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Author’s Note
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While I’ve long maintained that Angel Salvatore is my self-insert character, Daniel Macavoy reflects a painful part of my history.

Sexual assault is a horrible experience and the aftermath is uniquely horrible as well.

As I’ve mentioned previously in the series, there is no one perfect universal intersectionality of life experiences. The same goes for fictional characters. Daniel’s journey is rather unique—instead of it taking place solely within his own book, his journey toward recovery began the second Angel saved his life and took him in, way back in Book One. I tried to keep Daniel true to himself while also drawing on my own experiences in showing how life returns after a traumatic experience. It’s not perfect. He’s not magically healed. And neither am I.

This book is not about sexual assault. It is about living life, and finding hope and joy. Finding faith in yourself and what you can do. And love. Above all things, this book is about love.

Hecate’s Blessings,

Sheena Jolie (SJ)

Resources:

HRC: https://www.hrc.org/resources/sexual-assault-and-the-lgbt-community

RAINN: https://www.rainn.org/


Dedication
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“I have loved to the point of madness;

that which is called madness,

that which to me, is the only sensible way to love.”

― Françoise Sagan

For those of us who were never blessed with the easy path to love.


Prologue
Dawn of the World


Pre-Human Civilization

Isle of the Children of Danu

The strange craft bobbed awkwardly on the waves, and the creatures on board scurried around, shouting in rough words, sounding both angry and scared. The craft was at some distance still, though the immortal eyes of the sidhe saw them clearly from a great distance before their odd shouts ever reached the cliffs.

“What do you think they are, brother?” The twin who spoke was playing in the strong headwinds along the top of the cliffs, arms lifted, wondering whether if he tried hard enough, he might grow wings and join the birds.

The other twin played in the grass and flowers, a bee crawling from his fingers onto a bright blue flower, buzzing happily. He lifted his gaze from his tiny friend and peered down at the beach, squinting against the bright summer sun. “Mother said they are children of the earth, like us. She said one day they would call themselves human, but now they just call themselves the people. The wind told her they were coming.”

Which was why they were on the cliffs overlooking the rocky shoreline below, out of sight of the newcomers, and the elders who awaited them on the beach.

“Humans.” The adventurous twin tried out the new word. He threw himself into the grass beside his brother and sighed, already bored. “I don’t know what a human is.”

“I don’t either,” said the other twin, returning his attention to the bee happily drunk on nectar and pollen. “Mother will tell us soon enough.”

“I wonder if they like to have fun.” The restless twin sat up quickly, long green hair indistinguishable from the grass. “Maybe they have younglings we can play with!”

“Like the wolves? The mother wolf won’t let us play with them yet, they are too little.” The gentler twin pouted, wishing the wolf understood promises to be careful, but her mind saw them as puppies, too, and she was wary of grasping fingers with newborn cubs. Her teeth were sharp and quick to correct overly curious and bored younglings.

His brother jumped to his feet and ran to the edge of the cliff, hand blocking the bright sun. “They stand like we do, though they fall and stumble a lot. If we play with them, we might need to be careful. Maybe they’re younglings, too?”

The other twin stood and carefully stepped around the bee and its flower, joining his brother. The strange craft was nearing the shore at last, coming in exactly where Mother told the elders it would, and she was never wrong. The beings on the wooden craft were scrambling around, making excited gestures and doing things to the vessel that made it move faster. The poor things were being tossed about by the waves and one was nearly lost overboard into the sea, needing others to drag it back from the edge. “Why do they struggle? Do they not know how to calm the waves?”

An elder far below did just that, lifting a hand outward to the sea, and the waters gave a great sigh and momentarily eased their struggle against the earth. The beings on the rough wooden craft shouted and managed to land their vessel with a grind over the stony beach.

“They are short,” observed one twin as the new beings disembarked and then dragged their craft higher up on the beach. The elders watched from the grassy hillside just above the sand line of the beach. The humans seemed to be wary, keeping their distance, though their gazes strayed to the elders frequently.

“They don’t speak our words,” said the other, catching a few sounds on the wind. “I wonder what they are saying.”

“Perhaps we should cease speculating and go ask them,” said their mother, her tone rich with amusement.

The twins spun guiltily, identical expressions of dismay on their equally identical faces. Though their mother could tell them apart as easily as she could see the future. Her sons’ natures were as different as could be, the soul shared between them the only thing they had in common besides their bodies.

“Mother! We aren’t on the beach,” said her more precocious son.

“I’m sorry we disobeyed you,” added the gentler of the twins.

“You aren’t in trouble, my loves,” Danu said with a soft smile, holding out her hands. Each son took one and clung tightly. “Come, let us go greet the new children of the earth. They are still young yet, much like you, and have much to learn.”

“Do they like to play?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Do they like puppies?” asked the other twin, thinking of the wolves.

“I think they love puppies more than you,” she teased with a smile. “In fact, they have with them a new creature, a gentler wolf than the ones we know here on our island.”

Both boys gasped and tugged on her hands, pulling her toward the beach and the new children of the earth. So many possibilities lay ahead, and they were too excited to see the dangers that came with the good tidings. They were both children, though, and they had more than enough time to learn to be wary of humans.
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A Very Long Time Later

“Mother?” Ruairí held the heavy screen of vines to the side, peering into the cave his mother used as a private retreat. The grotto was well-lit with torches; the pool at her feet was crystal clear and a thin stream of water fell from the ceiling of the cave into the pool, sending ripples of light over the stone walls.

“Come in, my son.”

Ruairí stepped inside and let the vines drop behind him, cloaking the cave in shadows and torchlight. Danu held out her hand, and Ruairí took it, sitting beside his mother on the stone bench. Their silence was companionable, and Ruairí idly wondered what his mother saw in the waters at their feet. She saw more than even he could comprehend—she listened to the waters, the winds, the whispers of the earth, the elements answering to her call, the plants and animals of the earth responding to her touch and wishes with joyful harmony and mutual respect. Danu was the mother of their people—he and Cian merely the last of her younglings to reach adulthood, and he treasured the childhood he spent under her loving care.

He peeked at his mother, and she caught him looking, a teasing smile on her face. Ruairí laughed, ducking his head. She chuckled, leaning into his shoulder. “My sweet child. I will miss you.”

He shouldn’t be surprised that she knew that he and Cian were leaving, but he was. “You know?”

“I saw you leaving the day you were born.” Danu gestured to the pool at their feet. “In the waters of life, I held you both in my arms, and I saw your lives stretched out before you, in all their pain and glory.”

He knew better than to ask about his future. She was quite strict about meddling with the flow of time, but occasionally she would let something slip. “Not too much pain, I hope.”

He tried not to sound so young, but feared he failed when she squeezed his hand.

“Pain is unavoidable, my son. It is a part of living. If you feel pain, you still live.” She lifted her free hand and caressed his cheek, meeting his eyes. “Be kind, be true, hold tight to your honor, and above all things, love. Love life, your brother, your friends and family, your people, and all the children of earth. Do this, and in the unfolding of a future beyond even your dreams, you’ll come out the other side of the longest night and find a love that will be unmatched in all things.”

Hope burst in his heart, and he smiled, relieved. “And Cian?”

Danu dropped her hand, and gazed into the pool for a long, pensive moment. When she spoke, her tone was no less loving, but a shiver of fear raced up his spine at her words. “Cian, my honed blade. His path remains interlocked with yours, as it should be. Love him and guide him, protect and treasure him, and he may yet be waiting for you when you awake from your longest night. His path is bloodier than yours, and he may lose his way for a time, but his future holds the potential for love as well. It is less certain for him, and he may not wish for love from his future, content to remain at your side. Be prepared for this, my son. Do you have the will and the strength to be the heart your brother does not yet possess?”

“As he is the ruthless blade of our soul, I shall be his heart, forever balanced,” Ruairí swore.

Danu stood, tugging him to his feet. She kissed his cheek with a tender smile. “Then you both will defeat the passage of time and come out stronger for it. Of that, I have no doubt.” She motioned for him to go ahead of her. “Now, let me reassure my other son. He didn’t need to hide outside while you informed me of your plans to wander.”

Ruairí chuckled, hearing Cian grumble outside the grotto. He was excited to see what their future held, even if it wasn’t all joy and glory. He would gladly accept the pain if it meant his reward was a love unmatched. He had patience. He would wait, and hope.
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When the Storm Comes Ashore


Present Day

The wind was fierce, cold and lashing as it cut away at the shore, the tide rising to crest high on the beach, the sea-grass laden dunes soaked, the rich greens dampened to black. Summer skies choked to an early twilight, the horizon a dark smear of clouds and walls of rain, the roar of water and wind a deep rumble he felt through the soles of his thin leather shoes.

Lightning sparked in the far distance, hitting the surface of the ocean, illuminating crests of ink-black waves before darkness swallowed the horizon again. The wind carried hints of ozone and salt, and Ruairí Brennan breathed deeply, closing his eyes. Wind caught his long hair, twirling the strands across his face.

“Change is coming,” his companion murmured. A voice he knew better than the sound of his own heartbeat. Rory opened his eyes and looked to his brother, his twin.

Cian tipped his head back, his long hair tied with a simple leather thong at the nape of his neck, the tail of moss-green hair fluttering out behind him in the wind. Cian breathed in the ocean air, not at all deterred by the storm in the far distance, inching ever closer. Cian thrived with each inhalation, and Rory reached out, and Cian joined their hands, lacing their fingers. He squeezed, and Cian tightened his grip.

“Change is the only constant,” Rory said, looking back out to sea. Cian hummed softly in agreement that ended in a forlorn sigh.

“Aside from us,” Cian whispered, and Rory silently concurred.

“The bars that hold you will not be there forever,” Rory promised, and Cian turned into him. Rory put his head on his twin’s shoulder, Cian doing the same, hands catching and holding each other. Rory breathed in the presence of one he held so dear and mourned the twist of fate that struck him down that long-ago day on a bright spring morning under a cloudless sky. If the sword had not been so true in its strike, Cian would not have been left adrift for so long, without Rory to anchor his mind and heart. And so much would be different.

“Do not mourn what could have been,” Cian whispered. “That way lies naught but madness.”

Rory couldn’t help the tiny smile that curled his lips. “After all these centuries, you’re still fond of the Bard?”

“He wasn’t boring,” Cian replied, and pressed a kiss to Rory’s temple before stepping back. “The guards are coming soon, and they become rude when I don’t respond to their foolish questions.”

Rory frowned. “Are they mistreating you?”

“There is nothing human men can do to me that I would consider mistreatment,” Cian’s mouth quirked up in a wry grin. “This irks them further.”

“Don’t antagonize your jailers, brother,” Rory chided. “They can still make your life a misery. Never doubt the ingenuity of humans for their cruelties.”

“They come,” Cian released their joined hands and stepped away. Cian tilted his head, and his eyes grew cloudy. “And another comes to see you, brother.” He dipped his chin in farewell. “Until tomorrow.”

A burst of wind tore at the crest of the grassy dune, and Cian was gone, a crackle of silver-white sparks torn away by the storm. Rory felt his brother reawaken in the prison far from where he stood on the shore of the sea, catching a hint of a snide exchange between Cian and his mortal guards before letting his brother’s presence fade into the recesses of his mind.

He cast out his senses—Cian was right. Another was coming to see him, and the seagrass and wind-battered elms that grew along the property line of the Salvatore estate whispered of panic and worry, the mortal practitioner energies a swirling, energetic, blue with soft undertones of green, and a quick flash of silver, like fish striking beneath the waves.

“Daniel,” Rory breathed out, and he sprinted down the side of the dune and into the trees, heading for the mortal that held not a small portion of his heart and soul.
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“Angel, I’m watching the weather reports on my phone, and the wards are up,” Daniel said to his mentor while holding the phone between his ear and shoulder while struggling to unpack his suitcase. Giving up on multitasking after he nearly dropped the phone, he pulled it from his ear and put it on Speaker. Daniel tossed the phone on the bed and then dumped his duffel bag out across the bed, figuring he’d need to refold it all anyway.

He had been watching porn on his laptop, but Angel calling him had startled him into nearly tossing the computer across the room, so he settled for pretending he had been unpacking the entire time and not watching supernatural porn with fae porn stars while thinking about the gentle warrior out in the garden. He double-checked that the video was paused and decided to just close the laptop lest he inadvertently hit Play and the unmistakable sounds of porn echoed through his new room while he talked to Angel. He would never live that down.

Fierce winds lashed at the windows, and the huge mansion shook with a fine tremor from the force of the approaching storm.

“It’s a hurricane, Daniel,” Angel reminded him for what had to be the millionth time. “It’s a Cat One, but still a hurricane. If it gets worse, don’t hesitate to call Isaac and Batiste. They can come get you and take you here or to the Tower.”

“I’m gonna be fine, but if it gets worse, I promise to call Isaac.” He would, but his stomach already roiled at the thought of traveling by The Way Between, a tear in the fabric of the universe that allowed Batiste to travel instantly between locations. The only limits he had was that the farther the distance the more time he needed to build up power for the trip, and he couldn’t transport into private homes unless invited before he traveled The Way Between.

“Good,” Angel replied, satisfied. “Finish telling me about this morning.”

Daniel sat on the edge of the new mattress in his new room and watched the plants and trees below in the gardens sway under the increasing winds. “I was at the apothecary in Beacon Hill this morning getting some organic coffee and I thought I saw Giselle Hardwick coming down the front stairs. It looked like her, but she got into a car on the curb almost immediately and left, and I was down at the corner, so I might be wrong.”

Angel hummed softly, the sound he made all the time when thinking. “Hardwick and Lady Heather had a falling out over what happened with Lady Heather’s husband, but they were close friends before that, so maybe they’re making amends.”

“Didn’t you banish Hardwick from Boston?” Daniel asked, standing and going to the window to look up at the sky. The center mass of the hurricane was just offshore, the sky darkening ominously.

“I did.” Angel paused and Daniel heard Eroch chirping in the background. “I’ll tell O’Malley she might be back, and to keep an eye on reports of thefts related to the recently deceased. Tell me if you see her again, kiddo.”

“I will,” Daniel promised.

“Eroch’s hungry, so I’ll check in on you in the morning. Stay safe, please.”

“Goodnight,” Daniel said before ending the call.

Daniel stared up at the sky, slipping his phone into a pants pocket. The rain was coming in fits and spurts, heavy sheets broken up into waves as the wind interrupted the torrents. He bit his lip and stared at his laptop, wondering if it was worth restarting the video and finishing his night off with some decent porn.

A sudden thump and a small dark blur of feathers struck the window, making Daniel jump. He tried to look down and see what the thing was, but saw nothing, and he sprinted from his room, hoping whatever it was wasn’t dead from the impact.
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The small bundle of wet feathers and shivering wings barely had any weight to it, and Daniel feared he was doing more harm than good as he held the bird to his chest and leaned into the wind. The rain came and went, the trees swaying, the greenery of the gardens bending beneath the onslaught of the coming storm.

The greenhouse was ahead, the path of stone leading the way as the last of the sunlight was swallowed by gathering clouds. Cold and soaked through to the skin, hands and face numb, Daniel gritted his teeth and kept going.

“Daniel!” A cry cut through the wind, and he heard the worry and urgency. He squinted past wet bangs, rain dripping from his lashes. Rory jogged out from the shadows under the trees, and Daniel ran to meet him.

“Rory! I need help.”

Rory reached him and strong hands gripped his shoulders, steadying him against the wind. Amber eyes raced over him, searching for injury. “Come inside, the storm is growing worse.”

Rory tucked Daniel under his arm and led him into the greenhouse, the massive structure shrouded by a thick grove of pine and elm and ornamental trees. Rory held a glass and iron door open as the wind buffeted the building, a shiver racing across the walls. Daniel slipped inside, his ears echoing with the sudden absence of the wind, and he hurried to the large brazier in the main entrance of the greenhouse.

Daniel turned to the chaise and knelt between it and the unlit brazier. It might be summer, but the rain was cold and the wind even chillier. Daniel shivered as he gently deposited the small bird on the cushion, hoping the tiny creature still lived. Round golden eyes blinked sluggishly, bedraggled cream and brown feathers drooping. One wing hung limp, and tiny talons clenched weakly at the pale green silk of the chaise.

“What have we here?” Rory asked softly, and he crouched beside Daniel. He gently ran a long, slim finger along the poor bird’s back, and it barely reacted.

“I was unpacking, and it flew into the bedroom window,” Daniel said, biting his lip. “I had to run downstairs and then outside—I found him stunned in the hedges. He fell two stories after he hit the glass.”

“The wind is unkind,” Rory said softly, and Daniel watched as the fae gently slid his fingers under the bird, the poor thing appearing unbelievably tiny as it drooped on his palm. Daniel glanced up at Rory, whose amber eyes glowed briefly with a hint of his power. “The owl’s left wing and shoulder are broken in several places.”

“Oh no,” Daniel wiped at the tears that sprang to his eyes, heartsick at the thought of the tiny creature suffering. “Poor baby.”

Rory moved so he knelt beside Daniel. With his free hand, he took one of Daniel’s and flipped it over, setting the hand holding the owl on top of Daniel’s palm. Daniel found himself pressed along Rory’s side, the heat from the other man seeping into his flesh and warming him despite being soaked from the rain.

“Can you help him?” Daniel asked quietly, hoping.

Rory tilted his head forward, moss green hair slipping out in a soft wave from behind his ear and over his shoulder. “I can. Here, Daniel. Open your mind and follow the path I tread.”

“But I have no training…”

“A storm of rain and wind crowds the sky over our heads—you have power. Do not let doubt rob you of your belief in your accomplishments.” Rory stated calmly, eyes focused on the injured bird. He spared Daniel a swift, affectionate glance that warmed him further. “The bird should have died already but has lived long enough in your hands to reach me. You kept it alive. One day you’ll be more than a match for an injury such as this, but for now, just watch.”

Magic bloomed in the ambient magic fields, and Daniel opened his inner vision. Rory’s magic was unlike anything Daniel had ever seen from a mortal practitioner—the fae had a methodology and type of magic that was entirely beyond the kinds used by humanity. It tasted like mint and sage, smelled of freshly tilled fields, and felt like the gentle warmth of a cloudless summer sky, sun-warmed earth beneath bare feet and the droning hum of bountiful life.

Rory was a healer. He was skilled in combat and a magic that Daniel had no hope of understanding, but care, compassion, and tenderness infused everything Rory did. Daniel was fascinated by the ebb and flow of mint and moss-green magics that slipped from Rory’s hand and into the tiny bird.

A tugging came on his mind, and at the wordless directive Daniel sent his awareness after Rory’s magic. Healing was something Daniel was meant to be good at—his yet slumbering water affinity was common amongst doctors, nurses, and paramedics.

Seafoam green and sky-blue tendrils swam together and blended along every point Rory and Daniel touched. Daniel watched, humbled and awed by the skilled touch Rory exhibited as he deftly realigned infinitesimally small pieces of bone, tugging tendons and muscles back into place, sealing wounds and easing bruised flesh. The bird was even smaller than it looked—it was mostly eyes and talons.

It was a skill thousands of years in the forging and honing—Rory was ancient, a High Court Sidhe, far older than humanity itself. And Daniel ached in a deep, hidden place within his heart as he watched the mastery of Rory’s healing ability, and the ease at which he moved with the magic.

Rory was magic, in a very real way.

Within a handful of heartbeats and one soft exhale, the tiny owl was healed. Daniel withdrew with reluctance as Rory recalled his magic, closing his inner vision.

He leaned into Rory, sympathizing with the tiny owl who now blinked large golden eyes up at the fae. The bird puffed up its feathers, and snuggled down, slow-blinking, content to rest in the fae’s hand.

“He likes you,” Daniel whispered. He absolutely knew how that owl felt. Safe and well-tended. “Will he fly again?”

Rory hummed softly, a strong arm came around Daniel’s back and a hand gripped his hip, encouraging Daniel to lean even more into Rory. “He will. This little fellow is young and strong, and he’ll not lose the sky this day.”

“Thank you,” Daniel said quietly. “I didn’t know what to do.”

“You cared, Daniel. Most people wouldn’t have braved a hurricane for a bird, and then cared enough to get it help.” Rory rubbed Daniel’s side, and rested a cheek on the top of his head.

“I couldn’t heal him myself,” Daniel let a bit of his frustration slip out with those words, and he regretted it almost immediately. He didn’t want anyone knowing how badly he felt that his affinity was still dormant. He was absolutely of an age where his affinity was meant to be active and within his control, and he’d yet to sense it since Rory told him what his affinity was months ago. “Water elementalists are supposed to be the best at healing magics. I’m supposed to be a healer, aren’t I?”

“Your magic answered your desires to help and kept our little friend alive as you raced through the garden. Don’t fear for your magic, dear heart. It’s coming.” Rory chuckled, but Daniel knew he wasn’t being laughed at. Rory wasn’t like that.

“What if I don’t want to be a healer?” Daniel finally gave voice to the worry eating away at him for months now. He watched the bird as its eyes drifted shut and the tiny owl appeared to fall asleep, safely cradled in Rory’s palm. “Angel says that most water elementalists are doctors or nurses, paramedics or midwives. I knew as much growing up—like how most practitioners with fire affinity go into the arts or the military, air elementalists make great teachers, and earth mages are gardeners, architects, landscapers. Our affinities tend to inform our professions and skills, and all I can think is that I’m woefully unprepared for anything significant. My parents were fire and air, and they had little time for water elementalists. They were considered useless on the battlefield.”

“Daniel,” Rory paused, shifting gracefully, and he managed to get himself and Daniel to their feet without disturbing the owl. They sat side by side on the chaise, and Daniel grimaced at his wet clothing staining the priceless piece of furniture. Rory took Daniel’s hand in his and squeezed gently. “Daniel, you can become anyone you want, do anything with your life that you choose. Your affinity does not define your future. Angel’s affinity for death has not defined his future. Your mentor is a teacher, and so very different from other necromancers who have lived throughout history. If affinities truly had so much influence over the life path of practitioners, Angel would not be the man he is today, and this world would be beneath his heel.”

“Good point,” Daniel agreed with a sigh. “Necromancer stereotypes are pretty dark and violent. I thought the worst of Angel until he saved my life and proved those stereotypes wrong.” Daniel grimaced. “I still have no idea what I want to do with my life. I can’t be Angel’s apprentice forever. Eventually he’s going to meet another student who needs him more than I do.”

Rory made a soft hum in agreement. “You are still young, dear heart. You need not know what you want to do with your life now. All you need to do is live it.”

The wind shook the glass ceiling and walls, and Rory let go of Daniel’s hand to wrap an arm around his shoulder, warming him in a brief hug. Rory brought the hand holding the owl in front of Daniel, who lifted his hands to hold the tiny bird as Rory gently tipped his palm over. The owl blinked absurdly big, bright golden eyes up at Daniel, and he smiled, even with terribly sharp talon pinpricks in his skin. It was like holding a dragon, except less fire and more fluff, and he was terrified of breaking the tiny creature.

Rory stood, leaving Daniel to hold the owl, and strode into the dark shadows cast by the tall trees and flowering bushes inside the greenhouse. He returned with clothing draped over his arms, and smoothly took the tiny owl back before handing over a stack of clothing.

“Change, Daniel. I’ll have the fire ready when you return.”

Daniel nodded and tried not to blush. Rory wasn’t body shy, but the fae respected his boundaries and Daniel hurried toward the large utilities suite cleverly hidden in one of the corners of the greenhouse. The utilities suite was walled in brick and steel, and contained the plumbing junctions, an old broiler, a room for the electrical systems, and a former living space. Most of it was antiquated, but it held a functioning shower stall, a toilet, and a large sink and mirror, along with an unused room that Rory said would have belonged to greenhouse staff. The Salvatore Mansion once employed dozens of people, and the head groundskeeper or gardener would have resided in these rooms. Daniel showered quickly, drying off with a clean towel that smelled of fresh herbs and summer air, and dressed in the clothing that Rory gave him. The stone floors were warm, a revival of magics laid in place long ago, powered by the fae’s presence on the estate.

Angel had secured the grounds, the house, and the varied other structures on the property, but only against damage, burglary, and fire—a warming spell for the greenhouse was low on the list of magic to be maintained when Angel took his little brother Isaac and moved them both to Beacon Hill after the Salvatore Massacre. Over eleven years since that horrible night, and until recently, the Salvatore estate had lain empty, Angel only visiting occasionally, and Isaac never. Daniel grew up hearing stories about the great estate and the huge mansion, but never thought he would see it in person.

Even after the end of the Wars, Daniel remained in Cambridge, the Macavoy family home falling apart about his ears. Leicester, his father, failed to maintain upkeep on the old mansion. Leicester failed to do a lot of things, including raising his son after his wife and his wife’s extended family were sentenced to life in prison on multiple accounts of first-degree murder. Daniel never thought of his mother, Lucinda, if he could avoid it. She was dead to him, along with his father, despite both being incarcerated in Blackguard Prison. Lucinda Macavoy had never been much of a mother—her marriage to Leicester was arranged, an antiquated tradition that finally fell out of favor among practitioners in his parents’ generation, but not before it produced Daniel.

His mother was cold, indifferent, and deeply ambitious, a woman who married into a family embroiled in a generations-long blood feud without a second of hesitation. She had been one of the more brutal combatants, and after the last few weeks of revelations, the knowledge that Lucinda had orchestrated and instigated reaching out to an ancient sect of blood mages to destroy the Salvatores made a scary amount of logical sense to Daniel. His mother was a monster.

Which explained on many levels why she never extended any warmth or affection to her only child, and why she never interceded when Leicester was at his worst. Daniel suffered abuse at the hands of his father for years. And his family never once stopped it, and many times contributed to it.

Daniel forced himself to stop thinking about his family and headed back out to the center of the greenhouse. The structure was massive, though so full of plant life that there was no clear sight line from one end to the other. Easily matching in size one of the wings of the mansion, it was about two stories tall, and some sections had viewing platforms for observers to look down from, with balconies and terraces along the upper walls overlooking the more interesting sections of the building. Winding spiral staircases made of black wrought iron rose from the greenery in the corners, peeking through the plants to the second level and the catwalks that lined the walls.

It was a monstrosity of steel, glass, iron, stone, brick, and magic. The plumbing was reminiscent of the late 1800s, the electrical work mid-1900s, and the magic was the oldest component, leading to tall walls of glass that withstood the coastal winds and storms, and kept panels from shattering when branches from the trees that crowded the exterior banged into the walls.
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Two days prior, Angel had helped Daniel carry his bags into the Mansion, dropping them in the grand foyer before he rocked Daniel’s world. “I’m giving you access to the estate wards and the spells that maintain the property.”

Daniel remembered turning to Angel, mouth agape, shocked to his toes. “What?”

Angel smirked. “You can’t live here and take care of the estate without being keyed into the spells that keep it safe.” Angel grimaced. “I let things break down and left the boundary wards to languish, hence Deimos getting in here and making a newborn vampire nest. He managed it since he was old as fuck and powerful enough to force his way through what was left of the wards, and neither Isaac nor myself called this place home, so no Invitation was needed for the vampires to get inside.” Angel ran a hand over his expressive face, looking around the massive space of the grand foyer. “You’re already part of my family. This is no different than when my father keyed my mother into the wards after their marriage, or any other practitioner who married into the family over the centuries.”

“Are you sure? I’m still a Macavoy.” Daniel asked, biting his lower lip. “And I’m not marrying you.”

Angel glared at him, and Daniel ducked his head. “You haven’t been a Macavoy since I took you back from your father after he kidnapped you.” Daniel peeked at Angel through his lashes. Angel shook his head and pointed a finger at him. “Now, no more dodging, and give me your hand. Time for you to say hello to your new home for the foreseeable future.”

What followed was a simple piece of magic, one Daniel learned from a primer spellbook as a child, but was impossible to manufacture as it required a blood link with someone born into the wards—like Angel. He’d been born on the Salvatore estate, as had his whole family, and Angel was the caretaker of the hugely complicated and centuries-old spells that prevented unauthorized entry to the property and grounds.

A single finger prick with Angel’s athame as Angel recited a few words in ancient Latin, and Daniel was a Salvatore—at least as far as the mansion was concerned. Daniel hid the tears and burning eyes while Angel took him upstairs afterwards, the new awareness of the mansion and its magic awakening in his mind, senses, and inner vision. He could now reach out and touch, alter the magics, but he wouldn’t dare—Angel had repaired them to peak performance after he killed Deimos and took Daniel in as his apprentice, and Daniel wouldn’t mess with perfection.

Family was weird. How much his life had changed in a relatively short period of time—he now called his blood family’s most hated enemies his friends and family. And now here he was, living in the great Salvatore estate, the legendary mansion welcoming him home.

Daniel recalled a short conversation he’d had with his best friend Isaac a few days before while he was packing his few belongings for his move to the mansion.

“The greenhouse and gardens were my mother’s domain,” Isaac remembered, lounging on Daniel’s bed as he worked around the fire mage, packing. “She spent a lot of her time there. Once Angel was old enough, our dad took over his education with August, and she wasn’t a fighter. Mom stayed out of the conflicts of the Blood Wars. Her focus was raising us, and her plants.”

“I never heard of her, aside from that she was from an old family back in Europe. She came over about ten years before my own mother did. I don’t even know her name.” Daniel mused, pausing for a moment as he stuffed some clothes in a suitcase Angel bought for him.

Isaac sat up, leaning back against the headboard. Daniel was glad he’d already packed up his bed linens. Isaac shrugged, purposefully nonchalant though Daniel saw some of the pain his friend was hiding. “Her name was Ramona Jiménez, from Spain. Earth elementalist.”

“Ah,” Daniel breathed out, treading carefully. He hesitated, then shared his own history. “Lucinda d'Auvergne,” Daniel said, the French surname rolling off his tongue a bit stilted. He hadn’t said it more than once or twice in his whole life, since any interaction with his parents growing up was one where he was meant to be quiet and unobtrusive and then shunted off to one nanny after another. “Air elementalist. She’s the sort to never let my father or me forget who she was, or the family she came from.”

“She never treated you like family?” Isaac asked carefully, as if he knew the answer, but it needed to be voiced regardless.

“I was an obligation in a marriage contract,” Daniel shrugged. “I never had any siblings because apparently I was the bare minimum to fulfill the contracts. Lucinda was more concerned with gaining more power and money and winning the Wars.”

Isaac had grimaced, and then tugged Daniel down next to him on the bare mattress for a long hug. “You’ve got a new family now,” Isaac had murmured in his ear, and Daniel smiled as the memory receded, thinking of the warm feeling he got whenever the Salvatores acted like he was their own blood.

Thunder crashed overhead and the building shivered with the storm winds. He pulled himself from his memories and recalled where he was, and the huge storm shaking the building. Daniel hurried back to the safety to be found with Rory, happy to be with him in the conservatory instead of alone in his room watching porn.
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Storm Surge


Rory changed while Daniel washed up in the groundkeeper’s suite, the water rushing through old pipes and the sound mixing with the rain falling outside. A sharp shake and a bit of power, and his garments were dry and clean, and he packed them away again into the travel chest that rested behind the bench in the center courtyard of the greenhouse. He kept one ear on the young mortal moving about. He could almost hear Daniel’s thoughts spinning about in a worried rush, the young sorcerer nervous even after all the time they’d spent in each other’s company.

He piled logs in the metal brazier that sat before the chaise and the wooden bench opposite, a flick of his wrist igniting the logs with a mere thought. The scent of elm and maple filled the air, and the crackle of fire was familiar and soothing, holding back the fury of the storm bearing down on them.

A flutter of wings drew his eye, and Rory crouched down, gently scooping up the tiny saw-whet owl from the chaise, its wee talons carefully gripping his forefinger. Fiercely sharp and strong for a bird so small, the talons were still dangerous and capable of rending skin and puncturing muscle. It settled on his finger, talons gripping the larger knuckle, and it fluffed itself up, briefly doubling its size before sinking down and slow-blinking up at him, perfectly at ease.

“Tired, little one?” Rory murmured, carefully petting the multihued cream and brown breast feathers. It clacked its beak and then stared back at him, pupils all but swallowing the gold irises. “Your time is at night, but the storm is too strong for your little wings. You’re welcome inside with us.” The saw-whet clacked its beak again, looking about while drooping a bit from fatigue. “Time to rest, yes?”

He carried it to a large ornamental bush, deep purple flowers falling like grape clusters among dark green glossy leaves shaped like spades. He held the owl next to a bare branch, and it gingerly reached out with a foot and stepped off his finger to the stem. “I’ll bring you something to eat when it gets darker. Sleep for now.”

It chattered at him, a soft grumble of mildly pleasant awareness of its good fortune and contentment. No longer in pain, warm, safe, and dried with a judicious use of magic, the owl fell asleep swiftly.

Thunder crashed and Rory reached out with his senses, augmenting the old architectural spells that girded the building’s walls and roof. They sang with an old muted song of care and devotion, a maternal touch that resonated even years after the death of the caster. He sent his awareness out past the structure, gliding around the old wards that shimmered around the main house. He turned his mind away from the mansion and back out to sea, and the storm that was soon to make landfall.

The mundane humans so blandly labeled the hurricane a Category One, the human propensity for naming everything remaining the same over eons, and it made him chuckle in amusement. They even went so far as to name the storm Charles, and the rationale for that escaped him.

Modern technology in conjunction with refined weather magics gave them advance warning in days numbering in weeks—and humans panicked at its landfall as if the storm hadn’t been aiming in their direction from the start. Though, to be fair, the region rarely saw storms of this type make landfall so far north.

Power thrummed in each band of cloud, each crack of lightning—the ocean roiled, and waves came hurtling toward shore as if tossed by a foil-tempered sea god. Blue and silver energies swirled in the clouds, elemental magics of air and water shed a tumultuous shower of energies to fall with the chilling rain. Elementalists of all power tiers, from witch to sorcerer, were likely harvesting as much of the naturally generated magical energy as they could glean, and the storm was only going to grow more powerful as it crawled toward the shoreline.

The connection to Cian stirred in the recesses of his mind, his twin siphoning off the magics shed by the storm as well, the prison’s wards and stone and iron walls doing nothing to inhibit his brother’s reach, even so far inland from the ocean. Mortal magics weren’t all that effective at curtailing Cian’s abilities, regardless of circumstances, and Rory worried that the human authorities who ran Blackguard might one day notice just how trivial their measures were at controlling Cian.

Cian remained in that prison by his will alone. And the mortals would one day realize it. Whether a day away or a hundred years, someone was bound to notice, and Rory despaired for his brother’s welfare when the thwarted authorities sought to punish his twin for their own lack of skill and power. Honor and the restored balance of his brother’s heart, mind, and soul demanded that Cian pay for the crimes he committed in his erstwhile attempt to revive Rory—but Rory wasn’t going to allow his twin to be harmed while in mortal custody.

So much was in jeopardy, all due to an ill-timed stroke from a sword wielded by a foe he could not recall, on a battlefield of an old war long over.

Daniel appeared from the shadows and headed for the chaise, curling up on the end with the sloping rest. The young mortal looked splendid in Rory’s clothing—a simple matter of thin drawstring trousers in a marvelous flexible fabric that clung to lean muscle, and a garment Daniel called a t-shirt, though why it was named such escaped Rory. One of the first things Daniel had taken him to after he had modern money was a department store, full of modern clothing. Daniel enjoyed taking care of him.

Rory smiled when Daniel grabbed the blanket that rested on the back of the chaise and curled up underneath the soft, heavy fabric. The blanket was one Rory wove himself many years before, the spells in each thread keeping it clean and preventing decay of the materials. He couldn’t even recall when the blanket was made, the memory lost to time, but he knew it was before he and his brother immigrated to the New World.

“How are you settling into the mansion?” Rory asked, returning to the brazier that threw light and warmth across the stone courtyard, casting orange hues across the greens and browns of the restored vegetation around them. He added another log from the small pile off to the side, and swirled his hand over the brazier, encouraging the smoke to rise straight up and away to the open vent just below the pinnacle of the pointed roof.

Daniel shifted, getting comfortable, pressing his nose into the blanket briefly before answering. “It’s weird in the house. So big and empty, and yet it feels like I’m going to walk around a corner and run into someone. I know you and Angel said it’s not haunted, but the house feels almost occupied.”

Rory hummed, understanding the sensation. “Such an old building, that has experienced so much life and loss, carries memories, impressions of those who lived within its walls. Not haunted, but you sense the residual energies of what once was.”

Daniel’s lips quirked up in amusement. “Sounds haunted to me.”

Rory sighed and rolled his eyes before sitting down next to Daniel. The young man edged his feet close and discreetly rested them against Rory’s thigh. He grabbed the edge of the blanket and pulled the end over his lap, drawing no attention to the shy cast of Daniel’s features and the blush warming his cheeks.

“You rolled your eyes!” Daniel laughed, dark eyes glittering with mirth, smiling wide.

“I have been inspired by the times,” Rory declared, making Daniel snort out a laugh.

“Too much exposure to sarcastic Salvatores,” Daniel offered, smile teasing.

“Perhaps.”

They watched the flickering flames in the brazier for a few peaceful moments, the storm outside held at bay by the warmth of the fire and the enticing company. Until a young man’s stomach grumbled and Rory glanced Daniel’s way.

“Hungry? Shall I cook for us?”

“There’s a kitchen in here?” Daniel asked, eyes wide. “I haven’t seen one, but I wouldn’t be surprised, this place is huge.”

Rory shook his head and carefully stood, covering Daniel’s bare feet with the blanket so they wouldn’t grow chilled.

“No kitchen, but a fire. All I need.”

“You can cook over a fire?”

“I can indeed,” Rory promised, and headed into the shadows. He spoke a bit louder so Daniel could hear him, even though he didn’t go far. The vegetation absorbed most sounds, muffling voices. He took a path down the side of the building and stopped near a stone cache covered in ferns and twisting trees that leaned down toward the ground. “I have cooked over a fire for more years than I can recall.”

He waved a hand, and two large stones moved to the side and back, and a large, deep basin slid forward from the darkness, a waft of cold air escaping. Rory reached down and lifted the heavily carved stone basin, which contained several items, including a beef shoulder roast wrapped in butcher paper and twine, and some shallots and small yellow potatoes. A wedge of wrapped fresh cream butter and packets of salt and pepper, and a sachet of fresh herbs he gathered earlier that morning from the gardens filled out the remaining space in the basin. He carried it back to the courtyard and set the basin on the bench.

Daniel gazed at him with wide-eyed fascination. He couldn’t help the smile that rose in response, and he grinned when the soft glow of a blush darkened across the high cheekbones on Daniel’s fair face.

The trunk had everything else he needed, and he pulled out a wrought iron steel tripod, an iron chain, and the hook for holding a pot over an open flame. The pot came out next, and he assembled the tripod over the brazier, the metal legs hugging the side of the brazier’s walls before spells locked the clawed feet onto the stone floor. He hung the pot over the flames, adjusted the length, then grabbed a pitcher from the trunk and went for some water at the well tap hidden in the plants to the side of the courtyard. He returned after filling it with cold, fresh water, and poured it into the heavy iron pot, steam rising almost immediately, the metal already heated even in a few short minutes.

“What are you making?” Daniel asked, leaning forward, curious.

“A simple stew for a cold, stormy night. Beef, shallots, potatoes and fresh herbs.”

“That sounds delicious,” Daniel sighed happily.

“Do you cook?” Rory flicked a wrist and gripped the silver dagger that he summoned from the ether, smiling at Daniel when the young man squeaked at its sudden appearance. He deftly carved the large chunk of meat into smaller pieces, dropping them into the pot along with the bone.

“I can make simple stuff, like bacon and eggs, breakfast stuff. Some meals I had to learn to make as a kid. I can watch tutorials online for almost anything, but I’ve never tried anything difficult. Nothing as impressive as beef stew over a fire.”

“You know how to make a meal that’s been served to hungry souls for thousands of years. Nothing so simple as all that.”

“Bacon and eggs? Really?” Daniel squinted at him in suspicion. Rory held back a grin when Daniel’s expression went past suspicion to an exasperated smile. Daniel was already adept at reading him.

“Some variation thereof, at least.” Rory rubbed the herbs between his palms and let them drop into the pot, along with a pinch of salt. He retrieved the heavy iron lid and slotted it into place, and the tiny runes etched along the edge flared to life with a fiery burst of light before settling into a glimmer much like coals in a fire. It would speed along the cooking and ensure the pot lid would remain sealed. He would add the rest of the ingredients once the meat was ready.

“Cooking spells?” Daniel sat up, craning his neck to peer at the pot.

Rory nodded and wiped his hands clean on a rag he pulled from the chest. “Yes. Spells set in cold iron are a specialty of Cian’s—he made this cookware many years ago.”

Daniel’s expression was a mix of curious and contrite, as if he wanted to ask about Cian but feared Rory’s reaction. “You may ask anything you wish, Daniel.”

Daniel chewed on his lower lip, fidgeting with the edge of the blanket. He finally spoke, a rapid burst of words. “You talk about him, and he seems so...so…normal. That’s weird.”

“When I speak of him, you hear the words of one brother speaking lovingly of another. Cian walked this earth for millennia, doing such things as sleeping, waking, bathing, mending clothes, and weaving blankets,” Rory pointed to the blanket around Daniel’s shoulders. Daniel’s eyes went wide and he looked down at the unassuming fabric as if it would attack him, and Rory sighed. “You think of Cian and see a monster in your mind. Hearing details of Cian living a life makes you confront the beliefs you have about him, hence the discomfort. It’s hard for you to reconcile the brother I love with the killer you fear.”

“I know you love him. I’m sorry.” Daniel shrank down on the chaise, cheeks red, eyes on the floor.

“Cian killed many people in an effort to save me,” Rory walked around the brazier and knelt in front of Daniel. He waited for a long moment, and eventually Daniel looked up at him under thick lashes, eyes wet. “Cian knows what he did was monstrous, and not what I would have wanted for him to do. He was not himself, but that does not matter. He acted abominably and has accepted the consequences.” He took one of Daniel’s hands in his. “What he did scares you, and it resonates with what was done to you, and what you were forced to do by a monster. Cian is an unavoidable topic, I fear, and if it is too much for you, I will not be hurt if you want to withdraw and place boundaries on our friendship. I can be your guardian and nothing more.”

Doing so would perhaps kill a part of his soul and heart. He did not want to experience such a wounding—he feared it more than dying. Yet for Daniel’s sake, he would make the first cut himself.

Daniel leaned forward and with his free hand grabbed a handful of Rory’s tunic, tightening the grip he had on Rory’s hand. “No! No, please. I know my knee-jerk reaction to any topic with Cian is hurtful to you and I’m sorry. I’ll try better. I know you love him, and I know he surrendered himself to the authorities. He pleaded guilty. He didn’t hurt me, but he hurt many people, and…” Daniel sucked in a deep breath. “He is not the monster who hurt me. Angel killed that monster.” Daniel relaxed his grip on the tunic and tried to smooth away the wrinkles in the fabric. “Maybe…I’ll work on not reacting so negatively to each mention of Cian. He is your twin, and you’ve spent eons together. You can’t not talk about him.”

Rory lifted Daniel’s hand and pressed a kiss to his knuckles. Daniel flushed pink, eyes dropping shyly to light on their hands. Daniel held tight to him, and leaned forward, their mouths mere inches apart. Firelight cast a golden glow over Daniel’s finely chiseled features: high cheekbones, pouty lips that begged for a kiss. He wanted to taste, but he would only partake if Daniel made the first overture. Dark eyes captured the light, flickers of flame highlighting the deep, earthy brown of his irises.

Pale fingers threaded through the hair that fell over his shoulder, the moss green strands almost black against the fair skin of Daniel’s hand in the mixing light and shadows. Gentle tugs to his hair made him smile, Daniel absorbed in exploring, leaning forward just that much more. Their breaths mingled and Daniel slipped a hand to grip his shoulder, tugging him closer, eyes wide and full of needy, aching want.

The first touch of soft pink lips to his own felt like a dream. Daniel tasted of sweet summer rain and a gentle mist of magic that was solely his own.
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Storm Anchor


Daniel leaned into the kiss, heart racing. Rory’s lips were firm and supple, tasting of fresh herbs and warm honey from tea. He breathed out on a gasp, and a tongue touched his, and Daniel felt like he was going to melt.

A hand slid up to cup his jaw, and the kiss went deeper, and Daniel quivered at the sensation of shared breaths, the taste of Rory’s mouth, the sweet scent of summer flowers warmed under a bright sun. Heat bloomed in his belly and spread outward, each beat of his heart pushing the unfurling ache of desire throughout his body. He clung to Rory, whimpering, and the kiss went from sweet and exploratory to demanding and needy. Powerful arms held him gently, as if he were fragile, and Daniel felt brave enough to push into the kiss for a deeper taste.

The need for air broke them apart, and Daniel blushed, cheeks hot, panting. The sight of a thoroughly kissed Rory made him squirm, and he tugged on Rory’s shoulder, wanting another kiss. Rory obliged with a soft kiss to his lips. Daniel sighed, eyes closing, sinking into the sensation of fantasy becoming reality, but a loud crash interrupted the best moment of his life.

Thunder exploded overhead, the glass walls and roof shaking, lightning illuminating the courtyard in intense, silver-white light. Lightning struck again, so close to the conservatory Daniel could feel the energy spike in the immediate ambient magic fields. Daniel shot to his feet and stared out into the gardens where the bolt had landed, Rory at his side.

A wave of crackling energy rose from the earth and rolled toward the glass wall facing the gardens, the panels shaking, the ground quaking beneath their feet. “Oh shit!”

A lightning strike had hit within the wards of the estate, the energy super-charging everything and creating an overload in the magical fields. Daniel had no idea what to do and the wave was heading right for the conservatory.

Rory sprinted to the doors, avoiding Daniel’s swipe as he tried to grab Rory to keep him away from the glass that was surely about to shatter and spray the area where they were standing. Rory stood haloed in silver light as lightning struck, again and again, one bolt landing so close to the glass walls that Daniel went blind for a heartbeat.

“Rory!” Daniel screamed, voice lost in thunder and howling winds.

The wave of energy crashed into a wall of power that rose up from the earth, hued the mossy greens and vibrant yellows of fae magics. Daniel felt the impact reverberate through his whole body. Rory stood tall in the doorway, the doors opened as rain pelted the fae, wind whipping through the opening into the conservatory, plants swaying.

Excess energy from the storm eddied and pooled around the wall, bright as the lightning itself and crackling. Light so intense Daniel saw double, spots floating in his vision. Rory stood silhouetted against the storm's fury, and Daniel squinted, lifting a hand against the glare, a glimmer of someone or something standing shoulder to shoulder with Rory.

The estate wards hummed, and Daniel fell to his knees as he felt the wards expand and accept the influx of power that had nowhere else to go. The storm roared, wind screaming, deafening everything until Daniel could hear nothing but the world shaking within its foundations.

Daniel watched in awe as the estate drank in the energy from the storm like a desert would under a short rainfall... wards laid hundreds of years before soaking up the energy. Runes glowed, floating in the air, lifting from the ground and the walls around him, runes for protection, nourishment, even longevity for the plants within the glass walls of the conservatory.

Recently keyed into the estate's magical framework when Angel gave him the guardianship of the grand old house and its grounds, Daniel could sense the entire web of spells, wards, and runes devour the lightning energy, converting it from wild elemental magics to fuel the entire framework, extending from the property lines in the far distance, deep into the earth where spells helped hold back the devouring encroachment of the ocean, to the top of the mansion where a handful of overworked lightning rods suffered through numerous strikes.

Daniel could do nothing but endure, an eternity passing as the storm made landfall—far worse than the news predicted. This was no natural storm, and Daniel had never seen or heard of lightning strikes hitting the same place over and over again without moving on as a storm progressed. It was as if the storm was stalled over the Salvatore estate.

There was a shift in the magic around him—Daniel sucked in a deep breath as the pressure eased, and then he blinked, clearing away the worst of the aftereffects of the lightning. It still fell from the sky, along with the deluge of rain and the screaming winds, but not as intensely.

The sudden break was destabilizing. Daniel gasped and wiped at his face, rubbing his eyes, hoping his ears would pop. The ambient fields calmed, and Daniel was able to breathe again without feeling like he was being crushed. The pressure in the room changed, growing lighter, and he gratefully took the hand held out to him, getting to his feet. “What the hell happened?”

Rory grimaced, glaring overhead at the dark clouds. The storm still raged, but it was as if at a distance, and not right in their backyard. “The storm was halted overhead. The lightning overwhelmed the spells in place meant to diffuse the energy from such things, and the estate wards were nearly destroyed.”

Daniel groaned, brushing hair back out of his eyes and squinting out into the garden through the rain-covered wall. Nothing looked amiss, and the estate felt fine. “What did you do?”

“I increased the capacity of the estate framework to handle the influx of power, and...” Rory paused.

“What?”

“Cian broke the storm loose from the anchor that held it over the estate, and the storm moved along its natural course almost immediately.” Rory eyed him warily as if thinking Daniel might object to his twin helping.

“Cian could do that from prison.” A statement full of incredulity and that really felt like a question. “I thought I saw someone standing next to you for a moment.”

“He is still imprisoned, dear heart, never fear. Our bond allows such things. He is still behind bars.”

“I wasn't worried he was out,” Daniel protested weakly. Rory was soaking wet, water dripping from his long hair. “I'm just surprised he helped.” That didn't sound any better, and Daniel sighed, exasperated with himself. “Sorry.”

“Storms are a simple matter for Cian,” Rory answered, slightly cryptic. “I handled the estate.”

“What’s a storm anchor?” Daniel asked.

“A powerful spelled object that latches onto the eye of a storm and keeps it from moving on. It creates a loop of natural magics, building until it needs release, which is usually the whole point of it—elementalists can siphon the energies from the anchor in large quantities. It’s something usually done by practitioners who don’t have access to the veil, like a coven of witches or a group of wizards. If an anchor is set and the energy isn’t collected, and the storm isn't allowed to move on or dissipate, it can create a huge discharge of elemental magics, and destroy anything in its vicinity. If left unchecked, this anchor would have destroyed the wards, and likely most of the Mansion, and damaged surrounding homes as well.”

“Fuck,” Daniel breathed out in alarm. “Thank you for stopping it.”

Rory nodded graciously. “You’re welcome, dear heart.”

“Let's get you a towel to dry off,” Daniel said when he realized he was just staring at Rory while the poor man dripped all over the floor. He took a few steps away, heading for the washroom, and he stopped for a second. “Tell your brother I said thank you.”

Rory gave him a tiny smile and a small dip of his chin. “I shall.”
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Finding the location of the storm anchor would take some investigation, but Rory had a good idea of what direction to take when he left in the morning.

Daniel slept peacefully on the chaise, nose buried in the blanket, expression serene. It was early, the dawn soaked with gray clouds and damp winds, the horizon over the sea colored with diluted reds and blues.

Rory grabbed his sword and left the conservatory, the doors closing with a whisper behind him. He tasked the plants with watching over Daniel as he slept and headed south. The estate wards had kept the sea from the property lines, and the marked difference between warded land and the unprotected beach was readily apparent. In a matter of minutes, he was outside the wards and walking down the beach, seagulls cawing, waves racing over the sand, the beach covered in debris from the storm. Rocks and driftwood littered the usually smooth sand beaches, and the dunes were ravaged by the storm surge.

A few people were out with the rising sun. He nodded politely to a few hails from people walking on the beach. The Salvatore estate had few neighbors, and most of them were to the north along the shore or further inland. One house stood along the shore to the south, a smaller estate built in the early twentieth century, a few acres surrounding it, and the narrow house stood on a craggy outcropping over a stony beach. As far as Rory could tell, the house was uninhabited, no one had been there since he moved into the Salvatore estate the previous year. He did not know who owned it, and as he followed the faint traces of elemental magics down the shoreline and to the property markers, he was increasingly certain that the owners were not whoever set the anchor spell for the storm.

Fractured bits of spells flared balefully near the northern gate of the rundown gardens at the side of the house. The grounds ran wild, windows covered in thin boards, the doors set with spells preventing break-ins. The roof was blackened by lightning strikes, places where fire broke out before rain and weakened spells extinguished the flames, but not before damage occurred. The most recent magics were the anti-burglary spells set on windows and doors and a bright cluster of residual magic in the garden.

Rory followed the thin trail of residue left behind by the mortal practitioner the evening before and knelt to examine the ground around a tiny pergola in the garden. It was rotting, no spells in place to protect it from the sea and wind, and the rain had washed away any physical footsteps or impressions from a person, though there was a soaked cigarette butt poking out of the mud, and myriad glass shards glittering up from the long grass and across a few bare flagstone pavers not swallowed up by the weeds.

The tiny tea garden was slowly going wild, reclaiming the shoreline. Roses bloomed around a craggy outcropping of stone, vines clinging, and Rory gently brushed a deep red bloom with a finger, asking the roses to tell him of the night before. The roses were nearly everywhere and were as old as the house, their energies the strongest of all the plant life in the garden. Memory of the storm was present in the collective energies of the plant life around him, and as he opened himself up to the plants, a cacophony of whispers and images flooded his mind. The dawn was darkened, returning to night, the sky black with storm clouds.

He reined the collective fragments into a cohesive image, and through the rain and winds, saw a mortal practitioner kneel as the storm approached the shoreline. They held a large glass orb, blue and silver light swirling slowly within, and they whispered an anchoring spell that reached for the sky. An anchor for a storm had to be as strong as the storm to be contained, otherwise, the storm would roll over the anchor without it doing a thing, and the spell would collapse, the practitioner out the energy to craft the spell and the missed opportunity to harvest the storm for power.

Whoever created the storm anchor had considerable resources.

Rory watched as the practitioner activated the spell and then left the way they came, but not before dropping their cigarette to the ground and stomping it out. They were shrouded in dark garments and Rory could not make out their face. He would recognize their magical signature again if they cast within his sensory range—if they cast again within Boston he would know, though if he would be in a position to find and identify the caster was another thing.

He was confused though—the caster did not stay to harvest the energies gathered by the storm anchor. Certainly, Cian destroyed it relatively quickly, but there was no attempt to collect the energies from the onset.

The anchor pulsed within the memory, the angle shifting as the storm worsened, the grass flattening under the deluge. The anchor caught and held the leading edge of the storm, holding it in place instead of letting the landmass and shifting air patterns lessen it and move it north along the coastline. As expected, lightning fell in increasing bursts, the wind becoming more destructive, hitting the earth, and shaking the house.

The moment Rory called to Cian became apparent in the memory as the glass orb shivered and then rocked, the lights within dimming until Cian found the locus and broke the spell, the orb exploding. Almost immediately the storm began to move, spreading out over the coast, the dragnet effect of the anchor falling apart.

Rory let the memory go, morning returning to his awareness, birds singing, water dripping from leaves. The roof of the leaning pergola was covered in debris and moss, lichen darkened by water marbling the slates with random patterns.

He knelt and picked up a single shard an inch or so long, morning light catching on a few hints of residual energies. He tucked the shard away into the pouch on his belt and left the garden, heading back toward Daniel and the Salvatore estate.

The presence within his mind stirred, his brother awakening across the city, and a small swell of energy heralded his brother’s arrival. Cian strode from the dunes, joining him in his walk along the beach. Rory smiled at his brother, their hands clasping for a moment. Cian looked well-rested and energetic. “Fair morning, brother.”

Cian tilted his head back and closed his eyes, breathing in the clean, damp ocean breeze for a heartbeat before looking down at the beach, stepping over driftwood and shells stirred up by the surf. “A fair morning, indeed.” Cian hummed softly under his breath. “The elementalist didn't stay to harvest the storm magic. Why create an anchor to hold the storm and not stay to collect the magic building around the anchor? So wasteful.”

“It is odd. The destruction would have been extreme if we didn't intercede, which may have been the point,” Rory mused, thinking over what would have happened if they hadn’t stopped the anchor spell.

“Someone trying to destroy the Salvatore estate?” Cian wondered. “The Blood Wars are over, though enemies of that clan tend to reveal themselves even after all this time. Powers such as theirs will attract those hungry for a piece of it. Necromancer Salvatore is all but king of this city.”

“Perhaps.” Rory paused, crouching to dig out a shell, the interior pearlescent and smooth, rainbow colors shimmering as he turned it over in his hand, the exterior of the clam shell rough and dark gray. “The anchor was only active for a short time before you destroyed it.”

Rory stood and continued walking, Cian keeping pace at his side. Rory put the shell in the pouch on his belt and looked out over the waves, the sky clearing as the last remnants of the storm sped away to the far north. “Perhaps whoever cast it was attempting to bypass the estate wards and enter the mansion. It does contain treasures many must covet. The Salvatore brothers do not reside at the mansion and that is well known. And Daniel's presence there is new, a decision only days old. And my presence there may be unknown as well. I will check the rest of the perimeter and see if any attempt to break in was made while the anchor was active.”

Cian sighed. “You and your honor,” Cian chided, though Rory saw the good humor in his brother's mercurial eyes. “A sidhe mound, a temple of our people, at your beck and call, and you live in a garden shed.”

Rory snorted out a laugh. “A truly beautiful work of art garden shed, but I take the point. The temple loves you more, brother, as you surely know. It answers to your call like a loyal hound, while I have to cajole it into doing as I wish.”

Cian smiled wide, throwing his head back with a laugh. Seeing Cian laugh again cheered him from the inside out.

“You’re in good spirits.”

Cian shrugged one shoulder. His smile remained, eyes gaining a devilish glint. “Mortals came to me last night before the storm, asking foolish questions. Playing with them has left me cheered.”

“What mortals?” Rory asked, curious. He’d sensed no distress from his brother in the night, so he was not harmed.

“A doctor of human minds, and a mortal historian. Two fools wanting me to tell intimate truths reserved only for close friends or family.” Cian frowned briefly, then his expression smoothed out into one of rueful amusement. “The doctor wishes to mine me for answers concerning my motives for killing, and the other wishes me to tell him of the length and breadth of our lives. They both seek fame, or riches, most likely both.”

“Mortals asking after our long lives is nothing new,” Rory sighed. “Our immortality is irresistible to them. At least they do not worship us as gods as they once did.”

“Nothing angers a mortal more than a disappointing deity,” Cian stated, and Rory hummed in agreement. Cian paused for a brief moment, then cast a sly glance at Rory. “They grew frustrated when they could get nothing from me, and made comments as they left, thinking I could not hear, or perhaps that hearing them was of no consequence, considering my confinement.”

“What did they say?” Though Rory could guess.

“They made mention of my brother, and the doctor was most excited to inform the historian that I have an identical twin brother. I think they wish to talk to you, perhaps to study the differences between us.”

“I will certainly not satisfy their curiosity.” Rory scoffed. He was no toy or object for study by rude mortals who could not leave well enough alone. He would not let Cian be used so rudely, either. “You will tell me if they try to coerce you, or if their questions turn to harassment.”

“They cannot hurt me, brother.”

“Cian, promise me.” Rory stopped on the beach and tugged Cian to a stop as well. “I will not let them abuse you in any fashion. Promise me now.”

Cian squeezed his hand and gave him a tiny smile. “I promise, brother.”

Rory sighed in relief, and they continued their slow walk down the beach.

Cian chuckled quietly after a long moment.

“What?”

“They do not know where you are, I got that much before they were too far for me to overhear their conversation. There was some mention of your association with the Salvatore clan, but I heard trepidation in their voices at the mere idea of approaching the necromancer. I believe they may try eventually to find out where you are, but whether they succeed is unlikely.”

Rory chuckled in turn, thinking of the highly improbable situation in which Angel Salvatore shared anything with strangers, even information about Rory’s whereabouts. Angel was devoutly protective of those within his sphere of family and friends.

The border to the Salvatore gardens rose from behind the dunes, and Cian’s time ran out. “I’ll see you tomorrow, brother,” Rory promised his twin, who gave him a sharp grin and a wink before disappearing.


4


Tenderly


His smartphone woke him from a dead sleep. Daniel moaned, struggling out from under the blanket and fumbling around for his phone. He found it on the stone floor next to his shoes. He swiped at the screen and mumbled. “Hello?”

“How are you doing?” Angel asked, sounding far too chipper at the ass crack of dawn. He probably hadn’t gone to bed yet, considering his mate was a vampire. “I felt the storm mess with the wards. You okay?”

“Huh?” Daniel tried to make sense of everything, but his brain wasn't awake. “What time is it?” He pulled back and checked his phone and groaned. It was just after dawn and way too early. “Angel, what the hell.”

Angel cackled. “I’m coming by in an hour or so to check the estate wards. Take a shower before I get there, huh?”

Angel hung up before Daniel could retort. Daniel sniffed his shirt and rolled his eyes. “I shower every day. He’s evil.”

Daniel leaned down and grabbed his shoes, tugging them on. Rory was nowhere to be seen, and Daniel figured he was outside somewhere since his sword was gone. Stretching, he groaned as muscles burned and joints popped, then he left the massive greenhouse behind and headed for the mansion. The paths were covered in branches and leaves, and he examined the house as he walked through the garden, checking the windows for broken planes and any missing shingles from the roof. Everything looked all right, and he jogged the remaining distance, entering the mansion at one of the garden doors that opened into the massive kitchen. The door closing echoed down the servants’ hall, and the cool air within made him shiver. The house had air conditioning, but it was so massive, and the floors were granite and marble, that running the central air hadn’t been needed so far.

He’d only been living in the mansion for a few days, and it still felt surreal and odd just being in the building. It was the ancestral home of his family's most hated enemy, and the fact he was to be its caretaker while Angel and Isaac decided on its fate was almost unimaginable.

Daniel left the servants’ area and walked out in the grand foyer, the entire space two stories tall, and huge, easily one of the biggest rooms barring the ballroom in the whole mansion. It sat in the center of the building, the huge double doors of the entrance a whole story tall and the grand staircase in the center at the opposite end. Chandeliers hung glittering from the ceiling, the dust clothes packed away earlier in the week when Angel brought him to the mansion, the same day he keyed Daniel into the wards and the estate spells. One massive chandelier hung over the grand staircase, and Daniel stared up at it as he went up the stairs, the crystals catching and reflecting stray rays of light from the windows at the first landing as the sun rose higher in the sky.

Isaac graciously gave Daniel his childhood bedroom, and Daniel appreciated it. It was two doors down from Angel's old bedroom, and at the far end of the hall off the second floor was the old suite that once belonged to their parents. Daniel frowned, thinking that wasn't quite right, as their father, Raine, had slept with August Remington, an old mentor of Angel's. Keeping track of the old family dynamics was a bit much, so he stopped worrying about it and headed into the bedroom.

The bedroom had its own bathroom, the tiling old-fashioned and the lighting styles a couple decades out of date, but it was opulent and damn near carved from marble. He carefully bundled up the clothing borrowed from Rory and made a mental note to wash them and take them back as he turned on the shower, hot water coming out almost immediately. The house was laden with spells, even down to heating bathing water on command, and the toilet holding odors at bay within the bowl. The bathroom mirror never fogged, the moisture wicked away, and the pipes were spelled to never clog, and protected against bursting, rust, and freezing in winter.

The detailed depth of housekeeping spellwork was insane. Most grand old practitioner homes had spells to maintain and efficiently run a house, but the Salvatore Mansion was the most bespelled building Daniel had ever seen, even beating out the old Macavoy mansion in Cambridge where he grew up. Of course, his father had failed to maintain a household staff and had no interest in doing such basic magic to preserve the mansion, and it fell apart around his ears as the years went by after the Blood Wars ended. It was just Leicester and Daniel, and the sadistic Brutus, at the very end, the rest of his family either dead or sentenced to life in prison without parole after the Massacre.

The stone floor in the shower warmed to keep his feet from getting cold, and tiny spells etched into the surface prevented slipping. The ubiquitous magic tugged at his senses, becoming a subtle background hum of magical activity, and if he focused, he could see the magic of the mansion around him, but thankfully it was as easy to ignore as the ambient magic fields.

He had no idea when Angel would be there, so he didn't linger in the shower, though the thought of Rory kissing him the night before threatened to derail his entire morning. After the lightning storm, they'd focused on supper and talked quietly as the storm raged overhead. Daniel barely recalled falling asleep—a faint recollection of Rory tucking him in before sleep came, and that was it.

Daniel left the shower, dried his hair quickly with a towel warmed on a rack on the wall, and then hurried through his morning routine before dashing out to his suitcase at the base of the bed. He threw on some sweats and tugged on some sneakers, and then jogged back down to the main foyer just as the doors opened and Angel came striding in.

“You look no worse for wear,” Angel teased, arms out for a hug. Daniel barreled into his mentor and friend, hugging the smaller man tightly.

Angel Salvatore was not a tall man, maybe five-foot-seven, and was built like a diver, lithe and deceptively strong, though it was his magical skills and power that were the true danger. Angel hugged him back with one arm, the other holding a white pastry bag and a coffee.

Daniel pulled back, excited to see Angel, and the tiny dragon standing on his shoulder. Eroch chirped, waving a wing in greeting. “Hi, Eroch! Is that for me?”

Angel handed over the bag and the coffee. “There’s no food in this place yet, so yes it’s yours. Figure I should feed you, so you don’t starve.” Daniel inhaled the smell of coffee made just how he liked, and dug into the bag, taking a huge bite of the toasted bagel with cream cheese he found.

Eroch took off from Angel’s shoulder, flying up toward the ceiling of the foyer, investigating among the old timber beams and chandeliers. Angel shut the large door and then eyed Daniel from head to toe.

Daniel swallowed his bite. “What?”

“Just making sure you’re in one piece.” Angel shrugged, but Daniel saw through it. Angel had been worried. He sipped the coffee and sighed happily.

“The storm last night messed with the wards,” Daniel said in between sips. “Last night was crazy, but Rory was able to help,” Daniel paused. “It was pretty scary there for a second. And...”

“What?” Angel said as he headed for the hall situated to the left of the staircase that went to the rear of the house.

“It was a complicated piece of magic and Cian somehow helped Rory with it,” Daniel rushed out, hoping Angel didn't get upset. He wasn't too sure how Angel felt about Cian. “Rory can explain it better.”

Angel said nothing, just led the way outside the mansion and into the gardens. Bees hummed as they zipped by, birds calling, seagulls complaining overhead. That made Daniel smile, as there was some kind of spell in place to keep the seagulls out of the gardens and away from the house. Just the seagulls, though, which made sense, as they shit on everything and harassed people for food any chance they got. The sky was clear but for a few tiny white clouds, the air clean and fresh, and Daniel walked beside his mentor with a spring in his step.

“Does it bother you, coming back here?"

“It used to, but not so much anymore. Now it just feels like a house,” Angel answered, his tone relatively relaxed.

