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Mourning the Morning After
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Angel

Pre-dawn, the light in his childhood bedroom was dim, casting a blue tinge upon everything that made his surroundings appear both surreal and dreamlike. Lights off, his eyes adjusted to the shadows and took from him some of the raw, chaotic pain that coursed through his mind and heart.

The mirror hanging on the wall inside the bathroom was taller and wider than Angel, as it had been for his entire life, and it was a bit odd to be staring into it again as a grown man. He hadn’t added much height since he stood before it last, though he had more muscles and the sleekness of youth had given way to solid maturity. Wearing nothing but silk pajama pants, chest and feet bare, Angel was no longer that boy. Everything was different, himself included.

Except the grief on his face. That was the same.

Though, the rage was new.

Angel squared his shoulders and eyed his reflection in the mirror, wondering if he could ditch the upcoming family meeting. He looked far too angry. Too tense.

And he was. Tense and angry. Enraged, really. He was finding it hard to think, torn between a rage so intense it left him breathless, and a grief so deep he struggled not to fracture, to fall to his knees screaming.

Lines etched around his mouth, shadows under his eyes. Even the enhanced resiliency gifted by the vampiric mate bond was struggling to withstand a sleepless night and devastating emotional turmoil.

His grandfather’s great-great-grandfather, Ignacio Salvatore, a dual affinity storm mage and a hero of the Blood Wars, was alive.

Ignacio Salvatore was alive.

Mated to a vampire.

Alive, and in the very mansion that Serano Salvatore, the founder of the Boston Salvatore Clan, built over two centuries earlier. A family estate that Angel inherited when his entire family except his little brother was brutally murdered when Angel was barely twenty.

The family histories painted Ignacio as a tall, broad-shouldered man with a combative nature and a rare dual affinity, making him a sorcerer of renown, even in a turbulent time of grand magic and epic duels, with infamous battle-mages and nefarious combatants on both sides of the conflict. The Blood Wars raged for centuries, carving up the city of Boston and the surrounding areas between the Salvatore and Macavoy clans. The Charles River acted as a natural border from which each clan drew territorial boundaries.

Ignacio was dubbed the Great Stormlord, a mage of inestimable power who led the Salvatore family for over thirty years until his purported death in his early fifties alongside his mother in a horrible clash with the now-extinct Melbournes, a practitioner clan allied with the Macavoys. The deaths of Ignacio and Astoria were a huge loss for the family at the time, even with Astoria and Ignacio destroying the Melbournes before they died. If the Macavoys hadn’t also been left reeling in defeat from the same clash that killed the Melbournes, the Salvatore clan would have been a vulnerable target and the family losses could have been even more devastating.

All that Angel grew up learning through family legends was rooted in truth; Ignacio radiated power and strength, a confidence that electrified the air around him, the embodiment of a storm. He was tall, handsome too, in a rugged way that was effortless and purely incidental, as Angel doubted Ignacio gave a single fuck about appearances beyond the basics deemed necessary by polite society. Ignacio’s return to Boston was an impossible chance to interact with the past, and a painful reminder of everything that Angel and Isaac lost over a decade earlier.

Every blink in the mirror left him haunted by flashes of the worst moment of his life.

A long-ago dawn broke over the estate grounds, corpses burning, ash sticking to sweat-damp skin and exposed viscera, blood dripping in a discordant shower of loss and horror. Silence was loud in his ears, screams faded into painful echoes and nothing, absolutely nothing, remained untouched by death. The images he rarely allowed himself to recall surged up from that barricaded place in his heart and soul, invading his waking mind and he closed his eyes, tears scalding his cheeks as they fell defiantly from his lashes.

Wiping the tears away, Angel sucked in a harsh breath, recognizing the signs of shock, and he shoved away from the counter in the bathroom and stumbled blindly into his childhood bedroom, stripped of everything but a bed and a new mattress covered in painfully familiar linens from his childhood.

Arms caught him, holding him safely against a hard chest and Angel clung to his mate, arms around Simeon’s neck, shuddering. Simeon held him through an indeterminable stretch of comfort and grief. Gone was the confident, jaded necromancer who destroyed any and all threats to his family and loved ones, as he was reduced once more to the traumatized, emotionally devastated twenty-year-old man suddenly orphaned and the sole guardian of his thirteen-year-old baby brother.

Angel didn’t cry in the days after the Salvatore Massacre. He was barely functional, and the only thing keeping him on his feet was Isaac. Days of dealing with the police, the coroners, government officials, family friends, remaining employees, acquaintances, and an unending stream of morbidly curious practitioners wondering how he killed so many vampires. The unspoken criticism and doubts were cloaked in shallow condolences, echoing his own guilt and shame—why didn’t you stop them before your whole family died?

Breathing through his mouth he struggled to rein in his riotous emotions and traitorous tears.

“Let it out, mo ghra,” Simeon gently ordered, and that gentleness broke the internal dam holding back his grief.

As he had not cried then—now, a decade and change older, in the loving arms of the immortal being bound to him for eternity, safe at last and ever more, a family of his own grown from the ashes—he cried now.

Brutal, harsh, a wrecking ball of pain.
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Simeon

Angel, his beloved mate, slept the remaining hours before dawn in Simeon’s arms on his childhood bed. A decent size, but not really comfortable for two adult-sized people, despite Angel lying more on Simeon than the bed itself. He shifted Angel so his mate lay atop him completely, no longer in danger of falling off the edge of the bed. Angel slept through it, exhausted.

For most of his long life, Simeon was a stranger to family drama, his own immediate mortal family long dead before his transition to the sentient undead. Simeon further avoided family dynamics when he killed his vampiric sire the same night he rose from his mortal grave. Simeon had no vampire siblings, at least that he knew of, and he doubted there were any, considering that none had come forward in the centuries since his Turning. Simeon was lucky to have survived those first few hours after he rose from his mortal grave—Constantine Batiste was thankfully there to catch him before the blood began to dry after he killed his sire in revenge. Any other newborn vampire would have likely gone feral or died, either by sunlight or killed by a mob of humans in self-defense.

Batiste quickly became the center of his world: family, clan, and Master in one. Over time, their dynamic changed and evolved as Simeon grew in strength and power of his own. Now his Master was a friend and brother more than anything else. It was a relationship he was grateful for, in more ways than one—being a part of Batiste’s bloodclan eventually brought him to Boston.

To Angel.

His true love.

Yet, family and the attendant dramas were unavoidable. Angel, Isaac, and young Daniel were beset by the traumas of their past, all flung into their faces by the unexpected arrival of a presumed-dead distant ancestor, his vampire mate, and their son.

Simeon did not personally know Ashwin Metcalfe, the vampire mate of Ignacio Salvatore, though his Master, Constantine Batiste, had a casual acquaintance with the Elizabethan-age vampire. For all that Simeon and Ashwin were contemporaries, both being turned within a half-century of each other in the same region of the world, they’d never crossed paths, though Simeon was familiar with the vampire’s name and history. Vampires had long lives, and it was hard to maintain anonymity within a species that had excellent memories and a fondness for idealizing their origins. That created a society focused on the past much more than the future, and not learning about other vampires was as difficult as preventing them from learning about him.

Vampires were history nerds and insatiable gossips.

How Ashwin Metcalfe managed to conceal the fact that he was mated to a Salvatore sorcerer of some renown, and that his mate was alive and thriving, was a mystery, and one Simeon was certain his Master would be curious to unravel. Even Simeon was curious, as Metcalfe had not been in hiding the last century since the supposed death of Ignacio Salvatore. And how they hid the existence of the child, Leandro, from the world, was an even bigger mystery.

They did not do a perfect job of it, though—hiding their son. The High Council chased them to the very steps of the Mansion in an attempt to kidnap the boy, so at some point, they’d learned of the child’s existence. Angel said the boy was a necromancer—and Angel would know.

Leandro was Ignacio’s son and that made for even more complicated family dynamics. All the Salvatores in the Americas were dead but for Angel, Isaac, and now Daniel after his adoption into the clan. Three scions remained from a family that once boasted dozens by blood or marriage. There were a few distant cousins several times removed with the surname in Europe, but none of any power or influence, but that information was over a decade old and might be wrong. Simeon did research on the Salvatores of Boston before Batiste decided to move the Bloodclan north from Richmond, and Simeon had focused his efforts on the main branch of the Salvatores, or what was left of them.

Angel stirred in his arms, heart rate increasing from the slow cadence of slumber. His scent deepened, teasing Simeon’s senses with the long-familiar aromas of cinnamon, smoke, and dragon scale. Simeon gently brushed his thumb along the soft skin of Angel’s jawline, carding his fingers through soft, thick hair and then doing it again as Angel slowly woke.

“Mo ghra?” Simeon kept his voice low, gentle. “Are you awake?”

“Nooo,” Angel breathed out before grumbling, “asleep.”

Simeon chuckled, continuing his petting, holding Angel firmly in his arms with a gentle squeeze, making Angel tighten his arms in response, snuggling closer.

The curtains in the room were pulled shut, keeping out the midday sun. The Mansion was not bespelled yet to be safe for vampires. The Invitational magic that kept vampires out of a human’s home was not yet strong enough for Angel’s specialized spellwork to anchor within to make it safe for Invited vampires to stand in sunlight.

Daniel might have been able to do it, as he had moved into the Mansion and was calling it home, but the fledgling was no longer human. His body and nature were changed to be closer to that of his new mate and husband, Rory. The Invitational magic was a human one, a natural magic that occurred when a human came to call a place home and was reinforced by an emotional connection on a subconscious level. It could not be rushed, faked, or simulated, and there was not a human mortal in the Mansion that could cast the spells needed to prevent their vampiric family members from combusting when exposed to unfiltered sunlight through the many large windows in the Mansion. With Daniel’s transformation, his Invitational magics ceased, as he was no longer human.

It made traveling through the large building…interesting, at times, during the day. Simeon moved fast enough that a stray beam of sunlight wouldn’t do anything, and Master Batiste was strong enough to withstand several minutes of sunlight without harm. Perhaps even more, if Isaac’s affinity spared him a burn from the light through their soulbond. He wondered idly if his master had tried it yet. Even with his speed, Simeon was resistant for a few moments to direct sunlight, a new development since his bonding with Angel. He did not want to test it beyond the few seconds he had already experienced. Sunlight burns were extraordinarily painful, and even the slightest burn hurt like hell until it healed.

Simeon heard the sounds of people moving about in the cavernous home, not far from Angel’s childhood bedroom. Isaac and Constantine were not staying in the house—Isaac was uncomfortable at the prospect and so Constantine took his mate home to the Tower every night via The Way Between or a clan limo. Daniel and Rory were not far down the hall in Isaac’s old childhood bedroom, but Simeon was not expecting them to be out of the room all that much, as it was the day after their wedding.

The unexpected arrival of the long-lost Salvatore scion and his small family threw a hiccup into their immediate plans, though Simeon doubted that Angel would let anything deprive his beloved Daniel of his honeymoon.

A soft chirp from the hall had Simeon smiling, despite the current emotional upheaval his mate and their family were experiencing. A scramble of claws on wood and then the door swung open, Eroch tumbling into the room with a series of thumps and loud chirps. Angel stirred at the ruckus his dragon made, and he sat up on Simeon’s lap with a disgruntled expression and a low groan.

“Fuck,” Angel breathed out, running a hand through his hair and pushing the strands back from his eyes. He squinted at Eroch, who was dramatically rolling across the floor trying to catch his tail, and then down at Simeon. “I should not have fallen back asleep. I’m gonna be all messed up today.”

“I can help you sleep tonight if need be,” Simeon offered with a slight smile. He shifted enough to lean back on the headboard, keeping Angel firmly on his lap, both hands on Angel’s trim waist. “How are you feeling?”

“Eyes are sore, and my face hurts from crying,” Angel answered honestly, and Simeon rubbed a hand up and down his mate’s back a few times, trying to soothe the raw edge of emotion that threaded through Angel’s voice. Angel leaned into him, head falling to Simeon’s shoulder. “A bit less emotionally fragile. I needed that.”

Simeon pressed a kiss to Angel’s forehead, lingering, breathing in his scent. “Anything you need, mo ghra.”

“Anyone else up yet?” Angel asked quietly, snuggling against his chest.

“I hear the newlyweds moving about, but I’m ignoring them as best I can,” Simeon informed his mate, and Angel snorted in amusement. “Dame Fontaine is still abed, and the child is awake as well, though he’s still in the suite with his fathers.” Simeon focused a bit more in the direction of the guest suite the older soulbonded pair were given the night before. “Ashwin is with his son, as best I can tell. We’re of an age, so he’s powerful enough to hide from me if he feels the need.”

Simeon heard a soft chuckle, impossible for humans to hear at this distance; then the soft whisper of a loving father to a nervous son. “We aren’t waking up anyone, Elder Simeon and Cousin Angel are already awake.” A pause, then more whispering. “Jet lag is why we’re awake so early, our bodies got used to another time zone and think it’s later in the day than it is locally.” More anxious whispers. “Let Papá sleep some more, and we can get some breakfast.” Simeon heard one last whisper from the boy, and then Ashwin answered his son, soft and kind and wonderfully patient. “No, I don’t think Cousin Angel is going to be mad if we get you something to eat.”

Simeon withdrew his senses and distantly heard Ashwin and his young son leave the suite and head toward the stairs. “Ashwin and his son are heading for the kitchen,” Simeon shared. “The fledgling is hungry.”

Angel sighed quietly, then stiffened in alarm, and he sat back up and looked down at Simeon, wide-eyed. “The staircase is in full sunlight by now.”

Angel rolled off of Simeon and grabbed the robe hanging off the back of the door, throwing it on before yanking open the door and sprinting into the hall.


Breakfast Conversations
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Angel

Angel ran toward the central staircase, hoping to reach it before the vampire and his son got caught in the sunlight that filled the staircase every cloud-free morning. The windows on the second-floor landing overlooked the gardens and the ocean to the east, and the garden was lit golden at the tops of the tallest trees and bushes. The house was tall enough that its shadow cast the front lawn, which faced west, in darkness even as the sun crested the horizon over the ocean.

Ashwin and Leandro were hand-in-hand at the end of the hall before it opened into the staircase and they turned to watch his hurried approach. The light was bright enough that Angel blinked in discomfort as he reached the staircase.

The angle of the rising sun mostly focused on the upper reaches of the underside of the stairs heading to the third floor and the tops of the walls, a few inches from forcing Ashwin to duck. Both were startled at his sudden, rushed appearance from the hall, both dressed for the day already. Ashwin gave him a wide smile in greeting, though his eyes were guarded, and Leandro held tightly to his father’s hand and inched a bit behind his shoulder, shy and skittish.

Angel stopped his headlong rush and tied his robe, catching his breath. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you. I haven’t warded the house for sunlight yet, so I wanted to make sure you could get to the kitchen safely.”

“Warded for sunlight?” Ashwin asked, a bit incredulous. He glanced toward the huge windows in the landing, squinting as if trying to see the wards and runes Angel usually deployed in his own home to safeguard his vampire family members. “How do you mean?”

“Oh,” Angel took a moment to gather his thoughts. He wasn’t sure how to interact with Ashwin or Leandro—they were technically family, but he wasn’t sure of them or himself, really. His rage wasn’t directed at either of them.

Usually, making windows safe for vampires took meticulous and expensive spells woven into manufactured glass built to filter the radiant magic inherent in sunlight that was inimical to the sentient undead. The glass panes of the Mansion were most definitely not the thick, gray-hued monstrosities frequently seen in buildings used predominantly by vampires, like the Tower.

Angel moved a bit closer so he wasn’t speaking too loudly, not wanting to risk waking Ignacio or bothering the newlyweds, who were a few doors down. “I meld the Invitational magics with wards designed to reflect radiant magics, letting UV rays through, but not the radiant magics that burn the sentient undead. Far more effective than the commercial glass available on the market. I crafted it myself to keep my mate safe.”

A thin brow went up in surprise, and Ashwin gave him a quick smile as sharp as the fangs on his upper jaw. “A Salvatore to the core, indeed. Are the Invitational magics not strong enough for you to craft such a wonder?”

Ashwin’s accent was vibrant and effusive, delightfully crisp, and Angel found himself a bit charmed by the vampire. Not magically—vampires could and did Charm susceptible mortals—but by his manner and speech. Angel had to remind himself what they were talking about.

Angel shook his head once, grimacing a bit. “The Mansion has been empty since…” Angel coughed into his fist, and Ashwin’s expression shifted to one of sympathy and understanding as Angel continued. “Daniel lives here full time, now, but…”

“Ah,” Ashwin murmured softly. “He’s no longer human, so he no longer creates the magic needed to lay the foundation for your sunlight wards. You need a human practitioner who calls this place home to cast the spell.”

Angel nodded and gestured to the stairs. The floor of the landing was clear, still in shadow, though the sun was steadily encroaching down the walls, and the ambient light was bright enough that it might be uncomfortable for the vampire to attempt to head downstairs. “The servants’ stairs in the south wing are in shadow all day; they should be safe until I can get the windows warded.”

Angel glanced at Leandro, making sure to keep his expression kind so as not to scare the boy.

The whole time Angel spoke with his father, Leandro stared with an intensity Angel found a bit unsettling, but the boy didn’t bother him. Well, not because the kid was staring outright—Angel supposed if he was Ignacio’s son, then that made the boy Angel’s many-times great uncle, or something. The boy was a Salvatore by blood, that much Angel knew just by looking at him, never mind how the estate wards had let the boy through the night before without issue. He had the same coloring, set to the eyes, thick, dark hair, and jawline. In fact, he reminded Angel very strongly of himself as a boy at that age. The child was ten or eleven from the looks of it, though Angel was afraid to ask specifically, fearing the answer and the emotions it might dredge up.

“At my age, I’m used to avoiding the sun,” Ashwin replied. Angel was not an Anglophile by any means, but he thought Ashwin sounded like the quintessential refined Englishman, despite the family records listing Ashwin as a poor actor from the peasantry in the late 1500s. The records placed him as a native Londoner, too; that part was probably accurate. “It’s been a long time since I was in this house—I usually jumped over the side of the stairs to avoid the light instead of making the staff nervous by using their spaces. I told Andie a bit about this place before we came.”

Leandro tugged on Ashwin’s arm, looking up at his father. “Da, I told you I’m not a baby anymore.” It was whisper-yelled in the way only kids were adept at, and Angel’s brows went up in amusement when Ashwin exhaled heavily in exaggerated exasperation. The boy spoke English with an accent that mirrored his vampire father, too. It spoke of a life abroad, for the boy to carry his father’s English accent.

“Apologies, fledgling.” Ashwin ran a hand over the boy’s thick black hair, using the vampire term of endearment for a beloved child. “He’s recently decided to go by Leo instead of Andie, as he’s almost a teenager and teenagers don’t have baby names. Andie is his childhood nickname.”

Angel took a guess and asked the boy, “Is that because Leo is short for Leandro?”

The boy nodded decisively but didn’t answer Angel, instead tugging on Ashwin again. “Da, I want to jump down with you. You said we could.”

“No one here but us now if you’d rather take the stairs,” Angel gestured toward the opposite hall that connected the other wing of the building to the original main structure that housed the impressive central staircase and foyer. “Hasn’t been staff here since, well, you know.”

Ashwin hugged his son around the shoulders and gave Angel a soft smile. “I do know, and I am so sorry.” He paused, rubbing Leandro’s shoulder for a moment, clearly thinking through what to say. “I’d prefer Iggy to be with us when we answer the questions you have, if that’s alright.”

Angel looked at Leandro for a swift second and nodded, somehow protective of a boy he didn’t know existed the day before. A Salvatore was a Salvatore, at least to Angel. And the child was innocent, wanted breakfast, and deserved a life free from the miseries and burdens of adults. “Breakfast is on the agenda, for now. Family meeting after lunch.”

Ashwin gave him a grateful smile and a sharp nod, then spoke to his son. “We’ll jump down this once. You’ll need to run ahead into the kitchen and shut the blinds before I come in to cook breakfast, alright?” Leandro nodded seriously, eyes wide. Ashwin rubbed a hand over his son’s head in a loving touch. “Good, then after we eat I’ll show you the stairs I’ll be using during the day. That way you know what routes to take if you need to find me.”

“I’ll order some curtains to fit the windows in the landing so it’ll be safer going forward,” Angel said quickly, not wanting the boy to be kept from his father by the lack of sunlight protection in the Mansion. They needed to find a way to get the sunlight wards in place and soon. “And I’ll make sure to close the curtains in the foyer before the afternoon sun lights it up.”

The grateful smile on the boy’s face was heartbreakingly familiar to Angel, and he took the lance of pain to his heart without giving away anything on his face. Ashwin gently hoisted Leandro up on his hip with one arm, neatly showing off his vampiric strength, and then adroitly jumped over the railing of the stairs heading to the ground floor. The vampire landed lightly on his feet in the shadows near the hall that led to the rear of the house and the kitchen. Leandro giggled loudly, and the sound echoing in the foyer made Angel smile wide in pleased surprise.

Angel listened as Leandro ran ahead down the hall to the kitchen, calling back to his father in what sounded like a fluid mix of Spanish and English as he went about finding all the blinds in the kitchen.

He couldn’t recall the last time a child’s laughter was heard in the Mansion.

[image: image-placeholder]

Angel

After retreating to his room and getting cleaned up for the day, Angel left Simeon in the main library with a good book. He was thankful that Simeon was old enough, and their mate bond strong enough, that brief exposures to sunlight weren’t enough to harm him as he traveled through the Mansion during the day. Simeon was old enough as well that the midday lethargy that affected younger vampires didn’t hold him back.

Vampires did not need sleep like humans—Angel was exhausted, both from the wedding and the reception the night before and the long, sleepless hours after his ancestor’s unexpected arrival. An hour or two sleeping in Simeon’s arms after dawn was only enough to take the heavy edge off his exhaustion, and he hoped for things to remain calm enough for decent rest tonight. Doubtful, but he could hope.

His phone was full of missed calls and voicemails from O’Malley, the detective who was his liaison with the Boston Police Department back in Beacon Hill. The local cops, the forensic crews, and the coroners left in the small hours of the morning after cleaning up the cars and bodies. The Council enforcers failed to stop Ignacio and Ashwin from reaching safety at the Salvatore estate, and battered vehicles and lightning-struck corpses had lined the ditch and service road in front of the Mansion at the edge of the wards.

Angel entered the foyer after one last fond glance at his mate, and he mentally girded himself and dialed O’Malley. The gruff tones of the misanthropic detective came before the first ring even finished on Angel’s end. “More dead bodies?”

Angel chuckled soundlessly, shaking his head as he walked slowly across the foyer, heading for the bench in front of the piano, taking a seat, and crossing his ankles, one arm on the closed lid over the keys. “Not unless the locals missed a body in the ditch,” Angel replied, though not as snarky as usual. He was too tired. “Just returning your many, many calls.”

James O’Malley was a rough man in his late fifties, though far more open-minded than most assumed before getting to know him. He was entirely mundane, not an ounce of magical or supernatural blood in him, and had been a cop since before Angel was born. He was the only person in the Boston Police Department with any kind of common sense in dealing with the many supernatural communities that resided in the Greater Boston area.

“There’s some important people who wanna talk to you,” O’Malley said, with all the delivery of someone getting the bad news out of the way first. “They’re concerned about another Blood War.”

Angel sighed quietly, staring at the stone floor, the cool air of the foyer seeping through his clothes. It might be the height of summer, but the majority-stone makeup of the grand entrance kept the temperatures rather chilly. He took his time thinking of a reply, O’Malley patiently waiting on the other end of the line. He heard sipping—O’Malley was a coffee man and went through a dozen cups a day.

“The High Council wants power. And the only way they know how to get it is through murder, coercion, and violence. I will defend my family. My clan.”

“That’s what the higher-ups are afraid of,” O’Malley grumbled, though he was more resigned than judgmental. Angel was well aware of his own reputation. He met violence with violence and never backed down from a conflict. Some old habits were worth keeping.

“Who exactly wants to talk to me?” Angel asked, more out of curiosity than anything else. He wasn’t worried about being arrested or charged with anything, not by the humans, at least. Mundane human governments tended to stay out of practitioners’ affairs unless humans were in the line of fire. Another conflict like the Blood Wars or on an even larger scale was more than enough to stir the human authorities into taking action. At the moment, it was small-scale actions and silence from the High Council, who had yet to make a public statement, or respond to government inquiries from the U.S. and Massachusetts State Departments.

“Some Feds with fancy badges from some alphabet agencies, and some people from the U.S. State Department,” O’Malley replied, and Angel heard the creaking of the detective’s chair in the background as O’Malley shifted his weight. “There’s a handful of suits in the conference room drinking expensive coffee and shouting into their phones.”

“No one aside from you has called me,” Angel mused, though that was to be expected. Only a few people outside his family had his personal number, and even fewer would share it.

“A fancy suit by the name of Samuel Kenzie demanded your number and I took great pleasure in telling him to fuck off. I scared the rest into the conference room before I called ya.” O’Malley said with glee, his Southie accent in full force. Angel cracked a smile. “Captain wants them out of his precinct. He’s not happy.”

And an unhappy police captain was probably making all his officers unhappy, too.

“For you, Detective James O’Malley, I’ll meet with these suits. Make it clear I won’t be making promises—this is just to hear their concerns. Nothing more.”

“Good enough,” O’Malley said. “Let me know when and where as soon as you can.”

“I will,” Angel said, and O’Malley hung up without any fanfare. Angel put his phone on the top of the piano and leaned into the priceless antique, thinking about options.

His eyes strayed over the vast emptiness of the foyer, the chandeliers once more dark and pulled up into the rafters, no signs that they were recently lit and in full view for the wedding. Aside from the upholstered benches and heavy chairs pulled out from places around the house, now clustered in front of one of the unlit hearths, and the grand piano where Angel sat, the foyer was empty. Not even a coat rack—though to be fair, he never recalled ever seeing a coat rack in the foyer in his childhood. The butlers and footmen had taken care of all that.

His eyes skipped over the doors nearest to the front door, out of habit, but in his exhausted state, he found himself lacking the energy to pretend the doors were part of the wall.

Three doors marked the core rooms of the Mansion: the main library, the formal dining room, and a slightly smaller room that served as his grandfather’s study. The fourth and last was the formal parlor—what his family once called the great room, overlooking the front lawns—used to receive guests in prior centuries and turned into a general hang-out space for more recent generations of the family to use when not in their private quarters.

His grandparents, in particular, spent the mornings having breakfast not in the charming nook in the kitchen, but in the parlor, sitting at a small table for two at one of the grand windows on the far wall that opened onto a stone balcony overlooking the sea-grass dunes and stunted pines past the immaculate green lawns. Angel ate on the run in his teenage years, sneaking late snacks in the kitchen from the indulgent night staff.

He had fond memories of racing down the central staircase, jogging across the expansive foyer, slipping into the parlor, and getting an affectionate scolding from his grandmother for running in the house. A soft kiss on his cheek, the rose perfume in her curly hair staying with him as he got a smile and brief hug from his grandfather, who smelled of tea and leather, before hurrying out the door to do something pressing….

“Angel,” Simeon was suddenly standing beside him, and Angel instinctively checked his mate over from head to toe, looking for burns from the sunlight.

Simeon was unharmed, and the faint smile on his lips said that Angel’s concern did not go unnoticed. Simeon sat beside him on the piano bench, and Angel moved so he could rest against his mate, head on Simeon’s shoulder. The piano was not in direct sunlight, and Simeon was old enough that the indirect light where they sat didn’t hurt him.

“I heard your call with O’Malley,” Simeon said. Angel hummed, thoughts occupied with haunting recollections and remembered aches. Simeon rested his cheek on Angel’s head, arm coming up to wrap around his waist.

“I’ll get back to him after the family meeting,” Angel murmured. “Things are about to get crazy.”

A kiss landed in his hair, making him smile. “Things have been crazy for a while, my love. We’re together—it’ll be alright.”
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Angel

All the blinds were down in the kitchen, and the recessed lights in the ceiling and under the cabinets along the counters were turned on full. It was still the kitchen of his youth, aside from the new appliances he had put in earlier in the month when Daniel moved into the Mansion.

Seeing Leandro perched on a tall barstool at the island, drinking a glass of milk while his father cooked at the range, made him pause in the doorway, watching. Déjà vu was intense, and he had to look down at the floor to dismiss the images of a young Isaac doing much the same when they were children. Angel was seven years older than his little brother, and the gap kept them from being playmates for most of their youth. Angel had been driven—by expectations from himself and his family—and he had little time for his baby brother when Isaac was Leandro’s age. Being the first necromancer in the family since the founder of their line at the height of the Blood Wars meant Angel was destined for battle. His affinity arose at the very tender age of ten, and his training began in earnest at the same time. He rarely had time to spend bonding with his father that wasn’t spent on training.

Leandro, while reminding Angel of Isaac, perhaps had more in common with Angel. His affinity was rising, not quite in full bloom, but slowly unfurling like a flower—most affinities came to practitioners in their late teens and early twenties, with twenty being the average. A preteen child coming into a death affinity had a hard road ahead of them, no matter who their family was—and a Salvatore on top of it. Yet here this boy was, enjoying the quiet morning, watching his father cook breakfast. It made Angel feel both nostalgic and a bit happy; a part of him was glad a Salvatore necromancer had the chance to grow up slowly.

As slowly as a conflict with the High Council would allow, at least. Angel was willing to do anything to make sure his new family member got to keep his childhood.

Ashwin clocked him immediately, standing in the doorway from the servant’s hall, but said nothing, only nodding politely before returning to cooking eggs at the range. Leandro turned on his stool and shyly waved at Angel, and Angel was knocked from his memories at the gesture.

“Hello again,” Angel warmly greeted Leandro, walking into the kitchen and heading for the coffee station on the same counter as the range. The kitchen was quite large—range, dual ovens, broiler, coffee station, double-basin sink on the outside wall overlooking the gardens, the island in the center with another sink, two dishwashers, and lots of seating with bar stools for half a dozen people.

The interior wall was more of a butler’s pantry setup, with counters free of the appliances hidden away in the numerous cabinets, along with heirloom china and antique serving sets. The far side of the kitchen had steel tables meant for catering staff and servers to plate and prepare food—the gas range had twelve burners of various sizes, meant to cook food for over two dozen people on any given day. It was the only appliance Angel didn’t replace when he updated the Mansion for his former apprentice.

The breakfast nook was on the nearer side of the rectangular room—a place for the staff to sit and eat in between their duties. It was a recessed seating area made of two deep booth benches, a long wooden table between them, the benches covered in thick padding and leather, the table polished to a high sheen and covered in marks from generations of servants.

Angel made himself a cup of coffee, forgoing his usual Earl Grey tea. He needed the extra punch from coffee, running on limited sleep. Simeon entered the kitchen and Angel joined him at the island, both of them sitting off to the side so as not to crowd the boy. When neither Simeon nor Angel made a comment to Leandro about him sitting and waiting for food, the kid went back to avidly watching his father cook.

“Breakfast, Angelus?” Ashwin asked over his shoulder, stirring the eggs in a large skillet. Toast waited on a plate beside the range, already buttered.

“You don’t need to cook for me, I can manage,” Angel replied between sips of his coffee. “And just Angel, please. Angelus is for people I actively dislike.”

Ashwin threw him a sharp, lightning-quick smile over his shoulder before deftly plating the scrambled eggs, turning gracefully on one foot and leaning over far enough to push the plate across the island, sliding it to a perfect stop in front of his son. Without missing a beat, Ashwin found the drawer with the everyday silverware and gave Leandro a fork.

“Por qué papá no come con nosotros?” Leo asked as he dug into the food and shoveled a big bite into his mouth, eating in the way only growing children could. His accent when he spoke was indistinguishable from a native Spanish speaker to Angel’s limited experience, and he figured that Leandro grew up speaking it as much as English.

“In English, mijo,” Ashwin replied. “Papá has jetlag, and he also hasn’t slept in a few days. We’re letting him sleep in for a bit.”

Ashwin wiped the skillet out with a clean paper towel and returned it to the heat. The vampire went to the huge fridge Angel bought the week before and opened one of the doors, finding the bacon wrapped in butcher paper and the remaining eggs. He then went about finding a baking tray, all with smooth confidence and far too quickly for a person unfamiliar with the kitchen layout.

“Is that Spanish?” Angel asked the boy, though he knew it was, as his own mother had been Spanish and taught him the basics of the language growing up. He rarely had chances to use it, and English was the primary language spoken in the Mansion growing up, despite most of the family being taught Spanish and Italian from a young age.

Leandro nodded enthusiastically while chewing on his toast. “I know Spanish and Italian and English and a little bit of Portuguese and….”

“Chew, mijo,” Ashwin chided gently with a fond smile. “Chew and swallow before talking.”

Leandro grumped a bit but he chewed his food as ordered, and Angel smiled behind his coffee as he took a sip. “That’s impressive, Leo. I know Spanish and Italian too, so if you want to use them instead of English, that’s fine.”

“Da says my English needs improb…no…” Leo frowned hard, brows lowered as he sought out the word he wanted. “Improvement! I need to improve my English.”

“Up until last week we lived in Spain,” Ashwin supplied. “And he went to school where English was taught as a secondary language, so he grew up with Spanish first. And Iggy speaks fluent Italian, so we’re a trilingual family these days. I had to play catch-up just to make sure my two favorite men weren’t riding roughshod over me.”

Leo giggled a bit at the gentle teasing from his vampire father.

Bacon on the tray and in one of the ovens, and putting the skillet on low heat, Ashwin went about making more toast and retrieving the various jams and butter as well. He quickly had plates and water glasses sliding smoothly across the marble top of the island, neatly stopping in front of Angel. He was distracted by the near-hypnotic method Ashwin had for cooking, watching the vampire deftly catch toast as the slices sprang up out of the toaster, piling them on a serving platter with butter and jam.

“Papá gets grumpy from jetlag,” Leandro offered out of the blue, looking directly at Angel with wide eyes. “Da says it’s a human thing, but I don’t get it.”

“You were practically born traveling, fledgling,” Ashwin teased his son as he cracked some eggs into a bowl. “Your father is a bit older, and he didn’t fly on a plane across multiple time zones until the 1960s.”

“Papá is super old,” Leandro said like he was sharing a secret. His eggs were gone and the voracious bite he took of his toast reminded Angel of Isaac eating everything when he was a teenager.

“I’m centuries older than your father,” Ashwin said with a chuckle. “And stop calling him old, he’s as spry as the day I met him. You’ll make him grumble about the silver in his hair again if he hears you.”

The way Leo grinned at his father’s words made it clear that the elder Salvatore grumbled about his gray hairs often.

Angel was both deeply fascinated and frustrated at the banter between father and son—he had so many questions, but interrogating Ashwin with Leandro present was not something he wanted to do. And Ashwin was right—he was centuries older than Ignacio, despite appearing in his early twenties while Ignacio looked like he was in his early forties. Angel knew from the family histories that Ignacio was in his early fifties when he supposedly passed—so either the mate bond slowed his aging, or it managed to reverse it by a decade or more.

“Da says you’re old too,” Leandro said, leaning forward on the island to look past Angel at Simeon.

“Your Da and I are of an age,” Simeon replied in his deep rumble, patient and not at all condescending like many adults would be with a child asking intrusive questions. His Irish accent was smooth and deep, charming the boy, going by his wide smile at hearing it. “Compared to you, we’re both very old indeed.”

That made Leandro giggle and he went back to eating his toast, legs swinging under the stool.


A Hungry Dragon
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Angel

Simeon and Ashwin both looked simultaneously toward the door to the kitchen from the servants’ hall, heralding the arrival of someone else better than any announcement. Angel pulled the plate of food Ashwin had just given him closer, grabbing his fork and pretending to eat.

Leandro hopped down from his seat and ran to greet his father as he walked into the kitchen. Ignacio eagerly grabbed his son up in a huge hug, lifting the boy off his feet. Leo wrapped skinny arms around his father’s neck and held on tightly, the big man easily bearing his weight, pressing his face into his son’s hair and closing his eyes.

Dressed in yesterday’s clothing, without the billowing greatcoat, Ignacio Salvatore was an imposing figure even with rumpled creases in his shirt and pants and tired eyes. Dressed almost head to toe in black, intimidating black combat boots with rough black denim jeans and a dark-gray t-shirt that stretched over broad shoulders, and his long black hair tied back at the nape of his neck, Ignacio was a mix of imposing muscle-bound biker and romantic novel hero, complete with the brooding attitude.

“Buongiorno, mio caro figlio,” Ignacio murmured in Italian, swaying Leandro so his feet swung a bit, the boy laughing. A deep chuckle rumbled up in answer and Ignacio gently set his son back on his feet, one big hand sweeping back Leandro’s thick black hair from his brow, as if checking that the injury from the night before was truly gone.

“How are you feeling, tesoro?”

“I’m good, Papá. Señor Rory made it all better,” Leo declared, grabbing his father’s hand and tugging him toward the island. “I already ate so you can have my seat.”

With far more grace than Angel expected from such a formidable man, Ignacio let his small son manhandle him onto the stool, and Ashwin gave his mate a soft smile, going around the end of the island to briefly embrace Ignacio in greeting. Angel looked away, not wanting to intrude, feeling again a powerful sense of déjà vu—August Remington and Angel’s father, Raine, would greet each other in a similar fashion if apart for longer than a few hours.

Angel focused on his food and pretended he was elsewhere, Simeon a reassuring presence at his side. His mate made no move to get a blood bag from the freezer, likely not hungry. Simeon fed from him earlier in the week and didn’t need to feed again for a while—once their bond solidified, Simeon needed to feed less, both in volume and frequency, and Angel was able to safely sustain his mate. Simeon, of course, indulged in a blood bag if necessary. Angel had no problem with his mate drinking from a blood donor at the Tower. Fed was best—he refused to deny his mate sustenance, even if it came from someone else’s wrist. It was Simeon himself who abstained from availing the blood donors of their services, though they did compromise—Simeon promised to drink from a donor if injured or desperate to feed and Angel was not present or able to provide for him.

“Good morning.”

Angel forced himself to look up from his plate, swallowing the suddenly tasteless food, nodding to Ignacio before speaking. “Morning.” His voice cracked and he went back to drinking his coffee. Simeon put a hand on his shoulder, and Angel relaxed a smidge. He wasn’t alone.

Tension rode across his shoulders, and he took a drink of coffee, hoping to ease his nerves. He had no idea what to say or do. Without an immediate threat in front of him, Angel was at a loss. How did one talk to a man long thought to be dead? A family legend who was nowhere to be found when his descendants were murdered in a mass killing that took over a hundred lives?

Ashwin broke the awkwardness by sliding another sheet of bacon into the oven, setting the timer, and cleaning up after his son, neatly taking the used plates and utensils. He refilled Leo’s glass with milk and the boy climbed onto the stool between Ignacio and Angel, and Angel was glad of the buffer the boy gave him, and he tried not to feel guilty about it.

“Another sheet of bacon might be in order,” Simeon said to Ashwin, tipping his head in the direction of the front of the Mansion, and a thick lock of auburn hair fell over his emerald eyes. “The wee beastie has an appetite to rival a growing boy.”

“I’ve never fed a dragon before, but I’ll take your word for it,” Ashwin replied, putting the last of the bacon on another baking sheet and sliding that in the oven as well.

Angel heard Eroch coming before he saw his adopted dragon-child. Eroch never did anything quietly, and since he’d gained over fifty pounds of weight and several inches in height, length, and width in his first growth spurt since Angel broke the geas and claimed him, Eroch was in an awkward, gangly stage of growth.

He abandoned his breakfast, no longer hungry, and slid off his stool just in time to catch an armful of exuberant dragon. Eroch was all wings and long, whip-like tail—and heavy enough to make Angel wince and fall backward into Simeon. His mate caught them both, and kept Angel from landing on his ass on the floor.

“Easy, kiddo,” Angel groaned, ribs aching from the impact.

Eroch was hard to hold onto—no longer the tiny cat-sized baby dragon Angel was used to—his growth spurt was dramatic, and happening far faster than Angel expected. From the sidhe twins he learned it was due to the fact that he was effectively feeding the dragon through a bond he’d mistaken for a familiar bond—dragons were raised in a communal nest by the most powerful dragon in a dynasty, feeding the egglings magic along a brooding bond, in conjunction with fresh meat. The more magic a young dragon had access to, the faster and larger they grew. Eroch was the only eggling in Angel’s care—the only one in the nest, as it were—and so he benefited from a constant flow of nearly unlimited magic.

Hence the dramatic growth spurt. And the appetite that came with it.
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Eroch

His brood-father smelled of sadness and anger, the two most prevalent scents in the kitchen, aside from delicious bacon. Why Angel was sad was a mystery; one he would solve once he had some bacon. Angel was never sad when Eroch gave him attention.

No longer able to climb onto Angel’s shoulder and survey his surroundings from that familiar perch, Eroch instead climbed up the legs of the wooden stool, and then onto the flat seat, tail and wings hanging off the edge, with his tail nearly to the floor. He was still adjusting to his new size, but he was enjoying the additional bacon goodness. Much bacon!

Angel slid a plate in front of him, and then put a cloth napkin underneath so it hung off the edge of the island above the stool. He chirped in question, tilting his head.

“In case you spill or drop anything,” Angel said. “You’re old enough to learn table manners, and part of that is being neat while you eat. Ashwin is making you some more bacon, but you can finish my plate while you wait. Do you want hot chocolate or tea?”

Hot chocolate! He chirped once for his first choice, and Angel gave him a soft smile and a scratch under his chin. Angel went around the island to the machine that made the yummy drinks. Simeon sat again on his own stool, but ran a cold hand across Eroch’s face and down his neck, scratching the spots that were always itchy now that he was growing so quickly. He churred and rubbed his jaw along Simeon’s hand in a quick greeting before attacking the food on the plate, his belly rumbling in hunger.

Eroch finished the food on the plate as Angel fixed his drink, and he looked curiously at the newcomers in the room while he waited.

The big human male smelled like Angel and Isaac—magic and power, and the same blood. The eggling, the young human, smelled like the older human, who was probably his sire. The magic that hummed through stone and wood in the den knew them—knew them well enough that the home of Angel’s family hummed happily, their presence as welcome as Eroch’s nestmates Isaac and Daniel.

Eroch had slept through their arrival in the night, and when he awoke in the early morning to some aches in his joints, the big den smelled of them and the violence that followed them to the Mansion. Eroch had slipped out of the huge stone home and patrolled the skies, flying low on the winds coming off the ocean in the early morning hours, his awkward wings eased by the strong currents helping to keep him aloft.

The scents of blood and death were heavy in the air in the front field near the roadway, the vehicles abandoned where they’d stopped, just outside the wards. Near the front of Angel’s territory the wards were complicated and had many different layers, but the magic was nothing to Eroch, who lazily cut through the wards as he glided over the property, letting his nose fill in the events he’d missed while sleeping.

Angel was adept at defending his territory and did so with lethal results. Eroch was proud of his brood-father.

The coldhunter mated to the older human male opened the oven and Eroch inhaled the delicious aroma of bacon, his tail smacking against the wooden legs of the stool. He waited as patiently as he could for the bacon to be plated and slid across the island to him, the coldhunter smiling wide, revealing fangs, but not in an unfriendly manner. He twitched his tail, and puffed out a thin stream of smoke in thanks before diving into his bacon.

The eggling stared, leaning into his sire and intently peering at Eroch with wide, fascinated eyes. Egglings always stared at him thusly—he didn’t mind. They knew how awesome he was.

Angel came back, carrying a wide, deep mug that was more like a bowl and filled with chocolate goodness. Steam rose from the frothed surface, and Eroch swallowed a chunk of bacon before dipping his snout in the hot liquid and slurping up the drink.

“How hot is that?” the coldhunter asked incredulously. He was open in his curiosity even as he cooked for his mate, one eye on the stove and the sizzling pans.

“Just short of boiling,” Angel answered matter-of-factly. “He’s a dragon—high temps aren’t an issue. Unless it’s cold, then he complains.”

The coldhunter chuckled. “I’d complain over cold hot chocolate, too.”

Angel leaned into Simeon, who wrapped an arm around him and pressed a kiss to his temple. A hint of happiness came from Angel at the affection from his mate, and Eroch churred in encouragement. He liked it when Angel was happy. Angel gave him a tiny smile, running a hand down his back between his wings, the touch warm and gentle.

Hot chocolate gone too soon, Eroch licked his lips and inhaled the remainder of the bacon in seconds. The plate was empty, and no more was forthcoming. He was still hungry. He chirped, nudging the empty plate toward Angel.

Simeon spoke. “He’s too large now for such simple fare. He needs heartier meals. He has fangs and claws for hunting living prey. Bacon is falling short of sustaining our young dragon.”

Angel hummed, frowning a bit as he thought. “There might be some steaks in the fridge. Whole chickens in the freezer?”

Eroch was ready to hop off the stool and go hunting in the fridge, but Angel beat him to it with a stern look and a pointed finger to remain where he was. “I’ll call some butchers and see about getting some larger portions delivered. Until then, I’ll start thawing out what’s in the freezer. No hunting for snacks yourself, young dragon.”

Eroch pouted, but listened to his brood-father…for now.


A Wolf in Mage's Clothing
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Angel

Milly was a welcome distraction from the issues of feeding a growing dragon and interacting with formerly assumed dead relatives appearing from the past. She hugged him hard, his sides creaking in complaint. “Milly, need to breathe.”

“Shush,” she ordered him, squeezing harder for a second. “Let me love on you.”

He snorted in amusement and she let him go. He made a show of dragging in a deep breath, making her lightly smack his bicep at his playing. “How are you faring, my dear boy?”

Thankfully they were alone in the foyer, both of them sitting on the piano bench. Breakfast ended with Eroch gnawing on a beef rump roast Angel found in the freezer, his dragon cheerfully thawing it himself into layers of charred meat. The kitchen was a mess, but the floor was stone tile and a mop would take care of the worst of the resulting chaos.

His guests were upstairs, fed and getting dressed for the day, duffle bags of clothing and personal items retrieved from the car that was listing heavily nose-first in the drainage ditch on the road in front of the Mansion. They appeared to have packed in a hurry and didn’t have much with them. It gave credence to Simeon’s guess that Ignacio, Ashwin, and their son left wherever they had been staying in a hurry.

“I’m not dealing at all.” Angel said it calmly, despite what it implied about his current mental state. He scoffed in frustration at himself. “Threat of violence from the Council? Easy. Someone trying to steal my dragon? Child’s play.”

“Long-lost relatives who were absent from the worst moments of your life?” Milly interjected wryly. She then sighed and ran a hand over his head much as she had when he was a teenager and frustrated by his peers. “Yes, I see the problem. Not something anyone is prepared for, I believe. Don’t be hard on yourself, dear. I haven’t a clue what to do, either.”

“Gee, thanks, Milly.”

“I’m here to help.”

That made Angel chuckle despite the chaotic emotions swirling inside him.

“Metcalfe is charming and nice to look at, and the boy is well-mannered for his age.” Milly stated calmly, leaning back against the piano’s heavy wooden key lid. Milly was a former academy teacher, and had plenty of experience with unruly children.

Angel hummed in agreement. “Ashwin was an actor in Elizabethan England. Legend has it he trod the boards for Shakespeare. Charming is putting it mildly.”

Milly’s eyes went wide, and she glanced toward the stairs as if expecting to see Ashwin swanning down the steps reciting sonnets. “That’s an unexpected and impressive history.”

“Yeah.” Angel paused. “His acting skills might help explain how he and Ignacio were able to maintain the charade that Ignacio was dead.”

“Until something blew their cover and they raced here, pursued by the Council.”

Angel nodded, grimacing, his jaw tight. Milly sighed quietly, and put a soft hand on his shoulder, squeezing. “I know you’re angry, my dear boy. I’m angry for you, too. Do your best not to let that anger control you.”

If anyone other than Simeon or Milly were to give him such advice he would have snapped—but Milly had seen him at his most impetuous when he was a teenager, and then again as a traumatized young twenty-something man raising an equally traumatized younger brother. Angel had grown in the eleven years since that fateful day he nearly lost everything. Especially in the last year and a half, Angel had traveled light-years from the rash and abrasive hotheaded young man he used to be—and Milly was right. Despite his rage and grief rekindled in the wake of Ignacio’s return, he had people to protect and enemies to defeat and he would be at a disadvantage if he let his emotions reign unchecked.

“I’ll do my best.”

“I know.” They sat side by side, shoulders touching, Milly’s arm now hugging him close. Even with the expansive foyer around them, it felt like they were in a cozy nook somewhere, hanging out while discussing annoying students and difficult parents.

“My new student,” Angel said abruptly, glad to change the subject.

“The young man, Rael? The practitioner-werewolf hybrid?” Milly asked, accepting the topic change with a soft smile.

“That’s him,” Angel answered. “I might need to make him an apprentice. He has no control over his magic, which is dangerous for everyone, not just him.”

“Poor boy. No one can expect control from him at this stage—his magic and affinity both manifested in the most difficult manner. I can’t imagine what he’s going through—he grew up thinking he was a mundane human with some werewolf traits.”

“He’s got a month until freshman orientation at Harvard, and right now his magic reacts with lethal consequences when he feels threatened or in danger. I don’t want him to be helpless, but an apprenticeship bond might help rein in the more devastating aspects of his magic. I don’t want to bind his powers, and the university won’t let him attend if he has no control.”

Milly nodded, agreeing. “And you just let Daniel go from the apprenticeship bond you shared with him, and you’re uncertain about gaining a new bond with a relative stranger, even if they are your student.”

“That sums it up.” Angel paused, then leaned into Milly a bit more, her arm tightening around his shoulder and neck. “Is it wrong to take a new apprentice when we’re on the horizon of another war?”

“Things are going to be dangerous regardless of whether or not Rael is your apprentice. I say you fill him in on everything that’s going on here, and let him make the decision. He’s an adult, for all that he’s so young. Trust him to make the choice for himself.”

“I’ll give him a call now. No point in waiting.”
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Angel

The library was the only place with enough seating and space for the family meeting. Though calling it a family meeting at this point felt a bit awkward. Rael Morrow, his new student, was on his way with his mate, Jameson, to talk to Angel about his options. He doubted the Council would make a move on the werewolf alpha and Rael—unless a werewolf-practitioner hybrid was of interest to them, but considering the High Council of Sorcery’s known bias against shapeshifters, Angel doubted it. He did advise caution, though, hence Jameson accompanying his young mate to the Mansion.

Daniel and Rory were lugging heavy antique furniture into a better arrangement, less spaced out, so none of them would need to shout when the meeting began.

His pocket vibrated and Angel checked his phone and read the message from his brother. “Isaac and Constantine are gonna be late—they had something come up.”

“Anything we need to worry about?” Daniel paused, holding a large armchair off the floor by a foot, the chair easily weighing a hundred pounds or more, and Daniel unbothered by the weight. Angel knew the High Court Sidhe were stronger than humans, and that merely proved even further than appearances how much Daniel had changed in less than a day.

“He said he would explain when they got here.”

Simeon entered the library from a service door on the far wall from the entrance to the foyer, needing to take the servants’ halls to avoid the sunlight. Angel held out his hand and Simeon joined him with a smile. His strong fingers were ice-cold, but warmed quickly, and Angel hardly noticed the transition in body temperatures anymore. It used to be a more jarring sensation, but Angel was accustomed to the quirks being mated to a vampire brought to his life.

Simeon lifted Angel’s hand to his mouth and he pressed a soft kiss to the inside of Angel’s wrist. Angel caught himself staring at Simeon’s mouth, and he made himself take a deep breath and remember they had company. Simeon was smugly satisfied at Angel’s reaction, a slight quirk to his lush lips betraying him.

“Is Cian joining us for the meeting?” Simeon asked him as Angel settled into his side under his arm.

“Not sure, honestly. He and Rory are a set, and the sidhe mound is too powerful a tool to sideline.” Angel paused. “War makes things messy. Ethics forgotten or set aside. I’m not sure if asking him to take part is the right thing to do—he is technically my prisoner for the next thousand years.”

Rory, even being on the far side of the large library, must have heard Angel and Simeon, as he looked their way for a brief moment. He said nothing, but his expression shifted to the far-away look in his eyes that Angel had learned meant Rory was talking mentally to his twin. He was curious about the topic but resisted the urge to pry. Neither Brennan brother was hesitant in talking to him, so if it was important they would come to him.

“I’ve got Rael and his mate coming, so Cian might need to be absent from the meeting. He is supposed to be dead and Rael doesn’t know about him. Rory can keep Cian apprised of what we discuss.”

Pressed to Simeon’s side, he felt when his mate’s phone vibrated with a notification. Dressed in dark-gray trousers and a skintight black Henley shirt instead of his usual suits, Simeon had to dig into the tight fabric stretched across his thighs as Angel watched in open and blatant appreciation.

Simeon unlocked his phone once he pulled it from his pocket, and he tilted the screen so Angel could see the text from Batiste.

Batiste


I’m bringing two allies with me, and I have important news.




“Alright, I’m telling Cian to stay out of sight. I trust Batiste, but I have no idea who he’s bringing to the meeting.”

Rory was at his side as if he’d appeared by magic, and Angel managed to stifle his urge to jump, startled. “I’ve let Cian know. He’s amenable. I’ll have my mind open to him the entire time, so he won’t miss anything.”

Angel nodded, grateful. “Thank you. I’d like to maintain the illusion that he’s dead for as long as possible. Please tell him I appreciate it.”

Simeon was swiftly texting his master back, thumb a blur. “I’ll let Master Batiste know that we’re keeping Cian out of sight so they don’t accidentally reveal anything to our guests.”

“Thank you.”
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Angel

He met Rael and his mate, Jameson, out front as the car pulled into the roundabout that circled the dormant fountain. Gravel crunched under the tires, and it was the only sound aside from the soft purr of the sports car’s engine. Midday in the summer, the grounds should be alive with insects humming, birds calling, the wind, grasses rustling. Yet it was eerily quiet, everything subdued.

Eroch nearly vibrated with eagerness as he sat primly beside Angel on the last step, tail twitching, head held high, long neck arched, wings perked up a bit off his back. He resembled a Gothic gargoyle at a distance, and Angel hoped Rael and Jameson took the difference in Eroch’s size well since they last saw him a couple weeks ago.

The alpha, Jameson Mercer, was in his mid-twenties, tall, athletic, broad-shouldered with a trim waist. He had brown hair, dark brown eyes laced with gold, a charming smile, and sun-kissed tan skin from time spent outdoors. With his handsome, expressive face and kind eyes, he exuded patience and a laid-back watchfulness that centered on his young mate. He stepped out of the driver’s seat and nodded in greeting to Angel, a bit reserved as usual. Angel knew it had more to do with his reputation than Jameson’s personal feelings—Angel tended to attract monsters, enforcers, and problems. Jameson’s wariness was warranted.

Rael came around the rear of the car, a bounce in his step, face lit up in wide-eyed curiosity. The exuberance of youth and all that—Rael made Angel feel old, even though he was only thirty and looked a handful of years younger thanks to the mate bond with Simeon. Rael was a beautiful young man, with thick brown hair swept back from his face, fair skin, a sharp smile that hinted at fangs, and bright blue eyes he inherited from his mother. Eyes that glowed a brilliant neon blue when the wilder side of his nature rose. Or he called his magic. It was something human practitioners couldn’t do—practitioner magics tended to show as little sparks of energy in a halo around a practitioner when they were using their gifts.

“Hi, Angel! How’s things—holy fuck, Eroch! When did this happen?” Rael stopped mid-step, jaw dropped, staring at Eroch in shock. The dragon winked daffodil-yellow eyes and preened at the attention. Such a flirt.

“Growth spurt since you saw him last,” Angel explained with a wry smile. “Any trouble getting here?”

Jameson eyed Eroch warily, but made no comment about the dragon having grown three times his previous size since they saw him last. “No problems. Traffic was light heading south out of town.” He paused, and eyed Angel sharply before continuing. “There’s a black town car with two practitioners sitting behind some bushes next to the entrance you had us take to get in here. They’ve been there long enough for their scents to escape the car. Tinted windows, but I could hear their heartbeats.”

Angel took that bit of news with a short nod, and watched as Rael went to his knees in front of Eroch and began petting the dragon on the head and neck, Eroch leaning into the attention with eyes shut and his whole body weight behind him.

Angel took a step closer to Jameson and spoke a bit louder over the cooing from Rael. Eroch was in heaven, so he let them have a moment to enjoy themselves. “High Council enforcers most likely. Outside the wards, probably to keep an eye on us and any visitors. If you and Rael weren’t on their radar before, you are now. I’m sorry.”

Jameson grimaced briefly, looking down at his mate before answering. “Rael needs training, and urgently. He wants it from the best. That means you. We’ll see how things work out, but it’s his call.”

“Yes, it’s my call, thank you,” Rael declared primly, getting to his feet and wiping dust off his knees. “I’m not afraid of the Council. And Mom says hi.”

Angel held back a grimace—not in distaste—Rael’s mother was formidable and made Angel a bit nervous. “Tell her I said hi back.”

Scylla Morrow was a werewolf, around two hundred-years-old, a nurse by day, and a kick-ass mother to her only child. Rael’s father was deceased—Angel theorized that he was a member of the West Coast Redmaynes—a practitioner clan famous for being wealthy, elitist assholes, and from what little Rael knew, his father had been something of a black sheep. Callum Redmayne died before Rael was born—and Scylla raised Rael alone, unaware that her son was going to develop magical abilities instead of the typically dominant werewolf traits like the majority of hybrids. It was a rare enough phenomenon that Scylla and Rael had no idea it was even possible. Rael, once thinking he was a poor excuse for a hybrid, instead gained sorcerer-level abilities and an affinity for earth magics.

Scylla and Rael merely assumed that Rael inherited more from his human father and that was why his werewolf nature was recessive, leaving him without the ability to transform. A werewolf hybrid without the wolf, he’d been largely ostracized by his old pack, and harassed by the pack alpha and a few others, who even attempted to kill Rael for perceived wrongs.

The Southside pack dissolved, breaking apart into factions, with the mating of Jameson and Rael as the catalyst. And Rael and Jameson found a new, more progressive pack in Cambridge closer to Harvard where Rael was enrolled as a freshman. Trouble was, Rael would be banned from campus unless his new abilities were under control and he had the basics down. The semester started in just under a month. And his magic was either out of his reach, or exploding with lethal force whenever he was in danger. Not a good idea to be surrounded by fellow young adults in one of the most stressful environments a person could willingly place themselves in—college was hell.

Or so Angel heard. He never went. In fact, neither did Isaac or Daniel. Their lives had fallen apart around them in different ways, and a relatively common experience like attending college had never even crossed their minds in any serious way. Rael going to college was something Angel never experienced, and the novelty of experiencing it even tangentially via Rael was interesting.

“Come inside, we need to talk.” Angel gestured for Rael and Jameson to head up the steps to the open doors, and they passed him with thanks and careful steps, minding Eroch’s longer limbs. Angel stared out across the front yard and the field in front of the Mansion, eyeing the near-invisible border of the wards that kept the estate safe. He felt it now—it might be his imagination, but the weight of an unfriendly gaze was heavy.

Angel smirked, and lifted his right hand, middle finger flying proudly in the direction he figured the sensation was coming from. He held it a long moment and then turned away and followed his guests into the Mansion, giving the silent observers his back without qualm. Fuck them all.
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Angel

Angel showed Rael and Jameson into the study opposite the library across the foyer. It was relatively unchanged since his grandfather’s passing in the Massacre, and it was unscathed. Aside from some dust on the mantel and the windowsills, it was still habitable and looked as if his grandfather had merely stepped out for some tea and would return any minute.

Angel avoided the wide desk and its scattered proof of a life interrupted, and sat in an armchair near the windows, the mated pair taking the small couch across a coffee table. “Want anything? Coffee, snack, soda?”

It was still early in the afternoon, so they might not be hungry. Jameson and Rael shared a quick look and a brief shake of their heads in the negative before Rael answered. “We stopped for sandwiches on the way down. We’re good.”

“Good,” Angel ran out of words and eyed his student for a long moment before deciding to hell with it and just diving in. “I want to make you an official apprentice. You need to control your powers so you don’t kill someone or blow up something that can’t be replaced. The bond will prevent the bigger explosions of your gifts.”

“An apprentice?” Rael repeated, eyes wide in disbelief. “But that’s…so old school. An apprenticeship bond is mind-to-mind, and…well… Like, intimate?” His cheeks flushed a bit at the word.

Jameson was staring at Angel the way a predator would its prey, and Angel bit back a smile at the protective nature of the alpha werewolf. It was charming—Jameson was no threat to him.

“It can be an intimate thing, as the bond can give me access to your thoughts, memories, your mind. It has to—how else can a mentor control the wayward magics of their apprentice? Historically, it was used in previous centuries on younger practitioners, those lacking the mental maturity and skills to harness their magics, the purpose to prevent misuse and accidents. In modern times it’s used for much the same, though more commonly in the juvenile detention system and the medical fields for various purposes.”

A knowing expression filtered across Rael’s face. “Daniel Macavoy, you made him your apprentice instead of jail time for the whole vampire killing people to make newborn vampires thing a while back.”

“There was a lot more to the situation than that, but yes, I took him as my apprentice at the time to keep him out of jail, and to give him a proper magical education. I had the bond with him and only used it a couple of times. He had no real higher education in how to use his magic, but he did have basic control. You lack both control and an education. I’d likely use the bond with you more than I ever did with Daniel.”

Angel paused, then smiled a bit. “And Daniel is a Salvatore now. And no longer an apprentice. I’m free to take on a new apprentice, if you’re willing.”

“What would it entail? I live with Jameson now—and school starts in a month. I can’t move in with you.” Rael wasn’t saying no, which gave Angel some encouragement.

Angel shook his head once. “With the bond in place, I won’t even need to be next to you to prevent your magic from exploding. I could do it from the other side of the planet. And I’ll be in Beacon Hill, so right across the river from you. Far closer than coming here for training.”

“Why don’t you live here?” Jameson asked. He waved a hand a bit at the stately study and the grand furnishings. The wealth was obvious. “This place is huge.”

“You know what happened here eleven years ago?” Angel assumed Jameson knew—he grew up in Boston, and was old enough even to recall the Blood Wars in some fashion, even if he’d been a kid. The Massacre made headlines for several months, and there were television specials and books written about the events, keeping them present in the mainstream consciousness of the Greater Boston area for years.

Rael winced, and gently elbowed Jameson in the side. “Don’t be mean. I wouldn’t wanna live here either.”

“I’m sorry, that was rude.” Jameson was sincere, regret coloring his words.

Angel waved it away. “It’s alright. Suffice it to say this place is no longer home, and I prefer to live in Beacon Hill. I enjoy city living very much. And that’s good for Rael, in the long-run. Aside from today’s journey down here—and thank you both for making the drive, I know it’s a trek from Cambridge—I don’t foresee any reason for Rael to need to come to the Mansion for lessons.”

“It’s a nice drive,” Rael said. He was open in his admiration for the building so far. Angel may not call the Mansion home anymore, but he was still proud of what his family built. He was so used to the opulence and grand surroundings that he forgot the Salvatore Mansion was a prime example of the heyday of wealthy practitioner clans in Colonial New England.

“You can take your time thinking about it, but an answer might be best in the next day or so, honestly. I don’t want something to happen that you can’t take back. And if being bound to me as your mentor—I abhor the old fashioned master title—isn’t something you want to do, then I can recommend some other sorcerers who might be willing to take on an apprentice. My partner, for one. Dame Fontaine is an exceptional teacher, and has taught students at every level of education.”

Angel paused, then continued. “You need the apprenticeship bond right now to control your magic, at least until you gain a firm grasp of the fundamentals. If not with me, then with another sorcerer.”

