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For Rich

I owe a tremendous debt to my agent, Nancy Yost, who lit a spark that set fire to my imagination. The result is Château de la Grotte Cachée and its extraordinary residents, whom I would never have met but for Nancy.

Many thanks also to Pamela Burford, Susan Uttal, and Rigel Klingman, who read pieces of this book as it was taking shape, and kept assuring me that I was on the right track. Their encouragement and support was invaluable.



Sexual Demons

There were personages connected with the worship of Priapus who appear to have been common to the Romans under and before the empire, and to the foreign races who settled upon its ruins…

Woe to the modesty of maiden or woman who ventured incautiously into their haunts. As Incubi, they visited the house by night, and violated the persons of the females, and some of the most celebrated heroes of early mediæval romances, such as Merlin, were thus the children of Incubi. They were known at an early period in Gaul by the name of Dusii, from which, as the church taught that all these mythic personages were devils, we derive our modern word Deuce, used in such phrases as “the Deuce take you!”



From The Worship of the Generative Powers
 by Thomas Wright, 1865
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When house or harth doth sluttish lye,

I pinch the maidens black and blue;

The bed-clothes from the bedd pull I,
 and lay them naked all to view.

’Twixt sleep and wake,

I do them take,

And on the key-cold floor them throw.

If out they cry

Then forth I fly,

And loudly laugh out, ho, ho, ho!



From the seventeenth-century ballad,
 “The Mad, Merry Pranks of Robin Goodfellow”
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Almost midnight, July 30 of this year

SHE WAS out there somewhere, watching him.

Halfway up the north postern tower of the castle, Elic paused, one hand gripping a chink in the soot-black stone, both bare feet poised on a narrow corbel. He looked over his shoulder, peering off into the darksome woods, nostrils flaring as he tasted the night: juniper and wild roses, honeysuckle, musty earth, ancient oaks…and Ilutu-Lili. The jasmine oil with which she anointed her throat and breasts, her salty-sweet skin, her heat, her desire drifted around him on a waft of sultry air.

“Why him?” she’d asked earlier this evening, in the extinct Akkadian tongue she’d taught him so that their conversations, some of them, could be theirs and theirs alone. “Why Larsson?”

“He’s a gabru, Lili.” A strong, mighty young man. It was what they called certain guests of the chateau, those in whom Elic took a particular interest. Inigo, in that merrily smirky way of his, had dubbed them “Elic’s Alphas.”

“That’s not the only reason,” she said.

Elic had turned without answering her.

“Urkhish,” she’d said as he stalked away. Go, then.

He could have invited her to join him tonight, could have shared this gabru with her, as he sometimes did, but not this time. Not this one.

The oriel window of the bedchamber assigned to Viktor Larsson loomed just overhead, its stained glass casements thrown wide open on this unusually warm night. In a whispered growl, Elic cursed those, like Larsson, who insisted upon locking their chamber doors here, as if Château de la Grotte Cachée were some hôtel public instead of what it was: the most private of private homes.

The moon was full tonight, illuminating the topography of the tower wall as if it were midafternoon—though Elic could have scaled it on the blackest night, having done so countless times over the six centuries in which it had stood. Straining upward, he got a good grip on a notch meant to secure battle scaffolding, though it had never been used for that purpose. This castle was built not to repel outsiders, but to conceal and safeguard its permanent residents. Elic hauled himself up one-armed, quivering with the effort, until he could just reach the stone bracket supporting the window. Sweat trickled from beneath his black woolen cap, stinging his eyes, as he clambered over the projecting bay and stole into the room through one of the narrow openings.

He found his footing on the velvet-upholstered window seat, curled into a crouch, and rubbed his eyes with the hem of his black T-shirt. The moonlit Chambre de Mille Fleurs was large and opulent, its walls draped with fifteenth-century tapestries for which the Louvre or the Met would offer a fortune, if their existence were known. He breathed in a blend of musk, spices, and orange peel—Larsson’s cologne—along with whispers of linseed oil, old wool, fabric softener, and lemon verbena.

The bedcurtains were tied back to reveal a tall, strapping young blond man lying faceup on a mound of pillows, naked under the sheet rucked around his hips. On one nightstand sat a ripped-open box of twelve protein bars, a strip of condoms, and the June issue of Sports Illustrated with a photograph on the cover of Larsson holding the Wimbledon cup aloft. On the floor next to the bed was the electric fan he’d demanded when he discovered, to his outrage, that the chateau was without air-conditioning except for a few window units in Inigo’s suite. It was an old fan, though, and made quite a racket, which was probably why it wasn’t running.

A pink leather makeup case sat on the other nightstand, along with a cell phone, a copy of American Vogue, and a book called Medical Instrumentation: Application and Design. These belonged to a statuesque American blonde whom Larsson had introduced during dinner yesterday, with obvious pride and affection, as “my beloved Heather.” Heather’s left ring finger sported a square-cut diamond the size of her thumbnail. When Inigo had suggested she might want to put it somewhere safe before taking the waters, for fear of losing it, Larsson said he’d forbidden her to remove it, even to have it cleaned. “If she loses it, I’ll buy her another. I want every man who sees her to know she’s mine.” This devotion was quite a departure for the Swedish tennis star, whose appetite for models and actresses was legendary.

At this moment, Heather was partaking of a solitary, late-night soak in the bathhouse built onto a rocky mountainside about a hundred yards east of the chateau. It was an expediency engineered by Elic, who’d slid the idea into her mind, along with a certain something else, while “accidentally” brushing up against her earlier today.

