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Dedication


For the fans of my BHS series.


Red Wine & Blood


Beacon Hill, Boston

Year of The Blood Wars 103

1897 AD

Vampire Ashwin Metcalfe ducked behind a collapsed wall, the corner grocer was reduced to rubble. His fangs ached in his jaws; his desire to seek sustenance to repair the traumatic damage to his body almost distracted him from the sound of footsteps hurrying down the sidewalk, heading right for him. He ducked as low as he could behind the pile of stone and brick, claws extended, and he kicked off his once shiny leather shoes. He had no traction in those costly and pretty shoes.

He tossed his ruined waistcoat aside, mourning the loss of the paisley silk, a gift from his lover. He’d caught three sorcerers from the Melbourne clan strong-arming money from one of the many small businesses in Salvatore territory, and Ashwin couldn’t let them get away with it. His hot temper almost cost him his life when the sorcerers responded to his demand that they leave immediately with concussive force, blasting him through the wall into the darkened street, his body skidding across the cobblestones. He should have known better and summoned reinforcements, but the old man they were smacking about was a favorite of Ashwin’s.

A hot warmth startled him, and he grabbed for his pocket, pulling out the small mirror that hummed with energy. He could not see his own reflection, because a dear face stared back out at him, frown in place. “Ashwin, I sensed your pain. Mi amor, what’s wrong?” Ignacio Salvatore asked, his deep voice tinny from the magic and the tiny mirror.

“I went out for some wine at Mercutio’s and found three Melbourne casters roughing the old man up for money. I told them to stop.” Ashwin ducked a fireball, hissing as his broken ribs complained at the sudden movement. “They protested my interruption.”

He had recently fed, but breaking half a dozen bones in a single blow from kinetic magic would slow down anyone, even a two-hundred-year-old vampire. Blood, cold and thick, so dark as to be black, seeped from where some of his ribs erupted from under his skin along his side. He nudged the worst of them back under the flesh, thankful he did not need to breathe, as any gasps of pain might be heard in the sudden silence along Charles Street. Though not breathing reduced his ability to scent, so he relied on his hearing. Three sets of footsteps moved with more confidence as they approached, believing him to be incapacitated. If he was younger, he likely would be too injured to move.

“I’m coming,” Ignacio replied, and the mirror went blank instantly. Ashwin grumbled and slipped the mirror back in his pocket just as a reckless and utterly stupid human practitioner peeked over the top of the rubble. Ashwin snapped out a hand, claws embedding an inch deep into flesh and bone, and yanked the screaming mortal over the rubble. He could not drink from the practitioner, but the wet snap from breaking the Melbourne rat’s neck was almost as satisfying. Shouts came from the other side of the rubble, and Ashwin snarled as he tossed the body back at the remaining practitioners, knocking them off their feet.

He leapt, following the body through the air, and landed hard on one of the mages. A slash of claws and blood gurgled from a ruptured neck, a black rose blooming in a midnight garden. He roared, ready to leap again at the remaining mortal, but a fireball slammed into his damaged side, knocking him back several feet. Ashwin landed on his back, hissing in defiance, his skin burning, more blood running from his side.

A rolling boom, a rumble akin to a storm surge at high tide, shook the cobblestones of the street, glass rattling, earth splitting in spurts of dust and grime from the gutters. Pigeons took off in complaint, and a roiling cloud of righteous fury turned the corner of Charles Street. Ignacio Salvatore was a big man with broad of shoulders, befitting a man who carried the weight of fighting a century-long war and protecting over half of Boston from the depravations of the Macavoy and Melbourne clans. The horse he rode was as black as night, an Andalusian stallion whose hooves sparked on the stones as it galloped into the fray.

Storm winds lifted dust and debris, even tossing the two dead Melbourne sorcerers farther down the street. The remaining practitioner’s cry of alarm was drowned by fierce winds, and Ignacio leapt from the back of his horse, spell unleashing before his boots hit the cobblestones between Ashwin and the enemy.

Lightning cracked the evening sky, and rain colder than ice lashed the city. Ignacio Salvatore, elementalist and master of storms, had no mercy to spare for enemies who crossed territorial lines and harmed those he loved.

And he loved Ashwin Metcalfe, lone vampire and his lover of twenty years.

A blackened husk of bones and melted belt and shoe buckles was all that remained of the last Melbourne. Ignacio strode back to Ashwin, helping him to his feet with a large, swarthy hand. “Mi amor, what am I to do with you? Only you could end up in a heated battle over a bottle of Spanish red.”

Ashwin hissed, pressing a hand to his ribs, forcing them back into place. He was healing fast, but he could use some blood. Ignacio cupped a big hand around Ashwin’s cold cheek, and he leaned into the heat of his mortal lover, closing his eyes and soaking in the love and exasperated affection. A kiss softly landed on his lips, and he hummed in delight.

Hoofbeats thundered off the brick walls around them, and Ashwin pulled back as Ignacio’s oldest son and younger brother rode down the street. Arturo Salvatore was very much like his father, broad and solid, heavy with muscle, while Ignacio’s younger brother, Aurelio, favored the Salvatore matriarch Astoria, slim and lean, a head shorter than his brother.

“Ashwin!” Aurelio cried out, dismounting from his gelding and running over. He looked about the destroyed street and saw Mercutio, the grocer, cursing up a new storm from within the shattered remnants of his storefront. “What happened?”

“Explanations later,” Ignacio interrupted and directed his brother and son toward the bodies half a block away. “Identify the dead men. The one I blasted was one of the Melbourne cousins. See if any of the elder brothers are the dead men. We may have gotten lucky.”

“Lucky? I come into the city for a shipment of wine and find myself in a pitched battle for Charles Street, and that is lucky?” Ashwin asked, half amused, half exasperated. Ignacio, his battlemage, was ever pragmatic, only exposing the tender lover behind closed doors and away from prying eyes. Ashwin swayed a bit, and Ignacio grabbed him, holding him still as Aurelio and Arturo went past them, climbing over the rubble caused by Ashwin being knocked through the wall.

“You need blood, mi amor.” Ignacio’s eyes were dark with worry, and his big hands cradled Ashwin’s shoulders as if afraid the vampire might collapse. His ribs were snapping back into place, the blood no longer flowing. He might need to punch a few ribs back into a better position, but that was something he would do when he and Ignacio were alone. He did not feel comfortable revealing his vulnerabilities in front of anyone, not even the Salvatore clan, despite the last twenty years living among them. “Our bond is not yet to the point I might sustain you safely. You need one of your donors.”

Ashwin grimaced in distaste. His soulmate bond to Ignacio grew stronger with each passing year, halting Ignacio’s aging, aiding in his healing, and increasing Ashwin’s resistance to certain types of magic, but the bond was far from complete. Rarely did human practitioners and vampires soulbond—usually it was vampire to vampire, and they had centuries for the soulbond to cement and complete. Ashwin predicted another decade before he might feed from Ignacio without suffering blood magic poisoning, so for now, he needed mundane human blood donors. He needed blood, and he would drink from the well-paid donors he hired from among the Salvatore servants, but he wanted to drink from Ignacio and hated the necessity.

“Don’t frown so, Ashwin. You’ll crease your pretty face,” Aurelio teased as he dragged back one of the dead men. “Brother, we are without luck this day, save Ashwin’s survival. The remaining dead men are lesser cousins and not the eldest Melbourne brothers.”

“Mother will be pleased,” Ignacio said, shaking his head and wrapping one arm around Ashwin’s waist. “She wants the Melbourne brothers to herself. Settle with Mercutio for the damage done to his establishment. I am taking Ashwin home.”

Ashwin saved his protestations for another time and let Ignacio toss him up on his stallion’s back before mounting himself. Ashwin gripped Ignacio’s hips and leaned into the heat of his mortal lover’s back. He could hear the reassuring beat of a heart, the rush of blood through veins, and the hum of life beneath his skin. “Take me home, Iggy. I want a glass of red, a nip of blood, and your arms around me until dawn.”

Ignacio sighed at the reprehensible nickname but turned the stallion’s head to the south and the Salvatore mansion. “You’ll have my arms about you for eternity, mi amor. Forget the dawn. Let us aim for forever.”

“Sounds lovely,” Ashwin murmured, smiling and closing his eyes. Love was forever, after all. So too was their bond. And they had many lifetimes to explore it.


A History of Trouble


Takes place between BHS#1 and BHS#2.

When Angel made the joke about the mammoth, he hadn’t expected to be right. A mammoth rampage was exactly what happened to the dead people strewn about the large room. Looking at the scene in person, Angel had no choice but to curse his fast tongue and sigh heavily, resigned to a horrible night of cleaning up after deceased idiots.

The six dead graduate students of Boston’s College of Magical Arts hadn’t more than a moment of regret before the ancient beast they resurrected from its muddy grave lost its shit and trampled them. One unlucky soul was run through by a ten-thousand-year-old ivory tusk then tossed through a wall. The rest were smashed to bone dust and red mush.

The Museum of Natural History in Boston had one of the rarest archaeological specimens ever found, from the permafrost of Siberia. A nearly perfectly preserved adult male mammoth. Behind the platform where the mammoth had spent the last twenty years intimidating visitors to the museum, there was a mural from floor to ceiling depicting the ancient beasts of the ice age grazing on the tall grasses of the steppes. The mammoths were drawn life-size. One mammoth bull stood nearly fifteen feet tall at the shoulders, and its tusks were longer than Angel was tall.

“What do you think?” Detective O’Malley asked, contemplating the wreckage with a mildly disinterested expression.

“I think a bunch of people are going to be fired,” Angel quipped, finally examining the wards and preservation spells that had kept the mammoth carcass from decomposing while on display for the public. “This is crappy spell work. No locks to prevent tampering aside from the most basic of spells. A child could have messed with this, never mind sorcery-level graduate students. Who are the victims?”

O’Malley pulled out his smart phone and pulled up the memo screen, tilting it to show Angel. He squinted at the list, dismissing the names of each victim. None of the victims nor their families had any necromancers or death magic affinity in their family history. He would know—in fact he knew exactly how many necromancers existed at that moment around the world.

Angel shook his head at their idiocy and continued to examine the scene. Because none of the graduate students were necromancers, they lacked the natural ability to control that which they summoned. Sheer power and knowledge could have made up for the lack, but it didn’t here.

Angel cursed under his breath, hands tucked in his pockets. He stepped around puddles of blood, yellow evidence tags, and forensic techs. He caught sight of the glances and stiff postures of several cops and smiled to himself; they still had trouble with a Salvatore being involved in cases.

The cold night air came in through a massive hole to the outside punched through the stone exterior wall from floor to ceiling. It was about fifteen feet wide, and pieces of the wall were scattered across the manicured, dormant lawn. He heard chirping and caught a glimpse of Eroch flitting about, the curious beastie investigating the scene on his own, though for entirely different reasons. Eroch was a carnivore, and Angel didn’t know how he would react to fresh corpses dripping blood, potentially tempting for the small dragon. He encouraged Eroch to leave the immediate area in case temptation grew too great and the dragon decided to munch on some dead humans. It would not have bothered Angel, but he doubted the police would have been so sanguine about his familiar having snack.

The moon broke through the cloud cover, and he could see large imprints made by the undead beast as it stumbled to freedom. He was looking outside at his dragon flying through the moonlight, chirping with excitement, when a shadow blurred at the periphery of his vision. Simeon appeared at his side, the vampire moving so fast his sudden appearance seem to be magic. A couple of nearby humans jumped in alarm, Simeon having moved fast enough to be invisible to human eyes.

“The ancient creature is in the park, my love,” Simeon said before Angel could ask. “I tracked it—due to the late hour, it hasn’t encountered anyone aside from a startled brownie it rousted from the bushes. The mammoth,” Simeon’s lips twitched in amusement, “is attempting to graze near the duck pond. If we move quickly, you can take care of it before anyone else gets hurt.”

Angel nodded and quickly turned back to the room. “O’Malley!” he called, everyone stopping and turning in his direction. O’Malley stopped talking to one of his junior detectives and looked up at his shout with a questioning expression. “I need to disable the resurrection spell. Everyone has to move away.”

Techs scrambled, not waiting for O’Malley to give the order. Gear was grabbed and moved aside and more than a handful of people watched Angel with apprehension and suspicion. A few tenacious techs clicked away with their cameras, obviously assuming Angel would destroy evidence. He rolled his eyes and raised a hand clenching his fist.

The death magic that naturally existed in the world was thickest here in the museum—aside from a graveyard or battlefield, museums held the largest collection of dead things in the modern world. Mummies and stuffed creatures, weapons and machines of death, destruction, and mayhem—human civilization was rife with objects of death.

A crudely drawn pentagram lay under the blood, glass, and crumbled drywall, and it flared to life when he called the death magics. The stench of burning industrial paint filled the air and smoke rose in noxious clouds as Angel poured power into the working. Runes lit up, and he could see the symbols and spells the dead idiots used to drag the deceased mammoth’s essence from death.

“Shit,” Angel swore, and Simeon moved closer to his side.

“Mo ghra?”

“It’s not a revenant,” Angel said as he charged the pentagram, overpowering the entire framework. “It’s not a revenant, so destroying the spell won’t get rid of it.”

“Then what is it?” Simeon asked just as Angel broke the pentagram, and the entire thing burst into flame. Within seconds, it burnt to ash.

Angel took a deep breath and expelled it slowly. “It’s a zombie.”
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“What’s the difference?” O’Malley asked as they walked cautiously into the small park. The entire park was cordoned off by police barricades, and there were occasional flashes of blue and red light through the trees.

“If it was a revenant, the spirit would have departed the moment I disabled the spells, dropping the mammoth immediately,” Angel explained as he followed along behind Simeon. His mate led the way, moving silently through the shadows, the moon above hidden behind cloud cover. It was cold, frost and ice gathering on grass and tree alike. Winter was getting closer. “Since it’s a zombie, the animating spell is self-sustaining.”

“A zombie mammoth? What were they thinking?” O’Malley muttered, angrily shaking off his shoes as they approached the pond.

