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Chapter 1

Ship Cat


Lisbon, Portugal

1775

Fenric

The black cat watched the two brothers while they spoke in low, hushed tones, their shiny green heads bent toward each other as they discussed what must be urgent matters. The cat, unimpressed, tail flicking, judged them from his perch atop a barrel on the dock, unperturbed by the hectic activity on the pier.

Hundreds of people awaited the call to board, some for passage, others merely employed by the dock companies to manage cargo.

The two identical brothers were High Court Sidhe, and he recognized their magics as if they were shouting their identities to the world around them. The cat watched the brothers with intent, as they were by far the most interesting thing to see on the pier that morning. They stood near the ramp that led onto the deck of the triple-masted ship, sails tied up and out of sight, but the impressive size of the vessel stirred a hint of excitement that challenged the cat’s usual ennui.

Despite the newness of the ship and the wealth the captain projected with the pristine decks and immaculate crew uniforms, all ships had one thing in common—rats.

And the necessity of a ship cat.

Port rats were cleaner than their city counterparts and tasted far better, had less fleas, and were easier to catch. He resigned himself to eating rats for the voyage to the colonies. If he rationed the rats out, then he might last the whole journey without needing to steal from the food stores aboard. He hoped the humans brought enough food for the journey to the New World, as he had little doubt that he might end up in the cook’s pot if they ran short on rations and they were hungry enough.

Of course, he was no ordinary cat, but while he could carry some things with him in the ether, the weight was limited, and food was not a high priority. However, he was confident in his hunting skills and his ability to beg for scraps from the crew. His piteous meow was devastating to mortals.

From the seemingly unending line of dockworkers laden with heavy burlaps sacks, crates, and huge, sealed barrels full of fresh water, the cat assumed the twins and their charges were well stocked for the journey. He’d heard the twins had spent months helping to find and rescue dozens of people from the aggressions of the High Council of Sorcery and myriad kingdoms in the British Isles and the Continent, putting out subtle word with various supernatural peoples that they were leaving the Old World and taking as many people with them as they could manage. Many supernatural peoples answered the call.

Lisbon was the last port of call for this migration of fae peoples. It was the last stop before the crossing—many of them had come from as far north as Scotland and as far east as Greece. The High Council had its tendrils in many lands, stirring up resentment and aggression against the fae peoples of the Old World from every quarter.

Bored, the cat raised a paw and idly cleaned his whiskers, only resuming his bright, green-eyed perusal when the dockhands came too close or there was a particularly loud noise.

A flat cart pulled by a dozen men rumbled to the end of the pier and came to a lurching stop at the ship’s side. Several men peeled back a heavy canvas tarp, revealing a huge slab of stone that took up the entire space inside the cart. The cat straightened, ears pricked upward, whiskers twitching, insatiably curious.

“What’s this, then?” one of the sailors complained as the ropes were wound under and around what appeared to be a single, solid, huge flat stone, about a foot thick and several feet long, about the size of a large door or tomb capstone. “Some fancy toff in the colonies looking to impress his neighbors with a marble hearth or something? Maybe a fancy headstone? What a waste of space on a ship.”

Many highborn second and third sons departed Europe and the British Isles for the colonies seeking fortunes for themselves—uncaring of who and what they displaced to carve out their own place in the New World. Those that managed to kill and steal their way into a fortune desired to bring Old World comforts and status symbols to homes so new they smelled of wood sap and axe oil…and blood.

The cat eyed the huge slab of stone as the swearing dockhands transferred it aboard the ship with groaning wooden cranes and ropes, the hatch to the cargo space open and waiting.

On the other side, nearer the ship, the twins watched the undertaking as well, an outward mask of studied disinterest hiding a deep focus.

If he could smile, he would do so at the thought of the secrets those two men carried—the High Court Sidhe hoarded secrets like any dragon lounging upon their golden treasure.

The day waned, the sun setting. The air grew heavy with salt and moisture, fog creeping in from the open ocean into the port. The tide was turning, the moon a slip of silver in the sky, the sun tipping into the deep end of the western horizon.

Passengers began loading after the last of the supplies were aboard, and still the cat watched, and waited. Occasionally a friendly soul reached out and petted the jet-black cat sitting on the barrel like a sphinx, watching the going’s-on with an unblinking stare. He allowed the gentle touches once in a while, hissing at any rough treatment from meaner souls, and swatting at a bratty young boy who tried to tug on his tail.

Children were usually nicer, and many of them in line to board the vessel gave him smiles and cooed nonsense at him, which he took as his due. The children and their parents appreciated the distraction. Many of the passengers were nervous, frightened of what lay ahead—but not as much as they were of what lay behind them, forcing them on this perilous journey. For many of them, staying in Europe meant death at the hands of the High Council of Sorcery.

Many of the passengers from Ireland and Scotland took second glances when they passed him, his nose recognizing the fae peoples of those fair green lands, just as they recognized him in turn, many by the same means, or with senses beyond those of mortals.

The ship was transporting various fae peoples to promised safety in the New World, all of them on the run from the Council. He withdrew politely from the few werewolves he scented in the line, not wanting to stir up instincts about personal space and territory, and waited until the last passenger was welcomed aboard.

The cat jumped gracefully from his perch and ran across the dock, reaching the ramp and scurrying up it and onto the ship. A swarthy man in a crew uniform at the top of the ramp knelt down and welcomed him with a pspspsp, a waggle of fingers, and a soft scratch to the top of his head. Sailors loved ship cats—rats ate everyone’s food.

Eventually evening fell, lamps were lit on the decking, and the lines were released. As the ship left the port, the wind caught its partially unfurled sails—the tide and the cool evening wind pulled the ship out to sea, chasing after the setting sun.

Lisbon, a shining city by the ocean, was lost to the night as the distance grew, the frigate pointed due west toward the unknown.
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Fenric

Days blurred into weeks, and as the supply of rats dwindled, the cat found himself hunting at odd times throughout the day and night, looking for prey. The human sailors were kind enough, in a distant fashion, the ship cook happy to see him prowling about the galley late at night or in the early morning hours.

The passengers kept their distance, and he did the same. Many saw him as he truly was, and they did not speak of it to the others, keeping themselves out of his business by keeping his secrets. They saw through the facade to the dangerous predator underneath—the larger, wild black prowler with fangs and talons, of a size big enough to snack on a grown man.

Cait-sidhe like him were rare, though not as rare as the two High Court Sidhe who were in charge of the mission to escort the fae peoples to the colonies. His people were still having babies and marrying, but the High Court Sidhe were too few to create another generation without inbreeding killing them off in the second generation.

He paced along the railing of the stern of the ship, looking curiously over the side to the waves breaking against the ship. Tail twitching, he passed the time hissing at dolphins as they cavorted in the swell breaking in front of the ship, squeaking taunts up at him.

“I think a dolphin is too big a mouthful for a ship cat, no matter how talented a hunter you may be,” a teasing voice said from behind him, making him jump instinctively. Terror choked him as the ship fell away beneath his paws and he saw nothing but open ocean.

Suddenly he was plucked from the air, two big hands grabbing him and pulling him securely to a firm, muscular chest. A finger scratched gently under his chin, and he immediately began purring, relaxing in the arms that held him, feeling safe for the first time in ages.

“What’s your name, kitten?” the Brennan twin asked, gently hugging him, petting him with long strokes over his back, soothing his shivers.

He stopped purring long enough to answer. “Fenric.” Speaking as a cat was as easy as speaking as a sidhe.

“I am Cian Brennan, but I think you knew that already,” the High Court Sidhe replied. “Well met, Fenric.”

Cian held him a bit higher so Fenric could see his face, and the smile on his lush lips. “Why that name?”

Fenric took a second to gather his thoughts. “I like the sound of it. I forgot the last name I went by, and this one sounds nice.”

“It does indeed. Shall I put you down, if you prefer?” Cian stooped as if to set him down, but Fenric dug in gently with his claws, increasing the volume of his purring. Cian chuckled and held him in a more secure grip, supporting his hind end so he could scratch under Fenric’s chin with nimble fingers. “What has you out on the deck taunting dolphins at this hour?”

“I think I killed all the rats,” Fenric shared, disgusted with himself. He should have rationed them out longer, but he rarely missed when hunting and was a bit too successful.

“Ah,” Cian sighed in understanding. “I see the problem. Hence the dolphins. I doubt the dolphins or the crew would appreciate having a giant cat dubh on the deck trying to fish one of them out of the water. Would you like to join us for a meal?”

“Is it gruel? I refuse to eat gruel.” He sounded piteous and he knew it, but he was hungry and wanted meat. He was leery of packing away fresh meat in the ether, so he stuck with dried rations, but none of it was appealing at the moment.

“Hardly! Come and see for yourself.”

Fenric gave it a mere moment of thought, tail swishing. “Fine. Thank you.”

Cian chuckled at his grudging manners and turned for the hatch and the stairs to the cabins.
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Fenric

Fenric lapped at the bowl of cool, heavy sweet cream, eyes closed in bliss. The Brennan twins chatted in jovial tones, gently teasing each other, Rory, the other twin, dishing up food for his brother and Fenric.

The cabin was one of the larger guest quarters aboard, and had plenty of space for luggage and personal belongings, including a magical piece of baggage that Fenric was happy to see.

The trunk was huge, easily big enough for Fenric to hide inside in his two-legged form and never see the bottom. The ether warped and weaved through the metal and wooden sidhe creation, expanding the interior while leaving the exterior the same dimensions. Clever piece of magic.

It also housed a cold stone box full of preservation magics and fresh food.

Fenric finished his cream and all but pounced on the fillet of fresh raw fish Rory Brennan slid across the small table on a plate, gnawing on the salty flesh.

“Rats must not be filling,” Rory murmured, though not in a judgmental fashion. “Poor dear.”

Fenric grumbled in a purely feline way, no need for words as he chewed. He was thankful—he had no skill nor aptitude for fishing, but the Brennan twins were clearly well prepared for the trans-Atlantic journey. Fenric was a tad bit impetuous when it came to planning—he brought nothing with him that wouldn’t fit in the ether, and he was not interested in transforming anywhere on the ship where others could see him. Some passengers knew what he was or at least suspected—but proving it beyond a doubt was not in his best interest.

There were gruesome fairy tales told about the cait-sidhe and humans were superstitious as a whole—he worried what their reaction would be if they knew for certain one of his kind was aboard the ship. Some people saw the cait-sidhe as a sign of good luck—others as demons capable of intercepting deceased people’s souls before they reached the Otherside. The fae peoples aboard the ship knew better, but humans were another matter.

Cian sat beside him at the small table and ran a strong hand along his back in a comforting gesture, making Fenric pause long enough to butt his head against Cian’s hand in thanks before he returned to eating. Cian sat back in his chair and ate his delicious-smelling fish stew, occasionally pausing to pet Fenric as they ate.
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Fenric

Sleep came easily for the first time in months, and Fenric knew it was due to the company he kept. The sidhe brothers were kind, caring, and patient—at least Rory was. Cian had a sarcastic bent to him and an even sharper tongue. Though he didn’t ply it in a petty manner—his astute and sometimes scathing observations were never cruel. The Brennan twins were a well-balanced pair.

He was given a soft pillow beside the small iron brazier and reassurances that they would be quiet as possible while he rested, and so Fenric curled up on the deep-blue velvet cushion and tucked his nose under his tail, eager to sleep in the safe confines of the Brennans’ cabin.

“Is Colm asleep, do you think?” Cian asked his brother where they sat on the far side of the cabin, a small table between them. They were playing some kind of game with cards—Fenric was at the wrong angle to tell what game.

“Given our friend’s advanced age, I hope he’s asleep at this hour,” Rory replied. “Why?”

“I want him to meet Fenric,” Cian said, and that made Fenric purr softly in pleased surprise. “Fenric has been hiding in his cat form for weeks. He could probably use someone to talk to.”

“He seems to like you,” Rory said with a smile. “And he talks to you perfectly fine.”

“Making friends has never come easily to me; you know this. People aggravate me.”

“But a singular person you can get along with perfectly well,” Rory said with a teasing lilt. “Fenric likes you.”

“How do you know?” Cian asked, before tossing down his cards. “Playing against someone who can read your mind is rather defeatist.”

Rory tossed down his own cards and chuckled quietly at Cian’s groan at what Fenric assumed must be a winning hand. “He is a cat-sidhe and he lets you pet him, Cian. I think you would be missing a hand if he did not like you.”

“Surely you have pet him, too.”

Rory shook his head. “Not once.”

That was correct—Cian saved him from drowning in the ocean, and his hands were gentle and clever, knowing where to pet without being told. Fenric thought Rory was kind, but he had no interest in letting the other Brennan twin pet him like he allowed Cian.

When he was pretending to be a tiny alley cat, letting strangers pet him was part of the ruse. Letting someone pet him once they knew he wasn’t a simple animal? Not likely.

Cian sat back in his chair with a pensive expression, and Fenric gave up eavesdropping to finally fall asleep.
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Fenric

The next few days were a blur of comfort and safety that Fenric had not experienced since he left his parents’ home for the first time, striking out on his own. There was little to do on the ship—though most of the travelers had crafts that they worked on while above deck, sitting in the sun under the huge masts and sails, reveling in the good weather, bright sun, and strong breeze.

Fenric spent his days shadowing Cian and Rory, or sleeping on a pillow in their cabin. The brothers were sharing a bed, and Fenric was small enough he could sleep at the foot of their bed without issue, or curl up on the pillow he had claimed as his own beside the brazier.

The ship was making good time—the first mate was a weather mage, a dual affinity sorcerer who kept the worst of the storms at bay and the winds at their backs for the crossing, a boon as the currents and wind systems began to work against them at the halfway point of their journey.

Fenric sat beneath Cian’s chair on the deck, idly people-watching as the captain spoke to the Brennan twins while they took lunch on the far rear corner of the upper deck of the ship, not far from the first mate, who was manning the wheel and watching the sails.

“We should make landfall in Boston in a couple weeks’ time, a week earlier than scheduled.” Captain Marlowe said before sipping from a cup of tea. “My first mate assures me he can manage the remainder of the journey without issue. I lucked out finding such a strong mage for this journey.”

“That’s good to hear,” Rory replied, taking a tiny biscuit off a tray on the small table and nibbling. “I’ve been satisfied with the accommodations and the speed of travel thus far on our trip, and I am reassured again that hiring you for this crossing was the best choice.”

“I’m pleased to hear it!” Captain Marlowe beamed wide. “Your business is much appreciated, good sirs. Your funding for this crossing is a blessing. If there’s anything you need, please do not hesitate to ask. My crew is at your service during this voyage.”

Fenric, bored at the topic of conversation, stood and stretched out each leg, shaking out his paws, before coming out from under the chair and leaping into Cian’s lap. He received a warm smile and a pair of hands scratching along his sides and under his chin, getting all the good spots.

“Hello, dear kitten,” Cian greeted him softly, not revealing what Fenric was to the mundane human—for anyone watching, Fenric acted the part of a proper ship’s cat and ate up the attention.

“Fine mouser, that cat,” Captain Marlowe chimed in. “Never seen so few rats on a crossing.”

“He’s been sleeping in our cabin when not hunting,” Rory said as Cian continued to pet Fenric. “We are rather fond of him, and he’s taken a shine to Cian.”

Fenric appreciated the word to the captain—if anyone not in the know tried to hassle Fenric the cat, the captain would be upset that his benefactors were upset. All around, good for Fenric. Those aware of his true nature were keeping their mouths shut to the human crew.

Colm, the aged sorcerer who was helping the Brennan twins organize the trip and the people crossing the Atlantic to safety and new homes, chose that moment to ascend the stairs to the upper deck and approach the table. “Good sirs, Captain,” he greeted with a shallow dip of his head, “What a lovely day for tea on deck.”

“Sorcerer Colm, please join us,” Captain Marlowe offered, and a crewmate standing nearby hastened to draw out the spare chair at the table for the old sorcerer to sit.

Colm was over a hundred years old, if not far older, and was plenty spry for a man of his exalted years. The more powerful a practitioner, the longer they lived. He looked to be in his sixth decade, but was easily another sixty years older than that—he was powerful.

And one of the kindest people Fenric had ever met. It took a lot for Fenric to trust a practitioner—they tended to be insular and consider themselves to be above the rest of the supernatural world—a common human failing—but Colm was refreshingly humble, forthright, and generous with his time, influence, and money.

It was his connections and business dealings in the import and export trades that helped facilitate the hiring of Captain Marlowe’s ship and crew for the crossing. The people they were helping to shepherd to potential safety in the New World couldn’t afford the cost to hire an entire ship, the supplies, and the passage across the Atlantic.

But Colm’s connections, and the Brennan twins’ wealth, made it possible.

Fenric curled up in Cian’s lap and yawned wide, settling in for a nap. The sun and the lap were warm, his belly was full, and he was safe. He lowered his eyes to the barest slit and watched the men at the table. Cian was quiet but paying attention, and the captain and Colm apparently were used to that—Rory was the more gregarious twin.

Fenric wasn’t sure if Colm knew about his true nature, though maybe the old sorcerer had an idea from the sharp glances he sent Fenric’s way once in a while. The old man saw a lot for someone his age.

He fell asleep to the rumble of pleasant voices and the warmth of the sun. Cian pet him the entire time, Fenric’s purr filling the crisp sea air.
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Lexington

Colony of Massachusetts Bay

1775

Cian

Campfires crackled and sparks went floating into the night sky, flaring briefly among the stars before fading away. Cian added more wood to the fire, rubbing his hands against the chill in the night air. It was April and spring in the colonies, but the nights were cold and the fires were necessary.

People milled about in the shadows, preparing the camp for the night, voices hushed and distant, the glow of other fires illuminating a multitude of tents and stacks of supplies and belongings. Once they’d made landfall the week prior, about half of their shipmates took off on their own, disappearing into the wilds of the colony without a word, but that was expected. The few humans who had come remained in Boston, determined to carve out a life for themselves in the larger town.

The fae peoples were of the rarer species of supernaturals—a cursed werewolf, some selkie and brownies, a kelpie, and even some fae glamoured to appear human when their natural forms were anything but—all were heading for promised safety deeper in the native lands, where the inhabitants offered welcome. Magical queries were sent into the wilds of the New World before they made the journey, and the welcoming responses back were a relief.

That was a mission for the next few days and weeks, though, and Cian was more concerned about the British squadron a few miles away who were heading for Lexington, if his guess was correct. Tensions were rising between the British authorities and the colonists. He was tempted to spy on the human soldiers and see what their plans were, but the thought of leaving Rory and Colm for any length of time made him nervous.

And Fenric. He didn’t want to leave Fenric, and that thought alone gave him pause as he stared into the fire.

As if thinking about the cat-sidhe summoned him from the shadows, Fenric appeared at the edge of light from the fire and he paused, as if unsure of his welcome. “Cian?”

“Come, Fenric, join me at the fire. The night is chilled.”

The cat-sidhe came into the circle of light and sat beside him on the log he’d dragged to serve as seats to save their rears from the cold, damp earth. Not too close, but close enough they could whisper to each other and not disturb others trying to sleep in nearby tents.

Cian frowned at the thought, wondering why he would be whispering with Fenric, but dismissed it when Fenric smiled at him, those bright green eyes of his catching the firelight and reflecting like enchanted glass.

Fenric was so pretty.

“Where’s Rory?” Fenric asked, looking away to stare at the fire. Cian found himself watching Fenric, noticing how the fire gilded his black hair in reds and oranges.

Cian took a moment to gather his thoughts, frowning at himself. “Tending to some of our charges. He can’t keep himself from helping.”

“Is someone hurt, sick?” Fenric asked.

Cian shook his head. “Minor scrapes and complaints. One of the brownies is pregnant, as well. They’ve asked Rory to check on their babe.”

“Oh, that’s good. That it’s nothing terrible, I mean.” He paused. “Colm?”

“The old man is sleeping in his tent, likely snoring,” Cian replied with some amusement. He and Rory made sure not to share a cabin or tent with Colm for that reason when they traveled. The old sorcerer could wake the dead with his snoring.

Cian snuck another glance at Fenric. He did that more and more these days—stare at Fenric. He had since Fenric returned to his sidhe form once the ship docked in Boston. He had remained a cat for the entire journey, speaking only when they were in private, never revealing his nature to the crew or other passengers. The entire past week, Cian found himself stealing glances at Fenric, taking in the green eyes, the snow-white skin, the deep pink of his lips, and the thick mane of black hair that revealed blue highlights under the sun.

What shade of green were his eyes? Slit vertically like a feline’s, Fenric’s eyes were an intense light green, no other color mixed in to detract from the purity of the shade.

Fenric sent him a searching glance, and the firelight caught his eyes just right so Cian had an answer to the exact shade of green—peridot. The same hue as the gem, flawless and perfect. Peridot.

Fenric yawned, revealing his double fangs, and Cian was tempted to say Fenric should get some rest.

But he didn’t want to part from Fenric so soon.

“What are your plans now that we are in the New World?” Cian asked the question he’d been dying to get the answer to for weeks, since he saved Fenric from a dunking in the ocean.

“To repay your kindness to me on our passage, I thought I’d help you and Rory get these good people settled into their new homes. Then, after that, I’m not so sure.” Fenric gave him a smile, a little hesitant. “What about you and Rory?”

“Boston seems like a charming town,” Cian replied vaguely, though he was paying more attention to how the light caressed the sharp angle of Fenric’s jaw and his soft lips than he was to answering his question.

He wasn’t usually so…fixated on another person. Not like this, not with such focus on facets of their appearance and how his face grew animated when he spoke, how his lips were plump and perfectly shaped and….

“Cian?”

“Yes?” Cian asked.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing is wrong,” Cian tried to wrangle his thoughts back into order, and he was never more thankful than when Rory appeared out of the shadows and joined them at the fire. “I merely worry about the British squadron posted a few miles away. I think they are coming to Lexington.”

Rory sat on a log on the opposite side of the fire, and he smiled in greeting to Fenric. “There is some worry among the rest of the party about the soldiers. We may need to send a scout to watch their movements.”

“I can do it,” Fenric offered. “They shan’t pay any attention to a stray cat in their midst.”

“Be careful,” Cian said before he could think about it. He was nervous about Fenric being on his own surrounded by potentially dangerous soldiers. They had no idea why the soldiers were camped out a few miles away, only that they were following the main road toward Lexington, and the town was a long stone’s throw away from where they were camping in the field.

“Thank you, Fenric, that would be most appreciated,” Rory said.

There was a snort and a rustle of fabric and Colm poked his head out of the nearest tent. “What are you lads talking about out here?”

Rory and Cian shared a smile as Fenric chuckled. Colm was old for a human—he was past the average age for a powerful sorcerer and was alive, by Cian’s guess, out of sheer will and spite. And he was by far the youngest person at their fire.

“We are talking about the British soldiers camped a few miles away,” Rory informed their old friend. Colm tightened his robe and shuffled out of his tent. He carefully sat beside Rory on the log, squinting at them over the fire.

“Ah, those bastards,” Colm muttered. “Up to no good, for sure. An armed squadron marching on a town full of civilians? We need to think about leaving.”

“Now I will definitely scout them out,” Fenric said, glancing at Cian. “I can get there, snoop around, and be back by morning if I leave now.”

“Be careful, please,” Cian found himself asking again, and he was confused by why he felt the desire to even say the words, but Fenric was standing, and in a glimmer of power, transformed into a large black cat with a white spot on his chest. His eyes were the same—that lovely shade of peridot.

The others wished Fenric luck and the cat-sidhe darted into the shadows, disappearing from sight immediately.

“He’ll be fine, brother,” Rory said, drawing Cian’s attention back to the group around the fire.

“Of course he will,” Cian replied, resisting the urge to get up and follow Fenric. The cat-sidhe was powerful, old, and more than capable of spying on the human soldiers without getting caught. He was going to be fine.

“That cat has caught your eye,” Colm declared smugly. The old man squinted at him, face wrinkled up in a smirk, eyes full of mirth. “He has turned your head.”

“What? No he has not,” Cian protested, but even to himself his words sounded weak.

He had no idea what was wrong with him.

Colm chuckled and Rory eyed him with interest, but Cian kept his thoughts to himself and added another log to the fire. And he told himself that Fenric was going to be fine, and he didn’t need Cian shadowing him.


Chapter 2

The Black Cat


Boston

Modern Day

“The target in question has been a thorn in the side of the High Council for far too long,” Grand Master Onfri de la Roche snarled. “I want him dead, as soon as possible.”

The black-clad enforcers lining the room made it clear to Fenric that their cover was going to be blown by gratuitous bloodshed if the Grand Master didn’t calm himself and his excessive feelings. De la Roche’s cover was that this was a business meeting and the enforcers were getting amped up for violence, ruining the cover entirely with their demeanor. The High Council was trying to hide their activities from the Boston Bloodclan and their spies, a fairly useless endeavor but one Fenric was temporarily indulging. At least until someone got too twitchy. This fancy hotel wasn’t built to handle bloodstains in the quantity Fenric was capable of generating.

“The target?” Fenric asked, though he wasn’t stupid, nor did he live under a rock. He was heading to Boston regardless, and when his handler texted him a potential client meeting, he should have said no. Saying no would have saved him time, but at least this way he had proof if the target needed it. Not the first time he fucked off a contract kill—he was too old and had lived too long for every contract to go smoothly—not to mention he was perfectly capable of thinking for himself, and he was entitled to change his mind. He wasn’t so precious about his reputation in assassins’ circles that he couldn’t change his mind about a contract once he’d taken it on. He knew too many assassins who refused to fail on a contract, including one infamous vampire assassin, and they frustrated Fenric whenever they had the misfortune to meet on the job.

Some people deserved to live, even the villains. Even then, one person’s villain was another person’s hero.

“The Necromancer of Boston,” the Grand Master declared with a grimace. That expected answer made Fenric wish he’d gone straight to his original destination and hadn’t taken any detours. Living forever was expensive and difficult without a permanent place to call home—taking a job for ready cash while he was in town to see if the rumors were true had turned out to be a bad decision. The supernatural communities around the world were abuzz with crazy tales, rumors, and half-truths about a High Court Sidhe going insane and killing people, and then his own mysterious death and the subsequent disappearance of his body. The news media had reported about Cian Brennan going on a killing spree, so that part was true, but as for the rest of it, Fenric was determined to sort out fact from fiction. Although, he should have done a bit more research on the new Grand Master of the High Council of Sorcery—his impulsiveness might bite him in the ass.

He wasn’t destitute and should have known better, but his curiosity got the best of him.

Again.

The High Council of Sorcery had lost a devastating amount of enforcers in the last few weeks trying to take out the Salvatore clan. The leader of the clan, Angelus Salvatore, was a necromancer of some infamy and renown. The city was braced for a war, a resurgence of violence not seen in over a decade, ready to hunker down and try to wait out the coming conflict.

Fenric had no idea how the Council thought an assassin would get the job done when dozens of enforcers were dead, had been run off, or were languishing in jail, all at the hands of the Salvatores, the Boston Bloodclan, and their allies.

Fenric was in town for those allies, or at least, the promise of one in particular.

He also needed to get out of this meeting without losing his head. Two enforcers stood right behind him where he sat across from the Grand Master of the High Council of Sorcery in a swanky parlor in an even more luxurious hotel.

Those two enforcers were armed with swords, both blades drawn, and within striking distance of Fenric’s neck. It was the last time he was taking a minimally researched job on the fly like this—clearly he needed a new handler.

He tended to outlive them, and got a new one every time one of them got killed, retired, or died of old age. Though to be honest, since he began his contract killing career, one had yet to die of old age. But it was a possibility.

His latest handler wasn’t going to last much longer, given how Fenric was in a locked room with a blood mage and half a dozen enforcers all ready to kill him if he said anything other than ‘yes’ to the job offer. They would try, but he doubted they would succeed—but he didn’t want to chance it.

“My fee is triple for the necromancer,” Fenric stated calmly.

“Triple? Hardly. How do I know you’re even capable, let alone worth triple?” the Grand Master scoffed.

“You came to me,” Fenric said, leaning forward, making direct eye contact, dropping his glamour as he did so—then smiling when the practitioner jolted at the sight of Fenric’s eyes. They were a bright green and slit like a cat’s, usually glamoured to a normal mortal hue and appearance, but he was done playing. Let this man see who he was trying to fuck around with.

“You came to me, sought me out,” he said softly with a hiss through his fangs. “I am too old for this fuck around and find out session. I’ll kill everyone in here if I have to prove a damn point.”

De la Roche waved a hand in negligible concern. “You cannot defeat us all.”

Fenric grinned, his double set of fangs bared. “Don’t get confused. I’ll start with you, fuckface, then play football with your head while I slice up your entourage into cat food.”

He knew better than to face a blood mage in an open brawl—the chance of getting wounded and bleeding were too high. A blood mage with access to an opponent’s blood ended fights quickly. Better to kill the mage in an ambush and be done with it, or merely be faster than his opponent. He did tend to be faster.

“Another vulgar soul,” de la Roche lamented, shaking his head with a sigh. “How disappointing. You’ll take the job, or die now.”

“You won’t kill me—you need me,” Fenric said calmly, outwardly unconcerned. “Whether to kill the necromancer or for a sacrifice, I’m too good to waste on killing. How often does a blood mage get a supernatural being for a sacrifice?”

De la Roche shifted a bit, glowering slightly. Fenric smiled, all teeth. He likely forgot, as most practitioners did, that other species had far more acute senses, and a miasma of blood spoor hung around the Grand Master like a cloud.

“Don’t get so ruffled. You stink of blood,” Fenric said, taunting him just a bit. He sat back in his chair, relaxed, ignoring the armed enforcers at both shoulders. “I’ll take your job, but for triple my usual fee. No exceptions.”

“Damn shifters and their cursed noses,” de la Roche replied with a sneer. “Fine, I accept your terms. Triple your fee for the necromancer’s head. You have one week.”

One week to fuck over the High Council of Sorcery and kill as many assassins heading for the Brennan twins and their friends as possible.

He was game.

“Excellent. Tell me everything you know about the Necromancer of Boston,” Fenric leaned forward a bit, a predator intent on his prey. “Starting with his friend, the High Court Sidhe.”
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Fenric

Fenric left as quickly as he could without making it look like he was running away, despite very much running away.

“Danu-spawned hellions and their twice-bedamned matching-set-twinsie bullshit!” Fenric muttered to himself as he ran down an alley in Back Bay, dodging trash cans and puddles. Two enforcers were trying to shadow him, but he was just too fast, and had every intention of losing his tail—not his literal tail. The enforcers had no business being in his business and all he needed was a blind corner to lose them entirely. The Grand Master likely had concerns about his intent to follow through on the job.

He rounded a corner and thankfully the street was short, empty but for parked cars, and he was able to duck between a couple of cars and then he shifted. He pulled in the shadows as he knelt, obscuring his transformation from any chance eye catching him using his magic. A matter of seconds, and the short, wiry, compact human-appearing man disappeared, and a large, fluffy black cat jumped from the swirl of darkness, as black as the abyss but for his peridot green eyes and a small white spot on his chest.

He ran under a car parked along the sidewalk and hid behind a tire just as the enforcers ran out from the alley, pausing as they tried to catch their breath and find their target. Fenric could see their booted feet in matching uniforms from under the car, but not much else.

“Do you see him?” one asked, breathing heavily.

“No. He might be hiding, check behind the cars,” the other enforcer said, and Fenric watched as the enforcers split up and walked down the street in either direction. He waited until his ears told him they were far enough away to restrict their casting at a moving target, and he shot out from under the car, bolting across the sidewalk and back down the alley in the direction from which he and the enforcers had come.

He manipulated the shadows in the dark alley, the buildings on either side too high to let the sun shine directly into the space between them, and he used that to his advantage, slinking along the wall of one building, covered in shadows. Anyone looking down the alley would see nothing but inky blackness, and that was what he needed. His natural abilities gave him limited control of any shadows he could find, and came in handy when trying to hide.

Thankfully the day was overcast and the ground a bit damp, discouraging people from being out and about, even in the city, and the residential areas of Back Bay were quiet, everyone at work. No one was around to notice the large black cat covered in shadows, slinking through front gardens of townhomes and snaking through black iron fences as if made of water. He left no trace behind, neither paw print nor magic, as he headed east to Beacon Hill.
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Fenric

He kept up the glamour that cloaked him in shadows, not willing to let humans or supernatural people see him in his current form—a large, fluffy, eighty-pound black cat that was much too large to be a domestic housecat and gifted with fangs long enough to tear out a person’s throat. He could take the smaller, more adorable housecat form, but it wasn’t as fast and was more vulnerable to stray dogs and mean teenagers looking to pick on an animal. Especially as a black cat. He’d rather risk alarming a few people with his larger cat form than endanger his own tail by traveling across the city as a tiny housecat.

Though if he needed to be a regular cat, it was no problem, except for how it felt to be that small; it made him feel vulnerable and he disliked the feeling. But thankfully he was not a regular cat, but one of the cait-sidhe, an Elder fae species of shapeshifters that were older than dirt. As Elder fae they were rare, though not as rare as the High Court Sidhe, their peoples distantly related through Danu and one of her siblings, the progenitor of the cait-sidhe, a distant figure long gone from the world.

Transmutation, to change oneself, was difficult and out of reach for most mortals, unless they were shifters or werewolves of some type. Those animal shifters and werewolves were blessed human lineages with hereditary magic that evolved beyond the loose parameters of the original divine blessing from Danu and her siblings.

The exception to transmutation were the cait-sidhe; they could change their physical form while remaining mentally intact—remain themselves no matter what form they took. Magic was mutable, ever changing, evolving naturally, and the cait-sidhe were the essence of that mutable aspect of magic as a whole.

Fenric prided himself on his adaptability, open-mindedness, and endurance, all things he attributed to his birth-people. Over many eons his people decided upon a preferred form, that of the large black wildcat with a rangy form and strong limbs, long fangs and a big head with strong jaws. Over the years the cait-sidhe gave life to the legends of the Kellas cat in Scotland, and many other large cat legends in the British Isles. Most of his people still lived in Scotland, haunting the highlands and forests, scaring tourists and charming locals. Though they made sure to be seen rarely; better to avoid giving away the identities of their human forms and their homes.

The fae had not been persecuted in Scotland for nearly fifty years, but their memories were as long as their lives and they were cautious as a result, keeping their true numbers hidden from humans, appearing to be nearly as rare as the High Court Sidhe.

Elder fae species were going extinct.

Magic was evolving past them.


Chapter 3

Peridot Eyes


Fenric

It figured the necromancer would not be in Beacon Hill when Fenric came calling. He snooped about the townhouse, passing through the wards with ease, sticking his little kitty nose in doorways and avoiding the staff. There was a room for what Fenric assumed was the dragon he’d heard about—it smelled of scales, fire, and gold. He refrained from going inside the room, not wanting to piss off a dragon by entering its territory. The house was also home to a pair of werewolves and a vampire of considerable power, and the necromancer, of course. Yet none of them were home, and Fenric detested waiting on other people.

The foyer smelled of blood—human mixed with blood magic—and he wrinkled his nose in distaste as he jumped out a partially open window in the parlor overlooking the front street.

His senses told him there were enforcers watching nearby—he smelled the magic on them, layered on top of the local scents that were more entrenched, marking them as more recent arrivals. He didn’t see them, but his nose was never wrong.

He didn’t enjoy the thought of traipsing south to the Salvatore Mansion in his cat form, and made sure to slink off into a nearby alley before transforming into his sidhe body. He patted his pockets and found his wallet, then stepped out of the alley on the other side of the block where luckily a cab was nearby. He hailed the cab and gave the cabbie directions south, sitting back in the seat and pondering his day so far.
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Fenric

The cab dropped him off on the side of the road outside the huge residential neighborhood his intel said housed the Salvatore Mansion. It was a wealthy neighborhood, based on the size of the estates and the houses, the houses so far apart they were hard to see from the old access road, obscured by trees and distance. Echoes of tragedy from the Salvatore Massacre kept away new developments and the main entrance of the neighborhood was moved to the far side away from the Salvatore Mansion, no one wanting to build near the neighbors that had experienced so much violence and tragedy.

Fenric decided that going as a small housecat would be the better choice to get him through the neighborhood without being seen—especially since his nose told him there was a car full of High Council enforcers parked near the closest entrance. The car was behind a dilapidated decorative wall at the entrance, and he stayed on the street, just out of view, the pockmarked wall between him and the enforcers.

The cab disappeared, and Fenric glanced around with both his eyes and his magic, and found no one in his line of sight—he transformed again, and went smaller than he usually preferred—no one really paid any mind to a stray cat wandering a neighborhood. Thankfully it was not autumn, as he refused to tolerate the superstitious nature of some ignorant humans about black cats. Fenric meandered behind the back side of the decorative wall, behind the town car that idled obliviously at the entrance, and into the tall sea grass that abutted the tiny speck of manicured lawn by the wall. A black cat should not be so easily hidden within a field of light green, but he knew from experience that he was invisible to the human eye once he was in deep enough. No one saw him, and he opened his senses and headed toward the glowing beacon of powerful magic that was the Salvatore Mansion.

It took him a couple of hours to get to the estate. He was small as a housecat, and that meant smaller steps, but he managed it, reaching the estate in the late afternoon. He paused outside the wards and took in the massive structure that was the house, along with the shields and wards that protected it.

Following the curve of the property toward the ocean, Fenric sniffed along the wards, his nose telling him plenty as he searched for the best place to cross.

A High Court Sidhe’s magic permeated the grounds, the earth rejoicing in the presence of one so powerful and attuned to nature.

Rory Brennan was alive and well for the magic to be so calm, nurturing, and soothing.

If the land was at peace, then so was Rory, and there was no chaotic scent of grief and impending madness that came when one half of a sidhe twin pair died.

That meant Cian Brennan was alive and well, despite official news to the contrary.

Fenric cheered quietly, purring at the thought of seeing the twins again after so long. With Rory awake rather than dead, and Cian sane once again, he would have the chance to reconnect with old friends, and perhaps not feel so alone in the world. He had been overseas when news of Cian’s recent killing spree reached him, and for the longest time he doubted the veracity of the reports. For him, Cian Brennan had been dead for centuries, after Rory fell in battle.

To be proven wrong and reunited with the twins, with Cian, made him mourn the last two centuries of separation. He missed Rory, of course, but it was Cian he truly missed the most.

Shaking his head to dispel his maudlin thoughts, Fenric sat in a comfortable hollow of grass and warm sand where the wards ended at the beach. He curled up and decided a nap was in order—he would cross the wards at night, better to blend in with the shadows. He hoped Rory and Cian found him first—he did not want to explain to an irate necromancer who he was and why he was there.

He woke to silence.

Not even crickets chirped. Nature knew when something was afoot—when a predator was hunting.

Or a human assassin was trying to get paid.

An obfuscation charm was hiding the man from magical senses, but poorly—the sidhe saw with an eye that encompassed the entirety of the natural world, and the patchy blank spot in Fenric’s awareness was as obvious as a spotlight. Something was creeping along the wards, and the black-clad silhouette coalesced from the shadows into a human-shaped form not far from where Fenric was curled up in the tall grass.

He kept as still as death, eyes and magical senses tracking each flicker of movement and magic, and he sensed when the wards pinged the intruder and alerted the Mansion inhabitants.

The assassin was facing Fenric’s location, and he would not be able to surprise the bastard if he moved—the white spot on his chest would catch the moonlight, along with his eyes, so Fenric waited to see if the man was going to pass his hiding spot. If he did, Fenric was going to ambush him from behind—there was no such thing as honor among assassins. Death was the final judge.

Waiting proved unnecessary—a blur of green and blue speared through the wards and knocked the assassin back several feet, though the man was quick and pulled a sword, swinging for his attacker’s neck.

Fenric watched in awe and delight as Cian Brennan dodged the blow, twirling his body and daggers in a move fit for a ballet stage—and then the assassin was dead, twin daggers buried to the hilt in his heart.

Cian pushed the body off his daggers with a foot to the man’s torso and the body dropped, and Fenric, too delighted for common sense, let his transformation carry him to his feet.

The ease with which Cian flipped the dagger in his grip and threw it at him was impressive. He was so distracted by seeing Cian again that he almost didn’t catch the dagger before it made contact with his skull. He snagged it from the air and smiled at the marvelous sidhe warrior he never thought to see again.
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Cian

“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 grassy sand to reach Cian where he still stood over the body.

A sweet, dangerous smile of pale pink lips and double-fanged teeth greeted him, and Cian found it hard to breathe when the cat-sidhe handed the dagger back, 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.

Almost as impressive as the impact of seeing Fenric again after so very long.

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 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?”

Cian found it hard to speak, too flabbergasted by Fenric to muster up a reply, and Fenric gave him a sharp grin and a wicked wink that made him twitch a smidge.

The body at his feet was dripping blood everywhere, soaking the grasses, and the growing puddle had nearly reached his boots, but Cian was hardly bothered, not when a smile he never expected to see again was taking all his attention. Fenric’s smile was carefree and teasing, as if he knew the turmoil he created merely by being in Cian’s presence. There was a history there, and Cian felt the rush of those long-ago moments pass through his mind in the seconds since meeting the intense gaze of the cat-sidhe.

“Cian!”

His brother’s call made him look away from lovely peridot eyes, and Cian held up a hand in warning and greeting as Rory and Simeon reached the top of the dune and came down the nearest side, sliding down in a shower of grass and sand.

“The assassin is dead,” Cian said, Rory reaching him in a second and Simeon headed to the corpse, nudging the body with his foot. “I am fine.”

Rory still grabbed him by the shoulders and looked him over from head to toe, checking for injury, and Cian let him. His twin loved him and worried for him—they were entwined forever, and an injury to one affected the other. Cian held the bloody daggers away from his body so as not to smear Rory.

“An assassin,” Simeon said, musing aloud. “Sent for who?”

Rory let go of Cian and turned to look at the body himself.

Cian checked on his shadow—it spoke to Fenric’s power that neither Rory nor Simeon noticed the cat-sidhe, despite him being plastered to Cian’s back.

“The Necromancer of Boston, of course,” Fenric declared, looking around Cian’s shoulder, mouth curled in a sassy smile, teeth too sharp to be human, eyes slit like a cat’s.

Simeon, for all he was a powerful vampire with heightened senses, jumped a foot and turned on Fenric with a startled hiss, much like a cat himself—and Fenric giggled, leaning on Cian’s back, his warmth seeping into Cian.

Rory startled, and spun from the body, ready to fight, but he relaxed with a surprised breath and stared at Fenric like he was a ghost.

In some ways, he was—a ghost of a life unlived. Rory last saw Fenric just before the battle that felled Rory two hundred and fifty years prior—for Rory, it felt like it was months, while Cian and Fenric took the longer route. Yet the passage of time had messed with them all.

“Fenric?” Rory exclaimed, startled and confused. “I… you’re here.”

Simeon relaxed quickly, and they all turned to watch Angel and Daniel approaching through the dunes, taking the path that meandered through the sea grass instead of the quicker, more direct route the other two took. The danger was past and they sensed it, likely through their mate bonds and the wards.

Angel reached Simeon and stood over the dead man Cian killed moments earlier. He bent to look at the face, and shook his head after a moment. “I don’t know him. Who is he and what was he doing?”

“An assassin,” Cian replied, pointing to the sword the man dropped in the grass, and then the obfuscation charms sewn into his black clothing. “I found him attempting to enter the wards. I confronted him and he tried to take off my head. I killed him.”

Angel gave Cian a searching glance, and then his eyes went wide as he noticed the cat-sidhe in Cian’s shadow. The moon was full overhead, giving the shadows a silvery hue to them that lit up everything within sight, almost as bright as day. Fenric, all blacks and whites and silvers, blended into the shadows, and only his snow-white complexion and startling eyes were visible as he peeked around Cian’s shoulder.

“Cian, who’s your friend?” Angel asked cautiously, though he made no aggressive moves. The blatant cuddling Fenric was doing probably had something to do with it.

“Angelus Salvatore, this is Fenric Feralas, an old friend from our early days in this new world. Fenric, this is Angel Salvatore, Necromancer of Boston and the master of these lands. He’s rather tetchy about people showing up unannounced and trying to enter the wards, so be a dear and call ahead.”

“Gimme your number,” Fenric said, taking him literally, nudging Cian’s elbow. All he did to acknowledge Angel was a tiny finger wave before he smiled up at Cian again.

“Hold up, please,” Angel interrupted, but Cian pulled out his phone and unlocked it, giving it to Fenric without a blink as Angel stared at them in confusion and some frustration. “Who are you exactly and why are you here?”

“Oh, I’m an assassin, too, and was hired,” that last bit was stressed with anger and sarcasm, “to kill you. I wasn’t the only one, though, obviously.” Fenric gestured with Cian’s phone to the dead man leaking on the grass. “I tried to refuse the job but the blood mage guy who tried to hire me gave me no choice. He was going to cut off my head, so I said yes. It’s a night for near-decapitations it seems.”

Simeon growled and stared at Fenric with predatory focus, but Fenric merely grinned and wiggled his fingers in a wave at the vampire.

“I’m here to warn you,” Fenric said, rolling his eyes. “I’m obviously not here to kill anyone. Cian took care of that for me.”

Fenric was texting on Cian’s phone—he held up the phone so Cian could see he was texting himself so they had each other’s numbers, then gave the phone back to Cian, who took it with a nod in thanks. Cian put the phone away, and Fenric refused to be dislodged from his clinging, hands clutching at Cian’s clothing.

“You took the job,” Angel said, suspicious. “You’re fae. They don’t break their word. Maybe this warning is a ruse to get close so you can kill me.”

“Uh-uh,” Fenric said, tsking and wagging a single finger at Angel. “I am cait-sidhe, and while my word is my honor, I never gave it willingly. Loopholes are a thing.”

“His promise given under duress is not a promise freely given—it makes it invalid, and the dishonor falls on the one doing the coercing,” Rory explained to Angel, watching Fenric with some surprise and a flicker of joy—they had been friends, after all.

Fenric was leaning on Cian, one arm curled around his back and the other clinging to his arm, where Fenric pressed his face, rubbing his cheek and chin along Cian’s upper arm and shoulder. It was remarkably feline in a sense, which was only logical, as the cait-sidhe were shapeshifters, and their preferred form was that of a cat. The scent marking was unexpected, though.

Cian was surprised at himself for allowing the touching for so long without shaking the cat-sidhe loose. He wasn’t one for tactile friendships, but then the cait-sidhe were Elder fae, and cousins to the High Court Sidhe. And he and Fenric had been friends, before Rory fell in battle and Cian lost his way and his mind.

And living with Daniel, who delighted in physical touch with his loved ones, had softened Cian over the last several weeks. Daniel was great at hugs, and he hugged Cian with more frequency since he mated Rory, almost as much as he hugged Angel or his best friend, Isaac.

Cian, Rory, and Fenric were all very long-lived. Friendships never died when the parties involved lived forever. What was two centuries when they were immortal?

“Okay, what are we doing about the body? Cian can’t be involved in a police report.” Angel said, hands on his hips. “He’s still officially dead.”

“You smell wonderful for a dead man,” Fenric murmured, looking up at Cian through thick black lashes.

That made Cian choke out a laugh, shoulders shaking. Cian wiped at his mouth, trying to hide the grin. Fenric was a highly irreverent being with a cutting sense of humor, one apparently unchanged by the long years since Cian saw him last.

“Oh, Hecate’s balls,” Angel muttered. “There’s two of them now.”

“We can get rid of the body,” Simeon told Angel. “The bloodclan can dispose of it.”

“That’s scary,” Angel said, though he gave his mate a nod and a smile. “Is it legal-ish? I don’t want O’Malley showing up to arrest me. That would get awkward.”

“Sovereignty has its perks,” Simeon replied, and he bent down and grabbed the sword, standing to examine it in the moonlight. “I’ll call and arrange for the coroner to come and get the body. I’ll call O’Malley as well, but he hasn’t doubted our claims of self-defense yet, so I doubt he will this time.”

“Tell your policeman I was the one to kill the assassin,” Rory told Simeon. “In case there’s traces of Cian left on the body. Our DNA is identical, too.”

“I doubt they’ll care that much to do a DNA test, but that comes in handy if they do.” Simeon assured them.

Cian grew bored with the conversation, and handed a dagger to Fenric, who took it without complaint, while Cian pulled a silk handkerchief from the ether and began cleaning the dagger he still held, wiping at the blood. It had been a few minutes so the blood was growing tacky and sticking to the metal, and Cian sighed in aggravation. He enjoyed fighting but cleanup after was always a chore.

Fenric made a disgruntled scoffing noise and shook the hand holding the dagger, magic washing up over the hilt and up the long blade, the blood disappearing, leaving the weapon pristine and shining. “You hate the cleaning of blades yet you do it the long way. Still haven’t changed, I see.”

“Maybe I like the way the blades look after hand-cleaning them,” Cian retorted, gently elbowing Fenric, who dodged the slow nudge with a chuckle.

“Nah, you forgot you could clean them with magic,” Fenric replied, whip-fast and snarky. “You’re getting old.”

Cian glared at Fenric, but without any heat. Fenric was not as old as the Brennan twins, but he was still Elder fae. Most of the cait-sidhe were old, those that remained, at least. At last count the cait-sidhe weren’t functionally extinct, not like the High Court Sidhe. In his travels the last few centuries he’d come across plenty of Elder fae peoples who remained—the selkies, cait-sidhe, kelpies, and many others. It was his own people who numbered the least.