“Excuse me,” he’d said in English as he stepped down into the square, mosaic-floored marble pool in which Heather, Larsson, and several others, including Lili, were bathing in the therapeutic waters trickling from the adjoining cave—the grotte cachée, or hidden grotto, for which this valley had been named. English, in which the group were chatting, had become, over the past couple of hundred years, the lingua franca of Grotte Cachée due to the preponderance of visitors who spoke that language and none other.

Elic sighed as he settled chest deep in the water, which ran agreeably tepid on hot days like this. In the winter, it emerged warm and steaming, a peculiarity of the stream that fed it, which had its origins deep in the extinct, lushly vegetated volcano that loomed over their secret little vallée; it was not, however, the only anomaly of nature at Grotte Cachée, not by a long shot.

Reaching behind him, Elic scooped up a handful of blueberries from the afternoon repast laid out on a low iron table next to the pool: summer fruits, farm-cured ham, smoked duck, wheels of Saint-Nectaire and Bleu d’Auvergne, and a big round of crusty, wood-fired bread surrounded by pots of honey, butter, and traditional Auvergnat fruit pastes.

The pool, housed in a white marble edifice dating back to Grotte Cachée’s Roman occupation, had submerged steps all around, the top one serving as a bench on which the bathers reclined. All, that is, except for Inigo, who sat on the edge of the pool in a pair of baggy plaid shorts with just his calves and feet in the water, a joint in one hand, cigarette in the other, half-empty bottle of tequila tucked between his legs.

The roof of the bathhouse, the center of which was an open “moon roof,” as Inigo called it, was buttressed by pillars at the four corners of the pool, each supporting a life-size statue of a nymph being ravished in a novel position by a satyr. It was the same satyr in each tableau, a handsome young fellow with a tail like that of an ox, slightly pointed ears, and a pair of bony protuberances poking through his cap of close-cropped, corkscrew curls. His most extraordinary feature, though, would be a cock-stand of heroic proportions. A thick, sinewy shaft jutting a good twelve inches from its wiry nest, it put one more in mind of a rutting stallion than of a man.

There’d been a visitor to the chateau a while back, sometime in the 1880s, as Elic recalled, who’d taught mythological studies at Harvard. Professor Wheeler couldn’t fathom why satyrs sculpted by Romans around the time of the birth of Christ—in fact, it was the autumn of A.D. 14, hard for Elic to forget because the news of Augustus’s death came while the statues were being erected—should look so decidedly un-Roman. As the professor had explained it, the Romans had usually depicted satyrs as being hairy and goatlike from the waist down, with prominent, often ramlike, horns. The statues in the bathhouse looked far more like the satyrs’ original incarnation from ancient Greece.

In fact, the bathhouse satyrs bore a striking resemblance to Inigo in every particular save for the cabochon ruby in Inigo’s left earlobe, the faded tattoo over his heart—In Vino Veritas—and the hair, which he cultivated in a boisterous black mop in order to conceal the horns and ears. He’d had the tail surgically removed soon after the advent of chloroform in 1847 because, as he’d told Elic at the time, it spoiled the cut of his trousers. He’d have done it centuries earlier were he not a self-admitted “sniveling crybaby” when it came to pain. He’d drunk himself insensible before getting that tattoo.

Inigo’s entertainment this afternoon was in the form of two voluptuous Australian girls lounging in the water to either side of him. A redhead and a dark-rooted blonde named Kat and Chloe, respectively, they lolled against his legs with lazy smiles as they sucked on his weed and gulped his tequila. Both wore thong bikini bottoms sans tops, navel rings, and too much makeup; they reeked of the same overly sweet, one-note lily of the valley scent. Chloe had a silver barbell in her tongue and a bosom comprised of two staunchly perfect spheres. Kat’s breasts were colossal, and jiggled like Christmas pudding every time she let loose with one of her frequent belly laughs.

Gesturing toward Chloe’s chest with his cigarette, Inigo asked her, in the American accent he’d absorbed from watching too much satellite TV, “Are those real?”

“They’re a damn sight realer than what I had before, mate.”

“What about yours?” he asked Kat.

The redhead grinned and arched her back, putting her endowments on proud display. “What do you think?”

As casually as if he were testing a melon at a fruit stand, Inigo reached down and took hold of her left breast, kneading it with the relish of a true connoisseur of female flesh. Heather blinked; Larsson grinned; Lili looked on with a yawn.

“Sweet,” he praised as he squeezed and stroked. “That’s one nice, jolly set you’ve got there.”

“Jolly?” Chloe said. “I think you’re confusing Kat’s yabbos with her.”

“No, no,” he said. “Breasts are like people. They all have their own personalities, their own needs and wants.”

“Oh, yeah, and what do mine want?” Kat asked.

“What we all want—to get greased up and ridden like a pony.”

Kat threw back her head and guffawed.

“Have you been in the cave?” he asked the girls, nodding toward the mossy gap in the black volcanic rock face that formed the back wall of the bathhouse. “There’s this ancient stone figure in there that’s got some seriously fucked-up anatomy. Come on,” he said as he grabbed the tequila and rose unsteadily to his feet. “You gotta check this out.”

As the girls clambered out of the pool, dripping and giggling, a blue rock thrush swooped down from its perch on the edge of the skylight, forcing Inigo to dodge it as it shot past his head. The bird circled one of the columns before lighting on the right shoulder of the marble satyr who stood leaning against it with legs spread and hips outthrust, both hands fisted in the hair of the nymph who knelt before him, licking his monumental organ like a cat.