Rael leaned back in his seat, nodding slowly as Angel spoke. He glanced at Jameson and they shared a wordless look that still managed to speak volumes. Jameson clearly had an opinion but he was leaving the choice to Rael. It was refreshing and eye-opening to see an alpha werewolf defer so much to a younger and less dominant wolf—even if Rael was more practitioner than werewolf. Jameson was giving Angel a crash course on dismantling werewolf stereotypes and he appreciated it. Angel had little in the way of experience in dealing with werewolves aside from in passing—they tended to be an insular people, much like practitioners and the various fae species.

“Your partner, Dame Fontaine. She’s going to be fighting if the Council brings war to Boston.” Jameson made that a statement, Milly’s participation a given. She had her own reputation in Boston, and part of it was her unwavering devotion to the Salvatore scions. She practically helped finish raising Angel and Isaac after their family’s death.

“Most likely.” Angel saw no point in lying. “I can try to find you another tutor, one that isn’t in the Council’s crosshairs. It’ll take some time, though, since most tutors at the sorcerer level only take on one or two students at a time, and many of them have a waitlist. And finding one that can handle teaching the basics is going to take even more time. Most tutors at our level aren’t trained in early magics education, and only have experience teaching students who have already graduated from the academies, and have a solid foundation in how to use their magic.”

“I don’t even have that,” Rael admitted ruefully. Jameson watched his mate carefully, concerned. Rael shrugged and met Angel’s stare with a level gaze. “I need the training. I can’t wait. And I refuse to let the Council keep me from living my life the way I want. I want the best. And that’s you.” Rael paused. “Still pro bono?”

Angel grinned, relieved and amused. “Still pro bono. You won’t owe me a single cent. And any training from Dame Fontaine as my partner is also covered. All I ask is an honest effort and a continuing commitment to learning. Try your best and I’ll do the same.”

Rael nodded, and stood. Angel matched him and tried not to smile at the young man who towered over him by half a head at least. Angel was only five foot seven, and Rael had to be a solid six feet. Rael squared his shoulders. “What do I need to do?”

Angel activated his inner vision, and squinted a bit at his new apprentice, eyeing the young man’s aura, and the thin, natural mental shielding that struggled to maintain cohesion around his vulnerable magical center and mind. All living beings had those shields—even mundane humans. A natural part of evolution in a world with magic—both innate and acquirable—the thin shields everyone had from birth to death were also part of their aura, the energies a living person exuded that were translated and interpreted differently in dozens of cultures, faiths, and disciplines across the world. To those gifted with active magics, those thin shields could be rebuilt into impenetrable walls, or dropped completely, allowing others inside their minds and souls.

As someone who had been raised as a mundane human—enhanced senses aside—Rael had little to no awareness of his mental shields or aura, and teaching him to recognize them, and then control them, was going to be the first lesson.

But not right now.

At the moment, Rael was a ticking bomb. Any perceived threat, real or not, could result in his magic instinctively defending him. Startled on the subway or bumped into at the grocery store, and Angel did not want to contemplate what might happen. Rael was powerful enough that he stopped a truck going too fast down a city street, warping the engine around his shields before it struck him, and the most recent incident was an explosion that killed a full-grown werewolf attempting to murder him.

Both times his magic saved his life, and the only person who got hurt was someone trying to commit murder. But Angel did not want Rael accidentally hurting or killing an innocent, or himself. He did not want that burden for Rael. Death, whether in the middle of war or an accident, was a heavy burden on a person’s heart and soul.

Angel knew that burden. He would spare Rael if he could.

“If you’re willing, I’ll set the apprenticeship bond now. You’ll feel it happen, but it won’t hurt. It will feel weird, especially as you’ve not used your magic in an active way before. Most practitioner parents have a similar bond with their children if talents and affinities come on too early, placed in the mind of the child to prevent accidents. All that is to say an apprentice normally will already have some exposure to a mental bond, and the apprenticeship bond won’t be so foreign. You may or may not feel it, and if you do, work on not freaking out. I can get the bond in place pretty fast, but I don’t want this to be unpleasant for you.”

Rael frowned a bit, but shrugged one shoulder. “My instincts tell me to trust you. Just tell me what to do.”

“Control your emotions so you don’t blow up my ancestral home, and I’ll be quick. Relax and think about lowering your defenses. Like opening a door to invite me inside your apartment. Focus on that kind of thought, that feeling. Invite me in.”

Angel did not need that—he had the training and skill to bypass Rael’s meager defenses and lay the bond in seconds, but he wanted Rael to have a good experience—to be an active participant in his own future, and taking control from Rael in more ways than one was not how Angel wanted this relationship to proceed.

“Invite you in,” Rael said quietly, almost to himself. He breathed in deep and shut his eyes, repeating the words to himself in a low mantra. It was cute and earnest, not that Angel would say that out loud. No nineteen-year-old young man wanted to hear that.

Inner vision tracking Rael’s progress, Angel was pleased and heartened to see that Rael’s natural shields thinned to such a degree that Angel was able to slip inside the boy’s mind. Rael jerked a bit at the sensation, but admirably controlled himself, doing nothing more than breathing a bit faster. Jameson held himself back, watching his mate with sharp eyes, but thankfully controlled any urge he had to touch.

Angel constructed the bond, identical in function to the one he once shared with Daniel, though this one was stronger, needing to be thus to prevent Rael from magically exploding and killing someone. The downside would be that Rael could no longer defend himself magically with those same explosions of power. Not all of his magic was going to be controlled—Angel would need Rael to have enough access to go through training, but until Angel could arrange in-depth training sessions, this would have to do.

Angel withdrew from the young man’s mind, pleased to see that Rael was maintaining the mantra to let Angel in. “The bond is set.”

Rael stopped the mantra and blinked open his eyes, attention turned inward. “Huh.”

“Are you okay?” Jameson asked, finally reaching out and touching Rael’s arm.

“I’m fine,” Rael assured his mate. “I feel the bond, but it’s not unpleasant. Feels like how a new piece of jewelry does—not bothersome, but new. I’m just extra aware of it right now.”

“You’ll be aware of it for a while, but things will settle after a few days. Your magic is locked down, so no more explosions. Avoid getting into dangerous situations until we get you in-depth training. I’ll talk to Milly about it and we’ll work something out soon.”

Rael blew out a deep breath, relief pouring off him in waves. “Thank you so much. I’ve been worried about blowing up my mom or Jameson. Things have been a bit tense.”

“I bet,” Angel said with a soft smile. “I promise to help you learn control. I need to settle things with the Council and then I can devote all my attention to your training. Do you want an escort home to Cambridge? I can arrange for a clan limo if you want that instead. In case the Council tries something.”

“I don’t think they’ll give us too much attention,” Rael said with a shrug. “We’re just a couple of wolves.”

Jameson didn’t look so sanguine about it but he didn’t gainsay his mate.

“If you’re sure,” Angel said.

“We’ll be alright.”


Cold Conversations
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Simeon

His mate was busy in the study with his new apprentice, the young wolf taking to the bond with alacrity and a sense of calm Simeon was impressed to see in one so young. But then, the cub was in school to become a doctor, so the steady nature was necessary. Simeon had no doubt that Rael would be an exceptional apprentice. Angel would not need to tend to Rael as he had to Daniel, as Rael was not traumatized.

Rael had his own support network, a mother and a mate, and a new pack with an alpha invested in the well-being of his pack members. Angel would only be there for the young wolf’s education in magical matters, and given that Rael had been accepted to Harvard on a scholarship, it showed how serious and driven he was about his education in general, and Simeon had little doubt that Rael would prove to be a worthy student and apprentice for Angel.

Through their soulbond, he felt Angel’s relief and pride at Rael’s acceptance of the bond and how well the forging of it went. The soulbond was nothing like the bond he forged with the young wolf—that bond was limited in emotional access, and while Angel could use it to access Rael’s memories and thoughts, Simeon was certain Angel would never abuse that access. Angel was heartily disinterested in other people’s dramas, and as long as Rael learned and maintained control over his powers, Simeon was certain his mate would never need to utilize the more powerful aspects of the mentor and apprentice bond.

His phone vibrated, the distinct pattern for the City Master, and he answered it without checking the caller ID. “Master.”

“Simeon.” Batiste’s cool voice echoed from the phone, rock-solid and powerful.

“I’m going to be out of easy reach for an hour or so—an unexpected trip across the pond to pick up a package and a couple of…friends.”

Batiste was going to be taking The Way Between, his ability to peel back the walls of reality and open a wormhole to almost any place on Earth, stepping across oceans and continents in seconds. It was a formidable gift from his sire’s line, and one that was a closely guarded secret. Or at least they tried to keep it that way—most of the older vampires in the clan knew about it, as did their fledglings. Constantine Batiste was over two thousand years old, and had used his ability quite a bit when he was younger. Rumors lasted forever when those speaking them never died.

They tried to limit the knowledge to the clan and their allies, which meant whoever Batiste was going to meet was a trusted individual, or knew the secret of The Way Between already.

“Is it someone I know?” Simeon asked, curious.

Batiste sounded gently amused—Simeon could hear Isaac in the background, muttering about what the weather was like in Budapest. Hearing the city name, Simeon immediately suspected who it was Batiste was retrieving, and he confirmed it a second later. “Remigius.”

“Ahhh.” Not a stranger, but not a dear friend—Remi, as he preferred to be called in this modern era, was nearly as old as Master Batiste, and of the same sire lineage, but one generation younger. Sired by an ancient Roman noblewoman, Lady Philippa, who in turn was sired by the ancient Rageshi. Philippa sired Remi around the time the Christian calendar shifted from BC to AD. Remi was exceptional at blending in, spying, and transporting vital and priceless items and information. Formerly a Roman soldier in the ancient Roman town of Aquincum in modern Budapest, Remi was now indistinguishable from today’s youth, having been Turned in his twentieth year of life at peak health. He was handsome in a James Dean, leather biker kind of fashion—not to Simeon’s tastes, but attractive enough to make people blush at his attention. Not so handsome that he’d disrupt the natural flow of a tavern or club with his presence. He was made to blend in—and did so flawlessly.

“Can I ask…”

“Why I’m getting him myself and not chartering a private plane?” Batiste finished his question. “Dear Philippa says the Council is after him—they’ve already tried to kill him once and take the items he holds. I’m meeting him at a rendezvous point in Budapest shortly.”

“Shall I return to the Tower? Do you need me to come?”

“Isaac is coming with me. I don’t plan on being too long—I’ll need to recover the energy spent for the return trip, but I don’t foresee anything happening that we can’t handle until I can open the way back.”

Isaac was a capable and talented fire mage, and Master Batiste was a powerful vampire, one nearly unmatched in strength and powers. Remi was nearly the same age, and was a skilled fighter, too, with a talent that frightened nearly every practitioner who had the misfortune to discover it firsthand.

“I’ll inform the others we’ll be having guests. I’ll push the meeting time back to the dinner hour, if that’s amenable.”

“Yes, please!” Isaac called in the background, and Simeon laughed. Batiste sighed, but Simeon knew his master well and he was far from put out by Isaac’s decisions, and the sigh was fond.

“The Mansion still has a ghost—a reminder from Angel to mind the family secrets, as it were.”

Batiste outright laughed at that bit of silliness from Simeon, but he offered no complaint. “Tell your mate I understand. I’ll leave the spilling of Salvatore secrets to him. I’ll ask the same courtesy. It’s a night for secrets, it seems.”

“Good luck, Master,” Simeon said. “I’ll see you this evening.”

“We’ll be there,” Batiste replied, and hung up without further goodbyes, confident as always.

Simeon put his phone away and headed for the library, pausing in the doorway. Rory and Daniel were kissing, wrapped in a passionate embrace, and Simeon retreated back to the foyer, deciding to see if the other Brennan twin was up and about.

It was near the height of the day, the sun bright, the sky a deep blue and the ocean humming in the background. Simeon made it safely to the kitchen, the blinds still lowered after breakfast, though the angle of the sun had shifted enough that no direct light fell against the windows. Simeon carefully moved one aside, holding himself out of the way of any stray beams if he were wrong about the angles, but thankfully he guessed correctly and was able to pull the blinds up on the glass door that led to the gardens.

A twitch of his lips was the only reaction he allowed himself when he saw the fae he sought idly waiting outside the door. If this were a horror film, and he was a hapless human, this would be where he jumped and screamed. Yet all Simeon did was retreat from the door and allow Cian Brennan to enter the kitchen, bringing with him the warmth of the day, and the scents of sun-warmed earth and flowers, beneath which swirled hints of stone, pine sap, and ozone.

Lightning and storms, mountaintops wracked by heavenly upheavals.

Cian was dressed in a manner that clearly separated him from his twin—they were physically identical, except for their eyes. Where Rory wore most of his own clothing made centuries past and preserved like new, mixed with a few modern pieces, Cian wore a simple gray t-shirt that clung to his torso, and a pair of soft light-blue denim jeans and boots suited to the hipsters who haunted Beacon Street in the evenings after the workday ended. Long green hair pulled back in a high ponytail that left the length to fall down his back, his mercurial, stormy eyes fixed on Simeon in amusement, Cian was an odd juxtaposition of impossibly ancient and refreshingly modern, with a dangerous and somewhat elegant predatory aura around him that set Simeon’s instincts on edge.

Cian was a predator, and the first time they met, Cian gutted him like a slain deer and left him to bleed out on the street in Beacon Hill.

Cian shut the door securely and casually lowered the blinds on the door, humming softly under his breath before turning to smile widely at Simeon, teeth brilliant white and hinting at sharp fangs, though neither Brennan twin had them. It was all in the mannerisms.

“Good morning, Elder Simeon,” Cian greeted him as if they were friends passing on the streets of a small Irish village back in their shared homeland. A part of Simeon that was once mortal and Irish to the core rejoiced in hearing the bright, clear tones of Eire in the High Court Sidhe’s voice. The Brennan twins might be older than the whole of humanity and the concept of nations, but they had called Ireland their home for thousands of years, long enough for their voices to be a beautiful and painful reminder of what Simeon left behind centuries ago.

Simeon, not one to be rude, nodded shallowly in greeting. “Fair morning, Cian Brennan.”

Cian eyed him with open amusement, well aware of the dislike Simeon held for him since their violent first meeting, even though Cian was not of sound mind when he left Simeon to die over a year ago. Simeon understood intellectually that Cian was driven to madness while his twin lay in stasis, a form of suspended animation that cut Cian off from the other half of his and Rory’s soul, and without the stabilizing balance Rory provided his twin. Simeon found the biological and spiritual balances of the fae to be discomforting in many ways, but that was his mortal upbringing influencing his biases and opinions now, and he had to be careful not to blind himself with assumptions.

What was odd to him was entirely normal to the sidhe.

And while he knew Cian had been driven mad by the separation from his twin, his instincts screamed at him that there was a dangerous predator that nearly killed him once within arm’s reach and he wanted to remove that danger from his territory.

Even Simeon had his madder moments.

Not that he acted on them.

Much.

“Have you eaten?” Simeon asked, to be polite. It was midmorning now and the kitchen had been put to rights after feeding their guests, but for the snoring dragon sprawled on the floor beside the breakfast nook, his platter empty, licked clean. The kitchen held a faint hint of dragonfire and burnt meat, though it wasn’t unpleasant, merely pervasive to Simeon’s vampiric sense of smell.

“I have. The garden provides well under my brother’s tender care.”

Cian smiled at Eroch, and to Simeon’s surprise, went to the sleeping dragon and gently lifted the platter from under Eroch’s chin, and then with one hand, snatched a cushion from the bench in the breakfast nook and slid that under the dragon’s head instead. All without waking the not-so-wee beastie.

Cian stood in a smooth motion and took the platter to the sink, running it under hot water a moment before opening the dishwasher and finding a place for it amongst the dishes used that morning. It was surreal, observing an immortal being who was older than all countries on the planet combined go about such mundane and domestic tasks as adding detergent to a dishwasher, choosing the settings, and starting the machine, all with the ease of long experience.

“Rory was the one who slept,” Cian spoke, wiping the counter with a paper towel before tossing it in the trash. “I traveled the long way through the years. I saw the moon landing, the advent of the world wide web, the dawn of social media, the blessed arrival of coffee shops on every corner.”

Cian eyed Simeon in a teasing manner, and Simeon growled a bit under his breath. “Do you read minds, then?”

“Your expression was easy enough to read,” Cian retorted with a chuckle. “And people tend to assume that my long life means I’m a Luddite. I have my own smartphone, and Daniel asked for internet in the underhill as a wedding present.”

Simeon’s brows went to his hairline. “Can such a place have internet?”

The sidhe mound, the temple—undercroft, underhill, all various names for the pocket dimension that answered to Cian’s will and whims as a faithful hound would for a hunter—–was a wonder that had no match in the world, with more devastating power than a potential bite. The mound could go anywhere, instantly, at any distance, without a care for wards and shields, bypassing any and all protections.

It was the most powerful magical possession in the known universe, and it followed the commands of a serial killer.

Former serial killer. Reformed? Simeon tossed aside the idle semantics of what to label the strange sidhe leaning against the kitchen counter, arms crossed, eyeing Simeon with open amusement.

“I have cellular reception, electricity, and plumbing. Internet is easy. I’ll set the wi-fi up while Daniel and Rory are on their honeymoon.”

“Honeymoon?” There had been some discussion before Rory and Daniel wed, but nothing concrete was decided, as no one aside from the Brennan twins knew how Daniel would take to his transformation into a High Court Sidhe after their vows. The fledgling appeared to be well, the changes both subtle and yet stark—anyone would notice if within the same room as the boy that he was no longer human—but from a distance he appeared the same Daniel as he had been for the last twenty-one years.

“Once the family meeting is over, I’m sending them off for a well-deserved vacation.”

“The mound? Can you send it away without yourself, then?” Simeon asked, slightly suspicious. Cian was now under house arrest under Angel’s authority, as serving out his thousand-year prison term was not possible in the care of the mundane human governments. Too many weak-willed mortals would be after the knowledge, presumed wealth, and power of a High Court Sidhe. There had already been too many deaths and near misses, and Angel decided Cian was better off if he were considered dead to the wider world. Simeon agreed—it made things tense from time to time, having Cian about the Mansion, but knowing Cian, and by extension Rory, was out of reach of greedy humans made it worth it.

“We share a soul—where Rory is, so am I, and where I am, so is my brother,” Cian answered, annoyingly cryptic. “But yes, I can use it to send the newlyweds on their honeymoon.”

Eroch chose that moment to wake up, stretching his limbs and wings, one wing knocking into the bench, yawning wide enough that all his many fangs were visible, a puff of smoke escaping his mouth. He blinked his daffodil-yellow eyes and peered about, obviously still quite tired.

“Little Trouble! Fair morning.” Cian greeted Eroch with a grin, and Eroch sleepily chirped back, presumably in the dragon language that no one but Eroch and the Brennan twins knew.

“Yes, the floor is quite hard,” Cian agreed, walking past Simeon without a care, and the sidhe warrior bent down and with a graceful swoop, picked Eroch up off the floor and into his arms. Eroch flopped over Cian’s shoulder, exhausted despite his post-breakfast nap, and let Cian carry him out of the kitchen and down the hall.

Simeon followed, curious.

Angel was still with Rael and Jameson in the study, the door closed, and from what Simeon was able to hear of their conversation, none of them were leaving the study anytime soon, but he kept an eye on their guests, ready to order Cian out of sight so no one saw him and learned he was still alive.

Cian was speaking to Eroch in a conversation that seemed one-sided but was not, a combination of chirps and trills and sounds that weren’t meant to come from a humanoid throat, but Cian managed the Dragon language with enviable ease, and Eroch was apparently instructing Cian on where to take him, based on the wing gestures and imperious snout pointing. The wee beastie was more than able to walk, but his growth spurt had him in an awkward phase, wings and tail much longer, his body bigger by a multiple of three since the growth spurt began—aches and pains and uncoordinated limbs had him knocking into walls and furniture and priceless art on side tables and pedestals in halls.

Into the library they went, joining Rory and Daniel, who must have heard them coming as they were no longer locked in a passionate embrace, much to Simeon’s relief. He was by no means a prude but seeing a fledgling he considered a son engage in such things was not something he wanted to experience more than necessary.

“Are you alright?” Daniel asked Eroch when Cian carried him into the room, rushing to meet them a few steps from the door. “Is he alright?” Daniel demanded of Cian, newly changed eyes stormy and dangerous.

Cian chuckled, not at all intimidated. “Little Trouble is well, he wants to nap somewhere soft, and we decided the library would suit him best. And don’t worry, brother,” Cian said to Rory, who merely sighed at his brother’s attitude, “I’ll be out of the house before anyone who shouldn’t know learns I am in fact quite alive. The werewolves are too busy with their own dramas to be listening to us.”

“Well, shit, there are werewolves in the house,” Daniel echoed, eyes wide in realization. His eyes went unfocused and there was a tiny hiccup in the flow of energy in the Mansion, before Daniel returned to himself. “I put up a silence ward around the study so know one can hear us.” Daniel turned to Simeon before he could voice his worry— “We can still hear them, so if Angel needs you he can call for you.”

“Thank you, Daniel,” Simeon said, and Daniel smiled wide, pleased. His grasp of his magics and the new changes were coming easily to him, it seemed—or so Simeon hoped. Daniel deserved an easy time of things after all the pain of his short life. “I’m moving the family meeting back to after dinner. Master Batiste is unfortunately called away on some urgent business, and he and Isaac are out of touch until this evening. They’ll be bringing two guests as well, and some news he feels the need to share with us all.”

Cian set Eroch down on the largest couch in the library, and the dragon sighed in exhaustion and almost immediately fell asleep. Cian stood over him for a long moment, as if making sure he was asleep, before stepping away and going to his brother. Rory smiled at Cian, wide and beautiful, and it brought home to Simeon how much Rory depended on and cared for his twin. Cian’s need for Rory was obvious—he became dangerously apathetic and mentally unstable without Rory—but the need Rory had for his brother was less obvious, seen only in the joy he held for his brother and the protective nature of his concern and care.

Daniel very kindly gave Rory and Cian a private moment, coming to stand with Simeon near the door. The twins did not speak, merely leaned into each other, eyes closed as they spoke to each other telepathically.

“You don’t need to follow him around, ya know. Cian’s fully in control of himself, and while he likes violence, he doesn’t like pointless violence.” Daniel said quietly, looking up at him from his beautiful eyes, the colors of a summer storm brewing on the horizon. “Cian isn’t a threat to any of us. We’re family now.”

“Perhaps you are, fledgling,” Simeon answered him with a soft smile, reaching out and gently running his hand over Daniel’s longer hair, bright and shiny as polished gold. Daniel was a tactile soul and leaned into the touch. “I’ll not be counting him a brother on account of our personal history, but as a clanmate, that I can do.”

“Yeah, that’s understandable,” Daniel said with a sigh, turning to watch the twins. “He’s like a cat. Reserved and cold with strangers, but he has his favorites. You’re either one of his people, or not. Kinda no in between.”

“Are you one of his people?” Simeon asked, curious. The twins shared such a beep bond that Simeon wondered how the addition of Daniel to the mix affected things.

“He is, Elder. A new brother after so long, and one I’m delighted to have,” Cian called out loudly enough to make it obvious he’d been listening to them despite his quiet moment with his brother. Rory grimaced and nudged Cian’s elbow, giving him a warning glare, which Cian promptly ignored. “Young Daniel makes a fine Brennan, one I’m proud to claim. Anyone who Rory loves is loved by me.”

Daniel flushed, pleased by the words, though he crossed his arms and pouted a bit at Cian. “I haven’t changed my name. I’m staying Daniel Salvatore, thank you very much.”

“Names aren’t that important when we have such long lives,” Cian teased, ignoring his brother’s displeasure at him poking at his mate. “You’ve already changed your name once, and living forever means doing it again.”

“We’ll see about that,” Daniel grumped, cheeks a bit red from the teasing. Simeon kept his thoughts behind his teeth—to spare Daniel further embarrassment and to keep from agreeing with Cian. Simeon was over four hundred years old, and though he went by a name quite close to what he’d used as a mortal man, he’d also changed his name quite a few times over the centuries. Names were as fluid as identities, sometimes.

“Cease your teasing, Cian,” Rory threatened his brother in the most polite manner possible, and Simeon couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped, making Cian send him a sharp glare before he spun around to give them all his back. Cian pulled a throw blanket from a basket beside the couch and spread the blanket over the sleeping dragon, tucking him in, leaving only the end of his snout visible. Eroch made no reaction, deeply asleep.

“How long will the growth spurt last?” Simeon asked, sympathy for the wee beastie moving him to inquire. He was far removed from his own puberty as a mortal boy, but what he did recall was unpleasant and uncomfortable at the best of times and downright humiliating at the worst.

The twins shared a look, communicating wordlessly, before Rory answered.

“He’s not one of the Welsh reds we knew best, but they aren’t that different. Perhaps another month before he settles down for a long while. Dragons live so long they can match us in years—they grow slowly, too. He’s a toddler, in terms best understood by humans, and he’ll be a child for several centuries more.” Rory paused, and regarded Eroch sleeping under the blanket, snoring softly. “His bond with Angel is strong, and Angel feeds him magic constantly. He has no competition for the brooding magic, nor for food, so he’s like a sole fledgling eagle in a nest with doting parents.”

That could also be a bad thing— “Are we overfeeding him in magic?”

Angel, as a necromancer, had a connection to Simeon that went beyond the mate bond—Angel had access to the primordial death magics that animated the sentient undead. A form of magic so ancient it was as old as reality itself, and as endless as eternity. Angel was constantly drawing death magics from that primordial well, and that magic found its way into Simeon again through Angel, back and forth between them, and a portion went to Eroch. That it was death magic made no difference—dragons were made of magic, all kinds, every variety, and death was merely magic to them, and just as useful as elemental magic.

Angel had thought the bond he formed with Eroch after freeing him from the geas was one of a familiar and practitioner—but that was not so. Due to Eroch’s age and nature, it was that of a brooding dragon parent to its dragon infant in the nest.

Rory and Cian did the silent talking again, and then Cian answered. “Dragons are built for consuming magic in this manner. If he grows too fast from the bond, it can be adapted. From my understanding, Eroch has the ability to pull more power from Angel when needed, and let it go again when he does not. He may be a child, but he has more sense than a human child. Wait and see, I suppose.”

Simeon hummed to himself, thinking, and Daniel looked a bit worried. A shift in magic as Angel removed the privacy spell Daniel had placed broke the slightly worried atmosphere, and Cian promptly disappeared from view. His glamour was so complete that even Simeon could not see or sense the sidhe.

Simeon left the library and met Angel at the door of the study as he led Rael and Jameson to the foyer. Simeon nodded in greeting, Rael smiling, a bit nervous, and Jameson eying him warily, the alpha werewolf keeping a protective hand at the small of his mate’s back. Angel went right to Simeon and Simeon held a hand out to his mate, who took it without thought and threaded their fingers together in a firm grip.

“Family meeting’s moved back to after dinner,” Simeon said quietly to Angel. “Isaac and Batiste had something come up.”

Angel’s brows furrowed a bit but he only nodded in acknowledgment, before gesturing with his free hand to Rael. “Rael has agreed to be my apprentice. The bond went well.”

“Congratulations,” Simeon said, dipping his head in a slight nod to the young wolf, who was radiating nervous and excited energy, eyes aglow a bit in a startling neon shade of bright blue.

“Thanks! I hope I’m not a disappointment or too much trouble,” Rael replied. Jameson wrapped his arm around his shoulders and frowned at his mate’s self-deprecating remarks, but he said nothing, letting Rael speak for himself.

“Apprentices are always trouble,” Angel retorted with a smile and a shake of his head. “I’d be worried if you gave me nothing to worry about.”

Simeon chuckled a bit, and Rael smiled wider at the teasing. He was remarkably different than Daniel had been—though Rael had a vastly different life than Daniel had before he came to Angel. Comparing Daniel and Rael was doing a disservice to them both.

“I’ll text you when your first lesson is set up. I’ll meet you at my place in Beacon Hill.”

“Thank you so much, for everything,” Rael said.

“You’re welcome, and thank you for trusting me,” Angel replied.

As the sun was still shining, Angel escorted Rael and Jameson to the front door while Simeon remained safely out of reach of the sun.


A Long Time Coming
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Angel

“Who is Batiste bringing along to the family meeting?” Angel asked, leaning on Simeon’s chest in the big armchair in the library. Angel was quite content to sit on his mate’s lap and give Simeon all his weight.

Simeon was more than strong enough to carry it all and then some.

“An ally and family member of sorts, Remigius, and another guest. There’s some trouble with the Council in Budapest, and Remi is carrying some items that can’t fall into the hands of the High Council.”

Angel frowned, but curiosity drove him to ask. “What’s he carrying?”

“My Master asked that he be the one to divulge the details. I don’t know what it is, regardless,” Simeon shared, and Angel grumpily sighed, making Simeon chuckle. It was a soft rumble in an otherwise silent chest, cool and solid and strong. Simeon smelled delicious as always, a heady mix of blood, chocolate, mint, and copper, and it relaxed Angel in a way nothing else could.

“Fine, I’ll try to be patient,” Angel said. “It better not be more drama, like that damn blood-mage staff. I’ve got enough magical artifacts in the family vault as it is.”

Daniel came walking into the library at that moment, and Angel peered over Simeon’s shoulder to watch his former apprentice come to a graceful halt when he noticed them sitting together in the chair. Lithe and elegant, his natural beauty only enhanced and sharpened by the previous evening’s transformation, Daniel was still very much himself…only more. Where he had been a young man in the first blush of adulthood, he was now the embodiment of youth, eyes bright, smile like quicksilver, his magic a soft thrum in a near palpable aura, air and water, a dual affinity deepened and expanded by his transformation into one of the High Court Sidhe.

“Oops, sorry!” Daniel said, blushing, hands up as he backed away to leave.

“Daniel! C’mere for a minute,” Angel called, and Daniel stopped and turned back, one brow arched in a manner Angel recognized from the mirror. He’d left a mark on the young man, in more ways than his new name and reformed education.

The child of his heart. But then, he didn’t want to cry again that day, so he made himself stop thinking about how much was changing in so short a time.

“I don’t wanna be scarred…” Daniel said, a bit wary.

“Oh stop, we’re just sitting in the chair, hands perfectly behaved,” Angel scoffed, and Simeon laughed quietly, hugging Angel a bit tighter.

Daniel came farther into the room and eyed them warily, then seemed to find their positions acceptable, sitting primly in a chair nearby. Angel tried hard not to react to the silliness—Daniel was exuberantly happy, nearly incandescent with it. And here he was, not still abed with his new husband on a faraway tropical island or something equally decadent.

“I’m sorry your wedding night got interrupted by mage battles and ancestors returning from death,” Angel said abruptly. “Another gripe I’ve got with the damn Council.”

And Ignacio, but he was doing his best not to think about it at the moment.

Daniel shrugged one shoulder, blonde hair like spun gold falling over his eyes that he then swept back with one hand. He was so different, yet so solidly the same person. “We’ve been waiting for the Council to make a move on us for days now—and we decided to hold a wedding on super short notice. I wasn’t planning on a complicated honeymoon or anything. The High Council wants a war. A honeymoon kinda seems…selfish?”

“Oh no, we’re not doing that,” Angel declared, sitting up on Simeon’s lap, his mate’s hand slipping from shoulder to hip in a solid hold. He pointed at Daniel. “You deserve a honeymoon. You’re going on a honeymoon if I have to convince Rory to kidnap you. The world won’t fall apart if you’re happy and enjoying yourself. The war will be here when you get back.”

“Unless my Leannan anam kills them all before you return home,” Simeon said with a wry grin, emerald eyes glittering with a mixture of pride and affection, tone holding a sense of aggrieved inevitability. Angel poked Simeon in the side, his mate unbothered, and Angel promptly pretended Simeon wasn’t there, focusing on Daniel, who was doing his best not to laugh at their antics.

“Please don’t singlehandedly finish a war…again. You don’t need to do the hard stuff on your own.” Daniel lightly scolded him, and Angel sighed loudly, shaking his head.

“Ganged up on, on all sides.” Daniel smirked and shrugged again. Angel tried not to laugh. “I was going to ask how you’re feeling. Less than a day as a High Court Sidhe. You doing alright?”

Daniel looked down at his hands resting on his knees, turning them palm up and splaying his fingers wide, then slowly curling them in. He was made anew in many ways—watching the transformation the night before had been both disturbing and worrisome—the change had been subtle, but significant in its scope and course by the end. Watching it as a spectator had left Angel with a vague sense of uncanny valley—a familiar face staring back at him, yet visibly no longer human. Daniel was not wrong—just different. A painting originally done in watercolor and reproduced in oils, the subject the same and yet portrayed in vastly different mediums.

“I feel great, honestly. There are new things,” Daniel blushed fetchingly at that, and Angel resolutely did not ask for clarification. “I feel like me. My magic is still there, it’s no longer frightening or a struggle. My stamina feels almost endless compared to the reserves I had as a human. My anxiety, the constant refrain of worry…it’s gone. I woke up this morning, truly relaxed and at peace, even with the threat of war and violence on the horizon. I didn’t realize how much of my existence was anxiety.”

Daniel paused, then rested his hands palm down on his knees, and smiled up at them, a sweet, beautiful smile that was all Daniel. “I feel like me. I fit into the world around me. Not metaphorically—the natural world welcomed me, and I am anchored in a way that gives me strength and a sense of safety.”

“You feel safe.” Angel said quietly, heart breaking a tiny bit. Daniel finally felt safe.

Daniel nodded, a slow dip of his chin as he thought about it. His smile grew into a happy grin. “I do.”

“I am so happy for you.” Angel got up from Simeon’s lap, his mate helping him stumble to his feet, and Daniel met him in a rib-creaking hug full of love and a tiny bit of tears.
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Angel

Dinner had been a buffet-style event since Angel didn’t want to cook a sit-down dinner, not that he would when clearly Simeon and Ash were far more skilled at it. The two vampires raided the stocked kitchen and made a variety of foods for a wide range of tastes, and used the antique buffets in the dining room for the first time since Angel’s childhood.

Isaac and Constans were back from their trip overseas, though they had dinner at the Tower so their guests could relax and try to adjust to the time-zone changes, having jumped backwards in the day from late evening to early afternoon. Budapest was several hours ahead of Boston, and Angel winced at how tired that would make him if he were them. The sun had yet to set, another reason to wait—the western horizon was in the front of the Mansion, full of windows with imperfect antique treatments that weren’t all that safe for the undead members of the family and bloodclan.

Leo was eating dinner at the massive dining table, bracketed by his fathers, Ashwin sipping from a stained-glass chalice that obscured the red hue of the blood within, making it appear black. Ignacio ate a plate piled high, enjoying the food with compliments to the chefs—Ashwin merely winked at his mate and Simeon gave a regal dip of his auburn head.

Angel could smell the tang of the blood, poured from a blood-bag unit, one of many the bloodclan had delivered the night prior for the wedding reception. The boy showed no aversion to the blood, not even giving the chalice a glance. A mortal human child raised by a vampire—seeing his father drink blood was as normal as his human father eating solid food.

Angel ate earlier in the kitchen, snacking as the vampires cooked, not feeling up to a full meal. Too much was going on. Or it felt like it.

Milly came swanning into the dining room, and Angel met her at the door where she greeted him with a pat to the cheek. She had gone home to her townhouse earlier that day and returned less than an hour ago, refreshed and ready for anything in a dark blue cotton dress that hugged her curves and made her gorgeous white and silver hair shine like polished metal. A silver and sapphire pendant hung from her throat and shining platinum rings graced her fingers. She wore low heels in a dark blue suede with a silver buckle on the toe, and she cut an elegant and yet relaxed figure.

She hugged him around the waist, the only one present who was shorter than him, aside from the kid. “My dear, you look stressed and ready to pop. Have you been this bad all day? What were you doing all day while I was gone?”

Angel shrugged, knowing she could see through him and his excuses. “I got a new apprentice and convinced the former it was okay to celebrate his wedding with a honeymoon, and then I sat on Simeon’s lap for a few hours in the library.”

“And you still look this strained?” She sighed. “I hope you get some sleep tonight.”

“Yeah, me too. Simeon and I are going home to Beacon Hill after the meeting.”

Milly said nothing about the fact that Ignacio and his family would be in the Mansion on their own, especially since Daniel usually spent his nights in the conservatory with Rory, though maybe he and his husband might stay more often in the bedroom Daniel had in the Mansion since Cian was in residence. Though how they were getting Daniel and Rory out for their honeymoon without the Council catching on or trying to stop them had Angel a bit worried. Simeon mentioned Cian offered to transport them with the sidhe mound, but Angel needed more information before green-lighting that plan.

“I need to get a bedroom sorted out for Leandro,” Angel said quietly, thinking that the preteen boy might appreciate having his own space. He had no idea how long the conflict with the Council was going to last, or if his newly arrived relatives had long-term plans for their family.

Milly patted his chest with her free hand, smiling up at him. “Give him the guest room I used. It’s right next to the suite we put them in last night. It’s ready to go, just change the sheets. Or ask Ignacio what room was his when he was a lad here growing up. Might be a nice gesture to put Leandro in his father’s childhood room.”

Angel shifted a bit, internally squirming at the prospect of asking such a personal question of his ancestor—his rage was slumbering, and he was terribly afraid of igniting it, mindful of the potential collateral damage.

His phone chimed, and he pulled it out of his pants pocket, thumb flicking the notification. He moved gently from Milly’s embrace and stepped into the foyer, the western-facing windows showing that sunset was nearing completion, the intense cast of orange a thin line on the horizon. “Isaac and Constans are on their way in a few minutes.”

He pulled up his text app and messaged everyone who he needed in attendance, hearing a few chimes echoing from varied rooms off the foyer. Pocketing his phone, he gave Milly a nod. “Time for the family meeting. I guess.”

Milly tilted her head and gave him an arch glance, tsking, exasperated. She usually was with him, and he found a smile for her. “My dear boy. Call it what it is, you’ll feel better.”

She was right. Again. Always, really.

“Time for the war council.”
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Angel

With the final rays of the sun faded from the foyer and the sun safely tucked away beneath the western horizon, Angel, Simeon, Daniel, and Rory awaited the arrival of the rest of their family and guests from the Tower.

Constantine Batiste had a remarkable ability, one that Angel had no idea the City Master possessed until he mated to the Bloodclan Elder and got to know the ancient vampire better. It took Simeon nearly dying on a cold street in Beacon Hill, but Angel appreciated the risks Batiste took in revealing his ability when attempting to rescue his Elder and friend.

A thrum of energy rose in the ambient magical fields, and while The Way Between could bypass any ward or shield spell system, across nearly any distance, it was Batiste’s own vampire nature that prohibited him from using it to access any place a mortal called home, unless specifically Invited.

The Invitational magics were an ancient and natural magic that prevented the sentient undead from hunting humans to extinction—any place called home by a mortal, given enough time to saturate the domicile with the Invitational magics, was inaccessible to the sentient undead. It was a magic that happened over time, and depended on the mortal human residents developing a sense of home for a place, regardless of what it was—a shack in the woods, a cave in the earth, a mansion by the sea—once the Invitational magics took root, the sentient undead were barred from entering, the mortal inhabitants safe. Practitioners theorized it was a form of magical evolution within the human populace after the genesis of the sentient undead in their varied forms—vampires and revenants only came into existence after humanity. They never existed before there were mortal humans.

Thankfully, Isaac and Angel both extended Invitations to their vampire friends and family—Simeon, Batiste, certain members of the Bloodclan, and now Batiste’s mystery guests. Even though the Invitational magics had yet to gather in the Mansion again in sufficient strength to create the threshold boundary that barred the sentient undead, they didn’t want to take the risk of the threshold spontaneously being generated when they weren’t looking, and having the wormhole go astray if Batiste tried to enter the estate. Luckily, Invitations were proactive.

When the tear in reality happened, Angel braced himself against the searing white light, the edges of empty air peeling back like old-fashioned film exposed too long to a projector light, melting and warping. Eyes tearing up, Angel looked down at the stone floor of the foyer to spare his vision. The tear in reality was larger than usual, and it was open long enough that Angel peeked through his lashes to see what was happening.

Batiste stepped through without issue, Isaac holding hands with his mate. Isaac was used to the nauseating journey through the wormhole and didn’t get sick anymore. A tall vampire dressed in black followed behind Isaac, holding hands as well with a short young man. Once the young man cleared the horizon of the wormhole and it snapped shut behind them with a thunderous rumble Angel felt in his bones, the stranger promptly bent at the waist and threw up on the floor.

The black-haired vampire bent over the shorter man and held him gently about the waist, speaking softly to him in a lightly accented voice.

“I’m so sorry,” the young man groaned, hands on his knees, sounding miserable. Curly brown hair obscured his face, but he sounded deeply apologetic and miserable.

“It takes getting used to,” Batiste said, not unkindly. “There’s no shame in your body’s reaction.”

“I just threw up again, this time all over a really expensive floor in a very fancy house,” the young man said, finally straightening and letting Angel get a good look at him. Dark blue eyes red and watering from his reaction to the wormhole travel, he was beautiful regardless, with the near-perfect symmetrical face and sharply defined features of a fae, though he was shorter than the Brennan twins and the few elder fae species Angel had seen before. He was softer, prettier, with a full mouth and sculpted jawline that was more human than sidhe. Angel figured he was descended from one of the other younger fae species, the peoples who were born of the earth around the same time the various human species evolved into being. The elder fae species, like the High Court Sidhe, were astronomically older than both the younger fae species and humanity as a whole.

There were a few differences between the elder and younger fae peoples—mostly in terms of inherent abilities and individual strengths—and the younger fae peoples managed to interbreed with humans with more regularity and frequency. Though that might have more to do with the dwindling numbers of elder fae peoples than biological similarities between humans and younger fae. More scholarly practitioners than he sought those answers.

“I’m Celyn Walsh, hi,” the young man waved, both charming and sweetly pathetic in a way that wiggled past Angel’s defenses with inevitable efficiency. The accent was faint, and the young man had a voice as beautiful as his face. “If you point me toward some paper towels and cleaning stuff, I’ll fix my mess.”

“No need,” Angel said before anyone else.

He stepped forward and waved his hand, hellfire rising from the stone floor and consuming the mess in less than a second, so thorough that not even a waft of scent from the burning yuckiness made it to their noses. Hellfire dismissed as fast as he summoned it, Angel smiled at Celyn in welcome. “I’m Angelus Salvatore; you’ve met my younger brother Isaac already. Welcome to my ancestral home.”

Dark blue eyes wide, Celyn blinked at him, startled, before he grinned, clearly delighted. “Hi! Nice to meet you. Thanks for cleaning that up for me. Nearest bathroom, please?”

There was indeed a bit of an accent there, not pronounced, something from the United Kingdom, perhaps. Simeon would be able to tell him. Angel, liking how forthright the young man was, and he smiled and pointed across the foyer toward the service hall. “About twenty feet down that hall on the left. There should be new toiletries under the sink if you want to freshen up. Take your time.”

“Thanks!” Celyn responded happily, and he slowly, and reluctantly, walked away from the handsome vampire holding his hand.

The tall vampire was lithe in a way much like Daniel, though a bit taller and a bit broader in the shoulders. His skin was vampire pale, though even paler than Angel was used to seeing from most vampires. His eyes were a dark brown that glimmered red in the overhead light from the chandeliers, and his hair was so black it appeared wet, shiny with blue hints in the highlights. With a strong nose and high forehead with sharp cheeks, and red lips like an illustration of Snow White, this had to be the family member Simeon told him about.

“Everyone, this is Remigius, originally of the Roman city Aquincum, lately of Budapest. Remigius, this is Angelus Salvatore, Necromancer of Boston, mate to my First Elder and clan champion, Simeon Ó Daimhín,” Batiste introduced them one by one. He gestured to Daniel and Rory, who were standing a bit farther back. “And the beautiful Daniel Salvatore, adopted son of Angelus, and his husband, Rory Brennan. They were wed last evening.”

Remigius nodded to them each in turn. There was a hint of familiarity in his nod to Simeon, and he concealed any surprise at Daniel’s new last name, bowing a bit in a manner similar to how Rory and Cian did, at the shoulders and smooth in a way no one born in modern times could manage. “Greetings. Thank you for the kind welcome, and the welcome for my… for Celyn.” A bit awkward there, and Angel made a note of it. Nothing sinister, but he was curious. “And congratulations on your wedding.”

“Aquincum?” Angel asked, curious. The name was familiar but that was it.

“I am formerly a Roman citizen,” Remigius answered Angel with a dip of his chin. “I was Turned a little over two thousand years ago.”

Angel looked at Remigius with more respect—he was a contemporary of Batiste with that number of years behind him, and bound to be formidable.

Angel finally turned his attention to his little brother, who was smiling, relaxed, and his aura sang with contentment and pride. “I know you’re alright, I can see it, but how are you doing?”

“Kicked ass!” Isaac declared. “We’ll tell ya the details during the meeting, but it was typical Council bullshit. They tried to stop us. We kicked their asses.”

“He’s being modest,” Batiste murmured with pride. “He and Remigius took on a handful of Council enforcers and dispatched them all in minutes. All I had to do was stand there and be beautiful.”

Isaac laughed, cheeks pink, and he leaned into Batiste. “You did a great job. And getting us there and back in one piece was impressive. That’s thousand of miles! Three trips through The Way Between in one day. I’m impressed.”

Angel was too. From Boston to Budapest and back in one day was impressive all on its own. Then the trip from the Tower to the Mansion, which wasn’t far, but with two additional people and after two trans-Atlantic jaunts, it went beyond impressive into staggering.

Batiste appeared to be in good shape, not a speck of hair out of place and his expression flawless. Though there was a hint of something… “What is that?”

Angel opened his inner vision and saw a cloud of red and purple energies the size of a softball emanating from Batiste’s inner breast pocket. The wards around the estate shivered a bit, focusing in on the foyer, the primitive awareness of the wards alerting Angel to a potential danger. Now that he was focusing on it, he sensed old, old spells and a combination of power that made his whole body scream in instinctive wariness.

“Blood and death magic,” Angel stated, bracing himself as he pointed at Batiste accusingly. “What the fuck have you brought into this house?”

Chairs scraped across the floor in the dining room and Ignacio appeared in the foyer, walking up from behind Angel to stand not far from his side, eyeing Batiste with suspicion.

“Whoa! Angel,” Isaac said, hands up and palms out, putting himself between Angel and his mate. “It’s not a threat. I promise. I wouldn’t let anyone bring anything dangerous here without telling you first. It’s not a weapon or a cursed object.”

Isaac’s reassurance cut through his initial reaction and he released his inner vision and grimaced, rolling his shoulders, trying to relax. “Sorry, that was shitty of me. I apologize.”

Batiste nodded once in acceptance, appearing utterly unfazed by Angel’s behavior. “No offense taken, Angel. An understandable reaction to having such…complicated magics in your family home. I can reiterate that the object I carry is safe, and will not harm anyone here.”

Batiste turned to Ignacio, who watched silently, expression unreadable. “Greetings, Ignacio Salvatore. We met briefly last evening in the chaos of your arrival, but I’d like to reintroduce myself. I am Constantine Batiste, City Master of the Boston Bloodclan, and soulbonded mate to your many times grandson, Isaac.” Batiste gestured to Remigius at his other side. “And a relation of mine, Remigius. His partner is Celyn, who is indisposed for the moment.”

“You can call me Remi,” the vampire replied, speaking in a way to make it clear the offer was meant for everyone. “Remigius makes me feel old.”

A couple of chuckles followed that, easing the tension a bit.

Isaac said nothing, shifting until he could press his shoulder into Batiste’s, hands in his pockets, defensive. Isaac had some issues with their ancestor—Angel had yet to speak to his brother about the particulars, but he had a feeling those issues weren’t too far off from his own.

Ignacio made no move to approach Isaac, though he did nod in greeting and addressed Batiste, clearly aware of the emotional storm brewing under the surface with Isaac and Angel. “Hello again, Master Batiste, an honor to meet you. Ashwin has plenty of good things to say about you and your clan. I look forward to getting to know you better.” He nodded in greeting to Remi, who dipped his chin in response, neither saying a word.

Presumptive and polite. Angel schooled his expression and gestured toward the library. “Time for the meeting.”


The War Council
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Simeon

Introductions over, and Leo tucked away in bed upstairs in the room he was sharing with his parents, the family meeting, or War Council as they’d taken to calling it, started off with a tense, slightly awkward silence.

Angel sat beside him on a loveseat near the head of the circle of chairs and couches, having moved most of the furniture to accommodate their numbers. Everyone was paired off, sitting in chairs pulled close together or snuggled together as space allowed. Milly sat in an armchair on Angel’s side of the loveseat, the only one without a significant other present, though Milly gave no indication that she cared or noticed.

The newlyweds sat nearest the door of the library that opened to the foyer, which was partially closed, open enough for a growing dragon to come and go as he pleased, though Eroch was currently snoring on a collection of pillows, cushions, and blankets on the empty hearth of one of the room’s fireplaces. The poor beastie hardly twitched when Angel and Simeon moved him to the hearth from the couch he was using, too exhausted from his growth spurt.

Simeon looked to the door and Ashwin slipped into the library without a sound, gracefully cutting through the furniture to reach his mate, sitting beside Ignacio on the couch and taking one of his hands, threading their fingers together. No one said anything, and the only sound was of muted heartbeats from mortal mates and their breathing, and the light snores of the dragon across the room.

“Leo settled in?” Ignacio asked his mate quietly.

Ashwin gave his mate a soft smile. “Out like a light. He’s still exhausted from the last few days. I’ll hear him if he wakes, but I want to check on him in about an hour just in case.”

Ignacio pressed a kiss to his mate’s forehead and then looked to Angel expectantly.

Angel tensed, the motion imperceptible to the others, but Simeon and Angel were pressed together shoulder to thigh, and he felt the gradual relaxation as Angel forced himself to calm down.

“Celyn,” Angel addressed the young fae, who sat up a bit straighter in his seat beside Remi, the two holding hands like everyone else in the room. Remi’s gaze sharpened and fixed on Angel, cautious and tense, clearly protective of the young man at his side. Simeon sensed they weren’t mates yet, but would be soon if they kept on as they were. Remi was only going to grow more protective of Celyn as the days went on.

“Yes?” Celyn asked, a bit nervous.

“From what I gather, you got pulled into this only a few days ago. Do you want to be here? We can get you in a safer place if you don’t want to be involved in this conflict. Master Batiste has offered you an apartment in the Tower until it’s safe for you to go home. Getting you out of Boston might be too dangerous—we don’t want the Council attempting to grab you if you go home.” Angel paused, then went ahead, as if worried how Celyn might react. “The Council is not above kidnapping and holding people hostage in an attempt to coerce others.”

It went unsaid what the Council might do to anyone they took hostage. Nothing good.

Celyn and Remi locked gazes and had what Simeon could only describe as a silent argument. After a long moment of staring, Remi frowned. Celyn’s full mouth twitched into a satisfied grin. He turned back to Angel. “The Council tried to kill me and Remi. I hate everything they stand for and I refuse to go home with Remi in danger. I’m not sure what help I can be, but I want to stay with Remi. I understand it’s dangerous. I’d like to stay, please.”

“Anything you hear and learn must be kept secret. You cannot share with your friends or family. Our lives depend on your discretion. You can tell your loved ones how you are and where, but nothing else.”

Celyn paled a bit, eyes wide, but he clung to Remi’s hand and held on tight. “I won’t breathe a word of what’s going on to anyone. I swear.”

Simeon heard the truth in Celyn’s heartbeat, and gave Angel a short nod when his mate subtly glanced his way. Angel gave Celyn a soft smile. “I believe you. Thank you. We’ll get into the details of what abilities you may have and what you’re willing to do later.” Angel addressed everyone present, making eye contact with his family and friends. “I don’t know if conflict with the High Council can be avoided. I don’t want another war. I don’t want anyone to die. The best outcome would be the Council cutting their losses and going back to Europe. I doubt that’s their plan, but I’m speaking it into the universe just in case.”

The High Council of Sorcery always had the goal of being one of, if not the most, powerful governmental authorities in the world. Operating on a philosophical belief in practitioner supremacy, the High Council through the centuries subjugated, eradicated, or coerced multiple clans, packs, fae peoples, and various supernatural communities with the goal to strip them of resources, power, and land. All under the guise of moral authority, philanthropy, and thinly-veiled dogmatic beliefs.

“Fascists never want compromise or peace—it severs their power-base from the mechanisms that give their movement its momentum. This violent bullshit is how they maintain power. Having an enemy, a target, to other or that needs to be defeated helps keep them in money and power. The High Council fuckwits need the Salvatore Clan to die.” Celyn snapped his mouth shut when he noticed the rapt attention of everyone present. He blushed. “Sorry. I’m an art major, but I’m minoring in modern European history. Fascism is a recurring evil in human history. And practitioners are human, no matter how they pretend otherwise.”

Remi lifted their joined hands to his mouth and kissed the back of Celyn’s knuckles. “Kedvesem, you are a delight. My lovely anti-fascist.” Celyn blushed and ducked his head, his curls covering his eyes.

Remi let Celyn hide behind his hair and spoke to Angel. “The High Council has been overt in their machinations in Europe for the last several months. Rumors abound of practitioner families decimated by enforcers under false charges, or those with rarer gifts disappearing without a trace. The blood clans in Europe and Asia that are independent of the Council are experiencing pressure to capitulate to Council authority. There’s been little success there, especially after the losses of Montreal and Boston. The world witnessed a single necromancer defeat the highest magical authority in the world, and that is inspiring others to defy the Council’s desires and orders.”

“Families are being attacked by the Council?” Angel asked, leaning forward a bit. Milly settled her gimlet gaze on the young man with intense interest. “I haven’t heard anything about that.”

Celyn perked up and all but wiggled in his chair. “Rumors have been flying around my university about practitioner families getting attacked since last winter. The university I go to in Budapest has a lot of students from practitioner clans, many of them children of High Council employees or council members. It was hard not to hear rumors of trumped-up charges and the enforcers arresting people. News of anything the Council ordered and had plans for, the student body heard about, and lots of it never reached the news media.”

“The Council is seated in Budapest. They’ve long kept their children schooled at home or in nearby, Council-controlled schools in the city to maintain their power,” Milly said quietly. “Practitioners as a whole are as gossipy as vampires.” She narrowed her eyes, Celyn gulping audibly as she fixed him with a sharp stare. “What families are the Council after?”

“I never heard specifics like names and stuff, but the clans being attacked were said to have never worked for the Council, refused to work for the Council, or had members that were exceptionally gifted. Those were always the ones that stood out the most in the rumors.” Celyn nibbled on his lower lip. “Last one I heard before we escaped Budapest was about a family in Spain that got attacked because the son was a necromancer and the Council wanted the kid. I think they got away, though.”
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Angel

He couldn’t help it—he jerked in his seat a bit and whipped his head around, staring at Ignacio and Ashwin in shock.

“What? What did I say?” Celyn asked, worried.

“Sorry,” Angel told Celyn, “I didn’t mean to startle you. You said nothing wrong.” He took in Ignacio’s tense jaw, the big man all but vibrating with strong emotions. Ashwin was statue-still and his eyes glowed a bit before the light receded and he made an effort to hold himself more like a human.

Ashwin leaned into his mate. “Iggy, my love, it’s alright. Leo is safe. We’re safe now. I’m fine, you’re fine.” Ash reached up and pulled Ignacio down to meet him, foreheads pressed together. “All is well, my love.”

Being mated to Simeon gave Angel heightened senses and some more varied advantages compared to a mortal practitioner or mundane human. Nothing extreme—he could smell blood from a distance, his recovery time from injuries was shortened, and his hearing was, on occasion, exceptional. He had limited control over his improved senses so he had to really focus sometimes.

Ignacio’s heart was racing. Hard thumps in his chest that spoke to Angel of a fear response, much like he used to have when surrounded by a large number of vampires soon after the Massacre. Some horror haunted Ignacio, something that required his mate to talk him back from the edge.

Angel sat back in his seat and pressed into Simeon. The room was silent, but in a soft, patient way. Most of the people in the room had something in their past that still affected them, no matter how long ago it might have been. Some horrors left scars that never truly healed.

The sound of heartbeats receded and Angel met the stormy eyes of his ancestor. Once again composed, Ignacio nevertheless held tightly to Ashwin, the vampire curled under his arm and almost in his lap, pressed as tightly as they could manage without getting indecent in mixed company.

“The family attacked in Spain.” Angel said carefully, pausing a moment. It was less a question and more of a statement—Angel had no doubts. The answer was obvious from Ignacio and Ashwin’s reaction. Angel was glad the boy was asleep upstairs and not present for the upcoming conversation. “It was you. The three of you.”

Ignacio dipped his chin in a short nod, jaw tense enough to crack teeth. He didn’t need to speak, and Ashwin rubbed a hand up and down his chest in a soothing motion.

“Yes, that was us.” Ashwin answered for them. “We got away, but not without losses. We came here for sanctuary.”

“Why here? After a hundred fucking years! We had no idea you were alive, that you existed! At the most, we knew Ashwin might be alive—Constans met him decades ago—but you! Our grandfather’s great-grandfather!” Isaac burst out, interrupting Angel before he could ask a far kinder version of the same questions. “How did you know you’d be safe here, when our entire family is dead?” That last part was shouted. Eroch stirred on the hearth but did not wake, and everything seemed to freeze, Isaac’s words echoing in the library.

Isaac made to leap off the couch he shared with Constantine, who caught him in his arms and held him back. Anger simmered in the air around the fire mage, red and orange sparks speaking to the depths of Isaac’s grief and anger.

“We’ve always been safe here,” Ignacio declared in a deep, heavy voice laden with confrontation, and only Ashwin’s hand on his chest kept him from leaning forward to square off with Isaac. Constantine kept a solid grip on his mate as Isaac glared at Ignacio fiercely, and Angel did not want a fight to break out between Isaac and Ignacio.

He was saving the fight for himself.

“Isaac, enough.” Angel didn’t shout but he might as well have from the furious expression his brother gave him. Constantine wrapped a thick arm around Isaac and held him tightly to his side, lips to Isaac’s ear, speaking low words of calm. Isaac was shaking from his outburst, hands clenched into fists, knuckles white.

“We’ll deal with this issue once we’ve got up to speed on what’s happening with the High Council and what we need to do about it. Regardless of what issues we have with Ignacio, the three of them came here for safety and we certainly aren’t letting the High Council get their fucking hands on Leandro. So this fight is shelved, for now, is that understood?”

Angel glowered at Ignacio, receiving an intimidating scowl in return, but he held his ancestor’s gaze until Ignacio gave him a short, brusque nod. Angel turned then to Isaac, and saw his affinity was no longer sparking to life around his head and shoulders, his emotions calming enough to reassert control over his magic. “Isaac?”

“Fine.” Teeth gritted, Isaac growled his response. “We’ll have words about it later.”

“Good,” Angel said, and took a deep breath of his own, working toward leveling his own emotions. He wanted nothing more than to scream it out with Ignacio, but they had a looming enemy outside their gates and a child to protect.

“Remi, Constans,” Angel said, finding himself using the more personal version of Batiste’s name, much to the amusement of the City Master, given the twitch of his lips in the ghost of a smile. “Tell me about the artifact you’ve got that’s bothering my wards.”

Constans nodded to Remi, who spoke as if their little emotional outburst hadn’t just happened.

“My sire is Lady Philippa, and she tasked me with delivering a medallion and information to our cousin,” Remi said, amusement lacing his lightly accented words. Eastern European—Angel had no ear for it, but likely Hungarian. The accent meant Remi had spent many years in the region of Budapest, long enough to acquire an accent that developed long after the fall of Rome. It was charming and reminded him of old-fashioned black and white films about Dracula. Remi certainly looked the part, too—very pale, red lips, fangs on display, eyes that flashed red when they caught the light. The black leather was different—he dressed like a biker from the Lost Boys, sans the metal spikes everywhere. “The High Council pursued me with lethal intent—I believe for the medallion and a thumb drive I was carrying as well. I know nothing about the thumb drive’s contents, but the medallion is particular to our bloodlines.”

“What is the medallion?” Angel asked, looking between Remi and Constans.

“The key to my sire’s lair,” Constantine answered. “He gave it to his children to safeguard until it was time for him to wake. The thumb drive is merely what information the High Council has gathered about my sire. I need to know what they do.”

Angel felt the energy in the room change. Breaths were held, eyes wide, and even Isaac was at last distracted from his anger enough to ask his mate a question. “Rageshi? You mean Rageshi, right? The extremely old, crazy as fuck sire that somehow managed to Turn you when you were dying after being made into a blood magic sacrifice?”

“Yes, that Rageshi,” Constans replied with another amused twitch to his lips, not quite a smile. “He slumbers still, worn down by eternity’s passing. He has no mate nor close companion, and I feared he might seek destruction in search of peace instead of a long night’s respite. The long years and the…unique situation he endured after his own Turning left him unstable. Yet for all his…peculiarities, Rageshi is phenomenally powerful, and if the High Council learned of his resting place, had the medallion, and managed to rouse him, they would gain an unstoppable advantage.”

“Surely he wouldn’t be on their side,” Rory spoke up for the first time. “Not against his own bloodline. I’ve never met him, but from what I did hear about him, he never struck me as the type to be in league with such a regime.”

Constans reached into his suit jacket and pulled out a silk-wrapped object, the energies around it a dark crimson and purple. He held it in his palm and gently pushed back the silk, holding it carefully to show the room the medallion.

A dragon head in profile forged in black iron within a circle, and beneath the dragon head was what appeared to be waves. It was old, very old, steeped in a magic so ancient that Angel had never seen its like before. Older even than the lich he surrendered to Nicademus, and until now, that magical creature had been the oldest structured spellwork Angel had ever witnessed.

“If the High Council had this medallion in their keeping, they would have Rageshi within their control. Lady Philippa has been the custodian of the medallion since I brought my bloodclan to the New World. We deemed it safer for her to hold it as she was closer to his lair, and we worried about the medallion being lost in the colonies if I were to be killed.” Constans spoke quietly, his tone level, as if conveying the day’s weather to a disinterested audience instead of revealing truths that left them staggered.

“That is blood magic,” Angel leaned forward, inner vision coming to the fore without conscious bidding as he took the chance to examine the medallion. “But it has some structure, features that remind me of runes, and what could be sets of spells. It’s older than the blood staff, older than the lich I fought. This is ancient. I’ve never seen structured magic last this long without decaying. Especially old-school blood magic, even in my limited experience.”

“Forged by Rageshi’s own sire the night Rageshi Turned, and the spells were set with Rageshi’s own blood. It was meant to bring control to chaos, and worked, after a fashion. Rageshi’s own nature fought against the primordial death magics that fashioned the sentient undead, and the medallion was made to balance the conflict.”

“What conflict?”

Constans moved the medallion, fingers following the harsh edges of the metal. “When he was mortal, Rageshi was a mage. Born in a time before defined affinities and organized practice, before schools and western disciplines. Long before blood magic became about theft and madness.”

“Practitioners can’t be Turned into vampires,” Daniel said, almost scandalized in disbelief. Not accusatory—it was a concept that flew in the face of centuries of accepted history and lore. There were cautionary tales of practitioners and vampires dying horrible deaths in the attempts to Turn a practitioner, and there were never tales of success. It was a concept that was reserved for movies and television, and even then it was treated lightly.

“Modern-day practitioners cannot, and certainly not by the more recent generations of vampires. Magic in this modern era is heavily structured, and even in death enough of it remains in the body to prevent a mortal practitioner from Turning. Any vampire attempting it would likely die from magic poisoning, unless they had the power and knowledge that Rageshi’s sire held.”

“Who was his sire?” Daniel asked, eyes wide, clearly fascinated. As was Angel, but he hoped he was hiding it better.