“I might have,” Cian retorted, rueful. “But I would not admit such.” Cian waved the silk cloth and sent power rushing from hand to silk, cleaning away the blood, then did the same to the dagger he was holding, cleaning it as well. He dismissed both into the ether, and took back the blade Fenric cleaned, dismissing that as well after a cursory inspection, finding Fenric’s magic had left it in pristine condition.

Fenric always knew how to care for his weapons.

“How do you know each other?” Angel’s question reminded Cian that there were still other people present, and he looked at the necromancer before arching a brow at his brother to explain.

“Fenric was among the fae we helped leave the Old World for the colonies when we traveled here ourselves the first time. We went by ship, and he was one of the passengers.” Rory shared, going to Daniel and hugging his husband, who gave him a beautiful smile. “We brought over many fae peoples escaping persecution and death at the hands of the High Council of Sorcery.”

Fenric sighed happily, watching the new husbands, who were gazing at each other with love in their eyes and sappy smiles. They were matching his research exactly as he expected them to. “Aahh, newlyweds. So lovey-dovey.”

Cian quirked a brow and pointedly looked down at his arm that Fenric was now hugging with both of his arms, virtually glued to Cian’s side. “Just the newlyweds?”

“Shhhh,” Fenric mock-whispered. “Don’t spoil our reunion.”

“Is the dead body not spoiling it?” Cian asked, curious.

“Oh no, that’s perfectly lovely. Adds to the ambience.” Fenric replied with a sharp grin. Literally. He was blessed with double fangs, two sets on top and bottom, though with a larger primary set and the secondary at least half the size.

Fenric was quite beautiful, with his lush pink mouth, shiny and thick black hair, white skin that glowed in the moonlight, and eyes that reflected the light like mirrors, pupils wide, slit vertically like a feline.

Cian made himself look away, and caught his brother’s amused expression, and the gentle, teasing affection along their bond. Cian appreciated beauty—and Rory knew it.

“Come, let them deal with the body and securing the grounds,” Fenric murmured. “I want to catch up with you.”

Cian nodded and walked into the shadows with Fenric still clutching his arm like he was afraid Cian would disappear.

Not surprising—the moment Rory went into stasis, the connection between them severed, the old Cian was gone. All that he was, gone—nothing but memory clouded by loss and echoing grief. And a creeping abyss that came for him in the end.

If Fenric had seen him after the battle at Lexington, he would not have recognized Cian.

Cian hadn’t even recognized himself.
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Fenric

Fenric hung onto the strong, muscular arm of the High Court Sidhe and both cursed himself and counted his blessings—Cian was alive, and while he was glad the reports of Cian’s death were grossly inaccurate, Cian was a distraction, and distractions got assassins killed.

He might’ve lived closer to forever than not, but that didn’t mean he was sanguine about dying. He wanted more forevers. And now that he knew Cian was alive, he knew exactly how he wanted those forevers to be. His conflicting emotions were in turmoil but he stamped them down, refusing to let himself ruin this reunion with Cian.

They walked through the tall dunes, the path winding through the thigh-high grass, the white gravel seeming to his eyes to absorb the moonlight and glow.

His sensitive ears picked up on the men talking on the other side of the dunes, and they had yet to notice them leaving. A neat trick of his, using the shadows to hide completely. They might notice soon, but that was all right. He had nothing to hide. At least nothing the Salvatore clan would be interested in.

“Where have you been these last few centuries?” Cian asked, heading straight for the heart of the matter. He was curious, not accusatory, and that eased some worry Fenric carried.

“Colm was dead and Rory had fallen, and the few people who knew what happened said you were dead with Rory,” Fenric said. “I searched and searched for you both. I could not find you after the battle, and too many people needed help for me to continue forever searching for the two of you. I did what I could to find our party members safe homes, soft places to land, during the escape from Lexington. Do you remember the aftermath of the battle with the British?”

Cian paused and stood looking out over the sand to the ocean, the waning moon a couple of days past full and illuminating the beach with a silver glow. The air was laden with salt, grass, and wildflowers.

The High Court Sidhe gave off a comforting aura of body heat, and Fenric wanted to curl up in Cian’s lap and never leave again.

“Rory took a sword to the heart,” Cian said, and Fenric’s breath stuttered for a second before he collected himself. Cian continued. “A single wound, but it laid him low, nearly took his life. I remember nothing afterwards but for Colm fighting to escape the battle, dragging Rory and me with him in the chaos. We managed to keep Rory alive long enough for Colm’s plan to work. Afterward, I began my search immediately for a priest to resurrect him.”

“Colm’s plan?” Fenric asked, and he had a sneaking suspicion it was something devastating. What he knew from the leaked police reports and subsequent rumors was spotty, and he hoped it wasn’t as bad as the rumors portrayed. He’d paid a hacker to get Cian’s statements after his recent arrest, and the reports were a bit incomplete—he knew it had been Cian censoring himself to prevent certain details from going public. Some things no one should know, especially the authorities.

“It was his plan to place Rory in a stasis spell while I searched for a priest to stop his death and resurrect him with a new heart,” Cian shared. “He volunteered his death to fuel the spell. His sacrifice kept Rory alive for centuries, in time for the Necromancer of Boston to heal him.”

A stasis spell—a living purgatory, limbo—there were many names for the unceasing, endless nothingness that encompassed the person trapped within. And it totally cut Cian off from his twin, and their shared soul. The High Court Sidhe and the cait-sidhe were not meant to be cut off from siblings with a shared soul—it was unnatural for their kind. Fenric was not a multiple, but he knew cait-sidhe who were, and for any of them to lose a part of their very soul was a horrifying thing to contemplate.

Fenric knew the rest of the story from the police reports he bought. Cian spent centuries alone while he searched for a priest of their people, coming up empty-handed, and eventually he succumbed to the madness of losing the other half of his soul; he began killing people, searching for a heart fit to resurrect his twin. Several humans and werewolves were killed, and Cian accepted his guilt and the thousand-year sentence from the human government, ending up in Blackguard Prison.

Cian accepted his punishment despite the fact that his mental state was severely altered and his capacity for making ethical and moral decisions diminished, his conscience and empathy neutered with Rory held in stasis. He had the very valid defense of an insanity plea, yet he did not take it.

How Cian was free and on Salvatore property was still a mystery to Fenric.

Cian found a plush patch of grass and sat, pulling Fenric down with him to sit beside him. Fenric resisted the urge to crawl into Cian’s lap and snuggle, so he settled for curling up against his side and resting his head on Cian’s shoulder.

Cian huffed in amusement but let Fenric be, accepting the contact.

“Why aren’t you in Blackguard?” Fenric asked softly, eyes on the inky black horizon over the ocean. Tiny hints of stars winked in and out, dampened by the moon’s brilliance.

“Humans in the prison conspired with the High Council of Sorcery to torture and abduct me for access to the underhill,” Cian shared, and Fenric was chilled with horror at the words. “I nearly died. Angel Salvatore took me out of Blackguard to prevent humans from trying to use me again, and concocted the fake death to keep me hidden.”

“You still have it then? The underhill?” Fenric asked, curious. The temple was the last bit of it that Fenric ever saw, and he wondered whether it had changed in this modern age.

“Why? Do you wish to use it as others have done? Do you covet its power?” Cian asked, and Fenric was insulted enough to lightly swat Cian on the shoulder with one hand, frowning, until he saw the laughter in Cian’s eyes, which to his surprise weren’t stormy, but a rich amber.

“Your eyes?” Fenric asked, even as the obvious answer clicked. “Ah, you look like Rory with those eyes. Anyone watching will see your brother and not you. Clever.” Fenric settled back down, rubbing his cheek on a strong shoulder, scent marking his old friend. “Though anyone watching will think less of Rory for snuggling with someone not his husband.” Cian sighed at his words, and Fenric chuckled before continuing. “And you know I don’t need your precious underhill to travel. The responsibility of having such a thing at my beck and call is enough to make me ill. You’re welcome to it.”

“Apologies, Fenric. I meant no insult. My teasing was in bad taste. Too much time spent among greedy humans,” Cian apologized sweetly, which made Fenric happy.

“You’re forgiven,” Fenric said with a smile, a purr building in his throat. He let the sound free, happy he bothered to follow his conscience and curiosity and warn the Necromancer of Boston that the High Council of Sorcery was hiring assassins to kill him.
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Cian

Cian sat under the stars with Fenric and tried to reconcile his unexpected good fortune with how he had imagined his life going for the foreseeable future. Or not going, as the case may be. Simeon had mentioned that Cian might try living instead of surviving—Rory was awake, no longer in stasis, and Cian was restored to who he had been before Rory fell in battle.

It was time to live.

Living was something he had plenty of experience with—he was older than most mortal species on the planet. Ever since he left his mother’s side and struck out into the world with his twin brother, Cian had been living. And then, with the strike of a sword, he stopped.

With every day that passed he felt that the time Rory spent in limbo was a dream. Disconnected from reality, his mind was now clearer, more focused, and he felt more. Emotions were no longer echoes or discordant memories, but his own to feel again in all their breadth and depth.

Though he was never going to be the epitome of love and compassion that was Rory—Cian was the harsher, sharper side of their soul, far more ruthless and ofttimes reckless.

“What are you thinking about so hard?” Fenric asked quietly, gazing up at the stars.

“Living,” Cian replied readily, looking up at the stars too.

“That’s wonderful,” Fenric replied softly, sincere.

Cian smiled.


Chapter 4

Teacher, teach.


Cian

Fenric left as the night grew darkest, saying goodbye with a slow, parting of promises to return, and mentioning he needed to get some sleep in a real bed. Cian held off on asking him to stay—inviting someone to the estate was outside of polite bounds at the moment, though he doubted the Salvatores would object if Rory vouched for Fenric. Cian was not sure how much weight his word would have.

The wind spoke of a quiet night, birds sleeping in branches, critters searching for food in the tall sea grass that covered the sand dunes right outside the garden walls. The wind also carried to him whispers of the mortal practitioners lurking at the periphery of the estate grounds, their harsh words and exclamations disturbing the peaceful atmosphere. Likely enforcers bored with their duties, or assassins waiting for a chance at their targets.

Being dead isn’t all that bad, Cian thought to himself as he meandered through the lush grounds of the Salvatore Mansion, the sharp breeze cooling as it lifted his long hair off his neck. Dawn wasn’t far off, and he wondered how the sun would look as it crested the ocean in the east. He might head to the beach to see the sun rise.

Close to sunrise and with no mortals about to witness Cian not being dead, he was free to roam the borders of the Salvatore Mansion’s expansive grounds, limited to within the ward lines by his word to his new jailer. In his long life, he’d been in plenty of jails and prisons, but the young necromancer was by far the most lax and generous of all the wardens to ever host Cian, and he was rather amused by the arrangement. His death in the eyes of the human authorities may not hold—a secret never could when more than the dead knew it—but for now, Cian Brennan, notorious serial killer and one of the few remaining High Court Sidhe in the world, was dead, murdered in prison by his own guards.

A satisfying end, he hoped, for the families of his victims, those he killed when his sanity finally cracked and the abyss carved him into a hollow, shattered version of who he was before that fateful day in Lexington centuries earlier. The murderer of their loved ones was dead, no longer sitting out of reach for a thousand years behind bars.

Cian grimaced, looking down at the ground beneath his feet, listening to the bedrock far below the beach, the hum of the wind overhead, a distant rumble of thunder heralding another round of summer storms, and tried his best to dispel the memories of his dishonor from his mind. Dwelling on the evil acts he committed when he was not rational and could not control his fears, misguided hopes, and worst impulses was foolish and did nothing but blind him to the present.

He’d lived too long to be haunted by the past. The only way to survive eternity was to live in the moment, and maybe think about tomorrow.

At least he wasn’t alone anymore.

A giggle, sweet and charming, floated through the garden, and Cian rolled his eyes as he touched minds with his twin, and caught a glimpse of Rory kissing his husband on the beach.

The newlyweds had the same idea, it seemed. Cian considered turning around and giving them privacy, but Rory sensed him and sent a wave of welcome along their mental connection. He turned his feet toward the beach, walking down the length of the expansive gardens and then through the iron fence set in the tumble-stone wall, the flagstone path giving way to seashell gravel. The demarcation between the magically tended and protected gardens and the wild seagrass dunes was rather severe—the gardens held plants and trees not local to the shoreline, since the harsh ocean conditions on the sandy shore were tough on the maples and varieties of pine trees kept safe within the walls of the garden.

He found his brothers atop the tallest dune along the path, sitting together, Rory’s arm around Daniel’s shoulders, face buried in the golden locks of the newest, and youngest, High Court Sidhe in the world.

Not so young, though. Grown by both human and sidhe standards, Daniel Salvatore was all man and there was nothing childlike about him.

Rory’s hair under the setting moon was a dark gray and gilded silver, blending in with the grass around them. The stars were bright and few, twinkling in the ink-black sky, fading away in the east where the sun approached, and the western sky that was visible over the top of the Mansion was cluttered with stars as if they were fleeing the sun in hopes of shining for just a while longer.

Cian climbed the dune and came to stand at Rory’s shoulder where he sat on the ground with his husband. The bright smile from Daniel put to rest the worry he was intruding. He sat on the dune, close enough for his shoulder and side to align with Rory, and he turned his attention to the eastern horizon. Not long now.

Daniel was practically in Rory’s lap, and he was able to reach out and take Cian’s hand in his, squeezing. He glanced down at their joined hands and squeezed back, gentle, despite knowing that Daniel was sidhe now and just as unbreakable as Cian and Rory.

Cian didn’t like harming something delicate. An odd trait for a sidhe whom many would call a sadist, a monster, but it was true. He abhorred harming innocents, the senseless breaking of delicate and precious things.

Though he loved bloodshed, too.

But that was a thought ill-suited to the comforts of family and the beauty of the rising sun.
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Cian

The icy wind and salt air was not so different from the beach at the Salvatore Mansion, but the view was a huge change. Cian breathed in the salty air, crisp and clear, enjoying himself.

There was an insistent knocking on his mental walls, but he took his time taking in the view.

For humans, having another voice in their head was a sign of madness. For Cian, it was how he knew he was sane.

Rory, his twin and the other half of his soul, wasn’t just a voice, but his conscience, a source of comfort and love, and a steadfast confidant who didn’t judge Cian’s less…polite thoughts.

Sharing a soul wasn’t a hardship. Not for Cian. High Court Sidhe twins—well, multiple births of all numbers—had been a unique expression of magic in the living world when life and magic were new. Young, adaptable, malleable magics forged the Elder fae species in a more direct manner than the generations of much younger fae species that came eons later. Only the multiple births of Elder fae had shared souls.

Cian and Rory weren’t the only twins of their people when they were born, but as the ages passed and the world changed, the High Court Sidhe gradually vanished and their numbers dwindled. He was certain they were the only pair of twins left among their people.

There were less than a hundred High Court Sidhe in the world.

A people who once numbered in the millions, now diminished to functional extinction.

It was sad, in a distant fashion—it affected Rory and his tender heart more than Cian when the reality of their situation encroached on their thoughts and memories, or came up in conversation with the new extended family. The Salvatore Clan was comprised of highly intelligent, curious, educated, powerful, and stubborn as hell practitioners and vampires. The curious practitioners were almost as annoying as the frustratingly stubborn vampire mates.

Rory was more inclined to indulge idle questions from the other family members, but Cian was well aware that both his new brother Daniel and Eroch, the growing dragon fledgling, had him wrapped around their every whim and want. They were both hard to deny, and really, Cian saw no reason to say no to either. Whether it was answering a billion questions about the things he saw or experienced in his immortal life, or teaching a talkative toddler dragon how to order organically raised beef and bacon by the pound from a butcher.

Currently, Daniel, his new brother, was exercising his familial privileges and sweetly badgering Cian with a multitude of questions without any sense of logical progression, jumping from one topic to the next in a chaotic method that Cian was finding charming instead of annoying. But then, Cian did love chaos.

“Have you ever seen a volcano erupt?” Daniel asked, all but vibrating with anticipation of Cian’s reply.

“Quite a few,” Cian answered. “From varying distances and perspectives, some of them rather unfortunate in their proximity. And I’ve felt many of them erupt, too.”

“You talk fancy when you’re trying to impress someone,” Daniel teased with a wide grin, making Cian roll his eyes.

“Shush, and listen to Teacher,” Cian ordered primly, and Daniel cackled, making Cian smile at the younger man’s silliness. Having a little brother was a new experience, and one he was coming to enjoy as much as the bond he had with Rory.

Rory, ever-present as he was in Cian’s mind, had become especially nagging in the last few minutes, and with amusement and no less than ecstatic glee, he kept his mental walls up, effectively ignoring his twin. He left just enough transparency in his mental walls for Rory to feel his amusement and to know Daniel was safe, and that was it.

Rory wanted Daniel to attend more lessons with the mortal practitioners, Ignacio and the head of the clan, Angel Salvatore. But while both men were incredible sorcerers, and Angel an experienced teacher of human higher magics, Daniel was no longer human.

His training had no need to be structured like he endured when mortal and so very human, even with dual affinities. Sidhe abilities were intuitive and instinctual, and with Daniel’s training in control of his magic from his human life, he was well-equipped to manage the new, more powerful abilities of his aspects.

Cian sensed when Rory accessed the underhill and ordered it to take him to Cian and Daniel, and he mentally gave it permission to do as his brother ordered. Teasing his brother was one thing—stressing him out by withholding his mate was entirely out of bounds.

Teasing Rory was something he missed dearly while Rory slept for those many years, and he was very happy to reinstate the habit. It was pitiful how little time it took before Rory was missing his husband and came looking for Daniel. They had phones. Rory could call Daniel if he missed his husband or if the matter was urgent.

Cian stalled the underhill, having it languish in the middle of the Atlantic while Rory insisted on speaking to him directly. He relented, and Rory rushed fully into his mind with a hint of aggrieved brotherly love and impatience.

Brother, where are you? Rory grumbled in the back of his mind. Where is my husband?

Cian squinted against brilliant sunlight and leaned forward a bit, just enough to see over the edge of the cliff to the sea several hundred feet below.

I believe this island is called Surtsey. A lovely island southwest of Iceland. Very new to the world; it came into being while you…slept. Cian took a moment then continued. Its birth was riotous, as is the usual for a volcano, though it made international news and excited quite a few people around the world. And a treat of a destination for Daniel, as I am teaching him to travel as one of us. The underhill likes him. And I’ve never been here, so it was a fantastic place to try for his first attempt. Went swimmingly.

Daniel was sitting on the edge of the cliff, not at all bothered by the height of the cliffs, the icy sea winds, or the glare from the summer sun. The sky was a shocking light blue with no clouds, and the sunlight off the ocean was blinding, though their eyes adjusted quickly.

Golden hair blowing in the breeze, Daniel glittered like a jewel with the sea framing him, and Cian sent the image to his brother. Rory promptly sent back a wordless order to stop playing games, and Cian relented, letting his brother travel the remaining distance to them.

A rumble of the black dirt under their feet, and the archway to the underhill rose from the earth, shining obsidian of the blackest blacks. Once it stabilized, the inner space flashed with light before showing Rory standing on the other side in the temple.

Daniel spun and gasped happily, eyes bright with joy when Rory stepped through the archway and joined them on the island. “Rory!”

Daniel leapt to his feet, practically launching himself at his husband, who caught him with ease, laughing at the exuberant greeting.

Cian sighed loudly at the enthusiastic kiss the lovers shared, somehow dramatic in their reunion after a mere hour apart.

Newlyweds.

“Why on earth are we on a volcano in the frigid north?” Rory asked, loudly enough to be heard over the wind.

“I like it here. No people,” Cian retorted, arching a brow at his brother. Rory quirked a brow right back at him in a move that perfectly mirrored his expression, and Cian grumbled at the teasing from his brother.

“My idea. I googled places on Earth that few people had even visited and it turned out Cian had been to all of them.” Daniel pouted briefly, and Rory tugged his mate to his side in a secure hold, making Daniel smile up at Rory, expression bright and full of joy at being with his husband. “I then googled any new places on Earth. One turned out to be Surtsey.”

“I don’t know the name,” Rory said, brushing back strands of long green hair caught in the sea breeze. He squinted at the immediate vista and the surrounding sea cliffs.

“It popped up about sixty years ago when a volcano began erupting on the seafloor,” Daniel shared, excited by their field trip.

Rory was trapped in limbo when the island was born.

“That explains it,” Rory said with an overly dramatic sigh, making Daniel laugh.

Rory had been in stasis at the time and Cian had no recollection of the event in question, but that didn’t mean much. Cian had been alive for a very long time, long enough that he’d forgotten more than he remembered. The world kept existing whether or not he was paying attention to it—and for the last century, Cian was not…himself.

“How go your lessons, beloved?” Rory asked, expression already full of pride for his mate’s progress.

“Okay, I suppose. I’m not sure if the underhill is actually doing what I say, or taking pity on me and doing what I want because I’m bad at ordering it about,” Daniel bit his lip, brow furrowed, and Cian sighed at the circular and foolish thinking.

“You think too little of yourself, little brother,” Cian declared, stepping back from the cliff’s edge and looking toward the black stone peak of the island. “We’d still be twiddling our thumbs beneath the greenhouse you call home if the underhill wasn’t obeying you. It…likes you, as near as I can tell.”

Daniel blushed at the light praise. The very old sidhe mound, the underhill, was historically stubborn and played favorites, typically only obeying Cian. Rory had to all but beg for it to do what he desired.

Daniel shuffled a bit self-consciously before smiling at Cian, bright as the summer sun. “It likes me? How do you know?”

“It didn’t drop you off the cliff, for one,” Cian smirked, and Daniel gasped at him before breaking out in a peal of laughter.

“Cian, stop teasing me, that was so mean!” Daniel ordered, pretending to glare at him.

“My apologies, little brother.”

“I’m not actually your brother, ya know,” Daniel said softly.

Cian shook his head and smirked again, this time deliberately, and rolled his eyes at Daniel. He didn’t reply, instead gesturing to the area around the archway. “Are you happy with your destination? We’ve ascertained another of your new abilities. No one aside from myself or Rory has commanded the underhill in thousands of years, so any doubts you might have regarding your new nature can be laid to rest, surely?”

Daniel shrugged one shoulder when Rory looked at him with concern. “Were you worried, beloved?”

“Not really? A teeny bit?” Daniel sighed. “Old doubts surfacing. Worries about not being good enough, with my affinities coming in late, and then suddenly I’m a High Court Sidhe and meant to be Balance, but what do I know about balance when I have no idea what I’m doing?”

“Your aspect is not something you need to learn, like driving a car or using a computer. Your aspect is literally who you are—and you’re already exactly who you should be. You’re not less a sidhe because you were human first.” Rory was adamant, and Cian agreed with every word, nodding along.

“I’m not teaching you things to judge you for how well you do them,” Cian added when Rory took a breath.

Daniel eyed him with some trepidation and hope, as if afraid to believe either of them, and it was beyond Cian’s abilities to resist those pleading eyes. “Even when there were more than my brother and me living in the underhill, the mound only answered to me with any dependability. It quite reliably ignored sidhe all the time, even those sidhe far older and more accomplished than myself,” he paused, then nodded when Daniel’s eyes widened in disbelief. “This was not a test, youngling. I merely wanted to share some of the more enjoyable parts of your new nature—it need not be all lessons and lectures, serious and studious and so dreadfully boring.”

Rory was resisting the urge to sigh, and Cian sent his brother a wink while Daniel thought about what he’d said.

“The lessons with Ignacio and Angel are really intense. Ignacio is…something else. He’s a storm mage, over two hundred years older than me, and trained in methods used primarily in the nineteenth century. I’m not knocking him either, he’s impressive as hell. His education and experience have only grown since then, too. And Angel—well, Angel is Angel. Enough said.” Daniel took a breath and ran a hand through his golden hair, lips twitching in a rueful smile before fading. “I’ve been trying really hard to be worthy of the great men who have chosen to teach me—both practitioner and sidhe.”

Cian froze, surprised. Rory sent him a swift glance full of affection and amusement before taking both of Daniel’s hands in his own. “Beloved, you need not prove a thing to anyone. You have forever to learn whatever you like. If our lessons are too much right now, we can always resume them later in the future. There’s no rule that says you must be adept in both practitioner and sidhe magics immediately.”

“Angel would say it’s dangerous not to be trained, especially with new affinities and an entirely new type of magic.”

“You’re an apprentice no longer, Daniel,” Cian declared. “Angel is no longer your master. If you want to stop or thin out your lessons and have a day or so off from training, there is no one to gainsay you.”

Daniel looked startled, like he had never thought of that before, and he turned eagerly to Rory, who stifled a deep sigh. Daniel was giving Rory a devastating combination of wide puppy-dog eyes and a slight pout, beseechingly asking without words for a break in training. Not that Rory was in charge of training—he was merely the most adamant next to Angel that Daniel be able to defend himself. Cian was delighted when he sensed his normally responsible brother give in to the imploring eyes of his beloved, delighted that Rory was bending and compromising.

Those eyes of Daniel’s were impossible to resist, though Cian had more of a chance than Rory did.

“Very well. I’ll message them and inform the elder Salvatores that we’ll be playing…Cian what is the modern phrase?”

“Skipping class,” Cian supplied. “Older gens would say you’ll be playing hookey.”

“Ah, yes, thank you.”

“And how are you here, halfway across the world?” Rory teased Cian, though Rory knew the answer well enough. “Hasn’t Angel asked you to remain on the estate?”

“Oh! Cian left behind a facsimile in the greenhouse,” Daniel explained eagerly. “It was amazing! He literally plucked a portion of his thoughts free from his body, planted them in the illusion of himself taking a nap in the greenhouse, and away we went! Can I split my thoughts like that, too?”

“Only way to know is to try,” Cian replied, but he wasn’t sure himself. “Soul walking is a talent that comes from my aspects of mountain reaches and icy peaks. It lends itself to travel across impossible spans.”

“So I might not be similar enough in my aspects to manage it,” Daniel said, frowning a bit as he thought. “We’re both storm aspects, but mine is the storms at sea and along the shore, while you’re the storms that rage in the mountains. I think I’m too far away from that talent.”

“Never say never when it comes to magic,” Rory cautioned with a smile. “Maybe all it takes is some imagination and willpower, and you can learn it like any other skill.”

Daniel’s phone chimed with an incoming message. He pulled it from his pants pocket and checked. “Angel is wondering where we are. He found the facsimile.”

“Perfect time to try ordering the underhill for the return trip.” Cian gestured to the archway. “Shall we?”

Daniel took Rory’s hand and headed for the archway, Cian following.


Chapter 5

Necromancy for Preteens


Cian

There was little in the way of entertainment that matched the shenanigans of a young dragon, yet Cian had discovered it. Cian found himself the sudden babysitter of not one child, but two, with the young Leandro Salvatore now Eroch’s constant companion. If the dragon was at the Mansion, the young necromancer was soon at his side, the two younglings up to trouble.

Child-rearing was never something Cian gave much thought to, having no children of his own despite many lifetimes of opportunity. Cian was doubly surprised not to be an uncle—Rory, of the two of them, was far more promiscuous than Cian over their long lives, and yet never managed to father a child. Not that his brother had been trying, of course, but happy accidents happened, just not to them.

Cian’s tastes were harder to describe when it came to lovers, but he tended to go for snark and sass over sweet and gentle. Someone with wits as sharp as Cian’s blades—or even cat’s claws. Peridot-green eyes occupied his thoughts, and Cian was old enough to understand that the fascination he had for Fenric was the first step in cracking the usual icy indifference he felt toward sexual relations. He wasn’t one for enduring sexual relationships like his brother once enjoyed before his mating to Daniel.

“You can do it,” Leo encouraged Eroch, both younglings sitting in the Mansion’s kitchen at the central island, Eroch’s long tail and wings trailing to the floor behind the tall stool he sat upon. Leo sat next to him on his own stool.

Keeping an eye on Eroch as he contemplated the end of his snout, near cross-eyed, Cian went about breaking down the quarter of beef on the island, separating the meat not into cuts favored by humans but into meals fit for a growing carnivore. Eroch needed a healthy balance of protein, bone, and sinew in his diet to support his rampant growth, in conjunction with the magic his brood-father Angel provided him.

Eroch let out a narrow stream of fire, the flames white-hot and neatly controlled, dancing over the top of the crème brûlée dessert in the shallow ramekins. The grains of sugar on top began to bubble and liquify, blackening swiftly. Eroch cut off the flame as Leo cheered, clapping in delight. “You did it!”

Eroch preened, winking at Leo with one daffodil-yellow and light-gold eye, flirty as usual. Leo giggled and grabbed a spoon, digging into the sweet treat Cian cooked up before butchering the fresh order of meat that was delivered that morning. A late afternoon snack never hurt a growing youngling.

Eroch had already eaten his, blackening the sugar to a far darker shade than he did for Leo, licking the ramekin clean.

Cian usually butchered the meat for Eroch in the underhill, in a room off the main temple that was meant for butchering, but this was a delivery from a local butcher shop and not a kill made in the underhill forest. Some of the underhill deer species were quite large, having evolved without human interference for thousands of years, so he broke those down in the underhill. But he needed the steel catering tables in the kitchen for the cow butchering, as he had access to outlets for the food vacuum machine he used to save the smaller trimmings. The preservation spells in the plastic bags required electricity to activate them. He had electricity in the underhill but none of the kitchen appliances.

He smiled, thinking of the odd look the Salvatore men gave him when they came across him earlier that morning after the delivery from the butcher shop. Angel in particular always seemed so startled to see Cian in jeans and t-shirts, using a smartphone, navigating the internet.

Rory was the one who slept through two and half centuries of technological advancement. Cian took the long route, experiencing it all. He even had an email account, though he drew the line at using social media. That was a time suck he had no intention of falling into.

People bored him.

He was old—lots of things bored him.

Except for babysitting, apparently.

Children were unpredictable and that was entertaining.

He would take what he could get in terms of entertainment. And companionship.

Everyone acting shocked and surprised when he made sensible decisions was getting boring—and a bit aggravating. The children had no preconceived notions about him, and they didn’t judge him for the dark time when he lost his sanity.

Fenric had not returned, and three nights had passed since Cian killed the assassin and Fenric slinked back into his life. Three days of quiet, with nothing from the High Council except a new set of watchers at the perimeter of the estate, Angel having killed or exiled the last set. Cian wondered idly how long this group would last.

The younglings soon grew bored after finishing their snacks. Cian envisioned great disaster ensuing if he didn’t distract the two.

“Leandro,” Cian said, drawing the boy’s attention. Leandro perked up and turned to him with intense focus, all but vibrating with the desire to do something, anything but sit there in the kitchen.

“Yes, sir?” Leandro said. Cian was trying to get him to drop the sir, but the boy was still polite with him, as their acquaintance was new.

He hid the smile that threatened at the courteous tone from the boy, the youngling probably hoping for more sugar. Cian had little issue with hopping the younglings up on sugar and giving them back to their respective parents, especially since he was babysitting for free and without being asked directly.

“Have your parents started your necromancy training yet?” Cian asked, though he knew they hadn’t, aside from some basics that all children learned, like how to protect their thoughts and emotions by shielding their minds, and how to not intrude on others’ auras, things like that. Magics that became second nature as adults, and the most important to learn if someone was going to live in a society with other people. Humans valued their privacy and boundaries.

“Not yet,” the boy replied in a perfectly posh English accent, the same accent as his vampire father Ashwin. He spoke English with an English accent, Spanish with a Spanish one, and Italian in a soft mixture of Italian and light Boston influences thanks to his father Ignacio’s background.

Leandro was a budding polyglot and was dearly precocious.

“Is Angel going to teach you?” Cian asked, though he knew the answer was obviously yes.

Leandro nodded enthusiastically. “Da said once I’m older and Cousin Angel doesn’t need to teach his current apprentice anymore. Papá is going to teach me the basics of sorcery until Cousin Angel says I’m ready.”

“No necromancy yet?” Cian asked, pretending to be shocked. Death magics could be brutal, harsh, and gruesome, so waiting until the boy was more mature was wise, though he did hope the boy didn’t develop an aversion due to lack of exposure.

Leandro shook his head, a faint pout turning his expression into a woe-begone child in need of love. A hint of the devil was in those dark Salvatore eyes, too. Leandro was trouble.

Cian approved.

“I did promise to show you how to animate a skeleton,” Cian mused aloud casually as he worked. He sealed up some stew trimmings while Leandro all but vibrated in his seat. Eroch also perked up, deeply interested.

Cian eyed the bones he had left over and mentally tallied the bones he had in the cold room off the temple in the underhill. He’d had the idea to make bone broth from the leftovers, but he decided on a new plan. He might have enough to occupy both the boy and the dragon for a few hours.
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Cian

Back in the underhill, Cian washed his hands at the stone basin that formed from the seamless stone wall of the cold-storage room, then dried his hands on the towel that appeared hanging from the bar that didn’t exist a moment earlier. Basin, bar, and towel disappeared once his hands were dry, and he left the cold room behind and stepped in the temple proper, walking along the columns toward the archway in the far wall.

Eroch was napping on a collection of pillows the mound supplied in the center of the temple for the growing beastie, the dragon needing the respite to digest a belly full of meat. He’d slept for the better part of an hour at this point. He was likely to get up soon—cat naps were a growing dragon’s friend.

Voices reached his ears before he stepped through the arch and into the Mansion library, exiting what was once a hearth and was now a doorway between the underhill and the Salvatore Mansion.

“And how long will you be gone?” Ashwin was asking his son, the Elizabethan-age vampire smiling indulgently at the boy.

“A couple of hours,” Cian answered for Leo. “We’ll be just across the threshold in the temple.”

“Ah, that’s better than adventuring through the entire underhill,” Ashwin replied with relief, though the last time Leandro was unhurt and unscathed by his impromptu hunting lesson.

“Senór Cian won’t let me get hurt,” Leandro defended with a pout, echoing Cian’s thoughts.

“I didn’t say he would let you get hurt, I’m merely relieved you aren’t going far in case we need to find you quickly. If Senór Cian says it’s fine, you can play in the temple while your father and I discuss things with Cousin Angel.”

Ashwin sent Cian a questioning glance, and Cian nodded in agreement. If he didn’t want to watch the youngling, nothing would force him to do so—the boy was endearing and intelligent, and he listened better than most adults.

“What do you need to talk about with Cousin Angel?” Leandro asked, suspicious, as if worried his parents were going to have fun without him.

Ashwin stifled a laugh behind his fist, smiling at his son. “The High Council and other boring grownup things, like scheduling lessons and homeschooling.”

Leandro’s disgusted expression made Cian chuckle, agreeing with the boy. Lessons were often a bore.

“It’s still summer, do I need lessons?” Leo asked, a slight whine in his tone.

“Lessons need not be boring,” Cian interjected with a wink at the boy, who grinned. “Hug your Da and let him go do his boring grownup stuff.”

Leandro jumped at his father, who caught him easily, hugging the small boy and smoothing down his wild black hair. “Go have fun,” Ashwin encouraged his son when he let him go after a long hug. “Be good for Senór Cian.”

“Yes, Da!” Leandro all but shouted as he skipped through the archway and into the temple, where he promptly began running around the columns.

“Your son is safe with me,” Cian told the vampire. “I’ll bring him back in one piece.”

“For your sake, you better,” Ashwin said calmly, threatening with a smile.

Cian liked the English vampire.

Cian left without further goodbyes and entered the temple proper, where he found Leo and Eroch playing tag among the columns. The dragon had been napping, but an eleven-year-old boy rampaging through the temple was enough to wake anyone.

Cian returned to the cold room and grabbed the large bag of bones he saved from the last few carcasses he’d butchered. He kept most of the joints intact, though the bones were cleaned with a minimum of red muscle remaining, to spare the boy any squeamishness.

Leo and Eroch came bouncing over, exuberant and excited. Cian stopped a few feet away and upended the bag on the stone floor, making a racket as bone hit stone. He tossed aside the sack and then clapped his hands together, making eye contact with Leo. “Are you ready?”

Leo, wide-eyed and staring at the pile of bones, swallowed hard, but he nodded.

“Remember, youngling, you need not try at all if this bothers you. I won’t think less of you.”

Eroch snuggled Leo on the shoulder, churring softly, and the boy hugged Eroch around the neck before letting go and squaring his shoulders. “I’d like to try, please.”

Cian gave him a small smile. “Very well.”

Cian knelt and arranged the bones in a vague outline. The bones were a collection of different species—cow, stag, pig—so there was no living being that would awaken from eternal slumber to find itself the undead servant of a precocious preteen necromancer.

“What we’re going to do is simple,” Cian said to Leo as he finished arranging the bones in the rough likeness of a four-legged beast. A pig’s skull, neatly cleaned down to the bone without any flesh left, would serve as the head of the creature. “Animate the dead.”

“Really?” Leo gasped out, eyes wider, as if Cian promised him a lifetime of candy and no bedtimes ever. “But I don’t know how to do that.”

“And that means you’ll be able to do it with ease,” Cian promised. “This is all instinct for a necromancer.”

Leo eyed him doubtfully, but he set his jaw and nodded, glaring at the pile of bones as if sheer willpower would be enough to make them rise.

He wasn’t wrong.

“Access your inner vision,” Cian directed the boy, gesturing for Eroch to move back a few feet, and Cian did the same, though he stayed closer to Leo so he would not need to raise his voice for the boy to hear him.

With his own senses, he knew when Leo accessed his inner vision—the boy was talented, and despite his young age, was developing a firm grasp of the simple basics of practitioner magic. His father Ignacio had taught him well.

“See the death magics clinging to the bones?” Cian asked, though he had no doubt the boy could see it. His affinity was partially awake, not in full bloom, but near enough that it was more a matter of a few weeks than years before Leandro had his death magics fully awakened.

Leo nodded, “I see it.”

“Reach out with your mind and connect the separate pieces of death magics, like you’re drawing a picture or connecting pieces of a puzzle.”

“Does it matter what pieces connect to other pieces?”

“Not for this. Any order will work—just make sure every bone connects to another bone.”

He saw Leo reach out with his mind—he watched as the boy did as instructed, fumbling a bit and a little unsure, but determined and focused.

“Good job,” Cian said softly so as not to break the boy’s concentration.

The bones were glowing a soft hellfire green, the boy creating a work of magic that seasoned practitioners struggled to master. Yet Leo had nothing to unlearn, no formal education to unravel to get back to the basics of magic—instinct, affinity, and imagination were all that were needed for many works of magic. Angel did much of his own work as instinctive magics, and Leo was doing the same—he was a natural.

“Now what?” Leo asked, a hint of sweat at his temples but his focus was still complete.

“Imagine a thin river of magic flowing from you to the bones, and then along all the lines you built between the bones.”

It took the boy a moment, but soon a rush of energy came from the boy and fell upon the bones, the lines he drew to connect them glowing bright. Cian made a small humming sound in warning, and Leo adjusted the flow to a slow trickle without a word of instruction. Cian grinned wide.

“Once you think you’re ready,” Cian started, speaking low and soft so as not to break Leo’s concentration, “Tell it to get up.”

Leo blinked in surprise, but in the next instant, the bones rattled, and a burst of hellfire rose from the floor, consuming red flesh, snaps and clacks of bone on bone on stone—and the small lich rose from the floor.

It glowed hellfire green, the same shade as Angel’s magic—their kinship was undeniable. Leo gasped, hands clenched into fists, skin white, a rush of air from the green flames blowing his hair back from his face, and Cian quietly applauded the boy.

“Well done, well done indeed.”

Eroch hissed and whipped his tail back and forth, and Leo stared in wonder as the small lich stumbled through its first steps, hooves clacking on the stone floor. Hellfire danced along each bone, the ribcage, legs, and short tail, and the empty eye sockets were burning orbs of hellfire.

“I…” Leo gasped and then he jumped in the air, crowing in excitement. “I did it! I did it!”

Cian gently squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “You did do it,” Cian said to him. “And now you’ll always know how to make a lich. No spells needed, only willpower and strength.”

The joy on Leo’s face was incandescent.
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Cian

The boy and the dragon played in the temple for a while, Leo ordering the lich to attack Eroch, and Eroch in turn battling the lich, attacking it with fire, fangs, and claws.

Cian summoned a chair and sat, snacking on some grapes and strawberries from a brass basin on a small side table, watching the shenanigans and laughing when they did something silly. He kept a sharp eye on the boy, ready to intercede when the power draw became too much for the boy to maintain.

He didn’t need to say a thing in the end—Leo sat abruptly after a while, and the lich wavered on its hooves and then listed to the side, the hellfire glow fading.

“Oh no,” Leo sighed, sad.

“No need to be sad,” Cian told him, getting up from his chair and heading over to Leo, hand out to help the boy to his feet. “Once you’re older, I will teach you how to animate the lich permanently so you don’t need to fuel the spell constantly. And you did a wonderful job. I’m proud of you.”

He helped Leo stand, making sure the boy didn’t fall over. “Tired?” he asked.

“No,” Leo said, clearly trying to be strong, but he was obviously exhausted.

“Eroch needs a nap again, why don’t you sit with him until he falls asleep?” Cian directed Leo to the huge nest of pillows that remained from Eroch’s earlier nap. He summoned more snacks, handing the bowl to Leo, who took it without asking where it came from, a sign of how tired he was from using his magic to animate the lich. “Eat while he sleeps.”

Eroch caught on fast, and he climbed into his pillow nest, leaving room for Leo to sit beside him, and Leo clambered onto the pillows, snuggling up with Eroch and sleepily eating some fruit. He passed every other piece to Eroch, who ate each daintily, careful of his teeth with the boy’s fingers.

Eventually the bowl almost fell from Leo’s hands as he fell asleep, and Cian caught the bowl before it hit the floor, setting it aside. He laid Leo down beside Eroch, the dragon snuffling the sleeping boy, one wing extended to cover him like a blanket, and then Eroch settled in as well, closing his yellow eyes.

Cian left the two younglings to sleep, and he pulled out his phone and texted the group chat to inform the others that the children were napping in the temple and to be quiet if they came inside. After a second, he snapped a picture of the child cuddled up with the dragon, sending it in the group chat as well.

He put away his phone and contemplated the lich, the newly fashioned creature that glowed faintly, even after Leo stopped fueling it.

A reliquary would be a lovely solution to store it. He had a selection of them, ranging from large and gaudy that he stole from a human priest about six centuries earlier, to a small seashell about the size of his palm that once held an undead selkie zombie. A reliquary was originally an Elder fae magic that humans were able to learn—the creation of a small pocket dimension that was anchored within a prepared vessel that opened with the vessel, and once created was dependent on the vessel for its existence.

Break a reliquary, and what was inside came out. Reliquaries were simple magic, as they were made from one single container of any kind, usually something with a lid and a lock, though anything would do, really—and they could hold almost anything, though sticking a living creature in a reliquary meant killing it. Plants and small, less complex creatures could survive, but anything bigger than a cat usually died from the experience. People died without fail.

It was why reliquaries were used to house inanimate cursed objects, or undead creatures like liches and zombies. You couldn’t kill what was already dead.

Leo’s pet lich was small, about the size of a yearling pig, and at that thought the temple wavered and at his feet a reliquary appeared, a solid chest made of dark, iron-gray oak and cold wrought iron he himself forged centuries earlier. The lid fell back to reveal the wooden interior, empty except for a single antique lock and matching key made of castle-forged iron.

He stooped, grabbing the lock and key, and with his free hand, scooped up the lich and deposited it in the reliquary. He closed the lid, the lich fitting perfectly, and he slid the lock into place, locked it with the key, and dismissed the reliquary back into storage, making a mental note of it and slipping the key into his pants pocket.

It promptly faded from view, back the way it came, out of sight until Leo wanted to play with it again.


Chapter 6

Cat Distribution System


Fenric

Fenric yawned and rolled over in bed, trying not to fall off the mattress as he stretched. It was late morning, the sun shining into the room through the hotel room’s flimsy white curtains. He grumbled at being awake but loved the heat from the sun, wondering if it was worth the effort to transform into his furred self and laze in the sun all day.

Despite his laziness, he dragged himself out of bed and headed for the bathroom, determined to start his day. He had a lot ahead of him—responsibilities and errands…a full day of haunting the Salvatore estate and looking for assassins trying to kill the necromancer.

The Grand Master of the High Council of Sorcery was in hiding, as far as Fenric was able to determine. He went back to the place he first met the man, only to find it empty and the Council members gone, likely not long after Fenric left their ill-fated meeting. The Council was playing musical hotels, changing locations and hiding in the city and surrounding area. The Greater Boston area was huge, with plenty of places to hole up, and Fenric had no desire to search them all to find the Grand Master.

He was going to kill that man if he could find him.

Fenric was capable. He had little doubt of it, but his talents lay in ambushing and not in a full-frontal attack. De la Roche was dead if Fenric could seize the advantage and sneak up on him. A lot of his problems would disappear if the High Council was out of commission permanently.

Taking out the Grand Master and his cronies would cripple the Council. He hoped, at least. De la Roche took over as Grand Master after defeating the previous one in a duel not long before he set out for Boston to confront the necromancer. The Council was already reeling from that upheaval at the top of the hierarchy before the mess that was de la Roche’s attempt to kill the Necromancer of Boston—and from what he’d heard, several enforcers were allowed to surrender to Angel Salvatore and accepted exile from Boston instead of death. Enforcers leaving like that, in large numbers, was something Fenric had never heard of happening before. Not to say it never did—merely that even his sources were left stumped at the events unfolding in Boston and he was taking his time trying to figure things out.

Everything was chaotic, violence and destruction teeming under the surface calm that blanketed the city and surrounding areas. Boston was waiting for something to happen.

Fenric was waiting, too.
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Fenric

Sitting on the rooftop across the street from the Beacon Hill townhouse should have been boring, but was in fact an unexpected delight. He was watching for assassins, or anything unusual that might mean the Council was making a move.

Tail flicking, Fenric listened for sounds that were out of the ordinary. Perhaps a delivery-person taking too long to deliver a suspicious package, or a neighbor pushing a stroller full of weapons instead of a baby.

His whiskers twitched in amusement at himself and his flights of fancy. Assassins were rarely so lazy, though the current group of killers who took the job weren’t the cream of the crop. It seemed anyone in the business with common sense abstained from taking this job. He wondered what that said about him, but at least he had ulterior motives, namely finding Cian.

The contract killer life was a hard one, especially for humans, though they had the benefit of blending in best in dense population centers—most assassins, the really successful ones, were supernatural in some way. They had gifts that gave them a lethal edge and let them successfully pull off tough assignments with little fuss or muss.

Not so this fellow.

Fenric curled up on the corner of the roof, getting comfortable, basking in the sun as a human man dressed as an air-con technician pretended to examine an air-conditioning unit on the roof of the townhouse next to Angel Salvatore’s home.

Salvatore’s townhouse was on the corner, leaving it free from neighbors on three sides, and on the townhouse adjacent, the fake technician took a look around, saw no one spying on him—Fenric apparently didn’t warrant any worry—and so the human walked toward the roof of the conjoined townhouse.

Fenric knew it was warded. Anyone with sense and a working brain knew it was warded.

The human walked into the ward, activated the shields, and bounced off them, falling backward on his ass.

Fenric twitched his tail, entertained.

His sensitive ears picked up sound from within the house. The wards hummed, illuminating themselves in hellfire green, visible to the naked eye where they had been invisible before the human touched them.

Fenric was only able to see the roof, the side of the house on the corner, and the front of the building—he knew there was a walled garden in the rear out of sight of his perch, and he guessed that was where the noise was coming from.

Even across the street and through the sounds of traffic and city life, he heard the necromancer.

“The wards went off on the roof,” Angel Salvatore said, accompanied by the sound of feet running up stairs.

Fenric sniffed in delight as he watched the human on the roof try and fail to bypass the wards, even going so far as to dig through the pocket of his likely stolen uniform and hold what Fenric assumed were charms to the shield, trying to get through when he really should be running.

He had considered interceding earlier, but he wanted to see what he was up against, and it was amateur hour. This human was about to be a pile of ash.

The roof of the Salvatore house was a finished space with a patio, awning, barbeque area, and was covered in stone, gravel, and large concrete planters with evergreen shrubs, adding a spot of color to the neighborhood.

Angel Salvatore burst out of the stairwell on the roof, immediately saw the man attempting to cross the wards, and spat out a word in Latin that was both swear word and actual curse.

The shields wavered, and when the assassin saw Angel, he drew a dagger from his boot even as he pressed the charm harder to the shield.

The shields moved like liquid, and Fenric watched in fascinated awe as black shadows crept across the surface of the shields, coalescing in front of the human trying to get through them— black, smokey ropes of darkness burst from the shield and shot outward, wrapping around the intruder. Muffled screams and thrashing came from the coiled shadows covering the man from head to toe, the dagger and charm falling to the ground with a clatter.

The man toppled to the ground as well, falling on his side, covered in darkness.

Fenric was delighted. How inventive. His whiskers twitched and he watched avidly, fascinated.

Angel strode across the roof, and leapt up onto the short brick wall that separated his property from the neighboring townhouse. He jumped down, crossing the shields with ease, gravel crunching under his boots.

Angel nudged the thrashing bundle of smoke snakes and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Hey, I caught an intruder. Huh? Oh yeah, he’s alive for now. I’m on the roof at my place—well, technically, I’m on the neighbor’s roof, but come up through my place.”