The duck pond was small and shallow, about twenty feet across, and on a bright enough day, the gravel and stone bottom could be seen. Dead, brown lilies floated near the shore and cattails, the tops crowned by dark brown and white puffs of feathery seeds, littered around the far side of the pond. Trees, some pines but mostly bare limbed oaks, obscured the light from the moon that peeked out from the clouds, but there was enough light to see the mountainous, awkward creature that lumbered beside the pond.

Angel never really paid all that much attention to natural history when he was a kid. His passion had always been high sorcery, spellwork, and magical creatures by extension. He could tell someone when the last dragon was seen (which was in 1634 in Wales), well, last dragon aside from Eroch. His wee beastie was a special case. Seeing an ancient beast from the last ice age attempting to forage with a desiccated trunk and a jaw that refused to move, Angel felt both sympathy and the irreverent urge to laugh.

“Idiots. The whole bunch of them.” Angel swore under his breath, shaking his head. “O’Malley, I’ll leave motive to you. And the cleanup.”

“What cleanup? Angel?” O’Malley hissed at him, but Angel wasted no time in escaping, trying to get a better view of the undead beast.

Paleontologists conjectured that the huge beast had been felled by a devastating storm, covered in mud, then frozen in the permafrost in a remote corner of Siberia. It had not been a kind or easy way to die, and the passage of time was even crueler.

The mammoth was enormous. Angel bit back a laugh at that mental understatement, but it was true. The beast was almost twenty feet tall, its long hair mangled and matted by mud and various debris. It had, for whatever reason, only one tusk remaining, and the ivory was coated with dirt and blood halfway up its length.

Feet wider than a trash can lid thumped the damp earth, mud and frost-laden grasses squished with each ponderous step.

O’Malley and his police officers whispered excitedly behind Angel, exhalations full of wonder and disbelief. Simeon moved effortlessly around the edge of the pond, stopping about halfway to the ancient creature with Angel following right behind.

“Any ideas, my love?” Simeon asked, bemused.

“Plenty—but none the police are going to appreciate.”

Simeon chuckled, a deep rich sound that made Angel smile. “What will you do? The zombies I’ve encountered all have Masters. Liches are commonly crafted from animals, but a zombie? I’ve never seen an animal made into a zombie. Certainly, never a being this large…or this old.”

Angel watched the undead beast as it continued to graze, futilely attempting to consume the remaining cattails along the bank of the pond. The mammoth made no sign it heard them, or that it cared. Zombies had limited mental faculties. Unlike a bound revenant, which was the original soul returned and locked within its deceased body, a zombie was animated by death magic and functioned under instinct without spells, usually placing limits on its actions. One instinct that reigned supreme in all creatures was to live, and to do that, food needed to be consumed. Humans were omnivores, so human zombies would attack anything living with the intent to eat it. A risen herbivore, though—this was a new one for Angel. Unless they triggered its instinct to protect itself, the mammoth was likely to keep on grazing, as sad as it attempts were to watch.

“I’m going to assume control of the spells animating it then pull them out. I could send it back to the museum, but considering it’s falling apart, I may just drop it here.” Angel finally answered, rolling up the sleeves of his spell-proofed sweater.

“You’ll do no such thing!”

Angel raised brow and turned when he heard the shout. An officious man wearing a stark suit glowered at Angel from next to O’Malley. A name badge on a lanyard proclaimed him a staff member, and his very expensive leather shoes that were getting ruined by the frost said he was not a lower ranked peon. His expression was put out and flustered, and he glared at the ground as if it did him personal injury by being beneath his feet.

“Angel, this is Gareth Hughcombe. He is the director of antiquities for the museum. He would like to discuss…” O’Malley winced, looking pained and trying not to laugh. “Discuss an alternative solution.”

Hughcombe sniffed and walked around O’Malley like the detective wasn’t even there. Mud squeaked beneath his feet, and the disgruntled museum official pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his nose and mouth at the stench emanating from the giant undead mammoth. “What is that horrendous stench?”

Angel hooked his thumb over his shoulder at the still grazing animal. “That would be your ten-thousand-year-old display piece.”

Hughcombe must not have had great eyesight, since once he got closer, his face leached of color and his eyes bugged out. Hughcombe stumbled to a halt next to Angel and stammered, finally finding his tongue after a long moment. “That… That is my mammoth? What did they do to it?”

His words ended on a strangled wail, and Angel flinched, taking a step away from the overwrought man. “They turned it into a fucking zombie.”

“It’s… It’s… Dirty!” Hughcombe shrieked.

The mammoth twitched, the huge corpse flapping a torn ear at the fading sound of Hughcombe’s screech. Simeon grabbed Angel’s elbow, ready to speed them both out of danger if the prehistoric zombie decided to turn them into jelly.

“This is a tragedy! It looks horrible!” Hughcombe’s voice kept rising and grew shriller. The mammoth grumbled, and it shook its head, obviously not appreciating Hughcombe’s distress at its current state.

“It’s a zombie and looks just like it did when on display—just moving now,” Angel stated, squinting. “What were you expecting?”

“The police merely said that the mammoth was brought back to life! I thought…” Hughcombe lost his tongue again, gesturing wildly at the undead critter that was growing more agitated as the minutes progressed. “What am I going to do with that?”

“You do know that a handful of grad students are dead, right?” Angel said, fed up. “I really don’t know what the hell you were expecting, or what you want me to do, but you really need to calm the fuck down.”

“I will not calm down! This priceless relic is dirty and smells atrocious and there’s blood on it! Who’s going to clean it up?” Hughcombe kept on ranting, but Angel merely rolled his eyes and turned his back on the deranged man. Hughcombe must have assumed the mammoth was literally brought back to life—fully restored to living, breathing, mortal condition—an animal to exploit instead of an animated carcass. Such a restoration, a true resurrection, was out of the purview of practitioners and fully in the realm of deities. Not even a necromancer could restore a living soul to a living body after death. Angel stalked off, shaking his head. He had a zombie to put down, and no time to listen to idiots.

Simeon moved with him, hovering at his shoulder but not getting between him and the zombie mammoth. He had a decent range with his magic, and it shouldn’t be too hard to yank out the spells animating the creature.

None of the grad students were necromancers. They reanimated the body by spellwork, artifice, and combining their magical resources. They hadn’t accessed the veil, which is why no one noticed the major working within the museum after hours. A significant benefit of being a necromancer, a sorcerer with the death affinity, was that any death magic cast by a practitioner who wasn’t also a necromancer was accessible to Angel. He could unravel any spell cast with death magic that wasn’t locked against him by another necromancer.

He opened his inner sight. The spells were a tangled web of fiery ropes arranged in a twisted mimicry of the creature’s nervous system.

Zombies, once risen, were self-sustaining. They exuded their own death magic by merely existing, so once the spell was cast into being upon a corpse, it ran until destroyed or aborted by the original caster or another practitioner with the strength to do so. There were only two surefire ways to destroy a zombie once risen: the utter destruction of the corpse, either by fire or massive physical damage, or ripping out the animating spells from the corpse.

Angel could do either, but he preferred destroying the spells in this instance. With the original casters dead and the original spell work back in the museum destroyed, all Angel had to do was reach inside the zombie with his own magic and tear the spells apart. The corpse would then fall where it stood, no longer undead, just a rotting corpse.

Hughcombe was still ranting, O’Malley’s rough tones short on patience. Eroch flew in from the shadows, wing beats excited as the small dragon flew over the mammoth curving in a short arc before he hovered over the undead beast.

“Don’t get any ideas,” Angel called out to his familiar. “It’s big enough to squash you.”

Eroch chittered, swooping back and forth as he looked down at the mammoth, far too inquisitive for Angel’s liking. He really didn’t want to pick undead mammoth out of Eroch’s teeth for the next couple of days if his familiar got too excited and tried to take a bite. “This is going to be a disaster,” Angel grumbled to himself as he walked closer to the zombie.

“My love, should your dragon be so close to the undead beast?” Simeon asked as they both stopped near the back side of the giant creature.

“No, he shouldn’t!” Angel said loudly, hoping Eroch heard him.

The mammoth towered over them, and they stood in its shadow. Its massive head swung ponderously as its desiccated trunk tugged at the dying cattails along the shore. It smelled of mud, dust, and things long dead—like a mausoleum long closed off from the world suddenly flooded by spring rains.

“Eroch!” Angel called out to his familiar just as the little dragon dive bombed the mammoth’s head. “Oh shit!”

Eroch dodged as the mammoth let out a deep wheeze that ended on a strangled bellow, its huge head lifting its lone tusk. The huge ivory tusk coated in drying blood missed Eroch as he zipped through the cold night air, chittering angrily, tail whipping. The mammoth bellowed again, the sound this time full throated, sending waves across the surface of the small pond. Police officers scrambled about, shouting in fear, some of them drawing their weapons. Guns were utterly useless against the zombie, especially one this size. “O’Malley, get your people out of here!” Angel shouted to the detective, urgently pointing back toward the museum.

The detective shouted at his officers, and Angel lost sight of them all as Simeon grabbed him about the waist and dragged him back as the mammoth spun about, trying fruitlessly to get to Eroch as the dragon swooped and attempted to attack. Angel had no idea what Eroch was doing—the mammoth wasn’t even edible, and he didn’t want the damn thing lit on fire—a nightmare image of a giant fireball running through the park and into downtown was enough to make him struggle in Simeon’s arms. “Eroch! Stop it!”

The mammoth rose on its hind legs, bellowing, trunk waving in jerking motions, desiccated flesh cracking and moaning in complaint, dust and debris falling in a brown cloud. It fell again to the ground, front feet slamming with a great thud that shook the ground and made the pond slosh up onto its banks. Simeon kept them both on their feet, but it was a near thing. Eroch chirped loudly, and Angel flinched when a lick of flame escaped from the tiny snout. “No fire, dammit!”

Eroch heard him that time, thankfully, and the little dragon chirped again before he came flying straight for him. The mammoth saw Eroch, and turned, mud and water splashing everywhere, grass and earth tossed up behind it as it charged. Eyes wide, heart beating so hard it felt like it was escaping his chest, Angel waited to be pulverized beneath thousands of pounds of angry, undead ice age creature, but Simeon saved them again, blurring them out of range. Eroch flew up out of the way, and Simeon stopped them in time for Angel to see the mammoth charge deeper into the park, disappearing into the trees.

“Get your scaly butt over here!” Angel growled, and Eroch slowly winged toward him. He hovered in the air, looking abashed, scales a dulled green instead of the usual shining emerald. “What the hell was that?”

Eroch murmured, head ducking, long neck curled away, wings beating just enough to keep him hovering at head height in front of Angel. He pointed at the collar of his sweater. “Enough for the night. In you go,” Angel chided, and Eroch chirped again, flying forward and landing on Angel’s chest. The little dragon climbed up into the loose collar, settling against his neck, warm despite the cool night air. Angel tightened the strings of his open collar, securely tucking in the dragon. It wouldn’t stop Eroch from leaving if he wanted, but he was going to have a serious talk with his familiar about provoking dangerous beasts. He did that enough on his own; he didn’t need someone else doing it too.

Distant thudding and sonorous bellows came from the trees. Angel spoke to Simeon. “Feel like chasing after it?”

Simeon smiled down at him, the tip of a fang peeking past his lips. “Hold on tight,” Simeon warned and scooped Angel up into his arms. He wrapped one arm around Simeon’s neck, leaning into his shoulder.

O’Malley and Hughcombe were jogging toward them, but Angel just waved, ignoring O’Malley’s shout to stop. “Let’s get out of here; I don’t need to be yelled at again.”

Simeon chuckled as he took them off after the mammoth.
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A car alarm blared, lights flashing and horn loud and startling, and the mammoth shied away. The employee parking lot of the nearby Park N’ Ride service was on the other side of the trees. The chain link fence around the lot had toppled to the ground, covering a few cars that were then stomped into rubble. The lights being shined on it from the news camera crew weren’t helping matters.

Simeon stopped just outside the range of the lights from the cameras and set down his cursing mate. Angel grumbled and sent a glare towards the excitedly gesturing reporter who was talking into the camera while pointing back at the mammoth as it smacked the car into silence with its trunk. The alarm gave a mournful wail then stopped abruptly, the lights dying with it.

“How the hell did the press get here so fast?” Angel muttered, frowning.

“Perhaps they were already in the area?” Simeon offered blandly.

“At an out of the way Park N’ Ride shuttle lot? Naw, don’t think so,” Angel shook his head.

“Shall we wait for the police? Detective O’Malley can remove the press from the scene.” Simeon checked on the mammoth, which was bumbling about within the fenced parking lot behind the shuttle building. No employees seemed to be aware yet that there was an undead prehistoric animal destroying their cars, which was a good thing as Angel had no doubt the mammoth would stomp any humans into red mush far easier than it was tossing about vehicles.

Angel pulled out his phone and called O’Malley, Simeon listening to both side of the conversation despite the phone not being set to Speaker. “What do ya mean there’s reporters?” O’Malley cursed, breathing heavily. No doubt the older detective was hurrying with unusual vigor to their location.

“A reporter and three camera crew with a big van that looks like it could hold an entire soccer team in it,” Angel said into the phone, leaning out of the trees far enough to see clearly. “I’m not sure how the hell they got here so fast or even knew to be in this lot. Check your people—someone had to call them.”

“My officers would never—” O’Malley sputtered out, but Angel dropped the phone from his ear and ended the call, slipping the phone into his pocket.

A loud roar came from the shuttle stop. The mammoth was now attempting to get out of the lot, trying to walk through the chain-link fencing. The sections where it was secured to the rear of the concrete building were screeching as the metal warped. One of the connections shattered in burst of concrete dust and flying steel, and the mammoth surged forward, the fence bouncing with deafening twangs beneath its weight.

“Ok, no more time to worry about anything except shutting it down,” Angel said and took off after it.

Simeon kept pace with him easily, and Eroch churred from under his sweater. “You stay in there, wee beastie,” Angel warned Eroch. “I don’t feel like chasing this thing all night because you got hungry.”

Eroch didn’t make a peep after that.

There were shouts from the reporter and the crew, and Angel ignored them. He ran along the outside of the fencing to the rear of the lot and caught sight of the mammoth zombie as it followed the service road toward some buildings in the distance.

“Simeon, get me in front of it!” There were bound to be people in or near those buildings, and no one else was getting trampled that night.