“Dude,” Inigo chuckled when the bird let loose with a series of harsh, scolding cheeps quite uncharacteristic of its species. “Chill, bro. We’re not going in that far, just to the Cella. I want to show them Titty Man, that’s all. Your space is your space.”

Darius, evidently mollified, fluttered up through the moon roof in a bluish blur.

“After you, ladies,” said Inigo, gesturing them into the cave as he surreptitiously pocketed the little butter pot off the table. He gave Elic a wink as he ducked into the mossy opening, for of course it was his fucked-up anatomy—or, as he liked to refer to it, his “heroic dimensions”—which Kat and Chloe were about to discover, no doubt with a fair measure of girlish enthusiasm once the initial shock wore off.

Jolie, one of the pretty young bath attendants, wheeled in a double-decker cart laden on top with drinks, and underneath with stacks of towels and robes. “Your papaya juice, monsieur,” she said as she offered a frosty glass to Larsson.

He accepted it mechanically while staring at the cave into which Inigo and the girls had just disappeared. “Was he…He wasn’t talking to the bird, was he?” Larsson asked Lili in his melodic Swedish accent.

“Was that what it looked like to you?” Lili asked with a little hint of a smile. Her own accent was very subtle and very obscure. People meeting her for the first time were always curious as to her origins, about which she was always vague. “I’m from the Near East,” she might say, or, if she were feeling droll, she might tell them she was from “the Fertile Crescent,” or “the cradle of civilization,” and let her interrogators make from that what they would. What she never said was “I’m from Iraq,” which was what her homeland was called today. “The dreary questions,” she said, “the tedious conversations. No, thank you.”

“It did seem like he was talking to that bird,” Heather said. “He was looking right at it and—”

“Nä, you’re right,” Larsson told Lili. “It’s absurd. I’ve been a little…snurrig i huvudet. ‘Light-headed,’ I think is the word. Just for the past day or so, since I got here. The heat, maybe, ja?”

“That’s probably it.” Lili caught Elic’s eye and cast him an eloquent smile.

Even after having known Lili for two and a half centuries, Elic still got a little clutch in his chest when she gave him one of those intimate looks reserved just for him. Nonchalantly naked except for her ever-present gold anklet, her inky hair swaying on the surface of the water, her eyes dark and slumberous, she looked every bit the Babylonian goddess she’d once been…to some. To others, she’d been, and still was, a succubus who paralyzed sleeping men in order to rob them of their vital seed.

Lili, alone among her companions, was entirely unclothed; Larsson and Elic wore swim trunks, Heather one of those unlined racing suits, a red one, the kind that clung like skin when it was wet. She was leggy and lovely, with sun-gilded cheeks and the sleek musculature of an athlete. Her stomach was utterly flat, her breasts high and taut, with stiff little nipples that made Elic’s teeth itch to bite them. She wore no perfume, but Elic did detect a hint of lemon verbena soap.

He grew hard, imagining Heather thrashing beneath him as he pumped a torrent of seed deep inside her. Lili had his heart, but he could never possess her, not with his body.

“Do you know him, this Inigo?” Larsson asked Lili. “Did you, I mean, before you came to this place?” As far as the chateau’s houseguests were concerned, Elic, Lili, Inigo, and the reclusive Darius were just invited visitors, like them.

Lili shook her head as she accepted a glass of red wine from Jolie.

“You?” he asked Elic.

“No.” It was the truth. Elic had known no other follets, as their host called them, before coming to Grotte Cachée.

“Does our host know him?” Larsson asked.

“Seigneur des Ombres has known Inigo his whole life,” Elic told Larsson.

“His whole life?” Larsson said. “I was thinking le seigneur was elderly. No?”

“He’s thirty-six,” Elic said, “but an old soul.” A very lonely old soul, his isolation being not so much by choice as by duty. The sense of responsibility that kept him here at his ancestral home, providing for Elic and his kind, made it difficult to establish relationships.

Stretching his arms out on the edge of the pool, Larsson said, with a measure of authority, “He’s gay, this Inigo.”

“What makes you say that?” Elic asked.

“You know. Always the girly chatter,” Larsson said, miming a flapping mouth with one hand. “And the earring on the left, it means he likes to take it in the ass, no?”

“I don’t know,” Heather said, murmuring her thanks as she took a bottle of Vichy from Jolie. “He seems quite taken with those Australian girls.”

Larsson dismissed that observation with a flick of his hand. Without so much as a glance in his fiancée’s direction—for he appeared to have forgotten his “beloved Heather” the moment Lili entered the dining room last night—he said, “The gays, they love girls like that. It’s what they all want to be, a silly little fladermuss with big balloon tits.” He cupped his hands in illustration.

Heather said, “Viktor, how would Lars feel if he heard you—”

“Why would you bring him up?” Larsson snapped.

“Because you love him, you told me so, and you said you were going to try to learn to accept—”

“You need to learn when to shut your big mouth.”

An uneasy silence fell over the group. The blood rose in Heather’s cheeks. Jolie emptied Inigo’s ashtray and left.

Larsson took a swig of his papaya juice and said, to the group as a whole, “My brother, he’s a little confused right now. He’ll come around.”

Heather sighed.

“Real men,” Larsson continued, “normal men, they like a woman who is…how do you say it? Elegant. Serene. Smooth skin—golden, not too pale—with shapely legs and a very tiny waist. A good handful on top, soft but firm, like crème brûlée. And long hair, very long, like a sheet of satin.” That this was a spot-on description of Lili did not escape the notice of Heather, who looked away, her jaw set.