Angel hung up and he looked around, examining the man at his feet and the dropped items, taking his time looking around the rooftops.

He knew when Angel saw him. A large black cat with a single white spot on its chest, bright green eyes, long fluffy tail, and long white fangs he showed off in a wide yawn. He was a fair bit bigger than the average housecat—many people mistakenly assumed he was a Maine Coon cat in this form, and he rarely disabused them of that notion. If he were closer to Angel, the practitioner might notice he was more than double the size of the largest Maine Coon, easily eighty pounds of lean muscle and sharp claws.

Angel raised a hand against the sun, shielding his eyes, and Fenric decided to be a brat. It was his favorite pastime. He licked a paw and began to groom himself, unconcerned with Angel’s interest. A hint of necromantic magic slid over him, the practitioner testing him, trying to understand what he was, and Fenric neatly brushed off the probing magic and refused to let the magic inside his own shields. Let the necromancer be frustrated.

“Hello, kitty-cat,” Angel murmured, suspicious but not overly. More wary than anything. At this distance, even the most oblivious human would recognize that Fenric was something other than a normal house cat. Most would assume a shifter of some sort. “Are you friend or foe?”

Fenric licked his paw and cleaned his whiskers, pretending to ignore Angel. The probing magic withdrew, leaving behind a wary delight. Angel wasn’t assuming he was an enemy, and that was nice of him. Fenric continued to groom himself, no longer paying much attention to the drama across the street or the sound of approaching sirens.
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Cian

A text made his phone vibrate, and Cian pulled it out and checked the message.

I’m bored.—Fenric

Cian smiled, shaking his head in amusement.

Would you like some tea?—Cian

Do you have a decent black leaf?—Fenric

Plenty.—Cian

OMW.—Fenric

“We’re to have a guest,” Cian announced, and Rory had the answer of who from his mind in a second, his twin smiling.

“How lovely,” Rory said, and promptly set about heating some water and retrieving a tea set from the massive trunk beside one of the many benches in the center of the Salvatore conservatory. The building was massive, a cavernous design of wrought iron, glass, and magic. And it was where Rory and Daniel lived most of the time, now that they were married and Daniel was sidhe. Daniel still had a room inside the Mansion, but they spent most nights curled up in Rory’s magical bed in the conservatory.

Cian slept in the temple. He had no desire to sleep in the Mansion. That place held grief and pain, and the specter of death hovered over the front parlor. Cian had never set foot in that room and had no plans to in the future. Cian might be closer in his aspects to death than Rory, but all sidhe were the embodiment of living nature, and so much death made Cian a bit agitated. It reminded him of battlefields strewn with the dead. He might enjoy bloodshed, but the dead were, well…dead.

Cian opened the Salvatore group chat that Daniel set up and sent a message to everyone that Fenric was stopping by for a cup of tea.

Angel’s name popped up, three blinking dots showing he was typing.

Inside the wards?—Angel

How else can I serve him tea?—Cian

A long pause, then Angel replied.

His behavior is on you. I don’t know him.—Angel

I can vouch for him. —Rory

Rory had his phone out while he set up the cast-iron tripod over the brazier, typing as he worked.

Have Daniel let him in the wards.—Angel

Cian smiled and typed out a reply before Rory could.

He is sidhe. No need.—Cian

Well, that’s great.—Angel

Cian felt the sarcasm in those three words and snorted out a soft laugh.

“You delight in poking at the young necromancer,” Rory chided him, even though he smiled and shook his head at Cian’s antics.

“All kings need someone to deflate their ego from time to time,” Cian replied easily.

“Are you the court jester, then?” Rory teased.

Cian narrowed his eyes at his brother and frowned sharply, and Rory laughed.
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Cian

Cian met Fenric at the southern border of the garden, where the wards were closest to the garden wall of tumbled stone and the iron poles holding aloft old-fashioned lamps. The day was warm, the afternoon sun angled enough now that the trees had long, cool shadows. It was close to tea time, and Cian sensed Fenric approaching through the dunes.

A black, fluffy tail poked out a few inches over the hip-high blades of sea grass, curved into a question mark and flicking as Fenric slinked through the grass like a sea serpent through water. Elegant, beautiful, and mischievous, Fenric was exactly as Cian remembered.

They met on a ship at sea hundreds of years ago, and here they were lifetimes later, meeting again.

“Welcome, Fenric, to hearth and home,” Cian greeted the cat-sidhe as Fenric pranced from the darkness within the tall grass and wound around his legs, meowing plaintively. Fenric rubbed his chin along Cian’s thighs, purring hard enough for Cian to feel the vibrations with each rub and slinky glide along his legs.

“Greetings, Cian,” Fenric purred, voice a mixture of feline and man, a hint of a hiss in the ‘s.’ “Thank you for the warm welcome.”

Fenric then took one of Cian’s hands in his mouth, large white fangs gently holding his fingers, and held the faintest pressure as he twisted to himself and guided Cian’s hand to his body.

Cian acquiesced with a smile, kneeling beside Fenric, and he pet the cat-sidhe in long, firm strokes from the top of his head to the end of his impressive tail, Fenric’s eyes closed, skin twitching in reaction to each stroke along his back, purring with a loud rumble.

“Still spoiled, I see,” Cian murmured with a smile.

“Says the one doing the spoiling,” Fenric replied, purring louder, eyes narrowed to two slits of bright green.

“Hmm, that’s true. Shall I stop?” Cian teased, pretending to lean away, and a heavy paw caught him on the shoulder and tugged him back.

“More pets,” Fenric demanded.

“Yes, your majesty,” Cian said with a grin.

“Oh, I like that.”

Cian laughed quietly as he indulged the cat-sidhe for several minutes, until Fenric shook his coat out and yawned wide. Cian stood, and so did Fenric, transforming so swiftly to his bipedal humanoid form that Cian missed most of it in the blink of an eye.

Fenric was dressed in simple dark-gray jeans, a light gray t-shirt, and light leather boots meant more for walking in Downtown Boston than sand dunes at the beach. Luckily the sand was covered in grass this close to the garden wall.

“Come, Rory is brewing tea,” Cian invited, gesturing with a slight bow for Fenric to proceed toward the garden wall.

Instead, Fenric took his arm, threading their arms together like they were promenading in an old-fashioned film, and Cian let out a soft sigh, but allowed the familiarity. It was merely Fenric, after all, not some stranger.

Fenric gave him a brilliant and sharp smile, fangs on display, his cat eyes glittering in the sun. “Lead the way, good sir.”

Cian led Fenric across the wards which, as predicted, had no reaction to the cat-sidhe, Fenric stepping through with ease and nary a reaction from the wards.

The walk to the conservatory was a short one—the gardens were large, but not so large as to make the walk onerous. Fenric clung to his arm and exclaimed quietly over the flowers and blooming shrubs along the path, the conservatory looming from within its pine grove, glass catching the sun in golden flashes between the boughs.

The path split and turned to the right to the conservatory, but Fenric paused at the split, sniffing the air. Cian paused with him, and he ceased wondering what caught the cat-sidhe’s attention when Fenric looked to the side of the conservatory nearest the Mansion.

“Ah, you sense the shrine.” Cian said, and Fenric looked up at him curiously. “The previous servants of the estate had a shrine to Danu built. It awoke the morning after the hurricane swept through earlier this summer.”

“May I?” Fenric asked, eyes wide, lashes fluttering.

Cian tried not to smile but gave up when Fenric’s lip slipped out in a tiny pout. “Very well.”

Cian led Fenric up the main path a bit more, and then off the stone path onto a narrow trail beaten into the earth by the passage of many feet and years, the shrine neatly hidden within the pine trees that surrounded the conservatory. It wasn’t far from the conservatory wall or the fence at the top of the gardens, the servants’ homes visible to the left and the wall of the conservatory to the right.

The shrine hummed to Cian’s senses, three obelisks of stone carved in ancient runes with phrases written in an old dialect of Irish Gaelic. The center obelisk was taller than the other two, but not by much. Rory had cleared away the vines and plant growth that had encroached on the shrine in the years since the estate was shuttered after the Massacre. It was now waiting for the faithful to return and offer worship. Like most holy places in the world, it was charged by the energy of the faithful, those who made offerings and prayers.

Faith had its own kind of magic.

Fenric let go of his arm and went to the tallest obelisk, fingers trailing over the carvings in the stone.

“Those who saw the High Court Sidhe as gods worshiped here,” Fenric said, fingers tracing along the words dedicating the shrine to Danu.

“I am no god,” Cian said quietly, a common enough refrain that he said it out of ingrained habit. It was tiresome in many ways to always defend himself.

“Thankfully, your name isn’t scribbled in stone,” Fenric teased over his shoulder. “Not here, at least. And I dare you to say your mother isn’t a god. What a grounding that would be.”

Cian scowled at Fenric and crossed his arms, Fenric laughing softly.

Fenric lifted a hand and snapped his fingers, and a golden coin appeared between his fingers from the ether. Both the High Court and cait-sidhe used the ether, a form of energy that surrounded them at all times, as a means of limited storage for carrying items. Cian wondered what else Fenric carried with him if he had gold coins in his ethereal pockets.

Fenric knelt and placed the coin at the base of the center obelisk in the dark earth. He whispered quietly, and a ripple of energy went through the shrine, the air charging like it would in a storm before a lightning strike—and then the tension broke and bled out into nothing, though the shrine was awake, watching and listening.

Fenric stood and returned to Cian, taking his arm again and smiling up at him as if nothing happened. “Time for tea?”

Cian was going to ask what Fenric had whispered, but he decided he wanted tea more than to be nosey. Sometimes not knowing was more fun. “Time for tea.”
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Fenric

Fenric breathed in the fresh air, delighting in the scents that came to him with each breath. Flowers and sun-warmed earth, hot sand and salty water from the ocean past the dunes.

The scents of cold stone, icy winds, ozone, and dark evergreens were at odds with their surroundings, but it was a combination that Fenric knew well—it came from Cian, his aspects as clear to Fenric as they would be to the senses of any sidhe. Cian’s eyes, when not hidden behind a glamour to make him appear to be his brother, were the mercurial eyes of a fae touched by storms.

Cian was the blizzard that raged at a mountain’s peak, lightning illuminating the darkness, the screaming winds that cut through to the bone.

And he was a great cuddler.

Fenric doubted Cian thought of himself as such, but when he took Cian’s arm again and let the sidhe guide him from the shrine’s tiny grove, Cian put his hand atop Fenric’s on his arm and held it there as they walked to the main entrance of the grand greenhouse. Cian was not afraid of casual touch, not with Fenric, and from the very beginning, all those years before, Cian had never shied away from touching Fenric, nor did he rebuff Fenric when he demanded in his own way to be held or petted.

He wasn’t sure that Cian was even aware that he allowed such familiarity with someone other than his family.

Cian guided him inside the greenhouse, always the gentleman, holding the door for him and ushering him inside.

The doors opened to a courtyard surrounded by greenery. It was warmer inside but not intolerable—there was a soft breeze that kept the humidity from being cloying, and the air in the courtyard was circulated by spells set in the floor, walls, and even the ceiling. If he tried harder to see them, the spells inlaid in the iron and glass building would be blinding to his senses. So much magic was used to preserve and operate the structure—mostly human, but Fenric saw and scented traces of sidhe magic as well.

Rory’s presence was everywhere, much like in the gardens outside. The other Brennan twin awaited them beside a large open-top brazier that burned merrily, and the heat from that was siphoned away to keep those seated in the courtyard from suffering in the summer. Rory came forward around the brazier and the benches pulled up around it in a circular seating arrangement, and Fenric darted forward, leaping into Rory’s open arms.

“It is so good to see you again, old friend,” Rory said softly, letting Fenric cling to him as was his wont, scenting his friend by rubbing his face along Rory’s shoulder. Rory held him a foot off the floor, and Fenric breathed in the scents of freshly tilled earth, flowers, and the heat of life in the height of summer.

The twins were so different from each other, a perfect balance.

And speaking of balance⁠—

“Who are you again?” Daniel Salvatore asked, arms crossed, and he glared at Fenric, who still held Rory in a tight embrace.

Fenric grinned, and Rory gently set him down on his feet again. Fenric stepped back from Rory with a wide grin and swept Daniel a fancy bow, black hair falling over his face in a dramatic sweep as Fenric dipped low. He straightened up, delighted to see Daniel’s cheeks flushed pink at the demonstration.

“I am Fenric Feralas, old friend to your new kin.” Fenric did not offer his hand, but instead reached out gently with his magic, as curious as a kitten and just as harmless, brushing his magic against the young sidhe’s.

Daniel jolted, eyes wide, as his new senses cataloged the information he received from Fenric’s brief connection, and Fenric saw when the suspicion and jealousy faded into a bashful welcome. He rarely had a chance to greet a new sidhe, a stranger to him, as he knew all of the High Court Sidhe in the world, all of his own people, plus many of the remaining Elder fae that were not sidhe.

It had been far too long since he offered a greeting in such a way to a newly awakened or born sidhe, and he fought back a surge of melancholy as distant memories threatened.

“What was that?” Daniel asked, approaching Fenric, stopping at arm’s length, his stormy eyes curious and wide. “I felt your magic.”

“A greeting usually given to newborn sidhe—either awakened, like you, or born, as the Brennan twins were. We are distant kin, you and I, all of us sidhe, though in different ways. I showed you my true intentions so you need not suffer under any human misconceptions you may still have.”

“I was jealous,” Daniel said ruefully. “I take it jealousy is mostly a human thing?”

“Jealousy is common amongst all peoples, but for different reasons. I wished to spare you the trouble of sorting out your feelings.”

“Sidhe, especially cait-sidhe, are very tactile people. We touch each other often, needing the connection.” That was Rory, who returned to his mate with a smile, drawing Daniel into his arms. “We as a people need touch just as humans do, though we have fewer hangups about touch between consenting adults and friends. Fenric was merely saying hello after centuries apart.”

“It’s been that long?” Daniel asked, surprised.

“I thought he was dead,” Fenric shared, shrugging one shoulder. Cian passed him with a tiny pat on his shoulder, and went to the tripod standing over the fire in the brazier, a large iron kettle steaming, hanging from a chain. “And Cian…”

“I was lost to everyone,” Cian said. He touched the kettle, testing the temperature, heedless of the hot metal. “I left immediately to search for a priest of our people to resurrect Rory. I was…not myself.”

“I’m impressed you made it,” Fenric murmured. He went to the nearest bench and sat, watching Cian fuss with a porcelain tea set on a large tray. “You lasted centuries before…”

He hadn’t known Cian was alive until the media carried news of a rare High Court Sidhe murdering people in Boston. Cian made the papers and the news for weeks—and Fenric waited, and watched, and hoped, though his heart broke again when Cian’s identity was released to the public.

When the leaked information about the glass coffin, the stasis spell, all of it, reached Fenric through his sources, he both rejoiced and mourned for what had happened to his friends. Rory locked in limbo, and Cian alive but cut off from everything that kept him whole and sane.

“I am sorry, my friends, that I was not there for you.” Fenric said with a faint grimace, watching Cian pour the hot water into the tea kettle.

Rory sat beside Daniel on a chaise across from Fenric. Rory took his mate’s hand and held it on his lap, Daniel blushing a soft pink on high cheeks.

“What happened?” Daniel asked, looking between Fenric and Cian, then turning to his husband. “Is this about the battle where you nearly died?”

“It was not your fault,” Rory told Fenric decisively.

“It feels like it was my fault.”


Chapter 7

Immortali-tea


Fenric

“Ican’t change your feelings, but I would merely say again, it was not your fault,” Rory admonished gently. “I chose to fight.”

Fenric grimaced, looking down at his hands. He knew Rory was right, but it felt like a lie—he was part of the reason the Brennan twins had been there to begin with, and Rory’s injury came in the subsequent battle with the Redcoats.

“I remember that expression,” Cian said as he added loose-leaf tea to an infuser basket that he then set into a cast-iron teapot, awaiting the steaming water in the kettle over the fire. “That expression means you’re being stubborn.”

Fenric made a face at Cian, who merely smiled and continued to set up the cups and saucers, even little spoons for a proper teatime. Honey in a small glass jar, cubes of sugar in a low bowl with miniature tongs. All that was missing was tiny sandwiches and little tarts for nibbling.

“I can be stubborn if I want,” Fenric declared primly, crossing his arms and squinting at Cian.

“You’re both stubborn,” Rory declared. Daniel was watching, amused and entertained, going by the soft smile and twinkling eyes.

“What are we arguing about?” Fenric asked, ready to change the subject. “You’re here now and whole again. I’m glad you’re not dead, both of you.”

“Were you friends before Rory…” Daniel paused. “Before he slept in stasis?”

“I met the Brennan twins on the voyage over from the Old World,” Fenric shared with Daniel. “They were evacuating a large group of fae and supernatural peoples from Europe in 1775. I was one of them.”

“The columns in the temple show the voyage,” Daniel said, excitedly leaning forward in his seat. “There’s several people besides the twins carved in the stone. I wonder if you’re there, too.”

“Is there really?” Fenric asked. “I haven’t seen them.” He might be there, carved in stone among all the souls the Brennans saved with that voyage.

Daniel’s eyes went wider. “Did I just tell Fenric about the secret of the mound? I am so sorry!”

Fenric waved aside Daniel’s words. “I knew about it then, no worries. The High Court Sidhe have always had their underhills. I guessed before I ever officially met the twins.”

“Fenric sniffed it out for himself during the voyage across the Atlantic,” Cian shared, and he deemed the water hot enough, lifting the water kettle from the tripod chain and pouring the hot water into the teapot. “His nose always leads him to the truth eventually. Rather dangerous fellow to have about, for myriad reasons.”

Fenric preened at the words, dismissing any potential insult. Cian was sharp-tongued and Fenric liked that about him. He liked lots of things about Cian.

“May I be rude and ask what kind of fae you are? Rory mentioned you were cait-sidhe, but I’m not sure what that means,” Daniel asked.

“We cait-sidhe are Elder fae, a people as old as the High Court Sidhe.” Fenric explained. “We are shapeshifters. Our magic lets us change our form, an exchange of energy into matter and back again. I can take on many varieties of my people’s preferred form. My people long ago chose a favorite form—that of an ancient wildcat—and that is the form subsequent generations evolved to keep. We are wildcats, fierce and stealthy, and we use the shadows to our advantage. We are also sidhe, and while we are not the great High Court, we share many of our cousins’ abilities. They cannot shapeshift like we can, just as we lack some of their more impressive talents with the elements and their aspects.”

Daniel was fascinated. “That’s amazing. Your eyes are slit vertical like a cat’s, which makes sense now. Thank you for explaining.”

“You’re welcome,” Fenric said. He didn’t mind curiosity, and Daniel was polite about it.

The tea was steeped and Cian poured the cups, and Fenric was delighted when Cian doctored the cup exactly how Fenric liked it—two sugars and a dollop of honey. He had a sweet tooth. Not one for milk in tea. He accepted the cup and saucer from Cian and sipped, pleased that Cian remembered how Fenric took his tea after all this time.

Everyone got their cup of tea, and Fenric enjoyed the companionable silence for several minutes.

Until a sharp chirp interrupted the peace.

Cian, setting aside his cup and saucer, reached into a pocket and pulled out his phone. He stilled, thumb hovering over the screen as he read the notification.

“Brother?” Rory asked, presumably not reading his brother’s mind in that moment. A second later, both Daniel and Rory’s phones beeped as well, their respective owners pulling them out and checking.

“Angel is coming to see us,” Daniel announced.

“Oh, how lovely,” Fenric murmured, curious about the necromancer. “Make him a cup, this tea is delicious.”

“Here or at the house?” Rory asked, even as he typed a reply.

“In the house—Connie is coming as well,” Cian said, slipping his phone back in his pocket. He cast a contemplative glance over Fenric. “The necromancer controls the secrets for his clan. I don’t know how he’ll tolerate you. To him, you are a stranger.”

Fenric stood, setting his tea aside on the bench as well. “I have assassins to intercept if he doesn’t want to share family secrets with me.” He shrugged, nonchalant, though curious about what the necromancer had to say. His curiosity was hard to hold back some days. Kept him from getting too bored. Living forever had some downsides, with boredom at the top of the list.

Fenric stretched, and with a faint mreow, shrank down into his housecat form. He licked his paw, setting his whiskers right, and yawned, showing pearly white fangs. He blinked slowly at the beguilingly confused Daniel and the amused Rory.

“Did you? Did he? That was so fast! I missed it completely!” Daniel stammered out, flustered but delighted.

“If you’re good I’ll do it again later,” Fenric said, his magic helping him speak in this form.

Daniel blinked at him in surprise. “You can talk as a cat.”

“You can talk as a person,” Fenric replied, prancing over to the young sidhe and twining around his ankles, scent-marking him.

Daniel went pink across his cheeks and gave him a faint glare, Rory chuckling.

Strong, gentle hands scooped him off the ground, and Fenric purred as Cian held him to his chest, high enough for Fenric to rub his chin along Cian’s jaw several times, whiskers tickling the sidhe. Cian was the only one he wanted holding him like this—if anyone else tried he would introduce them to his claws.

“Come, let us see what the necromancer wants,” Cian said, leading the way from the conservatory. “It might be amusing.”
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Cian

Cian carried Fenric in his arms up the garden path to the grand house. As a housecat, Fenric was small and hardly weighed a thing. He idly scratched along Fenric’s chin, eliciting loud purrs as Fenric accepted the attention as his due.

Daniel and Rory followed behind him, speaking quietly to themselves, the newlyweds still in that honeymoon phase where they were constantly in each other’s space and always touching. Cian found it charming, and was glad for his twin—when Rory was happy, so was Cian.

And Rory was incandescent with joy most days.

The kitchen was empty when Cian opened the door and entered the Mansion, but voices ahead toward the front of the house had Cian walking deeper into the Mansion.

The servants’ hall emptied into the grand foyer, and Cian went to the library, still holding Fenric, the cat-sidhe’s ears pricked upwards and his eyes wide.

Cian paused by the library doors, letting Rory and Daniel pass him as they entered the huge room. Inside, a plethora of people awaited them.

The Salvatore Clan had grown from two scions to over a dozen people. Many of them were among the most powerful supernatural beings in the country. Ignacio Salvatore and Ashwin Metcalfe, a bonded pair, sat on a love seat near the fireplace, and Cian’s senses told him their son Leandro was playing video games with Eroch upstairs in his room.

Remigius and his new mate, Celyn, sat together in an armchair next to a couch that held Isaac and Constantine, and Rory and Daniel headed to join them. Dame Milly Fontaine sat in a chair beside Angel where he stood talking to his mate. She was dressed in a bright blue maxi dress that clung to her curves and set off her bright silver hair and the diamonds in her ears.

The sunlight wards glittered on the windows as clouds raced over the summer sky outside, Cian able to see the magic that rendered the vampire mates safe in the house during the day. The entire Mansion was aglow with spells, centuries of magic layered for generations.

Angel Salvatore, head of the family and the Necromancer of Boston, sat in a chair and that seemed to be the signal for everyone to stop talking and take seats as well. Cian strolled into the library with Fenric and chose an armchair off to the side, Fenric settling in his lap with a happy purr.

Angel wasn’t slow, nor oblivious, so as soon as Cian sat, Angel clocked the cat in his lap.

“Cian, did you get another pet? I still don’t know what other pets you claim to have, but this one looks normal-ish.”

“Hello again,” Fenric said, loud enough for the mortal mates to hear. Everyone turned in their seats to look, Cian smirking at their startled gazes. “We’ve met a few times. What did you end up doing with the assassin you caught this morning?”

Angel stared at Fenric for a long second. He lifted a hand, not to cast, but to point. “Are you the giant cat I saw this morning across the street in Beacon Hill?”

“Less giant now, but yes. The assassin?”

“O’Malley took him to jail,” Angel replied absently, gazing hard at Fenric, managing well for someone finding himself talking to a cat. “Hello, Fenric.”

“Smart human,” Fenric replied, tail thumping on Cian’s thigh. “What’s the meeting for? Anything fun?”

Isaac, mated to Constantine, and far more impulsive than his older brother, said, “There’s a talking housecat in Cian’s lap. This is Fenric? Hi there.” Isaac leaned around his mate and waved at Fenric. “You’re Cian’s friend? I didn’t know he had friends.”

“Isaac, don’t be mean!” Daniel admonished. “Of course Cian has friends, he’s older than dirt.”

Cian chuckled, amused by the younglings’ banter. “I don’t have friends as such, aside from a handful of people I haven’t seen in a good long while. Fenric is one of them.”

Angel sat back in his chair and contemplated Cian and Fenric for a long moment, before turning in his seat and looking at Rory where he sat on the couch beside his mate. “You vouch for him?”

Rory nodded once, decisively. “Yes. Fenric can be trusted.”

“Alright,” Angel said with a nod of his own. He spoke to Fenric. “I’ll have your word you won’t speak of what you learn in this meeting with anyone not already present. I’ll ask you to leave otherwise.”

“Reasonable, and I swear.”

“Good,” Angel then turned to Constantine. “What’s going on?”

“Two-fold problem. The less critical one is that the High Council continues to try and sway blood donors into either betraying the clan or outright poisoning their blood to kill members. Those donors that refuse are killed. We’ve lost three blood donors in the last two days; all three were found this morning in their external residences during wellness checks by the bloodclan. They were killed by magic.”

“Your remaining donors?” Angel asked, and Simeon answered.

“We’re bringing all donors that don’t live in the Tower into the complex for their own safety. They should all be accounted for by this evening. The police have been alerted and are helping to track down all blood donors during the day.”

“That’s not good—if that’s the lesser of the two problems I’m almost afraid to ask what the second issue is.”

“The High Council has teams in the Armenian countryside about twenty miles from where Rageshi sleeps. I got satellite footage this morning. Two teams are heading in the general direction of his lair.”

Cian paused in his petting of Fenric, disturbed a bit by Connie’s news.

Rageshi was old, for a vampire at least, and only a generation removed from the First Vampires. He was phenomenally strong, gifted, and Cian’s favorite part—mentally unstable due to his nature as a mortal man before his Turning. He had been a proto-blood mage of sorts, practicing the earliest form of blood magics, well before it was an established discipline or in later years, an addiction. His magical state messed with his Turning, and resulted in him needing the medallion to control him and his mental state.

Waking Rageshi was either the worst idea the Council ever had, or the best.

“How can they know where he sleeps?” Angel asked.

“I am not sure,” Connie said. “They may be guessing, or someone has hacked into my satellite data. The Council can afford to bribe their way into satellite access. They may have figured it out by my activity if they’re digitally spying on the Bloodclan, as I believe they are.”

“So they won’t know the exact location of his lair,” Angel said. “Right?”

Connie shook his head. “I’ve never been that specific in my satellite requests, merely a rough eagle’s eye view of the region. I look mostly for large groups of people or vehicles. The preserve where he sleeps is roughly 1700 acres. They’d be looking for months if they were going just by the satellite requests I’ve made.”

“If they wake him without the medallion it’s going to be a bloodbath,” Simeon warned. “He’ll be uncontrollable and ravenous.”

“If the Council wakes him, he’ll kill them,” Angel interjected softly. “Good for us, but bad for the world. He won’t be satisfied by a dozen or so mortals; he’ll keep gorging on blood until he’s stopped or he regains his sanity.”

“And he cannot be poisoned by magic, so it won’t matter if he gorges on enforcers.” Connie added. “He never explained how; I merely took it as a sign of his power and age.”

“He’ll feast on anyone and everyone, then.” Angel said.

“That is my fear, yes,” Connie said. “There are small cities and towns nearby full of innocent people. He will kill everything that moves unless he’s awakened by the medallion and the one who holds it.”

Angel frowned, looking around the room, tense. Cian knew what was coming.

“I’ll go with Connie,” Cian volunteered before Angel could even ask. “He needs someone as strong as Rageshi to stand with him while he wakes his sire. Anyone mortal who stands in that lair as Rageshi wakes would be in terrible danger, especially the human mates.”

“What? Why can’t I go? My shields are strong, nothing can get through them,” Isaac protested. He turned to his mate. “I’m not letting you go without me.”

Cian sighed loudly, and Isaac spun in his seat and sent him a nasty glare. “Youngling, a vampire that old can punch through your shields with minimal effort. For Goddess’ sake, he’s old enough to break Invitational magics and ward lines. He’ll be less interested in attacking another vampire—they aren’t food, and Rageshi will likely ignore any vampire that’s there unless they get in his way.”

“What about you? You’re full of life magic,” Isaac countered. “You’re a fucking buffet to a vamp.”

“We sidhe don’t shed magic like mortals do,” Fenric interrupted, startling Isaac enough that he snapped his mouth shut. “Elder fae like the sidhe generate and keep life magics, passing it back and forth between us and the natural world, and it’s not consumable by drinking our blood. Drinking from Cian is as useless as drinking from a vampire. Younger fae species and mortals are food. Elder fae like the sidhe and other vampires are not food. It’s why vampires only evolved after the rise of mortal species on this planet.”

“We might be susceptible to blood magics, if for instance we were used as a sacrifice, but it would take a serious amount of magic to knock us down and out for the duration. Rageshi is likely to be mindless with hunger when he wakes, so we may not need to fear his magic.” That came from Rory, his twin explaining things with far more patience than Cian could.

“I don’t want to assume anything and lose someone,” Angel cautioned.

“I am going if Constans is going,” Isaac interrupted again. “I’m not staying home for this.”

“Then you’ll die and Connie will need to be killed,” Cian said, a bit louder than usual. “You’ll both die.”

“My love, please stay here,” Constans asked his mate, pleading.

“I…it can’t be that bad,” Isaac stammered out, looking from Cian to Constantine and then to Angel. “It can’t be that bad.”

“Worse than bad. No mortals should go, for the same reason,” Angel declared, lifting a hand to stifle Isaac’s objections. “This may be a trap—the Council could be trying to provoke Constans into leading them to the lair himself if he tries to sneak in there.”

“I won’t be flying in on a plane,” Constantine said. “The Way Between will get us there before any mortal means. The medallion could be tracked, as it was crafted by blood magic, but they still need proximity to do that. I might be able to get in and out with my sire before the Council even learns I’ve been in the area.”

“You’re not bringing him here,” Angel ordered. “Not if he’s not in control of himself.”

“I’ll take him to the Tower. In the meantime, I’ll feed him blood unit bags in his lair until he’s regained his mind enough to safely feed from a donor,” Constantine said. “We’ll stay there until he can travel. The medallion will work.”

“Okay.” Angel agreed with a deep sigh. “Constans and Cian are going for Rageshi. We need him out of play immediately. I refuse to let the Council get their hands on him or unleash him on the Armenian population. If waking him is too dangerous…”

Constans shook his head. “Leaving him in his lair as he is right now is too dangerous.” He paused for a second. “The conditions for his awakening have been met, based on his instructions. If he was in danger of being used as a weapon again, he wanted to be awakened to prevent it.”

“It’s decided then,” Angel said. “Cian and Constans are going. But you need backup, especially if you meet with those teams of enforcers from the Council.”

“Simeon, I need you here,” Constans said before Simeon could volunteer. “The Bloodclan needs you here dealing with the machinations of the Council.”

“Yes, Master,” Simeon said with a dip of his head. “Ellora and I will deal with it while you’re gone.”

“Volunteers?” Angel asked. “No mortals can go, which means Milly and I can’t go either.” Milly didn’t look upset to be excluded from the mission, more relieved than anything.

Daniel and Rory took one long look at each other and then Daniel spoke. “Since I’m sidhe now, I’m safer than a mortal mate. Rory and I will go.”

Isaac squawked in protest but Angel shook his head at his little brother. “Isaac, you’re staying here.” He nodded to Daniel. “You and Rory are going. We need more combatants, though.” Daniel appeared touched and surprised by Angel’s easy acceptance.

Connie pulled out his phone and typed quickly, and a moment later got a response. “Ricon is willing to accompany us as well. He is a formidable warrior.”

“I saw him fight the golems,” Angel agreed with a nod. “Alright, I think that might be enough. Constans, Cian, Ricon, Rory, and Daniel.”

“And me!” Fenric said, tail twitching. “I’m going. This sounds fun.”

Angel blinked at Fenric and then looked to Cian, who gave a single nod. Angel shrugged. “Alright, Fenric too. I need everyone who’s going to get themselves ready to depart as soon as Constans is ready. Constans, do what you need to do in order to prepare.”


Chapter 8

Hero’s Journey


Fenric

Fenric enjoyed sitting on Cian’s lap.

Especially with drama unfolding around them. Cian’s lap was an oasis of calm in a sea of stress, anger, some fear, and a wash of nerves, a pungent combination that filled the library and told Fenric just how chaotic it was to be part of a clan where people cared about each other.

People were arguing quietly in small groups, while the others Angel had earmarked for the rescue—resurrection?—mission to get Constantine’s sire got up and left. Fenric was highly intrigued and was eager to see what happened.

“Are they always like this?” Fenric asked, rolling onto his side and looking back at Cian, tail thwacking a steady beat on Cian’s thigh.

“Sometimes they’re louder,” Cian replied in an even tone, not at all bothered by the drama. “Shall we prepare?”

Fenric didn’t have time to reply before Cian picked him up in one arm and stood, carrying him from the library and back the way they came, through the kitchen and out into the garden.

“Do you need anything from where you’re staying?” Cian asked.

“I got a room at an inn a few miles away and I don’t need anything. I’ve got my gear on me any time I leave my room.”

“Weapons, then?” Cian asked, heading down the path to the conservatory, holding Fenric in one arm while idly scratching the top of Fenric’s head with his free hand. It felt wonderful. Fenric purred in approval. He loved it when Cian pet him.

“I’ve got everything I need. Wouldn’t say no to something to eat though.”

“We’ll eat before we go,” Cian assured him. “I need to change into my leathers. We have time before we go—Connie needs to accumulate the energy to get us there.”

“Why not use the underhill?” Fenric asked as they entered the conservatory and headed for the benches and the huge trunk set to the side. Cian set him gently on the bench nearest the trunk before kneeling in front of it and opening the top.

“That may be the better option—it’ll keep Constans from overexerting himself before trying to wake his sire,” Cian said. He reached inside the trunk and pulled out a stack of form-fitting leather armor in a smokey, dark gray.

Battle armor.

Fenric walked to the end of the bench and peered down into the trunk. He saw nothing, of course, just a black void that Cian put his hands into to pull out what he needed. The blackness of the void rippled like oil but without the pearly rainbow sheen—it was a nothingness that held everything it was given.

A trunk full of ether. It allowed the twins to carry more than the trunk’s normal size and volume would otherwise allow, and it was similar to the field of ether that surrounded the bodies of sidhe, both High Court and cait-sidhe, allowing them to carry items in their personal fields of ether.

The trunk was old, old sidhe magic. Magic that changed matter into energy, and then back again. Not all that different from the magic Fenric used to change size and shape.

Where Rory wore older clothing from a time long past, Cian appeared to favor modern clothing.

Except for his armor.

Cian set aside his armor on another bench and stood, stripping off his t-shirt as he did, and tossing it to the bench. Fenric sat attentively and watched, still as a statue, as Cian stripped down to a pair of black boxer briefs and black socks. Cian was lean, built with long, defined muscles like a dancer, skin with a faint shimmer of moon dust over golden marble. His boxer briefs were tight, hugging an impressive bulge and clinging to lean thighs. His legs were as defined as his torso, long and elegant, and where others might look awkward in socks pulled high on a muscled calf, he looked sexy and dangerous.

Fenric approved, purring at the display of skin and muscle.

Cian sent him a curious glance, but didn’t pause in his movements. Sorting through the stack of armor and gear, he pulled a dark-gray silk tunic out and then pulled it over his head and tied the laces on each side, tightening the tunic to his muscled frame.

He pulled on silk shorts that fell to his knees, in the same gray as the tunic, and then over the silk, Cian pulled on padded leather pants with buckles for attaching pieces of his armor. The pants were a dark-gray leather as well, the moss green of his hair contrasting with the gray and making the green appear richer, with more depth.

Over the silk tunic Cian strapped on a molded leather breastplate, the gray leather shaped in flowing lines reminiscent of fierce wind and sharp mountain peaks that would deflect edged weapons away from his core, and spaulders that covered his shoulders too, etched in runes and ancient words of power.

The hauberk, chausses, spaulders, braces, and knee-high boots were all made of thick, molded, and carved leather pieces that were etched in runes as well, and buckled together around Cian in a simple leather harness that looked far more complicated than it was—and the end result was devastating.

Last to be put on were two scabbards hanging from his waist and attached with leather harnesses to his thighs, and from the ether Cian pulled twin silver daggers, twirling them in his hands, checking the weight and balance before glancing over each blade to look for damage. Satisfied, Cian slid the daggers in the thigh sheaths and he then double-checked all the straps and buckles holding his armor in place.

Cian was remarkably beautiful, especially when decked out for battle.

His long, moss-green hair flowed down his back, pushed back behind his ears, and Fenric found himself entranced as Cian gathered up his hair and began braiding a section of hair near his crown, pulling the strands back away from his face.

Rory and Daniel appeared out of the lush greenery, both men dressed in armor similar to Cian’s. They must have gotten ready elsewhere. Rory was dressed in gray leather identical to Cian’s in color, but the designs on the molded and carved leathers reminded Fenric of plants, vines, and flowers, though the runes were the same. Daniel was wearing plain leather armor, though it too was a dark gray, with hints of blue around the edges of the leather, the heavy stitching a dark blue as well. The former human appeared to be uncomfortable, tugging a bit at the bracers on his forearms.

“Little brother, stop fussing,” Cian gently chided as Rory came over to Cian and the trunk. Rory knelt long enough to swipe a hand through the swirling blackness, coming out with a handful of silver and leather ties and small clasps with semi-precious gems. “The armor is meant to keep you safe. You’ll get used to it soon enough.”

Rory took over the braiding for Cian, braiding the hair back and along the side of his head, keeping the hair from his face, using the myriad clasps and ties to create a simple, yet lush design that made Fenric want to touch the beautiful tresses.

Rory’s identical green hair was already tied back in a single long braided tail that flowed down his back, silver ties at the nape of his neck and at the end of the tail to keep it neat.

The entire conservatory smelled of damp stone, rich, warm earth, growing green things, and flowers, and a bit of smoke from the brazier, but underneath all that was a persistent scent of lilacs and honeysuckle. It stirred memories of long nights spent talking in front of a fire in a sea of tents, surrounded by numerous fae peoples as they prepared to run from the British army.

Cian smelled of lilacs, and Rory, honeysuckle. Whether it was natural or perfume Fenric couldn’t tell, but he didn’t care—they both smelled amazing, though Fenric preferred the cool, sharp sweetness of the lilacs. He preferred everything about Cian, frankly.

Rory put the finishing touches on Cian’s hair—only one braid, and it collected hair from the right side of his head and braided it back from his face, a thick tail falling past his shoulders, glittering with gems and silver.

“Won’t the gems catch the light in the dark?” Daniel asked. “It looks great regardless.”

“Thank you, little brother,” Cian replied, squeezing Rory’s hand in thanks before going to the brazier. “The gems and ties were bespelled in their crafting—I can dampen them as needed so I don’t glitter like a star in the night sky, giving away our position.”

“Did you make them?” Daniel asked, eyes wide and curious.

“I did,” Cian replied with a small smile and he held a hand over the fire. The flames grew smaller, the coals dying, and then it was out, a puff of smoke rising from the brazier.

Cian had pulled the air away from the fire, suffocating it. Fast and simple.

Rory flicked his hand and in it appeared his sword in its scabbard, leather harness swaying. Daniel promptly went to his husband and helped Rory attach the sword to his back for an over-the-shoulder draw.

Cian had his phone out, texting. “I’ve offered use of the underhill to take us as far as possible,” he said. “I won’t use it in combat, but we should be in and out without the Council being aware of us.” He paused, then read a return text. “They’ve accepted. Good. We’ll depart from the library.”
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Cian

Cian waited in the library with his twin, Daniel, and Fenric in his cat form at his feet, waiting for the rest of the Salvatore Clan to get themselves sorted out for departure.

And for the sun to set in Armenia.

Cian checked the time on his phone, and saw it was close enough, and he nudged Rory with his elbow. Time to go, brother. Let them follow.

So impatient, Rory replied with a slightly exasperated tone. Exasperated and fond, a frequent tone from Rory. Wait for Connie.

Cian sighed quietly but remained where he was, eyeing the chattering group as they said their goodbyes.

Ricon Dumond was armed to the teeth, two swords on his back over both shoulders, and a long knife on one thigh. He wore leather and linen, a mix of dark brown and beige, and rugged leather boots up to his knees. He waited silently with Connie, arms crossed, idly observing the occupants of the room. He was over a thousand years old, a decent age for a vampire, though still quite young by Cian’s standards.

The boy, Leandro, was standing with his fathers beside the main door of the library, Ashwin and Ignacio bracing him on either side. The boy appeared worried, and he stole a glance at Cian, who arched a brow at the youngling.

Taking that as an invitation, Leandro left his fathers’ sides and hurried across the library, weaving through the assorted Salvatore clan members. He came to a stop in front of Cian. The boy was wearing a t-shirt with a cartoon dragon on it with a knight in black armor astride its back, the knight and dragon both waving rainbow flags. Cian smiled, and Leandro grinned up at him.

“Do you like my shirt?” Leandro asked in his sweet English accent.

“It’s very cool,” Cian replied, painfully aware he’d never said those words aloud in his long life. A first time for everything.

Leandro grinned up at him again, full of smiles, and then gasped as dramatically as any child when presented with an adorable animal. “A kitty!”

Cian made to step in but Leandro surprised him and instead of grabbing at Fenric, he sat on his rear right in front of the cat-sidhe and held out a hand. “Hello, kitty. I’m Leandro.”

Fenric leaned forward and sniffed before stepping toward the boy and rubbing his chin over Leandro’s hand. “Hello, Leandro. I’m Fenric.”

Leandro’s eyes went wide, gasping again. “You can talk!”

“So can you!” Fenric replied, though not as meanly as he could have, instead matching the boy’s tone.

Leandro, to his credit, didn’t get upset at the teasing, but laughed, the sound drawing attention from most of the people in the library. Turning heads and smiles broke the underlying tension in the room from the upcoming journey.

Fenric allowed himself to be petted and scratched for a long moment before retreating between Cian’s feet and sitting again. Cian reached down and held a hand out to Leandro, helping the boy to his feet.

“Are you going on the mission?” Leandro asked seriously.

“I am.”

“Oh,” Leandro frowned, then asked, “Is Eroch going too?”

Eroch was sitting beside Angel, the young dragon leaning on his brood-father as Angel spoke to Simeon and Constantine.

“Eroch is remaining here. You’ll need to keep him company,” Cian replied, making sure to keep a straight face. “He’ll be missing us, so you’ll need to keep him distracted.”

“I can do that,” Leandro replied with a very serious expression on his face. “I’ll take care of him.”

“Good.”

Leandro bit his lip. “Will you come back?”

Cian met the boy’s worried gaze. “We will be back. Maybe not for several hours, but we will be back.”

“Okay,” Leandro sighed. He darted forward and hugged Cian around the waist, arms tight. “Be careful.”

Cian, after a second, reached down and hugged the boy back, squeezing a bit until he felt Leandro let go. He straightened, and the boy beamed up at him, eyes suspiciously bright, and he then ran off back across the library to his fathers. Ashwin hugged his son, who clung to his vampire father, face pressed to his chest.

Constantine nodded to Angel and Simeon, and left the necromancer and his Elder behind and went to his mate. Ricon nodded goodbye to Angel and Simeon and headed for the arch.

Isaac clung to Constantine, and Cian turned away from the emotional goodbye, mindful of Fenric at his feet, and went to the archway that stood in the library hearth.

Rory and Daniel went to say their goodbyes. Cian and Fenric entered the temple, where a settee and a large armchair awaited them a few feet past the entrance. Cian sat on the settee, facing the arch, and waited. Fenric leapt onto the seat of the armchair, and circled a few times before curling up in a little ball of black fur.

“They part as if they’ll never see each other again,” Fenric observed quietly, eyes nearly shut, tail flicking slowly.

“They are a family, and at war,” Cian observed. “Goodbyes are important.”

“Are you not family?” Fenric asked.

Daniel and Ricon entered the temple through the arch, and Daniel answered. “Yes he is, but no one wants to overstep with Cian.” Daniel frowned at Cian and crossed his arms, Ricon appearing amused at the banter. “The others wish you luck and Angel wants you to listen to Constans.”

Cian dipped his head in acknowledgment. “I shall behave.”

Ricon laughed quietly, shaking his head.

Daniel eyed him with suspicion.

As he should.


Chapter 9

Travelers


Cian

Cian held his position by the seamless stone wall, leaning back with his shoulders on the white marble, waiting as the assembled immortals joined Daniel and Rory at the settee Cian and Fenric had vacated. There was a glimmer of energy and then Fenric was standing as a sidhe amidst the group, and he daintily picked his way out of the crowd and went to Cian.

“They’re ready,” Fenric said, and leaned on the wall beside Cian, so close their shoulders were touching. He took a deep breath, scenting. “They’re carrying blood with them.”

“For Rageshi,” Cian replied. “He’s going to be very hungry.”

Connie approached, leading the group. Constantine, Ricon, Rory, Daniel, Fenric, and then finally Cian, all ready to depart. Connie and Ricon carried large backpacks, and Cian caught a hint of blood in the air. Nothing major enough to give away their positions if they came across a predator or supernatural being with a strong noise—Cian was attuned to the underhill, the mound, and it knew exactly what was inside of it at any time, and so, therefore, did Cian.

“The blood?” Cian asked, nodding at the bags Connie and Ricon both carried.

“Freshly donated human blood with preservation spells,” Connie confirmed. “Enough for several vampires to gorge. Two backpacks of blood units might be enough to soothe my sire’s bloodlust after waking.”

“Let us hope,” Ricon murmured, the first words he’d spoken since arriving. Not one for talking, which Cian appreciated.

“Put your hand on the wall, striga,” Cian told Connie, the old word for vampire making Connie smile briefly. Connie obeyed, hand flat to the stone wall. “Picture for the stone the place where your sire sleeps. How it smells, how the air tastes, the sound of birds calling in the trees, the rustle of wind over the grass. How the moonlight casts shadows over the stones. Relive that moment you said goodbye, and tell the stone everything.”

Connie closed his eyes and Cian listened to the underhill, and knew when the underhill listened in turn. A faint shiver went through the temple, a bit of dust falling, a sound of stone sighing as it settled.

They were in Armenia.

The archway back to the Salvatore library remained open, their family watching through the opening, and Cian nodded once to Angel before lifting a hand and dismissing the archway. In case they met with an enemy force or Rageshi woke unable to control himself, they wanted no way for danger to get into the underhill and then into the Mansion. They were more than a match for anything, or so Cian assumed, but he agreed with caution, and let the archway back to the Mansion fade away to nothing.

Now if Rageshi was uncontrollable, the Salvatore clan was not going to suffer a second massacre.

The stone under Connie’s hand twisted and warped, and ran as water, as mutable as mud, and Connie dropped his hand and stepped away just as the wall became an arch, and within it was darkness.

Natural stone, rough and dusty, made up the archway, a dark golden color. Not the white marble of the temple. Out of the darkness came a sound, and Cian smiled.

Crickets.

The archway settled and sighed, and it was done reforming. Stars twinkled overhead in the clear night sky, and the moon rose over mountains. Their eyes adjusted, and Cian saw with ease in the darkness of the night.

“Just over eight hours until dawn,” Cian cautioned. “Let us hope we’re close.”

Connie took a deep, scenting breath, eyes wide, pupils wide as well, and the vampire smiled. “We’re close.”

“Lead the way, Connie,” Cian said, waving a hand at the arch. “I’ll bring up the rear with Fenric.”
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Fenric

Fenric walked through the arch into the wilds of the Armenian preserve where Rageshi’s lair had lain hidden for two thousand years. The night was alive with sound—crickets and other insects chirping, the sounds of small animals scurrying away in the underbrush as the party stepped through the archway. Fenric, Ricon and Constantine were predators and the wildlife knew it and retreated from the area.

With a casual wave of his hand, Cian dismissed the archway. With a soft rumble of stone over stone, the arch collapsed in on itself, falling to the ground, until nothing was left, not even rock debris to show the arch had ever been there.

Constantine, the City Master of Boston, appeared to be perfectly comfortable, adjusting the heavily laden backpack on his shoulders, and gesturing toward the deeper shadows, up an incline that grew steadily steeper the higher it went. “That way. Into the mountains.”

“How far are we?” Daniel asked, standing in his mate’s shadow, the moon overhead bright enough to illuminate the way even if they didn’t all have preternatural sight.

“It’s been at least forty years since I was here last in person,” Constantine replied, “but if memory serves, we’re about an hour away on foot by mortal speeds. We’ll be there in a few minutes if we run.”

“I vote for running,” Daniel said. “I can keep up now.”

Cian cast a glance at Fenric, who nodded. In a glimmer of power, Fenric transformed from his bipedal form to the large black wildcat. He was faster on four paws than two feet, and his claws and fangs were far, far bigger.

A hand ran over his head, and Fenric bumped his muzzle into Cian’s hip, tail thrashing in delight at the touch. Cian did it almost absentmindedly, as if it was habit already, and Fenric adored it.