“Ever think about what you're going to do with it?”

“Regretting the job already?” Angel asked with a teasing smile.

“No,” Daniel definitely didn't mind the added responsibility. “I guess I just need a reason for me to be here. Aside from taking care of this place, but from what I see, the house can nearly take care of itself.”

Angel chuckled. “The amount of spell work in this place is extreme, I will admit.” Angel stopped on the garden path and looked back at the house, the two wings sitting a few degrees off the center section of the house. The south wing curved in more toward the gardens, the north wing almost in line with the original portion of the mansion. Daniel had no idea how many rooms there were, but he'd learn.

Angel shook his head without saying anything, and Daniel ate his breakfast in silence, not wanting to prod at the painful memories this place held for his mentor. Angel not giving him an answer about why he was there in the house was something he could ponder later. They continued along the path, the garden sloping very gently down toward the seagrass dunes and the ocean. At the top of the garden closest to the house, the ocean was in full view, but nearer to the center of the garden and along the bottom, only dunes and treetops could be seen.

The conservatory was surrounded by a dense grove of tall pine trees, hints of glass flashing through the branches as they headed for the fork in the path that led into the building. The conservatory was on the north side of the estate, almost directly behind the north wing, though the most direct route to it was through the garden. The north wing was still closed off, the doors and windows sealed, furniture covered, and the preservation spells Angel laid in place over eleven years before humming away as if he cast them the day before.

A called greeting from the right made them pause. Rory strode out of the trees along the bottom of the gardens, sword on his hip and wind lifting his hair behind him in a glittering wave. Daniel flushed, breath catching at the sight. He glared at Angel when he nudged his side with an elbow. He knew he was blushing hard, thinking of the interrupted kiss the night before.

“Fair morning, Necromancer Salvatore,” greeted Rory as he reached them. Rory bowed shallowly at the shoulders. If anyone else had done it, it would have come across as awkward and old-fashioned. When Rory did it, he conveyed respect and humility so gracefully it merely highlighted the fact that he wasn't human. Rory smiled gently at Daniel, and he waved awkwardly back, warming all over at the thorough glance Rory gave him from head to toe.

“Good morning, Rory,” Angel replied, breaking the charged atmosphere between Daniel and Rory. “I have you and Cian to thank for keeping my ancestral home in one piece?”

Rory's smile was lightning quick and bright, and he pulled a shard of glass from the pouch on his belt, handing it to Angel. “An elementalist placed a storm anchor at the abandoned estate to the immediate south. It wasn't activated for long before Cian broke the anchor and released the storm, but the proximity of the anchor to the Salvatore estate, and the fact that the practitioner did not stay to harvest the storm energy, leads me to believe this was a deliberate attack. I searched the perimeter for signs of tampering or attempts at entry, and I found a minor disturbance at the property lines closer to the entry road.”

Angel hummed, gaze distant as he used his inner vision to examine the glass shard. He held it up and sunlight flashed off the sharp edge. “Did they break through? The wards feel intact.”

“I believe we stopped them in time to prevent entry into the estate. I searched for physical signs of entry, but the storm washed the ground clear. No magical traces past the boundary.”

Angel pocketed the glass shard. “The signature looks vaguely familiar, but I think more than one person worked on it, so things are muddled. I should be able to recognize the signatures if they attempt to breach the wards again.” Angel narrowed his eyes at Rory, who appeared congenial and unruffled. “What exactly did you do last night? The wards were about to overload, and then they returned to normal.” Angel frowned for a moment. “Well, normal-ish. They're charged to their limits right now. I haven't topped the spells off for a long while, not since I fixed them after Deimos broke in.”

A cold, ill feeling seeped through his belly, but Daniel tried to keep it off his face at the mention of Deimos. The bastard was long dead and he didn't need to worry. He meandered away a few feet, waving off both Angel and Rory when they looked concerned. There was an iron bench nearby, and he sat down, still able to hear their conversation.

Rory cast him a worried glance but kindly refrained from asking if he was all right. He clearly wasn't, but it bothered him more if the people he cared about asked him how he was feeling whenever his rapist was mentioned. Sometimes it affected him, and sometimes it didn’t, and he could never predict it. His loved ones did go out of their way to avoid bringing up the subject, but sometimes, like now, it was impossible to avoid.

“I merely reined in the excess energies generated by the lightning. In essence, I grounded the lightning and the energies it unleashed, allowing the wards and estate to absorb it all safely instead of fracturing under the influx.” Rory paused. “Cian searched out the anchor and destroyed it while I handled the energy already generated. The whole incident lasted less than a minute.”

That tidbit of information distracted Daniel from his bad memories. “You grounded the lightning? You're still alive!”

Rory shrugged elegantly with one shoulder. “Yes? And it was Cian’s abilities, I merely borrowed them. Cian was born of storms and high mountain ranges, so the events last night were easily handled.”

“Fuck,” Daniel breathed out. That proved it right there—Cian Brennan was only in prison on his word alone. Power like that surely meant the High Court Sidhe could leave at any point. No wonder they were once worshipped as gods.

“You mentioned that Cian was born of storms and mountains. May I ask what you were born of?” Angel asked the question Daniel was too shy to broach himself.

Rory looked around the garden, lifting his hands as if to encompass the sun-warmed earth, the plants, and flowers, the trees moving in the sea breeze. “The rejuvenating growth of summer, bright blue skies, sweetly cool nights, and the creatures and plants that abound when the world is vibrant with life. Cian is the chilling entropy of winter, the harsh edges of reality, the impassable heights of frozen mountain ranges, and the storms that shake the tallest peaks.”

“That's why you can heal, and Cian can't,” Daniel offered.

Rory nodded. “Yes. Just so.” Rory's expression was rueful. “If my injury had not been so severe when I was struck down centuries ago, he would have been able to borrow my gifts and heal me, but all he could do was keep me alive at the very precipice of death until I was placed in stasis. If the injury had been even a hairsbreadth shallower, he could have saved me. The sharing of our gifts can only be done if we’re awake, conscious. I was not.”

“I have a feeling your aspects are less literal than you’re implying,” Angel said, crossing his arms. “It’s personality and behavioral traits, as well, isn’t it?”

Rory merely smiled, though that was confirmation enough. “Aspects. An archaic term for the basics of who and what we are as sidhe, but it fits best. His aspect is harder, harsher, sharper, less flexible, static, his resolve like iron and stone, his ruthlessness a tool and weapon. I am warmer, fluid, more dynamic, adaptable, more receptive, and kinder, the gentle growth of compassion. We balance each other, a matched set. One without the other is hobbled, cut off from the other half of ourselves. Quite literally.”

“That doesn't sound at all healthy,” Angel said, and Daniel flinched. Angel held a hand up. “Sorry. That was a crass thing to say. What would be dangerous codependency in humans must be perfectly normal and healthy for a High Court Sidhe, especially twins. That was uncalled for, I apologize.”

Rory nodded but said nothing, and Daniel got up from the bench and rejoined them, hoping to break any tension from Angel’s faux pas. “Any plans for the rest of the day? Things you want me to do?”

Angel pulled out his phone and checked the time. “Just deliveries today. New washer and dryer set, new dishwasher, and I'm getting the internet and wi-fi set up in the house, and some extenders outside here in the garden. This old stone pile didn’t have internet when I lived here, so that’ll be an improvement.”

“Wi-fi? Yes!” Daniel cheered quietly, making Angel snort out a laugh.

“I’ve got a grocery delivery coming this afternoon with a new refrigerator as well. I’m trusting the two of you can handle things. Daniel can sign for everything.” Angel gestured back to the house after Daniel nodded eagerly. “I need to show you some things before I leave. I’ve got a new student starting this afternoon, so we should do it this morning before I need to leave.”

Considering Daniel would normally still be asleep at this ungodly hour he sure did hope they had time before Angel had to leave. Angel turned back to the house and led the way, and Daniel smiled at Rory when he walked beside him back up the path.

“How’s the owl? Did you let him go?” Daniel asked, suddenly remembering the tiny creature, forgotten in the excitement of the storm. And the mind-blowing kiss that he was doing his best not to think about, or his face would melt off from blushing, and he didn’t need Angel asking prying questions.

“The saw-whet slumbers, though I did feed him some scraps last night while you slept. I’ll release him outside this evening when the sun sets.”

“I'd love to be there when you do,” Daniel said quietly, hoping Angel wasn’t eavesdropping.

“Then I shall wait for you to join me.”

As they got closer to the house, Daniel heard an awful racket from inside the building. “What the hell?"

Daniel sprinted ahead, Angel sighing loudly as he passed him. Daniel burst into the mansion and ran back up the hallway to the grand foyer. He skidded to a stop, surprised.

The horrible, discordant sounds were a tiny dragon attempting to play the piano.

The dust cover had spilled to the floor, the huge grand piano that was surely an antique was situated in a corner beside one of the fireplaces, and Eroch was bouncing and jumping across the keys like a puppy discovering bubbles for the first time.

“Eroch!” Daniel cried and ran for the piano. Eroch saw him coming, and bounced harder, attempting to make as much noise as he could before Daniel scooped him up off the keys and into his arms. The horrible tones died off mercifully quick, though his ears still rang. Eroch chirped and sniffed at his face, inordinately proud of himself for his mischief.

Laughter had him turning. Angel leaned against the newel post at the bottom of the staircase, hysterical, wiping at his eyes. Even Rory was chuckling, shaking his head at the tiny dragon’s antics. Though not so tiny, since he was heavier than Daniel was used to. Not by much, but the dragon was growing. Maybe he was having a growth spurt and they were about to experience the dragon version of toddler hell.

Rory came over to the piano and sat on the bench. He ran his fingers over the keys, and a soft melody eased out from the instrument. Daniel gaped at him while Eroch perked up and chirped, swinging his tail in time with the music. “Of course, you play. And, of course, you play beautifully.”

Rory merely played on, though his eyes held a twinkle of mirth in their amber depths. Eroch squirmed, and Daniel let him lose, the dragon fluttering over to the piano and sitting on the edge over the keys, enraptured by Rory’s fingers coaxing out the sweet song.

Daniel would have stood there forever and listened to Rory play, but he heard a truck rumbling up the driveway, and Angel's phone beeped. “Deliveries! Let’s get you moved in properly, yeah?” Angel headed for the front doors and Daniel followed, reluctant to leave the elegant and entrancing sight of Rory playing the piano.

[image: ]


The garage door rattled up, dust falling from the hinges, the interior of the multi-bay building dark as a cave. Angel fished around for the light switch, muttering under his breath. Daniel shrugged, and sent a few sky-blue light orbs into the dark, intensifying the glow until the interior was brightly lit. Angel laughed, wiping dust off his hands. “That works.”

Daniel entered the garage and eyed the mysterious vehicles hidden underneath heavy linen tarps. Preservation spells hummed at the periphery of his awareness. It reminded him of the house before Angel took down the spells in the spaces Daniel would be living in the mansion. Empty, cold, hollow, a mausoleum to the departed.

It was chilling, walking through a house that had its occupants die so suddenly, the detritus of their lives still in the place where they'd left them, belongings askew, clothing draped over chair backs and beds left unmade. Daniel had yet to venture into the other living quarters of the deceased Salvatores, and a few places that felt exceptionally horrible—like the main living room off the grand foyer. Angel had yet to even open that set of doors, despite how many times they walked past it earlier that morning while getting the delivery persons and the appliances to their correct locations in the mansion.

Angel came to stand shoulder to shoulder with him, both of them looking at the vehicles, neither of them moving to peel back tarps and look underneath. Daniel leaned slightly into Angel's shoulder, offering what comfort he could. No matter what Angel said, returning to his childhood home after the Massacre had to be tough.

Angel was twenty when the Massacre happened, so... “Which one is yours?”

Angel snorted. “I did not have a car. Driving took time away from reading or thinking. My father had to twist my arm to get me to take the driver’s test for my license.” He pointed to the far-left end of the garage, where what appeared to be a town car was hidden under a tarp. “We had a driver. I was exceptionally spoiled and was driven everywhere.” Angel pointed just off to their right, where a taller vehicle waited. “That was my father’s Range Rover. It was new when he passed, less than a thousand miles on it. Spells should have kept it functional.”

Angel went over to the SUV and yanked off the cover. Dust filled the air and Angel coughed. Daniel took the tarp away and bundled it up, sticking it on top of a barren workbench along the back wall.

The Range Rover was dark silver with black trim, and still shiny. Obviously not new anymore since it was probably twelve years old, but it looked as if it was days off the showroom floor. Angel pulled out his keys, looking through them until he found the right one, and then opened a lockbox embedded in the wall over the bench. A dozen keys hung from tiny hooks inside, and Angel pulled one down and experimentally hit a button on the fob. The Range Rover beeped, and the engine turned over, the SUV coming to life after a slight hitch.

There was a minor shift in the ambient magical fields, and Daniel felt it when Angel removed the preservation spells from the vehicle.

Daniel opened the driver’s side door and leaned inside. It still smelled new. The tank was nearly full. “Think the gas is still good?”

Angel blinked at him. “I know nothing about cars.” He held out the keys and Daniel took them instinctively. “All yours. I’ll get the title and insurance sorted out later tonight. Have fun!”

Daniel gawked at his mentor as Angel went walking down the garage, lifting tarps to peek underneath. Angel gave him his late father’s car. Daniel clenched the keys and then tapped the ignition button, turning off the engine. He shut the door and hurried after Angel, curious to see what other vehicles the Salvatores owned. Neither of them mentioned Daniel’s wet eyes or the sadness that rounded in Angel’s shoulders.

[image: ]


Rory eased into a gentle lullaby originally written for a harpsichord centuries before, a tune he couldn’t recall the name of, but perfect for soothing a rambunctious dragon in a growth spurt. Little Trouble purred happily, tail swinging over the keys as yellow eyes watched his fingers move. The song was simple, pulling up soft memories of music halls and dancing people, a gentle song to lure younglings into sleep so parents could take them home without too much whining and complaining.

Eroch chirped inquisitively, head tilted to the side, one bright yellow eye intent. “I learned to play a long time ago, when the piano was still a new invention.” He shrugged. “It does not feel like a long time, but by mortal standards, around three-hundred years ago. I was asleep for about half that time.”

Eroch churred, tail flipping. Rory kept playing, but lighter, barely touching the keys. “A hundred years or so before you were born, most likely.” Eroch sat up and waved his wings before folding them back along his ribs.

“You really do speak Dragon, huh?”

Rory stopped playing and nodded to Angel, who was staring at his dragonling in amazement. “I do indeed. It has been several hundred years since I’ve spoken it, but it remains one of my favorite languages.” Rory turned to Eroch and trilled, the sound swift and sweetly toned. Eroch chirped and bounced happily, tail swishing.

Angel came to stand next to the piano, smiling at Eroch. “What did you say to him?”

“That one day soon he’ll be able to speak, and he can tell you himself how much he loves bacon.”

Rory chuckled when Angel gave him a disbelieving glance. “What?”

“Truly,” Rory gestured to Eroch. “He’s still an infant but entering his first molt and growth spurt. His vocal cords will mature enough for him to emulate the spoken languages of this realm’s sentient species.” Eroch bounced again, excited, spinning in a circle on the piano before leaping to Angel’s shoulders.

“He’s gotten a bit heavier, and a couple inches longer,” Daniel said as he joined them at the piano, Eroch preening at being the focus of their discussion. “How big of a growth spurt are we talking?”

Rory stopped playing and rested his hands on his lap, thinking. “Infant dragons still in the nest draw magical energies from the brooder, usually the most mature of the egglayers within the dynasty. The brooding magics are diluted by how many egglings are present within the nest and the strength of the brooder, which is why the more mature dragons take on that mantle. But as Little Trouble is your only eggling and he has no competition for resources, he’ll grow rapidly.”

“Dynasty?” Daniel asked.

“Rapidly?” Angel asked at the same time, brows raised in alarm.

“A dynasty of dragons,” Rory answered Daniel first, who blushed delightfully. He turned to Angel. “He draws magic from you to sustain himself. It’s not much compared to the power you have access to, so you may have dismissed it as the regular draw of a normal familiar bond. You’ve taken the place of the brooding dragon—the parent, if you will—and Little Trouble will grow in relation to how much magic you provide him.”

Eroch chirped in agreement, rubbing his head along Angel’s cheek and jaw. Angel closed his eyes and sighed. “Fuck.” He gently picked Eroch up off his shoulder and held him up in front of his face, eyeing the dragon as if he could spot him growing in that moment. “You’re gonna get big, aren’t ya?”

Eroch churred happily. Angel hugged Eroch to his chest, petting his wings. “I didn’t just happen to acquire a familiar.” Angel paused, lips twitching. “I’ve been raising a baby.” Angel chuckled then started laughing outright, shoulders shaking. He wiped at his eyes with one hand, the other holding Eroch. “Don’t worry, kiddo. Daddy is gonna take care of you. I think you need your own room and a place for your hoard.”

“That new place you got have the space for a growing dragon?” Slightly alarmed, Daniel eyed Eroch with some worry. “How big is he going to get?”

Rory shook his head, understanding their concerns. “He will not get as big as he was when he carried you from the Tower. That is merely one natural gift among many that dragons are born with and is closer to his more mature size. He won’t be that big naturally for a couple more centuries. Maybe with this growth spurt, he might see three times his current size in growth.”

Daniel gently rubbed a finger over Eroch’s head. “How old is he now?”

“Two hundred years or so? I’m not certain, time flows differently in the home world of dragons than within this realm.”

“He’s an infant at two hundred years?” Eyes wide, Daniel dropped the hand petting Eroch and gaped at him.

“Dragons age very slowly and grow their entire lifetimes. Their home planet is many times the size of this world, with a different type of gravity, and most species there are quite large.” Rory stood, lowering the cover over the piano keys. He looked up to see Daniel watching his hands, the young sorcerer quickly looking away when he saw Rory looking in his direction. Rory held back a smile and fondly wished for the Necromancer of Boston to leave as expeditiously as possible.
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Enshrined


Daniel watched the clan limo head down the long driveway, Angel leaving in just enough time to make his afternoon appointment. The sky overhead was cloudy again, the wind picking up. Not surprising, really, considering that storms were projected for the rest of the week, even after the hurricane had dissipated that morning somewhere along the coast of northern Maine.

He went back inside, shutting the huge door behind him. Rory was gone somewhere else, probably back to the garden, and Daniel went to the rear of the house to the kitchen. The brand-new fridge was humming along happily, chock-full of food, and tons of caffeinated coffee drinks. Thinking that sounded like the perfect afternoon-slump pickup, he grabbed his favorite flavor and drank it at the sink, blatantly peering into the garden, looking for Rory.

The grand house was quiet with the absence of a rambunctious dragon and a melancholy mentor. Angel had a presence that took up more space than his short stature implied. And with him and Eroch gone, Daniel found himself adrift. He tossed the glass bottle in the recycling bin and went out the kitchen door into the garden.

He did have a long list of things to do at the mansion—make sure the buildings were sound, the spells guarding them intact and functional, and then the hardest part—helping Angel pack up and empty the bedrooms and living quarters of the deceased. Much of the building was still locked up, and yet Angel was in no hurry to unlock doors and walk into the wreckage of his past, and Daniel wasn’t in a rush to do it either. There was the old panic room to set to rights as well, the one Isaac was put in during the Massacre, and again when Deimos kidnapped him. That was another place in the house that Daniel was not eager to get to work in, but he wasn’t going to let down Angel or Isaac.

His apprenticeship was technically binding for a couple more years—being the hostage and unwilling accomplice of a murderous vampire came with some repercussions. Instead of being thrown in jail and charged with proscribed magics for summoning a demon, attempted murder, and finally murder, Daniel was given a second chance. Angel saved him. A part of him was still conflicted over it all—he had no choice in any of it. His father gave him to Deimos without hesitation—they were old compatriots from the Blood Wars, who together with Lothaire Clemente and the rest of Daniel’s family, killed the Salvatore clan and the entire Providence Bloodclan. Yet with Angel rectifying Daniel’s education, all that remained in his training was for his affinity to come out of dormancy. He was an elementalist, but his affinity for water still slept, even with him now living by the sea. There were affinity specific spells and abilities he would gain access to once his affinity was awakened, but those were things he could learn on his own or with minimal tutelage, thanks to Dame Fontaine and Angel’s tutoring the last year and a half.

“Daniel?”

Realizing he’d been standing on the stone path woolgathering for who knew how long, Daniel shook his head and smiled ruefully at Rory, who was staring at him with open concern.

“Hey.”

“Are you well?”

“I’m okay. I was just thinking about things.”

Rory tilted his head a bit, green hair shifting over his shoulders with the breeze. Daniel wanted to run his fingers through the long, silky mass.

“Anything you wish to talk about?”

“Just unpleasant memories.” Daniel looked around the garden, and noticed that the few branches that came down the night before were gone. “Been working?”

Rory eyed him carefully, but thankfully let the topic go. “Yes. The debris from the storm wasn’t as bad as it could have been, and what damage there was is minimal.”

“Need some company?”

“I will never turn down your company, dear heart,” Rory replied with a smile. His heart skipped a beat and then galloped in glee, a dorky smile escaping and cheeks heating.

Rory turned down a side path, toward the trees lining the garden border behind the old carriage houses and stables. The outbuildings were long ago converted to cottages and housing for staff. At one point the human staff at the mansion was over three dozen, made up of groundskeepers, housekeeping staff, kitchen and laundry, security guards, and even personal valets, a retired nanny, and the drivers and mechanics who tended to the cars and machinery on the property.

They all died that night, too. It was the multitude of mundane deaths that finally moved the human government from its indifference, prompting arrests and the dissolution of the Macavoy clan, and to a lesser extent, the shaming of the few remaining allied clans the Macavoys had at the climax of the Wars. The Collins were one such clan, and many of their mundane human relatives were littered throughout the Boston Police Departments. Daniel never met the man, but one such cop, Grant Collins, was one unpleasant human detective that butted heads with Angel for years after the Wars ended. The Collins clan never took it well—and made life difficult for Angel and Isaac whenever they could.

Only Daniel remained in the end to rein in the Collins, after Angel took him in hand. Old allegiances never really died. That was one awkward conversation he never wanted to have again. Cold-calling the aging patriarch of the primary branch of the Collins family in Boston had been stilted, short, and Daniel was left shaking at the end of it. It was the least he could do for Angel, though. And it worked, despite how ineffectual Daniel feared it might have been in the beginning.

Rory led him off the path and deeper into the trees, the span between the closest end of conservatory and the iron fence behind the old stables filled with small evergreens, dense bushes, and a few strange objects covered in vines. The path wasn’t far away, but a few steps into the greenery all but hid it from sight.

“What is this?” Daniel asked, craning his neck to stare up at the dark monoliths so covered in vines he could not guess what they were—they were about twelve feet tall, maybe three feet in diameter, and there were three of them, the tallest of them in the middle, the other two slightly ahead and to either side. There was a cleared area, revealing a section of ground set with flat stone pavers, polished from the passage of many feet over what must have been centuries. The estate was very old, so it was possible.

Rory shrugged out of his tunic, revealing his chiseled bare chest and strong shoulders, skin flushed a healthy hue from exertion, and the thin scar over his heart. Daniel choked on air and tried to breathe again, coughing into his elbow quietly. Rory glanced at him in concern, but Daniel waved him off.

“This is a shrine,” Rory gestured to the monoliths. “The vines overtook the shrine after the estate was closed. The storm knocked some branches down, clearing away a patch of vines on this obelisk here.”

Rory pointed to a smaller monolith—an obelisk, apparently—that stood closer to the wall of the conservatory, which was about fifteen feet away through dense brush. A small section near the top right corner was bare of vines, branches from a nearby tree lying broken at the foot of the stone structure. Rory continued. “I’ve felt the shrine’s presence since I moved onto the grounds, but it lay quiet until last night. It’s awakened since the storm, and I thought I’d clear away the vines, let it wake up some more.”

“It’s awake?” Daniel asked, wondering what Rory meant. “It’s sentient?”

Rory chuckled and went to work, grabbing branches and tugging them out to the pathway. Daniel slipped around him and grabbed another branch, following Rory.

Rory dropped the branches on the path, stepping away to let Daniel do the same. “The shrine is not a living creature, but it does have an awareness. I will know more about it once it wakes up completely. A place of worship, but not one used by the Salvatore clan, I think. Perhaps their servants, considering the location.”

“Makes sense, it’s right behind the servants’ quarters.” The rear wall of one small building was partially visible through the trees to the left. Daniel followed after Rory, and they made quick work of the fallen branches, stacking them on the path to be taken later to the composting area at the bottom of the gardens.

All that remained was the vines, and Daniel frowned up at the obelisks. “Do we have shears or something that can cut them back?” He wiped sweat back from his brow and squinted against the late afternoon sun.

“No need for something so drastic,” Rory said with a swift wink and a smile.

He’d grown accustomed to seeing a shirtless Rory while they worked, but now that he had a moment to breathe, his eyes were drawn again to smooth skin and the almost pearlescent sheen to his sweat. Rory glimmered subtly in the sunlight. Rory knelt at the base of the tallest obelisk, and reached out, touching a vine. Nothing happened at first, and Daniel wondered what Rory was doing when the entire mass of vines suddenly shivered.

Daniel jumped and swore under his breath when the vines began to move. Like snakes or tentacles of some nightmarish creature, they untwisted and pulled back from the obelisks and the flagstones where Rory knelt. Daniel had never seen anything like it—both unnerving and fantastical, something from a fairy tale. He snorted in amusement at himself at the thought and watched in awe as Rory coaxed the vines into retreating into the foliage behind the obelisks. Like a great green beast, the vines rearranged themselves, settling into the shadows behind the obelisks as if they had always been there.

Daniel swallowed before speaking. “I’ve seen earth mages doing some cool stuff, but that was amazing.” Rory stood and turned to him. He wore a contented smile on his face, as if using his magic made him feel better. Maybe it did. “I didn’t feel anything in the ambient magic fields.”

“I merely asked the vines to move. No magic as a mortal might recognize.” Rory chuckled when Daniel gaped at him.

“No magic, he says.” Daniel shook his head, muttering. “Didn’t use any magic and still pulls off a feat of magic an earth mage would need to prepare for with the veil and artifacts, but suuurrrre.”

Rory burst out laughing, shoulders shaking, and Daniel grinned at the lovely sound. He went to stand with Rory, both of them looking up at the obelisks.

Weather-beaten and darkened by lichen and still damp from rain, the stones were carved in strange symbols and figures. He tried making them out, but the runes were only familiar in a vague sort of way, and he would need to go digging through the mansion library to find a way to translate them.

“Danu, bandia na talún agus na gaoithe.” The Irish language rolled off of Rory’s tongue like music, stirring the air. Pressure built around them, and Daniel felt a tiny swell of energy in the ambient magic fields before it receded.

“What did you say?” Daniel whispered, feeling reverent in the presence of something old, something aware.

Rory sighed, one hand reaching out to trace over the worn etchings. “Danu, goddess of earth and wind.” Rory dropped his hand away and Daniel was struck by the emotion in each word. “Danu is the mother, the great ancestor, of the Tuatha dé Danann.”

Daniel might not be as educated in fae histories as Dame Fontaine, but he’d learned enough from her in the last year. “At one point the High Court Sidhe were called the Tuatha dé Danann, weren’t they?”

Rory’s people. A shrine to Danu, an ancient Celtic goddess, who was the mother of the Tuatha dé Danann. The ancestor of Rory’s people. And Rory was so very, very old, that Danu might even be his mother, in the literal sense of the word.

“Yes, that is so,” Rory answered, voice rough. He took a few steps back, and Daniel was struck by how emotional he appeared. His eyes, the lovely amber color, were dark with emotion and shadows, memories that Daniel could only vaguely comprehend. “This was a place of worship, not by the High Court Sidhe, but those who came after us. Those who believed us gods—they would worship us at places like this.”

“Were you worshipped as a god?” He had to ask, it slipped out of him before he could stop himself, but he wanted to know, so perhaps he didn’t try too hard. There was a fine line between prying and wanting to learn about someone for whom he had feelings.

“Regrettably, yes.” He sighed. “A very long time ago.” That was all Rory said, and he grabbed his shirt from where it hung from a nearby branch and slung it over his shoulder, thankfully not putting it back on. Topic was closed, apparently. Rory left for the pile of branches, grabbing many of them, and he proceeded to drag them down the path.

Daniel cast one last look at the shrine, marveling. He jogged to the pile and grabbed a few branches—not as many as Rory, but a respectable amount—and followed after Rory down the path.

The walls around the gardens were an odd mixture of wrought iron up near the house, and the walls closest to the house were smooth stone and iron, ranging between five and eight feet tall, depending on the slope of the ground. The areas that were covered in trees and overgrowth were the old-style tumbled walls of stone, the kind to be found all throughout New England, the stones pulled from the dark brown earth to allow for plows to cut fields for farming. Those were set not with mortar, but gravity, and were an adventure to climb over. There were long piles of huge stones arranged in lines to demarcate property boundaries and pastures. Having them so close to the shore was an oddity, but not far away the sand dunes morphed into cliffs, so perhaps the rocks came from there, since Daniel couldn’t see the sandy shoreline yielding such huge stones.

A chipmunk gave a sharp chirp and disappeared into the wall as they approached. They went under the tall boughs of a huge black pine. The pine shouldn’t be so tall or straight so close to the sandy beach and the ocean, but the spells maintaining the garden kept many a misplaced plant growing despite the location.

The shadows under the pine were cool and deep, his eyes adjusting after a long moment. There was already a small pile of branches, and Rory tossed the bundle of branches on the top as if he were tossing a blanket on a bed. He took Daniel’s branches and then did the same, even easier, and Daniel covered his appreciative sigh with a fake cough when Rory caught him looking.

Splatters of rain hit the branches overhead, and Daniel looked up at the dark gray clouds through the dense boughs. “More rain?” He pulled out his phone and checked the weather app, but he had an abysmal signal through the thick trees.

“Reach out with your mind and feel the energy above us,” Rory wiped his hands on his trousers and gestured up to the sky. “The answer you seek is above our heads.”

“But my affinity isn’t…” Daniel stopped when Rory shook his head.

“I see your affinity waiting a hairsbreadth from your grasp.” Rory gently gripped Daniel’s shoulders and squeezed. “Invite it in, instead of hoping it’ll awaken on its own. There’s no need to force it, either. It is there, waiting.”

“How?” Daniel had no idea how to coax his affinity out of dormancy—usually there was a breakout event, something like emotional upheaval or stress. Some lucky souls woke up in the morning with their affinities active and nothing more strenuous happened than a bad dream. Younger practitioner children tended to have more energetic breakout events, and the average age was twenty, and those tended to be calmer. The wind grabbed Rory’s hair and lifted it away from his shoulders.

Daniel was twenty-one now, and still nothing. It hadn’t awakened the year prior when the mess with Deimos occurred, and that was the most likely time for it—he despaired of it ever happening.

He breathed in slowly and tried to calm his racing heart. The warm, strong hands holding him so securely, so gently, went a long way toward helping. The bare chest shimmering with a fine sheen of sweat and flushed from exercise further distracted him from whatever they were talking about…

“How do I get it…?” Daniel breathed out, eyes dropping to Rory’s mouth, breath catching, thoughts of anything aside from tasting those lush lips disappearing on the warm breeze. They weren’t talking about the weather anymore.

“Many ways,” Rory replied softly, just before his lips touched Daniel’s in a sweet kiss.

Daniel gasped, melting into Rory’s embrace. The sweetness remained but the kiss went languid and deep, the need for air forgotten as Daniel closed his eyes and sank into the sensations. Hands swept down his shoulders to rest on his hips, a muscled leg slotting perfectly between his thighs. Daniel gasped when Rory’s tongue slipped between his lips and took a deep taste of him. He had never been kissed by anyone so skilled before.

Daniel gave into impulse and threaded his fingers through silky green hair, moaning at the softness, Rory chuckling against his lips. Daniel smiled, the kiss breaking, bright amber eyes twinkling down at him. He kept carding his fingers through Rory’s impossibly wonderful hair, reveling in the way the strands flowed like water over his skin. Rory leaned down, burying his face behind Daniel’s ear, lips nibbling along his neck. He gasped, and clung to Rory, the press of their bodies together making him grind just a bit, cock hardening against the thigh he wanted to ride until he came.

That impulse was a sharp burst of desire that came out of nowhere. Daniel lifted onto his toes and Rory slid an arm around his waist, holding him firmly. Chest to hips, they were plastered together, sweaty and hot, and Rory took his mouth again in an open-mouthed kiss that he met with vigor. He curled a fistful of silky hair in his hand and held Rory tightly. The angle changed and he moaned in welcome when Rory slid inside and took his time exploring, tasting, both of them breathing hard.

Rory tasted like mint and tea, a dash of honey. The scent of him was as intoxicating as his taste—warm grass, flowers, and the indefinable hint of a soft summer breeze. He slid a hand down Rory’s chest, mapping taut muscles and smooth skin, the flex of hard abs under his fingers making him lean harder into the kiss.

Fingers slid under the hem of his shirt, trailing lines of heat across his hipbones and lower abdomen, just above the waistband of his pants. Daniel gasped and pushed his hips into the fleeting touches, but Rory pulled his hands away and rested them back on his hipbones, squeezing. Each finger left a burning mark on his senses and he wanted more.

Rain pelted his head and they pulled apart on a laugh. The sky opened up above them, dark gray clouds swirling. Rory took his hand and tugged him away from the brush pile, both of them running as the drops fell faster, the sound in the leaves overhead loud even as Daniel’s giggles echoed under the trees. Soon enough, they reached the path that branched out to the main entrance of the huge greenhouse—the conservatory—and Rory, still holding his hand, led him inside. The sound of rain pelting the glass roof was a distant echo, the rain intermittent instead of the torrential downpour from the night before.

Daniel collapsed on the chaise on his back, hands on his chest as he lay panting, random giggles breaking out. Rory smiled down at him in amusement, and then headed for the trunk that sat next to the bench on the other side of the cold brazier. No hint of last night’s fire remained, a fresh column of chopped logs was waiting to be lit. He watched as Rory knelt and opened the trunk, the lid obscuring some of the glorious view of Rory’s bare torso.

“Shall I feed you again, dear heart?” Rory asked as he stood, a stack of neatly folded clothing in his hands. The trunk slowly shut itself, the heavy lid falling gently into place with a soft thump.

Daniel blinked a few times then remembered Rory had asked him a question. “I’m starving, but you don’t need to feed me. Angel left the fridge fully stocked. I can make you something for supper if you like?”

He blushed, wondering if he was about to embarrass himself. Rory could cook a feast over a fire, and Daniel spent most of his childhood years scrounging in a decrepit kitchen in Macavoy Manor after the cooks were let go or quit. “I mean, if you want to come in the house to eat. You don’t go in there much, but you can if you want, I don’t mind.”

He stopped rambling and bit his lip, eyeing Rory.

“I would love to have you cook for me,” Rory replied, sincere. Daniel sat up and grinned, excited.

“Anything you don’t like?”

“Plenty, but nothing I think you’d have in your cold box.” Rory gestured over his shoulder. “I shall bathe and then meet you at the dinner hour?”

“I have no idea what the dinner hour is, but…” Daniel pulled out his phone and checked the time. It was late afternoon, and he was starving. “Give me two hours? I need a shower too, and then I’ll see what Angel put in the fridge.”

“Very well,” Rory tipped his head, hair sliding and falling across his shoulders. “I look forward to it.”

Rory gave a tiny bow at the shoulders and then melted away into the dense greenery toward the living quarters and the bathing room. Watching Rory walk away was as amazing as watching him approach. Daniel sighed and then got slowly to his feet.

He stopped in surprise when a pair of large eyes blinked at him from the branches of a large flowering bush, the tiny owl smaller than the massive purple blossom next to it on the same branch. The owl stared at him for a long moment, then closed its eyes and sank back down into sleep, unconcerned that Daniel was so close to it.

“I feel safe here, too,” Daniel whispered, and then left the owl to sleep in peace.
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Dinner Date


“Avocado oil or olive oil?” Daniel murmured to himself, eyeing both dark-green bottles of oil with suspicion. Would they both work, or was one better? He shrugged and put them both on the counter beside the huge twelve burner gas range stove and pulled out his phone, searching for how to cook a steak with avocado oil. “Huh. Easier than I was expecting.”

Freshly showered and dressed in what he hoped was a nice outfit of extra skinny black jeans that hugged his ass and a thin gray t-shirt that clung to his lean stomach and shoulders. He spent too much time in the bathroom trying to sort out how he was going to dress for a casual dinner and decided that he would go for normal but sexy. He forced himself not to go overboard with his hair. He did give in to temptation and applied a thin line of black eyeliner to highlight how big and dark his eyes were and then left everything alone after that. Being with Isaac and Angel for the last year gave him courage to try out things he would never have felt safe doing when he was still living with his father.

He put his phone away and stared blankly at the heavy cast iron skillet.

Daniel wanted more kisses, more touches, more chances to run his fingers through Rory’s beautiful hair and feel Rory’s lips on his skin…Daniel breathed out and shook his hands, reminding himself he needed to actually cook food if they were going to eat. He craned over a bit to see out the nearest kitchen window, looking for Rory. He would see the fae coming if he took the main path up to the house from the conservatory.

Flipping the burner on, he set the flame and poured in the oil, then went for the steaks on the counter behind him, already seasoned and waiting. He grabbed the plate and went back to the stove, catching sight of Rory walking up the path toward the house. He breathed in and out for a few moments to steady himself and then went about being as nonchalant as possible when Rory opened the glass and wood door and stepped inside the kitchen, shutting the door behind him.

“Hi.” He blushed a bit at how breathy the greeting came out, but all Rory did was give him a gentle smile.

“Hello, Daniel.”

He snuck a second, longer look at Rory, who was dressed in a simple linen tunic that fell to his thighs, and what looked like thin doeskin leather pants and his extra fancy mid-calf boots with the tight laces. No sword or weapon, just a leather belt with a metal ring instead of a buckle, the fancy kind that had to be looped through itself to stay in place. His long green hair was let free to fall down his back, a single thin braid at each temple pulled back and tied together, holding his hair out of his face.

Daniel forced himself to look away and pay attention to the skillet, the oil soon hot enough for the steaks. He refused to fuck up cooking steak. “How do you like your steak cooked?”

Rory came into the kitchen and sat behind him at the counter, where the countertop had bar-height seating. “I believe the modern term for it is medium rare?” Rory replied as he got comfortable.

That was easy. “I like mine the same way. I have some cold Greek salad to go with the steak.” He put the steaks in the large skillet, careful of oil splatters as the meat made contact with the metal.

Checking the time, he figured three minutes for each side. “Oh! Drinks.” He went for the fridge and opened the huge doors, gesturing to the stuffed interior. “Anything you want to try? Angel stocked the fridge.” He grabbed a dark glass bottle from the bottom shelf. “There’s Guinness.”

He waggled the bottle a bit and Rory nodded. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

Daniel leaned over the island and slid the bottle to Rory, who popped off the top like he’d been doing it all his life, no bottle opener needed. Rory took a sip. “Guinness is always delightful. Are you having one?”

Daniel went back to the fridge and took out an iced tea drink. “I’m twenty-one now and I suppose I can drink, but it doesn’t much interest me. I’ll taste something out of curiosity but that’s about the extent of my interest in alcohol.” Plus, he never wanted to get in the habit of drinking alcohol—his best friend was a recovering alcoholic and he never wanted to cause Isaac discomfort in the future if drinking became something normal for him.

“If it makes you uncomfortable, I won’t drink.” Rory set the bottle down and eyed him carefully.

“Nope, doesn’t bother me. I just don’t want drinking alcohol to be something I default to in social situations. Isaac doesn’t need the strain if we ever go out.”

“You’re a good man, Daniel. Most people would not make the effort, much less when you’re in your own home and your friend is not present.” His words were warm and appreciative, and Daniel knew he was going to start blushing again. Rory picked the beer up and took another drink, his eyes bright as they rested on Daniel.

Daniel shrugged and took a sip of his drink, eyeing the steaks, his face burning with a fast blush. Grabbing metal tongs, he checked to make sure the steaks had released from the metal and then quickly turned them, restarting his mental clock. He fetched plates from the cabinets and slid his next to Rory. He grabbed the Greek salad from the fridge, which he’d made first after his shower, and serving spoons, and cutlery. By the time he finished the plate settings, the steaks were ready. He plated them up one by one and slid them across the island, making sure the stove was off before walking around the island and sitting beside Rory.

He slid the Greek salad over to Rory and handed him the serving spoon. “Take however much you’d like.”

“Thank you,” Rory replied as he took a few spoonful of Greek salad. “Everything looks and smells delicious. Thank you for cooking.”

“You’re welcome. And I hope it tastes good, too.”

“I have no doubt it will.”

They dug into their food, Daniel doing his best not to stare at Rory as he ate. Everything Rory did was elegant and purposeful, nothing wasted. Rory never fidgeted. No idle movements. Daniel forced his eyes back on his plate but that failed after a moment, and tried not to spill or drop anything on himself when Rory reached for his beer and took a long drink, his neck working as he swallowed.

Realizing he was being incredibly rude and terribly obvious, he kept his eyes down through sheer force of will and focused on eating his own food. Dinner was going to end up killing him, he knew it.
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Rory stacked his plate in the dishwasher and closed the door. Such a marvelous invention. It beat washing dishes by hand beside a fire and the stench of harsh soaps. He could use magic but doing so felt unnecessary in all kinds of ways.

Daniel fussed nearby with a hand towel, wiping at the counter despite its clean state, hovering as Rory attempted to use the dishwasher for the first time. He had to admit he was a bit flummoxed, even after Daniel walked him through how to use it earlier. Rory wasn’t above bending his pride to ask for help.

“Daniel, the machine is ready. Now what?”

Daniel snorted out a laugh and came to his side, tapping a series of buttons on top. “Did you add the soap in the dispenser?”

“Exactly as you showed me.”

“Then match the buttons with the type of objects you’re washing and how hot you want it, and then hit start.” Daniel did so, the lock engaging, and the washer began.

“Humans are amazing.”

“Sometimes.” Daniel bit his lower lip and got a slightly haunted look in his eyes before he made an effort and gave him a sweet smile. “Want to go for a walk? The rain has moved on, and the sun won’t set for a few minutes.”

“Sounds lovely.” Rory gestured for Daniel to proceed to the door. “The day is late enough we can let our feathered friend go once the sun sets.”

“That’s right!” Dark eyes glittering with excitement, Daniel all but ran to the door and flung it open then darted through it down the path.

With a chuckle, Rory followed on Daniel’s heels, making sure to shut the door behind him. Daniel paused and began walking backwards, an ear-to-ear grin on his beautiful face. Rory caught up with him, the young man gorgeous in his happiness, cheeks flushed with excitement.

The sun was behind the house, the sky already dark over the ocean, the mansion’s long shadow plunging the gardens into twilight. The air was thick with the scent of flowers and damp earth, grass warmed by the summer sun and the chirping of crickets. Birds sleepily sang their evening songs as Rory and Daniel passed under boughs extending over the path down toward the bottom garden wall and the path out to the dunes.

In the eastern horizon, inky blue and black over the glassy ocean, stars grew brighter as sunlight withdrew in the west.

Rory opened the gate at the bottom of the garden, and let Daniel through first, the stone pavers giving way to white gravel and stone markers that marked the main path through the seagrass dunes. A hint of the moon rose in the far distance over the water, the stars growing brighter with each passing moment. A gentle breeze sweeping over the grass carried the odor of salt and briny damp , the tall yellow-green plants bowing in time with the small waves that crested on the beach below.

“It’s so beautiful,” Daniel breathed out, tipping his head back to look up at the stars. They stopped atop the last dune before the grass gave way to sand that sloped down in a gentle decline at the beach.

“Beautiful,” Rory murmured, taking in the way Daniel’s golden blond hair lifted back from his face in the soft breeze, the way his eyes as dark as midnight seemed to catch and hold the glitter of the stars far above them.

Daniel blushed, ducking his head, hair falling over his eyes, and Rory couldn’t resist. He reached out and gently lifted Daniel’s chin with his hand, and his heart stumbled and tripped a bit further in love with the young mortal when Daniel closed his eyes and pressed his cheek into Rory’s palm. Daniel trembled, fine shivers that made Rory take a careful step closer, giving Daniel time to decide, to make the next move on his own. Dark eyes opened, and the emotion in them was strong enough to move the heavens.

Without hesitation, Daniel took that step, slipping into his arms as if they’d spent eons together, fitting perfectly. Still cupping Daniel’s face, Rory slipped his free arm around a lean waist and hugged Daniel to him. Excited breaths and glittering eyes drew him in, but he held back that last distance, waiting. Daniel rose to his toes, arms sliding up to wind around his neck, and Daniel met his lips in an open-mouthed kiss that sent a shockwave of want throughout his entire being.

Soft gasps lured him deeper, and he sunk his senses into Daniel, wanting to experience every facet of his being, the gentle light of his heart, the vibrant blues and greens of his soul whirling in the ether between them.

There was a magic in the kiss Rory had never once felt in his incredibly long life, and it was all due to the young sorcerer in his arms.

Fingers tugged on his hair, tangling, holding him to Daniel as if he feared Rory would disappear. He followed Daniel’s lead, joy blending with desire when Daniel pushed into the kiss, deepening it, gasping and whimpering. Arms tight around his neck held him to Daniel, nary a space between them, and Rory finally let go of Daniel’s face and swept both arms around his waist, lifting Daniel into the air.

The laugh that spilled from Daniel was joyous and carefree, and his eyes held a beguiling trace of deviltry right before strong legs wrapped around his hips, bringing them closer together. Rory managed the weight easily, Daniel giggling, fingers sliding through his hair, tugging his head back before Daniel kissed him again.

The kiss took his entire focus until Daniel let go with one arm, and slid his hand down to Rory’s wrist, and then promptly placed Rory’s hand on one delicious ass cheek. Rory burst out with a laugh, leaning back to see Daniel blushing, lips wet and swollen from their kisses, eyes wide and catching starlight. “Is there something you want, dear heart?”

Daniel bit his lower lip and wiggled his hips, sliding down enough that Rory felt the heat of his thickening cock through their clothes. Rory tightened his grip on Daniel’s ass and Daniel arched into him with a soft moan. “I want everything.” Daniel whispered and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “Can I have everything?”

“All that you ask and more,” Rory vowed, then spun them until Daniel lay on the ground with his back upon a bed of seagrass, Rory holding himself above Daniel on his elbows. Daniel tightened his legs, pulling him down until they lay flush together on the fragrant grass.

Their kiss was slow and languid, sweeter than late summer honey. Fingers tugged and played in his hair, and Rory smiled against the lips clinging to his own. Daniel did love his hair.

“Can I touch you?” Daniel asked between kisses, their lips barely a breath apart. His hips did a sexy little roll, enticing a groan from Rory. He couldn’t resist thrusting a bit, soft and eager gasps encouraging him.

“Yes, dear heart. Always.”

A hand found its way under his tunic, curious and shy, exploring his abdomen. Touches featherlight and searching, Rory lifted just enough to give Daniel all the space he could desire to explore. Rory kissed along a smooth jawline and nibbled lightly on a perfect earlobe, Daniel arching up into him in response. Nosing behind that delectable ear and down just a smidge along a slim neck, he sucked and kissed until his sweet lover was begging in needy whispers for more.

Rory rolled onto his back and pulled Daniel with him, Daniel straddling his hips, hair wild, eyes wide and glossy with desire. Daniel was hard, and the young man gasped out in delight when he ground his clothed cock down and felt how hard Rory was. Rory gripped Daniel’s knees and squeezed.

Daniel was beautiful silhouetted against the night sky, stars a halo around his head. He bit his lip, white teeth punishing the lushness of his lower lip, and Rory slid a hand up along Daniel’s front, muscles jumping under his palm, and up a slim neck, cupping a fine jaw and freeing that plump lip with his thumb.

Teeth nipped at his thumb, and his breath stalled when Daniel sucked the digit into his mouth. Wet heat and a clever tongue sent pleasure pulsing through his entire body, and Rory sat up, Daniel straddling his lap. Daniel let his thumb go with one last lick, and Rory took his mouth, sinking into another kiss, tongues meeting and taking slow, deep tastes of the other.

Kissing had never been so pleasant, so all-encompassing and enjoyable. There’d been no shortage of lovers through the long years of his life, but Rory found the memories paled into insignificance the longer Daniel kissed him. Rory slipped a hand to the base of his spine and teased along the smooth flesh under the waistband of his jeans. Daniel groaned and rocked his hips, giving Rory more space to slip lower, teasing the top of that enticing crack while Daniel squirmed and gasped into his mouth.

They broke apart when Daniel’s hands went to his waist and with jerky, hurried motions, wrenched open his pants, and he shoved the top down just enough that Rory had clear access to the delectable curve of Daniel’s ass. Daniel’s hands then went to Rory’s waist, dark eyes glittering with desire but also asking wordlessly for permission. Rory smiled and nodded, dipping his head to nip along Daniel’s jaw, kissing as he went. Daniel struggled for a bit before figuring out how to release Rory from his leather pants, and then Rory felt himself go up in flames when a gently curious hand gripped his hard cock and lifted it free from the leather.

Daniel stroked him, root to tip, and Rory struggled to hold onto his control, for the first time in longer than he could recall hurtling toward release from a few spare touches and kisses. Daniel lost that veneer of shyness with each stroke, causing Rory to grip soft pale flesh so tightly as to leave bruises. He almost lost himself completely when Daniel worked free his own cock, hard and leaking, and stroked them together. He kissed Daniel hard, and he returned it in kind, both breathing fast. He pulled Daniel closer, and he felt Daniel shatter in his arms with a sharp gasp and a flood of hot spend across his stomach. Beautiful in orgasm, Daniel was impossible to look away from, eyes full of stars as he threw his head back, soft cries escaping past kiss-swollen lips. The sight was too much, and he let go, following Daniel into ecstasy.
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Daniel woke sprawled on Rory’s chest, the sky above full of stars, the ocean a soft whisper of waves breaking against sand on the beach beyond the dunes. Bare skin glowed under the heavens, the thin line of the sword-strike that almost killed Rory appearing silvery white. Under his fingers he felt the warmth, the life that thrummed within skin, muscle, and bone, and he heard the steady, reassuring thump of Rory’s heart under his ear.

Rory was awake, staring up at the night sky. One arm behind his head, the other wrapped around Daniel’s shoulders, holding him close. His tunic was tossed aside, having been sacrificed to clean them up after coming all over each other, and Daniel grinned wide even as he blushed, pressing his face into soft skin over hard muscle. The arm around him tightened, holding him closer, tender and yet so secure.

“Are you cold, dear heart?” Rory asked quietly.

“No. You’re so warm,” Daniel sighed happily. The sea grass was surprisingly comfortable, a thick bed for them to rest upon, the yellow-green blades rising around them like a wall, the tops flickering a bit in the gentle breeze. He could see the ocean through the grass, the stars cascading down to disappear in the inky black of the horizon. The waxing moon shining, the fat crescent hanging high in the sky. The night was clear and bright, and everything was so soft and calm.

The sound of the ocean waves breaking on the beach was lulling him back into sleep, warm in Rory’s arms. Fingers gently rubbed his shoulder, relaxing him even more. Crickets chirped in the long grass, a gentle chorus that pushed him into a doze.

He yawned and sat up after a short nap, the wind a bit colder, the moon lower in the sky. Rory let him go reluctantly, hand trailing along his shoulder and back. Daniel got slowly to his feet, and held a hand down for Rory, who took it and gracefully stood, his weight nearly imperceptible, swiping his dirty tunic from the grass.

“Shall we return our feathered friend to the skies?” Rory asked, his voice melding with the quiet atmosphere of the night.

“I bet he’s ready to get out of the conservatory.”

The walk back to the garden was quiet, a gentle awareness of each other in the dark, the moonlight still lighting the ground enough to see without tripping. Rory’s green hair was cast silver in the moonlight, swaying with each step. Daniel sighed happily, smiling and shrugging when Rory glanced back, curious. The smile Rory gave him brightened his spirits even more, making him feel as if he were floating.

That feeling carried him all the way to the conservatory, Rory holding the door for him, letting him enter first. A fire crackled merrily in the brazier, lit by no spell that Daniel could sense, adding to the mystery of how Rory’s magic functioned.

Rory went to the flowering bush and held out a hand, and the tiny owl stepped from the darkness onto Rory’s finger, bright golden eyes wide and sparkling in the firelight. A gentle finger caressed its small head, smoothing down feathers, and a wickedly sharp beak nibbled carefully on a fingertip, as if in thanks. Daniel’s eyes stung with unshed tears, and he blinked them away before they could fall.

Rory carried the owl back to the doorway, and Daniel stepped back to let him pass, following behind him. Rory stood on the pathway, the breeze soft and cool, the owl’s head twisting back and forth as it shifted on Rory’s finger, growing excited. Daniel risked getting closer, happy when the owl merely stared at him calmly with huge eyes. It was adorable and part of him didn’t want to let it go, but that was unfair. The owl was a wild creature and needed freedom.

“Is he ready to fly?” Daniel asked, keeping his voice low. The owl turned its head back and forth, reacting to sounds beyond Daniel’s ability to hear.

“Perfectly,” Rory assured. As if in agreement, the owl mantled its wings, and then with a silent flutter, lifted off Rory’s hand and flew out toward the heart of the garden. A sweet call echoed out from the darkness, and Daniel fancied the owl was expressing his gratitude.
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Visitation Hours


Dawn came far too early, and Daniel groaned in complaint, burying his face in his pillow. A teasing chuckle made him peek past his bangs and he glared at Rory, the fae standing over the chaise with a steaming cup of coffee in his hand, naked torso on display, and pants riding indecently low on his hips. Daniel eyed the sexy stretch of skin of Rory’s navel and sighed happily, mind mush but his body more than awake and enjoying the view.

The mug of coffee appeared in front of his nose and he breathed in the aroma, mumbling about stubborn fae warriors. “Dear heart, wake up.”

“I’m awake,” Daniel groaned again as he slowly rolled over and sat up, wincing as he put his bare toes on the cold stone floor.

He took the coffee and sipped, grateful that among Rory’s many talents was a gift for brewing the perfect cup of coffee. His hair fell over his eyes again, but he could not care less, and he sipped until his brain engaged with the rest of his body. He frowned down at the chaise and realized it was far larger than it should be. All he remembered from the night before was letting the owl go, and then curling up with Rory on the chaise in front of the fire. It was now the width of a full-size mattress, the headboard made out of the sloping rest of the chaise, covered in the same light green satin and silk upholstery as it had been when it was a fancy couch. The blanket was the same, but the seafoam-colored silk pillows were new. Well, not new; the pillows looked pristine and freshly made, but the designs embroidered in the fabrics seemed antique in a manner befitting the presumed age of the chaise.

“Did your fancy couch turn into a bed while I was sleeping?”

“Fancy couch?” Rory asked with a laugh. He was digging around in the trunk that held far more items in it than even that monstrosity should logically contain. Like the chaise, it was enchanted in a way that Daniel could not explain with mortal practitioner magics. Rory lifted out a stack of clothing and shut the trunk. His smile was wide and cheerful, amber eyes sparkling. “But, yes, the fancy couch turned into a bed last night. You were most reluctant to go back to the mansion, and even more loath to let go of me in your sleep, so I made some adjustments.”

Setting aside the embarrassment of clinging to Rory like a stubborn toddler not wanting to be put down for a nap, Daniel blinked at the bed and then shrugged. He knew a huge amount of people who would sell their souls or a limb or two in order to study the enchanted furniture and objects that Rory used with everyday ease, but he wouldn’t say a word about it to anyone. Rory deserved his privacy.

He went back to drinking his coffee and squinted at the sunlight pouring through the conservatory walls. He frowned. “Why am I awake so godawful early?”

Rory pointed to the floor beside Daniel’s feet, and he reached down for his phone, waking it and groaning at the message in his notifications. “Isaac wants me to meet him at work at the boutique. Batiste is sending a limo to get me in…” he checked the time. “Twenty minutes from now. I need a shower and some food.”

“Your breakfast will be waiting for you after you get out of the shower.” Rory held out the stack of clothes. “You can borrow some of my modern clothing if you like, or you can run up to the house and get ready there if you prefer.”

He would absolutely love to wear Rory’s clothes. “But you’re a few inches taller than me? I’m skinnier, too.”

“They will fit you, have no doubt.”

Daniel eyed the magically transforming chaise and the trunk that held a mysterious collection of belongings. “I believe you. Thanks.” Daniel took the clothing and headed for the bathroom in the back of the conservatory.
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The boutique Isaac worked at was owned by a member of the Boston Bloodclan, a vampire by the name of Beryl. They were a striking, fashionable figure, slim and trim, elegant with a slinky athleticism that fascinated Daniel until he realized that Beryl moved much like Rory did. Efficient and calm, sure of their space and their place within it. Beryl was not showy by any means, their outfit subdued, though rich in fabrics and cut. Even Daniel recognized couture when he saw it, and Beryl was a walking advertisement for the clothing collection that was sold in the boutique.

The specially treated glass of the storefront was a muted gray, making it safe for the vampires, but the quality of light was dim and gloomy. The well-lit interior more than made up for the limited light that made it through the oppressive windows, glass lamps around the walls, recessed lighting in the ceiling, and classy antique lamps scattered throughout the storefront among the clothing displays and seating areas.

“How’s it feel to have an actual job?” Daniel asked as he followed Isaac around, his best friend tidying displays and randomly dusting surfaces with a sleek black feather duster and a cloth. Daniel didn’t see any dirt or dust, but maybe that was the point. But then, what kind of job was okay with an employee having guests come hang out for most of the morning? Beryl appeared totally fine with Daniel just showing up with a fae bodyguard in tow.

Rory and Beryl were talking near the front entrance, though Daniel couldn’t hear about what, and their discussion appeared animated and enthused.

“I like it. Gets me out of the Tower and gives me something to do that isn’t brooding.”

Daniel snorted out a laugh. “You’re so good at brooding! All tall, dark, and handsome, too.” He grabbed a long, sexy leather coat from a nearby display and held it up to Isaac. “This fits with the brooding. You even have the hero hair.”

“Brat.” Isaac swiped the coat and put it back, but the grin on his face gave him away. His hair was extra sexy that morning, recently trimmed and swept back from his forehead in a wave that accented his chiseled good looks. Isaac was one of those people who got handsomer the more you looked at them, and the Isaac who joked around with him now was healthier, happier, and actually smiling with life in his eyes. He was animated and interested in what he was doing, and Daniel was so damn proud of his best friend.

Isaac oomphed when Daniel barreled into him for a massive rib-crushing hug, but he wrapped his arms around Daniel and hugged him back just as tight. Isaac leaned down and spoke quietly in his ear. “You’re in a really good mood. Have something to do with a handsome green-haired warrior?”

“Mmhhmm,” Daniel hummed smugly, and swallowed back a giggle when Isaac shook with repressed laughter.

Isaac shuffled them backwards behind a display and held Daniel out at arm’s length, speaking in a harsh whisper. “Details, now, before he notices we’re not in sight and comes hunting you down.”

“Mutual hand jobs on the beach and more kisses than I could possibly count,” Daniel whispered back quickly, grinning so widely his cheeks hurt.

Isaac’s eyes went wide, and his cheeks went pink a bit. “Holy Hecate, I thought you were gonna say you kissed him, but that’s sexy as fuck and O-M-G tell me more. Details! Was he rough and demanding or soft and sweet? Raunchy as fuck or slow and gentle?”

Daniel blushed so hard his cheeks were taut from the heat. “He was very gallant and let me lead and he made me feel beautiful and precious and wanted.”

Isaac yanked him into another hug. “I’m so happy for you.” He paused. “What about sand? I heard it gets everywhere.”

Daniel laughed so hard he shook, Isaac laughing with him. “No sand. Had to be some kinda mysterious fae magic.”

“Must be.”

Isaac pressed a kiss to his temple and let him go, Daniel inordinately pleased by the ready affection Isaac shared with him. Since gaining his sobriety, Isaac was freer with his hugs, his affection, and showing how much the people in his life meant to him. Daniel loved his best friend even more with each passing day and was never prouder of Isaac than when his best friend made continual strides to becoming the best version of himself.

Daniel followed Isaac around the store while he worked, catching sight of Beryl leading Rory to the fitting rooms in the back. “Whatchya doing?”

Beryl breezed by with a sly smile. “Your bodyguard has just deigned to let me dress him. His lines are too perfect to leave in department store rags. He shall be the best advertisement for my wares I could ever hope to have.”

“Really?” Daniel asked, trailing after Beryl and Rory with Isaac right behind him. He could get on board with Beryl dressing Rory in designer couture clothing. He wiped at his mouth to make sure he wasn’t drooling.
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The prison echoed nearly constantly with the clanging of steel doors and distant shouts. Cian sat cross-legged on his bed, the thin pallet squished flat beneath his ass, but he’d sat on far worse in his long years, so it was of little matter. Eyes shut, he melded his awareness with the cold stone and iron around him on all sides but for the front of his cell, the thick, transparent plastic and glass wall the only annoyance he could do without. It felt dead in a way that wasn’t natural and irritated his senses, but after several months he was at a point now where he could ignore it.

The prison squatted atop bedrock and fallow earth drained of magics, warded by mortal magics so heavily that it surely blinded anyone sensitive enough, and foolish enough, to open their inner vision while looking at the structure. Built to contain the mortal practitioners and more common supernatural species that transgressed human laws, Blackguard Prison was a monstrosity of stone, cold black iron, and every spare inch was etched over with runes and wards. Spelled to keep magical prisoners impotent and contained, there were generations of some of the most powerful and complex magic Cian had ever seen imbued within its foundations—it was entirely wasted on him, but he could appreciate the effort that went into the building’s creation and maintenance.

It was not the best place to imprison a High Court Sidhe born of icy mountain reaches and storms. The iron within the stone walls was not the impediment it would be for younger fae species or human practitioners—it resonated within his very core, flares of red-hot and white fire within ancient stone carved from the mountains in the west. The stones whispered to him of the deep quarries and the mortals who chiseled them from the earth, cutting and shaping them, while the iron, instead of inhibiting his magic and abilities, let out siren calls of energy and flares of earth magics, much like iron deposits would do the same buried beneath mountain ranges.

Blackguard Prison was the worst place in the world to stick a sidhe so old that shrines built in the name of worshipping him still clung to mountain peaks and arches of long-abandoned mines across the width and breadth of an entire continent. The prison was a focus, so full of magical energies that it vibrated infinitesimally to his touch, the edges of his awareness, nearly alive. It reminded him of a nascent sidhe mound, a faerie hill on the cusp of genesis. An odd one to be sure, since it was founded on generations of mortal practitioner magics, but it was close enough that Cian could utilize the prison in much the same ways he could the temple that followed him and Rory across the ocean to the New World.

The steel doors at the far end of the isolation wing opened with a loud rattle and then slid shut, the guards shouting to each other as they allowed someone entrance. Hesitant footsteps gradually grew closer, the heavy boot falls of a guard leading a visitor to his cell growing louder. His cell was the only occupied one in the isolation wing.

Emptying the isolation wing to control what information got out about him was essential. He learnt the hard way over the eons that there was no way to keep secrets in prison, and having neighbors in this wing of the prison would lead to too many people learning too much about him.

Frightening his fellow inmates was regrettable, but it got them into the medical ward and away from Cian. The truly mad creatures they once housed in the isolation wing were better suited to the medical ward anyway, since they received more direct care than the apathetic guards could offer in the isolation ward. Ruthless, but necessary.

Cian withdrew his awareness from stone and iron and waited for the mortals to approach. Many made the long walk down the concrete hallway and stopped, too intimidated to take the final few steps and come into view, scuttling away like timid mice back to the safety of their hidey-hole. Who knew why they feared him—perhaps the tales of his dishonorable crimes left them frightened the most? Perhaps the way he spent his days sitting on his bed, still and silent, refusing to engage with the foolish creatures who dared to interact with him for their own gain.

His jailers offered him substandard rations they called food three times a day, yet rarely would he partake, and the once-a-day trip down the hall to the cavernous washroom for his shower, alone and yet under distant guard, was the most interaction he’d received over the last several months. Twice weekly visits from one of the psychiatrists on staff, a man who came with the historian earlier, and he had yet to indulge either man’s curiosity.

The mortals stopped outside the clear wall and shuffled awkwardly. He refused to open his eyes, though he recognized the mortals well enough. Their auras were familiar. One of his regular guards, a bored and dour man by the name of George, and the human historian who previously came to see him the day of the storm. The man gave him his name at some point, but Cian did not care to remember it, though mortals were insistent about such things. Even more so with titles, like the human doctor who fussed at him during his visits.

“Mr. Brennan? It’s Jules Sumner? I’m a historian. I came to see you earlier this week with Dr. Farring. I was wondering if I might interview you for a book, one I’m writing about the history of the fae species of Europe?” Polite and respectful, but the avarice in his tone came through as clearly as the nerves. And the lies. This one tried for humility and failed miserably. His aura swirled with anxiety and a bitterness that was purely self-inflicted. “The High Court Sidhe are nearly impossible to find, and your eyewitness account of history must be without match.”

Laying it on a bit thick, but then humans tended to do that with the older fae species. Humans were at once so determined to place the sidhe on a pedestal and just as eager to tear them down when those they deemed gods refused to indulge every whim and wish. This one watched too many supernatural historical dramas. Cian smirked. He would need to introduce Rory to television at some point. He wondered if the temple mound could get Wi-Fi.

While his brother slept on the edge of oblivion, Cian lived through the two and a half centuries alone. Lost in the haze of a miserable half-life, some things tugged him from his misery before he sank into despair over and over. He knew about all sorts of wonders he wished he could have experienced with his brother the first time. Airplanes, satellites, electricity, and space travel. Drive thru eating, diners, movie theaters, and taxis. His favorite miracles of the modern era were antiperspirants and showers. Personal hygiene was something he valued, especially in prison. Not his first time behind bars, but this was perhaps the most pleasant. At least here he was not forced to reside with countless scoundrels stacked upon each other in dirty cells with a shallow hole in the corner for waste and rats eating the recently departed in the shadows.

Fond memories of the time he and Rory were tossed in a prison somewhere in India around three hundred years ago and how they escaped with the help of an elephant and a spool of wool thread entertained him mightily until the human historian coughed, loudly. “Mr. Brennan?” Then the human spoke to the guard. “Is he sleeping?”

More shuffling. “Huh?” Disinterested, tired. That was the guard, George. His footsteps grew closer. “Ah, nah. He’s ignoring you.” A loud clang on the thick transparent wall with a stick. “Hey, freakshow! You’ve got a visitor.”