Lili met Larsson’s gaze over the rim of her wineglass before casting her eyes down in a coy gesture as old as humankind. It shouldn’t have infuriated Elic, but it did.

“Me, I have no quarrel with the gays,” Larsson said. “They stay in their place, I stay in mine, ja? Everybody gets along fine.”

“How tolerant of you,” Elic deadpanned.

Larsson didn’t seem to register the sarcasm, but Heather captured Elic’s gaze and held it for a good long moment. Finally, she said, with an engaging little smile, “You have the loveliest accent, Elic—mostly French, but with hints of something vaguely Germanic.”

“I was born elsewhere.” Elic knew what she was doing: giving Larsson a taste of his own medicine. Good for her. “You must work out, Heather. You look exceptionally fit.”

“Thank you.” The smile intensified. “I’m on the women’s crew team at Johns Hopkins.”

Larsson got a flinty look in his eye, a thrust to his jaw. He didn’t like his fiancée paying attention to another guy. Never mind how he’d just snapped at her, or the way he and Lili had been sniffing around each other for the past twenty-four hours. For some reason, this particular gabru incited more than the usual ache of desire in her. Perhaps it was his cornsilk hair; she’d always been partial to men who were as fair as she was dark. Or perhaps it was something more obscure. Fleshly passion was complicated; Elic knew that better than most. He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t blame her for her primal drives any more than he could blame himself for his own.

Lili was adept at revealing only as much as she cared to—but Elic, who knew her better than anyone, saw it all, felt it all, loathed it all…the spots of color staining those majestic cheekbones, the dilation of her pupils, turning her eyes to onyx, and most tellingly, a quiver of desire that sizzled through the water like an electric current.

The water bubbling from the grotto’s spring was exceptionally sensitive, an uncanny conductor of moods and sensations, especially those of a carnal nature. Even humans could detect the sensual undercurrents coursing through the pool. The more responsive among them could even sense the erotic hum that tended to linger there long after its occupants had left. Simply lowering oneself into the water when it was laden with such a charge could incite a breathtaking surge of lust, although humans were generally unaware of its true source.

No, he couldn’t blame Lili. Nor should he really blame Larsson. Yes, it was cold, the way he’d turned his back on Heather, but Ilutu-Lili, when she set her gaze upon a man, was damnably hard to resist. Nevertheless, every time Larsson looked at her that way, every time his lust crackled through the water, Elic wanted to drive his fist into the bastard’s face. Instead, he smiled and chatted and bided his time.

Having walked this earth for nearly three thousand years, Elic had learned to disregard the urge to teach lessons and settle scores…until exactly the right time.

                  

It’s time, Elic thought as he stood in the Chambre de Mille Fleurs, contemplating the rise and fall of Viktor Larsson’s chest in the moonlight. The shape of the sleeping man’s penis, draped softly over his right thigh, was just visible through the rumpled white sheet.

You can’t have this one, Lili.

This one is mine.

Is she still watching? Elic wondered as he set his silent feet upon the floor and uncoiled to his full height. Can she see me through the window? Lili’s vision was preternaturally keen, as keen as a hawk’s, and then some. He whipped off the cap and shook out his hair, which fell halfway down his back. “Narru dishpu,” she called it. A river of honey. His skin she likened to sweet cream, his eyes to seawater.

Normally he would close the window and draw the curtain even on a sweltering night like this, for there was inevitably a certain amount of noise once things were underway. But tonight he felt the need to disturb—to disturb Lili in particular, to let her hear this gabru with whom she was so captivated groan and beg and perhaps even, if Elic was skillful enough, scream. Viktor Larsson wouldn’t seem so strong and mighty then. He’d have been vanquished, possessed, used. What was that Americanism Inigo was so taken with? Ah, yes.

He’ll be my bitch.

And Lili will know it.

Elic shucked off his T-shirt and jeans, drew a deep, cleansing breath, and cleared his thoughts to prepare himself. So as to avoid injury during the transmutation, he lowered himself to the floor, carpeted in a centuries-old Oriental rug, and knelt on his haunches, naked and ready. Closing his eyes, he whispered the words he’d learned as a boy, the rhythmic, age-old incantation that brought about The Change.

It began as always, with a slow roiling from within, then the trembling and nausea and terrible sense of wrongness. And the pain. There was always pain, but somehow that was easier to deal with than The Change Sickness, as he thought of it.

Elic hunched forward, his fingers digging into his knees, eyes squeezed tight, lungs pumping, as the worst of it peaked and then faded. The only lingering discomfort was the sense of being starved for air as his bones compressed and his muscles softened. The narrowing of his ribs always incited a sense of panicked asphyxiation, but within a minute or so his breathing steadied; his pulse slowed.

Then came the part that he always found both unnerving and thrilling, even after all these years: the tightening and pulling inward of his loins, as of a dark, secret furrow being ploughed into damp earth. His cock, throbbing from the excitement of The Change, contracted into a tight, pulsing little knot; his nipples itched as the flesh there swelled into buds, then breasts, heavy and soft.

Where there had been Elic, there was now a new incarnation, identical to the former in certain respects—same hair, same eyes—yet with a body whose form and chemistry were fundamentally different. He was She now, the female Elic might have been but for a fluke of nature at the moment of conception. Elic was not so much replaced during these occasional metamorphoses, as subsumed, incorporated into a being whose feelings and desires were purely female, but whose thoughts and memories—whose self—were still very much Elic.