His mate picked him up and ran so fast that when he stopped and put Angel down gently on his feet, he swayed for a second, grabbing the soft sleeve of Simeon’s suit jacket. “Whoa.” He shook his head. The mammoth was still rambling forward, but he was about a hundred yards in front of it now.

Angel strode forward and opened a wide mental connection to the veil. A maelstrom of power rolled through the link he established to the interdimensional layer between universes, and magical energy poured into his spirit. He sucked in a harsh breath and spread his arms, eyes locked on the giant beast barreling down on him. It must have seen him, and it needed a target for its instinct to pummel something into dust.

“C’mon,” Angel whispered and walked forward. He woke his inner vision, and the spells animating the mammoth blinked into existence. No spirit inhabited the form—only the body was animated.

The spells, unlocked as they were due to the original casters not being necromancers, were easy to grab. The mammoth bellowed, as if sensing its second miserable life was about to end, and it moved as fast as its wrecked body could. The earth shook, its stench moved ahead of it on the cold wind, and mud flew into the air with each stomp of its massive feet.

“Angel!” Simeon called from behind him.

“Give me a second!” Angel shouted.

It was twenty feet from him when he grasped the spells with his mental hands and yanked them free. They came out with a metaphysical thump and a wave of displaced energy in the ambient magic fields, and he shredded the spells before tossing them to the winds to dissipate into the surrounding area.

The carcass began to fall, its momentum carrying it forward even though it was nothing now but decaying, unanimated organic matter and dirt. Angel sucked in power from the veil and powered a wide net of kinetic magic, swooping down under the corpse as it fell, catching it. He strained mentally against both the veil and the weight of the body, fingers curling in, body shaking to mirror the mental strain. It was the biggest thing by far he’d ever had to affect with kinetic magic, and the effort reverberated throughout his entire self, both mind and body.

Front legs bent, lone tusk just kissing the earth, the pitiful body of the extinct beast hung in the air in a resonating silence broken only by Angel’s rapid breathing. Angel coughed, and then laughed. Heart racing, blood pumping, his adrenaline spiked.

Simeon stood at his shoulder, eyeing the odd sight of a giant mammoth body hanging in the air a foot or so off the ground. Angel tugged on the kinetic webbing, invisible to the naked eye but a glimmering net of light to his inner vision, and moved the body so the remaining tusk was off the ground. The entire beast hung suspended in the air, a couple feet off the ground, the wind playing with muddied strands of its once thick coat of hair.

“Fuck,” Angel said on a strangled giggle. “Call O’Malley and get a flatbed truck over here. I’m not carrying this thing back to the museum.”

Simeon pulled out his phone from the breast pocket of his suit and leaned over, pressing a kiss to Angel’s temple. “Well done, mo ghra.”

“Thanks. Get dialing,” he teased, carefully lowering his hands, and breathing with the waves of power that sang and writhed in his mind and soul. Simeon chuckled and dialed O’Malley.
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The flatbed truck beeped at it backed up beneath the carcass Angel held above it. A man in a hardhat gestured, and Angel slowly lowered the body, chains and ropes coming out from the sides. The maintenance crew from the museum puttered about, securing the mammoth to the bed. Angel gave a nod and wave in thanks as he let his grip on it go.

He staggered at the release and held up a hand to hold off a concerned O’Malley and Simeon. Angel carefully shrank his connection to the veil and refilled his inner reserves before closing it completely. He rubbed at his face, skin cold from the night, and groaned. That was the longest he’d remained connected to the veil and the largest object he’d ever lifted with kinetic magic.

“I’m not doing that again for a while,” Angel declared as he dropped his hands. He pointed at Hughcombe who was shouting at the indifferent staff who were securing the corpse to the truck. “They can get that thing off the truck themselves. I’m done for the night.”

He made a face at the news cameras on the other side of the truck, bright flood lights illuminating the whole scene. He was probably going to be on the news and in the paper tomorrow; he didn’t need that kind of attention. Angel let the cops keep the reporters away. If he made a statement, he’d be dealing with Milly’s lectures for months. His teaching partner expressly forbade him from speaking to reporters.

Angel checked on his dragon; Eroch was asleep, snoring softly. He grinned and made sure the wee beastie was tucked in. He wanted to be sleeping too. He thought wistfully of the dinner of clam chowder he didn’t get to enjoy and wondered if Isaac and Daniel saved him any. Probably not.

“Can we stop at a twenty-four-hour deli on our way home?” Angel couldn’t help the whine in his voice, and Simeon wrapped strong arms around him. He sighed happily, leaning into his embrace, and didn’t even mind the chill coming from the undead man. Simeon was the only undead being he wanted to encounter for the foreseeable future.

“Anything for you, my love,” Simeon promised, and Angel let himself be swept up in his mate’s arms. He was getting used to it.

He waved to O’Malley who gave him a disgruntled frown but a nod in thanks.

“Let’s go home,” Angel sighed. Simeon smiled down at him before blurring them away.
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“Shhhh….” Angel held a finger to his lips, holding back a gasp as Simeon kissed down his neck.

The hallway was dark, both Isaac’s and Daniel’s doors were shut, hopefully both young men were fast asleep. Angel snuck across the hall and slipped into their room, Simeon on his heels. Eroch took off and went into the bathroom. Angel shut the door and locked it, and there was no time before Simeon was ripping off his clothes. Angel laughed and pulled at Simeon’s jacket, not caring if he ripped it. Simeon chuckled and shrugged out of the jacket, big shoulders straining the pristine white fabric of his shirt. Angel’s mouth watered, and he attacked the buttons, some of them flying off as he yanked and tugged. The tie disappeared into the pre-dawn shadows of the room. Angel kicked off his boots and wiggled out of his pants, sweater joining Simeon’s tie in the darkness.

They eventually got naked, hands and mouths touching and tasting every inch they could reach on each other. Angel fell backward onto the bed, gasping out a laugh, Simeon catching his breath with an open-mouth kiss. Simeon's tongue slipped past Angel's lips to tangle with his, and Angel kissed him back, pushing up into the embrace.

A lean muscled waist spread his thighs, and Angel gasped, arching his spine, pushing his groin into the rock-hard cock throbbing above him. Simeon’s body was cold to the touch, but it warmed and reflected Angel’s body heat the more contact they had, and soon the shock faded into a lulling warmth. A powerful hand snuck between them, bringing their cocks together, and Angel keened softly when Simeon began to jerk them off.

“Fuck yeah,” Angel sighed into Simeon’s mouth. “Do it harder.” Simeon took his mouth again and tightened his grip. Angel cried out, the sound smothered by Simeon’s lips, and he wrapped his legs around Simeon’s hips, pulling his mate closer.

Simeon’s grip was on that edge of too much and stung, but Angel adored it. That edge of pain and pleasure was razor-sharp and cut him to the core, flaying his deeper wants wide open. Tight and slow, Simeon stroked them both, Angel writhing beneath his mate with desperate gasps and senseless whispers for more. Never had a bed partner ever known his needs so instinctively—the nascent mate bond between them growing stronger as the days grew into weeks, and Simeon grew practiced in using Angel’s desires to bring him to the precipice of ruin and hold him there.

A rough shudder made him spasm, and Angel came on a choked sob, crying, eyes clenched shut, jaw tight, and he threw his head back, cum shooting from his dick to splatter over Simeon’s hand and both their stomachs. Simeon growled, a low rumble that made Angel’s heart skip a beat, and he came soon after, cold semen landing in heavy drops across Angel’s body. The ice-cold liquid made him gasp. He loved it, and another spurt burst from his cock as he went limp, eyes rolling back in his head.

He woke from his post-orgasm daze and looked down his body, smiling at the sight of Simeon licking their joined fluids from his navel. Simeon grinned back at him, wet tongue licking up a pearly drop. “Vampires like all sorts of body fluids, huh?”

Simeon hummed and winked, sucking on a patch of skin that made Angel gasp, spent cock twitching in exhausted interest. “We can enjoy all manner of things, mo ghra. Cum just happens to be the second most enjoyable. A very close second.”

“C’mere,” Angel tugged on Simeon’s shoulder, his mate curling up next to him. Angel turned into his embrace and sighed happily, closing his eyes. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”


A Dragon in the City


Takes place between BHS#3 and BHS#4.

Cloying, musky heat and sweet pheromones drifted up through the thick blankets covering the nest, and he woke slowly, unfurling a wing away from one eye. The soft coverings moved as his nestmates came together, gasps and whispered pleas floating in the pre-dawn silence of the room. The cold one, Simeon, was mounting his warm-blooded mate, the one called Angel. The magic-bearer welcomed his powerful mate with arms and legs spread wide, and Eroch gave a chirp, pleased when the blankets fell away enough for him to see.

Happy mates made a happy nest.

His nestmates often joined together, filling the nest with warmth and heady scents of lust and love. Eroch’s eyes widened, and he pulled his head up from his paws, angling his jaw so he could take in the slow, measured thrusts the cold predator made into his magical mate.

Angel.

A word that brought to mind the fiery beings of overwhelming power and endless strength, the creatures who flew through the plethora of realms and worlds that spun together in the unending universe. Eroch had seen one once, from a great distance, while he was but a tiny flightless clutchling who skittered about under his broodmother’s paws. For Eroch, that word was a name, one that was once painful and evoked memories of slavery and bondage but now meant comfort and home. The evil curse Angel called a geas was now a distant memory, but he remembered the pain of it easily enough.

Eroch watched as the mates cried out in release, sniffing at the scent of sex and sweat. Eroch mewed and stretched from nose to tip of his tail, flapping his wings twice before curling them back along his ribs. He picked his way over the soft blankets, claws scratching as he went.

He poked his nose into Angel’s face, snorting when Angel jumped in surprise and blinked at him. “Wee beastie, now’s not the time to be investigating.” Eroch was aware, and he chittered at Angel, smacking a leathery wing across his bondmate’s shoulder before pushing off from the bed. Angel grumbled at him, but Eroch had more important things to worry about.

Pigeons.

The feathered beasts were in his territory. Even now, the flapping of dusty wings and the incessant cooing from the evil creatures annoyed his senses. They stank of dank alleys and mites, and their feathers clung to every rough surface and were hard to chew. The birds were tasty though, once he flamed off the gross feathers and charred the fat.

He flew across the space that was Angel’s private cave into the room of shiny surfaces with the stink of metallic water. Angel said it was a bathroom. Room for baths. He sniffled in mild disdain tinged with exasperation, thinking humans could bathe wherever they wanted and didn’t need a whole room for it. Eroch landed on the window sill, claws gripping the painted wood.

The window was cracked. Wards and runes shimmered across glass and brick, a fiery line of defense Eroch slipped through as if it were naught but air. He paused, nose twitching. His eyes absorbed the dim light, his vision blooming with reds and oranges. The dusty invaders cooed to each other, foolishly sleeping in the gray light of dawn. He twitched, tail stirring the air, crouching low under the open window.

The sun had yet to breach the horizon, and the predawn hour was quiet, not even the stir of traffic from the loud and odorous machines called cars. He searched, hearing the cooing, then saw the horrible creatures lining the far rail of the fire escape. He wasn’t sure why the metal structure that clung to the side of the red brick building was called a fire escape, as fire was comforting and safe, but humans were easily crisped (and tasty when on fire) so perhaps they feared it. They did scream and run when he breathed fire on them.

Eroch slipped out the window and fell a few inches to the landing of the fire escape. Silently, he crept across the metal platform, claws gripping, tail swishing behind him. He opened his wings halfway, eyes locked on one fat pigeon sitting on the center of the railing, smooshed between birds on either side. Stinky feathers littered the fire escape, and he fumed at the mess made of his territory. Smelly, dirty feathers. This one was blue and dark gray with a mess of dirty white feathers around its tail that would look better if blackened by fire.

The sun lightened the sky over the tops of the buildings across the street, and the birds began to wake, wings shifting, tails twitching. Eroch moved faster as the birds made a racket as they roused, disguising his approach. His chest and belly heated as he prepared his fire, smoke seeping past his lips, eyes locked on his target.

He was directly beneath the birds when one squawked in alarm and the flock prepared to escape. Eroch arched his neck and let loose a torrent of fire, red and orange, a hint of white flames around his teeth. The torrent caught the pigeons before they could take to the air, and Eroch leapt as the birds scattered, burnt feathers falling. The bird he wanted couldn’t fly, too many of its feathers burning. He landed on its back, claws sinking deep into its shoulders and wings, and gripped the base of its skull in his jaws. It died instantly, body limp, when he crashed his jaws together.

Eroch gripped the bird in his claws and beat his wings, lifting his kill with him into the air. He flew out from the fire escape, the bird swinging in his talons, and he reached the roof of the red and brown building that held Angel’s cave. It was flat and covered in black sticky stuff and dirty gravel. Finding a perch on the stone ledge facing the side street, Eroch tore into the warm body, chewing on strips of meat. He breathed fire to burn away the nasty feathers, and it gave the meat a tasty coating of ash. Chirping happily, Eroch ripped at his breakfast, thinking the only thing that might make it better would be bacon.

Bacon! Delicious and fattening and locked away in the strange cold box his bondmate called a refrigerator. If humans ate fresh meat, they would have more room in their dens. Humans were strange. Simeon, the cold predator, hunted humans, but didn’t. It was just as strange. Sometimes he drank blood from odd pouches and sometimes he stank of fresh humans, making Eroch’s noise twitch. Those humans let Simeon bite them and did not run from the predator that wanted to eat them. His bondmate did not mind his mate biting other humans, but the cold one named Simeon did not smell of happiness when he did so, only when he bit his mate. Eroch figured Angel was too small to feed Simeon all the time since his bondmate was tiny compared to the big cold predator.

This world he was in was very different from the one he’d once called home. This place was cooler and wetter, though some days it stank when the underground rivers beneath the hard-flat ground overflowed in the rain. Roads. His bondmate called such things roads. Loud and stinky metal beasts growled over the roads, making too much noise and interrupting naps. Angel called those cars and trucks and other things for loud and stinky moving objects that sounded alive but were not.

Eroch finished his pigeon and bathed the bones in flame, burning it to ash, cleaning the waste and the blood from his jaws at the same time. Blood got sticky and smelled nasty if he didn’t clean himself off often. Fire was best, and his broodmother often told him that he should clean himself after every meal.