Another smack to the wall, and Cian sighed loudly, rolling his shoulders and then opening his eyes. He sent George a sharp glance, who blanched and hurriedly put his nightstick back on his belt before speaking to the historian. “He’s a serial killer and can murder you with a single finger. Don’t cross the red line and don’t give him anything or take anything.” George left in a hurry, tugging at his collar, soon out of sight. Cian focused for a second, and he heard George trip and fall flat on his face on the cold concrete. A few rough curses and grumbling, and George pulled himself to his feet and left, the rattle and clang of the barred doors sliding open and shut echoing loudly down the isolation wing.

Cian stared at the mortal historian. Sumner made sympathetic noise for the guard as he ambled off after picking himself up off the floor, but quickly gave up pretending sympathy when George was out of earshot.

Tall, with pallid skin that may once have been a healthy golden hue, dressed in an expensive but ill-fitting suit, Jules Sumner reminded Cian of a gawky child playing at being grown, despite the receding hairline and the slight paunch around his middle. With graying wheat blond hair and tired brown eyes, Jules Sumner all but vibrated with caffeine and carried the odors of midnight diner offerings and cigarettes. A man who rarely saw the sun and spent long hours at a desk, drinking too much coffee and eating greasy foods. A ring of solid gold on the pinky finger of his left hand and the heavy watch on his wrist, along with the custom leather shoes and belt also betrayed his motives—he played at dressing the humble student of history’s lessons, but he indulged in the wealth his research gained him.

This man likely wheedled information from hapless subjects on salacious bits of history, like the locations of long-lost treasure or magical scandals, and probably resorted to bribery or blackmail when dealing with longer-lived species and secrets he dug up in the pursuit of the next viral story and blockbuster movie idea sold to studios. ​​He was the worst sort of 'professional' historian, one who used his credentials to make money with no regard for the truth or for who he might harm.

“Mr. Brennan, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” Sumner put his hands in his pants pockets and rocked on his heels. Shrewd eyes tried to lock with Cian’s, but after a long moment they skittered away like frightened brown beetles running from the light. “I’m sorry for interrupting your…were you meditating? Is that something you do often?”

His tone was humble and matched his words, except for the greed in his gaze. His aura was murky and the colors dull. This one was false all the way through to his bones.

Cian didn’t bother replying. Perhaps this human would grow incensed when he refused to answer and might storm off in a fit, much like the mortal doctor did on occasion when fed up with Cian’s refusal to engage.

“Is it religious or spiritual? Or something you need to do for biological reasons? I’m sure the prison authorities would be willing to accommodate your needs if you shared them.” Sumner tried for reasonable and yet it fell flat. Cian huffed quietly and refused to answer.

Sumner grimaced and shrugged, then leaned back against the wall opposite the cell. His unwelcome guest was determined to stay and be as annoying as possible. How delightful.

Crossing his feet at his ankles and arms over his chest, Sumner tried for casual and relaxed but the tension in his frame belied his eagerness. Eyeing him like the annoyance he was, Cian merely stared at the bothersome human. No magic in this one, not even a smidge. Mundane, though in Cian’s experience it was mundane humans who were the most dangerous of all beings. They envied what they did not have, feared those they could not steal from, and destroyed those they could abuse with impunity. He expected Sumner to eventually turn petulant, attempt bribery, threats, abuse, and then he would either wear out his welcome with the prison authorities and leave, or grow bored when Cian refused to bend.

Cian would wager this man would attempt the worst possible methods to get what he wanted. He had time yet to ignore the mortal man. Tired of contemplating the greedy fool, Cian closed his eyes, and sent his mind back out into the world.
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The Watchers


The bell over the shop door chimed as Beryl was packaging up Rory’s new clothing. Daniel turned to see who it was, nodding politely at the young man who entered, the long shadow of the sun awning providing cover. It was still early in the day, the sun high enough now that the awning did its job, protecting vampires as they came and went from the safety of sun-proofed vehicles into the building. From what Daniel garnered in talking with Isaac, once Beryl bought the shop, sun awnings were put in place at all doors, the alley was covered in the rear, and there was a shelter in the basement that was fire, bullet, and sunlight-proof in case of emergencies.

A hint of fang in a crooked smile and the solid black aviator shades over his eyes proved the visitor was a vampire. Stylishly cut dark brown hair and unnaturally pale skin with reddish lips, the vampire might have looked young, maybe twenty or so years old when he was Turned, but Daniel knew better than to assume a vampire’s age based on appearance. A bit shorter than Daniel, and far slimmer, the vampire moved with an easy grace that Daniel was beginning to recognize as a characteristic of older vampires. The younger ones acted more human than their elders. Dressed in a slim-fit suit jacket and skinny jeans with dark brown leather ankle-high boots, he carried himself much like Angel did, sure of his space, his place in the world, and his purpose.

The vampire gave Daniel a polite nod in greeting and then turned into the racks, stopping to look at clothing as he went. Daniel didn’t recognize him, but then the Boston Bloodclan had several hundred members and he’d only met a small fraction of them in the last year.

Rory took a bag from Beryl full of clothing, the shop’s branding emblazoned on the side. “Thank you, Beryl. Are you certain I cannot recompense you for the cost?”

“Just tell people who designed the clothing and give them my card when you’re asked, and that’s all the payment I need.” Beryl’s grin was smug and their eyes all but glittered in excitement as they gestured to Rory dressed in new clothing. Beryl handed Rory a thick stack of business cards as well, and Rory tucked them into the bag.

Rory’s outfit he’d worn out that morning was being kept by Beryl for measurements for more garments they’d need to come back for in a few days. Beryl was taking the opportunity for Rory to be a walking advertisement for their wares seriously, though with extreme delight if the humming and wide smile were anything to go by.

Long green hair braided back behind his ears and falling free down his back, Rory was a vision in a deep blue button-down shirt, a silk and cotton satin weave that clung to his lean musculature and trim waist, tucked into dark gray pressed trousers that showcased his strong legs and beautiful ass. His boots did that thing where they changed to accommodate the rest of his clothing, morphing from knee high boots with laces to sexy biker boots with buckles on the side and a treaded heel. The sword on his hip blended perfectly with the ensemble, and Daniel found himself flushing with the desire to drop to his knees and ask Rory to do very naughty, very indecent things to him right there on the showroom floor. Rory sent him a searching glance, heat in the amber depths, and Daniel licked his lower lip, breath hitching when Rory tracked the swipe of his tongue with his gaze.

Rory was devastating no matter what he wore, but seeing Rory in clothing designed by Beryl that accentuated his already supernatural good looks was leaving Daniel hard and bothered and wishing they never left that morning, except then he wouldn’t get to see Rory dressed like a fashion model and…

A burst of laughter had Daniel jumping, a blush spreading like wildfire on his cheeks. Isaac snickered and grabbed him in a hug, squeezing him tightly. “You’re damn near drooling,” Isaac whispered teasingly.

Daniel pinched Isaac’s waist and he squeaked, letting Daniel go and rubbing the spot with a grumble. Daniel laughed at his expression and Isaac sighed loudly, trying not to smile. “Stop picking on me or I’ll tell Constantine about your ticklish spots.”

“Oh, he already knows,” Isaac said with a raunchy grin and a wink.

Mouth dropping open, Daniel gaped at Isaac while Beryl snorted with laughter and Rory shook his head fondly. Groaning, Daniel wiped a hand over his face and shook his head. “I want details as much as I don’t.”

“Pervert,” Isaac teased. He leaned in. “Doesn’t Rory know about your porn collection?”

“Um, he does now!” Daniel hissed, poking Isaac in the belly. Isaac squeaked again and dodged his finger when he tried for another poke.

Thankfully, Rory made no reaction to the mention of porn. He was so ancient that porn probably wasn’t all that scandalous. He’d probably already seen it all. Literally.

“When does your shift end?” Daniel asked, changing the subject. Isaac smirked but let him.

“A few more hours. It’s coming on to noon, so Beryl is probably gonna take a nap downstairs, and I’ll mind the shop until they can get up again. Want to come by the Tower tonight and have dinner with me and Constans?”

“Sure,” Daniel checked with Rory, who nodded gracefully. “What time?”

“Any time after sunset,” Isaac answered.

“Alright, we’ll see you then.” Daniel swooped in quickly and pressed a kiss to Isaac’s cheek. His best friend blushed and gave him a quick, hard clutch of a hug.

The front door opened again, a pair of humans entering while talking animatedly between themselves. Beryl called out a greeting and Daniel took the moment to leave, waving goodbye to Beryl with a smile, calling out in thanks. Beryl cheerfully called their goodbyes and went to help the new customers.

Isaac walked them to the door and held it open for them, the bell chiming overhead. “I’ll see you both in a bit.”

“Later!” Daniel waved, following Rory down the stone steps and out from under the heavy black sun awning to the sidewalk.

The day was bright, fluffy white clouds streaming across the horizon. Rory changed hands with the bag and held out his right arm, Daniel slipping his hand through the crook of his elbow, and they headed down the sidewalk.

“Beryl naps during the day?” Daniel mused aloud, finally cluing in on Isaac’s comment.

“Young vampires feel the lethargy of the daylight hours. Beryl needs to rest during the height of the day. I would wager they are still under a century old, and their sire must be an older vampire for them to be functional at this hour of the day.” Rory explained.

A bell tinkled behind them and Daniel looked back, seeing the fashionable vampire from earlier leaving the shop. He ducked into a waiting town car with dark, tinted windows from under cover of the awning, the door shutting behind him. Daniel turned back around and enjoyed the sun on his face and the warm breeze.

“Oh,” Daniel said, focusing on their conversation again. “I think Beryl’s sire is Ricon Dumond.”

“I met him when we stayed at the Tower. He is not as old as dear Connie, but nearly a thousand years old, and rather powerful for his age. He shares that power with his fledglings, enabling Beryl to be functional during more of the day than a fledgling of comparable age with a younger or less powerful sire. Though even a sire’s influence has limits, hence Beryl sleeping during the height of the day.”

People they passed on the sidewalk stopped or moved out of the way as they walked, one person stumbling into their companion as they stared hard at Rory. Daniel totally understood. Rory was inhumanely attractive already as a High Court Sidhe, and the clothes just accentuated his beauty.

“What’s with calling Batiste, Connie?” Daniel couldn’t help his grin or the chuckle that escaped when a person they passed on the sidewalk walked into a lamp post, eyes locked on Rory.

Rory’s grin was quick and deadly, as evidenced by the aching jolt of pain that lanced across his chest at the sheer perfection of it. Daniel was head over heels in love and that smile of Rory’s was killing him. “We met young Constantine at a tiny mudpuddle of a town along the River Seine in France, in what might’ve been 52 BCE on your calendar. We three objected to the Romans running roughshod over the Parisii tribe who lived in that area, but we were outnumbered by quite a lot. We later drowned our sorrows in a few barrels of wine after the battle was over. A warrior from the Parisii tribe was trying to pronounce Constantine’s name, but it was too long for the inebriated man, and Connie was what he settled on. He failed to get Constantine in his bed but succeeded in gracing us with a lovely nickname for the rambunctious young vampire. It has since stuck, even two thousand years later.”

Daniel snorted out a laugh at the audacity of calling the stately City Master a rambunctious anything. He might look like a man in his late twenties, but he was over two thousand years old and was reserved and cold with strangers, though warm and loving with Isaac. “I can’t imagine Constantine Batiste being young or rambunctious.”

“He was quite unruly in his youth.”

“What were you like when you were a kid?” It slipped out, but he didn’t regret asking. He had trouble comprehending the number of years that Rory and his twin had lived.

Rory spared him a quick glance, his amber eyes bright in the sunlight. “Much the same as any young creature, I suspect. Curious, a bit reckless, wild and insatiable. My brother was my constant companion and we explored and played, ate and slept, laughed and sang.”

“I bet you were adorable,” Daniel grinned, imagining a tiny sprite of a child with wild green hair and bright golden eyes running through forests with his brother.

“Our people celebrated when we were declared grown and given responsibilities. They thought it might restrain our wilder impulses.”

“Were they worried you’d get hurt?”

“Getting hurt was a rarity. In our youth, our people were…different.”

They paused at a crosswalk and waited for the signal to change. “Different how?” Daniel asked, watching as the signal switched from the red stop hand to the walking symbol. They verified that traffic had stopped and crossed the street quickly.

Rory took a moment to answer once they reached the other sidewalk. “Magic was young, and so were we. Limitations were something we had to discover as we went. As the world changed, we changed with it.”

“That doesn’t make things any clearer, but I think I understand enough.”

“I think it’s an explanation best served by having context, and that I cannot give.” Rory glanced back over his shoulder, green hair twirling over his face, and Daniel stopped their walking for a moment to reach up and brush back the wayward strand. Rory smiled at him, but Daniel knew him well enough to recognize that he was distracted, sharp eyes searching behind them. “What’s wrong?” Daniel whispered, trying not to look back.

“I’m not sure.” Rory spoke quietly, though nothing in his tone expressed worry or concern. “I feel like we’re being watched.”

“You’re gorgeous. Tons of people are looking at us.”

“Mortal standards of beauty are constantly changing, but I appreciate the sentiment. Thank you. You appeal to me more than any other mortal I have ever met, Daniel. You’re the beautiful one.” Rory took his hand and pressed a kiss to his knuckles, making him blush hot right there on the sidewalk.

“I…” He wanted to tell Rory that he was in love with him, the words right there on the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed them back, afraid to say it aloud. They’d just made out a few times and exchanged mutual hand jobs on the beach. Surely it was far too soon to declare his love. He sucked in a sharp breath. “Are we still being watched?”

“Yes, but I cannot tell if those watching are merely curious or are overly interested in us for other reasons.” Rory gently kissed his knuckles again, and then tucked Daniel’s hand into the crook of his elbow, and they resumed their walk down the street.

Daniel felt the press of eyes watching their progress, but he wasn’t overly worried. Rory was with him.
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Dinner-Hour Shenanigans


Early dinner over, Isaac was sprawled on his back on a long leather couch in the penthouse suite of The Tower, bare feet swinging over the arm of the couch, head resting on Daniel’s thigh as they talked.

“How’s the old pile of brick and stone treating you?” Isaac asked, a bit too casually, but Daniel was proud of Isaac for bringing up the topic of the Mansion. His friend struggled with how he felt about his childhood home, and the tragedy that haunted the estate and his memories.

“It feels weird living there, just me in that echoing space,” Daniel said after a moment of collecting his thoughts. “It’s not a house that’s meant to be so empty.”

Isaac hummed quietly, looking up at the ceiling, and Daniel ran his fingers through the thick dark brown strands of his hair. Isaac leaned into the affection, eyes closing. Daniel kept up the gentle carding, biting his lip before daring to speak about something that was bothering him. “The estate takes care of itself, really. Now that the spells and wards are activated and powered adequately, I’ve been thinking about tackling some of the rooms.”

Isaac tensed. He kept his eyes closed, though, but Daniel sensed the emotional conflict whirling within his best friend. “We can talk about something else.”

Isaac opened his eyes, turning his head a bit to look at Daniel directly. “It’s okay. I just have trouble talking about it sometimes.” He paused, a small frown wrinkling his nose a bit. “Which rooms?”

Daniel hesitated a second, but mentally shrugged and decided to trust Isaac to know what he could handle. “The personal bedrooms and suites. Maybe the front parlor and living rooms. I won’t touch Angel’s old room, and yours is already sorted out.”

“Oh,” Isaac breathed out, blinking rapidly. Daniel was currently living in Isaac’s old bedroom, his childhood stuff packed away and moved to the vast attic space of the Mansion. Isaac rubbed at his eyes before dropping his hand away. Daniel rubbed Isaac’s scalp, gently tugging at his hair, and Isaac gave him a tiny smile. “I would offer to help, but I’m not sure I could manage it. I don’t mind if you start packing that stuff up. Someone should, and I’d rather it be you than some stranger from a moving company.”

“Angel still has the parlor sealed off, but the private rooms are unlocked. I think I might start there and work my way downstairs.”

“Yeah, might be best,” Isaac agreed, face drawn; his voice tried for nonchalance but stress leaked through. Daniel was about to change the subject when there was a brisk knock at the door of the penthouse and then Ellora Sumar entered, heading for Batiste, who was seated in the dining room with Rory. Isaac sat up on the couch and Daniel fidgeted, tension rising in the room. Ellora leaned down and spoke quietly to her Master, her words impossible to make out but her tone urgent.

Pocket vibrating, Daniel was distracted from whatever was happening and pulled out his phone. Angel was calling. Daniel answered it and put it on Speaker. “Hey, Angel. I’m at the Tower with Isaac. What’s going on?”

“Turn on the TV, local news channel six.” Angel sounded angry, but it was a controlled, cold anger that meant someone had done something stupid and pissed him off.

Daniel lowered the phone a bit and tilted his head at Isaac. “Do you guys have a TV in here?”

“Yeah, one sec.” Isaac got up and went to the wall opposite the couch, and tapped a small black pad set in the wall. A soft whirr of sound, and then a section of the wall popped out and then slid down into a recess, revealing a large flatscreen TV that flickered to life on mute. Isaac grabbed a remote and changed the channel to the prominent local news station. Isaac returned to the couch and sat next to Daniel again just as Ellora, Batiste, and Rory entered the living room, joining them as Isaac turned up the volume.

A middle-aged white dude dressed in a stuffy suit was smiling vacantly at the camera. “…and coming up in just a few minutes, we’ll have our special guest, Dr. Jules Sumner, a world-famous historian who has written several screenplays for adventure films that became summer blockbusters, and multiple NYT Bestsellers featuring high-stakes historical mysteries. Dr. Sumner is now tackling the controversial life story of Cian Brennan for his upcoming book, Gods Among Us. Viewers will recall that Brennan, one of the few High Court Sidhe left in the world, is the convicted serial killer who turned himself in to authorities last year after committing a string of murders here in Boston. Cian Brennan pleaded no contest to half a dozen murders that authorities claim he committed in an attempt to resurrect his mortally injured twin, Ruairí Brennan.”

“He mangled the pronunciation there, didn’t he?” Rory chuckled, and Daniel turned slowly to blink incredulously at the fae warrior who stood next to the couch. The news switched to a commercial and Isaac flipped it on mute. Rory appeared unruffled and merely smiled serenely back at him, not a care to be seen on his handsome face.

“Daniel?” Angel’s voice coming from his phone made him jump. He forgot Angel was still on the line.

“Yeah, we’re all here.”

“The man the news referenced called me earlier, looking for Rory. Someone told him enough for him to assume I would know where Rory was or would be able to find him. He wants to talk to Rory about Cian. I told him to go to hell and hung up on him, but he’s obviously going to be a problem.” Angel paused for a moment before continuing. “Rory, if you want to talk to him, I can get a hold of him and get things arranged, but it’s up to you.”

“Cian and I want nothing to do with him. Thank you for protecting our privacy. He has made overtures to Cian in person at Blackguard, but my brother has not engaged with this Sumner, nor does he wish to. If the questioning turns to harassment I will intercede, but until then, ignoring this Sumner is the best option.”

“We’ll discuss what you mean by intercede later. Just don’t do anything rash. Daniel, call me in the morning.” And with that, Angel hung up. Daniel put his phone away, worried about the sudden change in Rory’s immediate future. Humans were insatiably curious and likely to be unforgivably rude about wanting to know everything about Rory and Cian after that news segment aired.

“Do you want to watch the segment with this Sumner guy?”

“It will be nothing but conjecture and lies. No need.” Rory shrugged gracefully, far more nonchalant than Daniel was feeling. Daniel looked at Isaac, who winked and set the DVR to record the next hour of the news before turning off the TV. Isaac would tell him the highlights tomorrow.

“What did Ellora tell you?” Isaac asked abruptly, speaking to Constans.

Constantine sent his mate a sharp, but affectionate, glance and gestured gracefully to Ellora. She dipped her chin in a respectful acknowledgement before addressing them all. “There was a sudden death on the High Council of Sorcery early this morning. Rumors are circulating that it was a duel for a position by an unknown sorcerer from southern France. The High Council is attempting to shut down the rumors, but enough people were present that it’s impossible at this point, though getting confirmation of the facts is proving difficult at the moment.”

Daniel sat back, biting his lip. Just a few short months previously the High Council attempted to kidnap him and use him as a pawn to coerce Angel into doing the High Council’s bidding, all without care or concern for the people harmed in the attempt. They would have thrown Daniel in a dungeon somewhere and left him to rot to get what they wanted from Angel. Once it became public knowledge that Angel was mated to Simeon, the power dynamics in the city changed. Hell, in the world, since the High Council came gunning for Angel and Simeon not long after their mate bond was confirmed as more than a rumor.

“Who died?” Daniel asked, though his knowledge of the High Council was limited, so he likely wouldn’t know who the deceased was regardless.

Constantine answered. “An air elementalist sorcerer, the Grand Master, a man by the name of Ernesto Manuel. He served on the High Council for thirty years.”

“Who killed him?” Isaac leaned forward.

“Sources haven’t confirmed the identity of the winner of the duel, only that he was a sorcerer from southern France. No other details at this time, but I can make some more calls.” Ellora looked to Constantine, who nodded once. She left swiftly, quietly shutting the door behind her.

“Southern France,” Isaac murmured. “I’m not liking this at all.”

“Blood mage?” Daniel guessed quietly, reluctant to even say the words.

“Ellora will find out soon,” Constantine stated firmly. “I will make some calls myself to acquaintances overseas. Normally, I would not care overly about the political machinations of the Council, but considering the recent altercations we’ve had with them, I think it best to be kept apprised of the situation.”

Isaac stood and went to his mate, Constantine folding Isaac into a tight hug, pressing a kiss to his hair. Daniel bit back a forlorn sigh, sneaking a glance toward Rory, wanting to be held like that—and found Rory looking back at him, amber eyes warm and soft with affection. Daniel blushed hot and smiled, looking away after a second, overcome.

Daniel stood and stretched, tired. Isaac was still glued to Constantine, so he figured it was time to leave so the newly mated couple could get some alone time. Rory picked up on it quickly, and they both headed for the door as discreetly as they could, Daniel waving to Constantine as they went to the door. Isaac was kissing along Constantine’s jawline and there was a devilish glint in the City Master’s eyes that spurred Daniel into grabbing their stuff and heading out of the suite, laughing quietly once the door was shut behind them by the guards.

He handed over Rory’s cape after he finished buckling his sword to his hip. Rory shook out his green hair and buckled the cloak pin at his shoulder, and Daniel was forced to tear his gaze away from the dashing image Rory made when they reached the elevator. Only Rory could wear an antique cape over modern clothing and not look ridiculous.

A pair of guards, both vampires from the way they managed to be both incredibly still and animated at the same time, stood at attention on either side of the elevator. The doors opened just as they reached it, and Daniel nodded in thanks as they stepped inside. A guard stationed inside was also a vampire, who hit the button for the underground garage where a bloodclan limo waited to take them home. Batiste was a good guy—if they came to The Tower to visit Isaac, he sent for them and then returned them home by limo. It beat waiting for a ride share car via the app.

Daniel enjoyed a quiet ride home, leaning on Rory’s shoulder, Rory’s slender fingers carding through Daniel’s hair as he dozed. He roused when he got a text message almost an hour later, the limo carefully driving down the rough pavement of the road leading to the Mansion.

You snuck out before I could say goodnight! Love you!—Isaac

Daniel typed a reply and hit Send. Hope you had fun! ;) Text me tmw. Love you too.—Daniel

He got a raunchy wink and an eggplant emoji in return and he snorted out a laugh.

The limo pulled to a stop in the circular drive at the grand front entrance, and Rory slid out, holding the door. Daniel got out after him with a murmured thanks to the driver, and Rory shut the door for him. The limo waited until Daniel unlocked the front doors and gently pushed the huge wooden panel open.

The lights flickered to life in the foyer as they entered, and Daniel secured the door again before pocketing his keys. He took a moment, laying a hand on the door, sinking into the wards. The estate hummed quietly along, the wards undisturbed and the boundaries intact. He keyed the wards all the way up, locking down the estate. No one would be able to get in unless they were already integrated into the wards. He withdrew his senses and cracked a yawn, covering his mouth and trying not to sway on his feet.

“My love, you’re asleep on your feet,” Rory worried, hands going under Daniel’s elbows and frowning down at him. “Is there anything you need to do before bed?”

Rory’s hands were warm and comforting. He wanted them to stay on his body. He stared up at Rory, taking in every plane of his perfect face. To Daniel, Rory felt more real and solid than anything else around him. A stray lock of green hair had come free from the small braids at his temple, and Daniel reached up and brushed it back behind his ear. Daniel was struck by how smooth and soft his skin was, and how much he wanted to keep touching Rory.

“Daniel?” Rory’s voice broke him out of his reverie, and he blushed. Rory’s hands moved from his arms to gently cradle both sides of his face, and Daniel burned at the rush of want that kindled under his skin.

“Sorry, I guess I’m really tired,” Daniel swallowed roughly. “Wards are fine. And no, nothing I need to do tonight.” A thumb brushed along his bottom lip, and he trembled.

Rory took a step closer until they were nearly touching all along their front. Amber eyes glowed softly, full of heat that Daniel felt in his bones. Daniel could retreat alone to his bedroom, watch some porn, and wonder what it would be like to be underneath Rory and moaning his name, or he could take his chance now and find out for certain.

“Kiss me, please,” the whisper escaped his lips before his brain even registered to say the words, and he internally cheered at the answering flash of desire in those amber depths right before Rory’s lips took his in a crushing kiss.

Back pressed to the door, Daniel wrapped his arms around Rory’s neck and went up on his toes, chasing the kiss, turning it deep and wet. Rory grabbed his hips and Daniel jumped, legs gripping tight to Rory’s lean waist, Daniel holding on for dear life. Hands slid down over his ass and fingers kneaded each cheek, making him gasp and whine. Daniel wanted more, moaning to encourage Rory.

“You enjoy that, don’t you, beloved?” Rory asked, nipping at Daniel’s lips.

“What? Daniel gasped out, finding it difficult to think.

“Climbing me like a tree,” Rory grinned wickedly, massaging Daniel’s ass.

“Fucking love it,” Daniel whispered, diving back in for another breath-stealing kiss.

Rory broke their kiss, both of them panting. Rory’s eyes were molte-bright with desire, Daniel burned as the searing gaze traced over his kiss-swollen lips and flushed cheeks. The taste of Rory was on his lips, his tongue, and he wanted more. “I want you,” he whispered, and tightened his arms and legs around Rory.

“You shall have me, beloved,” Rory said against his lips, dipping in for a fast kiss. “But perhaps not against the door.”

Daniel blinked and desire cleared from his brain just enough for him to realize they were about two seconds from fucking in the foyer. He grinned even as his skin burned with a fierce blush. “My bedroom is really close.”

“A wonderful idea,” Rory replied, and with astonishing ease, he kept Daniel in his arms and spun them around, jogging across the foyer. He took the stairs two at a time, Daniel holding on for dear life, giggling into soft green hair that cascaded over his hands and arms, cool and silky on his hot face. Rory was swift and graceful, Daniel held firmly and not jostled about, and they reached the second floor and then the door to Daniel’s room in mere moments. Rory got it open without Daniel doing a thing except holding on, and he shut it behind them just as fast.

Rory set him gently on his feet, and Daniel wasted no time. He started yanking off his clothes, arms getting tangled in his shirt and sweater, but a ferocious yank accompanied by a tearing sound had him free a moment later. Rory merely chuckled and took the offending garments from him and tossed them at the hamper next to the bathroom door. “We need not rush,” Rory murmured, leaning down and pressing a soft kiss to the top of Daniel’s bare shoulder, making him shiver.

“I’m just…afraid I’ll wake up and you wanting me will be a dream, and I’ll be alone in bed.” Daniel felt exposed, vulnerable, telling the truth. His haste was in part due to his fear that Rory would change his mind and leave or grow bored with him after a short time. He wanted what he could get while Rory was still interested in him and would save his dreams for more for when he was alone again.

“Then I shall speak to you of my intentions, and banish any doubts you have,” Rory declared so seriously that Daniel could only stare at the fae warrior in amazement and some wonder.

“Intentions?” He stuttered a bit, and then sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm his racing pulse. He was still aroused, his body was thrumming with desire, his heart was ready to burst, and Rory was going to kill him with talk of his intentions…

It was dark in his room, the only light coming from the small lamp on the nightstand, but he could see the firm set of Rory’s jaw and the fire in his amber eyes. Strong, warm hands gripped his fingers, and Rory brought them up to his chest, pressing the palms flat over his heart. Daniel felt the beating of Rory’s heart beneath his hands, steady and true, not rushing or erratic, and Daniel calmed, stepping closer to Rory until he felt the heat that radiated off his body. Rory smiled down at him, a small lift of his luscious lips, a hint of dimples on the chiseled planes of his face.

“My intentions are honorable, dear heart. As much as I want your delightful body, I won’t pressure you into sharing it beyond what you’re comfortable with. I respect you too much to push against your boundaries, to make you uncomfortable or uneasy. If you wish nothing more than to be dear friends, I’ll abide by your wishes and cease my lustful overtures.” Rory’s gaze was earnest, his words intense.

“Please don’t do that,” Daniel gasped out. “I want your lustful overtures all over me.”

That made Rory chuckle, and Daniel snorted out a short laugh. Relaxing in Rory’s embrace, he slid his arms up and around the strong column of Rory’s neck, fingers tangling in the heavy fall of his silky hair. Rory pressed a kiss to his temple. “We should have spoken of boundaries before the events on the beach, but I let my desires cloud my mind. I won’t make the mistake of doing something that you’ll not enjoy, so tell me now, dear heart.”

“You mean like hard limits and stuff?” Daniel asked, biting his lip, focusing on the gorgeous hair that cascaded over Rory’s shoulders. It was hard maintaining eye contact, especially with where this conversation was heading. He could talk about sex and all kinds of raunchy things with Isaac, even watch porn together, and have it not turn awkward, but even hinting at sexual things with Rory suddenly left him feeling shy and vulnerable. Which wasn’t what he wanted—he wanted to be with Rory, in every way, so he fought his shyness and embarrassment as best he could.

“And stuff,” Rory chuckled, smiling. “A most appropriate term. Hard limits, yes. Tell me.”

“I don’t really know what my boundaries are,” Daniel said carefully. His hands shook a bit, and he gently fisted a handful of that perfect hair to ground himself. “My experience is…varied.”

A gentle caress swept along one cheek, cupping the side of his face, a thumb brushing along his bottom lip. He closed his eyes for a heartbeat then found his courage and met Rory’s gaze directly. “If I find a boundary, I’ll tell you. I won’t keep quiet about it. I had a couple hand-jobs when I was a teenager with a guy who lived down the block from me, but that ended quickly when he learned who I was. Spent a ton of my formative years watching porn. Porn, even if done well, isn’t reality, and the reality I have experienced is skewed horribly toward violence and pain, so I don’t….”

He stopped, closing his eyes, hot tears gathering on his lashes. He refused to cry, to give more tears to that dark time in his past. That monster was dead. The nightmare of the monster and its actions lingered, and he refused to give it more space than it took up already, haunting his dreams and the vulnerable moments when he found himself alone and lonely.

The hand cupping his face was warm and solid, and so gentle it made Daniel want to cry. Rory was careful with him, but he didn’t treat Daniel like he was broken—no, he respected Daniel’s autonomy and boundaries, understanding where they were with an insightfulness that put human beings to shame.

Rory respected him.

He tried to smile, a stray tear falling from a lash to run down his cheek. Rory was gazing at him in both wonder and concern, and with an infinite patience that calmed Daniel better than any spoken reassurances could have. He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I want you. Do you want me too?”

“Oh, yes. Very much, dear heart.”

“Spend the night with me, please.” He walked backwards toward the bed, pulling Rory along with him.

“As you wish,” Rory said with a rakish smile, eyes twinkling. His hands were gentle.

Daniel couldn’t help his grin, cheeks hot, and he stopped when he felt the edge of the bed behind his legs. Rory stepped into him and caught his lips in a wet, languid kiss, all but drugging in its sensuality. Daniel whimpered into the kiss, leaning into Rory, letting him lead.

Hands caressed his shoulders, his sides, gently landed on his hips and guided him back onto the bed. Rory pulled back, tugging at his shoes and socks, and Daniel leaned back on his elbows and let Rory undress him. Fingers gentle and sure, Rory made no fuss about stripping Daniel naked, and Daniel felt a bit vulnerable, but every single cell in his body trusted Rory not to hurt him, not to take advantage of his vulnerable state. Part of him feared he would feel raw and exposed if he ever got to this point with Rory, and he was glad that those fears weren’t coming true. At least not this time.

Rory removed the last sock from Daniel’s foot and raised his leg, kissing the inside of his ankle, making his breath hitch. A satisfied amber glance came from under dark green lashes, Rory smiling just a bit. Another kiss, just a bit higher on his calf, and Daniel shivered. His cock was aching and hard, resting on his stomach and twitching with every searching caress and sensual touch from Rory.

Rory let down his leg and Daniel scooted backwards on the bed, swallowing hard when Rory began to undress. First the belt and sword, Rory wrapping the belt and its buckles around the scabbard and then leaning the word upright against the nightstand with care. Rory wasted no time in stripping down after that, his haste elegant and coordinated, nothing like a human would be in their mad dash to get naked. Everything Rory did was graceful, and when he leaned over and began unlacing his boots, he presented Daniel the most enticing silhouette, making him nearly swallow his tongue. Daniel struggled to breathe, one hand sliding down his abdomen to tightly grip his cock.

Once he was naked, Rory stood, casual in his arousal. Being naked seemed as natural on him as clothing, and Daniel found himself enraptured even more by the sight. Long, lean muscles defined and shaped by genetics and magic, skin smooth, almost pearlescent as the moonlight from the windows danced over the planes and smooth edges of his muscles. The only imperfection was a thin, long line directly over his heart, a token reminder of the sword-strike that nearly took his life so very long ago. Rory bore no other scars that Daniel could see, and a tiny part of him that could still focus on something other than the glorious sight of a naked Rory wondered why that scar remained on Rory when all others faded away with the passage of time.

Aroused and magnificent, Rory stood naked in front of Daniel, his uncut cock bobbing a bit with each step, and Daniel struggled for air, eyes locked on the thick length. It too had a pearly gleam at the crown, the head pushing through the foreskin, making Daniel’s mouth salivate and he found himself reaching out with one hand to touch Rory’s cock. It was as hard as it looked, hot and silky, and Daniel moaned eagerly as he gripped it in his fist and stroked the cock from head to base, pausing briefly to rub his fingers inquisitively over tight, heavy balls, marveling at the total lack of body hair. Rory’s cock was shaped much like a human’s, but as Daniel stroked it, he felt faint ridges under the skin that grew harder with each pass through his fist.

“The ridges grow bigger during copulation. They are meant to stimulate our partners, bring them pleasure. The more pleasure we experience during sex, the greater likelihood of conception.” Rory’s voice sounded a bit rough, his breath thready with each stroke of Daniel’s hand.

“I didn’t feel them before, on the beach…” Daniel was curious.

“I have some measure of control over them, and they are only really needed during penetration.” Daniel wondered just how much control Rory had over the ridges, and he had trouble thinking about anything except having them in his ass.

Daniel paused a bit, and then awkwardly climbed to his knees without releasing that glorious cock from his grip. He bit his lip, looking up at Rory from his knees on the bed. “What do they feel like…inside? Will they fit in me?” He felt a nervous thrill of arousal spike through him as he asked, and he waited, nearly breathless, feeling the ridges grow more prominent as he held on, stroking once again as he waited for an answer.

“Is that what you want? Me inside of you?” Rory asked, one hand coming up to caress Daniel’s jaw, thumb brushing his lower lip. Daniel licked the thumb with his tongue and Rory held it still, letting Daniel suck it into his mouth as he stroked Rory with his other hand.

Daniel pulled off after a few hard sucks to the digit. “I want you in me, please.”

Rory smiled, carding fingers through his hair. “The ridges will not hurt, beloved. Only pleasure. Never pain, not with me. Not ever.”

“I trust you.” Daniel whispered. “I promise to speak up if you do something I don’t like.”

“Thank you, Daniel.” Rory leaned down and pressed a firm kiss to his lips. He pulled back just enough that all Daniel could see his amber eyes, full of heat and intent. “I will do the same.”

Daniel grinned, excited, and tugged gently on Rory’s hard cock, the ridges now visible under the silky skin. Rory chuckled, and with a few touches, guided Daniel back on the bed, coming to lie down alongside him, their naked bodies touching from head to toe, Rory’s strong arms encasing him in silken steel. He felt so safe, so treasured. There was no place for fear or anxiety between them.

Daniel kept one hand firmly on that beautiful cock, while the other explored Rory’s chest and shoulders, his arms, and played with flowing strands of green hair that cascaded down Rory’s shoulders and framed his face, the ends tickling Daniel’s chest. Daniel found it a pleasing contrast that he had more body hair than Rory, despite being super fair and pale himself. He could barely shave his face, and at most, he had a thin treasure trail below his belly button and a small, trimmed patch of dark blond hair at his groin. Rory had nothing aside from what was readily visible on his head. Daniel couldn’t get enough of his smooth skin, smoother than a human’s, and it was warm and silky and made him want to spend hours exploring.

Rory was making small thrusts of his hips into Daniel’s grip, and Daniel ran his thumb over the plump crown, teasing back the foreskin, feeling two prominent ridges hidden near the crown, bigger than the others along the hefty shaft. He shivered, imagining how they would feel fucking into his ass.

Kisses trailing down his jaw and neck, Daniel gasped when Rory sucked on the junction between neck and shoulder, pushing into the suction. Rory groaned, and Daniel found his hand gently removed from Rory’s cock, Rory kissing the back of it before draping it around his neck, smiling ruefully down at him. “Any more attention, my love, and I’ll finish far earlier than honor demands of me.”

“Honor?” Daniel gasped out when Rory went back to leaving hot kisses across his chest and shoulders.

Rory hummed as he lapped one nipple, bringing it to a tight little bud, Daniel writhing on the bed. Rory blew across the nipple before answering, voice raspy. “Honor demands that I please my lover before myself.”

“Oh,” Daniel wiggled a bit when Rory went back to his nipple, sucking on it lightly, tongue teasing the tight bud. “Can’t impugn your honor, good sir.” He gasped when Rory kissed his way across to the other nipple, giving it the same degree of attention as the first. “Please, continue.”

“As you wish, dear heart.”

Daniel took two handfuls of green hair and held on for dear life. Rory kissed and sucked at his nipples before nibbling lightly down his abdomen to his groin, and Daniel squeaked when Rory casually took his aching cock in hand and stroked it. His grip was confident, hot, and firm enough that Daniel groaned, quaking with need.

Watching Rory touch him made Daniel quiver in the best way, bone-deep and drowning in sensation. He gasped and whimpered, finally letting go of Rory’s hair to grip the blanket when Rory leaned in and licked the crown, tongue hot and wet. He couldn’t stop the sharp shout that escaped, head shaking back and forth when Rory cradled his balls in one hand and all but swallowed his cock to the root, sucking. He tried thrusting up, but a hand on his belly kept him pinned to the bed, and he felt a tiny thread of unease. Rory must have felt something in his muscles since Rory relaxed the pressure, gently petting his stomach, the suction on his cock slow and languid, soothing now. Daniel relaxed into the pleasure, letting the arousal sweep away any lingering fears.

Rory read his body and his reactions like a book, teasing out needy cries for more, leaving Daniel on the edge of release before lifting his mouth away, Daniel’s cock flushed and wet, so hard a single touch might push him over into climax.

“Please, Rory. Please.” Daniel weakly tugged on his shoulders, wanting Rory on top of him.

“You need never beg with me, beloved,” Rory whispered as he let Daniel pull him into place. Warm hands pulled Daniel’s legs around his hips, and Daniel shivered when that hot, hard cock settled between his ass cheeks.

“Wait, lube!” Daniel gasped out, gesturing wildly toward the nightstand. He had a tube of some lube over there somewhere.

Rory smiled down at him and caught his hand, putting it over his shoulder before cradling Daniel closer to him, settling his weight lightly atop Daniel’s body. “No need for lubricant, if you’ll allow me the pleasure of using some magic.”

Daniel blinked, trying to focus. “There’s a spell for lube?”

“Of a sort,” Rory said, lips quirked up, eyes bright. “Shall I?”

“Yes, please,” Daniel said eagerly.

Rory smiled and then kissed him, and Daniel gasped into his mouth when he felt a shiver of energy run over his body. It was gentle and not at all invasive and felt like Rory in all ways. Like extra hands caressing him, teasing into hidden places, even as Rory embraced him, mouth open to catch each whimper, tongue sliding over his, making it impossible to focus on anything except that marvelous kiss.

Daniel thrust up his hips when he felt pressure at the tight muscle of his entrance, and heat bloomed there with increasing depth, easing him open. He felt so full, the sensations so different than anything he was expecting or had previously experienced that there was no room in his body or mind for fear to spark to life. The kiss morphed from deep and drugging to a light, sweet touch of lips, Rory letting him breathe even as his magic worked in the most deliciously sinful way between his ass cheeks.

Daniel whimpered, fingers clutching at Rory’s shoulders. “More, please, please.”

Rory dipped down and kissed him. “Yes, beloved.”

Wet warmth eased inside of him, and Daniel cried out, needy and aching for more as the thick head of Rory’s cock pressed to his hole, seeking entrance. Hands free, Rory pushed into him, the ridges at the crown spreading Daniel open, unbelievably, impossibly wide. There was no pain, just pleasure, inescapable and climbing in intensity low in his belly.

Powerful pressure on his prostate made him cry out, high and thready, head pushing back into the bedding, Rory holding him tightly now as he kept the slow thrust deep into Daniel’s body up until he nestled in balls deep, fully seated. Daniel panted, almost overwrought with sensations, and he clung to Rory, legs shaking, fingertips buzzing, belly shivering.

“Are you well?” Rory asked in a whisper, muscles taut like steel under Daniel’s hands.

“Yes,” Daniel breathed out. “Move, please.” It sounded like begging, and he was unashamed.

Rory watched his face, his expressions, attentive and caring, even when flushed with desire, body tight with need.

Rory rolled his hips, a subtle rocking motion that lit Daniel up from inside, sparks of arousal racing along his nerves. Watching him with an intensity that left Daniel feeling even more aroused, Rory missed none of the emotions and sensations that flashed across Daniel’s face. He was so full, everything tight and deep, and he melted into a puddle of pleasure when he felt the ridges along Rory’s cock massage his prostate and the inner walls of his ass.

A slow, measured thrust back inside, and Rory found a rhythm that left Daniel a ruined mess of a man, utterly destroyed. Lost in sensations, they kissed for what felt like forever, holding tight to each other, rocking slow and steady. Slick thrusts into his depths left him gasping for air, and Daniel grit his teeth and came in a hot rush of cum, muscles shaking, holding so tight to Rory that he feared he might hurt him.

Daniel lost track of time. Rory rocked inside of him, slow and sure, whispering endearments to him in between kisses that alternated from soft and sweet to languid and deep and back again. Daniel felt stretched thin, exposed and open, but all Rory found within him was pleasure and swelling emotions. All Daniel could do was cling to strong shoulders and keep his legs wrapped tightly around Rory’s lean hips as his lover dismantled him piece by piece, stroke by stroke, for indeterminable hours of sweet rapture.

He felt like he was going to die from pleasure. The pieces of him that held thought and fears, ambitions and worries, all of it let go and gone, evaporated by the touch of the being that held him as if he were precious and dear to his heart.

Rory lifted away from their kiss, and smiled down at him, pausing for just a moment as Daniel spurted across their stomachs. Daniel was caught in a tidal wave of release, body jolting with each spurt. After his orgasm eased a bit, Rory began that rolling pace again, deeper, pulling aftershocks out of Daniel with impossible skill. His unerring aim pushed the fat head of his cock to Daniel’s prostate and he sobbed, another spurt of cum oozing out of his flagging cock.

A soft smile, and a flash of boundless heat in amber depths, and Daniel groaned as he felt the ridges along Rory’s cock expand and swell, locking him in deep, and then Rory was coming inside of him, neither breaking eye contact.
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Something Wicked This Way Comes


Daniel woke with a jolt, gasping. He stared at the ceiling above his bed, breathing hard. Heart racing, he pressed a hand to his chest and tried to calm himself.

It happened sometimes. Waking abruptly, adrenaline coursing through his veins, gasping for breath, and he would struggle to calm himself. Rarely did he remember the dreams that roused him, but he could guess as to the content. An infrequent occurrence, the nightmares, before the experience of being enslaved by Deimos, but afterwards, things changed. The nightmares came more frequently, and instead of starring his father beating him or screaming at him, it involved long painful flashbacks of Deimos and his crony Stellan.

Knowing that both monsters were dead gave him some respite when nothing else did on those lonely mornings he woke, sweating and scared.

He would occasionally find himself awake all night, staring into the darkness, wondering when his dreams would be his own again.

Before, when he lived with Angel and Isaac, he would crawl out of bed and find Isaac in his room. His best friend would never begrudge him a snuggle in the middle of the night, and Daniel slept better when he was with someone he cared about. Sometimes it was easier to watch porn with Isaac in his room, both of them falling asleep after a few videos and Daniel’s critiques of technique and production, both of them sprawled out in a puppy pile of limbs, not caring all that much about whether or not they were naked or aroused from watching porn half the night. He never did anything with Isaac in a sexual way, aside from tossing him some wet wipes after a particularly sexy video of two werewolves giving an in-depth demonstration of how bonded mates had sex. Both of them getting off while watching the same video was the extent of things, and to Daniel that was normal—Isaac was his best friend, and they shared a lot of experiences.

Daniel credited Isaac with helping him become comfortable again with the idea of sex and pleasure—Isaac never questioned why Daniel would want company while watching porn. Isaac was refreshingly unencumbered by assumptions when it came to Daniel’s methods of reconnecting with his sexual desires. Isaac saw it as two healthy and single twentysomething best friends watching quality pornography together and that was it.

He missed Isaac in that moment, or at least, the easy comfort of reaching for another person in the dark and finding a measure of peace. Isaac was miles away, safe in the embrace of his mate, and Daniel couldn’t reach for him in that way anymore.

The bed shifted a bit, and then Rory was there, wrapping him in warm arms. Daniel turned into him, pressing his face to Rory’s chest, snuggling into his lover. A hand rubbed down his spine, gentle and unassuming, up and down, calming him. Rory said nothing, letting him relax at his own pace, hot tears pricking at the corner of his eyes. Rory supported him in various ways, and the one Daniel appreciated the most was how Rory never tried to get Daniel to share or talk about his experiences with Deimos.

Sometimes Angel and Isaac would try to broach the subject or get Daniel to talk about it more when he brought it up on his own, but Daniel found that all talking did was make him relive it over and over again. He didn’t want the words to come out of his mouth, his mind to recall the images, hurts, and feelings, and he definitely didn’t want to say Deimos’ name. Thinking it felt like a stain as it was, and Daniel found the most peace when he exorcised Deimos and that time in his life from his thoughts.

He could not erase what happened to him, but he could expunge as much of it from his psyche and heart, his soul, as he could. He would not dwell on the pain anymore. He would not gift Deimos and Stellan Ariella with any more of his thoughts, his pain, or recollections. They were both dead, and so too would be the memory of what they did to him.

Daniel determined who he was, and what he did with his body, heart, mind, and soul. No one would make him into someone he didn’t want to be, and no one would make him feel badly about himself. Not anymore. He was free from the abuses of his childhood, free from Deimos, and one day he would be free from self-doubt.

Daniel’s only remaining enemy was himself.

Rory kissed his cheek. “How are you feeling?”

Daniel heard the unspoken question in those words, and chose the easier answer, determined not to have this wonderful night ruined by his past. “Just about perfect.”

He could feel Rory smile against his forehead. “Good.”

“Did I wake you?” Daniel asked, guessing it was very early in the morning.

“No. I’ve been thinking, watching you sleep.” If anyone else said that it might be creepy, but from Rory it was just sweet.

“Thinking about what?”

“You.”

Daniel blushed. Glad for the shadows, he struggled not to giggle. “Yeah? What about me?”

“How wonderful you are,” Rory murmured. “How much I enjoy being with you.”

“You’re the one who’s wonderful,” Daniel said, snuggling in closer.

Rory chuckled. “I’ll not argue the point, dear heart.” A kiss to his forehead, and Daniel sighed, happy and drowsy. “Shall we try to sleep some more? It is a couple of hours until dawn.”

Daniel tightened his grip around Rory’s lean waist and yawned. “Sounds good. Sleep.”

Rory pulled the blankets up and made sure Daniel was covered. He drifted back toward sleep, safe and warm.

He was almost asleep when a tickle of energy aggravated his nerves. He frowned, wondering what it was, when it came again, stronger, and he sat up with a gasp. “The wards!”

Daniel rolled out of bed, stumbling a bit when his ass complained at moving too fast, and he fumbled about for his pants and boots. Rory was up and out of bed as well, dressing quickly enough that he was able to finish dressing and find Daniel’s boots and hand them to him, sword in hand, waiting patiently as Daniel searched for a shirt. He sat on the floor and fought with his boots, finally getting them on, and Rory pulled him to his feet with one arm. Daniel grabbed his phone from his pants pocket and answered it on the first ring even as he jogged for the door of his room, Rory at his heels.

“Angel, I felt the wards. Rory and I are heading out now to check it out,” Daniel told his mentor as soon as the call connected. He and Rory ran out of his room and toward the staircase, the magical alarms increasing in strength, forming a more cohesive picture of what was happening at the property line to the south.

“Be careful, please. It doesn’t feel like there’s been a breach yet, but someone is definitely trying to get into the estate. Call me as soon as you know what’s going on, and if I don’t hear from you in ten minutes, Simeon and I will be on our way.” Angel sounded tense, but calm. He wasn’t worried about Daniel handling whatever it was, or he was doing a good job of hiding his worry. “Ten minutes, Daniel.”

“Got it!” Daniel hung up and ran down the stairs in leaps of three and grabbing the ornate iron newel cap and swinging around the end of the bannister toward the servants’ hall that led to the rear of the house. Rory kept up easily, sword at his hip, looking as put together as he had before they went to bed.

“Can you feel it too?” Daniel asked as they ran through the kitchen, only pausing long enough for Daniel to unlock the door and open it, shutting it behind them. He set a quick alert ward on the door before he jogged out into the garden, breathing hard as he tried to focus on where exactly the attempted breach was occurring. The tugging on his senses was growing stronger, but he had yet to pinpoint an exact direction other than not here.

“I can. This way, dear heart.” Rory pointed to the south, and they ran side by side down one of the smaller paths, heading out at an angle away from the Mansion.

The sky was clear, the horizon lightening from pitch black to a somber gray as dawn crept over the ocean in the far distance, though it would be an hour yet before the sun rose. The grass was laden with dew and the breeze was cool and damp, the sand dark with moisture when they exited the garden out onto the dunes.

Outside the gardens the input from the wards crystalized, becoming easier to read, and Daniel took off at a sprint for the direction of the interference. It wavered in strength, as if more than one person was attempting to break through, or were trying different spells to breach the wards.

Serano Salvatore, the previous necromancer of the Salvatore line and Angel’s ancestor, had laid the majority of the wards that comprised the foundations of the estate’s magical defenses, and they were great—complicated, and intricate spells that were a testament to techniques and skills of that long-ago sorcerer. The wards could alert their keepers over any distance to a disturbance or issue—unless they were fucked around with, and some spells altered.

Daniel pushed aside thoughts of the infamous Massacre and ran over the dunes, adjusting his course as he went, until Rory grabbed his arm and slowed him down, guiding him to a thick swell of brush growing along the edge of the property, where seagrass dunes gave way to the wilder chaos of a green field, trees popping up in small clusters. They crouched near the rear edge of a small dune, kneeling in the tall grass.

About a hundred feet away, shadows moved in the moonlight near some short trees, distorted silhouettes resembling people in dark clothing, blurs of dim light near their feet, maybe lamps or flashlights left on the ground. A soft flare of color arched in the dark, a wave of hellfire green that dissipated twenty feet or so above their heads. The wards echoed in his senses in time with the flare of light, and he could see a figure in the extra light, standing not far from the property line. The practitioner was casting various spells that died out and fizzled in the grass as each failed to penetrate the wards.

“Can you see their faces?” Daniel whispered.

“I cannot, they’re covered by masks, but the person trying to breach the wards is the same practitioner who set the storm anchor.” Rory answered back in a soft whisper. “The signature is the same.”

“How many people are down there?” Daniel tried counting them, but even with the moonlight, it was too far, the shadows too dark.

“I can see at least four people, one of them for sure a practitioner.”

Daniel brought up his cell and turned off the flash before taking a short burst of pictures, then a video clip, though he doubted it would show much more than they were able to see on their own. He tucked his phone away after checking the time. “I need to call Angel in a minute.” He squinted at the shadows. “I don’t think the practitioner is a sorcerer, I would feel the veil being accessed at this range. Unless whoever it is knows that I would sense it, and that’s why they aren’t trying to use it? Though they have to know that Angel can sense their attempt to get in, and that I can too. Right?”

“They may not know the Mansion is occupied after all this time. The wards are back in tip-top shape, but that can be explained away by Angel renewing them after the vampires breached the estate last year. If anyone knows you’re here, they may not realize Angel gave you access to the wards. And no one knows that I am here.”

“Yeah. A Macavoy living on the Salvatore estate with keys to the kingdom probably doesn’t make sense to anyone who isn’t Angel,” Daniel mused. “What should we do?”

Rory gave him a soft smile. “If you’ll allow it, dear heart, I will greet our uninvited guests, and you should answer that call from your mentor.”

His phone began ringing a second later. Daniel swore and answered it quickly, ducking behind the tall grass even as Rory melted into the shadows, drawn sword in hand. “Crap! Rory!”

“That’s it, Simeon and I are on our way,” Angel declared through the open line. He heard Eroch squawk in the background. “Tell me what’s going on.”

Daniel took a quick glance over the grass but couldn’t see a thing, and he ducked back down. He swiftly filled Angel in with as few words as possible. “Rory took off just as you called. I think things are about to get crazy down here.” A shout proved him right, and there was a flare of light. “Shit! Got to go!”

Daniel hung up and shoved his phone into his pocket, and got to his feet in a hurry, jumping up the side of the dune and sprinting across the uneven ground.

Mentally thanking Angel for his intense training over the last year, Daniel tapped the veil as he ran, spindling the massive wave of power that filled his core, framing several defensive spells in his mind as he went. He could see the boundary along the property line light up as the practitioner increased their attempts to breach it, and the bursts of light were enough to illuminate a couple shadows that might have been people sitting or lying on the ground, a few moans of pain carried on the gentle breeze from the ocean.

He brought up a shield around himself, making sure it clung closely to his frame, a shimmer of blue and green, aquamarine in the night, and he stuck out like a sore thumb, but Rory was making himself into a fine distraction.

His lover was impossible to see one moment, and then flickering into view the next, sword flashing like silver lightning in the moonlight, Rory danced through the night. He appeared just inside the boundary as Daniel rushed to his side, and Daniel sent a trio of blue stars whirling overhead, bright enough to banish the shadows.

Blood dripped down the length of Rory’s sword, and Daniel blanched, eyes searching for any injuries on Rory. “What’s happened?”

“I marked three men, presumably human, though I have not killed them,” Rory gestured with the sword. “They were trying to dig under the wards with shovels, like the spells were a fence.” Rory scoffed. “They will be crawling through the dirt for a while.”

Just then a spell exploded against the boundary, a boom of sound and a riotous cloud of light and smoke, a faint rumble of thunder hinted echoing as it dissipated. The wards held strong, and Daniel increased the strength in the blue suns, filling the area directly across from him over the boundary with light.

A practitioner stood about ten feet away, silver magic spinning in the air around them, and the wind picked up, blowing hard enough to bow the tops of the nearby trees down toward the ground, the field grass flattened. Daniel expanded his shield, holding strong against the gusts, and he grinned when he felt a small hiccup in the flow of the wind.

His opponent was no sorcerer. A strong wizard with deep reserves and skill, but no match for a sorcerer with access to the veil and training from the Necromancer of Boston.

“You’re trespassing,” Daniel shouted. “My master has no patience for those who dare intrude on his territory.”

The trespasser made no reply, and Daniel couldn’t see anything to distinguish their features or any identifying marks or designs. They wore black from head to toe, black gloves, dark rough boots, a black beanie pulled low, and had a spell obfuscating their features. The crew they brought with them were stumbling away from the blue stars Daniel held suspended above the boundary. All dressed in similar attire to their presumptive leader, the intruders faded away into the shadows, leaving the practitioner behind. The barrier of the wards stood between them, the massive interlocking construction of ancient spells laid generations ago, fully charged with not a metaphysical scratch on them. Daniel fancied he could feel frustration pouring off the potential burglar and wondered why this person was still standing around.

“Angelus Salvatore knows you’re here. He’s coming.” Daniel stated calmly. “If you try again to cross the threshold of the Salvatore property, we will stop you.” Daniel paused, then raised a hand, spindling veil power around his fingers in a current of blue magic. “I am his apprentice, and he has trained me quite well.”

Rory stood at his side, sword still casually held at the ready, and Daniel felt a flush of pride that the supremely old immortal fae warrior let him take the lead and confront the person encroaching on his territory. Rory stood beside him in a clear show of support, and with confidence that Daniel knew what he was doing and was perfectly capable of handling himself. He knew he loved Rory, but in that moment the love felt deeper, more anchored, and he was so very happy to have Rory at his side.

The practitioner across the border raised a hand, a gloved finger pointing at Daniel in clear warning, ominous and awkwardly melodramatic. Daniel quirked a brow, a habit shamelessly stolen from Angel, and watched, bemused, as the practitioner backed away from the barrier and melted into the shadows. He could hear muffled cries of pain and angry shouts but couldn’t make out much in the way of phrases or exact words. The wind was still strong and had switched to push at their backs, carrying the voices away from them.

Daniel kept the blue stars burning above them, slowly orbiting in a widely spaced pattern that he expanded out to nearly fifty feet, easily visible to anyone in the immediate area, and especially Angel once he got to the Mansion. He waited until he heard the sound of an engine turning over and saw the distant glow of tail lights before he eased his grip on the veil and gently released it. He topped off his reserves of magical energies and let his shield go in a tiny burst of blue mist.

Rory flipped a wrist and cleaned the blade of his sword with a white cloth, and Daniel shook his head at the miraculously appearing, and then disappearing, handkerchief. With a sexy slide of metal over smooth leather, the sword was back in its scabbard hanging from Rory’s belt, as pristine as ever.

“I wonder if Angel is going to be pissed that we let them go?” Daniel sighed, looking back over his shoulder toward the Mansion. This time of night the drive wouldn’t take long, but Angel would still be at least thirty minutes away.

“Angel is less merciful,” Rory said, eyes searching the night on the other side of the boundary. “He is capable of killing them for the insult alone, though I do believe Angel would have strived to catch them instead of scaring them off.” He turned to Daniel and smiled. “You’re not the type to kill fools for attempting theft.”

“I dunno what I would have done if they managed to break in.” Daniel shuffled awkwardly, scuffing the grass under his feet. “I don’t know if I could kill someone.”

“Daniel.” Rory’s voice was soft and tender, and Daniel felt like crying suddenly, but he met Rory’s concerned gaze. Rory brushed the back of his fingers over Daniel’s cheek. “Do not behave as you think Angel would. He is your mentor. He has given you the skill and the training to be whoever you want to be. You need not become him. You are free to be yourself.”

“I…” He frowned then tried again. “I feel this urge to be more like him.” He rubbed a hand over his face, the early hour weighing on his muscles, wanting to go back to bed. “Sometimes I feel nervous.”

“About what?” The gentle caresses continued, fingers teasing behind his ear, and Daniel stepped forward into Rory, who hugged him in a firm embrace.

“I’m afraid I might lose Angel, so maybe if I act more like him, he will want to keep me around more.” Daniel shrugged. “I know that’s just my anxiety speaking.”

“Your relationship with Angel has gone through many changes in a relatively short time. There is no shame in your feelings.”

Daniel found himself smiling, and he pressed his face into Rory’s soft shirt, breathing in his scent and warmth. The night was pleasant now, with the intruders long gone. “What do you think they’re after?”

“Could be many things,” Rory said after a moment. “Perhaps now that they know the estate is occupied, they will not try again.”

“It is full of priceless treasures and art. And there’s the vault. Tons of cool arcane stuff in there.” Daniel thought about it for a second, then shrugged. “I don’t think they’ll be back. Angel is gonna be livid. If they’re smart, they’ll be on the first flight out of Boston they can get.”

Rory chuckled. “Most thieves have a highly developed sense of survival so that is likely.”

Daniel squinted at the eastern horizon. It was getting a bit lighter, but not quite dawn. “Let’s head back to the Mansion.”

They took their time walking back since there was no need to run. The wards were humming with a distinct tune that implied they were happier, if wards could be sentient. The spells were so complicated and massive that when viewed as a single entity, the Mansion almost had a mind of its own.

The slow walk back was pleasant, and they spent time under the starry sky in the flower-scented garden while waiting for Angel to arrive.

They were just entering the kitchen door coming in from the garden when Daniel heard raised voices in the foyer, Angel’s sharper tones distinctive over Simeon’s more bass rumble.

Angel was pissed.
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Morning After


Dawn came quickly, and Daniel spent the morning trekking across the dunes with Angel, following the path the intruders took and looking for evidence they might have left behind. Nothing but a few deep tread marks from a vehicle and scorch marks in the sea grass from discharging spells.

“You’re not going to call the police?” Daniel asked as they examined the spot a SUV must have been parked outside the barrier. The dunes were flatter in that area, giving way to more common field flora and smallish trees. An old access road was about a hundred yards away and they probably left that way after being chased off. Daniel was not surprised at all that Angel was going to handle the situation without police involvement, he just wanted to make sure.

“They won’t be able to do anything more than we are right now,” Angel said, confirming Daniel’s own thoughts on the matter. Angel held a hand up to shield his eyes from the morning sun and squinted over the dunes. “Rory is right. Same signature to the magic as the person who dropped the storm anchor. Someone wants into the estate. I bet they thought the storm anchor would overwhelm the wards and let them in without being detected.”

“Run of the mill thieves thinking the estate is vulnerable after all this time, or maybe they’re after something specific?” Daniel asked, walking beside his mentor as Angel shrugged and headed back toward the mansion. “I know you moved some artifacts into the vault just before I moved in.”

“Hmm.” Angel made a hum in agreement. “I put the tarot deck Milly took from Hardwick, along with the sun spear, and some family history tomes I first took with me when I moved out after the Massacre in the vault. This was a couple weeks ago, after the events with the blood mage. I didn’t want them vulnerable during the move to the new place, and I don’t need those things with me in Beacon Hill. Besides, the vault is bigger here, with more protections.”

“No luck in finding someone to give the spear to?” The spear point had been in Angel’s possession for months now, ever since he yanked it from the dusty piles of bones that were the remains of an ancient wendigo, reanimated by Angel during an escape from the High Council. It was an extremely rare arcane artifact from the indigenous tribes that once populated the coastline of Massachusetts but finding a surviving member of the particular tribe that created it was even more difficult than they’d been expecting.

Daniel knew that the thought of keeping the spear indefinitely never once crossed Angel’s mind—even though it used radiant magic, a magical discipline that was exceedingly rare. Many people called it sunlight magic, and it was nearly as rare as necromancy. It was less an affinity and more of a school of magic, but those who knew it were highly selective in who they trained in it, and finding an adept in radiant magic was proving difficult. Most people who made claims of proficiency in radiant magics were charlatans, illusionists looking to make money. Angel knew enough of it to manipulate dwelling wards to extend sunlight protections to vampires, but according to Angel, not much else.

“I’m still searching.” Angel sighed. “Milly has more contacts than I do, and she sent out word of whom I’m looking for, though not why. But enough people saw the spear on the street that day, so it’s not entirely a secret that I have it. It’s a type of magic rare enough to get people interested.”

“Think these thieves are after the spear?” Daniel asked as they neared the garden wall, the dark boughs of the pines towering over them.

“Might be,” Angel mused as he went through the narrow iron gate first, holding it open for Daniel to pass through. He shut it behind them with a muffled thud of metal. The garden smelled of flowers and warm earth, and Daniel sucked in a deep lungful, smiling. “I don’t want to rule anything out right now.”

“Rory can sense the practitioner if they use magic again, though I’m not sure he wants to run around town chasing this person all day and night if they do use magic again where he can sense it.”

“As long as they don’t hurt anyone I care about, chasing them around town is gonna be a pain in the ass and a waste of time. I think Rory is better suited taking care of the estate and guarding you.” Angel smirked at him, and Daniel blushed hard. “He’ll be able to sense them if they come back here, and that’s the important thing.”

“Should we have tried to capture them?” Daniel paused on the stone path, Angel halting with him. He fidgeted a bit, eyeing Angel nervously.

“You were outnumbered, even though I think you would have been fine in the end. You’ve got the training and Rory is formidable in his own right, but your safety is more important than anything else. You kept yourself safe and chased them off. You did the right thing.” Angel put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “You are family, Daniel. I’d rather have you stay safe. Being reckless is my job.”

“One you’re really good at,” Daniel teased, and Angel snorted out a laugh. He squeezed Daniel’s shoulder one last time and then let him go, waving a hand at the path to get them moving again. They walked side by side up the path, and Daniel found himself smiling uncontrollably the whole way up to the Mansion.
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Rory watched through the window as Daniel and Angel walked through the garden. He enjoyed the easy way Daniel held himself next to his mentor. Head up, shoulders back, frame relaxed. He was more confident and surer of himself, and it showed.

Simeon prowled around the library, examining the bookshelves and occasionally pulling a book down and leafing through it. The library was huge, one of three inside the Mansion, and the largest. Rory had only been in it once before, when he checked out the Mansion after finding the estate not long after his resurrection. Floor to ceiling windows opened out onto a stone patio overlooking the gardens, and voluminous curtains were pulled shut to block out the light. Simeon was vulnerable to the light here—the Invitational magic wasn’t strong enough to support the radiant wards—the sunlight blockers—that Angel deployed to keep Simeon safe inside the Mansion, unlike at their home in Beacon Hill.

Angel Salvatore no longer considered the Salvatore Mansion home, and so the Invitational magic was weak. Daniel might be able to replicate the spells sometime in the future once his heart came to call the Mansion home. But for now, the curtains needed to be closed to make sure their undead family members stayed safe during daylight hours.