Sitting back on her heels, she stretched her back and rotated her shoulders to the accompaniment of muted pops and cracks. She massaged her hands, flexed the delicate little fingers, and brought them to her breasts, which she lifted and squeezed. The part of her that was still Elic, still He, marveled, as always, at the softness of them, their weight and resilience. She pinched the rubbery little nipples, feeling a sting of arousal all the way down to her clit.

And then she turned her attention to the man in the bed across the room.

Viktor Larsson hadn’t moved this whole time. The big Swede still lay sprawled on his back, arms and legs outstretched, like a Viking washed up on the shore. Shafts of moonlight illumined the hard musculature of his chest, the broad shoulders and striking face. He was magnificent—powerful, yet with an innate athletic grace even in sleep. Elic’s female persona, the succubus, understood Lili’s captivation with Larsson in a way that Elic himself could never hope to, especially given that Lili’s high-test hormones made her that much more susceptible to the allure of a man who was, despite his flaws, utterly breathtaking.

Rising carefully to her feet, she shook out her legs and arms. She was tall for a woman, almost six feet, but that was still half a foot shorter than Elic. The difference in height conspired with the smaller, peculiarly balanced body to produce a slight disorientation for the first few minutes after The Change. When she felt as if she could walk without falling over, she took two guarded steps toward the bed, only to recoil with a gasp of pain as something sharp stabbed the sole of her right foot. Larsson turned his head, let out a grunty little breath, and stilled. Bending down, she lifted the offending object: Heather’s engagement ring.

Mega-carat diamonds didn’t end up on the floor unless they were thrown. It would appear that Heather was rethinking her future as Mrs. “Real Man” Larsson.

She slipped the ring onto her right hand and held it up; it flashed like lightning in the moonlight. Crawling up onto the bed with catlike stealth, she knelt next to Larsson and stroked her fingertips ever so lightly over the bulge between his splayed legs. Even through the sheet, and even in its flaccid state, his cock felt so warm, so vital. She stroked it again, and again, very slowly, a featherlight caress, until it began to thicken and stir.

Twisting the ring so that the diamond faced inward, she let the big stone graze him up and down along his member until it shifted like a live thing, rising hard and long against his belly. He made a little growly sound as she lowered the sheet and trailed her fingertips along the shiny-smooth organ. It radiated heat, twitching as she caressed it.

She took her time, stroking him lightly so as not to rouse him too soon from his slumber. The more sexually excited he was when he awoke, the more malleable he would be. And, too, it was critical that he be right at the edge when she took him; the more violent his orgasm, the more profuse the ejaculate—and that, after all, was her ultimate purpose in being here.

But not her only purpose, she thought as she slid her middle finger into the slick, hot cleft of her sex; there was her pleasure, too. The outer lips had already swelled and parted, exposing the little bud between them, which she circled with a gentle, fluttery touch until she was breathless and wet and ready. Larsson was ready, too, judging from the way his hips tensed and released with every brush of her fingertips.

She straddled his chest, leaned over, and said, “Viktor. Wake up, chéri.” Her English bore vague northern European inflections, like Elic’s, and her voice had the same husky quality as his, though of course it wasn’t as deep. When necessary for purposes of discretion, she could keep a gabru asleep, or half-asleep, while she tapped his seed, but the quantity nearly always suffered. More often, she would rouse him, but with just a touch on the forehead, convince him it was all a dream. Rarely did she take the risk, as she was doing now, of letting him remember it all the next day.

“Vem är det?” Larsson mumbled groggily as he rubbed his eyes. “Heather?”

“Not tonight.” Reaching behind her, she closed her hand around his cock and stroked it firmly from root to tip. “Tonight you’re mine.”

He moaned, thrusting twice into her fist before he gathered his wits enough to say, “Wait…what…who the hell…?”

“I don’t look familiar?” she asked.

He studied her with a bewildered scowl, his eyes luminous in the shaft of moonlight drifting over his face. God, he was beautiful.

She told him what she always told them, because the resemblance was too profound to disregard. “I’m Elic’s twin. Elle.” Elle, that was how she always thought of herself during the transformation. She.

“Have we…?” He groaned helplessly as she squeezed his cock in a way she knew—or rather, Elic knew—would excite him beyond reason. “Jösses…Herre Gud,” he moaned, gripping her waist as he writhed beneath her.

“We haven’t met, but I’ve been watching you. And thinking about you.” She dipped her fingers into her pussy, daubed the slickness onto a nipple, and teased it while she pumped him harder, faster. “I’ve got to have you, Viktor. Just for tonight.”

“But…Heather…,” he managed.

“No one will know. You’ll never see me again. Please, Viktor. Please…”

“Helsike,” he muttered, rubbing his eyes. “Ja. Fuck it. Okay. Yes.” Eyeing the strip of condoms on the nightstand, he said, “Just let me—”

“Patience.” Shifting forward, she knelt over his face and spread her labia to expose her aching clit. “Suck it.”

He gripped her hips to bring her into better contact with his mouth. Shoving her fingers through his hair, she tilted his head up slightly, shivering at the gust of hot breath on her wide-open slit.

“No, Viktor, not with the tongue,” she told him. “With the lips, like you’re drinking from a straw. Right here. Yes,” she sighed as he suckled her. “Like that. Oh, God, yes.” Having your cock sucked was wonderful, as she knew very well, but having your cock shrink into a tiny little organ jammed with thousands of nerve endings, and having that sucked…there were no words to describe the sensation. The pleasure escalated swiftly, too swiftly.

He protested when she rose off of him. “But you haven’t—”

“I want you inside me when I come. Wouldn’t that be nice? If we came together?”