Last he saw of her, he was gamboling with his nestmates beneath her towering wings, the multiple moons of his world bright in the purple night sky. The summoning spell yanked him from his nest, too young to be leaving it on his own, but after several tortuous days, he was gifted with a bondmate that adored him, and a nest he did not need to share with another of his kind.

No fighting for him to establish territory, and here he had unlimited prey and skies uncluttered by giant wingspans. He might be little, but here in this world of humans and other supernatural creatures, he was king. Angel told him stories of the last dragons to live in this world, and Eroch puffed out, staring across the city as he remembered. A few centuries had passed since this world last saw Eroch’s kind, great beasts that disappeared in a faraway land called Wales, but Eroch knew of whom they spoke.

The red dragons had found a way home, back to the realm of Eroch’s birth, where they spoke of tiny bipedal creatures with limited magic and claws of metal and foolish attacks and silly things called quests. The red dragons missed the rolling green hills and lush forest valleys, mourning for the relative comfort of the land of Wales, but they settled back into the volcanic mountains of their home world and soaked up the adoration of the younger generations of dragons.

Eroch was happy in this world. Back home, he was still a baby, tiny and restrained to his broodmother’s nest, prey brought to him daily and restricted to what the bloodfathers brought that day. Here he did not have to fight over scraps and could hunt as he pleased or beg for bacon until Angel gave it to him.

The bond between them hummed with undiluted power, sustaining his growth and helping him control his own magic until he was grown. Angel called him a familiar, and Eroch scoffed, a puff of smoke escaping his muzzle into the brightening sky. Similar the bonding may be, but Eroch was not an animal that siphoned off excess power to stabilize a human practitioner, though he could if Angel needed it of him. Eroch soaked up the magic pouring out of Angel’s spirit, a fount of unlimited energy, fueled in turn by his mate’s source of death magics. Angel sustained Eroch through the bond the way a broodmother would for the egglings in their care. Meat and magic made dragons grow strong.

Eroch would live his life long and true, unchallenged and secure, and he did not lack for company. He got scratches and hugs and snuggles and pigeons. He sighed happily and stretched his wings.

A sharp noise came from below in the street, and he curled his long neck, tilting his head to observe. A long white vehicle Angel called a truck was stopped below him, and two humans exited, staring back up at him. Eroch chirped, curious.

“I told you! I told you it was a dragon!” The one not driving gestured at his companion, and the other took off his head covering and squinted against the dawn, looking up at Eroch.

Of course, he was a dragon! What else could he be? Humans were silly. Eroch went back to cleaning himself, ignoring the ruckus below him.

Bangs and grumbles came from the fire escape, and Eroch looked again. The two humans, who were wearing matching clothes, were clumsily climbing up the metal stairs, swearing as they did so, and making such a loud commotion it was irritating. Eroch grumbled, and extended a wing, blowing fire on it, burning away any dirt or accumulated grime since his last bath. He would take a bath in the sink again, but Angel was still grumpy about the last time, and he didn’t have any of that yummy scented cleaning fluid left. It reminded him of the hard candy Milly sometimes carried in her dead cow-skin pouch Angel said was a bottomless void of never-ending things, whatever that meant.

He squawked when a face appeared beside him on the ledge. The human with the thing on his head was standing on the fire escape next to him, and he grabbed at the stone ledge, balancing himself. The other human was trying to climb up beside him too, and Eroch grumbled at having his bath interrupted, chirping loudly in complaint.

“Holy smokes, it’s a fucking dragon!” The one with the covered head said, eyes wide. Eroch scrambled back, tail whipping. He didn’t like the avarice in his eyes one bit.

“Fuck, quit swaying! I’m gonna drop the net!” The other man popped up, and Eroch hissed at the long net he held, green twine attached to a shiny steel pole. He hissed again in warning, mantling his wings.

“Stop talking; you’ll scare it away,” the first one said, grabbing the net. Eroch ducked under the clumsy swing and flapped back a few feet on the roof. The humans climbed up after him, trying to box him in.

Eroch growled, angry. They wanted to take him away from his bondmate!

The human with the net swung again, and Eroch leapt into the air, spinning away and coming to a hover right over the man’s shoulder. He released a torrent of flame, chest scales burning bright, and reduced the net to ash in the wind. The human screeched in pain and dropped the smoking hot metal pole, utterly useless now, and Eroch rose higher in the air, screaming in displeasure.

“What the hell are you doing?” The words were sharp and angry and cold with a lethality that made Eroch feel safe immediately.

Angel climbed onto the roof, dressed in silk pajama pants and naked from the waist up, hair a mess, and death magics sparking to life in the air above his bare shoulders. Eroch chirped and flew into the waiting arms of his bondmate, Angel cradling him close and murmuring reassurances. These bad humans were in trouble now.

A rush of magic came out from Angel and thumped into the humans. Knocking them off their feet. They flailed about a bit, looking for the attack, then they scrambled to their feet, eyeing Angel in increasing fear.

“Sir, that’s a dangerous animal, and Animal Control received a complaint that its been killing small animals in the neighborhood. Put it down before it hurts you.”

Angel scoffed. “This dragon is my familiar, and he’s been eating the ever-increasing population of flying rats called pigeons. He is not an animal and out of your purview. Get the fuck off my roof and leave now.”

Eroch chirped in agreement. He threw the bad humans a nasty glare, and Angel hugged him tighter.

“Your, your familiar?” The other human gulped, eyes jumping between Eroch and Angel’s face.

“I am Angelus Salvatore, and your interference with my familiar violates practitioner standards. He is not an animal. Leave, now, or I will make you leave.”

The humans went a sickly pale color and stank of sweat and fear. Eroch purred and curled his tail around Angel’s arm. They began stammering and grabbing at each other, alternating between tugging and pushing each other toward the fire escape. Angel glowered and moved out of the way, and Eroch snapped at the humans as they passed, growling in satisfaction as one of them cowered away, all but pushing his companion off the rooftop.

Angel and Eroch leaned over and watched the humans quickly descend making a horrible amount of noise as they went. Angel sighed, and held Eroch up in front of his face, peering intently.

“You okay there, wee beastie?” The bond between them hummed with love and concern, and Eroch reached out and sniffed Angel’s face, snuffling. He tried to tell his bondmate he was well, but he was too young for words just yet. One day soon, maybe. “You look okay. Glad I got up here when I did. Don’t feel like explaining to the police why there were two dead burnt-out husks of former city employees on my roof.”

Eroch peeped, thinking the humans would have been too tough to eat, even burning them down. The truck came to life in the street below, and it peeled away.

Angel shivered, and Eroch climbed onto his shoulders and around his neck. “Let’s get inside.”

Angel climbed down the fire escape until they got to the window of his den, and Angel slid back inside, the cold-blooded mate Simeon there to catch him out of reach of the sunlight. Angel kissed his mate, and Eroch chirped in greeting, excited to share his adventures on the rooftop. He chattered away, climbing onto Simeon, flapping his wings as he recounted his daring maneuvers against the nasty pigeons and the bad humans. Angel laughed, and Simeon sighed heavily but let Eroch climb on him to his heart’s content.
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Spending the morning with the water mage was fun. Daniel always shared his snacks and held Eroch like he was precious and let Eroch win when they played. Tickling games were exciting, and Daniel always scratched the best spots between his wings and along his spine.

“Angel, I’m heading out to get our takeout order!” Daniel called when his small pocket critter the humans called a smartphone chirped at him.

Angel was in the kitchen and called back, “Take Eroch with you please!”

Isaac, the younger broodmate of Angel, was away at the place called Nevermore that made Angel smell of sadness. Angel did not like it when they left the den alone, so Eroch took his guard duties seriously. His little broodmate Daniel was important, and his bloodfather couldn’t go with him everywhere, so Eroch, as the older broodmate, would go with the water mage.

Daniel was sad and wounded, though he was getting better every day, his injured spirit healing slowly. He went out on his own more often, and sometimes with the fae, Ruairí, but the place of yummy food was close, and the fae lived further away.

Daniel grabbed his sweater, a darker version of Angel’s, and shrugged it on, and Eroch leapt across the room and landed on the water mage, promptly crawling into the wide collar. “I’ve got Eroch. I’ll be back in a few minutes!”

“Okay,” Angel replied, the sounds of him getting dishes down from the cabinets in the kitchen clanging in the background.

Daniel left the apartment, shutting the door behind him and pocketing his smartphone. Eroch enjoyed the ride as Daniel nearly ran down the stairs two at a time, swinging around the corners at each landing. Eroch chirped when Daniel jumped the last landing, the young man chuckling as he jogged across the building lobby then out onto the sidewalk.

The day was sunny and bright, the trees waking, and more people were out and about. Winter was fading, though the cold didn’t bother him all that much. Humans needed to bundle up in layers. Eroch liked the bulky sweaters Daniel and Angel wore, they were soft and comfy. Daniel ducked around some pedestrians and hurried down the street, pausing and checking traffic before crossing at an intersection. The deli they ordered from was a couple blocks from the den, and Eroch loved the little fried things Angel called egg rolls. A horrible name and it didn’t fit the look of them, but they were yummy. He hoped his bondmate ordered extra. The woman who ran the deli loved Eroch and always gave him snacks.

The delicious smells reached them a block away, and Eroch churred. “Hungry? Me, too.” Daniel moved a bit faster, all but jogging to the corner deli. He held the door for a couple and their kids who were leaving, then ducked inside. Eroch poked his head out from the sweater and sniffed deeply. It smelled of fat and meat and spices and fire, and he wanted to eat everything.

“Daniel!” The human female waved, smile wide and eyes bright. “I’ll go check on your order, be right back!” She left through a side door behind the long glass counter and he heard her talking in the kitchen in the back of the building.

“Sure. Thank you!” Daniel hovered near the end of the glass counter, looking at the food arranged inside. Eroch stretched, and then crawled out to sit on Daniel’s shoulder. They both oohed over the large bowl of shaved red meat, and Eroch chirped, pointing with one wing imperiously at the beef sandwich meat. “You want some of that? Ok, I’ll ask when she gets back.”

Eroch chirped happily, and turned around on Daniel’s shoulder when the front door opened, and some people came in.

It was a practitioner by the magical waves coming off the taller of the two women, and three kids. They were young enough Eroch would have considering them egglings but the beings of this world measured age in weird ways. They were short and loud. Daniel didn’t even look behind him, too engrossed in the food selection.

“Mama! Lookit!” The tiniest of the humans said, tugging on her broodmother’s clothing and pointing up at Eroch. He chirped a hello at the tiny human, who squealed happily, clapping. The other egglings saw him and gasped, swarming around Daniel.

“Oh, hey, guys whatchya doing?” Daniel smiled down at the little humans.

“I’m so sorry, sir, if my kids are bothering you…” Their broodmother stopped mid-sentence when she saw Eroch, who waved the tip of his tail at her, her kids giggling. “Oh my goodness! Sheila, look!”

The other woman turned from staring at the menu above the counter and blinked at Eroch. He waved his tail at her too, and then blew a couple smoke rings at the tiny humans. They clapped and jumped around, Daniel laughing at their antics.

“Is that…” Sheila breathed out.

“Mommy, it’s a lizard! I want one!” The littlest human grabbed Daniel’s hand and tugged him down. Daniel smiled and went to one knee, and Eroch fanned his wings as the tiny humans fawned over him. “Can I have him, Mommy? I promise to be really good!”

“He’s not a lizard,” Daniel said with a smile. “His name is Eroch, and he’s my friend. Eroch is a dragon.”

“Air Rock? Hi, Air Rock!” Squealed the middle youngling, and Daniel snorted in amusement.

“Is it your familiar?” the one named Mama asked, and Daniel shook his head.

“He’s my mentor’s familiar. He just came for some fresh air while I fetched supper.”

“Oh, honey, don’t grab,” Mama reached out and pulled back her youngest, who pouted, interrupted from snagging Eroch’s long tail. The other two egglings were bouncing around the deli screaming Air Rock. Mommy Sheila sighed loudly, sounding much like Angel, and went to corral her offspring. Daniel stood, and Eroch gripped tightly to his sweater.

The food woman came back, and Daniel dodged egglings as he went to the loud thing that held ugly paper and appealing stacks of round flat metal pieces. Eroch wanted to see if he could sneak a piece of metal, and slipped down Daniel’s shoulder to the counter.

“You brought Eroch! Hello little guy,” the food woman said and Eroch was distracted from his mission by a hard cracker called a fortune cookie. Daniel was getting his wallet out, and Eroch attacked the fortune cookie, but spat it out after a bite. It was too dry and there wasn’t any meat in it. He wanted meat!

Eroch chirped up at Daniel, and pointed with his wing at the shaved beef. “Oh! Eroch would like a pound of roast beef, please.”

“Sure, let me get that before I ring you up.”

The food woman went back down the counter, and Daniel pulled out his phone when it made a bird noise. Eroch nudged the yucky cookie with his tail, and a pudgy hand came over the edge of the counter and grabbed it. Eroch looked over the edge and watched as the tiny human devoured the cookie. He chirped, and spun back around, and dashed to the bowl full of cookies next to the loud machine. He snagged a cookie, darted back to the edge, and flung the cookie off the counter. The bigger of the egglings caught it, and ripped open the clear covering, and munched on the cookie. The middle eggling looked up at him sadly, and Eroch went back to the bowl, snagging another cookie.

He tossed it to the eggling, who ate it as fast as the first two. Daniel was oblivious, fingers flying over the screen of his bird thing called a phone, and Eroch churred. He ran back and forth from the bowl to the edge of the counter, tossing gross cookies to the little humans, who cheered for him. Their parents were at the other end of the counter near the door, arguing over what to get for supper.

The bowl was empty in seconds, and plastic coverings littered the floor. Sticky fingers pet his paws in thanks, and a whispered Air Rock in a conspiratorial tone made him puff up in pride. Feeding egglings was a worthy endeavor.

The food woman returned and added the stack of meat in a clear wrapping to their takeout order. She frowned at the empty cookie bowl but shrugged when Daniel handed her a flat rectangular piece of black plastic. She swiped the card and handed it back, the loud machine spitting white paper at them that Daniel then squiggled on with a thing that looked like a stick but leaked black liquid. Eroch sniffed at the takeout bag, wanting to eat, but Daniel scooped both him and the bag up.