Rory closed the curtain once it was clear the two practitioners were making their way inside.

Simeon had found a book to enjoy and was sitting in a huge armchair, comfortable. The vampire, an Elder in his clan, was young compared to Rory, and he smiled at the thought. Everyone was young compared to Rory. Vampires, reborn from humans as they were, tracked the passage of time and marked the years as they passed. Even after eons, Rory still found himself bemused by the habits of the younger species. Humans were mortal, and the counting of the seasons was how they managed to comprehend their time in this world, so Rory didn’t hold the odd habit against them. It was a habit he indulged in himself from time to time, though how his people measured time was far different. Sidhe were so few now that adapting to some mortal methodologies was only sensible.

Not all of them, mind. Mortals were a bit…odd. The younger children of the earth were all a bit odd in Rory’s experience. Even the younger fae peoples were more like mortals than the elder fae species like the sidhe. And the sidhe were the oldest. Or so they told themselves.

“You’ve taken the youngling to bed,” Simeon said, the familiar accent giving Rory a small pang of homesickness in his heart. He met Simeon’s gimlet-emerald gaze and calmly sat across from him in another armchair, sinking into the luxurious cushion. The library has been spared any damage during the Massacre and was untouched these last eleven years. Not a drop of blood or speck of dust to distort the out of time sensation evoked by the long-abandoned teacup set to the side and a book left open on a low settee.

Rory said nothing but dipped his chin in acknowledgement. Simeon’s senses were too powerful to dispute, though he wouldn’t deny his relationship with Daniel regardless. He did value privacy though.

Simeon’s lips twitched. He closed the book and rested a hand atop it on his lap. “Daniel isn’t built for casual love affairs, and he wouldn’t get involved with someone if his heart wasn’t engaged. And you know these truths, I gather.” Simeon stared at him for a long moment. “You’re not the kind to leave broken hearts in your wake, so I’ll keep the fatherly threats to myself, aside from a promise that I’ll not take kindly to Daniel getting his heart broken. Neither would Angel.”

Rory huffed out a small chuckle at that understatement and Simeon grinned. The Elder opened the book again and went back to reading, and Rory relaxed back in his seat, listening to Daniel and Angel move around the grand old home.
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Daniel fidgeted a bit, spinning his empty mug on the island counter. Angel sat at the nearby table in the breakfast nook, looking around the huge kitchen with a pensive expression. Daniel coughed quietly before braving the topic.

“I was going to start boxing up some of the personal rooms.” Angel’s gaze flicked to him immediately, though he couldn’t tell how his mentor felt about his words. Sometimes Angel was hard to read. “Anything you want me to do with all the stuff?”

Angel looked away for a moment, eyes darkened with what Daniel figured might be grief. Angel sighed quietly, and Daniel waited anxiously. “Needs to get done eventually, I suppose. You don’t need to do it if it makes you feel uncomfortable. It’s a bit of a macabre task.”

“I don’t mind,” Daniel replied as kindly as he could. “I can do it.”

Angel nodded, still looking away, eyes distant like he was remembering something, and Daniel was afraid he knew what memories haunted Angel in that moment. “I cremated them all and spread their ashes on consecrated ground, so they cannot be summoned from the Otherside, so their personal belongings cannot be used as summoning anchors. I think we can donate most of the stuff anonymously to charities, like the clothes, and we could probably put aside anything of value, like jewelry and art, and I’ll go through it myself to see what we can get rid of and what’s part of the estate.”

“Okay, I can do that. I’ll arrange for some packing boxes to get delivered and I’ll get started on that soon. Rory has the grounds in amazing shape, so that’s one thing we don’t need to worry about.”

Angel managed a small smile. “The grounds look wonderful.” Angel rubbed his thighs and then stood, seeming to shake off the shadows of his grief. “Best place to start would be my cousins’ rooms on the third floor. Most of the estate property would be in the older generation’s rooms—they had more stuff. My cousins are likely to have mostly things they bought themselves and fewer items of historical value in their possessions.”

Daniel straightened. “I can do it on my own, you don’t need to do any of it now.”

“I’ll show you where you can start, it’s okay. C’mon kiddo, let’s go for a walk down memory lane.”

“Sure.” Daniel followed after Angel, wide-eyed and heart beating a bit faster. He did not expect Angel to volunteer to help him, much less for them to do any of it now. He hoped it wouldn’t end badly.

Leaving the kitchen, they entered the main foyer, and Rory and Simeon met them as they passed the huge doors of the main library. Simeon and Angel went several feet away and spoke quietly, and Daniel blushed as Rory approached him. A gentle hand cupped his elbow and the other his cheek, and Rory leaned in carefully, eyes on Daniel the whole way, and Daniel stepped into the soft kiss with a happy sigh. It was brief and chaste, but the affection and longing were clearly communicated between them, and Daniel rocked back on his heels with a silly grin on his face afterward.

“Hi,” Daniel breathed out. His hands went to Rory’s lean waist and clung.

“Hello, dear heart,” Rory greeted him with a slow smile. “I won’t interfere with your duties, I just wanted to let you know I’ll be stepping out for a while. I’ll be back before the evening meal. Though, if you want me to stay, I can.”

Daniel blinked in surprise but shook it off quickly. Rory never left the Mansion, or at least, not without Daniel. But then he realized how silly that was to assume—Rory was the definition of a grown adult and he probably left the estate on his own all the time. “I’ll be fine. I won’t leave the Mansion, and Angel and Simeon are here, too. Go have fun.” He frowned. “If it’s meant to be fun. Or something.” He rolled his eyes at himself. “I’ll see you when you get back. I can cook dinner again?”

Rory pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I would love dinner, thank you.”

There was a sharp chirp from the rafters and then Eroch glided down in a wide swoop, dropping on Rory’s shoulder. He sniffed along Rory’s jaw and shuffled his wings back over his ribs, tail around Rory’s shoulders. Eroch made a series of low chirps, head tilting, and Rory nodded as he listened intently. A broad smile lit up Rory’s face and he turned to Angel, who was just breaking off from a kiss he was sharing with his mate. “Little Trouble wishes to come with me on my errands. He will be safe with me if you’re amenable.”

Angel squinted at Eroch suspiciously, who merely arched his neck and flirted with his daffodil yellow eyes. Angel rolled his eyes in return and huffed. “Have fun. Drop him off at home if we’ve left here before you’re done for the day.” Angel pointed at Eroch. “Don’t set anything on fire and don’t eat anyone unless they deserve it.”

Eroch chirped with a decisive dip of his snout, and Daniel sighed, knowing there was probably going to be news reports of dragon fire in the city before the day was out.

[image: ]


The rooms Daniel wanted to start packing up were in the north wing of the Mansion, and one of the fastest ways there was to take the Gallery Hall that ran the length of the back of the main section of the building to the main hall of the north wing. Simeon remained behind in the library; the Gallery was full of tall windows that weren’t warded, along with the remainder of the building.

“I think in a couple weeks I can master the sunlight wards, that way Simeon and Batiste don’t get torched if they come visit during daylight hours,” Daniel mused hopefully as he walked side by side with Angel down the Gallery, curiously eyeing portraits as they passed.

“You’ve got it memorized, so as soon as you think the Invitational magics are strong enough, give it a try.” Angel’s casual confidence in his abilities made him smile, and he looked away so his mentor wouldn’t see the dopey expression on his face.

He stopped abruptly, nearly stumbling.

“What’s wrong?” Angel stopped a few steps away and turned around.

Daniel pointed at the nearest portrait and frowned, thinking hard. “I…okay, I might be going mad, but I swear I’ve seen that younger man before.”

“Who?” Angel asked, confused. He stood beside Daniel and peered at the portrait. He hummed a bit, and Daniel waited for an answer. It was plain Angel knew who the sitters of the portraits were.

“The older man is my many-times great grandfather, Ignacio Salvatore.” Angel paused, a slight frown on his lips. “And I’m not sure if Constans is correct or maybe mistaken, but the younger man beside Ignacio is supposedly Ashwin Metcalfe, his lover.”

“How would Constans know the guy in the portrait?”

Angel shook his head a bit, hands in his pants pockets, conflicted. “Ashwin Metcalfe was a vampire, who took up with Ignacio after he was widowed at the age of twenty-three, until Ignacio died in the Blood Wars a few decades later.”

“That’s a long time to be together,” Daniel said. “I swear I’ve seen him before. Is he part of the Boston Bloodclan?”

Angel shook his head again, and Daniel could see a bit of frustration and confusion in Angel’s taut jawline and dark eyes. “He’s not. I asked after Isaac mentioned that Constans was able to identify the mystery man in this portrait a few weeks ago. I forgot about it until I moved you in here. I asked Simeon, and he said he didn’t recognize him, and he knows every vampire in the bloodclan.”

“What’s wrong?” Daniel asked, more curious now about what was disturbing Angel than the mysterious vampire in the painting.

“Constans thinks that Metcalfe and Ignacio were a soulbound pair, a Leannán anam pairing. Yet Constans claims to have seen Metcalfe in London back in the 1970s.”

“I thought vampires went insane and needed to be humanely killed if their soulmates die?” Daniel said quietly, knowing Simeon could hear them talking, even two floors and many rooms apart.

“If they were a soul bonded pairing, Metcalfe would be dead by now. Constans wouldn’t be sure he was alive; you wouldn’t be sure you’d just seen him. Ignacio is dead, he died in the Wars.”

“Huh,” Daniel said, thinking. “Easiest explanation is that they weren’t soulmates, just lovers. Metcalfe probably left Boston after your ancestor died in battle, and that’s how he’s still alive now.”

“Yeah,” Angel said absently, obviously thinking hard. “You’re probably right.”

“I mean…” Daniel bit his lip. “If they were soulmates, and Metcalfe is alive, then that means Ignacio Salvatore is alive, and I really can’t see a Salvatore not returning to Boston after…” He stopped; mouth snapping shut with a snap.

“After the Massacre.” Angel finished his thought for him.

Daniel shrugged, agreeing. “So that’s really unlikely. I bet they were just lovers, and Metcalfe probably needed time away from Boston after everything that happened. Hell, it might not even be him.”

“Maybe,” Angel said, staring hard at the painting for a long moment before shrugging. “Let’s go. Rooms to clean and pack up and all that.”

Angel walked off down the hall, mystery set aside. Daniel eyed the handsome, young-looking man in the portrait, and the way Ignacio Salvatore had a possessive hand on his shoulder. The way they were painted expressed love and closeness, or Daniel fancied it did.

“Daniel!” He jumped, then hurried after Angel, a part of him thinking about the vampire he saw at Beryl’s boutique, and who he might be.
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Rory kept the glamour as tightly coiled as he could, pulling the magic along the outer layer of his clothing, obscuring enough of his features and magics that only someone who knew him very well would be able to see him and recognize him. He didn’t want people to follow him, especially as he had a baby dragon tagging along for fun.

Eroch excitedly spoke in a steady stream of soft chirps and meeps, talking about his adventures charring pigeons and exploring the new den that Angel and Simeon bought after the golem and blood mage destroyed their old den. He knew part of the baby dragon’s excitement was being out in the city without his broodfather minding him, but also being with a person who could understand him, in his own language.

The alley where the entrance to the sidhe mound dwelled smelled…interesting. A smell long associated with alleys wherever mortals lived, refuse and rot and hot concrete and stone. The day was warm, the breeze mild, but otherwise unpleasant in the oppressive alley near King’s Chapel.

The sidhe mound had bloomed into the world eons ago, and it found itself in odd places wherever the twins decided to travel. It followed Cian’s bidding for more willingly, irascible whenever Rory tried to cajole it into following his commands, only obeying when Cian ordered it to or when need was truly dire.

It was the last of the ancient sidhe mounds, as untamed and mercurial as it had been when they first wooed the magics of the spatial and temporal distortion in their youth. A kindred magic integral to the sidhe’s foundation as a people and culture as nature and the living world. The mounds featured prominently in human and younger fae’s legends and folklore. Seen as a power nearly divine, if not outright regarded as a gift of the gods, the mounds were once the temples and palaces of old, some encompassing entire nations and continents, others small enough to hold a single room, and all answering to a race of fae the wider world saw as gods.

Always coveted, the mounds were mourned more by the races and peoples who desired them more than the people who lived within them, the High Court Sidhe. The mounds were one of the resources for which the High Court Sidhe were hunted to functional extinction, and those who coveted the mounds swiftly learned to their detriment that the secrets of the mounds died with their people. That realization came too late to save Rory’s people from the mass murders that were responsible for chasing them around the world for nearly a thousand years.

Rory, through Cian’s memories of the time he slept, knew that their mound was the last of its kind, and Rory mourned the loss with a deep ache that echoed out from his bones. A familiar pain, and one shared by his brother. Their people were nearly dead, nothing left but faded photographs and scraps of jewel-toned hair behind glass, and stories that were fading into myths.

The wind turned and Rory grimaced as he neared the spot where the nearest door to the mound was hidden. The alley was dry, dusty, and covered in grime, the thick stone door covered in muck. The mound was sealed, something Rory made sure to do once the vampires and human authorities accounted for their evidence against Cian and took his brother into custody. The glass coffin in which Rory had slept for centuries was supposed to be in an evidence locker somewhere being examined by archeologists and magical historians, but Rory removed it not long after Cian was sentenced to prison. It was a dark object, and despite its usefulness in keeping him alive all those years, Rory had no trust that humanity grew wiser over the centuries he slept. He destroyed it and returned the magic to the earth, never to be used again by anyone.

Rory stopped at the edge of the doorway. The mound knew he was there, both mutually aware of the other, and Rory waited for it to decide what it wanted to do. He could begin with his errands that day if the mound was feeling uncooperative, but it would be inconvenient. And taking Eroch with him on one of those errands would be foolish unless he kept him hidden behind glamour the entire time.

After a stretch of time that felt teasing and yet affectionate, the mound yielded. Where Simeon had used his brute strength to lift the heavy stone door, Rory merely let the stone remove itself, revealing a set of stairs worn smooth by the passage of time and countless footfalls, moss clinging to the walls, a dim light ahead in the darkness. The steps were not there the first time, the mound expressing its opinion of the erstwhile intruders, Angel and Simeon.

He checked that no one was watching, Eroch clinging with all four paws to his shoulders, and he entered the mound. A small flex of power, and the door disappeared, darkness absolute. Eroch murmured fretfully, and Rory pet him gently.

“Enough with the dramatics, now,” Rory chided the mound. It was listening. “The wee one is not fond of the dark. I’m here to visit my brother, so let’s dispense with the usual nonsense.”

A ripple of energy and then lamps set in the walls burst to life at regular intervals down the long passage. The tunnel that was once damp and slick with stagnant water was now chiseled stone steps, cut neatly from seamless stone, glowing white under the firelight from the iron lamps. A golden bloom of light enticed them deeper down the tunnel, and Rory strode forward without hesitation.

Its earlier capriciousness over, the air within was crisp, clean, and sweetly laced with lavender and a hint of lilac. Rory smiled. Lilac was Cian’s favorite flower, where Rory favored honeysuckle.

The tunnel opened into a wide, cavernous space, the twelve leabharlann columns gleaming, his soft footsteps echoing through the hushed atmosphere. Where once there were massive roots latched into the stone floor and walls, there was now pristine, untouched stone, the gaping wound replaced by the tall arched door set with dark polished wooden panels carved as ornately as the columns. The bier was gone as well, the location now occupied by two low sloping couches with raised arms, meant for reclining during conversations or dining. The satin and velvet upholstery was dyed dark blues and grays, and Rory appreciated the additions.

Cian’s state of mind was far different than it was while Rory slept in suspended animation in the glass coffin. Where once the mound created the temple as a partial ruin going wild with grief and impending death, it was once again bright, elegant, and spare. Cian was not one for extravagant comforts, and the mound reflected Cian’s personality more than it did Rory’s.

Eroch chirped inquisitively, his long neck twisting as he tried to see all around him at once, sniffing loudly. Tiny claws gripped the cloth over his shoulders and Rory ran his fingers down Eroch’s slim neck, soothing him as best he could.

“Nothing to fear here, Little Trouble,” Rory promised. The mound essentially recreated itself once Cian’s mind and internal balance were restored after Rory’s resurrection—it was no longer a place of death, blood, and unwilling sacrifice. Not a hint of blood and gore remained.

Rory stopped next to one of the couches. “You may stay here in the temple, and the mound will keep you safe. I go to see Cian, and I would not bring you with me if you are uncomfortable.”

Eroch stared at him through one daffodil yellow eye, unblinking, then he flicked his wings and settled down on his haunches, unmoving. Rory chuckled. “Very well.”

The large doorway set in the wall at the far end of the massive room was not an actual door. It opened into nothing. It only became a real door with intent, focus, and the indulgence of the near-sentient energy that animated the mound.

The door opened before he reached it, a simple staircase curving up out of sight just beyond, and the door remained open as he slipped inside and took the steps eagerly. A half-dozen steps later, and he reached another wall, this one made of off-white marble and sandstone, iron bars fused within, spells set in the whole framework like malignant veins, emanating a harsh energy that reminded him of a scorching midday sun high above a desert.

He reached out and laid a palm on the cold surface of the wall, and a shiver of energy shot deep into the stone.

Beneath his palm, the stone wall rippled and twisted, and then moved with a fluidity foreign to stone and closer to mud, peeling back from his hand and forming a narrow door.

Cian stood on the other side, one brow cocked high, lips twitching in amusement. “Checking on me in person, dear brother? Surely my visits were enough?”

Rory stepped through the door and hugged his brother. Cian hugged him back just as tightly, both of them squeezing, and Rory sighed in deep-seated relief at being able to touch his brother in person.

He buried his face in Cian’s shoulder and clung, breathing in his brother’s scent, feeling the warmth of his body, and strength in his arms. They were not meant to be parted—he felt the bond between them increase in power, refreshing his spirit and mind. Cian sighed in relief, needing the contact just as much as Rory did. The rejuvenation they experienced in each other’s physical presence was essential, and they stretched the time between visits as much as they dared during Cian’s incarceration.

“Soul walking can only do so much, brother,” Rory reminded his twin. “I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” Cian whispered, then stiffened.

Rory thought for a second a guard was about to sound the alarm when Eroch let out a tiny growl and his miniscule weight left Rory’s shoulder. Rory eased back from Cian’s embrace and chuckled when he saw the disgruntled expression on Cian’s face. Eroch was attempting to disengage his wings from the long tail of Cian’s hair, and was having difficulties, all while trying not to tumble from Cian’s shoulder. With a chuckle, Rory gently picked up the dragon and pulled him free from the tangle he’d made of Cian’s hair, and placed him on the pad that served as Cian’s bed in the stone tomb that was his cell.

“You brought the necromancer’s eggling along?” Cian asked, one brow winging high.

“Little Trouble was most insistent.”

“Hmm.”

Eroch grumbled to himself before he started exploring, sniffing curiously. Rory cleared the door and it shimmered out of sight, though it remained behind, the illusion preventing any random mortals from seeing it. There was a glamour anchored in the stone and iron of the cell, Cian’s work, as familiar to him as his twin’s face.

Cian stepped back enough for Rory to enter the cell completely. It was rather large for a prison cell, and the steel shelf with the bed mat was clean. “A far cry from some of the cells we’ve seen over the years.”

“Remarkably sterile, though. I almost miss the rats.”

It broke his heart to see his brother alone in such a cold place, but Cian was better suited to handle the environment he was restricted to—if Rory was locked up in this stone tomb, he would’ve begun to fade.

The thought must have risen too close to their connection, as Cian gripped his shoulder and held on tight. “It isn’t forever, brother. A blink of the eye, then we’re back together.”

Rory smiled faintly, trying not to let Cian see how much he disliked his brother’s temporary new home.

Eroch tumbled off the shelf that held the bed and crawled underneath, chirping and sniffing inquisitively. Rory nudged his brother. “Has the historian returned?”

Cian nodded, watching the dragon as he explored. “He came by this morning, but I ignored him. The guards tried to get me to interact, but luckily those on duty this morning had the sense to quit after a few taunts.”

Rory frowned. “Are they mistreating you?” He would open that door into the mound behind them and drag his brother from this prison if that were the case. Cian would not be harmed while in the humans’ custody.

“They cannot harm me, brother,” Cian reminded him with a tiny twist of his mouth. It was almost a smile. “Their efforts are minor annoyances, much like mosquitos buzzing at the periphery of my awareness.”

“They can still cut you, hit you, make you bleed.” It wouldn’t be the first time that prison guards grew aggravated by Cian’s indifference to authority. Many humans over the long years of their lives had tried to beat the defiance out of the twins when they happened to be in prison.

“All will be well,” Cian said. He tilted his head to the side, drawing Rory’s attention to the young dragon gallivanting about the cell with a roll of toilet paper unraveling behind him.

“Little Trouble!” Rory groaned.

Hearing Cian laugh was a gift, and Rory smiled even as he went to save his young friend from the chaos he created.
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The return to the Mansion was speedier than the initial trip out.

Where Rory had to cajole and press the mound into obedience, Cian merely asked it to do as he wished and the mound obeyed instantly, depositing Rory and Eroch in the center of the conservatory on the Salvatore estate. The sidhe mound could bypass all wards, spells, walls and obstacles—another reason mortals and younger supernatural species fought to win them as prizes over the years.

Rory shut the stone door behind him, and it faded away into nothing, the seams merging again with the stone pavers that made up the floor of the conservatory. After a mere handful of seconds, there was no sign that there was ever a door standing there moments before.

Eroch chirped at him, and Rory headed for the main entrance, listening for the sounds of people on the estate. The necromancer was a bright beacon of hellfire energy in the north wing of the Mansion, Daniel a soothing mix of aquamarine and seafoam energies that swirled in gentle patterns through the ambient magic fields of the estate. Simeon was in the foyer, pacing back and forth, a dark well of death magic that was mentally cool to the touch, but not abhorrent in any way. Calm and steady, like the vampire himself.

The Mansion’s wards and spells were very attentive to their master—the estate had a level of awareness to it that was almost sentience. The Salvatore estate was very aware of every step Angel took. Daniel, too, but not to such a fascinated degree.

Once they entered the mansion, Eroch took off, heading for the foyer. Simeon greeted him with a low rumble of Irish-accented affection, and Rory smiled and waved as he passed the vampire with an arm full of baby dragon as he headed up the stairs.

The Mansion was huge, and he resisted the childish desire to break into a jog to reach Daniel faster. Neither sorcerer had moved from the suite they were in, so Rory found them easily enough. If his memory served, the suite they were in belonged to one of the late Salvatore cousins who died in the Massacre. He did not recall the unfortunate soul’s name, and the sadness on Angel’s face kept him from asking.

He knocked briskly on the doorframe, not wanting to intrude. Daniel jumped, startled, and a shimmer of silver energies swirled around the edges of his aura before a smile brightened his beautiful face. “Rory! You’re back!”

Daniel hurried across the room and slipped in Rory’s arms with an ease that spoke of centuries together instead of days. Rory bent and pressed a soft kiss to even softer lips, and he lost all thought of unexpected aura colors when Daniel kissed him back.
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Demolition


Daniel woke to a strong arm wrapped around his torso and a hard cock pressed happily against his ass. He smiled and wriggled a tad closer to the man behind him, sighing when the arm tightened and pulled him even closer.

Light kisses pressed behind his ear, and he arched into his lover. Rory chuckled and slowed his kisses, sucking at Daniel’s skin after each soft touch of lips. “Good morning,” Rory breathed out quietly over Daniel’s ear. He shivered, but not from the cold.

“Good morning.” His voice was rough from sleep, and he yawned, jaw creaking, before he snuggled back into Rory. “More kisses,” he demanded, burrowing his face into his pillow.

“Demanding, are we?” Rory teased, hands sliding over skin, warm and full of purpose.

“Mmhhmm,” Daniel moaned, arching his back, and hands gripped his hips to stall his movements, easing him to his front. He gasped and tried to twist to see Rory, heat racing down his spine, and his mouth was caught in a wet, open-mouthed kiss.

Rory gently came to rest his weight along Daniel’s back, holding him to the bed, and Daniel broke the kiss to gulp in cool air as his body went up in flames. Rory didn’t weigh as much as a human of the same size would, and Daniel smiled into the bedding, reveling in the differences. Skin impossibly smooth and soft, each enticing inch of contact left him gasping.

A moment of discomfort eddied in the background of Daniel’s mind and Rory stilled, and his weight was gone a heartbeat later. Daniel lifted his head and blew his hair from his eyes, squinting in the morning light. Rory lay beside him, gloriously naked, cock hard and standing proudly against his belly, skin catching the sunlight and seeming to glow faintly against the sheets.

“I’m okay,” Daniel said with a grunt as he disentangled his limbs from the bedding and sat up, pushing back his hair. He probably looked like a mess, and there was Rory, utterly perfect, long green hair a shimmering wave of otherworldly beauty across his pillow, amber eyes bright and affectionate, lush pink lips curved up into a sweet, shy smile.

Daniel scooted closer to Rory, who took him in his arms without hesitation. He straddled Rory’s hips and arranged himself so that thick length was wedged along the crack of his ass, and Daniel sank his hands into silky green strands, greedily carding the long lengths through his fingers.

“You are okay,” Rory agreed, words softer than the touch of sunlight dancing over their bodies. “I will never cause you fear or pain, beloved, and I will always stop if I’ve made you nervous.”

Daniel gave Rory a tiny peck on his lips, eye to eye. “Thank you,” Daniel breathed out. “Now please, fuck me.”

“As you wish,” Rory whispered against his lips before pulling him into a deep, languid kiss.

A shiver of magic slid down Daniel’s back and fingers followed, and Daniel gasped as those fingers breached his entrance and dipped deeper inside, opening him. The intimate magic from the other night returned, questing deeper than the slim fingertips that stretched his opening, and Daniel writhed and gasped, begging for more. Rory obliged, and it felt like the number of hands running over his body and touching him so intimately tripled. He whined and threw back his head, eyes blind to everything except pleasure, and he quivered and tensed in alternating waves.

He’d never been so aroused before in his life.

Daniel tugged on Rory’s hair, insistent and lost to instinct, and he was consumed by a kiss that left him begging, unaware of the words he was gasping out, mind incoherent with need.

Big and hard and ridged, the cock that eased inside him was the most wonderful thing he’d ever felt, and he sighed happily as it sank into his depths. Each ridge stretched his rim and opened his depths, and he was limp and quivering on Rory’s chest when he finally came to rest, balls deep.

Powerful arms wound around him and held him firmly in place, cock rocking slow and deep. Daniel shivered and twitched, helpless, utterly undone by pleasure as Rory moved effortlessly beneath him.

The ridges lining every inch of that delicious cock buried in his ass grew more distinct, more pronounced, and Daniel shattered. He came, untouched, cock trapped between their bodies, and Rory held him tighter in his embrace as the fae came seconds after him, pulsing in his depths, wet and hot, locking them together.
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Waking up was impossible. He refused. “Noooooo….”

“Isaac will just keep texting until you answer, dear heart.”

Daniel grumbled and slipped an arm out from under the covers, knocking things off the nightstand until he found his phone. He pulled it under the blanket and squinted at the screen, opening the latest text.

Really hope you’re not dead, just passed out from sex! —Isaac

I WAS passed out from sex. WAS. —Daniel

Yay ur awake! Beryl has Rory’s clothes ready. Get up and get over here. —Isaac

He sent a half-hearted affirmative and then tossed back the blanket, glaring at the late morning sunlight that poured through the open curtains. “I’m gonna kill him,” Daniel swore as he dragged his ass out of bed, stumbling for the bathroom. Rory chuckled, and Daniel finally noticed that Rory was dressed, hair neatly braided in a fancy arrangement and pulled back in a high tail, and he forgot how to breathe, too distracted by the striking image his lover made. “You’re so pretty.”

Rory chuckled and reached past him into the shower tall, turning on the water. Steam rose almost immediately from the tiles. “Thank you, dear heart. I’ll have breakfast ready for you downstairs after you’re showered and dressed. Take your time.” A quick kiss and then Rory was gone, steam swirling behind him in his wake.

He all but fell into the shower and stood under the spray for what felt like an eternity until his brain woke up and he reached for the soap. “Did I teach him how to use the coffee maker?”

After finishing his shower and his morning grooming routine, Daniel threw on a light t-shirt and jeans and some sneakers, the weather app on his phone showing a hot, sunny day ahead of him. Which he forgot all about when he came to an abrupt stop inside the kitchen doorway, blinking in amazement.

While the hair was different than how Rory usually wore it, so were the clothes. A simple, thin tunic laced with gold thread at the open collar, a gorgeous white that was almost diaphanous in direct sunlight, showing the warm glow of Rory’s non-human skin beneath. A myriad of small braids in a complicated twist held the remainder of his hair up off his neck in a high tail, tiny silver and gemstone ties and clasps holding it all together. His amber eyes caught the light, twinkling with gentle amusement.

The plainest of brown leather pants and the sneaky magical leather boots currently disguised as ankle-high dress boots completed the ensemble, and Daniel fought to close his hanging jaw and went to the kitchen island where Rory held out a travel mug full of coffee.

“I feel under-dressed. Should I go change?” Daniel shook his head and tried to get his thoughts working again. “You’re more than pretty; you’re absolutely gorgeous.”

“Thank you, dear heart. And no need to change. You are lovely as well.”

Daniel took the mug and sipped while Rory finished cleaning up, the cast iron griddle mysteriously wiped down and put away in seconds, along with any indication that Rory cooked while Daniel slept off the most explosive orgasm of his life. “Something smells amazing. What did you make?”

A flick of his wrist and Rory held out a golden-brown pastry, still warm, a hint of savory spices and meat rising in the air of the kitchen. Daniel was struck by a sudden memory of reading children’s fairy tales as a small boy alone in his nursery, enchanted by stories of elegant magical beings who would steal away human children with promises of sweets, never to return them. He banished the silly memory and took the pastry, breathing in its rich aroma before taking a big bite.

Spiced meats and a tart cheese in a sweet bread, heaven in a single bite. He groaned and closed his eyes, swiftly eating the entire pastry, licking his fingers when done.

He opened his eyes and blushed. Rory was staring at his lips wrapped around a fingertip, and Daniel gave strong consideration to the thought of returning back upstairs to his bed, with Rory, of course. “You conquered the coffeemaker and the stove in…how long was I asleep?”

“Not long,” Rory assured him with a smile. “I found the directions.”

And read, understood, and utilized it all while Daniel slept. “That’s so sexy.”

Rory grinned, a magnificent smile that lit up the entire room and made Daniel’s heart thump hard in his chest. He forgot he was holding his coffee until Rory reached out and saved the mug from slipping from his fingers. Rory leaned down and kissed him, slow and sweet. Daniel sighed into the kiss and moaned in complaint when his phone chirped at him. Rory slowly pulled back from the kiss and returned his coffee.

Daniel checked the text, another impatient query from Isaac asking if they’d left yet. His best friend must be bored at work or something. Maybe he was having a bad day. Daniel replied that they were on their way and gestured to the door. “Ready?”

“I am,” Rory went and opened the garden door, and Daniel noted the sword hanging from his hip that wasn’t visible before. Rory must have done that strange trick of pulling an item from literally nowhere when Daniel was distracted by delicious food.

Daniel closed the door and set the wards, and they took the side path that led to the garages. The sky was a rich blue and the clouds few and spaced out, bright white and fluffy. A brisk breeze carried the scents of flowers and of the ocean, and Daniel breathed in deep, happier than he had been in a long time. The path through the gardens soon took them to the white gravel courtyard behind the north wing of the house, where the old carriage houses and the garages were arranged in a semi-circle behind the Mansion.

“I haven’t driven in a long while so hopefully I don’t end up crashing Angel’s car.”

Angel did put the Range Rover in his name, but Daniel was still wrapping his head around the fact that Angel did that in the first place. The car was once his father’s! Daniel was still internally fretting over the incongruity of the situation when they reached the garages and went inside. The lights came on and Daniel went to the unlocked box that held the keys, searching until he found it. Thankfully the garage door was mechanized, so all he had to do was tap the button on the key fob and the bay door began to rise.

He set aside his nerves and they got in, Daniel starting the car and taking some time to arrange the mirrors. He fumbled with his seat belt, glad he didn’t need to explain to Rory what they were as the fae was a step ahead of him. He took several deep breaths and then put the vehicle in gear and pulled out.

Daniel had a brief moment of panic when he almost forgot to close the garage door again, but there was a remote in the car and then they were off.

Knuckles white around the steering wheel, Daniel tried not to drive like a sixteen-year-old all over again but found it hard. He grew up never going anywhere, not after his mother and half his family were incarcerated for mass murder. There was no one to teach him how to drive by the time he turned fifteen, and one of his few teenage rebellions was signing up for a driving school. To this day, he had no idea if his father even knew he did it. Or cared.

Leicester was locked up in the mental ward of Blackguard Prison. His mother and her siblings were in the high security ward, one step down from the isolation ward where Cian was locked up. Daniel bit back a chuckle when he realized his entire family was now in prison. All of them. And Daniel had no intention of seeking them out. Ever. They could all rot.

The drive up from the south where the Mansion was located didn’t take that long since it was after rush hour and lunch wasn’t for a couple of hours. Daniel relaxed as they went, and he focused on finding the easiest route to Cambridge where Beryl’s boutique was located.

“I just realized that my entire family is in Blackguard Prison.”

“The same prison as Cian.” Rory said after a heartbeat, tone even.

“How sad is it that I just realized that? My mother and her siblings have been there for so long I forgot they existed. Kinda.”

“It’s not sad at all, Daniel.” Rory paused. “Do you miss them?”

Daniel thought about as he waited to make a turn, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel in time with the indicator light. “Not really. More relief than anything, that I don’t need to worry about seeing them, interacting with them. There’s no love lost.”

“Blood connections do not mean family. Your kin are Angel and Isaac, their mates, and the friends you are making on your own, without your blood relations. You have a family. It is not a loss that your heart and mind do not recall those who caused you harm. It’s good fortune.”

“I like that thought.” Daniel smiled at Rory before looking back to the road. “And thanks for not prying. Most people would be asking me about, well, everything, right about now.”

“In my time wandering the city after my resurrection I learned quite a lot. Some conjecture and rumor, some factual. Enough to learn that your childhood was painful, and not something for anyone to sate their curiosity over. If you want to talk to me about it, I will gladly listen, but I will not pry.”

Daniel opened his mouth to ask what Rory had learned but then he shut it just as fast when he realized he didn’t want to waste a wonderful day talking about his disaster of a childhood. Besides, they were just coming to the street where the boutique was located, and Daniel focused on finding a parking spot.

Pedestrians were everywhere, which was odd for that time of day during the work week, and Daniel took his time finding a spot. He was proud of his first parallel parking job in several years. He fed the meter and they walked side by side toward the boutique, which was a few storefronts away on the corner. The black sun awning with the boutique’s name snapped a bit in the wind, and the sun was warm on his face. And the perfect day was made even better when Rory took his hand and held it as they walked down the sidewalk.
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Isaac hung off his shoulder laughing. Daniel elbowed his best friend, but Isaac barely noticed he was laughing so hard, tears running down his face.

“It’s not that funny!” Daniel grumbled, shoving Isaac off him. Not that hard, but Isaac’s amusement was a bit annoying.

“It’s…incredibly…funny!” Isaac gasped out. “Your face!”

“I couldn’t help it! He’s hot!” Daniel hissed, face burning.

Rory chuckled and Beryl snorted out a laugh.

Rory was indeed hot. Incredibly. A slim-cut suit in hunter green with amber accents complemented Rory’s coloring and made his eyes shine. The magical boots fit in perfectly, looking like an entirely new pair of footwear, but Daniel knew they were the same pair Rory arrived wearing, just different…somehow.

His hair was still done up in the fancy style from that morning and Daniel had nearly swallowed his tongue when Rory walked out from the changing room under Beryl’s critical eye. Seeing Rory in couture fashion, moving with more grace and elegance than any living being should have, knocked Daniel on his ass. Or would have if Isaac hadn’t caught him up in a bear hug laughing at his gobsmacked expression.

The sword on Rory’s hip made the whole thing impossibly sexy and Daniel knew he wasn’t able to keep his thoughts off his face, based on the roguish expression on Rory’s handsome features.

“I’m sending the rest of the clothes by bloodclan courier this evening.” Beryl gestured at Rory, encompassing him from head to toe. “Anything you don’t want to wear out of the boutique will be sent along. I think this outfit is perfect for a lunch date. Not too formal, and lightweight enough for the warm weather. Comfortable on the patio of your favorite bistro.”

“I’m underdressed for any place that calls itself a bistro and has a patio.”

Beryl sized him up and then a wicked smile curved their lips. “We’re the same height and frame. Shall I find you something to wear?”

Daniel blinked. “Um. Sure? If you have time. I can pay you for anything you think will look great on me.”

Beryl sniffed haughtily. “Wait here.” They disappeared into the depths of the shop.

“What did I say?”

“Beryl only charges people if they want to. Clan and family rarely pay. They charge the ass off of tourists and mundane humans, though.” Isaac answered, gathering up Rory’s clothing from that morning and folding it neatly before putting it all in a white box embossed with the boutique’s name. “I’ll have this sent back with the rest of the order to the Mansion.”

“Thank you, Isaac.” Rory said. He made no move to look at himself in any of the mirrors located around the changing area, as if his appearance wasn’t important at all. Not that he wasn’t grateful—he very sincerely thanked Beryl and Isaac for their hard work and dedication, but there was no vanity or glee in his manner, not like there would be with someone else getting couture clothing for free. Rory enjoyed the clothing because Beryl enjoyed dressing him.

Daniel went to Rory, and he blushed when Rory put an arm around his waist and tugged him until they were leaning on each other, Rory smiling down at him. He tipped his head back and Rory rewarded him with a soft kiss, relatively chaste but thorough. He sighed happily, eyes fluttered shut, and he slid his arms up around Rory’s neck and played with the many braids that fell from the thick tail of hair.

His heart sang that Rory would kiss him in front of Isaac and Beryl, unconcerned for who else might be watching in the shop. No hesitancy on his part, and Daniel reveled in it. He wanted to blurt out how much he loved Rory, but his insecurity held him back. What if Rory didn’t love him back? Sure, he called him dear heart and beloved, but what if those were just some old words of endearment from a bygone era and equivalent to babe or sweetheart in modern times? Those intrusive thoughts and doubts poked at him randomly whenever he got too happy, and the inadequacy concerning his affinity added to the cesspool of insecurities swirling in his belly.

He shoved all that aside and returned the kisses with fervor until a discreet cough interrupted them. Beryl stood nearby, smirking, a handful of clothing draped over their arm. “Try these on, Daniel. The two of you have a reservation just down the street at Crème Brulee Bistro. It’s on the other end of the street, about four storefronts down.”

Beryl handed him the stack of clothes and hurried him into a changing room. “Don’t want to miss the lunch crowd! Hurry!”

Chuckling, Daniel went without arguing, and Isaac slipped in with him, pulling the curtain shut behind him. “Gonna help me get dressed? I’ve been doing fine since I was a kid, ya know.”

“Maybe I just wanna see you naked.” Isaac leered, and Daniel snorted in amusement. He shrugged.

“You’ve already seen me naked,” he retorted, stripping off his shirt and toeing off his sneakers. Isaac took his shirt from him while Daniel shook out the shirt Beryl picked for him.

“Beryl glared at me. They get intense when they see an opportunity. Parading you two around in their clothing at a popular lunch spot is gonna be the best advertising they could get.”

“Oh, in that case, gimme the trousers.” Daniel grinned and chucked off his jeans, tossing them to Isaac, who whistled at him. Laughing, Daniel tugged the trousers up and marveled at the fit.

“Your ass looks fantastic.” Isaac grinned. “Rory isn’t gonna be able to take his eyes off you.”

The trousers were a pretty navy blue, the shirt a robin’s egg blue that hugged his torso. There was even a dark blue blazer that went with the trousers, and he shrugged that on while listening to Beryl greet someone near the front of the shop.

“Can I help you?” Beryl said, volume a bit elevated, and Isaac frowned, peeking around the top of the curtain.

Daniel looked at himself in the mirror in the changing room, admiring how his blond hair appeared even brighter, his dark eyes even darker, the blue accentuating his pale skin, but not making him look sallow. He looked brighter, happier. The silly grin on his face probably had something to do with it, too.

“Daniel!”

Rory’s shout made him and Isaac jump. Isaac threw open the curtain and they bolted from the room, just in time to see a figure near the door drop a package and run out the front under the sun awning.

There was a spike of magic, the ambient fields rippling, and the buildup was intense and fast. Daniel’s eyes were drawn to the brown paper package dropped on the floor, and he sucked in a breath just as Rory started moving toward Daniel with some urgency, hand extended, but the tension grew unbearable and then...

“Run!”

Daniel tried to raise a shield, but the build-up crested, and an explosion ripped through the boutique. Flames and debris bloomed outward, and Daniel was thrown back into the changing room.

Ears ringing, Daniel fought against the darkness, but it came screaming for him and dragged him under.
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Cian eyed the plastic tray on the shelf that served as both table and bed in his cell and sniffed disdainfully at the offerings. He was sure it was meant to be edible, but it smelled like preservatives, salt, and overcooked proteins.

“Eat the damn food, or starve for all I care,” George huffed out before ambling back down the cellblock.

Lunch was the same every day. Disgusting slop masquerading as food. He chuckled. Rather on par with prison food around the world and through the years. He couldn’t recall the last time he ate decent food while in prison.

He stood to carry the tray back to the slot in the clear wall and was jerked to a halt by a shock across his nervous system. He dropped the tray as a wave of pain rippled along the connection he shared with his brother. Cian fell to his knees and tried reaching out mentally for Rory, but all he got was a loud cacophony of sounds, the roar of fire, and pain. And fear…but not for himself. For Daniel.

Forcing back the pain, Cian pushed to his feet and reached for the magic that infused every part of his being. He called the stones beneath his feet and bid them answer, and a wall of glamour rose in front of him, covering the mess on the floor and hiding the interior of the cell from prying eyes. Anyone looking in would see what they expected to see, Cian sitting crossed-legged, eyes shut, on his bed with the untouched lunch tray next to him. He plucked free a portion of his thoughts to anchor the illusion and turned the rest of his mind and body to the adjoining wall.

Heart racing, Cian forced his terror down and focused on controlling himself—his brother needed him, and the man his brother loved was in trouble. He refused to let history repeat itself. Rory would be fine, he would make sure of it. And anyone trying to hurt either of them would find themselves facing Cian, and he had no problem cutting down threats to his family.

A door crawled out from the stones in the wall and then opened, the sidhe temple mound answering his call, and he darted through the opening, ordering it to find his twin.
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Coughing, Daniel wiped at his eyes, scrubbing away dust, eyes watering from the smoke. His throat burned and he tried to breathe but the air scorched his lungs as he inhaled. He coughed so hard he nearly vomited, and his body spasmed as muscles complained and pain blossomed around his body.

A hand cut through the smoke and grabbed his arm in a painful grip, hauling him upward. Daniel shouted in pain, wiping blood from his eyes with his free hand, and he was about to swear at his erstwhile savior when he noticed the mask the person was wearing. Black and gold, with pointed horns, and eyes that were empty and held nothing but shadows stared down at him. Daniel swung without thought and hit the person holding him square in the face, and he felt the leather give and something hard beneath it crack.

The person shouted and grabbed at their face, letting Daniel go as they fell back into the smoke. Daniel scrambled away, getting to his feet and frantically looking around. Half the storefront was blasted to rubble. He could see through breaks in the smoke and flame onto the street, debris everywhere, sunlight cutting through the dust and smoke in harsh beams of golden light.

“Rory!” Daniel screamed, voice strangled by dust and pain. He coughed. “Isaac!”

Sunlight blinded him as he searched through the rubble, random breaks in the smoke letting light through. Isaac had been right next to him when the blast happened so he couldn’t be far. Daniel stumbled over a form unseen in the smoke, and he fell to his knees, carefully rolling the person over. “Beryl!”

The vampire was covered in burns, and as the smoke and dust swirled, Daniel watched in horror as a new burn developed on Beryl’s face and neck, the sun carving into the vampire’s skin. Daniel grabbed Beryl under their arms and dragged them deeper into the store, the ceiling overhang still covering the back portion of the building left it in shadow. “Isaac! Rory!”

He heard coughing just as he laid Beryl carefully on a pile of clothing knocked off the displays by the blast. Isaac stumbled from the smoke and collapsed on his knees next to Daniel. “Oh Hecate, Daniel!” He reached out and cradled Daniel’s face, and Daniel winced at the pain. His whole body hurt, but nothing felt broken and he hadn’t noticed any bleeding other than from what seemed to be a cut on his hairline. He gently brushed off Isaac’s hands.

“Beryl got caught in the blast, and they got some sunlight exposure. They haven’t woken up, and there’s no heartbeat, I can’t tell if…” Daniel stammered, worried about Beryl and terrified for Rory.

“Shit!” Isaac began tugging at Beryl’s clothing, looking for injuries. He peeled back their shirt and there was a swath of blood and a flash of bone through flesh in the mass of injuries on their side. “No, not Beryl.” Isaac pulled out his phone and dialed. “We can’t feed them our blood, it’ll kill them. We need vampire blood. I’m calling Constans.”

There was a shiver in the flooring and then the ceiling groaned, small pieces of concrete and stone falling from above them. Isaac grabbed Beryl with one arm, holding the phone to his ear with the other. “Daniel, there’s a door behind that mural next to the mannequin wearing the red dress. It leads to the panic room beneath the shop. I don’t trust the ceiling to stay up and Beryl won’t survive if they get hit by more sunlight.”

“Got it!” Daniel shot to his feet and found the door quickly, and Isaac told him the code to open it just as the roof gave another loud complaint and more debris fell. He shoved the door open to reveal a set of stairs that led down into the dark, lights flickering on at the bottom. The walls of the staircase were reinforced by concrete, steel, and magic. He moved aside and let Isaac drag Beryl through the doorway just as the ceiling gave another shudder.

“Daniel! Get in here!” Isaac shouted frantically.

“I need to find Rory! I’ll be fine! Take care of Beryl!” Daniel shut the door and raised a shield as he sprinted for the front of the building. Just in time, as the ceiling gave way with a roar and the floor shook, as debris fell in a horrible wave. Pieces of ceiling smashed into his shield and Daniel increased its strength and resilience as he ran, hoping the shield wouldn’t collapse, otherwise he would be reduced to mashed blood and bones.

The remainder of the ceiling crashed to the floor right at his heels, the impact knocking Daniel off his feet. He curled into a ball and poured as much power into his shield as he could, concrete and metal beams slamming into the blue sphere before rebounding off, dust and smoke kicking up in a thick blanket that covered everything.

Daniel lay panting, praying to Hecate that Rory wasn’t buried under the rubble. Silence fell, though through the ringing in his ears he thought he heard the wail of sirens. People were shouting out on the street, though he couldn’t make out any words or recognize any individual voices. Formless shadows moved in the dust, and Daniel had a second of warning before a figure coalesced out of the smoke and became another masked person. He had no idea if it was the same person or someone new, but the ominous mask was not friendly at all, and the stranger approached until they saw his shield.

The stranger paused, obviously thinking, and then they faded back into the dust cloud, perhaps thinking that Daniel was not worth facing alone.

Daniel got slowly to his feet, head aching, whole body sore and covered in debris that bit at his skin and eyes.

“Rory!”

Nothing but screaming from the street and the sounds of shit falling from the ceiling. “Rory!”

Daniel climbed through the debris, recognizing the decorative wall that once made up the dressing rooms, and he kept searching, hoping Rory was nearby. The sun beat down on him and sweat and blood ran into his eyes, stinging. Fire snapped and popped nearby but he saw nothing but an orange glow through the dust cloud, and dark shadows darting in the distance.

A flash of green in the gray dust caught his eye and he ran, jumping over burnt mannequins and ruined cases, shattered glass everywhere.

Rory was on his side, back to Daniel, covered in dust and debris, and Daniel scrambled to get past a chunk of ceiling when a masked stranger came out of the dust cloud and grabbed Rory by his arm, pulling. The person was making no effort to be gentle, and Rory was limp and motionless. Rory was yanked free just as Daniel reached him, and Daniel increased power to the shield and used it to plow into the masked stranger, sending them tripping backward into the dust and smoke, where they hit the floor with a muffled exclamation of pain.

Daniel dismissed the shield so he could kneel beside Rory, gently rolling him over. “Rory? Rory, please, please…” He brushed back a strand of green hair and bile rose when he saw the long gash in Rory’s scalp. It was deep, and the moss green hair around the wound was black from blood. He knew nothing about first aid, and he fumbled at the collar of Rory’s shirt until he felt what he was looking for—a pulse. No clue what any of it meant other than Rory’s heart was beating, and he was still alive, Daniel looked up toward the street, hearing the sirens growing closer. Rory needed help. He grabbed a ruined shirt from the floor and shook out the worst of the dust then folded it and pressed it carefully to the wound. There was so much blood it was impossible to see if the injury was healing or not.

“Help!” Daniel shouted, “we’re in here! Help!”

Foolish but it was all he could do at the moment—he was without his smartphone—he had been changing when the bomb blew, and it was lost in the rubble. Along with his shoes. He noticed he was barefoot and then the pain hit him, telling him he had some cuts and scrapes on his feet.

Daniel had no time to catalogue further injuries when two masked strangers appeared from the smoke and dust, looming over him where he cradled Rory in his arms, and magic sparked in the air around their shoulders. Wizards, as he felt them draw on the ambient magic fields, energy fluctuating.

He reached for the veil, but not fast enough. The masked person on the right tossed a spell at him, and only a year’s worth of training as Angel’s apprentice let him react in time. He flicked his wrist and knocked the spell aside, registering as he did that it was meant to knock him unconscious, and it sputtered out on the floor in the shadows. Angel was faster, and that thought helped him further when he sent two blasts of kinetic energy at his attackers, knocking them both out into the smoke bank and away from a vulnerable Rory.

Shadows moved in the cloud and Daniel realized he had no idea if friend or foe would come through the cloud. They could be surrounded, and he would have no idea. He sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes, reaching for his magic. He was scared but he would not let fear control him.

“Purgatio venti,” he whispered, and released the spell.

A beat after, he opened his eyes and raised a shield, and when the wind rose and screamed past his shoulders, it collided with the dust cloud, forcing it away from him. Every few yards of cleared space revealed a masked person, all dressed the same in dark clothing, all with the same style of black and gold masks. The wind carried out far past the limits he’d set, his emotional state giving it more strength than he anticipated.

Daniel threw more power into his shield in time to block several spells lobbed at him, but he was afraid to do much else, not wanting to jostle Rory, terrified his lover was severely injured. He curled over Rory and hoped the police and first responders would get there quickly. If he needed to, he could tap the veil and power his shield indefinitely until help arrived.

A startled shout interrupted the spell barrage. He spared a quick glance, then another as he tried to comprehend what he was seeing.

His jaw dropped when a section of roofing crumbled beside one of the masked attackers. It then promptly rebuilt itself into an archway with a soft growl of stone sliding over stone, and it knocked the nearest masked stranger to the floor. They climbed back to their feet, spell gathering between their hands, when a figure with long green hair dressed in a beige jumpsuit leapt from the archway, kicking them in the head and dropping them like a rock.

Cian met Daniel’s gaze across the field of debris, and then he looked down at Rory, and Daniel had trouble understanding the emotions he saw on Cian’s face before it hardened and went cold with fury. Cian flicked his wrists, long silver daggers appearing from nowhere in his hands, and he spun toward another masked person who was running over the debris right at him. Daniel gawked as Cian dispatched his attacker with a graceful maneuver that would have looked at home on a dance floor, blood arcing through the air, his attacker collapsing without a sound.

The fae warrior navigated the chaos with a grace no human could match. Cian had an efficiency of movement that reminded Daniel of Angel working magic—nothing wasted, nothing fancy, but all of it brutal and elegant. Spells were lobbed at Cian that he avoided with ease, cutting through the air like his blades cut through flesh and bone. Cian was art in motion, and Daniel was left awestruck by the single-minded, cold-blooded, effortless way Cian dispatched the masked attackers.

A few peeled away from attacking Cian and tried to get to Daniel and Rory, and Daniel pushed out with his shield and forced them away, making sure no part of the shield was left underpowered or vulnerable, focusing on keeping it impenetrable. They banged ineffectually at the shield with spells and weapons, but nothing made a dent. He was stronger than them by many degrees, but his focus was split between Rory unconscious in his arms and Cian’s path of blood through the remnants of the boutique.

Why these people kept trying to get to them, Daniel had no clue, and at that moment he did not care—all he wanted was help for Rory.

He checked on Rory again, who was pale as death and he’d yet to awaken. Daniel made sure the cloth was absorbing the blood and he whimpered even as he pressed harder, hoping to stem the sluggish flow. He looked back up at the fight, and Cian was near where the door once was, flipping one of the masked attackers into the street through the remains of the sun awning.

“Cian!” Daniel shouted. Rory needed help, immediately. Cian spun at his shout, eyes locked on his brother, and that was all it took. The fae warrior nodded and ran right for them, blades cutting and slashing, and the two masked attackers trying to break through Daniel’s shield fell back with screams and shouts of pain.

Sirens increased and the shouts of people out on the street grew more distinct. Finally having had enough, the masked attackers gathered up their fallen comrades and sprinted for the front of the building, piling through the gaping void in the wall and disappearing.

Cian strode for where Daniel knelt holding Rory and Daniel made the decision to drop the shield just as Cian reached it and walked right through it like it wasn’t even there. Daniel blinked in shock, wordless, and he bemusedly dismissed the shield, the energy dissipating in a wisp of blue smoke.

Cian flicked his wrists and his daggers disappeared, bloodied hands reaching for his brother. Daniel eased back enough for Cian to touch Rory’s face and head.

“He’s healing, but far too slowly.” Cian murmured, mercurial eyes shutting as he focused. Daniel waited, holding his breath. “I can assist the healing process, but not here. His mind is just below the surface—he knows enough that he’s gravely injured. He won’t wake until he heals more.”

“They’re gone, right?” Daniel asked, voice a mess from the dust and smoke. “We’re safe now?”

“They may return—the police and first responders are blocked from approaching. There are spells laid on the corners of the building in the front, probably to prevent intervention by the authorities. Rory needs help now.”

“I’m not a healer,” Daniel gasped out, tears escaping at last. He was useless to help the man he loved.

“Neither am I, but we’ll make do,” Cian retorted, meeting his gaze. “Come with me, little brother.”

Cian scooped Rory from Daniel’s lap and gently lifted him over his shoulder as he got to his feet, heading for the mysterious arch that still stood in the middle of the boutique. Daniel awkwardly shot to his feet, pain and stiffness having settled into his body while he knelt on the floor, and he ran after Cian, following him into the archway, and then into darkness.
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The Temple of Gemini


Daniel had no idea where he was or what was happening, all that mattered was that Rory got help. He followed Cian down a twisting stone staircase, the walls narrow, off-white, barren, and claustrophobia-inducing. Hands on either wall kept him upright as he took the steps in a controlled fall, trying to keep Cian in sight. He spared a worried glance over his shoulder, hoping they weren’t being followed.

“The way is shut.” Cian called up from the shadows as if he could read Daniel’s mind. His voice echoed. “No one can follow.”

“That’s good, I guess?” Daniel said quietly under his breath, wincing as his torn-up feet contacted each cold stair.

Just as he thought they would be going downward forever the stairs opened unexpectedly, the ceiling high overhead and the walls stretching out impossibly far on either side as he exited the staircase. Huge columns in two neat rows marched down the center of the space, not smooth and full of either sharp angles or barren, round edges like modern architecture, but heavily carved and detailed. The floor was seamless, bright gray stone, maybe granite or off-white marble, and cool under his feet. Metal sconces along the walls burst to life, and Daniel caught sight of more columns in the deeper reaches of the huge space.

Cian gently deposited Rory on a soft pallet covered in blankets that Daniel swore wasn’t there when they came out of the staircase, but he dismissed that mystery and focused on Rory instead. Daniel knelt beside his lover and gently pulled back the hair along the head wound, sticky with thick, drying blood. A hint of white bone showed through the jagged edges of the wound. His hands shook and he fought back bile rising in his throat.

Daniel sobbed, tears running freely down his cheeks. A warm hand rested on his shoulder and gently eased him back. “Softly now, little brother. We need not mourn him yet. The wound is not in danger of killing him.”

“He’s still unconscious. Maybe we should have waited for an ambulance.” Daniel wiped at his eyes, tears blurring his vision.

“All is well now, I promise,” Cian said gently. Cian wiped away at the blood with a damp cloth he got from somewhere, and Daniel moved around the pallet to Rory’s other side so that Cian could work. “His mind is rousing but the injury holds him back. It happens quite often with a head wound—our bodies are telling us we need to heal more before awakening fully to avoid damaging ourselves further. Head wounds are complicated things, and we’re vulnerable while healing them. He would have been especially vulnerable if left for humans to tend while his body tried to heal itself.”

“Is he scared?” Daniel gripped Rory’s hand and put his other on Rory’s shoulder, trying to convey to Rory that he was there, that Rory wasn’t alone. The beautiful hairstyle of braids and gems was a mess, full of blood and dust.

“No. He knows I’m here, and he’s aware enough to lend me his power now.” Cian set aside the wet cloth and carefully cradled Rory’s head in both hands, fingers bracketing the long gash in his scalp. Cian closed his eyes and went still, and Daniel watched in amazement as the long gash stopped seeping blood, and then began to close, the raw edges pulling together from either end, until it sealed together. The skin was bright red, then eased into a soft pink, then after a heartbeat, the scar was gone. Only the blood remained as proof of the gruesome injury.

Cian sighed and fell back on his heels, hands dropping away to rest on his thighs. Daniel stared at Cian in surprise. The fae’s hands were covered in his brother’s blood, and they were shaking. Daniel knew then how terrified Cian must have been, and he thought maybe he had a small glimpse of what Cian might have felt all those long years ago when Rory fell under the sword. Cian opened his eyes and nodded at Rory. “Wake him gently, little brother.”

Daniel curled over Rory, arms around his head, and pressed his face to Rory’s. “Please wake up, Rory. It’s safe, come back to us, please, please.” Daniel swallowed back a sob. “I love you, Rory Brennan. Come back to me.”

No response, and Daniel lay down beside Rory, cuddling into his side and burying his face into Rory’s neck, feeling the warmth of his body, the satin smooth texture of his skin. He listened to Rory breathe and he matched his breathing to Rory’s and just focused on how grateful he was that they were alive and together.
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He must have dozed, as he came to with Rory’s arms around him, and Rory pressing kisses to his face. He jolted and grabbed Rory by his shirt, blinking up in surprise. “Rory!”

The tears broke free in full force and Daniel sobbed, wrapping arms and legs around Rory and holding him as tightly as he could. Rory embraced him, murmuring reassurances in his ear. “All is well, beloved.”

“You wouldn’t wake up and then these masked people tried to take you and there was so much blood…” Daniel sobbed out, trying to crawl even closer to Rory, terrified all over again. “I thought you were dead!”

“I’m alive, dear heart.” A kiss to his ear, Rory rocking him slightly back and forth on the pallet. “We’re both safe. No one can harm us here.”

Daniel curled in even tighter and let the tears come. Rory didn’t try to shush him or stop his crying, and he was thankful for it. The tears took with them the tension and fear, the adrenaline leached from his veins. He was suddenly exhausted, and he felt every ache and pain in his entire body from the explosion. His head hurt and so did his feet, and there was a cut on his forehead near his hairline that stung horribly, but none of that could defeat the exhaustion dragging him down.
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Rory knew when Daniel succumbed to exhaustion, his whole body going limp, tears wet on his cheeks. Rory carefully sat up and arranged Daniel on the pallet, encouraging more pillows to appear as well as a thin blanket that he pulled around Daniel’s shoulders. He carefully threaded his fingers through Daniel’s hair, finding a cut that had bled profusely before scabbing, and healed it with a soft brush of his fingers.

Daniel was dirty, face tearstained and drawn with exhaustion and fear, once pristine new clothing torn, covered in gray dust, and magical residues from what Rory sensed was a confrontation with other practitioners, and traces of the spellwork from the kinetic bomb.

Cian knelt beside him and handed him a wet cloth, and Rory wiped away the dirt from Daniel’s face as he slept. Blood and the salty remains of tears came away from his precious face, and Rory closed his eyes and let go of the terror he woke with when he remembered the bombing.

Daniel was safe. He was whole, unharmed aside from some scrapes that Rory healed as he found them, and his brother was standing guard over them both. His connection with Cian let him see the aftermath of the explosion when he lost consciousness—Cian leaving behind the facsimile in the cell, ordering the mound to transport him to Rory, the fight, and the masked attackers trying to get to both him and Daniel while he lay unconscious in Daniel’s arms.

He felt his brother’s fear and rage. Cian was nearly mad with it, but his control was once again returned to him, and he was staying calm so as not to scare Daniel or worry Rory. Cian’s battle with emotions was an old one, and occasionally got the better of him, but this time Rory was grateful Cian kept his calm.

“Thank you, brother.” Cian appeared unperturbed as usual, despite the fact that his jumpsuit was covered in dirt and random thin lines of blood spray. Not an uncommon appearance for Cian. His daggers were as sharp as his tongue. “Daniel is a skilled sorcerer, but he was outnumbered and alone. You saved him as much as me.”

“Always,” Cian promised. Rory believed him.

“How long has it been?” He meant since the bomb and since Cian left the prison. The temple might be quiet and peaceful, but surely such an occurrence as a magical bombing would have the outside world in a frenzy, especially since the Necromancer of Boston’s apprentice and brother were involved.

Angel would be frantic and dangerously impatient to secure his family.

“Less than an hour,” Cian rose and went to the small table nearby, pouring a glass of water from the small pitcher and returning, handing it to Rory. “It was lunchtime in prison, so no one will be by to check on me for some time yet. Your phone was damaged in the blast.”

Rory took the cup and drank, and he frowned when Cian pulled out the smartphone that Angel gifted him several weeks back. The screen was shattered, and it failed to light up when he pressed the button on the side. He sighed, and he set the useless device aside with his cup. “Angel will be quite upset that he cannot find us. Do you know the condition of Isaac Salvatore, or the others in the shop?”

Cian shook his head, hair sliding over his shoulder. “Nothing. I only saw you and Daniel when I emerged from the archway.”

“We need to reunite Daniel with his family as soon as possible, for all their sakes. I do not know what has happened to the others, and they may need healing that I can provide. And Daniel will need the comfort of his mentor when he awakes.”

Cian’s lips twitched in amusement. “You have supplanted the necromancer in Daniel’s affections. It won’t be Salvatore that Daniel reaches for when he wakes.”

Rory nodded, gaze returning to Daniel. He remembered waking from the injury, Daniel’s words of love echoing in his ears. “I think you may be right, brother.”

“I know you love him. I feel it in your heart and our soul. Did you doubt his feelings for you?” Cian asked, curious.

“Doubt them? No.” Rory paused. “But I refused to presume, and I will never take his agency from him. I was waiting for him to say the words, but I think I erred—I never wanted him to say them out of terror, fear that I was dying. I think in my desire to honor his choices I failed to see an easier path. Declaring love is less scary when you know your love is requited.”

“We may be older than dirt, but we are not perfectly wise, my brother,” Cian gently clasped his shoulder and then stood. “Finish healing your beloved. Where do you wish to go? I do not know what state the world is in above us, so a safer option might be best.”

Rory thought of the Mansion, but that was too far to go to reunite everyone. The less traveling the better. “The Necromancer of Boston’s new home in Beacon Hill might be the best option.”

Cian tilted his head to the side slightly, and he knew when Cian asked the temple mound to accede to his wishes to travel to Beacon Hill. The universe shifted and then he felt the slight magical shimmy as the temple moved, and a soft exhalation of tension as it found a place to exist in the new location. It moved with a thought and just as fast.

“Done,” Cian announced. “The door will open into the entrance hall of the necromancer’s home.” Cian paused, then smiled faintly. “Tend to your love first.”
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Rory carried a healed Daniel up the stairs, the archway materializing just as he reached the threshold. He stepped through into chaos, though of a different kind than he’d experienced at the boutique.

“I don’t care what you have to do, who you need to kill or fuck, find my apprentice!” Angel shouted into a phone in the grand entrance hall of his townhome. Rory had not set foot in it since he helped them move over two weeks prior, and any sign that the residence was newly occupied was gone.

A harried-looking butler squawked in alarm and jumped when Rory stepped through the archway, and Angel spun, dropping the phone and hellfire bursting to life around both his hands in a defensive position. Rory stopped, letting Angel take in the sight of him and his precious armful in front of the tall stone arch that had risen from the marble floor of the foyer.

Several servants scattered, shouting in alarm. Simeon blurred into the room from the front parlor, vamped out and ready to kill, coming to a stop beside his mate. The vampire recognized him quickly and relaxed, eyeing the arch with curiosity. Angel dropped his hands and snuffed out the hellfire, rubbing his face before ordering everyone to calm down and leave the room.

The butler disappeared into the depths of the townhouse immediately, corralling the few brave servants who hadn’t run immediately and taking them with him.

Angel approached and put a hand on a sleeping Daniel’s head. “Is he alright?”

“I healed what minor injuries he had. This is an adrenaline crash after the events at the boutique. How do Isaac and Beryl fair?” Rory asked, and he stepped farther into the room, and the archway began to reform and shrink, closing the entrance to the temple. With a soft groan of stone on stone, it was gone within seconds, not a trace of its existence remaining. Rory knew the moment the temple mound left, taking Cian back to Blackguard.

Angel stared at the spot on the floor where the arch once stood, one hand raised in question, but he just shook his head and gestured for Rory to follow him into the parlor. Simeon led the way, opening both doors so that Rory could carry Daniel in without hitting them.

He placed Daniel on the longest couch, putting a decorative pillow under his head and smoothing back his hair. Simeon brought him a throw, and Rory draped it over Daniel from his shoulders to his bare feet so he wouldn’t get cold. Angel stood over Daniel next to Rory and sighed loudly, tension leaving his short frame in a noticeable wave. Simeon shut the doors to the parlor and prowled along the front windows overlooking the street, on high alert. The sun wards glimmered over the glass of the windows, protecting Simeon from radiant magic exposure.

“Batiste used his parlor trick and got to Beryl and Isaac in the panic room under the boutique. He got them out the same way and took them to the Tower. Ricon helped Beryl recover, and they’re going to be fine by tomorrow. Some internal injuries from the blast and sunburns.”