“We’ll stay at sidhe speeds,” Constantine said to Daniel. “That’s still plenty fast enough. Everyone keep your senses alert for enforcers or other beings. Cian and the temple got us far closer than I was anticipating, and that’s in our favor, but I won’t assume we’re alone out here.”

Everyone nodded. Vampires were a bit faster than sidhe, but if they held back a little everyone would be able to keep up with the two vampires without a problem, even the newest sidhe.

“This way,” Constantine said softly, and broke out into a run, just short of blurring speeds.

Ricon, Rory, and Daniel followed right on Constantine’s heels, and Fenric and Cian brought up the rear.

[image: ]


Cian

Traveling in the dark through a strange mountain forest was as easy as taking a stroll through the Boston Common back home. Or at least, it would be, if the forest didn’t reek of foul magics. They slowed as a unit, the group sensing the blood magics at the same time, and Cian took a moment to ascertain with his senses that they were alone.

“Blood mages have been nearby,” Connie whispered, echoing Cian’s thoughts.

“I can smell the blood spoor,” Cian said, Rory humming in agreement. Daniel stayed in his mate’s shadow, his expression one of disgust. Cian briefly squeezed Daniel’s shoulder and the young man gave him a glance of gratitude. “The wind has carried it closer than they actually are.”

“How close?” Connie asked.

Cian reached out, asking the stone of the mountains under their feet, the peaks rising in front of them. The stone whispered of foul magics, a violation of the natural order, and people who carried baneful objects and magic that was corrupted beyond tolerance or recovery.

“Blood mages, the untrained kind, several miles to the northwest,” Cian pointed in the exact direction. “They aren’t moving—likely camped for the night.”

“I sense the same,” Rory agreed.

“Enforcers?” Connie asked.

“Maybe,” Cian replied, his mind parsing out the magic he sensed in the ambient fields, the presence of the blood mages as painful as a seeping wound in the natural landscape of the world. “They aren’t trained—they feel chaotic. Perhaps the Council has turned some of their people to blood magic and let them fall into addiction? I would not put it past them.”

“If you sense them move, let us know,” Connie said, and Cian nodded in agreement.

They stood on a plateau of sorts, overlooking a small ravine that served as an outlet for a small river that cut a narrow path through the mountains.

“We will follow the river to his lair,” Connie whispered, pointing to the spot where water trickled from the ravine. “It was a dry path over two thousand years ago.”

“Time changes everything,” Ricon said, adjusting the backpack of blood on his shoulders. “Let us hope the lair remains intact.”

Grim-faced, Connie nodded in agreement and led the way down the side of the plateau, sliding down the sandy embankment.

Cian followed, Fenric at his side, Daniel and Rory between them and the vampires. Before they reached the bank, Cian thought about the water they’d be walking through, and his boots changed in a shimmer of energy, reaching over his knees and sealing to become waterproof.

Rory’s boots did the same, and with a whisper, Rory told Daniel how to ask his own footwear to adapt to his needs, and Daniel’s silent delight at the change in his footwear made Cian smile despite the urgency of their mission.

Fenric transformed into his sidhe form, and he glared at the rocks and the river before sighing in distaste, but he approached the river without hesitation.

They reached the river, the water only a foot or so deep but rocky and difficult to maneuver, even for them. Fenric stepped lightly from stone to stone up the river as the rest of them slogged through the current, though they were far more quiet than a group of mortals would be taking the same route.

They reached the entrance to the narrow ravine, the walls angling high overhead, the riverbed the only path to take. Cian took a deep breath, the others doing the same, searching for any hints of enforcers or blood mages passing through.

Nothing.

“Anything?” Connie asked over his shoulder.

“No one has come this way,” Rory voiced what Cian already knew. “I sense sentient life and blood spoor, but not in the direction you’re taking us. It’s several miles in the other direction. I believe the lair remains undiscovered.”

Connie nodded once and led the way upstream into the ravine.

Cian touched Rory on the shoulder before he could follow, pointing back over his shoulders to the tracks they’d left in the sand of the riverbank. Rory nodded, and with a slight gesture of his hand, the earth shivered along their tracks, smoothing out the evidence of their passing.

Rory then held a hand out to his husband, Daniel taking it, and the pair followed Ricon and Connie.

“Smart,” Fenric whispered, smiling at Cian.

“Hmm,” Cian hummed. “You’re going to get wet,” Cian stated the obvious. Fenric wasn’t going to be able to avoid the water by using stepping stones once they entered the ravine, and he was quite a bit shorter than the rest of them—meaning the water would reach much higher on Fenric than Cian. “Come here.”

Cian held out an arm, Fenric blinking at him in surprised delight. “You want to carry me?”

“You weigh nothing,” Cian assured him. “Come.”

“I can take one of my smaller forms?” Fenric offered even as he took Cian’s arm and let Cian lift him from the rock and swing him on his back.

“No need,” Cian replied, shifting Fenric until he was able to hook his arms around Fenric’s legs at the knees with Fenric’s arms around his shoulders. Fenric was limber and slinky, perfect for carrying, and he truly weighed nothing.

Fenric rested his chin on Cian’s shoulder, his breath on the side of Cian’s neck, and a faint shiver went down his spine. Cian merely accepted the strange reaction and followed behind the others, bringing up the rear, the water quickly rising to his knees.
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Fenric

Fenric was ready to die of happiness, if such a thing were possible. He hoped not since he wanted to enjoy the experience of Cian Brennan carrying him for as long as possible.

The walls of the ravine were about fifteen feet high, made of stone and sandy earth, and the narrow view above of the starry sky was pleasant enough. The water smelled of swift currents and wet stone, and the lack of animal scents along the river in the ravine told Fenric that the current was usually higher, matching the water lines on the walls rising to either side.

The ravine was quickly becoming a slot canyon, the earth of the ravine giving way to solid stone, narrowing further, forcing them to walk single file, the water now rising to their thighs. Fenric eyed the water warily, and clung a bit tighter to Cian’s shoulders, the water level close to wetting his feet.

“I won’t drop you,” Cian murmured.

“And I appreciate that very much,” Fenric replied, though he was a bit worried. He could swim, that wasn’t the issue—he genuinely disliked getting wet, and hated water except for warm showers and bubble baths. River water was not clean.

Fenric was very spoiled by modern living and the advent of indoor plumbing.

The water level crept higher and touched Fenric’s boots. The water was moving faster now too, the current increasing as the walls grew even more narrow—with a hiss, Fenric transformed, and became a tiny cat huddling in the curve of Cian’s shoulder, crawling under the thick fall of green hair to hide. A warm hand cradled him there, keeping him safe.

“Is Fenric alright?” Daniel asked over his shoulder, worried.

“He dislikes water,” Rory explained.

“Oh, that’s right, cats don’t like water,” Daniel replied. A bit simplistic but accurate enough.

“The water won’t go any higher than our waists,” Constantine said, voice loud enough to reach Cian and Fenric at the rear of the line. “There’s a split in the slot canyon ahead that we’ll be taking that gets away from the water. Almost there.”

Cian held Fenric as he slogged through the now waist-high water, and Fenric curled in his tail to keep it from getting wet. He tried to be careful with his claws, clinging to the leather armor protecting Cian’s chest and shoulders. There was a shimmer of magic from the twins and Daniel, and their armor was suddenly waterproof as well.

The sound of cascading water came from ahead, and Fenric peeked out through the curtain of Cian’s hair to see a split in the canyon, just as Constantine promised. A path to the right rose in elevation and disappeared around a corner, the floor of the canyon transitioned to dry sand, and to the left, they could hear the sound of water and a thrumming roar.

A waterfall.

Thankful they were going to dry land, Fenric shivered as the sound of the waterfall rose the closer they got to the split—he caught a glimpse of mist and rushing water down the left fork before Cian jumped from the water and landed on dry earth.

“All safe now,” Cian said softly, and Fenric eased his death-grip on the leathers and relaxed himself, transforming as he did so into his bipedal form. Cian held him still, and Fenric stared up into mercurial eyes and tried to remember what he was going to say, but his thoughts flitted free. There was only Cian and his stormy eyes, which seemed to take his measure and see into the secret depths of his being.

“Aww,” Daniel whispered. “That’s so cute.”

Rory chuckled. “Come, beloved, leave them to it.”

Fenric realized he was standing in the circle of Cian’s arms and was staring up at the High Court Sidhe with wide eyes and a silly smile.

Oh dear. No way to hide his infatuation now, not that he’d been trying all that hard, or at all, over the last week.

Fenric found himself blushing, cheeks warm, and he ducked his head, hair falling over his face. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” Cian replied, and he brushed a strand of long, black hair out of Fenric’s eyes and tucked it behind his ear. His fingers were warm, skin soft but for calluses from wielding his daggers. Cian smiled down at him, then tilted his head in the direction the others went. “Come, let’s not get left behind.”
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Cian

The entrance to the cave was small, about five feet in height, and came to a dead end after only a few strides. Hardly the lair of a powerful immortal, but more than enough space for their party to squeeze inside.

Yet Cian saw the truth in the stone. Behind a false wall lay a winding path through yards of stone and earth, deep down into the mountainside. There was a cavern at the end, one where magic and blood lay twined together, and a presence slept.

Rageshi.

“He sleeps undisturbed.” Cian offered from the rear of the group, sitting on his heels in the entrance to the small pseudo-cave, Fenric at his side.

“You can sense him?” Connie asked.

“I can,” Cian said. “The stone whispers to me of the passing years and a slumbering immortal left in peace. No one has been here in a very long time.”

He and Fenric kept watch on their rear, letting the others enter the pseudo-cave first. The slot canyon ended here at the wall, the end full of dirt and debris and lacking the pristine sand floor of the other sections in the system.

There was a slope of dirt from a landslide that partially filled the end of the canyon and came within a few feet of the small entrance, where low brush and grasses grew stubbornly in the earth. There was a narrow view of the night sky high overhead, and the flutter of bat wings could be heard over the gentle breeze that rustled tree leaves far above them.

Cian sensed when Connie removed the medallion from the silk pouch. It was a medallion crafted with blood magic, but of a discipline so old it was the prototype for all known blood magic. Back when blood magic was more about the sacrifice than the siphoning of life magics, before the corruption by greed and shallow desires turned it into a mind-destroying addiction.

From his position at the cave entrance, Cian glanced over his shoulder and saw Connie press the medallion to his lips, which glistened with his own blood, bottom lip bitten by his fangs.

Wet with blood, the medallion left a smear when Connie pressed it to the dusty stone wall and whispered his sire’s name.

A shake of the dirt beneath their feet, and the wall collapsed into dust and sand. A powerful gust of air rushed inward, dust flying into the darkness, sucked into the lair as the air pressure adjusted after being sealed for two thousand years.

“Should we set a guard here?” Ricon asked, kneeling beside Connie. Daniel and Rory peered with avid interest down the revealed path.

If Rageshi woke in a frenzy of blood lust it would conceivably take all of them to control him and prevent him from escaping.

“No need,” Cian said, and he gestured for everyone to head into the passage. “I’ll set a glamour and a trap. No one will be able to see past it, and if someone touches it, I’ll be alerted.”

“Good,” Connie murmured, his lip healed and no longer wet with blood. “Follow me. There are no traps, but the years may have made the passage unstable. Be careful.”

Cian focused and summoned a glamour of a small stone overhang in place of the entrance, too small for anyone but a tiny animal to take shelter, and then set a thin line of energy just past the glamour, a trip-wire of sorts that, once snapped, would alert him.

Fenric smiled at him and then dashed into the passage behind the others. Cian smiled at the cat-sidhe’s exuberance and followed his companions into the dark.


Chapter 10

Rise and Shine


Cian

Despite their supernatural abilities, the cave passage was too dark even for their party, and Daniel sent a small trio of silver and blue suns flying overhead and in front, illuminating the way.

Daniel was once a mortal practitioner, and retained his magics from his human life even as his abilities were expanded when he became a High Court Sidhe. Cian could not fault him for needing the comfort of mage lights—the passage was entirely devoid of light, and who knew what lay at their feet or ahead in the darkness.

No traps hardly meant no dangers—crevasses and weak floors might spell doom if someone fell far enough. Though Cian was certain he could coax the mountain into releasing an unfortunate compatriot if they fell.

Fenric walked ahead of Cian in single file, letting him see his old friend in a new light from the miniature suns spinning above. Fenric’s black hair was turned blue in the light, shiny and full, looking as soft to the touch as his fur coat in cat form. A part of him wanted to run his fingers through Fenric’s hair and see if that was true, or perhaps it was even softer.

The cat-sidhe stepped lightly, no sound of his passing, even more sure-footed than the sidhe or vampires, his nature one of stealth and ambush, perfectly fitted to the cave environs they walked through—the passage at times narrow, with barely enough space for one person to shimmy through, and at other times wide enough that three of them could walk abreast, and Fenric navigated it all with ease.

They walked for what felt like a long time, but surely was no more than an hour, before they came to a wider space that held many different passages, all heading deeper into the cave. Cian asked the stone, and knew which one to take before Connie had a chance to point to the right tunnel.

“Are we close?” Fenric asked Cian, speaking in a whisper. He was close enough that he leaned ever so slightly into Cian’s chest.

“We’re almost there,” Cian promised. He assumed it was less that Fenric was scared and more that he was getting bored with all the walking—Cian was too.

They followed the group down the right fork and continued on in silence, their feet scraping and the occasional scuff of leather armor against stone walls the only sounds to be heard. The air was close and damp, heavy with the scents of earth and stone. There was more of a breeze the deeper they went—ahead there must be an opening of some kind.

The tight passage opened up into a larger cavern, this one easily the size of the Salvatore library. The walls were dark-gray stone, water dripping down the far wall into a small pool, droplets catching the light from Daniel’s miniature suns as they spun higher into the air, coming to rest on the ceiling of the cave.

Cian had never met Rageshi, and knew little of him aside from what information Connie had shared about his sire since the medallion came into his possession, and the fact that he was very old for a vampire. Bituitus, Connie’s father, had held the medallion and controlled Rageshi before his death, and exploited the ancient vampire for his own gain. Connie was a far better choice to hold the medallion–he was not likely to use his sire for selfish and greedy purposes.

That Rageshi had been a kind of proto-blood mage in his human years made sense—the magic that permeated the cave was old, older than anything Cian had seen humans practice in an incredibly long time. It was akin to the age of the first human magic users, when they first learned they could use magic, long before humans developed different branches of magic.

The cave was large enough for them to spread out. Connie approached the stone platform where a shrouded figure lay in repose. Ricon stayed back near the entrance to the cave, Fenric beside him, and Cian followed carefully behind Connie. Daniel took a spot on the far wall at Rory’s urging, the youngling not arguing with his husband at the caution, eyes wide with some growing anxiety.

Cian and Rory shadowed Connie as the vampire knelt beside the figure shrouded in pale cloth from head to toe. The cloth shroud was bespelled—a shield of sorts, meant to keep out dust, bugs, and the deprivations of time. An object doing the work of modern-day preservation spells —and it fluttered, very slightly, in the breeze stirred by their entrance.

“Is he really asleep?” Daniel asked in a whisper. “He looks dead.”

“Use your other senses, beloved,” Rory said softly, smiling over his shoulder at Daniel. “He sleeps, nothing less.”

“He is as I left him, all those many years ago,” Connie said.

“All this talking has to wake him up?” Fenric asked, brows raised as he looked between Connie and Rageshi.

“Let us not tempt fate,” Connie said, leaning forward. Medallion in one hand, and the other reaching out, Connie carefully peeled the shroud back from Rageshi’s face.

Dark-brown hair braided and swept back from a high brow spilled out from under the shroud to the stone, and rich golden-brown skin was revealed, almost seeming to glow under the light of the tiny suns. An aquiline nose and high cheekbones, and a full mouth with lush rose-hued lips complemented a handsome and striking face, and broad, strong shoulders were revealed next as Connie pulled the shroud halfway down his chest.

Rageshi was quite handsome, and power thrummed and eddied around his still form. He appeared the palest around his lips and eyes, signs of hunger, cheeks slightly sunken, clavicles sharp. He was naked as far as Cian could tell, though Connie only revealed him halfway down his torso.

Connie placed the medallion on Rageshi’s bare chest over his sternum. He swung the backpack off his shoulder and unzipped the main compartment, reaching in and then pulling out a large bag of preserved blood. He unsnapped the tubing from the side of the bag, the preservation spell dissipating as he did so. The bag was bespelled—the blood within was kept free from magic contamination, though Cian knew that Rageshi was old enough to drink magic-laced blood without growing ill.

Connie worked the end of the tube between Rageshi’s lips and clicked the release, prompting a slow flow of blood through the tube. He held the bag a foot or so above Rageshi’s head, gravity doing the work, and with his other hand, removed the last of the shroud from the ancient vampire’s body.

“Rageshi,” Connie whispered. The rest came out in ancient Gaulish, a language Cian and Rory knew well—the language they first spoke to Connie in, as a matter of fact. It was the language of the Arverni, the language of Constantine Batiste’s mortal father, and one Rageshi would know. “My sire, wake.”

Connie placed his free hand on top of the medallion, and repeated his words, speaking louder, the blood flowing faster.

Rageshi was clothed in a simple kilted skirt in red cotton that tied snug at his lean waist, legs and feet bare. He wore no jewelry, unblemished by injury or time, his skin was a burnished gold that molded to a lean, muscled torso and strong legs. He was barefoot, with clawed toes.

His hands were elegant and long, fingers tipped in pristine white claws. A faint sigh went through the cave. A shift in energy. The claw-tipped fingers twitched.

Rageshi was awakening.

Connie continued to speak in a soft monotone to his sire in ancient Gaulish. “Master, my sire, it is Constans. I bid thee wake, master.”

His eyes opened.

Icy-blue depths glowed with a feral energy, fangs extended as his mouth opened, a deep snarl echoing through the cave.

“Sire,” Connie warned in a stern tone that did nothing to calm the rousing vampire. Connie held the medallion down on his sire’s chest. Cian sensed the magic within the medallion react, but not to the extent that it reined in Rageshi’s growing outburst. Connie was hesitant to wield its power.

“Master, you are safe.”

Rageshi spat out the feeding tube and lunged upward, biting directly into the blood bag, ripping the plastic, making blood explode everywhere. It rained down on Rageshi and the stone floor, splattering in a thick wave that covered Connie’s boots. Rageshi swiped at the falling blood, hitting Connie.

Cian dodged the worst of the blood, backing away. Connie was knocked on his ass, but Rory caught him, keeping him mostly upright. He held the medallion in one hand, keeping a tight grip on it.

Rageshi fell on the backpack with a snarl, tearing the fabric. He held a large unit to his face and bit into the plastic, sucking it dry in seconds. The gauntness was stark and even more pronounced now that he was mobile and drinking in great gulps, attacking another bag, the plastic ripping under the pressure and spilling half of the contents down his neck and chest.

“Master,” Connie said as he approached slowly. “Slow yourself, and you will not rip the bags.” That part was awkward in Gaulish, but the meaning came across.

Rageshi growled. There was nothing of the thinking man in his gaze, only a feral creature hungry for blood. Rory moved until he was standing between Rageshi and Daniel, who held his position at the wall, hand over his mouth, a bit pale, eyes wide in alarm.

“Ricon, he needs the other bags now,” Connie said softly, not taking his eyes off his sire.

Ricon carefully left his spot by the entrance, and Cian got out of his way, letting Ricon pass him on his way to Rageshi. The ancient vampire tracked Ricon’s movements across the cave floor, zeroing in on Ricon with intense focus.

“Did we bring enough?” Ricon asked even as he knelt in front of Rageshi and opened his backpack. Plastic crinkled as Rageshi downed the remnants of the unit he held in his hands.

Ricon went to his knees in front of Rageshi, the ancient vampire watching him with sharp eyes, growling softly as he drank. Ricon unsnapped the tube from the first blood bag he pulled from the backpack and unsealed the tube, allowing blood to drip.

“Do you speak Latin, old one?” Ricon murmured as Rageshi watched, entranced by the dripping blood as Ricon put the end of the tube in his own mouth and sucked on it, hollowing out his cheeks as he pulled in a mouthful. He swallowed, then took the tube from his mouth, holding it out to Rageshi. “Pone os tuum in terminum. Bibe.”

Put your mouth on the end. Drink.

Rageshi growled, head jerking back a bit as Ricon leaned forward, holding out the tube that slowly dripped blood. Rageshi’s eyes zeroed in on the blood, and with intense focus, he surged forward into Ricon’s space, grabbing the tube and sucking on the end.

“Bene, meus amicus,” Ricon murmured. He whispered bene over and over, praising the ancient vampire as he slowed his drinking. Rageshi slumped to the side, Ricon catching him, cradling him to his chest, Ricon looking at Connie with some concern.

“My Master will recover his mind shortly,” Connie promised in English, sitting back on his rear and wiping at the blood on his hands. “He’s never seen plastic before, so the bags are confusing.”

“Wait until he sees a smartphone,” Fenric said quietly. “That’ll rock his world.”

The only sound in the cave was that of Rageshi drinking, faint growls coming from the vampire between mouthfuls.
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Rageshi

What magic was this, or whim of Fate, that gave him his mate upon waking? The strangers gathered around were allies, judging by the way Constans spoke to them and they to him—and then there was the young striga who held him with care.

Who was his mate. Or, would be his mate once he recovered his strength and spoke to the younger striga.

His magic told him the striga was young, a thousand years old to Rageshi’s many forgotten thousands. His inner essence was strong—and he shared bonds with fledglings, a handful at least. This striga was a sire with healthy, well-maintained bonds to fledglings, which explained the tender care he gave Rageshi as his mind and nature sought balance after so long in slumber. This one was a caretaker.

The potential to be mates was there, two glowing threads that reached out into the darkness between their souls.

Constans, his child, was there, dressed strangely in tight-fitting clothing and odd boots, his hair shorter than he remembered the young prince wearing it last. And now so much older, perhaps over two thousand years since he saw him last.

“Master,” Constans moved closer, one hand holding the dreadful medallion, the other empty as if showing he was no threat. He spoke in Latin, presumably so the young striga who held Rageshi so tenderly would understand as well. “Do you recognize me?”

Rageshi sucked on the strange device and drank the fresh blood from the clear bag, confused at its construction and amazed at its contradictory strength and fragility. He paused in his drinking, barely lifting the hollow device from his lips to speak in Latin. “Constans, my child.”

His voice was thin, thready, and rough from disuse.

“Yes, Master.” Relief filled Constans’ voice and expression. “Hello, again.” Constans grinned wide, sitting close, a hand on Rageshi’s arm, clearly happy to see him again after what must have been a very long time.

Rageshi resumed drinking from the clear line, and leaned harder into his potential mate. It was surely an act of divinity for this one to exist, to be here at his waking, and so willing to help as Rageshi reclaimed himself after so long asleep.

“I am Ricon Dumond,” his mate said, squeezing with the arm around Rageshi’s shoulder, holding him gently.

“A strange name, young one,” Rageshi said in Latin, since it was a language they all seemed to know.

“A name I picked myself, old one. I outgrew my first name many years ago.” This was said teasingly, with a smile, and Rageshi dropped his head to rest on a strong shoulder and he breathed in the striga’s scent, thrilled at how it lit up his nerves and awakened his body.

He wondered how long it had been. Constans was now far older, at least two thousand years, and Rageshi mourned the missing years but was pleased that he made the trip through time intact and unmolested. His mind was clearing rapidly, his body regaining its strength from the blood. A wondrous invention, these bags, with hints of magic on them for keeping the blood from spoiling.

“How long have I slept?” Rageshi asked, finally finished with the last blood bag. He set it aside, and let his head fall back on Ricon’s shoulder. His body was absorbing the blood—muscles and tissues were renewing themselves after being in the sleep-like trance for what felt like forever. Thankfully, the deadly and dreadful boredom and listlessness that plagued him during his last waking years was gone. He was renewed.

“Two thousand years,” Constans replied. “You wished to sleep until the world was different.”

He was right, then. Two thousand years. He had wanted to see a changed world when he woke, something new, and he hoped it had been enough time.

“And I was to be awakened if enemies were hunting me as I slept,” Rageshi said sharply, eyeing his fledgling. “Who hunts me now?”

Constans grimaced, but answered him, using Latin again for their audience.

“A coalition of human practitioners who seek to subjugate supernatural peoples, including vampires, to steal their lands, wealth, and control their lives,” Constans replied. “They call themselves the High Council of Sorcery. There is much to tell you Master, but the short version of the tale is that they either seek your destruction or your enslavement, and they are hunting you now.”

“Humans,” Rageshi growled in disgust. “Always so greedy.”

“They conspire against us and our allies,” Constans said, “and we need you out of danger.” Constans appeared slightly worried then, as if afraid he had erred.

“You did the right thing, my child,” Rageshi reached out and brushed a bloody finger along Constans’s jaw. “I will not let anything happen to you and yours.”

“Can you stand, my friend?” Ricon asked in the same tongue. Rageshi was nearly recovered from his long sleep, but Ricon was a soothing, gentle comfort and one Rageshi was happy to rest upon while he could.

“Not just yet,” he leaned in and sniffed along Ricon’s strong neck, breathing the striga’s scent deep into his lungs. “Give me a moment more.”
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Cian

It took another full bag of blood for Rageshi to calm, and he began to respond to Connie and Ricon as the vampires spoke to him. Daniel stayed where Rory had put him, far from the ancient vampire, though he smiled and waved to Rageshi when he spotted Daniel sitting against the wall. Rageshi stared at Daniel for a long moment as if trying to understand what he was looking at, then turned to the twins and did the same.

Cian and Rory were far, far older than the ancient vampire, but for a vampire, he was very old, the oldest Cian had met in eons. He’d met a handful of First Vampires thousands of years ago, and Rageshi felt almost like one of those primordial beings, if a bit more familiar. The First Vampires hadn’t all been homo sapiens sapiens—some had been other species of the genus homo, or a mix. And from the hints Cian was getting from Rageshi’s physiology, it was possible Rageshi had a mixed ancestry of human species as well.

Rageshi eyed them with caution, seemingly as aware of their ages as they were of his—though the vampire curled a lip at Cian when he got too close to where he leaned on Ricon, pulling the other vampire closer in a proprietary manner. Cian smiled and retreated, hands up to show he had no intention of taking Ricon away.

Connie went through the second backpack and pulled out a bundle of clothing, a simple white cotton t-shirt and what appeared to be another length of white cotton for making a kilted skirt, much like Rageshi was already wearing.

“Master, I have brought fresh clothing if you wish to bathe in the pool.” Connie said in Gaulish, the words flowing from the City Master like water from a pitcher.

“You will stay,” Rageshi ordered Ricon, who went to back away to give Rageshi room, and Ricon quirked a brow but stayed put. Rageshi’s accent in Latin was one Cian had not heard in ages, and he struggled to recall it. There had been so many languages over the years. So many accents.

Something Mesopotamian, maybe with a touch of even earlier Indo-European, Rory thought to him, sensing the question in their mental connection.

Cian went to where Rory and Daniel were sitting against the wall. “How old do you think he is?”

“His accent won’t help much, though the hint of early Indo-European in it suggests a significant age,” Rory admitted. “We picked up all sorts of accents ourselves over the years, depending on all sorts of factors.”

“True,” Cian agreed, sliding down the wall and leaning on Rory’s shoulder, needing the connection of touch.

Rory leaned into him a bit, and Daniel shifted to follow his husband until both of them were leaning toward him. Fenric saw the growing cuddle pile and came over, sliding down the wall to the hard stone floor like Cian had, but he leaned into Cian from the other side, squishing him just a bit.

Cian sighed, but let his brothers and friend squish him. It felt good.

The vampires stayed beside Rageshi, talking to the old vampire in hushed tones, speaking a mixture of Latin and Gaulish.

“He’s a second generation vampire?” Daniel asked softly. “His sire was one of the First Vampires?”

“According to Connie,” Cian confirmed.

“Doesn’t that make him many thousand of years old? Historians think the First Vampires came into being around 40,000 to 70,000 years ago.”

“Not that old,” Cian said, shaking his head. “Though he’s not entirely modern human, either. His scent reminds me of the others.”

“The others?” Daniel asked, leaning around Rory to see Cian better.

“Other species of humans.”

Daniel’s eyes went wide in astonishment. “Wow, that’s amazing.”

“He knows you’re speaking about him,” Connie called over his shoulder in English. “Perhaps your conversation can wait until later.”

“Apologies, Rageshi,” Cian spoke louder in Gaulish, Rageshi meeting Cian’s gaze across the cave. “We meant no disrespect.”

Rageshi narrowed his gaze but nodded once, and then leaned harder into Ricon, sniffing the younger vampire’s neck discreetly.

“What language was that?” Daniel asked Rory quietly.

“Historians would call it Gaulish now, a type of language spoken by the Celts on the Continent around the second and first centuries BCE.” Rory explained to Daniel. “It’s the language we spoke with Connie when we first met him in his youth. And Ricon is speaking to him in Latin.”

“I know Latin well enough, though I’m horrible at speaking it except for spells. I’m not much of a conversationalist in Latin.” Daniel said, settling down, resting his head on his husband’s shoulder. Rory kissed his brow and rested his head on top of Daniel’s.

Fenric leaned harder into Cian’s other side, as if he wanted to make sure Cian wasn’t left out of being offered comfort.

He enjoyed the closeness to Rory and Daniel…and Fenric. It was nice.
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Rageshi

Rageshi slipped into the pool of water, which came up to his waist. Ice-cold and clear, he was able to see the bottom of the pool with the light provided by the mage-sidhe. The pale one’s magic was a familiar oddity, a mixture of human and sidhe. The pale one was one of the awakened sidhe, a former human mated to one of the green-haired demigods.

Rageshi sank into the water and went under, closing his eyes as the gentle current rinsed away the tacky blood that spilled from the odd bags. They had given way like flesh but tasted of nothing alive, and left a horrid aftertaste in his mouth. Constans, his child, had called it plastic, and said it was a modern invention.

He rose from the water and tugged off his kilt, tossing it aside where it flopped, soaked, on the stone floor of the cavern. The young striga who called himself Ricon was washing at the edge of the pool, covered in blood where Rageshi had leaned on him before his mind and senses returned to equilibrium. He set aside a pair of swords by the water’s edge.

Rageshi had awakened rather sharply, the medallion an aching presence in his chest, familiar and hated even when wielded by his beloved child. The bonds to the medallion weighed on him, a weight he had carried since his rebirth as one of the undead many eons ago.

Constans was no longer so young—he was over two thousand years old now, if he was to be believed. Rageshi felt rejuvenated and awake in a way he had not felt since the earliest days of his immortal life, even with the medallion’s magic weighing on him.

“Come here,” he held out his hand to Ricon, speaking in Latin so the younger striga would understand him. Ricon looked up from where he knelt at the water’s edge. “No need for weapons now that I am awake. Your enemies will be ground to bloody dust beneath my feet. Bathe with me.”

Ricon was lovely, with an odd name, but it was pretty and suited him. And Ricon spoke Latin like a scholar and carried two curved swords like a warrior. Rageshi wondered if the young one knew any poetry. He smelled of blood and flowers, a sweet honey and lily mixture that reminded Rageshi of blooming flowers along the banks of a river, bees humming in the late summer sun. Lovely and delicious.

“Are you going to protect me, ancient one?” Ricon replied in Latin, smiling at him. His eyes were dark pools of night, hair a dark brown that looked black in the light from the tiny mage suns. Pale as all undead were, his skin tone was not quite as dark as Rageshi’s own golden bronze, but close.

“No harm shall come to you while I am with you,” Rageshi swore, and he saw Constans smile and shake his head at his grand promise.

“Master, Ricon Dumond is one of my children,” Constans informed him in Latin, speaking so the young striga might understand, teasing and fond. “He is a member of my bloodclan, and a powerful warrior. He came to help protect you.”

“You are mine, Constans,” Rageshi reminded his fledgling. “So this lovely one is mine as well.”

“As you say, master,” Constans sighed, though with a rueful smile, and where once he might have rolled his eyes and argued, this older, wiser Constans held his tongue and humored him.

“You did not sire him,” Rageshi said, noting the absence of such a blood bond between the two striga, though their bloodclan bond shined bright.

“No, Master Batiste did not sire me,” Ricon replied instead. “My sire is long dead, but she was a wise woman in her exalted years and I miss her still.”

“You were and remain a welcome addition to my bloodclan, Ricon,” Constans told the other striga, who nodded his head in thanks and continued washing the blood from his arms at the pool.

“You have changed, my child,” Rageshi told Constans. “You have grown in manner and heart.”

“Two thousand years have passed, master,” Constans assured him, crouching at the pool’s edge to wash the drying blood from his hands and arms as well. “Not so young, not anymore.”

“And a bloodclan master,” Rageshi said, speaking in Latin so that the young one would continue to understand. The language barriers would need to be rectified if he was to seduce the young one properly. He wondered what language Ricon spoke when not using Latin. “You have done well.”

“Thank you, master,” Constans said. He patted the pocket of his odd shirt over his breast, as if to remind himself he still had it, and Rageshi sensed the medallion, the hated object that kept him stable and bound to the bearer. His child was the best of all the bad choices available to him, and he was glad Constans survived the intervening two thousand years to awaken him according to his wishes.

Rageshi sighed, temporarily abandoning his plan to seduce the young Ricon, no longer in the mood. He knelt in the pool, washing away the thick blood remaining on his face and neck.

Constans had awakened him, which meant enemies were closing in and he had been in danger of being used as a weapon again. He had had enough of it when Bituitus, Constans’ mortal father, had been alive. He trusted Constans not to abuse the power inherent in the medallion. Yet even then, he chafed at the magical bonds that by necessity bound him to the medallion and the one who wielded it.

The familiar ache was there, situated over his silent heart, but it lacked the bite he recalled from previous years. Perhaps it was due to Constans being the master of the medallion? He had yet to use it against Rageshi—yet to command him as Bituitus had almost daily all those years ago.

As Rageshi rubbed a hand over the ache in his chest, Ricon noticed it.

“Are you in pain?” Ricon asked, concerned. “What is wrong?”

Rageshi strode to the edge of the small pool, water at his hips, and smiled at the striga who would be his mate, and soon. He was close enough to touch.

“The ache is minor, and familiar,” Rageshi told him. “It is where the magic binding me to the medallion anchors the spell set with my last heartbeat.”

Ricon’s dark brows flew upward and his lips parted in surprise. “The binding spell was fueled by your mortal death? That is powerful magic.”

“Yes,” Rageshi agreed. “Only a few things are stronger.”

“Like what?”

Rageshi reached out and gently ran his claws through thick brown hair, Ricon watching him carefully, frozen in place. “Desire, death, and…love.”

“Desire….?” Ricon whispered, lush pink lips parting slightly, a faint glow of power in those dark pools. This young striga wanted him.

He slid his hand down to cup Ricon’s chin and pressed his thumb to Ricon’s lower lip, careful of the claw, not wanting to hurt his mate…unless asked, of course.


Chapter 11

Murder Husbands


Cian

The drama in the pool stalled out, Rageshi returning to bathing, and Cian sighed, glad he wasn’t going to be treated to a show of seduction between Rageshi and Ricon. He had nothing against sex—he enjoyed it when in the mood. He just needed more of a lead-up to the event and he had never been one for voyeurism. At least Ricon didn’t seem to mind the attention—more confused by the amorous elder vampire than anything approaching dismay.

“I’m going to go check the trap I laid,” Cian said quietly to Rory.

“Bored?” Rory asked, not objecting. He read Cian’s mood easily. He hated being idle without anything to do, and he wasn’t tired enough to nap in the damp cave.

“A bit,” Cian replied.

“Be careful, brother,” Rory said. Cian nodded once and stood in a single motion, wiping dirt from his ass as he went to the passage. There was a steady breeze, the cave smelling of earth, fungi, and various critters. He didn’t mind being underground—mountain caves were part of his aspect and he was quite unbothered by their locale—but boredom was the true enemy and keeping watch at the entrance to the lair was something to do.

“I’ll come,” Fenric offered, and Cian paused long enough for Fenric to catch up. He led the way into the passage, tracing their footsteps back.

Going back took less time—Cian knew the way, his magic and the rocks around him telling him where to step, even in the deep dark of the cave, having left Daniel’s mage suns behind. As a cat, though, Fenric needed at least a bit of light, so Cian held up a hand and flicked his wrist, pulling a flashlight from the ether. He flicked it on and passed it back to Fenric.

“Thanks,” Fenric said, taking the flashlight and keeping it pointed at the ground and their feet.

Cian hummed softly in acknowledgment and kept going, eager to see the outside. It was still night, according to his senses, dawn still hours away.

They had just reached the cave junction with the multiple passages when Cian felt a bump in the ambient magical fields. Fenric paused next to him, feeling it as well.

“Is it Rageshi? Should we go back?”

Cian checked in with Rory through their connection—all was well back in the lair. “They’re fine. It’s from outside.”

Fenric nodded and took off at a jog down the path leading to the exit, Cian on his heels.

Jogging, they reached the exit far faster than they had coming in, though it still took several minutes, jumping and ducking over and under rocks and ledges and protrusions in the path, narrow in some spots and wide in others. There were no bats chittering overhead—the lair had been sealed against anything larger than a few cave insects, and that was odd to Cian, used to caves crawling with a variety of life. That small inconsistency was enough to distract him from the gradual increase of disturbances in the ambient magic fields.

“Practitioners are nearby,” Cian whispered to Fenric, who looked back over his shoulder with a concerned nod before turning back to the path ahead.

“Enforcers?” Fenric whispered back. There was more light ahead—the glamoured entrance was in view, and Fenric turned off the flashlight, handing it back to Cian, who dismissed it to the ether.

The glamour kept people from seeing through it, but some light from the night sky came through, enough for their eyes to function now that they were out of the deep dark of the cave system.

They both knelt on either side of the opening, listening and using what senses were available to them. Fenric’s physical senses were sharper, while Cian’s magical senses had more breadth and depth to them than the cat-sidhe’s.

With Rageshi awake, the blood magic spells on the lair were broken, fading away naturally, but bits and pieces of the blood magic were glittering like fragments of crimson glass to Cian’s senses, growing infinitesimally smaller as time passed.

The downside to the spells being broken was that the release of energy was drawing attention.

Cian heard it then—the thump thump thump of rotor blades. A helicopter.

“They’re searching for blood magic, and what was released in waking Rageshi is like a beacon in the night,” Cian whispered to Fenric, and Cian reached out mentally for Rory, telling his twin the same. “They don’t need to trace the medallion anymore—the lair is lit up like a bonfire right now with spell remnants.”

Rory was informing the others, his attention split, and Cian returned his focus to the sounds outside the cave. The enforcers that had been miles away now had air support, and were probably circling the area, looking for a place to land.

“I need to see,” Cian said, and he dropped the glamour and darted out into the smaller cave, heading for the small opening that led outside. He paused just inside, kneeling, Fenric following him.

About a quarter of a mile away and closing, the helicopter was louder in the ravine due to the echoes. No lights were visible, but Cian draped himself in a glamour to camouflage himself, and Fenric followed his lead, covering himself in shadow from head to toe. A glimmer of energy, and then Fenric was the large black wildcat, eyes catching the moonlight like silver mirrors, his feline form cloaked in shadows.

“Up the landslide to the trees,” Cian said quietly, Fenric nodded, big pointy ears flicking.

Cian darted out of the cave, Fenric a loping shadow at his side, and together they climbed the landslide of earth and rocks, a small cascade of dirt skittering downward at their passage. They reached the top of the ravine in seconds, and Cian and Fenric ran for cover, heading into the treeline and the deep shadows.

The helicopter was easy to see now that they were out of the ravine, the lights on the copter lit up like stars in the night sky, outlining the trees over which it hovered.

“It’s landing,” Fenric hissed. “Shall we welcome them to Rageshi’s party?”

Enforcers are landing several hundred yards to the west of the cave, Cian thought to Rory, reaching out to his brother’s mind. “We’re going to say hello.” That he said aloud and thought to his brother at the same time.

Fenric growled, long tail twitching, claws digging into the dead leaves under the trees. “You go right, I’ll go left.”
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Fenric

Fenric crept through the underbrush toward his targets. Cian was off somewhere to his right, about twenty feet away, and if he hadn’t been so familiar with Cian’s magic, the sidhe would have been impossible to sense.

The forest was dry, the summer sun reducing the area to kindling that needed but a spark to send it into an inferno. There were few animals about, aside from birds, and even those were few for a nature preserve—Rageshi’s hibernation had created the subtle aura of a slumbering predator, and the natural world steered clear of the vampire’s lair.

A strong breeze rustled through the underbrush, bringing to Fenric’s nose news of the enforcers. The helicopter had landed, the rotors slowing as the helicopter was shut down. Bumps in the ambient magic fields spoke of several practitioners in the landing party, reaching out to gather magic, which meant wizard-ranked.

He stalked through the bushes to the edge of a meadow and hunkered down, waiting. Lights spun out overhead, tiny suns from various practitioners in lieu of flashlights. Fenric squinted, keeping the assorted mage lights from reflecting off his eyes, and counted the enforcers that exited the helicopter.

With not even a whisper of sound to herald his arrival, Cian slid from the shadows and crouched next to Fenric. “There’s another helicopter coming, but it’s several minutes out. We need to stall them. Constans is charging up to evacuate the others via The Way Between.”

“Why not the underhill?” Fenric asked.

“Daniel is too new at summoning it, and there’s no time to get it to listen to Rory—we’re seconds away from having company.”

“Underhill for us after we deal with this?” Fenric hissed quietly. Cian nodded once, the long braid falling from his shoulder. Fenric resisted the urge to bat at it with a paw.

With the blades finally still, Fenric was able to hear the enforcers speaking. Emblems of their office glittered on their shoulders. One of them was even a magistrate, likely the person in charge of the group.

“Stay together and stay quiet,” the magistrate ordered in French.
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Rory

His brother was impetuous and far too reckless. Fenric was no better.

Cian was in the back of Rory’s mind, showing him the dark forest and the landing helicopter.

“What are they doing?” Daniel asked, eyes stormy with worry.

Rory gripped Daniel in a tight hug. “They’re stalling the enforcers. And staving off boredom.” He pressed a kiss to Daniel’s forehead and turned to Constans. “Connie, we should go.”

“The Council?” Constans asked, worried, and Rageshi watched them, gaze darting between them. They spoke in English for Daniel’s sake. Rageshi stood on the edge of the pool, dripping water, tying the new kilt around his waist, forgoing the t-shirt. He wore no shoes or other clothing.

“A helicopter landed less than a mile from here, the enforcers are tracking the energy released by the breaking of the spells when you woke Rageshi. They know the location of the lair.”

Constans nodded and Rory felt when the City Master began gathering his power to open The Way Between. “I need a few minutes.”

“Cian and Fenric are buying you the time.”

“Can we use the underhill ourselves?” Daniel said. “Though I’m not sure it’ll listen to me if I ask it to come get us.”

“Same for me,” Rory said with a rueful shrug. “The Way Between is familiar to Rageshi, regardless. Let us not stress him out by introducing him to the underhill just yet.”

“What about Cian and Fenric?” Daniel asked as Ricon spoke quietly to Rageshi, translating for him.

“Cian will use the underhill to evacuate.”
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Cian

His daggers came to his hands with a flick of his wrists and a thought. The shadows were deep and the sky was bright with stars while the moon gilded the trees in silver. His daggers glimmered in the moonlight, sharper than the lines of shadow that fell upon the ground. Every step on the earth stirred the scents of fragrant grasses and sun-bleached rock. Everything in the moment was in sharp clarity, as sharp as his blades.

Eight enforcers, including the magistrate and pilot.

Eight souls about to die for the Council’s greed.

What a waste.

Cian stood on the edge of the meadow, Fenric in the shadows of the underbrush, pressing into the back of his legs with a soft purr. The wind kicked up, small flowers waving in the breeze, brushing over black fur and gray leather.

“Good evening, magistrate,” Cian called into the night, voice echoing off the trees and helicopter.

The humans startled, a few jumping in alarm, not expecting a welcome from within the trees upon their arrival. The echo confused the humans, heads swiveling to find the source of his voice. The magistrate saw him first, a man with a belligerent scowl and eyes that narrowed in suspicion.

To humans he was a silhouette of shadow and moonlight, an unknown danger appearing like a wraith, armor near black, hair rendered silver by the moon. In any other age he might be called a spirit or a forest god, and Cian was glad for the modern times he found himself in. Less superstitious humans to deal with—for the most part. No one fell to their knees in supplication anymore and asked for things he could not provide.

“Who are you, then?” the magistrate called out loudly, holding up a hand to stall his comrades. The humans eyed him with suspicion and some trepidation. “We’re on official High Council business. Best be on your way.”

“A curious stranger in the night, is all,” Cian replied with a slight smile. He raised his voice a bit for their human hearing. “What business does the High Council of Sorcery have in the Armenian woods in the dead of night?”

Fenric watched, jaws parted, fangs catching the moonlight, eyes shining bright in flashes of silver and red. His great head was at waist height for Cian, and he ran his fingers through soft, thick fur, scratching Fenric behind one ear. His companion purred, pressing his head into Cian’s hip, tail whipping in the fragrant grass.

“Our business is none of yours,” the magistrate shouted back, impatient. He gestured with a hand to the nearest enforcer. “Shut this one up, we’ve got somewhere to be.”

“How utterly predictable,” Cian said under his breath to Fenric, who growled in agreement. He’d been polite, too.

The enforcer nearest the magistrate headed for Cian while the others went in the general direction of the cave system. The enforcer didn’t even bother to shield himself—he gathered a spell of gold and orange lines that coiled about each other between his raised hands, a spell meant to cause massive fire damage, and he lobbed it at Cian.

Cian slid to the side a few inches, one hand gently urging Fenric to move with him out of the way, lest his fur be singed by the fire spell. The spell roared past his ear, smashing into the trees behind them, and Cian flipped the dagger in his right hand, holding the point of the blade in his fingers, and with a flick of his wrist, threw the dagger across the meadow.

A wet thunk and the grind of metal over bone, and the enforcer staggered a step before crumpling to the ground. The dagger glinted, lodged neatly in his left eye socket.

The magistrate and remaining enforcers stopped, shocked—and then with a harsh cry, several attacked him at once. Hands gathered spells, throwing them at him in a fierce volley, and he ducked and weaved through them as he moved forward, right hand out, calling back his dagger. It slid free with a harsh groan of metal over bone, blood flying in an arc as the dagger returned to his hand.

Fenric yowled, a terrifying sound in the darkness, and he leapt up from the bushes and tackled an enforcer, taking them both to the ground, the human screaming.

Cian dodged a spell lobbed at his face, spinning around another enforcer, hamstringing the man and dropping him to his knees with a single pass of his blades, before neatly slicing his neck and sliding away from the fount of blood that erupted.

Smoke clouded the small meadow—the spell tossed by the first enforcer had caught on the dry environs, igniting a small fire in the treeline. Cian took advantage of the building fire, slipping into smoke and shadow and circling behind another enforcer.

Three enforcers were dead.

Cian heard another scream, an aborted shout that descended into a gurgle. Fenric was busy. That was four dead.

Shields arose in the night, cutting through smoke and shadow, foolishly illuminating the enforcers within the half-dome shapes of light and energy.

Cian and Fenric were sidhe. A mortal practitioner’s shields had never been an impediment before and were nothing to them now. Cian sprinted through the knee-high meadow grass, and slammed through the shields of one enforcer, the man crying out in disbelief as a dagger found his heart through his ribs. The cry caught the attention of one of the remaining enforcers who, uncaring of his comrade’s fate, threw a spell at Cian and the dying man. The shield flickered out of existence and the spell passed through. Cian ducked behind the human, the spell finishing the job of taking his life, and Cian kicked the body at the enforcer gathering another spell.

The enforcer dodged the body with a curse and fell to the ground, scrambling away on all fours toward the helicopter. He managed to get to his feet and began to run, but a loping shadow cut him off and he stumbled to a halt, breathing hard. Fenric growled, eyes catching the light from the remaining mage lights spinning overhead and the growing fire in the trees. The growl was a deep rumble that shivered through the air, making the enforcer jerk in alarm, backing away from the cat-sidhe, caught between Cian and Fenric.

A blast of bright light from the left made Cian throw himself to the ground, narrowly escaping the spell that burned a path through the air where he had been standing a second before. The magistrate came out of the smoke, gathering another spell between his hands, eyes locked on Cian where he lay in the grass.

Fenric leapt and took the enforcer to the ground, the man’s screams choking off abruptly. The magistrate shouted in anger, and Cian took his chance.

No time for finesse—Cian called upon his aspects and pulled the air from the meadow in a vicious rush, wind sucking everything away.

The smoke fell from the air to pool about the grass, and the growing flames died to embers before winking out. The magistrate coughed, his spell fading from his hands, and he grasped at his throat. Eyes bulging, face growing red, the magistrate fell to his knees, gasping for breath.

Cian got to his feet, and with a few steps, crossed to the magistrate, who stared at him with wide, horrified eyes. Without hesitation, he cut the man’s throat, twirling away from the blood spray.

Cian released the world and let the air rush back into the meadow.

Everything was quiet, even the wind.

Fenric sat beside his last opponent, grooming a large paw, claws spread, eyes nearly shut in concentration.