Constans smiled ruefully, and shook his head. “I have no name, only a title. Rageshi never shared much, only calling his own sire The Old One. He was gifted with abilities and powers not seen in vampires sired in subsequent generations. The Old One was described to be… different. Modern scientific knowledge leads me to believe The Old One was not entirely homo sapiens sapiens, from the few descriptions I got from Rageshi. He was one of the very first vampires.”

Angel made himself take a deep breath before speaking. “Your grandsire is one of the First Vampires. My brother is mated to a third-generation vampire.”

Constans gave a single-shoulder shrug and Isaac blinked back at Angel, as if just realizing the truth about his own mate in that moment. It wasn’t a bad thing—merely put into perspective the power and strength inherent in Constans and his immediate vampire family.

“If it’s true, then yes, I am two generations removed from a First Vampire. I have never traded on that knowledge, nor let it be widely known. Hard to prove, for one, and it draws all the wrong kind of attention from a wide range of unsavory people and organizations seeking to curry favor for their own ends. I get enough of that from humans and vampires as it is, I don’t need more of it. But yes, The Old One’s blood is responsible for our particular gifts.” Constans wrapped the medallion back up in the silk and tucked it in the pocket of his jacket. “I have The Way Between. Lady Philippa has telekinesis, and Remi…”

“…can teleport,” Remi finished for Constans. “Our whole family has some kind of unique power, well developed, and it is in addition to the typical gifts vampires possess, like Charm and compulsion, speed, strength, and immortality. All from Rageshi and his own sire. Not many bloodlines are as gifted as ours.”

“Your sister can use kinetic magic?” Angel asked, suddenly registering what Constans said. “Was she a mage before Turning, too?”

Constans shook his head once. “No. Hers is true telekinesis, as it’s seen in human movies. A psychic gift she inherited after the change. She was a wholly mundane human prior to Turning, without even close kinship to a practitioner. Her gift is quite strong. She is able to lift herself in flight, and level an entire building with a thought.”

Telekinesis, like the superheroes-in-movies kind of a power, was largely seen as a myth. Only certain elder fae species had true telekinesis, and humans of fae descent had it occasionally, but never much beyond moving small items and with limited range, and it usually came paired with some other minor mental gifts, like empathy, clairvoyance, and telepathy. A vampire with telekinesis was practically unheard of, in the realm of daywalkers and vampires immune to staking through the heart—the provenance of bedtime stories.

“That’s some bloodline,” Angel finally managed to say, a bit flummoxed. He gathered his thoughts. “The medallion can control Rageshi,” Angel stated.

“Whoever holds it, he gives his word to obey in exchange for the holder of the medallion using it to keep him stable.” Constans had a faraway look in his eyes, as if remembering. “My father Bituitus, the Avernii king, held the medallion and Rageshi’s loyalty as a result. My father had the unfortunate foresight to get it bound to his bloodline—the medallion went to my brother for a time after our father’s death. That spell eventually failed when my father’s human bloodline died out several decades after I was Turned. When Bituitus died, Rageshi managed to take back the medallion, and he disappeared. The binding spell was useless without the medallion actually in hand—it merely kept another mortal from outside our family from using it. That spell binding the medallion and Rageshi’s obedience to our bloodline broke when the last of my paternal, mortal kin passed. Then he was free to find peace.”

“Now that you have it, what are you going to do?” Angel asked. “I don’t like the idea of using an artifact to control another person, and waking Rageshi merely to bind him to someone else seems cruel.” He bit back his more insistent thoughts—he was not a vampire, he was not the sired vampire of an ancient being, and he didn’t know Rageshi. Constans was the best one to make the judgment call on what to do regarding his own sire.

“He left instructions—conditions that had to be met to wake him. I gave my word to my sire, and I won’t break it. Maybe the magic in the medallion can be altered somehow, and give him his freedom in truth, without compromising the balance it provides. He is dangerous, and he would be the first to admit the dangers if he becomes unbalanced.” Constans met Angel’s gaze without flinching. “All of that may be moot if the Council has any idea of where he’s entombed. I wouldn’t put it past them to try and wake him without the medallion. He’s been asleep for over two thousand years. He will not be controllable if awakened without the medallion. It will be a bloodbath.”

“One that won’t end with the deaths of the Council mages who awakened him—he’ll hunt down anything with a heartbeat after not drinking blood for that long.” Simeon added with an apologetic expression for his Master. “If the Council wakes him, countless people could die before he could be stopped.”

“The Council tried to kill me and take the medallion and the thumb drive.” Remi spoke, drawing everyone’s attention. “Within hours of me taking possession of the medallion, they tracked it down, presumably through the blood magic used in its making. Stable blood magic is exceedingly rare—and it’s the only artifact I’ve come across in the last thousand years that has stable blood magic. Whether they knew what it was exactly, or merely that Philippa was sending a blood magic artifact via courier to Master Batiste remains unknown. A crime of opportunity, or a mission to awaken Rageshi. One is more palatable than the other. Is there a way to discern which it is? Should we take the time or effort to find out?”

“Good points,” Angel said. “I think we need to err on the side of the worst case scenario, to be safe.”

“I have contacts I can reach out to to see what the Council actually knows,” Constans offered. “I can verify it against the information on the thumb drive that Remi brought with him.”

“My contacts in Europe may have some idea as well,” Milly said. “I’ll see what they’ve heard, if anything. There’s several older Fontaine cousins in Eastern Europe with connections to the Council.”

“If you’d both do that,” Angel said in agreement. “Constans, do you know where he’s…sleeping? What’s the terminology here?”

“Rageshi sleeps,” Constans answered. “His lair is where he sleeps. And I know the location. I’ve checked in on it whenever I can. The advent of the Internet made that process much easier; I can check satellite maps without going there in person and drawing attention to the location.”

“What’s there now?” Isaac asked, relaxed and curious, the anger gone from his voice.

“Nothing much. It resides in a state forest reserve in southern Armenia, in a stretch of land that’s been protected in some fashion for the last 1,700 years. The lair is well hidden. I’ve paid well for the area to resist timber and mining operations, all through complicated shell companies and trusts. He’s been there since before it was a reserve and the area has remained undisturbed since he sealed the lair shut behind him.”

“Any hints that the High Council knows where he is?” Daniel asked. “Like, specifically? They might say screw the medallion and go straight to waking him up. Or maybe…” Daniel trailed off, vaguely horrified before he continued “…what if they kill him instead of waking him up? No medallion, no hope to control him, they might try to take him out of play and kill him before Master Batiste has a chance to wake him up himself.”

Angel knew Constans hadn’t considered that as a possibility by the alarmed lift to his golden brows. Constans pulled out his phone, and stood from the couch. “A moment, please. I need to get up-to-date satellite images of the region.”

Constans wove his way through the couches and chairs and headed for the door, and Isaac got up and quickly followed his mate. Both men slipped from the library, leaving the door cracked slightly open behind them.

“Alright, let’s table that for a minute,” Angel sighed, hoping the Council wasn’t making a move for Rageshi any time soon. It would split their own power-base if Constans, and Isaac by extension, had to head to Armenia to beat the Council to his sire. “Let’s talk honeymoon.”

Daniel squeaked out a protest. “We’re in the middle of some serious shit…”

Angel interrupted him. “You and Rory literally got married yesterday. You’re going on a honeymoon.”

“Congratulations,” Celyn piped up, smiling. “I feel bad for showing up and bringing along more drama. Any idea where you wanna go?”

Daniel opened his mouth, but nothing came out, and finally he slumped back in his seat and Rory wrapped an arm around his new husband’s shoulders, hugging Daniel to him. “Beloved, we need not go anywhere if you’ll not enjoy yourself, but we can take the time for ourselves and still keep abreast of matters here at home.”

“I want a honeymoon,” Daniel said, forlorn and beautifully pitiful, breaking Angel’s heart. “But if we go too far, we can’t get back in time if something bad happens, and if we stay too close the Council might come after us.”

Cian had mentioned something to Simeon about how the sidhe mound could be used to send the newlyweds on their honeymoon, but Remi and Celyn weren’t aware of the mound’s existence and Angel wasn’t comfortable asking them to leave so they could discuss it.

Rory took a long look at Celyn and Remi, the younger fae blushing a bit under the strong regard. “Cefnder bach, allwch chi gadw cyfrinach?”

To Angel’s ear it sounded like a dialect of Welsh, but he had no deep familiarity with the language and sat there as enchanted as everyone else as Rory spoke to Celyn. His words were like music, and it made Angel aware of how harsh English could be to the ear.

Celyn blinked at Rory in what Angel assumed had to be surprise and joy—likely that anyone knew his language and could speak it, and then nodded vehemently. “Byddaf yn cadw eich cyfrinachau, hynaf.”

Cian appeared from nowhere behind Remi and Celyn, standing behind them and less than a foot away. He set a hand on Remi’s shoulder, keeping the suddenly hissing vampire in his seat.

“Easy, striga. I’m no threat to your lovely little mate,” Cian teased, arm flexing the slightest bit as he kept Remi seated.

Only Celyn was unbothered by the High Court Sidhe magically appearing behind him. He twisted in his seat enough to put a knee on the cushion, hands on the back of the chair, smiling up at Cian.

“I saw you skulking around the library and wondered if you’d say hello,” Celyn declared primly yet with a hint of laughter in his tone, even as his companion struggled not to leap up and attack the former serial killer standing in their shadow. “Are you the secret your brother asked me to keep? I’m Celyn Walsh, hello.”

Cian let go of Remi, who was now calming, though his eyes were an impressive crimson and his fangs had dropped, and Angel could hear a faint growl rumbling from his chest even across the several feet between them.

Angel did not want a bloodbath and glared at Cian for his dramatics, but he, of course, ignored him.

Cian stood over Celyn, who untwisted himself and got out of his chair, holding a hand out to Cian without hesitation. That was enough to make Angel’s brows head for his hairline—most supernatural beings did not shake hands. It was too personal and intimate, and allowed for a peek behind individual shields and auras.

Cian clasped Celyn’s forearm in a solid grip, both fae eyeing each other, taking the measure of the other. Celyn appeared unbothered by Cian. Angel was impressed by how Remi had no clue Cian was in the room, which meant the glamour obscured scent and sound as well as sight.

Yet Celyn saw Cian—his aura. The younger fae saw magic.

“Gentle night and welcome, little cousin,” Cian said with a gentle smile. “I am half of that secret. The other half is less dramatic.”

The floor in the library was dark hardwood, but the hearth was a mix of granite and marble, and extended out from the fireplace a few feet, a preventative measure to protect the hardwood from flying embers and sparks. Eroch lay there curled up in blankets and pillows, and he continued to snore lightly even as the mantle above him warped and the stone turned to liquid, flowing into the shape of a stone arch.

The sleeping dragon lay undisturbed as the archway settled into shape, and the shadow within brightened enough to show a few torches burning merrily within the sidhe temple.

Ignacio and Ashwin turned in their seats and stared over the back of the couch they sat on, both startled at the sudden display of power. No mortal magic could change matter in the manner Cian managed—whether it was the sidhe mound doing the transfiguration itself to obey Cian, or it was Cian exercising his aspectral abilities, Angel had no way of knowing. Though in the end it hardly mattered—Cian had a near impossible and mythic ability to traverse the known world, without boundary or wall or border stopping him.

Celyn’s laughter was akin to bells, perfectly in tune and pleasant to the ears, and Angel smiled upon hearing it. Celyn was delighted, and Cian let him go as the younger fae bounced across the library and oohed and aahed around the arch. He neatly avoided the dragon at his feet, though he did appear just as delighted by the slumbering beastie as he did the magically appearing archway to a secret traveling temple.

“An underhill! I thought they were nothing but legends. How marvelous! The columns are gorgeous! The artwork is stunning! May I see?” Celyn whirled to Cian, hands clasped in front of his chest. “May I see them?”

Cian bowed Celyn toward the arch and in a blink, Celyn had leapt over the sleeping dragon and was in the temple, his exclamations of appreciation and joy echoing back out to the library.

With a soft growl, Remi stood, all but vibrating in protective anger. Cian waved a hand at the vampire in casual disregard. “The beautiful boy is perfectly safe, striga. Follow him if you can’t believe me.”

Remi was gone in a blur as he too also leapt over Eroch, who slept on, peacefully oblivious to the drama. Through the archway the pair was visible, the young fae scampering about in glee, and the tall, dark, and handsome vampire shadowing his steps.

“Is the meeting over?” Daniel asked, a bit eagerly.

“No,” Angel said quickly before anyone else decided to follow the pair into the temple. He glared at Cian in frustration but didn’t say anything about his dramatics. “Intermission while Constans sorts out his issue and our guests get some playtime. I need some tea.”


Farewell
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Cian

The young fae bounced around the temple, delighting in the columns that told of fae history. Some of the great columns were carved by sidhe artists—and others, like the ones showing their voyage across the Atlantic to the colonies in the late 1700s, materialized not long after the mound settled into the soft earth of the cape on the outskirts of the tiny Beacon Hill neighborhood.

Remi, the Roman brat—Cian thought his nickname fitting for the brooding ancient vampire—prowled behind Celyn as he excitedly examined the columns, all but pissing on the leg of his younger mate to establish his claim. Cian merely ignored the vampire, who took that as a challenge, eyes glowing red, but the happy chatter from the young fae kept Remi from being foolish.

He sensed it when Daniel and Rory entered the temple through the arch. He turned to his new brother and gave him a rare smile. Daniel was a refreshing and heartbreaking image of High Court Sidhe. He was the epitome of their people, and his aspects, the storm and balance, gave him an aura of power, and conversely, calm and peace. It made a great deal of sense, once one got past the surface contradictions. The cleansing peace and washing away of burdens after the storm, the rush of new during the storm, the destruction of the old, the rising tension of the encroaching storm.

Daniel was not so wholly different from who he was the day before—he was more himself. Cian had a powerful suspicion that Danu, his mother, saw Daniel coming all those eternities ago. All Rory had to do was make it through all those very long years to reach him.

Danu predicted the great love between Daniel and Rory. She gave her blessing on his awakening ceremony, and named his aspects herself. After eons of silence, the Mother of the Sidhe moved amongst them once again. And all it took was love.

Rory, present in his mind as always, came to stand at his shoulder, and Cian leaned into his twin, relishing the contact.

“She promised you much the same, if you opened your heart to the possibility.”

Daniel stood at Cian’s other shoulder, and Cian felt the searching regard of the young sidhe. “Danu? What did she promise?”

“Brother,” Cian warned with a sigh, already giving up, knowing that Rory was going to tell Daniel regardless.

“When we left our mother’s protection and struck out into the world, she prophesied our path. That I would find the greatest love awaiting me after the longest night, and for Cian…”

“A great love as well?” Daniel asked, eyes wide, the storm-touched hues swirling in response to his excitement. “Cian has a great love too?”

Sighing in exaggerated misery, Cian rolled his eyes and tried to walk away, but both Daniel and Rory caught his arms, and he would never hurt either trying to pull away. Daniel employed the puppy dog eyes and Rory knew all his moves to escape. They stopped wrestling as children. Reading your opponent’s mind stopped being a boon in a fight after a series of constant draws.

“I’ve no interest in romance or sex,” Cian declared bluntly. Daniel’s face fell, and Cian softened his words. “I’m not averse to it, but no one has stirred my interest enough for more than a quick fuck in the stables, and that lost its appeal several hundred years ago when clean water was hard to come by for washing.” He paused, speaking mostly to Daniel, as Rory knew well the functioning of Cian’s heart and his half of their soul. “I don’t need to go looking for a great love—if it came to me, I may or may not want it. And if a soulmate exists for me, surely a soulmate would understand my position on sex and physical intimacy.”

Daniel tilted his head, and a contemplative expression shifted across his lovely face. “Today, we’d put you somewhere on the asexual spectrum. You’d be ace. I mean, if you want to call yourself that.”

“A human distinction,” Cian began, but he stopped, pensive. “One I never thought to use to define myself. Sex is enjoyable, but I don’t seek it out with any burning need for it. If asexual as a term can include the enjoyment of sex, then I relate to the term well enough to use it. Thank you for understanding, Daniel.”

“You’re welcome,” Daniel said, and surprised him by laying his head on Cian’s shoulder, hugging both his arms around Cian’s elbow. “I won’t try and set you up with anyone. But if you need any romance advice…”

“Come and ask you?” Cian inquired with a lifted brow.

“Oh no, not me. And I know Rory is great at it, but I was gonna say Simeon. He made Angel, of all people, fall in love with him. He’s a master at romance.”

Rory laughed quietly, and Daniel giggled, burying his face in Cian’s shoulder, and Cian laughed out loud, shocking himself.

He was happy.

You are happy, it’s wonderful to see and to feel. I’m glad, Rory said in his head, making him chuckle again, feeling oddly vulnerable. Daniel clung to him like a limpet, and Rory slipped his arms around them both.
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Rael

Grit in his eyes and mouth, Rael squinted past the smoke and dust, trying to see what hit them.

“Mom, you okay?” Rael asked, twisting in his seat and trying to see his mother in the backseat. “Mom!”

Jameson groaned and coughed from the driver’s seat, and Rael’s heart stopped when he saw the blood running from a cut on his forehead, a long gash that went from eye to hairline. A wave of blood was falling, and Jameson wasn’t healing.

Rael focused and grew out his claws, shredding the locked seatbelt. He cut Jameson’s belt and his mate slumped forward onto the steering wheel. A hissing from the floorboards by Jameson’s feet made Rael look, and his eyes widened in horror when he saw the smoke bomb.

Jameson was still bleeding, his coughing growing worse. Rael finally saw Scylla through the smoke, and she was coughing, barely conscious, and then suddenly Rael’s nose woke up and the stench of burning wolfsbane clued him in to what was happening.

Hands came through the smoke and the broken window next to Jameson, and grabbed the alpha by the shoulders, yanking him from his seat and out the window. “Hey! Fuckers! Give him back!”

Scylla’s door was wrenched open, and a black-clad practitioner with the emblem of the High Council on his shoulder took one look at Rael’s mother and slammed the door shut again, despite her moans and clearly injured state.

Rael tried to climb over the seats to get to her, but the door holding him up was suddenly gone, and Rael tumbled from the car, falling backwards onto the pavement.

He saw the leather boot coming, but it was too fast for him to do anything except take the blow. Darkness fell, pain following in its wake.
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Angel

Angel sat beside his sleeping dragon, hand on his head, rubbing his fingers over the growing ridge above the fierce yellow and gold eyes. When tiny, Eroch’s eyes were a dandelion yellow, and they still were for the most part, but they were developing a golden sheen as he aged, and Angel suspected the yellow would turn to a molten gold when Eroch was an adult.

Dragons lived until killed, whether by design or accident. According to the Brennan twins, the dragon homeworld was a giant planet with gravity and atmospheric conditions perfect for supporting beings who never stopped growing. He wondered if the ability to summon dragons—demons, as they were once colloquially known—through proscribed black magic ceremonies was how the universe tried to find a loophole for a magical creature population that rarely experienced attrition, but then, that was stupid. A typical thing for humans to assume their existence to be an integral part of the grand design of the universe, but he was a practitioner, and that hubris tended to show up even when he tried to avoid it. Arrogance he enjoyed, a flaw he knew well. Hubris was dangerous and beyond it lay ruin.

Dragons once came to Earth without being summoned, so perhaps they had the ability themselves, or knew of a magic that allowed them to cross dimensions without the warping of a summoning and a geas anchoring them to a master and purpose on Earth.

A beautiful, almost impossible laugh had him jumping a bit in surprise, making him turn to look into the temple.

Angel glimpsed Daniel bracketed by the sidhe twins; from the wicked grin on Cian’s face, he was teasing Daniel, Rory laughing. Cian’s behavior toward Angel’s adopted son was interesting. Part of him had expected Cian to fall in love with Daniel as well, on the heels of his brother Rory doing so initially—but there were no romantic elements to the love Cian clearly had for Daniel. It was brotherly, an older (much, much older) sibling teasing and protecting and indulging a beloved younger sibling. Angel had Isaac—he knew well how a sibling dynamic appeared and this was the same.

He was relieved, to be honest. No one deserved to be trapped in an unrequited love triangle with a set of twins for all eternity, especially not Daniel.

Simeon came into the library carrying two large duffels packed with items two men might need and more for a honeymoon abroad. Angel grinned, delighted it was time at last.

He carefully got to his feet and waited for Simeon to reach him before he stepped through the archway into the temple proper.

Cian clocked them entering immediately, though the only reaction he made was a flicker of his mercurial eyes, unbothered in the extreme.

“Simeon, what’s that?” Daniel asked suspiciously, brows low in a sweet, teasing glower.

“It is time to leave on an adventure, beloved,” Rory said, adeptly disengaging his husband and brother and guiding Daniel to the nearest wall.

“Huh?”

“Honeymoon, kiddo,” Angel declared, just in time, as more people stepped over the sleeping dragon to enter the sidhe mound. Cian again had no reaction, though Angel could only imagine he was less sanguine than he appeared at having so many people inside the secret mobile home of infinite power.

“I got the presents,” Isaac waved the gift bag, and Constans smiled at his mate, clearly besotted and unafraid to show it.

“We came with nothing for newlyweds, but here’s a handful of cash to splurge with. Nearest bank where you’re going has a decent exchange rate,” Ashwin said, and gave a flustered Daniel a huge stack of crisp bills, probably from their running away stash.

“Enjoy your time, Daniel. And welcome to the family,” Ignacio said in that deep, gravelly voice of his, and Daniel surprised them all by hugging the big man in an exuberant embrace. Ignacio, to his credit, hugged Daniel back without a qualm, showing no regard for the young man’s heritage or old name. Daniel was never Ignacio’s enemy, and it showed.

Daniel ended the hug only to surprise everyone again, holding up his hands and with a soft purse of his lips in concentration, he pressed the palms of his hands together and then pulled them apart, and in between glowed the lines of a spell. Angel gaped when he realized they were the blue runes and silver lines mapping the technicalities of the sunlight wards that no one was yet able to cast on the Mansion.

“Sunlight wards,” Ignacio said in awe, his finger coming up to gently trace the spell in the air, the glowing lights swirling like smoke, only to reform as his finger passed through them.

“The Mansion is your home,” Daniel said gently. “I see the Invitational magics arising from the grounds, the floorboards, the very walls, responding to your presence. It’s been waiting for you to come home. There’s enough there for every vampire member of our family to be safe, if you’re able to cast it.” That last bit was said with a teasing twinkle in his eyes and a sharp, wicked smile that made Ignacio scoff in disbelief and pride.

“It’s marvelous spellwork, young Salvatore, I thank you for the knowledge of it,” Ignacio said loudly enough for everyone to hear him comfortably. “Enjoy your honeymoon.”

“Angel crafted it a while ago,” Daniel said, dropping his hands, Ignacio likely committing it to memory as most sorcerers could upon sight of a new spell. Ignacio’s brows went high and he gave Angel an impressed look, making Angel reluctantly nod his head in acknowledgment.

“Time for goodbyes,” Angel declared. A round of hugs for all, though Remi and Celyn hung back, awkwardly waving goodbye, probably confused about where Daniel and Rory were going while inside the temple.

Cian solved that confusion by casually lifting a hand and knocking thrice on the stone wall, grinning. He stepped away, and with a flourish, in the place of a smooth, unbroken white wall, there stood a pair of dark gray doors, set in iron and glass, and what appeared to be a dim glow of light beyond.

“Giant’s Causeway, Northern Ireland,” Cian announced. “An indefinite stay booked at the local inn, with full-access tourist passes and an all-expense paid meals package.”

“But…” Daniel tried one last time to protest, but Angel shook his head. He hugged Daniel again, then gently pushed Daniel to his husband, who already had their bags in one hand, easily holding the weight, the other outstretched to Daniel. Daniel took it, and then the doors opened, revealing a fantastic-looking foyer in a much smaller building than the Mansion, but one no less beautiful or ornate. Probably the inn where they were staying for their honeymoon.

“Wait!” Daniel shouted and then broke away from the group, running to the archway where the dragon slept. Daniel knelt and pressed a kiss to Eroch’s head, carefully hugging the exhausted dragon, before leaping to his feet and running back. “Eroch would have been so sad if I left without saying goodbye.”

“I love you. Be safe, both of you, and we’ll see you when you get home.” Angel waved goodbye to them both, and Daniel followed his husband through the archway to another country. The door shut with a soft thud, and Cian dismissed the doors with an elegant wave of his hand.
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Angel

“Any trouble at your sire’s lair?” Angel asked Constans, both of them sitting with Eroch as he slept on the hearth. It was odd to see Constans sitting on the floor, as casual as Angel, not a care given for his expensive clothing as he sat on a floor that hadn’t been swept in a decade. Preservation spells could only do so much against dust.

Constans was petting Eroch along his back between his wings in long, slow strokes, making Eroch churr happily in his sleep. He shook his head once, eyes locked on the slumbering beastie. “No. No movement. The images are fresh, within the last two hours. Nothing within several miles of his lair, as per usual. And my contacts are looking to see if there’s any chatter about Rageshi from their targets. The information from the thumb drive is a few days old and I need to go through it thoroughly, but otherwise I think Rageshi is currently safe.”

“Good,” Angel murmured, not wanting to wake Eroch, though he doubted anything short of a bomb going off would rouse him. The growth spurt was taking a lot out of the young dragon. “Let me know ASAP if that changes, though. I want you to wake Rageshi if you think the Council is making a play for him first.”

“I will do so if I must, but I hesitate. Rageshi left firm instructions, and one of them was to prevent him from becoming a weapon. He had enough of that from my father. Rageshi hates the nature of his existence, but he’s pragmatic enough to realize who he does want in control of him if he must be woken.”

“You?” Angel asked. He watched Constans’ face for his answer.

A faint grimace, and a nod. “Yes.”

“Not a bad choice.” Angel said, and he smirked a bit when Constans raised surprised eyes to look at him. “He could do worse for a master than his own sired fledgling.”

“I…” Constans cleared his throat and tried again. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” Angel grumbled, but not unkindly.
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Angel

He was sitting alone with Eroch again when the sharp chime of his phone had the slumbering beast stirring in complaint, and Angel quickly pulled it out and answered the call.

“My son has been kidnapped,” Scylla Morrow growled, literally, through the phone. Rael’s mother was over two hundred years old, a powerful werewolf with the triad of forms, and she was terrifying.

Simeon came to his side instantly, kneeling next to him, and Angel suddenly found himself surrounded by several people, either fae or vampire. He looked up at his concerned friends and family. “When and where?”

“Less than five minutes, so whoever took him and Jameson are going to be still on the road unless they’ve got a safehouse in Cambridge. We were looking at houses for rent,” Scylla coughed, growling between gasping for air, as if it was impossible to stop growling, even in distress.

“Scylla, where are you?”

“Cambridge, Broadway and Third, just off Longfellow Bridge. Stopped at the intersection waiting for the light to turn.” He heard the creaking of metal and the savage roar of a werewolf caught in the Change. Her voice when it returned was warped by what he suspected were rather large teeth. “Council enforcers took my son and his mate. Find them before I do or they all die screaming.”

The line went dead.

“I can get you there,” Constans said, standing from the couch nearby with Isaac, Iggy and Ash following.

“You’ve done thousands of miles already today,” Angel said, half-protesting. He was not sure if vampires suffered from magical exhaustion like humans did, but he was sure he didn’t want his brother’s mate to find out.

“And the jaunt to Cambridge won’t be the final straw,” Constans promised, giving his concerned mate a soft smile and a kiss to his hair. “Give me a short while to gather the strength—choose your combatants, necromancer. The first salvo of the war has been made.”

Angel and Simeon held each other’s gaze for a short but meaningful moment, the beat of a silent heart. War had come again, and people close to Angel were going to get hurt, maybe even die.

War ended in death. Always.

“Celyn, please stay here,” Angel directed. “Either in the temple with the Brennans’ permission or here in the house. My little cousin is asleep upstairs.”

“No need to babysit, I’ll be staying with my son.” Ashwin stated, and Angel agreed with the decision.

“Ignacio, if you’ll stay here as well, please. The Council is actively pursuing you, and may try a concentrated attack to kill or capture you for access to Leandro. I’d rather not explain to another kid that his parent is dead.”

Ignacio’s jaw tightened, but Ashwin put a hand on his mate’s arm, silently speaking to him in that way longtime mates had—and Ignacio agreed with a dip of his chin.

“I don’t mind staying,” Celyn replied. “I can’t fight in any way. I can see magic, all kinds apparently, but I’m not a fighter.”

“No need for it, kedvesem,” Remi said, hugging his young mate. He looked at Angel. “I am a soldier, from before my first death to now. The sun has set—I will fight. My kin need me.”

“Thank you,” Angel said with a nod. He spun back to Constans. “How many people can you transport?”

“This short of a distance, everyone present. If Elder Simeon would lend his strength for this number, as I cannot take so much from Isaac.”

“I will, Master,” Simeon replied, and before Angel could ask what that meant, Remi stepped out of the temple and over the drowsy dragon without falling or missing a step.

“I can help you as well, cousin.”

“Cian, Isaac, and myself, Simeon, Remi, Constans. Six of us to find two werewolves and help Scylla get her revenge. She’s a huge lycan that can scare you shitless, so don’t get in her way.” Angel checked his phone. “Cian, stay glamoured so no one can see you’re not dead.” Cian nodded in agreement. “Two minutes. Get your weapons, ready to fight. Meet in the foyer. Vampires, do what you need to help Constans transport us all.”

“Seven,” a strident voice broke the tension, and Milly pushed her way through the crowd around Angel. She frowned at Angel, who immediately put up both hands in surrender. “Are you having fun without me, Angel?”

“I would never,” Angel swore, and Milly’s frown cracked, and she nodded with a smug smile. “Alright, seven of us. Let’s get moving.”


The Killer Comes to the Rescue
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Rael

Coughing, Jameson struggled to open his eyes, and Rael ripped the shirt off his back and wiped at his mate’s face. The aconite bombs—wolfsbane bombs—spread by the Council enforcers affected Jameson severely, the big alpha inhaling the scalding concoction and burning his face and eyes. The wolfsbane was preventing Jameson from healing, and he was unable to Change, trapped in his human form.

“I’m so sorry,” Rael whispered, wiping at the streaming tears running from his mate’s reddened eyes.

“Not your fault,” Jameson managed to hack out before coughing stole his voice. A long moment later Jameson tried again. “Escape before they realize the wolfsbane doesn’t bother you.”

They were secluded in the pantry of a very expensive building, dragged through the back door and kitchen of what was likely a pricey as fuck hotel in town, but one Rael was not familiar with, maybe somewhere in Back Bay unless they were still in Cambridge. It wasn’t long since the accident, but Rael got kicked in the head and had no idea how long he was out in the van that brought them here, so he wasn’t sure.

“I am not leaving you,” Rael snarled. He got up from his crouch beside Jameson where he slouched against the wall on the cold stone floor, and went searching on the shelves for anything he could use as a weapon.

“Your magic?” Jameson asked quietly, worried.

“Locked down tight,” Rael replied, jaw clenched. “Not sure if that’s good or bad.”

“Don’t blow us up unless that door opens.” Jameson groaned.

Rael winced, and looked back at his mate over his shoulder while rifling through shelves full of things like baking lard, sugar, and bags of potatoes. The new bond to his mentor had his magic locked down tight and Angel said it was at its narrowest for them to maintain their mutual privacy. That meant he wasn’t sure if Angel knew he was missing yet, but his mother was alive and Scylla would have no problem calling in the National Guard to rescue him, nevermind the Necromancer of Boston.

“I’m not blowing anyone up unless they try to hurt you. I hate blowing people up. Gross.” He tried to joke, to ease the tension.

As hoped, Jameson managed a crooked smile. “I love you, Rael.”

He gave up trying to find something to save them and darted back to his mate, and he curled into Jameson, hoping for rescue and fearing it at the same time. Jameson was covered in wolfsbane residue from the aconite bombs—Rael read in high school about how they were used as tools of oppression in the Civil Rights movements of the mid-1900s. Rael shuddered, never happier that his hybrid nature allowed him to keep a clear head, unaffected by the poison.

His new mentor was the infamous Necromancer of Boston. And Rael had no idea what to expect. One thing he did know—Angel was not going to let the High Council keep them.
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Angel

Angel found Scylla Morrow the second they stepped out of the wormhole onto Third Street in Cambridge. She was easily seven feet tall, long gray fur fluttering in the breeze, the moon above lighting up her huge fangs and claws. The most powerful werewolves had the triad of forms—human, lycan, and full wolf—and Scylla, for all she was a beta and small in her human form, had all three forms, and power to sustain the terrifying lycanthrope form for hours. While intimidating in her lycan form, Angel also found her petite human form equally scary.

Mothers terrified him. Milly mothered him and he had no defenses, and Scylla was the dangerous side of motherhood—the momma bear, or in this case, the momma werewolf.

Several cars were mired in a crash in the intersection, and a quick check into one proved Angel’s suspicions—the cars boxing in the car he recognized as Jameson’s were stolen, the ignitions ripped apart. However the enforcers got their prisoners away, it had to be new vehicles, and the stench of aconite flooded the area. How Scylla was standing was a miracle. The car had been hit on three sides and the windows shattered, the doors were open, and the floorboards were littered with spent aconite bombs.

Angel moved out of the way so the rest of the rescue party could come through the wormhole, Milly following right on his heels.

Simeon bracketed Constans with Remi. Constans’ cousin lifted his wrist to the city master’s face and to Angel’s shock, which he tried to hide, Constans immediately bit into Remi’s wrist, dragging in mouthfuls of blood. Remi saw Angel watching, and smiled as reassuringly as the vampire could with a city master feeding off of him in public. “It doesn’t hurt, and we’re of an age, me and Master Batiste. I can handle feeding him to help him recover.”

Constans let go after a few moments, and Simeon handed him a silk handkerchief to wipe his lips. The bite on Remi’s wrist was already healing. The wormhole snapped shut—and a slight tap from an invisible person on Angel’s shoulder told him Cian was through and hiding in plain sight.

A low, long growl came from Scylla, who crouched enough to be eye to eye with Angel. “Enough. Time to find Rael.”

Remi and Simeon released Constans, Isaac moving to his side once there was room, and Constans put an arm around his mate and with his free hand, pulled out his phone and began texting. “I won’t be able to do a return wormhole. I’m sending for multiple cars to take us home once we’ve found the wolves.”

Scylla growled, a deep, echoing rumble that shook the pavement under Angel’s feet. “Follow,” she snarled, and took off at a low, smooth lope, dropping to run on all four murderous paws. Cars and pedestrians swerved to avoid her; Third was a busy street, even this late in the evening, and Boston never really slept in the denser parts of Town.

“Shit, that’s gonna hit the news for sure,” Isaac exclaimed, eyes wide.

“Oh, dear, that’s going to be viral,” Milly agreed.

“Simeon—” Angel was caught up in arms made of stone before he finished the thought, Simeon blurring them after the speedy werewolf.

She wasn’t as fast as a vampire at full-speed, but she was far faster than any mortal. Angel spared a single worry for the invisible Cian, somewhere behind them, hoping the sidhe didn’t get into trouble without Angel nearby.
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Cian

“How lovely,” Cian muttered, abandoned almost immediately by his companions, except for Isaac and Connie. The vampire was subtly leaning on his mate, exhausted even after drinking from the powerful Remigius, the Roman vampire as strong as his “cousin.”

Connie heard him and chuckled. “No pouting, sidhe. You’ve the speed to keep up. You just hate running after people.”

That was true. Such exertions were boring. He much preferred battle or dance. The world was whispering to him, the stones of the buildings around him, the wind carrying the truth of things to him as he stood in the middle of the street, listening to the sounds of concerned onlookers and the wail of sirens of approaching authorities. And the secrets they were telling him were exactly what he needed to hear.

Remi had taken off, carrying the delightful Milly, scooping her off her feet in true movie star style, much to her enjoyment. Angel and Simeon were chasing the tail of the mother wolf, who was taking the long way around the huge block of businesses on Third Street, presumably following the scent originally laid by her son’s abductors as they escaped.

“I suppose I should follow them,” Cian said, mostly to himself. He was visible enough to appear as a faint ghost—purely to be polite, so Connie and Isaac knew the general direction to address their comments. “Only polite. Or I could go right to the missing wolves and await them.”

Isaac squinted at him, and Cian smiled wide, trying for once to appear congenial. Daniel loved Isaac very much, so for Daniel, Cian would try.

“Cian, my old friend, go to the wolves, after you tell me where they are,” Connie ordered gently, leaning on the wrecked car. Isaac had his phone out, presumably calling his brother.

“The stones whisper to me of a mated pair of wolves, one poisoned and sick, the other young and his magic stifled by a new bond,” Cian pointed past the vampire and his mate, at a cut-through alley between two businesses. “On the other side of this block, in a hotel made from Italian marble, and one I’ve been to before. Lovely bar, and extended stay suites. The wolves are in the pantry of one of the suites.”

Connie twisted enough to look where Cian was pointing. He frowned, thinking. “That’s the King’s Chalice Hotel. One of the hotels booked out by the High Council members who arrived a few days ago.”

“Oh, even better! I get to fillet some Councilors!”

Isaac cackled even as he dialed his brother. He pointed down the alley. “Get going. Please.” The please was a bit terse.

Cian didn’t take the thinly veiled order badly. Isaac was young. And impatient.

“As you wish,” Cian replied, setting off at a jog. “Tell Angelus I’ll see him there!”
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Rael

His senses were as strong as any full-blooded werewolf, since being a hybrid usually meant a child was born with the werewolf traits dominant. Rael was a genetic outlier, a half-werewolf, half-practitioner hybrid that had magic from his human father instead of werewolf magic from his mother. He still had fangs and claws, strength, speed, and enhanced senses to match any werewolf in their human form—all that let him hear the approaching pad of soft feet, each footfall deliberate outside the door of the pantry.

“Someone is coming,” Rael whispered to Jameson, who struggled to sit up straighter, one arm trying to push Rael behind him. Jameson was weak—there was no way to wash off the wolfsbane, and Jameson was slowly dying from the poison coating his skin, eyes, and lungs.

“Get ready,” Jameson gritted out, pain lacing each word. “Attack the second you get a chance.”

Rael nodded, and in the next breath he had his fangs and claws, ready to rend anyone who walked through the door.

A subtle weight of atmospheric shifting, tension moving in the air around them, and the knob turned, the lock breaking with a snap. The spell on the frame keeping Rael from doing the same ignored the person on the other side of the door—who opened it as if it weren’t bespelled and locked—and a blur of gray and green slipped into the room, the door shutting with a muted thump.

A glamour dropped, and the sidhe leaning on the door smirked at the confounded expression Rael knew he was wearing. “You’re not Rory Brennan,” Rael declared after a heartbeat.

“I am not,” Cian Brennan agreed, obviously not dead.

“You were murdered in prison weeks ago,” Rael stammered out over the rising growl coming from Jameson, his alpha unhappy in the extreme that they were in a small space with a convicted and not-dead serial killer.

“Sure, let’s go with that explanation,” Cian quipped. “I lived, but Angel Salvatore made the decision to let me die to save future humans from being killed for their stupidity.”

“What?”

“Yes, I had the same reaction when I learned of his plan,” Cian replied with a put-upon sigh. “But enough about me, there’s several powerful people right now in the main lobby of the hotel deciding how to rescue you from some guests staying here, and a mother werewolf who is fighting her way back here with a pissed-off necromancer right behind her. I say we hang out right here, to maximize the carnage.”

“What the fuck?” Jameson groaned.

“Excellent, I’m glad we all agree,” Cian declared happily, ignoring Jameson’s words, grinning like a crazy person. “You need vinegar.”

“I’m so confused,” Rael said to the room at large. Jameson nodded beside him.

“Easy enough, my pretty little pup,” Cian said, as if Rael had asked a question. “Vinegar will break down the aconite and help clean off your mate so he lives long enough to be rescued.”

Cian started going through the shelves, and crowed quietly in success when he found a gallon jug of distilled white vinegar and a stack of white dish towels. He passed both to Rael, who took them with some hesitation, but Cian was insistent.

“Vinegar won’t hurt, though you’ll smell like a salad for a bit,” Cian whispered as he knelt in front of them both, ignoring the murderous glare from Jameson despite his weakened state. “And you’ll be nose-dead until you can take a shower, but you’re that bad off right now anyway.” Jameson dared to lift a lip and bare a fang at the High Court Sidhe, and all Cian did was reach out a single finger and boop Jameson on the nose. Both Rael and Jameson stared at Cian in shock and affronted dignity, and he grinned back at them, utterly unconcerned.

“Get cleaned up so you’ll survive long enough to calm down your mother-in-law. I’m gonna hide in the kitchen and kill enforcers as they try to escape out the back door of this place when Angel gets going.”

Cian was invisible the next moment, and the door opened and shut with a faint glimmer of something as Cian presumably left the pantry.

“Did he say he was going to murder people?” Jameson asked, and Rael was at his breaking point.

“I don’t care at the moment. Mom and Angel are here. We’re getting rescued. And you need a vinegar sponge bath.” Rael told his mate, and Jameson grimaced.


It's a Trap
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Angel

Angel hung up the phone and resisted the urge to throw it. “Cian found them already. King’s Chalice Hotel, in a pantry of all places.”

The King’s Chalice was a Georgian monstrosity of granite and marble that squatted on the next block up from Third, catering to old, rich white men and their tastes. Perfect place for Councilors to settle in while they tried to kill an entire family.

“I haven’t been there before,” Angel said to his group, Simeon at his side as always.

“I have,” Simeon assured him. “If Cian said they’re in a pantry, then it’s one of the extended stay suites. Likely the first floor, one of the garden suites, with alley access in the back. I don’t see the hotel staff overlooking enforcers carrying unconscious people through the lobby, no matter how much they’re being paid.”

“Good point,” Angel replied. Scylla was already gone, running toward the corner of the street nearest to them, and she’d be there in less than a minute at the rate she was going. “We need to catch up to her.”

Scylla was angry enough to use humans as chew toys.
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Simeon

Simeon set his mate on his feet in the lobby of The King’s Chalice, the ornate and opulent surroundings fitting for a group of people steeped in ill-gained wealth and corrupt power. Very British Empire in decor, and Simeon held back a sneer out of habit. This hotel was one of his least favorite in the city.

“Find my apprentice,” Angel ordered the group. Remi set Milly beside Angel and blurred away, Scylla already dragging in deep breaths, trying to scent for her son and his mate. They’d entered the hotel through the front entrance, and Simeon could not catch a hint of their scents—if Cian was right, then the rear alley entrance through the gardens was how the enforcers got them into the hotel.

Now they had to find the right suite.

“How dare you come in here like that, you beast!”

The tiny bald man in a very conservative suit, puffy cravat, and wingtips polished to a high sheen tried his best to scold Scylla, standing under her great height like a chipmunk chirping at a Great Dane.

Not that Scylla was a dog, by any means.

“Begone! This is no place for this wickedness! Get! Shoo!” the little man hissed out between gritted teeth.

“Incredibly rude,” Milly exclaimed. “Cease your wailing! She’s a person, not an animal!”

“She is NOT a dog,” Angel growled out in a decent imitation of a werewolf himself. “Scylla is here to find her son, who’s been kidnapped by Council enforcers. Where are their rooms?”

“I will not tell you anything; we respect the privacy of our guests. I am calling the police! This is outrageous! You are trespassing!” the concierge declared, pulling out a cellphone from his suit jacket.

“Yeah, we’re not dealing with you anymore.” A flick of his wrist and Angel yanked the cellphone from the man’s grasp, and it fell to floor and shattered, screen separating from body and spreading the guts of the phone over the lobby. Milly sniffed at the concierge, and gave Angel a pat on the shoulder in approval.

Remi popped into existence behind the concierge, fangs out, eyes red as rubies and glowing. The small man spun, saw Remi, yelped, and fell backwards on his rear, staring up at Remi in horror. Remi ignored him, pointing back over his shoulder and speaking to Scylla. “They’re down that hall. The suite is empty. No one is there except our guys.”

“This smells like a trap, my love,” Simeon said to Angel, a hand on the small of his mate’s back.

“Yup, I agree, trap,” Angel stated, hands on his hips. “Milly?”

“A trap, my dear.”

“Remi?”

“Trap,” Remi agreed without hesitation.

“We spring the trap and eat the hunters,” Scylla growled low and deep, crouching down so she was head-level with Angel. Milly grinned wide, and shared a glance with Angel and Simeon.

Simeon smiled, finding Scylla’s word choice rather apt.

“Milly and I will abstain from cannibalism, but you guys can have fun.”
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Cian

“I am too rash sometimes,” Cian murmured to himself, eyeing the booby trap sprung under his feet, a kinetic bomb set to go off the second he stepped off the marble tile. It had lain dormant, blending in with the magic residue in the kitchen, the old building full of generations of spell casters’ leavings, maintenance spells, and every other kind of residue famous for defiling hotels the world over.

Remi appeared at the edge of the kitchen, and he stopped, hands in his pockets. “You trapped?”

“I am, yes,” Cian sighed, smiling despite the bomb under his feet. “My night was set to be rather dull, with Rory and Daniel away without me. Now I get to play with kinetic bombs and evil villains. Imagine a staff member strode across this tile instead of me? They’d stand no chance.”

“You stand no chance if that goes off,” Remi declared, leaning on the door frame. “Are there any more?”

“Ahh yes, prudent to check. Well done,” Cian said, and did just that, asking the stone tiles and the air if there was more penned-in chaos like that beneath his feet.

“I’m gonna go tell Angel about the bomb while you check. Don’t get blown up,” Remi said, backing away down the hall.

“I’ll do my best, thank you,” Cian replied a bit absentmindedly. He liked the Roman vampire a bit more now. Fabulous attitude in the face of mayhem.
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Angel

“Your madman is on a bomb set to blow if he steps off it. Kinetic bomb. He’s looking for more.”

If Scylla had rushed headlong into the suite looking for Rael and Jameson she’d likely have blown herself up, probably even her family, too, if the bomb was big enough.

Angel pulled on his inner vision and went looking for spell traps in the lobby as well, and the sheer number of spell leftovers and ambient magic cullings, and the traces of numerous practitioners over decades was dizzying and nearly blinding in some places, not to mention the maintenance spells laid in place to preserve the hundred-year-old building.

“Smart,” Angel murmured under his breath. “It’s so chaotic in here from guests’ magic and practitioners merely existing in this space that it would be easy to hide traps…. We need to get this building evacuated.”

“What?” the concierge gasped from his spot on the floor. Honestly, Angel forgot he was there.

“Call the police, pull the fire alarm, and get evacuating.” Angel ordered. “There’s more bombs in the lobby.”

Angel pointed not far away from where they were standing—if Remi had taken a path a bit more to the right, he’d have tripped one of the two bombs in the lobby.

“No one move,” Angel commanded loudly, steel in his voice. “Milly, can you see the other?”

“I can,” she said, even as she wove her hands around each other and a bright silver shield popped into reality, settling in a half sphere atop a spot on the floor near a secondary exit from the lobby, the sign on the wall indicating more long-term stay suites were in that direction. Her shield was impenetrable, though neither of them had tested their shields against bombs.

Angel followed her example and called a shield, laying it over the first bomb. His shield was hellfire green, rivers of bright neon green twisting and flowing over the shield, shadows of black smoke snaking along the floor around the shield. He made it as scary as possible to prevent anyone from getting too close—Milly’s was intimidating in its brilliance, shining like a star made of steel and glass.

The concierge scrambled to his feet and ran for the front desk on the far side of the lobby, screaming the whole time. Not the man to be in charge in a crisis, then.

“Take me to Cian,” Angel said to Remi, who nodded. He looked up at Simeon. “Call O’Malley and have him bring the bomb squad, and get help evacuating this place. Isaac and Constans are close, get them here as well, please. Have them go no farther than the lobby.”

Simeon leaned down and kissed him, hard. Enough to make his knees buckle, and his arms wrap around that strong neck. The kiss was a promise. A declaration. Love and trust, and a hint of worry.

They broke apart. “I love you. Be careful.”

Simeon’s eyes were glowing, a bright emerald green Angel would never be able to forget. “I love you too, mo ghra. Take care, please.”

Angel pulled away, and followed Remi with Milly by his side.

“I’ll take care of him,” Milly promised Simeon as they carefully followed behind Remi, watching for additional bombs as they went.

[image: image-placeholder]


Cian

“Do not come in, Mother Wolf,” Cian warned Scylla sternly. “This bomb will take out your child and his mate, not just me.”

She grumbled and snarled, hunched over in the hallway outside the kitchen, and he turned his attention to the bomb beneath him.

Talking to stone after it had been carved from the earth was harder than speaking to rocks buried in the ground, or the mountains that sang in his heart even on the coast, far from any altitude worth calling a mountain.

Yet even then, it was easier for him than any mortal might manage—earth mages might get some small sense of the earth, but speaking to stone was a more…niche skill-set.

“Did that mean earth mage stick a nasty spell on you, dearest?” Cian said just as Angel, Milly, and Remi appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. Scylla towered over them, the werewolf pacing the hallway outside the kitchen, warned by Cian not to enter in case her weight, even from feet away, might be enough to shift the spell into exploding.

“Are you talking to the floor?” Angel asked, one brow raised.

“I am, yes, give me a moment.”

Angel mimed zipping his lips and watched with sharp eyes as Cian went about unraveling the kinetic bomb.

A kinetic bomb was simple. Ambient magic was harvested from the area of the spell’s crafting, or pulled from the creator’s internal reserves, and converted into physical motion, moving air particles or another object, much like telekinesis, but done by loose spellwork or focus. A bomb was made when kinetic motion was begun, halted, and compressed into a tiny, dense bundle of magic that could be released by a specific trigger. Set into physical objects, a kinetic bomb might be augmented by fire spells, liquid accelerants, nails, debris, anything—a kinetic bomb would be the shockwave, and a fireball with debris would follow, shredding any victims and property in the immediate radius. Big or small, they were a versatile weapon, first fashioned in the 1700s in the Mediterranean region, but the mages who made them kept a lid on the spellwork and it went in and out of use in the Western world.

Some spells were worth being lost to time, and it made sense the High Council of Sorcery had access to the manufacturing of them. Knowledge was power and the High Council hoarded information like a dragon with gold.

The tile murmured of unpleasant auras and the passage of many feet, sleepy for so long, missing the mountains it once inhabited. Not quite a sentient spirit—more the essence of its magic, that all things and beings possessed. All of reality had a spark of magic, and that spark is what Cian conversed with. A coaxing of the magic under his feet, and the tile released the bomb spell. A swirl of dust gathered between Cian’s feet, and he stood carefully, eyeing the kitchen for what he needed.

“Very carefully, Remi, I need the salt from the shelf over there,” he said, pointing to the far shelves by the range top. “Minimal pressure on the floor around me, and as fast as you can.”

“Easy,” Remi said and was instantly gone, Cian barely able to discern that the vampire teleported from where he was standing at the door to the far side of the kitchen, then immediately to Cian where he stood, the salt held out at arm’s length—Cian took it, and Remi was gone again, back in his original spot, all within a few seconds.

“Delightful chap, I take back my mental insults,” Cian declared in glee, ripping the top off the salt canister and pouring it out over the spell attached to the dust between his feet.

“Angelus, a salvo to finish it off, please,” Cian directed, tossing the empty canister away in a random direction.

Angel flicked his wrist and the salvo spell, an unmaker, zipped across the space and Cian jumped out of the way, landing neatly several feet away from the now disarmed and shattered bomb spell.

“It’s over—all safe. There’s no more bombs in here,” Cian informed his spectators, and Scylla barreled through the small crowd at the door, went to the pantry, and ripped the door from the hinges, climbing over the ruined door into the pantry to her son and son-in-law.

“It was unlocked,” Cian sighed mournfully.

Angel came into the kitchen, and Cian was impressed that Angel appeared unruffled by the whole event. “Can you do the same to the rest of the bombs?”

“I need more salt, but yes.”

“There’s salt in here!” Rael shouted helpfully from the pantry.
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Angel

A fourth bomb was found but not before it went off—and it was a Council enforcer that died. Scylla, after getting her son-in-law wiped down in vinegar and in an ambulance with Rael, decided to go hunting.

Unrestrained by any sort of deference for authority, Scylla Morrow went from concerned mother to vengeance incarnate. And Angel followed on her heels, Simeon helping them keep pace. Scylla found a hidden enforcer, ripped the door off his hiding spot, and chased him back down a hall he had likely just come from—and right over the bomb the man had set moments earlier.

Angel got a shield up in front of himself and Simeon in time to stop the worst of it, though his ears rang a bit and his eyes had a residual aura from the flash hanging in his vision.

The explosion was catastrophic for flesh and bone—it also knocked down walls, and caved in the ceiling of the hallway. Scylla dug her massive lycan form out of the rubble, generally unscathed, but the pink mist coating the remaining pieces of the walls made it clear the enforcer was not.

Scylla licked one spray of blood off the plaster, and she growled in satisfaction. “He was one of the three who stole my son. I will find the other two.”

“How about we avoid chasing them in a building full of people and bombs?” Angel suggested, glad that a peek into the rooms on either side of the hall revealed empty conference rooms and no signs of people buried in the minimal rubble. The walls might have collapsed but they absorbed a lot of the blast.

Simeon held up a hand and Angel waited for his mate to speak—Simeon heard something, and Scylla lifted her head as well, turning her great muzzle toward the front of the hotel.

“What?” Angel asked, but then he heard it himself, vampiric-mate enhanced senses finally kicking in—sirens, the crackle of radios, and people shouting in that angry way that people with metal shields tended to have in times of crisis.

The cops had arrived.


The Feds
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Angel

The cops came, and the bomb squads, but leading the show were the federal agents all but itching to arrest people.

The hotel had been nearly empty, a few staff members near the booby-trapped lobby, confused and frightened, and the concierge, who Angel suspected of being involved. A hotel built to hold several hundred people was empty. There was no sign of the High Council members meant to be staying there—except the dead enforcer. The Bloodclan’s information was wrong, for the first time in Angel’s experience, and that wasn’t sitting right with Simeon, who chafed at the proximity of the agents and police officers and their heated, accusatory stares.

And to Angel, it seemed their rescue of the werewolves had come too quickly for the abductors—the number of bombs was low, and Cian was able to disarm them all in minutes once found, minus the one that exploded already.

Scylla was gone, leaving through a back-alley fire exit after Angel obscured the camera system with some of his old friends, the black fog snakes covering each lens as thick as tar and just as impenetrable. She was on the way to the hospital to see her family.

The FBI agents currently corralling Angel and Simeon were dressed as expected, smartly in suits that looked as crisp as the first hour back from the cleaners, hair cuts and styles subdued and professional, with blank expressions on their faces.

Detective O’Malley was there, but the circle of feds kept him away from Angel and Simeon, and it was made clear that the BPD and CPD weren’t in charge. Multiple bombs brought in the big guns, understandably, even if it made things harder and more inconvenient for Angel and his people.

Angel ignored their audience, who hadn’t taken their eyes off them when Angel and Simeon volunteered to be the distraction so the others could get back to the Mansion or home, respectively. Constans and Isaac had immunity from mundane human laws. Constans was City Master, a sovereign entity, and Isaac as his mate had the same privileges. Technically, Simeon and Angel had the same immunity, as any Boston Bloodlcan vampire had, plus additional powers with Simeon being an Elder of the clan. They would use it to leave at their convenience if the FBI seemed determined to keep them in custody, but Angel elected to stay and see what he could learn from the Feds.

It was not his first time dealing with them, but he hardly recalled the first meeting. A couple of days after the Massacre, agents from the local FBI office came by the hotel Angel and Isaac were holed up in to ask them questions about what happened.

They didn’t get much—Isaac was nearly catatonic, from what Angel now knew was guilt and not just grief—and Angel wasn’t much better. He remembered a female-presenting human agent, silver hair cut short, stout and friendly in a motherly way that hurt more than helped—Ramona, Angel’s mother, had died with his entire family and the loss was a burning hellfire ember in his chest.

“The last time I spoke to a federal agent was a couple days after the Massacre,” Angel murmured, leaning into Simeon. Simeon lifted his arm and wrapped it around his shoulders, pulling him into the comfort of his embrace. “I don’t remember much.”

Simeon offered no meaningless platitudes, merely a kiss pressed to the top of his head and a gentle squeeze. Angel sighed, resting his head on the silent chest of his beloved, arms going around Simeon’s lean, rock-hard waist and holding on for dear life. Simeon’s familiar scent of copper, mint, and chocolate soothed Angel further, easing the old pains the memories brought up.

A tall, lanky agent with floppy blond hair approached, expression grim, and in some silent signal, handcuffs appeared like magic from the agents around them. Plain steel cuffs—no iron bound in runes, so they weren’t going to stifle his magic. If he were planning on being a problem then they’d made their first mistake—aside from arresting them.

He wasn’t worried about the feds, not really. He wanted to know what they knew, so he would play their game for now.
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Ignacio

Several lifetimes would be too short to appreciate the beauty that was his mate. Ashwin was his everything. Kind, smart, witty, bold, adventurous, and compassionate. And above all things, patient. Patience was a requirement in mating Salvatore men, and Ashwin had it in spades.

But then Ignacio was a stubborn old goat, with the ability to break the patience of a saint. He would know, as he’d done it.

Saints had nothing on Ashwin when he got going, though, pushed a bit too far by Ignacio, and this was one of those times.

“You are not going out there and helping Angel and the others,” Ashwin nearly shouted, trying to keep his voice down despite Andie—sorry, Leo—being sound asleep half a mansion away.

“I can help stop the Council once and for all! We can stop running, tesoro. We can give Leo the home he needs!”

“Don’t you bring Leo into this,” Ashwin stormed up to him, hands planted on lean hips. “This is about you not wanting to run or be left behind. I know you hate running, hate hiding, but neither of us is going to put ourselves in harm’s way until we can guarantee Leo’s safety. He is our priority. Not getting vengeance.”

“He is safe, here, now. Safer than he’s ever been.”

“What happens if we go out there, get killed or hurt, and we can’t take care of Leo? Do you think that Angel or Isaac are going to want to take on a child distantly related to them? Leo may be a Salvatore, but that doesn’t help him unless it means something to them, and while I know they’re good men, I can’t be certain that we can fully trust them with Leo yet. I need to know more. It’s been twenty-four hours, my love. We need more time.”

“We came here knowing it would be safe.”

“I know. And yes, we did.”

“Then why…?”

“I might be a vampire, my love, but I am also a father. And taking care of my child will always be my priority. And I refuse to orphan my son. I will not have that happen to him, not like it happened to me.”

Ashwin was born sometime in the late Elizabethan Golden Age in England, and Turned when he was around twenty or so years of age. Ashwin wasn’t sure, having no idea of his own birthday or the year he was born, simply guessing off his earliest memories. He was orphaned by a plague in early childhood, and left to run wild and perpetually hungry on the streets of London until he caught the eye of an actor working in the Globe Theatre. His life changed forever after that—the actor had been a vampire, and after Ashwin proved adept at treading the boards, he Turned the young Londoner into a vampire himself. The tale was more complicated than that—full of pain and betrayal—but it meant Ashwin was fiercely protective of their son.

Despite chafing at Ashwin’s limits, Ignacio loved his mate and understood his caution. Leandro might be Ignacio’s blood, but Ashwin was a natural and loving father to their son, and a far better father than Ignacio could ever be.

A rumble interrupted them, and roused the dragon sleeping on the hearth.

Watching the sidhe mound manifest itself was unnerving, and the stone moved as water, solidifying into a new shape, the mantle gone and in its place an open door.

Eroch muttered, clearly displeased at the disturbance, and slunk off the hearth and grumpily climbed onto the nearest couch, collapsing in a heap before snoring, dead asleep.

Ashwin blurred to stand in front of the archway, though who else would it be other than a Salvatore ally? Remigius, the vampire, stepped through, and Ashwin stepped out of the way with a soft welcome and nod. Celyn came running into the library at that point, and the two met in a spectacular embrace in the middle of the room after running to each other.

“What happened?” Ignacio asked when the new lovers parted.

“A trap we interrupted the laying of in a hotel near the abduction site. An enforcer is dead, blown up by his own bomb, and Rael and Jameson are safe, heading to the hospital.”

“Injured?” Ashwin asked.

“Wolfsbane aerosol grenades.”

“Lethal against werewolves if exposed to too much,” Ignacio added. “The Council did not care if the boy and his mate lived or died.”

“I agree.” Remi said.

“Angelus?” Ignacio asked.

Remi grimaced. “The FBI showed up and took both Angel and Simeon into custody for questioning. Angel told us to leave.”

“Why would he do that?” Ignacio demanded.

Dame Fontaine stepped through the archway and answered him. “Because we all can’t afford to be locked up in the middle of a war. He knows this, and he won’t be there long. He wants to know what they know, and he’s going to find out before walking out of there.”

“You’ve a lot of faith in him,” Ignacio stated, crossing his arms over his chest.

“All the faith in the world,” she agreed, lifting her chin and meeting his glare head-on. “You need to catch up.”

His lip twitched at the challenge in every inch of her diminutive frame. “Perhaps I do.”

“Isaac and Connie?” Ashwin asked.

“They went home to the Tower. Connie can’t create any more portals for a day or so at least. They went home in a limo.” Cian answered, dropping his glamour in the middle of the room, smiling widely when they all jumped at his sudden appearance.

“You wretched creature,” Ashwin swore at the sidhe, though out of all them, he’d reacted the least.

Cian merely smiled briefly before turning his attention to the sleeping dragon. He walked over to Eroch, and scooped the beastie up into his arms. “I’ll be heading to bed, and minding the poor child at the same time. Remi, little cousin,” he said, addressing the vampire and his young mate. “There is a door in the temple to the immediate left that will take you to the Tower.”

“Oh, that sounds fun! C’mon!” Celyn grabbed Remi’s hand and began towing his mate toward the archway, waving to those present as they passed. “It was wonderful meeting you, have a great night!”

“Lots of fun,” Remi said. “Goodnight!” He called over his shoulder as they went into the temple and turned from sight.

Milly sighed, and reached down, leaning on Ashwin with one hand on his shoulder while removing her high heels with the other. Ashwin said nothing but did toss Ignacio an amused look. “I’m heading up to snag a spare guest room. I’m done in.”

“You’re not worried about your partner being in federal custody?” Ignacio had trouble imagining a world where a man got arrested by the government and his family wasn’t worried for his safety.

“You’d do better saving your worry for the agents,” Milly said with a little wave of her own. “Goodnight, gentlemen, I’ll see you in the morning.”
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Angel

The Federal Bureau of Investigation building in Chelsea was a glass and concrete monstrosity that glimmered like the bottom portion of a shattered rectangular box in the city lights. It was lit up from within even at the late hour.

The SUVs pulled up in a convoy in the street outside the main entrance, and deposited Angel and Simeon on the pavement with their escort of agents. Six of them surrounded the pair of them, including the tall, lanky blond agent who introduced himself in the car on the long drive as Special Agent in Charge Samuel Kenzie.

They were escorted into the bright lobby, then into a heavily-manned security checkpoint with metal detectors, x-ray machines, and officers with wands. A security K9 was brought up to them, but the dog wanted to play with Simeon more than it wanted to sniff them over for threats or contraband.

He put his cellphone, keys, and wallet in the basket when directed, able to do so cuffed. Simeon did the same between petting the officer’s dog, despite warnings not to—the dog was happily jumping on Simeon, whimpering and whining and licking his hands and trying to reach his face. Dogs loved Simeon, and the feeling was mutual.

Prior to the police cordoning them off from the others, Simeon handed off his cellphone to Batiste in a subtle move no one but Angel and Isaac noticed. That was before the agents figured out who they were and separated Angel and Simeon from the others. Thankfully, his family and guests managed to leave without the authorities noticing, either, and that was a blessing he’d need to thank a deity for later. He wouldn’t put it past the government to try and pressure Angel by leaning on his family. The tactics used by the High Council of Fuckery were used by governments in every corner of the world.