“Isaac?”

“Minor bruising and some scrapes. Luckily none of the fire elements of the explosion could hurt him due to his affinity, just the shockwave. Constans fed him some of his blood. Isaac should be fine by now. Constans is keeping him at the Tower under guard until we figure out who attacked the boutique.”

“Daniel saw them…” He paused, and reached for Cian, asking permission. It came with alacrity and a sense of amusement underneath. “Cian fought them. He can describe them in detail.”

Both Simeon and Angel tensed, their attention sharpening, and he felt the change in Angel’s demeanor. “Cian? Isn’t your twin locked in prison over an hour away?”

“I can explain, and I will, but I would prefer that Daniel be awake for my explanation. He surely has questions, too.”

Angel frowned, a hint of hellfire sparking around his shoulders before dying out quickly. “It has better be a fucking fantastic explanation. But answer me this—is Cian free?”

“My brother is in his cell at Blackguard as we speak.”

“Hmm.” Angel let it go after a hard stare, spinning on his heel and sitting in the nearest armchair to the couch where Daniel lay. “Fine. I’ll wait.”

Rory was impressed that Angel let it go instead of demanding immediate answers and gave the necromancer a shallow bow at the shoulders before sitting on the floor next to Daniel’s head so he would be the first thing his beloved would see when he woke.
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Feeling Alive


When Daniel woke, he saw the calm, affectionate amber eyes of the man he loved, and he was unashamed of the tears of relief that fell from his lashes. He launched himself at Rory, who caught him easily, and he crawled into his lap and clung hard. He didn’t care that they were sitting on the floor.

“You’re okay, you’re okay,” he gasped out between frantic kisses. “I was so scared.”

“I am well, beloved,” Rory murmured, cradling his face between his palms, thumbs wiping at his tears. “We’re safe.”

“Isaac and Beryl?” Daniel asked, grabbing two handfuls of Rory’s silky hair and gently pressing their foreheads together.

“Both are at the Tower and fine.”

Hearing Angel speak made him jump, and he flailed a bit, almost falling from Rory’s lap where he sat beside a couch in Angel’s new house. He stared up at his mentor, struggling to reconcile his new location with his last. “How long was I out?”

“No idea, but Rory brought you here through a magical disappearing doorway that can cross ward lines that he is absolutely going to explain in full detail after we hear all about the bombing.” Angel declared primly with a hard stare at Rory, reaching down with an arm to help Daniel stumble to his feet. He reluctantly left Rory’s lap and got up, Rory gracefully standing in a single motion.

Angel’s embrace was hard and very welcome, and Daniel gripped his mentor in the tightest hug he could manage. He dropped his head to Angel’s shoulder and just breathed, feeling safe and loved. He felt that way with Rory, and with Angel, too.

The distant and incessant chirp of a phone broke them apart and Angel frowned, checking his pockets. “Where’s my phone?”

One of the doors into the parlor opened and the butler Daniel met a couple weeks ago entered, carrying Angel’s phone…and Eroch proudly sitting on his shoulder, eating something.

“Sir, your phone.” He held it out to Angel, who took it. “And your…familiar.”

“How was lunch, Eroch? Did you get enough bacon?” Angel all but cooed at Eroch as he plucked him from the butler’s shoulder. Eroch chirped and finished the last bite, happy smoke curling out from his nostrils.

“Thank you, Martin,” Angel said to the butler, who nodded his head and left like nothing just happened. Man acted like he carried snacking dragons around every day. The door shut behind him and Angel checked his phone one-handed, the other holding Eroch.

“Isaac and Batiste are coming over,” Angel read, looking up from his phone. He walked over to Daniel and handed over Eroch. “I need to invite Batiste in and redo the sunlight wards, so he doesn’t fry when he steps through the front door.”

His phone chirped again, and he sighed, typing back furiously. “Shit.”

“What?” Daniel asked, arms full of happy dragon, Eroch sniffing over his face and head.

“I forgot to tell him you and Rory were here.” Angel grimaced. “I got distracted by you and Rory appearing out of fucking nowhere in my foyer. One sec.” Angel looked back at this phone and resumed typing. “And Batiste has been invited….” He sent the text and then tucked his phone into his pants pocket.

“Oops?” Daniel said, hiking Eroch up and onto his back. Eroch was heavier than usual, and the little dragon was almost too big to fit comfortably on one shoulder. He was indeed having a growth spurt. Eroch gripped both his shoulders, straddling the back of Daniel’s neck, and started playing with Daniel’s hair. “When are they getting…here…”

At the rear of the room, out of the direct sunlight coming in from the windows overlooking the street, there was an odd shimmer, like light cutting through a gap in curtains. It expanded, and a crackle of ozone and a spray of blue-ish sparks cut through the air and bounced off the floor and nearby furniture.

The Way Between cracked open in the parlor, and Constantine Batiste stepped through, leading Isaac by the hand. The rip in reality flashed impossibly bright, blinding Daniel for a moment, before sealing back up with a snap.

Daniel rubbed at his eyes and barely had a second’s warning when Isaac bulldozed into his arms, dislodging Eroch, who grumbled in annoyance before flying off. “Danny!”

He hugged Isaac even harder than Angel. Isaac smelled fresh from a shower, hair still wet, clothing a bit damp where he hurried to get dressed without taking the time to dry off properly. Daniel didn’t mind. He would love a shower, too. He closed his eyes and held on, feeling that last bit of tension leave his belly at holding his best friend in his arms.

“You asshole!” Isaac pushed back, gripping Daniel by his biceps and shaking him. “You scared the fuck out of me!”

“I…” Daniel tried to speak but Isaac interrupted him.

“The last time someone I loved shoved me into a panic room and then shut the door, my entire fucking family died!” Isaac shouted, face blotchy and eyes wet. “Fucking asshole!”

Isaac sobbed and then pulled him back into a hug, crushing him, and Daniel let him, tears pricking at his eyes. He held Isaac firmly and let him sniffle into his shoulder.

“I’m so sorry,” Daniel whispered, rubbing his back. He caught sight of Angel standing not far away, face pale and expression fraught with grief. He wanted to touch Isaac but was holding back. Daniel let Isaac cry for several minutes before Constans approached.

Constans gently carded his fingers through Isaac’s hair and encouraged him to let Daniel go, and Isaac melted into his mate’s arms and pressed his face to Constans’ broad chest, Constans wrapping his arms around his mate, rubbing his back.

A hand gently splayed over his lower back and Daniel turned into Rory, accepting the embrace with ease. He was very relieved to be safe and surrounded by his family, but Isaac was right—Daniel had put Isaac in a horrible position. It didn’t matter that he knew he did the right thing—saving Beryl from the sun and finding Rory was the only option. Hindsight was littered with maybes and should haves, so he set it aside as best he could until he could talk to Isaac.

“Alright, we’re all a mess from this morning.” Angel declared. “There’s plenty of rooms upstairs. Daniel, Rory, please stay until we can all regroup after some sleep and some food, and we can talk through what happened. I need to call off the search for you both and alert O’Malley that you’re both here and fine.” He glanced at his brother and Batiste. “Constans, Isaac, please stay, but if you want to go home that’s fine as well. We do need a family meeting this evening so come back before dinner.”

Constans was thoughtful for a minute, then spoke for both. “We’ll stay. And we’ll take you up on a room as well, thank you.”

Angel nodded. “Remain in the shade and I’ll get you added to the sunlight wards in a few minutes.” He turned to Daniel. “The room next to Eroch’s is furnished and overlooks the garden. I think you two will like that one best.”

Daniel knew a dismissal when he heard one, but he was okay with it—Angel probably wanted to talk to Isaac alone. He understood. Daniel took Rory’s hand and led him from the parlor, stopping next to Simeon, who opened his arms for a hug. Daniel clenched Simeon tight with his free arm, unabashedly snuggling for a long moment. Hugging Simeon felt like home, a paternal connection he never had with his own father.

“I’m glad you’re well, fledgling.” Simeon spoke quietly in his ear. He mumbled a watery thanks and hoped he wouldn’t start crying again. Simeon let him go after a moment with a soft smile, and Daniel left the parlor with Rory in tow.
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The guest bedroom was decorated in rich jewel tones and tasteful paintings of Massachusetts scenery. The walls were a dark cobalt blue, the hardwood floors accented with some light green throw rugs patterned in forest themes and the curtains bracketing the balcony that overlooked the enclosed garden below were a bright seafoam. The bedspread of the king-sized bed was a lovely mix of blues and greens, nothing over the top. It was refreshing and elegant.

And it meant Angel had nothing to do with the interior decorating. His old apartment on the other side of Beacon Hill was a combination of random bits of artifacts, eclectic artwork from indie artists around town, and the occasional priceless painting thrown in. Angel was a functional kind of guy. It made his decision to move to such a grand townhouse a bit out of character, but Daniel suspected it had more to do with wanting to make certain impressions upon any potential enemies and allies that he wasn’t just some average practitioner in an old walk-up who could be fucked around with without compunction.

The townhouse was old and in immaculate condition, full of towering ceilings, grand foyers and parlors, a library, several bedrooms, more bathrooms than Daniel bothered to count, a spacious kitchen, a walk-out garden with a brick wall, and a rooftop patio. It held a pair of suites in the basement for the butler and the housekeeper, both of whom were brave enough—or crazy enough—to move in when offered.

Angel’s new place was four stories, five if the basement was counted, and had the corner lot in the row of brownstone townhouses, giving it enviable access to the front street and the cross street to the side. Each room was lavishly decorated but nothing crazy or showy. Polished woods, gleaming stone, bronze and copper accents, and white plaster walls in shared spaces. Crown molding and natural woods everywhere, and more windows than anyone would expect to see in the home of a practitioner with a vampire mate.

If Daniel shifted into his inner vision and squinted slightly, he could see the all-encompassing sunlight wards that Angel crafted to keep his mate safe, neatly layered and woven into the protection and security wards Angel laid as well. Angel was in fact the only practitioner Daniel knew of who was able to make sunlight wards—never mind ones of such precision and clarity. They allowed nearly all light wavelengths through except those that harmed the sentient undead. No other spellwork out there, including the commercial-grade spells available to the highest bidder, came even close to what Angel was able to craft on a whim and in a handful of moments. The commercially available windows and doors incorporated chemistry more than magic to maintain vampire-safe standards.

Daniel exhaled roughly, rubbing at his face and grimacing at the grime and dried blood all over his hands and clothing. Every inch of exposed skin was dirty, and the brand-new clothes Beryl gave him to wear right before the bombing were ruined beyond salvaging. “I need a shower.”

“We both do,” Rory replied, and Daniel snorted out a laugh in agreement. They were both a mess.

“Bathroom is through there.” The ensuite bathroom was huge, half the size of the bedroom, and had a full shower and a giant tub under a window that also looked over the garden. The double sink was marble, and the walls were a light blue, the curtains white and diaphanous.

Rory went right to the tub and turned on the water, and Daniel started stripping. It took him far longer than he wanted, as he was stiff and slightly sore. He noticed again that he was still barefoot, and he started laughing.

“Dear heart?” Rory turned away from the tub and eyed him with no shortage of worry. Daniel snorted and kept laughing, pointing at his bare feet. He wiggled his toes and laughed so hard he started crying again. Rory chuckled and came to help him undress. Rory knelt and Daniel put a hand on his shoulder for balance as Rory tugged down his pants as carefully as possible. He’d been healed in his sleep, but he was still stiff and sore and exhausted, and his coordination was nonexistent.

Rory stood and helped Daniel out of his shirt and underwear. “Here, into the shower first, let’s rinse off the worst of the dust.”

“Okay,” Daniel mumbled, swaying a bit. His brain felt removed from the situation, and he really needed a nap. Tears sprung in his eyes, and he let them fall unabated. Rory had seen him cry many times and he’d long lost any reserves about showing the man he loved his tears.

Rory helped him into the huge shower and turned on the rain spout overhead, warm water coming out immediately, and then Rory stripped and followed him in, shutting the glass door. Rory navigated him under the spray and held him close, hands lightly scrubbing away at the dirt that somehow made its way over his entire body. Blood ran out of his hair and off his skin at places where Rory must have healed cuts and scrapes.

Daniel turned into Rory and put his arms around Rory’s neck, leaning on his firm chest. Rory held him up, hands on his hips, letting the water cascade over them both, rinsing the last few hours off their bodies. Wet braids fell around Rory’s shoulders and over Daniel’s arms, and he smiled, loving how they felt on his skin even when wet. He kissed Rory’s upper chest and shoulders, needing the taste of him on his tongue. Rory hummed in encouragement, holding him even closer, and Daniel felt the thickening length pressed to his lower belly. It was hot, hard, and slick from the water, and Daniel shifted just enough to get it to slide over his skin, making him shiver a bit from arousal.

Rory shut off the water after a minute, and led Daniel from the stall by his hand, neither of them commenting on how aroused they both were. The tub was nearly full, and Rory turned off the faucet before stepping in, guiding Daniel in as well before sinking down into the steaming water. Daniel groaned in relief at the temperature as he sat in the massive tub. He let Rory tug him onto his lap, straddling his thighs and plastering himself to Rory, arms slipping back into place around his shoulders. The tub was more than spacious enough for two adults, but Daniel didn’t want space. He wanted to stay in Rory’s arms, and Rory must have felt the same as he gathered Daniel close and held him like he was precious.

Wet kisses along his jaw had him tipping back his head, eyes closing. Rory held him with one hand on his lower back and the other slid up into his wet hair, fingers tangling with the strands, gripping gently but firmly. Daniel shuddered in want and pushed his hips into Rory, reveling in the thick, hot length that nudged up at his ass. Rory kept kissing along his jaw and then sucked on his earlobe, making Daniel tremble in want, gasping out pleas for more.

Rory tugged him upright, pulling him down so Rory’s thick cock nestled in the crack of his ass and their chests were aligned. Rory took his mouth in a deep kiss, slow and hot and exactly what he needed after a morning of fear and adrenaline.

They nearly died that morning and Daniel wanted to fuck.

Warm water swirled around their bodies and Daniel sighed into the next kiss, relaxing even more as Rory occupied his entire focus. He wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of his life kissing Rory, and the thought of it hurt as much as it aroused him. Rory would outlive him by an infinite margin, and yet Daniel would be grateful for every second spent in Rory’s arms.

The kiss ended in time for Daniel to breathe before he passed out, and Rory chuckled at the flush that spread across his cheeks. Daniel grabbed two heavy handfuls of green hair darkened by water and he looked Rory dead in the eyes. “Please fuck me.”

The grin on Rory’s face was incandescent. “At your command, beloved.”

“Mmmm, I like that,” Daniel murmured, nipping at one plump bottom lip. Rory hissed at the sting but kissed him back, tongue exploring his mouth like he wanted to devour Daniel.

Daniel was too hard to think properly but fucking in water wasn’t all that pleasant with nothing to push against, though at least he didn’t need to worry about slipping and breaking his neck. Rory solved the problem with a slight draw of his powers and then Daniel groaned as he was lifted slightly and then pulled down, inch by torturous inch onto Rory’s incredible cock. No pain, just an easy glide that stabbed deep into Daniel’s core and left him fuller than he ever thought he could tolerate. Rory held him fast, arm around his waist, the other dipping into the water and squeezing the base of Daniel’s cock, keeping him from exploding the second Rory planted himself balls deep.

Daniel whimpered and tried to move his hips, wanting Rory to move, to fuck him, but Rory held him fast. “Patience, beloved. Relax and feel.”

“Feel what…” Daniel began to ask and then he lost the ability to speak as his eyes rolled back in his head.

Ridges all along the thick cock buried in his ass expanded, growing more pronounced than the first time Daniel felt them. Each ridge was thick and hard, and a set of them found his prostate and slipped back and forth over the bundle of nerves with each gasping breath Daniel took. He screamed, out of control, an orgasm forcing itself up and out of him, past the grip Rory had on his dick, his whole body jerking in Rory’s arms at the unbelievable pleasure. He went limp, collapsing on Rory’s chest, and he struggled to breathe while sobbing out his release.

He came back to himself after who knew how long, and he groaned when Rory began to rock back and forth beneath him. A slight motion, nothing major, but inside Daniel’s body it was enough to kindle a new spark of arousal. Daniel shivered, nerves overwrought, as his cock hardened again, and his balls drew in tight. Daniel could not move at all, muscles refusing to work, and he whimpered in needy approval as Rory increased his movement deep inside Daniel’s ass.

Rory felt longer, reached deeper, ridges pronounced and the head so thick it tugged at his flesh on each tiny withdrawal. Each thrust back in punched out a sob, a cry for more, and Rory heeded his pleas.

The water rocked with them, pace increasing, Rory easing into a rhythm that was deep, short, and fucking miraculous. Daniel grabbed at Rory’s shoulders, nails scratching. He screamed out another orgasm, and this time Rory followed. He was gathered close, and Rory went deep as he could, groaning out his release as Daniel flew apart. Thick bursts of cum filled him, and Daniel squirmed a bit, loving the ache as the pressure increased inside. Rory was still coming, and Daniel squeezed his ass around his lover, encouraging him to keep going. Rory kissed him hard and fast, and Daniel cried out as he was gifted another thick burst of cum.

He had no memory of leaving the tub, but he slowly came around as Rory dried him with a towel as he sat on the edge of the bed. Rory tossed aside one damp towel and grabbed another, quickly drying Daniel’s hair and then easing Daniel under the covers. Daniel let him, body exhausted and mind still recovering. Daniel experienced a moment of confusion as Rory slid a dry towel under his hips, but sleep was calling to him and he heeded the call, falling asleep before Rory finished tucking him in.
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Family Meeting


Rory was unbraiding his hair from the unfortunate mess it was in when he heard a soft knock on the door and went to answer it, leaving Daniel asleep in the bed.

Angel stood in the hall, holding a tall stack of clothing. His eyes bugged out a bit and Rory grinned as Angel took in his naked form, cheeks going slightly pink.

Angel coughed. “Here’s some clothes for you and Daniel. Nothing I own will fit either of you, so you’re getting Simeon’s idea of casual wear.” He paused for a moment. “Daniel okay?”

Rory figured that their adventures in the bathroom might have been overheard. He reached out and took the stack of clothing from Angel. “He’s well. Sleeping now. Should I wake him?”

“I bet he’s tired,” Angel said with a grin. “Nah, let him sleep as long as he needs. I called Milly, she’ll be here for dinner and the family meeting. Make sure you’re wearing clothes, or you’ll need to pry her off you with your sword.”

Rory quirked a brow at that odd warning and nodded in thanks as Angel retreated down the hall. He shut the door and deposited the clothes in a faux suede cobalt blue armchair next to the bed. He sat on the free side of the bed and resumed unbraiding his hair as he watched Daniel sleep.

He felt Cian reach for his mind a moment before a ripple of magic appeared in the center of the room, and Cian’s form stepped free. Not quite the same as what humans considered astral projection, but very close. It was one of Cian’s talents, and it was made easier by the presence of stone and iron. The townhouse was crafted from marble and granite, and presumably iron in its core and form. Cian used the connection they had between their minds and the soul they shared, to appear wherever Rory may be, with varying degrees of tangibility. His physical body was in Blackguard, anchoring the talent, while his mind directed his half of their soul to reconnect with Rory.

His brother’s cleverness was still impressive, even after all these years—technically, not once had Cian left Blackguard, not even when he came to save Rory and Daniel that morning at the boutique. Except in that case, Cian left behind a facsimile of the projection of his form, the most basic use of his ability. It was intangible and motionless, and if someone touched it, they would see it for what it was. While much of his mind and spirit remained with his body, Cian guided the temple to where Rory and Daniel were in need. It was a talent that was exceptionally useful in the rare times they were not physically together, and depending on the need, Cian would either leave behind a projection fueled by a piece of his mind, or his body would be left while his mind and spirit ranged afield.

Cian was in two places at once—and his word remained intact. Not once since he was remanded into the warden’s custody was Cian missing from Blackguard.

“Brother,” Cian greeted jovially. There was a bit of a bounce in his step and his eyes sparkled. Bloodshed always cheered him up.

Rory smiled at his brother and dropped his hands away as Cian took over the task of untangling the mess of his hair. With quick, practiced movements, Cian freed each strand and put the silver clips and gemstones into Rory’s palm as he worked. They’d likely spent hundreds of years helping each other with their hair.

While the passage of time for Rory felt uninterrupted, he knew his brother had spent over two centuries alone, without their bond or his company to anchor him. Cian was enjoying the simple task of tending to his hair far more than he normally would have in the past. It soothed a painful ache in his heart, and Rory mourned the years of closeness that Cian had been denied, the years that Rory hung suspended in stasis.

When he’d opened his eyes to see a stranger kneeling over him and felt the lessening pain in his chest, Rory had no notion of how many years had passed or the horrors that Cian committed when his mind finally succumbed to the madness that resulted from being denied the other half of his being. His brother held out for centuries, and only when the magic holding Rory on this side of life began to degrade did Cian give in to desperation and begin killing. The ceremony that Cian barely remembered from their youth was one they only saw performed once, from a distance, and was done by an elder of their people, a sidhe so ancient that they recalled creatures as big as mountains that once roamed the earth. It had involved willing sacrifice of one life for another, and that was all Rory recalled, Cian’s memories a bit sharper as he had not looked away from the sight of blood when it was performed.

Rory was amidst a pitched battle one moment, and he remembered the flash of a blade inside his guard, and then nothing, falling to his knees while Cian caught him in his arms, screaming in terror and anger. Suspended in stasis, he felt nothing, saw nothing, heard nothing, until he awoke in the temple, Angel Salvatore carefully lifting his hand from the healing wound over his heart.

Cian caught the edge of the memories he pondered, and without asking, Rory saw the battle to keep him alive, all from Cian’s perspective. Despite what others might have thought, the sorcerer who gave his life to power the stasis spell over two centuries prior was not murdered—his sacrifice was willing. It pained Rory to have another die to save him, but he would not dishonor an old friend’s choice by lamenting it so long after the success of the spell.

“Colm knew what he was about,” Cian murmured quietly so as not to wake Daniel. “He said you’d saved his life more than once over the years, and his life in return for yours was a small measure of settling the debt.”

Colm had been a cranky old practitioner who was tired of battles, and he was grumpy in the extreme that Cian and Rory couldn’t keep themselves out of the mess between the colonists and the royalists. They would have, too, but for the magical folk impacted by the British soldiers’ actions that fateful day. The British army had no patience for the mystical peoples from Ireland or Scotland, and the species of younger fae who lived on the outskirts of Lexington were being driven from their land to make way for the British army to camp in preparation for the coming military maneuvers against the revolutionaries. When the battle erupted, everything fell apart, and Rory nearly died.

“I miss him,” was all Rory could say, heart aching. Colm would be dead by now even if he hadn’t fueled the stasis spell with his life force. Already ancient for a human, Colm would be well over four hundred years old if he’d not set the knife to his own throat and let Cian make the cut, and no mortal practitioner ever lived that long without being bonded. And Colm had been famously uninterested in bonding—a more aromantic man he’d never met.

He withdrew his mind from the memories Cian kept of the mechanics of Colm’s sacrifice and thought of more pleasant things, like the young sorcerer sleeping deeply an arm’s distance away.

“I don’t know why you hesitate to claim him,” Cian lamented, a bit of snark in his tone. “If I loved him as you do, it would have been done already.”

“Your lack of patience is the stuff of legend, brother,” Rory chided, and Cian snorted, not disagreeing. Daniel shifted under the blanket and relaxed with a soft sigh. “I’ll tell him. It’s no small thing, the immortality we hold. He needs to know the whole of it before he makes a decision he cannot undo.”

“Always so honorable,” Cian whispered, tugging on a stubborn knot. Rory smiled, and leaned back enough to rest his weight on Cian’s hip as he continued to work.

They both fell into silence, enjoying each other’s company, watching over the young mortal as he slept.
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Daniel thought he was seeing double when he woke up, but it turned out that he wasn’t seeing things. Cian nodded in his direction before fading from view, and Daniel sat up and groggily pushed the hair out of his eyes. He went to sleep with wet hair, and he was regretting that.

“Am I insane?” Daniel groused as he rubbed at his eyes. “Did I hit my head on the tub while you fucked me unconscious?”

“As sane as always, my love.” Rory replied, wearing clothing he must have borrowed from Simeon, as the shirt hung a bit loose on his frame. “Cian came for a visit while you slept, I hope you don’t mind.”

Daniel stretched and thought about it. Cian was intimidating, but the bone-deep fear he expected to feel on meeting his lover’s twin was nonexistent. He wasn’t afraid of Cian anymore. The monster he expected to see never showed up. “No, I don’t mind. Just confused about how he managed it.”

“I’ll explain everything after dinner during the family meeting.”

Daniel groaned and flopped back in bed. “Family meeting. Sounds so normal, yet it always resembles a war council.”

Rory chuckled. He came over and leaned down, kissing Daniel firmly before straightening. “Dame Fontaine should be here shortly, so perhaps you should get dressed before she barges in here while you’re naked.”

“Milly would, too,” Daniel said with a laugh.

Rory went into the bathroom and Daniel carefully sat up, feeling some aches from the explosive sex earlier, and something else. He reached down and blushed hard when he felt the remnants of Rory’s prolific ejaculations. No wonder his lover put the towel underneath his ass before he fell asleep. Daniel used the towel to wipe up what was left and climbed out of bed, hoping nothing leaked down his thighs. Once he was certain that nothing would appear at an inconvenient moment, he gingerly walked over to the small table holding a stack of clothing and tugged it on. Simeon’s clothing for sure, as it hung far more noticeably on Daniel than Rory, and he felt like a kid playing dress-up in a parent’s clothes. Not that he ever did that as a child, but he watched some TV.

He realized as he buttoned the fly in the borrowed pants that he was still without shoes. His were still buried in the rubble of the boutique across town. Daniel sighed and wiggled his toes, knowing his feet would soon be cold and he would need to borrow some socks at the least.

“Sit down, dear heart,” Rory asked as he left the bathroom carrying his magical boots.

Confused, Daniel sat in an armchair next to the small table and Rory knelt at his feet. “I don’t need shoes; not like you do. I don’t feel the cold the same way, and the bottom of my feet aren’t as tender as yours.”

Rory took one ankle in hand and slipped his foot into the proper boot. It was lined with silk or satin and felt warm and not at all constricting considering it was almost all leather and should be heavy. It wasn’t—the boot molded itself to the shape of his foot and was lighter than a pair of sneakers and as flexible as wearing plain socks. Rory slipped on the other boot while he was admiring the first and then stood, taking Daniel by the hand and tugging him to his feet.

“Relax and let yourself walk naturally. The boots will know what you need.” Rory waved a hand toward the open space in the room and Daniel felt awkward as hell but walked across the room for a few strides. There was a ripple under his feet, and he stumbled a bit in surprise, and when he looked down, he was wearing regular, casual leather loafers, with a comfy insole and nothing to give away he was wearing mystical shoes.

“Fucking freaky,” Daniel whispered, but he was just as pleased as he was alarmed. Rory chuckled and held out his hand.

Daniel took Rory’s hand and wound their fingers together. Rory looked utterly at ease barefoot, and sexy as hell, too. His hair was free from the numerous braids and hung down his back in a thick wave of moss green locks. Daniel unabashedly eyeballed his lover from head to toe, and he grinned when Rory caught him at it. Rory chuckled and pulled him in under his arm and held him close as they took their time walking down the hall.

Daniel realized when he wrapped an arm around Rory’s waist that the sword was missing. He stopped and Rory stopped with him. “Where’s your sword?” He was afraid it had been knocked off Rory during the explosion and lost. He hoped not—the sword was centuries, maybe even thousands of years old and a priceless relic.

Rory pressed a kiss to his temple and then lifted his free arm, flicking his wrist. Out of nothing the sword appeared, tucked safely into its scabbard, the attached belt and ties that let Rory set the blade at his waist swinging. Daniel gaped and then shut his mouth with a snap, shaking his head. “I should be used to that by now, huh? I’m glad it’s not lost in the rubble.”

Rory flicked his wrist again and the blade was gone, his hand empty. Daniel never saw it leave. One second it was there, the next, gone as if it never were. Rory smiled and hugged him tight. “I can carry certain things with me, tucked away inside the magic I exude in a type of energy field that surrounds me, of which there are many levels and varieties of use. The energy field can do many things, including holding items. Cian does the same with his daggers. When my sword is tucked away inside an energy pocket, it cannot be lost or stolen. No one can access it but me. My people once called it by many different names, but as we fell in numbers, it grew easier to simply call it part of our glamour, as the specific names in our tongue are hard to translate into more modern languages that lack the concepts. Ether, too, is a word we use for it.”

Daniel hugged Rory around his waist and tilted his head back so he could see Rory’s face better. “I’ve never heard you speak your language. What’s it called?”

Rory’s lips gave a small twitch, his amber eyes amused. “There is no name for our language. It was merely the words we spoke to one another. And Cian is the only other High Court sidhe I know here in the city, and we don’t need words to talk to each other, so speaking in our birth tongue is not something we do often.”

“You can speak it around me, if you want.” He bit his lip before continuing. “I don’t mind. If you miss it, that is.”

Rory bent and kissed him, a soft, chaste kiss full of affection. “Thank you, dear heart.”

“Quit making out in my house and get down here!” Angel yelled from somewhere downstairs, and Daniel jumped. He groaned as Rory laughed, and he chuckled too before regretfully breaking their hug.

“C’mon, before my mentor hexes us or something.”
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Dame Millicent Mildred Fontaine was all class, elegance, and had a mouth that would send a sailor running for cover.

“The fuck you mean you were all there during the gods’ bedamned bombing?” Milly declared, hands on her hips, fury radiating off her in waves. “You couldn’t mention this over the phone? I would have been here sooner! Instead, I swung by the spa and got my hair done, you inconsiderate brat!”

Angel flinched with each lash of Milly’s ire. He didn’t even bother defending himself, and Rory was quite impressed. She paced in front of her partner, heels stabbing the floor, and Angel endured the tirade until Milly finished.

For a sorcerer of her caliber, she was quite young, not even half a century old, and next to Angel, she was perhaps the best trained practitioner Rory had ever seen. Her control was immaculate, her technique honed, and her abilities were well-practiced. And her best talent lay in rendering Angel Salvatore into a repentant puddle under her heel.

“I am sorry! I was distracted by half my family getting blown up! And I thought you knew about the bombing; you know about everything else that happens in this town!” Angel sputtered out.

Milly smacked Angel upside the head and Daniel snorted back a laugh in shock, eyes wide. Isaac sat on the couch nearby and leaned back with his arms crossed, enjoying every second from the smug expression on his face. Simeon merely waited behind Angel, at his shoulder, showing no sign of interceding. Wise man. Eroch was dozing on the windowsill, catching some late afternoon sun before the sun sank behind the buildings across the street, unbothered by the ruckus.

“Bombings involving any member of the Salvatore clan require an immediate phone call to me! If you’re in pieces and can’t call, then the least you can do is text me to come pick those pieces up! Do you understand me?” Milly growled and got right in Angel’s face, a slim finger with a scarlet nail hovering under his nose.

Angel gently caught Milly’s hand and tugged her in for a hug, and she immediately wrapped both arms around him and hugged him tightly. Angel hugged her close and they murmured quietly to each other, and Rory looked away to give them some measure of privacy.

“Family meeting first, since we need everyone caught up.” Angel declared, and Rory and Daniel went to sit with Isaac on the couch. Constans stood behind the couch, one hand on Isaac’s shoulder. Daniel sat between Isaac and Rory and leaned into Rory once they were settled. Rory would have loved to pull Daniel into his lap, but he wasn’t sure yet of Daniel’s boundaries when it came to displaying affection in front of his family.

Milly sat primly in one of the three armchairs, and Angel and Simeon sat next to each other across from the couch. As soon as Angel sat, he raised a hand and made a short cutting motion, and Rory recognized the privacy spell that fell into place around the parlor and sealed the doors. No one would hear inside the room, and only a member of the household could touch the door to knock from the outside.

Eroch slept on, unconcerned, twitching as he dreamed.

“I need a retelling of this morning’s events, start to finish.” Angel stated, then held up a hand and pointed at Isaac. “Leave out the sex unless a villain gave a monologue detailing their evil plans while you were fucking.”

Isaac glared at his brother and pouted. Angel sighed and shook his head, then nodded to Daniel. “I’m hoping you won’t share details of your sex life and can tell me what happened at the boutique?”

Daniel took the instructions to heart and launched into a detailed and thorough recounting of that morning’s events, sans sexy times, as he put it. Rory listened avidly and held Daniel’s hand as he recalled the moment he heard Rory shout his name and then running out in time to see the bomb dropped as one of the attackers ran out the front door.

“Wait.” Angel interrupted. He spoke to Rory. “You knew it was a bomb before it activated.”

Rory nodded. “Yes. I’ve felt such devices before. During wartimes, mostly. Commonly known spell amongst battle mages used in large scale conflicts. It’s hard to get right for a novice, but anyone practiced at such a thing could do so easily with the right ingredients and spell components. They’ve been used since the mid 1700s.”

“I think I read something about them when I was a teenager,” Angel mused. “Did anyone else feel anything before it activated?” Angel asked, looking around the group. Daniel and Isaac both shook their heads in the negative. Angel sat back in his chair. “Dammit. That would be helpful if we could do that. Rory can’t be everywhere at once.”

“I believe it’s a matter of biology in this case, and not training that allowed me to recognize the weave of spells and the energies of the components and knew it was a bomb.” Rory admitted ruefully. “Otherwise, I’d be more than delighted to train others to recognize these devices.”

“Could we see them if we use our inner vision?” Isaac asked.

Rory thought about it and nodded. “The spells, perhaps, depending on how close you are to the devices.”

“And no one wants to get close to a bomb,” Angel grimaced. “Yeah, no one is doing that. Shield and run.” Angel gestured to Daniel. “Keep going, kiddo.”

Daniel took a deep breath and continued recounting the events of that morning. Rory listened avidly since he recalled nothing after the bomb exploded. He hugged Daniel to his side and dropped a kiss in his golden hair when Daniel recounted finding Beryl, then Isaac, and the repeated attempts of the strangers to grab him and Rory. Daniel stuttered a bit when he told them about pushing Isaac and Beryl into the panic room and then finding Rory, and the massive head wound. No one pushed him to speak up or press on when he took a moment to breathe. Rory held him, feeling the fine tremors in his lean frame, and he wished that Daniel could have been spared that morning’s violence.

“Isaac, who did you see?” Angel asked his brother while Daniel took a break.

“No one, just vague outlines of people running around and then I saw Danny kneeling next to Beryl.” Isaac paused, thinking, then shook his head. “The smoke and dust clouds were so thick; I didn’t see anything. And then I was in the panic room, and I had no idea what was happening until Constans got there. We think the exit was buried in rubble since neither of us could get it open—that’s when Constans took us back to the Tower to get Beryl some help.”

Daniel tensed in his arms and Rory knew he regretted how things unfolded, though to Rory’s mind there wasn’t much else they could do while the building collapsed around them, and they were being attacked. Aside from Daniel going in there with them, but Rory enjoyed living, so he dismissed that thought.

Daniel picked the tale back up and told his rapt audience about being surrounded by the masked attackers, and then Cian arriving through a magical archway.

Angel fixed Rory with a piercing stare. “I’d like an explanation now, please.”

Rory mentally sought Cian’s agreement that he could share the truth, and then nodded once he had it. “The truth I share with you all must be kept secret—nothing can be shared with anyone not present here and now. Not a shred of it, even if withholding the truth means you must lie to someone you care about or respect.” He paused, and while he felt some resistance from Angel and Milly, no one spoke. “This is a secret that drove my species to extinction, so I must hear you all swear.”

Daniel was first to swear, the others followed quickly, and Rory was cheered by the faith they had in him. He waited until they all swore and then he carefully stood, untangling himself from his beloved. He pulled on his magic and it answered, the glamour spinning out from his body and hovering in the air between the couch and chairs.

Light and sound wove together and an image of ages past coalesced. “A magic older than even I can comprehend has followed my people from our birth in the infancy of this world to the threshold of today. Known by many names, the most well-known are the sidhe mounds, sometimes called the undercroft or the city mounds. Homes to the Tuatha Dé Danann, they have been described by many scholars and historians as magical realms hidden inside the natural world. Places where mortals have been taken as captives, hostages, even lovers or prizes, where time passes differently and the gods play in lazy splendor.” He focused and pulled a memory from his youth. Two green-haired children scampered through waist-high grass under a cavernous ceiling made of stones and stars, while tall, slim beings clothed in stardust and vibrant greenery strolled along the shores of tiny oceans held in endless gardens. He heard some surprised swearing, then changed the image to one of medieval Europe, and a battlefield covered in blood and death. “The sidhe mounds were pockets of reality that were manifestations of living magic, nearly sentient, capricious in nature, though loyal to the few sidhe whose temperaments matched them best. King Oberon was one such sidhe, and he claimed one such mound as the home for the entire court of the Seelie and the surrounding kingdom.”

Mounted knights charged at sidhe warriors, who cut them down with minimal effort, though a few knights were lucky and took down a few sidhe warriors. “Wars were fought to capture the sidhe mounds. They can travel instantaneously from one point to another with no loss of time or effort expended in the traveling. If the one who guides the mound so wishes, time can slow to such a degree that hundreds of years can pass outside while a handful of hours pass inside. Humans, and many younger species of fae, saw it as a means to gain immortality, and a weapon that could bypass any shield, any ward, any wall or border. In the wrong hands, it would lay waste to the world.”

Rory let the pain wash over him and then dismissed the battle and summoned an image of the temple as he last saw it, a familiar sight to several people in the room. “Here is the sidhe mound that Cian controls, and has for many thousands of years.” Rory held the image for a long moment, then released it, letting his glamour quiet. He dropped his hand and met Angel’s gaze head on. “My people were driven to the edge of extinction by mortals determined to seize the power of the mounds for themselves. Yet with each enclave that vanished due to slaughter or attrition, the mounds retreated from the living world and faded away into nothing. The mound, the temple, that answers Cian’s bidding is the sole remaining sidhe mound left in the world—that I know of, at least. All others faded into nothing as my people died. Eventually, those who sought the sidhe mounds either died off, gave up, or were seen as madmen and the pursuit abandoned.”

Rory was grateful that Angel avoided the topic of his species’ demise. “Cian used the sidhe mound to travel from Blackguard to the boutique.”

“Yes,” Rory replied.

“And then from the boutique to my foyer, bypassing my wards entirely.”

“That is what happened, yes.” Rory managed a small smile. “And from there he returned to Blackguard.”

“Hmm.” Angel crossed his arms, much like Isaac, and squinted at Rory. “You’re telling me your brother, a convicted serial killer, holds the reins to the most desired magical…” He struggled to find a word for a moment. “…magical vehicle in the whole world, and he sits in prison day after day and doesn’t use it to escape?”

“Cian does not need the mound to escape. If he wished, he could walk out the front doors of Blackguard and no one could stop him.”

“What stops him now?” Angel demanded. Daniel sat forward in his seat, but Rory held up a hand and Daniel settled back, though he was glaring rather harshly at his mentor in the first sign of displeasure he’d ever seen Daniel express toward Angel.

“Honor stops him.”

“Honor didn’t keep him in Blackguard this morning.”

Rory grinned, enjoying the clash of words. Angel was no fool. Rory could not recall the last time he argued with anyone. “Cian was still in Blackguard. He has never left.”

Angel’s squint morphed into a searing glare. “Find that hard to believe, seeing as how he reduced a bunch of masked weirdos into minced bad guys this morning.”

“I speak the truth.”

Angel grumbled under his breath and Daniel exhaled in exasperation. “Will you two quit fucking around already? Rory, please just tell him. You promised to explain it to me too, so get talking.”

Rory bit back a grin and bowed elegantly to Daniel, who tried to glare at him but ended up blushing and biting his lip, his eyes promising all sorts of delicious things.

“Stop eye fucking and tell me.” Angel’s snark was both impatient and amused.

“You are familiar with astral projection?” Rory asked, though he assumed that they all were. Both Simeon and Constans were old for their kind and well-traveled, and Milly and Angel were two of the most educated sorcerers he’d ever met, and Angel certainly made sure those in his care were as well.

Nods all around. “Similar to astral projection, Cian can leave behind his body as his mind travels far afield. His body serves as an anchor, and so he can create a functional illusion that has varying degrees of tangibility to it. It can be nothing but ether, or as solid as I am right now, able to interact with its environment. We call it soul walking.”

“Humans using astral projection can sometimes interact in a tangible manner with their environments as well.” Angel was a bit more relaxed. Likely thinking that was all, a familiar ability he could understand.

“With difficulty and many years of training, yes. Humans can master that gift, do small things like opening doors or touching another person.”

“I’m sensing a huge ‘but’ incoming.”

Rory let a bit of a wry smile lift his lips. “The other half of his ability is what Cian used this morning.”

“Oh, great.” Angel said. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

Daniel rolled his eyes so hard Rory almost heard it. “Angel, be nice.”

“Okay, okay.” Angel sighed. “Please continue.”

“Cian can leave behind an infinitesimal piece of his mind, his spirit, and let it anchor his body as he travels. He can be in two places at once. He left behind a portion of his mind that anchored a facsimile, an illusion of himself, behind in his cell and then traveled by means of the sidhe mound to help me when he felt me lose consciousness this morning. He was still in his cell, just as he was in the boutique. Two places at once.”

Angel didn’t say anything. The others looked impressed or concerned to varying degrees. Constans said nothing, but the knowing look in his eyes told him that the master vamp had more knowledge of their abilities than he’d shared with the mortals. That, he understood—Constans was the holder of many secrets, most of them not his own.

“Cian can go anywhere in the world and still be in prison at the same time?”

Angel looked ready to storm Blackguard. Rory held up a hand and Angel settled a bit. “No. This ability Cian has only lets him come to me—anywhere that I am, he can reach me. He does not need the mound to travel, unless it’s his body that is making the trip over a great distance. His mind has no such limits on traveling and can find me anywhere.”

“Can you do that, too?” Daniel asked, eyes wide.

“I can borrow his gifts, as he can borrow mine. Soul-walking is uncomfortable for me. I don’t enjoy splitting my body and mind, even a small piece of myself, so I do not do it often. And prior to my…incapacitation, Cian and I were always together, and rarely apart, so the need to use it was even more rare.”

“Your brother isn’t gallivanting about at night in the middle of downtown while an illusion keeps his cell warm, right?”

“No gallivanting.”

Angel was silent for a long moment, and he and Simeon shared a pensive glance, communicating as only mates could while Rory waited patiently.

Angel turned back to him and nodded once, and Rory figured that was acceptance. Angel then looked at Daniel and spoke. “Alright. Back to this morning’s events. What happened after Cian got there?”
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Angel turned his attention back to Daniel, and Rory sat beside him on the couch again. Daniel relaxed fully once he had his hand back in Rory’s.

“We went into the mound. The temple?” Daniel said, turning to look at Rory in question. “Not sure which is right? We’ve always called it the temple.”

“You may continue to do so. It has gone by many names over the years. It does not care what we call it.”

“We went into the temple and Cian took care of Rory’s head wound and then once Rory woke up and I got my minor injuries healed up, we came here.”

“Tell me about the people wearing the masks.”

Daniel thought back to that morning and tried to consider it dispassionately. It was hard seeing past his terror and panic. “Dark clothes. Thick jackets and heavy pants. Blacks and dark blues. Nothing the same, more like they all threw on whatever they had that wouldn’t stand out and be easy to remember. The masks covered their whole faces, eyes were dark holes. I couldn’t see anyone’s eyes.”

Angel nodded. “Anything else you can remember?”

“The masks were black and gold, or maybe a really dark brown? And the gold was paint, not metal. And none of the masks were identical, the patterns were all different—handmade, I think.”

“Masks made by an individual and not mass produced, so we can’t start calling costume shops and asking if a suspicious group of people were buying up a certain style of masks.”

Milly spoke up. “Maybe we can call around and ask if blank masks were purchased, or if designers in the area were commissioned for masks that could be painted. Stores wouldn’t be necessary for such things, there are plenty of indie artists who sell their wares online or at festivals.”

Angel nodded. “Do you have people you can ask and send out feelers for more information?”

“I do.” She pulled out her phone and stood. “I’ll go make some calls now, actually.” Milly left the room, dialing as she shut the door behind her.

“Anything else you want to add, Daniel?” Angel asked.

Daniel thought about it for a long moment. “I don’t know why the boutique was bombed. Was the goal to kill us? Incapacitate us so we could be kidnapped or easily killed? Was the bloodclan the target, or maybe Beryl specifically? Or all of us? They tried to grab me twice, and none of the spells they threw at me were lethal or maiming—I recognized one as a knockout spell.”

“All good questions. We need answers.” Angel turned to Constans. “Can you ask your people, especially Beryl, about the incident? Any threats made, arguments, maybe someone wanting revenge? This may be the start of something larger and the clan could be an ongoing target.”

“Ellora has begun her investigation already. I will send along the details shared today immediately.” Constans also took out his phone and began texting.

“Isaac, what was your morning like before the bombing? Anything out of the ordinary?”

Isaac was silent for a minute, thinking, but he shook his head. “I got there at nine and didn’t see anything out of place or unusual. Beryl might have, but Constans asked before we left and they said they didn’t see anything, either. Beryl did get the brunt of the blast, so maybe they did see something and just can’t remember.”

Angel hummed to himself under his breath, something he did when he suspected something. He tended to get hunches that swiftly turned into epiphanies and astounding breakthroughs. It helped that Angel was a deeply intuitive person and saw motives as easy as breathing. Even as Daniel thought that, he got an idea himself, and Angel looked up and met his gaze, quirking a brow. “Ask, Daniel.”

Daniel smiled at his mentor and turned to Isaac. “Any new customers? Aside from tourists from the Midwest who leave scandalized when they learn the shop is run by a real vampire.”

“We get tons of tourists who come in and gawk at a vampire-owned couture boutique. Some vampires, but I don’t know everyone in the bloodclan by sight yet, so unless Beryl introduced us, I wouldn’t know who anyone was.” Isaac sighed, shaking his head slightly. “I’m not much help.”

“You got blown up too,” Daniel said quietly, reaching out and taking Isaac’s hand in his. He squeezed gently, and relief welled up when Isaac squeezed back. “We’ve both been through something horrible. One of your safe places got violated today, and it’s okay to be upset about it. I didn’t help things, either, I know. I’m so sorry.”

Isaac tugged him into a hug, and Daniel took full advantage, curling into his best friend and pressing his face into his shoulder. Isaac wrapped both arms around him and held him almost too tight, but Daniel loved it. A world where Isaac was mad at him was a world he didn’t want to live in.
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A Cantankerous Dragon


The morning was quiet and peaceful, though Eroch could hear his nestmates in the rooms above, gradually waking and moving about. Angel was up earlier than usual, due to a phone call he received an hour earlier, just after dawn. Eroch was grumpy to be awakened, but the cook making his brood-parent bacon was enough for him to forgive the atrocious hour.

Martin the Butler, as Eroch enjoyed calling the stuffy human, puttered about in the foyer, waiting patiently for the person dithering on the sidewalk to knock. Whoever was out there hadn’t been there long, just long enough for Eroch to grow bored. He flopped over Angel’s legs and squirmed until he was comfortable, Angel swearing until he finally settled.

Whoever was outside finally approached the door and used the knocker, the sound echoing in the foyer and into the parlor where Angel sat with Eroch. Martin greeted the guest, both speaking in low tones, and eventually they approached the door of the parlor.

“Necromancer Salvatore, your ten o’clock is here,” the stony-faced butler announced at the open parlor door.

“Send them in, please,” Angel said to the butler, who Eroch was not allowed to blow flames at, even when the man squinted at Eroch with dismay over scorched towels. “Thank you, Martin.”

Martin the Butler nodded and then departed quietly, leaving the door open as Angel liked it when they were home. It was really so Eroch could fly around as he pleased, though the new staff Angel hired to work in their den were still getting used to having a dragon dictate house rules. Eroch was already fast friends with the cook and the housekeeper, both of whom thought Eroch was the cutest dragon in the world. He agreed as he was the only dragon in this realm, and he was indeed cute. Angel and his nestmates told him so all the time.

Eroch sighed and rolled onto his back, demanding the scratches continue. Angel’s fingers tickled his belly and Eroch puffed out little clouds of smokey happiness, eyes closing as he considered taking a nap. It was just after a very yummy breakfast of pigeon, bacon, and hot chocolate, and Angel’s lap was warm and comfy. 

He had no intention of moving for as long as possible. Thankfully the huge couch on which Angel sat was soft and fire-resistant, as Eroch’s tall slipped over Angel’s thigh to the next cushion and his wings were also a bit too long, one curled up Angel’s belly and the other hanging out over his knees. His legs curled in as he soaked up the attention.

The tapping of heels heralded the arrival of someone Eroch hadn’t scented in a long time. Eroch could smell flowers, an underlying layer of frustration, and something akin to feathers, though not pigeons. Feathers had a stink that was hard to go unnoticed.

Eroch opened one eye just a sliver and eyed the doorway with suspicion. He was upside down, but he wanted to be able to see any incoming threats.

A slinky human with red hair strolled into the parlor, dressed in a gray and white suit with a tight, short skirt and a small hat crowned with a long, light gray feather. Sharp high heels accounted for the noise of each step on the stone floor.

“Lady Heather, I’m surprised you made an appointment, considering how our last bit of business ended.” Angel’s voice was measured and calm, though Eroch felt the slight tensing of leg muscles underneath him. “How have you been?”

The woman sat in a chair across from the couch, the coffee table between them. She set a small bag next to her thigh and curled her hands on her lap. She eyed Eroch sprawled out on Angel’s lap, and he didn’t like the gleam in her gaze. He grumbled quietly, too low for humans to hear, though Angel could feel the slight rumble as he was still petting his belly.

“Hello again, Necromancer Salvatore. I’ve been well and thank you for agreeing to this meeting.” She fidgeted slightly. “I want to apologize for my behavior the last time we spoke. I was distraught. Once I was myself again, I came to see that you were right. About Grayson, I mean.”

Her scent was full of lies, but Angel was a smart predator. He would know her lies too, despite her efforts to hide them. Angel hummed, though whether it was in agreement or disbelief was hard to tell. She once pulled her dead husband’s ghost across the veil and trapped it on this plane, anchored to his old cane. Eroch was left uneasy at the thought—he was deeply bothered by summoning rituals and spells, his previous experience with them was horrific. Not even a dead person’s ghost should experience such a thing.

“What brings you across my threshold this fine morning?” Angel resumed petting his belly, and Eroch sighed happily, some smoke curling out of his mouth. Angel made him feel safe and loved, and chased away bad feelings left by the memory of his summoning. “Daniel told me he saw Giselle Hardwick a few days ago coming out of your shop. I do believe I told her to leave town.”

Lady Heather, already pale, went even paler, but she rallied quickly. “Yes. I told her she shouldn’t have come, I would have mailed her belongings to her that she’d left at my place. We had a bit of a falling out after the events with Grayson’s ghost, and she tried to reconcile with me. I wasn’t having it, and I gave her the stuff she left and told her to leave. I haven’t seen her since.”

“Hmmm.” Angel hummed, and Eroch churred in solidarity. She was a bad liar. “Why are you here?”

The abrupt change in topic knocked her off stride for a split second. She recovered and plastered a smile on her red lips.

“I’ve been expanding the inventory at the apothecary these last few months, focusing on rare, more unique items and ingredients. As a result, I have seen an influx of new customers and revenue. Yet, while my current suppliers are all wonderful people, there are a few items that are exceedingly hard to come by today.”

“And you’ve come to me why?”

She smiled without showing her teeth, and Eroch grumbled again. She was trying not to show her true feelings, but the scent of needy want was sharp in the air. Eroch stretched out, drawing her eye as he rolled over to his feet and pulled his wings in to rest down his ribs and spine, tail tip lashing as he settled again, Angel’s hands rubbing along his back and tail.

“Lady Heather?” Angel’s tone was a bit pointed, and it made Lady Heather look away from Eroch and back to Angel.

“Sorry, yes. I’m here to offer you a partnership, a silent stake in my company and profits, in return for access to some of the rarer commodities that my customers are currently seeking.” She gestured expansively with her hands. “You have in your possession priceless artifacts and spell components that cannot be found anywhere else on this earth. I can facilitate sales between you and interested buyers, and in return, we split the profits, and any future sales will be solely to our mutual benefit.”

“And just what rare commodities and artifacts in my possession are your customers seeking?” Angle was displeased. Eroch could feel the tension under his paws in Angel’s muscles, the tone of his voice, a hint of brimstone rising. “And if these items are so rare, why would I part with them?”

“I’m afraid that I can’t reveal the nature of what my clients are seeking unless you agree to certain nondisclosure agreements.” She dug in her bag for a moment and pulled out a few folded pages of paper, and a black pen. She leaned forward and set them on the coffee table while Angel watched in silence. “I can tell you more if you sign the NDA. I can say that the resulting payments from any sale I facilitate between you and interested parties will be in the millions.”

“Millions, when I have billions already.” Angel sounded mildly curious but Eroch could scent the anger underneath, all directed at Lady Heather.

She sat back, and her gaze slipped to Eroch again, flicking away quickly, as if she was trying not to look at him. Which was weird, since many people, regardless of who they were, stared at Eroch as if they couldn’t take their eyes away. Many couldn’t even stop after Angel got snappy and made cutting remarks. She wanted to look at him but was trying not to. She clasped both hands even tighter and tried a different tack. “You’re the most powerful sorcerer on the East Coast. There isn’t a family on the eastern seaboard who can defeat you as you are. Eventually though, your family’s old enemies might think to network with people outside of Boston, perhaps even reach out to families on the West Coast. Each time you cement your rule in this city, the mundane humans let you, and the supernatural citizens know who to look to for help. This is your city and having a Salvatore in charge is making some old adversaries a bit…put out.”

“And me networking with other powerful practitioners, through what, selling them priceless artifacts I hold, would garner me allies in this potential conflict in the near future?”

Lips thinning, Lady Heather nodded. “One of the side benefits, of course. Power, allies, and money—three things no leader can do without. I can help facilitate it all.”

Eroch worried a bit, but not too much. He sat up, turned, and crawled up Angel to lie across the back of the couch and Angel’s shoulders, sniffing his brood-parent’s neck and waiting for him to dismiss the audacious interloper. The papers on the coffee table stunk of her magic, and the longer they sat on the table, the more Eroch was able to see the now-disabled spells struggling to function. Spells were woven throughout the layers, some even on the pen she’d placed carefully beside the stack.

A pernicious sensation of avarice and fear crept out from the papers, and Eroch hissed quietly, tongue flickering out past his jaws, scenting the air, looking for more threats. The spells were deactivated the second she carried them over the ward lines Angel laid around the entire property, and they were more powerful than the protections at the previous den. She was a fool.

Angel did not reach for the papers. He sat in silence, even when Eroch sniffed along his jaw and rubbed his snout on his neck, scenting his brood-parent. The connection between them hummed, Angel supplying a steady and gentle stream of energy to Eroch, same as a brooding dragon would when minding egglings in a nest. Eroch was safe with Angel, as safe as he would be with his own kind.

Lady Heather fidgeted, trying to keep a pleasant expression on her face, but a small bead of sweat gathered at her temple and her scent went sour with growing nerves. A hint of fear, and anger.

“You have two options, Lady Heather. Two only, and if you fail to decide before you leave today, you’ll never have a chance to regret coming here before your life will crumble to ash around your head.” His voice was calm, cool, and polite. Eroch churred and snuggled into the back of Angel’s shoulders. His brood-parent was hunting.

“I don’t understand?” She stammered slightly.

“Your first option: You tell me exactly who these clients are and exactly what they want from me, without that stupid farce of being a silent partner and signing a poorly spelled trap in the documents you’ve brought into my home. You tell me everything, and I won’t destroy your life and livelihood, and I might even consider protecting you from repercussions when your customers realize that the trap they’ve designed to catch me has failed.”

“What—” she gasped, hand to her chest, mouth agape. Angel held up a hand and cut her off. The papers on the table shook, red and green lines of energy glowing with a baleful light within the ink as the spells were revealed. The pen sizzled and the metal warped and then melted, oozing across the stone surface of the coffee table.

Lady Heather gasped and fell back against the seat cushion, pale and shaking.

“Second option is you tell me nothing, and I hand you over to the police, for attempted murder and kidnapping. Your customers will likely have you murdered in jail to keep you from talking.”

“Murder? Kidnapping?” she gasped out. “I have no desire to kidnap you!”

“Not me, no. I’m too much of a threat.” Angel grinned, teeth white and gleaming. He gently pet Eroch on his shoulder. “But my young familiar, the only dragon in this realm, is beyond priceless. His scales, fangs, claws, his blood and bones, every part of him is worth billions on the black market. Even if he wasn’t sold for spell components, someone out there probably wants a dragon of their own and is willing to pay anything for him.”

“I…Necromancer Salvatore, I don’t know what you think I came here for—” Angel interrupted her again with a sharp gesture.

“You came here to steal my dragon!” Angel shouted. Eroch hissed and mantled his wings, sitting up and baring his fangs at the woman who dared try to steal him away from his family. She gulped and went quiet, eyes darting between Eroch and Angel, as if wondering which was the bigger threat.

A cold waft of dangerous predator came through the doorway seconds before Simeon appeared. Simeon would have heard everything and come only when Angel raised his voice. He stood in the doorway and made it clear she could not leave that way.

“You’d be wise to use your last moments of freedom to tell my mate what you know,” Simeon growled. Eroch hissed and, tail thrashing, spat a tiny plume of fire into the air, making her scream and jump in her seat.

“Start talking or get ready to die in a jail cell.”

She gasped for breath, hands to her chest, her hat askew and the feather looking like it was ready to molt. Eroch hated feathers. 

It took only a short amount of time, but Lady Heather talked. And Eroch sat on Angel’s shoulder, secure in the knowledge that Angel would keep him safe forever.
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Eroch wiggled until Isaac let him go and he crawled up to his shoulder, winding around his neck. He stared at the staircase, willing Daniel and Rory to hurry up.

Angel was still in the parlor talking to the evil Lady Heather and Simeon. It was barely an hour after the start of her meeting, and Eroch grew bored. Angel was very mad at her, the wizard part of a plot to steal Eroch away from his family. Eroch was exasperated with her sniffling and whining and happily abandoned Angel for Isaac when his nestmate came downstairs for a late breakfast.

“Patience, little guy,” Isaac teased him. “Daniel and Rory weren’t that far behind me.”

Daniel and Rory appeared at the top of the stairs, speaking animatedly about something that wasn’t bacon, and Eroch chirped as loud as he could, trying to get them to hurry. Martin the Butler sniffed disdainfully. His pinched expression was cranky, but that was normal. Martin was always cranky. The butler hovered, unable to abandon his post in the foyer, not when people were milling about and might need things. Eroch wanted bacon but Martin the Butler couldn’t speak Dragon.

“Danny!” Isaac hugged Daniel when his nestmate reached the bottom stair in the spacious foyer. Rory walked around the two men, and Eroch waved a wing in greeting, chirping. Isaac and Daniel spoke excitedly about various things, but Eroch had something very important to discuss with Rory.

Eroch leapt from Isaac’s shoulders and landed on Rory, the fae chuckling as he caught him carefully, mindful of his wings. He chirped about wanting bacon, and he pointed a wingtip imperiously toward Martin the Butler.

“That kind of thing, is it?” Rory said to Eroch before arching a brow at the cranky butler. “Little Trouble would love bacon for brunch, good sir.”

Martin the Butler blinked, expression for once surprised instead of cranky. He looked at Eroch and Eroch nodded, a small dip of his muzzle. Martin the Butler stared in surprise, but he rallied quickly and bowed at the shoulders. “Of course, Master Brennan.” Martin the Butler spoke just loud enough to be heard over Isaac and Danny. “Sirs, Necromancer Salvatore is expecting you. If you will follow me.”

Martin the Butler took off at a stately pace toward the parlor, everyone following a few paces behind. “We know where the parlor is,” Isaac whispered harshly to Daniel, who snorted out a laugh before knocking into Isaac with a shoulder.

“Be nice, he’s just doing his job,” Daniel whispered back. “Stop being rude.”

“I’m not being rude!” Isaac retorted but Daniel lightly smacked his shoulder.

Rory brought up the rear, and Eroch climbed up to sit on his right shoulder. Rory’s long green hair was free, the long strands flowing down his shoulders and back. Eroch sniffed, smelling mint and honey and warm tilled earth. He liked it, and buried his head in the soft mass, churring happily. It was so soft and silky!

Rory’s shoulders shook with silent laughter and the fae let him play. He ended up tangled in Rory’s hair by the time they joined Angel.

“Eroch, what happened?” Daniel asked ruefully, chuckling, even as he helped pull Eroch out from under the fall of Rory’s hair. Eroch chirped sadly, wanting to stay and play. Daniel held him firmly and Rory gave him a smile, clever fingers finding the itchy spots on the top of his head and neck.

“You’re all going to spoil him rotten,” Angel grumbled, hugging his brother and then his apprentice before neatly taking Eroch from Daniel’s arms and hugging him to his chest.

“You’re worse than all of us combined!” Isaac complained. “And seriously, you’re so possessive of him it’s insane.”

“My dragon, get your own.” Angel quipped. “And now that you’re here, we have an issue to deal with.” Angel hefted Eroch higher and set him on his shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” Daniel asked, and then noticed Lady Heather sitting in the chair, her expression pinched. Simeon stood behind her, and his expression was cold and set in stone, and Eroch kept waiting for Simeon to eat her. She still smelled like feathers, so he would need to scorch her before he tried a bite.

“Lady Heather was hired by some duplicitous customers to steal Eroch. He’s worth billions on the black market and she decided that trying to bespell me in my own home was a brilliant idea. I have been educating her on the error of her ways.”

“What?” Isaac said, angry enough that tiny sparks of flame exploded around his shoulders in a small shower before he pulled in his power. “Why the hell isn’t she dead or in handcuffs?”

“She has information we need, and I want the threat to Eroch removed sooner rather than later,” Angel shrugged and Eroch chirped as he bounced on Angel’s shoulder. “I don’t need the whole world repeatedly trying to steal him away from us. He’s under my protection and the fools out there who want him need to realize that trying to take him will be the last thing they ever do.”

“First we’re going to eat some brunch, and then plan the downfall of a criminal enterprise dealing in rare artifacts.”

That sounded fine by Eroch. He might even get to eat some people. But first, some bacon.
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Villainous Expectations


Bacon goodness. Delicious, warm, dripping-with-fat bacon. Crispy and yummy.

Eroch swallowed the last bite from his plate and chirped sadly, nudging it with his snout.

“Here, buddy,” Isaac said as he slid two slices of bacon from his plate to Eroch’s. He fell on the bacon with delight, chirping in thanks.

Brunch was over, everyone having eaten their fill, even the cold-blooded hunter Simeon, silver goblet near his hand. Angel tapped the table, and those seated around it quieted and looked his way.

Eroch licked the plate as he eyed Angel, who sat at the head of the table, a serious expression on his face. Angel still smelled angry, but not as much as earlier that morning when Lady Heather first appeared.

“I’m going to arrange for Lady Heather to be moved into The Tower. She will not be staying here. I do not want her anywhere near Eroch or this house.” Angel tilted his head to Simeon, who nodded in agreement.

“There are cells in The Tower reinforced to contain practitioners,” Simeon revealed. “We had them put in after the altercations with the blood mage. The cells should be sufficient. Some are relatively comfortable, so it shouldn’t be too much of a hardship. I will escort her there myself at sundown.”

“Good, thank you.”

“How long are you going to keep her in The Tower?” Daniel asked, leaning forward in his chair.

“Once I’m certain that we’ve dealt with everyone involved in the conspiracy to steal Eroch, I’ll reassess how much help she’s been. With the Council no longer in this city, and the human government’s disinterest in legislating the practitioner community, it seems I’m the presiding authority for the practitioner community in Boston for the time being.” Angel grimaced at that statement. Daniel nodded, satisfied, and sat back in his seat, leaning into the fae who sat beside him. Rory leaned into Daniel in return and Daniel blushed.

“Told you,” Isaac gently teased. “And the mundane human government never gets involved in our business, not unless humans end up as collateral damage.”

Angel was the most powerful of magic users in his territory, and it was only right that others recognized his position. Eroch pushed away his plate with his tail and chirped contentedly, finally full. He was growing and needed more meat.

Eroch walked down the table and sprawled out on the surface in front of Angel, demanding tummy rubs. Angel sighed but gave in and started rubbing his belly.

“How cooperative has Lady Heather been?” Isaac asked.

“She’s given me several names to start with, and a basic outline of the network she uses for rare artifacts. A prominent figure in that network is Giselle Hardwick.”

“Shit.” Daniel grimaced. “I should have confronted her when I saw her at the apothecary.” He looked at Angel. “I thought she left town since nothing happened.”

“Lady Heather claims she did, that Giselle is in Providence. Lady Heather tried to tell me that Giselle was there to mend their relationship, but I honestly don’t believe it. I think Giselle has started up her old business again.”

“Grave-robbing and abusing the rich and recently departed?” Isaac said.

“Yup.”

“Didn’t Giselle Hardwick steal Lord Grayson’s ghost from Lady Heather?” Isaac frowned. “Why are they working together?”

“Money makes a lot of people forget and forgive.” Angel shrugged. “I still think Lady Heather was involved to some degree with Giselle’s business before they involved me the first time. Getting me involved was probably Lady Heather’s attempt to punish Giselle for taking advantage, but it backfired. I didn’t bother digging deeper, and now that’s coming back to bite me. People are too interested in Eroch, and I need to make sure they learn that he is not a viable target.”

Eroch agreed with the disgust in Angel’s tone. Humans were odd. This thing they called money made many of them do weird things. He ate some money the other morning and it was nasty, not at all delicious like bacon. He had no idea what the fuss was about, though he did like the metal coins for his hoard. Angel scratched a good spot and Eroch puffed out some smoke, happy, tail thumping on the tabletop.
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Daniel was having trouble figuring out what was crazier—that Lady Heather tried to kill Angel and steal Eroch, or that Angel hadn’t killed her for the mere attempt. The spells on the papers she brought in with her would have killed Angel if he had touched them unaware.

He sprawled on the bed in their borrowed room, and stared at the ceiling. Angel was far calmer than he used to be. Back when Daniel met him—admittedly, when he was abused, brainwashed, tortured, assaulted, and forced to help his captor murder people—he noticed that Angel was fast to anger and a sharp word.