“Ja,” he agreed, sitting up. “Okay. Sure.”

Leaning over him, she grabbed Heather’s pink makeup case. “Lie back down, Viktor.”

“Nä, I like to be on top.”

“I know you do.” All the gabrus did. She’d been looking for some kind of night cream or lotion, but found a little plastic bottle of personal warming lubricant instead. Just the thing. “Viktor, are you going to lie down, or do I have to tie you up?”

His surliness gave way to a sly grin. “Maybe I should tie you up.”

“Does it frighten you to think of losing control to a woman?” Elle untied one of the gold cords securing the bedcurtains and snapped it to test its strength.

With a snort of laughter, he said, “I am not so easily frightened.”

“Prove it,” she said as she took his right hand and looped the cord around it twice. Softly, seductively, she said, “Lie down, chéri.”

He did, watching her closely while she knotted the cord securely to the bedpost. His erection, which had waned a bit during their verbal sparring, filled and rose as she lashed his hands and feet to the four corners of the bed. The gauzy curtains fell closed, enveloping them in a dreamlike little bower.

Taking him in—the golden god spread-eagled—she said, “You remind me of Vitruvian Man. That’s a drawing by Leonardo da—”

“Ja, ja, inspired by a treatise on proportions by the Roman architect Vitruvius. What do you think, I’m just some dumb jock? You’ll have to put a rubber on me.”

“Shh.” She flipped open the bottle of lube and drizzled a bead up the length of his penis.

He groaned in pleasure as she coated his cock and balls with the slippery balm, which heated up deliciously as she worked it in. Ah, the delights of twenty-first-century technology.

“Sjysta prylar,” he breathed as he writhed to her touch. “Put a rubber on me. Now.”

“I’m disease-free,” she said, “I promise.”

He shook his head. “Once, back home, I got slapped with a…a faderskaps…You know, with the court and lawyers.”

“A paternity suit?”

“Ja. Put a rubber on me. Just do it.”

Elle got off the bed, retrieved the strip of condoms from his nightstand, and tossed them out the window.

“What the hell!” He yanked at his tethers as she returned to the bed. “Slyna! You crazy bitch, why would you do that? You want to get pregnant. That’s it, isn’t it? This is a setup.”

“Relax, Viktor.” She grabbed a pillow and shoved it under his butt to give her better access for her next assault. “I can’t even get pregnant.”

“Skitsnack! Bullshit! You’re a lying bitch.”

“Viktor, really—relax,” she said as she dripped a little of the lube onto the tip of her right middle finger. “This next part will go easier for you if you do.”

“Äsch!” he cried as she pressed her fingertip to his anus, circling the tiny opening to slacken it. “Vad gör du? What are you—?”

“Relax,” she repeated, pushing through the sphincter. Crooking her finger toward his belly, she located a nutlike bulge, which she rubbed toward her in a slow, steady rhythm as the lube warmed up. “You’ll like this, I promise you. You’ll come better than you’ve ever come in your life.” And far more copiously, which was really the point.

Larsson struggled against his bonds, spewing invective in English and Swedish, until the stimulation just got too much to ignore. He dropped his head onto the pillow with a sigh and some muttered Swedish curses; his eyes rolled up.

Elle pleasured herself as she milked Larsson. He turned his head to watch her with evident fascination, his breath coming faster now, hips straining in tempo with the prostate massage. His balls began to swell, the skin of his scrotum growing taut as the sac drew upward. His cock looked as if it were carved out of polished pink marble—rock-hard and glossy, with a network of delicate blue veins, the glans inflamed a deep, purplish red. Pre-ejaculate oozed like syrup from its tiny slit, puddling onto his belly, an exquisite sight. He was ready now, bursting with come and about to explode.

“Suck me,” he rasped, his head rocking on the pillow in sensual delirium.

“Sorry, no,” she said as evenly as she could, given her own white-hot arousal. “But I’ll fuck you if you ask me nicely.”

“Nej då! Don’t you dare.”

“But we were going to come at the same time, remember?”

“Suck me!” he yelled, his voice raw and unsteady. “Do it. Just do it, you fucking bitch!”

“Viktor, trust me—the only way I’m going to let you come is if I fuck you. But you have to ask me first.”

“Sug min kuk!” he screamed, straining at the cords, red-faced and wild-eyed. “Suck it!”

Soothingly Elle said, “I know you need to come, chéri. Just ask me and I’ll—”

“Din satkäring! Sur-fjas!” he roared, the bed quaking and creaking as he thrashed. “Bitch! Whore!”

Sliding her finger out of his body and backing off the bed, she said, “I could just leave you here, tied up and helpless, with those poor balls of yours turning bluer by the—”

“Nä, don’t! Don’t! Varsågod! Please!” He was heaving and quivering, every muscle in his body bulging with veins, a tethered beast straining for release.

“Please what?” she asked from the foot of the bed, still fingering herself. “Please fuck you?”

“Vad som helst,” he groaned. “Okay. Okay, goddamn it, just do it. Do it.”

“Do what?” she asked, plucking absently at a nipple.

He let out a snarl of frustration that degenerated into a hoarse little sob. “Jösses. Fuck me.”

“You didn’t say please.”

“Please!” he screamed. “Please, you fucking cunt, will you please just fuck me!”

“You’re sure, now?” she asked as she crawled over him.