Mundane human governments were notorious for their heavy-handed tactics. Angel was curious to see what Special Agent Kenzie had in store for them.

Angel was divested of his athame and the scabbard harness he wore under his shirt, which took some maneuvering with handcuffs and strangers’ hands under his shirt, Simeon watching closely the whole time.

“That athame better be in my hands the moment I walk out of this building, Special Agent Kenzie,” Angel said conversationally, making eye contact with the agent, heedless of their audience.

“Are you threatening a federal agent, Mr. Salvatore?” Kenzie asked, hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels, the perfect image of a man at ease.

“Not at all. Just saving your job. My lawyers are feral, blood-thirsty bastards,” Angel advised the agent with a sharp half-smile, feeling the urge to growl and resisting. Simeon was rubbing off on him, and it was almost as good as the fun way.

“Do you want your lawyer present for questioning?” Special Agent Kenzie asked while Angel was uncuffed just long enough to walk through the metal detector, and endure the subsequent pat-down around his waist and legs. His shirt was a light gray tee, and the material was too delicate for anything to be under it. He figured they were more worried about spell traps or hexes than Angel smuggling in weapons, considering the look of surprise when the more than foot-long athame with its Damascus steel blade and malachite and silver hilt and grip came out from under his shirt.

“We’ll get to the lawyer a bit later,” Angel replied, calmly accepting the reapplication of the cuffs, glad he wasn’t restrained with his hands behind him. He could cast without needing his hands or speaking out loud, but he was honest enough to admit he liked doing it that way more; it made him feel better when casting. Learning how to cast without a word or gesture as a young teen had been a challenge, as he enjoyed the emotional catharsis from casting verbally and using his hands. It was almost a physical release, like a deep, satisfying yawn or a long-held, muscle-burning stretch.

Simeon was not so sanguine about the process of going through security. The officers manning the checkpoint were reluctant to get too close, despite Simeon setting off the metal detector. He was a big man, with broad shoulders, not muscle-bound but close to it—he was a warrior dressed in a suit that wouldn’t look amiss on a runway or in an action film. He once called Simeon his undead Irish James Bond, and that was still true—he cut a fine figure, and Angel concealed an appreciative sigh so the agents wouldn’t hear him mooning over his mate.

Simeon offered one agent a toothy grin, both upper and lower fangs extended, and the agent went ghost-white and stepped back once the cuffs clicked into place.

“Sir, the necklace?” another agent asked Kenzie, holding the huntsman’s whistle necklace they’d divested from Simeon before he went through the metal detector. Angel made no reaction, other than to lift a questioning brow at the agent-in-charge—he wondered if this man knew what it was and the potential danger it held. It was useless to anyone but Simeon—he bound it to Simeon himself and locked the spells, so not even another necromancer could use the whistle without potentially breaking the very magic that summoned the hellhound, Scáth.

The hellhound himself was no secret—Simeon took the beastie on walks in the evenings through Beacon Hill—but most people assumed Angel summoned the beastie instead of Simeon. He was fine with not clarifying details to the general public, but those in the know would recognize a huntsman’s whistle and what it could do, and the power it held. On the open market, it was priced in the millions.

“Give it back,” Kenzie said with a casual wave of his hand.

That moment was when Angel decided that Special Agent Samuel Kenzie was trying too hard to convince Angel that he was an ignorant mundane human.

His wariness increased with that epiphany. The agent holding the necklace gave the silver whistle back to Simeon, who was able to slip it over his head and around his neck without issue, even cuffed. It was dangerous, more-so than a more obvious weapon like the athame and its dragon-claw-sharp edge.

Scáth was capable of leveling this building, walking through all defenses, and killing everyone present—magic that wasn’t from the whistle made no impact on the beastie, and only Angel’s shields were impervious. Angel made sure of that before he gave the whistle to Simeon—he trusted his mate, but a hellhound was too dangerous to trust completely—which he did now, but hadn’t before Simeon summoned Scáth the first time.

A show, all for show. No one became an FBI agent-in-charge without knowing that the interrogation began well before they ever reached the actual interview stage.

Angel had faced scarier things. Like angry mother werewolves and ancient liches. Angel enjoyed a fight; he was self-aware enough to know that his darker impulses were forged in war and he had enjoyed the battles on some level. The adrenaline, the victory. He never lost, though a few times he was faced with a mutual draw and retreat. Fighting in a city with magic meant people were in the crossfire all the time, and people got hurt, and hurt humans meant police and ambulances and news crews. Retreat meant staying out of human jail and it happened more times than Angel liked to recall.

It was that unfortunate truth, and the deaths of so many humans in the Massacre, that eventually drove the mundane humans into action at the end of the Blood Wars. Angel knew he was free instead of jailed like the remaining Macavoys because of his family dying en masse. No government official wanted to make the call—so Angel and Isaac were hailed as the unofficial victors, and the Salvatore scions remained free to go about what remained of their lives.

All that meant Special Agent Kenzie was trying to lower his defenses. Make him less combative. More luck to him. Angel was always ready for combat.
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Angel

The interview room was more like a breakroom in a TV show than any place Angel expected to see an interrogation occur. Angel put up no fuss when Simeon was put in the common area and Angel led off on his own, but for a look back over his shoulder with a reassuring nod and smile for his mate. Unless the rooms were warded against supernatural eavesdropping, Simeon would be able to keep track of what was happening with Angel.

A cursory glance around the offices and wide common area on the fifth floor showed Angel a disturbing lack of magic—even naturally occurring ambient magic wasn’t as prevalent as it should have been in a building full of living humans. Humans shed living magic like dogs shed fur. He would need more time with his inner vision to investigate where all the magic was going if not into the ambient fields. But then, he had something else to do that night.

He sat, uncuffed, on a small couch in the interview room, the door open, though an agent stood in the hall outside the door to keep him from wandering. A nice enough person if the slight smile they gave him every time his gaze wandered that way was enough to go by—though, Angel didn’t trust the Feds as far as he could throw them and he could toss a person pretty far with kinetic magic.

“Sorry to make you wait, Mr. Salvatore,” Special Agent Kenzie said as he came into the room from the hall, shutting the door softly behind him. He carried a manila folder full of paperwork and a tablet, and set both on the coffee table in front of him before he sat in a comfortable-looking armchair across from Angel. He sat back, one ankle on the other knee, relaxed and informal.

Angel shook his head once, tsking. “You know better.”

“Excuse me?”

Angel fixed him with a knowing gaze and smiled to see the truth reflected back at him, and the frustration in the tiny lines around eyes trying hard to be guileless. “You know better. So, do better.”

A faint grimace, then Kenzie sat up and out both feet on the ground. “Necromancer Salvatore, I apologize.” No excuses. Good. Angel was reading him right so far.

“Excellent, thank you.” This time Angel leaned back in his seat and set his hands across his lap, mildly bored and relaxed, at least to the casual observance of a stranger.

He was having fun.

“Necromancer Salvatore, what brought you to the King’s Chalice tonight?”

“My apprentice was kidnapped and we went to rescue him and his mate.”

Kenzie frowned slightly, and said, “Daniel Macavoy? Your apprentice.”

Angel sighed in disappointment. “You’re doing it again.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Pretending not to know better.” Angel met and held Kenzie’s gaze head-on and was pleased to see frustration rising to the fore. “You know full well that Daniel is my adopted son, a Salvatore, and no longer my apprentice. This was all filed with the Superior Court system well over a week ago, and there’s no way you don’t know that.”

“Hmm,” Kenzie sat back again, tapping a finger on his thigh, contemplating the folder. “If Daniel Macavoy—” at that Angel quirked a brow, and Kenzie changed course. “—if Daniel Salvatore isn’t your apprentice anymore, who is?”

“Is that relevant?”

“We need to corroborate anything you tell us during the course of this investigation into the bombs at King’s Chalice.”

“Rael Morrow is my new apprentice, a new member of the Cambridge Pack. He was kidnapped earlier this evening along with his mate, Jameson Mercer. You’ll need to contact his alpha directly to organize a meeting with Rael.”

“Your apprentice is a werewolf?” Kenzie broke character and blurted that out, startled and ready to doubt. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“Heaven and earth and all that,” Angel replied glibly. “Your ignorance is irrelevant to the truth.”

“Mr. Salva—”

“Again? This has to be on purpose,” Angel said calmly, but with a sharp bite.

Special Agent Kenzie silenced himself with a nearly audible clack of snapping teeth, and there was a faint glower on his otherwise pleasant face. He was pleasing to look at, but in a puppy kind of way. Floppy and lanky, with big eyes and an easygoing manner—well, when Angel wasn’t deliberately provoking him, he supposed.

Angel decided he was too tired for any more bullshit, and cut to the chase. “Why am I here? I gave a statement to your agents on scene, with multiple witnesses, and I’ve no doubt the FBI’s own practitioners can corroborate everything I said in my statement. The magical remnants are there and tell the truth.”

Kenzie said nothing, merely tapping that finger on his thigh as he tried to find a new approach that Angel might respond to, perhaps trying to switch gears, not that he had any intention of letting the agent steer the conversation.

Angel had no intention of letting this interview turn into a real interrogation, so he switched topics himself.

“Why is there so little ambient magic here? The building is teeming with living bodies, and yet there’s no signs of a wizard nearby, not that I saw at least. Do you not share space with your practitioners? Does the FBI segregate its agents?”

“Mr. Salvatore—”

Angel sliced a hand through the air in a short, fast gesture that startled Kenzie to silence. “I’m not here for your casual disrespect. I came to see what you know about what the High Council is doing.”

“Necromancer Salvatore, you’re being detained while we investigate the bombing at King’s Chalice Hotel and…”

“I’m not under arrest, and neither is my mate,” Angel informed the agent with hard certainty. “I let you bring us here so I can source information. I can leave whenever I please. That’s human and vampire law.”

“You’re not a vampire,” Kenzie began, scattered and looking for some avenue of attack to regain what he thought was control of the conversation. Angel had no intention of letting him.

“I am mated to Simeon, First Elder and Champion of the Boston Bloodclan. The Bloodclan is a sovereign entity. He has full diplomatic immunity, and so do I as his bonded mate. Additionally, I was acting well within my rights as a mentor rescuing my apprentice from danger. Human governments don’t involve themselves in practitioner matters.”

“We do if there’s a war on the horizon, poised to endanger our people.” Kenzie’s retort was angry and sharp. Angel gave him that point, nodding once in acknowledgement.

“I understand your worry. Mundane humans died in the Blood Wars, and no one wants to see a repeat of that ever again. I have made no moves of aggression against the Council—I act only to safeguard my clan and my family. I will continue to do so.” Angel took a breath. “Answer my question—where’s all the ambient magic?”

The door opened with a sigh across the carpet behind Kenzie. A tall, heavy-set, broad-shouldered man walked into the room in a grand entrance that Angel thought would look great in a movie. Dark hair streaked with silver, a rugged face that spoke of a hard life, but also of wealth to offset the trials he suffered, and bright, sharp, gray eyes that lit upon Angel and refused to look elsewhere. Wearing a set of solid black robes that fell from shoulder to ankle, red flashing underneath when the garment swayed as he walked into the center of the room.

Angel knew instantly that the stranger was the source of the drained ambient magic.

A blood mage.

In the FBI. Uncuffed, with no escort, and Special Agent Kenzie rose to his feet in respect for the newcomer, clasping his hands at his waist and facing the blood mage.

“Ah,” Angel breathed out as it dawned on him. “Someone cleared the magic out. Perhaps before I came? To minimize the power I have access to, perhaps?”

“Who told you this?” Kenzie demanded suddenly. “That’s classified information.”

“No one told him, Special Agent Kenzie. Necromancer Salvatore deduced it on his own.”

Kenzie quickly moved so he was no longer between Angel and the newcomer. Angel carefully stood, recognizing the energies swirling around the mage. A blood mage in control, not lost to the madness of addiction to stolen magic.

Disciplined, like the blood mages Constantine spoke of in his ancient past. A blood mage in control was as frightening as a feral vampire.


The Grand Master
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Angel

“Grand Master de la Roche, Lord Onfroi, sir—I was hoping you would wait until I was done, as we discussed.”

“Necromancer Salvatore has routed you soundly. Your intervention is no longer needed. You may go,” the man said, waving a hand elegantly in a cruelly casual dismissal. Kenzie went red in the cheeks, but with a short nod, he left the room without looking at Angel or saying another word.

The blood mage’s accent was heavy, French, though Angel had trouble parsing the regional dialect from so few words. Angel was fluent in French, thanks to his upbringing and schooling, and said, “Nous pouvons parler en français si vous préférez?”

The man waved his hand again, and came around the chair and sat in Kenzie’s old seat. “Non, I speak English well, and I prefer it in this moment. Less chance of misunderstandings.”

“Alright,” Angel said. He saw Simeon appear in the doorway, cuffs gone, his mate silent and eyes aglow, brightly shining in response to the danger of his mate sitting across from the Grand Master of the High Council of Sorcery. This man was the most powerful sorcerer, at least politically, in the entire world.

Angel had few qualms about taking him on in terms of magical strengths.

“You’re consuming the ambient magic from the humans,” Angel confronted. “And you’re why the practitioner agents aren’t here, they’ve been sent away for their safety. Whatever deal you’ve got with the Feds, they don’t trust you at all.”

“They should not, and it is quite prudent of them,” de la Roche replied, sanguine. “Such prudence is commendable.”

Harvesting the ambient magics in an area was something wizards, the next rank down from sorcerers, did to augment their own power reserves. They could be nearly as powerful as sorcerers, some even an equal match—both ranks depended on their personal stamina and reserves and harvested ambient magic. The biggest difference lay in the tapping of the veil, the liminal space between dimensions in their universe. It was a boundless place of infinite power, and tapping into it provided limitless magical power to a sorcerer, for only they had the ability to tap into that source. The only restrictions lay in the personal strengths, skills, and talents of the sorcerer tapping the veil. Some sorcerers never tapped the veil, as they plainly sucked at it. Others used it almost exclusively, forgoing ambient magic or depleting themselves first. Most were an even mix of inner reserves and tapping the veil.

And blood mages had additional means of garnering resources, but Angel had to keep his mind on the man in front of him—not think about the blood-drenched past he carried with him.

“Are you a threat to them?” Angel asked. Simeon entered the room and stood beside Angel’s seat, a loving sentinel and feral guardian in one. De la Roche ignored him completely, aside from a single, brief glance from head to toe.

“I would never dream of hurting federal agents of the United States, how foolish,” de la Roche replied placatingly. “They’ve graciously allowed me this space to speak to you face to face, without…interference.”

“From the Bloodclan, you mean, or my friends.”

De la Roche bowed his head in acknowledgement. “Yes, that is true. I wish to speak to you of a truce.”

“A truce? You had my apprentice kidnapped, his mate too, and then you planted bombs in a hotel to kill those coming after them. One of your own people died!” Angel refrained from shouting but just barely. “You’re tracking my ancestor and his mate and his son, and you tried to kill them to take the boy! A truce? You are the aggressor, and why you aren’t in jail after the bombings is a fucking mystery.”

“How fiery.” De la Roche gave him a crooked smile that looked difficult, as if a smile were hardly seen on that handsome face. “I have been here in this monotonous building for hours, well before your apprentice was taken. I sat here with Special Agent Kenzie several hours into the night, right here in this room, and spoke not a word to anyone from the Council. How could I be the villain?”

De la Roche had seconds to spit out what he wanted before Angel lit him up with hellfire, and that must have been evident on his face as the Councilor sat back in his seat, steepling his hands in front of him, waiting for Angel’s reply.

“Really not hard to see you gave yourself an alibi using the fucking Feds,” Angel grit out. De la Roche reacted with a faint twitch at his vulgarity, making Angel want to cackle and swear like only a Bostonian could—and damn the consequences of losing his temper. “And setting a plan in motion isn’t hard, either. You’ve got minions.”

“So argumentative, how delightful. At your age, I thought you would be more agreeable, but I can work with this anger. You wish for everything to stop. Violence, threats to your family and clan. Non?”

Angel had no idea how this man thought thirty years equaled ‘agreeable’ but he was not going to be a pushover in this oddball discussion.

“Va te faire foutre,” Angel spat out. De la Roche chuckled at Angel’s outburst, as if his righteous anger were amusing.

And de la Roche had no intention of leaving or engaging in real peace talks, not when he brought an army of enforcers to Boston from around the country and the world.

“What do you want for peace?” Angel asked, Simeon tensing imperceptibly beside him.

“Nothing much, merely the boy, the dragon, and your promise to cease interfering in Council business,” de la Roche said calmly, as if his words weren’t a declaration of war in themselves.

There was no way in Hecate’s Threshold to Hell he was giving the Council his dragon or the kid. Not a fucking chance.

The rage came not in a fiery show of shouting and red faces, but a slow, languorous ebb and flow that welled up from the center of his belly and flushed out to every cell in his body.

That rage shimmered in tiny hellfire sparks around his shoulders, across the mate bond to Simeon. A hand came to rest on his shoulder and gently squeezed, either in caution or solidarity, likely both.

“You want the boy.” A statement. “His name is Leandro, and he’s a little kid who loves his dads. You gonna take them too? Are his fathers not part of the equation?”

“Apprentices are fostered at such a tender age, even in these modern times,” de la Roche replied. “The boy will be fostered with a Council member suited to oversee his training.”

“Even the Council avoids messing with necromancers, and yet you’re after Leandro. It’s because I bonded to a bloodclan vampire, isn’t it.” Not a question, not really. Angel knew the truth in his gut.

A wave of one elegant hand to the grip Simeon maintained on Angel’s shoulder. “In ancient times, a necromancer bonded to a clan vampire…they were problems. Historically, the Council has been needed to intercede for the betterment and protection of the practitioner community. It was always too much power for one mortal to wield wisely.”

De la Roche knew that a necromancer bonded to a vampire within a clan gained access to the primordial death magics that animated the sentient undead. Angel’s power was unmatched when he tapped into the veil—and these days, he hardly needed to do that, instead accessing the death magics that poured into him like a river without a dam from the mate bond. It was more power than Angel knew what to do with. But what he did know was that he was not a necromancer of old—a bitter, jealous, egomaniacal madman bent on world domination or genocide.

All he wanted was to live in peace with his beloved and enjoy his family, friends, and career.

Angel already had a world—his world, his life. He was content, and even better, happy.

“You make it sound so simple. A bonded necromancer is a threat, so you come for me. Trumped-up charges of proscribed magics, try to get to Daniel, pointing Malis at me like a loaded gun. Every turn I’ve made since Simeon caught my attention, the Council has been trying to either get me under your thumb, or dead. All for power. I don’t believe the magnanimous bullshit of protecting the world from an evil necromancer—I see a corrupt authority taking out challengers to their power if they can’t subvert that power to their will.” Angel paused, glaring at de la Roche. “That’s why you want Leandro. I’m uncontrollable, but he’s young enough to be brainwashed and made to work for the Council. I bet you’d even find him a vampire friend once he was old enough, entice him to fall in love.”

Angel stood, Simeon threading his nearest hand through his arm, nestled at his elbow. Angel clung discretely to his mate, happy for the support.

“With Eroch it’s easy to understand why the Council wants him. Only living dragon in the world.” Angel shook his head, breathing out his rage as it slowly left him, letting his thoughts become crystal clear. “Billions of dollars, dead or alive, and he’s a baby. You might think the same of him as you do Leandro—young enough to be brainwashed into being an ally, or be controlled easier.”

“His summoning was an act of proscribed magic,” de la Roche said, but Angel cut him off with a slicing motion from his free hand and a shake of his head.

“Made under duress while a hostage, and it was Deimos who did the final summoning in the ballroom, in front of hundreds of witnesses. Daniel is safe from blame.”

“Yet the geas is released and you still have the dragon,” de la Roche said, showing at last some anger. “It should be sent home.”

“He wants to stay,” Angel replied, and he smiled up at Simeon. “Time to go home. Are you ready?”

“I am indeed, my love,” Simeon answered in a soft rumble, pride shining from the emerald depths.

“An animal told you it wants to stay? How convenient,” de la Roche stood at last, though he carefully stayed where he was, Simeon’s sharp regard keyed in on the blood mage. “It is a familiar that tips the balance of power too far in your favor, Necromancer Salvatore. This situation cannot be allowed to remain as it is.”

“Call Eroch an animal to his face, please. I’d love to see the funeral pyre he makes of your corpse.” Angel shook his head once then headed for the doorway, Simeon at his side.

De la Roche said nothing as they passed him, the blood mage frowning, appearing deep in thought. Angel wanted to get away from the man as quickly as possible. He had the desire to shower in scalding-hot water after that conversation.

No one stopped them from leaving, oddly enough, though part of Angel expected it. Their arrests were orchestrated to get Angel in a room with the Grand Master of the High Council of Sorcery without backup. Simeon being there was probably to keep Angel from having to fight his way out. He doubted it would have remained a polite conversation if Angel were alone, confronted by a blood mage that wanted to steal a child, kill him and his mate, and take away a beloved adopted scale-y toddler who happened to be a dragon.

Special Agent Kenzie was at the elevators, and handed Angel’s athame and its scabbard over to him without a word, walking away while they waited for the elevator to arrive. It was unharmed, without any tampering, and Angel checked it over for tracking spells or tracers, and found nothing amiss. It wasn’t like he was planning on running, and the Council knew it.

Fuck it. Angel was planning on a war regardless.
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Rael

The hospital room was well lit, and Rael sat on the bed beside his mate, Jameson reeking of vinegar from the impromptu bath he got in the pantry and the additional soaking he got in the ER when he came in for aconite poisoning.

Thankfully, the overall exposure to the wolfsbane wasn’t for too long—he was set to be released in the morning once he tested clear after another vinegar shower.

“My nose is burning,” Jameson complained quietly, rubbing at his face. “Damn vinegar.”

“Mine too,” Rael said, leaning on Jameson’s shoulder, his mate holding him close to his side as they sat on the bed together. “We can shower when we get home.”

Angel walked into the room with Simeon and Scylla at his heels. “Home isn’t going to be safe. The Council wants me dead, and they aren’t above taking you again and using you to get me to surrender.”

“What? Why?” Rael burst out.

“I have too much power for them,” Angel said simply, without fanfare. “My mere existence is a threat. Everyone in my orbit is in danger. How do you feel about moving in with me for a couple weeks? I have plenty of room.”

“At the Mansion?” Rael asked, furrowing his brow. It smelled a bit like death, his sensitive nose picking up on the mass death event that happened over a decade earlier.

Angel shook his head. “My new place in Beacon Hill. Spacious, lots of rooms, soundproofed bedrooms. I can start your training immediately, too.”

Rael turned to Jameson. “I know we were looking for a place to stay, but we can hold off for a couple weeks, maybe? Search online, do video calls with a broker? Beacon Hill is just across the river from Cambridge, so it’s not far at all from the Cambridge pack.”

“Are my employees in danger?” Jameson asked. “I employ over two dozen people.”

“If they can work remotely, let them,” Angel replied.

Jameson nodded. “I’ll email them to work from home until further notice. Do you want to stay with Angel?”

Rael leaned into Jameson, and thought about it, looking to his mom, who leaned against the far wall by the door. “Mom?”

“I’ve got my own place I’m moving into,” she replied. “It’s not soundproofed. I don’t need to hear any more post-bonding coitus going on, so stay with Angel for now. I’ll be fine.”

“What if the Council goes after you?”

Scylla snorted in disbelief. “Then I get to eat them.”

“Mom!”

“I’ve eaten people, hun. I’m over two hundred years old and people have tried to kill me before. A smart wolf never wastes a meal.”

“Oh my gawd,” Rael breathed out, scandalized by his mother. Jameson was chuckling, and everyone else looked amused. The horror.

“Ok, we’ll stay with Angel, thank you,” Rael said quickly.


One Door Opens
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Angel

Getting Rael and Jameson settled into the new house in Beacon Hill didn’t take all that long. Simeon, in his typical brilliant manner, called ahead to Martin the Butler and asked for a room to be readied, and supplies purchased. Thankfully, the two young men were already in between homes, and had been staying at a hotel in Cambridge while looking for a new place. Scylla took the morning to pack up their belongings, check them out of the hotel, and shuttle them over to Beacon Hill.

Jameson was feeling some aftereffects of the wolfsbane poisoning, and he went to bed without complaint as soon as they reached the townhouse in Beacon Hill. He made it up the stairs with slight grumbling after Angel offered to show him the small elevator tucked behind the grand staircase. Rael smiled at Angel and took the chance to explore with Martin showing him around the grand house. It was several stories of bedroom suites, libraries, studies, parlors, and living spaces, and the kitchen on the main floor was larger than the entire old apartment Angel lived in with his family before it got destroyed by a golem.

Angel had been awake for over twenty-four hours, and he was feeling it.

Thankfully, the house was warded already for sunlight, the move seamless the previous month—Angel found himself liking the new house quite a lot, without baggage or emotional weight to it like the old apartment carried. Angel had left the Mansion the day after the Massacre, the floors still tacky from blood, and within the week they were at the apartment, a third floor, three bedroom sandwiched between long-term residents above and below. The new townhouse was a monstrosity compared to the old apartment, but Angel was no longer the shell-shocked twenty-year-old who grabbed the literal first place he found empty when he searched online for apartments.

“Simeon, can you check on everyone for me? A quick text should be enough. I need a shower and some sleep,” Angel said, running a hand through his hair, grimacing at the state of his hair after being caught in the dusty and sticky aftermath of an explosion.

Simeon dropped a kiss on his head. “Certainly, mo ghra,” he said, pulling out his phone. “Head on up—I’ll join you shortly.”

It was well into midmorning—Simeon may not be beholden to the daylight lethargy younger vampires experienced, but it was still very late for the vampire.

“Thank you,” Angel sighed out, and made his way upstairs.

All the main bedrooms were on the second floor, with rooms set aside for Daniel and Isaac if they wanted to stay over instead of returning home, and Eroch had his own room. Rael and Jameson were on the third floor in a guest suite. Angel paused outside the bedroom-turned-den, and pulled out his phone before he forgot.

Angel
Can you bring Eroch home for me, please?



A moment went by, then the three dots as the recipient answered.

Cian


I’ll have him home in a moment.




The linen closet door a few feet down the hall groaned, stone grinding on stone, and in a heartbeat, it was a stone archway, which flashed intensely for a brief moment, then showed the interior of the sidhe temple.

Cian strode through the arch, carrying a sleepy dragon. The sidhe warrior carried Eroch with ease, even though the dragon was dramatically, drastically, gaining weight and growing in proportion.

Cian passed Angel and he followed into Eroch’s room, the bed replaced by a huge basket full of pillows. The basin of the wooden basket was large enough to hold two full-grown men lying side by side, and it was hard as hell to find, but Angel spared no expense in making sure Eroch was comfortable and happy. He was gradually coming to realize he was a parent, and while his child was not human, children had needs that were universal.

Love, care, patience. Comfy beds.

Cian, with enviable ease, deposited the young dragon in his pillow nest, and took a moment to arrange his tail and wings into comfortable positions. Angel went to Eroch and knelt by his head, gently scratching the spots he knew itched the dragon, Eroch cracking one eye open before sighing and falling back asleep. Angel kissed the top of his head, and then stood, walking quietly from the room, Cian following.

In the hallway, Angel shut the door. “Thank you.”

“You’re most welcome.”

Angel’s mind was moving slowly, ready for sleep. Cian waited, sensing perhaps that Angel was struggling with a thought.

“Is it possible for doorways to remain in place when you’re elsewhere?” Angel asked, hoping the question made sense.

Cian cocked his head to the side, hair shifting in a silken wave across his back and shoulder. A soft smile curled his perfect lips—Cian and Rory were remarkably beautiful. He didn’t find them attractive, not like he did Simeon, but they were lovely to look at and admire.

“You want a safe means of travel, between your home and the Mansion.”

Angel nodded, grateful Cian saw to the heart of the issue and he didn’t need to spell it out. He was too tired for any mental gymnastics.

“Can we make that happen? I don’t want to abuse the…nature of our relationship, especially since we’re something like family now.” Angel fumbled a bit, grimacing at his poor attempt at checking in with his prisoner slash in-law.

“You are kin, Angelus Salvatore,” Cian declared easily, without any fumbling or unease. “And we are at war. To safeguard our family, I will install a hidden doorway in all domiciles of our kith and kin. Only those loved by you and I will know of them, and we shall reevaluate after this conflict has been won.” Cian paused, head dipping a bit, as if in homage— “My people were driven to extinction for the very benefit you wish to use. It is no small matter, but for the love of Daniel and my twin, I will do so.”

“Thank you, Cian.”

Cian gave him an odd look, a mix of contemplation and confusion.

“What?”

“Even when you hold all the power, you still thank me.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Angel replied, trying not to sound curt, and turned toward the stairs, sensing his mate approach through their bond.

Simeon came up the stairs, and Angel knew his mate heard the whole conversation. Simeon reached them, and slipped a strong arm around Angel’s waist, encouraging him to lean on him for support.

Cian eyed Simeon in amusement but said nothing about the obvious doting. “I’ll install the doors in out-of-the-way locations in each of your homes and glamour them to blend in with their surroundings. I’ll leave this one here in the linen closet—I’ll glamour it so the humans avoid it entirely. I don’t need stray humans wandering around in the temple. I hardly need more pets at this time.”

Cian left before Angel’s tired mind could ask the sidhe warrior what he meant about more pets. What pets did he have already?
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Simeon

His mate was tired—while he was a vampire’s mate, he was still mortal, and being awake for over twenty-four hours was enough to stagger anyone. Simeon caught up to Angel in the hallway outside their suite, and he and Angel were barely in the room before he swept his mate off his feet and gently kicked the door shut. The sitting room was the first room in their suite, full of chairs and settees, couches, all meant for comfort and company if they so wished, and a pillow nest in front of the fireplace for Eroch.

He carried Angel through the sitting room into their bedroom where a Juliet balcony overlooked the garden in the rear of the house, with tall glass doors warded to filter the sunlight pouring in as the sun rose higher toward midday.

He headed through to the bedroom with its king-size canopy bed, a callback to Simeon’s earlier years, and into the bath.

The ensuite was huge, comparable in size to the bedroom, and Simeon was glad Angel finally gave in to temptation when he bought the townhouse, as the tub alone was priceless, in sheer size and luxury.

Angel made nary a peep, wavering from exhaustion, as Simeon set him gently on his feet and began stripping his mate, from shirt to jeans to underthings, and setting his boots aside to be put away later.

His mate gave him a grateful smile, and sighed happily when Simeon stripped as well before turning on the faucets for the tub, warm water spilling instantly into the polished marble and granite recessed tub. The bench the tub sat within was under a large window that overlooked the gardens as well, and was spelled for privacy in addition to the sunlight wards. Which Simeon appreciated—he was no possessive alpha wolf hovering over a mate, but he did have his protective streak, and nothing brought it out like Angel. People spying on Angel made Simeon very upset.

The tub filled quickly and Simeon helped Angel step into the water before joining his mate. He sat on one of the bench seats within the basin and pulled Angel into his lap. A delectable position, but Angel was radiating exhaustion and desire for sleep, and Simeon was no brute to bother his mate in such a state.

Angel laid his head on his shoulder and Simeon bathed his mate, letting Angel doze. Away came the scents of anger and smoke, blood and fear. Werewolf and wolfsbane. And dragon, though that scent was the least objectionable of them all. Eroch smelled of fire, spices, scales, and metal. Usually hot copper, but sometimes gold. A vague mishmash of scents akin to blood in many ways, and unique to the dragon, though as a fire mage the fledgling Isaac came close. Minus the scales and precious metals.

“Love you,” Angel murmured as Simeon rubbed his back with a soapy sponge.

His silent heart thrilled to hear the words, even having heard them many times before. He never grew tired of Angel saying those words, and hoped he never would.
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Angel

He woke slowly in Simeon’s arms, a pleasant change that occurred once they moved to the new house. No longer woken by younger men clanging pans or talking loudly, Simeon and Angel got to make their own schedules, and Angel was sleeping the most in the late, late nights and early mornings, leaving his afternoon and evening free for all manner of things.

One of which was getting to kiss every inch of his mate and not worry about Isaac or Daniel barging in because the toaster oven broke or there was someone at the door looking to get tutored by Angel instead of going to his office.

Simeon was awake, of course. Too old to need to sleep during the day and too young to need to go dormant to survive eternity alone, Simeon was at the perfect age to have a semi-mortal human mate who liked sleeping late.

Angel kissed his way down the muscled column of Simeon’s neck, nipping lightly at the pale white skin, avoiding the ancient tattoos with his teeth but making sure to press kisses on each one of them he came across. He liked kissing them—and Simeon liked it too.

“Such a delight you are,” Simeon whispered harshly, fangs out and eyes glowing. A big hand cupped the back of his head, fingers carding through his hair, holding him in place. He pushed, gently but firmly, making Angel lap at the largest tattoo on his shoulder, one of old, old runes from even older ancestors of Simeon, etched into his skin as a mortal man some four centuries earlier. It was perfectly healed, the skin retaining the ink but healing the scarring caused in the needle-pricking process.

Simeon tasted delicious, muscles rock-hard under soft, smooth skin, cold on his tongue but warming the more he touched his mate. Simeon’s body took the body heat from Angel and reflected it back, doubling it, warming them both.

Simeon knew Angel well and tossed back the blankets, cooling them both, Angel taking guidance from his mate on which tattoo to worship next. There were some scars left on Simeon—not as many as there had been as a mortal man, but a fair amount. It spoke of serious wounds earned in his mortal life, earned on the battlefield. Only the mortal wounding from his unwilling Turn was gone forever, healed in the transformation from human to sentient undead.

Angel never asked what that wounding was—he knew enough from what Simeon shared that his Turning was one of violence, grief, loss, and vengeance. It was how Constantine Batiste became such a huge part of Simeon’s life, and led to their rise in power together, City Master and Elder. Considering how vampires killed, Angel could guess if pressed, but he made sure never to make Simeon feel he had to share that specific detail. And it was possible Angel was being overly protective, but then he loved Simeon, and he’d rather be cautious and careful than risk hurting his mate.

A hand cupping his ass made Angel smile wide, shifting so his legs spread farther apart and that hand had easier access. Angel resumed his kissing and licking, worshiping Simeon as he moved down his body, intent on his prize.

He felt Simeon along the bond, his Leannan anam, and sucked on the sensitive skin of the iliac crest of his hip, which his mate particularly enjoyed. Simeon was hard and leaking, Angel plastered to his side and partially on top, warming Simeon further. Knowing it was his body heat warming Simeon spurred all sorts of emotions—some feelings hard to describe, but foremost he liked taking care of Simeon—when his mate let him, at least.

Angel gently wrapped his hand around Simeon’s hard cock, stroking from root to tip, thumb catching a pearly drop of precum from the tip. Simeon’s moan had him replacing his hand with his mouth, and he sucked his mate down to the root, making Simeon buck once under him, an aborted motion that nearly threatened to send him flying, but Simeon caught himself. The hand in Angel’s hair tightened, holding him in place as he set a slow pace, working diligently to apply as much loving attention to every inch of the thick, veiny cock in his mouth as he could, tongue massaging the underside.

He was rewarded by another spurt of precum, cool at first then deliciously hot, and he swallowed down the salty-sweet taste of Simeon, eyes falling closed.

“Leannan anam. Such a sweet mouth on you,” Simeon said, voice harsh and rough with pleasure. The fingers in his hair gripped a fistful, the sudden pain almost too much, that feral edge of his mate coming out as his passion rose. Angel loved it, wanting more, and sucked harder, head bobbing up and down in determination to ruin his mate’s typical cool reserve and leave him a mess.

Heavy balls grew tight and rose, Simeon tensing, claws marking the sheets, and Angel kept the pace even while moving just enough that Simeon, with his head up and watching, could see Angel reach for his own hard, aching cock and stroke in time with his mouth’s movement. Lips wet and stretched wide, Angel knew he looked debauched and thrilled at the fire he saw burning in his mate’s eyes, stroking and sucking harder.

Simeon coming in his mouth tipped Angel over the edge too and it was all he could do to live through it, only choking a little bit as Simeon came down his throat. Angel came in spurts across Simeon’s leg and the bedding, a glorious mess. He greedily drank down every drop he could get from his mate, releasing Simeon only when the hand in his hair let him go.

Angel lay panting, sprawled over Simeon, relaxed, exhausted, and weirdly enough, feeling both ready to take on the world and able to curl up in a ball and sleep for a day or so. Sex usually knocked him out completely, but he was stressed to hell and back, so he let himself lie there in comfortable silence, more than okay with doing nothing but enjoying the moment with his mate.


Let the Light In
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Angel

When Angel was twenty years old, he lost everything. Almost everything, at least. Taking care of Isaac helped pull him through the weeks after the Massacre, kept him going, on his feet and functioning.

Anything to help his thirteen-year-old little brother deal with losing everyone and everything they knew and loved in the most horrible way possible.

Angel never regretted that, he told himself sternly as he gazed up from the floor of the hallway at the ceiling, blinking until his body was ready to try walking again.

“Shit, Angie, I am so sorry.” Isaac said as he leaned down over Angel, holding out a hand. “I had no idea you were coming before I walked through the archway.”

Angel took the help and got to his feet, rubbing his sore nose from where it had impacted on Isaac’s sternum before his brother knocked him on his ass.

“I take it Cian set up the archway in the Tower?” Angel asked, seeing the evidence of Cian’s work past Isaac’s shoulder. The linen closet was gone; in its place was a rough, wild stone archway that looked like it might topple at any moment. Angel hoped not, but he suspected it was for aesthetics and probably more stable than the townhouse itself.

“Yup, just a few minutes ago. It’s fucking awesome.”

“You sound way too chipper. Did you get any sleep?” Angel asked as he went around Isaac to get a better look.

“Plenty enough, and some quality time with Constans.” That last bit made Angel sigh in brotherly disgust, Isaac chuckling, and he ignored his brother in favor of examining the arch that stood in place of the linen closet.

This close, he felt some kind of energy rolling off the archway, but his inner vision saw nothing but real rock and the materials of the townhouse. Odd. There was nothing, literally nothing, to be seen through the arch—merely blackness, a shadow so thick it felt like a tear in the fabric of reality.

In a way, it probably was.

“He obviously explained how it works?” Angel said, poking at one of the stones about halfway up the arch. It was real, for sure.

“Yup. Think about where you wanna go before you step through. Takes us to the Tower vault in Constans’ suite, the library hearth in the Mansion, the foyer at Milly’s townhouse, and the conservatory at the Mansion as well.”

Angel frowned. “Seems kinda easy to get muddled, what if someone does it wrong or something?”

“Wrong? You worry too much. Anyhow, Cian said if you aren’t sure where you wanna go, it’ll let ya out in the temple of the mound. You won’t be lost in interdimensional space forever.”

“Well, that’s good to know,” Angel replied casually but inwardly he was relieved. That had been a concern. This beat having multiple arches to multiple destinations for sure, though, so he’d risk the chance of ending up in the wrong place if he wasn’t focused over having to cordon off an entire floor of his townhouse from the staff.

Speaking of, he needed to find Martin and discuss dragon diets.

Angel checked his phone and saw it was after lunch. He’d gotten several hours of sleep, thankfully, and needed to alert everyone to the meeting he had with de la Roche. Isaac must have seen the reluctance on his face, because he shook his head and knocked his elbow into Angel’s shoulder, just enough to get Angel to move a step or so. Little brothers were annoying.

“I know that look. Simeon filled in everyone this morning via text about the ambush meeting with the blood mage asshole. The group chat was not happy.”

Angel turned from the darkness of the arch and quirked a brow at Isaac, who grinned. “Yes, Daniel made a group chat. You’re so old. Much easier than texting everyone one by one. I’m exhausted just thinking about it.”

“I’m not old, I’m fucking thirty. Jerkface.” Angel grumbled, scowling at Isaac, who merely laughed at him.

He was slightly embarrassed not to have thought about that. He shrugged and pulled out his phone, and indeed, there was a group chat. How lovely. Everyone was in it, including Milly. He poked about some more and found another group chat with everyone in it plus their recent arrivals and guests.

He sent a good morning and asked after everyone, and waited as a flow of replies came in from his friends and family. Everyone was all right, and appreciating the doorways Cian installed overnight. “Is Cian in the group? I guess his cover is blown, since Celyn knew he was there the whole time last night, and he rescued Rael and Jameson, too.”

“He’s in there under plain old C. Not one for chatting.”

“Wouldn’t expect him to be.” Angel pocketed his phone and eyed his little brother. “Want something to eat? It’s nearly lunch, but we can do brunch. I am not cooking.”

“Sure, I can eat. Constans and Simeon are doing Clan stuff today, and the boutique is closed for renovations. I need something to do.”

“I’m hosting Rael and Jameson for the time being. Want to help me train Rael? He knows nothing, so it’ll be beginner-level stuff. I know you’re past that, but having someone close to his age there might help him relax and not be intimidated.”

Isaac sighed, dramatically of course, as if put out, but he smiled at Angel anyways. “Sure. Nothing more humbling than getting my ass handed to me by my big brother for the sake of a new student.”

Angel laughed as they headed downstairs in search of food.
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Simeon

The Tower was still standing but from the tense faces of the vampires facing him in a semicircle, it had to be crumbling around their heads.

“Explain it to me, but slower,” Simeon bade the fledglings, not unkindly. He’d been in the Tower not even a handful of minutes before Master Batiste handed him this problem. That was all right, for although he had not made fledglings of his own, he routinely took them in hand when problems arose. Master Batiste respected his decision not to sire or assume control of any bonds, but that left him as an impartial authority figure and it helped during internal bloodclan problems.

“Elder, we are finding it hard to feed,” one fledgling stated with an air of panic. Simeon reached out instinctively and cupped the back of the fledgling’s neck, squeezing firmly, bringing them calm. The young man relaxed, shoulders dropping, exhaling. He was less than a year Turned and still very human in his mannerisms and worries.

“So you said, but I need more details.”

“Our donors are failing to meet us, and some are refusing to come to the Tower.” another fledgling said, this one a young woman with short blonde hair and a thin, sharp face, her eyes wide. “Our regulars are canceling contracts or resigning. Some aren’t returning our texts or emails. We’re being ghosted by donors.”

“Not the donors employed by the Tower?” Simeon asked, to clarify. Vampires in the bloodclan had the option to contract with independent blood donors who weren’t part of the Tower ecosystem, and fledglings who were approved for solo feeding sometimes took that option as well, many times choosing people from their human lives who sought entry into the vampire world.

One of the easiest ways to become a vampire was to begin as a donor, work for a contracted number of years, and then be Turned once the contract was fulfilled. For a donor to suddenly break off the relationship was incredibly rare, especially experienced donors—some went decades as a donor before becoming a vampire. This was a preference in Batiste’s clan—it made for more compassionate vampires in the end, as they were protective of human donors and the near-sacred relationship between vampire and donor.

So far, there were only a handful of fledglings with this issue of ghosting donors. He needed to inquire among the clan as a whole to see if there was a wider problem needing to be addressed.

“Experienced donors or new donors, ones hoping to join the bloodclan?” Simeon asked them again, hoping to get them out of their panic and communicating more freely.

A third fledgling spoke up for the group. “All new, Elder. They wanted to join the bloodclan, and became our donors as a way in.” All perfectly normal, provided the humans passed background and health checks.

“When did you last speak to any of them in person prior to them ghosting you?” Simeon asked. “Was there perhaps a fight or misunderstanding? Family members applying pressure to stop being a donor?”

It happened. Some humans were obsessed with vampires—in many cases, to the point of hatred. Bigotry against vampires was common among the more religious human sects and the humans who supplied living blood donations.

“It’s been over a week, Elder, for all of us.” the young man said, and a fine tremor went through his taut frame. Simeon squeezed harder, wanting to ground the young man and keep him focused. Nothing made a fledgling more dangerous than hunger and panic combined. “And we had no fights or arguments. Something has happened since we last saw them in person.”

“A week is too long without feeding. This is dangerous,” Simeon said.

“We’ve had some blood bags, Elder,” the blonde woman replied.

“Fledglings need living blood from donors more than blood bags,” Simeon reminded them gently. “Head into my suite and relax, I’ll source some experienced donors from the higher ranks and see you taken care of soon. Sit, sit.”

He gestured to the living area of his suite and watched until all five of them found seats. He pulled out his phone and began texting, and was hardly finished moments later when Ellora Sumar answered his summons and knocked on the door of his suite.

He let her in and quickly explained the situation with the fledglings.

“Sounds like something orchestrated, for all their donors to disappear on them at the same time. Let me investigate—I should have something in a few hours.”

“Thank you, Ellora.”

Behind her there was another knock at the door—Miguel, the newly Turned security chief, led in a handful of older, more experienced human donors who Simeon knew well. Many of them had supplied him prior to his bonding to Angel.

Ellora let them in and Simeon pointed to the living area, Miguel guiding his charges to the hungry fledglings. Simeon was going to stay to oversee the feedings, to make sure the fledglings and humans had a pleasant experience, and hunger did not lead to violence. Ellora slipped out of the suite with a small nod, and Simeon trusted her to find out the source of the trouble.
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Celyn

Celyn sat on the bed in their Tower suite and watched as Remi fed from a donor. A woman with long red hair, pale limbs, and a friendly smile, she was lovely in a way that made Celyn want to draw her. Remi fed from her wrist while she sat in a chair, and both Remi and the donor made no move to make the act sexual. She had come at Remi’s request from a central security hub in the Tower, which functioned as a mix of concierge and security that had Celyn impressed and confused.

The donor was willing and able, and she made sure to express her boundaries before allowing Remi to feed. Remi had done the same, reinforcing the non-sexual nature of the act, and only bit when she offered her wrist and nodded to him.

Less than two minutes later, Remi was done, licking her wound and holding her wrist over her heart, elevating the limb. She was no paler than before, but her eyes were blown wide and her lips parted as she panted. Remi had made it as painless as possible—Celyn knew that from experience and he wondered if she regretted the non-sexual bargain struck at the beginning. Remi was two thousand years old, quite experienced, and devilishly handsome.

A knock on the door and another vampire came in, dressed in a black suit, earpiece in his left ear, and he escorted the woman from the room. Remi gave her a short bow and a murmured thanks before the door shut behind them.

“She gonna be okay?” Celyn asked, more out of curiosity than belief that Remi had taken too much.

“Yes,” Remi replied. “Her escort will take her to rest and eat. I took less than a pint, more than enough to sustain me for a couple weeks. I am old, and what I took will serve me well in the battles ahead.”

Celyn fidgeted with the blanket on the bed, eyeing Remi from under his lashes. “You drank from me a couple days ago. Was I not…was it not enough?”

“Kedvesem, never think such a thing,” Remi said, and knelt on the floor in front of where he was sitting, taking both of his hands in a firm but gentle clasp. “I merely tasted you, and you were a delight to the senses. Divine sustenance, truly.”

“Then why…?”

Remi smiled. “I fear taking too much from you, kedvesem. And…” Remi paused, clearly torn about what he wanted to say next.

“What?”

“Vampire mate bonds can be strengthened by repeat feedings. I don’t want to take too much too soon, of course, but I also don’t want the nascent bond we have growing between us to bloom faster than you may be ready for.”

“Vampires mate where true love blooms, that’s what I’ve always heard. True love?”

Remi nodded, looking down at their joined hands in Celyn’s lap. “I am quite certain you are my true love, Celyn. Already my love, in less than a week’s time. The bond is growing, slowly, but it is there. We hardly know each other, and I wish to give us both time to learn about the other before the bond becomes a solid thing. Feeding from donors will give us that time.”

“Please don’t make decisions about us without input from me,” Celyn stated firmly, and Remi nodded, biting his lip and sighing. Regret clouded his earnest expression.

“Forgive me, for I did just that.”

“Forgiven this once,” Celyn answered, rubbing his thumbs over the back of Remi’s hands, which were now toasty warm from Celyn’s body heat and the donor’s blood. “No more one-sided relationship decision-making. Talk to me about things.”

“I will, I promise.”

Celyn nodded, believing Remi. “Good.” He paused. “Now, about the bond. I wouldn’t mind it settling into place. I want the bond, Remi. I can’t see it yet, and I want to. What does it look like?”

Remi’s face lit up in a wide, happy smile. “A shining thread of gold in the ether between our souls, my love. Try seeing it with the part of you that can see magic. It might be there for you to see, and if you want the connection, bring it to your light.”

“Okay,” Celyn replied, thinking hard. He usually saw magic as a given—he never had to reach for that ability; it was there all the time, and he sometimes had to struggle to turn it off in places where there were a lot of spells and magic, like the Salvatore Mansion. For him to be unable to see it now meant that it was probably very new, and not yet powerful enough for it to appear to his eyes. That matched how Remi described it.

Celyn shut his eyes and tried another way, entering into a trance as easy as breathing. His fae ancestry came in handy—he knew himself well, inside and out, and meditating was something he could do any time or place, and it gave him a sense of peace and strength.

There it was. Exactly as Remi described it. A thin, shining golden thread, the end fluttering about the core of Celyn where his soul was anchored to his body and the physical realm. So close to connecting, too close for Celyn not to be pleased and happy. He reached out, and grabbed that end, and pulled it to his core. He welcomed the connection, and the warmth and rush of energy that filled his core made him gasp, eyes opening.

He felt Remi. Not just his hands, but him. The man, the vampire. His boldness, bravery, his protective nature. He was easy-going and laid back, yet filled with steely determination and the heart of a fierce warrior.

“Hello,” Celyn whispered on a gasp. “Oh, how wonderful. You’re mine now.”

“As you are mine,” Remi breathed out. “My beloved mate.”
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Ashwin

As old as he was, Ashwin figured he should be beyond surprises. Yet when the sidhe warrior anchored a permanent archway in the library, replacing the two hundred-year-old hearth with a stone arch, he admitted to some surprise.

“The hearth? It’s original to the house,” Ashwin shared, crossing his arms. Cian flashed him a grin, wild and carefree in a way that put Ashwin on the defensive. He might have known this sidhe for the last several hundred years, but Cian was mercurial and hard to predict.

Cian gestured with one graceful hand. “It still is, merely pushed aside for the doorway. Once the arch is no longer needed, the hearth will return, same as always and undamaged.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Ash exhaled roughly. “I don’t know a thing about displacement due to magical doors.”

“I would be surprised if you did. Such things are dying out with my people.” Cian said that casually, without emotion. As if his people’s inevitable extinction was something to be expected, like the sun setting or the moon rising.

Leandro chose that moment to come crashing into the library, as only young boys could do, all stomping feet and flailing limbs, exuberance personified. “Da! There you are!” Leo came running over, ignoring Cian completely, and tackled Ash around the waist, hugging him. “Where have you been all morning? Papá is going to do the spell!”

“I’ve been avoiding the sun, my dearest. And manners, Leo,” Ash chided, booping Leo on the nose with a single finger and tipping his head toward Cian.

Leo looked properly abashed when he finally noticed Cian standing not even five feet away, and he let go of Ash and stood up as tall as he could manage, adorable and proper. “Good morning, Señor Brennan. Would you like to watch Papá cast the spell?”

Cian stared down at the young boy in utter confusion for a long moment, and then shrugged one elegant shoulder. “Sure, lead the way.”

“Yay!” Leo exclaimed and then bolted from the library, calling loudly to his Papá that Señor Brennan was coming to watch and he had to wait.

“Are human children always this loud?” Cian asked curiously. Ashwin sighed and walked with Cian to the doorway, checking the angle of the sun coming through the rear of the house before entering the foyer where Ignacio stood waiting for them.

“Yes, I’m afraid so—they don’t quiet down until their thirties, I’m sad to report.”

Iggy heard the last bit and sent him a wide grin, hands already full with their son. Leo was feeling safe again, and his normal exuberance was at the fore.

“What spell, my love?” Ashwin asked when he joined his mate and son. Leo latched onto one of his hands and Ashwin lifted his son off the floor a couple of inches, not even noticing the weight. Being a vampire had distinct advantages when raising a child. Midnight feedings were a breeze, for instance. And letting Leo use him as a jungle gym also helped get some of the energy out. Leo giggled and swung himself back and forth, full of energy and ready to explode from it.

“The spell young Daniel shared before he left on his honeymoon,” Iggy said. He gestured to the windows. “It’s time to see if home is always waiting for us.”

Cian made a soft noise as he grasped what Iggy was about, and he promptly sat on the floor and gestured at Iggy. “Do proceed. The estate knows you well, old friend. This will be interesting.”

“Let’s go sit with Cian,” Ash put Leo down and tugged him gently to Cian. Leo sat without hesitation next to the sidhe warrior, and Ash sat on his son’s other side. All three of them looked to Iggy, waiting.

Iggy was handsome and regal in bearing, as always, standing tall with his long, black hair pulled back over his shoulders, that streak of white at his temple distinguished and rakish. Very much a dangerous man, he looked the part, with broad shoulders, a lean waist, strong arms and legs—he exercised despite being a vampire’s mate, keeping himself strong even with the mate bond preserving Iggy as he was at his mortal prime over a hundred years prior.

“Figlio mio, watch with your inner vision,” Iggy instructed Leo, who nodded eagerly and got a fiercely determined expression on his face, making Ash smile at the sight. Iggy continued. “You don’t need this spell now, Leo, but maybe in the future you’ll have a vampire friend you want to spend time with, and it’ll be important to keep them safe.”

“I’m gonna marry a vampire just like Da when I grow up,” Leo declared firmly, making Ashwin hold back a laugh at how serious his son sounded. “They’re gonna be safe no matter what with me.”

“My brave, sweet boy,” Ashwin murmured, hugging Leo around his shoulders. Already Leo was so much like Ignacio it made his heart hurt.”Watch Papá now.”

Some magic a vampire could see and sense—mostly sense, like a charge of electricity building, and predominantly by proximity, like active spells immediately after casting, or those that used a surplus of power. Seeing spells that were static, laid in place, was harder, but the older the vampire, the more likely they were to develop gifts that might let them see magic. Such passive gifts were rare, though—vampires tended to develop active abilities, ones that were tangible and affected the physical world, like Constantine and The Way Between.

Ashwin was unable to see what Iggy was doing, but he recognized when Iggy was using magic. A nebulous tension surrounded the sorcerer, long hair fluttering a bit from a soft draft that came from nowhere—a spark or two flitted about his broad shoulders, and a hint of ozone was carried on a growing breeze in the foyer. Leo gasped and oohhed and aahhed as his father worked, able to see in detail what his parent was doing with his inner vision.

Watching his mate of over a century work magic was never tiring, it never got old. Leo leaned into his shoulder, and Ashwin absorbed the heat from his mortal son, the warmth that seeped into his bones, as welcome as the love it represented.

Nothing changed at first. The sun, high overhead as it slid closer to midday, was not at an angle to worry Ashwin much as long as he stayed away from exterior doors and south-facing windows.

When a mortal Invited him into their home, a place where the Invitational magics held sway, it was less a noticeable event and more an absence—of pressure, resistance, all gone with the right words and intent behind them. Where once there was a wall preventing entry, there would be nothing, like the lessening of pressure in the air after a storm.

He felt it then.

Not the absence of pressure, but the sweep of energy along the mate bond he shared with Ignacio. As familiar as the smile lines on his mate’s face, the bond was a thick, golden rope woven by years of trials, failures, victories, and above all else, love. It glowed bright, full of satisfaction, and Ashwin knew in that moment that Ignacio was successful.

“Welcome home, my love,” Ashwin whispered, hugging Leo to his side.

“Papá did it, didn’t he, Da?” Leo whispered loudly, making Cian grin widely at the lack of subtlety.

“He did, Leo, he did indeed.”

Iggy opened his eyes and sent him a wide, happy grin. He came over and held out both hands, helping Ash and Leo to their feet. Iggy tipped his head toward the front doors, where small, rectangular windows perpendicular to the floors ran vertically next to the doors, letting in light that stretched a few feet into the foyer.

Leo ran to the light and waved his hands through it, though why escaped Ashwin, as his son was as human as could be—but it was charming and sweet and he smiled to see his son’s silliness. “Da! There’s light here, come try it!”

Despite his eagerness to see the spell work—he had no doubt it worked, this was Ignacio after all—a part of him was wary. His entire immortal life was predicated on avoiding the sun, inimical in all ways to his very existence.

His age and mate bond gave him some resistance to the light, allowing him precious moments to get to safety in case of exposure, so he would need to dare a longer exposure to see if the spell had taken root.

He had been Invited into the Salvatore Mansion over a hundred years prior, and so he had no idea if the Invitational magics were still present, considering the passage of time, but Iggy appeared satisfied, and his mate would never let him get hurt for the sake of appearances or pride.

Mentally girding his loins, Ashwin went to stand beside his son, Iggy on his other side, Cian watching avidly from his spot on the floor—and stuck his hand in the sunlight.

Nothing happened.

No painful, burning heat, nothing but a gentle warmth. Soft and gentle, and his skin looked frighteningly pale in the sunlight. Vampires looked their best in candlelight—the clarity of the sun showed his undead state with brutal honesty. He waited, but nothing happened, and he took a full, fearless step into the light.

It fell over his face, a blanket of warmth. Bright, so bright he shut his eyes and the light seeped through his lids. It was almost painful, the brightness, his eyes watering for the first time in eons.

He was standing, unharmed, in the sun for the first time in hundreds of years. His last night as a mortal man had been one of violence and death, and he never got to say goodbye to the sun, his Turning unexpected and chaotic. Yet this moment felt like the greeting of an old and beloved friend, long thought lost, but found again.

He opened his eyes and gave Ignacio a brilliant smile, tears pricking his lashes. “I love you, Ignacio Salvatore.”

“I love you, tesoro mio,” Ignacio replied. A soft kiss followed, their joy echoed in the happy cheering from a rambunctious young boy.


Into the Underhill
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Angel

The following week was quiet. Eroch was awake, at last, after what felt like years of sleeping but really was only a matter of several days.

Things had been quiet, on all fronts—Mansion, Tower, Beacon Hill, Milly’s place—and nothing had happened with the High Council.

Five days of quiet, aside from training his new apprentice on beginners’ techniques like grounding and getting a feel for his magic, which Rael excelled at, and giving him confidence that he would eventually control his magic on his own. Every morning Rael got up and approached his lessons with a dedication Angel rarely saw in his regular tutoring students, and that matched Daniel in his own apprenticeship days.

The only excitement in those handful of days was the pictures from Daniel showing impressive natural vistas and a lot of artistic shots of a handsome sidhe healer lounging in rich, green grass the same color as his hair.

Rory was lovely to look at but Angel had a limit to how many pictures he wanted to see of his new in-law. He did miss Daniel, and Rory too, but he couldn’t begrudge Daniel his time away and his honeymoon.

Eroch scampered awkwardly out into the hallway from his den, wings knocking into the doorframe on either side, making a loud bang that shook the walls a bit.

Eroch was far, far larger than he had been even a week ago. Whereas for the wedding he was the size of a pitbull and just as wiggly, he was now approaching Great Dane territory and his tail was almost three times his body length. It had a mind of its own, same as the wings—the house, despite its grandeur, was really too small for Eroch until he learned how to coordinate his wayward limbs.

Eroch snuffled at Angel, sniffing loudly in hello, and sat back on his haunches as best he could, asking without words for a hug. Angel obliged, not having to bend at all, hugging the upper torso of his sweet, adopted scale-y son. “Are you feeling better, sweetheart?”

Eroch chirped in the affirmative, and it was loud enough in Angel’s ear to make him instinctively flinch, careful not to let Eroch see his discomfort. Eroch was much louder than he used to be, but Angel was not going to scold his dragon for the increase in volume.

“Simeon?” Angel called when Eroch sat back to the floor, wings held awkwardly as he tried to turn around.

“Hold on, Eroch, wee beastie, wait right here,” Angel said, cupping Eroch’s muzzle and wiping along the soft hide just under his eyes with his thumbs. Eroch loved that and he calmed immediately.

“Mo ghra?” Simeon blurred into the hall, neatly avoiding the gangly dragon in the way before joining Angel at his side.

“We need to go to the Mansion to let Eroch stretch out. Can you let them know we’re on our way? I’m gonna grab my bag and my new apprentice.”

“I can,” Simeon said, pulling out his phone and accepting the kiss Angel gave him in thanks.

“Stay right here with Simeon, don’t move a muscle, okay?” Angel directed Eroch, who gave him a tiny nod and sad dragon eyes.

Thankfully, Angel was able to get to the stairs without any trouble, and headed up to the third floor and the guest rooms. The third floor also held his workroom and training rooms, letting him teach Rael while they were at home and safely behind wards and shields. Jameson had gratefully taken one of the empty guest rooms and turned it into a temporary office, so he could keep his business running while everyone in his company worked remotely for their safety.

Angel knocked on the bedroom door of the room claimed by the pair, and Rael opened it immediately, eyes as bright as his smile. Rael was a cheery kid, when he wasn’t stressed out about his future and family.

“Heading to the Mansion for the day so Eroch can spread his wings,” Angel explained.

“Can I come? Jameson is working all day,” Rael asked, already grabbing his phone and wallet, shoving his feet into his boots.

“That’s the plan,” Angel said, smiling. Rael was eager to learn, and that was good considering how limited his time was before the semester started and he needed to go to orientation in Cambridge. “We’re taking the archway to avoid the roads.”

“Yay,” Rael cheered quietly, making Angel laugh and shake his head. “I don’t wanna get in another car crash. The last one was more than enough.”

Rael stopped briefly to run in and say goodbye to Jameson, and Angel headed downstairs to rejoin Simeon and Eroch by the archway. No staff were in earshot or line of sight, and Angel texted Martin really quickly that they were going out. Only Martin knew about the portal, and the man was steadfastly avoiding the magical portal and keeping the rest of the staff away from the hallway in case it was in use.

Rael came running down the stairs and joined them at the arch, all smiles. “Let’s go!” Rael paused and just before they all headed to the archway and the Mansion, he asked, “Can we have a picnic in the gardens? It’s so nice out.”
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Cian

Cian leaned against an oak tree, mindful of his glamour hiding him from the mortals cheerfully mucking about in his brother’s garden. Rael, the new apprentice, was in the thick of things, coordinating the picnic tables pulled from a storage shed behind the conservatory, and the blankets scattered about on the mossy sections of the garden around a stone water fountain that cheerfully gurgled in the bright summer sun.

He had no reason to employ his glamour other than not wanting to be roped into setting up for a picnic, not wanting to be crowded by sappy Salvatores in love chattering about their mates. He was also determined not to be caught laboring in the hot sun.

Simeon was in the Mansion with Ashwin, enjoying the sun within the building now that the sunlight wards were in place. Angel took the news with some surprise and was a bit…off. Cian suspected the young sorcerer was dealing with the fact that his ancestor considered the Mansion his home enough that the magics to anchor the sunlight wards were strong enough to work, and he was struggling with what that meant.

Eroch pounced out of the shadows under the thick boughs of the oak tree, landing on Cian’s boot and gnawing ferociously on the enchanted leather. The once-tiny dragon was no longer an eggling, of a size now comparable to a small wolf or a precious miniature horse. At that awkward stage of a growth spurt where he appeared more wings than mass, Eroch was speeding through his first molt with singular alacrity, all thanks to the bond he shared with the necromancer.

Eroch growled as he tugged on the toe of Cian’s boot, the leather changing itself enough to withstand the onslaught of a dragon’s sharp teeth. Cian refused to smile or look down, affecting a nonchalance that was entirely false as the toddler dragon cavorted about like a dog playing tug o’ war with a rope toy.

Eroch spat out his foot and sat on his haunches, tail whipping across the thick carpet of moss beneath the oak tree, wings mantling, and he fought a smile that threatened to burst free when Eroch whined for him to play.