Cian sighed, rolling his shoulders to release tension from the fight. “What a mess.”

“With Rageshi gone, the animals will appreciate a snack when they reclaim this area,” Fenric replied with a subtle growl, slinking across the meadow to join Cian. He moved like a shadow under the moon. Between one step and the next, Fenric was once again a man, a few stray droplets of blood on his jaw and neck.

“You fight like you’re dancing on a stage,” Fenric purred softly. Cian was entranced at the way Fenric slinked across the meadow, gliding, light and free, fluid and impossible. His heart was racing in his chest, from exertions or the way Fenric stared at him, he wasn’t sure.

Fenric came to a stop right in front of him. His breathing was fast, but surely not from the fight—it happened so quickly. Fenric’s lips were parted and his eyelids were heavy, reducing his eyes to a sliver of peridot green glowing in the moonlight.

“May I?” Fenric whispered, rising on his toes, one hand landing on Cian’s chest.

Cian was not entirely oblivious. Constant, benign physical contact and his avid fascination with all things Fenric gave way to a sudden awakening of what was really going on—Fenric wanted him, and Cian realized he wanted him back, too.

Cian nodded, breath shuddering before he held it, leaning down to meet Fenric.

His lips were soft, slightly cool, and they clung to his with an insistence that wormed its way into Cian and sank pretty claws into his belly. Mindless, he followed the sensations of the kiss, fairly chaste by anyone’s measure, but it rewrote the song of his emotions, inscribing Fenric into his body and soul. Soft, supple lips, a gentle rumbling purr of satisfaction, the sweet honey taste of his mouth with coppery hints of blood.

Fenric tasted like the fierce heights of battle and the sweetness of relief afterwards, heart beating strongly, pulse thrumming, extremities tingling with adrenaline and desire.

The kiss broke and Cian stared down at Fenric, blinking, trying to grasp his thoughts, and Fenric smiled up at him, sharp teeth glinting. His smile was sweet, despite the chaos he set off inside of Cian.

In that quiet moment, Cian realized something profound. He always wanted to be on the receiving end of that sweet smile, and if it came with chaos, even better.

“Was that okay?” Fenric asked softly.

Cian slipped both arms around Fenric and gently pulled him to rest on his chest, smiling down at the man in his arms. “That was more than okay.”


Chapter 12

Moving In


Rory

Their connection was permanent and eternal, like them—but Rory was perfectly happy to distance himself from his brother’s mind to give them both privacy. He kept his thoughts to himself, not wanting to spook his brother, though he was cheered that Cian found someone who matched his particular type of chaos.

“The enforcers are dead,” Rory shared, “though Cian tells me of more approaching.”

“We need to leave, unless we wish to kill more of them,” Connie said in English for Daniel’s sake. “I have the power ready to transport us back to Boston.”

“Are you ready to leave, youngling?” Rory gently teased Rageshi in Gaulish, making the vampire huff out a laugh, ice-blue eyes full of mirth.

“I am myself again,” Rageshi said in the same language. He eyed Daniel, who stood at Rory’s elbow, close enough to touch. “Is the mage-sidhe your mate?”

“His name is Daniel, and I am so lucky to call him mine,” Rory replied. “As I am his.”

Rageshi nodded and gave Daniel a slow perusal, dipping his chin in a gesture of respect before turning away and watching Ricon, who was clearing up the mess they made with the blood bags. Ricon was stuffing the empty bags back into the backpacks. The spilled blood on the stone would feed any small critters in the cave system once they left.

Constantine stood where Rageshi had slept, the only relatively flat surface in the cave, and gestured for everyone to come near. The Way Between was a powerful gift, allowing Constans and those he traveled with to traverse great distances with a single step from one point to another. Daniel called it a wormhole in reality—Rory liked the word, and it illustrated the concept fairly accurately. Constans tore a hole in reality and it opened somewhere else, allowing him to step through to anywhere he wished. The only caveats to his gift was the need for an Invitation if the destination was a mortal’s home, and having the strength to open it to begin with—the longer the distance, the more time and power he needed to prepare.

“Take my hands and each others’,” Constans ordered. “It’s time to go.”

Rory made sure Daniel grabbed Constans’ hand and he held onto his mate, holding his free hand out for Ricon. Rageshi grabbed Constans’ other hand without hesitation—he’d likely traveled The Way Between before, since he was Constans’ sire.

A fissure of light appeared in front of Constans, spreading wider and growing taller until it was at least seven feet tall and twice that wide—it sounded like a roaring inferno, despite the process involving no fire, with a deep boom that shook the floor of the cave and which he felt through his boots. The edge of the wormhole was a terrible horizon of ripped reality, energy crackling like miniature bolts of lightning off the stone ground.

A room in the Tower was visible through the wormhole—neatly appointed with luxurious furniture and painted walls of gold and red, white marble flooring, and thick rugs with ornate designs. It reminded Rory of a suite in a palace—a timeless opulence that remained fashionable no matter the era.

Miguel, the young fledgling that Constans Turned a few months prior, was waiting on the other side of the wormhole, hands clasped at the waist and dressed in a dark suit, a serious expression on his face.

“Time to go,” Constans said, and he led them all through the wormhole.
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Cian

The helicopter was easy to search—there was no gear or luggage inside, and near the pilot’s seat Cian found photographs of satellite imagery of the region, and a GPS locator that blinked on and off on an embedded screen in the dash, showing their location—reinforcements were coming. The pilot was spared–he’d run off into the woods and neither Cian nor Fenric felt like chasing down a random human who wasn’t much of a threat.

“Company?” Fenric asked from nearby where he was going through the dead enforcers’ pockets.

“I think so,” Cian replied, his experience with flying contraptions rather limited, but he understood how GPS and radar worked well enough. The radio inside the helicopter squawked loudly as someone demanded in French for the magistrate who lay dead in the grass to respond. “Another team of enforcers are heading this way. They know something is wrong.”

A phone rang in the night, and Fenric went to the dead magistrate and yanked a smartphone from his pants pocket, thumbing the screen as it continued to ring. “There’s someone calling from the High Council,” Fenric shared, and to Cian’s amusement, Fenric answered the phone.

“Hello,” Fenric said in English with a smile, eyes alight with deviltry. He put it on speaker. “How may I direct your call?”

There was a moment of stark silence, then a brusque reply. “Who is this?” The speaker had a heavy French accent, and Fenric grinned even wider at hearing the man speak.

“Master de la Roche! How lovely to hear from you again. How are your assassins working out for you?”

“You foul creature! How are you…put my magistrate on the phone!” de la Roche sputtered.

“He can’t come to the phone right now,” Fenric replied, as chirpy and happy as a kitten with a ball of catnip-infused yarn. He stood and literally skipped over to Cian, jumping neatly over the bodies, holding the phone level. “You’ll need to ask Necromancer Salvatore for a favor if you really need to speak to your magistrate. I doubt he wants to make the trip to the Armenian mountains, though. He strikes me as more of a city man, to be honest.”

After a particularly foul curse in French, de la Roche ended the call. Fenric shrugged, and went to work prying open the case and removing the SIM card. “Might be some useful intel on it. We don’t need the phone itself.”

He tossed the phone into the cabin of the helicopter where it landed with a clatter, and slipped the SIM card into a small pocket in his pants. “Anything in there we need?”

“No, nothing we don’t already know. Humans rely too much on technology anyway.” Cian said with disdain. “Let’s get out of here. Rory and the others have taken The Way Between back to Boston.”

“Any trouble with Rageshi?” Fenric asked.

“None. He’s in the Tower now,” Cian replied as he called to the underhill.

The ground was rocky and dry, and dust burst into the air as Cian summoned an arch. Golden rocks tumbled over each other as the arch assembled itself, dirt falling in clumps, tufts of light-green grass caught growing between rocks. It shuddered once and then stood as tall as Cian and as wide as it was tall. A bright light flashed within the arch, and then receded to show the interior of the temple.

The settee and chaise were gone, and in their place was Cian’s bed; beside the bed was an armchair and footstool he used when he read before sleeping. His bed was a low platform of solid, dark wood with an impressive carved headboard and covered in red silk sheets and pillows.

“Your doing, or is the underhill feeling flirtatious?” Fenric asked as he and Cian walked through the archway, leaving the forest preserve behind.

Cian dismissed the archway, and made sure nothing came through in the few seconds it took for the arch to fall away into nothingness. He gave Fenric an inquiring look before shrugging. “The underhill has a sense of humor. It knows what I’m doing, but it can get things wrong, too.”

“And here I thought I was getting lucky,” Fenric sighed, but he gave Cian a soft smile and a swift wink to show he was merely playing. “Don’t worry, I won’t push.”

Cian believed him. “I know.” He paused, wondering. “How do you know?”

“Know what?”

“Know not to push?”

“Oooh,” Fenric breathed out as he got it. He grinned. “Cian, I’ve been flirting with you since we met. I figured you out ages ago.”

Cian eyed Fenric doubtfully, trying to see any frustration or grievance at Cian’s nature and the fact that he was asexual. “Daniel says I’m ace. Asexual.”

Fenric nodded like he expected that answer. “That makes sense. I don’t mind. Is sex not a thing for you at all, or …?”

“Sex is fine. When I’m interested in having it, I enjoy it. Sometimes it’s a letdown, depends on the partner. Sometimes the desire for sex fades quickly, but then that tends to happen with shitty partners more often than not.”

“You might well be gray ace, or even demi, but those are labels for you to decide on, not me.”

“I’ve never really given them much thought, to be honest. Modern concepts of sexuality haven’t been something I’ve given much thought to, or even applied to myself. Some things I don’t know, and I need to think about them more. I do know sex hasn’t been something of interest to me for a long time.”

“Do you think sex with me might interest you?” Fenric asked softly, staring up at him earnestly through thick black lashes, bright green eyes as stunning as jewels. Specks of blood dotted his jaw and cheek from the fight.

“Oh, yes. Very much.” Cian breathed out. Yet he didn’t move, and Fenric didn’t either, following his lead. It wasn’t time; his feelings were powerful and edged him away from his typical equilibrium. He needed more time to process, to feel. “Just not right now.”

Fenric smiled, sweet with a hint of chaos. Utterly perfect.

“You let me know when or if that changes, please? I’d love to make love to you, but only if you really want it. Enthusiasm is sexy.”

“Is that so?” Cian asked, though he had trouble keeping the grin off his lips. Fenric was a delightful tease.

“Enthusiastic consent is sexy. There’s no denying it. Nothing makes me more aroused than knowing someone wants me as much as I want them.” That part was said with a soft smile and patient eyes. “It’s a turn off if you don’t want me as much as I want you. I can wait until you do.”

“I want you, but I…” he paused, sighing, running his hands over his braid, feeling nervous for the first time in a very long time.

This was Fenric, not some random stranger or a casual acquaintance who struck a rare cord with him on a lonely night—this was his friend, someone for whom he had feelings. He’d never been in this kind of situation. “It feels like I need to wake up my body to the idea of sex. The physical desire needs to burn hotter, in order to feel comfortable.”

Fenric nodded, biting his bottom lip, eyes bright. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me unless you want to. There is no pressure from me. We can go at your pace. Or not at all. I’m happy to be back in your life.”

“I’m happy you’re back in my life as well,” Cian replied, relaxing a bit. He held out a hand to Fenric, who took it and let himself be drawn into Cian’s arms. He hugged Fenric to him, and Fenric tucked his head under Cian’s chin and began a soft purr that Cian felt more than heard. Fenric fit perfectly in his arms.

The purr reverberated through him, chasing away the few nerves he had—he trusted Fenric to mean what he said about not pressuring him. He trusted Fenric. It was odd to trust someone so completely. There were so few people in that category—Rory, Daniel, and now Fenric. Angel he trusted, but only to an extent.

For now, though, they were both covered in blood and Cian had a fondness for modern showers. And they needed to return the underhill to the Salvatore estate.

On that thought, the underhill shimmered and shivered, a faint tremble and a sigh of power—and they were back in Massachusetts. The underhill settled into the earth beneath the conservatory as if it were made to be there.

“Did we return?” Fenric asked, pulling back enough to look at Cian’s face.

“We did,” he replied, impressed that Fenric could feel the underhill move. “Do you want to return to your inn or stay here? We both need a shower.”

“The blood is growing sticky, this is true,” Fenric sighed. “May I impose on you for a portal to my room? All my clothing is at the inn. But I would like to return, if I may?”

“Are you asking to move in?” Cian teased with a small grin, hoping Fenric would take the chance and say yes.

“I wasn’t, but if that’s an option I would love to stay with you.”

Cian found himself nodding before he even finished the thought. “This underhill was once home to many, and I would be happy for you to stay. You are sidhe enough to talk to the underhill—tell it what you need, and we shall see if it answers.”

“Truly?” Fenric squinted at him. “You won’t be upset if it answers me?”

“Of course not,” Cian replied. “I need not fear what you’ll ask of it.”

“You trust me that much?” Fenric breathed out, eyes wide.

“I’ve always trusted you that much.” Cian gently nudged Fenric. “Ask it for a portal, while I reconnect us to the Mansion and the other residences. They must be wondering where we are.”

They weren’t—he knew Rory and Daniel had communicated already with Angel and the rest of the clan. But Cian needed something to do or he was going to stand there forever holding Fenric and they were both covered in blood and dirt.
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Fenric

Fenric knelt and placed his hand on the floor, the cold stone smooth to the touch and thrumming with a subtle power that Fenric had no doubt was aware of him, watching and listening.

“Hi there,” Fenric said, coughing a bit into his fist from nerves. He was talking to an incredibly powerful magical…something or other. It was far more than a temple, it held infinite possibilities and was made of so much magic it was practically alive. “My name is Fenric, it’s lovely to meet you? Cian said to ask you for an archway.”

The energy spiked around him, pressure increasing in the air. He felt the unmistakable sensation of being watched.

It might actually be alive.

“I’d like an archway to my inn, please? It’s not far from here—quaint place called the Heron’s Nest. My room is 109.”

There was a moment where he felt silly for trying, and then with a soft groan of stone over stone, the floor in front of him began to eddy and shiver as if made of liquid.

Defying physics, the marble floor-turned-liquid rose from the ground and climbed over itself to create an archway of white stone. In seconds it went from liquid stone to solid shapes, white marble blocks shot through with black veins in a chaotic pattern, and within the arch was a blackness darker than the depths of Rageshi’s cave lair. The blackness shivered, a pool of ink disturbed by a breath of air—and then the darkness peeled away, and there was his room at the inn.

It was as he left it—bed unmade, covers strewn about, duffle bag still packed and ready to go. He never left his stuff out and unaccounted for—there were times he needed to leave a place, and quickly.

He carefully stood and wiped his sweaty palms off on his pants. “Thank you. I won’t be more than a couple minutes. I’ll be right back.”

There was that sensation again, of being watched, and he stepped through the portal and into the bedroom. He swept through the room, checking that he’d left nothing out, and lastly retrieved his wallet from his pocket and left a stack of cash on the nightstand for housekeeping. He grabbed his duffle and stepped back inside the archway to the temple.

“Thank you,” he said, and he stepped away as the arch began to flow back into itself and down into the floor, the view of his room disappearing with a dim glimmer of light.

“Well done,” Cian said from nearby as the arch disappeared and the floor was once again solid stone.

There were archways in the walls again, and Fenric spied the library at the Salvatore estate just as the human boy Leandro shouted in joy and bolted through the arch, running for Cian.

“Senór Cian! You came back!” Leandro shouted, slamming into Cian and hugging him hard.

“I said I would, did I not?” Cian replied, returning the hug. “We weren’t gone that long. Why are you still awake and not in bed?”

“The sun just set! That’s too early!” Leandro said, indignant as only a preteen could be.

“Time zones,” Fenric said to Cian in a loud whisper. “Middle of the night in Armenia, but not here.”

“Ahhh,” Cian said, making Leandro laugh at the exaggerated drawn out sound. “Of course.”

“Can we practice with my lich?” Leandro asked, making Fenric choke on air at the question.

“He has his own lich?” Fenric asked, incredulous.

“I do! Senór Cian helped me make it. He keeps it in a relic….no…a reliquary for me.” The boy stumbled a bit over the hard English word, but he got it in the end.

“That is amazing,” Fenric said. “Do his parents know? Never mind, it doesn’t matter, that’s too cool.”

Leandro glowed with adolescent pride, beaming. “I told my fathers. They were very impressed, though Da was a bit cranky. He showed his fangs to Senór Cian. Papá was proud of me for using my necromancy.”

Looking at the boy with all his senses, he saw that the child’s affinity was not yet in full bloom, but very close. It was coming to fruition slowly, which Fenric saw as a boon—it gave Leandro time to learn control of it in measured steps instead of contending with a full affinity all at once. He would be phenomenal once fully trained and grown.

“Not tonight, youngling,” Cian replied, the boy pouting adorably. “Fenric and I are covered in blood—we need to clean up and eat some supper. We can practice with your lich later.”

“Okay,” Leandro sighed, shoulders drooping.

“How is Eroch?” Cian asked quite seriously, not reacting to the tween’s sad puppy eyes.

“We had dinner and played hide and seek for hours. It was so much fun! Everyone who stayed got to play, and we won! No one found us, and Eroch got the last tag in before we had to stop playing! It was the best.” The boy was animated once again, quickly over his disappointment, and Fenric was impressed. As far as he knew, Cian had no offspring of his own, yet he was an expert youngling wrangler.

Perhaps to someone as ageless and old as Cian, everyone was a child. He treated everyone the same.

“Leo?”

“In here, Papá!” Leandro shouted back over his shoulder to his father’s call.

Ignacio Salvatore entered the temple through the library arch, the big man’s shoulders barely clearing the sides. He was tall, broad-shouldered, muscular, and had a shock of white hair at his temples, the rest of his hair pitch-black like his son’s. Leandro took after his biological father in coloring, but was slimmer and smaller of frame, like his many-times nephew, Angel.

“Good to see you’ve returned,” Ignacio said, nodding to them both. “Leo was concerned.”

“Papá!” the boy complained with a whine.

“Say goodnight to Senór Cian and his friend, it’s family time before bed.” Ignacio told his son kindly but with a firm expression.

“Goodnight, Senór Cian,” Leandro said with a heavy sigh. “Goodnight, Senór Cat.”

“Goodnight, tiny human,” Fenric said with a cheerful smile and wave.

“Goodnight, Leo. Many sweet dreams.” Cian ruffled the boy’s hair gently and nodded to his father. “Ignacio.”

“Cian.” Ignacio took his son’s hand and together they left the temple through the library arch, Leo waving over his shoulder before they disappeared from sight.

“Precocious kid,” Fenric said as Cian waved a hand and darkness fell in the library arch, blocking off sight from either side of the arch.

“He’ll be phenomenally powerful once he’s grown,” Cian stated casually. “If he weren’t a Salvatore, it would be worrisome.”

“Shower?” Fenric asked, wondering how plumbing worked in the underhill.

“Through that door,” Cian gestured, and Fenric turned to see a door in the wall of the temple that he knew was not there a moment ago. “A full bathroom.”

“What about you?” Fenric asked, hefting his duffle bag on his shoulder. He tried not to make it sound like an invitation, but it came out slightly coy.

“There’s more than one bathroom here,” Cian said with a small smile.

“Alright,” Fenric chuckled. “Point taken. Thank you.”
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Cian

Cian showered while Fenric did the same, just in different bathrooms. He was tempted to join Fenric, to respond to that unspoken invitation, but he wasn’t there yet. He held little doubt he would be, though. Sometime soon. He was in no rush.

He was drying his hair in the temple proper when Rory entered the underhill, striding through the library arch with Daniel on his heels.

“You alright?” Daniel asked, though he had to know that they were both unharmed. Rory would not have kept knowledge of an injury from his husband.

“I am well, little brother,” Cian promised even as Daniel hurried to his side and checked him over from head to toe, grabbing his bare shoulders and moving him about. Thankfully he had on jeans, slung low on his hips, his feet were bare, and he was shirtless, not wanting to put on a shirt until his hair was drier. Wet clothing was annoying.

Daniel glared at him and promptly dropped his hands from Cian’s shoulders to his own hips, squaring off with him. “You left us in that damp cave with a crazy vamp and went hunting for enforcers! I know it was boring in the cave, but you didn’t need to put yourself in danger because of it!”

Fenric came walking out of the far door, dressed in clean clothing. He saw Cian in a state of undress and sent him a swift wink and a tiny smile of appreciation. Daniel saw him and spun to face the cat-sidhe.

“And you!” Daniel said accusingly, pointing at him.

“Me?” Fenric replied, eyes wide and innocent.

“You went along with Cian’s nonsense earlier! You both could’ve been hurt or killed!” Daniel glared at Fenric and Cian, hands back on his hips, stormy eyes swirling with worry and stress.

“I did not mean to worry you, little brother,” Cian replied, grabbing a shirt off the back of the armchair and shrugging it on. “We are in one piece.”

“You’re part of a family now, that means you need to be careful and consider your loved ones when making dangerous decisions,” Daniel scolded him. “People care about you.”

“I apologize, little brother,” Cian said as he adjusted the shirt on his shoulders, then he went to Daniel and pressed a kiss to the top of his head before drawing him into a tight hug. Daniel hugged him back just as tightly, pressing his face to Cian’s shoulder, tense with worry and anger. “I’ll be more considerate in the future.”

“You better be,” Daniel grumbled. Daniel hugged him for a long moment before pulling away, and Cian let him go. Daniel went to Rory and the two hugged, Rory giving Daniel a soft kiss on the lips.


Chapter 13

Heart to Heart


Cian

There was little that surprised Cian, his long years full of experiences and people that left their mark on him throughout the ages.

Though waking up with a large black cat on his chest, practically nose to nose, did startle him a bit.

Fenric cracked one green eye open to give him a glare before closing it again, settling down into a comfortable loafing position square in the middle of Cian’s chest. Fenric was purring, a soft rumble he felt throughout his body, and the cat-sidhe was warm and soft. Cian blinked away the last vestiges of sleep and mentally asked the underhill what time it was—midmorning.

He ran a hand down Fenric’s soft back, petting him in long strokes, and the purr increased in volume. A long black tail unfurled and began to thump in happiness, and Fenric yawned wide, revealing a huge mouth full of pristine white fangs.

“Good morning,” Cian murmured, continuing to pet Fenric in long, gentle strokes from the top of his head to the base of his tail.

“Good morning,” Fenric replied, voice a rich purr. “You may stop when the sun dies.”

Cian chuckled. “My arm may fall off before that happens.”

“You have two arms.”

Cian burst out laughing at the sheer sass, jostling Fenric from his perch. Fenric stretched and slinked off of his chest to the bed. “Breakfast?”

Cian sat up and stretched as well. He felt rejuvenated and relaxed—he rarely slept, just slept, with another person that wasn’t Rory, yet Fenric being in bed with him hadn’t bothered him in the slightest during the night.

Cian reached out mentally to Rory, who thankfully was awake and not occupied with his new husband. Breakfast?

Come to the kitchen—Ashwin is making breakfast for Leo. He says two more isn’t an issue, Rory replied with gentle humor. And good morning, brother.

He sent a wordless thank you to his brother and smiled at Fenric. “We’re invited to breakfast in the Mansion.”
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Fenric

Fenric decided that attending breakfast as a man might be the best option—show his face around more, let the occupants get to know him instead of the cat version. He found himself surprised at the urge to let the Salvatore clan get to know him. He wondered where it came from—maybe Cian and Rory were rubbing off on him, in a non-sexy way of course.

The kitchen was huge. It boasted a twelve-burner range top, multiple ovens, a huge refrigerator and freezer combo, and more than one type of dishwasher. Fenric wasn’t poor—but he was compared to the wealth of the Salvatore clan. Angel Salvatore had money.

The windows were treated with a fancy bit of magic that, to Fenric’s surprise, filtered the sunlight, keeping out the radiant magics and UV rays that were harmful to the sentient undead—the blinds and curtains were pulled up and away, sunlight flooding the spacious kitchen, and the vampires stood out in stark relief.

Simeon’s hair was like rubies in the sun, and rich, glittering emerald eyes complemented the deep auburn. He was pale as death, skin porcelain white, lips a lush pink, though there was a healthy flush to his cheeks that spoke of a recent feeding. He was a big man, broad-shouldered, with a lean waist and trim form, and he moved like a warrior, all efficient movement and grace.

Constantine was much the same as Simeon, though his hair was a bright blond hue that gleamed like golden wheat ready to be harvested, eyes a clear, icy blue, with high cheekbones and a lush mouth. He was a devastatingly handsome man, broad and muscular much like Simeon, and Fenric knew from watching him move that Constans had also been a warrior in his mortal life. That economy of movement was hard to hide and impossible to shake, even centuries later.

The vampire Remigius was also present, his fae mate tucked under his arm and both men were sitting at a breakfast nook on a deep bench seat, cuddling as the younger mate ate from a plate piled with food.

Celyn Walsh was younger fae, one of the types of myriad fae peoples that evolved into existence concurrently with humans, and were more like humans than the Elder fae peoples. His specific ancestry was hard to parse—like most younger fae, his bloodline was dotted with humans, and that did interesting things to the resulting fae children and their magics.

Remigius, or Remi, was a quintessential example of the sentient undead. Black hair so dark it appeared blue in the light, a snow-white pallor, lips as red as blood, and dark eyes that caught the light and flashed red as he turned his head, speaking in low tones to his mate. He was as old as Constantine but he was less the warrior and more the marathon runner—long, lean lines and a manner that spoke of many years of diplomacy and a practiced, keen insight.

Fenric followed Cian to the island and hopped up on a seat beside him on one of the bar stools. Cian took a seat beside young Leo, who was eating a mouthful of food and merely waved a hello as they sat.

Ashwin Metcalfe was also a vampire, and he was the most human-appearing of them all—he moved with the same efficient motion as Simeon, but there was more grace and less danger. He glided across the kitchen between the range and the island with an enviable ease, and Fenric found himself charmed by the vampire’s easy manner and bright smiles. Rich brown hair with honey undertones, the chiseled good looks to grace a silver screen, dark eyes dancing with good humor and a wry smile on a sharp mouth completed the picture. He appeared to be the youngest of the vampires at the time of his Turning, but he was about the same age as Simeon for sure, from what Fenric knew from his own senses and research.

“Cian, Fenric! Good morning. What can I make you?” Ashwin asked cheerfully. He topped off his son’s orange juice with a smile.

“Whatever you’re making everyone else,” Fenric replied. “I’m not picky.”

“Same, and thank you,” Cian said.

“Pancakes and bacon?” Ashwin asked.

“Sure.” Fenric said with a smile. “Thanks.”

The kitchen smelled fabulous.
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Cian

Watching Fenric eat pancakes was an exercise in frustration. The happy sounds Fenric made as he ate stole Cian’s attention and he kept getting distracted, leaving his own food to grow cold, sneaking glances at Fenric the whole time.

Cian forced himself to eat his food and in an effort to keep from staring at Fenric so obviously, he reached out mentally for Rory, glad to find that his twin was not equally distracted by his new husband.

Will this fascination ever ease up? Or am I doomed to stare at Fenric like an infatuated fool the rest of my life?

Rory replied rather quickly, amusement lacing his mental voice, his beloved and familiar mind bracing Cian as he endured a swirling of emotions at the prospect of always being this entranced and enchanted by everything Fenric did. Always. I could stare at Daniel for the rest of my existence—I won’t, because it would bother him. Though Fenric and Daniel are very different. He might like it. Ask him.

Not something I want to ask in a crowded room full of nosy immortals.

Rory was deeply amused and sent Cian a brush of love and support along with a hint of laughter. Brother dear, ask him when you’re alone next. In fact, ask him everything and anything. Get to know him. You’ve been apart for over two hundred years—he thought we were dead. He’s had several lifetimes of adventures and tragedies since you parted.

Rory was right, and he sensed Cian’s unspoken agreement and a light laugh teased his mind as Rory gently withdrew and Cian was forced to behave properly while he ate. Behaving was so difficult sometimes.

“All done?” Leo asked him. Cian blinked himself back into focus and noticed that he had managed to eat everything on his plate.

“I suppose I am,” Cian replied, and handed the plate and silverware to the waiting Leo, who was helping his human father, Ignacio, clean up the kitchen while Ashwin sipped some blood from a crystal goblet nearby, the vampire leaning against the counter. “Thank you.”

“Está todo bien, señor,” Leo chirped, hustling around the island to pass the plate and fork to his other father, who rinsed them at the sink before putting the items in the dishwasher.

He had no idea when Ashwin swapped kitchen duties with Ignacio, or when the practitioner even entered the room.

He finally gave in and found himself again looking at a pair of stunning green eyes. Bright and clear, those peridot eyes were impossible to look away from. Not that he wanted to.

There was that sweet smile again, too. Soft lips curving into a wicked half smile that spoke of naughtiness and temptation, and Cian was helpless to look away.

“Are they speaking with telepathy?” Celyn whispered to Remi.

“Perhaps?” Remi replied reluctantly, though he too whispered.

“What is telepathy?” Leo asked loudly. Apparently the whispers weren’t that quiet.

It was Leo’s voice that pulled him from his staring. He flushed a bit, for once shocked at himself, and he glanced at Leo, who was watching him with a suspicious squint. “I was thinking, youngling. And telepathy is communicating silently by shared thoughts between people. There’s nothing wrong.”

“I’d say,” Ashwin murmured into his glass of blood with a smirk. “Those are some hard thoughts.”

Cian briefly debated the merits of a fistfight in the kitchen but decided not to traumatize the child by beating up his father. Cian realized with a shock that his emotions were all over the place. “Excuse me, please.”

He left the island and passed by Leo and Ashwin, slipping out the kitchen door into the garden at a fast walk. He heard his name called from behind him but didn’t stop—he went for the heart of the gardens, all but running down the central path to the great oak tree that stood opposite the large fountain in the very center of the estate gardens.

The numerous boughs were as thick around as an adult’s waist, and the tree was as tall as the Mansion itself, the branches thick with leaves. Grass and moss grew under the boughs despite the lack of sun under the canopy—Rory’s influence. It must be a frequent trysting spot for Rory and Daniel, judging by the magical residues left scattered about the natural grotto.

Cian went to the great tree and pressed his hands and then his forehead to the hard, smooth bark. The tree thrummed with life, roots connected throughout the gardens, anchoring the tree against the privations of time, gravity, and weather. It was as old as the Mansion, though under Rory’s tender care and influence, it was far larger than even that venerable age should have it, and Rory’s magic kept the tree from toppling and breaking under its own weight.

Thinking about Rory brought him to the forefront of their connection.

Brother? Rory asked tentatively.

Emotions are so, so….bothersome. Cian tried not to sound like he was whining but he failed.

A gentle chuckle and Rory sent him a soft, wordless wave of patience and love.

A few moments of silence, and then he felt his brother approach.

“Emotions are always bothersome for you,” Rory said as he joined him leaning against the tree. Cian rolled his head to the side to stare at his twin.

“When you slept, I had none. Or only a vestige of what they once were,” Cian sighed. “I remembered what emotions felt like, but loss and grief were paramount as your slumber overwhelmed me. They consumed me, until even the memory of pain was lost to the numbness. Madness crept in as the memories of emotions faded into nothing.”

Rory nodded, his hair flowing freely over one shoulder. For once he wore more modern clothing, a simple white t-shirt over light-blue jeans, though he wore his magic boots.

“I look at him and I am lost,” Cian said on a rough exhale, turning to press his back to the tree, shoulder to shoulder with Rory.

Rory was quiet for a moment, thinking, and a steady stream of comforting love came through their bond. “You’ve never said that about another person before.”

Cian nodded. “I know.”

“The teasing in the kitchen bothered you.” A statement, a fact.

“Yes.”

“Such things have never bothered you before.”

“Am I still mad? Was I damaged by all those long years apart?” Cian asked, despite knowing deep in his gut the truth of the matter.

“I think, brother dear, that falling in love is a type of madness,” Rory offered quietly. “It changes us on such a fundamental level that the creation of such an emotion feels like madness. We are static, ever unchanging in many ways, eternal in habit and personality, so when love comes for us…it’s a seismic event at our very cores. For all that we see endless change in the world around us, we are largely unchanged ourselves. Yet love…deep, powerful love, it can change a person at their very core. It can be scary.”

“Your love for Daniel did not give you fits. You fell into loving him as naturally as breathing,” Cian said, trying not to complain. He was too old to whine. But then, this was his other half, literally—if he could not bare his half of their shared soul to Rory, then he might as well be dead.

“You know as well as I do that I am the fount of emotions of our shared soul. Falling in love with Daniel was indeed as easy as breathing, and as essential. Despite our shared soul, we are still distinct enough as individuals that something as huge and encompassing as love would happen differently to each of us.”

“You and your wisdom,” Cian grouched. He knew Rory was right.

Rory chuckled. “Our wisdom, brother.” He paused for a moment. “You have a chance for love, Cian. Will you take it?” His amber eyes were full of compassion and hope. Rory wanted Cian to have a love like he did.

“Fenric and I danced around each other before you fell,” Cian said. “In my darkness, I cut myself off from everything familiar, single-minded in my quest to resurrect you. I cut myself off from Fenric. Seeing him again feels like the last few centuries were nothing but a nightmare, every glance I get of him brings the relief of waking from a bad dream, safe and whole. Is that love?”

Rory lifted his arm and pulled Cian into a hug, Cian returning it, burying his face in his brother’s shoulder and holding on tight.

“It sounds like love to me,” Rory whispered. “But it’s for you to recognize it.”
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Fenric

Fenric waited outside the oak tree grotto, not wanting to intrude. Cian had been upset when he left the kitchen, and Fenric wasn’t sure what prompted his flight.

He worried Cian ran from him.

He sat on a nearby bench next to the fountain, hands clasped in his lap, deliberately not listening with his enhanced senses to the conversation happening under the oak tree’s expansive boughs.

He sensed the necromancer long before he saw him.

Angel Salvatore sat next to him on the bench and Fenric moved over a bit to give them both some room.

“Good morning,” Angel said, as casually as if they were meeting at a public park in the city.

“Good morning,” Fenric said, side-eyeing Angel as he kept most of his attention on the tree and the two sidhe hidden from view. While he was not eavesdropping, he was tempted.

He and Angel were of a similar size, though the necromancer was a couple inches taller than Fenric. He sniffed quietly at this discovery. He usually didn’t mind his height—he was small in most of his forms, and that was fine. He was no less dangerous for it, and he gathered that the necromancer was much the same, considering how he held himself like a king.

“I heard a rumor that Cian was upset,” Angel stated calmly, smiling at a bee buzzing drunkenly around a cluster of bright summer flowers around the fountain.

“Ah,” Fenric breathed out as realization hit. Why Angel was there, talking to him. “And Cian being upset is a problem.”

“He is a convicted serial killer,” Angel said as if he were reciting Cian’s finer qualities, lightly, without any judgment. “His capacity for violence is…extreme.”

“Odd to hear from you, necromancer,” Fenric replied just as easily. “You are the most dangerous being on the continent.”

Angel quirked a brow at him, but let the criticism slide. “His equilibrium is disturbed. I know he was not in his right mind at the end and that’s why he killed, but he is also one of the most chill people I know, even when indulging in chaos. His calm has been disturbed, and that’s a Cian I’ve not experienced yet. Should I be worried?”

Angel turned to him with that question, meeting his gaze head on.

“Cian is fine. He has Rory. He needs patience and understanding, and he’ll be right as rain in no time.” Fenric declared, certain down to his bones that there was nothing for Angel to worry about in regards to Cian’s emotional and mental state. Cian was whole again, and with Rory’s resurrection, the mentally broken killer was no more. Cian was essentially himself again. The serial killer had been the aberration.

“He and Rory are just past the boughs in the grotto,” Fenric gestured toward the great oak. “Ask him yourself.”

Angel smiled, closer to a grimace, but it matched the single shoulder shrug. “I just might do that,” Angel replied, surprising Fenric. “But I think this is a matter closer to your purview than mine. I am nominally his keeper, and this is a matter of the heart. I’m not here to police his relationships, unless there’s a threat to my family.”

Heart in his throat, Fenric swallowed thickly. “I am no threat to your family, and neither is Cian.”

“I hope not,” Angel said. He looked around the garden, smiling again, taking in the blooming flower beds and the lush bushes and trees. “The garden was never this alive with growth, even under my mother’s care, and she was an earth mage. I look at my family home now and no longer see a ravaged landscape, but one of peace and love. I’d like it to stay that way.”

Fenric had nothing to say in response, but he nodded to show he heard Angel loud and clear.

“Have a lovely day,” Angel said and stood, heading back up the path to the house.

“You too,” Fenric managed to croak out before Angel disappeared from sight.


Chapter 14

The Oak Tree


Fenric

Fenric was still on the bench when Rory came out from the branches of the oak and saw him waiting. Rory gave him a soft smile and approached, stopping a few strides away.

“Fenric.”

“Rory.”

Rory took him in from head to toe, and then nodded, though what he was thinking was anyone’s guess. Fenric waited a moment, then asked. “Is he alright?”

Rory gestured with an elegant hand back over his shoulder toward the tree. “Go see him for yourself, my friend.”

Fenric stood and wiped his hands on his pants, nervous suddenly. He was fine when teasing or flirting but a meaningful conversation was fraught with danger to his heart. He feared rejection.

Rory came to him and to his pleased surprise, pulled him into a brief hug. He returned it happily. Rory was a kindhearted person. And manipulative as fuck when he wanted to be—not that Fenric was complaining. Fenric found himself gently guided toward the tree and with a soft pat on his shoulder, was left to wander into the grotto, heading for Cian.

The massive tree swallowed almost all light but for a few beams of golden sun breaking through the crown of the tree high overhead. The thick trunk had to be several yards around in circumference, a light steel-gray bark that offset Cian’s moss green hair in a lovely manner that drew his eye and held it.

Cian sat on his rear on the grassy moss, back to the trunk of the tree, cross-legged with his hands on his knees. His eyes were closed, and his breathing was even and steady. He was meditating? Fenric wasn’t sure, but he didn’t want to disturb the sidhe, so he transformed into his cat form and slinked silently across the mossy grotto.

He paused beside Cian, sniffing the air, but aside from a faint hint of stress that was quickly fading, there were no signs of unhappiness or upset.

“I’m alright,” Cian said out of the blue, making Fenric jolt a bit in surprise. His tail poofed out and then he licked at his shoulder to hide his embarrassment. Cian relaxed, his posture loose and what little tension Fenric had noticed was gone.

Cian opened his eyes and turned to look at Fenric. “Are you alright? Angel wasn’t too rough with you?”

“The necromancer was worried, but not about me,” Fenric replied, and he took the chance to not-so-subtly climb into Cian’s lap and curl up for a snuggle. He draped his front paws over Cian’s knee and yawned, sinking into the warmth of Cian’s lap.

“Worried about me, was he?” Cian asked, hands finding their way to Fenric’s thick black fur and stroking along his back and sides. He purred, content, his tail thwapping against Cian’s other leg. “He worries I might return to my violent days. My bout with the abyss harmed many people, regrettably so, and that worry will remain in the minds of those who know me. Justifiably so.”

“Not me,” Fenric purred, eyes nearly shut to slits in contentment at having Cian’s hands and attention on him. “And I know you.”

“I know you, too.” Cian paused, hands a reassuring weight on Fenric’s back. “May I hold the sidhe, my kitten?”

Without speaking he transformed, turning as he did to remain seated in Cian’s lap, facing Cian, lifting an arm to wrap around the other sidhe’s neck and leaning in.

“Your kitten?” Fenric whispered, staring up into stormy eyes. Those hands found his hip and lower leg, holding him firmly. He put his free hand over Cian’s chest, feeling the solid thump of his heart beating.

“My kitten, if you’ll allow me the honor,” Cian said, soft hair falling over one shoulder as he shifted their weight, getting more comfortable.

“I would love to be your kitten.”

Cian had not called him that in centuries, not since that first meeting on the ship across the sea.

Cian smiled.

“Can I kiss you?” Cian asked, and Fenric nodded, leaning in.
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Cian

The kiss that came was slow and sweet. The taste of Fenric’s lips was intoxicating, a languid flow of pleasure, his lips soft and inviting. He tasted like honey at the height of summer.

Cian ran a hand from Fenric’s calf up his leg, along his side and chest, feeling firm, supple muscles, up a smooth neck to cup Fenric’s jaw, tipping back his head just enough to deepen the kiss.

A gasp against his lips, and Cian tasted Fenric, deeper, closer, fingers slipping into midnight-black silken hair. Eager hands clutched his neck and tiny, soft gasps and whimpers from the man in his lap had him growing warm, heat pooling in his belly.

Cian broke the kiss, gasping, breathing hard. He pressed his forehead to Fenric’s and held him with a firm gentleness, determined to keep him close.

“I’ve never been one for kissing,” Cian breathed out, “But you, sweet kitten, I could kiss forever.”

Fenric purred, pressing a soft kiss to Cian’s lips. “Please do.”

Cian chuckled. “Would you not grow tired of kissing and want more?”

“No, not if you didn’t want it as well,” Fenric denied softly, close enough that all that Cian saw was those intense peridot eyes. “I told you. Enthusiasm is sexy. If you don’t want it, I don’t want it.”

“And if someday I do want more?”

“Show me if that day comes how much you want me, and I’ll follow your lead.” Fenric gasped out as Cian pressed a soft kiss to Fenric’s forehead. Seemed his kitten enjoyed the affection, so he did it again, Fenric all but vibrating in his lap from his purrs.

“Very well,” Cian said with meaning—he would stop doubting Fenric’s patience and he resolved to learn to trust that Fenric meant what he said. Fenric was not as old as Cian, but he was old indeed, and far too grown to play games in matters of the heart and body. He believed that Fenric knew his own mind, and Cian would trust him.

Fenric curled up in his lap, tucking in his long legs and pulling off his boots, sparing Cian’s lap the dirt and discomfort, and he tucked his head under Cian’s chin, fitting perfectly, arms still wrapped around his neck and shoulders. Fenric was the perfect size to hold, an armful of strong muscles, soft skin, and sweetness.

He had claws, too—he was not all soft. A deadly, delightful armful of a sidhe, and Cian sighed heavily, tension leaving his frame, resting his chin on soft, sweet-smelling black hair, enjoying the warmth of another being’s body close to his.

Rhythmic purring filled the grotto under the oak tree.
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Cian

He carried a sleeping Fenric through the gardens, the smaller sidhe a warm armful and light enough the weight was negligible. Fenric’s head rested on his shoulder, warm breath on the skin of his neck, body limp in a way that implied deep trust. He held Fenric firmly, but not too tightly, not wanting to wake him.

Rory opened the door of the conservatory for him, Cian stepping inside with Fenric, who didn’t stir a bit. Rory smiled, amused and affectionate, and Cian resigned himself to the teasing sure to come his way from his brothers at his doting upon Fenric.

The archway to the temple proper of the underhill awaited him at its now customary place to the side of the conservatory’s central courtyard, the blackness of the privacy veil peeling back and revealing the well-lit interior of the temple.

Cian nodded to Rory and stepped through the archway, the privacy veil reactivating in his wake, blacking out the view to the conservatory. Inside the temple, it was warm despite the stone environs, and sconces and torches along the walls illuminated the massive space.

Waiting for him was his massive platform bed, the bedding renewed with fresh linens and blankets in a variety of blues and greens. He carefully set Fenric on the bed, and tucked the cat-sidhe under the blankets. Cian flicked his wrist and pulled Fenric’s boots from the ether, setting them on the stone floor beside the bed.

He frowned. Even with the temple magically warmed, the stone floors were going to be chilly—a rug in vibrant blues appeared under the boots alongside the bed, perfect for keeping toes from suffering cold floors.

You spoil him already, Rory thought along their connection, lightly teasing.

He is my kitten, Cian replied haughtily. He deserves to be spoiled.

Rory chuckled within the depths of his mind and gently withdrew, Cian getting a glimpse of Daniel entering the conservatory before he too backed away mentally and allowed his brother privacy.

Fenric stirred and rolled under the blankets, arching into a deep stretch that revealed firm muscles in his arms and shoulders. He yawned, double fangs catching the light, shiny and sharp and pearly white. He was cat-like even in his bipedal form, and Fenric rolled again, burying his face in Cian’s pillow and purring as he burrowed into the bedding.

Cian rubbed a hand over his chest. It hurt there beneath his sternum, a deep ache that came and went, fleeting but no less painful for its brevity. He doubted he was suffering a malady—he never got sick. No, this was the pain of something else.

A chair conjured itself into being behind him and he sat, sinking slowly into the soft cushions, watching over Fenric as he slept.
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Fenric

Fenric slowly opened one eye, used to waking in new places during his travels, and he was pleased to see that moving into the underhill to live with Cian had not been a dream. His reality was much improved, all due to one miraculous sidhe, whom he had a marvelous view of as he slept.

Cian was leaning back in a deep armchair, head tilted a bit to the side, moss-green hair falling over one shoulder down his chest. His bare feet were propped up on the edge of the bed frame, ankles crossed, hands on his lap in a relaxed pose. His face was at ease, making him look impossibly young for one so ancient—he had the appearance of a youth in his mid-twenties, by mortal standards, despite being older than the combined ages of all nations on the planet.

Fenric had no idea what time it was, but he was happy to have slept—it meant he was safe, and he was a great admirer of naps. Aside from killing, napping was his preferred pastime.

He would rather have company in the large, soft bed, but Cian wasn’t to be pushed and Fenric was pleased Cian decided to stay with him while he slept, watching over him even though they were both safe in the underhill. Maybe one day soon Cian would sleep beside him in the bed for longer than a quick nap.

The bed smelled like Cian, the linens fresh and clean, but the entire bed was permeated with Cian’s scent and Fenric breathed in deep, pressing his face into the pillow and sighing happily.

A deep chuckle drew him from the bedding and made him lift his head, peering through black strands over his face to see Cian smiling at him. “Happy?”

Fenric stretched, a whole body tightening and release that made him shake a bit in pleasure, going limp on the soft mattress. He grinned at Cian. “Very.”

“Are you hungry?” Cian asked without moving from the chair, looking just as content as Fenric to remain where he was.

“I could eat,” Fenric replied a bit regretfully, not wanting to move from the bed. “What did you have in mind?”

“I was going to ask you that,” Cian replied with a wry grin. He wiggled his toes and then put his feet on the floor, standing from the chair in one smooth push that showed off his muscular form. Fenric looked, enjoying the view. “Fruit, meat, vegetable?”

“Pears, beef, and asparagus?” Fenric answered with his favorites, curious what Cian would make. Cian left his line of sight and Fenric pushed up on one arm to track the sidhe as he moved around the spacious interior of the temple.

He blinked in surprise and sat up all the way. There was a large iron brazier burning merrily several feet from the bed, a low table and two chairs next to it, and Cian was inspecting stone basins and a large, black iron cauldron that hung from a tripod and chain over the brazier.

“Where the…” Fenric slid from the bed, grateful for the warm carpet under his feet instead of cold stone. He blinked at the setup, and at Cian, who was tossing items into the cauldron from the selection on the table.

“Beef short ribs in a red wine reduction with steamed asparagus, and sliced candied pears for dessert.” Cian informed him with confidence.

“Won’t the ribs take forever?” Fenric asked as he left the bed and padded barefoot to one of the big chairs beside the brazier. It was summer—surely it was too hot to be beside a fire—but the temperature inside the temple was cool, making the heat from the brazier welcome.

Cian tapped the rim of the iron cauldron and Fenric saw carved and molded runes along the iron. He mentally translated the runes as he read, seeing spells for rapid cooking, pressure control, and precautions against fracture or…explosions? “That’s a pressure cooker, isn’t it?”

Fenric sat and curled up in one of the chairs, pulling his feet up under his rear and leaning on the thickly cushioned arm of the chair.

“It can be, with the right combination of spells activated. I made it many years ago when Rory and I traveled more.” Cian slid several thick cuts of beef ribs into the cauldron, the meat sizzling immediately, the scent of searing meat in the air making Fenric hungry. “I made many things that we no longer use, or that I had no use for when…”

“When he slept.” Fenric finished for him. Cian nodded.

Fenric didn’t want to aggravate recent wounds, so he let that mention of Rory’s centuries-long nap in stasis go no further. “What else did you make?”

“Iron does not bother me, not as it would a younger fae,” Cian said, Fenric nodding. He was Elder fae, too—iron did not bother him either, but many of the younger fae species had adverse reactions to the inherent magical properties of the metal, and it was used to nullify practitioners’ magic as well. “I’ve made many things. Bowls and forks, locks and keys, more braziers and lanterns, metal sconces,” Cian said and he idly gestured to the wall of the temple and the metal sconces on the walls at regular intervals. “I enjoy making things.” He paused, then sent Fenric a quick glance, searching, as if measuring how Fenric was going to react. “I made Rory and Daniel’s wedding rings most recently.”

“I never knew you were crafty,” Fenric said. “I can’t make a thing except for a mess, so I’m thoroughly impressed.”

Cian gave him a crooked smile for the jest. “When last we saw each other, tensions were high and the circumstances were dire for those in our charge. There was no time or place for crafting, for making new things.”

“I got as many of them settled in safety, far from the dangers of the British Army, as I could. You and Rory saved them, gave us all time to escape.” Fenric winced a bit, regretting bringing the past up again. But he had to say the last bit. “I came back, afterwards. You and Rory were gone, and I heard Colm was dead, though there was no word on how. I looked for you, but there was no sign except a funeral pyre for Colm.”