“Slyna! Hora!” he yelled as he thrashed against his bindings. “Do it! Fuck me! Just fuck—” A quavering moan issued from him as she took hold of his cock, which was almost too stiff to tilt up, and seated the head inside her. With a grunt of effort, Larsson snapped his hips, filling her; she groaned in agonized pleasure. He bucked beneath her, sweat-sheened and moaning. It didn’t take long, of course. Quite soon he stilled and shuddered, a low, grinding sound, almost like a death rattle, rising from his chest.

Elle ground hard against him, igniting her own climax. Larsson roared, his cock jerking as it shot out a jet of hot come. It went on and on, burst after burst striking the mouth of her womb. He shouted with every spasm, his entire body flexing like a bow. It went on so long that he was hoarse and quaking by the time the final tremors coursed through him.

Larsson went limp, his eyes half-open as he sucked in lungfuls of air. Elle’s hands shook as she pulled the pillow from beneath him and fumbled with the cords knotted around his wrists and ankles. He didn’t seem to notice when he was finally freed; she had to push his left arm and leg aside to flop down next to him.

“Ofattbar,” he muttered. “Fucking satans helvete. That was…häftigt. Amazing. What did you say your name was?”

Reaching over to stroke his damp forehead, she whispered, “Take a little nap, chéri. Just for a few minutes.”

He closed his eyes and went slack, his mouth slightly open, breathing deep and regular.

Dragging her hair off her face, Elle closed her own eyes and whispered the words that would change her back into Elic. The “return ticket,” that was how she thought of it. From female to male…succubus to incubus.

It was much the same on the inbound trip as on the outbound: the queasiness, the pain…This time, though, her bones were expanding, her muscles solidifying, her skin stretching. The widening of her ribcage always made her want to vomit, but the feeling never lasted more than a few seconds.

The discomfort was all but gone when she felt a biting tightness on her right hand. “Merde!” The diamond ring, which she’d forgotten about, was digging into that finger as it grew. She sat up and tugged at the narrow band, growling in pain as she struggled to get it off before the finger finished enlarging. It wasn’t easy; although the finger was coated with lube, so was the hand that was trying to remove it. She closed her teeth over the ring, took a deep breath, and yanked. It slid into her mouth, thank God. She tasted gold and blood; the finger was abraded up to the middle knuckle, but at least she—or rather, Elic—wouldn’t have to end up getting Heather’s engagement ring cut off. The questions would have been awkward.

She spat the ring onto the floor and slumped back down, swearing under her breath as the transformation ran its course. Her breast tissue shrank back into the pectorals; her genitals felt as if they were turning themselves inside out. It was only when he felt a penis and scrotum lying heavy between his legs that he truly felt like Elic again. He ran his hands over his face, his chest and arms, reassured by the firmness of the flesh, the unabashedly masculine contours. Diverting as it was to be Elle from time to time, it was always comforting to come back home into the body he’d been born with.

During The Change, Larsson’s semen had become imbued with an incorporeal essence unique to Elic. It was a precious elixir, this zeru, as Lili called it, a merging of superb human genetic material with certain more ethereal qualities of the dusii race. The pressure of it, the lust it generated, made Elic’s cock grow heavy, rising just a bit in anticipation of his next stop: the bathhouse.

Feeling a grating emptiness in his stomach—he was always famished after tapping seed—Elic sat up and grabbed one of Larsson’s protein bars, a never-tasted novelty. He lounged back against the headboard to unwrap it, smiling when he found it to be coated in chocolate, a weakness that had rubbed off on him from Lili. He bit off a mouthful and chewed, only to gag in disgust at the shocking, nostril-flaring foulness of it. Spitting the grainy mush into his hand, he squinted in the semidarkness at the wrapper: A heavenly combination of chocolate fudge and soy crisps guaranteed to delight your taste buds.

Lying goddamn humans.

He hurled the bar, pre- and post-masticated, into the wastebasket. Larrson stirred at the noise, blinking his eyes open as he looked around. “Heather?”

“Not exactly.”

The big Swede focused on Elic, his obvious bafflement giving way to recognition as he took in the hair. “Oh, you,” he said, clearly thinking he was looking at the woman he’d just bedded, only to gape in stupefaction when Elic turned to face him fully and he realized there was a man in his bed. “Jösses!” he exclaimed, sitting bolt upright. “Vem…Who the hell…Elic?”

“Let me ask you, do you actually like those things?” Elic asked, nodding toward the protein bars, “or do you just eat them for the—”

“What the fuck…?” Scrabbling back toward the edge of the bed, Larsson said, “What the hell are you doing here?”

Elic allowed himself a puzzled little smile. “You don’t remember?”

Larsson stared at Elic, his eyes glowing like silver coins as he thought about what he’d just done with the woman who bore such an uncanny resemblance to the man now lounging in his bed—the buck-naked, half-erect man. He looked down at himself, at the oily sheen on his cock and balls, the little plastic bottle of warming lube; he’d feel it in his ass, too. “Nej,” he said, shaking his head in revulsion and disbelief as the possibilities crystallized.

“Sorry to have awakened you,” Elic said. “You really conked out there. I’m not surprised, given—”

“Get out!” Larsson yelled. “Get the fuck out of here!”

“Hey, what’s gotten into—”

“Get out!” He lunged across the bed, taking a wild swing that Elic easily ducked.

Elic drew back and landed a swift punch to Larsson’s head, dropping him in a heap on the bed. Grimacing, he examined his injured finger, now throbbing from the blow. What would Larsson think, he wondered, when he came to? Would he rationalize it in his mind, convince himself he’d dreamed the whole thing, or perhaps hallucinated it? The chateau’s guests tended to experience all kinds of unexplainable phenomena. There was the lube, but wishful thinking being what it was, he could conceivably decide he’d done that to himself while sleep-fucking or whatever.

