podium to the right of the elevators. Riley hadn’t noticed his presence before.


  She stepped away from the elevator doors. “Yeah, uh, Morgan Sullivan?” It felt strange to say the name out loud to someone else.


  The staff member nodded, as if recognizing the resident’s name. “You’ll have to sign in, and I’ll need a form of identification.”


  “Oh, okay.” She hadn’t expected security to be so tight. In her own apartment complex, she was lucky if the gate was closed at night. She fished her wallet out of the inner lining of her jacket and produced her driver’s license.


  “California, huh?” the man made small talk as he wrote down her information in a ledger. “You ever see any movie stars?”


  “Sometimes.” Riley drummed her fingers on the ledge of the podium. She was so close to seeing Morgan in real life, and this final obstacle felt particularly antagonizing.


  The man returned her license. “I have to call Dr. Sullivan to give her notice of your arrival.”


  Riley smiled softly at the title. Morgan must have successfully defended her dissertation and had earned her doctorate in psychology. She’d have to remember to work that into conversation and definitely into the bedroom.


  She snapped herself out of her thoughts when she saw the man reach for the lobby phone. “Actually,” she said, catching his arm before he could dial any numbers, “I was hoping it would be a surprise.”


  The man frowned. “It’s building policy.”


  Riley flashed the man what she hoped was a disarming smile. “Maybe just this once you could make an exception? Morgan knows I’m coming today,” she smoothly lied, “but I was able to catch an earlier connecting flight this morning, so I was hoping to surprise her by being here a few hours early.”


  “I’m really not supposed to.”


  “How about this?” Riley’s eyes landed on his nametag, and she kept the cheerful, harmless smile on her lips. “You, Bradley, can give me a little head start. I’ll go in the elevator, you wait, I don’t know, sixty seconds and then call Morgan. If we time it right, maybe she’ll be on the phone with you when I’m knocking on her door.”


  The man slowly returned the receiver to its cradle, and Riley felt the surge of victory.


  “Sixty seconds,” he solemnly agreed.


  “You’re the best!” Riley cheered. She ran to the elevator and pressed the up button. There was no time for stairs now. This time the button illuminated. She didn’t have to wait long for the elevator to ding with the arrival of an empty lift.


  Riley hopped into the elevator, her excitement practically palpable. “Sixty seconds!” she called out as the doors began to close. “Not a second more or less!”


  When the elevator doors closed, Riley’s excitement turned to anxiety. “This is actually happening.”


  She let out a ragged breath and wiped her clammy palms down her thighs. It had taken forever to decide on an outfit—like preparing for a first date—only this was so much more than that.


  On the plane, she’d run through a few lines and short speeches in her head about what she was going to say to Morgan when she opened her apartment door: “It’s a new year, so I was hoping for a new start for us.” Lame. “I couldn’t wait a month to see you again, let alone an indefinite amount of time.” Cheesy. “It would be impossible to stay away from you.” Desperate. She’d come up with nothing appropriate or good enough for Morgan short of grabbing her face and kissing her.


  The elevator came to a stop on the seventeenth floor, and the doors opened. The hallway was empty—a long corridor of closed doors. Riley followed the numbers until she found Morgan’s apartment door. She noted the stairwell that she hadn’t noticed downstairs along her walk, and silently prayed that Josh’s research had not been wrong.


  She knocked. And waited.


  If she listened hard enough, she could hear the ringing of a phone through the walls of the apartment complex. The door swung open and the ringing, now louder, continued. One of them would have to answer the phone so the man downstairs didn’t think she’d murdered Morgan.


  Riley’s anxiety faded away because of the woman standing barefoot in the doorway. Her long brunette hair was pulled back in a messy bun and she wore light grey yoga pants and an oversized coral T-shirt that had slipped off one shoulder. Riley thought she was the most exquisite woman she’d ever seen.


  “It’s …” Morgan blinked. “It’s you.”


  The telephone stopped ringing.


  Riley tilted her head. “I was worried you might not recognize me fully clothed and without my giant watch.” She rubbed at her empty wrist.


  Morgan opened her mouth but was cut off.


  “Hey, Beautiful?” A male voice filtered past Morgan and out into the hallway. “Is that the pizza? I have the cash on me.”


  Morgan looked back into her apartment and then back to the woman standing in her hallway. Neither could speak nor move.


  A handsome man with sandy-blond hair leaned out the door. A masculine hand curled around the doorframe. The flash of a gold ring was nearly blinding. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were the pizza guy.”


  Riley’s eyes shifted in her skull. “I didn’t realize …”


  “Riley,” Morgan choked.


  Her body jerked backward, and she held up her hands. “I’m sorry.” She didn’t know what she was apologizing for, but the words tumbled out. “I … I shouldn’t have come.” She turned on her heel and started to run.


  “Riley!”


  Morgan’s voice called after her as she escaped down the hall, but she didn’t look back. The elevator dinged, and the pizza delivery boy stepped off a fuller car.