“Little Trouble, I am hiding from manual labor,” Cian gestured to the crowd of mortals setting up for that evening’s festivities. “If I were to suddenly begin playing with a dragon, my glamour might not be sufficient to hide me from being roped into service, and then your adopted brood-father will be most cranky with me.”

Eroch drooped, head hanging on his long neck, mastering the pitiful appearance of a wee beastie bereft of love and attention, and Cian, knowing full well he was being played, sighed and rolled his eyes before pushing off from the tree. He gestured to the hopeful dragon at his feet.

“Come along then, wee beastie. Let’s find someplace else to entertain ourselves so we don’t draw your father’s attention or ire.”
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Isaac

When his cell phone beeped with a group text about a picnic at the Mansion, Isaac decided on the spur of the moment to attend. The vampire mates would need to stay inside until dark, but the thought of relaxing in the warm sun sounded so appealing that Isaac turned on his feet and headed back to the bedroom, ready to change.

Ditching his trademark leather for a thin t-shirt and jeans and comfortable sneakers, Isaac grabbed his stuff and headed for the vault in the hallways outside their bedroom in the Tower. Constans was working downstairs, dealing with an issue about donors, and Isaac sent him a text telling his mate he was taking the archway to the Mansion for the day, and not to worry.

The vault opened with a soft hiss and the first thing Isaac saw was the archway, its black void in the center. He was already practiced at telling the portal where he wanted to go, so stepping through to his ancestral home into the library was nothing new, but it was still a bit nerve-wracking in the split second it took to transport him across the distance.

He exited the library at the Mansion, and headed down the service hall toward the rear of the house and the kitchen, looking for his brother.

Isaac stopped walking at an odd sound, tilting his head and trying to narrow down what it could be when he heard it again.

A rush of air and then a racket of what sounded like a rockslide, and Isaac wondered if someone was watching television in the Mansion, which wasn’t normal, as Daniel and Rory used tablets or Daniel’s laptop to stream videos and the most recent television model in the Mansion was over a decade old and was no longer hooked up to any service. Unless Ignacio or Ashwin brought a TV with them, there was something happening.

“Angel? Is that you?” Isaac headed down the long service hall that sprouted off from the huge kitchen in the rear of the Mansion, heading toward the old billiards room that had remained empty since Daniel moved in.

Isaac hadn’t been in there since he was a young teenager, and the room no longer held the aging, antique green felt tables that went neglected for years, forcing them to be thrown away. The stone floor was bare of rugs and the wooden ceiling was a dark, polished brown that was nearly black, reflecting the light from the windows.

A tumble of rocks spilled across the floor, a lick of flame and black smoke curling around the place where the rocks had been, and Isaac waved a hand in front of his face to clear his vision.

“What the hell?” Isaac said loudly enough to startle the dragon cavorting about the empty room.

Eroch spun and chirped in greeting, before charging a nearby cairn of stone that appeared from thin air, taller than the dragon by several feet, stones a chalky, grayish white and slate in color, edges and sides scattering dust as Eroch landed on the stones, sending them skittering across the polished marble floor. Wind grabbed at the thick dust on the floor, twisting it in complicated spirals and creating shapes of mythical creatures about the size of a chunky squirrel from Beacon Hill, well-fed by indulgent residents.

A miniature unicorn made of dust rose from the debris left behind by Eroch’s attack, charging at Eroch with its tail flagging out behind it, head lowered so the sharp point of its horn aimed for the not-so-small-anymore wee beastie. Isaac was certain he heard an equine scream in challenge as the opponents faced off along with the answering roar from the dragon.

Eroch held his ground and flapped his wings in excitement before spraying his opponent with a plume of dragon fire, reducing the dust unicorn to black powder that fluttered away in the currents from the central air.

Isaac finally managed to recollect his wits and saw the source of the magic, Cian sitting on the edge of the raised, cold marble hearth at the other end of the room, long legs out in front of him and crossed at the ankles, leaning back on his hands as he casually manifested rock and stone from thin air, and summoned tiny whirlwinds with enough skill and precision to fashion mythical creatures to battle a very spoiled dragon.

Isaac said nothing, and hugged the side of the room as he headed for the fae warrior. Eroch hardly spared Isaac a glance, too intent on defeating the mythical creatures Cian conjured from the stone cairns, each one growing more fantastical and challenging than the last.

Cian saw him coming but made no acknowledgment aside from a tiny quirk of his lips, an expression of casual, yet somehow snarky indifference that made it very apparent this was not Rory. The personality and the eyes were the only things that differentiated the twins, identical in every other way. At least as far as Isaac knew—he was gearing up the courage to ask Daniel if there were any other differences between the twins.

By the time he came within cautious speaking distance of Cian, Eroch was fiercely battling a kraken the size of a large raccoon, snapping and leaping over the rock piles as they clashed. The room was full of dust, debris, blackened trails of soot across the floor, and a growing cloud that Cian corralled into shape for the next fantastical battle.

Eroch rolled across the floor, tangled in an impressively fierce-looking but clearly safe battle with the dust kraken, the construct hugging the dragon with its many limbs, and then Eroch snapped his jaws around the main portion of its body and breathed a fireball that engulfed them both, hiding them from view.

Isaac knew that Eroch was immune to his own flame, but his heart still beat faster in his chest in alarm until the dragon appeared with a victorious roar from the cloud of black smoke and falling dust, horribly dirty and proud as fuck.

Isaac cheered, clapping. “Well done, Eroch!”

Eroch came to a sliding halt not far from where Isaac and Cian watched, mantling his wings and bouncing around, long tail whipping. He was a mess, covered in soot and stone dust, and the room stunk of dragon fire and burnt stone.

“Excellent show, Little Trouble,” Cian said, getting to his feet in a graceful, fluid motion that nailed home the fact that he was not human. “Shall we take a break for some food or would you like another round?”

Eroch sat on his tail and clearly thought about it, but his reply was lost in the arrival of a very cranky dragon daddy.

Angel stood in the doorway of the billiards room, mouth open as he took in the scattered rock cairns, the thick layer of dust on the floor, the soot, and the hanging clouds of smoke and gray dust that filled the air, incredibly noticeable in the light from the lamps and windows.

“What. The. Fuck.”

“Ah, necromancer. Just in time for Round Two,” Cian called, Eroch chirping and spinning in excitement. “Care to play?”

Isaac’s eyes went wide and he launched himself away from Cian, coming up against the wall as far from the brazenly reckless immortal as he could get.

Angel’s eyes narrowed and he stepped farther into the room, hands on his hips, taking in the mess. His lips twitched, and Isaac recognized the smile that slowly grew on his big brother’s face.

Cian was in serious trouble.

The sidhe warrior seemed to find his situation amusing.

Isaac didn’t know whether to run, hide, or throw up a shield and wait for the world to end.
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Cian

The Necromancer of Boston was young, precocious, and wily. Cian eyed the short, compact form of the mortal practitioner, sizing up the other man as hellfire-green sparks flickered around his shoulders, the mortal’s aura swirling in deceptively languid rivers of energy. Cian’s lips twitched in a tiny smile.

“Care to play, necromancer?” Cian gestured with one hand. “Your eggling has been bored of late, and I’ve been entertaining him for you.”

Angel knew he was being goaded and the only reaction he made was a single quirk of a brow. “What do you have in mind?”

“Let us ask the young dragon!” Cian declared, motioning to Eroch with a flourish and short bow. “What game would you like to play next?”

Eroch sat on his tail and fanned his wings a bit, taking the inquiry seriously, smoke curling from his nostrils as he contemplated an answer. Angel narrowed his eyes at Cian for a short moment, but his expression relaxed when he seemed to decide he wasn’t being maliciously sarcastic. Cian reminded himself that Rory was alive and awake and that perhaps he should be using the more empathetic side of their soul instead of falling back on desperate coping mechanisms developed through two centuries of emotional deprivation.

Isaac shuffled nervously from his spot along the far wall, out of the direct path of any spells that might be lobbed across the distance between Cian and Angel. The fire mage even had a shield up, and Cian smirked at the young man’s caution.

Angel was tense, despite his casual stance, hands on his hips, power primed and ready, eyes sharp. Warriors were recognizable no matter the time period by the way they held themselves before a fight. A watchful regard that was always in the eyes, in the way they breathed.

Eroch bounded over to his brood-father and bowled into Angel’s thighs, chirping excitedly. Angel swore and fell backwards, Eroch climbing onto his lap, front paws tugging on his sweater while he sniffed Angel’s face, puffing out smoke, squeaking and chirping loudly.

“What’s he saying?” Angel demanded loudly, though he was gentle with the young dragon.

Cian snorted out a laugh, amused. “Little Trouble is most adamant that you provide him with some ‘stinky dry dead people’ to light on fire. He said it’s been too long since he got to play with them the first time.” Angel arched a brow at him, clearly not understanding. Cian laughed again, delighted. “He wants to battle zombies.”

“Hecate’s spine,” Isaac swore from his spot leaning on the wall, standing up straight and squinting at his older brother. “When did he fight zombies? Where the hell was this?”

Angel gave up trying to escape Eroch and sat on the floor with the dragon splayed over his lap, scratching at the scales along his spine, Eroch limp with bliss. “Last year when O’Malley first clued me in to the graverobber schemes. Part of Hardwick’s original team had zombies as guards while they dug up victims to summon and extort. Eroch had fun stomping them into dust and setting them on fire.”

Eroch chirped once in agreement, the tip of his tail swinging back and forth. Angel shook his head, fond, but sighed regretfully. “I’m not disturbing the dead just so you can burn up some zombies.”

Eroch whined, sad, yellow eyes full of neglect and suffering, and he sniffed dejectedly. Angel rolled his eyes. “I must be firm on this. No zombies for fun.”

Cian contemplated the mechanics of the request, and he gathered that the rest of the Salvatores and Rory would object to raising the dead just so the dragon could have himself a battle against the undead.

“Is the picnic set to start soon?” Cian asked, turning to Isaac.

Isaac was startled to be spoken to but he had dismissed the shield and he smoothed his hands down his thighs, taking a moment. “It won’t really start until after sundown so the vampires can attend without turning to ash.”

Cian checked in with the world around him, and the sun would not set for a while yet. He clapped his hands once and turned a bit, staring at the stone floor of the barren billiards room.

The stone and dust he summoned to play with Eroch shivered, grinding and rattling, clouds of dust lifting, forming streams, following his will. From all corners of the room the detritus came in tidy streams, coalescing around a single point on the floor where he focused his will, and the stone and dust reformed into a sturdy, plain stone arch that rose from the floor, taller than Cian, and wide enough for the average human adult to walk through without trouble.

The sidhe mound was visible through the arch, the main expanse of the temple shadowed and dark, though as the arch finished becoming itself, distant torches within the temple burst to life, a welcome glow of orange and yellow fires beckoning to the curious.

“Come, Little Trouble, I know just the thing,” Cian called, and Eroch threw himself off Angel’s lap and bounced across the floor to the arch, meeting Cian at the threshold. Cian gestured for the dragon to go first, and Eroch leapt through the arch, his excited chirps echoing in the huge expanse of the temple beyond.

“He’s not going without me,” Angel declared, and Cian smiled, a bit sharper than he tried to be normally, but Angel paid it little heed as the necromancer strode past him without hesitation after his dragon.

“Wait for me!” Isaac called out, jogging over to the archway. He paused for a second, girding himself, and then glanced to Cian, as if asking permission. Cian nodded once, and the fire mage bolted through the arch, following his brother.

Cian sent Rory a thin tendril of thought, explaining where they were and what they were doing, and then he stepped through the archway, and the sidhe mound closed the way behind him, the arch fading away into nothing at his heels.


A Zombie Interlude
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Daniel

Ireland was lovely, but after a week of sex, great food, and walks about the Giant’s Causeway, Daniel was ready for something new. He missed home. When Rory shared that Cian was giving a tour of the sidhe mound, Daniel came to a halt in the middle of the national park and turned to his husband.

Daniel gently grabbed his arm and tugged his husband into the shadow of a tall boulder, speaking in a harsh whisper. “What do you mean Cian took them to the sidhe mound? What are they doing?”

Rory made sure no one in the immediate area was close enough to hear before he answered. He leaned down and spoke in Daniel’s ear, making him shiver. “The sidhe mound is more than the temple. It’s larger than it looks, and within its walls lies an ancient graveyard. Cian is taking Eroch there to play with some zombies.”

Daniel had no idea what to say, and he blinked at his husband for a long moment, trying to gather his thoughts.

“And they didn’t invite us? Rude.” Daniel pouted. “I want to see ancient zombies in a magical moving temple.”

Rory gave him an indulgent smile. “Let me ask the mound for a doorway before you get your hopes up. It rarely listens to me unless there’s an emergency. If it answers me, we can sneak off and join my brother on his rather blasphemous adventures in dragon-sitting.”
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Cian

The underhill of the sidhe mound was in a mercurial mood, one that reflected how Cian was feeling at the moment as well—reckless, a bit tempestuous, and staving off boredom by indulging a young dragon celebrating a growth spurt.

He led Eroch down the stairs into the main temple, the dragon hopping down the last few steps with unrestrained glee. Gone was the hesitation and fear brought on by previous experiences in the temple, and Cian was relieved. His dishonor left a mark on the world and rectifying it would take time. The young dragon was unencumbered by human cultural beliefs and expectations of justice, redemption, and rehabilitation, which was a refreshing perspective to experience, from his point of view.

He spent too long alone among humans, and it wore on him through the centuries while his brother hung betwixt and between this life and the next.

“Where are we going?” Angel called out from the rear of their little group, and Cian sighed in exasperation, though he did stop and wait for the Salvatore brothers to exit the staircase and join him and Eroch in the temple proper.

“The youngling wishes to play with zombies,” Cian informed Angel with a haughtily arched brow, gesturing to Eroch, who was all but hopping with excitement. “I am endeavoring to oblige.”

“I am not raising zombies just so he can crush them like Godzilla,” Angel warned, crossing his arms over his chest.

“No need,” Cian dismissed Angel’s concerns with a casual wave of his hand, resuming his walk across the wide, open space.

Angel grumbled something unflattering under his breath, amusing Cian amused, who had heard far worse in his immeasurable life. Though, all of this was new to him, a miracle of sorts after living for so long. He recalled no other moment in his life where he was indulging a baby dragon with a guided tour of the mysteries of the sole remaining sidhe mound in the world. And in the company of a necromancer and a fire mage, walking at his back no less, without worrying that either would attempt to subjugate him or try to murder him.

When he stopped at the far wall on the longest side of the temple, the seamless, unmarred stone wall shivered, the near-sentient energies evaluating his desires and thoughts, reacting accordingly. A door formed from the wall, its structure coalescing out of stone that now moved as overly wet clay. In a short blink of time, an archway stood in front of them, empty of doors, darkness beyond, and a great sigh shook the entire sidhe mound. It had been many years since he visited this part of the underhill.

Damp, slightly cool air rushed through the arch, and hints of crickets and frogs chirping in the darkness met the ears of his astonished companions. Eroch churred softly, head up, wings mantled slightly as he took deep sniffs, scenting what lay beyond.

Isaac moved up next to Cian and peered into the darkness, though the longer they stood at the threshold, the more their eyes adjusted and a hint of light could be discerned in the distance.

“What’s in there?” Isaac asked quietly, unable to tear his eyes away from the shadows.

“A graveyard,” Rory called out from the far side of the temple.

Isaac and Angel both jumped, startled at the sudden appearance of Rory and Daniel. Cian merely sighed, hands clasped behind his back as he waited for his brothers to join them, turning slightly to watch their approach.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in Ireland?” Angel called, though welcome filled his voice.

“We’ll go back after the zombie tour!” Daniel shouted back as he bolted toward Isaac.

Daniel collided with Isaac, who greeted him with a backslapping hug and a ruffle of his golden locks. Storm-born eyes full of affection and giddy excitement and a sweet smile lit up the temple in a way it hadn’t seen for centuries, perhaps even longer. Cian was not one for joy, but Daniel’s smile was one he enjoyed receiving. Cian was more reserved, and people largely bored him, regardless of species, and yet Daniel was now in the same category as Rory—a brother, and much loved.

Daniel went to Angel next, hugging the necromancer in obvious delight at being reunited. Daniel seemed to sense Cian’s reticence, as all he did was send him a brilliant smile and a small wave, charming a small smile from Cian in return.

Daniel was an exception to the typical ennui that plagued Cian when forced to endure company other than his twin’s. Cian was fond of Daniel as he’d never been with any else other than Rory since they were children.

Rory quietly greeted the others and slipped through the Salvatores to stand at Cian’s shoulder, a slightly arched brow signaling both sarcastic amusement and gentle pride, his twin able to decipher Cian’s thoughts and feelings as if they were his own. It had always been that way, and Cian rarely withdrew himself from the bond between them, a perpetual running commentary always humming in the back of their minds.

“You’re in a peculiar mood,” Rory murmured. Isaac and Daniel were peering into the darkness of the archway, commenting in awed tones about what they could hear coming from the shadows.

“Novelty is hard to come by,” Cian replied. Angel heard him and rolled his eyes, though Cian sensed no malice from the young necromancer. Sarcasm was Angel’s default response to almost every situation.

“The door is open, little brother,” Cian raised his voice just enough to be heard over the hurried whispering between Daniel and Isaac. Neither youngling had made any attempt to cross the threshold yet, despite their curiosity.

Daniel jumped, whirling to glare at him, and Rory chuckled. “Come, beloved, take my hand,” Rory said to Daniel, joining him at the arch. “We can enter together.”

Isaac groaned at the sweetness, and Daniel flipped him the bird, the fire mage chortling in glee as he followed behind Rory and Daniel.

Eroch, not to be outdone, stampeded behind his family and disappeared behind the trio as Rory guided them down the path. Angel paused on the threshold, eyeing Cian.

“I shall go last, so no one gets lost,” Cian explained. Angel made a slight grimace, but gamely strode into the darkness, shoulders back and chin up. Angel Salvatore was hard to intimidate—not that there was danger to be had within the sidhe mound.

Well, not a lot of danger. Nothing the Salvatores and a dragon toddler couldn’t handle.

Cian stepped through the arch, bidding the mound to close the way behind them. A set of bronze and stone doors glimmered to life within the arch, shutting with a soft click of a latch.

Better to keep the graveyard inhabitants safely contained. Cian was in no mood to wrangle escaped prehistoric zombies. They’d yet to figure out how doors worked.
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Daniel

“Where are we, exactly?” Daniel asked in a soft whisper, leaning into Rory as they walked along the stone path. Surrounded by darkness, mist whirled over the path ahead, and chirping critters could be heard in the swampy undergrowth on either side of them. The sky above was a weird mix of suffused light, heavy fog, and the occasional swirl to match the muffled flaps of winged creatures. Big or small, Daniel could not tell, and he was afraid to use his new senses to find out.

Sometimes not knowing was preferable.

“The mound is capable of holding within itself a multitude of worlds, which can be of any size. In my youth, we once visited a realm that held within it an ocean, whose far side was never mapped.” Rory’s casual explanation was both reassuring and alarming.

“This space could be infinite, is what you’re saying,” Isaac interrupted, leaning forward between them, having overheard Rory. “This creepy swamp straight from an 80s monster-movie set could be infinite. That’s just great.”

Isaac sounded both sarcastic and excited, a feat that had Daniel snorting out a laugh, relaxing a fraction. Rory would never let him get hurt, and he was reasonably certain they could say the same for Cian.

Cian was at the rear of their little group, and Eroch was bouncing around their feet as they slowly walked deeper into the mysterious swamp. From what Daniel was able to discern, the pathway was the only solid ground; water was visible everywhere through fog and thick vegetation, and Eroch proved this true when he nearly slipped off the path, one wing tip dipping into the swamp with a loud splash.

Cian was there in an instant, faster than Daniel ever saw one of the fae brothers move before, his new eyes able to see the High Court Sidhe’s reflexes with startling clarity. No mortal could move like that.

“Careful, Little Trouble, lest you wake those slumbering in the mist,” Cian gently shooed Eroch from the edge toward the middle of the path, a swift flick of his wrist clearing the mud from the dragon. Eroch made a subdued churr but did as ordered, slightly more restrained in his excitement, wings held in tighter along his ribs and down his flanks, though they were too big with his growth spurt to be efficiently folded back as he had done when the size of a housecat.

Daniel smiled at Eroch before returning his attention to what lay ahead. He leaned into Rory again. “What’s slumbering in the mist?”

Rory gave him an amused glance, one brow quirked. “Not inclined to look for yourself? The mound knows you well now, and your new senses can parse out the truth with a little effort.”

Despite his new state of being, Daniel was not sure how to go about using his newer, stronger, and far more precise awareness of the natural world—information came at him with a depth and breadth that would have overwhelmed him as a human, and even now as a new sidhe, he was reluctant to open himself to the mound—an environment that was the quintessential foundation of the High Court Sidhe. The mounds, temples—undercrofts, underhills—were the Courts that gave Rory and Cian’s people their names.

“I’m nervous that I’ll learn something I wish I didn’t, or that something might be looking back at me,” Daniel whispered to Rory, and he caught Cian’s reaction to his words over his shoulder. Of course Cian heard him—his senses were honed and sharp enough to hear a whisper rooms away from the speaker. Cian shook his head in amusement and rolled his eyes, and Daniel wrinkled his nose at his brother-in-law in annoyance, then promptly ignored Cian by looking ahead.

Cian chuckled quietly, and Rory sighed, fondly exasperated at his twin’s antics.

“Beloved, nothing here will be allowed to hurt you,” Rory vowed, leaning down and pressing a firm kiss to his forehead, causing Daniel to flush, pleased and slightly embarrassed. “I may not be the undercroft’s master, but it knows when to listen. I can prevent it from causing harm, and it is well-heeled to Cian’s will. No cause for worry.”

Isaac made a cooing sound where he now walked beside Eroch and Cian, Angel bringing up the rear. Daniel flipped off his best friend without turning around, Isaac snorting out a laugh in response, unfazed.

Daniel finally caught the distinction in Rory’s words. He stopped in the middle of the path, Isaac nearly running him over, and Cian neatly sidestepping around them to end up in front of the group. Eroch unfortunately barreled into his legs and nearly took him out at the knees. Daniel winced and squatted to help untangle Eroch’s wings and legs, and Eroch grumbled at him as he bounced off, smoke escaping his snout to match his displeasure.

“What’s the holdup?” Angel called, sounding bored. Aggravated, even, with a hint of caution.

“You said nothing would be allowed to hurt me,” Daniel demanded of Rory, seeking clarification. “That means things in here can hurt me. What’s in here, aside from a zombie pit?”

“The kraken hasn’t roused in millennia, so no worries there,” Cian unhelpfully declared, hands on his hips as he spun around in a slow, lazy spiral on one heel, eyeing the surrounding fog. “And the few revenants that call this place home have no interest in meddling in our affairs.” Cian stopped his turn, shrugging one shoulder. “The few monsters that might cause a bit of trouble haven’t keyed in on our presence yet, but our assorted party members will give them pause if they come sniffing around. It’s the creatures we might encounter that will be interesting.”

“Creatures?” Isaac squeaked out, brows raised. “What kinda creatures?”

“Ones long extinct in the mortal world,” Cian replied, looking out to his left into the dense fog bank. “Our people had a long habit of secreting away the few remaining members of species that humans drove into extinction.” Cian frowned, eyes cold, distant, as if lost in memory. “Too bad it was not an option we considered for ourselves.”

The High Court Sidhe were functionally extinct. There were around a hundred left of their species, and they were remarkably slow to reproduce, and Daniel had no idea how genetics would play out with such a small population, and how closely related the survivors might be—it was a topic he was afraid to broach with either twin. He avoided talking about it and reiterated Isaac’s question.

“Creatures? And what animals were hidden away by the sidhe?”

Cian shook off his melancholy, and side-eyed Angel with a mischievous glance through the crowd. “It’s too damp here in the swamp, but the forest on the other side of the zombie pit has a few surprises in it. If we’ve got time, I might be able to persuade the unicorns to come out and say hello. Or, well, Rory might—he’s more to their taste than I am.”

“Unicorns?” Angel exclaimed, unusually excited. “Quit dawdling and let’s get moving! We’ve got zombies to incinerate and some fancy horses with spears to fawn over!”

Eroch bounced in agreement and spun about, dashing into the fog ahead on the path, Cian following.

Daniel looked around one more time, took a deep breath, and followed, and Angel impatiently brought up the rear, dragging a bemused Isaac along by the elbow.
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Cian

The zombie pit did not disappoint.

Cian grabbed the young dragon around the neck and gently dragged him back from the edge of the pit, preventing him from swan-diving into the teeming mass of undead far below. Eroch was no longer the tiny eggling of a size to sit upon one’s shoulder. And he was a lot stronger than he looked, but Cian would be as careful as he could without letting the youngling hurt himself in his excitement.

“Wait, Trouble, lest you give your brood-father a heart attack,” Cian cautioned, gesturing to the necromancer’s pale face and pinched expression, hands on his hips as he eyed his wayward child.

“Can you sense them, necromancer?” Cian called out over the racket made by the horde below them, the undead creatures having finally noticed the living far above them on the edge of the pit.

Angel came up beside him and Eroch, peering down into the pit. The sides of the pit were well-worn rock, smoothed out by centuries of rotting hands uselessly scrabbling at the sides in search of flesh to consume. Many of the creatures far below weren’t even human, claws and talons in place of fingers. The spells on the pit and the extension of Cian’s will through the underhill kept them contained.

“I can sense them,” Angel said, clearly distracted as he took in the various natures of the undead below. Not all came from the same source—necromancers made many of them in the far past, and others were the result of curses and hexes. Still others, a handful in fact, originated from a random natural disaster eons ago.

“Is that…is that a dinosaur zombie?” Daniel asked, incredulous. Rory’s arm was around Daniel’s waist, securing him as he leaned over the edge to get a better look. He pointed to the right of the horde, and Cian tried to pick out the one he meant.

“The giant bipedal lizard? I think that might count as a dinosaur, by pop culture definition for certain,” Cian replied with a shrug. “I never cataloged the horde. An old, old fae once collected such things. Death fascinated him for eons, including when death came for him. Hence the swamp, and the pit.”

Isaac cautiously peered down into the pit, eyes wide when he saw the one Daniel called a dinosaur. “That…that’s a fucking tyrannosaurus rex. A zombie T-Rex in a fucking pit. Holy Hecate, you’ve got a T-Rex!”

“Is that what it’s called?” Cian mused, arching a brow. He knew full well what it was, of course, but he was having fun picking on the Salvatores. “I had no idea.”

Rory nearly choked, trying to glare at him between outbursts of incredulous laughter. Cian tried not to gloat at making his usually unflappable brother laugh.

“It’s not a unicorn, but still impressive,” Angel declared, trying not to stare at the lumbering beast. It was twenty feet tall and nearly fifty feet long, one of the largest zombies in the pit. “How is…just how.”

“The one who collected these beings for study was quite old, even by my people’s standards.” Cian shrugged. “The giant, feathered lizard zombie resulted from a cataclysmic event that produced a tremendous amount of death magics in an instant, an event that shook the world and produced quite a few prehistoric zombies. There are a few more like it down there in the teeming mass, though I think it’s the only one of its species to last this long. The rest were quite small and got crushed in the horde.”

Cian paused, eyeing the pit and its inhabitants, then shrugged one shoulder. “They’ve been down here for eons and it’s time we properly disposed of them. But we can let our young dragon have fun before our resident necromancer lets these old ones fall to dust.”

“You’d let me destroy them? Why?” Angel asked.

“Knowing a necromancer with a good heart is rarer than a zombie dinosaur,” Rory spoke up, drawing Angel’s attention. “The collector was the previous master of the underhill before it chose Cian as its new master. These soulless husks are weapons in the control of anyone without scruples. And approaching a necromancer for help with this collection was not a priority the last few centuries.”

While Rory slept in limbo, Cian’s focus had been elsewhere.

“It’s an army of undead monsters,” Angel said softly, and he backed away from the edge of the pit. “No one should have this.”

A click of a phone camera made them all turn to Isaac, who was taking more pictures of the zombies. “Constans doesn’t believe it’s a dinosaur. He said pics, or it didn’t happen.”

“You have a cell signal down here?” Daniel asked, surprised. He pulled out his own smartphone and checked, delighted when he saw he too had a signal.

“You have cell service in a pocket dimension,” Angel said, less a question and more a statement of doubt. A quirked brow from the necromancer was as pointed as a verbal barb.

“Rory was the one who slept through the advent of modern technology, not me,” Cian answered, as haughtily as he could manage. “I watched the moon landing live on television and saw Queen perform Bohemian Rhapsody at Live Aid. I even own an original Walkman and a Nintendo Game Boy.” He paused for dramatic effect, then continued. “I stole a cell tower in Wyoming about a decade ago and installed it in the undercroft. Works perfectly.”

As if to prove Cian’s point, a ringing came from Angel’s pocket. Angel tugged out his own phone, and he answered it immediately, though he walked away from the pit several feet to be polite. Futile, but they appreciated the politeness. They all had heightened senses, though Isaac was still developing his as the fully bonded mate of a vampire, and they heard every word of the conversation.

“My master showed me the most remarkable picture, my love,” Simeon drawled. “Is there something you’d like to share, mo ghra?”

“You wanna see the zombie dinosaur.”

“Indeed. Master Batiste and I would love to join the expedition, if that is permissible.”

Rory and Cian shared a quick glance and a thought, and Rory nodded. “It’s still daylight, so take the library portal and ask it to drop you in the center temple.”

Simeon, with his own preternatural hearing, heard Rory easily through the phone.

“Excellent. We’ll be waiting.”

“Do we need to walk all the way back to the temple?” Daniel asked, not looking forward to the trek by the frown on his expressive face.

“No need,” Cian said, and with a vague wave of his hand, summoned a stone arch on the end of the path that brought them to the pit. It flashed with light, then the temple came into being in the archway. “A mere step or two. It will bring you all back as well.”

“I will never get used to that,” Isaac declared. “I’m going to meet them, too. I haven’t seen Constans since this morning.”

“It’s only been a few hours,” Daniel teased.

“You haven’t left Rory’s side since you got married,” Isaac shot back, though without rancor.

“Quit it, I wanna see my mate,” Angel declared loudly, and Daniel and Isaac ceased their good-natured bickering, both grinning. “Let’s get our men down here before any more shenanigans begin.”


The Second Sortie
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Angel

Simeon was waiting for him, standing beside Batiste as always. Angel spared no glance nor thought for the city master, slipping into Simeon’s embrace with the ease of long practice.

Impossibly strong arms, the scent of pine trees and blood. Not at all off-putting—it was as familiar as his own heartbeat.

Simeon cupped his jaw and tipped back his head, and Angel sighed into the kiss, eyes falling shut. Happy to be kissed and uncaring of his audience, Angel let himself be delicately mauled, big hands traveling around his waist to clutch his hips, fingers digging into the waist of his pants. A hint of claws made Angel shiver in delight. Simeon kissed like he was going to eat Angel whole, without reservation or inhibition, and Angel wanted to know what had his mate so revved up and ready to devour him.

So he could do it again later.

Simeon let him go so he could breathe, and Angel licked his lips and smiled up at his mate. “What was that for?”

Simeon’s emerald eyes glowed a bit, showing his aroused state. “We had to oversee feeding today with some fledglings. It left us…” Simeon trailed off.

Angel finished the thought. “Ravenous?”

Simeon hummed in agreement, teasing Angel’s bottom lip with a fingertip talon, longer than normal.

Movement in his periphery had him looking, and Isaac was getting the same enthusiastic greeting from his mate. Angel winced and looked away, not wanting to see his brother engaged in anything sexual under any circumstances. “Oh gawds, not here.”

Simeon chuckled and put an arm around Angel’s shoulders, guiding him back to the arch where everyone was waiting on the other side. Angel snuggled into Simeon as they walked. “Why were you overseeing feeding? I thought the latest crop of fledglings were safe to feed on their own a while ago?”

Simeon shook his head and grimaced. “Their usual donors are either missing or ghosted them. Several donors, all around the same twenty-four hour period. Too many to be a coincidence. The fledglings were hungry, but foolishly waited several days before coming to me with the problem.”

“Fuck, they could’ve killed people if they lost control. Are they alright now?”

“Yes,” Simeon answered. “I helped them feed and Ellora is watching them personally for the next day or so until the unrest calms. Several experienced, older donors volunteered to take over their feeding until they found replacements for the missing donors.”

“That’s good. I’m glad. That could’ve ended so badly.”

“Truly, mo ghra.”

They went through the freestanding arch and returned to the zombie pit, where Eroch and Cian were occupied by the teeming horde below, with Rory and Daniel several feet away, absorbed in each other.

They went to the edge and looked down. Simeon stiffened, and a low hiss escaped his mate.
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Simeon

His mate had not exaggerated. There was a zombie pit in the sidhe temple. Well, not the temple—the underhill, as his ancestors would have called it. His people knew of the grand worlds within worlds that the High Court Sidhe controlled, but he had never seen it with his own eyes. When he faced and fought Cian in the mound over a year prior, he had assumed the temple to be a singular structure, underground with a city built atop it, immovable and permanent. Learning that Cian could go anywhere he pleased in the world was enlightening and nerve-wracking.

He was never more thankful that Rory’s resurrection was successful and that it restored Cian to his sanity—a mad sidhe with a mound at his beck and call was terrifying, and the fact that Cian had been obsessed with healing Rory and not destroying the planet was as close to a miracle as Simeon ever saw with his immortal eyes.

The fact that the formerly mad sidhe had a zombie pit paled in comparison to the power he already wielded.

The writhing mass of the dead stank, and his sensitive nose objected, but he was used to ignoring unpleasant scents so he did his best not to show his discomfort at the stench. Angel leaned into his side, body warm, arm around Simeon’s waist, and he buried his nose in soft strands of dark hair, breathing in the scent of his mate to banish the stink.

There was little Simeon could say to describe the undead mass at their feet.

“Mo ghra, this is an army.”

“I know.”

“In the wrong hands, a weapon of great devastation.”

“That’s why I’m going to destroy it. Cian has asked me to, and I’ll do it gladly.”

“How does he have this?” Simeon waved a hand to encompass the pit and the hundreds of creatures within.

“The previous owner of the mound was a collector of dead things.”

That shocked Simeon. “A sidhe who collected dead things? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“I have a feeling it was a long time ago. I think Cian has been the owner for centuries.”

“My Master has known them for nearly two thousand years; they may have had it for that long, or longer.” Simeon paused. “He never mentioned it to me, but then he does not share secrets belonging to others, not even with me.”

“Does that bother you?”

“No. I respect his choices. There was no reason for me to know.”

“I would have told you if the twins had not bound me to secrecy, my Elder.” Batiste said from a few paces behind them. Simeon turned to his Master.

“I know. I am not bothered by the secrets,” Simeon said. “Secrets have kept us alive, and helped keep others alive, too.”

“Secrets are a vampire’s currency in many ways.” Batiste gave him a wry smile. “You’ve guarded your fair share of mine these last few hundred years.”

Simeon nodded once to Batiste to acknowledge the compliment.

“Come, the wee beastie wishes to play,” Cian called, drawing their attention.

“And how are we doing this safely? I don’t want anyone hurt,” Angel asked Cian, hands on his hips.

“Little Trouble shall pick a handful of opponents, and I will provide a ramp for those chosen few to come up one at a time. If you’ll assist, necromancer, you can hold back the horde and call forth the targets.”

“Alright,” Angel agreed, though he sounded less than enthused. “If this gets dangerous at any point I am destroying them, no arguing.” That last bit was to Eroch, who flicked his long tail and nodded once.

“Pick, Little Trouble. Not the giant lizard—that one is the last of its kind and I’d like to keep it. Any others are fine.”

Eroch leaned over the edge, all four feet anchoring him to the top, and he seemed to thoroughly examine all the choices.
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Angel

Watching Eroch destroy zombies was rather fun. Eroch might have been drawing on Angel’s powers to achieve his current, larger size, but his wings were breakable, as was his neck. And Angel worried a bit despite the fun factor. Not that he was going to admit his enjoyment to anyone. Maybe Simeon, later. When they were alone.

Eroch, giant as the T-Rex in the pit, pounced on a giant creature whose name escaped Angel’s limited knowledge of ancient creatures. It resembled a mammoth, but wasn’t—its tusks too small, and its trunk too short—but it was more intact than the mammoth zombie had been, and it gave as good as it got, wrestling with Eroch across the ground beside the pit.

Angel paid close attention to the combatants—Eroch’s hide was impenetrable, and the zombie had not been a predator when alive, but Eroch could get hurt if he fell into the pit. Plus, Angel had never destroyed naturally created zombies before—while he could see how to do it, he’d never done it before and it made him a bit nervous. He knew the theory behind their creation—a mass extinction event or a mass casualty event released colossal amounts of death magic at once. It was too much to disperse naturally, and some of the death magics resettled into the corpses left behind, making them rise as zombies. There were no spells to remove—no servantus curse—but the power was there, and any necromancer could rip it free and drop the natural zombies where they stood.

In theory.

Eroch roared and latched onto the back of the skull of his opponent, both shaking the ground as they fought, and with his jaws locked, Eroch released a bout of flame that charred the rear of the creature’s skull to ash, dropping it instantly. Eroch spit it out, mantling his wings high, tail whipping, and he roared his victory to the hidden sky above them.

The death magic animating the creature released, and Angel, curious, pulled it to him. It was ancient energy, as old as the energies that fueled the sentient undead, and Angel funneled it into himself, breathing in sharply at the influx of fresh magics. It felt familiar and yet new at the same time, a dichotomy that made him unsteady for a heartbeat or two. Simeon braced him, and he smiled in thanks to his mate.

“What did you do?” Simeon asked as Eroch cavorted about his fallen opponent, blowing flames into the air over his head, flapping his wings and making a racket of joy and excitement.

“I absorbed the magic released when Eroch killed it for good.” Angel thought about it. “It’s ancient magic, formed thousands of years ago, and it…almost tastes different. It’s not harmful—just newish. Still death magic.”

“Ahh,” Simeon replied. “I was slightly worried. You looked alarmed.”

“I’m good, I promise.”

Cian approached Eroch and he stopped his celebrations. “Pick your next opponent, Little Trouble.”

Angel’s phone rang at that moment, and he was still amazed he had a signal in the mound to begin with—it was Milly calling.

“Milly? We’re in the temple…”

“Angel!” Milly gasped out over the line. “The Council tried nabbing me off the street. I went shopping, but they stopped my car about a block from my townhouse and tried arresting me.”

“Where are you?” Angel asked, already turning to the archway that led back to the exit of the mound. The others, most able to hear Milly’s side of the conversation, followed him as he headed away from the pit.

“I made it back to the townhouse on foot, but I had to fight my way out.”

“Are you hurt?” Angel asked even as he bolted through the arch, running across the main temple to the final arch that exited the mound. He had to get to Milly’s place. Angel began shouting orders over his shoulder as he ran.

“A bit banged up. They pulled me out of the car.”

“We’re coming.”
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Angel

He stepped through the archway into Milly’s townhouse. She was leaning on the arched threshold to her living room, a scrape across one cheekbone, hair pulled from the usual glamorous coif she sported daily, and her clothes, usually pristine and in immaculate condition, were torn and dirty.

She was missing one of her heels, too.

“Angel!” He caught her in a huge hug, clutching her to him. She shook, with adrenaline and anger based on the fire in her eyes.

“I was outnumbered, but I took out at least three of the bastards. Left their bodies smoking on the sidewalk and I ran back home as fast as I could.”

“Do you want me to get Rory over here to heal you now?” The others had to remain behind, as Milly’s house was not warded for sunlight protections, but Rory had volunteered to come help Milly. However, she had vetoed that while still discussing the plan with Angel over the phone.

“No, keep him there, my house is only so big and I need to pack. Nothing is broken, it’s mostly bruises and scrapes.”

“Thank Hecate you’re a badass,” Angel murmured, and he shifted them both to the side so the other practitioners among them could come through—a sad Eroch was under strict orders to stay with Cian, who remained back at the Mansion with the young dragon.

Rael stepped through, wide-eyed and a bit nervous, but he nodded once to Milly. Angel had found him in the foyer of the Mansion, looking to see where they had all gone after he set up the garden for the picnic—which they had canceled to come to assist Milly. “Ma’am, I’m here to help you pack.”

“Oh, you’re a sweet young man,” Milly sighed. “Get the brown leather bags in my walk-in. Second door on the right up the stairs. I’ll be up shortly.”

Rael nodded again and sprinted up the curving stairs in the foyer of the townhouse. Isaac and Daniel were the next through, both young men tackling Milly in a gentle hug, and Angel let her go so they could fuss over her.

He went to the front door, and saw to his relief that the property shields and wards were fully activated and running. No sign of attempts to bypass them, but Angel looked out the small glass panels set in the door and saw a black car parked out on the street, idling. He couldn’t see how many people were in there through the tinted windows, but he was going to assume at least four people. He had no angle to see down the block, so the enforcers she took out could’ve gotten up or received help, so they were looking at probably another three enforcers on the street, or reinforcements coming.

Milly freed herself from the boys and headed up the stairs to her bedroom, calling for Rael as she went.

“Isaac, check the living room, eye the street for Council minions. Daniel, stay in the townhouse, but check the kitchen and the garden for anyone lurking in the rear. I’m going to set our surprise for the Council.”

“Got it,” Daniel said, and both young men sprinted for their respective locations without hesitation.

Angel went down the hall a bit, near to the center of the townhouse, and closed his eyes. In the dismantling of the kinetic bombs, Cian had inadvertently shown Angel how to reverse engineer them—and he had his own flair to add to the bomb.

He knelt and touched the wall down near the floor, focusing. Placing the tiny shields necessary to encapsulate the pestilence curse was tricky—too thin, and the others would be at risk; too thick, and the shields would fail to drop at the right time.

About the size of a softball, the shielded pestilence curse glowed a faint hellfire green, and he pushed it through the wall so only a hint of the shield sphere was visible. He fed it power, just enough to last less than an hour before the shield disintegrated, releasing the pestilence curse.

He estimated it would be less than an hour until the Council managed to force their way through the wards into the townhouse. Milly’s wards were exceptional, but over a dozen sorcerers working in concert were more than enough to bring them down. In their frustration at not being able to find Milly, he guessed they would remain to tear apart the house looking for clues, and since Angel was not expected to be present, he doubted they would be on the lookout for death magics.

He finished the trap and stood carefully, backing away. “Daniel, I set the trap in the wall of the hallway. It’s shielded, so you’ll be safe if you don’t touch the walls.” Angel called loudly enough for his former apprentice to hear him from his post in the rear of the house.

“I can see it from here, no worries!” Daniel called back, confident.

“Good! Get ready to leave soon!”

Milly’s townhouse was blessed with windows and skylights, and not safe for vampires, so Angel texted Simeon an update as he took the stairs three at a time.

He reached Milly’s bedroom suite just as Rael was leaving, carrying a large suitcase. “Take it to the Mansion then come back for the rest. Ask Rory to be on standby to heal Milly once she’s done.”

Milly was not one to brush off injuries—she was bruised and scraped up, but not too badly injured. She took on at least five enforcers and got away.

“Yes, sir,” Rael said and ran down the stairs with the suitcase.

Milly was changing, pulling on a pair of exercise leggings and a slouchy tee, and she shoved her feet into a pair of running shoes. Her hair was up in a high ponytail off her neck, and Angel winced at the growing bruise on her cheek and the side of her face, and what looked like a handprint on her neck.

“Did someone grab your neck?” Angel asked, the question bursting out of him.

“Yes, and I killed him for it,” Milly declared. “Blasted a hole through his chest, the bastard.”

“Oh, good,” Angel said, heart beating quickly, trying to calm down the sudden burst of rage he felt at seeing the marks on his best friend. “Ready?”

“In a moment,” she replied, and she picked up two more bags, one of which Angel took immediately. “Alright, let’s get out of here.”

Angel followed as she led him out of the bedroom and back downstairs. Isaac and Daniel met them in the foyer.

“There’s at least two more cars with enforcers out there; I can’t see how many, and I was able to hear an ambulance come close. Maybe for the enforcers Milly took out.” Isaac said.

“And I sensed a handful of practitioners in the back alley beyond the fence. Two sorcerers included.” Daniel informed them. “I think they’re gonna try to bust through the wards.”

“If there’s enough of them they might be able to, but I’ve no intention of being here for it,” Milly declared. “This is just a house, and I have no desire to hide behind these walls while the Council pens me in.”

“I set a welcome gift in the hallway for them, should go off by the time they get inside.” Angel shared. “Let’s get out of here.”

Rael stepped back through the archway, and saw the small group of them waiting. “Mr. Brennan is waiting for you, ma’am.”

“Ma’am, how delightful,” Milly said with a sharp smile. “Angel, I like this one.”

Daniel made a face at Milly, who laughed.

“Alright, let’s get out of here.” Angel ushered his apprentice, best friend, and family back through the archway.

Cian waited in the library, Eroch snoozing on a couch, exhausted from his brief hunting experience. The others moved out of the way, and Angel handed Milly’s bag to Isaac as Rael and the others helped Milly carry her bags to a guest room upstairs.

“Cian, I need the archway in Milly’s home removed in case the enforcers make it into the townhouse before the bomb I made goes off.”

Cian nodded. All he did was tilt his head to the side, close his eyes a moment, then open them again— “Done. The arch is gone. No one can find their way from her home to the temple now.”

“Thank you. Rory?” Angel asked.

“Meeting Dame Fontaine upstairs in her new room. She will be just fine.”

Simeon entered the library just then, and Angel went straight to his mate, strong arms wrapping around him, helping to calm his racing heart.

He almost lost Milly. If she weren’t so formidable she’d be dead or under arrest. Likely dead. The Council was willing to kill for what they wanted. And Angel was not losing anyone else, not ever again.


A Savage Wound
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Angel

“The sunlight wards are perfect,” Angel murmured as he examined them with his inner vision. He was in the foyer of the Mansion, Milly upstairs showering after Rory healed her few minor injuries.

“Ignacio added Master Batiste and me to the wards—it’s a pleasure to stand in the sun in this grand old house.” Simeon said from his spot under a beam of sunlight coming through the foyer windows by the front door. “This place has far too many windows to be comfortable for the undead without the wards.”

Angel frowned a bit, feeling bad that he hadn’t been able to accommodate his mate before. Considering how much time they spent at the Mansion lately, Simeon must be relieved to have more freedom of movement.

“I’m sorry.” It came out before Angel even realized he was talking.

“For what, mo ghra?” Simeon asked, emerald eyes curious.

“All the times I dragged you here, I guess. It’s a damn graveyard full of sunlight, laying bare old memories and endless grief.” Angel inhaled roughly. “And I kept you penned up in the damn library like a pet or something.”

“Angel,” Simeon was in front of him so fast he never saw Simeon move. “Don’t you dare.”

“Dare?”

“Speak badly of yourself. I love you dearly, and you’ll not speak badly of yourself. You did the best by me that you could—there’s no forcing the magic, my love. You know this. And this was not a failure on your part. The magic is in place now, and I’m safe in this building.”

Angel tried to smile. Simeon was so earnest and sincere—he made Angel emotional in all kinds of ways. “I love you, too. And you’re right. I wouldn’t be upset if Daniel had succeeded in casting this before his transformation, I’d be proud of him. I think it’s bothering me that it was Ignacio that succeeded where I didn’t.”

“By succeeding to cast the wards, he proved the Mansion to be his home?”

“Ouch,” Angel sighed. “Yeah. I want to treat him like an outsider, but he’s as much family as Isaac or Daniel, and I’m so torn on how I feel about him being here and being alive. The wards were laid perfectly because this place is his home, and that rankles.”

A scuff of leather on stone drew his attention to the base of the stairs. Ignacio stood there, Ashwin a few steps above him on the stairs. Leo was nowhere to be seen, and Angel hoped the boy stayed away for the immediate future. Ignacio eyed Angel with a pensive stare, and Angel returned it boldly.

It was time.

“Where the fuck were you?” Angel said softly, emotion making each word tremble in the air between him and Ignacio. “Where the fuck were you?”

Ignacio didn’t pretend to misunderstand his question. “Protecting my son.”

“What about your great-grandson?” Angel demanded angrily. “Grandpa Artie was your great-grandson, and he is dead, his sons and daughters dead, his grandchildren dead! All of them are dead!”

“Arturo knew about and supported our decision to stay in Europe after the attack on us in Spain.” Ignacio said calmly, as if what he was saying made any sense whatsoever. “He asked us to stay away from Boston.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Angel understood the words but they were not making any sense; there was no context to clue him in. “He knew you were alive? Bullshit! No one knew you were alive!”

“Everyone knew,” Ignacio replied evenly, though his brows creased a bit. “You knew, you had to have known. Isaac was too young, but you were old enough to know. Don’t pretend you didn’t know why we were gone so long. You never responded to my messages. I thought—grief is all-consuming; I thought you didn’t care to involve us, as we were strangers to you.”

He lost what control he had, gone in a wave of grief and rage.

“What the fuck are you talking about!” Angel shouted, and he charged across the foyer to Ignacio. Simeon kept pace with him but refrained from holding him back.

Ashwin moved up beside his mate, but a simple gesture from Ignacio had Ashwin stepping away. Angel crashed into Ignacio, fisting both hands in his shirt and trying to shake the larger man, to no avail.

Ashwin made to intercede but Simeon stepped in front of him, some silent communication happening between the two vampires. Angel snarled up at Ignacio, “I never knew a damn thing about you. To me, you were dead and gone, history in truth. Never once did I think about you outside of history lessons, not until Ashwin came sniffing around last month. Even then, I doubted it—how could you be alive and not be here with us? After what happened?” The last came out tortured.

“Why?” Angel all but screamed, strangled by sobs.

Big hands grabbed his wrists, not crushing, but firm, careful of their strength.

“How old were you when they died?” Ignacio asked urgently, but with care, as if afraid of the answer.

“What does that matter? You’re standing in front of me, this grief is a savage wound, and I can’t breathe.”

“My love,” Simeon extracted Angel from Ignacio swiftly, gently, guiding him to the stairs and making him sit on the bottom step, head between his knees. “Breathe slowly, take it easy. Just breathe.”

Angel tried. His heart was racing, adrenaline and grief raging through his body. Nothing but grief was left in him.

The tears came, and hot trails burned down his cheeks, tears falling to the stone floor with tiny splats he felt more than heard. Simeon sat beside him, and a hand rubbed up and down his back along his spine, warming up and trying to soothe.

A pair of dark leather boots came into view, then Ignacio was crouching down in front of him, going to one knee so they were close to the same height. Ignacio exhaled, gathering himself. There was pain in his eyes, the crow’s feet lines bracketing them deepened by grief. When he spoke, it was even and calm, but his gaze was intense and focused on Angel.

“How old were you?” Ignacio asked, then shook his head once, as if impatient with himself. “Never mind, you must not have been twenty-one yet. I can’t believe I never realized that–I am so sorry. Your grandfather, Arturo, my great-grandson, hadn’t yet told you the family secret. Kept from all Salvatores until their twenty-first birthday, and they were sworn to secrecy thereafter. Our existence was hidden from the world, first to cement the falsehood of my passing, and then to keep us safe from the Council.”

“What?” Angel gasped out, face wet from tears, words choked by grief. “I don’t understand.”

“Iggy and I finally cemented our bond the year before he supposedly died.” Ashwin stepped in and continued the tale, putting a hand on Ignacio’s shoulder in comfort. “It increased his power exponentially and drew the attention of the Council. He was asked to work for them and refused. The harassment began soon after, the High Council aiding the Macavoys and Melbournes behind the scenes during the conflict. It drove the Wars to a fever pitch, and so…”

“We faked my death when my mother, Astoria, fell in battle destroying the Melbournes. It was the easiest way to make the Council lose interest in the conflict. By then, my elder son Arturo, your grandfather’s namesake, was old enough to lead the clan, and I stepped back. We left for Europe, and with a few exceptions, stayed there almost exclusively since my death was faked.” Ignacio said, taking over. His voice was roughened by pain, his expression taut with a rising grief. “My brother Aurelio chose to move his family to Spain as well, establishing the cousin branch you must have known about. We’d return every generation or so to see the family, to let the next generation know we were alive, meet new family members…We were planning a trip back the year you turned twenty-one, the year all Salvatores were told the secret. But Arturo warned us to stay in Europe; the Wars were at a fever pitch, and the Council was rumored to be in town. My great-grandson warned us away. Said it was a bad time to bring an infant to a war zone.”

“I don’t…” Angel stammered.

Ashwin came and sat beside Angel. He spoke softly but clearly, his gaze earnest. “Iggy and I spent years traveling. We’d go years before trackers found us and we’d need to move on. Almost twenty years had passed since the last Council enforcers came for us—we thought at last we were safe. We decided to have a family, finally, after a century of it just being the two of us. We found a surrogate, and settled in Spain near some of Aurelio’s descendants, our Salvatore cousins, and waited for Leandro to arrive.”

“What happened?” Angel asked, trying to gather himself.

Ashwin grimaced, an old pain in his eyes. “A week after Leandro was born, the surrogate appeared on our doorstep saying that High Council enforcers had come knocking on her door, asking about the parents of the child she had delivered. She refused to tell them anything, but they threatened her. She came to us to warn us of their intentions, but instead led the Council right to our doorstep. The resulting fight left her dead, and us on the run with a newborn.”

Angel had nothing to say. He merely stared at Ashwin, then looked at Ignacio, who merely nodded once, confirming Angel’s unspoken question. Ignacio appeared as exhausted as Angel felt.

Ignacio continued the tale, speaking in a deep timbre that carried grief. “While we were on the run, we talked about where to go. We called Arturo to discuss our options. When we failed to hear back from him, we learned…about the Massacre. My descendants, wiped from this earth, all of them but two. A mass killing, rumored to be orchestrated by the High Council. And us with a newborn.” Ignacio sat heavily on the floor with a long exhale, took a deep breath, and then continued. “A newborn in an active war zone, a place of mass murder, a place where the entire family except for two people were slain? We could not risk it. We were afraid to risk the crossing in case we were ambushed by the Council, and we were being actively hunted, afraid as well to bring the Council back to Boston with us if we sought sanctuary here. Arturo’s last message to us was to stay away, and so we did. We did try to reach you, but we never got a response, and had no other way of contacting you that the Council could not root out.”

“Did you call? Because we weren’t here. We left the Mansion. We were in Beacon Hill days after it happened.” Angel said, wiping at his face and the tears streaming from his eyes.

Ignacio stood and pulled out something from his pants pocket. He held out the small round object, and Angel took it without thinking, feeling the subtle thrum of elementalist magics once it was in his hand.

“Oh,” Angel sighed in revelation. “A talking mirror.” He opened the silver compact, etched in heavy detail, revealing a silver-backed mirror with startling clarity for its age. “Where’s the twin to it?”

“I’m not sure,” Ignacio replied. “It’s bespelled to be hidden from magical senses unless in physical contact with a Salvatore by blood who is also of age. I can’t find the matching mirror that belonged to Arturo. It’s not in his bedroom.”

Angel shut the compact, handing it back to Ignacio. Once it was out of his hand, his ability to sense the magic disappeared. A subtle and masterfully made artifact. Angel was impressed. “I think I know where the matching mirror may be.”

He stood and walked past Ignacio toward the very first door of the foyer, one he ignored, walked past daily like it didn’t exist. Sealed and locked, never to be opened again.

The parlor was the largest room after the library, used for greeting guests, or as the family gathering spot when it was just them. Angel’s grandparents would sip tea by the windows, his father would lie on one of the couches with August, discussing their day, and his mother would play with Isaac by the hearth, showing him how she grew a seed into a flower. Cousins would play cards or chess, or video games in the far corners away from their grandparents, as the noise was a bit much. His grandfather Arturo, Artie, had been a powerful elementalist who was over a hundred years old and still quite spry, but a handful of twenty-somethings playing video games very loudly was his limit.

Angel set the spells to lock away the room the very day it was sealed by a cleanup crew sent by the human authorities. It had been destroyed, torn apart, covered in gore and bodies flung everywhere, human, practitioner, and vampire.

The vampires burned. Seconds after Raine fell in battle in the front yard, Angel set them all aflame with the mourning fire spell, flash-fire quick, jumping from one bewitched vampire to the next, killing them faster than the spell they all consumed the very same night they came for the Salvatores.

The parlor was full of death, even now. It was where most of the Salvatores died, and a great many vampires as well.

“Angel?” Isaac called to him, and Angel realized he was standing outside the parlor doors, hand extended a hairsbreadth from the knob. His brother was there, presumably because Simeon called him, worried.

Isaac came to his side, took his free hand, and gripped it tightly. “We don’t need to open the door.”

Angel swallowed roughly. “I need to know.”

Isaac squeezed his hand, and bravely said, “Okay. Go ahead.”

Removing the spells was easier than he thought. They were the same preservation spells he placed on the rest of the building, the estate maintenance spells humming happily in the background.

He canceled the preservation spells, the energy dissipating quickly. He dismissed the locking spell next, and it went with a whisper. And then it was just the doorknob, bronze metal waiting, cool to the touch.

It turned easily, far easier than he was expecting, and the door slid open with a sigh of stale air and a hint of dust.

And blood.
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Simeon

The scent of grief was overwhelming, pain and anger mixing the emotions into a heady combination that made his mate’s heart race, pumping hard. Angel was as raw and vulnerable as he’d ever seen him, and for him to be so in front of others merely proved how deeply it affected Angel in every way.

Isaac had come quickly, answering Simeon’s text by running down the stairs to his brother without hesitation or need for an explanation.

Angel standing in front of the parlor doors was all the explanation needed.

Simeon was not one for pushing people. He had more than enough patience to watch boulders erode to dust. Pushing Angel to confront the profound loss and grief in his past was something Simeon didn’t hold with—there was no rush. They had eternity, and Angel was not growing older. If he wanted to wait ten minutes, another ten years, or ten centuries to confront his losses, then Simeon would be there the whole way, supporting his healing however it happened.

He stood by Angel’s shoulder opposite Isaac, and watched as Angel finished reaching for the knob and turned it.

Simeon controlled his instinctive response to the blood and death that escaped the parlor as the door swung inward. He kept his defensive reaction under control and his fangs and talons in—the danger was long gone.

It was dark but for the light seeping through ragged curtains. Little was visible past the door, but what he could make out was devastation.

Pooled blood had been hastily wiped up, but the stains were left untreated. Furniture was righted, but the damage remained—broken bits hung haphazardly, tears and scorch marks on upholstery and cushions. The wooden floor was scorched and gouged, rugs thrown to the side of the room in a heap.

“Oh Hecate,” someone whispered, broken and aghast. Simeon turned to see Ignacio waver on his feet, and Ashwin was there, holding up his mate. Ignacio was crying silently, tears escaping unnoticed as he stared at the devastation in the room.

Constans came down the stairs, likely having sensed his mate’s distress, and weaved through the others and made it to Isaac’s side in time for the brothers to open the other door and push both wide.

“I never asked,” Isaac spoke softly, almost a whisper. “I never asked what was past the door.”

“I never wanted you to,” Angel replied, pulling himself together enough to answer Isaac. “It’s worse the farther in you go.”

“Will you think less of me if I don’t go in?” Isaac asked, voice thin with pain.

“Of course not.”

Simeon took Isaac’s place as Angel stepped into the parlor. Isaac stayed in the doorway with Constans, wrapped in each other’s arms. Ignacio remained frozen in place, Ashwin propping his mate up.

The view was more of the same, but it became very clear to Simeon then that a large number of people had died in that room, bloodily, and with a fight. Scorch marks from burning vampires littered the walls and floor, the ceiling darkened by soot. There were places where spells hit furniture and the walls were blackened and reduced to char. Clearly at least one of the deceased Salvatores had been a fire mage.

The room was quite large, and in every corner and along every wall were signs of a battle. He smelled the lingering scents of death, vampires, and blood. So much blood.

Angel’s spells had sealed the room perfectly. Preserved everything as it had been days after the Massacre.

The only thing missing was the bodies, and the ashes of burned vampires.

“My love, go to Leo. Keep him from coming down here. He cannot see this.” Ignacio said to Ashwin, the sorcerer standing in the doorway, having come in a few steps behind them.

“I love you, and I’m so sorry. I’ll distract him.” Ashwin kissed Ignacio on the cheek, and blurred away, presumably going to their son.

Simeon agreed silently. No child should see this room. Not in its current state.

“I was barely standing in the immediate aftermath. The bodies were tended to, the windows replaced, and then I sealed it.” Angel said, not speaking to anyone in particular. His voice was hollowed out by grief. “Anything that wouldn’t burn when I cremated them I put in their rooms, and I don’t remember anyone with a mirror. But then, I wasn’t looking for one, so maybe… I was a mess. Shattered. I was on autopilot.” Angel looked back a bit over his shoulder. “Who had the mirror’s twin?”

“Arturo.” Ignacio answered, stepping farther into the room, pale beneath his tan, his eyes haunted, cheeks wet from hastily wiped tears.

“I…” Angel exhaled hard. “He was over here.” Angel walked deeper into the room, to the far wall and the cold hearth. Angel stopped not far away from the wall, staring down at a large black stain in the wood. “Here.”

Angel went still, too still for a mortal, and Simeon saw horrors in his eyes. He went to his mate, and gently ran a hand down his back, trying to soothe. “Let me look, mo ghra.” Angel gave a distracted nod, dark eyes wet with tears, face pale.

Simeon stepped away from his mate and began searching the area. Underneath furniture, under the rugs askew on the floor, and it took less than a minute for Simeon to find the small silver mirror under a pedestal side table along the wall by the hearth. He reached under the table, prying it free from behind the table legs, and carefully stood, holding it out to Angel.

The silver was tarnished by blood. Easily fixable.

Angel took the mirror with a grimace, and as soon as it touched his hand, it glowed a soft blue, a hum of magic emanating from it, enough that Simeon could feel it as well as see it.

“Only a Salvatore by blood and twenty-one or older would get a reaction, much less be able to use it.” Ignacio said quietly, holding the mirror’s twin in his own hand, a matching glow coming from his as well. Ignacio appeared wrecked, emotionally destroyed, but he was regaining some of his stoicism as he spoke. “It’s how we kept in contact through the decades. My son carried it, his son, and then Arturo. It would have gone to Raine and then you after Arturo passed. My life was a closely guarded secret, to protect everyone from the increased attention of the Council. They refused to take no for an answer, and so I faked my death, pretending to die with my mother.”

Angel stared down at the mirror in his hand, slowly turning to face the doorway. Fingers clenched around the compact, Angel finally looked at Ignacio.

“I believe you.”

That was all he said, all he seemed able to give. Ignacio nodded, slipping the mirror he held back into his pocket.

Angel was unmoving again, but for his hand shaking a bit. Angel smelled of extreme stress, a spiking heart rate. Panic.

“Mo ghra,” Simeon went to Angel, taking the compact, Angel unresisting. He put it in his own pocket, and he slowly and gently scooped Angel off his feet and into his arms in a bridal carry.

Angel curled into him, burying his face in his suit jacket, hands fisted in his shirt. Simeon carried Angel past Ignacio and the others, pausing by Ignacio for a heartbeat. “Seal and lock the doors, please.”

Ignacio nodded. “I will.” He looked at Angel in Simeon’s arms, his eyes wet with tears and full of a matching grief, and Simeon scented the deep grief pouring off the practitioner. Ignacio said nothing further, choked by pain, merely nodding once more and stepping back to let Simeon pass with Angel. The older man reached out hesitantly for a moment, hand shaking, but Simeon shook his head briefly and Ignacio dropped his hand.

