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    For the Coven.
You know who you are. The ones who linger in the dark corners of the library and crave the stories that bite back. Consider this a forbidden morsel, crafted specifically for your voracious appetites.
Devour it.
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The bell tower smelled of velvet and incense, the kind of place where whispered confessions clung to the rafters long after the priests had gone. Caelidra’s bare feet sank into the layers of furs Khozvrak had piled over centuries—bear pelts, wolf hides, things that should have reeked of musk but instead carried the crisp, metallic tang of old rain. She didn’t look down. Her gaze stayed locked on the shadow at the far end of the nest, where the moonlight sliced through the arched window and caught on the ridges of his folded wings.

He moved like a landslide given sentience. Khozvrak uncoiled from his crouch, the stone-like plates of his torso grinding faintly as he straightened to his full height—twice hers, if not more. The nest’s stolen silks whispered against his thighs as he stepped forwards, and the sound alone made her breath hitch.

“You came back,” he said, or rather, the words reverberated through him, a basso growl that she felt in her ribs before her ears caught up.

Caelidra swallowed. Her fingers twitched at her sides. She’d rehearsed this moment a dozen times in her head, but the reality of him—the sheer physicality—left her stupid with want. “You knew I would.”

The nest shifted underfoot—not just furs, but something deeper, like the earth itself acknowledging her presence. Khozvrak exhaled, and the sound wasn’t breath but landslide, the rumble of stone settling after an age. His wings, half-unfurled, cast jagged shadows across the silks piled between them. Caelidra didn’t flinch when he stepped closer. She arched her neck instead, letting the moonlight catch her throat.

His claws grazed the hollow beneath her jaw first—a question. The sheer size of his hand captivated her; it spanned from her temple to the curve of her chin, his thumb rough as weathered granite where it traced her lower lip. She leaned into it. Pressed her cheek against his palm like a cat claiming warmth from sunbaked stone.

When she touched him, it was tentative but sure. Her fingers splayed over the ridges of his abdomen, each dip and rise like the carved musculature of a cathedral’s keystone. The texture surprised her even still—not cold, but humming with latent heat, as if the sun had baked into his skin centuries ago and never left. Khozvrak shuddered, a crackle running through him, the sound of mortar shifting in an ancient wall.

"You’re warm," she murmured, and her thumb found a particular groove between his plates, a place where the stone-that-wasn’t-stone gave way to something softer. His answering growl vibrated through her fingertips, up her arms, into the marrow of her ribs.

His hand swallowed half her face when he cupped her cheek—a paradox of gentleness wrapped in consuming potential. Khozvrak’s talons, curved like the ribs of a cathedral vault, barely skimmed her temple, yet the implication of them sent a shudder down her spine. Caelidra leaned into the contact, her breath hitching as his thumb—wider than three of her fingers—dragged across her lower lip. The roughness of his skin caught on the delicate flesh, a tease of friction that made her tongue dart out to taste him. Salt. Heat. Something mineral and ancient, like licking a sun-warmed statue in a forgotten courtyard.

The sound that ripped from Khozvrak’s chest wasn’t human. It wasn’t even language, just a subsonic growl that vibrated through the nest’s silks, shaking loose a cascade of embroidered threads from a moth-eaten banner above them. His wings, massive and carved from living stone, twitched outwards—not fully unfurled, but enough to cast them in deeper shadow. Moonlight caught the jagged edges of his scapular spikes, turning them into a crown of knives suspended above her head.

Caelidra didn’t retreat. She pressed closer, her fingers mapping the landscape of his abdomen, each ridge and valley a topography of inhuman strength. Her nails scraped a particular groove where his stone-like plating thinned, and his entire body locked—a statue suddenly remembering it had a heartbeat. “You’re not just warm,” she murmured, dragging her thumb in circles over that vulnerable spot. “You’re alive.”