“Thanks! See ya in a few days,” Daniel said, carrying Eroch and the food toward the door. Plastic crinkled under his feet and Daniel frowned at the mess but kept going.

Eroch jumped up to Daniel’s shoulder, and waved his tail in goodbye as the egglings waved after him, faces covered in cookie crumbs and hands sticky. They giggled and Eroch curled around Daniel’s neck as they exited the deli, heading back for home.


Fae’s Gold


Comes after BHS#3 and before BHS#4.

“Daniel, I still do not see why I need to go to this place.” Rory scrunched his nose up adorably as he sought to recall the word he wanted. “This bank. I have wealth a plenty.”

Daniel sighed and flopped back on the chaise in the greenhouse, smiling up at the lush greenery that obscured the bright spring sun high above. “Rory, you need money. And I don’t mean coins from 1740 that no one uses and belong in museums.” Daniel sat up so fast his head spun. “Oops.” He shook his head until it passed then pointed to the chest behind the bench across from where he sat, the cold iron brazier between. “You have pouches of gold sitting in that chest. Pouches of gold! And no lock that I can see to keep people out.”

The fae lord had a literal treasure chest, and he was unconcerned by the fact beings killed for far less reasons than a lifetime of wealth. Rory shrugged, an elegant, nonchalant gesture that made Daniel both want to strangle the gorgeous fae and smother him in kisses. He would do neither, but he wanted to. Rory sat beside him on the chaise, and Daniel’s whole body felt as if he were sitting next to a ball of static, the fine gold hairs on his arms standing up, skin tingling as if he stuck a finger in a socket.

The mental image almost made Daniel roll his eyes at himself. Perhaps not that extreme, but it was getting harder and harder not to show just how affected he was by even just sitting on the same piece of furniture as Rory and talking about banal things like money and banks. “Rory, you need money. Modern money. You can’t buy coffee with gold nuggets or gems. I think. I might be totally wrong,” Daniel bit his lip again, worrying on the bit of flesh. “I’ve never seen anyone buy anything except with money or credit, so I think getting some modern money is our only option.”

A soft, warm finger touched his lip, and Daniel blinked at Rory who let his thumb slide over Daniel’s lower lip before dropping away. Rory’s fingers were strong and gentle. The touch arrested Daniel’s breathing, and he forgot how to blink. Rory gave him a slight smile, amber eyes warm, moss-green hair glimmering in the light that broke through the canopy overhead.

“Very well then, Daniel. We shall go to this place of money. If it will make you happy,” Rory graciously acquiesced, and Daniel blushed hot.

“Really?” Daniel asked. Rory nodded, and Daniel grinned. “I guess I’m so used to dealing with stubborn Salvatore men that I’m not used to anyone giving in so easily.”

Rory wisely made no comment, though a gentle mirth lit his eyes. The fae stood, and Daniel mourned the loss of his proximity. He really needed to get control of his wayward emotions. He put on a normal, non-lovesick-fool smile and got to his feet, reaching for his sweater and shrugging it on. The wind was alternating between warm and dry, and bitterly cold and damp. Rory went to the chest, flipped back the top, and dug about for a minute before tossing a large leather coin pouch on the bench. It landed with a thunk, and Daniel almost swallowed his tongue. He didn’t even want to think about how much gold was in there. What if they got mugged on their way to the bank?

Daniel pulled out his phone and used an app to summon a ride. The Salvatore mansion was to the southeast of the city, just outside the limits and half a mile of sea grass dunes from the ocean. The mansion stood as it had for centuries, though over the last one other opulent homes had sprung up around the Salvatore clan home, but none too close. Several hundred yards separated the mansion from its nearest neighbor; though, at night, the lights from the other house could be seen through the gardens and tall coastal grasses growing along the property lines. The air carried the scent of green things and a hint of salt from the ocean.

Daniel left the apartment early that morning; Angel and Simeon had still been asleep, Eroch with them, and Isaac had two more weeks remaining at Nevermore. He worried for his best friend, but Isaac was doing well, or so he said. He shook off the doubts and focused on here and now. The car ride to the Mansion took about thirty minutes with minimal traffic, and since it was still very early on a Friday, they were probably going to have an easy lift back into town. Midday would be a different story entirely—Monday was Patriot’s Day, and Boston celebrated the day with zeal. The city was also gearing up for the Marathon, the route for the race to be closed off starting late Saturday night.

Rory stood and buckled a sword to his waist, the same one he carried with him nearly everywhere whenever they left the greenhouse. Daniel blinked in horror as realization dawned. “You can’t take a weapon into a bank, Rory. The bank people and the security guards are going to have a problem with it.”

“Only if they see it,” Rory answered. “And they won’t, unless I want them to.”

“But…what?” Daniel had no idea what Rory was talking about.

Rory made a strange gesture with his left hand over the sword where it hung from its scabbard, and the ambient magic fields gave a tiny hiccup. Daniel squinted but saw nothing different. The sword still hung from the belt, deadly and sexy and older than the city of Boston. “I don’t get it.”

“You see the sword because you know it is there.” Rory explained, picking up the pouch with casual ease then gesturing for Daniel to precede him to the door of the greenhouse. “If no one knows it is there, they will not see it. Very simple glamour.”

“Oh,” Daniel breathed out. He opened the door, and Rory gently shooed him outside before shutting the door behind him, not even bothering with a ward. “No wards?” Rory gave him a kind smile and a shrug, and Daniel took that as the non-answer the fae meant it as—somehow, he didn’t think Rory was leaving the greenhouse unguarded, but how he was protecting it was a mystery. Fae magic was nothing like that used by mortal practitioners.

“No wards, my young friend. I have no need of them. The plants remember for me who comes and goes. No one comes here, aside from yourself and me. The grounds of Salvatore Mansion are carrying too much grief and too many horrible memories for mortals to be comfortable here. Even those who would steal from the dead do not brave these grounds. Potential thieves avoid this place out of fear of your master and their belief this place is haunted.”

Rory offered his arm, and Daniel took it after firmly telling his body to behave. Rory was just being gallant. He wasn’t offering himself to fuel Daniel’s fevered dreams of handsome fae knights riding to his rescue and keeping him safe in a bower of lush greenery and love. His face went nuclear in a fierce blush, and thankfully, Rory made no comment. The arm under Daniel’s hand was warm and solid, sinewy with ropes of muscle and lean grace.

The rear of the mansion rose high in front of them as they walked up the stone path toward the grand structure. It was over three hundred years old and built of stone and hardwood timbers with slate roofing and wide, tall windows that caught the sun and reflected the gardens. Chimneys broke through each corner of the roof and along the peaks. The center of the mansion was bracketed by two wings, both slightly newer, though each was a couple hundred years old. It was a grand old house, built to house generations of Salvatores, but it stood empty, guarded by Angel’s wards and memories of a great tragedy.

“Angel says it’s not haunted,” Daniel spoke quietly as they took a small path off to the side, heading for the gravel drive that looped behind the house and ended at the neat stone cottages that were former servants’ quarters and stables converted to garages. Rory held the iron fence gate open for him, and Daniel stepped out onto the gravel, the stones crunching underfoot.

“It is not,” Rory confirmed, once again putting Daniel’s hand through the crook of his elbow and holding on firmly, leading the way down the drive. They were closer to the house, and it rose nearly four stories above them, the stones that comprised the exterior walls were larger than Daniel was tall, carved from quarries further inland. It held three fully-developed floors, a completed basement level with a wine cellar and some warded jail cells, and a partial fourth floor under the eaves for house servants back in the days of upstairs and downstairs class divisions. “A necromancer would know, especially if the ghosts were of those he loved and knew. The house merely carries echoes of tragedy, though to humans even remotely sensitive to magical fields or psychic energy, it would feel haunted.”

“That’s good to know.” Daniel grimaced. “Good that it’s not haunted, not good that…never mind.”

“I know what you meant,” Rory assured him with a gentle pat to the back of his hand.

“Such a marvelous place left empty. It hurts my heart,” Daniel confessed as they walked up the long drive to the road. Rory gave a soft hum in agreement. Even in the first blush of spring, Daniel could see the forever-burnt remnants of what Angel had said were once metal street lamps and landscaping edifices, things that were reduced to slag and charcoal when he destroyed the vampire army that murdered his whole family, except for Isaac.

They didn’t speak until they reached the road. Once a proud thoroughfare that cut through the high-class estate community that housed the mansion, the road and its closest gate were left in disrepair. Only the frequency of Daniel’s trips to the mansion in the last few weeks, and his penchant for leaving very large tips, convinced the locals who drove for the ride app to do pickups and drops offs on this side of the community. The main entrance had been moved to the far side of the gated community, and this road was left for the ocean and wind to erode. Angel paid for the gate closest to the mansion to be maintained, and the road plowed in the winter, but that was it. Angel was very firmly ensconced in Beacon Hill, and he only came to the mansion to retrieve random items and make sure the buildings were intact and the wards held.

Daniel didn’t let his eyes linger on the scattered pools of long-cooled, once molten asphalt, littered with sand and a few intrepid clumps of encroaching coastal grass.

Eventually, a car crept along the rough road and came to a halt in front of them. Rory opened the door and gestured for Daniel to get in first. Daniel scooted inside, and Rory neatly maneuvered himself and his sword, along with the pouch of gold, inside in seconds and shut the door.

“Thank you for coming out this far,” Daniel said to the driver, one he recognized from a few other trips out to the mansion. A werewolf from the way he sniffed the air and cut sharp eyes to Rory in the rearview mirror. The fae locked eyes with the wolf, and the two supernaturals stared at each other for a long heartbeat of time then broke it off when the werewolf put the car in drive and did a three-point turn in the road, gently bumping along in the potholes. The driver said nothing in return, he never spoke to Daniel, but he seemed to appreciate his fare whenever Daniel called for a ride. He was generous with his tipping for a good reason. Angel gave Daniel a monthly allowance as his apprentice, and while Daniel didn’t spend it on much of anything, Angel never gave him grief for overtipping.

The ride back into Town was quiet. Daniel was content to sit beside Rory, the warmth of the fae bleeding through their clothes, heating his blood and flesh. Daniel got hugs and affection from both Angel and Isaac, their touch warm and full of care, but it was nothing like what it felt like to be touched by Rory, even incidentally. Safe. Alive. Electrified. Fascinated, and falling head over heels.

And he didn’t know what to do about it.

The bank comprised the first few floors of one of the high-rises in downtown, not that far from the Tower. Daniel pointed it out to Rory as the ten-story glass and steel edifice caught the bright sunlight. The large hole in the side of the ninth floor was covered in tarps, boards, and warning tape, and a construction crane was erected in the street, workers in orange vests and hard hats visible as they crawled and climbed over the building and crane. Daniel marveled at the sight, barely remembering the night Eroch burst out the side of the Tower, carrying Daniel into the sky.

The view was cut off when they pulled up in front of the bank, and Rory got out as Daniel used the app to tip the driver. A chime and a not-so-cranky grunt came from the driver, and Daniel hurried after Rory. The car took off into traffic as Daniel joined Rory on the sidewalk. The breeze caught the fae’s long hair, the strands gleaming, the wind tossing the mane back in a wing of greens and gold highlights. How a fae with dark moss green hair had gold highlights escaped Daniel, but the hints of gold only appeared in the sun, as if each strand was gilded in a dusting of gold powder.

The glass doors of the bank were manned by two uniformed armed guards who eyed Daniel and Rory with suspicion. Daniel was dressed as he always was, unassuming and nondescript. Rory, on the other hand, was dressed like a cosplayer from an action movie remake of a King Arthur legend, except his clothing was made from enchanted fabrics that never stained or showed wear and spoke of a certain nobility in the cut and colors. Earth tones, but for the pristine white silk shirt open at the throat, covered in a complexly embroidered chocolate brown tunic with a front held together by delicate leather laces down the center and the sides were the same, from under his arms to the bottom hem, revealing beautiful skin and curves of muscle. Rory was not dressed as even many supernatural beings did in Boston—even the few fae Daniel had interacted with wore modern clothing, though with subtle nods to their species and ethnicities. Vampires tended to blend in with humans the most in terms of attire; werewolves a close second, though a wolf was easy to spot by their indifference to cold weather and their musculature. Vampires were equally unaffected by temperatures, though they moved with inhuman grace and their very presence could be unnerving. Humans weren’t prey to healthy wolves—they were more likely to be mates or potential pack, but vampires preyed upon humanity, and human instinct usually picked up on the subtle clues the sentient undead exuded with just their presence.

Ruairí Brennan was thousands of years old, and Daniel delighted in watching the ancient fae observe the modern world around him. Daniel took many things for granted: electricity, automobiles, cellphones, indoor plumbing. Things Rory had never known of before he nearly died on a Boston battlefield over two centuries before. Though Rory's twin brother, Cian Brennan, may be a convicted serial killer, he'd lived through the centuries alone while Rory was held in stasis. Their mental connection and Rory's access to Cian's memories helped him find his footing in the present. Though, some things Rory had to learn and experience on his own. Seeing the way Rory dealt with things like coffee shops and the subway made Daniel smile and did something even a year under the protection of the most powerful man in Boston could not do. Rory’s delight and appreciation for life sparked the same in Daniel’s heart.

Being with Rory was akin to being reborn. An awakening of facets within Daniel’s heart and soul he never knew, never realized were there, waiting to be encouraged into the light.

Rory followed with a small dip of his chin when Daniel headed for the doors to the bank. As promised, the human guards did not even see, much less react to the deadly weapon at Rory’s hip. Daniel opened one of the doors, feeling the guards’ eyes upon them as they entered the spacious and echoing stone lobby of the bank. It was the main branch, and Daniel had last been there months earlier with Angel, his master opening an account for Daniel from the Salvatore trust. As Angel’s apprentice, Daniel was beholden to Angel for his expenses, education, and protection.

Daniel also refused to have anything to do with his family money or his father. His father was incarcerated in a state hospital for prisoners with mental health issues, and Daniel’s mother, uncles, and a few cousins were all serving life sentences for multiple charges of first-degree murder and conspiracy to commit murder of the Salvatores and the Providence Bloodclan that was bespelled into killing the Salvatore family. The Salvatore Massacre was orchestrated and executed by the Macavoy clan—Daniel’s family—and the stain of the shame, and his father’s increasing instability and growing mania and abuses, drove a fatal wedge between Daniel and his family.