“We’re going home for a short while. Privacy for the afternoon, please.” Simeon requested, though it came out like a gentle order. Everyone nodded, quiet, even Isaac, who was weeping silently as Constans held him. He suspected the younger Salvatore would retreat to the Tower with Batiste.

Simeon carried Angel to the stone archway in the library, hearing the doors of the parlor shut behind him. A few hours alone in Beacon Hill was what Angel needed, with tender care and love. Simeon would provide what his mate needed, always.


Only You
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Angel

Simeon carried him from the parlor, and the journey was a blur of light and sounds he closed himself off from as best he could. He wanted to curl up in a dark hole and not move, not think, not feel. Just exist until it was easier. It had to get easier.

The black pit of emptiness was familiar. So fucking familiar. And he hated how well he knew the darkness, that oozing numbness that took away everything.

The first few weeks after the Massacre were a blur, his memory a fog. He only knew he came out of it relatively okay because Isaac was enrolled in public school, and there was food in the fridge. He was shopping for groceries, and had enough mental clarity to know his little brother needed to be in school because Angel was in no position or condition to take over his education.

While Isaac was home, Angel pretended everything was all right. As all right as things could be when everyone they knew and loved was dead. There was a near-constant knocking at the door of the Beacon Hill apartment for months after the Massacre—first, the police and government types, then as they stopped coming by with their endless questions, they were followed by the nosy, conspiracy theory, necromancer-hating weirdos who thought Angel was the next Antichrist. Angel had to look up what that was after the fifth or sixth time a mundane human yelled it at him through the door, and he kept the doors locked and waited them out.

After the conspiracy theorists came the curious. The practitioners who wanted to know how a young sorcerer defeated over a hundred vampires with one spell when an entire practitioner clan failed. And their unspoken question—why didn’t he use that spell sooner? What spell did he use? How did he survive?

The truth was, Angel was expecting to die. He never thought he would live through the conflagration. The second his father died in front of him, Angel lost all hope, all sanity, and lit the primordial death magics animating the sentient undead on fire. The mourning fire spell consumed all death magics, devouring every single vampire within range—he cast it as wide as he could, with everything he had, the veil funneling in power to augment his own.

And it worked.

Every vampire on the estate, well over a hundred of them, died their second deaths in a chain reaction that swept from the vampires tearing apart Angel’s shields to the vampires gorging themselves on his dead kin within the mansion.

They all burned.

He could still smell it. If he let himself, he could still hear the roars and screeches of pain.
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Angel

He woke in bed in Beacon Hill. Familiar arms held him, and Angel rolled enough to bury his face in Simeon’s chest, burrowing as close as he could manage to his mate.

A kiss landed in his hair, hands warmed by continuous contact rubbing up and down his naked back. He barely recalled Simeon undressing him and slipping into bed with him once they got home, and he had no idea how long he slept. It felt like hours.

“How are you feeling?” Simeon asked.

Angel took stock and groaned. “Slight headache and tired, but I’ll be alright.”

“I was worried for you,” Simeon shared, kissing along Angel’s temple then down to an ear. Angel shivered, waking up a bit more.

It was rare for Angel and Simeon to get time alone together when things were happening—and he was not missing this chance to get quality time with his mate. He wanted to bask in the love from his mate, cleanse his heart and soul of the grief and horror he had been forced to remember.

“I’m sorry I worried you,” Angel said, meaning it. He never wanted to worry Simeon. “Can I make it up to you?”

Angel wasn’t the best at flirting and he leaned back enough to see the smile on Simeon’s face at his attempt. “You’ve had a horrible morning my love, so how about I take care of you?”

“What did you have in mind…?” Angel asked, even as Simeon pulled back just enough to gently maneuver Angel until he lay on his stomach, face buried in a pillow. Angel shivered in anticipation, knowing exactly what his mate had in mind.

Simeon manhandled him until the blankets were tossed aside, and he then settled between Angel’s spread legs.

Simeon was warm, having lain beside him while Angel slept, and yet the cold, wet contact of his slick tongue between his cheeks had Angel gasping. Simeon chuckled and did it again, this time applying firm pressure to his hole, teasing the furled flesh until Angel moaned, long and low.

Every lick of that agile tongue had Angel crying out in pleasure. His mate knew him well, so well that Simeon was taking him apart piece by piece, leaving him a whimpering mess. Angel squirmed, Simeon holding him down with ease, not letting him escape the pleasure.

Simeon plunged the tip of his tongue past the tight muscle of his entrance, tasting him. Angel gasped and bit the pillow, teeth tearing the fabric.

Simeon growled, the sound reverberating through Angel’s core, and he ground back pushing his ass toward Simeon, demanding more.

His mate obliged, tongue spearing him, a hint of fangs on the cleft of his ass, and he cried out, so hard he was seconds from coming. Somehow Simeon knew, sliding a hand underneath Angel and grabbing his cock, stroking it from root to tip.

Angel was ready to come, but Simeon clutched the base of his cock and squeezed, preventing his orgasm.

“Simeon, let me come or get that cock in my ass, now!” Angel demanded.

Simeon’s weight left for a split second, then returned, the click of lube heralding the thick digit breaching his hole without preamble. More lube, another finger, and then Simeon was there, pressing the broad head of his cock deep inside, a burning stretch that stole his breath on a harsh gasp.

“Yes,” he whimpered, even though it hurt. He loved that bite of pain, the hint of talons holding his hips, the promise of fangs piercing his skin. He was so full, stretched to the breaking point, touched so deep he felt like combusting from pleasure and pain. “More.”

Simeon knew him well, knew what he needed, and obeyed without hesitation. Simeon rolled them both to the side, back to front, then moved behind him in a sinuous, sensuous roll and grind of his hips that made Angel keen loudly in surprised pleasure, thrashing in Simeon’s arms.

“Do it! Please,” Angel sobbed out, arching his neck to the side. Simeon thrust deep and bit faster than a striking viper, piercing Angel’s neck with his fangs, drinking even as he fucked Angel into a whimpering puddle of quivering nerve-endings.

The pull on his neck and the cock plundering his depths left Angel a mess, and he came, shooting across the bedding, Simeon catching a spurt in one hand as Angel came untouched. Fangs withdrawing, Simeon thrust again and again even as he licked Angel’s spend from his fingers.

Watching Simeon made Angel clench hard around his mate’s cock, and Simeon growled, a deep rumble that shook Angel down to his bones. Angel scrambled to grab Simeon’s arm, even as his mate came deep inside of him, a cool flood that quickly warmed to a molten-hot pool of pleasure. Angel grabbed Simeon’s wrist and bit down hard, breaking the skin, Simeon groaning his approval even as he continued to come inside Angel.

The taste of Simeon was intoxicating, a primal flavor that spurred on Angel’s deeper instincts, territorial and demanding. He shoved himself back in Simeon’s arms even as the steel band of an arm yanked him closer, Angel drinking from his mate, hard cock in his ass, and the glow of a golden soulbond humming between them.
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Constantine

Their suite at the top of the Tower was quiet, exactly what Isaac needed. Isaac curled up in Constans’ lap in the large armchair facing the windows in the bedroom, burying his face in Constans’ neck.

Constans held him securely, hands soothing Isaac, rubbing up and down his back and along his sides. If Isaac weren’t so distraught he might be laughing, slightly ticklish on his ribs.

They were both quiet, neither needing to speak, wrapped up together in each others’ arms.

Isaac fell asleep in his lap, curled up on his chest, breathing deep and slow, finally relaxed after the emotional scene earlier at the Mansion. His mate was worn out, emotionally overwrought from the confrontation between Angel and Ignacio. Constans was surprised it had not come to blows—he’d never seen Angel so angry before, and the hollow state Angel appeared to be in afterwards was alarming, to both Constans and Isaac. Isaac was worried about his brother as well as dealing with his own feelings.

He might suggest a visit to Dr. Mephaestus for Isaac, sometime sooner than his usual appointment, but he’d see how Isaac was doing when he woke up. Isaac was taking charge of his life and Constans was incredibly proud of his mate. Fearless and bold, Isaac was showing the world, and himself, who he really was past all the trauma and the disease of addiction.

Isaac had hope, and a future to look forward to, and Constans would do anything to safeguard his mate and that potential future. A promise of a lifetime held them together, and Constans had eternity to walk side by side with Isaac through it all, the good, the bad, and the wonderful.


The Tower
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Constantine

Ellora entered the suite and took a seat in the living room, waiting for him. Isaac slept on, undisturbed, and Constans gently stood, cradling Isaac to him as he moved across the bedroom and laid Isaac gently on the bed. He pulled a thin blanket over his mate, then silently left the bedroom, heading for his legate.

Ellora stood when he entered the living room, giving him a short nod in greeting. “Master Batiste, I have news.”

He gestured for her to retake her seat, and sat in the ornate chair that was his alone at the head of the seating arrangement in the living room. No one sat in it but him—and Isaac.

“I tracked down the donors contracted to serve the latest group of fledglings,” Ellora stated. “I believe the High Council is interfering with Bloodclan business.”

“Elaborate,” Constans replied, sitting back in his chair, steepling fingers under his chin.

“The few donors who I managed to find were reluctant to speak to me, making it clear they wanted nothing to do with clan business and donating blood in the future. Two donors were driving brand-new cars, and another two had moved out suddenly, according to their neighbors. They implied some sort of financial windfall led to the disappearing act. I think the Council is paying them off, and the ones who were still in town smelled of guilt and anxiety. The remaining donors I could not find. I sensed they did not want to be found, making me think that they were threatened after the Council failed to buy them off. I know of no other enemies of the clan currently willing and able to shell out so much money so casually just to starve a handful of fledglings.”

“Those handful of fledglings could have gone feral and begun killing indiscriminately,” Constans reminded his legate. She nodded in agreement, expression pinched. “I need you to begin a thorough investigation into Tower matters, internally and externally. You’ll take point, but employ the other legates. I need to know where else the Council dares to meddle in vampire business. We are not the castrated bloodclans of Europe, brought to heel by the Council. I will remind the Council of this, by whatever means necessary.”

“Understood, Master.” She stood, and bowed slightly at the waist before leaving the suite, shutting the door quietly behind her.

He sat in the chair for a bit longer, thinking. He hated to disturb his only Elder—Angel clearly needed his mate, but Constans needed to alert him to what was going on and get his assistance. Messing with the Tower food-supply chain was a common tactic of their enemies—vampires needed blood, and it could be a weakness as much as a weapon.

Several hours had passed since the emotional confrontation between Ignacio and Angel, and Constans hoped it was enough time for everyone to regain their equilibrium. The Council was moving in on multiple fronts, the combatants getting ready for all-out war.

Everyone needed to be ready, no matter what was going on internally with the Salvatore clan and the Bloodclan. Enemies never waited for their opponents to be ready.

He pulled out his phone and texted Simeon, feeling both guilty at the intrusion and impatient to protect his people.

It was times like this he wished for another Elder. It was rare for a clan their size to have only one Elder—he had spent a few centuries with two Elders until Deimos’ betrayal, and perhaps it was time to promote another to the position. None of his unranked masters were suitable, aside from Ricon Dummond, but the old vampire was resolute in remaining as he was, uninterested in the position. Constans had already asked. Every other unranked master in the clan was too motivated by selfish interests to be impartial and see to the betterment of the clan over their individual families. After the debacle with Bridgerton and his betrayals, Constans was even more leery of promoting an outsider to the position. He would only consider it if it was a vampire he knew well.

Simeon replied, and Constans set aside the guilt at his Elder’s words confirming he was on his way to the Tower. At least Simeon could use the archway and get there within seconds instead of relying on the clan limos. Less time away from their mates was a convenience Constans and Simeon appreciated.
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Simeon

Loath to leave his mate, Simeon made sure Angel was safely asleep in their bed, tucked in, before heading to shower and get dressed.

It was late afternoon, the sun cutting through the windows in a golden hue that lit up the bathroom. Simeon enjoyed the heat and the glow, wondering again how much sun he could safely be exposed to before burning, now that his mate bond with Angel was fully realized and complete.

It had solidified decades earlier than the average, as had the bond between Isaac and Batiste, and Simeon wondered if that had something to do with Angel. Only two Leannan anam pairings, counting themselves, had been formed since Angel and Simeon bonded, and the pairs or triads prior to Angel joining with Simeon took the usual amount of time to complete the bond. Simeon would need to ask after the new pairs to see if they were bonding faster than usual, too.

It usually took decades, literally, the humans usually reaching their early forties before the bond was strong enough to reverse some aging for the human, and make it safe for the vampire to drink magic-laden blood if their mate was a practitioner, or gain some sun resistance if a mundane mortal.

Simeon took a fast but thorough shower, not wanting to assault his fellow clanmates’ senses with the morning activities between himself and his mate. He had no need to broadcast his mated status in such a way, and Angel valued privacy.

Getting dressed in a dark blue suit and white shirt, Simeon detoured to the bed to press a kiss to Angel’s hair and pull the blanket up and over one exposed shoulder, not wanting his mate to get chilled.

Finally ready, Simeon made sure he had everything before heading to the archway and tasking it with taking him to the Tower. He left Beacon Hill and walked into the penthouse suite of the Tower downtown in a matter of seconds.

His Master was waiting in the vault for him, the doorway open behind him to the hallway. “Isaac is sleeping.”

Simeon nodded in acknowledgement, hearing the unspoken request not to wake the fire mage. He followed Batiste out of the vault, the City Master shutting it behind them, locking the vault door.
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Angel

He woke with Simeon gone, but that was to be expected, especially as he vaguely recalled the chime of a cellphone in the tone Angel recognized as belonging to Batiste. Even though vampires were nocturnal, trouble came at all hours of the day and night, and Simeon was often called away to the Tower during the day.

Angel checked his own phone, eyeballing a message from Milly.

Milly


My townhouse was breached an hour ago. Council enforcers. The pestilence bomb went off.


Angel
Casualties?

Milly


Several.


Angel
Good. Police involved?

Milly


Only the coroner and O’Malley. He called me and asked if there were any more.




If the cops were involved, Angel hoped they hadn’t gone into the townhouse.

Angel
Any one other than Council enforcers hurt?

Milly


No. O’Malley only escorted the coroner. The spell dissipated after 20 mins or so like you designed. No innocents.


Angel
Reaction to you not being there?

Milly


Frustration, and they tried convincing the police to put out a warrant for me. The police declined.




That was good that no one other than enforcers had been hurt. Angel had no desire to hurt anyone not working with the Council.

Milly’s wards had held out far longer than either of them initially estimated, but that was not good. It meant the Council was hellbent on reaching all of Angel’s allies and friends, and that no one was safe. If the Council was willing to spend hours breaking difficult wards to go after one person, then they were willing to do a whole lot more to get their main objectives—the boy, Angel, Eroch, and the sidhe temple. They had attempted to manipulate several people only weeks earlier to get access to Rory and Cian to control the mound, and there was no way the Council wouldn’t commit murder to get their hands on it. Or at least to stop Angel and the Bloodclan from using it.

Whether the Council believed they could use it or not with Cian ‘dead’ was another question, one Angel had no answer to. And he was not interested in finding out. Better to assume the worst and prepare for all possibilities than be caught unaware and lose someone.

Cian might not be the friendliest of people, and he was a brand of crazy Angel respected even as he made him a bit nervous—Cian was unpredictable, but he was under Angel’s authority and protection for the next thousand years. That meant Cian got the same consideration as everyone else important to Angel, same as Milly or Isaac or Daniel, Simeon or Batiste, anyone.

The Council wanted the boy, Leandro; they wanted Eroch banished or in their custody; and they wanted Angel to stay out of Council business—he was willing to do none of that, and he found it very telling that de la Roche never mentioned the mound, or Cian. He had to know—the Council funded the fanatics that tried kidnapping Daniel and the Brennan twins a couple weeks ago, and blackmailed Hardwick and Sumner into attempting the same. Sumner knew of it for sure, and the Council killed him when he failed to capture Cian and gain control of the mound.

The Council was playing the long game.
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Angel

Eroch all but vibrated with excitement, eager to get to the Mansion for the day. Angel was heading to the Tower, but he was comfortable sending Eroch through the arch to the Mansion as Daniel and Rory were home, and Cian was waiting for Eroch on the other side.

“Think about going to the Mansion, and the arch will take you there,” Angel instructed, Eroch nodding in understanding. The archway was barely wide enough to let the growing dragon through, and yet even as he thought that the arch widened a few inches, the stones grinding. Angel was impressed, and gave Eroch a nod of approval.

The dragon all but leapt into the archway, disappearing immediately, the black vista unchanging within. Angel pulled out his phone and waited.

A phone chirp and a text reply later;

Cian


Eroch is here.


Angel
Thank you. I’ll message when to send him home.



He put his phone away and went to the stairs, heading down.

Martin, the butler, was in the foyer, waiting for him. “Sir, no signs of Council enforcers, though we are being watched. A home across the way has a camera pointed at the front door, and the same in the back, except pointed at the garden exit to the alley. Both cameras are new and weren’t there yesterday.”

“Thank you, Martin,” Angel said. “Please send the cleaning staff home, give them time off, fully paid leave. I’m offering the same for you and the rest of the senior staff. I won’t have you caught in the crossfire.”

Martin nodded. “Wise choice, sir. I’ve already spoken to the senior staff about the recent troubles, and we’ll be remaining but limiting our duties to inside the house. Will your guests be remaining here?”

The lovebirds were still abed, neither Jameson nor Rael were expected at work. Angel was not in the mood for teaching today so the wolves were getting an impromptu day off, and they were taking advantage.

“For now, they’re in their room. I don’t expect a move against me directly so soon. I don’t want to provoke action against my staff, so advise them to stay away once they leave today until this situation is resolved.”

“I will, sir.”

“I’ll be out until further notice, Martin. No need to wait up; I’ll be back late.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll inform the staff of your wishes immediately.” Martin said and turned smartly on his heel, heading at a sedate glide for the rear of the house and the staff rooms.

Angel waited until Martin was out of sight and headed back upstairs, going to the archway. He checked that his athame was in its scabbard under his shirt, and detoured to his room for his satchel, grabbing it from the bedside table. The bag held odds and ends for spellcraft, things he used for the more complicated workings when intuition and instinct needed a finer, more precise guide. Or if elementalist magic was called for. All practitioners could use all magic types, but affinities were aptly named—there was a huge difference between an elementalist using elemental magic and someone like Angel giving it a go. He could do it, but using tools and artifacts made it easier; they bridged the gaps left by affinities.

With everything he needed on his person, Angel returned to the arch and envisioned the Tower and Simeon beyond the arch. He stepped through, feeling weightless for the briefest of moments, and then he was standing in the vault.

Surrounded by Constantine Batiste’s greatest treasures, Angel took a moment to look around, but nothing was out in the open, except for Isaac.

“Angie,” Isaac said, grinning. “Right on time. Anything happen while you were gone?”

“Milly’s place was breached earlier. Enforcer casualties.”

“Nice. Hopefully that’ll give them pause about breaking and entering in the future, but I doubt it. How’s Eroch?”

“At the Mansion with Daniel and the twins for the day. He needs the room.”

Isaac led the way out of the vault and shut it behind them, locking it. “He might need to move to the Mansion full-time if he gets any bigger with this growth spurt.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” Angel said with a faint grimace. “I want him with me since he is a child, but his growth is directly tied to the power I feed him. I’m worried he’s gonna grow too fast. He is meant to be sharing a nest with numerous siblings. He’s got an undiluted power source feeding his growth instead of sharing the power. I’m worried he might outpace what’s healthy, even for a dragon.”

Isaac stopped them in the hallway. “How worried are you about that? Rory might have an answer.”

“I’ll ask Rory about Eroch if he’s got more than growing pains. But if his health is in danger we’ll need to sort out some solutions.”

Angel and Isaac made it to the living room, and Angel went straight to his mate, who was seated on the couch speaking to Constantine, who sat in the gothic throne at the head of the room.

“Mo ghra, you came,” Simeon held out a hand in welcome, and Angel took it and sat beside his mate.

“Nothing to do at home except wait for the Council to attack,” Angel said dryly. “Eroch is at the Mansion with Daniel and the twins. I left the lovebirds alone. I am adrift today, aimless and bored.”

“Uh-oh,” Isaac joked, and he sat on Constantine’s lap, making Angel roll his eyes. “Angel bored is almost as dangerous as the Council or a rambunctious baby dragon. Gird your loins.”

“Stuff it,” Angel sniped back, making Isaac laugh. He flipped off his brother, who returned the favor. “Got anything you need help with?”

“We fear the Council is attempting to sabotage our feeding practices. Contracted donors are reneging on their contracts or are disappearing. And only for fledglings’ donors, none of our long-term donors are acting strangely.” Simeon shared with him, pulling Angel under his arm and along his side, snug and secure, exactly how he liked it.

“Messing with your food supply is a perennial favorite of the Council,” Angel said. Isaac appeared worried, looking between Angel and Constantine. “Any donors for the fledglings who weren’t scared off? Who came in and worked like they were meant to?”

“Ellora would know,” Constans said, shifting Isaac on his lap to dig out his phone.

“Which fledglings?” Angel asked.

“The last group we Turned several months back. We won’t be Turning any more for a few years, unless accidents or injuries occur, like what happened with Miguel.”

Miguel was formerly a human security manager at the Tower who suffered mortal injuries fighting a blood mage’s golem months ago. That same blood mage tried to sabotage the synthetic blood that the clan used to supplement their live feedings from donors. In the course of the attack, Miguel had been mortally wounded, and per his wishes in his employment contract, was Turned by Batiste. Miguel had recovered and was back at work, switching from daytime to nighttime hours and retaining his job.

“What about Miguel’s donor?” Angel asked, a niggling doubt rising up.

Constans looked up from his phone, frowning. “Miguel had a human lover at the time of his Turning that volunteered to be his donor. He passed the background check. Neither has come forward with any issues since the contract was signed after Miguel was Turned.”

“Has anyone checked on them?”

“They live two floors below—let’s go check on them ourselves.” Simeon stood, helping Angel to his feet. “It’s late afternoon—Miguel should be easy to rouse, even if it’s a bit early for him. I’ll do the waking in case he gets…grumpy.”

“Good idea.”
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Simeon

The Tower was quiet—for vampires it was dreadfully early. For the humans that worked in the Tower and lived there, they tended to keep the same hours, except for security and the 24/7 concierge services. The casino and restaurants in the lower levels ran continuously, unless an emergency shut them down. But for the most part, late afternoons were the equivalent of pre-dawn hours for vampires, and no one enjoyed being woken early for a discussion.

Simeon knocked on the door of Miguel’s suite, waiting patiently. He heard movement within, a soft murmur of voices, and waited for Miguel to get himself together. There was a heartbeat within the suite—most likely the human lover who stayed through Miguel’s Turning into one of the sentient undead. Miguel was lucky—most relationships failed when one partner went through an emergency Turning. Promises meant nothing when faced with a changed body, supernatural powers, and eternity.

Miguel came to the door of the suite and opened it, nodding to Simeon in hello, slightly worried. Simeon never came to his rooms, so the worry was understandable. Miguel was shirtless, wearing pajama bottoms, and barefoot, hair disheveled.

“Elder? Can I help you with something?”

Angel moved up next to Simeon. Miguel’s eyes went wide, and he blinked at Angel in surprise. Angel never really inserted himself into Tower business unless it touched on his family, preferring not to interfere. It was a division that was rare in mated vampire pairs, but worked for them—Angel had plenty of concerns of his own, and he had no interest in pulling Simeon away from his duties.

“Necromancer Salvatore, hello,” Miguel said. “Is something wrong?”

Angel gave him a small smile, curious eyes examining what he could see of Miguel through the partially open door.

“Forgive the early-hour intrusion,” Simeon said. “We need to speak to you and your donor, if they’re here.”

“Sawyer is here,” Miguel said, opening the door farther. “Come in.”

“Thank you,” Simeon said, and he went in first, checking the immediate area before gesturing for Angel to join him. His mate slipped inside the apartment, and Simeon sensed Angel looking with more than just his human eyes.

Miguel disappeared deeper into the suite, and Simeon did his best not to eavesdrop on the conversation Miguel had with his lover before both men returned to the sitting room. Where Miguel was tall and dark-haired, broad of shoulders, thick with muscle and covered in military-themed tattoos on a burnished gold canvas, Sawyer was a slim, lean young man with pale skin that shined like pearls and golden hair that was nearly a match for Daniel’s new locks. They were a beautiful contrast, Miguel and Sawyer, and Simeon saw the appeal immediately on Miguel’s part. There was a glimmer of something about Sawyer, something that stirred the wilder nature of the predator within all vampires.

That glimmer was compounded by the fresh bite mark on Sawyer’s neck, revealed by the loose shirt that hung off one shoulder, baring his neck and collarbone. Miguel was freshly fed, sated in more ways than one.

“What’s going on?” Sawyer asked, nervous, eyes darting back and forth between Simeon and Angel. Miguel stood at his side, one hand on his lower back.

Simeon looked to Angel, who wore a tight expression. Simeon knew then that they had almost been too late.

“Sawyer, have a seat on the couch for a minute, please,” Simeon ordered the blood donor. Sawyer’s eyes went wide and he sat so fast he almost tripped himself.

“What’s wrong?” Miguel demanded, moving a few steps, but Simeon held up a hand, stopping Miguel.

“Sawyer has poisoned you,” Angel said, the words dropping like stones into a still pond. Sawyer’s face went blank and he bit his lower lip, guilt washing over him in a wave so pungent that Simeon could smell it from the doorway.

As did Miguel.

“What did you do, Sawyer?” Miguel asked, sounding heartbroken. Simeon went to Miguel, and put one hand on his shoulder, sending out a tendril of power to the fledgling. Miguel calmed outwardly, but inside Simeon sensed the turmoil he was feeling.

“Blood magic poisoning,” Angel said, setting down his satchel on the coffee table. He put his hands on his hips and eyed the young blood donor. “Did you know what they were doing when they paid you to come back?”

“How…” Sawyer stammered, eyes wide. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“There’s a spell in his blood,” Angel gestured to Sawyer, ignoring his denial as he spoke to Simeon. Angel sent Miguel a sympathetic glance. “It’s fresh, less than three hours, set sometime this morning. He probably drank a potion.”

“Who paid him?” Miguel asked, face closed off but for the pain in his eyes and in the lines around his mouth.

“No one! I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Sawyer declared, lying through his teeth. His heartbeat told the truth.

“Shut it,” Angel snapped, and Sawyer did just that, sulking on the couch.

Angel turned to Miguel and eyed him carefully, likely using his inner vision.

Simeon could sense nothing, but then blood magic was insidious—he would only know it by taste, as Batiste had shared the memory of it with the clan…before Miguel was Turned.

Miguel did not know the taste of blood magic.

“He’s been poisoned,” Angel confirmed Simeon’s unspoken suspicion.

“Wouldn’t I have noticed?” Miguel asked, eyes wide in disbelief.

“You’re only a few months old,” Simeon reminded him. “And you were Turned after the clan learned the taste of blood magic. You never learned—an oversight on our part. I am sorry.”

Simeon would need to check with the other fledglings to make sure they learned the taste of it as well.

“This magic is diluted,” Angel shared, squinting a bit as he stared in the area of Miguel’s chest. “Frequent feeding would cause the spell to build up, and then reach a critical mass and activate.”

“And do what?” Miguel asked. “Kill me?”

“For sure, but not until after driving you mad.” Angel paused, his face pale, leached of all color. “I’ve seen a version of this spell before.”

A cold sensation creeped over Simeon. “Can you help him?”

“I only fed once, and briefly,” Miguel added, avoiding looking at his lover seated on the couch. Simeon couldn’t imagine the betrayal Miguel was feeling.

“I can burn it out of him,” Angel said, making both Simeon and Miguel sag in relief. “Call Batiste and do what you need to for this one,” Angel gestured to Sawyer on the couch. “And alert them to check on all donors who came in from outside the Tower in the last forty-eight hours. Not just those for the fledglings, but have them start there.”

Simeon pulled out his phone and was dialing Batiste before Angel finished speaking. Miguel shook his head once and went into his room, coming back with his phone in hand, dialing security, misery pouring off him in waves.


The Poisoned Well
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Angel

Miguel wasn’t sick yet but he would be shortly. Angel had a narrow window available to him to burn out the spell before the structured magic killed the vampire. Not enough of the potion in Sawyer’s blood had made it into Miguel to trigger the spell—but enough made it in that Miguel was about to get very sick, very quickly.

“Simeon, keep an eye on our guy, please,” Angel tilted his head toward Sawyer, who was still sulking on the couch, as if he were being grounded and not facing consequences for attempted murder of a bloodclan vampire.

Simeon nodded in agreement, even as he spoke in low tones to someone on the phone. Angel went to Miguel and the shirtless retired Marine eyed Angel with some curiosity, but Angel saw mostly hurt from Sawyer’s betrayal in Miguel’s dark eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Angel said. “This sucks, and the cure is also gonna suck. You’ll feel like death warmed over, again.” That made Miguel snort out a surprised laugh, making him smile a bit.

“Do what you must, sir.” Miguel replied, standing straight and almost at attention.

“You might wanna sit down?” Angel said, but the only place to sit was the couch beside Sawyer, and Miguel was shaking his head no before Angel even finished the sentence.

“I’ll stand, sir. If it gets bad, I can sit on the floor.”

“Alright. Hold still and don’t move.”

Miguel set his jaw and his eyes were steely with determination, and he went vampirically still, a stillness no human could ever achieve. It was unnerving, but Angel was used to seeing it from Simeon.

Burning out spells—structured magic—from vampires to prevent lethal poisoning was something Angel could do thanks to his death affinity. Death magic did not burn like regular fire, not unless Angel wanted it to—hellfire was not normal fire. It could and did consume structured magic that was anathema to the sentient undead. Vampires were meant to consume the unstructured, unaltered life magics made by mundane humans in a natural process all living beings went through. Structured magic was found in the blood of practitioners and their close relatives as a side effect of spellcasting, and was lethal to vampires. It was indigestible to the sentient undead, unless mated to a practitioner and fully bonded, as with Constans and Simeon.

Angel reached out and touched Miguel’s chest over his silent heart, and shut his eyes. It took concentration to send out waves of microscopic hellfire through Miguel’s body, and he’d need to blanket the man’s entire form. The spell traces were thin and wispy, and corralling them would take too long. Better to employ a scorched-earth maneuver than to be precise about the process.

He closed his eyes and mentally followed the hellfire waves as he sent them burning through the vampire, who shook infinitesimally under his fingertips as the hellfire did its work. It was uncomfortable, Angel was sure, and he was not used to doing this procedure on a vampire who wasn’t unconscious or deathly ill enough to be mostly unaware of the process.

There was no way hellfire raging through the bloodstream wasn’t painful.

Miguel was tough as nails.

Angel finished the entire sweep of Miguel’s body twice before he was confident the poisoning was gone completely, and he withdrew carefully from Miguel. He removed his hand, and opened his eyes.

Miguel appeared paler than usual and his eyes glowed a bit, his vampiric nature rising to the surface. Angel was pleased to see it. “How do you feel?”

“Weird, sir, but well enough.”

“Weird and well are perfect. Are you okay to help us this afternoon? I know it’s early.”

Miguel nodded. “What do you need?”

“First, I want Simeon to share the memory of blood magic with you, the one he got from Batiste, so you’ll be safe going forward. And then I need help finding and holding any new donors contracted to the Tower who might be here, and we need to check on their vampires.”

“I can do that. I’ll get dressed and be out shortly.”

Miguel left to do that and Angel eyed Sawyer on the couch. He appeared to be stubborn, almost childish, as nothing was breaking through the pouting session he was throwing all by himself. Angel dismissed him and waited for Simeon to hang up the phone.

“Batiste and Tower security are aware. A team is coming for Sawyer and he will be held in quarantine and questioned about his involvement. Master Batiste is sending out a clan-wide alert to warn everyone about poisoned donors.”

Right then, three phones chimed in unison in the suite with an emergency alert, and Angel sighed in relief. It wouldn’t help anyone already sick, but it would make vampires and donors aware of the problem. Any traitors would be ferreted out shortly; he had little doubt.

“All unranked masters are checking those under their care and their donors for blood magic, and they’ll text us if they’ve found something.” Simeon added, keeping his phone in his hand, waiting.

Angel suspected he had a long night ahead of him.
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Simeon

He raced after the poisoned fledgling, dodging thrown furniture and broken glass as the young vampire ran headfirst through a glass wall of the casino into one of the private card rooms.

People scattered, screaming. The fledgling leapt at a nearby gambler, a human woman who shrieked in terror, and Simeon grabbed the fledgling by the ankle and yanked him out of the air, slamming him to the top of the card table. It shattered, collapsing to the floor, and Simeon sat on the struggling fledgling who howled in rage and scrambled to get free, to no avail.

He let his power go, the cold, quiet pool of strength that eddied about his soul in the darkness, his vampiric nature rising to the fore. Eyes aglow, fangs descended, and talons freed, Simeon smothered the fledgling in a wave of power, knocking him unconscious, and the young man promptly went limp.

Other vampires in the room backed away from Simeon, heads bowed, eyes on the floor. Simeon growled, the desire to fight roused, but he refrained, content to sit on his prey and wait for his beloved mate to arrive and cure the dying vampire beneath him.

“Simeon?” Angel called from the main floor of the casino, looking for him. Simeon heard people directing Angel after him, and soon enough Angel stepped through the mess and into the card room.

“You caught him! I had no doubts.” Angel said with a proud smile, unperturbed by Simeon’s wild appearance. “Hold him while I get that poison out of him.”

Angel knelt beside them in the wreckage of the card table, and Simeon waited patiently as Angel quietly worked his magic on the fledgling.

This was the third vampire in the last several hours afflicted by poisoning—all from donors who betrayed their mandates and allowed the Council to poison their blood and therefore the vampire they were contracted to feed.

Security arrived and began herding spectators from the room, and two men waited for Angel to finish, ready to take the healed fledgling to Batiste for further care. Batiste was feeding them his blood, giving them the memory of blood magic to prevent poisoning in the future, and helping them recover quickly from both poison and cure.

Angel pulled away from the fledgling. “Done. Get him to Batiste before he wakes up to minimize any trouble. He’s gonna be out of it for a bit.”

Simeon stood and the security team came in and took the fledgling, hoisting him in their arms and striding out of the destroyed card room.

Angel went to his side and gave him a sharp smile, and Simeon wrapped both arms around his smaller mate, pulling Angel flush against his body. He leaned down and breathed in Angel’s scent, the spice and sweetness of it, hellfire and dragon scale, blood and death.

Delicious.

“Are you sniffing me?” Angel asked with a happy laugh, and Simeon was thrilled to hear it. He would sniff his mate daily to get that laugh again.

Angel was warm in his arms, heating him the longer they touched. Angel’s body heat was as familiar as his scent or voice, his touch, and Simeon loved it.

Especially after a hunt.

A short hunt, but it roused his desire and his hunger. Simeon growled, low and deep, making Angel shiver in his arms. Not from fear, but from desire of his own.

“Not yet,” Angel said, teasing. “Later.”

Simeon agreed—he did not want to taste his mate in front of prying eyes.
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Angel

There was little in the way of planning when it came to finding and curing the assorted vampires afflicted by the tainted food supply. It wasn’t difficult—but it was sporadic, waiting on an emergency alert to be sent to security, and then Simeon and Angel were directed to the scene. Thankfully, so far no reports had come from outside Headquarters or the Tower—meaning no cursed vampires were wreaking havoc on Boston.

Yet.

That was a concern, and Angel conveyed it to Constans. “I’m not sure how many vampires you’ve got out in the city right now, but check on them. Some fledglings are dangerous enough—we don’t want a repeat of the Deimos situation.”

“I’ve alerted the entire Bloodclan—and the unranked masters are personally accounting for all their people. No further incidents are being reported.”

Angel sighed in relief into the phone, and Constans chuckled on the line. “I will apprise you of any changes, necromancer.”

“Thank you,” Angel replied. “Be warned. The bill for this is gonna be huge.”

“I look forward to the invoice.”

Angel hung up and looked for Simeon. He was talking to several vampires on the far side of the room they were in, one an unranked master who was head of the household whose suite they were in. The last poisoned fledgling was asleep on their bed, having not even made it out of their room before Simeon was called.

Simeon’s power was tremendous when he let it loose—a cold rush of energy that swamped everything, and dropped the fledglings like day-old corpses. For all that Simeon never wanted to sire a vampire and have his own fledglings, he was patient, kind, and generous with those he considered fledglings, whether in manner or fact, and he was gifted in dealing with young vampires and humans alike. He took to Isaac and Daniel immediately, loving them because Angel did, and then for their own sakes.

Simeon was a wonderful father, for all that he was a vampire who refused to sire fledglings. From what little Simeon shared with him of his Turning, Angel suspected the trauma of it was what kept Simeon from siring his own fledglings.

Angel never had the urge to be a parent, not even when raising Isaac. That he did out of love, necessity, and sheer stubbornness. Milly came along not long after the Massacre and her experience with teenagers came in handy for Angel as Isaac gradually imploded and fell into destructive behaviors. He managed to keep Isaac alive, but barely.

All that was before Simeon and the Bloodclan moved north to Boston. Angel was glad Simeon hadn’t been around back then for Isaac’s sake, considering the painfully embarrassing bouts of teenage rebellion, but Simeon might have been good for all of them during that trying time.

Simeon was there now and that was what mattered most.

Angel joined Simeon by the door, the vampires there nodding or bowing to Angel in respect. It was odd to him but it was their culture and he went with it, giving them all a single nod in greeting before turning to his mate.

“Anything I need to know? It’s getting to be dinnertime.”

“Thank you, Necromancer Salvatore, for your assistance with our James. He would be dead without your help.” The unranked master, a vampire named Hestia, said as she graciously dipped into an elegant curtsey, which was impressive considering her skinny jeans, high heels, and tank top. She was lovely—tall and lean with tanned golden skin, white-blonde hair piled high, and dark green eyes set in a striking face that drew attention like a moth to flame. She was an older vampire, too, having that vibe about her that struck a chord with Angel—she was Power. Not as old as Constantine, but certainly over a thousand years.

“Not a problem, it’s what I’m here for,” Angel murmured, trying not to show how uncomfortable he was with the praise. He was more accustomed to people yelling at him than praising him. “Send word to Batiste if he needs my help again. And make sure to share the memory of blood magic with him so he can protect himself in the future.”

“An oversight on my behalf that will be rectified once he is fit,” Hestia replied. “My failure almost cost him his life. I owe him, and you, a debt I shall repay.”

Angel merely nodded and gave her a tight smile, but she seemed not to expect a response from him about the nature of her debt. She went past him into the room and went to the bed, sitting beside the slumbering James. The other vampires dispersed and left Angel and Simeon alone at the door.

“Let’s go get some supper,” Simeon said, leading Angel from the suite.

Out in the hall, Angel took the arm Simeon offered and walked beside his mate to the elevators. “The donors?”

Simeon checked his text messages. “We have them all in custody, including Sawyer. Master Batiste is questioning them himself.”

Angel grimaced, glad that wasn’t his task. “His Charm is powerful enough to force the truth from them. If they’re smart, they’ll tell him everything.”
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Constantine

“Sawyer Edens, twenty-three, first-time blood donor,” Ellora read off the file she held for Constans, carefully ignoring Miguel off to the side. “Was Miguel’s boyfriend prior to the incident that prompted Miguel’s Turning. I interviewed him myself after Miguel was Turned. He seemed a bit shaken by the preceding events but wasn’t put off by his lover becoming a vampire. Or so I thought.”

“Unlikely you missed anything,” Constans reassured her. “Money turned him from Miguel. That flaw was there before Miguel became one of us. The shame belongs solely to Sawyer Edens for his betrayal of someone with whom he shared intimacy.”

Miguel was heartbroken. He didn’t show it, controlling his features, but he was heartsore and focusing on work to get himself through the betrayal. Constans was monitoring him through the sire bond he shared with Miguel—Constans was the one who Turned him, after all.

“Miguel, do you wish to stay for his questioning, or do you wish to assist Elder Simeon?” Constans asked the security chief, who was standing by the doorway of the detention center of the Tower.

“I…” He paused, and Constans waited patiently. “Would you think less of me if I don’t stay, sir?”

“Never,” Constans replied. He let the sir slide—Miguel was newly Turned and was still adjusting to being a vampire. “I shall get the truth from him and tell you everything when you want to know. You may leave, Miguel.”

“Thank you, sir,” Miguel replied quietly, and he slipped from the detention center out to the hallway, retreating to the elevators. Constans withdrew as much as he could from the sire-bond with Miguel, giving him privacy.

“Which room is he in?” Constans asked, turning to the door that led to the detention rooms. They were suites, or single-room cells, depending on whether the person was simply being detained or was lodging there under long-term punishment. Three of the cells were currently occupied—the donors who poisoned their vampire counterparts were currently under arrest and imprisoned until Constans decided on their punishments.

“He’s in the second room on the left, Master,” Ellora informed him and Constans headed for the room.

The doors in the long hallway were bio-locked, opening only to certain security personnel and vampires of high enough rank, like legates, or Simeon and Constans. Unranked masters had no access—the cells were meant to house powerful vampires if death was not warranted for their transgressions. Anyone who lived in the Tower under Constans’ authority was subject to his laws and could be held in the Tower detention cells as punishment for breaking his rules. He didn’t employ them often—this was the most people in the cells at one time since he had this entire floor retrofitted into the detention center the year before.

Vampires tended to resolve issues with violence, with the potential for death. It was rare for a vampire to break a law and end up in their version of jail. Mostly, it was used for badly behaving fledglings needing a place to cool off if their masters couldn’t contain them—though that was seen as a black mark against the masters—and for donors breaking the laws of the Tower, or disturbing the peace. Like drunken brawls over a vampire lover, things like that.

But mass poisonings resulting in violence, and violence against Tower guests no less—that was a new crime spree that Constans was determined to sort out.

He found the right room and unlocked it with his handprint, the lock beeping as it released. He opened the door and stepped into the studio-sized cell. It had an alcove for the toilet, a single twin bed, a small table, one chair, an empty bookshelf, and a television that was off on one wall. Constans did not believe in depriving people of mental stimuli as a punishment—the confinement was the punishment—so the cells and the suites were more comfortable than their human equivalents.

Sawyer sat at the small table, arms wrapped around his torso, eyes red from crying and face scrunched up from anger. He shot to his feet when Constans and Ellora entered the room, Ellora pulling the door shut with a hearty clunk.

“Master Batiste, I…” Sawyer began, tears welling up to fall to his cheeks.

“Be quiet until I ask you a question,” Constans ordered, unleashing his Charm and aiming it at the mortal, sparing Ellora from the effects. She stayed behind at his shoulder, ready and waiting for orders.

Sawyer snapped his mouth shut, eyes bulging a bit in alarm at his body disobeying him.

“Sit down,” Constans ordered, and Sawyer sat instantly. Good. He was highly susceptible to Charm and would need little power expenditure to get him to tell the truth.

Constans circled Sawyer where he sat at the table, and listened intently to his racing heart. “Who gave you the potion to drink, the one to poison your lover?”

“I don’t know his name,” Sawyer blurted out, “but he was some guy from the High Council.” His heartbeat remained in a steady beat and rhythm. The truth so far.

“Describe him,” Constans ordered. He came around again to face Sawyer, who was staring at him in open-mouthed horror.

“No…he’ll…. Dammit!” Sawyer swore, grimacing as he tried to fight Constans’ Charm. “An enforcer. I recognized the silver badge they wear. White guy, dark brown hair, kinda fit, sorta cute.”

“How detailed.” Constans drawled and Ellora bit back a laugh. “What did he want?”

“He wanted me to drink the potion and let my vampire bite me like usual.”

“Did the enforcer tell you what it was going to do?” Constans asked. This was the important bit.

“Not really? He paid me ten thousand dollars, half up front, and then half again once I got back to my apartment tonight.”

“Ellora,” Constans said, all he needed to say.

“On it,” Ellora said, and she left the cell immediately.

“It’s a shame, Sawyer, that you chose money over loyalty.” Constans said as he eyed the young man, shaking his head slightly in disgust. “You’ve violated the contract you signed with the Tower, and the more personal bond you had with Miguel. For money.”

“It’s only fair! Miguel is a vampire now! He’s rich!” Sawyer burst out, sweating a bit.

“How so?”

“What do you mean, how so? You Turned him into a bloodsucker and now he’s loaded. He told me you didn’t have any fledglings of your own in the clan! And you’re richer than hell, so that means Miguel is too!”

“You failed in so many ways, Sawyer,” Constans drawled. “One of which was keeping your word, and another was far simpler—using your brain.” Constans shook his head and went to the door, and he paused with his hand on the knob. “You made many errors, and made many assumptions, and never asked questions, or read your contract. If you needed money, all you had to do was ask.”

Sawyer’s face went slack in shock. Constans shook his head. “I am sentencing you to serve the bloodclan amidst the very people you betrayed. Not donating blood but labor. Five years of labor, minimal pay, with no social media contact, and limited time outside the Tower. May you immerse yourself among the very people you tried to hurt, and learn what it is to trust.”

“You can’t do that! I’m human, not a vampire, you can’t lock me up in here!” Sawyer screamed as Constans left the room.

“You should have read your contract.”


The Dragon and His Boy
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Eroch

The human eggling was following him.

Eroch approved.

Stalking was an important skill to have for a hunter, and if the coldhunter named Ash was not going to teach his offspring how to hunt, then Eroch would take it upon himself to teach the eggling.

Nevermind that Eroch had limited skill in hunting. He hadn’t reached an age yet before his abduction to this realm to be taught such things.

Which was why he had asked Cian to help him.

“When hunting, the goal is to be efficient, swift, and merciful. Being efficient with the killing blow leads in turn to swiftness and mercy. Inefficient hunters kill sloppily, and leave their prey to suffer. That’s the mark of a bad hunter, and not behavior to emulate,” Cian instructed, Eroch nodding along as they trundled through the underbrush of the forest within the mound.

The great cavern of stone and magic hummed in the far distance, the roof overhead glowing with a smaller version of the sun high, high above them. Clouds of moisture crowded the ceiling, obscuring it from view, giving the impression of a cloudy summer sky.

The trees and the plantlife in the forest were real, though they smelled and looked different than the ones Eroch was used to seeing along the ocean by the Mansion.

Here the forest was dense, strange birds sang, and the rustle of fauna that Eroch had never smelled before kept distracting him.

Cian was armed with his daggers, one on each thigh, and a weapon he called a bow strung on his back. Tiny sticks with sharp points he called arrows sat in a bag slung on his back as well. Eroch was not sure how they worked. What use were such tiny sticks against dangerous prey?

“Tiny teeth,” Eroch hissed in doubt, speaking in his own language to Cian. He was grateful the Brennan brothers understood him and could speak to him. He flicked a wing at the little sticks called arrows. “Little sticks.”

“Which when thrown very fast by the bow, punch deep into flesh,” Cian explained, answering in Eroch’s language. “It is how people attack dangerous prey from a distance, to avoid being hurt.”

“I fly fast and bite prey,” Eroch growled, tail lashing. “Little sticks can’t fly faster than dragon.”

“We shall see,” Cian said with a smile. “Is the young human still following us?”

Eroch focused behind them and heard the boy stumble over the ground, muttering to himself in a different language than the one his brood-father spoke. It was pretty and flowed like water. “Boy follows, speaks pretty words.”

“No hunting then unless he’s with us,” Cian said, making Eroch droop in disappointment. “Stay right here.”

Cian disappeared, melting into the shadows under the trees. Eroch listened and heard when Cian found the boy not too far from where they had stopped. A harsh shriek of alarm, and then Cian walked from the trees, carrying the squirming human eggling over one shoulder. He stopped beside Eroch and gently dropped the boy on his feet, but he stumbled and fell on his rear.

Eroch blew smoke at the boy, who coughed and waved a hand in front of his face. “Hey, what was that for?”

“Eggling bother hunt.” Eroch explained. He looked to Cian to translate.

“Eroch said you were interrupting his hunting,” Cian explained, crossing his arms and staring down at the human.

“He did not! He’s chirping like a bird!” Leandro declared, clearly grumpy. Maybe he was hungry. Eroch got grumpy when he was hungry. He would feed the eggling from his kill to make him happier.

“Are you an expert, then, in languages of different realms?” Cian asked primly, one brow arched, and the boy flushed, dropping his eyes to the ground.

“No,” he muttered before looking at Eroch, face red. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me.”

Eroch blew a small smoke ring at the boy, who grinned at the sight.

Cian translated it into English. “He forgives you.”

Leandro got to his feet. “What are you doing…here? This place is so weird.”

“I was teaching Eroch how to hunt larger prey so he can feed himself,” Cian informed the eggling in English. “Pigeons are no longer sufficient. But your presence changes our plans and your fathers will be looking for you, so we need to return you to the outer world.”

“Please don’t take me back yet. I told Da that I was gonna hang out with the dragon,” Leandro said with sad eyes. “He and Papá are having grown-up time together.”

Eroch had no idea what that meant. Cian’s face went red, and he blew out a rough breath, hands on his hips, squinting at the human boy. “Fine, you may stay. Be quiet, and we aim to kill something for Eroch to eat. No crying allowed.”

“I won’t! I promise,” Leandro said, excited.

Eroch was still stuck on what grown-up time meant, but then he was confused as to why someone would cry during hunting.

Cian resumed walking and Eroch and Leandro followed him deeper into the magical forest, the calls of strange creatures echoing off the cavernous ceiling high above.
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Cian

The boy would either cry for his fathers or be too excited to understand the ramifications of taking a life, but he was interested in seeing which it was—Leandro seemed a practical boy, but he was curious as any child would be and that curiosity sometimes led to some unpleasant experiences.

He was expecting a frantic call from someone looking for the boy, so he set his ring alert to the softest vibrate it had and kept it in his pants pocket. Nothing worse than a phone call interrupting a crucial moment.

They were on the trail of a red stag and three does—the forest held many species, and the red deer had been flourishing in the underhill forest for centuries. There were wolves and bears, of course, to handle the population, but Cian was keeping the larger predators away by his mere presence. They knew better than to mess with him.

“What are we after?” Leandro asked, sounding as English as his vampire father when he spoke that language. When he spoke Italian or Spanish he took after Ignacio. It was charming, a point in the boy’s favor even if he chose to speak as if in a drawing room greeting guests.

“Red deer,” Cian replied quietly. “Now shush, and mind your feet.”

Leandro looked down at his sneaker-clad feet in confusion, and Cian smiled despite the seriousness of the hunt. Eroch kept pace beside the boy, head up and nostrils flared as he scented the prey farther ahead.

Cian whistled softly, gaining Eroch’s attention. “Remember. Efficient, swift, and merciful. Be quick with your kill and you will achieve them all.” Eroch nodded his head in agreement. Cian smiled at him. “Circle downwind and choose your target. I will be nearby to help if you need it.”

The small herd was a hundred yards away in a thicket, bunked down beneath the thick boughs of several trees in knee-high grass. The wind was in hunters’ favor, blowing away from the herd and right on Eroch as he slinked into the foliage and tried his best to be stealthy.

Once his senses told him Eroch was about halfway to the targets, Cian gestured for Leandro to be quiet and follow. The boy was wide-eyed and nervous, and he kept quite close to Cian, nearly in his shadow. Cian carefully grabbed the bow from his back and strung an arrow, knocking it but not drawing, holding it at the ready in case Eroch needed help making a fast kill.

They reached the edge of a small clearing, the thicket with the herd about fifty feet away, and Eroch was almost slithering through the tall grass off to his right, barely moving. Cian was impressed—for a dragon so young, Eroch had a keen sense of how to hunt already. His age group back on his home world would still be bound to the nest and dependent on the mature brooding dragons for sustenance.

Eroch got within leaping distance when the wind changed and a warning snort came from within the thicket. Four deer then burst from the trees, within feet of Eroch, who leapt up from the grass like a striking viper.

Eroch landed on the back of the stag, its tall antlers covered in velvet, but still sharp and deadly—it swiped at the dragon on its back, nearly snagging Eroch’s wings. Eroch’s weight listed the stag to the side, claws digging into red fur and flesh, toppling them to the ground, the stag bellowing. The remaining deer scattered, disappearing into the trees.

Cian quickly drew the bow and steadied himself for the shot, ready to help, when Eroch managed to lock his jaws on the base of the deer’s skull, biting down hard enough Cian that heard the shattering of bone.

The stag went limp, and Cian stood slowly, easing the bow out of the draw and then returning the arrow to the quiver.

The stag’s body twitched in death throes, Eroch growling and maintaining his grip on the sides and neck. Cian strode across the clearing, pulling a dagger from a thigh sheath, and knelt by Eroch and his kill. In one smooth motion, he slit the stag’s throat, hot blood pouring out onto the grass, the heart still beating in the dying body. Best to cut the throat immediately to aid in draining the blood from the kill before butchering it.

And it was merciful.

Cian withdrew from the kill a few feet, letting Eroch calm himself while he pulled a silk handkerchief from the ether and cleaned his hands and silver blade while he waited. Cian looked back at Leandro, expecting hysterics or fear, but the boy was sitting on a small tree stump nearby, watching curiously, staying quiet. He avoided looking at Eroch directly, as if he were making a point not to challenge the predator over his kill. Cian wondered at the boy’s behavior until he recalled that Leandro was the son of a predator—Ashwin Metcalfe was a vampire, and surely had hunted and fought in their travels to protect his son.

Practical indeed. Cian was pleased.

Eroch finally released his kill, mantled his wings high above the corpse, and roared to the cavernous sky high above in victory, shooting a blast of fire as his roar echoed through the underhill.
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Angel

“I’m heading home,” Angel told Simeon, who nodded and pressed a kiss to his hair. “I love you.”

Simeon gave him a sweet smile, emerald eyes full of affection and warmth. “I love you too, mo ghra.”

Simeon and Constans were still dealing with the after-crisis of the poisoned fledglings, and Angel was exhausted. Too much emotional and mental upheaval in the last several days and all he wanted was to crawl into bed and sleep.

Angel left the vampires in the living room of Constans’ penthouse, and he went to the vault, which Isaac had propped open earlier so Angel could go home when he wanted to and wouldn’t need to wait on someone to open it for him.

He checked that he had everything—his satchel, check; his athame in its scabbard on his back, check again. He approached the arch and focused.

The archway was black and silent; it waited for a traveler, and Angel thought longingly about his home in Beacon Hill and the comfort of his own bed before stepping through the arch.

He came out in the hallway of his Beacon Hill townhouse, grateful for the expediency of mound travel. A trip that would have taken thirty minutes was reduced to seconds. Angel stopped right outside the arch and felt a ripple of energy from the wards around the townhouse. Something was different, and it was centered on the front of the house near the front door—he heard Martin talking down below in the foyer. Angel guessed the Council had tried to get inside, and he hurried to the stairs.

Angel made it to the stairs and froze at the top step. Martin was talking to Special Agent Samuel Kenzie, the foppish agent no longer dressed in a boring suit but head to toe in black, including the wicked-looking gun in his hand.

His blonde hair was swept back from his face, allowing Angel to see the reddened eyes, the sweat running down his temples.

Martin was standing with both hands up, in response to the gun Kenzie had pressed to Martin’s forehead.

Martin was at an angle to Angel, and he couldn’t see Angel standing in shock at the top of the stairs, but Special Agent Kenzie saw him, and the click of the gun’s hammer sent ice-cold fear shooting through Angel’s body.

“Mr. Salvatore—sorry, Necromancer Salvatore—please come down here,” Kenzie said, voice cracking, as if he’d been screaming himself hoarse. And from the magic Angel saw teeming around his head and shoulders, he felt that might be the case.

Angel reached for the banister and Kenzie moved his finger from the barrel to the trigger. “Don’t move those hands,” Kenzie warned. “If I think you’re casting, I will kill your butler.”

“Alright,” Angel said softly, as calmly as he could, despite the fear building in his gut. “Please don’t hurt Martin, he’s innocent in all of this.”

“Move it,” Kenzie ground out, and a fine tremor went through his whole body, sweat dripping down his temples, hair damp.

Angel carefully descended the stairs, and he got a better view of the gun. It was pressed to the skin of Martin’s forehead, not a hairsbreadth of air to work with—Angel did not need to speak to cast, but the chances of Angel sneaking a bullet-proof shield between Martin and the gun without Kenzie feeling it happen were currently nil.

Martin was not going to die today.

He kept his hands out a bit from his sides, hip height, showing his palms, and he made it to the foyer floor, facing Kenzie and Martin.

Martin was terrified, deathly pale and eyes wide, but he was doing better than Kenzie, at least physically.

The front door was open a bit, a few inches, the sound of traffic and people walking by coming through the crack, and Angel hoped no one came to investigate the unlatched door. The sense of wrongness from the wards came from the doorway—and Angel was close enough now to see it was blood magic that had cut a door-sized hole in the wards, and quickly, too. So quickly that it must have happened minutes before Angel got home, before the magic could alert him to a problem. The distance between the Beacon Hill townhouse and the Tower wasn’t huge, but far enough that there was going to be a delay in communication between Angel and his wards.

The wards were alerting him now, for all that it was too late, and Angel sensed death on the doorstep.

Someone died getting Kenzie through the wards.

“Martin, you okay?” Angel asked gently, keeping an eye on Kenzie even as he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Martin managed to choke out, visibly steeling himself. Kenzie didn’t stop Martin from speaking. “The regular staff are gone, sir, and the senior staff are locked downstairs.”

“That’s good, thank you, Martin,” Angel reassured his butler.

“Don’t think they’re calling for help,” Kenzie burst out, fingers adjusting the white-knuckle grip on the gun. “I took their phones.”

Angel saw the pile of shattered phones at Kenzie’s feet—he was serious about no one calling for help. And if the senior staff were locked away downstairs then Kenzie must have used a charm, as none of the access doors to staff spaces had locks on them.

“Where is everyone else?” Angel asked Martin quietly, not making any sudden moves.

He just had to outlast the agent.

“Your guests went to the Mansion, sir, to work with Dame Fontaine,” Martin managed to say before Kenzie shoved his head a bit with the gun. Martin glared as best he could and kept speaking.

“Shut up,” Kenzie said through clenched jaws.

Angel winced, and refrained from jumping on Kenzie, controlling his breathing and racing heart as best he could—Angel briefly focused inward, but the mate bond was mentally a bit too far for him to reach without Kenzie noticing him zoning out. He might mistake it for Angel casting a spell and kill Martin.

“What do you want?” Angel managed to ask, as if Kenzie had stopped by for a friendly cup of coffee and a chat.

“You’re coming with me,” Kenzie replied, and with his free hand, dug out a pair of cuffs from his belt.

Angel’s heart sank—they were runed and bespelled iron cuffs, the runes glittering in silver on the industrially crafted wristbands. Kenzie tossed them at Angel and he reflexively caught them, fumbling a bit to avoid dropping the heavy metal on his feet.

“Put them on or I kill him,” Kenzie ordered, eyes wild.


Blood Bound
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Angel

“Put them on or I kill him!” Kenzie shouted, arm shaking, pointing at the cuffs in Angel’s hands.

“Alright, alright, I’m putting them on,” Angel assured the agent, making a show of lifting the cuffs and his hands at the same time. He read some of the runes as he did so, deciphering the strength of the nullification effect—they were strong enough to knock out his magic completely, and if he tried overloading them, he might lose his hands doing it.

He could not let the cuffs get on his wrists. Not if he wanted to live, because he doubted that Kenzie would take him anywhere but directly to the Grand Master of the Council. And they wanted him out of the way. If they had him cuffed and powerless he had some chance of living, but a blood mage for a Grand Master made that living likely to be a hellish experience.

He was no one’s sacrifice, and no pawn for others to play with—and there was no guarantee that Kenzie would let Martin live.

“Put the cuffs on!” Kenzie screamed, spittle flying from his mouth, and Angel watched in detached horror as a thin line of blood dripped from one eye down a pale cheek.

The compulsion spell riding Kenzie was killing him, but not fast enough.

Angel set one cuff on his left wrist, snapping it into place, moving slowly as he tried to reach Simeon mentally through the mate bond. Even with one cuff Angel felt the smothering effects of the nullification, suppressing his powers and abilities to use them—they did not reach the soulbond, but his power was failing.

The weight of the iron and silver was almost painful.

“Move faster!” Kenzie ordered, and Angel sent him a sharp glare even as he carefully and slowly put his hands behind his back, clinking the cuffs together.

“It won’t close,” Angel said, holding his breath.

Kenzie snarled in frustrated rage, and Angel struggled not to move as Kenzie dropped the gun away from Martin’s face before shoving the man to the floor.

Kenzie charged Angel, gun in hand but pointed at the floor. “Turn around, I’ll do it!”

Kenzie grabbed Angel by his shoulder, jerking him on his feet, so close to Angel that he felt the feverish heat pouring off the human. The spells around his head and shoulders were even more visible up close. Angel didn’t need his inner vision to see the havoc played out on the man’s brain and central nervous system.

“Give me the cuffs!” Kenzie shouted in his face.

“Okay, okay!” Angel said, and he brought both hands back out from behind his back, raising the cuffed hand in front of Kenzie, the open cuff swinging.

The athame he’d slipped into his hand slid into skin and muscle, through bone and sinew, like a hot blade through butter. Several inches of Damascus steel, dragon-claw sharp, sank to the hilt into Kenzie’s stomach, and Angel felt the man’s whole body jerk when the blade tip exited his back.

Hot blood poured down Angel’s hand, his wrist, soaking his skin and dripping to the floor. The rich, metallic scent filled his nose and mouth.

Kenzie gasped, and blood dribbled from his lips, down his chin, joining the growing puddle on the floor at their feet.

The gun clattered to the stone floor, smearing the puddle, scattering crimson droplets across the white marble.

Angel kept his grip on the blade. Kenzie’s grip on his shoulder failed, the human staggering back, pulling himself off the athame as he did, as easily as it went in. Angel kept it as sharp as his father had, never letting the blade dull with time or use. He never really expected to stab someone with it, despite threatening it several times over the years. The reality of it was a bit alarming, somehow more intimate and too real.

Angel closed his eyes and reached deep, sending his urgent need for Simeon along the soulbond. He tried not to scare Simeon, but his mate sensed Angel’s turmoil, and his alarm was galvanizing. Angel breathed in quick and deep, opening his eyes, and he kicked the gun away, so it slid across the foyer down the side hall.

Kenzie toppled to the floor. He was still alive, but he was bleeding profusely.

“Martin!” Angel ran to his butler, kneeling next to him. “Are you alright?”

Martin’s face was bruised, and he was horribly pale, shaking, but it seemed to be adrenaline more than harm. “In one piece sir, thank you.”

“Can you stand?” Angel asked. “Can you check on the staff downstairs?”

Having something to do seemed to help Martin pull himself together.

“I can and I will.” Martin carefully got to his feet, Angel doing the same.

He sensed Simeon was coming; he’d be there any minute.

“Call the police for me, please,” Angel said, and with the cuffed hand, reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his smartphone, unlocking it before handing it to Martin. “Call O’Malley.”

“Certainly, sir,” Martin said, pulling up the Contacts list even as he glared at the dying man on the foyer floor. “Will you be safe?”

“Simeon is on his way, he’ll be here any moment now,” Angel assured his butler, who finally hit dial as he jogged toward the stairs that led downstairs to the staff apartments.

“Mo ghra!” Simeon yelled from upstairs.

“In the foyer!” Angel shouted back.

Angel met Simeon at the base of the stairs, his mate crashing into him and lifting him off his feet, arms like steel bands around him. His mint and chocolate scent filled Angel’s nose, replacing the headiness of Kenzie’s blood. He wrapped his arms around Simeon as best he could, careful of the cuffs and the athame, not wanting to hurt Simeon.

Constans and Isaac weren’t far behind Simeon, Constans leaping over the banister and heading right for Kenzie, growling. Isaac almost tripped in his rush down the stairs, but he saw Angel in Simeon’s arms and slowed himself in time to avoid breaking a bone or two.