  Instead of entering the ascending lift, she slammed her palms against the stairwell door, shoving the heavy fireproof door open. It banged hard against the opposite wall. Her boots pounded down the concrete stairs, one flight after the next, until her lungs burned and her shins and knees ached. She shoved through the final stairwell door when she reached the ground floor. She could faintly hear a building staff member calling to her, yelling something about her needing to sign out, but she ignored his protest.


  She was outside before the doorman could open the door for her. Beyond the condo’s shallow awning, the rain continued, and she had no umbrella. She flipped up the hood of her jacket, but it offered minimal protection as gusts of wind bent the raindrops, slanting their trajectory as they fell to the ground.


  She squinted her eyes as large raindrops pelted her face; she didn’t mind the weather. Her face would have been wet anyway. At least now she had no way of knowing where the rain stopped and her tears began.


  She threw up her arm and tracked down another yellow taxi. She refused to turn back and look to see if Morgan was coming after her. What would she have done if Morgan had chased, and how would she have felt if there was no one chasing?


  The taxi was warm and dry, and it smelled like leather cleaner.


  “Chicago O’Hare, please,” she told the driver.


  She leaned her head against the rear passenger window and closed her eyes. It had been a foolish dream. She realized that now. A multitude of emotions washed over her and she sucked in a ragged breath. She felt embarrassed by her impulsiveness and foolish that she had assumed what she and Morgan had shared in the realm could translate into the waking world. Succubi weren’t allowed dreams of their own; they could only fulfill others’.


  EPILOGUE


   


  The sun blistered down on the blacktop. The heat reflected back in visible waves that hovered above the runway pavement. Niall Price peeled off his blazer and folded it over one arm. He thought the outerwear made him look more imposing, but he was starting to wither under the intensity of the Los Angeles sun.


  The jet engines of the private plane parked in his direct line of vision slowed before coming to a complete stop. A door swung open toward the tarmac, followed by a short series of stairs. Niall approached the private charter and held out his hand to help the passenger inside disembark.


  The woman slipped on oversized sunglasses and peered up into the sky. “I hate this city,” she sniffed, taking in her surroundings. “It’s like the worst of humanity congregated in one convenient location.”


  “But at least there’s a delightful oceanside view,” Niall supplied as he helped her descend the stairs to more solid footing.


  She tilted her head to one side, considering his words. “True. Maybe if we’re lucky the water levels will rise and wipe everything away.”


  “Charming as always.” Niall chuckled at the quirk of her mouth.


  She took Niall’s arm, resting her palm on his bicep, and together they walked away from the airplane. Waiting for them, a few yards away, was a town car parked adjacent to the private jet. It had been a long flight, and she was eager to see the accommodations Niall had procured for her. She had never liked the man much, but his refined taste had always impressed her.


  A uniformed chauffeur jumped out of the vehicle with tinted windows and opened the rear doors for his two passengers. They slipped into the car without an acknowledgement.


  Both sat in silence as the attendant from the flight loaded the trunk with the woman’s oversized luggage. Manicured nails pulled off her designer frames in the darkness of the car. She stared out the window, looking thoughtful, her plush, generous lips wrapped around the straight stem of her sunglasses.


  Niall ran anxious hands over the top of his pressed dress pants as he sat in the back of the car. “Annabelle,” he started.


  The woman flashed him a warning look. “Do you think it’s wise?” she said, darting her eyes at the driver who now sat behind the steering wheel in the front of the vehicle.


  “Driver,” Niall said, raising his voice, “would you mind?”


  The chauffeur flicked pale blue eyes to the rearview mirror. “Of course, Mr. Price.” Niall watched as the driver nodded. “We’ll be heading out now.” The back partition rose without another word, and the vehicle crept into motion.


  Satisfied they were now cloaked in privacy, Niall began again. “I took care of my end.”


  An approving smile curled on Annabelle’s painted lips. “All that energy,” she acknowledged in reverence. “I can’t believe you were able to pull it off.”


  Niall rubbed at the back of his neck. “Siphoning the reserves wasn’t difficult.”


  “It worked splendidly,” Annabelle approved.


  “Of course.” Irritation crept into Niall’s tone. “I wouldn’t have devoted my years to it if it had been flawed.”


  Annabelle’s lips pursed. “And yet I feel like there’s a ‘but’ on the tip of your tongue.”


  “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t regret any of it,” Niall was quick to clarify. “I’m devoted to the cause.”


  “But.”


  He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “But, staying one step ahead of the Trusics corporation is the part I’m worried about.”


  Niall popped open a chilled bottle of champagne and topped off two glasses to the brim. He handed one to his companion.


  Annabelle patted Niall’s knee, letting her painted fingernails linger a moment longer than necessary. “We’ll have nothing to worry about soon. Mother is coming.”


  Niall sat further back in his seat, forcing the soft leather of the bench seat to hug his body. He stared out the passenger window as the city of Los Angeles passed by. “Mother.”
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  Red


  Passion, Primal, and Power.


   


  Orange
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  Green
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