He wanted nothing to do with them, none of them, and if he could only shed the name, he would be happier. A part of him wished he could support himself, but he refused the Macavoy inheritance. He swallowed what pride he had and accepted Angel’s help, including the money his mentor gave him in a monthly allowance. It was enough money that he never spent it all, and Angel didn’t begrudge him a single cent. Perhaps, if he were stronger, more capable, he might object more to the role Angel held in his life, but he wasn’t, and he didn’t mind all that much.

Daniel headed for the end of the nearest line, Rory following, the fae drawing curious and appreciative glances from the other patrons. Rory was noticeably fae, though his individual species was extremely rare and unlikely to be known to the masses, only an expert would see a High Court Sidhe.

There was an ATM outside on the street, so the inside of the bank wasn’t that busy. It was midmorning, and most people were already at work in downtown. They made it to the counter in a few minutes, and Daniel didn’t have a chance to open his mouth before Rory dropped the pouch on the counter with a resounding clang. A gold nugget the size of a golf ball rolled out and spun on the marble, glinting in the overhead lights. The sound echoed through the building, heads turned and conversations paused.

The teller, a young woman with red hair pulled in a high tail and a rose-colored blouse that made the gold name tag on her shirt stand out, sputtered in shock. “Is that gold?” Her voice rose at the end, and another employee came over, concerned, a perfunctory frown on his face that screamed Impatient Manager, at least until he saw the gold. He stopped and blinked, and Daniel could almost see the man’s brain flatlining.

“How can we help you today, Mr…?” The man sputtered, looking between Daniel and Rory. The manager did a double take at Rory and narrowed his eyes, expression closing down.

“Ruairí Brennan, good sir. I would like to exchange gold for what passes for currency in this time,” Rory, said, with a gracious nod, as if bestowing a favor. Daniel groaned, and his cheeks went hot from a blush. Rory was not making this easy and didn’t have a clue. The fae cut a swift glance to Daniel’s hot face then smiled brightly at the teller and the manager. “Or a deposit? I am unfamiliar with the current terms used in exchanges such as these.”

Rory opened the pouch further and more gold nuggets spilled out, a few random coins of mysterious origin spinning on the marble counter before clattering to a rest. Employees gawked, and the person standing behind them in line swore quietly. Daniel squinted and stepped closer to Rory. The fae shifted smoothly, angling his body to welcome Daniel closer.

“Rory,” Daniel glanced over his shoulder and saw a few interested people taking pictures with their phones, whispering excitedly and pointing. They were drawing a small crowd.

The manager tore his gaze away from the gold on the counter, and he looked around, seeing the avid interest of the other people in the bank. He snapped his fingers and security guards congregated behind them. Daniel gulped and inched closer to Rory. The guards moved people away from Daniel and Rory, coming too close for comfort, though they didn’t crowd. Suspicious gazes and hard expressions made Daniel nervous, and he stood so he could see Rory, the manager, and the guards. One of his hands inched out, and he gripped Rory’s waist, fingers tangling in the soft tunic he wore.

Rory’s pleasant expression didn’t waver, but Daniel could almost feel the fae reacting to the armed guards inching closer. He made no move for the sword at his hip, but Daniel knew he could draw it faster than the human eye could track.

“Sir,” the manager said, gesturing to the gold. “We’d be glad to take care of exchanging your gold into currency, but we have procedures to follow first.”

“Such as?” Rory asked, voice calm and even, but there was a sharpness Daniel heard that made his breath catch in his throat.

Daniel didn’t hear anything for a second, blood rushing in his ears. He fumbled with his free hand for his phone, and he almost dropped it when a security guard glared at him, a hand resting on the gun strapped to his hip. Daniel made a show of holding his phone up so the guards could see what it was, and he tapped and held the Emergency icon on the screen, not even bothering to unlock the phone.

He wasn’t dialing 911. The police would only make this whole thing worse.

Daniel had never used the emergency feature on his phone, installed after his father had him kidnapped the year before. He felt the phone vibrate once, the signal to let him know that his SOS was received.

Daniel set the phone down on the counter, the locked screen flashing a small map with two dots on it before it went black. Rory saw it and gave Daniel a small nod.

“Let’s go to my office, sir. If you’ll step aside, one of my guards will carry the pouch.” The manager said, gesturing to the back of the bank where Daniel assumed the offices were since he couldn’t see anything from the counter where they stood. A guard stepped up closer behind Rory, hand on his gun, though he didn’t draw it. Rory slowly looked back over his shoulder, eyes narrowing a fraction as he took in the semi-circle of armed men at their backs.

“Remove your hand from your weapon, good sir,” Rory said, carefully shifting on his feet. Nothing of threat or danger showed in Rory’s motions or voice, but the guard he addressed stopped his slow advance, wary. All fae were dangerous, but rarely provoked to violence. “I’ll not proceed anywhere with you or your men in such a manner.”

“I won’t be doing that, sir,” the guard stressed the last word, an implied insult hanging in the air. “Please move aside.”

Another guard stepped up, though he stayed out of reach, and he gestured to Daniel to step away from Rory. Daniel bit his lip and shook his head, afraid if he did so Rory would do something he couldn’t take back.

Rory gently tugged Daniel until he was between Rory and the counter. Rory made no move for his sword, but Daniel feared even a fae against a bullet wasn’t a fair fight. He hadn’t explained to Rory yet that modern guns were far more powerful than the weapons of the mid-1700s. He peered around Rory’s arm and gripped the back of his tunic, trying not to panic. This was not what he expected at all from their day.

It was a standoff, and Rory wasn’t going to back down. He took his role of bodyguard seriously, and with humans surrounding them with weapons, Rory was likely not to bend unless he knew he could do so safely.

There was a shuffle at the entrance to the bank, and Daniel was hopeful until he saw a swarm of police enter through the swinging doors. Uniformed officers pushed through the crowd and pushed them back, ushering them out of the bank.

Daniel sighed with relief when a middle-aged, weathered, and grumpy detective pushed through the officers and walked past the security guards like they weren’t there.

“Daniel? What the hell is going on?” Detective O’Malley puffed out, cheeks flushed, slightly sweaty. He’d obviously rushed to the bank, and Daniel figured someone behind the counter had hit the alert. Probably the second the gold spilled across the counter.

“Hi, Detective,” Daniel smiled and waved, though he stayed behind Rory. “We came to the bank to exchange Rory’s gold for money, but things got tense fast.”

O’Malley squinted at the nearest guard, who shuffled back a foot or so, and O’Malley leaned over and looked at the counter behind them, eyes widening when he saw the gold. “Holy shit.”

Daniel chuckled, though he didn’t relax. None of the guards were backing away, and the uniformed cops were staring at Rory like he was a threat. Rory was dangerous, but not for reasons the humans might be thinking. “Can you help us out here?”

O’Malley huffed, hands patting his pockets, as if searching for his ever-present cigarettes, but he seemed to recall he was in a building and couldn’t smoke. He exhaled loudly and waved at the security guards. “I know them. Stand down.”

The manager squawked from behind the counter, but O’Malley ignored the man in favor of having his officers remove the security guards. He sent them to clear out the bank of civilians and to keep people from entering the bank. They went, but reluctantly.

“All right, tell me what’s going on,” O’Malley said when the lobby was empty. The bank manager came around the counter and stood next to the detective.

“I hit the alert,” the manager started to say, defensively. O’Malley frowned and held up a hand.

“That alert button is for bank robberies and dangerous situations,” O’Malley grumbled out. “I don’t see either happening here.”

There was some noise at the entrance again, and Daniel was hopeful until he saw it was another detective, who went straight to O’Malley and stopped. “What’s going on here? Something about a dangerous person alarm?”

O’Malley sighed loudly, exasperated. He pointed at Rory and Daniel, and the other detective paled when he saw Rory, stammering and reaching for his weapon. “Fuck! How did he get out? Arrest him!”

The uniformed cops all tensed, some of them looked at Rory, and Daniel knew what caused the ruckus. Sure, it was the gold too, but Rory’s appearance was the cause of their current situation.

Rory and his brother Cian were identical twins, only their personal magics and the color of their eyes showed the difference between them. Well, all that and the fact that Rory was kind and gentle, and Cian was a cold-blooded psychopathic serial killer. Rory was so different from Cian in all behavioral ways many people didn’t make the connection until they looked at him in more depth. Close up pictures of Cian were rare—he hadn’t been arrested publicly, and none of his court appearances were opened to the public, except his first arraignment in front of a judge. High Court Sidhe were so rare it was widely believed there were less than a hundred of them left in the world, and tales of the fae serial killer in Boston were rampant with speculation and baseless rumors. Cian was already an urban legend, and even fewer people knew he had a twin brother—one who wasn’t evil.

O’Malley stepped between Rory and the new detective, who gaped and frantically tried to pull his weapon from the holster under his left arm.

“Stop! Listen up! This is not Cian Brennan.” O’Malley raised his voice, stubbornly refusing to move out of the line of fire. Several officers had their guns drawn, but none were pointed at them just yet, the barrels aimed at the floor. “Cian Brennan is still in prison. This is his twin brother, and not a suspect or criminal. Holster your sidearms, now.”

“There’s no way that’s not Brennan!” The other detective nearly shouted, though he stopped trying to pull his weapon. He was obviously rattled, and having O’Malley between them was probably the only reason Rory hadn’t been shot yet.

“If my word isn’t enough, call the precinct and have them check,” O’Malley said firmly. “This is Ruairí Brennan, Cian’s twin brother, and not a participant in his crimes this past autumn.”

Daniel couldn’t help himself. He wrapped one arm around Rory’s waist and clung, terrified the other detective wouldn’t believe O’Malley. Hard, warm muscles under his hand calmed his fears, but Daniel wished fervently for his SOS to be answered soon. One of Rory’s hands covered his and pressed his hand flat to the chiseled muscles of Rory’s abdomen, the lines of his six-pack clearly defined even under his clothing. Daniel blushed but snuggled in closer, watching nervously.

“He should be in handcuffs while I determine Brennan’s whereabouts.”

“Nope.” O’Malley lowered his arms and turned away from the other detective who gaped and stared in shock. “Call the precinct already!” O’Malley shot over his shoulder, and the other detective finally snapped out of it and pulled out his phone, glaring the whole time.

“Angel’s rubbing off on you,” Daniel whispered to O’Malley, who merely grunted in reply before grumbling at the bank manager.

“Care to explain why you hit the silent alarm?”

“Oh!” The manager fidgeted, seeming to realize things weren’t as dire as he assumed. “I, well…”

The bank manager was saved from answering due to the other detective returning, a frustrated glower on his face. “Cian Brennan in still in his prison cell.”

“I could have assured you all of that much sooner,” Rory said, tilting his head to the side. “I would like an explanation, please.”

“Seems someone here thought you were your brother, and along with the pile of gold you’ve got behind you, things were looking suspicious. Am I right?” O’Malley said, and the bank manager grew red in the face and nodded once.

“I was mistaken for Cian and thought to be here for money to run?” Rory sounded astonished and insulted, and Daniel didn’t blame him one bit.

“Where did you get that gold, Mr. Brennan?” The nameless detective demanded, frustrated and grasping at anything to salvage his pride. Daniel glared at him from around Rory’s shoulder.

Rory made a casual motion with his free hand to the gold that sat glittering on the counter, many of the uniformed cops blinking at the small mountain of ingots spilling from the leather pouch. “Much of that I have accumulated over my long life,” he stated, and then Daniel found himself maneuvered so he was under Rory’s left arm, while the gold was swooped back up and into the pouch, cradled in the crook of Rory’s right arm, tied shut and not a nugget to be seen. Rory had moved fast, so fast the cops didn’t see a thing and Daniel barely felt himself be manhandled.

Some of the uniformed officers shifted nervously, though no one pulled a gun again. The nameless detective stood mouth agape and blinked in shock at the now empty counter. “Stop moving!” He finally exclaimed, and Daniel saw a man at the end of this tether and ready to snap.

“Calm down, Mitchell! This is getting stupid,” O’Malley finally put a name to the other detective, shaking his head at the other man’s theatrics.

“He needs to account for where he got that gold,” Mitchell sputtered. “I thought he was supposed to be in magical coma for two hundred years? How’d he get that gold if he was asleep?”

“I am no thief, good sir,” Rory replied, and this time there was no mistaking the cold fury beneath his words. Daniel pushed closer to Rory’s side, so he was in the way of Rory drawing his sword. He didn’t think the fae would be that reckless, but the idiot was implying something equally stupid.

“What if that’s money his murdering brother earned?”

Daniel grabbed the pommel of the sword and refused to let go, blocking Rory from reaching for it. He twisted, pressed his forehead to Rory’s shoulder, and whispered, “Please don’t. I know he just insulted you and your brother, but please don’t draw your sword. They will shoot you.” Daniel had no idea how a fae would fare against a hail of bullets shot from modern guns. He didn’t want to find out.

Rory was tense, a steel cable vibrating against a harsh wind. Heat rose in a stifling wave, like he was lost in a dry grass field, the soothing shade of the tree line too far to reach before he collapsed. He gasped, and one hand snuck up to touch soft skin at the base of Rory’s throat. The pulse there beat hard and fast, anger rising in the fae warrior, but Rory gave no outward indication of his emotional state.

He could hear people arguing behind them, O’Malley nearly shouting, when the familiar chirring of a small dragon made Daniel limp with relief.

Angel had arrived at last.

His mentor’s sharp words cut through the bullshit with brisk efficiency. “Move the fuck out of my way or I will move you myself.”

Daniel spun and put his back to Rory’s chest, making sure the sword was behind him so no one could see it. He may have broken the glamour when he grabbed the pommel, and he was taking no chances.