His words were still sharp, but the anger was slower to build. And the anger abated and rarely made a reappearance. Very few people angered Angel Salvatore and lived to do it again—or they developed a more acute form of self-preservation.

Sundown was nearing, and soon Simeon would escort Lady Heather to The Tower, where she’d find accommodations in one of the suites built to handle practitioners. Constans had returned there earlier that day to attend to matters, and would be readying a suite for her arrival. Milly had been the one to build the entrapment spells and the ward lines for the detention cells in the Tower, and Angel tested them. He got out, but then helped Milly patch up the holes he made, and they installed even stronger protections until they were both satisfied. No one was escaping once they were behind the door of their cell.

Angel knocked on the frame of the open door, and Daniel rolled his head to the side so he could see his mentor better. “Tired, kiddo?” There was a bit of a smirk fluttering on Angel’s lips, and Daniel blushed.

“A bit,” he replied, then blushed even harder before quipping, “But it was worth it.”

Angel sputtered a bit, before covering his mouth with a fist and pretending to cough. “Um, thanks for that visual.”

“You started it!” Daniel teased.

Angel rubbed at his forehead. “That I did.”

“What’s up?”

“Where’s Rory?” Angel asked instead of answering.

Daniel lifted a hand and lazily waved it. “Eroch is showing off his bedroom to Rory. I think Eroch likes having Rory around, since he understands him.”

“I’ve been working on translating some of the Dragon language, but Eroch gets distracted easily whenever we try to sit down and make a serious go at it.”

“Rory said he’s a baby. Makes sense.”

Angel chuckled a bit. “Learning I’ve been his adopted father all this time was a bit startling. I had no idea he was so young for his kind.”

“You’ve been the best dragon daddy a wee beastie could ever ask for.”

“Gee, thanks,” Angel replied snarkily, but there was a flicker of pride in his eyes.

“You didn’t knock on my door to come talk to me about your dragon child.” Daniel reminded Angel, who let out a long exhale.

“I’m trying not to treat you like a child.” Angel said, then stopped himself.

Daniel gave him some time to finish his thought, but Angel remained stubbornly quiet. Angel was letting him take the lead.

“You don’t, not really. Sometimes I need to remind you that I’m not broken, but you’ve never really treated me like I’m a kid.”

“I’m trying to figure out what’s better, I guess.” Angel rubbed at his forehead again. “Part of me wants you to stay here with me where I know you’ll be safe, and another part of me says you’re more than capable of defending yourself and you can go back to the Mansion. Both sides are equally as loud as the other, and I don’t know which one to listen to.”

Daniel sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, putting his feet on the floor. He contemplated his mentor, friend, and father figure for a long moment. Angel looked stressed out and confused. He didn’t fight the smile that came, and grinned wide. Angel wrinkled his nose at him. “What’s got you smiling so much?”

“I love you, too.”

Angel rolled his eyes. “Brat. Of course, I love you.”

“I think I’ll be fine going back to the Mansion. Rory will be with me.”

“He was with you yesterday when the bomb went off,” Angel said, jaw tight.

“And we survived it.” Daniel paused for a moment then forged ahead. “I know I’m your apprentice in name only now. I can handle myself, you’re right about that. And you’re right that I’m family. You, and Isaac, and Rory, and everyone else are my family. Whether I’m here or at the Mansion, that won’t change. You have faith in me. It’s okay to be worried about me, but sometimes worry can mean you hold on a bit too tight. Letting me go means knowing that sometimes I’ll be in danger, and I’ll have to protect myself. Trust me, your training, and your faith in me. I’ll be okay.”

Angel stared at him for several long moments, and Daniel let him. He saw the moment Angel came to a decision, his resolve settling around him like a cloak.

“Alright.” Angel stopped leaning on the doorframe and straightened, hands slipping into his pants pockets. “Do you want a ride back to the Mansion in the clan limo, or do you want to summon a lift?”

“I’ll summon a lift once Rory escapes Eroch.”

“Okay. I won’t budge on texting, let me know how you’re doing on a regular basis.” Angel turned a bit, then paused, looking back over his shoulder. “I think it’s been Hardwick’s new goon squad trying to break into the Mansion, either looking for Eroch or artifacts to steal. They’ll probably stop targeting the Mansion since they know it’s not empty now, and that we’ve got Lady Heather. I wouldn’t be surprised if Giselle Hardwick is getting ready to leave the area for good.”

“Think she was behind the bombing?” Daniel asked. The bombing was so out of character for Giselle Hardwick. Too heavy-handed.

“I don’t think she was. We’re leaning toward the theory that it’s someone trying to attack the bloodclan to send a message of some sort. Taking hostages would probably help to that end. Be careful moving around Town, don’t go anywhere alone. You and Rory can handle yourselves just fine, but if you need me, I won’t think less of you if you call for backup.”

Daniel nodded, grateful and more touched than he could say. “Thank you, Angel. I will call if I need help, I promise.”

Angel gave him a smile and then drifted off down the hall, leaving Daniel feeling both a bit lost and freed at the same time. His relationship with Angel had changed dramatically, and he had no idea what to do next.

He heard the murmur of Rory and Angel speaking in the hallway just before Rory entered the room and smiled wide when he saw Daniel sitting on the bed.

“Dear heart,” Rory greeted affectionately.

“Hey,” Daniel murmured, struck by Rory’s effortless grace as he crossed the room to stand in front of him. Daniel opened his legs and drew Rory in closer, and he hugged Rory around his hips and leaned his head on the washboard abs he felt through the thin shirt he wore.

Rory was warm and solid, his scent reminding Daniel of flowers under a summer sun. He hummed appreciatively and snuggled in even more. Rory chuckled.

“Comfortable, beloved?”

“Very,” Daniel said, closing his eyes. Hands rested on his shoulders and began to gently rub.

After a few minutes of bliss, Rory spoke softly. “Do you wish to spend the rest of the day here and go home tomorrow?”

“We can go home in a bit if you want.” Daniel yawned and then eased back, blinking up at Rory. “I want to sleep with you without anyone listening in.”

“A wonderful decision.”
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Provoking the Monster


Cian felt more than heard the approach of the psychiatrist coming down the hall. The mortal exuded frustration and anger, two emotions Cian had come to expect from the man with each visit. No matter how calm the doctor tried to appear on the outside, he was all but seething just under the surface. Those emotions bled through his aura and stirred the energy currents that eddied through the high security wing.

Months now since his incarceration, and the doctor had yet to get Cian to respond to his overtures, or even communicate beyond a few words. He was going to keep it that way, too. The doctor wasn’t altruistic in his interest—he wanted things from Cian, and none of it was for Cian’s betterment.

A common thread that wove throughout the long years of his life—mortals wanting things from him. Whether a figure to worship or a source of imaginary treasure, Cian was accustomed to mortals demanding things from him. And he was as adept at refusing to comply with those demands as he had ever been.

“Good morning, Cian,” the doctor greeted him with smarmy false cheer. “How was your breakfast?”

Cian ignored him as usual, hands on his knees, eyes closed. He’d forgotten the man’s name since being told it last. He forgot each time, and he lost track of how many times the doctor came to see him. That too was normal for him. A long life led to some bad habits, and some bad habits were good for a person—like not keeping an annoying person’s name in his head. Annoying people were best forgotten.

“As communicative as usual, I see.” There was a sharp slide of metal over concrete. The doctor brought his stool with him again. This would be a long visit.

Cian paid more attention to the humming of magic through the stones beneath him. The prison was lively that morning—the magic stirring within the protections as the shifts changed, visitors arrived to see inmates, and deliveries were made at the loading dock. His mind wandered over the prison, flowing past the usual magical upheaval in the medical wing and the psych wards, and then swept toward the guards’ locker rooms and admin area. He nudged at some random spots of tension in the energy fields and mentally chuckled to himself when shower heads erupted and lockers slammed shut, guards shouting in the chaos. He had yet to meet a guard at the prison that wasn’t deserving of an unexpected scalding-hot shower.

“I hope we can dispense with the childish behavior this session, Cian. I would like to talk about your brother, Ruairí?” The doctor pronounced his brother’s name correctly, which was a miracle, really. “I’d love to meet him, perhaps talk to him a bit about your childhood and upbringing? Do you think he’d be willing to talk to me? Maybe he just needs to know it’s an option, and we can make some headway on your treatment plans. Perhaps he needs some support to thrive in these modern times. My colleagues and I would love to help him adjust to modern living.” A brief pause. “I heard there may have been an unfortunate incident in Cambridge involving an explosion. Even some reports that your brother was there? If you tell me where he might be, I can check on him for you.”

Farring, that was this fool’s name. Cian returned his mind to the cell, though he’d yet to react to the doctor’s presence. This one tried to rouse a response from Cian by mentioning his brother—a threat under a thin layer of professional concern. Transparent and dangerous—for the doctor. Cian would never allow Rory to be used as a pawn in any fashion. And how in the world would the doctor know Rory was involved in the bombing unless someone informed him—and Angel’s camp would never reveal those details to the public. The authorities likely leaked the information when they were still searching for Daniel and Rory right after the bombing, and before they showed up at Angel’s home.

The doctor knew more than he was letting on, and Cian decided enough was enough. Only yesterday his brother was nearly killed in an explosion and injured. The rage that simmered within his half of their soul rose slowly within him, a monster slipping its leash at the tiniest hint of a new threat to his brother. He would not, could not, allow anything to harm Rory.

“What is your name again, good sir?” Cian asked, opening his eyes. Farring jolted on the stool, obviously not expecting Cian to speak. He needed to hear the man say his own name.

“Dr. Stephen Farring.” He smiled wide, excited. Cian caught the inflections, the emotions the human felt when he said his name, and he spun those emotions out into tendrils that caught on an invisible wind. The doctor was a practitioner, but he failed to notice Cian weaving with the man’s emotions and thoughts braided throughout. “Sometimes I wonder if you’re really here, and not just a statue or an art piece.”

Dismissive flattery. The human was cagey and tiring. Dr. Farring reached into a pocket on his white coat and pulled out a digital voice recorder, a tiny red light telling Cian it was on. Dr. Farring grinned wide enough to show teeth, and he leaned forward on the stool. “Now that we’re talking, can you tell me where your brother might be? There are some people who would love to talk to him. Colleagues of mine, wonderful people with a fondness for history who can appreciate you and your brother’s …experiences.”

“Stephen Farring,” Cian drawled, interrupting the thinly veiled threats, making eye contact. The magic expanded unseen between them, the transparent barrier no impediment to the working Cian was weaving. “No second name?”

“Second name?” The doctor tilted his head. He was willing enough to be distracted from asking after Rory, especially with Cian discreetly nudging him along, dropping his barriers. “Ah! You mean a middle name. No, just the one. Do you have a second name?”

“I’ve had many names, over many lifetimes,” Cian answered, holding the doctor’s gaze and leaning forward slightly, pushing his mind forward, forcing his awareness past stone and plexiglass and iron. Sweat beaded on the doctor’s temples. Tendrils of his magic spun around the doctor, invisible to the mortal, sucking the air away and increasing the pressure around the stool.

“Can you…” The doctor coughed into his sleeve, short strands of hair stirring in a stray draft winding down the hall. The red light on the recorder in his hand flickered and went out. He dropped his arm and tried again. “Can you tell me one of your names?”

“Stephen Farring, doctor of minds, a name mortals gave me once was Arawn, a Welsh god of the underworld, of revenge and terror,” Cian murmured, relaxing into the cadence of the magic. “Another name I held was Gwydion, god of magic and enchantment.” The breeze rose on the other side of the barrier, flipping the end of the doctor’s tie, messing up his hair, making the man blink. Cian smiled then and let the tension in his weaving snap. “I was neither, but mortals loved to name me so.”

The air was sucked out of the hall, and the doctor tried to breathe, catching at his neck. Ice crystals climbed the barrier, all sounds muffled and distant. Cian slid from the bed, and approached the barrier, watching as the human grew red, eyes bulging, hands clawing at his throat in desperation. Hoarfrost grew out from the concrete floor and the stone walls, reaching out for the suffocating mortal.

Farring fell to his knees, heart pounding loudly in his chest, spine arching, mouth wide as instinct forced him to seek air. He would be dead soon if Cian kept going, but this was as far as he needed to go to get his point across. A flick of his wrist, and the man was released from his magic.

Air returned, the wind calmed, and the ice began to melt under the faltering central air. Farring fell on his side, gagging and coughing, sucking in gasping breaths. The stool was knocked into the wall, causing a racket, and guards shouted from the checkpoint at the end of the hall.

Cian knelt and leaned close to the barrier; the row of airholes cut into the clear pane near enough to Farring that the man would hear him even over his labored breathing.

“My brother’s name shall never fall from your lips again, nor shall your thoughts stray to him. If you so much as think about using my brother or attempting to disturb him in any fashion, I will let you die. And if I learn you had anything to do with the bombing, I will hunt you down.” Farring looked at him, eyes bloodshot and watery, full of terror. Cian smiled, and Farring made a whole-body flinch. “What you felt was what it would be like to stand at the peak of the tallest mountain, without air or warmth, yet with the pressure of every pound of stone beneath your feet pressing down on you, threatening to turn you into dust. Next time, I can and will let you die like that. Do we understand each other, Dr. Stephen Farring?”

Hurriedly nodding, Farring jerkily got to his hands and knees and tried crawling away just as the guards reached them. One guard slipped on the melting ice and slid past Farring, slamming into the barrier, and Cian chuckled as he gracefully stood and returned to his bed, resuming his previous position and shutting his eyes.

They hurled obscenities and issued threats, yet none dared open the barrier to follow through on them. Cian paid them no mind as he mentally retreated from the physical world and sought out his brother. No one would be allowed to harm Rory or his beloved.
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Rory stroked his fingers through Daniel’s thick hair and down his back all the way to the top of his pert ass, slowly so as not to wake him, then back up again to start over. It had taken Daniel longer to fall asleep the night before, clinging to Rory in his bedroom in the Mansion. Pale skin golden in the rising sun streaming through the windows, Daniel was beautiful and enticing. Daniel had briefly woken when the sun began to rise, but quickly succumbed to his exhaustion again when Rory began the gentle petting along his back.

If it weren’t for the dark circles under Daniel’s eyes, he would wake his beloved with soft kisses and murmured endearments—but Daniel was exhausted and needed sleep.

“He clings to you as if he fears you would leave him in the night,” Cian whispered in the recesses of his mind just before his translucent form appeared beside the bed.

“Don’t wake him, brother.” Rory warned softly, tugging the sheet higher to cover more of Daniel’s nakedness. Cian did not care for pleasures of the flesh and hardly blinked an eye at Rory naked in bed with his lover, but Daniel might object if he woke suddenly to find Cian standing over him.

“I’ll not disturb your beloved,” Cian said mournfully, and Rory playfully swiped at the facsimile, blurring the lines of energy a bit before it reformed.

“What brings you here so early?” Rory asked.

“My temper ran away with me, and I’m afraid I may have made a bit of a mess,” his brother replied as he prowled around the room, keeping his hands to himself but obviously curious about Daniel’s space. It was once Isaac’s room when he was a child, and hints of the fire mage’s energies still clung to the walls and furnishings.

“How many are dead?” Rory asked after a long pause, fully expecting the worst.

“Oh, none, but that’s only because I promised not to kill anyone at the prison while I’m incarcerated,” Cian answered, poking his head into the bathroom. Rory pulled on Cian’s memories and saw the entire event from his brother’s perspective. He exhaled, trying to banish the worry threatening to erase his equilibrium. Cian was in danger. His brother continued to cast judgment on the decorations, sniffing disdainfully as he looked at the bathroom. “This is ridiculous. Salvatore is worth billions and yet he can’t update the family home. This bathroom is right out of the 1950s.”

“The Mansion is over two hundred years old, it’s gonna be a bit dated,” Daniel grumbled, and Rory lost hope of Daniel getting any rest. He glared at his twin, who promptly ignored him, before smiling down at the rumpled lover in his arms. Daniel blinked up at him and brushed back a strand of hair laying over his eyes before snarking grumpily at Cian. “And aren’t you older than dirt? Isn’t this all new to you?” Daniel grumbled, squinting in confusion. “Why is your brother a ghost?”

“Lovely, he’s awake,” Cian flashed a smile. “Not a ghost, little brother.” Cian returned to the bedside and poked about, as subtle as a wildfire in the dry season. Cian wanted to talk but didn’t want to frighten Daniel.

“Oh yeah, astral projection, or soul walking, or something,” Daniel muttered, pushing himself up off Rory’s chest and sitting cross-legged on the bed. He pooled the sheet in his lap, delightfully a mess. Blond hair askew, dark eyes heavy with sleep, skin flushed and warm, with a touchable glow that fascinated Rory. Heat puddled in his groin and he wanted to lay Daniel back down and cover him in kisses.

“None of that now,” Cian interrupted. “The psychiatrist at Blackguard is trying to get his hands on Rory, and I’d like to stay a step ahead of the fool before someone tries blowing you up again.”

“You think your doctor is behind the bombing?” Daniel asked, frowning. “I need coffee. Or sleep. Or both.”

“Go back to sleep, beloved,” Rory said, coaxing Daniel to lie back down. It was a testament to how tired Daniel was that he did so without complaint, burrowing his head under the pillows until only part of his shoulder was visible. Rory tucked Daniel in securely and then slipped from the bed, walking through Cian’s facsimile and into the bathroom where he shut the door. Cian walked through the door and grimaced as he took in the bathroom’s décor.

“Cian, is it safe for you to be here? What are the guards doing?” Rory demanded.

His brother temporarily got a faraway look in his eyes as he checked in with his body. “They’re all standing a few cells down talking to the doctor. No one is making a move toward me. I do believe they’re all too scared.”

“For now,” Rory ground out. “I know you don’t fear them, brother, but they can harm your body before you return.”

“Then they shouldn’t threaten you,” Cian declared. A ripple of power washed out from the facsimile and Cian solidified himself enough that when his twin closed the distance between them with a single swift stride and gripped his face in both hands, bringing their foreheads together, Rory felt every bit of it. “No one will ever take you from me again, do you understand? I will not survive it, and neither will the world, that I promise,” he growled out.

Rory knew Cian’s rage was great after the bombing but had underestimated the depths of it until that moment. Rory put his hands on Cian’s shoulders and held on tight. “If something happens to me, you can’t succumb to the abyss, Cian.”

“Why not?” The words were part grumble, part pout, and all Cian.

“Because if I fall, Daniel will need you,” Rory answered solemnly. Cian stopped breathing for a second, and Rory felt the abyss creeping along the edges of his brother’s mind, the darkness he experienced when Rory was held in stasis. “I would be selfish, my brother, and ask you to safeguard Daniel before you joined me in the dark.”

“Damn you,” Cian gritted through clenched teeth. “The abyss came slowly last time because you still lived, even if to all my senses you lay dead. I held it back! But if you were to die in truth, I would not be fit guardianship for your beloved.” Cian drew in a ragged breath. “I fear I would become a monster in truth and harm him.”

“You would never,” Rory whispered back, utterly convinced.

“How do you know?” Cian’s whisper matched his, and Rory smiled despite the pain that the thought of being separated from his twin and beloved wrought.

“I love him, and you feel how deeply that love goes,” Rory answered, and Cian tried to withdraw but Rory held him fast. “You feel my love for him, and you’ll remember it, even when surrounded by the abyss.”

Cian wrenched away from him, face a rictus of pain before it smoothed out, coolly collected once again. “I’ll never have to know how that future will unfold, as you’re never going to die.”

Rory smiled despite knowing that they were both too old to believe that even their kind would live forever. The High Court Sidhe were almost extinct, after all. “Go back to Blackguard and attend to your body, brother,” Rory bid Cian. “I’ll take the undercroft to reach your side if I must. Don’t leave yourself defenseless.”

“And you will seek the fools who wish to use us?” Cian demanded.

“I will, and they will regret their clumsy attempts thus far.” The easiest promise he’d yet made to his brother.

“Don’t have all the fun without me,” Cian grinned ferally while the facsimile began to fade. His wicked grin was the last bit of the facsimile to fade away, and Rory exhaled roughly, worried about Cian behind bars. Honor would only protect Cian so far, and not far at all from humans who had no honor of their own.

Rory took the opportunity to complete his morning routine and then exited the bathroom to the delectable sight of Daniel sprawled naked in bed. Relaxed in slumber, his face was free from worry and fear, thick blond locks falling over his eyes and forehead. The sheet had fallen away, revealing the silken expanse of his back and the slope of his spine before the perfect roundness of his ass. Pale skin translucent enough for the hint of veins and the etched lines of defined muscles relaxed in sleep, Daniel was beautiful, in a very human manner that fascinated Rory. His soul was even more beautiful, his energies twirling and dancing within his aura, and deeper within, only visible when he sought to see the deeper layers of his beloved.

Daniel’s aura shimmered in rich blues and seafoam green, and a hint of something more flashed deeper beneath the top layers, and Rory drew closer, curious. The water affinity was right there at the surface, within reach of Daniel’s mind and will, but doubt held him back from it, but Rory held little doubt of his own that Daniel would soon have access to his affinity. There was another swirl of energy, a flash of silver, like fish striking through tumultuous waters, and Rory reached out gently and brushed his hand along the energy field of Daniel’s aura.

Daniel stirred, moaning a bit, dreams disturbing his sleep, the colors of his aura darkening. There was that flash again, a thin line of silver, like a wire stretched taut between two points, obscured by fog and wave. Rory withdrew his attention and reached down, grasping Daniel gently on his shoulder. “Dear heart,” he murmured, hoping to gently ease Daniel free from his bad dream.

Gasping, Daniel shot upright, dark eyes wide and full of old terror, panting hard, lower lip trembling. Rory knelt beside him on the bed and suddenly found himself with a lap full of terrified sorcerer. He gathered his beloved close, tucking Daniel’s head under his chin, and hugging Daniel as tightly as he could stand, settling them both back against the headboard.

Rory grabbed the blanket and pulled it around Daniel, covering his naked form until he was cocooned in warmth. He was shivering, muscles taut, joints locked, and Daniel was pressing his face into Rory’s neck like he was trying to hide.

Rory rubbed his hands over Daniel in slow, firm motions, murmuring softly, feeling the ragged breaths against his neck, the hot splash of tears on his skin.

He breathed slow and even, and eventually Daniel matched him, relaxing bit by bit. The wet breaths eased, and his trembling limbs went lax, and Rory continued to soothe his beloved even when Daniel relaxed fully.

Rory pressed a kiss to the top of Daniel’s head and rested his cheek on the soft strands. Closing his eyes, he focused only on breathing in and out, Daniel matching him, until the tears dried, and Daniel curled deeper into his embrace. Hands wandered and slipped up around his neck, and Daniel lifted his head, tilting it back, wordlessly asking to be kissed.

Rory did as Daniel asked and pressed a chaste kiss to Daniel’s lips until his cheeks went rosy and his dark eyes glittered with happiness. Rory smiled and nuzzled along a firm jaw, kissing and nibbling as he went, enjoying the gasps of delight that spilled from lush pink lips.

“I love you,” Daniel whispered, and Rory paused in his explorations. His heart roared with joy and profound satisfaction, and he slowly lifted his head and met Daniel’s gaze.

Daniel meant it. He saw the truth in his eyes, clear and free from fear or shame. Certainty and conviction were in every line of his face and shoulders, and Rory sighed quietly before sipping from his beloved’s lips one more time in a deeper, more thorough kiss before pulling back to whisper, “I love you, dear heart.”

Tears gathered again on dark lashes, but these were happier tears than the last. Daniel kissed him with a fervor that was unmistakable in its intent, and Rory had zero compunction answering Daniel’s wants. Daniel pulled him down to the bed, and Rory swiftly undressed, Daniel laughing between kisses.
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Afterglow


Two days of sex and declarations of love and Daniel was sore, tired, and couldn’t stop grinning. He hummed as he tidied, gently folding clothing and placing it in neatly labeled cardboard boxes.

The suite he was working in was the first in a series of rooms that once belonged to the extended family, cousins and aunts and uncles comprising the entire wing. The Mansion was large enough that at one point there were nearly one hundred and fifty people around at any given time and they probably wouldn’t have bumped into each other all that often. The servants either lived on the fourth floor under the eaves in decently appointed, if small rooms, or in the cottages along the drive where it sloped behind the Mansion.

Daniel didn’t know the name of the cousin whose room he was packing up, but from the clothing and personal items strewn about it was someone who didn’t care all that much about the people who picked up after them. It was a mess, and it had nothing to do with the window that was once shattered during the Massacre.

The window overlooking the bed was a modern one, mismatched to the other window that graced the wall near the small seating area. Clearly installed to keep out the elements, there was even a large construction bucket left under the newer window, full of wood and glass debris, all of it covered in dust from a decade of neglect.

The wall near the window was gouged by what he thought might have been claws, and the floor was scorched in a few places, the carpets and rugs blackened. When he first began, he risked an injudicious peek with his inner vision, and the thin, wispy remains of nearly faded death magics graced a bare spot where a rug once lay, from the marks on the hardwood. He promptly cursed his curiosity and went back to work.

Daniel closed the box once it was full and grabbed another, unfolding it and taping the bottom, enjoying the monotony. It let him remember the last few days in vivid detail.

Rory loved him. Ruairí Brennan, immortal fae, a member of the near-mythological High Court Sidhe, loved him. A mortal practitioner of a defunct clan that was steeped in infamy and blood. He was grown for a human but laughably young compared to Rory, and yet Rory never made him feel like a child, or that he was immature. Daniel was finding it hard to believe that Rory could love him. Daniel didn’t even have access to his own affinity, let alone control. A hint of shame burned on his cheeks as the doubt wiggled in the depths of his heart, and he tried his best to banish it.

Rory was honorable and kind and honest. If he said he loved Daniel, he meant it. Rory would never lie about something so important. He held onto that truth with every shred of hope he could gather, despite the shadows cast by the doubt.

Daniel finished packing the boxes full of clothes, and he eyed the pile. He could spend the next hour exhausting himself by taking multiple trips up and down the stairs to the foyer where he was depositing the boxes for a pickup the next morning or he could spread his magical wings a bit.

“Apprentice in name only,” Daniel whispered to himself, and he reached out for the ambient magical fields and gathered energy to him, opening his inner vision. He wove strands of blue energies together, a hint of silver-white flashing as he worked, and he frowned a bit, wondering why his magic decided to add a new color element as he worked. It didn’t seem to feel any different, not really, and he pushed aside the curiosity and lifted his hands, tossing the net over the pile of boxes and pulling it shut.

“Careful, careful,” he said under his breath, and he fed the spell some more power, grinning wide when the entire stack shivered, and then slowly lifted from the floor a few inches.

“Just like driving a car,” he whispered to himself as he fed the spell more power and lifted the stack a bit higher, walking around it to begin guiding it out of the room. He refused to think of how little driving he’d done since he got his license and focused on making sure none of the boxes collided with the doorframe.

It got trickier when he was in the hallway, and he paused to rearrange the stack, so it was narrower and longer, letting him see over the top and keeping the sides from knocking into anything in the hall. There was lots of artwork and antiques lining the halls of the Mansion and any piece of it was probably worth more money than he’d ever feel comfortable thinking about.

Since he was on the third floor, this portion of the central staircase was out of view of the foyer, and it was narrower. He took his time, rearranging the boxes again, this time to go down to the wide open landing on the second floor that looked down over the foyer in small groups, a bit at a time. It was delicate work and required multitasking height, speed, angles, and keeping an eye on the heaviest boxes so they didn’t swing too far.

When he reached the second floor of the grand staircase, he was more confident, and stood at the top and sent the boxes down to the foyer, reminding himself to breathe as he kept his focus on ensuring none of them toppled, and they piled up neatly off to the side. With a thump of the final box, Daniel sat on the stop step and let out a short laugh, shaking out his hands.

“Well done, beloved,” Rory called up from somewhere on the first floor. “Your control is exceptional.”

“Really?” Daniel called back, trying not to sound like a little kid receiving praise from a teacher, but gave up on it as he stood and ran down the stairs. He grabbed the newel post at the last stair and spun and slid around on the slick marble floor, right into Rory’s arms.

Rory smiled down at him. “You work magic with the skilled touch of a master, dear heart.” Rory leaned down a bit and kissed him, and Daniel sighed happily and wrapped arms around his lover’s neck, leaning into Rory.

His back ended up pressed to the side of the staircase, strong hands on his hips, holding him securely as Rory mapped out every centimeter of his mouth with his tongue. It was the most intoxicating mix of raunchy and sweet he’d ever experienced, and he would happily spend the rest of his life kissing Rory.

Daniel ground up with his hips and found Rory rock hard and he moaned, biting his lower lip, staring up at Rory through his lashes. Daniel ran his hands down the muscled chest, over the chiseled abs, and with a few tugs, freed the hot shaft from Rory’s clothing and gripped it with both hands, stroking.

Rory gasped, pushing into his touch, nibbling on his neck. “Beloved,” Rory whispered in his ear, right before gently biting the lobe.

“Want you,” Daniel whispered back, feeling the thick, hard ridges on the amazing cock in his hands grow more pronounced with every stroke.

Rory’s amber eyes blazed like molten gold and Daniel found himself spun to face the wall, nimble hands undoing the waistband of his jeans and shoving down his pants and boxer briefs, exposing his naked ass. He arched his back and pushed back, strong fingers grabbing each cheek and roughly massaging his flesh, spreading them apart. He gasped into the smooth dark wood of the wall, scrambling for purchase when Rory knelt behind him, and a wet tongue found his crease and tasted him.

“Rory!” Daniel screamed, shocked and more aroused than ever before. Only Rory had ever done that for him, and he bit his own wrist to keep himself from coming all over the wall. Rory held him firmly in place, taking long, slow licks along his crack and up, the clever tip of his tongue dipping into the tight muscle with firm insistence. When it breached him and slipped inside, Daniel shouted out around the grip his teeth had on his arm and his vision whited out.

A finger joined the tongue exploring his depths, and Daniel nearly came again when a fingertip gently nudged the bundle of nerves inside his ass with knowing and teasing circles, pressing between, simultaneously not hard enough and a bit too much, making his hips jerk and whimpers spill past his lips. The tongue still tortured him, gently working him open, taking deep tastes of the most intimate part of him. Daniel sobbed when Rory flicked his tongue and the muscle caught on the rim of his hole, doing it again and again.

With slow, patient, and destructive licks, Rory reduced Daniel to nothing but a sobbing mess of arousal and begging. His wrist throbbed from where he bit it, in time with his racing heart, and Daniel slid down the wall to his knees, Rory catching him around his waist with one arm, the other reaching around and grabbing his cock, making him jerk and moan as the hand stroked the aching hard length from tip to root.

He had no control over his body and sobbing gratefully when Rory stood, and with immaculate ease, swung Daniel over his shoulder and held him there with one arm, striding purposefully down the hall and past the kitchen, Daniel helpless and loving every second of it.

The world spun and Daniel was laid out on the grass of the garden, beneath an oak tree, the sun cutting through the thick canopy of branches overhead. Rory stripped him efficiently, tossing aside his clothes, and then stood, divesting himself as well until they were both naked. Rory joined him on the soft, cool grass, and kissed him, Daniel arching up into the embrace. He blushed hot when he tasted himself on Rory’s tongue, and a deep throb of desire raced through his core.

The scent of warm earth and fragrant grass rose around them, the breeze cool enough that every brush of Rory’s naked skin on his own was a relief and a torture. He spread his legs and locked them around Rory’s waist, rising into the hard length he ached to have inside him again.

Without breaking their drugging kiss, there was a tingle of magic and then Daniel was slick and ready for the broad head of the cock that then breached his hole, stretching him with an insistent burn and ache. He groaned into Rory’s mouth, going limp, Rory taking him in one long, deep thrust, each ridge catching on the rim of his hole and stretching him in waves as the cock buried itself to the hilt in his body.

The pace set was brutal in its depth, leaving no part of his body unclaimed. Rory thrust into him with a rolling rhythm that left Daniel helpless in the best of ways, legs falling open, hips angled to give Rory more access, the slap of skin on skin in the open air decadent, leaving him feeling exposed and vulnerable in the best of ways. He was bare to Rory, left open, every part of him seen by his lover.

Rory pulled back from their kiss, staring down at him with a fierce expression in his eyes, on his face. Amber eyes gone molten gold, rich like honey in the sun, skin flushed, stray bands of sunlight kissing his skin and giving it a hint of a glow. Daniel moaned with every deep seat of the cock in his ass, rocking with the thrusts, Rory holding him down into the soft grass that tickled his skin.

“Love…you…” Daniel gasped out between thrusts.

Rory thrust harder, expression shifting to something primal, less human, a hardening and sharpening of his features that fascinated Daniel, the prey before a predator, and he shivered, so close to coming he cried out, hands grasping at the broad shoulders above him. He held on for dear life as Rory took him apart, the ridges along his cock more pronounced, slowing his thrusts, until Rory was locked inside impossibly deep, and Daniel came with a scream, head thrown back, blinded by his climax.

Short jerks of Rory’s hips heralded his orgasm, Daniel held open and loving every thick spurt of cum in his depths. There was so much of it, far more than Daniel produced with his paltry mortal orgasm, despite Rory seemingly determined to make Daniel’s orgasm extend beyond what he was capable of.

The buzzing of a bee next to his face woke him, and Daniel blinked until his eyes were able to focus and he stretched languidly, blushing hot at the wet traces of cum between his cheeks and beneath him. He lifted his head a bit, confused—the grass was taller, thicker, flowers blooming around them in a rainbow of colors, none of it there before they started, or so he thought. The bee happily danced from flower to flower, covered in pollen, drunk off the sweetness around them.

Rory lifted his head from where he was licking traces of Daniel’s release from his abdomen, and the smile he got was sweet as the flowers and just as wicked as anything he’d ever seen. He licked his lips and Daniel shivered in want, his ass and cock spent, but his body more than willing to go again if it meant Rory would never stop looking at him like that.

“Is it always like this?” Daniel rasped out; voice cracked from crying out in pleasure.

“Oh yes, dear heart,” Rory said with the intonation of a vow. A hand gripped his hip and rolled him to his stomach, Rory settling on top of him, and Daniel moaned in welcome as Rory sank into him again, his body open and wet still, sore in all the best ways. Rory wrapped his arms around his shoulders, lips pressing kisses to the side of his neck and his ear, breath rough and touch needy, demanding. Rory spoke in a low, harsh whisper in his ear, groaning softly with each gentle thrust into his welcoming body. “Always like this with you, beloved. Your body in tune with my own, pleasure building forever, never dwindling.”

Daniel sobbed into the grass, fingers curling into the ground, pushing his ass up to meet each roll of Rory’s hips. “More, please,” he begged, and Rory gave him what he wanted.

Daniel came before he even finished getting hard again, the huge cock inside milking his prostate with each languid thrust, and he shuddered and moaned through his release, his ass clenching helplessly on the cock plowing into him now with faster, more powerful thrusts. He loved how helpless he was under Rory—he could let go, be as needy as he had to be, wanted to be, and Rory never abused his trust, instead giving him more pleasure than he’d ever felt before in his life.

Rory sucked on his ear lobe and then bit gently, making Daniel jerk beneath him. “Come again, beloved,” Rory ordered, rolling his hips in an impossible motion that made Daniel’s eyes roll back in his head and another spurt of cum forced from his cock. Daniel moaned, tears running from his face into the grass, utterly spent, pleasure swamping him completely, nothing but soft moans escaping him as Rory used his body.

When Rory came it was explosive, Daniel gasping at the pressure deep in his core. Rory came so much more than a human, the sheer volume of cum enough to fulfill the deepest fantasies Daniel held from his many times spent watching supernatural porn and dreaming alone in the dark. Dark fantasies of a lover using him to fulfill their own needs, filling him to the brim repeatedly, full of cum and spent passions.

Rory held him firmly and rolled them both to their sides in the grass, and Daniel watched in a daze as tiny blue flowers sprang up from the earth where his tears had watered the ground. When a thin line of cum escaped from where they joined, a riot of white and teal flowers grew in a thick bed of greenery, disappearing out through the grass. The oak tree above them curled down, canopy protecting them from the bright sun, the leaves whispering in the cooling breeze.

Daniel rested his head on Rory’s arm and enjoyed the hard length still buried in his ass, the hand stroking him from his throat down to his spent cock, which twitched in helpless desire at the brief touches, wanting to go again but unable to grow hard so soon after that many orgasms. Maybe in a few minutes.

Rory kissed his cheek, his ear and neck, and buried his face in the nape of his neck and pulled him closer, Daniel slipping into a light doze, more content and satisfied than he had ever been in his entire life.
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Daniel woke to a delightfully sore ass, the heady scent of wildflowers, and a strong chest under his cheek.

Lightning bugs flitted through the tall grass and the branches of the oak tree, floating in the dark, breaking through like tiny golden stars behind leaf-shaped clouds.

Daniel sighed happily and snuggled into Rory’s embrace, his lover holding him securely, placing a kiss to his hair. Daniel smiled in response, so absolutely in love that it hurt a bit. He shifted enough to look up and meet Rory’s amber gaze, the molten gold of desire having returned to its natural color. They were full of affection, and an emotion that sent Daniel’s heart racing when he realized it was love. Rory had been looking at him with that same emotion since the moment they met.

“I’ve been in love with you for so long I can’t remember not loving you,” Daniel murmured. “I never want to know what it feels like to not love you.”

Rory cupped his cheek and brushed his thumb along his lower lip. “You will never know, my beloved. I will love you until the universe burns itself out, and even then, our love will illuminate the darkness.”

Daniel kissed the pad of Rory’s thumb, then nuzzled into his palm. Rory tugged him up just enough for their lips to meet in a soft kiss, and Daniel ached from the sweetness of it.

He pulled back and sighed, laying his head on Rory’s shoulder. “I wish I could see the rest of forever with you, but I’m just a human. You’ll be able to see the sun go dark one day, but my ashes won’t even be the memory of dust.”

Rory shifted a bit under him, and Daniel looked up, curious. Rory gave him a tiny half-smile, brushing his hand through Daniel’s hair. “Do you truly wish to see the rest of forever?”

“Live out eternity with you? Yes.” That was an easy answer. He would never tire of Rory’s company. “If wishes were horses, I’d have one horse.” He frowned. “Or something. I’d rather be with you forever, but I know I can’t have that. I can have a lifetime with you, and hope you’ll love me even when I’m wrinkled by age and screaming at kids to get off my lawn.”

And Rory would be unchanged and immortal, beautiful as he was in this moment, going on to live forever, maybe fall in love again. If Rory was happy, Daniel would be happy. He never wanted Rory to be lonely or to never know love again after Daniel died from old age or some unfortunate event.

Rory chuckled at his silliness, though he sobered quickly. “Living forever is hard for mortals, even those bonded to the long-lived. Many mortals bonded to vampires experience a crisis after a lifetime or so, as those they once knew pass into death, as the world changes completely and still marches on, regardless of the tragedies unfolding within their experiences. It takes a dedicated mate and a strong bond for those mortals to adapt, adjust to a new way of thinking and living. Even for practitioners, who can sometimes see two centuries of life, living any longer can be a trial and an extreme stress. It takes a firm foundation of love and mutual support to overcome.”

“Really?” Daniel thought about it, but it made sense. Humans, even practitioners, weren’t built to live forever, so having a magically extended lifespan would throw a bit of a wrinkle in things. “Will Angel and Isaac be okay?”

“Their mates are strong, and adore them very much,” Rory assured him. “They may struggle with it, but I have faith in them and their bonds that they will eventually thrive.”

“Good,” Daniel sighed in relief, snuggling into Rory some more. “I’ll be getting old and creaky, but they’ll both look the same, unchanged. That’s gonna be weird.”

“You need not grow old, if that is what you wish,” Rory said, and Daniel blinked in surprise, thinking he might have misheard.

“What?” Daniel sat up and stared down at Rory. They both lay on a thick bed of moss, the color so close to that of Rory’s hair it was almost impossible to see where the moss ended, and the strands began.

“Vampires extend the lives of their soulmates by sharing the magic that animates them through the bond itself. Human mates of vampires become a living version of a vampire, weaker than their mates, but far stronger than an unmated human. They can still be hurt, even killed, but they will live for as long as their vampire mates do—sometimes longer, if the vampire dies before the human, and then the human lives out the remainder of what would have been their normal lifespan before the mating, eventually dying of old age.” Rory paused, and Daniel nodded, following along. “But with the older species of fae, like my people, we found a way to awaken within those we mate with a magic not unlike our own. Bound by ceremony and magic, vows and love, we awaken that primal magic in humans, and you’re changed forever by it. Those we take vows with become more fae than human, forever changed, body and mind.”

Daniel blinked in stunned silence for a long moment. “Have you…ever done a ceremony with someone?”

Rory shook his head even as he cupped both sides of Daniel’s face and held him firmly. “I have never loved another as I love you, Daniel. No one else has ever touched my soul like you. I would spend forever at your side, if you would have me.”

“I…” Daniel tried to hold back the tears, but they came regardless of his wishes, a few drops racing down his cheeks. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

Rory let him go and sat up, pulling Daniel into his lap, and he went happily. Rory gently brushed the tears away, pressing their foreheads together. He whispered across Daniel’s lips, words softer than the softest kiss. “Daniel, beloved, will you join with me in the awakening ceremony of the oldest fae peoples, bound by magic and the wellspring of eternity that fuels all life?”

“I would be changed?” Daniel had to ask, despite his heart screaming so loudly in the affirmative he was surprised Rory could not hear his answer.

“Your soul would be the same, but your body, magic, and mind would grow, change, become more than you are now, still essentially the same person, but you would be…more.” Rory paused, giving him another kiss before continuing. “You would be rebuilt to withstand the journey through eternity, a mortal no longer, and a match for any High Court Sidhe in power, resilience, and potential.”

“Do you want me to change?” Daniel asked, pulling back a bit.

“Never,” Rory said so fiercely that Daniel sucked in a shocked breath. “You are perfect, in all ways, and I will treasure you as you are even if you do not wish to join with me. I will love you when you are old and gray, broken by time, when you are ashes on the funeral pyre, dust scattered through my memories. I will never cease to love you and I will ache for the day that I could join you at last in death.”

“No, I don’t want you to die,” Daniel gasped out, clinging to Rory. “Don’t say that.”

“All that lives can die,” Rory murmured with a wry smile.

“I love you. Please don’t talk about dying,” Daniel begged. He wrapped arms and legs around Rory and held on for all he was worth.

“Then I shall not, dear heart,” Rory promised him quietly. He took a deep breath. “Marry me, Daniel.”

Daniel squeezed his eyes shut, overwhelmed by love and need and a rush of adrenaline. He sucked in a deep breath of his own and lifted his head, tears running freely from his eyes, a tremulous smile on his lips. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”


20


An Eternity in Waiting


“Married?” Isaac damn near shouted, eyes wide, mouth agape. He sputtered. “You’re twenty-one and getting married? How long have you even been dating him? Days? It’s literally been days, Daniel.”

“Isaac,” Daniel groaned, pulling the pillow over his head and trying to smother himself before his best friend went into another tirade. Isaac grabbed the pillow and yanked it away, scowling down at him.

They were in his room, or Isaac’s old room, or whatever it was since he only kept his clothes in there now and slept with Rory in the conservatory in the magical bed. It was the day after the proposal, and the first thing he had done after awakening that morning was to text Isaac and tell him everything. Daniel pouted up at Isaac, who gave in to his puppy eyes and tossed the pillow aside.

Isaac flopped down on the bed next to him, kicking off his shoes and crawling up the bed, pulling on the blankets until they both were able to sneak under and pull the blankets over their heads.

Daniel giggled, feeling silly, but he was too happy to remain annoyed with Isaac, and Isaac rolled his eyes at the expression on his face and sighed. “By Hecate, you’re smiling like a drunken fool, and I would know what that looks like,” Isaac said with a self-deprecating smirk. “Tell me everything. Especially about the sex.”

“I don’t think I washed the sheets since we last had sex in here, are you sure you want details?” Daniel teased, and Isaac prepared to jump out of bed with an alarmed squawk. Daniel tackled him and dragged him back down despite his horrified protestations, and Daniel couldn’t control his giggling, giving in to a peal of laughter when Isaac groaned in disgust and tried to escape again.

“I haven’t watched porn in days.” Daniel said, eyes wide with the sudden realization, Isaac pausing in his escape attempts to listen in slack-jawed shock. “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with porn, but I haven’t even thought about it since Rory and I started sleeping together.”

“Oh shit, the porn snob is not watching porn. That means it’s gotta be good,” Isaac teased, and Daniel blushed hard and nodded, and Isaac groaned in disgust and tried again to escape the bed. Daniel jumped on him and dragged him back down.

Isaac gave up and flopped back on the bed, his long dark brown hair a mess from their tussling. “Brat,” he muttered, making Daniel laugh again. “Never mind the proposal, tell me what’s got you wincing every time you sit down.” The exaggerated, lecherous grin on Isaac’s face was horrible and he groaned, smacking Isaac on the chest with the back of his hand.

“It has ridges,” Daniel blurted out, eyes wide, biting his lower lip.

Isaac blinked at him in shock. “What…what has ridges?”

Daniel inched closer and whispered, “It’s over ten inches long and has ridges that grow bigger or smaller depending on preference.”

Isaac stared at him, lost for words. He inched closer as well until they were face to face, and Isaac whispered quietly, “His dick, right? You mean his dick has ridges that he can make bigger or smaller?”

Daniel nodded, cheeks burning.

“You fucking size queen,” Isaac breathed out, and Daniel dissolved into a giggle fit at the scandalized and vaguely jealous expression on Isaac’s handsome face. “Fucking figures, the porn snob would get the guy with the oversized dick with special accessories!” Isaac hissed, and Daniel gave up trying to be quiet and laughed so hard he almost fell off the bed.
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Rory hid a smile behind his glass and tried not to laugh when Daniel’s infectious giggle reached him in the kitchen. Doing his best not to eavesdrop on his beloved, Rory gestured to the perfectly brewed pot of tea and said, “I made an earl grey, Daniel said it was your favorite.”

Angel stared at him and humphed but reached for his teacup and took a tentative sip.

“He’s twenty-one and you’re older than human civilization,” Angel sat decisively, setting the teacup down with a restrained click of porcelain on marble.

“He is, and I am,” Rory agreed amicably. “Daniel knows his own mind. You saw to that when you took him in. He’s no pushover and has a stubbornness that comes quite naturally to him.”

Angel squinted at him, lips pursed, and he crossed his arms and exhaled roughly. “Fine.” He shook his head once and then shrugged. “I worry about him, and I need to let him go.”

“Angel,” Rory began gently, and Angel looked back at him, expression serious. “You’re his father in all but name and blood. Your worry is your love. I worry for him, too, as we all do for those we love. You need not approach this as letting him go for good. I have no intention of taking him away from his family and friends. I am quite content to spend eternity at his side, wherever he wishes to be, and his family will become my own.”

“Marriage,” Angel muttered. He dropped his arms and set his hands on the marble top of the kitchen island. “I think I’m having trouble with this because it’s absolutely not something I ever thought of doing myself. Never even occurred to me that Daniel might want it.” He cringed. “That sounds horrible out loud.”

“Vampire mating is rather permanent all on its own without the contract of marriage, so those mated to the sentient undead rarely consider it. There’s no need for it, really. And a wedding ceremony amongst the elder fae species is less a contract and more of a…rebirth. When we bond with mortals, we call it an awakening.”

“It’s going to change Daniel.” Angel said, his gaze hard and jaw tight.

“Daniel will essentially remain the same person. The ancient, primal magic that ignites all life is the genesis of his own unique lifeforce, his soul and spirit, and all the ceremony does is awaken it further, asking it to bloom within the vessel it already inhabits. We are all Children of the Earth, Angelus Salvatore, and we all carry Her Blessing. The ceremony merely helps that blessing become more, to match that of the fae partner with whom they seek to join.”

“Daniel would become a High Court Sidhe.”

Rory smiled and waved his hand a bit in a waffling motion. “More fae than human, and more sidhe than fae.”

Angel grimaced. “Yes, that makes things as clear as mud.” He paused, then plowed ahead. “It won’t hurt him. Or mess with his magic? His affinity is still outside his control. Daniel worked very hard to master his sorcery.”

“It will not hurt, not in the way you fear. And his magic will become more, never less, and he’ll need to learn how to control it, as he would his affinity if he were to remain a mortal practitioner.” Rory stood and walked around the island to stand before Angel, who turned to face him directly. “I will honor him, support him, and love him for the remainder of the days and nights I have left within me, only the Fates know how much, and my love will endure beyond my last breath.”

A soft gasp drew his attention. Daniel stood in the doorway of the kitchen, Isaac at his back, and his tremulous smile was full of joy, eyes wet from what Rory hoped was happy tears. He held his arms open in time to catch his beloved, Daniel crying quietly into his chest. Rory held him tightly, breathing in his scent, the warmth of his body, and Rory knew that loving Daniel forever would be the greatest gift he’d ever received in his very long life.

Angel slipped from the kitchen, taking Isaac with him, leaving them alone in the kitchen. Daniel tipped his head back, lashes wet, face flushed and dark eyes full of happiness. Rory was unable to resist, and leaned to kiss his beloved, Daniel rising on his toes to return the kiss.
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“Married?” Cian sighed, shaking his head. “It’s far more than a marriage, the modern concept of which feels far too small to encompass all that a union brings with one of our people. The awakening ceremony is so much more important than a marriage.”

Rory merely shook his head with a mournful sigh at his complaints, chuckling. The spontaneous engagement party in the garden was enough to make Daniel happy and so Rory would oblige, and Cian attended in a roundabout way to support his brother’s beloved, even if practitioner notions about engagements and weddings confused him.

Sex and romantic love confused him, despite being able to feel it all through Rory if he were so interested.

Cian eyed the jubilant group of practitioners and their protective mates, strewn through the garden of the Mansion, the evening sky dark yet full of stars that twinkled brightly overhead. The moon had yet to rise, hiding below the horizon. Tiny green, orange, and silvery blue suns hung suspended by the will of the mortals, creating a charming rainbow of colors that spilled over the vegetation and the impromptu nighttime picnic.

Rory bumped his shoulder with Cian’s and smiled toward his beloved, and Cian rolled his eyes. “You are smitten.”

“I have been for some time, brother,” Rory replied, a besotted expression on his face as he watched Daniel tease Isaac, Angel laughing at their antics.

“You explained it all?” Cian asked sharply, though he knew that Rory had spent time explaining it to both Daniel and his concerned family.

“I have, and despite my worry that Daniel may come to regret making such a choice, I need to trust him to know his own mind and heart.”

“You are so bloody trusting, brother,” Cian said ruefully. “If I found a mortal I could stand for more than a few minutes who I’d want to see every day for forever, I’d make sure they had no regrets before we even started the process. Probably drive them insane and they’d run screaming for the hills.” Cian sniffed, elbowing his brother. “Yet here you are, trusting your beloved to know himself best. How utterly perfect.”

Rory caught him in a one-armed hug and held him close. “You sound bitter.”

Cian shifted, looking down at the grass that poked up through the feet of the facsimile his mind controlled while his body remained behind in Blackguard. Only the parts of him that Rory touched held any tangible presence. “I worry less that he’ll regret choosing forever to stand by your side, and more that he’ll regret eternity because it comes with me as well. We cannot be parted, even after your bonding with Daniel.”

Rory grabbed him by his shoulders, and the rush of emotion he felt from his brother was staggering. Love and concern, worry and joy. It all hit Cian, and he reveled in the sensations, having been denied them so long. He’d felt nothing but despair, loneliness, and an ever-worsening madness that hunted him in the abyss while Rory hung suspended in stasis, a living hell that left him fearing the day Rory left him for real.

“Daniel’s heart is big enough to encompass his love for me and my love for you,” Rory said with all the intonation of a vow. “He will not strive to separate us, nor turn our hearts away from each other. I trust him, Cian. I know you feel the love I have for him, so let the trust I hold for my beloved come to rest in your heart as well.”

Cian met Rory’s earnest expression and nodded. “I will try, brother.”

Rory pulled him into a tight hug. “I know you will. Thank you.”

Cian could do nothing more than hug his brother in return.

A peal of laughter drew their attention to the garden party, and Cian nudged Rory. “Go to your beloved and give him my congratulations. I need to return to my cell before night checks are performed.”

“A gentle night, brother,” Rory wished him.

“And a welcoming hearth, my brother,” Cian replied, and he let the facsimile go as Rory walked toward his beloved.

He woke in Blackguard, and he let the connection to Rory fade into the recesses of his mind, giving his brother privacy as much as he could. It was a heartbreakingly familiar action on his part, and yet he was glad to feel the isolation it foisted upon him—Rory had lovers in the past, but none he fell in love with like the young water elementalist. Neither of them had ever gone through the awakening ceremony with a mortal—though Rory had considered it a time or two. His brother was not celibate by any means, and Cian lost track of the the number over the years. His brother was likely remembered fondly through the millennia by his past lovers, as he was a kind soul, even when breaking off the relationship.

Cian had never contemplated bonding with a mortal. He never found one he liked all that much. And among the remaining numbers of his own people, he wasn’t at all interested in bonding. Of course, there were other fae species, the younger children of the earth who came into being long after the High Court Sidhe arose from the primordial birth waters of the earth. Rory was a gregarious person, who enjoyed sex and the tactile experience of having a lover, and Cian was largely uninterested. He’d experienced sex before, but it was as rewarding to him as eating a delicious meal or the aftermath of a fierce battle in which he emerged victorious. He never sought out sex for the sake of sex. He experienced it enough second-hand through Rory if he wasn’t fast enough, or thorough enough, in blocking out his brother when he sought out physical pleasure.

People in general bored him. At least Rory’s beloved was interesting.

The prison was growing quiet. Cian uncurled himself from his usual stance and stretched, moving through some old dance moves he learned while in Paris a century earlier, searching for a priest to resurrect his brother. He nearly gave into despair one night, staring at the frozen expanse of the Seine, the smoke of thousands of chimneys clouding the night sky, and the raucous laughter of some drunken dancers celebrating the closing show at the local theatre was enough to keep him from ending his life, and his brother’s, in the river below. He ended up going home with them, and spent a few days wishing he could get drunk as well, but the dancers distracted him from his melancholy for a short while before he left in the night to continue his search.

Cian spun in a lazy pirouette, and he let the dismal memories go. Rory was alive, awake, and expanding their little family unit into a triad. A new brother after so long was a novel experience. At least he wouldn’t be bored.

Voices speaking in angry undertones drew his attention, and he stilled, coming to a rest in the center of his cell as he listened.

Two men, speaking down near the guard station. It was right about time for the last check of the night, but he didn’t hear anything from the guards.

“I don’t think this approach is the best one,” Dr. Farring hissed angrily. “The warden isn’t willing to take a bribe, and the DA demands daily updates on the sidhe and the security around his cell. If a whiff of this gets out, then we’re going to end up in jail.”

“The amount of money being promised for access to the sidhe is worth the risk. My partner wants the Macavoy boy, and if we get the twin brother, we can sell them all and never need to worry about extradition when we’re sitting on billions of dollars.”

It took him a minute, but he placed the identity of the second man. Jules Sumner. The so-called historian.

“But this one is in prison, in a high security ward—the second he goes missing, they’re going to start looking for him!”

“We won’t be taking him anywhere. The cameras are off, and I paid the guards to look the other way. He’s no more a god than we are, so a few minutes of convincing ought to get him singing about where his brother and that damned temple are now.”

“I have no idea how to torture someone!” Farring whispered with a frantic edge. He was the weaker of the two for sure. “He is going to kill us!”

“Don’t worry, you’re just here to record whatever he says, I’ll do the hard work. Now be quiet, the guards I paid off should be bringing my partner in a few minutes, and I don’t want them to know anything we’re planning.”

Cian breathed in deep, a part of him mourning what was to come. The dishonor was not on his part. In this tragedy of events he would be pressed to preserve his honor if these fools were determined to torture his brother’s location out of him. They would fail, but Cian did make a promise not to kill anyone in prison while he was behind bars. And no one was harming young Daniel while Cian stood between him and danger.

Cian reached out for his brother, hoping he and Daniel weren’t occupied with each other. He was relieved that Rory reached out to him once he sensed his growing presence in his mind.

“Brother, what you feared is coming to pass.”

“What do you mean?” Rory asked, his voice disembodied, echoing from the stones with a faint shiver in the air.

“The false doctor and the historian seek you and Daniel, meaning to sell you both to unknown buyers. What they want Daniel for I cannot guess, but they seek you for the temple. They mean to torture the information from me.”

“They will not,” Rory vowed angrily. “I am coming.”

“Take your time,” Cian murmured, listening to the mortals speaking, a woman’s voice among them now, and two guards that Cian recognized as belonging to the night shift.

Not even a heartbeat later, the ragtag group of erstwhile villains approached the cell, and Cian got his first look at the mysterious partner.

A slender white woman, thin and blonde, perhaps middle-aged for a practitioner, and not a sorcerer. He marked her power signature as a wizard, and dismissed her as a minimal threat, eyeing the two guards who stood behind her like formless sentinels. One blanched and looked away, the other found a smidgeon of courage and glared back at Cian through the glass wall. The only thing that worried him was that the guards were armed with shotguns and not the usual batons.

Dr. Farring hovered at the rear of the group, shifting nervously, obviously lacking the stomach for torture, even when faced with Cian after he left him laid low, gasping on the floor for air. Farring might not be irredeemable.

Sumner stood next to the unknown woman, smirking at Cian, rocking on his heels in a satisfied manner like he’d just won a prize. Cian barely looked at him, instead returning his regard to the strange woman.

She smiled at him, the expression shallow and empty. “Hello, Cian Brennan. It’s an honor to meet you.”

“You’re the one who wants young Daniel,” Cian replied, forgoing pleasantries. “I’ll not let you harm him.”

“You’re in no position to stop me,” she answered, gesturing to the cell. “In fact, you’re in no position to stop me from doing anything I want.”

“Regrettable hubris,” Cian sighed. “Very well, begin your foolishness.”

“Rather confident for a man behind bars,” she said, gesturing to one of the guards. “Restrain him.”

The spells that maintained the glass partition were operated from the guard station, and spelled keys certain guards carried that they could place to the wall could also open the partition in case of an emergency.

The glass wavered when the guard stuck the key to the wall, half of it dropping instantly, and the second guard rushed into the cell, shouting at him to put his hands up and face the wall.

Cian grabbed the barrel of the shotgun and twisted it to the side, the metal screaming as it warped, and the burst of the stock as the gun misfired and exploded in the guard’s face was rather satisfying. He slapped the guard hard with a backhand, sending him reeling to the wall, holding his cheek and bloody nose.

The woman hissed out a curse and gathered her magic, tossing a spell at Cian, one he deftly sidestepped, and he tossed the ruined shotgun directly at her face, and she fell into Sumner with a yelp.

The explosion of a shotgun firing was loud in his ears, and Cian stumbled, confused.

Liquid dripped to the floor, and warmth spread across his chest and stomach. He looked down, startled to see a wave of dark red spilling down his abdomen. He fell to his knees in a growing puddle of blood, and pressed a shaking hand to his chest, blood sticking to his fingers.

“Brother,” he whispered, and his eyes closed as he listed to the side.
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Two Halves


“Cian!” Rory screamed, falling to his knees, hands clutching his chest where the shotgun blast had ripped into his brother. He lost the connection to Cian, his brother overcome by pain, the last image he got from his twin one of blood and guards standing over him.

“Rory!” Daniel crouched at his side, hands running over him, checking. For injury. “Rory, what’s wrong?”

“Cian is dying,” Rory gasped out, and staggered to his feet, rushing toward the conservatory. Daniel shouted for Angel, the others coming with shouts and running steps, but Rory did not wait for them. Daniel on his heels, Rory sprinted into the conservatory and plucked his sword from the top of the chest and spun to the open space of the inner courtyard, closing his eyes.

“What’s going on?” Isaac demanded breathlessly as he followed behind Daniel.

Rory summoned the mound with every shred of willpower he possessed, ordering it to come, his desperation fueling his call. He opened his eyes as the stone flooring of the conservatory began to warp and rise from the ground, the stones twisting and colliding into a new shape, a shadowy black void within a rough arch.

“Rory said Cian is dying. Something horrible happened at Blackguard. We’re going to help him.” Daniel answered.

The mound was fighting him. Cian was too close to death and the mound only did his bidding because he was Cian’s twin. He was almost out of time.

Rory ran through the doorway and into the shadows, Daniel half a step behind him.
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Daniel chased after Rory, and the arch collapsed on his heels, stones crashing as they ran down the stairs into the temple. Isaac’s shouts faded away as the shadows were pulled in behind Daniel, and he was afraid of what would happen if he stopped running. The staircase was barely lit, the torches in the wall blackened and dark, soot littering the stone floor. Struggling to see, Daniel sent a flurry of tiny blue suns overhead and in front of them, their mad rush now slightly less dangerous.

The temple was dark, their running steps echoing oddly. It was cold and only a single torch burned in the far wall beside a crumbling archway. Rory was incredibly fast, and Daniel pushed himself as hard as he could to keep up. He was terrified of what he would find on the other side.

Rory slipped through the partially collapsed arch, and Daniel pushed through behind him, scrambling up the ruined stairs, stones falling as they went, and Daniel dodged a stone that fell from the wall as he climbed past. Rory reached back without looking and grabbed Daniel around the waist and took the steps three at a time, leaping around missing stairs and leaping over holes in the staircase that echoed with alarming depth. Heart in his throat, Daniel held onto Rory, and they made it to the top of the stairs, only to come to a sliding halt.

A bare wall stood where the door to Blackguard should be, and Rory carefully let Daniel down before he fell to his knees and slammed his fist into the stone wall. Rory screamed in the ancient sidhe tongue, and Daniel didn’t need a translation to know it was something horrible.

The wall shuddered as Rory beat on it, Daniel hovering over Rory, trying to hold back his tears as dread crept in. Dust fell from cracks in the stones, debris clattering as the staircase began to collapse completely, and Daniel was ready to grab Rory and drag him back to the temple when the wall began to twist and warp. With a horrible groan, the wall etched out a doorway, a vague hint of a depression in stone, and then with a ragged scream, a blast of power swept out from Rory and blew through the archway, opening the way.

Daniel helped Rory to his feet, and they leapt through the jagged hole in the wall, and stone dust clouded the air, Daniel coughing. Overhead lights flickered, the power fluctuating, blasted chunks of stone on the floor of what Daniel assumed was Cian’s cell. The wall fell with a crash as they made it through, and Daniel suspected that the only way they would get out of Blackguard at that point was fighting. The temple was inaccessible.

A hiss of steel, and Rory drew his sword, the scabbard disappearing with a flick of his wrist. The blade flashed in the dust, throwing light, and Daniel saw hints of a glass wall covered in the same dust that coated everything.

A black puddle on the floor drew his eye, and he realized with horror that it was blood, and it disappeared into the hallway, a trail left behind as a body was dragged.

“Oh, Hecate, no,” he gasped out, stomach rolling.

“He still lives,” Rory growled out, voice deeper, full of anger, a sound Daniel had never heard from his lover before. It pulled Daniel from his fear and dread, and he steeled his spine. He would not fail Rory or Cian.

“Let’s go get him back,” Daniel replied.

Rory swept out of the cell, following the trail of blood. There was a guard down in the hall, and Daniel kept going when he saw the man was out for the count, nose pouring blood. Rory did not pause, heading down a long hall full of empty cells.

The guard station was empty, the barred doors open, and red lights were flashing on the control dashboard. The blood trail thinned out, but Rory wasn’t following the blood, instead using the bond he had to his twin, and Daniel followed right behind him.

They came to a long hall full of steel doors, and Rory moved faster, unfazed by the pace he was setting, though Daniel was sweating and regretting the fact that he never did more than walk a few blocks for decent coffee every day in town before he moved to the Mansion. Rory spared him a concerned glance, slowing, and Daniel spoke quickly before Rory could suggest they take a break. “I’m fine. Cian needs us.”

A single nod and Rory kept moving.

A blur to the side, and Rory was slashing at the arm of a guard that was swinging a baton right for his head. Daniel swore and dodged to the side, giving Rory room to maneuver, and he disarmed the guard immediately, smacking him in the head with the silver pommel of his sword. Rory kicked him into the room from which he’d sprung, and yanked the door shut. He twisted the handle, metal screaming, and the frame warped enough that it wouldn’t open again easily. Wasting no time, they continued, hearing people running and shouts echoing through the prison.

“We’re getting closer,” Rory said under his breath, pausing at a cross section of hallways. The hall to the right was a mess, barred gates and doors swinging on hinges or partially open, and there were a few people down, some staff from their uniforms, and a couple of guards. Whoever had Cian wasn’t on the side of the prison, or perhaps only a few. Thus far they’d seen mostly guards down. Jogging down the halls, Daniel spied spell collision points, and he opened his inner vision enough to note that the practitioner was the same person who tried to break through the Mansion wards.

Rory surely saw the same, and Daniel reached out with his senses, trying to locate a nearby practitioner using their abilities. The ambient magical fields were chaotic, huge swathes harvested by a wizard draining the area of magic. They couldn’t reach the veil, but they could drain all available ambient magic in a huge radius.

“A wizard is here,” Daniel gasped out. “They’re packing a punch.”

“You’re more than a match, dear heart,” Rory said, and the rest of what he was going to say was interrupted by a group of guards descending on them as they entered a wider room with tall walls. Daniel got enough of a glance in to guess it was the mess hall before he was jumping out of the way of a flying tackle.

Daniel ran to the side, one big guard following him, and he pulled a stun spell out of his memory and flipped it at the man, and it bounced right off. “Fuck! The guards have nullifier charms!” Made sense, it was a prison for supernatural beings. He had no time to feel foolish before he tossed up a shield and bought himself time to tap the veil.

Rory was doing fine on his own, outstriking his opponents with such ease they might as well have been standing still—not a single blow landed, and Rory knocked them out with a punch or a restrained strike from the pommel of his sword.

Daniel reached out and tapped the veil, the great divide between their world of living magic and the space between dimensions, and the power flowed into him with a cool rush of energy, filling his core and topping off his magical reserves. The power helped to center him—this he knew. Fighting with magic against a variety of opponents was something that Angel was maniacal about teaching, and instructing him how to disable null charms was something Angel made sure they covered after meeting Milly’s ex-husband.

Shielded, Daniel reached out with his senses and found the nullifier charms on each of the guards, tiny black holes of nothingness that seemed to have a strange glow around them. There were six guards, two of whom were down already, and two facing off against Rory, and two more trying to herd Daniel into a corner. He stopped backing up, breathed in deep, and reached out with his mind, touching each nullifier charm he could see, and he felt the teeniest of tugs as he connected to each.