Rising from the bed, Elic pulled on his jeans and black T-shirt. Larsson had razzed Elic about the shirt earlier that day, both because it bore the Adidas logo—he’d just signed an endorsement contract with Nike—and because it had faded in the wash. “Look at Elic’s shirt, how worn and shabby it is,” he’d told Lili with an amused little shake of his head. “Even ball boys don’t wear shirts like that.”

Elic whipped off the shirt and tossed it on the floor for Larsson to find in the morning.

                  

She’s still watching.

Elic smelled it in the night air as he crossed from the chateau to the bathhouse, that heady fusion of jasmine and pheromones that told him Ilutu-Lili was still somewhere at the edge of the woods, keeping an eye on him—and an ear, as well. She would have heard Larsson pleading with Elle to fuck him, heard him roaring in relief when she finally did. She’d be disillusioned with her mighty gabru, and perhaps a bit miffed with Elic for putting Larsson through all that when he could have been tapped with a good deal less drama. She wouldn’t stay cross at him long, though, she never did; nor he with her.

Lili…my beloved, mins ástgurdís. Would that it was you I was coming to now, Elic thought as he approached the bathhouse. Would that I could possess you as I possess all these others for whom I care nothing. Would that I could lie with you and love you and make you truly mine.

Elic’s cock stretched the fly of his jeans as he stood in the arched doorway of the temple-like structure, watching Heather take her midnight soak. She reclined on the steps in a far corner of the pool, head back, eyes closed, the red swimsuit a little puddle on the marble floor behind her.

He entered the bathhouse and circled the pool, taking no care to be silent. The other spell he’d cast upon Heather this afternoon, when he’d put it in her mind to take this late-night bath, had ensured that she would be deaf to any sound produced by humanfolk or follets from the moment she lowered herself into the pool. So Larsson’s groans and pleas and screams of lust, audible, Elic was quite sure, to the entire Grotte Cachée valley, had not been heard by his fiancée.

Moonlight streamed in through the skylight, infusing Heather’s sleek, damp body with a silvery radiance. Her hair, even wet as it was, looked like spun gold, her nipples like little copper coins balanced just so on her petite breasts.

Arkhutus, that was what Lili called the female guests in whom Elic, the incubus incarnate, chose to plant the seed he took such care to harvest. That Heather was engaged to Larsson was purely a fluke. The arkhutu needn’t be involved with the gabru who’d produced the seed, nor even know him. All they need have in common was excellent genetic potential, as demonstrated by such factors as physical vitality, accomplishments, and intellect. Archer referred to them, in that aridly British way of his, as “prime breeding stock.”

Standing at the edge of the pool not far from Heather, Elic realized she wasn’t dozing, as he’d thought. Her submerged right hand, which rested in her lap, was moving in a slow, sensual rhythm. Elic stripped off his jeans and stepped down into the pool—cautiously, so as not to betray his presence by disturbing the water. Lust quivered up his legs, settling hot and insistent in his loins; the water would have contained a lingering sensual charge from this afternoon even before Heather stepped into it, thus kindling her own sexual heat.

He grew fully erect within a matter of seconds, his cache of zeru only fueling his lust. Standing in the water about two yards from Heather, Elic stroked himself in time with her own caress, very lightly, just the fingertips playing up and down the shaft as he gritted his teeth to keep himself in check. It wouldn’t do to go off in his hand, thus squandering all that precious seed, but he’d learned that it paid to be as primed as possible. The greater the discharge of seed, the more likely the arkhutu was to get pregnant. The position in which he took her was important, too, conception being likeliest if she was on her back, although he sometimes made them lie on their sides, or kneel facedown. And, too, it was imperative that he coax her into the most powerful orgasm possible, the contractions of which would force her cervix into contact with the ejaculate.

If Lili were with him now, she might milk Elic’s seed, as he had milked Larsson’s, while he pumped away with measured strokes inside this arkhutu, trying to make it last, to make the pleasure mount and mount until he was wild with it. Lili sometimes did that for him, amid soft kisses and intimate whispers, often with a little curved steel rod she’d had forged for that purpose by the royal swordsmith to Louis XVI.

Tonight, however, Lili was just a distant, if not quite disinterested, observer.

Elic grasped the head of his cock to squeeze out a few thick drops of pre-come, which he rubbed over the aching instrument to facilitate penetration. Now.

He crossed to Heather in two strides; by the time she opened her eyes, he was upon her. She drew in a breath to scream. He clamped a hand over her mouth and willed her hearing to return.

“It’s me—Elic,” he said, but she was already kicking and struggling. She rammed a fist into his nose, sparking a bolt of pain that had Elic swearing harshly even as he thought, Good girl.

He tried to pin her into the corner of the pool, but she thrashed and fought like a wild thing, and she was surprisingly strong. She bit his hand to get it off her mouth, but as she was filling her lungs, he clamped a hand to her forehead and said, “Láta…liggja… Shh, Heather. Easy. Easy.”

She quieted, her breath coming rapidly as she stared at him. He felt the tension ease from her muscles as her mind and body surrendered to his desire, his aching need—always a heady moment, filled with the promise of exquisite pleasures to come. Her eyes glittered darkly as she held his gaze; her legs fell open. Elic knelt on the floor of the pool and slid his cock up and down the cleft of her sex, feeling the heat and dampness of her arousal even underwater.

Closing his hands over her breasts, he whispered against her lips, “You’re about to have the most extraordinary dream.”
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