Cian took a deep breath. “I had enough control at the time to give Colm a proper send off, but I was obsessed with saving Rory—I left with the pyre still burning, hunting for hope and a way to save my brother. I am sorry I did not wait for you.”

“I understand, as best as anyone can,” Fenric replied quietly. “It’s okay.”

There was a glimmer on the table, and Cian grabbed an old bottle of red wine, the label rough around the edges, the wax around the cork a deep red. Cian flicked a wrist and pulled a dagger from the ether, using the long edge to cut the wax and twine around the neck of the bottle. Another glimmer, and a bottle opener appeared by Cian’s free hand, and he worked the cork free with a smooth twist. The rich, sweet scent of the wine filled the air.

“Do you want a glass?” Cian asked, previous topic closed.

“Sure, thank you.” Fenric was happy to change the subject.

Two goblets appeared on the table, and Cian poured wine into both glasses, leaving them to breathe, and then he poured the remainder of the wine into the cauldron. More spices and herbs went in after it, and the now-empty bottle disappeared with a shimmer from his hand.

Cian set a heavy black lid on the cauldron and tapped a series of runes, the lid and cauldron glowing a dim reddish hue briefly—it was sealed. He picked up one of the goblets and brought it to Fenric, holding it out. Fenric took the goblet, careful not to spill a drop, and their fingers brushed. A shiver went down his hand and arm, and he looked up and caught stormy eyes watching him.

After a long moment, Cian went to the other chair and sat.

“Where does the food come from?” Fenric asked, deeply curious.

Cian held his goblet under his nose, breathing in the scent of the wine before answering. “Storage rooms. I go shopping, disguised of course,” he waved casually at his distinctive eyes and hair. “I head to delis and gourmet suppliers in town. A few discreet portals and I can stock the underhill in under an hour. I go hunting in the underhill forest to supplement the protein supplies, especially since I began feeding a growing dragon. The local butchers are occasionally not enough for his appetite.”

“You go around Boston pretending to be Rory, just to go grocery shopping?” Fenric burst out, feeling a sense of mild disappointment, slightly aghast.

“Took the mystery right out of the magically appearing food, didn’t it?” Cian said with an amused grin.

Fenric snorted out a laugh and nearly dropped his wine, laughing at himself as he nodded. “Yes, it did!”

Cian’s answering laugh was delightful.


Chapter 15

Troublesome


Cian

The whispering was not subtle. It echoed off the walls of the temple, and the scampering of small feet and clawed paws told Cian it was time for a more secure sleeping arrangement.

Cian opened his eyes to the barest slit in time to catch the disappearing tail of a young dragon around a column, followed by desperate whispers from a human child.

“You’re gonna wake them up!” Leo admonished Eroch in the scathing way only a preteen could truly muster, and Eroch snorted in disagreement.

Both dragon and child peeked around the column nearest the bed where Cian lay atop the blankets with Fenric on the bed. Fenric was in his smaller cat form, a black void on the blue duvet, curled in with his tail over his nose. One peridot eye opened the barest amount, and Cian fought the urge to cackle at the matching amusement in Fenric’s gaze.

After a night of delicious food and delightful conversation, Cian and Fenric must have fallen asleep while talking, and Cian reached out with his senses, the underhill and the wider world telling him it was the next morning, nearly noon. No wonder there was a pair of children scampering about in the temple—chaos rarely slept in.

The children ducked back behind the column, and Cian took the chance, rolling off the bed and ducking behind the headboard, then he darted across the temple and pressed his back to the next column over from the younglings.

He heard them clearly when they noticed he was gone from the bed. Leo gasped and Cian heard Eroch run out from behind the column toward the bed.

Cian moved just enough to peek around his column, and saw that Leo and Eroch had both left the cover of their column and were now standing beside the bed, looking for him. Fenric continued to pretend to sleep, and Cian slipped out from behind his column, and with a silent glide of bare feet on stone, came up behind the younglings.

“Good morning.”

The ruckus from both human and dragon made Cian smile, though he didn’t laugh at them. Leo squeaked and somehow jumped high enough he made it onto the bed and he tumbled across the mattress, wide-eyed. Eroch squawked in alarm and bounced several feet away, spinning and mantling his wings with a hiss, until he saw it was Cian and not a strange monster.

Leo slid off the bed and looked like he was about to run, but Cian merely smiled at the boy and then turned to Eroch. “Did you eat this morning?”

Fenric uncoiled himself and stretched, white fangs bright against the red of his mouth and his black fur. His tail flicked into a happy curl at the tip, and he pranced to the end of the bed, close enough for Leo to reach out and gently scratch his head.

Eroch slowly relaxed and hopped back to Cian, grumbling in Dragon and English about meanies scaring him. Cian chuckled, and rested a hand on Eroch’s head, gently scratching the spots he knew to be itchy on the growing dragon. “Did you eat this morning?” he asked again.

“We had breakfast but it’s almost lunch and Cousin Angel said we couldn’t wake you up to get more meat because Rory said you were asleep and so we thought we’d check just to make sure and you’re awake!” Leo’s stream of consciousness was informative and plaintive, and he managed to make it seem they were suffering even while petting Fenric.

Eroch flapped one wing in a decent impression of a human shrug and looked up at Cian with wide, sad eyes. “Hungry.”

“Well then, the solution is to feed you.”

Eroch bounced a bit in delight. Leo cheered, having far too much energy for Fenric, who slunk back up toward the pillows and lay down again, curling up. He was a shadow on the gemstone-blue duvet, green eyes in a sea of blackness.
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Fenric

Fenric watched in open amusement as the young dragon and the preteen Salvatore weaseled their way into getting what they wanted, Cian acquiescing without a qualm to the blatant manipulation from both younglings.

“Tis a fine day out,” Cian mused as he returned to the bed after escorting the two younglings to the arch and shooing them through after explaining he needed to get dressed for the day. Cian sealed the archway with a brief flex of power, preventing wayward children from sneaking back into the temple.

Fenric transformed into a man and stretched on the top of the bed, moaning a bit at the burn in his muscles, yawning wide. He went limp after the stretch, blinking up at Cian, who was staring at him with a flush of red on his cheeks and wide, stormy eyes, colors swirling a bit in response to what he was feeling. Fenric was wearing clothing, but he was barefoot and wore thin silk pants and a thin cotton t-shirt for sleeping. It left little to the imagination.

Fenric grinned, but made no mention of Cian’s staring. “Shall we go hunting to feed the dragon?”

Cian snapped out of it, and he went to an armoire that shimmered into existence beside the bed. The huge piece of furniture was carved wood, covered in fantastical creatures and beings, and was taller than Cian. He flung open both main doors and Fenric sat up, curious as to what was in the armoire.

To his surprise, the ancient armoire was full of regular modern-day clothing—t-shirts, jeans, flannels, henleys. A set of drawers at the bottom opened without Cian doing a thing, revealing socks and boxer-briefs in a variety of cool-tone colors.

Cian stripped off his clothing, tossing each piece into a hamper that appeared beside the armoire. Shirt and pants and then Fenric nearly died by choking on air when Cian slid off his underwear and kicked it into the hamper with a flick of his leg.

Cian was smooth and hairless, skin a rich, light honey with a shimmer of moon dust, his muscles defined and lean. He wasn’t as large as either Simeon or Ignacio, but built more like a ballet dancer. Fenric said nothing, appreciating the view and the trust, eyes taking in every single inch on display. Cian’s rear was perfection, and Fenric bit his lower lip to keep from saying as much. He usually wasn’t an ass man, but Cian was glorious everywhere.

“I was thinking of fishing. We are right on the ocean.” Cian declared, looking through the armoire, deciding on what to wear.

It took a frantic moment for Fenric to find his tongue. “Fishing? Like water and poles and, well, water?”

“Yes, fishing is done with water, my kitten.” Cian sent him a sharp grin over one bare shoulder. He leaned against the armoire and pulled on a pair of socks, then boxer-briefs, giving Fenric tantalizing glimpses of the rest of him.

“But, water!”

Cian caught a look at his scandalized face and cracked up laughing, partially naked, and grasped the armoire for balance. Fenric glowered, sitting up and grumpily crossing his arms over his chest.

Cian wiped at his eyes and shook his head. “I’m not taking Eroch and Leo fishing, my kitten. The beach is outside the wards and there are an unknown number of assassins hiding in the bushes waiting to take out clan members. I have meat in the storage locker here in the temple, so there’s no need for fishing or hunting just yet.”

“You’re such a brat,” Fenric declared, rolling over on the bed and pulling a pillow over his head to hide from Cian.

He heard Cian approach and the pillow was gently pulled away from his head, Cian smiling down at him, green hair cascading down his shoulders as he leaned over the bed and Fenric. “I’m sorry for the teasing, my kitten. Am I forgiven?”

“No,” Fenric growled, face a bit red. Cian smiled wider and then ran his free hand over Fenric’s head, petting him. Fenric would deny that he pushed into the caress if asked, but it felt too good not to accept. Cian carded his fingers through Fenric’s hair and Fenric sighed, giving in. “Fine, you’re forgiven.”

“Thank you, kitten,” Cian said with one last caress and a wicked gleam in his eyes. He straightened and went back to the armoire, Fenric tossing aside the pillow to watch Cian finish getting dressed.
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Cian

Cian opened a portal from the cold room where he stored meat for Eroch to the gravel path beside the large fountain in the center of the gardens, next to the oak tree.

Angel was waiting beside Eroch and Leandro, the two younglings hopping in excitement as Cian dragged a large flank of red stag meat across the threshold of the portal, Fenric bringing up the rear in his human form. Cian made sure Fenric was through and then closed the portal, dropping the haunch of meat in front of Eroch.

“Eat up, youngling,” Cian said, summoning a linen handkerchief from the ether and wiping down his hands. He wet it in the fountain and washed his hands, then dismissed the cloth to the ether.

Leo watched him with wide eyes, and Cian winked at the youngster. Eroch fell on the meat with fervor.

“Make sure to char it before eating,” Cian reminded the young dragon, who gave him an abashed glance before settling down to do just that. The dragon opened his jaws and blew out a subtle flame, nearly invisible but for the wavering of the air and the steady blackening of the fur and skin of the haunch.

“You don’t, um, skin it first?” Angel asked with a wary eye on the younglings, but Leo was paying attention to his new best friend and ignoring the adults.

“The fur and skin are good for his digestion,” Cian explained to Angel. “The charring makes it easier for him to break down the proteins, and the fiber from the coat aids in digestion. The charring is essential to their diet. Par-cooked, much like humans do.”

“I don’t like my steaks that rare, but I get your point,” Angel replied with a wry grin. “Can we talk?”

Cian looked to Fenric, who tilted his head toward the bench by the fountain, but Angel shook his head, “You too, Fenric, please.”

Fenric’s brows went up in surprise but he came to Cian’s side and they both followed Angel up the path toward the house, stopping about twenty feet from the two youngsters, just out of hearing range of the boy.

“What can I do for you, necromancer?” Cian asked, Fenric avidly curious at his side.

Angel quirked a brow at them both while gesturing with one hand between them. “Is this a package deal now? The two of you?”

“I…” Cian started but Fenric finished for him with a solid, “Yes.”

Fenric smirked at Cian and Cian rolled his eyes, though he didn’t deny it.

“Fenric, you said you were hired to kill me,” Angel stated, not appearing all that bothered.

“Coerced by the threat of decapitation, but I never took the money,” Fenric said, then he perked up a bit and pulled out his cellphone, checking something. “In fact, the grand master never paid me. Asshole.”

Cian snorted in amusement, and Angel’s lips twitched.

“Do you think you can find the place again where you met him?” Angel asked, expression now totally serious.

“I can,” Fenric asked, suspicious, squinting at Angel. “My fees for contract kills are exorbitant and I always demand a fifty-percent deposit for heads of state or directors of governmental agencies.”

Angel waved that away. “Not to assassinate him. I won’t ask you to spy on him as I don’t want to place either of you in such danger, but the assassins are growing in number and we can’t keep behind the wards forever. Is their endgame to keep tossing assassins at us until luck gets them a successful hit?”

“De la Roche won’t stop unless he’s dead,” Cian warned Angel. “Assassination may be the wisest and most prudent action you can take. Send us to kill him.”

“And turn him into a martyr for a fascist cause? For the next tyrant to laud and worship on their quest for domination?” Angel shook his head. “And I’d rather not endanger you, or us, in such a way. You’re a member of the family, my clan, and asking you to kill the grand master is too much. And besides, I’d rather humiliate him in a duel and kill him that way. Destroy the image he’s cultivated and then destroy the man. Dismantle the High Council from the top.”

“That’s your intent? To duel him to the death?” Cian asked. “He won’t fight fair. And your trick with the bodies in the duel with Malis won’t work again.”

“Necromancer or not, I’m still the stronger combatant and I’ve got people to fight for—all he has is a desire for power.”

“He’s a blood mage,” Cian reminded Angel. “You’ve not fought one, much less one with a sound mind before.”

“I know,” Angel grimaced, hands in his pockets. “I’ll need to work out a viable defense against him before I fight him.”

“You’ve got an expert in blood magic,” Cian reminded the necromancer.

“Constans and Rory are already helping me.”

“I meant Rageshi.” Cian arched a brow at Angel, enjoying needling him just the slightest amount. Angel’s brows furrowed, thinking hard. “He’s a proto-blood mage turned into a vampire. He’s the original expert.”

“We’ve got the language barrier,” Angel said, and he held up a hand when Cian was about to speak. “And I know that a handful of you can speak to him already in various languages, but I’m more concerned about taking advantage of him. He’s been asleep for two thousand years, knows nothing of the current conflict, and I don’t want to involve him if I can help it. Not yet, at least.”

“He’s already involved,” Fenric said, rocking on his heels as he smiled widely at Angel, unrepentant in his disagreement. “We killed a handful of enforcers making sure he got out. They wanted him something bad. That much power, it doesn’t exist in a vacuum. He’s already on the battlefield.”

Angel grumbled, shaking his head once, but he set his jaw and then nodded, obviously displeased but not fighting Fenric’s point. “Alright. I’ll talk to him.” Angel made an effort to relax, rolling his shoulders. Angel turned to Fenric. “Can you send me the address where you met with de la Roche?”

“I can do that now,” Fenric agreed, tapping away on his phone before Angel could share his number.

“How did you know my number?” Angel asked, one brow quirked.

“I’m an assassin,” Fenric grinned. “I’d be bad at my job if I didn’t have your number.”

Angel sighed and rolled his eyes.“Back to the assassins. There’s a variety camped out around the estate and the Beacon Hill house. We can’t keep behind these wards forever. I know the Council can always hire more, but I’m hoping that as the numbers go down the word spreads that this is a bad job to take. And I want them cleared out.”

Cian and Fenric glanced at each other, and Cian nodded when he saw the bright-eyed eagerness gazing back at him. He turned back to Angel. “You want us to hunt the assassins down.”

“If they took the job of killing me or mine, they forfeited their lives, but I’ll leave their fates up to you,” Angel replied, expression ice-cold. “Just don’t leave enemies at our backs.”

“Lovely,” Cian replied, turning to Fenric. “Shall we go hunting, my kitten?”

Angel’s brows disappeared into his hairline at the endearment, but he said nothing, biting his lips.

Fenric looped his arm through Cian’s and leaned his head on Cian’s shoulder. “You always take me on the most delightful dates. Yes, please.”


Chapter 16

Daytime Dating Activities


Fenric

Traveling by portal was something Fenric could get used to—he made sure his tail was all the way past the threshold and twined around Cian’s ankles, sniffing at the disturbing scents of the alley in the summer heat. Beacon Hill was a relatively clean area of Boston, expensive and full of old money, but not even Beacon Hill cared enough to clean their alleys.

He was in his smallest form, alleycat size, to blend in better with the surroundings.

“We’re in the alley behind the Salvatore house,” Cian murmured, leaning one shoulder on the brick wall of the building opposite a tall garden wall. He was glamoured to be invisible, but Fenric saw him with ease. The walled garden in the rear of the house was in front of them, the wrought-iron gate that gave access to the alley locked and warded.

“It’s quite fancy for an alley,” Fenric observed, wiping a paw over his whiskers and delicately sneezing, trying to clear his nose of the odious aromas. “You take me to all the nicest places.”

Cian chuckled. “Are you fishing for a fancy date night?”

“Have you ever been on a fancy date?” Fenric asked, curious, placing his front paws on the toe of Cian’s boot, kneading the firm leather and pricking it with his claws.

“I have not, at least not by modern definition. Seduction hardly worked on me the few times people have attempted to court me.”

“What fools.” Fenric purred, happy at that answer. “I’ll admit to satisfaction that they all failed, leaving the way clear for me.”

Cian gazed down at him, lips twitching in amusement, shaking his head. He sighed, as if Fenric was too annoying to be borne, but too precious to be set aside.

Fenric slow-blinked up at Cian, whiskers twitching. “Any assassins around?”

Cian gave him a small, wry smile and nodded once, gesturing elegantly to the upper floors of the building behind the Salvatore house. “There’s two people on the roof, and they’ve not moved since we arrived. Maybe assassins, maybe two people sunbathing.”

“Perfect. Let’s go check.”

Fenric stepped away from Cian and shook out his coat, and then stood from a crouch after transforming into his sidhe form. He wore a tight gray henley and even tighter dark denim jeans, a pair of leather boots with a low heel, and a black leather moto jacket that hugged his lean shoulders and accentuated his trim waist. He knew he looked good—Cian gazed at him in warm approval, heating his blood, and Fenric made himself pay attention to their surroundings so they didn’t get murdered while silently flirting.

[image: ]



Cian

Following Fenric to the fire escape that clung to the rear of the building, Cian had a fabulous view of Fenric’s pert ass in those very tight jeans. He usually wasn’t the type to get distracted by such things, but since he’d admitted to himself and Fenric that he was invested in their budding relationship, he was open to more sexual urges and thoughts.

It was a fair difference from the days long past, before he was separated from Rory, when he would scratch a faint itch or expel some built-up frustrations with a random stranger for a night once every blue moon. There was little to compare between his past interludes and what was growing between him and Fenric. He’d never felt desire build in such a way—gradually, yet inevitably, like an oak tree eventually bursting into flame days after a lightning strike, embers steadily consuming their way deeper into the heart of the tree.

He was on fire, a slow burn that ate deeper, flaring to life in unexpected ways only to burn down again, waiting for something new to fuel his growing attraction and desire. Fenric was a rush of fresh air, feeding the fire of his desires, be it the heated look in his eyes while watching Cian get dressed, or the sassy way he glanced back over his shoulder as he walked ahead of Cian, catching him in the act of checking out Fenric’s ass.

Cian made himself look away, eyeing the fire escape ladder that was suspended high over their heads out of reach. He was about to use a burst of magic to get the ladder to release when Fenric bent at his knees and then leapt straight up, catching the bottom rung of the ladder and using his weight to force the latch to give. Fenric let the ladder lower him back down to the surface of the alley, and winked at Cian with a smirk as he descended. The sound of the metal ladder coming down was drowned out by a passing truck at the main road, disguising their movements.

Cian looked up through the metal frame of the fire escape, but there was no sign their targets had heard them or noticed anything. No one poked their head over the edge of the roof, or out the windows of any floor of the building. Their positions, little blips of life signatures in the ambient magic fields, remained unchanged.

He kept his glamour intact, only Fenric able to see him, and gestured for Fenric to go first. Fenric climbed the ladder with alacrity, a swift ascent that had him on the second floor of the fire escape in seconds. Cian followed, neither he nor Fenric making a sound as they climbed. Fenric did pause beside each window as they climbed past the floors of the building, checking that there was no one looking out as they went past.

Luck was on their side—there was no one near the windows on each floor, and they managed to get to the roof level in just a few moments. Fenric and Cian crouched, keeping just beneath the edge of the roof.

Cian carefully peered over the edge of the roof, not knowing the identity or skills of the possible assassins—they might be able to see him through his glamour.

The long barrel of the rifle gave him a brief start, a reaction to the large gun that was perfectly rational considering he nearly died recently from a shotgun blast to the chest. Thankfully it wasn’t aimed at him, and he peeked back over again, taking his time looking.

There was a pergola of red timber and flowering vines that framed the doorway entrance to the roof space, and within the partial shade of the pergola a sniper lay spread out on the gravel and stone pavers comprising the floor of the roof. They’d taken apart a flimsy lounge chair and used the cushions as a makeshift mat to protect themselves from the hard ground, and instead of peering down the scope toward the roof and rear garden of the Salvatore house, the very human sniper was leafing through a magazine.

Another human sat in the remaining chaise, staring at their phone, only occasionally looking up from their doomscrolling to squint across the alley before going back to their phone. Both were dressed in khaki-colored cargo pants and what appeared to be second-hand military gear from a surplus store. Well, not dressed in the body armor—that was tossed aside, the two humans very clearly had gotten comfortable as they waited for their targets to come into view.

As if Angel Salvatore wouldn’t have the wards calibrated to stop high-velocity, large caliber rounds shot from any distance. No bullet was getting through his wards. What the humans were expecting to accomplish left him a bit baffled.

Neither appeared to be armed with more than a pair of knives and the long gun. Empty duffle bags lay beside the tossed-aside body armor. Cian sank back down and arched a brow at Fenric before whispering. “Human sniper and spotter. Neither are paying attention.”

“How disappointing.” Fenric gave him a wicked smile and then there was a shimmer, and Fenric was once again the small black cat. Fenric was up and over the edge of the roof before Cian could get a word of protest in—he did not want his kitten to get shot, but then, Fenric was smart, and the subsequent cooing from the humans settled his nerves.

“A kitty! Awww,” the sniper said as Fenric pranced over to the humans and meowed plaintively for attention, tail flicking.

“Where did you come from, sweetie?” the spotter asked, setting aside their phone and sitting on the ground beside the sniper, mission forgotten as they both pet and scratched Fenric, who was purring loud enough for Cian to hear from several feet away.

The humans dropped in age in his estimation—they were easily in their early twenties, if not late teens, and sure, humans of that age could be deadly killers, but these humans reminded him of children, cosseted and truly unprepared for the job they’d accepted.

Cian silently climbed onto the roof and rolled his eyes hard at the sight of Fenric absolutely loving the attention, rolling on his back and presenting his belly for rubs. The two humans cooed over him and Cian sighed quietly, knowing he wasn’t going to be killing anyone if Fenric was having that much fun. The humans were thrilled to play with a cat, so they weren’t thoroughly evil monsters deserving of a swift death. Both of them were loving on Fenric with both hands, and the sniper even leaned down and pressed kisses to the top of Fenric’s head, which Fenric took as his due.

Unless they did something monumentally stupid, Cian wasn’t going to be killing anyone. How boring. He did get bored quite easily.

He got behind the humans, standing at their backs, and reached down, flicking his wrist, a dagger appearing just as he dropped his glamour. He gently pressed the edge of the blade to the spotter’s throat, and the human gasped, going utterly still. Simultaneously, there was a glimmer of light and then Fenric was sidhe again, kneeling in front of the sniper, clawed fingers on the sniper’s throat, holding them immobile.

“Oh shit,” the spotter whispered, frozen in terror.

“Hello, humans,” Cian said cheerfully. “Don’t be any more stupid than you already have been, and you’ll live to be embarrassed another day.”

“You’ll only die if you misbehave,” Fenric added, grinning wide, fangs visible. “Since you both love cats I’m giving you a pass.” He gently shook the sniper by their neck, not enough to hurt, but they gurgled a bit. “What’s the bounty up to now?”

“Twenty million,” the spotter answered swiftly, holding utterly still, which was good, as the blade Cian had pressed to their neck was sharp enough to take their head if they flinched too hard.

“In total, or per target?” Cian asked, curious.

“Per-per target,” the sniper managed to gasp out.

“Give me your phones,” Fenric ordered, fingers glinting with razor-sharp claws. “Slowly.”

Both the spotter and the sniper moved carefully, pulling phones from a pocket and the cushion on the chaise, Fenric taking them both. He held the sniper’s phone to their face and opened the device, scrolling one-handed through their text messages.

“This is your first hit?” Fenric exclaimed, brows rising. “For fuck’s sake.”

Cian sighed, and pulled the dagger away from the spotter’s neck, the human going limp in relief, drooping at Cian’s feet, shaking.

Fenric shook the sniper again, then let them go, the sniper coughing and holding their neck where tiny pricks from Fenric’s claws had left droplets of blood behind, a vivid scarlet on terror-paled skin. He sent both of their phones into the ether to have his hands free.

Fenric grabbed the sniper rifle and stood with it, dismissing the humans as not a threat, and he unloaded the rifle in efficient movements, the chambered bullet clinking to the stone ground, bouncing before rolling to a stop under Fenric’s boot. Fenric dismantled the rifle, dropping each section without care as he did, the sniper wincing with each solid thunk of the weapon pieces hitting the ground.

Cian slipped away from the spotter, not at all concerned by the fact that the humans were both still armed with knives. The blades smelled like oil and hot metal—brand-new, never tasting blood. They might be skilled in using the blades, but Cian doubted it. The entire situation stank of spoiled, rich neophytes attempting their first hit.

Cian went to stand beside Fenric, who used magic to grab the bullet from under his boot and hold it aloft, peering intently at the casing. He rolled his eyes and sent the sniper such a look of disdain that the human flinched. Fenric pulled out his phone from the ether, and to Cian’s increasing amusement, snapped a picture of the two cowering humans, their startled faces going even paler. “Your prints are on the casing. I’ll be keeping this. It’s insurance in case you decide to try fulfilling a contract in this city again. You come back to Boston with the intent to work, and I’ll implode your life. Understand?”

“Ye-ess,” they stammered, leaning back into their spotter, who was ghost-white, eyes wide, shaking. Neither of them were worth the effort of cleaning blood from their clothing.

Fenric put his own phone back in the ether, then called back the humans’ phones from the ether as well. Cian held out a hand and Fenric dropped the phones on his palm, and he tossed the phones back to the terrified humans. “Decline the hit. Both of you.”

“But we’ll get blacklisted!” the spotter cried. “We can’t!”

Cian sighed loudly, and gestured to the humans with his dagger. “Yes, you can. Do it, and you have a day to escape the city before we change our minds about sparing you both.”

Fenric disappeared the bullet into the ether and then picked up the long barrel of the rifle, and the humans watched in wide-eyed horror as Fenric bent the barrel, the metal groaning under the cat-sidhe’s hands. Fenric was small for a sidhe, but he was strong. He tossed the now U-shaped barrel at the humans, where it landed in the sniper’s lap.

“You’ve got twenty-four hours to get out of Boston, or I’ll do that to your spines after I rip them out of your bodies,” Fenric snarled. Both humans looked like they were going to vomit and Cian had no doubt they believed Fenric’s threat.

Cian was very impressed by Fenric’s description.

“Okay, okay! We’ll do it,” the sniper said.

The humans fussed with their phones before holding them out so Fenric could check that they had indeed withdrawn from the contracts on the Salvatores.

“How lovely, thank you,” Fenric quipped, cheerful and smiling wide. The humans eyed him with blatant alarm and distrust, and Cian was highly amused. “Feel free to share what happened here with everyone you know. I’d love to see an exodus of assassins from town. Try not to get killed on your way home.”

The humans scrambled to their feet and hurriedly gathered their gear, though the sniper left the ruined rifle pieces on the ground at Fenric’s feet. The two were packed up and gone in less than a minute, the rooftop door slamming shut in their wake as they left.

Cian considered their location in Beacon Hill and the distance to the nearest pub. “Want lunch?”

“Sure! It’s a date,” Fenric replied with a wide grin.

[image: ]



Cian

The pub was on the corner of an intersection one block north of Beacon Street on the southern edge of Beacon Hill, three blocks from Angel’s new place, and an easy walk on the warm summer day. The streets were crowded with tourists, locals, and people going about their workday.

Cian was visible, though he altered his appearance enough that hopefully no one would see him and think of the meant-to-be-dead serial killer. In place of moss-green hair, he was sporting navy blue, wavy locks that fell to his ears, and his eyes were no longer swirling pools of mercury and cobalt, but a plain sky blue. His skin went from honey-kissed to silvery pale, though he made sure to avoid looking like death warmed over and kept a glimmer of light in his eyes and a wicked smile. He wanted people to see a handsome fae man and not an ill specter, garnering concern and attention.

Fenric paced at his side with a slight swagger, hand in hand with Cian, both of them taking their time, dodging around fellow pedestrians and benches and chairs that migrated out onto the sidewalk from storefronts and restaurants as they walked down the block.

Cian cast Fenric an appreciative glance—the cat was charming and sweet and a delight to carry around, but the sidhe was eye-catching, arresting, and lithe in a way that captured his feline essence. His black hair glittered like obsidian in the summer sun, and his green eyes were brilliant and large, the vertical slits thinned out due to the bright sunlight.

Fenric caught him looking and gave him a small smirk and a silly wink, making Cian chuckle and squeeze his hand around Fenric’s smaller hand in his grip. His hand might be smaller but his grip was just as strong as Cian’s, as was the return squeeze.

The pub was just ahead, and the tables outside on the sidewalk were all full, but the day was warm and the breeze was cool, so perhaps they had some seats open inside.

“Let’s check inside,” Fenric said, echoing his thoughts, and Cian held the door open as Fenric went through first , stopping at the host station just inside the entrance.

“Hi! How many?” the young man at the podium asked with a practiced smile. Cian and Fenric both got a swift look-over from the human. Fenric must have been more to his taste, as the human gave Fenric a huge smile, showing shiny white teeth, effectively ignoring Cian. That was fine by him—he didn’t want anyone looking at him too hard. He was meant to be dead, after all.

“Just the two of us? We can eat inside if that’s alright.” Fenric said.

“We’ve got tables open inside; everyone wants to be outside in the nice weather,” the host said, grabbing two menus and gesturing for them to follow him deeper into the restaurant.

They got a seat near the back wall, and the host left them with the menus as they both took a second to decide who was going to be sitting with their back to the wall. Cian shrugged and grabbed the chair with its back to the crowd and dragged it around the table, setting it in place beside Fenric’s chair so they would both have their backs to the wall and no one behind them.

Fenric was amused, if the smirk was anything to go by, and Cian sat beside Fenric as if the arrangement were utterly normal. A few people at nearby tables looked at them with curiosity, but soon returned their gazes to their plates when Cian met their stares directly with his own.

“Don’t scare the humans,” Fenric said softly under his breath. “At least let me get something to eat before you start traumatizing people.”

“Apologies, my kitten,” Cian replied, trying not to laugh. “I’ll scare them after we’ve eaten.”

“Thank you,” Fenric replied primly, taking his seat and opening his menu. Cian did the same and looked over the offerings, the menu different from the last time he came. It had to be at least twenty years since he was here last. His memory had been a bit unreliable the closer he got to losing his mind to the abyss. Thankfully, with his wits restored his memory was back to functioning perfectly. Some things were still hazy, but there was no missing time.

Only an expanse of ever-worsening choices made without a conscience or empathy guiding his decisions. He’d lost the memory of compassion and made terrible choices as a result.

He dismissed the maudlin thoughts and focused on his dining companion. “Are you enjoying your stay in Boston so far?” Cian asked casually while reading his menu.

Fenric paused reading the menu and gave him a startled glance, amusement quickly filling his expression. “Are you actually treating this like a real date?”

“Of course I am,” Cian answered.

Fenric opened his mouth as if to speak, his cheeks growing pink, and he looked away, blinking quickly. Cian gave him a moment to compose himself. Fenric turned back to Cian with a soft smile after a long moment. “Thank you.”

Fenric took Cian’s hand and held it, and Cian rested their joined hands on the white tablecloth between them, happy not to let go.


Chapter 17

The Night Hunt


Cian

The weathered wall of large, tumbled stones groaned and snapped as the archway disappeared, leaving Cian and Fenric at the very bottom of the garden on the Salvatore estate. The evening hour was early enough that they could see clearly in the twilight hues.

Fenric turned to jump up and sit on a flat stone big enough for two. Cian joined him without being asked, making sure to sit so they were touching, Fenric giving him a brilliant smile before leaning all his weight on Cian’s shoulder, tilting his head back to peer up at the stars just becoming visible.

“Thank you for the date,” Fenric murmured after a few moments, and Cian looked away from the stars to Fenric’s face. Fenric was staring up at the sky, but his cheeks were flushed slightly, and he was pressing into Cian from knee to shoulder.

“You’re welcome,” Cian replied huskily, taking in Fenric’s profile, his eyes adjusting well enough to the darkness to see every detail, enchanted as always by those green eyes that were so like gems.

Fenric glanced at him from the corner of his eye before he braved turning to face him directly. “Maybe we can do it again?”

Cian nodded, holding Fenric’s gaze. “Certainly. You can pick next time.”

Fenric grinned, fangs and eyes bright even in the darkness, catching what light there was from the heavens. “I can’t wait.”

Fenric leaned his head on Cian’s shoulder with a heavy sigh, resting his weight on Cian, a lodestone of warmth and affection.

The lamps within the garden came on, illuminating the wall at their backs. Crickets and nocturnal critters chirped, sang, and rustled in the grass and bushes, the night as alive with activity as any summer day.

The life in the surrounding area included the assassins located in the dunes, and the enforcers stationed around the outermost perimeter of the estate. Several of the mortals were camped out not that far from where Cian and Fenric sat, though none were in sight or in range of mortal hearing.

“Humans or supes?” Fenric asked, snuggling closer. Cian lifted his arm and Fenric tucked himself into his side, getting as close as possible. Cian held Fenric, enjoying the warmth and the connection.

“A few humans, all practitioners, and a pair of vampires to the south. Their energies don’t match the Boston Bloodclan, so they aren’t Connie’s people.” Cian informed Fenric as they gazed up at the stars together. “The humans are in the dunes just past the ward lines to the north, and the vampires are probably either on the beach or the water—they keep moving. Let me check.”

Cian sent a cursory touch to his brother’s mind, and Rory was there instantly, thankfully not distracted by his mate. He asked without words for Daniel to check on the precise location of the vampires Cian sensed, and he felt the moment Daniel joined the mental linkup with Rory. Daniel was of the shore, the land and the sky and the sea, balance in all things, and it was a mere thought and no effort at all for his mind to precisely locate the two undead beings who lay in wait south along the beach, on the same path that Rory, and now Daniel, liked to take on their morning walks.

The vampires were corrupted by blood magic, the hint of it escaping a well-crafted spell meant to be triggered at the sight of a target. The vampires had arrived moments after sunset, and were barely feeling the effects of the corrupting magic in their systems. They had a few hours before the magic in their bodies killed them.

We won’t be taking walks anymore until the assassin problem is dealt with, Rory told him, mental voice terse and angry. Shall we join you?

Practitioners and vampires. I’ll ask if they prove onerous. Tell Daniel thank you, Cian said to his brother.

Daniel says you’re welcome, and that he’s sorry.

For what? Cian asked.

Angel asked what was distracting him—it’s dinnertime up here in the Mansion and we’re at the kitchen island—and Daniel told him what you’re doing. The blood-magic tainted vampires have him worried. Angel’s asked us to assist you both.

Cian sighed. More the merrier. Don’t be too long, Fenric might grow impatient.

Fenric might grow impatient? Rory’s amusement came through loud and clear. I’m more worried about you!

Cian chuckled and withdrew from his brother’s mind, understanding the unspoken directive to wait for him and Daniel before tackling the assassins set up around the Mansion.

That was fine with him. More time to watch the stars with Fenric.
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Fenric

Watching the Brennan twins hunt was a thing of beauty. They moved like one being, no need to communicate verbally, each a half of one whole. When Rory and Daniel joined them at the wall, the twins shared a quick glance and then they led the way into the dunes without a word.

Fenric shadowed Cian, as Daniel did Rory, both pairs moving through the sea grass dunes with silent tread. Fenric was impressed with Daniel—he was only recently reborn, and yet he moved with an innate grace that all sidhe possessed, as if he’d never been human. He only knew Rory and Daniel were out there because he was using senses other than sight and hearing. Daniel and Rory glowed to his senses like little fireflies of green and silvery blue that danced in the night air.

The wind shifted, bringing with it the cool from the ocean, the subtle susurration of the waves a backdrop to the night’s song. The breeze spoke of undead beings, carrying hints of blood and metal. Old, nasty blood, too—not the coppery tang of a vampire, but the stagnant pools of blood magic. It left a horrid taste in the back of Fenric’s mouth as he breathed in the scents of the vampires.

No guns, though, the scents of gun oil and powder absent. Vampires tended to use the tools they came with naturally, or an edged weapon like daggers or swords in addition to fangs and talons. Fenric had yet to meet a vampire that used guns, even the vampires involved in contract work.

They reunited at the base of a low dune just before the grass gave way to the sand of the beach. Cian slithered soundlessly up the side of the dune on his belly and barely peeked over the top before he slid back down to them. He held up two fingers and pointed them to the right side of the dune, making eye contact with Rory, who arched a green brow and nodded once. Rory gestured to Fenric and Daniel, palm out and then down—asking them to wait. Fenric wanted to pounce on the undead intruders and see how he fared against a vampire assassin, but he was interested in what Rory had planned.

He did wish he could hear the twins, but alas, that was not a skill he possessed, being an only child. Maybe if he bonded with Cian, but that was a thought for another time, in a less dangerous moment.

Rory surprised him by taking a seat on the grass, one hand out to the earth, pressing it flat to grass and sand. His eyes closed, and a long moment passed—then cursing arose from the other side of the dune.

“The hell? What is this?”

“A trap! Run!”

Rory smiled. The earth under their feet trembled and a spattering of sand fell down the dune as the vampires went from startled to frightened. Fenric smelled fresh blood on the breeze, and a growl escaped from his throat before he could stop it.

Rory opened his eyes, and his grin was wicked. “Shall we meet our visitors?”

Cian vanished from sight, his glamour all-encompassing.

Fenric wasted no time in jogging around the dune, and he came to a surprised stop before a snicker broke free and he bent at the waist, laughing. Daniel came running out and skidded to a halt in the sand, eyes wide and mouth open in a mix of surprise and dismay. Fenric gasped out the last of his laugh and straightened, trying to be serious, but he was so startled and impressed with Rory’s method of capturing the vampires that he was having some trouble.

Vamped-out with fangs dropped and eyes aglow, the two vampires were in killing mode, if not for the thousands of roots wrapped around them. They were nearly encased in roots—some were as small as strands of hair, running in size up to a great anchor root that must have belonged to an ancient, monstrous tree, nearly petrified by time.

The vampires were spitting and hissing, much like cats, but ineffectively, as the roots had muzzled them, leaving them to gnash their teeth on hard wood, mouths full of splinters. They were held frozen in poses like puppets, as if they were about to blur away and Rory caught them the nanosecond before, marionettes suspended in roots instead of ropes.

Cian was nowhere to be seen, but Rory came out of the shadows and stood between Fenric and Daniel, and the vampires growled and hissed, the sound muffled behind roots, their eyes glowing red. Any levity that Fenric was feeling evaporated as the vampires made it clear they wanted to rip Daniel and Rory to shreds.

And they stank of blood magic, the spell laid on them both triggering the instant Daniel and Rory came into their line of sight.

The vampires had been bespelled to go after the newlyweds. Fenric growled again, low in his chest, ready to tear into the bound undead monsters and end their suffering.

“They’re dying,” Daniel said quietly, squinting at the vampires as he used his inner vision. “Not quickly, but they’ll be dead in a few hours, regardless. A spell was just set off on them both. It looks like….oh no.” His expression was horrified, and he put a hand to his mouth.

Rory sighed, and put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “It’s the same spell used in the Massacre on the Providence Bloodclan.”

“Can it be lifted?” Daniel asked around his hand, almost a whisper.

Cian reappeared next to Daniel, and the vampires snarled louder, trying to break free, but thankfully they were bound tightly, so tightly that the vampires were harming themselves as they fought to get to their targets. They were healing just as quickly as they hurt themselves, but still, it had to be unpleasant. Their reaction meant Cian was also a target, which meant in turn that the cover story of his death was unraveling.

Cian spoke to Daniel but kept his eyes on the vampires. “You could lift the spell from them, wash them clean of the corruption, or Angel can burn it from them with his hellfire.” Cian shrugged, clearly not stressed by the situation in front of them.

“They were sent to kill us,” Daniel turned to Rory. “Shouldn’t I let them die?”

“You need not be merciless unless you feel you must be, my love,” Rory assured his mate.

Daniel nodded, and Fenric was both disappointed and proud of the young sidhe when Daniel pulled out his phone.

“I’m texting Angel about this, can you hold them?”

“They are trapped good and tight, my love, take your time.”

Daniel’s fingers flew over the screen, and then a faint buzz heralded Angel’s reply a moment later. Daniel looked up from the screen, grim-faced. “Angel says he trusts me to make the decision.”

Fenric frowned, and while he didn’t know Daniel all that well yet, he did know that the tender-hearted young sidhe wasn’t the type to kill in cold blood—even a mercy kill. “That’s a rough decision to make. We can maybe exile them like we did with the humans Cian and I caught earlier today if you don’t want to make the call, but they’ll still need to be cleansed of the blood magic or that’ll be a real short exile.”

Daniel nodded, thinking. The vampires continued to struggle fruitlessly, and Daniel stared at them for a long moment before he dialed on the phone.

“Who are you calling?” Fenric asked, curious.

“Constantine,” Daniel said, holding the phone to his ear.

The City Master of the Boston Bloodclan answered after one ring, Fenric able to hear the conversation as clearly as if it were on speaker.

“Daniel, what can I do for you?” Constans said, warmth in his tone. The City Master was fond of the young sidhe.

“Hello, Constans, I’m sorry to bother you, but we’ve caught two vampire assassins at the beach down here outside the Mansion. They’ve been bespelled by blood magic.”

“Have they harmed anyone? Are you and Rory well?”

“Rory caught them, no injuries. I was wondering if you would come take custody of them?”

“The magic is killing them; they will die before dawn. It may be a mercy to kill them now if Angel won’t burn out the magic.” Constans said, though not unkindly.

“Cian says I can cleanse them myself. It’s the same…the same curse that killed the Providence Bloodclan. I don’t want Angel to have to deal with this, and I don’t think these two vampires are here willingly. They at least deserve a chance to explain themselves.”

“Your compassion is never a weakness, dear boy,” Constans said. “I am sending Ellora and Miguel with a squadron of soldiers to take custody of these vampires. If you would cleanse them of the blood magic while you wait, that would be appreciated. They’ll need to explain why they’re in my territory without permission as well.”

Daniel glanced at Rory and then Cian, both sidhe nodding. “I’ll do that now. Thank you, Constans. Tell Isaac I said hello.”

“I shall. Be careful.” Constans promised before he hung up.

“I hope I did the right thing,” Daniel sighed as he put his phone back in his pants pocket.

“You redistributed the decision-making to the qualified person,” Cian said with a tiny smile, gently nudging Daniel’s elbow with his own. “Your mercy is a gift, little brother.”

“Who’s going to walk me through the cleansing?” Daniel asked, biting his lip, and Rory wrapped an arm around his mate and hugged him close. Daniel smiled at Rory and hugged his husband.

“I shall, beloved. Don’t worry, I have faith in you.”

Cian ducked around the newlyweds and went to Fenric. He held out a hand and Cian took it once he was close enough, meshing their fingers and squeezing gently. “Come. Let’s leave them to it,” Cian said, tugging on their joined hands and leading Fenric back into the dunes. “Rory can talk Daniel through the process. It’s close enough to a healing that they’ve got this covered.”

“Where are we going?” Fenric asked, knowing better than to worry about Rory and Daniel. Rory alone was more than enough to subdue two vampires—Daniel was exceptionally powerful in his own right, too. They would be fine. Healing and cleansing magic was outside his wheelhouse, and there was little he could do to help except kill the vampires, but that was off the table now.

“There’s more assassins hiding in the night,” Cian reminded him, and Fenric grinned widely, entirely content to follow Cian into the dark.
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Cian

The practitioners were a spare handful of targets, four men with discordant energies and auras that stank of pettiness, greed, and slimy evil.

Cian glamoured himself and Fenric to be invisible, both sitting atop a dune, the moon rising in front of them, and it would have been a romantic spot to spend time with his kitten if it weren’t for the small camp of assassins below them in a leeward, flat patch of ground between dunes.

They were outside the ward lines of the Salvatore estate, but not by much, about twenty yards from the demarcation between public land and private property.

There was a small powerboat pulled up on the sand of the beach on the other side of the far dune from where Cian and Fenric sat, visible from their angle where they sat atop the higher dune. The waves rocked against the stern, its anchor and rope tossed up higher on the beach past the high tide line. The sand was churned up from the tread of many trips back and forth from boat to camp—a literal camp, one with tents, a fire pit, and chairs set out around the fire.

They’d been there for a few days already, and while they pretended to be campers enjoying the beach, the discordant energies, auras, and the gruff, awkward, and slightly antagonistic way the group interacted with each other gave them away to Cian.

Strangers or loose acquaintances, pooling resources and skills, hoping to take down bigger, harder targets. Such as a clan of exceptional, powerful practitioners and their assorted supernatural mates and friends. A foolhardy task, and one that Cian would see fail before it even began.

Three men were in the camp below, talking quietly, the firelight glancing off their faces, none of them faces Cian knew or recognized. Their accents were from assorted Eastern European countries, a mixed bag of practitioners, though none wore the insignia of the High Council.

Contract killers.

Two were powerful wizards, going by their auras, and the other two were sorcerers. None had tapped the veil, not this close to the Mansion, as the inhabitants would sense it, but the potential was there. The fact that they had yet to make a move on the Salvatore Clan was why they were still alive.

Angel had no mercy for those intent on harming his people.

The fourth was farther from the beach, a sorcerer, closer to the ward lines, walking along one portion of the wards, not close enough to trigger them, but close enough to examine the defenses with his inner vision. Cian tracked the eddy and flow of ambient magic as the fields were disturbed just the slightest amount by the passage of the fourth practitioner, and when Cian expected him to return to the camp, the fourth instead turned and retraced his path.

He had his target.

Cian gently nudged Fenric and, still holding hands, they quietly slid down the back side of the dune they sat upon, making nary a sound to be heard over the crashing of the waves. The practitioners had set up small defenses outside their camp, alarms set to blare if tripped, alerting them to anyone approaching—but like most magic crafted by practitioners, the sidhe were unrecognizable and they were able to walk through the traps without tripping them.

Cian pointed in the direction of the lone practitioner making his rounds along the wards, holding up one finger, and Fenric nodded, grinning, clearly excited.

There was a shimmer and Fenric transformed—no tiny alleycat this time, but rather a large black cat that came to Cian’s hip, head bigger than his spread hand. Fenric purred quietly, rubbing his chin on Cian’s leg a few times before his ears pricked upward and he stared into the shadows, tail twitching.

Cian made sure the glamour held, and whispered, “I would talk to this one first, my kitten. Let us hear what he has to say for himself.”

Fenric grumbled but that was all the protest he made, looking up to Cian to lead the way. Cian rubbed a hand over Fenric’s head and continued deeper into the night, all senses alert for danger. Fenric peeled away from him and disappeared into the darkness, soundless and as black as the shadows.

In a matter of minutes the sorcerer was visible in the night, picking his way over the dunes, going slow in the dark, no flashlight or mage light to illuminate his way, merely the rising moon and stars overhead. He was dressed like a man on vacation—board shorts, boat shoes, an ugly, colorful shirt, sunglasses holding back his hair atop his head. Only his oily, foul aura gave him away as something other than a mundane human on a beach trip.

Fenric growled low and soft in the shadows, the sound carrying in the still night air. The sorcerer paused in his walk, carefully listening and looking all around, but Cian saw no signs of a spell to enhance the senses. He silently scoffed at the fool. The mortal did not see Fenric in the tall grass mere feet away, ready to pounce, eyes locked on his prey.

Cian continued until he was standing right behind the sorcerer, and he slowly, carefully, opened his mind and senses. The man’s heart beat faster, adrenaline coursing through his veins, and he jumped the slightest bit when a cricket chirped in the grass. The mortal shook his head and turned his attention back to the wards—he did not see Cian, still glamoured to be invisible to mortal senses.

This one thought himself unnoticed, the lack of reaction to his presence enough to have him lower his guard, his mind and emotions vulnerable, and Cian sent out his awareness, mentally sorting the threads of thoughts and wants that hovered on the surface of the sorcerer’s mind, searching for the core of the man. He rarely used this ability, as humans were largely boring and unpleasant to know on such a deep level. The last time he used it was on a human doctor at Blackguard Prison.

Greed, avarice, desire—those were expected, and he nudged those aside, following within a few strides as the mortal continued on his walk along the wards. Fenric kept pace within the grass off to the side, paws soundless, eyes locked on the mortal.

He found the threads of nervousness, anxiety, and fear this one worked hard to suppress. How silly, for fear was nature’s way of keeping mortal creatures alive. He teased the thread of fear free and tugged, the mortal’s unprotected mind and emotions spiking with sudden panic, making the man stumble and fall to his knees, shuddering as a wave of fear rushed over him. A startled cry escaped, quickly stifled, and Cian seized that fear and pulled harder, a cry of terror escaping into the now perfect silence of the night, the world aware of the predators hunting.