Angel Salvatore was not a tall man, no more than five-seven, and built slim like a dancer or a diver. His dark brown hair was longer than it had ever been with no hints of the blond highlights he’d had in his twenties, the strands reaching past his ears and nearly brushing the wide-open collar of his ever-present fisherman’s sweater. It was old-fashioned and yet dashing in a rough manner, dark heather gray, the collar tied with leather thongs and worn with deep blue denim pants and dark brown leather boots. His natural golden tan skin was drawn taut with anger and worry, cheeks flushed. He moved like a predator despite only being mated to one. Daniel had a feeling Angel saw himself one way and had no notion of how others perceived him and how he moved through the world. Angel was a necromancer of unlimited power and skills, and he walked like a king. A king who wanted what he already had and sought out nothing but the protection and happiness of those he loved. Since he came to live with the Salvatores, his family’s historical enemies, he’d lost many preconceptions about the Necromancer of Boston. One of which was that Angel was in any way greedy, he was the least greedy person Daniel had ever met—not selfless, he was protective of what he had and never gave anything up without a fight—but he didn’t covet power. There was no need, not to him.

His confidence was often taken as arrogance, but it was also something he never contemplated consciously. Though he had a temper to match his hellfire, Angel was steadily gaining a handle on his anger and how it motivated his actions.

Sometimes. Most of the time he let it show and didn’t give a damn who saw his temper.

Like now.

Cops and bank employees alike scattered as Angel strode forward, stopping a couple feet from Daniel and Rory. Eroch chittered from his perch on Angel’s shoulder, the tiny dragon standing on his rear legs, his front paws clinging to Angel’s hair, his wings fanning, tail whipping. Eroch saw Daniel and puffed out a ring of smoke before leaping into the air. A few people ducked and a nervous fellow even ran a few feet, but all Eroch did was go near the ceiling and fly among the carved wooden moldings and hanging chandeliers.

“You okay?” Angel asked gently, dark green-brown eyes searching every bit of Daniel he could see as if looking for a scuff or bruise, a hair out of place. Daniel nodded, biting his lip.

“I’m all right, but…” Daniel tipped his head to Rory, who was still taut with anger at his back.

Angel arched a brow and gave a sharp nod, seeing what Daniel was worried about. Angel wasn’t slow. “Well met, Ruairí Brennan.” Angel gave Rory a crooked smile, ignoring the cops clustered at his back.

Rory gradually relaxed and bent a bit at his shoulders, Daniel and the pouch of gold impeding what likely would have been one of his more elegant bows. He dipped his head, long green hair sliding forward in a soft wave, and Daniel went hot where the strands ghosted over his neck and shoulder.

“Well met indeed, necromancer,” Rory’s voice was melodic when not laden with anger, and Daniel smiled, sighing happily, the edge of fearful frustration dissipating. Rory straightened and smiled at Angel. “I must apologize for the necessity in summoning you here this beautiful morning. My apologies as well for endangering your apprentice. I have failed in my duties.”

“No one failed here. Not yet,” Angel replied reassuringly, until he moved back and to the side, eyeing Detective Mitchell with distaste. The poor man blanched and nearly swallowed his tongue, eyes wide.

O’Malley huffed. “This one won’t let Mr. Brennan’s family connections go.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of Mitchell. “There’s some dispute over the lawfulness of the small fortune he’s got in that leather pouch.”

“Small fortune?” Angel inquired, looking back to Rory.

Rory obligingly tugged on one of the leather ties, loosening the top of the pouch, gold shining brightly. There was a collective inhalation, and several people leaned forward, staring. Angel just shook his head with a laugh, hair flopping across his brow.

“I received this gold in the Christian year of 147 AD from a Roman Emperor for dispatching a raiding party of mountain trolls harassing a trade route to Massalia. I have no use for gold, but humans prize it dearly, so to refuse such a gift would have been rude. And as Antoninus Pius has been dead for over 1,800 years, I do believe he would not mind if I exchanged the gold for this era’s currency,” Rory declared, his jawline set firmly and eyes sparking with stirred anger and some pride. “I will remove myself and my companion from this place of monies if I continue to be insulted.”

“You carried that gold around for nearly two thousand years?” Daniel looked up at Rory, who smiled down at him, nodding.

“It’s not that heavy,” Rory replied, and Daniel had to laugh.

“Maybe not for an immortal fae,” Daniel murmured with a smile, thinking if he were to try and carry that pouch, he’d be lying on the floor gasping for breath.

“It mostly stayed in our chest. No reason to carry it on me all the time,” Rory frowned down at Daniel. “It’s just a silly rock, but humans tended to act like fools when around it, so keeping it out of sight was the wisest course of action.” His glance around the lobby at the bank employees and cops conveyed that he still thought the same. Daniel had to agree. Rory went to tie it closed again, but a sharp chirp from above made them all look up.

Eroch was circling overhead, the little dragon making sweet noises and peeps. He tucked in his wings and dived, and Daniel stepped back from Rory to avoid the projectile dragon who went right for the gold. Rory held still as Eroch came to an abrupt stop right over the pouch, dropping onto the gold and churring, smoke escaping from his nostrils as he settled like a cat in a warm pile of laundry fresh from the dryer. Eroch nuzzled an ingot as large as his head and curled his paws around the gold.

“Such a charming fellow, your treasured familiar,” Rory told Angel. “Little Trouble is most welcome to it. Dragons do love gold; I’d nearly forgotten. It’s been so long since I’ve had the pleasure of their company.”

“Um, yeah. I guess he does,” Angel smiled at his familiar. Angel then turned to O’Malley and Mitchell. “Rory is not Cian. I think it best if you inform the rest of the city’s police force that they are identical twins so we don’t have an issue in the future with mistaken identity.” Angel pointed at Eroch. “And that gold is staying with Ruairí. I hear anything, even the slightest whisper about it or people getting curious about what else he may have, and that little green dragon will take a big chunk out of anyone stupid enough to investigate. Understood?”

“Who do you think you are?” Mitchell demanded indignantly.

Angel stepped closer to Mitchell, who paled and snapped his mouth shut. “I’m the person keeping you from ending up dragon food or run through the heart with a sword. Forget today ever happened, and keep your people in line, and this won’t be a problem at all. Got it?”

Mitchell nodded frantically and took a few steps back. O’Malley just humphed and patted his pockets, probably looking for a cigarette. “It’s getting close to lunch. I’m starving.” O’Malley waved at Daniel, shook Angel’s hand, and then gathered his people with a sweeping gesture and herded them all out of the bank.

Angel went to the bank manager. “Mr. Abrams. I’m disappointed in Boston Central Bank. Surely an establishment of this size is accustomed to supernatural citizens and their varied means of wealth?”

The bank manager gulped loudly. “Mr. Salvatore, I must apologize. I was taken aback by this morning’s events.”

“Don’t apologize to me,” Angel gestured to Rory and Daniel. “Apologize to Mr. Brennan and my apprentice. Or I’ll take the Salvatore estate and all my holdings to another bank.”

The manager seemed to waver on his feet then he blinked at Daniel, only then coming to the realization of who Daniel was. Daniel waved at him, and the manager sputtered before taking a deep breath. “Mr. Brennan, Mr. Macavoy, I am deeply sorry about this morning’s misunderstanding. I will gladly help Mr. Brennan with exchanging his gold for US currency.”

Rory gave a very stilted bow of his head, and Daniel smiled stiffly. He just wanted this day over with already. His plans of helping Rory adapt to modern life had failed abysmally.

Angel eyed Eroch, who was happily blowing smoke out while he snuggled with the gold. “Yeah, I think we’ll just skip the gold today. Can we get off the main floor? Your office sounds like the better option.”

“Oh, of course, of course!”

Angel gathered Daniel, Rory, and Eroch up with a flick of a brow and led them after the flustered manager. Daniel stayed next to Rory, and he chuckled at the tiny dragon napping on the gold.
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“This tiny piece of plastic carries wealth in it?” Rory held up the credit card then the debit card, curiously eyeing the imbedded chips and the embossed lettering.

“Yup,” Angel answered, leaning back in the soft leather seat of the bloodclan limo. Simeon, his mate, wasn’t with them, but he was probably at work in the Tower. “Don’t pick at it. If you want to buy something, just give the teller the card or follow the directions on the small machines at the register. Most have little pictures that show you how to insert the cards. Don’t give them to anyone or let them get stolen, but if you lose them, tell me or Daniel immediately so we can cancel those and issue you new ones.”

“Plastic is a marvelous invention to do so much,” Rory said, and he slipped the cards into a small pocket on his leather belt, along with the handful of stacks of cash Angel got at the bank.

“Not really,” Daniel said, but he waved off explaining about pollution and the plastic choking the oceans. “If you go out without me to places, now you can use the cards or the cash to pay for things.”

“Seems simple enough,” Rory declared, leaning back, though he was careful not to dislodge the sleeping dragon and his pile of gold. “Money and how it moves economies apparently hasn’t changed much at all in the last couple of centuries.”

“Unfortunately,” Angel hit a button on his armrest, and the glass window separating them from the driver rolled down. “Stop at the nearest store with cell phones please.”

“Yes, sir,” the driver said, and the window rolled up.

“I shall leave the gold with you when we return to the mansion. I have no need of it. Recompense for the money you have given me to live in this world.”

Daniel leaned into Rory as his mentor and friend volleyed back and forth. Angel had waved aside Rory’s offer of the gold, instead opening a checking account and getting a black credit card issued to Rory, the money coming from the Salvatore estate, same as he had done for Daniel after taking him as his apprentice. “I don’t need gold. Keep it. Accept the money as payment for tending to the mansion. Daniel tells me you’ve brought the grounds back to life.”

Rory dipped his chin in thanks. “The earth and the plants merely slept. My brother and I owe you two life debts. Reviving the gardens of the Salvatore Mansion is merely one small thing I can do until our debt is repaid.”

“You and your brother owe me nothing, but I can see that’s an argument neither of us are going to bend on,” Angel grimaced then waved it away. “I won’t argue with you. You’ve made yourself Daniel’s guardian, am I to understand that correctly?”

“Yes,” Rory replied. “I will protect him with my life if need be for as long as he wishes me by his side.”

Daniel blushed a fiery red and dipped his head, hiding behind his bangs as they fell forward over his face. He stilled beside Rory where they sat on the bench seat in the back of the limo, and quiet settled for a few moments.

“All right.” Daniel looked up when his mentor concluded something important. “The last year has proven that, no matter how hard I try, trouble and danger find me and those I care about. This city is under my protection, and that means those who mean her harm will always be confronted. I have done my best to safeguard my apprentice, but I can’t keep him within arm’s reach for the rest of his life, neither of us wants that.” Angel looked to Daniel who smiled but nodded in agreement. He loved Angel dearly, he was both father and brother in one, but he didn’t want to live in his shadow forever. “If you’re determined to pay back those life debts, then being Daniel’s bodyguard is acceptable. Daniel lives with me in Beacon Hill, and the mansion is nearly an hour away from the apartment, so you two will need to come to an arrangement on how to deal with that.”

The limo stopped on a street fronted by a row of shops, and Angel broke off long enough to instruct the driver to go in and buy a prepaid phone. He sat back in his seat and sighed.

“When I took Daniel as my apprentice, it was to train him, repair his education, and appease the authorities of this city that he would be under my control. He was the unwilling participant in several murders and attacks on humans, and his captor died when I confronted him. Daniel was coerced, but someone needed to be punished for what happened, and making him my apprentice solved many problems. He is bound to me for a few more years at the minimum.”

Rory turned to Daniel, who shrugged, nodding. Thinking about the vampire Deimos and what he was forced to do and endure still gave him nightmares, even a year later. It wasn’t something he would ever really get past, and that depressed him more than he knew how to convey.

A warm hand gently came to rest on his, and Rory squeezed once, holding their hands together. Daniel gripped back in return and sighed, glad that Rory wasn’t judging him for his past sins.

“Daniel is worth safeguarding. You did what you must to save him. I would have done the same.”

Daniel felt tears welling up, and he buried his face in Rory’s shoulder, sniffling. A hand cradled the back of his head and lips pressed a soft kiss to his hair, soothing him. His heart jumped, and he had to mentally chastise himself so as not to read too much into the gesture. Rory was kind and gallant and compassionate and wanted to be his friend and keep him safe. That didn’t mean he loved or wanted Daniel like Daniel wanted him. He took the comfort offered and appreciated what he did have.

“Daniel.”

He wiped his face before looking to his mentor. “You mean a great deal to me. You are family.” Angel smiled, eyes wet. “I never want you to think you’re an obligation or a task, or something to be borne. You’re the son I’ll never have and never knew I wanted.”

Daniel choked on a sob and fell off the seat, crawling to Angel. He fell into his open arms and sobbed into Angel’s chest, unashamed and happy, a mess of jumbled thoughts and emotions. Angel whispered in his ear. “I’m going to let Rory guard you. A fae bodyguard isn’t a gift to turn away. You’re too important to me, and he’s the best person to care for you when you’re not with me. I’m not passing you off to him, and he isn’t replacing me. This is just the best solution I see to letting you have more freedom and still be safe. Yeah?”

Daniel cried harder and nodded, curling up, half in Angel’s lap and half on the seat. Never mind that there were barely ten years between them—Angel was the father he wished he’d been blessed with instead of the nightmare that was Leicester Macavoy. He was home and strength and safety and hope, and Daniel was never more thankful he’d lost that duel and nearly died when Deimos ripped out his throat. Angel hadn’t killed him; he’d saved his life and saved it repeatedly every day since that fateful night.

“Thank you,” he breathed out. “I wish you were my father.”

Angel was quiet, but Daniel heard him. “I do too.”
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Tears made him hungry. After he pulled himself together and the driver returned with a cellphone, Daniel sat in a pub while Rory navigated the crowd to order a beer. Apparently, that was a timeless skill, and the flirtatious bartender was something Rory was just as accustomed to. Daniel was a few weeks out from turning twenty-one, and Angel ordered a hot tea with fish and chips. Daniel ordered the same, and he fiddled with Rory’s new phone while the fae was getting his beer.

“You never drink?” Daniel stated hesitantly, munching on a hot waffle-cut fry dipped in cold ketchup.

“Not all that interested in alcohol. Never felt the inclination, though I don’t mind cooking with it if the mood strikes,” Angel answered easily, pulling apart a steaming cod filet and dunking it in tartar sauce. “Plus, Isaac’s issues with drinking made me even less interested.”