Khozvrak’s exhale gusted hot across her forehead, smelling of smoldering cedar and the ozone tang of a storm rolling in over mountains. His free hand—the one not cradling her face—drifted down to her hip, engulfing it entirely. The contrast was obscene: her delicate linen robe barely concealed the flare of her pelvis, while his fingers spanned from the crest of her hipbone to the dip of her waist. He pulled her forwards until the rough texture of his thighs scraped against her bare legs.

Caelidra stepped deeper into the nest, her toes curling into a pelt of something impossibly soft—lynx, maybe, or snow fox—her gaze never leaving the silhouette of him. The moonlight caught the jagged edges of his wings, turning each serration into a sliver of silver, and she felt the weight of centuries in the way he watched her. Not hunger. Not yet. Something far older: the patience of Gargoyles who’d waited atop cathedrals for generations, knowing the mortals below would eventually look up.

Khozvrak’s exhale hit her lips first—hot, ragged, smelling of storms and scorched cedar—before his mouth crashed into hers. The kiss was as gentle as a landslide, a cathedral collapsing, his lips searing against hers with the weight of centuries of restraint undone. His mouth devoured hers, a wet, ravenous slide of heat that tasted of thunderstorms and raw desire. He coaxed her lips apart, his tongue sweeping the sensitive roof of her mouth, tangling with hers in a deep, intoxicating rhythm that made her entire body flush with liquid arousal. His fangs grazed her lower lip, not enough to break skin but enough to make her gasp into him. He swallowed the sound, his tongue pushing past her teeth like a claim staked in fertile earth. Caelidra arched into him, her nails digging into the grooves between his stone-like plates, and the growl that ripped from his throat vibrated through her ribs like the aftershocks of an avalanche.

She didn’t hesitate. Her hands slid down his abdomen, past the ridges that flexed under her touch, until her fingers caught on the edge of his loincloth—a mere scrap of fabric against the sheer bulk of him. The material was surprisingly soft, worn silk from some long-forgotten altar, and it gave way easily when she yanked it free. It fluttered to the furs between them, and the sudden exposure of him—thick, ridged, already slick at the tip—made her mouth water. Khozvrak didn’t give her time to stare. His claws hooked into the embroidered neckline of her emerald robe, and with a single, deliberate flex of his wrist, the fabric split down the middle like parchment under a blade. The sound of tearing silk was obscenely loud in the bell tower’s hush, the remnants pooling around her ankles like shed skin.

Caelidra shuddered, not from cold—the nest was fever-warm, thick with the heat of him—but from the way his gaze raked over her. His pupils swallowed the gold of his irises, leaving only black pits that tracked the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the flush spreading down her throat to her breasts. His claws traced the exposed curve of her collarbone, not quite touching, the threat of those talons a whisper against her damp skin. “Mine,” he rumbled, the word less a declaration than a tectonic shift, the bedrock of some new reality settling into place.

She could have laughed at the absurdity of it—this monster of stone and shadow, his wings half-furled like a cathedral’s buttresses, standing amidst a hoard of finery—but the sound died in her throat when he moved. One moment she was standing; the next, the world tilted, and her back hit the deepest pile of furs with a muffled thump. Khozvrak loomed over her, his knees bracketing her hips, the sheer size of him blotting out the moonlight. His wings stretched wider, casting them in a cocoon of shadow, and the sudden intimacy of it—the way his breath gusted hot across her bare stomach—made her toes curl into the pelts beneath her.

Caelidra reached for him before her knees had fully settled into the furs. The moment Khozvrak released her, her hands were already climbing the thick, ridged length of him—tentatively, reverently, and with the same desperate hunger that had driven her back to this tower night after night. Her palms barely met around his girth, fingers splaying against the rough texture of him, each scale like weathered stone warmed by midday sun. She exhaled keenly through her nose. Even half-hard, he dwarfed her grasp.

The first taste was electric—salt and something darker, like rainwater pooled in ancient marble
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