“Angie? What the fuck! Whose blood is that?” Isaac demanded, eyes wide, looking at the blood on Angel’s hands, and the athame dripping blood—and then he saw the puddle of blood and the bleeding human on the floor.

“I’m fine, it’s not my blood,” Angel said to both brother and mate. “I’m safe and sound. Special Agent Kenzie needs an ambulance. Or the coroner.”
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Simeon

Angel was shaken, covered in blood, and far too pale for Simeon’s comfort. He kept his hands on his mate, but sat Angel carefully on the bottom step of the stairs and Simeon knelt in front of him, only moving enough for Isaac to come down the stairs and sit beside his brother.

“Fuck, that’s a null cuff,” Isaac said, shocked, grabbing Angel’s left wrist and raising his arm enough to examine the runes. “Are you okay?”

“It’s dampening some of my power, but not all,” Angel shared, grimacing at the tacky blood on his right hand. The athame was covered as well, from tip to pommel, soaked in mortal blood. Simeon’s senses were swamped by the bleeding human, but the stench of blood magic was strong and ruined any temptation he may have felt for the fresh blood.

Simeon checked over his shoulder, but his Master had the human well in hand.

“Do we wish for this one to live?” Constantine asked, raising his voice only a little.

“He’s been compelled by blood magic,” Angel answered, grimacing. “It’s not entirely his fault.”

“He is a federal agent,” Simeon told Constantine, who scowled down at the dying man. Stabbed through the gut was a painful way to die, and slow, too.

“A point in our favor, then,” Constantine said, and pricked the tip of one finger on a fang, blood welling up. He ripped open the man’s black, blood-soaked shirt, and with delicate precision, let a spattering of drops fall on the stab wound. Kenzie groaned as the wound began to heal, Constantine’s blood immensely powerful, but the process would hurt quite a bit in that location.

“He’s still being ridden by blood magic,” Angel shared. “I have no idea how to help him. I can’t burn the magic out of him like I can with vampires. It would kill him.”

“A powerful healer might be able to save him, if they were willing to put in the time,” Constantine said, Rory’s name left unspoken. “They’d need to continuously heal and outlast the spell.”

“I’m getting Daniel and Rory,” Isaac said, pulling out his phone and dialing.

“My love, give me your wrist,” Simeon gently ordered his mate. Angel obeyed without pause, and Simeon examined the silver and iron cuff before he managed to slip a finger under it. He grabbed the far side of the closed cuff and added resistance, snapping the metal cuff open, the metal warping.

He tossed it to the floor off to the side, and Angel sucked in a deep breath. He felt Angel’s relief through the mate bond at being freed. Next, Simeon reached into a pocket and pulled out a silk handkerchief, then gently took the blade from Angel, his mate letting it go with a nod. Simeon knelt on the cold floor in front of his mate and cleaned his father’s athame, the malachite and silver pommel and grip revealed under his steady ministrations as he gently scrubbed away the drying blood. The silk would be ruined, but that was nothing compared to helping Angel regain his equilibrium.

“I’ve never stabbed anyone before,” Angel said quietly.

“Most practitioners haven’t,” Simeon said, kindly. Most practitioners, if they fought, did so from a distance—they did not feel the act of magical violence like one did when physically hurting another living soul.

“It was really easy,” Angel said, softly, almost a whisper. “It shouldn’t have been that easy.” Angel rubbed his bloody fingers together, the tacky blood nearly like glue. Simeon knew how it felt for blood to dry on the skin. Uncomfortable, hot, sticky, and the stench was unforgettable.

“The ease of it speaks to a ready mind and soul,” Simeon told his mate. “You acted to save yourself, and others.” Simeon nodded to the other side of the foyer, where Martin led the cook and housekeeper from the downstairs apartments. Martin saw him and nodded, clearly relieved. None of them appeared to be hurt, aside from a growing bruise on Martin’s forehead. Angel saw them, and his shoulders relaxed in deep relief. “They’re alive right now. Remember that.” Simeon reminded him.

“Does it ever get easier?” Angel asked.

“In some ways,” Simeon answered. “But that isn’t necessarily a bad thing. It keeps you alive, that instinct for violence. Tempering it with respect for life keeps a soul from enjoying it too much. Those who don’t care are the ones who become monsters. And that will never be you, my love.”

Angel nodded, deep in thought. Simeon set the athame aside on the step beside Angel, most of the blood gone. It would need a more thorough cleaning later to prevent rust.

Isaac hung up the phone, putting it back in his pocket. “Daniel and Rory are coming.”

Simeon took Angel’s hand in his and began to wipe at the blood, the bits that would bother the most—the palm, between the fingers. Not to clean the hand entirely—water was needed for that—but to make his mate comfortable. Angel leaned forward and rested his head on Simeon’s shoulder, and he kissed the side of his mate’s neck, continuing to wipe at the blood.
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Angel

Hands somewhat clean, athame put away in Angel’s bedroom, and the police on their way, Angel accepted Simeon’s help off the stairs and he went past the pool of blood and past Special Agent Kenzie, who still lay prone on the floor. Rory sat cross-legged by his shoulder, one hand out and resting on the agent’s forehead, eyes closed, quietly battling the blood curse rampaging through the human’s body.

Rory and Daniel had arrived with little fanfare, Daniel hugging Angel tightly and Rory heading for the downed agent, knocking him unconscious with a subtle use of magic so no one needed to guard him while Rory worked. He healed the body in the wake of the curse, over and over, and Angel struggled to comprehend the compassion it would take for Rory to do so with so much patience and steadfast determination.

He would have let Kenzie die. Probably. Most likely.

He genuinely wasn’t sure.

Angel turned away from the tableau of Rory healing, and faced the doorway and the wide swath of death and blood magic that drenched the ward boundaries.

The front steps of the townhouse were relatively clean, but for the dead body carelessly dropped on the concrete.

Simeon stopped beside the open door, angling himself so he could watch both ends of the street, sharp eyes looking for threats.

Constans and Isaac were standing over the body, Isaac trying to get a look at the face without touching the corpse. Angel joined them. They could hear the sirens wailing in the distance heralding the arrival of the authorities, a few blocks away. “Any idea who our corpse is?”

Dressed in black, the standard Council enforcer gear, the person’s dark brown hair obscured their face, but Angel saw enough to know it wasn’t anyone he was familiar with.

“It’s no one I know,” Constans answered. “The scent is unfamiliar.”

“Thank Hecate,” Isaac muttered. “Cops are gonna be here any minute.”

“Anyone who doesn’t wanna deal with them can head to the Mansion or go home,” Angel told his brother, but spoke loudly enough that Daniel heard him where he stood vigil at Rory’s back. Daniel frowned, but stayed put, not unexpected. Isaac grumbled but he made no move to leave, leaning into Constans.

“How did he die?” Isaac asked.

Angel took a look at the body with his inner vision, oozing death magic across the steps and sidewalk, and found the cause of death instantly. “Broken neck. He didn’t suffer.”

“A blood mage killed one of their own to get Kenzie through your wards. Why not just go in themselves?” Isaac asked.

“I set a pestilence bomb at Milly’s—probably expected more booby-traps at my own house.” Angel said, thinking. “Kenzie was as disposable as this guy was, whoever he is.”

A car pulled up the curb, coming from the opposite side of the street than the cops were coming from. Angel saw Scylla Morrow step out, and he nodded to the werewolf as she approached.

“Rael called me and told me what happened,” Scylla offered as she stopped a few feet from the body. “That group chat is handy. Add me to it, please.”

“Sure thing,” Isaac said, pulling out his phone and doing just that. Scylla told him her number as they stood over the dead enforcer.

Scylla took in a long, deep breath through her open mouth, a scenting behavior. She grinned. “The dead man is one of the enforcers who stole my son and his mate.”

“The Grand Master is cleaning up past mistakes,” Angel said.

“Cops are here, mo ghra,” Simeon said, a second before the first squad car peeled around the corner and came racing down the street.

Scylla rolled her eyes, grumbling about reckless driving, and jogged up the stairs, heading into the townhouse. “I’m gonna use your magic door to visit my son!”

“Rael spilled about the magic door,” Isaac said unnecessarily as Scylla disappeared inside the townhouse, ignoring the blood and the unconscious mortal on the floor.

“Keeping something from Scylla is more dangerous than telling her secrets,” Angel replied. “She’d have figured it out on her own eventually.”
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Angel

He was never more thankful for a human than he was for Detective James O’Malley. Despite the chaos of the FBI descending on them once Kenzie’s identity made it out over the radio, O’Malley kept the feds from taking over or trying to drag Angel away again. Angel never really heard O’Malley get as loud as he did when yelling at federal agents.

“Your man tried to kill a BPD consultant, and took several people hostage! He killed a man, for cripes sake! Ain’t none of ya suits getting anywhere near this crime scene or these people,” O’Malley ground out in his whiskey-and-smoke Southie accent. He didn’t even sound like he was yelling, but his words carried through the townhouse and onto the street through the open door. “You all might as well be suspects! Now get outta here!”

The crowd of suits thinned a smidge, but they mostly migrated to the far side of the police cordon, next to the coroner’s van, milling about as they spoke on phones and muttered to each other, reminding Angel of angry pigeons.

“Commissioner is on my side with this,” O’Malley continued, turning back to Angel. “We can’t trust any of them federal agents after what their fellow agent just pulled, compulsion spell or not.”

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think Kenzie killed the enforcer—I think it was the Grand Master, a man named Onfroi de la Roche. He’s a blood mage. I think he cut the wards open with the dead man’s sacrifice and then cursed Kenzie.”

“Then like a coward he took off when things didn’t go the way he wanted,” O’Malley finished. “I can get behind that theory. I’ll see if I can’t get a warrant issued, but right now things are touchy with the mayor—the governor is poking his nose into things too, and it’s a pissing contest over diplomatic immunity bullshit and whether or not they can kick the whole mess off to the federal government. Any judge paying attention may want to stay out of this shitstorm.”

“Fuck,” Angel breathed out. Having the humans on his side might have made things simpler—but if the human governments were playing political hot potato then chances of help from that quarter took a nosedive. “Well, the FBI might play nicely once Rory gives Kenzie a clean bill of health.”

Rory was still tending to the human, but this time in the back of an ambulance while the paramedics supplied an IV and monitored his vitals. Angel saw that the curse on Kenzie was nearly gone, having degraded naturally as time went by—Rory was both faster and more powerful than the curse and the one who laid it, and he was able to repair the damage it was causing. The gut wound was nearly completely healed —Constans’ blood was powerful and did its job swiftly.

“I wouldn’t trust the man even after the curse is lifted. Was he cursed when you got arrested and met the Grand Master in Chelsea?” O’Malley asked.

“No, yet he was following orders from the Grand Master. Maybe the curse was a smokescreen to keep Kenzie from taking the fall if he got caught—or maybe de la Roche found Kenzie’s hard limit for what crimes he’s willing to commit,” Angel guessed. “Either way, you’re right. He’s not worth trusting.”

“I’m gonna mark this on my calendar,” O’Malley grunted. “You said I’m right.”

“Shush, you old goat,” Angel teased, grinning for the first time in hours. “If we’re good, I’m gonna go check on my clan. Call me if something comes up.”

“Yeah, we’re good,” O’Malley said, waving him off. “I’m glad you’re okay. Get some sleep, you look wrecked.”

“Gee, thanks,” Angel drawled, but he waved at O’Malley and headed back inside his house as O’Malley started calling his people to exit the townhouse and wrap things up.

Simeon was in the foyer, eagle-eye on all the cops as they left the house, his sharp senses monitoring their movements and actions, and Constans was upstairs doing the same, helping to protect Angel’s privacy. Rory had managed to glamour the archway in the upstairs hall, disguising it as a bare wall, and Constans and Isaac were posted next to it to keep anyone from accidentally hitting it with a shoulder as they walked by—Angel was not a fan of leaving things to chance, so he appreciated the abundance of caution.

O’Malley came through earlier and prevented the forensic team from taking Angel’s athame as evidence—Angel bent enough to allow pictures and a swab to prove it was what stabbed Kenzie, but as the injury was mostly healed by the time anyone thought to take pictures, having the weapon was a moot point. There was no matching injury to go with the blade. Simeon promised to clean it properly once the police left and they had some peace.

The chance for peace and quiet sounded wonderful, but he doubted it would happen anytime soon.


Adventures in Dragonsitting
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Cian

Butchering a deer was a messy business. Thousands of years of field-dressing beasts didn’t account for a hungry dragon gnawing on a kill while one was trying to butcher it as safely and as cleanly as possible.

Cian ended up with his arms covered in blood up to his shoulders, and some nicked offal nearby stinking up the area. Thankfully, he kept the local predators at bay with his presence—the scent of gore was strong and attracting beasties he felt no desire to tangle with while babysitting two egglings.

Leandro was sitting quietly on a nearby tree stump, back to the carcass; he found the boy’s limit for gore when he slit the deer from throat to tail, evacuating the abdomen and torso of its organs.

He was keeping the heart, kidneys, and liver, and leaving the rest of the entrails for the predators to enjoy once they left. There was no time to hang and drain the corpse before they had to go, so he would hang it closer to the temple in a cold room and portion it out to the dragon as needed. The stag was large enough that there would be food for a week for the wee beastie.

“Your brood-father will need to arrange for a local butcher to get us some alternatives to deer,” Cian told Eroch in English for Leandro’s sake. “I’m not sure about the herd numbers—there might not be enough deer in this forest to keep a growing dragon fed.”

Eroch was chewing on the lower rear leg of the deer that Cian lopped off for him as a distraction. The young dragon was charring the fur and skin before tearing off strips of flesh, teeth gnashing against sinew and bone, exactly as he needed. “Make sure to crack the bone to suck out the marrow, Little Trouble,” Cian instructed. “I’m saving the bones so you can eat them later.”

Eroch chirped in agreement and went back to his snack.

“How do you know all of this stuff?” Leandro asked over his shoulder, sounding as suspicious as only a child could.

“I’ve been alive for a very long time, and I’ve learned a lot of things,” Cian answered readily enough. “I lived before there were grocery stores and corner markets. Before there were farms and people to tend them, before livestock was domesticated and before people rode horses. I’m older than people, actually.”

“You can’t be older than people!” Leandro declared with absolute authority in his young voice.

“And why not?” Cian replied, standing up and looking around for what he needed.

He found a small thicket of tall saplings, and flicked a wrist for one of his daggers. He cut three of the straightest into the appropriate lengths and returned to the kill, where Leandro was muttering to himself on the stump about nothing being older than people.

“Do you have an answer, little Salvatore?” Cian called, hiding his grin as the boy sent him a glare over his shoulder before hurriedly looking away from the carcass.

“You’re being confusing on purpose,” Leandro said, and Cian snorted out a laugh.

“I do that often, but never to children.” Cian replied. “It’s vastly unfair and there’s no honor in it.”

Leandro was silent for a long moment. Cian took the time to arrange the long sticks and make a simple travois he could pull by himself. He had rope in the ether waiting for just this task, and he pulled it out of thin air and under the wide eyes of the young boy. He had no need for a net, so he used the third piece to secure the two poles with rope across their lengths to hold the carcass’s weight.

“What do you mean by honor?”

Cian eyed the boy, who had twisted around on the stump and was taking quick glances as Cian constructed the travois and got the carcass situated.

“What makes you ask?”

“I read about it in my school books, and Da once called Papá honorable. And he is. I wanna know what you mean by it.”

“What do I mean by honor?” Cian clarified, holding back a smile.

“Yes, please.” The boy had manners when he remembered to use them.

“Since you read about it, and your Papá is honorable, then you must know the following: Honor is made of many things, like culture, morals, personal conscience, personal beliefs, all combined to make the inner core of a person, and how they interact with the world. For my definition of honor, an honorable person is usually trustworthy, brave, kind, generous, and steadfast, and acts on those traits. The more honorable a person is, the more reliable they are—yet sometimes honor can get in the way of things. If it is placed above the greater good, and becomes harmful to the many, serving only the few or the one, then honor is selfish and reductive. Dishonor is the opposite of honor, or rather, its absence.”

Cian paused, and then met Leandro’s curious gaze. “That is what I mean by honor.”

Leandro appeared to be digesting his words, tiny brows furrowed, staring at the ground.

“You need not grasp it immediately, tiny human. It is a concept that escapes even grown adults, and creatures hundreds, if not thousands of years old. It does you credit that you’re trying now at such a tender age. Keep thinking about it, and you’ll come to understand honor in a way that few people do, even after lifetimes of trying.”

Leandro nodded, still silent, but the frustration on his face eased up and he relaxed, more pensive now than upset.

Birds sang in the trees around them, some of them long extinct in the outer world, their songs telling of magic growing in the distance. Many someones were using the portals to travel.

Cian checked in with Rory, pausing as he worked when the conflict with the federal agent and Angel filled his mind. “Time to return to the outer world, my younglings. There’s trouble afoot.”

Cian checked the knots on the travois and the stag, and put away his weapons and tools into the ether, the boy blinking in astonishment as items disappeared right in front of him. Eroch chirped in question, wondering why the rush.

“Angel is well, Little Trouble, but he needed to defend himself. We must return so as not to worry anyone.”

“My fathers?” Leandro asked, jumping to his feet, fear on his expressive face.

“Your fathers are safe,” Cian assured him. “They were not involved. But they will have heard of the ruckus with Angel, and will be wondering where you are.”

They were going to take a shortcut back to the temple. It would take too long on foot and he was not interested in dragging a buffet behind him with two children. Some temptations overrode a predator’s caution.

The archway rose to existence from the ground, moss and lichen-covered stones grumbling and grinding as they flowed over each other like water. Having formed the arch, the stones settled with a puff of black dirt, moss hanging, swaying in the gentle breeze within the forest.

Leandro stumbled back and nearly fell but Cian caught him by the shoulder and put him back on his feet. “Easy, tiny human. It’s merely sidhe magic. As natural as flowers blooming or the sun rising.”

“Oh,” Leandro gasped out, eyes wide. “Wow.”

Cian chuckled. “Yes, very wow.”

The temple was visible through the arch, and it was wide enough that Cian was able to shepherd through a growing dragon and his deer-leg snack, and a curious baby necromancer, while pulling the travois and the cargo behind him.

“Leo!”

Leandro jumped at the sound of his name being cried by a worried father as Ashwin ran through the library arch into the temple. He snatched up his son in a big hug, the boy’s feet clear off the ground. “Where were you? What were you doing? I smell blood!”

Ashwin snarled that last bit and flashed fangs at Cian, who only rolled his eyes and gestured with one hand to the travois and the deer carcass. Eroch chirped loudly, bouncing around in front of Ashwin and Leandro, recounting the exciting tale of his hunt and successful kill to the vampire. Who of course understood none of it, but he gradually calmed, red eyes and fangs receding.

Leandro was gently put down and Ashwin gave Cian an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, how rude of me. Thank you for watching after Leo. May I ask what you were doing? You smell like trees and earth, and well, you’ve a dead deer….”

“I followed him, Da, don’t be mad. Mr. Cian didn’t invite me. I wanted to see what they were doing. He was teaching Eroch all about tracking and honor and how to butcher a kill!” Leandro exclaimed this with babbling enthusiasm and no context. “But then he found me following them and I got to see a dead deer! There was lots of blood so I didn’t watch that part.”

“My eleven-year-old son went hunting?” Ashwin asked calmly.

Cian put the travois down and dismissed the portal back to the underhill forest. “A bit old for his first time but he did splendidly not throwing up. Vomit is quite odorous.”

“Oh, well, that’s alright then,” Ashwin replied, making Cian smile at the snark.

“Any news from the outer world? Rory says there was a kerfuffle with Angel and the federal agent.”

“Dame Fontaine has been filling us in and everyone is fine, even Angel. The human was cursed. Iggy is with the young wolves and Dame Fontaine, helping to train Rael. He is a phenomenal student, according to Iggy.”

Ashwin smiled down at Leandro. “And speaking of students, now that we’re settled, it’s time to start up your studies again. Come along, mijo. Time to learn.”

“But, Da…..” Leandro complained in a drawn-out whine.

“You can play with Mr. Cian and Eroch later if they say it’s okay.”

Cian gave the boy a small smile when he looked at him with wide-eyed hope. “I’ll show him how to animate a skeleton once I’ve butchered the rest of it.”

“Oh,” Ashwin blinked at him, then seemed to recall that his son was a budding necromancer. “That sounds lovely.”
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Angel

Hours later, Angel carried himself over the threshold of the arch and let Simeon carry their bags to the Mansion, too tired to care all that much about anything except bed.

All Angel knew was that it was dark out still and he was going to bed. “No one wake me up for at least twelve hours.”

Isaac gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Constans and I are going back to the Tower. Have a good night, and call me if something else happens.”

“Same for you, kiddo. Sleep tight.”

Isaac gave him a smile and left with Constans through the archway once Simeon exited and got out of the way.

Milly was waiting for them in the foyer, dressed in a matching track suit and fuzzy slippers, all in a dark blue that accented her silver hair. She gave him a thorough glance from head to toe, grimacing at the blood on his clothing from his conflict with Kenzie. Heedless of the stains, she gave him a bone-rattling hug. “Darling, you look horrible.”

“I feel horrible.” He hugged her back just as hard, and she squeaked at him about breathing, and he eased up enough for her to talk.

“Oh, well then. Time for a shower and bed,” she ordered him kindly. “But quickly before you go, Rael and Jameson are in one of the guest suites on the third floor. I did manage to give Rael an introduction to the basics, if you want to take that over tomorrow. Ignacio offered to help me, and I did take him up on it, mostly out of curiosity. His approach to teaching magic is obviously from the 19th century, and I wanted to see how things had changed or not since then.”

“Oh, does he…”

“He won’t intrude on Rael’s lessons unless you invite him, dear, this was merely mutual curiosity. Rael was most pleased to be taught by another Salvatore, but did ask when you were going to join us, so don’t worry about your student preferring Ignacio over yourself.”

“I wasn’t…”

“Of course you weren’t!” Milly smiled and winked. “Bedtime, my dear.”

“Alright, alright.”


The Calm Before
[image: image-placeholder]


Angel

The Mansion was not full, but had more people in it than it had in years, not counting Daniel and Rory’s wedding.

Aside from Isaac and Constans, who went home to the Tower once a day for Isaac to sleep and Constans to catch up on happenings at the Tower, everyone was now at the Mansion.

Angel was standing outside the door to what was once his parents’ suite—only his mother actually used it, his father sleeping just down the hall in August’s old room. His parents’ marriage was an arranged one—Ramona wanted children and to live in America, and Raine needed heirs to continue the family line—according to the elders of the clan, at least. Theirs had not been a love match at all—and frankly, Angel found it amazing that he and Isaac were even conceived. Ramona and Raine got along well enough as parents and friends, and Raine had his lover in August Remington, Angel’s first and primary teacher in sorcery for most of his teenage years. Raine and August taught students high sorcery, the more difficult and powerful spells and abilities not taught in schools, much like Angel and Milly did now.

Last time Angel was in this room was when he killed Deimos after the vampire kidnapped Isaac. With the Mansion gaining occupants, he felt it prudent to open up more rooms for longer use, and that meant opening doors to his past.

Ashwin deliberately shifted next to him, drawing his attention. They’d both been standing there for a while now.

Angel took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

He gestured for Ashwin to enter first, taking his time at the threshold.

Ashwin entered after a quick, searching glance, as if checking Angel was truly all right with Ashwin being there.

There were three rooms in this suite—the bedroom, a sitting room, and a large ensuite bathroom with an attached dressing room, and the sitting room and bedroom both had hallway access.

“I cleaned it up after the trouble we had with Deimos a while back,” Angel explained. “So the rooms are good to go, they just need new bedding. Leandro can pick one of the guest rooms if he wants to make it into his own room, or I can give him a smaller suite upstairs on the third floor.”

“This was your parents’ room, are you sure?” Ashwin asked, stepping in farther and turning to look around the whole bedroom. Angel had packed up his mother’s belongings after the Deimos incident so there was nothing personal left in the bedroom.

“I’m sure. The dressing room needs to be emptied, but Milly gets dibs on what’s in there before we pack that up for donations. If you find anything I missed, I have a box in the sitting room you can put stuff in and I’ll come get it.” Angel said. “Dad slept down the hall with August; my mother used this suite the most. The wards on the windows make it safe in here now during the day, so you can have more time with Leandro and Ignacio.”

“Thank you, Angel,” Ashwin said. “I appreciate your welcome, and I am sorry for the pain our arrival reawakened.”

Angel merely smiled, a bit grim, but he meant it. He shrugged. “It’s alright. I get it. You had a newborn. The Council was after Ignacio. I have no idea what choices I would have made in your place—you and Ignacio made the best choices you could with what you had at the time.”

Ashwin stared at him as if afraid Angel was lying to spare his feelings, but Angel never did that for anyone. Eventually, Ashwin nodded in acceptance and let it go. “The suite is lovely, thank you. Is it alright if I let Leo keep the room we’ve been using? It’s not far from this suite and he can get to us quickly if he needs us.”

“Sure, that’s fine. We’ve more than enough rooms.” Angel paused. “The panic room is not functional. Simeon ended up destroying it the night Deimos kidnapped Isaac. I haven’t fixed it since.”

“It was vintage when we visited last, so perhaps replacing it entirely might be easiest?” Ashwin offered the suggestion warily, as if worried about voicing an opinion.

“Ash, you and your family are welcome here and can have a say on how this house is run,” Angel stated firmly. “I won’t be living here full-time, but Daniel, Rory, and Cian will be, and the six of you get to decide how this house works. I’ll call the manufacturer of the panic room to see about an upgrade, and I’ll let you and Ignacio decide on the model since it’ll be Leo in there if, Hecate forbid, we ever get attacked by an undead army again.”

“Thank you for that,” Ashwin murmured. “We thought about renting a house nearby if things didn’t work out here, but staying at the Mansion is safest, and Iggy and Leo deserve to be here.”

Angel nodded, agreeing. “You and Ignacio once called this place home. He cast the sunlight wards. The estate welcomed you home. Fighting it seems silly.” Angel grinned. “And Leo and Iggy do deserve to be someplace they call home, but so do you, Ashwin.”

“Wherever my guys are is my home,” Ashwin replied. “But thank you.”

“About the panic room…” Angel hesitated a bit. “If we get attacked here, we need an option for Leo, since we can’t use the panic room as it is now.”

“Yes, we do,” Ashwin agreed. “Are you expecting an attack on the estate?”

“I am.”

“How did the wards fall the…the last time?” Ashwin said. “I’m sorry to ask, I really am. But my son is here. Iggy was astounded when we learned the wards failed.”

“It’s not a secret, but I don’t want the truth getting out to the wider world.”

“I will only tell Iggy, and swear him to silence.”

Angel nodded, believing Ash. “Isaac was learning how to set and create wards at the time. He was manipulating the wards on a far corner of the estate to practice the day of the Massacre. He accidentally weakened them and the wards collapsed hours sooner than they should have.” Angel made sure to meet Ashwin’s startled, dismayed gaze. “Isaac nearly destroyed himself with guilt and alcohol the last decade, so please don’t bring it up. It was an accident, and I forgave him already.”

“Your poor brother, I can’t even imagine,” Ashwin breathed out in sympathy. “Only Iggy will know, and I’ll make sure to stress to him what it did to Isaac. He’ll understand. Ignacio may come across as ruthless and stern, but he has a big heart.”

“Thank you. The rest of the world wouldn’t be so understanding if it got out,” Angel said.

“And it won’t.”

Angel believed him.

“Back to Leandro…” Angel began.

“Oh?”

“His affinity isn’t awake yet, but it’s very close, and I think you know that?”

“We do. The hellfire sparks when he threw a tantrum a few months back was the first clue. I’m expecting him to wake up any time now with his affinity fully realized and under his control. We were contemplating what to do about that when we were forced to run here for safety.”

“What color hellfire, if I can ask?” Angel was intensely curious. No traumatic breakout event for Leandro—his affinity was awakening slowly, a bit at a time, easing him into his new reality, which Angel was grateful for.

Ashwin grinned wide. “Hellfire green, same shade as yours.”

“Really?” Angel was irrationally touched and pleased. He grinned back at Ashwin, happy. “That’s so cool.”

“Serano’s hellfire was the same shade as well.” Ashwin said, still grinning. “You both take after him in that way.”

“We do? I do? That’s wicked cool.” Angel was more than thrilled to hear that—Serano had been the first and last necromancer in their branch after it moved to the colonies, at least until Angel was born. And now Leandro.

“Since you’re staying…” Angel took a breath. “Can I train Leo in necromancy? I know am assuming, but it would be an honor. I’ve never taught another necromancer.”

Ashwin nodded, smiling wide. “It would be an honor, Angel. Thank you. Since he is so young, perhaps an apprenticeship once he’s older? Your Rael should be ready to be on his own by the time Leo is old enough to be an apprentice, and Iggy can teach him the magical basics while he waits his turn.”

“Since his affinity is coming in gradually, I think that’s perfect. If his power gets too unruly, we can reevaluate, but I like this plan.” Angel shook his head a bit in amusement. “Teaching my great-great…wait, how many greats… whatever, teaching my uncle is surreal.”

Ashwin chuckled. “It is an odd twist of fate. He’s a bit confused by the relationship as well.”

“Leo can call Isaac and me his cousins since I think great-great-uncle and nephews are a bit of a mouthful. If he wants.”

Ashwin nodded, eyes bright, happy and pleased. “Cousin works marvelously.” He chuckled. “I’ll tell Iggy we’ve decided you’ll call him Grandpa. He’s going to adore that.”

Angel laughed for the first time in days.
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Angel

The kitchen was full of people.

Ashwin was at the stove, cooking as efficiently as any line cook in a diner, taking orders and dishing up hot plates of food to those sitting at the island.

Rael and Jameson were in the breakfast nook, snuggled up together, talking in low tones as they ate their meal. It gave Angel a warm, comfy feeling to see Rael and Jameson so deeply bonded and loving with each other.

He was thankful the sunlight wards were functional, as Remi, Constans, and Simeon sat at one end of the island, speaking animatedly together. They sat in full sun, the vampires enjoying the golden rays and the goblets of blood, along with the conversation. Remi and Celyn came with Isaac and Constans when they returned to the Mansion from the Tower, eager for some company.

Ignacio and Leo sat at the island as well, with Milly acting as a buffer between the boy and the vampires. She was talking to Leo about magic, her hands waving about as she spoke, and Leo gazed at her like she hung the moon, utterly gobsmacked. Whether it was the topic or Milly herself, she had a new fan.

Ashwin flirted with his mate across the island as he cooked, and Ignacio had a red flush on his cheeks as a result, and that made Angel grin.

Celyn came practically skipping past Angel into the kitchen, and he went straight for Remi, who without missing a beat in the conversation, got down from the stool, gave it to Celyn, and then wrapped an arm over his mate’s shoulders. Celyn blushed prettily and ducked his head, bouncy brown curls hiding his eyes.

Isaac and Daniel joined Angel in the door of the kitchen, just as the garden door very carefully opened and Cian and Rory slipped inside, shutting the door quickly before any stray rays of unfiltered light hurt someone.

“I haven’t seen this place so full of life in years,” Isaac murmured. The wedding didn’t count, as they hired caterers.

“Me neither,” Angel answered.

Daniel gave them both a soft smile before heading right to Rory and into his husband’s arms. Rory pressed a kiss to Daniel’s golden hair and hugged him firmly.

Cian dodged around the lovebirds and came right to Angel, and he tried not to react to the sight of Cian holding a haunch of red deer, an entire leg and shoulder, as if it were a prop and not many pounds of fresh meat. At least it wasn’t dripping on the floor.

“Where is Little Trouble? I have a meal for him,” Cian declared, though the leg made that obvious.

“Foyer, climbing on the beams in the ceiling.” Angel said, remembering the promise he extolled from his adopted child not to set the beams aflame in his fun.

“Excellent,” Cian said, and went striding down the service hall toward the front of the house.

“Wait,” Angel called out. “Don’t feed him in the foyer! Outside! No fire inside!”

He took off after Cian at a run.

“Have fun with that!” Isaac called after him, sounding far too amused.

[image: image-placeholder]

Cian

“Burn off a bit more fur so it doesn’t dry out your throat when you swallow,” Cian advised Eroch. “It renders the fat in the skin as well and makes it crispier.”

Eroch happily did as instructed and charred the leg some more, and Cian casually extinguished a few embers that flew off the leg as Eroch blew more flames. The gravel driveway was the perfect place to feed the dragon, the gravel keeping the grass from burning, and it gave Eroch space to eat in peace.

“Perhaps a gravel feeding area in the gardens might be prudent,” Cian mused aloud.

“Yeah, no privacy out here in the front of the house,” Angel agreed, but distantly, his attention elsewhere.

Cian sensed the same several presences out front past the wards as Angel did, though perhaps in better details, borrowing Rory’s earth senses to read the observers more thoroughly.

“Five enforcers, two of them sorcerers,” Cian said. He focused a bit more. “They’ve been there since this morning, and are using obfuscation charms to hide their positions. Cars are parked about two hundred yards farther out.”

“They’re just past the estate wards, so I’m not getting as much information as I’d like. Any more of them?”

Cian thought about it, and borrowed more from his brother, who gladly provided, and then in a sweet echo laced with a charming mix of shyness and confidence, Daniel began to search as well. “Two to the north in the dunes, two to the south as well, and a boat out on the water, out about a thousand yards. That last bit comes from Daniel—he is looking now too. My efforts made him curious.”

“How many?” Angel asked, eyes full of fire but his tone calm. Eroch continued to eat with enthusiasm, but he occasionally eyed the field with distrust while chewing his charred meat.

“Perhaps twelve in total,” Cian answered readily, even as he mentally counted. “The ocean is outside my purview, so Daniel will have a more accurate count. Not enough to defeat us in combat.”

“Not all of us, no.” Angel agreed with a firm nod. “Kenzie’s attempt failed. The Grand Master proved he’s not afraid to kill his own people, so I wouldn’t count on them fighting at their best if it came to that.”

“Their loyalty might be tested.” Cian suggested slyly. “Surely a government paycheck and threat of death for poor performance is not the stuff of legend to inspire great loyalty in anyone.”

“If I were them, I’d quit before working for a boss like that,” Angel said. Then he frowned. “Unless they’re killed for quitting, too. I wouldn’t put it past de la Roche if he’s already killing them for failing.”

“This de la Roche sounds quite horrible,” Cian muttered, eyeing the distance across the field and the spots where the enforcers lay in hiding, though he saw through their charms with ease. They weren’t hidden to his eyes.

“I guess your death is now ruined, too, if the enforcers talk,” Angel swore under his breath. “Fuck, I wasn’t thinking.”

“But I was,” Cian replied with a wide grin, blinking at Angel in an exaggerated manner. The glamour was tiny and easy and one he did often when outside the gardens without his brother, in case of prying eyes. The amber glow was identical to Rory’s eyes, down to the last detail. Anyone who saw him outside would see Rory and not Cian.

It took Angel a moment, then he cracked up, shaking his head. “That’s brilliant. Have you been doing that the whole time?”

“I have.” Cian shrugged. “No one noticed, aside from Daniel and Rory. We’ve decided to use the ruse as needed outside or away from the Mansion, except in the garden. No one can see past the perimeter into the garden, not even with magic or binoculars. Rory and I glamoured the garden walls.”

“I…” Angel’s dark eyes went vague as he investigated with his magical senses. They came back into focus a moment later. “I can’t tell there’s any glamour there at all. Brilliant. Thank you.”

“Our magic is of the natural world. It’s as noticeable to your senses as a piece of moss, a stick on the ground, or an intrepid mouse living in the stone walls.”

“Explains how you both go through shields and wards like you’re made of air.” Angel said, with an air of smug epiphany, making Cian chuckle.

“Yes, exactly. Daniel has the same ability now as well, if you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t, but that’s handy to know.”

“Remi can teleport through shields, too.” Cian said casually, though his grin was wicked.

“We’ve got four combatants who can get through shields and cross wards. Five if we count Constans, but his ability isn’t instantaneous. And we’ve got the mound, too, if you’re comfortable using it to fight?” Angel added, asking that last bit with a hint of reluctance.

Cian grimaced. “Fighting offensively, no. It’s not a weapon. I am comfortable using it as we are now, or to evacuate our family, but I will not use it to fight. Its power is too great, and I will not change its nature now after millennia of being its keeper.”

“That’s fair.” Angel nodded. “I won’t ask for more than what you’ve let us have already when it comes to the mound.” He paused though, and grimaced, making Cian more than curious.

“What, necromancer?”

“I’ll ask you inside, I don’t want to risk someone overhearing us.”

“Now I really want to know,” Cian sighed, though he returned his attention to the young dragon gnawing on a femur. “Crack the bone once in the middle and suck on it to get the marrow. Don’t swallow the shards unless you grind them down more.”

Cian followed the necromancer into the Mansion, and Angel asked him a question that Cian had to think about before he could give him an answer. The request was too important not to think about for more than a moment or two. Too close to his limits.

But a part of him wanted to see what would happen.


Death & True Love
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Simeon

“I’m certain it’s a gift and not just your personal power,” Remi insisted, waving one hand in a very Gallic manner, his faint Hungarian accent coming to the fore as he continued. “The way you can overwhelm, control, and defeat another vampire merely by unleashing your vampiric magic, it is highly unusual for a vampire of only half a millennia. You’re too young for such power if it weren’t a gift.”

“I killed my sire the night I rose,” Simeon shared, sipping from his blood-laced wine. “I have no one to ask if my line has any gifts of note.” Simeon looked to Constans, who reluctantly shook his head once. They met the night he rose from his mortal grave, just after Simeon cut the head off his sire and burned the body. Constans had been tracking the vampire who sired Simeon, and it was a twist of Fate that Simeon was sired in an attempt to slow down Constans. No one expected Simeon to track down and kill his sire instead of rampaging as a feral newborn.

“Your sire was a rogue, killing indiscriminately and earning the ire of humans and other bloodclans before he drew my retribution. I know little of him aside from his crimes. He was quite young himself, and I never learned who sired him before his destruction, so whatever lineage you have is lost to time. An older vampire might be able to tell what line you come from.” Constans was apologetic, unable to share details of Simeon’s long-dead sire.

“We all come from the First Vampires,” Ashwin shared as he came down the island, refilling Simeon’s goblet from a polished steel pitcher. “But the many latter generations lost the knowledge of which First they came from, and some of us will never know. My own sire was a monster in every sense of the word, and sharing information was something he never did willingly. If he knew something about our lineage he never divulged it to me.”

“To wretched sires, may their ashes never come to rest on the earth,” Simeon raised his goblet to Ashwin, who gently clinked it against the pitcher with a fangy grin.

Simeon drank as Remi and Constans argued over what Simeon’s gift might be, if he had one, once he was old enough for it to manifest completely. The more generations between the First Vampires and a fledgling, the longer it took for a secondary, special gift to emerge—if it did at all. Most vampires in the world were quite young, sired by young vampires themselves, and current estimates had only a third of all vampires old enough to have developed gifts.

It was possible he had a gift, but he was at a loss as to what it could be once fully developed. He was sure he had merely the normal powers of the average vampire his age; his only advantage was drinking Constantine Batiste’s blood off and on over the centuries, his mentorship, and his warrior training as a mortal man.

“With Angel as your mate, any gift you have is going to come to the fore soon if it hasn’t already.” Ashwin said in response to Remi and Constans’ congenial arguing. “His affinity is going to speed up everything in the bloodclan regardless.”

“We’ve never had a Leannan anam pair with a necromancer,” Constans said. “Explain what you mean? I know the practitioners augment their mates with some of their affinities in random ways. Isaac has made me more fire-resistant, for one.”

“I can bear more direct sunlight, but still burn if it’s prolonged exposure. I’ve got a couple minutes, I think, whereas a couple years ago it was only a few moments.” Simeon shared.

“Oh, it’ll be more than that for sure,” Ashwin said, putting down the pitcher. “I knew Serano Salvatore, the necromancer who built this mansion,” Ashwin gestured to the room around them. “We talked a lot about a great many things before his passing in the War. One of which is what happens if a necromancer mates with a bloodclan vampire.”

“You are a tease, good sir,” Remi said with a half smile.

Celyn, under Remi’s arm and quiet until now, nodded his head eagerly. “I wanna know too!”

Ashwin laughed lightly. “Alright, alright. Angel should have access to the ancient death magic that animates the sentient undead.” He said this as less a question and more a fact; Simeon nodded in agreement, and Ash continued. They were all in trusted company. “His presence is going to increase the flow and the exchange of death magics through the mate bond, then the clan bonds. It’s going to speed things up, make bonds stronger, make them reach their full potential faster. It’ll show up quicker in vampires close to Simeon in the hierarchy—” he pointed to Constans, “And in mated pairs. Hence why the mate bond between Constans and Isaac is fully realized and complete, decades faster than it typically happens. It spread from Angel and Simeon, to Constans and Isaac, and then to all the bloodclan’s vampires through the strength and types of bonds you have. It’ll make all mate bonds grow faster and stronger, rouse secondary gifts from dormancy, and increase the resiliency of all mortal vampire mates.”

“That’s so cool,” Celyn breathed out, dark blue eyes wide in astonishment.

“If I do have a secondary gift, then being mated to Angel will make it appear centuries sooner than usual?” Simeon asked for clarification.

“Yes,” Ashwin replied. “I think Remi and Constans have it right—I think you’re developing it now, and it might even be a more specific form of your already formidable talents. The fledglings respond with unusual sensitivity when you unleash your power on them, so it may be something new developing.”

“I can’t be sure–I do feel Angel’s power through the bond, but I can’t tell if I’m changing aside from some increased resiliency.” Simeon said, shaking his head once. “All from mating a necromancer?”

“For a bloodclan, there is no greater prize than a necromancer mate.” Ashwin declared.

“The Council knows this,” Simeon said. “They must; it explains so much about their dogged pursuit of Angel.”

“Fascists will always go after anyone they see as competition to secure their power,” Celyn said, brushing his curls back out of his eyes. “Once Simeon and Angel got together, they had the attention of anyone who knew about the effect a necromancer has on a bloodclan. If the truth of necromancers being beneficial to a bloodclan became widely known then the power balances might shift more in favor of vampires in certain regions.”

“The Council is ascendant in Europe,” Constans said, nodding in approval at Celyn, who glowed happily in response. “If any of the subjugated bloodclans in Europe gain a necromancer as an Leannan anam, then they might break free of the Council’s influence. There’s billions of dollars worth of property, taxes, land, and the economies of entire cities that the Council stands to lose control over if the European bloodclans free themselves with the help of a necromancer mated into their ranks.”

“Another reason to keep Leo away from the Council,” Ashwin said, grim-faced. “They’d kill him just to avoid the chance that once he grows up, he might fall in love with the wrong vampire.”

“I need to speak to my mate,” Simeon set down his goblet and went looking for Angel.
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Angel

Angel listened calmly, getting the entire gist of the conversation from Simeon before speaking.

They were in the foyer, Angel sitting on the piano bench, leaning back on the key lid. He sighed, head tilted back to look at the dark shadows on the ceiling. Simeon stood in front of him, waiting patiently as Angel digested the facts.

“Did Batiste know?” Angel asked, finally dropping his gaze to look at his mate.

Simeon shook his head once. “He knew that I might gain a lot from our bonding, but he was up front about that from the beginning. He didn’t know it would benefit the entire clan in such a broad way. He was just as surprised when Ashwin told us about the effects of a mated necromancer in a bloodclan.”

Angel nodded, pensive. He patted the bench beside him, and Simeon sat immediately. Angel sighed happily and leaned on his mate, dropping his head to rest on Simeon’s shoulder. “I love you.”

Simeon pressed a kiss to his hair. “I love you, too.” A slow, languid moment passed, Angel enjoying the feel of his mate and just being with him. Simeon spoke quietly. “What are you thinking?”

“A lot of things, really.” Angel said. Simeon hummed in encouragement to continue. “Killing me seems now to be their only option. They’ve repeatedly failed to capture me, you, the others under my protection. Repeatedly failed to corrupt the clan from within, destabilize it. The clan loses everything they’ve gained, real or theorized, if I die. Power, influence, you name it. I die, and there’s currently no living proof of what a necromancer can do for a bloodclan. The other necromancers I know about are either too young to be mated at all, much less to a vampire, or are already paired off, widowed, married, or devoutly ace, with no interest in romance and true love. Many of them have been alive a very long time, and have shown no interest in allying with vampires.”

“The other necromancers aren’t much of a threat in regards to mating a bloodclan vampire…but the young ones. They might grow up and fall in love with a bloodclan vampire. Leo especially, as one of his fathers is a vampire, exposing him to more vampires and that way of life than young Alice, for instance.”

Angel grimaced and nodded in agreement. “Nica needs to be warned. I should check in with him anyway.”

“Are Leo and Alice the only necromancer children you know of?” Simeon asked.

Angel kept track of every known necromancer in the world. Now they numbered sixteen, with young Leo joining their ranks. Sixteen necromancers in the whole, wide world. Rare and dangerous.

“As far as I know,” Angel said, thinking. “The next youngest is a dual affinity sorcerer in San Francisco, mid-twenties I think. He’s hard to track down though, he’s a curse-breaker and goes on dangerous missions all the time. I don’t know him, but his reputation is golden with several government agencies around the world, so he’s got some protection there.” Angel paused, then smiled a bit. “If I’m right about Rael’s late father being Callum Redmayne of the San Francisco Redmaynes, then his cousin is the curse-breaker. Ezra Redmayne.”

“We live in a small world sometimes, mo ghra,” Simeon said. “Do you want to contact Nicademus?”

“Yeah, I’m gonna do that now.” Angel stayed leaning on Simeon and pulled out his phone. He spent far too long typing out a text, but he sent it. He waited less than a minute before aa reply came through from the Romanian necromancer. Nica explained that he was still in Montreal with Alice, his young apprentice, who was about the same age as Leo, give or take a year.

Nica


Alice and I are in hiding with her family. All safe.




Thank Hecate, they were safe. Angel felt bad for thinking of Nica and Alice so late in his conflict with the Council. But Montreal was meant to be safe; the Council had been evicted from the city. Yet, so was Boston, and the city was crawling with enforcers and a Grand Master. If they were in hiding then Nica had troubles of his own.

Angel
High Council?

Nica


Unfortunately yes, my friend.


Angel
Tell me if you need help.

Nica


Take care of your own and finish this. Then we’re all free.


Angel
Will do.



Angel smirked a bit at reading the texts from Nicademus, the supposed pacifist. Nica didn’t fight, but he was remarkably dangerous, and had few problems enabling others to fight.

“I have the contact information for most of the others,” Angel said quietly to Simeon, his mate patient and understanding as always.

“You want to warn them as well.”

“I do,” Angel said, and he did just that, beginning with those overseas who might be more isolated and far from help. His warning might come too late, but it was the best he could do without getting on a plane.
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Angel

Warning strangers that the High Council of Sorcery might be after them was a daunting task that left Angel stressed out and on his last nerve, but he soldiered on until he got through his contact list. Some necromancers he wasn’t even sure were still alive—the eldest was a sorcerer who resided in Vietnam, and was easily a hundred and thirty-years-old. Yet Angel did his best, leaving messages with relatives or apprentices, and even a revenant in one case. For those in time zones that were opposite to Angel’s, he sent text messages or left voicemails, and hoped he wasn’t ignored.

Angel was done with this day and it wasn’t even half over yet. Calling people sucked. Texting was the better method of communicating with strangers, and even that was horrible.

Angel pocketed his phone and went looking for a comfortable place to sit down and maybe take a nap. He ended up in the library, the room empty, everyone scattered throughout the big house and grounds.

Simeon followed him into the library, and Angel smiled gratefully when Simeon sat on the couch with him and encouraged Angel to lie down, head on his firm thigh.

Simeon quickly warmed to Angel, from stone-cold to match his body temperature, and Angel loved the sensation. Fingers carded through his hair, and without saying a word, Simeon showered him in love and affection through the bond.

“Take a nap, mo ghra,” Simeon whispered. “I’ll wake you if something happens.”

Safe with his mate, Angel closed his eyes and let himself drift off.


Battle Plans
[image: image-placeholder]


Angel

Naptime was over when Simeon gently shook his shoulder.

Angel woke with a clarity he was grateful for when Rory, Cian, and Daniel came into the library, all three of them tense. Angel sat up and leaned on Simeon, bracing himself for what was coming.

“More enforcers?” Angel asked, voice rough from sleep.

Daniel nodded and sat in front of Angel in the closest armchair. “Their numbers have doubled, and there is a small pocket of sorcerers just beyond the wards out front. I think they might be trying to figure out how to get past them.”

“Fuck,” Angel swore, rubbing a hand over his face. “What time is it?”

“Sunset is in an hour.” Simeon informed him, gesturing to the windows.

“Alright.” Angel took a deep breath and then started giving orders. “Cian, be prepared to evacuate everyone in case we get overwhelmed, but that is the last resort. In the meantime, I want Leandro, Ash, and Celyn in the temple now, before anyone starts throwing spells.”

“I’ll do that now,” Cian agreed, leaving the library to fetch his charges.

“Where’s Eroch?” Angel asked.

“In the garden, sleeping off his meal from earlier,” Rory informed him.

“Okay, Rory, go wake him up and see how he’s feeling; if the growing pains are too much for him he goes in the temple with the others.” Angel then looked at Daniel. “I need to know how many practitioners we have on our doorstep, and where they are. Can you do that for me?”

Daniel grinned sharply, reminding Angel of a predator for the first time. “I can.”

“I shall inform everyone that it’s starting and convene with the other vampires,” Simeon said, grabbing his phone from a suit-jacket pocket and lighting up the screen. “We shall be fine, mo ghra.”

“I’m not worried about us this time around,” Angel murmured as Simeon left the library.

Angel took a minute to gather his thoughts, Daniel waiting patiently. “Where are Isaac and Constans?”

“They went back to the Tower while you were sleeping.”

“Can you update them in the group chat about everything?”

“I can,” Daniel said, pulling out his phone and typing fast.

He stood, Daniel doing the same. “Are you ready to fight?” Angel asked his former apprentice.

That predatory grin returned. “They should all be afraid.”

“Good.”
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Angel

Sunset came in slowly, as if the tension in the Mansion was exerting gravity on the sun and holding it above the horizon in the west, blinding anyone trying to see out the front of the building. The humans had some trouble, but the vampires and fae were fine, though Angel worried about Simeon despite knowing the sunlight wards were perfect.

“Why attack so late in the day? Our clan is half vampires,” Angel spoke aloud to himself, though Isaac was close enough to hear him.

“Stupidity?” Isaac hazarded a guess. He shook his head, equally as confused as Angel. “They can’t fight us and the Bloodclan.”

Constantine came into the foyer from the library, and Angel was pleased and touched to see who came with the City Master to their defense. Ignacio had issued the Invitations to the vampires prior to Constans returning with his warriors.

Ricon Dummond was an unranked master, nearly a thousand years old, and from what Isaac shared with him about the battles with the golems, a remarkable swordsman and warrior. A Spanish vampire of North African descent, Ricon was darkly handsome and elegant, and dressed in a light gray, lightweight exercise outfit more suitable for the gym or yoga class than a battle.

The two swords he carried on his back put to rest any doubts Angel might have had, though.

Ellora Sumar also carried a sword, this one with a heavier pommel and wider than the curving blades belonging to Dummond, and she wore it at her hip, the tip nearly touching the floor. Angel had no idea what kind of sword it was but it brought to mind adventure movies with pirates and sword fights on ships at sea. She wore a skintight, dark red bodysuit of leather, and sensible black leather boots that could stomp out anyone foolish enough to get in her way. Her dark skin glowed in the setting sun, golden highlights on her eyes and high cheeks catching the rays, enchanting and dangerous, her eyes growing brighter as the sun set.

Ellora also carried another sword in her hand, and Angel recognized the weapon Simeon had used to kill Bridgerton months earlier. Simeon met her next to the piano, and Angel appreciated the view as Simeon stripped, removing his suit jacket and shirt, leaving him bare to the waist, but for the huntsman’s whistle on its chain around his neck.

Simeon kicked off his dress shoes and peeled off his socks, clad only in a dark gray pair of trousers, the baldric harness for the sword, and the scabbard holding the brutal weapon. The harness let the blade hang on his back for an easy one-hand draw over his shoulder. His tattoos and scars were stark against his deathly pale skin in the light of sunset, his auburn hair redder in the dying light, and Angel for a second thought he saw how Simeon must have looked as a mortal warrior hundreds of years ago, ready for battle and willing to fight to the death.

Simeon raised the whistle and blew, calling Scáth.

Hellfire rose from the stone floor in front of Simeon. Dark green and giving off a baleful gleam, the fire snapped and crackled, a darker shadow from within rising from the floor. A great head shook, jaws opening wide to reveal sharp white teeth and fangs, and a powerful body covered in shaggy gray hair with a heavy tail and four thick legs, a deep chest, and heavy shoulders—Scáth the hellhound was huge, menacing, and lethal. Hellfire glowed in place of eyes, and he dripped flames from his fur to the floor, snapping and hissing.

Scáth was a nightmare brought to life.

And a sweet pup who loved his master.

He cavorted at Simeon’s feet, dancing on huge paws and wiggling in delight, great tail thwapping against Simeon’s thighs and the piano with loud smacks.

Simeon cooed to the hellhound in Irish, rubbing his big head with both hands and kneeling on the floor to let Scáth pepper him in spicy fire kisses that did not harm his master. The flames were harmless to flesh unless Simeon ordered them otherwise, or Scáth was attacking, the hellhound having control over the flames.

“My sweet pup,” Simeon crooned in English, making Angel smile. Simeon stood after a long moment of loving on his hound, and Scáth sat promptly, a very good dog.

“Guard the library and the arch, keep those within the temple safe from Council enforcers. You are to guard until I release you in person,” the orders Simeon gave were simple and direct, and Scáth took them with a happy wag of his tail and a bounce in his stride as he went to the library, disappearing through the door.

Angel went to Simeon and Ellora, appreciating his mate with a small smirk and a wink at Simeon after a through once-over from head to toes. Simeon gave him a wicked, fanged-out smile that made Angel shiver in delight.

“No flirting before battle,” Ellora joked, chuckling. “It’s distracting.”

“Sorry not sorry,” Angel replied. “You both ready?”

Ellora nodded once and Simeon responded with a fierce grin. “We are.”

“Legates are positioned to join us if things get tricky, but are holding back to protect the Tower on Master Batiste’s order,” Ellora shared. “There are enforcers gathering outside the Tower, though not as many as here.”

“They may be trying to distract us,” Angel said. “Attack the Tower to lure us out, maybe? They have to know we aren’t driving anywhere anymore—the temple mound has to be on their radar still.”

“Cian is meant to be dead,” Simeon said. “Perhaps they know the mound will fade away without someone to anchor it. Perhaps they assume Rory took control?”

“Probably, but all of that is a moot point right now. We can sort it out later once we evict these people from my front lawn.” That last bit was said with a chuckle, and Ellora laughed, surprised.

“Angie, they’re trampling the grass!” Isaac called over his shoulder with a grin.

“Those bastards,” Angel replied to his brother just as loudly. “Make sure to set them on fire as punishment.”

“Oh, fun!”

Angel snorted out a laugh and rejoined his brother at the windows as the sun marched downward to the horizon, minutes from setting.
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Ignacio

His son clung around his waist, breaking his heart. “Tesoro mio, my treasure, I will be back, I swear to you.”

“Papá,” Leo said quietly, pressing his face into Ignacio’s stomach and holding tighter.

Ashwin gave them both a look full of love and compassion, and he knelt beside their son on the floor of the temple. “Leo, sweetheart, Papá is going to be as safe as possible and come back to us both, I promise. Our family is in danger, and not just us, but our cousins Angel and Isaac. Papá can help them.”

Ignacio carefully extricated himself from his son’s arms and held Leo gently, kneeling down too. “My dearest, your Da will be here with you, you’ll not be alone.”

“I’m here!” Celyn announced as he came in through the library arch, Remi a step behind him. “Are you going to be my battle buddy?”

“What’s a battle buddy?” Leo asked quietly, sniffling, wiping at his eyes with his sleeve.

“I need someone to help keep me safe since I can’t fight at all,” Celyn declared with a wide, sweet smile, dark blue eyes twinkling, rich brown curls bouncing a bit as he joined their little trio. Remi paced behind Celyn like his shadow. “Everyone needs a battle buddy when things get scary. Will you be mine?”

With a sweet smile and glittering eyes like the ocean outside, Celyn managed to calm the rising anxiety in their son and get his shoulders back, chin up, eyes determined. His words shook a bit, but the incipient, crushing anxiety from a life on the run was vanquished by a sweet fae with a gentle smile. “Okay, I’ll help you.”

“Thank you so much!” Celyn smiled wide and held out a hand to Leo, who took it without hesitation and stood beside Celyn with an expression of fierce determination.

“Thank you,” mouthed Ignacio to the young fae, who gave him a short nod back in acknowledgement.

“You’re not even trained yet!” Jameson said.

The two wolves bickering near the library arch made Ignacio glance over at them, and he shook his head in amusement while Ashwin hid a smile behind his hand. They were quite charming, the young wolves.

“I’ve got fangs and claws, just like you!” Rael replied, hands on his hips. “I might not be able to transform but I can rip out someone’s throat as easily as you can!”

“Do you want to rip out someone’s throat?” Jameson asked bluntly.

Rael went ghostly pale. “No, not really.”

“Then please, please, stay here. One day when you’ve got the training and skill you can be as bad-ass as you want but right now you’re in danger,” Jameson said urgently. “Celyn and Ashwin are staying here, too, so you’re not being singled out.”

Rael still looked mutinous but he nodded his head once, accepting the truth from his mate. “You be careful, please. I don’t want to lose anyone, especially you.”

“I’ll be careful, I promise,” Jameson said, sweeping his young mate up in his arms and dramatically kissing him, making Ignacio look away, back to his own mate.

Ashwin gave him a soft smile, and he was amused to see the disgruntled expression on Leo’s face as he noticed the mated pair making out.
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Eroch

“Brrr…” Eroch paused, and tried again, thinking hard about wanting to say the right thing. Tail lashing, he tried again. “Bbrrraaa…”

He stopped, growling to himself, tail smashing the fragrant grasses beneath the massive oak tree in the central section of the garden.

“Little Trouble,” Rory interrupted him, making him cranky, though Rory had a soft smile on his face and kind hands that found itchy places to scratch on his neck.

Eroch chirped softly and sat up, shaking his wings out and stretching fully, joints popping and muscles burning delightfully before relaxing again.

“The battle is nigh, Little Trouble,” Rory said, and Eroch perked up, excited at the thought of fighting. “How are you feeling?”

“Tiny hurts. Wings are restlessssss.” Eroch replied in Dragon, the chirps and purrs and smoke puffs spilling easily from his mouth compared to the English he attempted earlier.

“Can you fly?” Rory asked, kneeling beside him, one hand coming to rest between his wings. A soft warmth came from the sidhe healer, easing the faint discomfort in his joints from his growth spurt.

“Wings want to fly,” Eroch replied. “Will try.”

“Stay behind the wards and shields,” Rory cautioned, and Eroch chafed at the restriction, then remembered the last time he flew outside the boundary of the estate and the bolo that felled him. He would behave.

For now.

He chirped in agreement and awkwardly walked out of the grass and to an open area past the boughs of the oak tree. He opened his wings and took two leaps, wings beating hard, and managed to gain altitude quickly.

Flying was easier than walking at the moment.

His body weight extended his wings joints, stretching out sore muscles, and he banked with an air current from the ocean and headed back toward the house, staying at a height to keep him in line with the roof, not going any higher. The wards shimmered hellfire green, intact and strong to his eyes, and he could see the foreign magics of strange practitioners past the wards in the front of the house.

Eroch flew back toward Rory, swinging in a tight circle overhead, and chirping his desire to stay in flight. Rory gave him a small wave and a nod, and disappeared into the greenery as Eroch gained altitude once more.


Dragonfire
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Angel

Angel stood in the library, Simeon on one side, Isaac on the other, and his family, friends, allies, and clan mates were spread out amongst the seats or standing, waiting for him to speak.

Only Eroch was absent, flying above the Mansion on thermals left from the setting sun. It was nearly night, the last of the sun’s rays cutting sharply through the library windows. So far no moves had been made on either side, either Council or Salvatore.

“They’re getting ready for something,” Angel said, sighing a bit, more resigned to violence than afraid of it. “I don’t know what they’re going to do, but their goals are clear enough. They want me dead, and they want Eroch and Leandro.”

The boy in question was in the temple with Ashwin, and Ignacio was in the library, but near the archway, as if unwilling to be separated from his tiny family more than necessary. Angel understood the need to be close.

“Unspoken on their end is the desire for the sidhe temple mound. I don’t doubt they want it too. Expect them to try and take you alive, but don’t count on them stopping a killing blow if they get the chance,” Angel said that last bit to Rory, Cian standing at his side, both sidhe men wearing leather armor and their weapons. Rory nodded, though he said nothing, serene and calm. Daniel appeared far more worried. “Cian, keep out of sight as best you can. I don’t want your cover blown. Disguise your eyes like you did earlier, please.”

Cian gave him a shallow bow.

“Rael, Celyn, Leandro, and Ashwin are staying in the mound. Cian is under orders to evacuate everyone he can if things go badly. We’re to head to the Tower if we need to abandon the Mansion.”

“It’s not gonna get that bad, though?” Isaac asked, and his little brother was doing better than he expected, but for some tension in his shoulders and around his eyes. “We aren’t gonna need to retreat?”

“I’m not expecting us to lose, but I’ve never fought a blood mage of sound mind before,” Angel shared. “This is new magic to all of us. I expect de la Roche to be on the field.” Angel gestured to Constantine. “Can you tell us anything about blood mages in battle?”

Constans nodded, a grim expression on his handsome face. “Don’t let them touch you, whether with weapons or hands. Even through clothing. They can incapacitate you instantly. Especially if you’re bleeding—they get close enough, they can utilize what’s been spilled already. Siphon magic from you. Weaken you.”

“Distance fighting only, got it,” Angel said. “Mind your shields and any injuries you might get.”

Daniel took a step forward from Rory’s side. “What’s our goal? Kill them all or merely stop them?”

Angel smiled at Daniel. “You can stop them however you please, kiddo. You don’t need to kill if it’s not something you can do. It’s okay. Knock them down and out so they don’t get right back up and become another problem. Good?”

Daniel nodded, relieved. “Yup.”

“If anyone gets hurt, retreat to the Mansion, please. Especially our human friends. Don’t be brave.” Rory said that, and Angel agreed with him, nodding along.

“Exactly. Don’t be brave and try to stick it out. Get back to the Mansion. The goal is to stop the Council, but that’s my job. I’m going to stop them. Me. That means I’m the one taking the brunt of things. I can handle it. Don’t try to be a hero.”

“Oh, Angel,” Milly sighed, but she said nothing else, merely shaking her head. She didn’t argue with him though, which was as good as an agreement from her.

There was a shimmer of energy behind him and Angel saw Scylla step from the archway, dressed in a leather jacket, t-shirt, dark jeans, and boots, her eyes aglow. Her dark hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, her expression fierce. “Scylla?”

“Your butler let me in,” Scylla shared, slightly sarcastic, having come from the townhouse in Beacon Hill, the archway returning to the view of the temple. “I’m here to fight.”

“I…” Angel started, and Simeon shook his head once. Angel merely nodded and gestured for her to join them. “Welcome. Rael is sitting the fight out.”

“I bet he hates that.” Scylla came into the library a few more steps and stopped by Simeon, arms crossed. “I won’t be bothering with mercy. These assholes hurt my boys.”