“I can see that,” Daniel agreed. He wasn’t all that interested either, but the enjoyment Simeon took from a glass of red wine made him curious. Though that might have something to do with the blood with which he laced each glass. Daniel’s brows rose when Rory downed a tall stein of beer and handed it back to the bartender who took it with a flirty flip of her braid and put it under the tap, pulling the lever. Rory was on his second Guinness. “Why aren’t fae carded?” Daniel asked Angel, and his mentor grinned at him.

“Why do you think?”

Daniel thought about it. The conclusion was so obvious he couldn’t believe he even voiced the question. He groaned in disbelief and rolled his eyes at himself. “They can’t get drunk.” Rory was so blatantly not human, and in a way that couldn’t be faked or imitated, even the most obtuse humans would be able to discern what Rory was. Experienced practitioners could even tell by the way Rory moved through the ambient magical fields. It was impossible to fake being fae with the purpose of bypassing human laws.

“There ya go,” Angel nodded.

Angel picked an Irish pub called The Claddagh not far from the end of the Marathon route, the limo having to drop them off a couple blocks away since the race route was being cordoned off early. The weather forecast was for clear skies and warm winds, and the city was expecting a larger crowd than usual. The supernatural runners would begin first, just before dawn, the first wave of humans just before nine am. Those running before dawn were nocturnal species like vampires and certain types of fae, and some werewolves in their furry forms.

Rory cut through the crowd, holding a glass stein full of dark liquid high as he avoided fellow patrons in the bar. He slid in beside Daniel and reclaimed his salad and basket of warm bread with a happy hum. His smile spoke volumes—Rory was a fan of beer. Or maybe it was pubs in general. Probably both.

“Your phone is all set,” Daniel said, putting it next to Rory’s plate along with the thin instruction booklet. “The front of it is glass and touch sensitive, so be gentle with it.”

“Thank you, Daniel.” Rory didn’t even spare the expensive gadget a glance, picking up the tiny booklet and flipping through it. He stopped and tilted his head to the side. “The directions are repeated in different languages? I’ve never seen the like before.”

“English should be first, but I think French and Spanish are in there too, and German.” Daniel nicked a piece of bread and took a bite, chewing and swallowing before continuing, “I only know English, French, and Latin.”

Rory flipped through the booklet again. “There’s French, English, Castilian—I believe you call it Spanish—and a few languages from Asia. The Greek is much the same, and with some practice, I could decipher this specific dialect of Mandarin. I knew another version when I was in Paquin in the late 1500s.”

“Paquin?”

Rory set aside the booklet, contemplating. “An Italian Jesuit priest who explored the area around the same time called it Paquin. A romanticized version of the local pronunciation that stuck with the European traders. I believe in later years it has been called Peking and Beijing. I am not certain though, as my reading has not caught me up to current times. Cian and I left China not long after Europeans began to sail there more often than they took the overland trade routes. We just called it the Northern Capital for the longest time.”

“What were you doing in China in the 1500s?” Daniel couldn’t stop himself from asking.

Rory gave him a soft smile before he speared some lettuce and took a bite. Daniel went back to his food, remembering that Angel was present only when his mentor took a sip of his tea. Daniel flushed and ate some more of his food, hoping Rory would answer. He ignored the smirk coming from Angel.

“We left Europe for a time. It was not safe for our people,” Rory’s answer was quiet, pensive. He kept eating though, and then Daniel remembered the short snippet from the fae history book Angel bought the year before.

“Your people were being hunted then, weren’t they?” He was afraid of the reply he would get.

Rory bent his head to his food, but he nodded. “The Spanish Inquisition in the late 1400s kicked off a great purge by the Church in the Catholic nations of the time. Those of us once worshipped as gods by our neighbors were hunted to extinction. My people were not many to begin with and the great wars that followed reduced our numbers even more. We lost so much in Europe, that we fled East, and kept going until we could go no further. Cian and I were in Asia for a hundred years or so.”

“Your accent is Irish?” Daniel observed, knowing it was rude, but Rory was sharing, and he didn’t seem to mind.

“Aye, that it is,” Rory smiled wide at that, and Daniel couldn’t help his own smile in response to the joy radiating out from Rory. “Cian and I spent most of our lives in Eire and can recall the first humans to touch that fair green isle. Our people were there to welcome humanity to what the world now calls Ireland. Over the centuries, Cian and I would return to Eire many times and call it home.”

“Is that where you were born?”

Rory shook his head. “It has been a very long time for me, youngling. There is much I have forgotten. Even more I never thought of preserving in my memories as important. My very early years are lost in the depths of time. I do know that the concept of counting the passage of the seasons was not a thing we considered until we met humans, and how they measured their short spans. I was an adult as my people consider such a thing by then, and we were considered either children or fully grown. Such a distinction was discerned by what humans would call puberty and our elders’ determination that we were capable of caring for ourselves. It was not a set number of years shared across our species.”

Daniel nodded, thinking about how old a being must be that the concept of marking time only came when introduced by another species. And whether someone was considered an adult by parameters other than marking the passage of years on a calendar was something he wished more cultures used in modern times.

Angel tapped the edge of Daniel’s plate, subtly bidding him to eat, and Daniel squinted at Angel but dug into his food. He was hungry but talking to Rory was so much fun.

A cool breeze entered the pub along with a group of humans who split as some secured a large table near the back wall and the rest went to the bar. They were a varied bunch, some young, some older, a few old enough to be grandparents, and Daniel picked out the flag patches and the worn camos a few wore. Rory followed his gaze, and he took in the group.

“Another thing that never changes.” Rory said softly, a tumble of pride and sadness in his eyes. The group merged again as those carrying multiple drinks deposited them and sat among their friends.

“What do you mean?” Daniel asked, curious.

Angel took a quick glance over his shoulder and hummed, concluding something that escaped Daniel. Angel went back to his plate, though he merely poked at the remnants of his fish. He gave Daniel a small half-smile. “Soldiers.”

Rory sat back in his seat, one hand on the table, his gaze on the far group. His expression went pensive, and Daniel had a feeling Rory wasn’t seeing the pub, but a place and time far away and long ago. “Aye,” Rory murmured. “Veterans, no matter the era, all have a similar way of holding themselves.”

“Oh,” Daniel sighed out. He had absolutely no idea about soldiering or being in a battle. War was something he only experienced secondhand—the Blood Wars were fought by practitioner civilians, lasted a couple hundred years, and very rarely involved the government of the United States. At the height of their power, the Macavoys and the Salvatores were influential enough that the human governments kept out of the conflict as much as possible, only interfering when large numbers of humans were caught in the crossfire. Daniel was ten years old when Angel ended the Blood Wars over a decade earlier, and never saw any of it up close.

“I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who was in the military,” Daniel said, frowning down at his plate.

Angel chuckled. “Yes, you have,” and he gestured to Rory, who gave Angel a tiny nod in acknowledgement.

“Isn’t there a holiday approaching that celebrates war?” Rory asked. Daniel turned to Angel.

Angel nodded, a sharp dip of his chin. “Not war so much as the beginning of one. Patriot’s Day is this upcoming Monday,” Angel quirked a brow at Rory. “In fact, Patriot’s Day is for commemorating the Battles of Lexington and Concord, the first battles of the Revolutionary War. I think you’re intimately familiar with the Battle of Lexington.”

Daniel sat up and stared at Rory. The fae sighed and gave Angel a small bow of his shoulders. “If my memory serves, that is the battle in which I fell.” A hand went to his chest, over his heart. “The battle that nearly killed me. I fought for those I loved against the British armies.”

He put his hand back on the table, and Daniel carefully reached out and squeezed Rory’s fingers. He had nothing to say that could touch on the memories and meaning of the holiday for Rory. Rory gave him a soft smile, his expression affectionate.

“That explains then my brother’s current state of mind,” Rory offered. He held hands with Daniel, fingers of his free hand running over his stein. “He has been withdrawn for the last few days.”

“Cian fought with you at Lexington.” Angel’s tone was curious but with a hard edge. He didn’t blame Angel one bit—Cian killed several people in his attempts to resurrect his brother.

“He did,” Rory confirmed. “Cian was always the first into battle and the last to leave the field. Our whole lives, he went first, while I guarded his back.”

“Who struck you down?” Daniel asked quietly, insatiably curious. All fae species were notoriously difficult to kill, and it took a sword blow right to the heart to stop Rory.

Rory shook his head once. “A memory that confounds me. Last I recall I was battling infantry in a sea of redcoats, then Cian was holding me in his arms, begging me not to leave him.” Rory shrugged. “You may ask my brother if you wish—he saw it happen. I have no desire to see my brush with death, so I do not seek the answer in his mind.”

“Um, I’ll let it remain a mystery, thanks,” Daniel stammered. There was no way he wanted to get near Cian.

“You and Cian share a mind bond.” Angel made it a statement.

“Yes,” Rory gestured with his left hand, making a vague motion toward his head. “Amongst my people, twins share a mental connection. Identical twins even more so. This connection has helped me adjust to this new time. Though many things are much the same.” Rory picked up his beer and took a deep drink. He set it down and exhaled happily. “Guinness would be one of them, I think. Still marvelous.”

Daniel wanted to ask a million questions about the mental connection Rory shared with his twin, but even he knew that would be intrusive and rude. Angel was the man for the job though—he didn’t care about asking hard questions. No patience for tact.

“It doesn’t bother you, being inside his head?”

Rory shook his head, moss green hair shifting in smooth waves across his shoulders. “No. The absence of his mind would be bothersome. We have always been connected, for more years than mankind could count.”

“He’s a psychopath.” Daniel snapped his mouth shut and blushed, embarrassed to have blurted that out.

“I’m not too certain of the meaning of that word, but I believe the implied mental state is one applicable to my brother,” Rory shrugged. “Some differences, perhaps due to species’ divide, but close enough.”

Rory went quiet. Daniel realized he was still holding the fae’s hand, but he didn’t take it away, content to remain that way if Rory didn’t withdraw.

“Are you lonely?” Daniel made himself ask, afraid to know the answer.

Rory turned over his hand and merged their fingers.

“Cian is always with me, so I am never truly alone,” Rory said, but then he looked directly at Daniel and continued. “But I have not felt yearning for another’s company until just recently, and it is not for my brother, though I miss him dearly.”

Daniel fought off another blush but failed. He could feel Angel’s searching regard and smug smile from across the table.
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Lunch was over, and Daniel was in that happy place of feeling full and wanting a nap, though he didn’t think Angel or Rory would appreciate him falling asleep on the short trip back to the mansion. The limo had been more than safe enough to hold the pouch of gold while they ate, especially with a dragon napping on top of it. Eroch barely stirred when Rory picked the pouch and dragon up then sat down again with both in his lap for the ride.

“You can move into the mansion if you want,” Angel and Rory had been politely arguing about where Rory has chosen to live for the last ten minutes, Daniel watching in amusement the whole time. “I’m obviously not using it, and you can sleep in a real bed. If what happened there is bothersome, you can sleep in my old bedroom. No one died there.” Daniel gaped at that comment from Angel, dismayed. Angel saw and gave him a swift wink. If Angel could make those kinds of comments, then maybe Angel was doing better than Daniel thought. He figured Angel would never again call the mansion home since he was so very attached to Beacon Hill, but the horrible grip of the memories of the Massacre might be loosening at long last.

“The conservatory is more than sufficient. It is peaceful and perfect for remaining close to the earth. I’ve always been fond of sleeping under an open sky.”

“You’ll change your mind in winter for sure, but that’s a long way off,” Angel retorted, and Daniel snorted at his mentor’s expression.

“Perhaps.” Rory’s smile was enigmatic.

The limo came to a gentle stop on the abandoned street outside the mansion. Daniel watched Angel, but his mentor made no outward sign of how it affected him to be at his childhood home.

It was set back off the road, and if a building could feel expectant and lonely at the same time, Salvatore Mansion did in spades. The afternoon sun turned the roof to gold and the windows glittered like mirrors, winking as clouds raced across the sky in the sea winds.

“Thank you for your assistance this day, and the companionship.” Rory lifted Eroch gently from the pouch, and Angel took his familiar into his arms and cradled the wee beastie to his chest. Eroch chirped sadly, and Rory reached into the pouch and pulled out a nugget the size of a goose egg. He held it out, and Eroch sleepily grabbed it with his front legs and curled around it possessively. “For your help, Little Trouble.”

Angel chuckled when Eroch gave a happy peep. “That’s too adorable.” Daniel sat up when Angel sent him a sharp glance. “I’ll see you for supper or breakfast?”

Daniel sputtered as Rory opened the limo door and got out, turning back to offer his hand to Daniel. “Umm…”

Rory leaned down a small bit, smiling at him. “I’ll bring him home in one piece later tonight. Are you coming, my friend?”

“Thanks, Angel!” Daniel grabbed Rory’s hand and let the fae lord pull him from the limo. Angel shut the door on a goodbye, and Daniel waved as the limo pulled away.

A moment of silence passed companionably, then they turned down the drive and walked toward the mansion and the gardens beyond. Daniel clung to Rory’s hand, which held his back in a firm grip, and Daniel smiled.
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The Beacon Hill Sorcerer series continues with Mastering the Flames, Book Four.
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I hope you’ve enjoyed the book.

Please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Bookbub, or Goodreads. A review helps other readers decide to take a chance on a book, and helps indie authors like me.

Thank you!

Sheena (SJ)

Want more options for supporting my writing? Join me on Patreon!
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Want to stay up to date on my upcoming releases?

Join my newsletter list!

I never spam your email. I never share nor sell nor buy emails. I only send out emails when I have a new release, or my titles are on sale.

Click here to Join my newsletter!
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My name is Sheena, and I have more pen names than I probably should. I write as SJ Himes, Revella Hawthorne, and Sheena Himes. I reside in the mountains of Maine (closer to Canada than I am to fresh lobster) on a 300 year-old farm beside a river in the woods. My companions are my furbabies: Gingersnaps, my reluctant housecat; and Wolf and Silfur, two cats who love me but hate each other.

I write romances with an emphasis on plot and character development, and almost all my characters are LGBTQ+ and that’s on purpose. I am nonbinary and my pronouns are they/them.

To keep current on what I’m working on and where to find me on social media, go to my website:

www.sjhimes.com
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