The veil was still humming along in the back of his mind, power spinning happily in his core, and Daniel diverted it into six streams. The charms sucked in the magic, slowly at first, and then with increasing greed—they began to glow a baleful red, and smoke began to rise. Daniel opened to the veil even more, and the power rushed outward, and the charms disintegrated with explosive pops one by one. The guards shouted in pain and tore the broken charms from their clothing, distracted enough that they missed Daniel weaving a stun spell big enough to fell a grown dragon, tossing it outside his shield, where it hit the floor like a water balloon and exploded.

Rory leapt gracefully out of range just as the spell dispersed, and the guards dropped almost simultaneously, hitting the floor with meaty thuds and flailing limbs.

Daniel checked the area and saw only some frightened kitchen staff staring at them through the serving counter window. Daniel dropped his shield and hurried after Rory.
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Rory was terrified his brother was dying and he wouldn’t be able to save him, and incredibly proud of Daniel. His beloved was talented and capable and remarkably skilled for a practitioner without access to his affinity.

They headed down a narrow hall, following the doors left open and the trail of blood spoor and magic left in the kidnappers’ wake. Cian was still alive, just barely, and if Rory got to him soon, he would ensure his brother would survive.

“Where are they going?” Daniel huffed out as they jogged down the hallway.

“They must have a vehicle ready to leave nearby,” Rory guessed. “I think this might be a staff entrance up here.”

“Employee parking!” Daniel pointed to a sign high on the wall, which directed them to a door set past another checkpoint. The guards were missing entirely, the gates open and rolling slightly back and forth on their tracks. Rory heard frantic shouting past the doors and ran through the checkpoint, pausing just at the threshold.

He took a moment to make sure he wasn’t going to walk into a shotgun blast of his own and saw Cian in the back of a van just as two men slammed the door shut, hopping in the back seats as the driver gunned the engine and took off, heading for the exit of the parking lot. The lot had concrete dividers in it, forcing vehicles to drive in certain directions before winding around to the checkpoint where the vehicle would be checked before leaving. He saw a woman outside the checkpoint, and she was casting a spell she released just as Rory saw her, dropping the guards and ricocheting through the checkpoint, the huge wire and steel gate groaning as it unlocked.

The way the parking lot was configured meant that Rory would reach the gate and the checkpoint before the van. He sheathed his sword and dismissed the blade, needing to focus on stopping the van. “Dear heart, will you deal with the wizard?” he asked while running as hard as he could across the lot.

“Sure!” Daniel’s somewhat breathless reply was both excited and worried, but Rory had faith.

The woman saw them coming, and stood in front of the partially open gate, waiting on the van. He saw her reaching for her magic, sucking in power from around her, augmenting her own reserves before building a spell. Rory paid little attention to her and changed the angle of his approach to cut in front of the van a few yards before the gate. They would need to stop to force it open enough for the vehicle to exit, so he had some time.

Not enough—he felt Cian slipping further away. Rory pushed himself harder, cutting in front of the van, and he called out to the world around him. “Éirigh, agus crawl saor!”

Headlights filled his vision, the van revving its engine, intent on running him over. His call was answered just as the noxious odors of exhaust and screaming brakes reached him.

“Stop! It’s the brother!” the woman screamed, trying to stop the van, but Daniel reached her first, and magic roiled as she turned to confront him. Rory focused on the van, which came to a grinding, shrieking halt mere inches from his knees.

Roots cracked through the pavement, huge limbs crawling out from the sickened dirt below the parking lot. Long starved of any kind of clean environment, the roots of long-dead trees were reborn at his call, erupting from the ground, chunks of muted gray pavement flying into the air, banging off the sides of the van, windows cracking in nearby cars.

The roots held the van in place, wheels spinning without purchase, the axles shattering under the strength of the roots. Rory called to the earth, and it answered, several huge roots erupting at the rear of the van, snatching at the doors and bursting through metal, ripping the doors away and tossing them across the lot. Car alarms screamed in the evening air and Rory ran toward the rear of the van, ducking as the guard in the driver’s seat shot at him. Buckshot careened off the paved surface of the lot and ricocheted everywhere, a few pieces hitting Rory before he could clear the line of fire. He brushed aside the small pain and bid the earth to clear the way for him, and it obeyed, dirt spraying in the air, the ground shaking, and the men inside screamed as the mass of roots crawled into the van and sought them out.

Their screams ended quickly, wet gurgles fading into drips of blood on metal.

Rory found Cian in the rear, covered in blood, barely breathing, bracketed by roots that protected him. Rory gently brushed aside the roots and gathered his brother’s limp body in his arms and pulled him from the van, backing away until he was out of reach of the heaving ground. Half of Cian’s upper torso was littered with buckshot pellets, pulverizing his flesh into meat, shattered ribs and skin reduced to ribbons.

“Brother,” Rory gasped out, gently cradling Cian in his lap. Mercury-colored eyes cracked open a sliver, and Rory tossed aside caution and poured all that he was into his brother’s body, fighting to anchor Cian’s half of their soul in his failing body.
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Daniel threw a stun spell in Giselle Hardwick’s face, but she parried it at the last second, sending it careening into the road. He opened himself fully to the veil and tossed a flurry of spells that came readily to his hands, right at her seething expression, and she managed to backpedal and get a partial shield up in front of her torso. She could not access the veil and all Daniel had to do was wear her down until she exhausted her reserves and the surrounding ambient magic fields.

She tossed a chaotic mess of spell at him, and Daniel snorted in amusement even as he coated his hands in his own power and caught it, pulling the strands apart. It was meant to suffocate and eventually knockout whoever it touched, and she snarled in rage as he destroyed the spells in a shower of blue and silver sparks. She wasn’t trying to kill him, which was odd, since her entire enterprise was falling apart around her ears.

She would get no mercy from Angel if she failed here.

He stepped forward, and each step he took he flung a long plume of blue flame laced with silver at her, eating away at her paltry shield piece by piece. She tossed obscenities at him, and Daniel ignored them as he ignored her attempts to hit him with an increasingly varied assortment of spells.

She was an air elementalist, and skilled, but she was not up to the standards of Angelus Salvatore, and Daniel was incredibly thankful again that Angel took him in instead of letting the mundane human government punish him. Giselle came abreast of the swaying gate, and she held a shield in front of her, panting heavily.

“You fucking brat,” she spat at him, sweating, blonde tresses soaked and a mess from her exertions, her once neat outfit smeared with blood and dust.

“Not the first time I’ve been called a brat today,” Daniel snarked back, his grin feral. “I don’t know what you wanted with Cian, but this bullshit is over.”

“How did you get here, little boy?” she taunted. She stood in the shadows of the gate, and Daniel squinted as spotlights began roving over the lot, blinding flashes of light that cast long shadows as they found the van. “Not through the front door, otherwise the guards wouldn’t be ready to shoot you where you stand.”

Red dots crossed the ground, lasers cutting through the air from the guard towers overlooking the side of the prison. Daniel sucked in a breath and lifted his arms, instinctively raising a shield around himself as distant, muffled shots rang across the parking lot. Two sharp thwacks off the shield at head height and a deep chill crawled through his bones at how close he’d come to dying.

Shouts made him look over his shoulder—a whole squadron of guards were running across the lot, guns on their shoulders, screaming at Rory as he worked on Cian. Daniel spared Giselle one last frustrated glance as she waved at him and then ran through the open gate, unseen in the mess of lights and deep shadows cast by the spotlights on the van.

Daniel kept his shield raised and ran for the twins silhouetted in the night by an intense spotlight beam. Rory had his eyes shut, entire concentration on saving his brother in his arms, and he was helpless against the approaching guards. Daniel raced past the van, breathless and chest burning from all the running, throat dry as he hurried to save his lover.

His shield still raised, Daniel reached the brothers and as he was about to drop it to get Rory and Cian inside with him, he stumbled. Without a flicker of any resistance, the radius of the shield slipped past the sidhe brothers and suddenly they were inside his shield with him, without Daniel needing to drop it or lessen its protection. He fell to his knees beside Rory, spotlights blinding him, and he held a hand to protect his eyes, funneling everything he had into the shield.

A cacophony of gunfire heralded the guards’ reactions, and he gasped for air even as he opened himself to the full power of the veil, dangerously close to losing himself to it—bullets impacted the surface of the shield, throwing off blue and silver sparks. The sphere was glowing a deep, vibrant cobalt blue, veins of silver arcing across the surface, and Daniel struggled to maintain his focus, muscles burning, fear rising to choke him. He did as Angel taught him and made sure the shield covered them from below as well as above ground, and just in time for two practitioners wearing prison guard uniforms to cut through the armed guards, spells spinning around their hands.

Spells hit off the shield, harder with each impact, burning and scoring at his shield. They were strong; one of them was a sorcerer, and he felt the ambient fields jump when the other practitioner tapped the veil. He curled his fingers into fists and pressed his hands to the ground, head drooping, and he closed his eyes, feeling nothing but the connection to the veil as he dropped all thoughts but holding the shield. He would hold it, forever if he must.

Daniel thought he would die like this—he must be dying. Nothing left of him but the veil and a determination to save the man he loved.

The strain was great, tearing away at him, tiny pieces disappearing.
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Blood covered his hand, sticky and hot. Thick rivulets slowly trailed down his legs, the sweet tang of copper on his tongue.

There was nothing but blood, his whole awareness stripped to the ebb and flow of his brother’s eternal life hanging on the precipice. Memory stretched back to the very beginning, his first thought, the touch of another’s hand as they floated in the womb, the cry that flew free from his mouth as he breathed his first gasp of air, and the answering cry of his brother.

He was parched, thinned and brittle, cracking along the foundations of the bond that he had felt every moment of his life, as sure as the sunrise and as inevitable as the sunset. Moments from being lost, a fracture that he would never heal from, half of himself gone, torn away. The abyss hunted along the periphery of his mind, a great cat in the shadows preparing to sink its fangs into his mind and rend him to pieces.
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Daniel floated in a river, his mind a tiny shred of what it should have been. The agony of funneling the veil was a distant memory. It still eroded his mind and soul, each wave of endless power devouring him, and yet the pain was not as bad as he once feared. Every sorcerer was taught from the first that the veil, if accessed too deeply or for too long, would destroy anyone foolish enough to try. Sorcerers died with such regular frequency that tapping the veil was something taught by specialist tutors or small training programs riddled with medics and numerous safety precautions.

Dying for Rory for something he could do, though. He would hold on for as long as Rory needed.

The river rose higher, soothing and cool, and he stared up at the sky, a warm and gentle wind teasing along his skin as he kicked idly, swimming aimlessly, contentment to be found in the current that pooled around him.

“Little brother,” the wind called to him, and he sank for a moment before breaking the surface, sputtering. He was in no river; the endless expanse of an ocean stretched on for miles, the wind pulling clouds across the sky. A storm was coming.

“Who’s there?” he called, but the odd voice was gone.

He had no idea where he was. Daniel tread on the ocean and let the waves carry him, the wind swirling around him.

A booming crack yanked him from the hallucination and Daniel stared down at the pavement beneath him. A dark ribbon of a fissure cut through the pavement and water seeped up from the earth, slipping through his shield without issue. Wind tugged at his hair, cooling him after running through the prison and his fight with Giselle.

Lifting his head, he took in the wind breaking against the walls of the prison, shaking cars in the lot, pushing guards to their knees. The night sky lit up with a spear of lightning, one he felt in his bones, power singing up from his core. The veil receded from his mind, purring obediently as cool water pooled around his ankles. Daniel slowly stood, breathing easier, his shield now a thin kaleidoscope of shades of blue and silver, lightning reflecting across the translucent surface, yet impenetrable against anything he wanted to keep out.

The storm reached down, and Daniel was there to catch it with his mind, and it bent to his will. He chased the sparks of lightning and called it to heel, and bolts fell from the boiling sky, hitting a parked car a few yards away with concussive force and deafening roll of thunder, arcs flying and jumping across the short distance to the ground and other parked vehicles.

The few guards still standing threw themselves to the ground, and the practitioners who had been trying to breach his shield huddled under their own, cowed.

The storm wanted to be free, and Daniel saw no reason not to let it rampage. So much energy, ready to break and pour over the earth.

“Little brother,” a whisper in his ear. He jumped, turning to look, but Rory knelt curled over Cian, the great red stain on his chest no longer growing. A shadow was visible when lightning cracked overhead.

Cian smiled, his facsimile a bare hint of its usual self. “You’ve won, little brother. Let the storm rest, now. Rory needs you.”

“Please don’t be dead,” Daniel gasped out as rain fell from the sky. “Rory won’t survive losing you.”

“I think he would, if he had you by his side,” Cian disagreed, looking up at the sky, rain breaking through Daniel’s shield like it wasn’t even there, the wind cool on his wet skin, drops cutting through the facsimile. Cian looked back to Daniel and began to fade even more. “But he won’t need to find out for a long while yet. He’s succeeded.” Cian was almost gone. “You’ll need to catch my foolish brother, he’s about to pass out.”

“Shit!” Daniel lurched forward, sloshing through the ankle-deep water that appeared from somewhere—Rory listed to the side, and Daniel managed to catch him before he went face-first into the water.

Cian was alive. Daniel reached out and put his hand to Cian’s throat, just to make sure—there was a pulse. Weak and fast, but there. Skin intact under the ruined prison garment, the massive shotgun blast wound gone. Rory was limp in his arms, and Daniel was at a loss until another crack of lightning brought him back to himself.

“Fuck me,” Daniel breathed out, leaning over just enough that he could get to his smartphone in his pants pocket.

Luckily it wasn’t too wet—it still worked. He hit the speed dial and put the phone to his ear.

“Daniel!” Angel sounded terrified and pissed. Daniel could understand why, but he had more pressing needs than soothing his mentor.

“Angel, my affinities broke through.” He shifted a bit, holding Rory and Cian out of the water as best he could with one arm.

Angel stopped mid-curse and sucked in a deep breath. “Affinities. More than one.”

Water and air. A dual affinity, a phenomenon nearly as rare as having an affinity for death magics. And notorious for appearing late.

“I summoned a storm, and I don’t know how to turn it off,” Daniel said with a giggle. Staring up at the sky, full of wonder and a giddy tingle of fear. Lightning cracked and thunder growled in impatience. “Follow the lightning—that’s me.”
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Aftermath


Rory held Daniel in his arms, though one hand held his brother’s arm where he lay on the gurney in the rear of the ambulance. He awoke just in time to catch Daniel as he let go of the storm that brewed overhead, Angel talking him through the process.

The silver thread within the ocean blue of Daniel’s affinity now explained quite a bit, and Rory was rather peeved with himself that he didn’t notice the dual affinity staring him right in the face. He took comfort in knowing that Cian and Angel missed it as well. Worn out by his affinities breaking through while he held the shield for as long as he did, while also channeling raw veil power, Daniel was asleep on his lap, wrapped in a blanket provided by a wide-eyed paramedic.

Cian slept as well, body healed, though dangerously low on blood, and exhausted from the experience. Rory was no better, though he was recovering quickly.

The humans were all overwrought and emotions were clashing as Angel went toe to toe with the warden and several state officials not ten feet away from the parked ambulance. Rory had faith in Angel, and so he focused on the exhausted young man in his arms and the reassuring presence of his brother slumbering within touching distance.

“He was kidnapped right out from under your fucking nose and half his guards were in on it!” Angel snarled. “Cian defended himself, and he was shot by a guard. And then!” Angel raised his voice just enough to make nearby prison officials scurry away, “And then when his brother and my apprentice arrive to help him, the prison turns on them! You gods bedamned fools almost killed them, and you let the fucking culprit escape!”

“Mr. Salvatore,” one fussy man in a suit tried to interrupt.

“Necromancer Salvatore to you!” Angel cut him off. “I don’t give a single fuck about who you are, either, considering that this mess could have been avoided if Cian wasn’t isolated in the prison, with no oversight on his guards, and a crazy psychiatrist willing to torture him for information so they could sell his brother and my apprentice to some human trafficking scumbags.”

Angel lifted a finger and pointed it right in the face of the man in the most expensive suit. “DA Sutcliffe, Cian Brennan is under my authority as of this moment. He’ll serve under house arrest in my custody, and the public will not be told where he is.” Angel stopped, eyes narrowing. “In fact, Cian Brennan is dead.”

Even though he was touching his brother, Angel’s words still made him reflexively check on his twin. Cian breathed slow and deep, healing. He would be fine.

“What…” the warden sputtered.

“Cian Brennan is dead,” Angel snarled, doing a decent impression of his mate. Simeon stood nearby, arms crossed, standing between the authorities and the ambulance. No one was getting closer without Simeon letting them through. Angel skewered every human with a gimlet stare, several of them wincing. “Anyone asks, he is dead. Rory is gone. The High Court Sidhe are extinct in Massachusetts as of tonight.”

“He’s a serial killer!” the district attorney hissed quietly, crossing his arms. “I won’t have a convicted serial killer wandering around Boston, with no one aware. Not happening.”

“My brother is a threat to no one, as long as they do not mean me or my beloved any harm,” Rory said quietly, but they heard him. The entire group turned to stare at him warily. “He was driven to madness during the long centuries I was held in stasis. He was not sane, nor sound of judgment. He was restored when Angelus Salvatore resurrected me.”

The district attorney frowned, but he dropped his arms and relaxed a bit. “Why wasn’t this information shared before his sentencing?”

“Honor demanded he pay recompense for the lives he took while lost in the abyss,” Rory answered easily. “A thousand years in prison was quite fair. He will keep his word.”

“He’ll pay for his crimes in my custody,” Angel broke in, turning to the district attorney. “He’s too much a lure to greedy assholes wanting him, and you’ll keep getting problems like you did tonight. The state is not equipped to keep him safe or contained. I can, and I will.”

“Why is he dead, then?” the warden demanded.

“So people won’t look for him.” Angel lifted his chin. “You’ve burnt his body in the incinerator as per protocol for a deceased supernatural prisoner.”

“You can’t just…” the warden blustered, and he snapped his mouth shut when Angel sent him a deeply vicious glare.

“It’s already done,” Angel said decisively. “No one knows besides us right here that he lives. Keep it that way. Do whatever you need to for his death to be legit. No fucking running your mouths to anyone, not even your priest or your bartender. Got it?”

“Where are you putting him, then?” the district attorney asked.

He held up his hands in defeat when Angel turned that vicious glare on him, dropping the topic immediately.

“Gentlemen, find Giselle Hardwick before I do.” Angel tossed out that last order before turning his back on two powerful human men and heading right for the ambulance. Simeon shadowed him, keeping people from following Angel with the lift of a lip, revealing his fangs.

Angel jumped up into the ambulance and sat on the opposite bench, eyeing Cian warily before lifting his gaze and carefully looking over Daniel where he lay sleeping peacefully in Rory’s arms.

“How’s everyone doing?” Angel asked quietly for the benefit of the sleeping pair.

“Daniel is exhausted from summoning the storm, but he should recover easily enough with sleep and food,” Rory answered, grateful that it was not worse. “Cian lost a tremendous amount of blood. He needs a deep sleep to recover. He’s quite vulnerable in his current state—he cannot be left alone.”

Rory hesitated, then said, “Cian told me before he fell that the goal was to get access to Daniel for some reason, and access to me, likely as a means of controlling my brother. I suspect the history of my people’s control over the sidhe mounds might be why they’re after us. Cian did a lot of traveling around the world while I lay in stasis, and if someone was tracking him, his travel times would have been a giveaway for his use of the mound. Perhaps Daniel was to be the means to force our compliance?”

“Possibly,” Angel replied, brows furrowed. “Alright, Daniel and your brother just need sleep and rest?”

“Daniel less so than Cian—he’ll need to be tended to.”

Angel nodded like he expected that answer. When he arrived with Simeon at the prison, he’d taken control of the situation immediately, but he was only able to pause long enough to make sure no one was in danger of dying before needing to manage the human authorities. “We’re all heading back to the Mansion. How are you, Rory? What do you need?”

Rory smiled despite the present situation and all that came before. “I am well. Rest and quiet is all I need. I shall be restored by tomorrow.”

“Alright,” Angel said. He went to leave the ambulance but paused. “Cian is welcome to recuperate at the Mansion, and I’m trusting that he will be on his best behavior.”

“You will get no trouble from Cian, Necromancer Salvatore,” Rory promised.

“Good.” He jumped down, right into Simeon’s arms. “We’ll ride back in a clan limo, since I don’t want anyone to know where we’re going. Hang tight while we get things ready.”

Rory nodded and buried his face in Daniel’s hair, smelling sea water and ozone. He closed his eyes and sent a wordless prayer of thanks to the universe that he still had his family.
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His head was killing him. Groaning, Daniel rolled over and puked into the wonderfully convenient trashcan held under his head by a saint. A damp cloth appeared in front of his face, and he wiped his mouth as the trashcan was taken away. His caretaker returned, took the cloth, and helped him sit up on the chaise in the conservatory.

Rory knelt beside the chaise, worry in his expressive amber eyes. “You’re okay,” Daniel croaked out, relieved.

“I am, thanks to you, beloved,” Rory brushed some hair back out of Daniel’s eyes, his touch cool and soft. Daniel nuzzled into his palm and sighed.

“I love you,” Daniel murmured, finding it hard to keep his eyes open.

“I love you as well, dear heart. Sleep now, I’ll watch over you.”

Daniel was about to heed his wishes when he remembered, forcing his eyes back open. “Wait! Your brother?”

Rory paused while tucking him in, smiling. He gestured behind him and moved so Daniel could see.

There was a free-standing archway made of stone just past the bench in the inner courtyard of the conservatory. A few steps beyond the portal, there was a platform bed resting on the floor of the spacious temple, made of carved wood and a thick mattress, and Cian lay sleeping, tucked in with care. With his eyes shut, Cian was indistinguishable from Rory, and Daniel had to double-check that Rory was still standing next to him and not sleeping like the dead. “He’s okay?”

Rory finished tucking him in and pressed a kiss to his forehead. “Cian will be fine, dear heart. Sleep now.”

Daniel was asleep in moments, reassured.
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Rory was exhausted, but he was too anxious to sleep. His beloved and his twin were both deeply vulnerable, and instinct told him to remain vigilant in case something threatened them. He quietly moved the bench so he could sit beside Daniel and keep Cian in his line of sight. The sidhe mound followed Cian to the estate, slipping into place quite naturally as Rory and Simeon carried Daniel and Cian into the conservatory. Angel was interested in poking about, wondering how the mound could bypass the wards, but Rory gently herded him from the conservatory while telling the inquisitive necromancer that Cian needed to be washed free of blood and gore. Angel left with minimal pouting and a promise to provide them all breakfast after dawn.

The brazier crackled and he tended the fire through the remainder of the night, sensing when Simeon and Connie made patrols around the perimeter of the garden before the approaching dawn forced them inside.

Angel was residing in the Mansion for the first time in years, and Rory worried for the necromancer, but he appeared to be handling it well. Rory felt when Connie took Isaac back to The Tower via The Way Between, and he figured the young fire mage was not yet at the point where he could comfortably remain in his childhood home long enough to sleep. The wards were fully powered, death magics lighting up his senses as Angel made sure the estate was fully protected, all layers of security activated. It was one of the finest pieces of spellwork he’d ever seen, and Angelus was far more talented than he had any right to be for one so young. A fitting mentor for Daniel, who benefitted from his teachings.

Daniel’s power was fully realized, humming beneath his skin, cobalt blue and shiny silver intertwined and perfectly balanced. Dual affinities, so rare and beautiful, and Daniel would never need to struggle to call forth his full potential. He would have some trouble learning how to rein it in, perhaps, but Rory had faith in him and his support system. Daniel would be fine.

Dawn came quickly, and it was another two hours before Rory sensed Isaac’s return when he felt the wormhole jump into place within the Mansion. Within minutes, Isaac came jogging down the garden path, and quietly slipped inside, freshly showered and wearing clean clothes. He carried a bag of bakery treats and silently handed them over to Rory, who took them with a nod of thanks.

“I’ll watch over them,” Isaac whispered. “Get some rest. You can’t help anyone if you’re fucking asleep on your feet.”

Rory snorted out a laugh and nodded in agreement. In the light of day, he could see his martyrdom a bit more clearly. “Thank you, Isaac.” He set the treats aside for the others once they woke, and he tugged off his boots and slipped under the blankets beside Daniel, pulling his beloved into his arms. Isaac gave him a soft smile, and Rory gratefully let slumber take him in its embrace.
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Daniel held his arms open, and Isaac hugged him tightly, lifting him off his feet.

“You scared the fuck outta me, again,” Isaac lamented. “Please stop leaving me behind when you go on rescue missions.”

“I’ll do my best,” Daniel promised, voice muffled from where Isaac was pressing his face into his shoulder. “Can’t breathe.”

“Oops,” Isaac let him go with a rueful shrug. “Sorry.”

Daniel finished drying his hair as he and Isaac walked back down to the courtyard from the bathroom. Taking a shower after coming into his affinity was…different.

The humidity in the air was less cloying, not as stifling. The rush of water through pipes was a gentle hum within the walls, and the breeze that wound around the tall glass walls was playful and joyous. The awareness of the world he’d had before was so limited, and now, it was like he could breathe for the first time. Even the ocean, on the far side of the rolling dunes, was there within range of his senses, unbelievably large and encompassing, but he wasn’t afraid. The sky raced down to touch the waves, and where it was once a collision of forces, he saw it differently—a tapestry of give and take, a perfect storm of the natural world.

“Daniel.”

He jumped, and realized he’d drifted off, entranced by his new senses. “Sorry, I was listening to the ocean.”

Isaac’s lips twitched. “I used to stare at the flames in the fireplaces for hours after my affinity broke through,” he said, shrugging. “Dad despaired for me, but I eventually learned to control it.” Isaac rolled his eyes. “I’m not gonna mention what Angel did when his came through.”

They continued toward the courtyard. Looking at the rear of the free-standing archway was weird. It was as if a cairn of rocks decided to appear in the middle of the floor, neatly arranged and impossibly sturdy, and once they cleared the side of it, the threshold into the temple was disconcerting, to say the least. If he stood just so, it made his brain hurt trying to reconcile the huge space within it with the rather flat doorway, and the space inside the conservatory.

Rory sat beside his brother on the bed within the temple, and Daniel draped the towel over the bench before stepping through the archway into the temple. Isaac hesitated, but followed him, curiously looking around with his hands tucked into his pockets, like he was afraid to accidentally touch anything.

“Still sleeping?” Daniel asked softly. Rory turned and held out a hand, though he stayed on the bed next to his brother. Daniel slipped his hand in Rory’s and twined their fingers together, squeezing gently.

“Yes,” Rory murmured, fussing a bit with a blanket, pulling it higher up Cian’s chest. “He lost a great deal of blood, even for one of our people. He should sleep for another day at most.”

“Any side effects from the shotgun blast?”

“No, though perhaps he might develop a more sensible appreciation for modern weaponry. I can hope.”

Daniel rolled his eyes and then leaned over to give Rory a kiss. “I’ll be out in the greenhouse if you need me. Angel should have an update for us in a few hours.”

“Thank you, dear heart.”
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Cian woke to the familiar sound of his brother’s breathing. He cracked open one eye and found Rory asleep beside him, on top of the covers, one hand stretched out to rest on his shoulder.

He wasn’t in prison anymore, but he suspected he wasn’t free. At least he was alive. Cian carefully sat up, Rory’s hand falling from his shoulder to the bedding. The thump woke Rory, who sat up with a jolt and immediately hugged him.

“Brother,” Rory breathed out, and Cian put his head on his brother’s shoulder and let Rory hug him for as long as they both needed.
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Apprentice No More


It was a bit surreal to have everyone sitting around the brazier in the conservatory. More benches had appeared from nowhere, and the arch was doing this weird thing where it was still there, but the frame of it was translucent. Like obsidian, it glittered in the old-fashioned gaslights that hung from the ceiling and the light from the fire happily burning in the brazier. It kept anyone from seeing in, but if he got close to it, the sheer face of the black glittering surface thinned out and the interior of the temple was visible.

Daniel leaned on Rory, who had his arm around his waist, holding him close. Milly sat across from them, occasionally participating in the conversations around the brazier, but most of her attention was on the archway and temple beyond, Milly damn near vibrating with curiosity. She wasn’t even fazed by the knowledge that Cian was just beyond the archway.

Isaac sat next to Batiste, who looked far more relaxed than Daniel was used to seeing him. Dressed in casual clothing, not a suit in sight, and Simeon was wearing a sexy henley top and blue jeans that emphasized his muscular legs. It felt less like a meeting of the most powerful supernatural beings and practitioners in the city, and more like a family gathering, composed entirely of extra sexy models.

He was surrounded by family, and Daniel dropped his head so no one would see his happy tears.

“Dear heart?” Rory said softly, whispering in his ear. “Are you well?”

“Yeah,” Daniel whispered back, leaning hard on Rory’s shoulder, his lover’s arm sliding up to curl around his shoulders and pull him closer. “Just been a tough couple of days.”

“And you were marvelous, beloved,” Rory told him, tipped up his chin with a finger. Daniel waited for his kiss and when he got it, sank into it with delight.

A sharp wolf whistle made him jump, and Daniel flipped off Isaac while he took his time finishing the kiss.

“Isaac, really,” Milly scolded. “Stop picking on them. It’s rather sweet.”

Daniel squinted at Milly, who waved him off with a smile. “Well it is, dear.”

The door to the conservatory opened, and Eroch flew inside, Scáth loping in behind him. The hellhound went right to Simeon, squeezing his way past knees and smacking people with his great flag of a tail, happily oblivious to the complaining around him. He half crawled onto Simeon’s lap and his tongue lolled out of his great jaws as Simeon scratched him all over, telling him how he was the goodest of good boys. Eroch landed on Angel’s shoulder and then slid down to the bench, noticeably too big to fit on Angel’s shoulders anymore.

“When did that happen?” Daniel asked, gesturing at Eroch when Angel quirked a brow at him in question.

“The last two days,” Angel grumbled. “While you were causing mayhem at Blackguard, Eroch was sleeping like the dead. I thought he was sick until he woke up this morning, ate everything in the fridge, and packed on several pounds and about a foot worth of tail length and wingspan.”

“I guess he’s a teenager now,” Daniel said with a smirk. Angel rolled his eyes and flipped him off, making him laugh.

Eroch primly curled his much longer tail around his feet and sniffed haughtily, adorable and knowing it. He was now the size of a large Pomeranian instead of a tiny housecat, and his scales were a richer green, his claws bigger too.

“You’re all grown up, Eroch,” Daniel said with a smile. Eroch preened and winked at him with one daffodil yellow eye, smoke puffing out of his nostrils.

“He’s not the only one,” Angel said, and he motioned for Daniel to stand. “Come here.”

“What?” Daniel asked nervously, but he got up and went around the brazier to stand in front of his mentor.

“I have two things I’d like to get to before we have a rundown of everything that’s going on,” Angel said, and everyone shushed themselves and paid attention. Angel grinned. “First order of business—Daniel Macavoy, you have exceeded the teachings of your mentor, embraced your affinities, and have earned the right to be an apprentice no more. I release you from your apprenticeship.”

Daniel stared at Angel in shock, and he jumped when the thin strand of the apprenticeship bond released from within his mind, fading quickly away to nothing. Angel rarely ever used it—in fact, Daniel could count how many times Angel used the bond on one hand and would have plenty of fingers left over—and when it was gone, he felt adrift again, a bit lost, but the affection and pride in Angel’s eyes and the cheering from his found family anchored him in place, the feelings faded into contentment and joy.

“Thank you,” Daniel whispered. “You saved my life, ya know.”

“Maybe,” Angel replied with a cocky grin and a shrug while the cheering continued. “I’ve got one more thing to do,” Angel winked at him, and then motioned for everyone to shush.

“Oh no, what now?” Daniel wondered, excited and a bit nervous. Isaac snorted out a short laugh.

Angel held out a hand and Simeon pulled a folded packet of paper from his pocket, handing it over to his mate. Angel unfolded it, and with a deep breath, handed it to Daniel. He took it and stared down at the top page.

“Adoption application for adults…” Daniel whispered, and his hands crinkled the paper before he forced them to relax. “What?”

“Ah, kiddo, you break my heart,” Angel sighed, gently taking his shoulders in both hands and giving him a tiny shake. “I want to make you a Salvatore, if you’ll have us.”

“Make me a…” Daniel sucked in a wet breath, tears already gathering on his lashes and dripping down his cheeks. “You want me?”

“Yes, brat,” Isaac said from his seat beside Batiste. “I want you to be my brother for real. You’re family. This is just paperwork.”

Angel nodded in agreement. “You’re no longer my apprentice, so I can ask this of you without anyone claiming I pressured you into it. I want you to join my family before you go off and get married. This is your home, and I never want you to feel like you’re always on the outside, or that our love is conditional, or out of duty. You’re the son of my heart.”

Daniel lunged and wrapped Angel in a hug, crying harder as he gasped out a ragged “yes,” much to Isaac’s delight.

Signing the paperwork was easy after all the hugs and tears.

And leaving behind the Macavoy name was the easiest thing he’d ever done.
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“The bodies in the van have been identified as two of Cian’s guards, the prison psychiatrist named Dr. Stephen Farring, and a kitchen staffer who snuck in Hardwick through the employee entrance.” Batiste read the list off his phone. “Another person is suspected to be in the van, but the roots are too thick for the entire thing to be searched properly, so the forensic techs need to finish cutting the van free before they can say for sure.”

Rory felt the searching glances from those assembled around the brazier. Connie was the only one not a little perturbed by the magic Rory summoned from the earth. The City Master had seen similar things over his two millennia.

“The historian, a man named Jules Sumner, was there when Cian was shot. From my brother’s memories, he was the driving force behind the entire mess,” Rory said. Daniel leaned into him more, a reassuring and comforting presence.

Angel grimaced. “He was insistent when he tried finding you through me, that’s for sure. Any idea what they wanted?”

Rory couldn’t help the rueful edge of his smile, shrugging. “What mortals always want—power and wealth. They think we can grant them their deepest desires, and when we don’t, they strive to seize it, regardless of who they kill in the process. It has always been so.”

“Not surprised, but think in specifics.” Angel sent him a pointed look. “Maybe your magical moving temple that can go anywhere?”

“Most think such things are purely legend, so for them to be after it specifically would mean that someone has been keeping tabs on Cian for a long time, and have enough certainty in believing that he has access to a sidhe mound to mount such a risky attack.”

“When was the last time someone tried to go after you for the temple?” Angel asked.

Rory thought about it. Dread settled into his bones before he spoke. “Our exodus from Europe was prompted by that very situation. It was a common enough occurrence throughout our lives that I gave it no extra concern.” Rory looked at Constans. “Much the same reason you took your bloodclan across the sea to the New World.”

Connie nodded once, expression grim. “Human political upheaval and the High Council of Sorcery pressuring many supernatural communities to give themselves over to their governance.”

“What do you mean?” Daniel asked, looking between Rory and Connie.

“The High Council of Sorcery began actively campaigning for various supernatural communities to accept their governance and authority in the late Middle Ages and all the way up to the late 1700s,” Connie shared. “There was less territory, and human governments were actively attacking or encroaching on vampire bloodclans and fae territories, hunting them to extinction for their lands and wealth. Werewolves were being hunted like animals, practitioners burned at the stake or condemned to life in prison, or slavery. Once the New World was opened, many supernatural species fled to this continent. Unlike the human colonizers who stole, razed, and plundered across the continent, the supernatural peoples and cultures did their best to assimilate and work alongside the supernatural populations found here in the New World, and found ready welcome in response. Many of the vampire bloodclans stayed where they landed in the Colonies and did not travel into the interior, staying on the coasts near the ready supply of mundane humans that made up most of the colonizers. We landed in Richmond and stayed there for centuries. I only moved our bloodclan north to New England when the concentration of vampires grew too much to safely sustain itself in the South without negatively impacting our blood supply, and the advent of cloned blood made the move a guaranteed success.”

“Cian and I came to the New World to escape the constant danger we experienced while in the Old World. We traveled throughout Europe, the Mediterranean regions, Africa, and then the far north into what is now Siberia, through the great mountain ranges of the Indian subcontinent, and the Far East, and the longer we stayed in one place, the more likely it was that humans would turn their eyes to the fabled treasures we supposedly held.” Rory held back the memories by sheer force of will. “The final decision was made in response to rumors of the High Council killing a High Court Sidhe they held in their dungeons. I do not know who it was they were rumored to have murdered, but we fled before their agents could have a chance to track us down. By this time, Cian and I were naught but ghosts, and we kept it that way for a very long time. It helped us stay alive. We were already in Portugal looking for a ship that would take us to the New World, and that merely prompted us to expedite our timeline.”

Daniel took one of his hands in both of his and held it tightly, squeezing in support. He leaned down a bit and pressed a kiss to Daniel’s golden hair in thanks.

“Why did you take a ship? And not just pop up in the temple?” Isaac asked, frowning.

“How terribly rude, to appear uninvited in another’s territory,” Cian chided from the archway. Isaac jumped, spinning on his seat, and Connie put a calming hand to his shoulder. Even Angel jumped a bit, but he settled almost immediately, though he warily eyed Cian. Simeon was the most overt in his displeasure, flashing a hint of fang at Cian and crossing his arms. Scáth lay at his feet, the hellhound growling quietly, though he settled after a soft word from Simeon.

Eroch had no reaction, content to lay beside Angel on the bench, snoring. Daniel tensed for a bit but relaxed soon enough into Rory’s side and scooted over a bit on the bench, subtly inviting Cian to sit.

Cian met his gaze, silently asking, and Rory dipped his chin. His brother left the archway and made his way around the group before sitting next to Daniel, who gave him a bright smile in welcome. He felt Cian’s confusion and slight awe at his beloved—Daniel had a big heart, and whatever fear he once had of Cian was gone.

“We had no idea of the protections in place here in this new land, or whether the mound could bypass them, or be blocked entirely.” Cian paused, then continued after a short breath. “We did not travel alone and had many younger fae species needing escape under our care at the time, along with a few more supernatural peoples without the protection of packs or clans. We kept the mound a deeply guarded secret, and so travel in such large numbers meant a more practical method of transportation.”

“Shit,” Angel said under his breath. Everyone looked at him in surprise, and he shook his head even as he spoke up. “Half the Boston PD was crawling around inside the mound after I resurrected Rory. It made it into police reports and evidence logs. No one here knew it was a near-living magical moving house, and everyone thought it was just a temple built underground before the city grew up on top of it. Anyone with access to the files could piece it together with reports of your descriptions and names, and figure out the Brennan twins had a sidhe mound.”

Rory nodded in agreement, having determined the same. “People will continue to come for it. Many will kill for it.”

“It can’t be stolen though, right? Someone can’t steal the keys?” Daniel asked, looking between him and Cian. “Is that commonly known?”

“It has been in the past, but it was never believed, or the knowledge was overridden by greed. Many of the peoples who fought the hardest to claim a sidhe mound learned that the mounds would fade away into nothing if their masters were slain, and instead decided to kill as many of our people as they could so that we would have no such asset in our possession, to be used against humans.” Cian was disgusted by that, and Rory shared the feeling. The mounds were homes and places of respite and calm, not weapons of destruction or war.

“That may be why Sumner wanted Rory so badly,” Angel said. He gestured to Cian. “He probably had a good idea that you weren’t to be controlled, and the only leverage he might have over you would be Rory.”

Cian and Rory nodded and then spoke in sync. “Yes, we came to that conclusion as well.”

Isaac stared. “Don’t do that again, it’s too creepy.”

Daniel sputtered out a laugh but quickly got himself under control, though his shoulders shook a bit as he held in more laughter. The tension broke a bit, and shoulders relaxed, and taut jaws unclenched.

“Cian and the temple are here now on Salvatore land, and the wards are maxed out. No one is getting through without permission. I’m going to reach out to O’Malley and see how the hunt for Hardwick is going.” Angel turned to Connie. “Can you look into what the High Council is up to? They’ve had their fingers in every damn problem of ours for the last year, so it stands to reason they’re involved in this bullshit, too.”

Connie nodded in agreement. Angel turned to Milly. “Anything from your contacts?”

“The consensus in the practitioner communities is that Rory is under Salvatore protection, and has been since his resurrection, despite his initial disappearance. It was a logical progression of public opinion, considering that whenever seen in public he was with Daniel or another Salvatore. There have been no substantiated rumors of Rory on his own in the city, so that further solidified the opinion.” Milly shifted and gave Rory a brief smile before continuing. “On the matter of Hardwick, the college claims they’ve not had contact, and the few people who knew her socially are claiming no contact either, but when I’ve asked again, they went out of their way to be unreachable. I think she’s made initial contact with several people in the community but has either warned her contacts to stay out of things, or she warned them to leave town so we couldn’t get to them. Those who did speak to me haven’t seen her recently and would never curry disfavor with the Necromancer of Boston by withholding that information.” Milly sounded greatly amused by that last bit of information.

Angel rolled his eyes. “Ok, Milly and I are going to lean on Lady Heather. The entire thing with her trying to kill me and steal Eroch is deeply shoddy and poorly thought out, perhaps for a distraction of some kind. I think the end goal is still to get Eroch, and to get ahold of Rory and Cian, and through them the sidhe mound. Stands to reason that the two goals aren’t mutually exclusive, and that would explain Hardwick and Sumner working together.”

“And now that the heavy stuff has been dealt with, can we please talk about the important stuff?” Isaac demanded. Angel glared at his brother, but eventually sighed when confronted with Isaac’s huge, unrepentant grin and acquiesced with a wave.

“What’s more important than what we’re talking about? Daniel asked.

Isaac’s grin was maniacal. “Wedding plans.”
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The Salvatore Clan


Daniel held the grape over Rory’s mouth, and he chuckled even as he bit the fruit off the vine. Daniel blushed, and reached for some more fruit on the platter, but they’d already demolished the entire spread. “Oh no, no more snacks,” Daniel lamented, but he quickly forgot about snacks when Rory grabbed him around the waist and tumbled him down into the sheets, flat on his back in bed with Rory hovering over him.

“There’s plenty to eat,” Rory grinned, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Shall I investigate what’s available?”

Daniel burst out in giggles. “Are you trying to call me a snack?”

“Perhaps,” Rory conceded. “You are quite delicious.”

Daniel groaned and rubbed at his burning cheeks. “You are horrible.”

“We shall be horribly in love together,” Rory murmured, Daniel’s eyes falling shut just before the kiss.

Rory kissed him with a passion that was almost too much to bear, a passion that ignited his own soul in return and had him kissing Rory back with an unmatched fervor he never thought he could feel.

He never wanted to know what it felt like to never kiss this man again. Daniel wanted forever.

A chirp heralded the arrival of a not-so-tiny dragon, and Daniel burst out laughing when an inquisitive snout sniffed along his bare side. Rory rolled off him to the other side, and Eroch bounced on the bed, tackling Daniel.

Daniel wrestled with Eroch, gently bopping him with a pillow, and Rory flung a blanket on top of the dragon, who hopped around like a rabbit on steroids.

“What is this racket?” a grumpy voice called across the courtyard. Cian walked out of the archway, the blackout effect dissipating immediately, revealing a mused bed and a cranky serial killer glaring at them through a curtain of moss-green hair.

“Oops,” Daniel giggled, pulling the blankets over his head, only leaving a bit open so he could see. Cian saw the ecstatic dragon hopping about, chirping as he engaged in a deadly battle with a blanket, and he exhaled with a grumble and walked back into the temple, waving his hand to make the archway opaque once more. It didn’t stop sound, just kept people from looking inside.

Rory collapsed on his back, laughing, holding his sides. Daniel loved his laugh. It was beautiful and carefree and so full of joy.

Daniel rolled over and threw the blanket over Rory, who pulled him in for a cuddle. He snuggled happily, wrapping arms and legs around his lover, pressing his nose to the warm, firm flesh of Rory’s chest. The sword scar was right in front of him, and he absentmindedly stroked a couple fingers down the length of it. Smooth and barely raised, it was the only mark marring Rory’s perfection. If a scar could be perfect, this one was—the fairytale version of a scar.

Eroch chirped inquisitively and crawled over them on top of the blankets, and Daniel giggled as the little dragon pretended that they weren’t there and flopped out on his belly, rooting about a bit before he started fake snoring, quite loudly. Eroch was in a wonderful mood, likely having something to do with the massive amounts of bacon he had that morning.

“I think he’s eaten more bacon in the last year than the entire city,” Daniel whispered, and Rory snorted out a laugh. “I can’t imagine how much he’s going to eat after this growth spurt is over.”

Rory grinned. “Several pigs a day, I would think.”

“Just not in front of me, Eroch,” Daniel said, loud enough for Eroch to hear him through the blankets. Eroch stopped his fake snoring and chirped back agreeably. “I saw him eat a pigeon once after he flamed it. Never again.”

Eroch chirped several times, ending on a silly churring noise, and Rory shook his head in amusement. “Little Trouble says that he will teach his nestmate to make better kills, so it won’t bother you when it’s time for you to hunt.”

“I do all my hunting at the local deli, Little Trouble,” Daniel declared, Eroch chirping back in what was unmistakably laughter. “I can’t believe I’m being picked on by a baby dragon.”

“I’m afraid their wit gets sharper as they age,” Rory informed him with a wry smile. “No escaping it now.”

“Oh, great,” Daniel groused.

“Are you lot always this chatty in the morning?” Cian demanded from outside their comfy nest. “I was nearly dead not so long ago, and I was enjoying sleeping in a real bed.”

Daniel pulled the blankets tighter over their heads. “Is your brother always this grumpy in the morning? It’s not that early, we’ve been up for a couple hours.”

“He’s still recovering,” Rory explained with a heavy sigh, but he gave Daniel a soft smile and a swift kiss. “I think that was the worst injury he’s ever had—it’s left him feeling rather vulnerable and cranky.”

“Great, Cian is cranky,” Daniel grabbed a pillow and pulled it over his head. “I’ll get up when he’s in a better mood.”

“You’ll be in there for a long time, little brother,” Cian warned him. “It’s nearly noon. Time to get up—the necromancer approaches.”

“Noooo,” Daniel whined. He wanted a lazy day in bed snuggling with Rory.

Rory pressed a kiss to his cheek and then slid from bed, clothing rustling. Eroch readjusted himself and then slinked under the covers, sniffing his way up until he curled under Daniel’s chin and closed his eyes, churring softly. He smelled of bacon and smoke, and his scales were a little tougher, not as soft as they once were, but Daniel didn’t mind. Eroch was growing up.

Daniel kissed the top of Eroch’s head and ignored the sound of Angel sweeping into the conservatory.

“How the fuck is there a four-post bed with a canopy in here?” Angel was incredulous and Daniel didn’t blame him one bit. After everyone left last night, Daniel went to use the bathroom in the rear of the conservatory and came back to the chaise having transformed itself into a grand, dark wooden bedframe with jade green bedding and seafoam green gauzy curtains surrounding it, the canopy something out of a fairytale with medieval designs of animals and knights and what must have been members of fae courts embroidered into the silk and carved into the wood frame.

“I’m not sure a human mind can comprehend the intricacies of ancient fae magics,” Cian said, and Daniel’s eyes went wide in alarm. He sat up fast, Eroch squawking, and Daniel threw off the blankets, too worried Angel and Cian would kill each other to care that he was stark naked.

“Please do not murder each other, I’ve seen enough blood to last me a lifetime,” Daniel nearly shouted, hands out.

Angel was glaring at Cian like he was going to commit some murders of his own, and Cian was utterly unperturbed, a tiny smile on his lips. His former mentor was very capable of doing a great deal of damage to Cian, and Daniel had no doubt that if Cian wanted, he could absolutely destroy a shit ton in any situation. Daniel pointed at Cian. “You—don’t provoke Angel. His sense of humor has teeth.”

Daniel grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around his waist, not really caring that he was entirely naked. He then pointed at Angel. “And you—he’s extra cranky because he almost died and he’s not dealing with it well, so don’t toss hellfire at him because he’s feeling vulnerable.”

Cian blinked at Daniel in surprise and Angel heaved an exasperated sigh, but he relaxed and waved a hand toward Cian, dismissing his teasing. “Fine. Get dressed, kiddo. The lawyers are coming by in an hour to handle the adoption and the changes to my will.”

“Oh, okay.” Daniel gaped for a second, trying to wrap his brain around the words coming out of Angel’s mouth. Angel turned and headed for the doorway, and Daniel called after him. “What does your will have to do with anything?”

Angel ignored him, tossing him a wink over his shoulder and walking out into the garden.
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“And with this last signature, you’re changing your name from Macavoy to Salvatore,” the serious woman in a dark suit said, pointing with a perfectly manicured finger to the last line on the page.

“What name do I sign then?” Daniel asked, nervous. Stomach roiling, he fidgeted with the pen, and he peeked at Isaac and Angel, who flanked him on either side. Angel was patient and calm, and Isaac was a bundle of energy, a kid in a shelter ready to adopt a puppy.

“Salvatore,” Isaac whispered loudly, leaning down a bit. Daniel snorted out a laugh and Angel cackled sharply before coughing into his fist, trying not to smile.

“Thanks,” Daniel whispered back just as loudly, and he took a deep breath and signed Daniel Salvatore to the last line.

He didn’t know what he expected, but the tremendous weight that fell off his shoulders and the sobs that welled up surprised him. Isaac tugged him into a bone-crushing hug and Angel rubbed his back as he cried into Isaac’s shoulder.

“Best friend and brother all in one,” Isaac declared lightly with a teasing lilt. “What a deal.”

“Two little brothers,” Angel said with a sigh. “Shit.” Angel paused for a second, smiling at Daniel. “Though in reality you’re now technically my son. Lawfully adopted son. But since we’re all so close in age I think using brother might be less confusing in the day to day.”

Daniel sniffled and a giggle broke out, and he managed to wipe his eyes before lifting his face, Isaac passing him off to Angel who hugged him hard and fast.

“Congratulations, Mr. Salvatore,” the lawyer announced, and the room erupted in cheering and applause.

“Comhghairdeas,” Simeon said just before Daniel was picked up and spun around in a massive hug. Daniel laughed as Simeon spun him around, and he leaned on the vampire elder for a long moment after Simeon set him on his feet. “This is a lovely day, fledgling. You’re more mine, now.”

Daniel grinned and clenched harder, and it was like hugging stone. “Everything of Angel’s is yours?”

“Of course,” Angel said with a laugh. “Just like everything that’s his is mine, like his sexy cars and his sexy suits.”

“I think Simeon is getting the poor end of the deal,” Daniel teased. “He’s got another fledgling.”

“You were my fledgling well before today, Daniel.”

“Shit,” Daniel muttered just before the tears picked up again. Simeon held him until the storm of tears passed and he was able to look people in the face without breaking down again.

Rory was there on the periphery of the group, patiently waiting. Batiste stood beside him, looking immaculate as always in a dashing silvery-gray suit, bright blond hair styled, not a strand out of place. Daniel shocked the City Master when he hugged him, but Batiste didn’t hesitate to hug him back. He was a great hugger, too.

When he finally got to hug Rory, his face hurt from smiling so much and he was certain he had no more tears left to cry, but he found a few more when Rory wrapped him up in a tender embrace, kissing his temple. Daniel held Rory and let himself be loved.
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Eroch flew over the gardens, coasting on the cool winds coming from the ocean. The sun had set a short time before and the sky to the east was dark, the first hints of stars rising over the sea.

His family celebrated below in the garden, even the cold hunters and the fae with the darkened aura. He sat not too far away from the others, not part of the group, but not ostracized.

Wings cupping the fading thermals, Eroch rose higher above the Mansion, and a glint to the south caught his eye. A flashlight perhaps, or maybe a headlight from the smelly things Angel called cars. Curious, he tipped to the side and glided toward the odd light, which winked in and out quickly a few times before it disappeared completely.

He was over the edge of the property where the wards hummed, hellfire green and impenetrable. Well, for humans and the beings of this world of lesser magics. Eroch was a dragon—and mortal magics were delicious and easy to defeat. He cut through the wards high above the ground, curiously examining the sea grass dunes far below, looking for the source of the light.

A figure scurried toward the abandoned building, and Eroch churred, curious, following far above. He had flown over the empty house many times, and never had he seen a person come or go from it. Smoke rose from the chimney of the narrow house, and he sniffed appreciatively when he caught the scent of bacon.

They had bacon! Eroch churred softly, dropping down a bit, flying in a wide circle over the house, wondering if someone left a window open on such a warm night. They wouldn’t miss a few pieces of bacon, would they?

A soft tug on the brood bond to Angel distracted him for a moment, and he looked back toward the Mansion. A sharp snap of air cracked in front of him, and a lance of pain went through his right wing. Eroch screamed, falling, the earth rising to meet him far too fast.
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Cian wandered from the celebration, not used to so many people smiling so much and talking cheerfully to each other. It was exhausting. The gardens were lovely, though, tended well by his brother’s hand, and the estate was thriving. Wherever Rory spent any considerable time, the natural world thrived.

His brother was thriving, too. Rory was content. His twin was happy. Cian was happy for Rory. He felt the love and adoration Rory held for the young sorcerer, and he could admit to being fiercely protective of the young man as well. A new brother after so long was going to take some getting used to, but they had nothing but time.

A bump of energy nearby had him pausing, and he extended his awareness out beyond himself—just in time to hear the young dragon cry out in pain. Cian looked up and saw the young nestling plummeted toward the ground, one wing limp and trying futilely to slow his fall.

Cian ran in the direction of Little Trouble and the foreign magic, calling to Rory at the same time. Rory must have sensed it too, as his twin was not far behind him.

The border of the estate glowed hellfire green to his senses, and even as he ran full tilt toward the border, the shields within activated in a fury of light and power. The necromancer must have sensed his eggling in danger through the bond.

Cian ran through the shield, the magics unable to discern between him and any other natural part of the world, and he was outside instantly, eyes scanning the tall sea grass. They were near the abandoned estate to the south, where the storm anchor had been set days before.

It was the same practitioner—Hardwick, the woman who tried to take him at Blackguard. He would know her magics anywhere.

He caught a hint of emerald scales glittering in the long grass and he sprinted for the spot, crouching as figures ran from the opposite direction, coming from the abandoned house. They did not see him, but they were looking for the dragon.

Eroch was tangled in a crude bolo, fashioned from what looked like iron manacles carved into smaller pieces and an odd dark bone. The little dragon was hissing and snarling, cussing out the bolo wrapped around his right wing and part of his torso, causing him to fall from the sky. Cian knelt beside him, and barely avoided losing a finger as Eroch turned lightning quick and snapped at him.

“Peace, nestling,” Cian murmured, ducking lower, reaching out and getting his hands under Eroch, looking for one of the ends of the bolo so he could unwind it. Eroch whimpered in pain, but made no attempt to snap at him again, though he shook from shock and what must have been agony. “Shhh, they’re hunting for you. Quiet now, let me get you free, then we can kill these fools and end all these annoyances tonight.”

Eroch growled, but low in his throat, daffodil eyes sharp with anger and pain. Cian found one end of the bolo, and began the delicate task of unwinding it carefully, not wanting to tear the fragile membrane of the dragon’s wing. The dark stones set at the end of the bolo felt weird—sharp and heavy, but the wrong temperature for real stone, and Cian found himself wanting to vomit when he saw one of the objects more clearly in the stray light from the approaching figures…

A dragon claw.

Ancient and mutilated, worn down by tools and time and the crude spells of greedy souls, the claw was weighted by iron and had pierced the youngling’s wing near the first joint, giving it purchase on his otherwise impenetrable hide—the only weapon that could puncture dragon scales was another dragon’s fangs and claws. This was a claw from a far older beast than the youngling cowering in the grass, and it lodged in the emerald scales of Little Trouble without difficulty.

“Cian!” Rory shouted, and the figures approaching cast their lights in that direction, covering Cian and Eroch in deeper shadows.

“Where is my dragon!” Angel roared, and the ground shivered at the fury in his voice. Power unleashed in a tidal wave just as Cian freed the young dragon and scooped him out of the grass, holding him to his chest. He flicked his wrist and tucked the bolo away into a pocket in the ether, withdrawing a dagger at the same time.

Rory and Daniel appeared from the dunes, backlit by hellfire green as flames taller than Cian roared across the grass dunes, bracketing the figures who had been trying to steal Eroch. They were trapped.

“Eroch!” Daniel sprinted to his side, hands reaching for the dragon. Cian carefully transferred him over, bracing the limp wing.

“He was felled by a dragon claw bolo,” he said, casually yanking Daniel back, Rory doing the same as a flurry of spells headed their way, just missing them and hitting the grass with sputtering hisses. Spells to incapacitate, to stun.

“A what?” Daniel asked, ducking. Cian leaned just enough for the spell sent at his back to miss, and he flipped the dagger in his hand, twisting and throwing in one smooth motion. The dagger lodged in the throat of the masked practitioner twenty feet behind him, spell dying as fast as the mortal, who fell to their knees, blood gushing over the pommel of the blade.

Cian called the blade back, and it slipped from the dead practitioner’s neck and flew to his hand, shedding droplets of blood as it came.

A fierce battle was raging behind them, Angel, braced by Simeon, Isaac, Connie, and Milly, all the strongest supernatural beings in the city—and the mysteriously masked fools dropped one by one. The hellhound was especially gruesome, catching one masked person by the throat and tossing them to the ground in a shower of blood.

“A dragon claw bolo,” Cian told Daniel, “is a particularly vile contraption, crafted from the dead bodies of murdered dragons, and used to capture younger dragons. It was part of the reason why the Welsh dragons fought so hard to return home hundreds of years ago—they were being used to kill their own children. Dragons are magic, even more so than the sidhe, than the younger fae species, and are infinitely valuable. Once the dragons were gone from this realm, the weapons were supposedly broken down to harvest the claws, and used for other things. Most were confiscated.”

A masked assailant screamed as he was consumed by a tower of hellfire, disintegrating into blackened nothingness in seconds, and Cian brushed some ash off his shoulder as the wind carried it over the dunes. Daniel gaped in alarm at Angel and cradled Eroch a little tighter, apologizing fervently when Eroch whimpered.

“Let me heal him, beloved,” Rory said to Daniel. “The others have this well in hand—we need not help.”

“Oh yeah, they’re all dead,” Daniel agreed. “I guess Batiste and Isaac are fully mated now, since he’s not keeling over from blood magic poisoning.”

“It would seem so,” Rory said, laying his hands over Eroch’s shoulder. “Hold still little one, the pain will be over soon.”

“Cian, who confiscated the dragon claw weapons?” Daniel asked as Rory worked.

“The High Council of Sorcery, little brother,” Cian replied.

Daniel grimaced. “Of course.”

Cian flicked his free hand, pulling a silk cloth from the ether and cleaning his dagger as he watched the Salvatore clan clean up the masked assailants. Giselle Hardwick was on her knees, Simeon’s claws buried in her shoulders, holding her down, and Cian was pleased to see that her magic was sundered—a rarity of an injury, hardly seen in these modern times—she was catastrophically burnt out by going against a stronger opponent. He last saw it centuries before when mage duels and battles were more common.

Angel Salvatore defeated her so thoroughly that she would never cast a spell again. The fact that he kept her alive was even more impressive.

Milly and Isaac dispatched the last of the masked people, and the few who were still alive huddled together in a mishmash of trembling limbs and terrified faces. Batiste was going through them, snatching the masks off their faces, and Cian, curious, approached the captives. The hellhound stood guard over them, growling low and furious, hellfire dripping from his fur and fangs.

“Sumner! You bastard!” Hardwick shrieked, screaming into the darkness past the hellfire wall. Cian looked out into the dunes, but there was no further movement. If Sumner had been there, he was long gone.

Cian dismissed her shrieking and focused on the people huddled at his feet. A few looked back up at him, faces dirty with sweat and blood, injured from devastating spells cast by the Salvatore clan. They were outmatched and soundly defeated.

“Arawn, bless us,” one whispered, bowing his head. The others startled and jerked their heads down, whispering prayers in a garbled version of Welsh.

He felt Simeon and Angel looking at him, but they said nothing. Isaac went to Daniel and Rory, and Milly stood on the other side of the captives, watching intently.

“Why are you here?” Cian demanded, words as cold as the mountain peaks for which he was born.

“We came to worship thee, my lord,” the first man said, not lifting his head. “We were to free you from the prison, and your holy twin from the clutches of the Salvatore clan, and we would enter Annwn by your grace.”

“What’s Annwn?” Isaac whispered to Rory.

“It is one of the Welsh realms of the dead, a blessed afterlife—a type of heaven,” Simeon answered swiftly instead, emerald eyes as sharp as the claws he kept buried in Hardwick, who glared at them all. Simeon continued, eyeing the huddled captives with suspicion. “Arawn was said to be its ruler.”

“You thought a god was held captive by mortals?” Cian said disdainfully, lowering his voice, letting the cold seep from his body, the humans at his feet shivering, their breath clouding on their exhales.

“We have searched for you for so long, my lord,” one woman said, lifting her head to gaze at him with a sickening awe. “You were so hard to track. We worked for so long to serve you. We thought the bomb would defeat the Salvatores long enough to free your holy twin, but the boy fought us, and you were so mad with us when your brother fell. We knew we failed your test, so we tried again. Our friends said you would wish to be freed, and you would bless us with paradise.”

“Which friends?” Cian asked, reaching out a hand to the woman, who took it with a dazed expression of ecstatic joy. He pulled her from the group, locking eyes with her. “Tell me of these friends.”

“They told us where you were,” she whispered, swaying, desperately gripping his hand. “Men sent by the High Council told us where to find you, my lord. Said our god needed us, that you wanted us to set you free.”

“And what were you to do for this information, aside from gaining paradise?” Cian asked gently, plucking at her thoughts, though there were few beneath the fanaticism layering every inch of her mind and soul.

“To help this nonbeliever in her quest for the dragon, and the boy,” she gasped out.

“That boy?” Cian gestured to Daniel, who held a now-healed Eroch in his arms.

“Yes,” she nodded frantically, so eager to please him. He felt vile but would continue until he got the truth.

“I can understand the dragon, but why the boy?”

“He’s blessed by the gods, my lord,” she said, smiling. “He’s special, blessed with forbidden knowledge.”

Daniel gasped, and Cian turned just enough to see Daniel go even more pale than he usually was, leaning hard on Rory. “Oh shit.”

“What, Daniel?” Angel ground out.

Daniel gulped and then whispered, “I was the one who originally summoned Eroch.”

“Blessed by holy knowledge from the gods,” the fae worshipper crooned. “The summoner of dragons.”

Cian let her go, and she fell to her knees, grasping after him as he strode away from the fae worshippers, disgusted.

“My lord! Please, we only did it to serve you!”

“You’re naught but deluded fools,” Cian replied over his shoulder, as cutting as he could manage. “I am no god.”
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When Storms Collide


Daniel sat in the grass, Eroch asleep in his lap, and he absentmindedly stroked the small dragon’s back, trying to comfort them both. Rory stood beside him, hand on his sword, keeping a sharp eye out for further threats, though Daniel suspected they were safe for the time being. Cian was gone now that the human authorities were present. He was still maintaining his cover story of being dead, so he couldn’t be seen by anyone outside the family.

Ellora appeared with several soldiers from the bloodclan, and took Hawrdwick into custody. She was taken to the Tower and thrown into a prison cell, several doors down from her friend, Lady Heather. Both were under constant guard, and Constantine would have them questioned thoroughly at the earliest chance.

Angel was more relaxed, his dragon safe, though the rage that swept across his face and burned within his eyes when Cian gave him the dragon claw bolo had been terrifying. Milly took it from Angel before he destroyed it, murmuring about searching out its exact origins so they could track down the person who gave it to the fae worshippers. The consensus seemed to be that it came from the High Council, though tracking down the exact person might help illuminate the nature of the threat.

“They were fanatics,” Daniel said abruptly, shaking his head, coming out of his mental rut. Rory looked down at him, amber eyes pensive. “I thought maybe it was a more laid-back kind of thing, casual worship, but it’s always been fanatics, hasn’t it?”

Rory nodded, a slow dip of his chin, and he turned to watch the cuffed fae worshippers be loaded into a specially warded police van. “The younger fae peoples knew better, but humans almost always fell into a sort of madness when confronted by our long years and powers. They confused us with their gods, and when we failed to live up to their desires and expectations, my people were killed, hunted, and harmed over and over, throughout the many thousands of years since we met the species that eventually became humanity as it is today.”

“I’m so sorry,” Daniel whispered. “I can’t even imagine.”

“If you choose to go through the binding ceremony, you may one day find out,” Rory whispered, the pain in his voice making Daniel sit up straight and look at his lover. “In my love, I was blinded to the hardships I know all too well. If you become like me, humans will eventually think the same of you as they have of Cian and me, and there will be violence in the end. Especially if they learn that you were once as human as they. Others will want the same…gift.”

Daniel frowned at Rory, and then he called out to his former mentor. “Hey, Angel? Can you take Eroch for me?”

“Sure can,” Angel said as he strode over and knelt, gently rousing the sleeping dragon. Eroch chirped and happily crawled up into Angel’s arms, dropping his head on Angel’s shoulders and promptly falling asleep. “Once the police are gone, we’re all going to bed,” Angel told him, eyes full of sympathy. “You can head back to the Mansion with Rory if you want.”

“Thanks,” Daniel replied, slowly getting to his feet, his butt cold from sitting on the ground for so long. He took Rory’s hand and gently tugged. “Let’s go to bed, okay?”

Rory nodded, and they turned for the Mansion together.

“The High Council of Sorcery is letting other people come at us, over and over again,” Daniel mused as they walked. “They’re trying to wear us all down, but why? Are Angel and the others so much a threat that they need the Salvatore clan toppled completely?”

The path was dark and covered in shadows, but the moon was rising, illuminating the deeper shapes of the stunted trees and the winding path through the dunes.

“I think it might be more complicated than that in the end, but that’s as sound an explanation as any other,” Rory replied. “Angel went from a quiet life teaching wealthy kids, to a man mated to a powerful vampire in one of the wealthiest bloodclans in the world, led by a City Master that has held the position longer than any other Master in centuries. Angel has steadily grown in power of his own, gaining a reputation for being protective, efficient, and unbeatable. Angel gives his mate a huntsman’s whistle, a rare artifact, and Simeon treats the hellhound as a pet more than a weapon, a casual display of power all on its own. His partner is a renowned sorceress, a Fontaine of inestimable reputation and skill. His brother went from anchorless wastrel to a capable, sound young man with extraordinary skills, mated in turn to that same City Master, cementing the bonds between the Boston Bloodclan and the Salvatore clan yet again. Angel gains an apprentice from his once greatest enemies, training and educating you to the same high standards to which he was taught, and even before the adoption, you were already a Salvatore in all but name. The Salvatore clan and the Boston Bloodclan are now a united, solid front against all enemies, and….”