Cian dropped his glamour, listening to the night, but the mortals back at the camp had heard nothing, unaware that their compatriot was in trouble.

Fenric slinked from the grass and sat in the path of the mortal, as tall as the mortal was kneeling on the ground. The mortal jerked in alarm and tried to move, but Cian wrenched hard on his mind and emotions, and the human faltered, curling over his center and crying out in panic.

“Shush now,” Cian whispered, walking up to the mortal and coming around enough for the man to see him past the tears streaming from his eyes. The mortal struggled, his mind attempting to reach for his magic, but Cian waved a hand and with a tiny push of energy, sand began to rise from beneath the sea grass, crawling like giant ants up the mortal’s legs and sides, until ropes of sand held him fast in unbreakable shackles, his struggles futile. An old trick he was delighted to employ again—for sand was not earth, but tiny, tiny stones, a cacophony of whispers under each footstep on the beach, the most ancient of remains.

Cian stirred the thoughts of the mortal, everything he needed to know coming to the fore, the slimy oil of evil rising to the surface along with images and emotions.

“Tell me your name,” Cian ordered quietly, locking eyes with the mortal.

“Francis…Morton,” the mortal gasped out through gritted teeth, trying futilely to fight Cian’s power. “What…who are you?”

Cian waved a hand, dismissing his question. “Why are you here, Francis Morton?”

He knew why Francis Morton was there in the sand dunes, pacing the borders of the Salvatore estate, but the questioning got him closer to the center of the mortal. Closer to total control.

“Here….contract. The boy.” Morton gasped out, and an image of Leo came to the front of his mind, old surveillance photos of the small Salvatore family in another country, the boy running on a playground at night under bright lights, Ashwin and Ignacio in the background watching over their son.

“Why are you here, Francis Morton,” Cian asked again, crouching down so they were eye to eye. “Tell me truly.”

“Take the boy and kill the parents,” Morton gasped out. The sickness that rose behind those words from the core of the man told Cian that Leo would have been in immense danger of a horrible kind if this monster ever got close to him. Contract killer he might be, but a monster of the vilest sort as well. He would have eventually delivered Leo to the Council, but not without harming him first.

“And your compatriots?” Cian asked softly.

“Same…same contract.” Morton stammered out, sweat rolling down his face into his eyes.

Same contract meant they were after the boy. Whether they were the same type of monster as Morton mattered not. They meant to kidnap Leandro. To harm a child.

A flick of Cian’s wrist and a dagger came to his hand, glinting in the moonlight. Morton had no time to process his impending doom before the blade met flesh and Cian took his head.

Blood fountained as the heart beat on, the body unaware it was now dead, and Cian neatly avoided the spray with a long step backwards.

Fenric hissed as the sand fell away from the corpse and it toppled to the side, soaking the grass, the vile mortal’s eyes staring up at the night sky from where the head lay by the body. He, too, adroitly avoided the spray, growling and snarling his delight in the man’s death, clearly pleased by Cian’s actions. Fenric lifted a leg and pissed on the corpse, showing his opinion with brutal honesty.

Cian breathed in and out, over and over, releasing the feeling of having touched so vile a mind and soul as that of Francis Morton. Many had called Cian a monster in his long years, but that was one evil that Cian would never condone—there was always a worse monster out in the world.

He flicked his dagger, energy coursing over the blade, burning away the blood, Cian not wanting to touch it in any way to clean his dagger. He sidestepped around the blood and the body, Fenric kicking sand on the corpse behind him before he trotted to catch up with Cian as he retraced their steps.
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Fenric

He had never seen Cian so angry before. It was a quiet sort of rage—not one filled with shouting and yelling, but a silent, steady, and enveloping rage that filled the air around him with a shimmer of power, as if his rage were a living thing. It flowed and ebbed like the tide, Cian the center of gravity, each beat of his heart sending out a pulse of power.

He hadn’t had access to the dead assassin’s inner thoughts like Cian had, so he couldn’t be sure what had made Cian so incandescently angry, but considering it had to do with Leo, he could guess.

Cian’s subtle glamour was gone—the sidhe strode openly and with purpose toward the camp, Fenric nearly running to keep pace with him, energy beginning to crack and snap in the air. The sand beneath them trembled and the grass shivered in waves as Cian passed.

His rage heralded his approach better than a flashing neon sign. Fenric felt the practitioners activate their magics, shields raised. The remaining sorcerer tapped the veil with a thump through the ambient magic fields, the additional power rippling outward from his location.

They cleared the side of a dune and the camp was in front of them. Fenric darted to the side, avoiding a spell to the face, and he cleared the distance between him and the nearest wizard with a single leap. He breached the shields as if they were tissue paper, paws extended, claws out, and took his quarry to the ground, landing hard enough he felt bones break under his weight. The wizard yelled and Fenric snarled in a rage of his own when a bolt of fire raced along his left flank.

The pain was excruciating but Fenric ignored it, and with jaws wide he bit through the wizard’s neck, crushing his arteries and esophagus. The man died choking on his own blood.

Sand rose in a furious blizzard as magic flared and the two remaining practitioners attacked together. Cian lifted the hand holding the dagger and pointed it at the mortals. The dunes shook, sand cascading downward, swirling in the air and around the feet of the practitioners, rising like water. They shouted and tossed spells at Cian, who dodged them with mere slips of movement, his mercurial eyes a tempest. The wind came crashing down from above, howling, deafening the screams of the mortals, and Fenric retreated behind Cian, out of range of the maelstrom Cian called down on their heads.

Sand rose and the wind drove downward. Blood bloomed in patches on the mortals as the sand shredded skin and clothing and the wind stole the air from their lungs. Spells went in all directions as the men twisted and tore uselessly at themselves, trying to escape. The sorcerer lost his connection to the veil, the power fluctuating in the ambient magic fields.

Shouts fell to whispers and the sand rose higher, the flat clearing changing into a tomb as the maelstrom covered them completely.

A heavy shift in air pressure made his ears pop, and Fenric shook his head. The ground ceased trembling, the sand fell from the sky as the wind died away to a soft breeze. The dunes that once surrounded the campsite were shorter, the camp gone, all traces of the tents and fire erased.

The pressure in the air grew stifling, making Fenric shake his head, ears popping again. The sand covering the bodies and camp shivered once, and to Fenric’s surprise, there was a crushing roar of sound that came from within the sand pile as the sand turned to stone.

Sandstone.

Fenric knew the mortals were dead when Cian dropped his hand, the sidhe breathing hard, eyes glowing. He flicked his wrist to dismiss the dagger back to the ether.

It was over.

Fenric transformed, hissing in pain as he retook his sidhe form and sat heavily on his ass. His shirt along his left shoulder and down his side and the inside of his left arm was scorched, the skin underneath blistered and raw, weeping fluids. He was healing, but slowly, as the damage was extensive, and he was looking at hours of pain.

“Fenric!” Cian rushed to his side and knelt next to him, hands hovering as if afraid to touch him. “Rory is coming; hold still for me.”

“It’ll heal on its own, you know that,” Fenric gritted out, trying not to wince at the sensation of sand in the raw, open wound. The sand was going to slow down his healing as his body forced it out first before he could heal completely.

“I’ll not have you hurt,” Cian replied forcefully. “I refuse to have you in pain.”

Cian held out his hands over the gaping wound and closed his eyes, the swirling tempest of grays and blues hidden from view as Cian’s hands began to glow a golden shimmer. The pain in his side increased briefly, Cian somehow healing him. It took Fenric a long moment for his brain to reboot—Cian was borrowing Rory’s powers to heal him.

It was slow going and the pain pricked at him with each particle of sand that was lifted from his flesh, but Cian was helping. A fresh fall of sand came down from one of the dunes off to the side, Rory running down the dune with Daniel on his heels.

Rory sprinted to Fenric and knelt at his injured side, Cian blinking his eyes open and slumping a bit, and Fenric reached out his right hand and pulled Cian to his uninjured side, holding him close. He pressed a kiss to Cian’s temple. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” Cian said with the intonation of a vow.

“A nasty burn. I’ll have you sorted out in a moment, don’t worry,” Rory said as he took over healing, dulling the pain immediately and somehow forcing the sand from the wound all in an instant. Daniel took one look at the burn and went a startling shade of white, a hand over his mouth.

“Look away Daniel, it’s alright,” Fenric told him with a grimace. “I’d rather not have you puke on me.”

Daniel said nothing but he turned around with a fast nod and thankful eyes.

Cian carded fingers through his hair and down his back, over and over, as Rory worked on the nasty burn that ran from shoulder to hip. The bit under his arm was the worst part, but it healed up with nary a scar to show for it after a minute under Rory’s hands.

“Thank you,” Fenric breathed out as he went limp in relief, Cian catching him and practically dragging him into his lap, arms wrapped around him. Cian pressed his face into Fenric’s hair and held onto him, trembling.

Rory put a hand briefly on Cian’s shoulder, squeezing once before he let go, Cian not lifting his head from Fenric’s hair.

“You’re welcome,” Rory said to Fenric with a soft smile before the healer stood and went to his husband.

The night was quiet, crickets chirping in the grass again now that the storm was gone. Fenric wrapped his arms around Cian and held on tight, not in the least bit willing to let go.


Chapter 18

Epiphany


Cian

He knew that Fenric was able to heal quickly, he knew it like he did the same truth for himself. Yet the sight of Fenric injured, the snarl of pain he’d made when the mage charred his side, those moments sent fear ratcheting through Cian’s veins and his rage was expunged as heart-tripping fear for Fenric took its place.

He held Fenric to his chest and tried to calm his tremors, hands shaking, which he disguised as best he could by rubbing them up and down Fenric’s back and sides, breathing in the scent of him. Feeling the warmth of the man in his lap.

Fenric wrapped his arms around Cian’s torso and held on tightly, and he began to purr, softly enough that Cian felt it more than heard it. The purring soothed him like nothing else, and he took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, calming with each deep inhale and long exhale until the trembling stopped and his heart rate eased off its mad gallop.

A few minutes passed like that, Cian petting Fenric’s back in long, soft strokes, up and down while Fenric purred, holding tight, their embrace one of comfort and contentment. How odd a feeling to experience after such a night of violence and death. He was unsure of the last time he felt such calm, security, and peace.

Even Rory’s resurrection and his own return to sanity hadn’t left him feeling such an emotion. He loved his brother and rejoiced at his return, even when in custody and thrown in prison. Yet what he felt for Rory was not like this, nothing like what he felt for Fenric.

Love.

He was no fool. He knew it, though he hardly recognized it even as it bloomed in his heart and spread through him, through both his body and his shared soul. It had been growing steadily and with a gentle thoroughness that left no part of him unaffected, untouched by love, and the last few minutes left him unprepared for the rush of epiphany, of realization.

Cian looked up from Fenric’s soft hair long enough to catch the knowing glance Rory sent his way, and Rory nodded once in acknowledgment before he felt his twin raise a wall between them, giving him a level of privacy they usually went without unless Rory and Daniel were…engaged.

“Are you alright?” Fenric finally asked, holding on tightly as if he were afraid of being dragged from Cian’s arms.

“Am I? Are you, my kitten?” Cian asked, one hand gently lifting Fenric’s chin so he could see the beautiful face staring up at him with worry and affection.

More than affection, if he were honest. He was horrid at dealing with other people’s emotions—unless he cared for them. Strangers and their messy emotions left him uncomfortable and impatient, or at the very least, indifferent. Yet the teary expression Fenric wore, full of worry for him despite being the one injured—Fenric cared. Their conversation under the oak tree felt like a million years ago. Everything was different now.

“I’m alright, I promise,” Fenric said softly, and Cian sighed happily when Fenric leaned in slightly and pressed a soft kiss to his cheek.

“You like that?” Fenric asked, lips soft on his skin.

“I do,” Cian whispered. “Do it again?”

“Of course,” Fenric said and kissed Cian again, this time a bit closer to the corner of his mouth, Fenric’s eyes hooded and his hands clinging. Cian hummed, enjoying himself, and Fenric smiled, delighted, and pressed a kiss to the corner of Cian’s mouth, lingering. “How was that?”

“Hmm, maybe one more time,” Cian said, trying not to grin. Fenric was on to him by the glimmer in his eyes, but his kitten leaned in and graced him with a soft kiss directly on his lips, and Cian relished the touch, the connection. The kiss was soft and chaste, and perfect.

He’d never enjoyed kisses before, not like this. This was perfection.

Or maybe it was just Fenric.

It mattered not. Fenric was kissing him and Cian kissed him back, molding their lips together and cradling Fenric’s head in his hands, the kiss deepening, breaths mingling, tongues meeting in a slow, languid dance.

“Oh wow.”

Daniel sounded both scandalized and impressed, and Cian broke the kiss on a chuckle, though Fenric sent the young sidhe a teasing glare at the interruption.

“Sorry!” Daniel said with a grin, holding up both hands. “I was not expecting to see that kinda kiss from Cian. Like, at all. And on that note, we’re gonna head back to the house and fill Angel in on…stuff.”

Daniel grabbed Rory’s hand and gently dragged his amused husband away, the two of them disappearing into the dunes heading toward the Mansion.

“Is it safe?” Fenric asked. “Any more assassins out there right now?”

Cian took a moment, expanding his awareness to the surrounding environment. There was a blip of life out near the neighborhood entrance, but that was it. Those watching from the access road at the entrance to the neighborhood had been there for days, the cars and occupants changing out, but they never approached the Mansion, not after Angel defeated most of the enforcers the High Council brought to Boston.

“It’s clear, for now,” Cian answered. “Though I don’t doubt the area will be crawling with new assassins by the end of tomorrow.”

“Yeah, but there’s no one out there now. Well, there’s a headless body we need to dispose of but that’s it.”

Cian spared a thought and a trickle of power, and in the distance, he sensed the sands rising over the body and sucking it down into the earth. He concentrated a moment more and the body was gone from sight, the blood-soaked earth changed to sandstone, encasing the corpse and burying it for good.

The earth would reclaim the four bodies entirely in a matter of weeks, leaving nothing behind but bits of metal from clothing. No bodies for anyone to find and try to start trouble for the Salvatore Clan.

“No need to worry about the body, it’s taken care of,” Cian informed Fenric. “Shall we depart for a more comfortable clime?”

“I love it when you talk all fancy,” Fenric replied with a wicked grin, sliding off Cian’s lap and standing, holding out a hand to help Cian to his feet. He took it and stood, and held on to Fenric’s hand, not wanting to let go.

“I shall speak as fancily as you desire, my kitten.”
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Fenric

Cian was covered in sand, and so was he, and while he wasn’t a fan of water in the wild, he was a huge supporter of hot showers and bubble baths. The walk back to the conservatory was done in comfortable silence as they took their time through the sea grass dunes and then through the wards into the gardens. Daniel and Rory were absent from the huge conservatory, likely up in the main house, and Fenric was pleased when Cian led him through the ever-present archway into the underhill, engaging the lockout and privacy spells so they wouldn’t get anymore uninvited guests.

Fenric must have been thinking loudly about his desire for a bath—when they crossed into the underhill, the temple was different.

A large pool, steam rising from the water, sat recessed in the floor of the temple, in the center of the columns that ran the length of the great room. It wasn’t as big as the temple, but certainly big enough for him to swim to the other side in a few strokes, and the depth looked to be over his head. There was a shallow end, and benches and seats were carved into the edge of the pool. Copper bowls lined a small section of the shallow end, his nose telling him the dishes were full of cleaning soaps. Neatly folded and stacked towels waited on the edge as well. The warmth of the pool called to him.

“Perfect,” he sighed, Cian smiling at him. “No interruptions?”

“None,” Cian assured him. “Unless the Council attacks en masse, we’re going to be able to take a bath in privacy.”

Fenric jerked to a halt, trying not to swallow his tongue. “Together?”

Cian squeezed his hand and his expression was soft and affectionate, mercurial eyes calm as a clear, sunlit sky after a storm. “Together, if you’d like. I can wait until after you’re done, but the pool is big enough for the both of us.”

“I don’t mind together,” Fenric blurted. “Together is good.”

He sternly told himself to behave—he was old enough that bathing with other people wasn’t a new thing. Being naked with other people didn’t have to be sexual or intimate—but this was Cian. He wanted Cian with an ache in his bones and a yearning that was centuries old—but again, he was old enough to have self-control and behave. Taking a bath with Cian might be torture but that wasn’t Cian’s problem and Fenric was a grown sidhe who could be patient.

The itchiness of the sand covering his clothing and skin reminded him he had relief within reach, and he went to the pool and began to strip down. A bench appeared next to him, solid rock and big enough for him to sit comfortably to take off his boots and socks before getting in the water. The underhill was in an accommodating mood.

He piled his clothing next to the bench, and the ruined shirt shimmered away as he watched, gone who knew where, and he emptied his pants pockets and set his wallet and phone on the bench, not wanting them to disappear if the rest of his clothing went too.

Cian was working on his hair, removing braids and the precious stone and silver clasps studded through the riotous mass of moss-green hair. There was an empty copper bowl beside the edge of the pool, and Cian dropped the clasps and stones one by one, soft clinks filling the air along with the rising steam from the pool.

Naked at last, Fenric took the wide steps into the pool, the water warm enough that his muscles began to relax almost immediately, a groan of relief escaping as he reached the shallows and dunked under the water, scrubbing at his scalp to rinse out the sand he felt lingering in the strands.

He came up, wiping water from his face and eyes, pushed his hair back from his face, and saw that Cian was in the pool as well, the water to his shoulders as he sat on a seat nearer to the deep end, working a thick green paste nearly the same color as his long green hair through the thick mass. The water made the moss-green strands appear nearly black, hints of gold glinting in the torchlight even when wet.

“There’s plenty for your hair if you wish to wash it,” Cian said, tilting his head to the large copper bowl near his shoulder.

“Thanks,” Fenric replied, and he waded deeper into the pool, though he stopped a couple of seats away as the seat Cian sat in would have the water up to his chin. He didn’t mind bathing, but there was a comfort level of how much water he would tolerate and that was a bit much. He could swim—but knowing how didn’t mean he wanted to swim. He was, perhaps, a cliché—a cat who disliked water.

Cian noticed his predicament and moved the copper bowl closer to Fenric. He scooped up a glob of green paste, thick and dense, but it was lathering up nicely in Cian’s hair so Fenric applied it liberally to his locks and massaged it in. He smelled lilacs, green things, and felt and smelled fresh mint, his scalp tingling a bit.

He realized he was going to smell like Cian, and he was absurdly pleased by that notion.
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Cian

Cian dunked after washing his hair and came up washing himself with a natural rough loofa, scrubbing away the remnants from the beach. The sand washed away with ease, the warmth of the water relaxing him after the emotional upheaval he experienced dealing with the assassins.

He bathed quickly, and handed Fenric a fresh loofa when he was done washing his hair.

“Thanks,” Fenric said softly, taking the loofa and searching the bowls along the edge of the pool for soap, sniffing at the contents before finding one he liked.

Cian leaned on the carved stone seat, relaxing into the heat of the water. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back, breathing in the scents of the soaps, the mineral-rich water, and Fenric. His scent was a subtle thing in the damp air, reminding Cian of days long past, and he was grateful in a way he never was before that he had another chance at life, at living. A new future to make new memories.

A wave of water broke him from his musing, and he looked to see Fenric out of the water, toweling dry. Fenric smiled wryly. “Not a fan of water.”

“I remember,” Cian replied, groaning a bit, preparing to get out as well.

“No, stay,” Fenric rushed out, coming to kneel beside him, towel wrapped around his waist. Fenric hesitated a second, then blurted out, “Can I take care of your hair?”

It was clean, but needed to be brushed out and braided again. His hair’s natural inclination to remain untangled and easily tamed was no match for a busy night killing assassins and dealing with the sand from the dunes.

Fenric watched him with eager eyes and open desire, and Cian nodded slowly, acquiescing. Never had another tended to his hair, aside from Rory.

Delight and excitement lit up Fenric’s expression and there was a shimmer beside them: a wide pillow perfect for kneeling, a folded towel, a hairbrush, and the bowl of hair clasps was now beside them instead of near the bench where Cian had removed them. The underhill was eager to please another sidhe, especially one so fond of Cian.

Fenric wasted no time, grabbing the pillow and setting it directly behind Cian on the edge of the pool, taking a seat. Careful hands tugged his hair from behind his shoulders and out of the water, Fenric drying the long lengths with the provided towel. Cian lifted his arms and rested them along the edge of the pool, keeping himself from slumping down into the water as he began to relax further.

“Would you like that single braid again?” Fenric asked as he continued to dry Cian’s hair with gentle tug and pats. “The one that goes from your forehead to behind your ear?”

“Any braid will do,” Cian finally managed to speak, finding himself adrift in a sea of warmth and tender care. “I’m in your hands.”

Fenric sucked in a sharp breath, but his hands remained steady.

A gentle tug had his head falling back on his shoulders, and he caught a glimpse of Fenric’s intense expression of concentration. Warm fingers carded through his hair, separating sections and working a type of magic that Cian had never felt before—sure, Rory had done his hair many times over the long years of their lives, but Cian never felt like this when his brother tended to his hair.

His eyes shut of their own accord and he sighed heavily, relaxing even more into the tender ministrations. The glide of the brush through his hair, the tiny clinks of hair clasps moving in the copper bowl, Fenric’s steady breathing, the lapping of water on the pool’s edge, all of it sent him into a state of relaxation he usually only ever achieved in meditation.

“Are you sleeping?” Fenric asked softly while he braided, fingers nimble, the tension perfect on his hair and scalp.

It took him a long moment to answer, mind adrift. “Almost.”

“Sleep if you want.”

Cian sat up a bit more and rolled his shoulders, careful not to move his head too much, and opened his eyes. “I don’t want to sleep in the pool.”

He wasn’t able to see what Fenric was doing with his hair, but he had little doubt it was going to be complicated and ornate, if the number of hair clasps being used was any indication. He was excited to see what magic Fenric wrought.

That heavy, languid feeling of peace and relaxation remained, if not as powerful as before, and Cian caught a faint hint of purring from Fenric.

He wasn’t the only one enjoying the moment.

Fenric used the last clip and sat back with a soft grunt of satisfaction. “Done. Do you have a mirror?”

A shimmer beside them on the stone, and Fenric chuckled. “I guess we do,” he said, and picked up the silver and glass mirror by the handle, holding it in front of Cian so he could see what Fenric had done.

It was similar to what he usually wore, but instead of a single tri-braid from forehead to behind his ear, Fenric did a herringbone pattern dotted with silver gemstone clasps, the blues and greens catching the torchlight, twinkling like fireflies in a field of green. A thin net of braids on the left side of his head held back the rest of his hair from his face before it too was added to the thick herringbone braid at the back of his head.

It was complicated and beautiful and he felt a deep warmth in his chest and a sudden urge to hug Fenric for his care and consideration. He didn’t want to get Fenric wet again, so he carefully turned, standing up on the bench seat, and stepped out of the water, trying not to shower Fenric with water.

Fenric blinked in surprise and carefully got to his feet, holding the towel around his waist. “Do you not like it?”

Cian used a judicious application of power and dried himself from head to toe, stepping toward Fenric and slowly, carefully, so he had time to step away, pulled Fenric into his arms. He leaned down and pressed a kiss to the crown of Fenric’s head, soft hair tickling his lips. “Thank you. It’s lovely.”

“Oh,” Fenric squeaked, and Cian grinned. Fenric stepped into him, plastering himself to Cian’s naked frame, the towel the only thing between them. Slowly, warm hands crept around his waist and to his back, holding him in return, and Fenric unabashedly snuggled into his pecs. A deep purr came from Fenric, soaking into Cian’s bones.

He loved that sound.

He loved the feel of warm, soft skin and lean muscles.

He wanted to feel more, touch more.

“Fenric?”

“Hmm?”

“May I touch you?” Asking for consent was essential.

Fenric lifted his head and gazed up at him, bright green eyes wide. “Yes, please.”

The pillow Fenric had knelt on was now much larger, longer, and ideal for two people. He nudged and guided Fenric backwards, neither letting go of the other, and Fenric’s heels met the side of the cushion before he looked behind him and saw the change. He turned back with a wide grin.

“I really like the underhill,” Fenric said as he stepped onto the cushion and sank down on it, hands tugging Cian to follow.

“It really likes you,” Cian replied. It did like him, too—the underhill was quite determined to accommodate Fenric’s needs and desires. It had been a very long time since the underhill housed a sentient being that wasn’t a Brennan, and it was enjoying itself.

Cian sank to his knees on the cushion, and he reached for the towel around Fenric’s waist, pausing a finger-length away, meeting Fenric’s eyes. Fenric nodded, and Cian gently undid the towel and pulled it free of Fenric.

Fenric was lovely, and Cian wanted him. Every part of him he could get.


Chapter 19

Together


Fenric

It was suddenly hard to breathe.

Cian was looking at him with an intensity that made his belly tremble and his legs and arms tingle, those mercurial eyes calmer than the sky after a storm and locked on him.

Cian crawled onto the giant pillow after tossing aside the towel, climbing over Fenric, so he lay down on his back, looking up at Cian.

“May I taste you, my kitten?” Cian husked out, long hair falling over his shoulders, the ends tickling Fenric’s skin.

“Yes,” Fenric squeaked out, trying to breathe but the sight of an aroused Cian was stealing the air from his lungs.

Cock hard and thick, with pronounced ridges along the entire length, Cian was a sight to behold. Fenric wanted to touch, to taste the hard length and feel the weight of it on his tongue. Yet Cian was thinking the same thing, as he kissed his way down Fenric’s chest and stomach, the remaining, unbraided silken strands flowing over him in ribbons of mossy green as Cian finally reached Fenric’s groin.

Fenric gasped when Cian took the head of his cock in his hot mouth and sucked lightly. Hands gripped his hips and kept him from thrusting up, Fenric crying out as Cian swallowed him whole, throat and mouth working, tongue undulating along the underside of his cock. The pressure was almost painful, just shy of too much, utterly perfect, the wet heat overwhelming.

He reached out and gently, in case it wasn’t welcome, sank a hand in that glorious mane of hair and held on as Cian sucked and lavished devastating attention on his straining cock. Cian looked up at him, stormy eyes swirling, somehow hungry and smug.

“Oh please, please,” Fenric begged. He needed to come, to fall apart under Cian and give him everything he was. “I need you.”

Cian sucked hard before he gently released Fenric from the glorious torture of his mouth. “No need to beg, kitten.”

Cian went to his knees, and lifted Fenric’s legs, placing them around his waist, trailing a hand along the inside of his thigh until it disappeared, fingers gently exploring along his cleft and finding his eager hole, already wet and aching for him, a blessed species trait he was ever so thankful for in that moment.

Fenric was ready for him, body accepting the finger breaching his entrance. Fenric moaned long and deep as Cian speared him with that finger, finding the clenching muscles within that were desperate to fit perfectly with the ridges on Cian’s cock.

“Please,” Fenric gasped out, writhing under Cian, tightening his legs around his waist, trying to pull him closer. Hands went to broad shoulders and he tugged Cian down to him, mouth captured in a ravishing kiss, deep and wet.

The wide head of a thick cock found his entrance and with a long, deep moan, Fenric welcomed Cian into his body. He was stretched and opened in a way he’d sorely missed, a moan breaking the kiss, and he hissed at the burn of muscles working hard to capture and hold Cian close.

Cian groaned low, balls deep. Tempest eyes glowed bright blue and silver. Moss-green hair fell to one side of Fenric’s head in a curtain, the scent of lightning and rain caught between them.

“You’re perfect,” Cian whispered over his lips. A single roll of his hips, and Fenric keened in pleasure, wrapping arms around Cian’s neck and clinging. There was a flex of muscles and then the ridges on that thick cock expanded and teased Fenric deep inside, just shy of locking into place.

“Fuck me,” Fenric hissed, tightening his inner muscles and trying to make Cian move faster.

A soft chuckle and then there was devastation. A slow withdrawal, then a surging forward, ridges pulling and pushing at his insides, a pleasurable roll of lean hips on the inward thrust and Fenric yowled, back bowing. It was the start of impossible, delicious, engulfing pleasure and Fenric succumbed.

Fenric lost all control, crying out and sobbing at the rhythm Cian set. He never went deep enough to lock them together in release—their bodies held at the cusp of orgasm, Cian rocking them on the cushion, surging and then withdrawing just enough to make Fenric cry out on each thrust back in.

“Oh, goddess,” Fenric gasped out as Cian increased his pace. His control was brutal and destroyed Fenric in the best possible way, liquid heat radiating out from his core and flooding his entire body. Fenric screamed, clawing at Cian’s shoulders, and Cian thrust deep, all the way, and Fenric came, shattering when those thick ridges lined up perfectly with the muscles deep inside, locking them together.

Cian shouted, eyes closing, and his cock jerked and grew even harder, firmer, and he flooded Fenric with his wet, hot release. They clung to each other, shivering through their orgasms.
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Cian

Fenric lay sleeping on his chest, passed out and limp. They smelled of sweat and sex, and for once in his very long life, it didn’t bother him. Usually after sex he was the first to get up and wash off, eager to get clean.

There was no urge to remove himself from the pillow or Fenric, only the desire to rest there with his lover in his arms, enjoying the time together.

Fenric was purring in his sleep, low and sweet. Cian pressed a kiss to soft black hair and breathed in Fenric’s scent. He held Fenric to him, both arms firmly embracing the cat-sidhe, and he contemplated falling asleep as well when he felt Rory’s presence in his mind.

Brother, he thought. What do you need?

Rory’s mental touch was gentle and nonjudgmental, perhaps a bit gleeful. Merely checking to see that all is well after tonight’s events.

Daniel wants to know what’s going on, hmm?

Yes, Rory replied, not pretending that his husband’s curiosity hadn’t made him reach out.

Tell your husband he can get his own gossip, Cian replied, smirking, perhaps he can ask Fenric how he fares in the morning.

He shall; never fear.

Rory retreated from their bond, ensuring privacy for them both through what was left of the night.
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Cian

Fenric stretched in his arms, yawning wide, and Cian enjoyed the lean muscles and lithe form wriggling in his embrace. Fenric opened his eyes and blinked up at him, hair a beautiful halo about his head. His purring resumed, and Fenric slid higher along Cian’s frame, smiling down at him, hovering face to face.

“Good morning,” Fenric said, voice rough from sleep and sex.

“Good morning,” Cian replied, brushing back hair from Fenric’s eyes. “How did you sleep?” he asked, despite knowing that Fenric slept deeply and happily, strewn across his torso, purring until the wee morning hours.

“Very well, thank you,” Fenric said. “You?” He leaned down a bit, their lips a bare breath apart.

Cian slid a hand along Fenric’s sharp jaw and cupped the back of his head, pulling him down that last distance for a brief kiss. “Wonderfully.”

“Hhmm, I like that,” Fenric said. “Can I have another?”

“As many kisses as you desire,” Cian promised him. He kissed Fenric slowly, taking his time, and Fenric pushed into the kiss.

They parted for air, and Fenric lowered himself so they were pressed together, no room for air or thoughts of separating.

Sometime in the early morning hours a blanket had covered them, keeping them warm. Beside the mattress-sized cushion lay a brass platter with a plate of fruit and a clear glass pitcher of water, with two water glasses. Grapes, strawberries, blueberries, and a large bowl of yogurt and granola. There were two spoons.

The underhill apparently expected them to share.

Cian reached out a hand and plucked a couple grapes from the bowl, and held one to Fenric’s lips. He opened his mouth and accepted the grape, lips brushing fingertips as he closed his mouth and chewed.

Cian ate the other grape, lingering over the subtle taste of Fenric on his fingers. The fruit was crisp, cool, and sweet, perfect for a light breakfast.

“Mm, that’s good,” Fenric hummed. “Is there more?”

“A whole breakfast for two awaits us,” Cian shared.

Fenric kissed Cian’s cheek and then sat up, hair a wild mess, and Fenric brushed it back from his eyes as he took in the morning offering from the underhill. “Did you do that while I was asleep?”

“The underhill is content to provide,” Cian replied, sitting up as well, reaching for the large bowl of fruit and passing it to Fenric.

“How does the food work?” Fenric asked, immediately diving in for the strawberries, biting a large berry in half with his pretty white fangs.

“I have food in storage and the underhill makes use of it,” Cian explained. “It has its own water, thankfully. I’ve managed to work out a balance with the underhill so that it does not need to provide everything. Converting energy to matter and back again is a huge expenditure of power, and I try to lessen the burden as I can.”

Fenric chewed slowly on his berry and swallowed. “Big words. Still asleep.”

Cian shook his head in amusement and reached for the bowl of granola and yogurt, passing Fenric one of the spoons.

They shared breakfast in comfort, taking their time, passing a few words between them but not needing to speak of anything in depth or of too heavy a topic. Ease and contentment accompanied their repast.

After they finished, Cian set aside the dishes and platter, which shimmered out of existence once his hand was clear. Fenric hardly batted an eye as the remains of breakfast shimmered away and then a stack of clothing appeared.

Fenric reached out and grabbed the shirt from the top of the pile, shaking it out. “This is mine.” He quirked a brow. “I think it’s telling us to get up.”

“So it seems,” Cian said and pushed aside the blanket. “If it’s giving us clothes, we’ve been too long abed.”

“Is there something wrong?”

Cian stood, and Fenric stared at him with wide eyes and flushed cheeks. He smiled, unable to help it, and put a finger under Fenric’s jaw and lifted his face, gently tearing Fenric’s gaze from his groin.

“No getting distracted, my kitten,” Cian said, running a thumb over Fenric’s lower lip. “We’ll be abed all day if we don’t get up now.”

“And that’s a bad thing?” Fenric nearly whimpered.

“Are they dressed yet?” a disembodied voice asked, sounding quite impatient.

Rory stood outside the archway from the conservatory, but it was the necromancer who spoke. Cian connected to the underhill and learned that it was after midday, and that Rory, Daniel, and Angel were waiting to enter.

Fenric pouted but reached for the pile of clothes, and Cian walked over the floor where the pool had been the night before, heading for his armoire. The doors opened before he reached it, and he quickly got dressed in a plain t-shirt and light-blue jeans, not bothering with socks or shoes.

A glance over his shoulder showed him Fenric was dressed, looking a bit rumpled but presentable. Fenric left the cushion and came to his side, and both of them nodded once before Cian gathered his focus. A mere thought had the archway open.

Daniel all but burst through the archway, practically vibrating with curiosity and excitement. He immediately zeroed in on the cushion, the blanket all askew, and Fenric grumpily straightening out his clothing. Daniel’s grin was huge and he practically skipped over to them, smugly beaming at them both.

“Little brother,” Cian greeted. He acknowledged Rory with a glance and a wave of welcome along their connection. For Angel, he merely nodded once, a gesture which was returned, and turned his attention back to Daniel, who was still practically vibrating with curiosity and a desire to ask questions that Cian could almost hear aloud.

He sighed dramatically and waved a hand toward Fenric. “Go ahead, little brother.”

Daniel’s eyes went even wider and he immediately blurted out to Fenric, “How was it? Are you together-together now? Are you staying? Rory said you moved into the mound—sorry, underhill—and that you’re staying.”

Fenric stopped fussing with his crooked shirt and a slow, wicked grin crept across his beautiful face. He straightened and met Daniel’s gaze. “We totally had sex last night. It was fantastic. I bottomed and Cian left me a purring mess of cum and sweat. Cian is one helluva top. If you leave, we can do it again. Also, I’m absolutely staying. Cian is stuck with me forever.”

Rory’s brows went up at ‘forever’ but Cian sensed only a deep satisfaction from his brother at Fenric’s words. Rory likely saw it coming over two-hundred fifty years earlier. Cian wasn’t one to lament lost opportunities but he believed that if Rory hadn’t fallen and Cian’s mental state hadn’t been altered by the breaking of their connection, Cian would have fallen for Fenric all that much sooner.

Daniel grinned wide and launched himself at Cian, who caught his little brother with a jolt. Daniel hugged him fiercely, squeezing hard, cheering. Cian hugged him back—hugging Daniel was natural as breathing now.

Daniel let him go and then with a hint of caution, turned to Fenric, as if waiting. Fenric’s lips twitched. “I like hugs from family and friends.”

“May I?” Daniel asked.

“Sure, bring it in,” Fenric sighed, as if put out, but his bright eyes were full of mirth and affection. Daniel promptly hugged the smaller sidhe, rocking them back and forth, and Fenric hugged him back. The hug was short, but sincere, and Daniel let Fenric go, returning to his husband, leaving Fenric a bit flushed in confused delight.

Cian reached out and gently tugged Fenric to his side, putting his arm around Fenric’s shoulders and holding him close, pressing a kiss to his hair. He then turned to Angel. “What do you need, necromancer?”

“Now that I know too much about your sex life, I’d like to talk about what happened last night,” Angel said. “The vampires you captured are at the Tower with Constantine, and the practitioners you killed—their bodies?”

“Returned to the earth,” Cian answered. “There will be nothing to find in a few days.”

“I don’t want to explain to O’Malley about corpses on the estate again,” Angel replied wryly. “That conversation is getting old.”

“What has you worried?” Cian asked outright. There was another reason that Angel was there, since he could have gotten everything he needed to know from Rory and Daniel.

Angel grimaced. “State authorities are coming to the estate this afternoon. I’ve put off dealing with them for long enough. I wanted to make sure you stayed hidden and to explain that to you directly instead of through Rory.”

“I appreciate the effort,” Cian said. “I will remain in the underhill. There’s much I need to tend to so the ruse of my death shall hold.”

“Talking fancy,” Fenric said under his breath, giving him a flirty glance from under thick black lashes. Cian’s lips twitched in amusement.

“Good—thank you. I appreciate you keeping up the charade. I’ve called a family meeting again while the humans are here, so I don’t need to explain everything to everyone multiple times,” Angel replied. “I trust that you can keep up with what’s happening through Rory?”

“I can.”

“Alright. I need to wait for everyone to arrive. It shouldn’t be long.” Angel paused for a second. “And we need to have a chat about teaching a child how to make a lich, but that can wait until later.” Cian grinned, and Angel rolled his eyes at him before he gave him and Fenric a nod, then turned and left the underhill, exiting the arch and disappearing from view.

“You really made a lich for Leo?” Daniel asked, incredulous.

“I taught the boy how to do it himself,” Cian clarified. “He has nothing to unlearn and no limits placed on him yet by human teachings.”

“I’m shocked Angel didn’t read you the riot act,” Daniel breathed out. “I wonder how mad he is.”

“I can handle an angry necromancer,” Cian said, not worried in the slightest. “Though he does not strike me as angry, merely resigned.”

Rory chuckled and shook his head.

“We need to be at the family meeting for a show of numbers,” Daniel said, amused despite himself. “But if you need help down here for anything, we can probably skip it?”

Cian shook his head. “I’ll be fine, little brother. Go support Angel and the clan.”

“Okay. Reach out through Rory or text me if you need anything,” Daniel said.

Rory smiled at his husband, clearly proud of him, and then came to Cian, gently pulling him into a hug. Cian held onto Fenric with one arm and hugged Rory back with the other. It should have been awkward but felt perfectly natural.

Well done, brother, Rory said in his head. I am happy for you.

Thank you.

“Reach out if you need me,” Rory said out loud. “And welcome to the family, Fenric.”

Rory and Daniel walked out of the underhill, hand in hand. Once they cleared the archway, Cian essentially locked the door behind them—no chance for a tween necromancer and an adolescent dragon to sneak inside for shenanigans.

“‘Welcome to the family?’” Fenric repeated, peering up at him.

Cian turned so they were face to face. “My brother knows how I feel about you.”

Fenric leaned against his chest, hands sliding up his pecs and then around his neck, fingers threading through his hair. “And how do you feel about me?”

Cian took a breath, a moment, then said, “I love you.”

Fenric shivered in his arms, clinging, and the wonder and heat in his peridot eyes caught Cian and refused to let go. Fenric lifted on his toes and Cian leaned into the kiss.

It was heat and desire, and Cian tried his best to convey how he felt with each sweep of tongue and press of lips. He reached down and grabbed Fenric under his thighs, then lifted him up, and Fenric wrapped his arms and legs around him in return, holding him tight.

Carding his fingers through Cian’s hair, Fenric broke the kiss with a gasp of air, then pressed their foreheads together. “I love you, too. I have for a very long time.”

The next kiss melded into another, and another, and Cian carried Fenric to his bed this time, tipping them both onto the soft bedding.


Chapter 20

The Caretaker


Fenric

He was sore in all the best ways, and he stretched out, enjoying the muscle burn before going limp on the bed. Cian watched him with those stormy eyes of his, and the silvers, grays, and blues swirled in a lazy, content pattern that made Fenric inordinately proud of himself.

Cian was getting dressed on the far side of the bed, sitting on the edge to pull on his magical transforming boots. Fenric admired the long arch of his back and the broad shoulders, the lean muscles and pale, honey-kissed skin. There wasn’t a mark on Cian’s skin anywhere, not a scar or a blemish, though he had some freckles in interesting places that Fenric wanted to lick and kiss. It was too bad that Cian covered such kissable skin with a t-shirt and jeans, though Fenric appreciated the fact that Cian went commando under the jeans.

“Do we really need clothes for whatever you have planned?” Fenric asked, content to remain in bed for the rest of the day, but he figured they’d be interrupted again.

Cian eyed him from head to toe, and Fenric preened under the appreciative gleam in Cian’s gaze. Cian shook his head ruefully. “I’d stay abed all day with you if I could, my kitten.”

“But?” Fenric sighed, already fishing around for his hastily tossed aside clothing.

“I have responsibilities I’ve put off for too long,” Cian stood and shook out his hair, the complicated braids from the night before falling around his shoulders as if they’d just been made, perfect and untouched. “I wasn’t in my right mind for a very long time, then I was incarcerated, and I’ve let things go unchecked in the underhill.”

“It’s not like whatever is in here can escape and run wild,” Fenric said as he finally found his pants in the bedding and pulled them on.

Cian said nothing, merely scrolling on his phone.

“Cian.”

“Yes?” He finally looked up, and Fenric caught a hint of deviltry.

“Things can’t get out of the underhill, right? Not unless you let them?”

“Of course,” Cian replied swiftly, but he was far too nonchalant and his lips were twitching.

“I’m so conflicted now,” Fenric said, getting off the bed and looking around for his shirt. “I want to see what you’ve got in here and I also don’t feel like being eaten by a monster.”

“The kraken still slumbers and the unicorns are herbivores,” Cian said, slipping his phone in his pants pocket. “Watch out for the cockatrices, as they’re all full grown by now and big enough to pick up an adult human, and they’re carnivores. Then there’s the normal predators in the forest. Wolves, bears, foxes, large cats, birds of prey. Zombies, a few revenants, a ghoul or three in the cemetery. The zombie pit was largely emptied by Angel when he used them for an army, but there’s still a decent amount left in the pit, the more unique specimens. A few free-range undead creatures in the swamp as well, but nothing too concerning.”

Fenric paused in searching for his boots. “A zombie pit? Free-range undead?”

“Oh, yes. Likely several, but I can’t recall how many for certain.”

“Just how many different environments are in the underhill?” Fenric asked, finally finding his boots, a pair of socks neatly rolled up next to them. Clean, fresh socks, too. He sat on the floor and pulled them on before tugging on his boots, waiting for Cian to answer.

“Many. Some are quite large, like the forest and swamp. A small inland sea, and a desert, to name a few. Some are so small as to be considered micro-dimensions within the underhill. Others are large enough it would take many days of travel to cross.” Cian shared this with him with casual honesty, as if discussing the weather.

Fenric stayed seated on the floor, hands on his knees, trying to wrap his head around it. He was old, an Elder sidhe, but he, personally, was not old enough to remember the height of power for the High Court Sidhe, when they had underhills that were so large and multi-layered as to contain entire nations, oceans, and thousands of people.

The mound, the underhill, that obeyed Cian and followed him as faithfully as a loyal hound, was apparently immense, whereas Fenric had assumed that while it was powerful, it wasn’t huge.

He was wrong, and that had him looking at Cian with pride and even more respect than before—Cian had access to something that was more valuable than anything else in the world, and he could be living like a god, but he wasn’t.

“What puts that look in your eye, my kitten?” Cian asked, walking over and coming down to rest on his heels, fingers tying the laces of his boot. Fenric shook his head, wondering how the world thought Cian a cold, heartless being.

He was so careful, mindful of what he had, and protective, too. Cian could easily use it to destroy the world and rule the ashes. Yet he didn’t. He had no designs to use it as a weapon. There was no desire in him to have more, to take more, and yet he could, so very easily.

It was for this power that the High Court Sidhe were hunted to extinction, and the same greed nearly killed Cian not that long ago, before Fenric managed to get to Boston.

“Fenric?”

“No one is going to hurt you, ever again,” he said fiercely, grabbing Cian’s hands and holding tight. “Anyone tries to hurt you or take this place from you, I’m going to kill them. Messily.”

Cian gave him a soft, awed smile, and leaned forward, catching his lips in a powerful kiss that had him gasping. Cian pulled back and pressed their foreheads together, holding Fenric’s face in his strong hands. Fenric reached up and grasped Cian’s wrists.“I believe you, my kitten. And I will make the world bleed to keep you safe.”

“I do love you,” Fenric breathed out. “I have for a very long time.”

“I know, my love.” Cian kissed him lightly on the lips. “I love you, too.”
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Cian

Loving Fenric was as easy as existing, as natural as a heartbeat. Realizing how fiercely Fenric loved him back was humbling and left him feeling something new, something he used to only feel with Rory when they were alone in the underhill together.

Safe.

Fenric loving him made him feel safe. Secure, anchored, no longer adrift on the whims of Fate. He had another touchstone, a lodestone other than Rory to revolve around, and it was glorious.

Cian led the way farther into the underhill, Fenric at his side, eyes wide and curious as they entered the huge archway in the wall of the temple. Cian dismissed the archway once they were through, revealing a forest path stretching out behind them into the dense undergrowth. Ahead lay the same path, though it widened into a small meadow, open to the sky above.

Or what passed for the sky. The small yellow and white star huddled just below the stone ceiling of the great cavern, several thousand feet above them, providing sunlight and sustenance for the many plants far below. Directly beneath the star was the desert, and on the periphery was the immense forest they stood within, and the swamp that bordered the forest. The roar of a waterfall echoed in the distance off the far walls, and clouds clustered around the highest point of the ceiling, obscuring the very top of the cavern. Cian had no idea the exact dimensions of the cavern, but it was large enough that it would take many days to walk across it on foot, and the small inland sea that occupied the far side of the cavern was wide enough that the farthest wall could not be seen with mortal eyes.

There were seasons within the underhill, though they came and went with a timing that only loosely matched that of the outer world. It was as if the underhill needed to be reminded to have seasons, that autumn separated summer and winter and that spring should follow winter…sometimes. Cian, more often than not, came into the cavern and found it to be summer, with warm days and cool nights, full of life caught in the perpetual grasp of the cavern’s odd sense of time and its passing.

Night fell too, the star crowded by dense clouds, the cavern darkening and the star’s glow hidden, and the great crystals usually obscured by the sharp glare of sunlight managed to shine brightly like stars in the sky. Crystals of all colors, a kaleidoscope of hues, sparkled in the ceiling of the great cavern, visible only when the small star was overwhelmed by clouds.

Now, though, it was what passed for daytime, the sunlight bright overhead and warm on his skin. Fenric tipped his head back and took in the view of the cavern walls and ceiling high, high overhead, hair falling back on his shoulders, the black strands glinting blue and gold from the light.

Fenric caught him looking, side-eyeing him with affection and some amusement, his gorgeous lips tipping up in a smile. “What?”

“You’re lovely,” Cian told him. “I enjoy looking at you.”

Fenric blushed, a soft hint of rose on his pale cheeks. “I like looking at you too.” Fenric reached out and Cian took his hand in his, holding tight. “Who knew you were a romantic.”

“Am I?” Cian asked, genuinely curious. He would not have considered himself to be a romantic at all.

“You are! Spontaneous dates, hunting assassins, stargazing, and now a long walk in a mystical forest inhabited by unicorns and monsters,” Fenric listed off. “I’ve never been so spoiled in my life.”

Cian chuckled and brought Fenric’s hand to his lips, kissing the back of it. “If you’ll let me, I’ll spoil you forever.”

“And what can I do for you? What do you want, or need?” Fenric asked, gazing at him intently.

“I don’t know,” Cian answered. “I’ve never thought about it. A clanmate recently made the observation that I’ve been surviving, rather badly I might add, the last two-hundred-fifty years, and that I need to try living. Maybe that’s what I need. Someone besides Rory to live for.”

“I can’t replace the other half of your soul,” Fenric warned softly. “I wouldn’t.”

“And I don’t want you to,” Cian said. “With you, I remember what it feels like to live for the moment, not weighed down by trauma, horror, and the endless abyss waiting to devour me. I’m alive again.”

Cian stopped their slow amble down the path and turned to Fenric, taking his other hand so he was holding both. “I want you to be yourself. That’s all I need. Be who you are, and if you can love me as I am, then I need nothing else.”

Fenric gazed up at him, serious and intent. He nodded once, squeezing Cian’s hands. “I can do that. If you can do the same for me. Just be yourself and love me.”

“I can do that for you,” Cian promised. “Always.”