Angel’s lips twitched in amusement. “Not a problem.”

He looked back over his family and friends. He was going to do everything in his power to keep them as safe as possible.
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Angel

The sun set. Twilight eased across the landscape, inky blacks and dark purples in the sky, stars hidden behind stray clouds and light pollution from the north.

The wind was cool, the ground still holding the warmth of the summer day, and life hummed in a growing chorus of sound, an owl calling amidst the susurration from the distant waves on the beach and the answering melody of crickets.

Angel walked down the white gravel drive to where it crossed the wards, stopping just inside the boundary, Simeon and Isaac a few steps behind him.

The idling limo in the drive, stopped on the other side of the wards, turned off, and the driver left the vehicle, going around to open the door for the occupant.

Grand Master Onfroi de la Roche stepped out, wearing dark robes that were black in the twilight, the carved silver pendant of the High Council seal hanging from his neck. He bore no weapons, but walked with danger in his wake, coming to stand across from Angel outside the wards.

“Necromancer Salvatore, how lovely to see you.” De la Roche said, “Such a fine evening.”

“Mosquitos are gonna be a bitch in a bit, but it’s nice out,” Angel responded casually. “What do you want?”

De la Roche’s expression was mild and polite, but the way he held himself had Angel on edge.

“You know what I want,” de la Roche said, looking past Angel toward the house for a moment before meeting Angel’s gaze directly. “Send out the boy’s fathers to negotiate their surrender. I’ll let them live and stay together if they surrender peacefully.”

“That’s not fucking happening,” Isaac said. “Angie, this guy is nuts.”

Simeon laughed softly, fangs catching what little light there was. The moon was rising, but slowly, barely over the top of the house.

“Yeah,” Angel sighed. “I’m not doing that. They told me to tell you to fuck off. Anything else I can help ya with? Maybe an ass-kicking?”

“Such juvenile responses,” de la Roche lamented, shaking his head, French accent heavy with disdain.

“Any aggression on your part will be met with hellfire,” Angel said, switching to a tone that was ice-cold. “You’re not getting the boy, the dragon, or the sidhe temple,” Angel paused, watching the ire flash in de la Roche’s eyes. “Yeah, I know you want that too. You’re not getting any of it. Leave, and take your goons with you, while you still have your lives.”

“You can’t fight us all,” de la Roche said, gesturing idly over his shoulder in the direction of the enforcers gathered along the road. Their numbers had increased since Angel counted last. Several cars were parked along the access road, engines off, enforcers standing in small groups, awaiting orders. A couple of people with magistrate badges on their shoulders waited with the enforcers, eyes on the meeting between their boss and Angel.

“We can and will fight you all,” Angel said loudly enough for his voice to carry to their audience on the road. “Leave now before your boss gets you killed. If we don’t kill you, he will when you fail to take us out.”

He had no idea if his words made an impact, but a muscle twitched in de la Roche’s jaw, so it got to the Grand Master. That was more than enough for Angel.

A tug at Angel’s core, in the depths of his soul where the mate bond and the bond to Eroch lived, almost distracted him, but the echoing cry of a dragon in flight followed and Angel smiled. Eroch flew from the shadows, wings sending gusts of air to flatten the field grasses, ruffle hair, and even send the robes of the grandmaster fluttering about his legs in an undignified manner, and the young dragon banked and flipped in the air, reversing quickly and returning to hover high over Angel. A great torrent of flame erupted from Eroch, lighting the ground and the faces of the enforcers, and Angel was pleased to see some fear and consternation on their faces before the light faded.

“Marvelous,” de la Roche breathed out. He eyed Eroch like he was a bauble to covet. “He’ll be brought to heel soon. A power such as his is not meant for singular hands to tend. Turn him over to the Council before it’s too late.”

With another flip and a swoop, Eroch landed beside Angel, teeth barred as he roared his response, smoke escaping between white fangs, mantling his wings, tail lashing. Simeon adroitly moved out of the way, letting Eroch answer for himself.

Eroch tugged on the brooding bond, and Angel opened the floodgates. The death magics poured into Eroch, who used it immediately. Angel nonchalantly walked backwards, away from Eroch, Simeon and Isaac doing the same, giving him space.

And he grew.

He grew to twice his current size, then three, and more, until he dwarfed the limo, and Angel got a crick in his neck from looking up at his dragon. Eroch was huge, wings blocking out the sky, heat radiating off his great body in shimmering waves, the air thick with the scent of smoke and ozone. Easily twenty feet tall, Eroch scored the driveway with his talons and growled, the sound reverberating up from the ground to the top of Angel’s head.

De la Roche took an involuntary step back, eyes wider, though he schooled himself quickly. “What magic is this, Salvatore? What proscribed spells have you used to change him so?”

“This is dragon magic,” Angel called back. “Eroch is no helpless eggling for the taking. He’s decided not to go with you.”

“These tricks won’t stop us from taking your familiar,” de la Roche replied angrily.

“No tricks. Just the truth ready to bite your head off.”

De la Roche backed away and retreated to the limo, the driver doing the same.

“I guess the meeting is over?” Isaac said as the limo backed away down the drive to the access road.

“Looks that way,” Angel agreed. He turned to Eroch. “Don’t cross the wards. And good job.”

Eroch nodded his great head and blew out a tendril of smoke, watching the enforcers with bright yellow eyes that flashed like golden mirrors in the headlights of the limo.
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Eroch

The humans stank of fear and blood, old blood, the blood of dead things. He hated the smell, preferring the blood of a fresh kill over the scent of dead things.

Magic foreign to his senses crawled and writhed like a mess of bugs over a corpse, coming from the large vehicles parked along the road.

Eroch growled, flames escaping between his teeth, and he dragged in a deep breath, scenting the air, tasting the foul magic on the cool night breeze.

Blood magic. The rot of the natural order.

Eroch swung his head around and grumbled out a warning, sending a sense of dread along the bond to Angel. There was evil nearby.

Angel stopped, feeling Eroch’s warning.

“Wait, there’s something…” Angel said, and Eroch nodded his great head, turning back to look at the vehicles.

Doors of the vehicles opened, and a corpse was pulled from each vehicle, dumped in the grass along the shoulder of the road.

“The fuck?” Angel breathed out. He came to stand beside Eroch, bracing a hand on Eroch’s massive foreleg.

From the vehicles more people came, these ones alive and chained, stripped of powers and helpless. Eroch saw the sundered magics and the cold iron holding them, blood oozing from old wounds, the stink of blood magic everywhere, filling the air, each breath laden with suffering and misery.

“Angie, what’s the fuck is happening?” Isaac asked.

“I don’t…Oh, Hecate,” Angel breathed out, the wards powering up even more despite being at their peak—hellfire sprang to life around Angel’s feet and shoulders. “They’re making golems!”

“Fuck!” Isaac joined Angel at the boundary. “They’re gonna kill those people.”

Angel put a hand on the boundary, waves of hellfire rippling at the contact. “We have to stop them.”

It was too late. The magic was already working on the captives, as plain to see for Eroch as the sun in a cloudless sky. They were dying, each breath more labored than the last, and they were dropped upon the corpses on the ground.

“NO!” Angel shouted, and he made to cross the boundary of the wards.

Eroch shifted, reaching out and gently scooping Angel and Isaac up in one paw, pulling them back off their feet and away from the boundary. Simeon shouted in alarm, but Eroch ignored him, as well as the shouts from the brothers to be put down. He jumped once, then twice, coming to rest at the doors of the Mansion where Rory and Daniel came running out.

Eroch set Isaac and Angel on their feet. “We have to stop them!” Angel shouted.

Eroch shook his head, and looked back.

The bodies were twisting and warping, darkness consuming the flesh and bones, blood pooling and congealing.

Four huge golems rose in the light from the rising moon, slime reflecting the light like mirrors, tentacles writhing like snakes, and they began to crawl across the field toward the wards.

Simeon went to his mate, a steadying hand on his shoulder. “It was too late for them hours ago, my love. Eroch saw the truth of the magic.”

“Fuck,” Angel swore, rubbing a hand over his face. “Just, fuck.”

“Get our vampire guests, please, Daniel.” Simeon asked, and Daniel was gone with a nod, sprinting into the Mansion.

Isaac was pale in the moonlight, and he stared at the slowly approaching golems with horror. “Our magic does nothing against the golems, they just eat it. The wards might fall.”

“I know,” Angel agreed. “I was not expecting this. I failed to account for de la Roche sanctioning blood magic like this. He had to have taught those magistrates the spells to make the golems, because they don’t appear to be anything but elementalists to me.”

“He’s training new blood mages?” Isaac asked, aghast.

“Maybe just in the golem spells, but I can’t be sure. The mess of blood magic covers everything over there, clouding my vision.”

“We can handle the golems,” Constantine Batiste said, striding from the Mansion with his coldhunters at his heels, all armed with steel weapons. Eroch approved of the weapons, sharp as dragon talons and just as deadly. “They are susceptible to our vampiric magics.”

“The limo is leaving,” Angel observed with a sneer. “He’s bailing on his own people.”

The tail lights of the limo faded in the distance as the limo left the property.

“Yeah, not surprised one bit,” Isaac said. “How are we doing this?”

“Golems will fall apart if the maker dies,” Angel said, Isaac nodding along in agreement. Eroch grumbled to himself, itching to get past the wards and fight a golem. Angel must have sensed his desire to fight the abominations, as his brood-father gave him a narrow glare and pointed a finger at him. “We have no idea what a golem will do to a dragon and I refuse to put you in danger. No golems.”

Eroch pretended not to hear Angel, blowing smoke from his nostrils and eyeing the slowly approaching golems as they lumbered toward the wards. He would fight what he wanted.

Remi, the coldhunter mated to the sweet fae, came out of the house without a weapon, though his fangs and talons were sharp and ready to spill blood. Cian was there, slightly glamoured, eyes disguised as a rich amber even past the glamour, making him appear as insubstantial as a ghost. He was easy to tell apart from Rory, by scent and movement. And the two long silver daggers he held, one in each hand.

Remi spoke. “The others are in the temple.”

“Safe, for now. I’ll make sure of it.” Cian added.

Ignacio and Milly came to the door of the Mansion, joining the group. Ignacio eyed Eroch with some surprise at his new size. He preened, blowing a smoke ring, delighted to have an admirer.

“Alright. We take out the golems with steel, vampires first. Mages cover the vampires, keep them safe from the enforcers. Trace the magic back to the right practitioner so we know which ones to take out. If the golems break through the wards before they get destroyed, keep them away from the house and the temple inside. Make sure no enforcers get through with the golems. We have people depending on us to keep them safe.”

Nods all around and Eroch nodded too, making sure not to hit anyone. He lumbered away from the group, Angel still advising them on what to do, but Eroch had plenty of ideas.

Dragonfire.

There were no nets to catch him, no sacks this time to toss over him, and those who crafted the golems were not blood mages themselves—the connections they held to the abominations were weaker as a result.

“Eroch!” Angel called after him, but Eroch took to the wing, launching himself in the air. He climbed high, racing alongside the wards until he reached their zenith, and broke past them into exposed air.

Shouts from below. Those Eroch counted as family raced toward the wards, the vampires leading the way, steel blades at the ready. Eroch hovered high above, taking in the battlefield, getting his bearings.

Constantine and the coldhunter called Ricon fought side by side against the far left golem, hacking at the beast as they dodged tentacles and spells lobbed at them by enforcers, Isaac just within the boundary and casting shields over the vampires as they fought.

Simeon, armed with his great sword, fought beside Ellora against the middle golem, Angel situated like Isaac, just within the wards and covering the vampires in shields to prevent the enforcers from attacking them. A rain of spells fell upon the vampires past the wards from the enforcers, but so far none of them were being hit.

Remi stood ready at the doors, guarding the way into the Mansion and the precious lives within.

Rory and a glamoured Cian fought beyond the wards, shielded as well by Daniel and Milly, going against the third golem, tentacles reaching for Rory, seeming unable to see Cian, allowing him to hack and slash apart the beast with devastating blows from his daggers.

The fourth golem was unimpeded, glomming itself onto the wards, sucking at the magic. Ignacio tossed a few lightning bolts at the beast, but nothing happened beyond a few scorch marks, and the storm mage swore viciously at the creature and turned his attention to the enforcers following closely behind the golem, throwing lightning across the wards that bounced off their shields. The enforcers stumbled back from the bolts’ impact, some shields winking out under the onslaught, the enforcers no match for the storm mage.

Scylla and Jameson, both werewolves fully transformed, came charging out of the Mansion, and loped toward the golem below Eroch. They charged across the wards, the magic letting them go through with a slight hitch, but then both wolves were attacking the golem. Ignacio gave them cover—he threw spells and lightning as if they were toys, his power easily a match for Angel’s. Blue spells whirled past the werewolves that were cornering the golem between them, missing them by inches, hitting a few enforcers and rupturing their paltry shields. The enforcers fell back, several running away toward the vehicles parked by the road.

Scylla leapt on the top of the golem, getting a mouthful of tentacle, and she ripped it off the golem with a horrific wrenching sound. Jameson, snarling, leapt to join her, and did the same, slashing with claws and getting his mouth full of tentacles—and then Scylla leapt away from the golem, one huge gray-furred arm catching Jameson around the middle and taking him with her. Flying past the wards and landing on the grass, Scylla reverted quickly to her human form, hacking and coughing up black ooze, her whole body convulsing as she threw up pieces of the golem. Jameson soon began to convulse as well, throwing up more black ooze, and then Eroch realized—the golem was poison.

The werewolves were too vulnerable, too mortal. Despite living for centuries, they had mortal weaknesses. He hoped their rapid healing would help purge the golem’s poison—but they weren’t going to be able to help.

Eroch was not of this mortal world—he was magic. All magic. Dragons were the living embodiment of magic, and what was poison to mortals was merely another type of magic to a dragon. He might have been an eggling when he was torn from the nest, but his lessons began the day he hatched, and he knew with certainty that the abomination below him was no match for his power.

Eroch roared, and with a few beats of his wings, positioned himself above the fourth golem, and then he pulled in his wings tight to his body.

He dove.

Wind screamed past him as he fell to the earth, faster and faster, the ground looming bigger in his vision, his target unaware of his approach, and at the last second, he opened his wings with a loud boom of displaced air, slamming into the golem.

Claws and teeth found purchase in the slimy, disgusting creature, and Eroch felt the abhorrent magics trying to consume him as the beast attempted to consume the human magics, like the spells and wards.

Its magic tried to eat him, but Eroch was not mortal, not human, and not of this world. Nothing made by mortal hands could eat him as if he were prey.

He tore at the beast, jaws snapping, tentacles falling to the earth in great globs of blood and black smoke, splattering everything and everyone nearby.

It squirmed and thrashed, trying to get free, but Eroch pinned the beast beneath him and opened his jaws just enough for a wash of fire to engulf the golem.

He burned the beast in dragonfire—hotter, brighter, pouring all his power into it, drawing on Angel’s power as well, and with a great puff of black smoke and the stink of burning blood, the golem collapsed on itself.

Eroch fell to the ground into a puddle of goo, and he shook himself, tossing the remains of the golem in every direction, making the Council humans shout and run. A few foolish humans stared at him in shock and horror, and Eroch sucked in a deep breath, ready to blast them with more flame.

To his own surprise, two of them dropped to their knees, hands up, stinking of fear, but not aggression. “We yield! We give up!”

Eroch’s tail lashed the ground as he decided what to do; it meant they were surrendering, right? Not fighting anymore?

Before he could decide, two blue flashes of light flew past his shoulder and smacked each enforcer in the head. The toppled and fell backwards, knocked out cold. Two shields popped into existence, covering the unconscious mortals, keeping them in place. Eroch turned and grumbled in approval at Ignacio, who grinned wide and knelt by the werewolves, who waved him off with assurances that they would be all right with time. Jameson and Scylla both looked ill, but even as Eroch watched, their color was improving and they had stopped vomiting up black ooze.

Jameson gave him a crooked smile and a nod, and Eroch knew they would get better.

Eroch gathered himself and jumped back into the air, wings as loud as a storm cresting in the night.
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Constantine

Blade in hand, Constans dodged a huge tentacle as it flew right at his head, sword up, letting the momentum cut the tentacle clean in half. The golem screeched, high and thin, writhing on the grass. It was three times the size of the beast that Constans fought in the old Beacon Hill apartment when he defended Isaac—but it died all the same.

Constans summoned his power, the ice-cold energies that occupied the deep well in his very being, the same power that made him a City Master, as ancient as he was—it was his source of strength. He blurred past two more tentacles, Ricon distracting the golem with his flashing twin blades, and Constans plunged the blade deep into the center mass of the golem, the huge, amorphous slimeball sucking in the sword without resistance. He stopped it before it swallowed his hand, and he poured his energy into the steel, the blade freezing, hoarfrost building and spreading around the hilt of the sword.

The golem shuddered, and Ricon landed on top of the golem, stabbing downward with his own blades, hacking at the center mass, narrowly avoiding Constans. Ricon was no City Master but he had power of his own and he called it to him in a wave of heat that Constans felt on his face and hands, the undead magics of their kind anathema to the blood magic that animated the golems. There was nothing for the golems to consume, no living magics. Ricon’s blades carved aside bits of the beast as Constans froze it, and it fell apart in two jagged halves, tentacles disintegrating and crashing to the ground with splatters of blood and gore.


The War Begins
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Angel

Simeon fought with a ferocity that threatened to leave Angel breathless, if it weren’t for the dire threat posed by the golems and the small Council army outside the wards.

The golems oozed across the field, heading with unerring accuracy for the Mansion, heedless of the wards between them and their target. The wards shimmered hellfire green, Angel activating them to the fullest, the shields nearly impenetrable. It would take a lot of magic to get through those wards.

Though something that ate magic might manage it.

The golem sent after Isaac the year before had eaten its way through Angel’s wards, not quickly, but with dogged and unrelenting purpose, eventually managing it and nearly getting his brother in the process. If not for Constans using The Way Between and defending Isaac, Angel might have lost his brother that night.

Eroch roared in victory as he incinerated his opponent, the golem reduced to black ash and flailing tentacles cracking apart like warm gelatin.

Angel worked to prevent the enforcers from injuring either Simeon or Ellora, holding shields between the vampires outside the wards and the enforcers at their backs. Ellora was magnificent, blurring in and out as she fought the golem, hacking at tentacles that were slow to reform each time, the ground soaked in congealed blood and viscera. The entire field stunk of rotten blood and gore.

Simeon dodged one tentacle as wide around his torso, coming up from a crouch to hack at the tentacle as it passed by him, nearly cleaving it in two with a single swipe of his broadsword. He sliced at it again and the giant tentacle disintegrated as it was cut in two. The golem screeched, tentacles flailing, both vampires blurring in and out in great bursts of speed that Angel was helpless to follow, doing all he could to cover their backs as the enforcers tossed spells at the combatants.
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Daniel

The golem that Rory and Cian fought was huge, bigger than Daniel expected from hearing about them from Isaac and Rory. It was worse than he imagined, stinking of foul magics and rotting flesh, making him gag even as he fought to keep his family safe.

Cian was nearly invisible, a pale ghost that appeared no more tangible than a wisp of fog, but the blades he held were real and sharp—they cut through the blood-magic beast with ease, as Rory’s sword did the same on the other side of the golem. The trouble lay in that the beast was consuming living magic—the vampires had an edge, as their vampiric gifts were fueled by primordial death magics and it was wholly unpalatable to the golems that hungered for living magics.

High Court Sidhe were nothing but living magic, living embodiments of the magic of this world. And Daniel struggled to find a way to fight the golem, even as he shielded the twins from the enforcers trying to ambush them while they fought the golem.

He shielded his mate and brother-in-law, and kept an eye on the enforcers, trusting in Angel to find a solution and soon.
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Ignacio

Lightning came at his call, arcing between his hands, and he unleashed the bolts, the lightning breaching the wards harmlessly but smacking the earth in front of the small army of enforcers, shooting up dirt and scorched grass in small explosions.

He forced them back, the golems a distraction as the enforcers attempted to encroach on the wards, even as the golems reached the boundary and began to eat away at the wards. It was slow going—the wards were very old, well-tended, and incredibly powerful. They might not break through before the dragon managed to incinerate them all.

Ignacio ran to Daniel. “Tell your husband to get out of the way—Eroch is coming!”

The dragon had finished with his prey, spitting out the mouthful of ash that was all that was left of the golem, and Daniel saw the same thing Ignacio did—Eroch flying just above the ground, speeding like a bullet, wings making a storm of sound and wind.

“Rory!” Daniel screamed, the sidhe warrior hearing his husband, risking a glance their way. “Move!”

The golem, for all that it lacked a face or eyes, reacted to the approaching dragon, swelling in size, tentacles raised like striking vipers at the dragon, waving threateningly as Eroch sped right at it.

The Brennan twins raced back across the ward line just as Eroch slammed into the golem, screeches and roars puncturing the air in a cacophony of violence. This golem wrapped tentacles around the dragon, capturing Eroch’s wings, threatening to crush the seemingly fragile limbs, but Eroch’s great maw snapped closed around the biggest part of the golem’s center mass, fangs sinking deep, and smoke and fire escaped around his fangs as Eroch unleashed his fire.

“Get back!” They were all too close—the heat from the dragonfire filled the air, and Daniel, the twins, and Ignacio all retreated back from the wards as the air superheated seconds before an explosion of fire and smoke erupted where the dragon and golem stood.

Dragon fire, bright red and orange and impossibly hot, consumed the golem, bathing Eroch in light and fire, wings mantling against the night sky.
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Angel

“One left!” Angel shouted as the smoke dispersed after Eroch destroyed the second golem. Constantine and Ricon had destroyed another. The remaining golem was being hemmed in by the vampires even as it pressed against the wards, trapped as it focused on passing through the wards.

It ignored the vampires hacking at it, tentacles puncturing the wards inch by inch.

“Is it going to get through?” Isaac asked in dismay.

“It might, the one who made it is funneling power into it,” Angel pointed across the field to the magistrate that had crafted that particular golem, and he felt the bump in the ambient magic fields as the magistrate, a sorcerer, tapped into the veil.

Angel, Isaac, and then Milly and Ignacio, focused on protecting the vampires from the spells the enforcers were throwing with increased fervor. Their shields held, but the golem was replacing tentacles as fast as it lost them, a flurry of limbs keeping the vampires at bay, even as it ate away at the wards.

Rory and Cian approached, bracketing Daniel, the sidhe disheveled and covered in gore and black blood. Daniel was the only one not a wretched mess.

“Let Eroch in there, he’s coming!” Daniel pointed. Eroch was across the field where he was lumbering toward them, slow going as he shook off what was left of tentacles that had wrapped around his whole body before he destroyed the golem.

“Simeon! Clear the way for Eroch!” Angel shouted to his mate. The vampires all heard him, and they were back across the wards in no time. Isaac ran to Constans as soon as his mate cleared the ward lines, hugging him.

There was a bump in the ambient magic fields and the magistrate funneled more power into the golem just before Eroch reached it. It grew in size until it matched Eroch—and a long, single tentacle breached the wards.

“Watch out!” Angel shouted.

Simeon grabbed him and blurred them back from the tentacle as it swiped downward. Angel was unable to see what happened next but a duet of screams cut through the night, one of rage and another of pain, making his heart skip a beat.

Simeon stopped, and Angel wrenched himself free, searching for the source of the cries even as Eroch battled the golem that was pressed up to the wards.

Constans stood over Isaac with his sword drawn, having just severed the tentacle that breached the wards, the huge limb oozing into a long puddle of blood and gore, and Isaac writhed on the ground, screaming.

“No, no! Isaac!” Angel shouted, heart in his throat. He ran for his brother, but another tentacle breached the wards in that narrow hole and Constans leaned down with one arm and scooped his mate off the ground and blurred them away to safety.

Angel ran to Constans and Isaac where they stopped at the door of the Mansion, Rory sprinting to reach them as well. Remi, who had been guarding the steps, moved away from the injured man, horror and sympathy in his expression.

Jameson and Scylla staggered onto the stairs, both werewolves panting heavily, pale and streaked with ooze, but they weren’t in pain like Isaac. Whatever magics they had as werewolves was keeping the blood magic at bay somehow.

Isaac screamed again.

“Isaac, Isaac! NO,” Angel gasped out, seeing the long line of blood and ooze that ran from the side of Isaac’s face down his torso to his hip. Isaac screamed in pain, unable to hold still, eyes wild.

“Move,” Rory gently ordered Angel and then spoke to Constans. “Hold your mate, I need to heal him and this will hurt. The blood magic is trying to consume him.”

Rory placed his hands on Isaac and his brother screamed again, and Angel stumbled to the side of the front steps and vomited into the gravel of the drive.

Cool hands helped him, soothing, rubbing over his shoulders and back as he listened to his little brother cry out in terrible pain.

Tears dripped from his eyes, and it was a tiny whimper from Isaac that ignited the rage in Angel’s heart.

Angel carefully stood upright, wiping his mouth with his sleeve, uncaring of the mess he must look like, based on the concern in his mate’s eyes.

“I need Cian,” Angel said to Simeon, who nodded. Simeon blurred away, retrieving Cian from where he stood at the breach in the wards, watching over Eroch as he fought the golem.

Simeon and Cian returned and stopped in front of Angel, the sidhe warrior appearing unmoved by the sounds of pain and distress coming from Angel’s little brother. It was that detached coolness Angel needed to address.

“Open a door to the pit, please,” Angel asked calmly, as level-headed as rage could allow him, fiery and winding through his core. It was the option he had broached with Cian in secret earlier—the option that tread the line between making a weapon of the mound and Cian’s limits.

He would stop this, and now.

“Are you sure?” Cian asked. “This comes close to making a weapon of the mound, and that I will not do.”

“I’ll destroy them once they’ve served their purpose,” Angel promised. “Open the door.”

Cian’s smile was small and yet his eyes held a hint of the devil in them—and Cian, the walking ghost, glamoured to be hidden from view, faded out even more. He descended the front steps, walking across the gravel of the circular drive, and he stopped by the fountain.

The stones of the fountain tumbled to the ground in a rush of dust and crashing of stone against stone, reforming in front of a battle of dragon against golem.

The barest wisp of Cian gestured once, and the fountain was no more, replaced by an archway two stories tall and half as wide.

“Keep everyone back,” Angel said to Simeon, who nodded once and pressed a hard kiss to his mouth before pulling away.

Angel went down the stairs and across the gravel drive, joining the nearly intangible form of Cian, and he looked into the archway.

The interior of the mound showed the swamp and the pit, and a ramp of earth that flowed down into the pit at the feet of the horde. Wind buffeted him, smelling of damp, wet earth and stagnant water.

“Call your army, necromancer,” Cian said, all but hidden from view. “Let this end.”

Angel nodded in agreement and reached inside, harnessing his affinity then focusing his attention outward and through the grand arch into the pit. The listless horde milled against the far wall of the pit, but with little blips of hellfire-green energies; he reached the nearest edge of the horde and a ripple of awareness spread through the teeming mass.

Growls echoed through the pit and out of the arch.

Angel called to the dead.

And they answered.
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Eroch

The golem writhed in his claws, his talons sinking through to the earth below, and Eroch unleashed a torrent of flame that burnt through the golem’s center mass and razed the ground bare.

His fire burned hotter than ever before—never had he fought so long at this size, with such intensity, and he was beginning to flag the slightest bit.

The golem finally died, and Eroch roared in victory, his fire eating away at the field around him, the breach in the wards a jagged hole only large enough for a single person to cross through. He positioned himself in front of the hole and roared a challenge to the humans at the road.

He felt it then. A tug on the brooding bond to Angel. He turned, and looked past the wards toward the Mansion. A massive archway stood where the fountain had once been and Eroch was startled to see a horde of zombies spilling forth onto the front lawn.

Cian appeared suddenly beside him, so heavily glamoured that no mortal would see him, no human eyes able to discern his presence—Eroch saw through the glamour to the sidhe hidden within. “You’ve done well, Little Trouble. Time to retreat. Your brood-father will have his vengeance now.”

Eroch snorted out a denial, shaking his head. He wanted to keep fighting!

“Isaac was hurt,” Cian said, and Eroch dropped his wings in worry, turning more to see the crowd of people on the steps, Rory and Constantine huddled over Isaac. “Let Angel finish this; go see how Isaac fares.”

Eroch took one last look at the enforcers, and then let go of the power from Angel, shrinking immediately. He took to the air and flew through the wards, pausing for a second to hover beside Angel, above the snarling horde.

Angel gave him a proud smile and a nod, and Eroch dipped in the air in a semblance of a bow before heading for his family on the steps.

[image: image-placeholder]


Angel

With Eroch out of the way, Angel waited until he saw the blur that was Cian retreat to the steps before he walked forward, claiming with each passing moment more of the zombies that milled on the lawn. He brought them to heel—snarling stopped, jaws snapped shut, curled fingers and talons relaxed. He claimed them one by one and bent them to his will.

He had nearly a hundred before he raised a hand, standing in the midst of the horde. Cian saw, and the archway collapsed instantly, blocking the rest of the horde within the mound. Dust rose as the fountain rebuilt itself, returning to its original form.

Zombies of all kinds stood around Angel, waiting.

Most of them were human, or near enough to humans. Once mortals that by either some evil spell or an act of nature in the long-distant past had been raised as the undead—not the sentient ones like vampires or revenants, but undead all the same. Frozen in death, faces in a rictus of hunger and violence, no longer the once feeling, thinking beings they had been in life—his army was a silent, biddable force to be reckoned with.

Angel was ready to end this battle.

“Follow,” Angel whispered, threading his way through the horde of undead. They shambled and lurched in his wake, following obediently as he strode across the lawn and then the field, heading for the breach in the wards.

It was too small for his purpose but that was alright. Angel was master of the estate and the wards, and as he neared the boundary, he saw the damage was repairable and easily mended—but that would wait until the immediate problem was resolved.

At the head of the horde, Angel stopped within the boundary of the wards, watching the enforcers. Two magistrates were shouting orders that Angel paid little heed to, the small Council army preparing to do something—it was with horror and increasing rage that Angel saw the magistrates suddenly turn on their brethren, grabbing a few unsuspecting enforcers and pushing them to the ground, knives raised.

They were going to make more golems, sacrificing their own people to do it.

Angel reached under his shirt and retrieved his athame, the blade catching the moonlight, flashing. He lifted his arms, and ordered the wards to move.

A section of wards, twenty feet to his left and right fell, including the damaged section, disappearing, leaving him exposed and the estate open.

Shouts came from the enforcers as they noticed.

The wards were down.

And there was a zombie horde staring at them all with predatory focus.

“Get them.”

Like a rabid hound that had slipped its leash, the horde ran forward, snarling. Ancient Roman soldiers in armor lurched forward past Angel, and he remained unmoved, a boulder in a river of death, even when a huge zombie cave bear lumbered past.

The leading edge of the horde began to run, heading for the enforcers standing over their fellows with blades drawn. Angel thought about not interceding, but with a casual flick of his wrist, he shielded the men and women on the ground who had been picked to die next to craft more golems. They huddled in the grass on the verge of the road under his shields.

The screams started quickly, the enforcers on their feet behind their own shields, holding back the zombies. Angel strode past the line where the wards had been, sensing Simeon at his back now that the horde was beyond the property line and surrounding the vehicles.

“Mo ghra?” Simeon came to his side, walking with him toward the road and his army of undead. Angel held out his hand and Simeon took it without hesitation, and Angel held on tightly.

“I’m done fucking around,” Angel said calmly. “Is Isaac okay?”

“Rory is tending him. He is improving, but slowly.”

Angel sighed, heart heavy. “We could have lost him. They need to pay.” Angel squeezed Simeon’s hand once more and gently let go. “I need both hands for this.”

“Of course,” Simeon said and gave Angel a fond look. “Do what you must.”

“Love you, Simeon.”

“I love you too, Angel.”
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Simeon

Angel walked out a few more feet, not far from the rear of the mass of zombies that pooled and eddied around the vehicles and the frantic enforcers hiding behind their shields. Overwhelmed by sheer numbers, many of them were trying to get into the vehicles to leave, but they couldn’t drop their own shields to open the doors—spells crashed into the zombies, but many of them were unaffected—they were dead already, and it took serious physical damage to get the zombies stopped for good.

Or a necromancer to rip the animating spells out.

Simeon stood back and let Angel exact his revenge.

Hands raised to either side of his body, athame in his right hand, he was an avenging dark angel haloed by hellfire.

Hellfire green blasts of energy rained down on the shields of those enforcers who had tried to kill their fellows, hammering them over and over.

Snarls and howls from rotten throats and the shriek of nails carving into metal assaulted his ears, but Simeon stood back and endured, the stench of decay heavy in the air. Death was everywhere, the sound and scent of it so intense it became a taste on his tongue, and he spat to the side, wondering how Angel handled it.

Angel stood now surrounded by the dead. Hellfire sparks glimmered around his shoulders, his skin cast in a bright green hue from the fire he sent coursing along the ground to the enforcers. One shield after another collapsed, screams cut short, failing to evoke mercy.

An engine came to life—someone managed to get into one of the SUVs, and it lurched forward, despite being covered in a mass of dead, clawing and smashing the glass of the windshield and windows to get inside.

Another enforcer broke free from the crowd, tossing a fellow enforcer to the ground behind him and running down the access road away from the zombies. Simeon barely took a step before the fallen enforcer was covered in a hellfire-green shield, and the creatures within the horde that were capable of running took off after the running enforcer.

His end was quick, comparatively, to the enforcer being dragged from the SUV, who was torn and ravaged before a familiar spell rendered him dead, veins black and distended, blood turning black from numerous wounds.

Simeon could not see the spellwork, but he saw the effects of the pestilence spell as it found targets one by one. Enforcers focused on defending against zombies weren’t paying attention to guarding for threats from below and the curse took them without challenge—enforcers fell, shields winking out, hellfire illuminating the dead as bodies were trampled by the ancient zombies.

Trampled, as the deceased held no appeal to the undead horde.

Screams fell to nothingness, but for the sound of many bodies moving, shuffling, searching for more targets.

Those under the shields that Angel held were cowering, surrounded by ravening zombies who sought a way past Angel’s protection.

Only that mere handful survived the horde, and two others shielded by Ignacio off to the far right, felled by the sorcerer at the beginning of the fight.

Simeon wondered what Angel meant to do with them—they weren’t equipped to handle prisoners at the Mansion, and the Tower detention cells were limited.

But for now, it was over. The battle, at least. The war was just beginning.


Hellfire
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Angel

The horde milled about, listless without easily available targets, and Angel strode through the mass of bodies, the horde parting for him without a word spoken.

Angel stood on the bloody ground, the stink of death and rotten blood noxious and cloying. An enforcer lay sobbing quietly on the ground under Angel’s shield, one of three meant to be sacrificed by their peers. The young man was covered in blood and yet appeared to be uninjured—physically at least. Angel had no idea what he was enduring mentally. Perhaps feeling the sting of betrayal?

Angel sent a wordless command to the horde, which silenced instantly. He spoke to the enforcer. “You can get up now. They won’t eat you.”

The young man jerked and gazed up at Angel in suspicion and terror. Blood was smeared across his face from the wet ground. “Please don’t kill me,” he begged softly, his accent placing him from somewhere in Eastern Europe, but Angel didn’t have the patience or the ear to sort out where exactly. “I was following orders.”

“Orders to sacrifice living humans to make golems, perhaps?”

The enforcer looked around him through the glimmering shield, eyes on the zombies who stared at him with singular focus. He swallowed loudly. “He chose to sacrifice anyone who objected to his plans. He is evil.”

Angel had an idea who he meant but he wanted to hear it out loud. “Who?”

“Monsieur de la Roche.”

“The people he had killed to make the golems were enforcers who objected to what, exactly?”

“Blood magic,” the enforcer spat out. “Abomination!”

Yet this one was free until almost the very end of the battle—his objections came too late to help others. Angel, however, wasn’t in the headspace for more cold-blooded killing and he made a decision.

“Leave Boston—and go anywhere, I don’t care—or I let my zombies have a snack.”

“What?” he stammered, flinching.

“Leave Boston forever, or die.”

The zombies around them growled low as one, a wall of sound at the prospect of living flesh. The enforcer cried out in terror and covered his head with his hands. “I will leave! I will leave!”

“Good,” Angel said, and the zombies quieted. “You’re gonna hang out right here while I talk to the other survivors. Don’t be stupid.”

He said nothing, merely nodded frantically and huddled under Angel’s shield, terrified.
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Angel

Things went quickly after that. Angel spoke to each survivor of the fight—two who surrendered before Angel called the zombies, knocked out by Ignacio’s spell, which he lifted quickly when asked, and three who were meant to be the second round of golem sacrifices. Five in total, and all five chose to leave Boston.

He sequestered them off to the side, under guard by a recovered Scylla and Jameson, along with Remi, while he gathered his minions in the center of the field, away from anything more flammable than some low shrubs. The grass was green and the ground damp from the night air, so the risk of fire spreading was low.

Destroying naturally occurring zombies was something he’d never done before and he was interested in the process, but not at the moment—Isaac was still injured, and while Rory was healing him, it was slow going, and Angel wanted to be with his brother.

“Simeon, keep everyone back by the house,” Angel asked, and his mate guided the enforcers out of the way, the werewolves and Remi watching them intently for any stupidity on their parts. His family and clan mates stayed by the doors, Isaac bracketed by Constans and Rory.

The mourning fire spell came to mind, but it was a dangerous spell to use near his loved ones—it consumed the death magics inherently found in the bodies of the deceased, reducing them wholly to ash in minutes. Cremation was the standard for supernatural beings, to prevent the harvesting of their bodies for varied nefarious reasons, and the mourning fire spell was devised to make burials as final and efficient as possible.

It also ran through the sentient undead like wildfire. Vampires were especially susceptible, as they were naught but primordial death magics, and the mourning fire spell consumed them like kindling.

That was an image he knew well and it sickened him to even think about using the spell near his loved ones. It was a risk he didn’t want to take.

This time then, hellfire was the answer. It burned, or not, according to his will, and Angel followed through on his promise to Cian to destroy the zombies under his control—an inferno of green hellfire rose with barely a thought, and Angel stood sentinel over the conflagration on the front lawn of his familial home.

The rarer zombies were still within the pit in the underhill swamp—Angel had no way to reach them nor did he want to try such a risky maneuver— he would deal with them another day. He wanted this night to be over and to return to his brother. Isaac was what was important.

The wind caught green embers and the pile of ash continued to grow as the zombies all succumbed to his flames. He mentally stamped out the embers that escaped, snuffing them before they could spread, determined to keep the hellfire where it was needed. The air was full of the scent of burning dead things, and he breathed shallowly, not wanting to inhale too much of the smell.

By the time he finished, the zombies were gone, the death magics that animated them all released into the ambient magic fields, and Angel mentally gathered it all up, siphoning it into the bond he shared with Simeon, sending the excess magics into the unending well of primordial death magic. There it was absorbed without a ripple, the magics paltry in comparison to the depth and breadth of that impossible well of death.
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Simeon

Angel was upstairs with Isaac, keeping his brother company. Simeon directed the bloodclan soldiers on their duties—getting the captive enforcers to the local airfield with tickets out of town to anywhere they wanted to go.

“Buy them a ticket to wherever they want to go, and make sure they get on the planes and take off before you leave. They’ve promised to behave,” Simeon said that last bit to the enforcers, who all nodded in agreement at his words, looking properly browbeaten and defeated. “If they get violent or try to escape, kill them.”

The enforcers went pale in fear and Simeon was glad the message was received. He wanted no more issues for the night.

The enforcers left with a contingent of bloodclan soldiers as their keepers, and Simeon watched until they were gone from sight down the access road.

The wards were restored completely, the hole made by the golem repaired by Ignacio while Angel was with Isaac. Scylla and Remi patrolled the estate, looking for stragglers or anyone who might have snuck inside while Angel was dealing with the zombie army. Constans was with Angel and Isaac, keeping vigil.

The Brennan twins and Daniel had retreated to the conservatory for the remainder of the night, Eroch with them, the dragon exhausted and already asleep in Cian’s arms.

Of those kept safe in the temple, Celyn was asleep upstairs in a guest room, awaiting his new mate. Leo and Ashwin were with Ignacio in the suite that once belonged to Angel’s parents, sleeping, the little family reunited and safe. Rael was with his mate, Jameson, back in Beacon Hill. Most of the enforcers that had come to Boston were dead—the Grand Master would need to rebuild his forces before he made another move, and Simeon and Angel had determined it was safe to return to the townhouse.

Scylla would be joining her family in Beacon Hill once she was sure the grounds were clear—Cian was going to take up watch once she and Remi finished, the sidhe more than capable of monitoring the whole of the estate while everyone slept.

Milly was in Beacon Hill already, hopefully sleeping in one of their guest rooms. She was exhausted, like they all were. Simeon didn’t feel tired like a mortal would, but he was drained from the long fight and needed his mate in his arms.

Simeon shut the front doors, locking them. Remi and Scylla would come through the kitchen door when they were done. The portal in the library would take Scylla to Beacon Hill once she was ready to go.

Simeon went upstairs, the house quiet but for the light sounds of breathing and hearts beating in slumber. It was a calming sound, one he enjoyed—far better than the large pockets of silence to be found in the Tower. The heartbeats were the sound of life.

Isaac was back in his old childhood room, since Daniel had moved out and into the conservatory with his husband. Isaac was asleep in the bed, Constans lying beside him atop the covers, awake and staring at his mate. Angel sat in a chair beside the bed on Isaac’s other side.

“How is he?” Simeon whispered, joining Angel, putting a hand on his tense shoulder and rubbing, hoping to soothe. Angel relaxed a smidge at the touch.

“Rory put him under to give him a break from the pain,” Angel replied. “He stopped the blood magic, but Isaac is gonna be sore until Rory can heal him again. Rory had to stop as it was too painful for Isaac. Healing Isaac took a lot out of Rory, too, so they’re both taking a break until tomorrow.”

There was a long wound much like acid, from the top of Isaac’s head on his left side, down his face and throat, and his chest was bare, revealing his tattoos and the wide track where the tentacle hit him, leaving behind an ooze that ate away at his flesh down his torso to his hip. It was a grievous wound.

“A wise course of action,” Simeon replied softly, not wanting to disturb the slumbering young man. “Your blood, Master? Can it help?”

“It’s working now, but slowly.” Constans replied. “His injury was far worse than this—Rory won’t have much left to heal tomorrow. Hopefully Isaac will awaken fully healed. It was hard to get him to drink my blood—he was in agony.”

“Do not blame yourselves for what happened,” Simeon told them both. “The golem is destroyed and Isaac lives.”

“Let’s go home,” Angel said softly. “You’ll call me if anything changes? I’ll be back before Rory is due to heal him again.”

“I will call you,” Constantine replied just as quietly. “Goodnight, Angel.”

“Goodnight…Connie.”

Constantine grimaced at the nickname from Angel, but that was all. He stayed by his mate in vigil, watching Isaac’s face for signs of pain or distress.

Simeon nodded once to his master and guided Angel from the room, his mate tired and drained from the long night. An adrenaline crash was incoming.
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Angel

The wards were intact at the Beacon Hill townhouse after a few minutes of hard work and some patience. He fixed the wards before he went to bed, wishing he hadn’t forgotten to repair them when he was less tired from working magic, but they were fixed now so it was of little consequence. The staff was back and tucked in bed, and those who lived out of the townhouse were due back in the morning.

His home was quiet, the wards up and the doors and windows locked, Simeon patrolling the townhouse one last time before coming to bed.

Angel was tired, more mentally and emotionally than physically. His bond with Simeon kept his magical reserves topped off and he hadn’t been doing much running around.

He leaned on the wall of the hallway by the linen closet and awaited Scylla. She stepped through the archway, and it returned to a black miasma of nothing. She was dirty from the fights with the golems, but she had recovered quickly from the golem’s poisonous ooze, judging by the healthy pallor of her skin and her confident stride.

“You look like death, necromancer,” she told him.

“I feel like it too. Wanna stay the night or go to the hotel?”

“I’ll crash here and see the boys in the morning before I head out.” She paused, hands on her hips. “I’m surprised you went the mercy route with those enforcers.”

“Even necromancers get tired of death sometimes.”

“Hmm,” she gave him a sharp glance from head to toe. “Get to bed with you, you’re gonna fall on your ass.”

Angel smiled at the mothering. “Yes, ma’am.”

Scylla left him at that, heading up the stairs to the third floor and the guest rooms. Angel heard Simeon checking the front door, and he was reassured that they were safe when his mate came up the stairs a moment later, smiling when he saw Angel waiting by the arch.

“All set, my love?” Simeon asked.

“All set. Time for bed.”
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Angel

The ringing phone woke him not long after dawn, and Angel groaned, fumbling for his phone after rolling off Simeon’s chest where he had spent the remainder of the night sleeping. He answered with a muffled “Hello?” after seeing it was not Constans calling with an update about Isaac.

“Necromancer Salvatore,” Special Agent Kenzie said. “Did I wake you?”

“The fuck?” Angel groaned, and he checked the time on the screen before putting the phone on Speaker. “Why aren’t you in jail or the hospital or something?”

There was a moment of silence, then Kenzie coughed a bit before speaking. “I am calling to apologize for my actions. I was compelled to attack you and your people, and the dead enforcer was killed by the Grand Master to open your wards. I tried to stop him, but I had no control. I am sorry for my actions, though, regardless of my state.”

“You’ve been an asshole the whole time I’ve known you,” Angel declared, and Simeon chuckled, grabbing a pillow and covering his face as he laughed quietly. Angel grinned. “But thanks, I guess.”

“I also wanted to thank you for not killing me, even though we both know you could have done so, and easily. I owe you one.”

“I’ll take you at your word on that favor, Special Agent Kenzie. Anything else? I had a long night.”

“Oh, of course. And yes. Regarding that. My superiors want me to convey that the Governor is…concerned. He doesn’t want another Blood War to erupt in Boston, and if things get out of hand, he will be forced to intercede with the full power of the state government at his disposal.”

Angel cocked a brow at that nicely worded threat, Simeon dropping the pillow and glowering at the phone. “Tell everyone that I won’t tolerate anyone coming for me or mine. And they can spend their time and money on kicking the High Council out of Boston. I can’t be expected to do everything.”

Angel hung up the phone, tossing it to the nightstand where it landed with a solid thunk. He winced, but it appeared to be okay. Angel forgot the phone and crawled back into Simeon’s arms, where he got a kiss and a solid embrace.

Angel relaxed as best he could, given his worry about Isaac. He was happy to wake in Simeon’s arms, but this time he was anxious to get up and go to the Mansion.

Simeon read his mood with ease. “Shall we get up and shower, see how Isaac fares?”

Angel sighed. “Yeah. Please. I can’t go back to sleep.”

Simeon gave him a soft kiss and then gently herded him out of bed and into the shower. They’d gotten a handful of hours of sleep in, and Angel looked forward to sleeping more than a few hours at a time in the future. If he needed to go on vacation to get it, he would—despite never going on vacation in his life.

“Huh,” Angel murmured as Simeon took great joy in washing him from head to toe with the soap and loofa.

“Mo ghra?”

“I’ve never been on vacation,” Angel told his mate. “I’d like to do that someday. Get some sleep. Have a lot of sex. No one trying to kill us. Eat some fancy food.” He frowned. “Someplace not sunny so you can have fun, too.”

“Vacation,” Simeon mused, soapy hands now cupping Angel’s ass and massaging it, making him groan. “I don’t think I’ve ever been on a vacation, either.”

“New experience…for us…both.” He gasped when a big finger circled his hole and teased the sensitive flesh. “Get the lube.”

Simeon chuckled, and his hands disappeared while Angel turned to face the wall, hands up to brace himself, and he waited for Simeon to return, blocking most of the spray with his wide shoulders.

Simeon returned with slick fingers and a single-minded intent to wreck him. Two fingers stretched him open, reaching deep, finding his prostate and massaging the bundle of nerves until Angel shouted his impatience to the ceiling.

Thick and hard, Simeon entered Angel with a swift, sure stroke, stealing his breath. Angel clawed at the tiled wall, pushing back to take more of the delicious pain and the impossible stretch. Teeth bared in a soundless snarl, Simeon wrapped an arm around his waist and held him back against him, beginning a punishing rhythm that stole his breath and thoughts, and a hand came up and gripped his jaw, holding him still as Simeon took his mouth in a deep, devastating kiss.

Angel had nothing to hold onto, and Simeon lifted him off the floor, water cascading down over them, the pleasure building between them, scalding hot and killing him in the best way. The hard cock in his ass was warm from the water and grew hotter the longer it sank into his body over and over, Angel writhing and gasping as Simeon fucked into him. It was the best feeling, being stretched open on Simeon’s cock, and he wanted more.

Angel tipped his head to the side, baring his neck, and Simeon struck at the wordless invitation. Fangs found his neck and sank deep, the suction powerful, Simeon drinking deep, as deep as the cock fucking him in short, brutal thrusts, shaking his whole body.

Angel screamed in pleasure, climaxing hard, shooting his release across the wall, the water sweeping it away instantly. Simeon withdrew his fangs and grew harder, impossibly harder in his ass, seated balls-deep, and his mate came in thick, cool spurts that soothed his aching flesh. Simeon roared his climax, a fierce snarl that echoed in the shower, and Angel shivered at the slinky, smooth pleasure that caressed his whole being at the feedback along the mate bond.

Simeon held him in his arms, cum, blood, and water running down the drain, Angel all floaty and sated, his mate licking closed the bite on his neck. The water was cooling, rousing him from the post-coital exhaustion. Simeon gently withdrew from his body, Angel gasping as the water ran over his abused hole, feeling delighted and sore.

Simeon rinsed them both, and gently dried Angel with warmed towels, even drying his hair. He loved to be pampered, something he never knew about himself until Simeon came into his life and offered himself so selflessly. Simeon loved to take care of him, tending to him, whether he was relaxed after sex or tired from a long day of fighting to keep his loved ones safe.

He leaned into the care and love, smiling when Simeon pulled the towel away after drying his hair, the strands falling into his eyes. “I should cut my hair,” Angel murmured when Simeon pushed back the strands and ran his fingers through it. It was far longer now than it had been when they first got together, almost two years ago; it would be two years in a couple of months.

“Only if you want to,” Simeon replied, letting Angel head to the sink and grab his toothbrush and toothpaste.

Simeon left the bathroom while Angel finished his morning routine and even tried to style his hair, but he gave up at carelessly tousled and shrugged. He didn’t care much what his hair did as long as he didn’t look ridiculous.

Simeon returned, fully dressed in a smart, dark blue suit, scooping Angel off his feet and carrying him out of the bathroom, heading for their bed. He sat Angel on the side of the bed, gifting him a soft, languid kiss and he left Angel to get dressed as he took his turn in the bathroom.

Angel was just pulling on his shoes when Simeon left the bathroom, hair swept back in an elegant wave off his high forehead, giving him a stylish and distinguished air.

Angel sighed happily. “You’re so damn pretty.”

Simeon grinned, emerald eyes as bright as his fangs. “Thank you, mo ghra. You’re quite lovely yourself.”

Dressed and ready to leave, Angel grabbed his wallet, phone, and keys from the nightstand, Simeon doing the same on his side of the bed, and they left their room, heading down the hall to the linen closet archway.

Simeon took his hand when they reached the arch and they stepped through together, thinking of the Mansion, and they exited the arch into the Mansion library after a breathless moment of nothingness.

Cian was waiting for them, Eroch sitting at his feet and leaning on his legs.

“Eroch,” Angel hurried forward and knelt in front of his dragon. “How are you? Are you alright after last night? No sickness came up after we left?”

Eroch chirped, but he shook his head and grumbled, making a weird growling sound that made Cian laugh a bit, shaking his head. “Little Trouble is well. He suffered no ill effects from the golem’s slime like the wolves and Isaac did. He was fine even after you went home. He’s hungry, though.”

“Do you still have some of the stag left?” Angel asked, gently scratching under Eroch’s chin, the scales there still soft and malleable to the touch.

“I’ll get what remains for his breakfast,” Cian assured Angel.

“I’ll make some bacon while you get the meat for him,” Angel said, Eroch all but wiggling in joy at the word.

“Baaaaconnnss.”

Angel blinked, shocked, and sat on his ass. “What?” he gasped out.

Eroch tilted his head, jaw working, and he tried again, this time the word coming out with more confidence. “Baconns.”

“You spoke English,” Angel gasped out, tears in his eyes.

Eroch sat up straight on his haunches and nodded once, yellow eyes wide and curious.

“You said bacon.”

“Bacons.”

“Well done, kiddo,” Angel gasped out, happy and teary and so damn proud. “I am so proud of you.”

Eroch tackled him to the floor, chirping and wiggling, Angel laughing and hugging Eroch as best he could with him dancing about in joy.


Epilogue
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Angel

Isaac recovered quickly, the wounds healing under Rory’s expert care, aided by the blood from his mate. Angel hovered; he tried not to, but he was failing miserably at giving Isaac space.

“Angie,” Isaac warned gently. “I can walk just fine.”

Angel withdrew a hair and took a step back, reining in his stronger impulse to order Isaac back to bed. “I’m sorry. You’re right. You’re healed and I’m hovering.”

Isaac sighed loudly and shook his head, and Constans, who was on Isaac’s other side and allowed to hold his arm, chuckled.

“I’m going home,” Isaac declared as Constans helped him walk slowly across his old bedroom and out the door to the hallway, heading for the stairs. Angel followed right behind Isaac, silently hoping his brother didn’t topple over. Isaac might be healed but the experience left him exhausted and in need of rest, but Isaac refused to sleep another night in the Mansion, citing nightmares.

Angel understood. He had nightmares, too.

Constans wrapped one arm around Isaac’s waist at the stairs and helped his mate down, and Angel relaxed with each step, his body finally easing back from the worried edge it had been teetering on since Isaac woke up earlier that morning. Rory did another healing session, making sure the last of the blood magic was gone, and then Constans fed Isaac some of his blood, healing his mate fully once Rory gave the all clear. A combination of sidhe and vampire magic, and there was no trace left on Isaac’s skin of what was once a horrible wound.

Isaac made it to the library archway without issue, where Daniel and Rory waited on them. Angel hugged his brother goodbye then let Daniel say his goodbyes, the two young men hugging tightly, murmuring to each other. Angel didn’t try to listen in on the best friends—it was for them alone what was said. Rory checked Isaac over one last time.

“You’re well enough, youngling,” Rory said with a smile. “Connie will make sure you get plenty of sleep. You’ll recover fully in no time.”

Constans gave Rory a fond glower, and the two ancient men clasped forearms and exchanged nods before Constans let go and turned back to Isaac, wrapping an arm around him. Isaac leaned into his mate, resting his head on his shoulder.

“Call me later,” Angel said, making Isaac roll his eyes but his brother smiled at him, too, before the mates stepped through the archway to the Tower. They were gone a second later.

Angel sighed. Daniel echoed the sigh and came over and hugged Angel, which he returned with enthusiasm. “We could have lost him.”

“But we didn’t,” Daniel replied, squeezing a bit harder, stronger now than he had been as a human. Angel grunted and Daniel let him go with a rueful laugh.

“Sorry! I keep forgetting I’m so much stronger now,” Daniel apologized.

“It’s okay,” Angel wheezed a bit. “I’m glad we’re all still here.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Simeon

Cian was odd. He killed with cold-blooded ease, yet took such care of the young dragon, practically another parent, watching over Eroch with tenderness, patience, and a knowing eye for trouble—even while causing some of his own.

“You took him hunting in the underhill?” Simeon asked, a bit taken aback. “What creatures lie within?”

“The usual—red deer, some elk herds, wolves and bears, birds, and that’s not counting the magical creatures. The kraken sleeps, but the unicorns tend to hide when I’m around so I haven’t seen them for a long while. Rory can check on them for me.”

Cian and Simeon were in the temple, in a smaller room off the main temple, cold as a meat locker and it had hooks hanging from the ceiling—Simeon would have been alarmed if it wasn’t clearly set up to be a place to butcher kills for Eroch.

“Can the herds sustain a growing dragon?” Simeon asked, eyeing Eroch where he lay on the floor chewing on a section of rib bone Cian had tossed him earlier. Cian was butchering a fresh kill, the scent of blood tingling Simeon’s senses and making him a bit peckish.

He drank from Angel that morning, so he was fine, it was merely proximity to fresh blood rousing his baser instincts.

“Maybe—I haven’t explored the depths of the underhill in years—I wasn’t…” Cian paused, eyes pensive. “I wasn’t in the best frame of mind to be the caretaker I should have been.”

“Ah,” Simeon murmured, delicately sidestepping that landmine conversation. “You’re better now, so perhaps you can get back to the matter of living instead of surviving.”

Cian froze for a second, knife poised over the hanging meat, and he looked at Simeon directly, stormy eyes noticeably swirling with some strong emotion. Cian was harder to read than Rory, but he gathered that he had stunned the sidhe warrior with his words.

It was time to live. Rory was resurrected. Cian was under Angel’s authority for the next few lifetimes, but Angel wasn’t a warden. He wouldn’t stop Cian from finding some joy in his own life.

“For one so young, vampire, you’re rather wise,” Cian replied, teasing, returning to butchering. “Life never stops for the living. I forgot that for a bit. Thank you.”

Simeon’s lips twitched a bit. “You’re welcome.”

He wondered what Fate would send Cian once he turned his focus to living. He hoped it was something…unexpected.
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Simeon

He found his mate in the foyer, sitting at the piano. Milly was beside him on the bench, the two of them fumbling through a children’s nursery song and laughing together at their attempts.

He watched for a moment. Milly was lovely, dressed in a dark blue dress with satin blue heels to match, silver hair swept up in an elegant bun, her cheeks flushed from laughing. She was teasing Angel, making him laugh and shake his head.

“Didn’t you have tutors growing up, my dear boy?” She poked him.

“Not for the piano! We were in the middle of a damn war,” Angel spluttered when she poked him in the side again with one sharp red nail.

“Do you need rescuing, mo ghra?” Simeon asked as he approached the piano, smiling at Angel and Milly.

“He does—he is horrible at Twinkle Twinkle Little Star,” Milly declared. “Atrocious.”

“You’re not any better,” Angel retorted with a snort of laughter. “That wasn’t even the right song!”

Simeon grinned at the teasing. Seeing them both relaxed enough to tease and laugh made him very happy indeed.
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Angel

Leandro was helping Ashwin at the stove, handing his Da ingredients as the vampire made a late lunch for everyone at the Mansion. Ignacio was at the island, offering unhelpful advice to his mate, which Ashwin smiled at but definitely ignored as he expertly tossed the contents of a pan, showing Leo how to flip the cooking food.

Angel went to the island and sat beside his ancestor, Ignacio nodding in greeting.

“Do we have a budding chef in our midst?” Angel asked, making Leo grin wide in happiness as he carefully stirred with a wooden spoon while Ash stood beside his son.

“I’m a necromancer,” Leo said proudly. As if Angel could forget—the boy reminded him so much of himself as a child, but Leo was far happier and less stressed.

“Yes, you are,” Angel said with a smile. “We’re the best.”

Ignacio laughed quietly behind his mug, winking at his son, making him giggle.

“You’re good with him,” Ignacio said quietly while Ashwin showed Leo how to chop onions safely at the counter.

“Kids confuse me and I have no idea what I’m doing, but thanks,” Angel replied just as quietly. “How are you doing after last night?”

Ignacio blinked at him in surprise, then gave him a wry smile. “I’m alright. I’m glad my family is safe. We made the right decision, coming here.”

Angel nodded in agreement. “I’m glad you came home, too.”

Ignacio’s smile was nearly blinding.

“Angel, can I make you something to eat?” Ashwin asked over his shoulder.

“Whatever you want, it all smells great.” Angel replied.

Ashwin gave him a smile as wide as Ignacio’s had been.
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Angel

Simeon walked beside him under the moon, the silver light turning his auburn hair black, his bright eyes shinier than cut emeralds. They walked hand-in-hand down the path, heading for the huge oak tree that occupied the majority of the center section of the garden. Its boughs swung low, as thick around as Angel’s waist, ancient and strong as steel. Under the boughs was a natural little grotto, thick grass and moss and small white and blue flowers covering the ground despite the lack of sun during the day.

The garden was tended by a High Court Sidhe. Magic made a lot of things possible.

Like the soulbond between a necromancer and a vampire.

Angel went to one of the low boughs and hopped up on the thick branch, at the perfect height for Simeon to stand between his spread knees and put his big hands on Angel’s waist.

He leaned forward and put his forehead to the silent chest of his beloved, breathing in deep the scents of pine, blood, and a hint of mint chocolate. He loved the way his mate smelled.

Cold hands warmed as Simeon held him, Angel’s body heat reflecting between them until they were toasty warm in the late summer night air. A kiss landed behind his ear, and Angel tipped his head a bit, giving Simeon more access for kisses.

Soft, cool lips trailed behind his ear down his neck to the junction of his shoulder, and Simeon nosed aside the collar of Angel’s fisherman’s sweater, licking the skin he found and breathing deep.

“Do I smell good?” Angel asked breathlessly, squirming a bit.

“You smell of blood and love, mo ghra,” Simeon whispered with another lick.

A tingle raced down his spine, but not from Simeon’s touches.

The wards.

He froze, mind going inward and then out, his inner vision searching out the source of the alert.

A spot down near the end of the garden where the wall met the sea grass dunes.

“The wards,” Angel gasped, head coming up. “Someone is trying to breach them.”

Simeon reacted instantly, fangs out, eyes glowing, and he helped Angel down from the branch. “Show me.”

Angel ran from the oak grotto, taking the center path, and he nearly ran into Rory and Daniel as the two men exited the conservatory, both sensing the same thing as Angel.

“Can you tell what it is?” Angel asked Daniel as they ran side by side down the path, Rory and Simeon pulling ahead, the sidhe healer knowing the way as well as Daniel and Angel.

Daniel nodded. “Whatever it is is obstructing themselves with magic, but it’s a person.”

“Fuck!”
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Cian

The sword whooshed through the air where his neck had been, and Cian grinned with glee and excitement as he parried the next thrust for his heart. The assassin was skilled, but mortal, and far outclassed, despite the fortune in obfuscation charms he wore.

The sea grass tangled his ankles and the wind picked up, blowing sand in the assassin’s face—Cian dove forward, rolled, and sprang to his feet, leading his motion with both of his daggers, slipping inside the other man’s guard.

Both daggers found his heart, and the man gasped out his last breath, blood dripping from his lips.

Cian shrugged and the man slid off the daggers, flopping to the ground, dead as the driftwood on the beach. He stood over the body, listening for more assassins, and there was something behind him, coming from the direction of the beach. Cian spun, throwing one of his daggers at the tiny hint of noise.

A shadow blurred, and then coalesced into a short figure, a thin white hand snapping out and catching the dagger from the air, moving just enough to avoid taking the point to the face.

“Damnation, Cian, I wanted to kill that one myself,” a familiar voice growled from the shadows, and the figure moved out of the leeward shadow of a dune and carefully picked a path through the sand to reach Cian where he still stood over the body.

A sweet, dangerous smile of pale pink lips and fanged teeth greeted him, and Cian found it hard to breathe when the cait-sidhe handed back the dagger, hilt first.

“Apologies, Fenric, I did not know you wanted the kill,” Cian managed to croak out, startled and stunned in equal measure. That catch had been quite impressive. Fenric only came up to the middle of his chest and was slim and wiry, with pale white skin, peridot cat eyes, and hair as black as midnight, and he was the prettiest thing Cian had seen in over two hundred and fifty years, since the last time he saw him, in fact.

“Well, there are more assassins coming for the Necromancer of Boston, so I imagine I’ll get more kills soon. Want to wager who gets the most?”
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The story continues with The Edge of Fate (BHS8), Cian’s tale.
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