“…and in the process, gained two High Court Sidhe as allies,” Daniel finished, and Rory smiled a little bit, squeezing his hand. “And a sidhe mound is suspected to belong to one of those High Court Sidhe, considering he spent over two hundred years traveling around the world looking for a priest to save his brother, and he probably wasn’t doing a great job hiding it near the end since his mental acuity started to slip.” Daniel paused, and then rolled his eyes before mentioning the most obvious asset Angel had that no one else did. “And we can’t forget the dragon, the only one in the whole world.”

“Yes, exactly,” Rory agreed. “The Salvatore clan went from a relic of a bygone era to the reigning power in this region of the country, able to oust the High Council representatives from two major cities on this continent, leading to several other cities following the example set by Boston and Montreal. Every threat posed in the last year has been swiftly dealt with, body count included, and when the Council attempted to take control of Angel through multiple means, it failed each time. I think the next step is all-out war.”

“But why?” Daniel asked. “The High Council of Sorcery is on the other side of the ocean and has rarely tried to exert power over here.”

“Perhaps not in an overt manner, but the Council has been behind many atrocities and conflicts on this continent for a long time.” Rory paused on the path, tugging Daniel into his arms. He pressed a kiss to his temple and Daniel snuggled into his embrace. “The world is changing rapidly, with the advent of technology at last rivaling that of magic. The High Council of Sorcery might fear a fall from grace and is attempting to consolidate power by any means necessary. The Salvatore clan has defeated its attempts at gaining control, and I think now, it sees defeating Angel and those who support him as a matter of survival.”

“Angel wouldn’t bother the Council if it didn’t bother him first,” Daniel sighed. “People are stupid when it comes to power. My family…I mean, the Macavoys, were the same way. Power before all else, and they couldn’t comprehend that other clans weren’t a threat or didn’t want the same things they did. Violence was the only answer. Control and power at all costs.”

“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Rory agreed. “The High Council of Sorcery has always been about power, and the veneer of justice has finally worn thin enough that it cannot hide behind it anymore.”

“Fuck,” Angel said from behind them on the path, and Daniel avoided jumping in shock only because Rory was holding him. He still turned and glared at Angel, though.

Angel smirked and shrugged, Simeon and Scáth at his side. Eroch rode on Simeon’s back like a toddler, tail whipping behind Simeon in amusement.

“Did you hear all of that?” Daniel asked.

“Most of it,” Angel said, gesturing at them to get moving. “Fill me in on the rest while we head back to the Mansion. Constans took Milly and Isaac back to the Tower for the night.”

They resumed walking, and Daniel looked back over his shoulder at Angel a few times, but saw nothing in Angel’s expression except a light pensiveness. Angel caught him looking. “What?”

“I dunno, figured you’d be madder about the Council and the threat of war?”

Angel shrugged. “I’ve fought in a war before. Nothing new there. Fighting one on an international level is gonna be interesting.”

“Interesting, he says,” Simeon grumbled, shaking his head. Daniel snorted out a laugh and put a few extra steps between himself and Angel on the path.
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“Any sign of Sumner?” Isaac asked Daniel as they hung out in Daniel’s bedroom later that afternoon. Everyone who needed sleep had slept in well past noon, then reconvened at the Mansion.

“Nope,” Daniel replied, pawing through his suitcase. He had nothing suitable to wear. At all. He bit his lip and fretted a bit, trying not to panic. “The wards were undisturbed since before we went to bed around two this morning. Simeon was up all night and said even the animals were quiet. I think Sumner saw Giselle get nuked and ran for his life.”

“Probably,” Isaac grinned. “Angel wasn’t fucking around last night.” Isaac’s grin faded a bit when Daniel didn’t react. “What’s got you upset?”

“I’m getting married, and I don’t have anything to wear.”

“Daniel Salvatore,” Isaac chided, and the name made Daniel blush hard and blink away some tears. “You’re going to get married in whatever you want, and there’s plenty of money in the trust to see you dressed in style.” Isaac hesitated then offered, “I can call Beryl? They’ve got some stock at The Tower they were working on well before the bombing, so they might have something. If not, I’ve got plenty of fancy clothes Beryl has been foisting off on me since I started working for them, we can get something altered to fit you easily.”

“Okay, that works,” Daniel exhaled, trying to let the nerves go. “But what if there’s some special outfit I’m meant to wear for the ceremony? Some High Court Sidhe ceremonial garb?”

Isaac squinted at him in suspicion. “Have you actually talked to Rory yet about any of these details?”

“Um,” Daniel stalled. “Kinda?” Isaac quirked a brow at him, and Daniel rolled his eyes. “Okay, not really. I was too wound up to focus.”

“By Hecate’s tits, let’s go find Rory,” Isaac rolled his eyes that time and climbed off the bed. He grabbed Daniel’s arm and started dragging him from the room, and Daniel laughed a bit and shook him off as they left the bedroom and headed down the hall toward the main staircase.

The house felt more active than ever before, though it was just a handful of people instead of the dozens that once occupied it.

They made it to the top of the main section of the grand staircase when Isaac stopped and shouted, “Rory!”

Daniel jumped and smacked Isaac on the arm. “What the fuck?”

“House is too big to spend time searching for him,” Isaac said with a lazy shrug.

“We have cellphones, you ass!” Daniel scolded.

Isaac blinked at him, totally innocent. “Oh yeah.”

Rory ran into the foyer, hair streaming out behind him in his haste. He saw them at the top of the stairs, and Daniel waved awkwardly. Amusement lit his face and Rory smiled in a charming way that had Daniel feeling loved and teased all at once. Rory visibly relaxed and slowed to a walk as he took the stairs up to meet them at the landing.

“You shouted, good sir?” Rory asked Isaac, arching a slim brow.

“Yup,” Isaac hooked a thumb at Daniel. “Please let him know what he’s supposed to wear at this wedding ceremony. He’s losing his shit.”

“I am not!” Daniel hissed at Isaac. He winced and then spoke in a more normal tone to Rory. “Ok, a bit crazy. I don’t want to mess anything up.”

“Dear heart,” Rory began, reaching out and taking both of Daniel’s hands in his, “you could never mess it up. There’s no special garments to wear—I suggest you wear something comfortable and that makes you happy.”

“You make me happy, but I can’t wear you in front of my family,” Daniel grumbled, and Isaac choked.

“We’re not that kind of family,” Isaac mock protested with a gasp before grinning wickedly. “I’ll leave you two alone, I have a City Master to tease.”

“Do give Connie my best,” Rory stated primly, and Isaac laughed in agreement as he jogged down the stairs and disappeared around a corner.

Daniel wrapped both arms around Rory’s waist and held on, dropping his head to Rory’s shoulder and breathing in the sun-warmed grass and fresh herb scents that always seemed to cling to Rory no matter what he wore or did.

“We’ve nothing to do for the foreseeable future, and your family is occupied in many different things across the estate. I believe Dame Fontaine has Cian in her clutches for the next several hours,” Rory chuckled, and Daniel snorted out a laugh, imagining the tiny and ferocious Milly interrogating Cian, the poor serial killer unable to escape.

“Shall we go do something?” Daniel asked, arching into Rory, shivering when those very capable hands slid down to cup his ass, squeezing and massaging.

“Your room is right there,” Rory leaned down and gently kissed his neck right behind his ear, making him shiver again, this time harder, Rory’s fingers digging in just enough to showcase the strength in the digits.

“Much better idea than freaking out over getting married,” Daniel said as he jumped up, and Rory caught him with ease. He wrapped himself around the love of his life and let Rory carry him to his bedroom. He had an idea halfway there, and grinned, whispering in Rory’s ear. “I have the world’s best collection of quality porn ever acquired. Want to watch some?”

“Only if we can try some of the best positions afterwards,” Rory rebutted, knocking open the bedroom door with his hip.

“Deal.”
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A pounding on the door woke Daniel a few hours later, and he slid out from under a fall of moss green hair and nearly fell out of bed. Stretching, he grabbed a pair of sweats, yanked them on, and then opened the door just before Isaac was about to knock again.

“What?” Daniel grumbled.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Isaac didn’t look all that sorry, “but Jules Sumner’s body was just found at a private airstrip on Nantucket. Looks like he was trying to get out of Massachusetts, but someone slit his throat and dumped his body the second the regional flight disembarked on the island.”

“Oh shit,” Daniel brushed back the hair from his eyes. “Were there witnesses?”

Isaac looked particularly grim. “The pilot described a pair of practitioners dressed like magistrates from the High Council. Constans says the new Grand Master of the High Council of Sorcery left Europe yesterday evening sometime and Constans’s sources can’t locate him, and at least thirty enforcers, all the magistrates left on the North American continent, are all coming to Boston.”

“Did Hardwick give anything up yet?” Daniel asked.

Isaac nodded. “She confessed in return for leniency, though all that means is that Angel isn’t going to kill her outright. The High Council tracked her down in Providence, and killed half of her black market buddies and threatened to do the same to her if she didn’t agree to try and steal Eroch, or you, for the Council. She said that Sumner was brought in separately after she failed to snatch you off the street since you were never alone, and the one time you were, at the apothecary, she was alone and had no backup. Sumner had his own agenda, he wanted Rory and Cian for their mound, so he was willing to do the Council's bidding. The High Council located a local group of fae worshippers to act as muscle for Sumner, since a historian is not exactly equipped to manufacture a bomb and kidnap a High Court Sidhe. Besides, he wanted to focus on mining Cian for information. They told the fae groupies where Rory and Cian were so that Sumner would have some help on the ground. Two different plans, two angles of attack, and they nearly succeeded with the bombing.”

“So they killed Sumner to tie up loose ends?” Daniel asked, sickened at the thought.

Isaac shrugged. “Angel thinks so, and Constans agrees. The threat of extortion posed by the High Council explains Hardwick’s return to Boston and her behavior with Lady Heather, and even Lady Heather getting involved, and the whole thing being so sloppy, and why Sumner went from interview requests to attempted murder and kidnapping—the Council was behind it all and were heavy-handed with their death threats. Constans thinks it might have something to do with the new Grand Master of the Council.”

“The one we suspect might be a blood mage?”

“Yup.”

“And they’re all coming here to the city,” Daniel breathed out in alarm.

Rory came up behind Daniel and put a steady hand on his shoulder, and Daniel reached up and grabbed it, holding tight. Rory was as grim as Isaac. “War comes to Boston yet again.”
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Vows and Honor


“Why are we staring at the picture of your great-great-great-grandfather?” Daniel asked Angel suspiciously, and Isaac bounced on his heels like a kid with a secret he couldn’t wait to share.

They stood in the gallery, a long hallway that ran the entire length of the main section of the Mansion, overlooking the gardens. It was on the second floor, and had a wonderful view of the ocean, beach, and gardens, and was full of portraits of deceased Salvatore family members going back several generations.

“I know the answer!” Isaac mock-whispered, and Angel rolled his eyes so hard Daniel was surprised they didn’t get stuck.

“Fine! You can tell him!” Angel snapped, crossing his arms.

“He was a storm mage!” Isaac blurted out instantly. “He had a dual affinity, just like you!”

“Storm mage,” Daniel breathed out in awe. “Air and water?”

Angel and Isaac nodded. Angel gestured to the painting of Ignacio Salvatore, the vampire Ashwin Metcalfe in the chair at his side. “The Great Stormlord. His father was Serano Salvatore, the previous necromancer of the family line and the founder of the American branch of the Salvatores. Our family has always been a bit over-blessed with powerful members. Funnily enough, we’ve had more necromancers in the family bloodlines than those with dual affinities, so Ignacio was a bit of a surprise.”

“Only this family can say a dual-affinity practitioner was rarer than a necromancer popping up.” Daniel laughed, shaking his head. “Dual affinities are rare enough. I know the Macavoy bloodlines never had any, no matter the combination of affinities.”

“You were always meant to be a Salvatore,” Isaac declared with a wicked grin. “This just proves it.”

Daniel blinked back the tears that collected on his lashes and sniffed. He was not going to cry on his wedding day. At least, not yet.

It had been three days after Sumner’s body was found, and there was still no news about what the Council was doing. A five-star hotel in Downtown Boston was booked, and the Bloodclan had spies in place already to keep an eye on the High Council as members of that governmental authority continued to arrive from various points around the world. All they knew was that the High Council of Sorcery was coming to Boston for some reason and were politely rebuffing inquiries made by the state and federal government as to their purpose. Most of them had slipped into the country before the local authorities were alerted to their plans to travel to Boston.

Things were getting tense. So of course, Daniel and Rory were getting married, since they had every reason to do so and nothing pressing to stop them. Rory said he was more than happy to participate in a practitioner wedding before the sidhe version, and so it was decided then and there that Daniel and Rory would have a traditional practitioner wedding with all the pomp and circumstance the Salvatore clan could muster on such short notice.

“Think we’ve stalled long enough?” Isaac asked Angel.

Angel shrugged, getting his phone for the time. “Sunset is in ten minutes. Milly said she would text me once the guests were done arriving. No text yet. Let’s wait a few more minutes.”

Daniel was absolutely okay with Angel, Isaac, and Milly taking over for him. Rory and Cian would oversee the actual awakening ceremony, the bonding between Daniel and Rory, and the others were herding guests and catering and security. Half the upper echelon of the Bloodclan were invited, along with a few members of the Boston PD, a few important people in the local governments that Batiste said would appreciate the invite, and some people Milly knew from her circles. The Bloodclan soldiers were handling most of the security, or would once the sun went down, and the undead guests would start arriving around then as well.

Milly had been absolutely floating the last three days, since she was unanimously declared the officiant by everyone, and only a little bit of it had to do with the fact that she knew the rites and everything to do with the fact that all of them except Milly were terrified of standing in front of a bunch of strangers and being responsible for something so important.

Daniel only knew a few of the guests who weren’t family, and he was fine with that—he had his family and friends and Rory. He didn’t need a whole cheering section of blood relations. Daniel had even been within shouting distance of his entire surviving blood family while at Blackguard the other night, and he never even thought of them. They weren’t his family, not in any meaningful way, and never had been.

Organizing the entire wedding in less than three days was insanity, and Daniel had trouble wrapping his head around the fact that his bonding ceremony was being turned into some grand political statement and was being used to curry favor from power players in the city. The actual awakening ceremony would take place in private after the wedding vows while people were heading to the newly opened ballroom in the south wing of the Mansion.

Daniel tugged on the hem of the High Court Sidhe-inspired tunic he wore, trying not to feel self-conscious. Beryl had quizzed Rory and Cian about designs and traditional garb and then miraculously provided his outfit for the ceremony that morning via courier. Rory and Cian were wearing authentic High Court Sidhe garments appropriate for the event, and Daniel was glad Beryl had volunteered to make his outfit—he would have really stood out dressed exactly like the twins. Beryl found a happy medium between modern human designs and fae influences.

Angel and Isaac were in beautifully tailored tuxedos, all sharp blacks and brilliant whites, the contrasts so stark that the two men were almost glowing. Isaac had his hair swept back in a slick wave, and Angel had his longish locks in an artful tousled look that was both carefree and exacting in how much time it must have taken to achieve. The Bloodclan even supplied a stylist for the event, a human man and his assistant who made sure the three of them were ready for the afternoon with minimal resistance.

Daniel didn’t even pay attention to how he looked—he knew he was presentable when Isaac whistled at him, and Angel looked proud. Daniel was too excited to see Rory.

The sun set with a last flash of fiery orange over the top of the house and across the ocean, and then twilight swooped in and covered the gardens in a cool blanket of ambient light and a hint of stars overhead. Killing time in the gallery waiting for Milly was about all they could do without Daniel going bonkers from stress.

“I still think Ashwin Metcalfe is alive,” Isaac said, gesturing to the vampire sitting in the chair in the portrait. “I wonder if Constans can track him down and ask him about Ignacio.”

Angel’s phone chirped and Daniel’s heart leapt in his chest. Angel checked his text and nodded, pocketing it and waiting patiently for Daniel to decide to move.

“That might be kinda cruel,” Daniel worried as they started walking down the gallery toward the rear staircase. “He and Ignacio were close enough that he sat for Ignacio’s portrait—he might still be grieving.”

“It’s been over a hundred years since Ignacio supposedly died,” Angel said, sounding a bit distracted as they reached the stairs and headed down. “He might be willing to talk about it now if he’s still alive. Or undead, or whatever. Family records have Metcalfe being Turned in London during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. He was an actor at the Globe Theatre, the original one. All reports portray him as devilishly attractive, a bit of a rogue, and an accomplished actor.”

“Does that mean he knew Shakespeare?” Daniel stopped halfway down the stairs, startled by the thought.

“That’s it, I’m asking Constans to track him down, that’s too cool not to find out the answer to,” Isaac declared as he jogged down the stairs past Daniel and Angel. “C’mon, quit holding things up. Danny’s getting married.”

Daniel’s heart jumped and he flashed a grin at Angel, then followed Isaac down the stairs, taking them three at a time and swinging around the bannister post at the landing as he went.

“No running in the house!” Angel called down the stairs, peeved.

[image: ]


The sun had set on the other side of the house, and the gardens were lit by tiny lanterns hung from poles along the paths. The plants seemed to glow with an inner, soft white light thanks to the tiny fairy lights sprinkled throughout the leaves and branches. The paths were illuminated so no one tripped, and a quartet played off to the side under the boughs of a large oak tree.

The once forlorn and abandoned estate was alive again with people, and it felt surreal. Many of the guests were twisting in their seats, whispering and pointing things out to each other. The well-behaved guests were, unsurprisingly, members of the Bloodclan, the unranked masters and legates and the more senior soldiers. Ellora was standing near the front in a deep crimson dress that made her dark skin glow, golden bracelets cascading over her wrists, and she flashed Daniel a toothy smile when she caught him sneaking a glance at the assembled masses. He waved awkwardly and ducked back inside the door before anyone else noticed him.

Daniel hovered just inside the doorway, Simeon blocking the view of any curious guests who might look back up the path. Seating was arranged around the center fountain of the garden, a wooden platform built with an arch covered in flowers and vines elevated just enough so everyone had a decent view.

“Breathe, Daniel,” Simeon ordered him, the familiar deep rumble of his voice soothing the mess of nerves in Daniel’s belly.

He sucked in some air and let it out slowly, trying to calm his racing heart. “I’m getting married to an immortal fae warrior I’ve been sleeping with for a week.”

Simeon chuckled, shaking his head. He put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder and squeezed. “You’ve been in love with him since the moment you laid eyes on him, and he’s been the same for you. It’s months now you two have been circling each other, and while the sex has been nice and all, I’m sure, it’s the love that’s the important bit. And that’s as clear as day to anyone with the wits to see it.”

“It is?” Daniel sighed, but he was truly bad at hiding how he was feeling, so he wasn’t all that shocked. “Of course, it was. I’m just scared, I guess. What if I’m not enough?”

“You’ve come a long way from the broken youngling we picked up out of a puddle of blood on the ballroom floor,” Simeon reminded him. “You’re a skilled sorcerer, a man with a big heart and a sharp mind, a gentle soul, and the softest touch for those who need it. You can be fierce and strong and deadly as anyone I’ve ever met. You’re happiest when surrounded by those you love, and I’ve never met a sorcerer with so little arrogance before.” Simeon grinned at that last part, and Daniel smiled in response. “All that is to say that you are enough. You are not lacking, in any way.”

Simeon squeezed his shoulder again. “I’ve seen the darkest parts of life, and so have you. And in the bravest fashion I’ve ever witnessed, you’ve carried your wounds and your bleeding soul out in the open, raw, and uncovered, and let your tears fall as they may and never once hid yourself away in shame. I’ve never seen a person, immortal or mundane, learn to live with what was done to them quite like you have—and you’ve flourished.”

“I’m not recovered though?” Daniel whispered, wondering.

“There’s no timetable on that sort of thing, fledgling. There’s no rush, either. There is no magic that can heal what’s been done to you other than time, patience, and love. Maybe one day soon, or far in the future, you’ll wake up and be healed, or it could be a wound you carry until the sun consumes the earth, but you’ll not be alone while living through it. How you heal such a wounding is entirely up to you, and how you decide that happens may change, or you may continue as you have been. Regardless, you’re strong and capable, and loved beyond measure.”

The tears came and scalded his cheeks as they fell, and Simeon pulled him into a hug. He sobbed and resisted wiping his face on Simeon’s tuxedo jacket. “I was hoping not to cry today.”

“There is never a wrong time for tears,” Simeon promised him. “The vows can wait until you’re ready.”
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Rory waited patiently near the flower-covered archway, and he ignored the stares from the guests seated not too far away. His outfit was a bit outlandish compared to what the mortals were accustomed to, though as familiar to him and Cian as their own names.

His brother stood beside him, though glamoured past the point of common practice to be all but invisible. None of the attendees saw him, so that was all that mattered.

“All this fuss,” Cian muttered quietly. “What happened to a simple hand-fasting and a brawl or two in a pub?”

Rory ducked his head and turned so he had his back to the crowd. “Brother, this is a practitioner wedding. A little more complicated than hand-fasting.”

They had attended many weddings and variations thereof in their long lives, though never as a groom. Royal weddings in grand cathedrals to shieldmate bondings on a battlefield, and every kind of ceremony conceived through the long years of civilization, and before.

“These things used to be so simple,” Cian muttered again, tugging at his cape. “A vow, some spilled blood, sex or not as people preferred, and then drinking and fighting.”

“We can’t get drunk, and you’ve never been one for sex,” Rory replied, knowing his brother was feeling nervous, though why was a bit of a mystery. Rory was getting married, not Cian. “Is it the fighting you miss?”

Cian shot him a sharp glare, though he quickly smiled and shrugged. “Perhaps.”

The nerves were still there, and Rory wasn’t going to invade his brother’s mind when he was trying his best not to share his feelings with Rory, so he decided to be patient.

The string quartet under a large oak tree switched to processional music, and the guests hurried to take their seats, conversations fading into expectant silence.

Dame Fontaine came sweeping down the center path from the Mansion, high heels clicking rhythmically on the stone, dressed in a voluminous dove gray evening gown that clung to her ample curves and accentuated the dramatic silver of her thick mane of hair, and the red lipstick she wore as the only pop of color only enhanced the overall look. Diamonds and platinum glittered from her throat and wrists, and she was just as bright as the lanterns burning around the periphery when she stepped up on the platform and gestured for Rory to do the same.

As the eldest of the grooms, he would await Daniel at the archway. There was some metaphoric meaning there about the elder of the wedded pair being the protector and the guide to the younger, which felt odd to him, but he would accept the traditions of a practitioner marriage. He and Daniel did not need to adhere to the out-dated traditions in their wedded life after the vows.

Isaac and Connie came next. Walking arm in arm, the two made a striking pair. Isaac in his sharp black tuxedo, perfectly tailored, looking every inch the roguish fire mage. Connie was devilishly handsome in his own tuxedo, blond hair perfectly styled, dark blue tuxedo and light blue shirt with a dark silver tie completing the ensemble.

Isaac and Connie took their places at the side of the platform, standing up for Rory as Cian was supposed to be dead, and Daniel worried that it would be uneven if Rory’s side of the platform was empty. Rory was touched by the offer and graciously accepted.

The next person down the aisle was clearly going to steal the show. After days of sleeping like the dead, waking to eat an enormous amount of food only to fall into a stupor swiftly thereafter, Eroch was not the little dragon the size of a housecat anymore. Now the size of a fifty-pound dog, Eroch did his best not to trip as he did a combination of walking and hopping down the stone path. His wings were much longer, and so too was his tail, his neck a bit thicker, the scales more pronounced and richer in color. His eyes were a brilliant yellow still, though they caught the light with mirrored flashes of fiery gold. Chest deeper, shoulders heavier, Eroch was swiftly growing from infant to toddler, though for a dragon that was a slightly less damaging state to be in than a human toddler. There was no way he could fit on anyone’s shoulder now, though he did keep trying. Simeon had resorted to carrying the young dragon on his back like a human child.

People whispered and gasped, the crowd overtaken by a flurry of excitement and startled awe, and a few snuck pictures. Angel wanted Eroch to be present so that people could see that he was indeed growing, and a larger dragon would be much more difficult to kidnap than a tiny eggling. And the impressive growth of Eroch’s fangs and claws surely helped, too.

Without direction, Eroch leapt up on the platform and then sat primly opposite Isaac and Connie on Daniel’s side of the platform, tail hanging off the side to drag in the grass. It was then that Rory noted the dark emerald bow tie around the base of his neck. Eroch had dressed for the occasion. There were a few giggles from the guests, but Eroch was unbothered. He blew happy smoke rings and waited quietly for who was next.

Usually when two men wed in a practitioner ceremony, the youngest of the pair would be escorted out by his parents, but as Daniel was recently adopted, the news had yet to spread throughout the city, so the gasps of surprise when Simeon and Angel stepped out with Daniel were loud and scattered through the human guests. Many likely expected Daniel to step out alone, as was customary for a practitioner without parents present.

Daniel looked nervous and a bit drawn, though his dark eyes were glittering with love and pride. Angel was elegant and sharp in his black tuxedo, the same design as Isaac’s, though Angel wore a hellfire green silk sash across one shoulder to the opposite hip, the Salvatore family crest embroidered on it for all to see. Angel was publicly declaring himself the official head of the family with the sash—it would not have been seen at any event in the last eleven years, last worn by Angel’s deceased grandfather.

Simeon wore a dark blue tux, a light blue silk tie and stark white shirt, his auburn hair rakishly styled. An emerald and gold ring sat on his left pinkie finger and a sapphire set in gold glittered from his lapel pin. Simeon was big, broad in the shoulders and lean in the waist, and many people twittered with appreciation and envy as he escorted Daniel down the path. Angel looked slighter and smaller, but the way he moved was all heavyweight power and strength, and a sharp glance from him silenced the more enthusiastic fans of Simeon’s appearance.

Daniel, bracketed by Simeon and Angel, was dressed in a simple cobalt blue and moss green silk tunic trimmed in gold, over linen and cotton pants in a soft doeskin tan color, and dark leather boots. The cloak that Rory gave him all those months ago hung from his shoulders, the ancient iron clasp Cian forged eons ago holding it in place.

When Daniel met his gaze the love that welled up in Rory stole his breath. This young man was pledging his heart and life to him, and Rory swore to the old gods there in that moment that he would never fail to love and honor Daniel. The wind caressed his cheek and tugged on his hair before fading away, his silent vow heard and accepted.

Angel and Simeon let Daniel climb the platform first, then followed him up. Daniel came to stand beside Rory in front of Milly, and they were surrounded by family.

Milly raised a hand glittering with diamonds and the music came to a gentle stop, the guests quiet. Even the garden seemed to hush, the birds and insects muted and soft. When she spoke, her proud tones carried over those assembled with ease.

“We gather this evening to witness the joining of two lives into one. Ruairí Brennan of the High Court Sidhe and Daniel Salvatore of the Boston Salvatore clan.” At Daniel’s new surname there was a swift current of whispers, but it was quickly stifled.

“Who here stands as witnesses to this joining of lives?” Milly asked.

Connie spoke first. “Constantine Batiste and Isaac Salvatore stand for Ruairí Brennan.”

Cian softly echoed the words in their mental connection, and Rory sent back a wordless burst of love and affection to his twin.

Angel then spoke. “Angelus Salvatore and Simeon Ó Daimhín stand for Daniel Salvatore.”

“Do all who stand here as witnesses agree with this joining of lives and hereby swear to support and guide these two hearts on their joining?”

“We do,” they answered in chorus, and Daniel wiped tears from his eyes, smiling wide.

Milly, in her element and reveling in it, elegantly gestured to Rory first.

“Ruairí Brennan, you have written vows for the occasion, are you prepared to speak them?”

“I am,” Rory answered, and held out his hand for Daniel. His love took it without hesitation. Daniel smiled up at him, grip tight, trembling slightly, but his gaze was steady and sure. Rory reached up and gently wiped away a stray tear from one pale cheek, and Daniel blushed. “Daniel, beloved.”

Daniel stepped into his arms and Rory knew peace and joy in the simple touch of their bodies. “You are the greatest dream of love I could have ever been blessed with,” he said. “A promise made in the early dawn of this world, that after my longest night, the greatest love I’d ever know would be waiting for me. And here you stand, in my arms. You are peace and joy, compassion and grace, a kind and humble soul who only wants happiness and safety for everyone he loves. And you’re so much more than a tender heart and a kind and giving soul—you’re a fierce and skilled sorcerer, and a cunning mind. You treasure the gentler aspects of life, and can defend them, too.” Daniel was crying now, streams of tears down his cheeks, but his smile was blinding, incandescent with joy. “With all that I am, I love, respect, and cherish you. Every dream you have, I will fight for it alongside you. Every wish, I will strive to make come true. Every injury of your body I will heal, and those of the heart I cannot, I will be your shoulder and strength for as long as you need me. I am yours, in all ways.”

Daniel gasped out a sob and Rory pulled him close, ignoring the sniffling and whispers from the audience. He held Daniel for a long moment, letting his love recover himself. Daniel pulled back, wiping his eyes, and gratefully took the silk pocket square Simeon pressed into his hand. Daniel blotted his face and wiped his nose, tucking the square away and breathing in deep, straightening his shoulders.

“Daniel Salvatore, do you accept his vows?” Milly asked gently.

“I do, with my whole heart,” Daniel said.

“Then if you’re ready, you may give him the vows you’ve prepared as well.”

Daniel nodded, looking down for a moment, collecting himself. “Not that long ago, I felt small.” Daniel lifted his head and shrugged one shoulder. “Broken and worthless, tossed aside like trash and used. That is all I knew.”

Angel made a pained sound in his throat, and Isaac went pale, Connie and Simeon unobtrusively moving to comfort their mates.

His words were even and clear, strength infusing them. “I found myself after the worst of it, wondering what I had to live for, and it was in the home of the enemy I grew up fearing that I found an answer. I wanted to live, to be worthy of their love, to be part of them. Be worthy of their sacrifices and care. I was afraid of letting them down, of not living up to their expectations, and that was a fear I’ve had—and still have, in my darkest moments—even with you.”

Rory sucked in a deep breath, wanting to reassure his love, but Daniel wasn’t done. His lips curved into a tiny smile, and a spark of something lit in his dark eyes. “I had this fear, this doubt, when my affinity refused to awaken. I’ve carried it since Angel saved my life and took me in. I’ve had this doubt from the moment I woke up safe in your bed. A doubt that I would never be enough, never be worthy. And it had such a hold on me that I almost didn’t realize it was nothing but the poison I grew up drinking.” Daniel lifted his chin and declared, “It took your absolute trust in me during one of the scariest moments I’ve ever experienced to dislodge that doubt. You gave me your trust, your faith in me, so easily and without any conditions, and that gave me the strength to break free.”

“Your faith, belief, confidence, all of it, helped me grow, rise above my fears, and reach for what I wanted and needed. You are the most knowledgeable, skilled, powerful person I have ever met—you’ve seen it all and then some. And you had faith in…me.”

Daniel began to cry again, but he was smiling too. “You, Ruairí Brennan, have faith in me. You love me, and respect me, and treat me like I’m precious and wonderful, and I am so thankful for you. I promise to treasure you, love you, respect and cherish you for as long as we both shall live. Forever, however many years that may be.”

Rory bent to kiss Daniel, and it went on long enough that Milly daintily coughed to get their attention. They broke apart with wide smiles.

“Ruairí Brennan, do you accept his vows?” Milly asked, eyes sparkling.

“I do,” Rory answered firmly.

“The rings, please,” Milly asked.

Isaac stepped forward for Rory and held out a heavy gold and silver ring set with a Caribbean-sea blue sapphire the size of a robin’s egg, tiny gold and silver leaves and vines twisting among the filigree set with sand grain-sized turquoise stones. It was a joyful, bright, and shining ring, perfect for Daniel. It was a large ring, but evocative of air and water and the plants that grew along the shore. The gold was the same color as Daniel’s hair, and Rory spared a quick, grateful glance for Cian where he stood off to the side, still hidden from view.

Angel stepped forward and handed Daniel the ring for Rory. It was made of silver and gold as well, but the band was smoother, less pronounced in filigree, though it too was set with a large stone, a lapis lazuli that was closer to purple than blue, and hints of gold flecks bursting to life with the darker stone. The leaves and vines twirled around each side of the band, and a small starburst pattern of gold surrounded the stone, highlighting the gold flecks within. It was subtler, but carried within it an elegance as smooth as a sword strike and beautiful as a flower surrounded by thorns.

His brother knew him well, and he was deeply touched by the artistry and skill Cian employed to craft the rings in such short notice.

They each held the other’s ring, poised to slip onto the left hand ring finger, and Milly held her hands over the rings and began the rites. “Vota accepit, cum amor dixit, bona fide: hi ringa copulerunt.”

Vows accepted, love declared, in good faith: these rings are joined.

Light fell from her fingers and landed on the rings like snowflakes, sinking into the metal and stones, and as the light faded, they slipped the rings into place.

Milly pulled her hands away and the magic faded from the air, leaving Daniel and Rory holding each other’s hands. Milly beamed, and declared in a ringing voice, “I am honored to present our newly wedded couple, Ruairí and Daniel. You may kiss your husband.”

Applause rose around them, and Rory caught Daniel as he threw himself forward, their kiss explosive and all-consuming.
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Awakening


The party was in full swing, and Daniel smiled, listening to the music playing and people laughing and having a good time. The ballroom was lit up, casting light through the tall windows out into the garden. Dark shadows moved slowly here and there, Bloodclan soldiers guarding the periphery in the gardens, and inside the house, making sure the guests didn’t wander into places they shouldn’t be—and there were several.

The conservatory was off limits, several guards were stationed outside the entire structure so no one could get close enough to look inside or spy through the doors. Cian and Rory were waiting for him inside, Angel coming down the center path from the house. Simeon was inside with Milly, Isaac, and Constans, letting the guests fawn over them as a distraction for the grooms’ absence. Even Eroch was at the party, swinging from a magically reinforced chandelier with Simeon dragon-sitting and Milly working the crowd, acting as hostess.

Angel walked up to him and stopped, hands in his pockets, rocking on his heels, eyeing Daniel thoroughly. Daniel waited but Angel seemed content to just eyeball him, so he sighed. “What?”

“Are you sure about this? I gather it’s not something that can be undone.”

Daniel knew Angel was looking out for him and not trying to cause trouble. He took a moment to gather his thoughts and nodded. “I’m sure. I want a million lifetimes with Rory.”

“It’ll mean a million lifetimes with Cian, too.” Angel’s expression was cautious.

“Cian isn’t the same person he was while Rory was trapped in limbo,” Daniel said. “His mind was literally broken. I understand that better now. He’s still different and difficult, but he’s not the monster I thought he was.”

“The rest of the world may never understand that or want to.”

“Eventually we’ll all outlive the present, and he can start over. Until then, Rory and I can handle him.”

Angel gazed at him with a small half-smile, his gaze soft. “I’m so proud of you.”

Daniel blinked at Angel. “What for?”

Angel shrugged, but he answered. “You went from a shattered boy to a confident young man, and you’re not even done becoming who you’ll be one day.”

“Please don’t make me cry anymore, my face is still sore from earlier,” Daniel sniffled.

“Okay, okay,” Angel chuckled. He tilted his head toward the doorway. “Let’s go see what new god they’re gonna raise tonight.”

Daniel sputtered out a protest that he was not going to be a god, Angel chuckling, and they went inside the conservatory.

Rory and Cian stood waiting side by side, the courtyard swept clean of everything, the stone floor bare, making the interior feel so much larger, the space above them cavernous. The doors swung shut behind them, and Angel gave him a tight, long hug before letting him go and retreating off to the far side, out of the way. Angel was there for Daniel, support in case he needed it, but Daniel wasn’t afraid.

Rory would never hurt him.

The brothers were a matched set, only the coloring of their clothing and eyes enough to tell them apart, though Daniel could easily pick them apart now. Rory and Cian held themselves differently, used their bodies differently, displayed their thoughts and feelings on their faces differently. It was fascinating to watch.

“Are you ready?” Rory asked, holding out a hand to Daniel. He stepped forward and took it, gripping tight.

“I am.” He breathed in deep. “What do I do?”

Rory gently pulled him in until he was snug in his embrace, and Cian moved slowly until he stood behind Daniel, and Daniel was proud of himself for not flinching when Cian put his hands on his shoulders from behind. Rory held Daniel securely around the waist, and Daniel felt incredibly safe.

“Let down your barriers,” Rory directed him quietly, Daniel staring up into his amber eyes. “Every layer within your mind that you’ve erected to protect yourself, let it go. You’ll feel our magic, deeper than anything you’ve felt before, and all you need to do is trust that we won’t hurt you. At such a deep level, you might instinctively want to fight us, and you’ll need to resist.”

“Okay,” Daniel breathed in and out slowly, and closed his eyes.

Letting go of his mental and psychic barriers was harder than he thought it would be. He struggled for a long moment, breathing slowly and holding tight to Rory so he would feel safe, every instinct in his mind and body fighting the dropping of all those protections keeping him safe.

He was sweating a bit when he was finally done, and he was about to tell Rory, until he felt the magic under his skin. Rory was a gentle warmth, a presence of green, golds, softer sky blues and hints of sun-warmed earth and grass. He knew Rory’s magic, and welcomed him in without hesitation, and he fought back a jolt of surprise when he felt Cian there too. Cian was cooler, though not at all insidious—his magic was sharp and clear, steel-gray and blues, tasting like metal and ice, the ozone after a lightning strike and the scent of windswept stone. The two sidhe balanced each other in all ways, and Daniel could see within his inner vision that Cian and Rory truly did share a single soul.

He felt relaxed, safe, warm, and protected, and he floated comfortably in the dark of his mind, that place deep inside his consciousness that held the light of his soul laid bare, an incandescent tiny sun swirling in an abyss.

“Just breathe, and stay relaxed,” Rory whispered in his ear, and Daniel murmured wordlessly back, already floating in a tranquil state, relaxed and unafraid.

The light from the sidhe brothers sank deeper, an oddity that made him shudder a bit, but he held back the urge to repel their presence.

The tiny sun that was his soul grew brighter, and he gasped when they made contact. It didn’t feel invasive, just so wholly new that his entire being shook from the core outward. Rory held him upright, Daniel falling into his chest, Cian supporting him as well, holding him still.

“Easy, little brother,” Cian murmured. “It’s time.”

“Keep breathing,” Rory ordered, and Daniel sucked in a deep breath just as something…changed.
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Daniel sat upright, the bright sun high above making his eyes water, and he blinked, shading his face with his hand. The wind stirred the grass and birds called in the distance, waves crashing into a rocky shoreline far below.

He was naked, sitting in the tall grass on a cliff high above the sea, and he had no idea how he got there or what was happening.

“You’ll remember, give yourself time,” a gentle, teasing voice said.

Daniel looked up, squinting, and a figure stepped into view. Daniel scrambled to his feet, brushing his hair out of his eyes, and blinked in surprise at the sidhe in front of him.

Long hair in a riot of colors, tied back in thick braids that fell down her back, in shades no human would ever be born with, and her skin was a dark gold, eyes like copper, flashing as bright as lightning. Her clothes were…odd. They shifted from a simple tunic to a long dress, the wind playing in the gauzy folds, and then changing to thick leather pants and then bare skin, always changing, moving, never staying the same, and he realized her hair was doing the same, always shifting between one blink and the next. He thought he might be ill, but then she seemed to sense that, and her visage settled.

Eyes and skin the same, this time her hair fell in thick moss green braids, and the shape of her face was heartbreakingly familiar. Everything came back to him in a rush of images and thoughts, and he knew exactly who she was.

“You’re Rory’s mother,” Daniel breathed out. “Danu.” She nodded, a simple dip of her chin.

“Hello, Daniel, child of the earth.” She came closer and peered down at him, that smile still there, soft and welcoming. “You’re everything I hoped you would be.”

“I…thank you?” he stuttered. “I was just….”

“And you still are,” she held out her hands, mirroring what Rory had done, and he took them without hesitation. She held him tightly, but gently. “My sons are nearly done, and it’s time for you to take the first step into a new life. They’ve awakened the seed of magic in your soul, and it’s growing, changing you at the very foundation of who you are. Who you are now will shape who you will become, but you’ve got more control than even my own children had in the process. They were born into their aspects, and you get to choose.”

“I do?” He trembled a bit from head to toe. “How do I choose?”

“It’s happening even now, but you have a moment or so before you need to decide.”

“That’s it?” He tried not to panic.

“That’s more than enough,” Danu chided him. “You could let the awakening run wild and see what happens. Let the magic decide.”

“Have faith in the magic.” He meant it as a question but even as he said it, he knew it to be true, and exactly what he would do.

She grinned wide. “See? Decision made. Welcome, my son.” She bent just enough to press a kiss to his forehead, and the world exploded with light and sound.
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Daniel groaned, whole body aching, muscles sore, skin feeling stretched and yet too tight. People were talking over him, one worried and the other calm and unruffled, and he blinked his eyes open, expecting the cliffside again, but he was back in the courtyard of the conservatory. Rory held him in his lap, sitting on the stone floor, and Cian and Angel stood over him, having an oddly tense yet very polite argument.

“Daniel is perfectly well,” Cian said, unbothered that Angel was glaring at him.

“He’s lying on the floor moaning in pain,” Angel gritted out, though he very admirably didn’t raise his voice or set Cian on fire.

Even as Daniel felt the pain, it was fading, easing from his body in a soothing release that left him relaxed and feeling wonderful. Rory helped him sit up. “How do you feel, beloved?”

Daniel squinted at Rory, then up at Cian, who was staring down at him, stormy eyes a bit wary. “Your mom is something else.”

Cian’s expression went blank from shock and Rory froze for a second, then helped him stand.

“I feel…great.” Daniel breathed in deep and rolled his shoulders back, holding up his hands and stretching his fingers out.

Angel gawked at him, then snapped his mouth shut and grabbed his phone. He walked up to Daniel and to his confusion, turned on the selfie camera. Angel turned the phone around and Daniel saw his face.

He was, essentially, the same, and yet wildly different. His skin was still pale but flushed with health, lips a lush pink and somehow fuller, his hair like spun white gold and falling around his shoulders. His eyes, though, were vastly different.

No longer a brown so dark they were almost black.

A kaleidoscope of blues and greens and silver, the colors lazily twirling in the depths, and he looked away for a moment, closing them, before he braved a second look. The movement had slowed, and the longer he looked, the easier it was to catalogue the changes, and grow comfortable with them.

“That’s freaky and so cool,” Daniel whispered. Angel put the phone away.

“You okay, kiddo?”

He thought about it. “I am.”

“You had me worried for a moment.”

“I’m okay now, I promise. It hurt a little bit, but nothing hurts now, and I’ve never felt better.”

“The others are worried and want to see you. Feel well enough to come back to the party, or do you want them to come out here? Maybe one at a time?”

“We can glamour you, so you don’t cause a ruckus when those who aren’t aware of your transformation see you.” Cian offered. Daniel looked him in the eyes and realized that his eyes did the swirly thing that Cian’s did, instead of maintaining the solid rich amber of Rory’s eyes.

“Huh,” Daniel said. “I got Cian’s eyes.”

Angel grimaced slightly. “I noticed.”

“It’s due to your aspects, dear heart,” Rory assured him. “It has nothing to do with taking after either one of us, merely a species trait for those touched by storms. You bear no blood relation to either of us, if that’s a worry.”

“Oh! What are my aspects?” Daniel asked, clutching at Rory, excited.

“Close your eyes, and reach out to the world, see what reaches back,” Rory instructed him, tucking a new golden strand of hair behind his ear. The longer hair was something he’d really need to adjust to.

Daniel closed his eyes immediately, eager and excited to see what the changes wrought in his magics. His dual affinities were no longer limited by mortal capabilities, and when he expanded his senses, his awareness was immense.

The sea called to him, the air above sang its welcome, the earth beneath his feet solid and shifting all at once, the sand and the earth along the shore changing and shifting, with potential to be many things at once, or worn down into nothing.

Danu spoke from the depths of his soul.

“You, my youngest child, are the shore, the threshold and the boundary, the barrier and the welcome. The shield and the sword, the grace and destruction of a hurricane, the gentle, nurturing shower of a summer rainstorm. Air to breathe the breath of life, a cool respite to revive the thirsty, the harsh unending wind to erode the highest mountain, wind to lash at castle walls and the soothing cool breeze to spare the weary under the scorching sun. You can nurture and destroy, protect or expose. A power unlike any my people have seen since the earliest days, and yours to hold. You are balance.”

“I am balance,” Daniel whispered, opening his eyes. The voice of Danu still rang in his ears, and from the startled expressions on the others’ faces, they had heard her, too.

Rory wiped a tear from his cheek, and Cian turned away a bit, both overcome at hearing their mother after who knew how long.

“What was that?” Angel asked, eyes wide.

“The Goddess Danu.” Daniel was certain that she was indeed a goddess, no matter what Rory and Cian considered themselves. He didn’t feel like a god, but there was no way in all the realms of reality that Danu wasn’t a Presence, someone divine. “She helped me become…me.”
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The party ended after Daniel got glamoured by his new husband to conceal his transformation and danced a few times with Rory. The party would have gone on forever, the guests reluctant to leave, but then Isaac let it slip that they would be having their honeymoon at the Mansion, and people started clearing out quickly after that.

The Bloodclan soldiers swept through the entire estate, looking for stragglers and caterers, making sure everyone hired to help that evening was packed up and gone. Eventually they left too, and Angel powered the wards up all the way. Only people getting in would be Salvatores, and they were all inside, including Milly and the vampire mates.

It was easily close to three in the morning and Daniel was getting poked by his best friend, Isaac insanely curious at the changes the awakening brought about. They were in the kitchen, both having drained the last of the virgin punch that wouldn’t fit in the fridge.

“How does it feel to know you’re gonna live long enough to see the sun explode?” Isaac asked, tugging on Daniel’s longer hair.

“Since you’re not allowed to die before me, we can figure that out together,” Daniel griped, reaching out to tickle Isaac. Daniel grinned wickedly when Isaac swatted at his hand, but he easily dodged the blow with a grace he never had before.

“No! Not fair!” Isaac gasped out. “Prettier than fuck, and super ninja moves? That’s it, you’re done for!”

Daniel spun away from Isaac and ran, easily dodging his best friend each time Isaac tried to grab him, laughing the entire time. They ran out into the foyer, where additional seating had been set out before the wedding, and Eroch was sleeping spread out on a couch near one of the fireplaces. Milly had her shoes off, rubbing her feet, her hair down and Angel bringing her another scotch.

Isaac got scooped off his feet by Constans, who pulled him in for a deep kiss. Angel returned to Simeon and sat directly on his lap in a massive armchair. Daniel giggled and looked away, walking right into his husband’s arms. Rory caught him in a powerful embrace and Daniel kissed him like they were on their honeymoon already.

“Please save that for your honeymoon,” Angel complained, but he was chuckling too.

Daniel found to his dismay that he could still blush.

“Angel, darling, I’m going to borrow a bedroom and sleep until lunch,” Milly declared, tossing back the remainder of her drink and getting slowly to her feet. She wavered a bit. “I think I drank all of your champagne.”

Daniel checked on Isaac, worried for his friend with alcohol nearby, but Isaac was absolutely absorbed in making out with Constantine, the City Master doing a fantastic job of keeping Isaac’s focus entirely on him.

Daniel put his cheek on Rory’s chest and reveled in the sound of his heart beating. He got to listen to this sound for the rest of forever. He closed his eyes and relaxed, and the world spoke to him.

Before, he would have to expend effort to reach out with his awareness to the world around him, but now, after his transformation, it was breathtakingly simple. He would know what the world was experiencing constantly, and he could see it becoming overwhelming if he didn’t learn to moderate the constant input.

He felt the earth beneath the Mansion, full of life. The sea touching the shore beyond the gardens. The wind playing along the rooftops, the sky above cloudless and full of stars. The field in the front of the Mansion, tiny critters living their lives, and an owl perched on the roof, looking over the tall grass. And the wards that encircled it all.

A phone chimed, and Constantine answered despite Isaac murmuring complaints at the interruption. Daniel let the words flow over him, still enjoying being in Rory’s arms, until a shift in tone in Constantine’s voice made him rouse a bit in concern.

“A high speed chase? Where?”

He had never heard anyone say those words, and it broke him out of his reverie. Constans had the phone to his ear. “Coming this way? Follow them.” Constans hung up and addressed everyone, as they looked at him with concern. “Ellora was the last to leave, and she said there’s a black town car being chased by cars with High Council flags, and they’re on the access road heading this way. She’s turning around to follow them here.”

Angel hopped off Simeon’s lap. “We’re the only house on this end of the neighborhood, so if they’re on the access road, they’re either coming here on purpose or they’re really lost. Either way, anyone the High Council is chasing is someone I want to talk to.”

There was a tingle of energy along Daniel’s senses—the wards out in front of the house. Angel reacted as well, tilting his head to the side. Daniel reached for the wards with his mind, but the answers came faster than they ever had before, and the answer made him gasp out loud, Angel spinning to look at him.

“The wards recognize someone at the front drive,” Daniel gasped out, meeting Angel’s startled gaze with his own. “Not someone keyed in, like I was, but someone born within the wards. A Salvatore by blood.” Daniel reeled, his mind flooded with information. “A grown man, a child, and a vampire. The High Council is after them.”

Angel wasted no time, sprinting for the front doors, Simeon blurring after him.

Daniel thought about following, and suddenly he was—he’d never run so fast before in his life, and Rory was right at his side.

Angel opened the doors with a burst of kinetic energy and they streamed out behind him. The night was bright with the moon overhead, the stars shining, and the few remaining street lights running along the drive and the access road.

A town car lay smoking in the ditch, the doors open. A sorcerer, a large man in a flowing black coat, was facing off against a half dozen Council enforcers. A slim person crawled from the rear of the car, and Daniel’s new senses told him it was a vampire, who then turned and pulled a child from the rear seat and into their arms. One of the Council cars had collided with the town car, probably trying to keep them from reaching safety behind the wards.

Daniel and Rory outstripped Angel, and sprinted for the collision. An army of tiny hellfire suns flew over their heads, illuminating everything, and they ran across the field to the access road, able to see almost everything.

The big sorcerer collected energy from the veil, and it exploded out from his hands, lightning bolts hitting the Council cars and arcs flying off the metal, smacking into several enforcers, knocking them off their feet and into the air. The ones struck didn’t get up.

The vampire was carrying the child—and a spell was racing at his back. Daniel reacted faster than he ever had before, and a shield rose between the vampire and the spell, which glanced harmlessly off the surface of his shield and hit the grass, lighting it on fire.

Simeon raced toward the enforcers, Angel in his arms, and they stopped right at the boundary of the wards. They joined the fight, and the enforcers seemed to realize they were fucked because they began to back away slowly while still throwing spells.

Daniel reached the vampire and the child, and when the vampire stumbled, Daniel grabbed his free arm and helped him up. The vampire was bleeding from a gash in his head, and there was a long burn down his side from a spell.

“C’mon, get inside,” he said, and he didn’t even blink in surprise when the wards sensed the child the vampire was carrying and let them through without issue, including the vampire—the vampire was keyed into them, the access granted decades before.

The child was a Salvatore by blood, and the wards and the entire estate welcomed them.

The vampire, despite being grievously injured, adjusted his grip on the kid and gave Daniel a wicked smile. “Hello again and thank you.”

His accent was sharp, and Daniel figured it was from somewhere in the UK.

He also recognized the vampire from the boutique.

And the portrait in the gallery.

“Hello, Ashwin. Let’s get you inside. Is the kid hurt?”

“Banged up a bit from the crash, but nothing serious,” replied Ashwin Metcalfe.

“Rory is a healer, he can help.” Daniel offered, and Rory covered their backs as Daniel led the vampire and his precious cargo toward the front doors.

Isaac met them halfway, took one look at Ashwin, and tripped. Constans caught him before he hit the ground, and the City Master also froze in shock when Daniel escorted Ash past them and into the foyer.

Ashwin spared Constans a cheerful smile and a greeting. “Hello, Connie, pleasure to see you again.”

Ashwin was in a good mood despite the injuries and the terrified kid holding onto him. Ashwin was holding the child firmly, and it wasn’t until they entered the foyer and got under the lights from the huge chandeliers that Ashwin stopped and gently let the child down.

The boy was older than Daniel first thought, probably eleven or twelve years old. There was a dark bruise building on his forehead, and Ashwin knelt next to the boy and brushed back his black hair, examining the injury. Rory stepped up and introduced himself.

“I am Ruairí, and I can heal the boy’s injuries if you’d like,” Rory said, kneeling beside Ashwin and the kid.

“Hello,” Ashwin smiled. “I’m Ashwin Metcalfe, and this is my son, Leandro. Andie, can this fine fellow look at your head? Papa is busy outside with the nasty enforcers, but if you want to wait for him to heal you, we can do that, too.”

The boy peered at Rory suspiciously, but he nodded silently and let Rory tend to his head. Relieved the boy would be fine, Daniel headed back to the doors.

Angel and Simeon were mopping up the enforcers. Daniel could feel the cold spots in the ground where Angel had killed. The enforcers hadn’t been fucking around. Angel said something to the big man, who nodded and began running for the Mansion, easily clearing the wards. They recognized him, too.

He was huge, bigger than Constans and Simeon, broad of shoulder, thick with muscle, and his hair was long, black, and there was a sexy streak of silver at his temple. He was familiar, in a way that a celebrity would be after seeing them in pictures and movies for years, and then seeing them in the flesh. It was a bit disconcerting, and Daniel just stared in shock.

Ignacio Salvatore strode through the doors of the Mansion like a conquering hero, gave Daniel a polite nod, and went immediately to Ashwin and the boy. Leandro, already healed, leapt into Ignacio’s arms. “Papa!”

Isaac stumbled into the house, Constans helping him. Isaac was deeply perturbed, and Daniel didn’t blame his best friend one bit. Constans looked fine and seemed more worried about how Isaac was processing the return of a long-dead ancestor.

Milly went to the reunited family and asked if they needed anything, and Daniel went outside and met Angel and Simeon as they were walking back across the field. The cars were off, and the bodies were left where they fell. Daniel could sense the police coming at speed in the distance.

“Is the child okay?” Angel asked urgently, walking as fast as he could.

“Minor injuries—Rory took care of him,” Daniel reassured Angel, who exhaled in relief. “Are you two okay?”

“We’re fine,” Angel answered, his jaw clenching now, and there was anger in his eyes. “Time for some fucking answers.”

Daniel totally understood the anger, but he figured Angel wouldn’t want to scare the kid. “The child’s name is Leandro, he looks about eleven or twelve years old, and he called Ignacio his papa.”

That stopped Angel dead in his tracks.

Angel breathed deep, closed his eyes, and Daniel could feel the struggle Angel was going through. He was furious, and Daniel understood, he truly did. The Massacre took everything from Angel and Isaac, and yet Ignacio had been elsewhere. Considering the child, Daniel figured Ignacio had a really good reason for letting the world think he was dead, even after the Massacre.

“Hear them out, mo ghra,” Simeon whispered, gently rubbing Angel’s shoulders and back. “They came here for help, and they were running for their lives. The Council wanted them dead. Perhaps even the child. I know you’re hurting.”

Angel nodded, saying nothing, and Daniel waited with him until he was ready. It took a few minutes, but eventually Angel gathered himself enough to nod and enter the house.

Daniel went immediately to Rory, who opened his arms and embraced him. They stayed off to the side, witnesses to the most surreal family reunion ever.

Angel stood beside Isaac, both brothers staring at Ignacio, Ashwin, and the boy.

Leandro stared back, curious and not at all afraid, secure with his fathers. Ashwin wasn’t bleeding anymore, and he was wiping at the blood on his face with a pile of napkins Milly was handing to him. He kept eyeing Angel warily, but he seemed fairly relaxed, and Daniel was fascinated by the fact that he could somehow tell that Ashwin and Simeon were close in age and power. Ashwin looked like a twenty-year old, but his power was of an older vampire.

Ignacio stared back at the brothers, chin up, eyes hard, but his hands were gentle as he held his son. Daniel sensed he was a stubborn man, and so was Angel—this could go badly.

The standoff was intense, and Daniel was afraid it would explode, until Eroch lifted his head off the couch and yawned, rolling over once before falling immediately asleep again. Growth spurts must be exhausting.

Everyone relaxed, though Leandro stared in fascination at the dragon sleeping on the couch. Angel appeared to be working out what to say, when Cian wandered out of the kitchen hallway and into the middle of everyone.

“Iggy! Ashwin! How are you? What a lovely surprise,” Cian greeted the newcomers with a polite smile, sipping red punch from a crystal glass. “There’s plenty of food left over from the reception. Hungry?”
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Honeymoon


Daniel shut the door of his room and leaned back against it, thinking he should feel exhausted, but he was fine.

“This has been the craziest day of my entire life,” Daniel breathed out.

“Are you well, dear heart?” Rory asked next to the bed. He was pulling back the blankets, already naked and fresh from a shower.

Daniel went hard, and he gasped when his cock tingled and felt…a bit odd.

“I’m okay, I think…” Daniel said as he reached into his pants and palmed his cock. “My dick has ridges, Rory.”

Rory paused in tossing back the blankets and gave Daniel a long, heated, thorough look from head to toe. “I thought you might, dear heart. Does it bother you?”

Daniel stroked himself, pushed off from the door, and ripped his tunic off, tossing the pieces to the floor as he toed off his boots. He had no idea where his socks went and didn’t care, and he tackled his husband—husband—and they ended up on the bed in a tangle of limbs.

“Can you check...” Daniel licked along Rory’s chiseled jawline and nipped his ear, “my cock and make sure it survived the transformation?” Daniel thrust his cock against Rory’s, his husband gasping out a laugh even as he reached between them and took Daniel in hand.

Rory stroked him from root to tip. The sensation over the ridges made Daniel pant and whine, feeling like he was going to blow instantly. Daniel arched into the strokes and cried out, feeling desperate.

“Feels perfectly normal to me, beloved, but I should check everywhere, to be thorough,” Rory gasped out, and Daniel was flipped onto his back, Rory kneeling between his spread legs.

“Fuck, you feel amazing,” Daniel said, wrapping his legs around Rory’s lean waist. He tugged, and to his surprise, found he could move Rory. His husband grinned, and rested his weight on Daniel for a long moment before sliding down, skin to skin and making Daniel squirm, to suck his cock into his mouth in one smooth motion. Daniel kept his legs around Rory’s shoulders and gripped the sheets, lifting his head to watch Rory suck his cock.

Daniel had no control over them yet, but the ridges were pronounced on his cock, and Rory knew exactly how to suck on them to get the loudest cries out of Daniel. He lost all ability to think, lust and arousal coursing through him, and he screamed as he came, shooting down Rory’s throat in huge bursts of cum that would have left him alarmed if he were in any way capable of thinking.

Daniel murmured nonsense as Rory rolled him to his stomach and spread his ass cheeks, tongue slipping into his crack and tasting him.

“Oh, fuck me,” Daniel gasped helplessly.

“As you wish, beloved,” Rory said before he went back to working his tongue into Daniel’s tight hole.

Daniel suffered through the glorious torture of Rory’s skilled tongue eating him out, and when his cock was once again hard and aching, Daniel was more than ready to get fucked.

“Rory!” Daniel squirmed, gasping as Rory worked him open. “Get in me now, please!”

Rory chuckled, but released him, kissing up Daniel’s spine as he climbed over him before resting his whole length on Daniel, pushing him down into the bed. “Ready?”

“Yes!” Daniel would ask for gentle lovemaking later—he wanted a rough and fast fuck, and Rory seemed to know exactly what he needed, as the wide, hard head of his thick cock speared his hole and began tunneling into him without lube.

Daniel choked out a deep moan as his body readily and easily accepted the thick, gloriously ridged cock without pain, opening around the fat cockhead and all but pulling Rory inside, deeper and deeper. “What? Oh…fuck.” Daniel gasped nonsensically, eyes rolling back in his head as Rory sank balls deep and began rocking his hips.

“Your body was reborn, beloved,” Rory breathed in his ear softly as he rocked gently and so very deep inside of Daniel. “Built now for sex with another sidhe. No more lube, and no prep required. Feel your body accept me, beloved. Feel the ridges lock inside.”

Daniel lost all ability to think, and his orgasm was insane—he felt his new body do something amazing—it gripped Rory’s cock, the thick ridges matching up perfectly with his muscles in his ass, and Rory was held still as Daniel’s orgasm exploded from within, cum shooting in hot bursts into the bedding. Rory moaned low in his chest and wrapped his arms around Daniel, holding him down as his hips jerked, cock locked inside Daniel, his own orgasm flooding Daniel with delicious wet heat.
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Daniel stood in front of the mirror in his room, rubbing a towel over his new hair. It was weird, but not at all in a scary way—just novel. His body hair was gone, even the fine hairs on his chin. He had his eyelashes and eyebrows, and the hair on his head, but that was about it. His muscles were leaner, more defined, and he knew exactly how his body would move and react before he ever took a step. It was grounding and freeing all at once.

He felt strong, and relaxed, and the constant low-grade anxiety he used to feel all the time was…gone. He was still worried about things, and concerned, and hoped things would improve, but the ever-present simmer of anxiety was…just gone. He felt like he could breathe again.

Rory came up behind him, dry now after their shower together, braiding his long hair into a thick tail to let it hang over his shoulder. Daniel put the towel he was using back on the heated towel rack and then shook his head, and to his amazement, his hair fell in neat locks around his shoulders, not a knot to be seen. “That’s awesome.”

Rory smiled and bent to kiss his shoulder. “It makes me happy to see you so pleased with the changes, dear heart. I do admit to some worry that it might bother you.”

Daniel shrugged, looking at himself in the mirror, and then at Rory. They were still very different, from the eyes to their basic coloring. Daniel was gold and white and somehow silver, while Rory was greens and honey and gold. Rory put his hands on Daniel’s shoulders, and Daniel felt the ring on Rory’s hand, and he looked down and stared at the ring on his own hand and felt a rush of love and happiness.

“Some things might end up bothering me, but I won’t be alone. I have you to help me through this. And I won’t ever be separated from my friends and family, and have so much to look forward to.”

Bone-deep contentment. Love and happiness and hope.

Daniel slowly turned in Rory’s arms, sliding his own up and around Rory’s neck, and he went up on his toes, kissing his husband. It was languid and sweet, and utterly perfect.

When the kiss ended, Daniel smiled up at Rory. “I love you so much. I can’t wait to see the rest of forever with you.”

Rory’s smile was incandescent. “And I will treasure every moment of it, dear heart. Life feels like it’s begun anew, and I can’t imagine eternity without you by my side.”

Daniel kissed his husband with joy singing in his heart.


Epilogue
What the Future Holds


Angel paced in the foyer, alone.

The boy, Leandro, was upstairs with his vampire father, Ashwin, and Angel’s ancestor, Ignacio, the man the child called Papa. Angel was a bit confused on how exactly they were related but that was the least of his worries.

Milly had sobered up remarkably fast, and then showed the newcomers upstairs to one of the guest rooms, untouched after all these years, before crashing in another guest suite. Thankfully, the house was still fully stocked from moving Daniel in the week before and they had supplies on hand. Everyone else disappeared rather quickly. Isaac went back to the Tower with Constans, still deep in shock. Cian went out to the gardens with a tiny wave after he dropped the bombshell revelation that he had met Iggy and Ash decades ago in London and it never occurred to him to mention that Ignacio was alive, as he assumed that everyone knew and that it wasn’t something they talked about because Ignacio was supposed to be dead. At least publicly.

And Rory and Daniel were upstairs, Angel making sure the newlyweds left before things got awkward. He wasn’t going to ruin Daniel’s wedding day any more than it already had been by the surprise arrivals and the corpses in the front yard.

Angel lost track of time. He was exhausted, drained emotionally, and he knew he was in shock. His many-times great-grandfather was in the mansion, the building his own father built centuries ago. Angel and Isaac had been born in this house, five generations of Salvatores had been born there too, and Angel was losing it.

“Mo ghra,” Simeon breathed out softly, and Angel collapsed in his mate’s arms, unable to stop the sobs from cracking him open. “I am so sorry, my love. So sorry.”

Angel cried like he hadn’t in years. Simeon held him in his strong arms and let him cry, safe in his embrace. Angel felt like hours passed before he was able to rein in the tears and breathe normally without a sob choking him.

Simeon wiped his eyes with his thumbs, cradling his face gently. “What do you need, Angel?”

“Sleep and answers.” His voice cracked and he shuddered out a wet breath. “I’m so fucking tired.”

“Everyone is asleep, my love,” Simeon said quietly. “Can we save questions for the daylight hours? You need sleep. You’ve had such a shock.”

A part of Angel wanted to run upstairs and blast the door to the guest room down and scream at his great-great-great grandfather. Where the hell had he been when Angel’s world ended?

Yet the scared boy who looked so very like Raine had stalled Angel’s anger. Leandro was a Salvatore, a little kid, and…

“Leandro is a necromancer, Simeon,” Angel croaked out, heart breaking all over again. Simeon’s eyes went wide and he stared down at Angel, as perfectly still as only a vampire could be. Angel tried to smile but failed, and he spoke aloud the only truth he understood in that moment. “Leandro is a Salvatore, a necromancer, and the High Council of Sorcery tried to kill his fathers and take him. It’s why the Council came to Boston despite me kicking them out—the Council was after the boy.”

“And they will have war before they take my son from me,” Ignacio growled, standing on the bottom step of the grand staircase.

Angel looked into the eyes of the man who looked like home and family and heartbreak and nodded once. “On that, we can agree.”
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Angel and Simeon will return in Book 6 of The Beacon Hill Sorcerer.

Want to see Iggy and Ash back in the late 1800s? Read Red Wine & Blood to be found in A History of Trouble Collection.

If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads. Reviews help other readers take a chance on indie authors like me. Thank you!
Happy reading,
Sheena Jolie (SJ)


Sign up for my newsletter at my website,
www.sjhimes.com


Join me on Patreon (Sheena Jolie)
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SJ Himes is the soon to be former pen name of author Sheena Jolie, who is working on figuring out who they are. Sheena enjoys writing LGBTQ+ urban, sci-fi, and epic fantasy romances and almost every single character is queer and that’s on purpose.
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