Cian gently tugged Fenric in for a hug, cradling his lover to his chest and sighing happily into his soft hair, breathing in his scent. He smelled like Cian’s hair cleanser and that made him incredibly happy, something so simple.

A flash of yellow in the underbrush behind Fenric made Cian tense. Fenric sensed his caution, stilling, though neither moved. Cian saw a pair of yellow eyes in the underbrush along the far edge of the small clearing they stood within, watching them.

He expanded his senses and found the watcher easily. A predator, large, and one not seen in the outer world in over fourteen thousand years. He gently nudged Fenric, gesturing with his chin over Fenric’s shoulder.

“A friend is watching you,” he said quietly, watching the tree line for movement. The males tended to be solitary hunters while the females worked in prides, much like their modern counterparts.

“I smell a cat,” Fenric perked up, and carefully, not making any sudden movements, he turned in Cian’s embrace and quickly found their watcher in the bushes. “Oh, look at you. Psppsppsp, here, kitty-kitty.”

Fenric stepped away off the path and knelt down on one knee, holding out his hand and rubbing his fingers together. There was a heavy chuff from the bushes, then a great tawny head emerged, ears flicking, nose working as the cave lion scented them.

It clearly did not consider them food—the huge male was curious, and it crept out of the bushes on silent tread, an impressive feat for a creature five feet tall at the shoulders and nearly a thousand pounds. Clawed paws bigger than dinner plates padded across the thick grass of the meadow, his black-tipped tail flicking like a bullwhip as he approached Fenric. He towered over Fenric where he knelt, but Fenric showed no fear, not worried at all that the gigantic cat could eat him without any trouble.

They were sidhe, and Fenric was cait-sidhe. Both of them had nothing to fear from the natural world, and Fenric, especially, was safe.

The great cave lion reached out his massive head and sniffed Fenric’s hand, loudly, drawing the scent over his tongue and the roof of his mouth, chuffing in a deep greeting that Cian felt in his chest.

“Look at you, my handsome fellow,” Fenric crooned as the cave lion decided he approved and rubbed his chin on Fenric’s hand, which looked positively tiny compared to the huge maw of the prehistoric beast. “Aren’t you a sweet kitty? Yes you are.”

Fenric carefully stood and the lion stepped closer, and Fenric laughed, roughly scratching along the cat’s neck and up his shoulders, the lion making a deep humming sound in his chest at the attention. The cave lion was easily five times Fenric’s size and yet he leaned into Fenric like a dog, seeking more scratches, mouth open in happy pants and with his chuffs filling the air.

Cian shook his head ruefully—Fenric had a new friend.

There were plenty of species in the underhill that were extinct in the outer world—as the underhill took care of Cian and those he invited to live with him, so too did it tend to the needs of the flora and fauna within its various ecosystems. The underhill was not sentient, though it had a personality and could be contentious and fractious on its bad days—the underhill tried to maintain a balance, and sometimes there needed to be corrections and tools to maintain that balance. Cian was meant to be the caretaker, overlooking and fine-tuning the process.

Hence the cave lion. As best Cian was able to piece together, the cave lions were acquired by a previous, and now long dead, inhabitant of the underhill with a fondness for the large cats. Perhaps another cat-sidhe, as a few of those esteemed Elder fae had once lived in this very same part of the underhill many thousands of years ago. Once a species was part of the underhill, the dimensional magics within took over, keeping the population stable and healthy.

It happened the same with any animal or plant that found its way into the underhill over the millennia. If there was a viable breeding pool, the population would thrive.

Too bad it wasn’t an option for the High Court Sidhe.

Fenric was happily loving on the cave lion, covered in golden fur and content to receive licks from a massive, rough tongue on his face and hands. Cian couldn’t help the laugh that burst free when the lion gave Fenric a cowlick on the side of his head, black hair standing tall. Fenric sighed dramatically, but he was grinning and his eyes were sparkling, clearly happy.

“Can I keep him?” Fenric joked. “I promise to take care of him.”

“I think he’s more likely to keep you than the other way around,” Cian replied. “Male cave lions are quite territorial.”

Fenric gently booped the cave lion on the nose, cooing to the great beast. “I’ll come play with you later.”

The cave lion yawned, showcasing huge fangs longer than Cian’s hands, and shook his head, then he rubbed along Fenric, nearly knocking him off his feet. The huge beast gave Cian a gimlet stare before flicking his thick tail and gliding off into the bushes, silent and majestic. He disappeared almost immediately.

“That was amazing,” Fenric breathed out, eyes glittering. “I thought they were all gone.”

He was clearly emotional, and Cian took one of his hands, gently holding it as Fenric sniffled a few times and wiped at his eyes.

“What else is in here?” Fenric asked.

Cian gave him a small smile. “A great many wonders.”
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Fenric

Meeting the cave lion had been amazing. He had no other word for the experience—simply amazing. The great beast left him covered in fur and smelling like the huge cat, but he was more than fine with it and he couldn’t wait to come back to the forest and spend time with the huge feline. The grin on his face was impossible to wipe away and he was excited to see what was next.

Cian held his hand and walked him down the path, and Fenric sensed other creatures in the brush. Deer of some kind, elk, and little furry critters. Birds of numerous varieties, some familiar, some not. The forest reminded him of the ancient Continental old-growth forests that were once found across Europe. Being here in the forest felt like walking into the past.

They were crossing a wide, bubbling spring that had Fenric questioning how and where the water came from, when Cian stopped atop one of the moss-laden rocks in the water and pointed toward the far side of the spring.

A glint of white amidst the trees had his breath catching, and he held as still as possible on the rock on which he stood when the white creature came closer, stepping out from the shade under the towering trees.

A unicorn.

It glowed a stark white against the deep moss green of the ground and dark brown of the tree trunks. Here the forest was all towering pines and oak trees, with sparse ground vegetation from the lack of light through the thick canopy, and once his eyes adjusted, Fenric saw the rest of the herd approaching the spring.

The unicorn in front of the herd was a mare, snowy white from the tip of her horn to the end of her tail, her eyes a brilliant blue to match the sky. The horn was long and dangerous, a snow-white spiral, the tip coming to a wicked point he had little doubt was as sharp as a dagger. Broad hooves with long, white feathering at her ankles and a lush tail that flowed with every step she took. Dipping her head to drink, she kept one eye on them and another on her herd. Her mane was long enough that it floated on the surface of the water when she lowered her head.

Fenric had once seen a unicorn in the distant past, but from far away, and he knew better than to try and get closer. The myth about unicorns and virgins was just that, a tall-tale, but the animals were empathic, able to sense the emotions of all living creatures. They were drawn to emotionally stable and kinder souls, and were capable of killing predators and mortal hunters alike if endangered.

To the various fae peoples across the world, the unicorn was sacred, a living expression of magic. Fenric dipped into a shallow bow, keeping his eyes on the lead mare, wary and respectful. Cian bowed as well, and the mare snorted at them, but less in warning and more an acknowledgment of their presence.

Unicorns were once hunted for their horns by greedy and foolish mortals who thought the horns carried the mystical creatures’ magic—but all they got was a pointy horn, the magic existing only within the living animal. Unicorns had no natural predators—their meat was poisonous to consume, and only a handful of scavengers were able to digest the beasts once dead. Predators knew better, avoiding unicorns as much for the danger they posed as the pointlessness of trying to eat them.

The lead mare was a solid, snowy white, but when the others stepped out from the shadows of the trees, Fenric was startled to see that the herd was comprised of many different colors—one young stallion was a solid black with fiery red eyes, and there was even a dilute appaloosa mare with white spots, buff legs, and golden-brown eyes. The young stallion snorted at them, pawing at the bank of the spring with his front hooves, but the lead mare shook her head at him, mane flying, and he calmed, though he kept shooting them defiant glares as he drank.

“We’ll go back the way we came and then go around them,” Cian said softly, and numerous ears flicked in their direction, a few hooves stamping, but none of the unicorns made an aggressive move. “They tend to get aggravated by me.”

“Why?” Fenric asked, not seeing any signs of annoyance or aggression in the herd. They were watchful, but that was it. Maybe the young stallion was a bit testy, but that was the way of things for most creatures of a certain feisty age.

“Rory said once that it was because I was too cold,” Cian answered, leading the way back across the spring over the large rocks, the spring bubbling up from the ground around them in a crystal-clear pool a few feet deep. “The unicorns are quite fond of him.”

“You’re not cold at all,” Fenric said. “You just don’t suffer fools.”

“Thank you, my kitten.” Cian made it to the shore and took out his phone as Fenric leapt to the ground beside him. Cian zoomed in and snapped a picture, and to Fenric’s amusement, sent it to a group chat. He slipped his phone back in his pocket, ignoring the vibrating alerts that Fenric could hear coming in fast and thick.

“Who are you trolling?” Fenric asked, curious.

Cian grinned. “The necromancer.”

Fenric shook his head, chuckling. “He’s going to set you on fire.”

“He won’t, not if he wants to see a unicorn.”

It finally registered with Fenric—Cian sent a text. “You have cellphone reception in here?”

“Along with wifi.” Cian gestured for him to look over his shoulder, toward a tall peak covered in trees. “Look near the summit.”

He squinted, but finally saw it—a cell tower. It was cleverly placed among the trees, the top of the tower poking out from the canopy. “How? What?”

“I went to Wyoming and stole it.” Cian said with a grin and a casual shrug. “I stole a ton of signal repeaters for the wifi as well. Those are scattered through the underhill.”

“The underhill has electricity?” Fenric asked.

“Of course.”

They found a place to sit on the bank of the spring, Fenric leaning on Cian’s shoulder. They watched the unicorn herd drink and graze on the lush green grass around the edge of the water for nearly an hour in silence. The lead mare was ever watchful, but eventually she relaxed, and then she drifted back among the tall trees, the herd following her, multi-hued ghosts in the shadows.

Fenric sat beside Cian, content to watch and marvel.


Chapter 21

Lazy Days


Cian

They spent the day together, and Cian knew he’d never had a more peaceful, relaxing day in his long life; not since he first left his mother’s side eons ago. He took Fenric to see as much of the underhill as they could reach by foot, including the sweeping expanse of the forest and the edge of the mountain range.

Fenric enjoyed himself, if the constant smile on his face meant anything—his peridot eyes were bright with happiness and excitement, and he asked questions the entire time.

They didn’t see the unicorns again, but the cockatrices appeared in the sky briefly, the huge creatures keeping their distance, heading for the desert and avoiding the unicorn territory. Not even a cockatrice was bold enough to attack a unicorn, much less a whole herd of them.

Cian dismissed the grand arch that led into the deeper reaches of the underhill, the temple surrounding them once more. The torches came alive around the outer wall, and in that same wall, an arch of regular stone led to a new hallway.

Curious, Cian mentally asked the underhill what it was about—the answer made him smile and he called over his shoulder. “Fenric, come see.”

Fenric came to his side, peering down the hallway. “This is new. Where’s it go?”

“Go ahead and look,” Cian instructed him, gesturing for Fenric to go first.

The hallway was about twenty feet long, wide enough for two people, and then there was a dark wooden door waiting for them, tall and heavily carved. It bore a medieval hunting scene, but instead of the hunters killing the unicorn and dragon, the hunters lay dead beneath the hooves and talons of their prey. Cian heartily approved of the artwork.

Fenric warily eyed the brass door handle, but after a brief pause, he reached out and opened the door, swinging it inward, revealing the room inside.

A bedroom awaited them.

It was large, the floors and walls made of stone to match the temple, but the floor was covered in thick rugs and had various places to sit and lounge. A fireplace was lit, the fire crackling, and the mantle was carved and huge, a painting of an old master placed high above the fire, depicting several ballet dancers moving across a stage in unison.

Two huge armoires stood side by side opposite the bed, which was Cian’s platform bed with the four posts and canopy, the curtains a rich burgundy, draping to the floor and tied back with golden cords to each post. The bed was piled high with pillows in various shades of red, and the duvet was a rich, vibrant crimson. The red hues complemented the varnished wood of the bed frame. The entire bed was raised a few steps up from the floor on a stone platform.

There was a seating area in front of the fireplace, a love seat and two big armchairs. Opposite the fireplace was a collection of bookshelves which were recessed into the walls, full of books and various items that Cian had kept in storage for hundreds of years. A chaise lounge big enough for two people sat beside the shelves, a reading lamp at each end and small end tables too. There was another door on the wall with the fireplace, and from what Cian saw through the opening, it was a large bathroom.

There was a soft thump, and Fenric’s duffle bag appeared on the floor in front of them. Fenric knelt and opened it, revealing all his belongings—and a few scattered lamps came on in various places in the room.

Cian chuckled.

“You can put your stuff away where the lamps are lit,” Cian informed Fenric, who was looking around the room with a slightly perplexed expression on his face. “It made us a bedroom.”

“This didn’t exist before now?” Fenric asked, a bit dazed, eyes wide.

Cian shook his head once. “I usually sleep in the temple. This room is new. The underhill approves of our relationship.”

“It does?” Fenric whispered, tears welling in his eyes. Cian reached out and pulled his overwrought lover into his arms, holding him tightly.

Fenric sniffled and clung to him, shoulders shaking as he quietly cried. “I’ve never had a place to really call home, not in a very long time.”

Cian kissed the top of his head. “You have a home now, my love.”

Fenric let go and wiped at his eyes. “Thank you,” Fenric said to the listening underhill. Cian felt a slight shiver through the stones beneath his feet.

“It says you’re welcome.” Cian translated for Fenric.

Fenric took a moment. Cian pulled a clean handkerchief from the ether and gave it to his lover, and Fenric took it with a murmured thanks. Cian reached out and gently swung the bedroom door shut, and he pointed out the inside of the door to Fenric. “There’s a lock on this door—how utterly perfect.”

[image: ]


Cian

For two days, it was quiet.

Nothing happened.

Well, nothing violent at least. Cian spent the two days with Fenric, enjoying the quiet time.

The watchers at the entrance to the estate neighborhood changed out every twelve or so hours, but no new assassins took up positions around the estate grounds. Cian knew better than to assume the Council was rethinking its strategy, or perhaps running out of people to hire. The bounty on the Salvatores was high enough that there was always going to be someone coming for them, even if the caliber of assassins varied widely.

Angel had returned to his townhouse in Beacon Hill with Simeon, but came daily to the Mansion to make sure everything was well. His new apprentice, Rael Morrow, and Rael’s mate, Jameson Mercer, were at the Beacon Hill townhouse as well. Milly was also staying in Beacon Hill with Angel, her home needing repairs after the Council forced their way into it.

Angel had repaired and reinforced the wards and shields around his own townhouse, and Rory and Daniel urged Angel to go to the Tower and speak to Rageshi about blood magic.

For some reason, Angel was reluctant to involve the ancient vampire.

Cian figured it had something to do with Angel’s conscience protesting the vampire’s involvement in the ongoing war with the High Council. Much like Rory, Rageshi had awakened to a vastly different world than the one he remembered. Yet where Rory slept in limbo for two and a half centuries, Rageshi slept for over two thousand years. Rageshi had no choice in his awakening, aside from leaving it in Constans’ hands—he was now on the playing board whether he wanted to be or not. And Rageshi was too powerful a piece not to play.

As the chosen caretaker of the underhill, Cian understood the challenge that lay in front of Angel. Use what tools he had or risk losing everything.

There was one difference between Angel Salvatore and the High Council—Angel was not willing to sacrifice people in order to win. In any other situation that would spell his defeat, but in Angel’s case, it merely meant that he would sacrifice himself to protect his people.

Cian was waiting for Angel to understand that final piece of the game between him and de la Roche. His reticence at utilizing Rageshi’s knowledge, and Cian’s control of the underhill, was holding him back from winning the final battle.

Yet Cian knew it was coming, Angel’s decision. He knew the necromancer too well by this point not to see the sacrifice play coming.

All Cian had to do was thwart the necromancer’s attempt and take care of the problem himself.

Cian wondered how Rageshi was handling modern conveniences and technological advancements—he had no twin with a mind-bond to help him grow acquainted with living in the twenty-first century. He hoped no one showed him reality TV.
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Fenric

In the span of several days, Fenric went from effectively homeless to living in a very fancy magical mobile home.

He had no complaints.

Two days of resting and spending time with Cian as he took stock of the state of the underhill was enough to make Fenric very happy. And feel very spoiled.

Fenric rolled over on his back, purring, enjoying the late afternoon sun in his largest cat form in the Mansion’s garden. The sky was cloudless, the breeze was cool, and the sun heated his black fur through, making him all but melt on the lush grass beside the fountain. Rarely was he in a place where he could transform into his largest form, the black dire cat capable of taking down a grown man, though in the last few days with Cian he’d had plenty of opportunities to be as big as he pleased and stretch out that facet of his nature. Perhaps he could return to the underhill forest and play with his new cave lion friend.

Not far away, the elder Salvatore, Ignacio, was teaching his son the basics of magical theory, primarily how to access his inner vision and how to decipher what he was seeing. The big man was patient and thorough, with a deep, rumbly voice that was pleasant to listen to while he dozed. Ignacio and Leo had come outside to find Fenric dozing, and after a charming Leo asked if Senór Cat minded if they practiced nearby, they’d gotten to work.

The weather was perfect and if Fenric was a cooped up eleven-year old, he too would jump at the chance to have training sessions outside. Even a massive mansion could feel restrictive if he wasn’t allowed to leave under the threat of kidnapping.

“The light I see from inside of stuff is magic?” Leo asked his father.

Ignacio answered readily. “It is magic, as well as life energies. Many practitioners theorize that life energies and magic are one and the same, though it leaves open for discussion what different types of magic are, like death magic. There are lots of theories.”

“I can see death magic really easily,” Leo declared. “It’s all over the ground.”

“Your affinity is very close to the surface. How are you feeling about that?”

Fenric cracked open one eye and saw Leo thinking hard about his father’s question, his little brow wrinkled. “Nervous.”

“Why are you nervous?” Ignacio asked kindly, one big hand on his son’s small shoulder.

“I don’t wanna break anything.” Leo looked down at the ground, the toe of his shoe lightly kicking at the grass.

Ignacio knelt and put both hands on his son’s shoulders. “Is it because it’s called a breakout event? Sometimes nothing happens—you can wake up with your affinity one day, nothing broken. Or you can sneeze and break a vase or something.”

“The house has lots of fancy stuff in it.”

Ignacio smiled and hugged his son. “No one will get mad at you if your affinity comes in and breaks something. Cousin Angel especially. He went through the same thing you are going through.”

“He did?” Leo asked, hopeful.

“Oh yes. And you’re both necromancers. That’s far less explosive than a fire mage or other elementalist. Your grandmama was a fire elementalist, and when she was a girl, she sneezed once and set her nanny's hair on fire.”

“She did? I bet she got in a lot of trouble,” Leo said, eyes wide.

“It was an accident, and no one was mad. We practitioners all go through the awakening of our affinities. We understand it. No one will be mad if there’s an accident or something gets broken.”

“Okay,” Leo sighed, but to Fenric he still sounded worried. Ignacio must have heard the same as he stood and took his son’s hand.

“Come, let us go talk to Cousin Angel about it.”

“He won’t be mad?”

Fenric doubted there was anything Leo could do to make Angel mad at him. He had a soft spot for the kid a mile wide.

Ignacio gently tugged and Leo followed him up toward the house. “He won’t be mad at all.”

Quiet returned to the garden, but for the soft buzzing of bees and the singing of birds. Fenric closed his eyes and returned to dozing, happy to be under the sun and not running for his life or planning a job. He really needed the break. The late afternoon breeze was cooling enough that he wasn’t baking under the sun.

“Hi.”

Fenric opened the single eye again and saw Daniel standing nearby. Fenric opened both eyes and rolled upright, lifting his head and yawning. “Hello,” he said, trying to sound like he was awake but it was difficult. The sun was very warm.

“Can I join you?” Daniel asked, gesturing to the nearby edge of the fountain.

“Sure.”

Daniel went to the fountain and sat, and Fenric stretched out, one leg at a time, extending his toes and claws, relishing the muscle burn. He shook out his coat and then primly sat, tail wrapped around his front paws. “What can I do for you, little sidhe?”

“Hey, I’m taller than you,” Daniel retorted with a smile.

“So you are,” Fenric replied, tail tip flicking. “But I am older.”

“Everyone I know is older than me,” Daniel said. “Except for Leo.”

Fenric twitched his whiskers. “What’s on your mind?”

Daniel was a bit flustered, but he gamely pressed on and answered. “I want to get to know you better. I think you and Cian are going to be a permanent thing, and I want us to be friends.”

Fenric’s tail thumped on the grass, once, twice, and he struggled to find a reply, overcome by emotion. He was too old to be so overwhelmed by so simple a statement.

“I don’t have a lot of friends. Or any, actually.” Fenric took stock of his life and realized how grim it really was—he went from job to job and hardly took time between them for any living. His handlers were nameless and faceless strangers he talked to over the internet about killing people. “Cian and Rory were my friends before we lost each other. But then I thought them dead, and I didn’t try to make any more.”

“I’m so sorry,” Daniel said. “Can I ask what happened? I don’t like asking Cian; he was really traumatized by what happened to Rory. And Rory doesn’t talk about it much for the same reason.”

Fenric decided the tale was better told in his sidhe form, and he transformed, shifting from cat to man-shaped in seconds. Daniel stared at him in surprise and a bit of wonder, clearly impressed. Fenric sat on his rear, cross-legged in the grass, and tried to look encouraging. Daniel was sweet and kind, and he didn’t mind talking to him.

He just had to rein in his more sarcastic impulses to have a normal conversation.

“The twins had brought over a shipload of refugees from the High Council,” Fenric said. “Mostly fae peoples on the run from Ireland and the British Isles. The British Army was gathering outside Lexington, in a field where we had set up a temporary camp. The British commander wanted to use the field—and clear us out at the same time. The military did not look kindly on refugees, especially the fae. They were part of the trouble back home for many fae peoples we had under our protection at the time.”

“Oh Hecate,” Daniel sighed. He probably knew right where Fenric’s tale was going.

“I warned the twins and our friend Colm of the impending attack, and the three of them went to hold off the British. I led the refugees away.” Fenric met Daniel’s eyes. “I didn’t see Rory fall, nor was I there for what Cian and Colm came up with to keep him alive. They were all three gone by the time I returned to the field, and no one knew what had happened. The local colonists had won the battle, but none of them could tell me what happened to the twins aside from that Rory fell in battle. Colm was dead, burned on a pyre not far away. I searched for weeks, but there was no trace of Cian or Rory to be found.”

Memories of that long ago time were as fresh as the day it happened. The downside of a long life was an eternity of bad memories.

“Cian wasn’t himself with Rory in stasis,” Daniel said. “If he had been thinking rationally at all, he would not have left you. I’m certain of that.”

“I know,” Fenric replied. “I don’t hold it against him. The second Rory was in stasis, Cian lost so much of himself that I’m impressed he made it as long as he did. Most twins follow their other half into death if one of them falls. Cian lasted an incredibly long time before he got lost in the Abyss.”

“Cian uses that term a lot,” Daniel said. “The Abyss. What is it?”

“I can’t give you a solid answer, only a guess. From legends and myths from my people and Cian’s. We are both Elder fae. Both our people tell of a darkness that surrounds the outer limits of our existence, that which is beyond Life. It is not death, but something…else. When a twin pair is separated by death, or stasis like Cian and Rory, then they are vulnerable to the Abyss. Most succumb almost immediately, going mad and becoming violent, desperate, uncontrollable. Cian lasted over two-hundred and fifty years before it took him.”

They sat quietly for a long moment before Daniel spoke up. “You’re an assassin?”

Fenric tried not to smile, not wanting to freak out the younger sidhe. “I am. Been doing that for about eighty years.”

“Eighty years?” Daniel was both impressed and alarmed.

“I started hunting fascists in Europe, and eventually people paid me to take them out. That turned into a lucrative job of killing people for money.” Fenric shrugged. “I turned a fun hobby into a full-time job. Kind of took the fun out of it, but it pays the bills. Well, it would if I had any bills.”

Daniel was doing the math in his head, and finally came up with the obvious answer of who Fenric was hunting in Europe eighty years earlier. “Oh! Wow, okay. Good for you.”

Fenric grinned. “Thanks.”

“You took the job to kill Angel?”

“I had a couple of swords on me at the time.” Fenric shrugged one shoulder. “I went hunting for information. I wanted the job details to use as currency to get information about the twins. I ended up almost losing my head, but it was worth it. I found Cian again.”

Daniel grinned at him, clearly pleased. “I’m glad you found each other again.”

“Me too.”
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Cian

He found Fenric talking with Daniel in the garden. He paused just at the periphery of the garden center where they sat at the fountain, talking animatedly. They made a striking pair—one golden, the other dark. Daniel was dressed in light colors—a white t-shirt, jeans a light blue, a pair of sneakers in white and blue completing the look. His hair was golden blond, eyes storm-touched blues and grays, and his skin had taken on the dusty golden sheen that all sidhe had—he was a study of gold, white, and blues.

As a foil to Daniel, Fenric was dressed in all black, a thin t-shirt that clung to his torso, showing off his trim form and muscles. His black linen trousers were light and loose, falling to his ankles and his bare feet. His black hair, highlighted blue in the bright summer sun, fluttered about his jaw in the breeze. His bright green eyes seemed to glow when he smiled and laughed at something Daniel said. He was beautiful.

Fenric caught sight of him, and the smile that Cian got was near blinding with love and welcome. Adorable fangs peeked out from behind soft pink lips Cian wanted to kiss.

His feet took him to Fenric before his brain thought to move—he sat in the grass beside his lover and scooped him up in one arm, neatly depositing Fenric in his lap, hugging him to his chest. “There you are.”

Fenric wriggled a bit, getting comfortable, and turned his head to press a kiss to Cian’s jaw. “Were you missing me?”

“I was,” Cian replied, low and husky.

“How fares the underhill?” Fenric asked. Cian had gone for a brief walk through the lesser traveled areas of the underhill while Fenric decided to soak up some sunlight in the outer world before the sun set.

“All is as well as can be after so long without tending,” Cian sighed. “It’ll take me time to understand the full extent of my negligence, and longer to set things right.”

“None of it was your fault,” Fenric defended him. “You weren’t yourself.”

“Thank you, my kitten,” Cian hugged Fenric a bit tighter, enjoying the purr that escaped Fenric when he tightened his hold.

A sigh drew their attention to Daniel, who was watching them with a brilliant smile. “You two are simply adorable. I am so happy for you both.”

Cian had no idea what to say, but Fenric didn’t have that problem. “Thank you so much.”

“We should hang out more, the four of us,” Daniel said. “We’re family now.”

“Where’s Rory?” Fenric asked, neatly sidestepping the topic.

Cian knew the answer but let Daniel reply. “He’s with Angel, trying to convince him to go speak to Rageshi.”

“Rageshi is scary-old for a vampire but he’s on our side, right? Is Angel afraid?” Fenric asked, brows furrowed.

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t think he’s afraid, at least not of Rageshi. I think that Rageshi is extremely powerful, and the medallion complicates things. I think Angel doesn’t want to use Rageshi. He’s a person, not a weapon. The medallion removes his free will. Constans is a great guy and won’t abuse it, but that doesn’t change the fact that the medallion controls Rageshi.”

Cian understood Angel’s reticence. Understood, but didn’t necessarily agree with it. Angel was reluctant to use Cian in much the same way—ostensibly speaking, Cian was under house-arrest under Angel’s care for the next thousand years. For all that Angel was by far the kindest and most considerate warden Cian ever had, he was technically in charge of Cian. Cian did give Angel his word he would bow to the necromancer’s authority until his original prison sentence ran its course.

Angel respected free will too much to want to take advantage of people under another’s control, outside the bonds of loyalty.

Angel needed to get over his reticence and talk to Rageshi.

Cian stood, holding Fenric in his arms, making his kitten squeak in surprise and cling to his shoulders. He chuckled, gently putting Fenric down and kissing the top of his head. Daniel laughed and stood too, shaking his head at Cian.

“Come, let us go talk to the necromancer. We have an ancient vampire to visit.”


Chapter 22

Blood of Old


Cian

The sun was edging toward early evening, casting long shadows over the house and gardens. Fenric fished his shoes out of the grass and tugged them on, leaning on Cian for balance.

They trooped up the center path of the gardens, into the deep shadow of the Mansion, before they reached the kitchen and the servants’ hall.

Cian followed his connection to Rory and found his brother and the necromancer in the library, both of them squared off and unhappy. Fenric and Daniel followed him into the library, Daniel heading to his husband immediately.

“Are the two of you arguing about this?” Daniel asked, turning to his former mentor.

“Not really, beloved⁠—”

“Yes.” Angel was clearly in a bad mood, arms crossed and expression twisted in a grimace. “I’m not sure about Rageshi. From everything Constans has told me about him he seems like a wild card. Involving him in this mess might do more harm than good.”

“You’re afraid to use him,” Cian spoke up. “You worry that it infringes on his free will. You aren’t trusting the people around you to keep you from causing harm.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Angel asked, more than grumpy this time.

Cian strode forward to stand beside Rory, shoulder to shoulder, Fenric on his heels. “Constans holds the medallion, and loves his sire. He won’t let you ask more of Rageshi than the old one is willing to give. You hesitate with me all the time—trust that I am willing and able to deny you if you ask too much, and that I have Rory to champion me if I cannot speak for myself.”

“And me,” Fenric spoke up, taking one of Cian’s hands in both of his. Cian gave his lover a nod and a squeeze of his hands in thanks.

“You’re trying hard not to abuse your position and your authority,” Rory said, Daniel nodding in agreement. “Trust the people around you who love you that we won’t let you become a tyrant. You’re nothing like the High Council practitioners.”

Angel sighed and wiped at his face, clearly thinking hard. He was silent for a long moment before slowly nodding. “Trust my loved ones. I can do that. I need to do that.”

He looked up at them, how they were ranged in a line, shoulder to shoulder, a single unit. Angel glanced at the hand-holding between Cian and Fenric and he huffed out a laugh. “Is Fenric part of the family now?”

“Yes,” Cian declared, chin up.

“If you’ll have me.” Fenric added, a bit nervous. Cian tugged him in closer to his side, glaring a bit at Angel, daring him to say otherwise.

Angel thought about it for a moment, taking in the four of them. Eventually he returned his gaze to Fenric. “We need to talk about your choice of profession at some point, but I have no objections to you and Cian having a relationship. You understand that Cian is under my authority for the next thousand years?”

Fenric nodded. “I do.”

“Is that going to be a problem?”

“As long as you treat him with respect and courtesy, then I see no issue.” Fenric was all but challenging the necromancer, shoulders back and his expression fierce.

“Alright,” Angel relaxed a bit, hands on his hips. “I won’t get involved in your relationship. Fenric is welcome here and on the grounds. Is this a long-term thing?”

Cian looked to Fenric, lifting a brow. Fenric met his gaze directly and nodded once, firmly. Cian turned back to Angel. “Yes.”

“Welcome then, Fenric. Are you comfortable being here? We are in the middle of a war,” Angel asked.

“I’ve lived through countless wars, and some of them were even with the High Council. I’m here to stay. I’ll fight them if you’ll have me.”

“Thank you,” Angel said. “I appreciate that.”

Angel pulled out his smartphone and sent a text. “I told Simeon I’m on my way to talk to Rageshi. Who’s coming with me?”

Daniel spoke up. “Rory and me, please. I want to help you and learn about blood magic, too. Rory can translate for us if Constans isn’t free.”

Angel gave Daniel a fond smile. “What about the two of you?” Angel gestured to Cian and Fenric.

“I’m curious about how to fight a blood mage efficiently.” Fenric said to Cian. “Killing them before they can cast is usually how I’d do it, but that’s not effective at range. I don’t see many opportunities for an ambush with de la Roche if we can’t find him.”

Cian nodded, then turned to Angel. “We’d like to come as well. I can glamour myself so no one sees me.”

Angel’s phone vibrated and he checked his messages. “Simeon is expecting us in Constans’ suite. We can take the archway there.”

Angel led the way to the arch that had taken over the library hearth, but a sharp chirp from the doorway had them all pausing. Eroch ran into the library, chirping a mix of Dragon and English words as he went to Angel, knocking his wings into Angel’s side, making him wince.

“Easy, kiddo, what’s going on?” Angel asked Eroch, concerned.

Eroch chirped and then focused on speaking in English. “Bored.” The rest was in Dragon, which had Cian chuckling.

“Leo is still in training with Ignacio, and Eroch needs something to do,” Cian translated.

Angel shook his head but gestured to the arch. “Well, come on then. You’ll spend the evening with me at the Tower.”

Eroch chirped in happiness and bolted through the arch that would take them to the Tower. Angel followed, leading the rest of them through.

Cian glamoured himself to be invisible, and walked through the archway with Fenric.
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Cian

Constantine Batiste’s suite was at the top of the Tower, the skyscraper in downtown Boston that was owned by the Boston Bloodclan. It wasn’t the tallest building in Boston, only ten levels to it, but it was large enough to house several hundred vampires, their live-in blood donors, and shift employees that came and went by day and night. It was attached to the combo casino, ballroom, and administration building that housed the non-residential workings of the Bloodclan.

Cian and Fenric stepped out of the vault into the hall of the suite and turned to the right, heading for the main room where they heard talking.

Connie sat in his throne, but to Cian’s amusement, another wooden throne had appeared in the seating area of the huge room, and Rageshi lounged in the huge chair, clad in long red robes that left his powerful arms and elegant feet bare. The chairs were arranged so that Connie was no longer sitting alone at the head of the seating area, but side by side with Rageshi. The ancient vampire sipped from a glass goblet, drinking fresh blood, his icy blue eyes cataloguing everything and everyone in the room.

Isaac Salvatore, Connie’s mate, was nowhere to be seen, a rarity in Cian’s limited experience. Usually the fire mage was next to Constans, the two lovers touching constantly.

Cian was surprised to see that Rageshi looked right at him for a heartbeat—the old vampire knew he was there. Cian snorted in amusement and dismissed his glamour.

Rageshi clocked Daniel and Rory, eyeing them warily, but clearly recognizing them from the rescue in the Armenian mountains. He spared a long glance for Angel, one of wary respect for the necromancer. Fenric he glanced at for a long moment as well, but it was Daniel that captivated the old vampire the most.

Daniel followed Angel and Eroch, Rory at his side, and Cian warily watched Rageshi, who in turn was watching Daniel. He spoke in Latin to Constans, a rapid-fire question.

Connie turned to Daniel, who sat nearby, Rory taking the seat next to him. Cian stayed standing, Fenric at his side, wary of the old vampire. If Cian was mercurial, then Rageshi was chaotic.

“He recognizes you as one of the awakened sidhe,” Connie explained to Daniel, grimacing, but he finished translating. “He wants to know if your mate chose you for your gifts or your beauty.”

“Eum nupsi, quia eum amo, et Daniel me consensit in aeternitatem iungere.” Rory interjected in Latin, expression hard, making eye contact with Rageshi. Rory then turned to Daniel, speaking softly. “I told him that I wed you because I love you, and that you chose to join me in eternity.”

Daniel took Rory’s hand in both of his and kissed his husband on the lips, a soft peck. “Thank you. I’m not that conversant in Latin, but I got some of it.”

Connie was speaking to Rageshi in Latin. “Speak to my guests with respect, my master. The boy is dearly loved and powerful in his own right.”

“I meant no disrespect, my child,” Rageshi replied in Latin. “In my time, the demigods awakened many beautiful youths for eternal pleasures. These two demigods are older than even those I knew in my earliest years. I thought them the same.”

Rory was quietly translating for Daniel at the same time, and Daniel’s expression was pinched and angry. He spoke to Rageshi in English. “You’re old enough to know how to be polite. I’m giving you a pass since you’ve only been awake a few days, but you say one more rude thing about me, I’ll blast you with lightning.”

Cian was very proud of his little brother.

Rageshi listened to Connie translate the last of that brilliant threat, and everyone was tense, even Eroch, who was sitting beside Angel and growling. Rageshi eyed the young dragon but said nothing, a faint smile on his lips, icy eyes glittering. Instead of being upset, he appeared delighted.

“Forgive me,” Rageshi replied in English, setting aside his goblet on the low coffee table in front of him, his long black hair falling over his shoulder in a riot of small braids and thick strands. His accent was definitely from old, old Mesopotamia, though whether that was his birthplace was up for debate. “I was rude.”

Daniel appeared mollified, leaning into Rory with a nod. “Thank you for apologizing.” He paused a beat. “Your English is quite good for only studying it for a few days.”

“Thank you,” Rageshi replied, speaking carefully, his fangs fully extended. Cian figured the old vampire never bothered hiding his fangs or talons, keeping them out all the time, unlike the younger vampires in the room. Rageshi continued, careful with his pronunciation. “English is…familiar.”

It would be—English was a messy mix of many different influences, some of which Rageshi would know, like Latin and some of the older Germanic tongues.

Rageshi was also a polyglot—he probably knew more languages than several of the people in the room combined, and he’d had numerous experiences learning a new language when in contact with new people. Cian had little doubt Rageshi would be fluent enough to communicate effectively in a couple of weeks at the pace he was going.

Simeon came from the depths of the suite behind Connie, putting away his phone. He leaned down next to Connie, speaking in his ear, but everyone present heard him. “My master, there are several potential targets at a likely staging area a block away from the Tower to the west. It’s still daylight for a short while—we can’t get any of our vampiric security personnel near enough to the area with the light. And I won’t risk our human guards. We can wait until sunset.”

Connie nodded, rubbing a hand over his chin as he thought. Rageshi watched in interest, though Cian wondered how much the old vampire understood.

“Daylight does not hinder me,” Cian shared, speaking the obvious. For all that the vampires were powerful hunters, they had limitations. Sunset was coming soon, but the sun was still high enough that most vampires in the Tower were only just waking. For vampires, it was very early. “What is the problem?”

Connie gestured for Simeon to speak while Connie translated for Rageshi. Simeon gave Cian a slight grimace, which Cian returned with a sharp grin. They weren’t friends, by any means, but they were both civil to each other.

“Enforcers have been posted outside the Tower in several locations since the Council came to Boston. There have been attempts to subvert our blood donors, poison our food supply, and kill our fledglings. Those attempts were mostly foiled, but the attacks keep coming in new variations. This time, enforcers are harassing our employees as they come and go from the Tower. Many of our dayshift employees have families they go home to every night and they cannot stay within the Tower for long periods of time for their safety. We are contemplating having them take paid leave and stay home.”

“Do that, my Elder.” Connie said to Simeon once he finished translating. “Have the humans stay home for now if they feel safe there. Paid leave for everyone until this problem gets sorted out. Shut down the casino and reschedule events in the ballroom.”

“The Council is harassing your people,” Fenric spoke up, crossing his arms. “Get rid of the enforcers.”

Simeon grinned, fangs flashing. “We would, but they are off Tower property and congregate in public areas. They disperse before sunset. Our human security guards lack magic, and are vulnerable to the enforcers, so we cannot stop them during the day.”

“Your pet police officer isn’t any help?” Cian asked.

“O’Malley has been ordered to stay out of it unless regular citizens are getting hurt,” Angel answered with disgust. “That meeting I had with state authorities was nothing but a waste of time. They won’t move against the High Council unless humans start dropping in the streets. State authorities are insisting it’s a federal problem, that the High Council counts as a diplomatic entity. All I got from them were thinly veiled threats and double-speak bullshit.”

“Are they backing the High Council?” Fenric asked.

“I think the state government is waiting to see who wins, and punting the issue up to the feds when they can. They’re not getting involved beyond useless meetings and talking points on the news, casting blame wherever they want.” Angel was all but growling when he finished, clearly incensed.

Connie was translating for Rageshi, who listened with a growing air of confusion. He gestured with one sharp-taloned hand to Angel before speaking in Latin, his question blunt and to the point. “Why do you not kill them all?”

Cian snorted in amusement and Fenric grinned, both of them in agreement with the old vampire.

“De la Roche is a blood mage, and I don’t believe in mass murder,” Angel retorted, Connie translating for him.

“Make him bleed, necromancer, and he will fall.” Rageshi said, reaching for his goblet of blood and taking a long drink, finishing the glass. He gestured with the empty goblet. “Blood magic is about consuming. Magic, life energies, it is all the same. Blood magic eats itself in the end.”

“Do you mean that literally, or is there something else I need to do?” Angel asked.

“Both,” Rageshi replied when Connie translated. “Deprive him of power. Is the one you wish to kill a sorcerer?”

Angel nodded. “He can access the veil.”

“Ahh, how perfect,” Rageshi purred, leaning back on his throne. “Wear him down to nothing so he must access the veil. He will be reluctant to do it. Make him.”

“Why?” Angel asked, Connie translating quickly.

“Blood magic consumes. If there is no one for him to bleed for power, and he has used everything he has stolen already, then the veil is the last, most dangerous thing he can do. His nature will try to consume the veil power the longer he has access to it—and there is no blood mage who can consume pure veil power and not burn out from within.”

“Why would a sorcerer turn to blood magic at all if they’re so vulnerable to something that makes them sorcerers to begin with?” Angel asked, confused.

“Power is the answer, always. Its pursuit can be illogical.”

Angel braved asking the burning question he must have been thinking about since he learned of Rageshi. “Why were you a blood mage as a mortal?”

Connie translated that slowly, as if worried about how his sire would react. Rageshi smiled, all fangs and bright eyes.

“You know blood magic as a taking. It is a violation.” Rageshi gestured toward Angel and Daniel, who both nodded in agreement. “As it was when I Turned my Constans, body corrupted by the taking of his blood and life magic. It was not the magic of my youth.”

Daniel and Angel both looked a bit perplexed. Rory spoke up. “I believe he refers to the days before magic was a discipline, before types or affinities were understood, before structured spellcasting. When magic was seen as a gift from the gods or spirits, when even ritualism was new. Back when humans were first learning magic, things were more open, free-flowing, almost unlimited in many ways. And there were different morals and values placed on human autonomy and life.”

“When I was mortal, it was different. It was about willing sacrifice, of one’s self or another. Life, blood, sex. It was more than pain and death.” Rageshi sighed, clearly growing bored with the conversation. “Your enemy now. Bleed him out, or drain him until his magics turn on him and he is forced to use the veil. Outlast him, death mage, and you will watch as he consumes himself.”

Rageshi eyed his empty goblet and then turned his attention to the darkening view outside the windows. “So much is different, but the greed of humans has not changed since I went to my slumber,” he mourned. “Constans, my child.”

“Yes, my master?” Connie replied evenly, not at all perturbed by the faint sense of sulking coming from Rageshi.

“Where is the beautiful young Ricon? I would talk to him. I grow weary of this conversation.”

Cian smirked and shared a grin with Fenric.

There was a group of people coming toward the suite, and Cian quickly glamoured himself to be invisible.

The door to the suite opened, and Isaac Salvatore entered, Ellora Sumar and two younger vampires bringing up the rear. Cian recognized Beryl from Rory’s memories, and the third, a very young vampire, was a well-built man who was dressed in the black suit of a Tower guard. He moved like he was dangerous, so this must be the newly-Turned Miguel. Beryl was a friend of Isaac’s, and Miguel was the latest fledgling Turned by Connie only a few months earlier.

“Sorry to interrupt the meeting,” Isaac said as he crossed the room. “Ellora has some updates about the enforcers and Beryl is here to get Rageshi outfitted in some more clothes.”

Connie translated quickly, and Rageshi perked up, zeroing in on Isaac and Beryl with interest. Rageshi stood from his throne and ignored everyone, heading right to Beryl and smiling down at them.

“You are Ricon’s fledgling.” That was said in Latin, and Beryl must have understood some of it, as they nodded and held out a hand for the old vampire to shake. Rageshi hesitated, head tilting to the side, but he reached out and took Beryl’s hand in his, letting them shake it once before letting go.

“Master Ricon is my sire, yes sir. My sire taught me Latin not long after I was Turned, along with reading and writing and arithmetic, about a hundred years ago now.” Speaking Latin in a Southern US accent with a smooth drawl, Beryl was elegantly dressed in a dark-gray suit and black wingtips, their dark hair swept back in a high wave off their forehead. “I’m loosely fluent in Latin, if you’d like to get started. I brought a few options along to see what you might like.” They hefted a full garment bag that was thrown back over their shoulder.

They spoke a bit stiffly, but their Latin was passable, and Rageshi apparently understood. “Yes, tell me of Ricon while you ply your trade, tailor. He interests me greatly.”

Beryl sent a glance to Constans, who waved a hand toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms. Beryl nodded and led the way, Rageshi following, intently asking Beryl about their sire.

That was one obvious crush Rageshi was nurturing, but then Cian wasn’t one to judge—he fell into loving Fenric as easily as breathing once they were reunited.

Ellora Sumar and Miguel were speaking to Simeon, and Angel was grumbling to Connie. “Your sire is a bit chaotic.”

“He can be, yes.” Connie agreed. “But he’s not a danger to you or our allies.”

Ellora and Miguel were still speaking to Simeon in quiet tones, heads close together, tension in the lines of their shoulders and faces.

“Master,” Simeon interrupted, “There’s a potential disturbance in the casino.”

“What?” Connie demanded.

“Security reports that there are several practitioners in the casino, new faces, and they are casing the place, acting strangely. None of them are gambling, and those that have drinks haven’t imbibed anything.” Simeon clarified. “I agree with Ellora and Miguel—Council enforcers in plain clothes are in the casino.”

“Remove them from the premises—without hurting our regular patrons. Let’s not cause undue alarm,” Connie directed. “If you can, of course. Violence is an option if they resist leaving.”

“Understood, my master,” Simeon nodded once, gesturing for Ellora and Miguel to head for the door. “I’ll see to it immediately.”

“I’m coming, too,” Angel said, standing. “I’ve had enough of the Council fucking with our lives.”

Angel, Daniel, and Isaac all looked at each other and followed Simeon to the door, the Salvatore men moving together as a unit, Rory lockstep with Daniel. They passed Cian and Fenric, heading for the door.

Connie looked like he wanted to follow, but he sent a glance to the hallway, clearly needing to stay within reach of his sire. The ancient vampire was only days out of hibernation and was surrounded by a modern world he had no bearings for—such a powerful being adrift without an anchor was dangerous. Cian understood.

He removed enough of the glamour for Connie to see him.

“Stay here, Connie,” Cian said. “We’ve got this. We’ll protect the Tower and your people.”

Fenric and Cian shared a look—and Cian disguised himself with the glamour he used previously on his date with Fenric, changing appearance in a blink of an eye. Connie lifted his brows in surprise, but nodded in approval. “Go, and thank you.”

Cian and Fenric exited the suite, and instead of waiting for the elevator to return, they ran down the stairs at a fast clip, heading for the casino.


Chapter 23

Whims of Fate


Cian

They reached the casino on the heels of the group, and Cian and Fenric paused at the main entrance to the casino, taking stock of the situation. Whatever plan Angel and Simeon may have had when they went down there was out the window.

Chaos greeted them.

Patrons and employees were shouting in alarm, running in every direction, spells catching a few and dropping them to the ground. Security guards, mostly human due to the time of day, were either trying to get the people out of the casino or were heading for the people tossing spells into the fleeing crowd.

Several practitioners, dressed to blend in with the casino crowd, were standing throughout the tables and slot machines, nothing about them standing out except for their demeanor—cold and hard, and they weren’t running. They had orders and didn’t care about hurting innocents.

The three Salvatores were under shields and engaging with a handful of enforcers. That left another handful to run amok in the casino. The enforcers were under shields, and the human guards and a few vampires old enough to be awake at the height of the day couldn’t get through. Simeon, Miguel and Ellora were harrying several practitioners through the Salvatore shields, trying to distract them as the Salvatores attacked.

Eroch was under the shield Angel held, Angel resolutely ordering his young dragon to stay by his side and not run amok in the casino—which was a good call, given that dragonfire in the building would be a horrible idea.

Rory was in the mix as well, hunkered down behind a table knocked on its side, healing an injured human who was bleeding from multiple injuries. A Tower guard carried another injured person to Rory, who directed them to put the person down next to him.

Rory was too busy saving lives to stop the enforcers.

Without speaking, Cian and Fenric charged into the crowd, dodging Tower employees and casino patrons, people screaming and trying to escape, but there was nowhere to go that wasn’t in the line of fire. A large group of people were huddled behind a few overturned tables and chairs, crouching low, ducking and screaming as spells went over their heads.

Fenric snarled and transformed mid-leap over the huddled group, landing on their far side and sprinting toward one of the enforcers, a woman in a dark-blue dress and heels, red hair twisted up in a bun, white spells spinning around her hands as she prepared to throw them. Claws tore up the carpet and flooring, and with a powerful leap, Fenric jumped through her shield and his great paws landed on her chest, choking off her scream of surprised rage. They crashed to the floor, blood spraying in a fountain as Fenric ripped out her throat.

Her shield collapsed as she died.

Cian charged toward his own target, a man in an ill-fitting black suit, fire sparking around his shoulders. He was preparing to shoot another spell at the people huddled behind the tables when Cian reached him. He summoned a dagger to his hand just as he slipped through the practitioner’s shield, and buried the blade to the hilt in the man’s chest. A gush of blood welled past his lips, and he gasped when Cian twisted the blade, the man going limp as he died, falling. His bodyweight pulled him off the blade, and Cian looked for his next target as the shield burst into nothingness, gone as the man died.

“Run!” Cian shouted to the huddled mass, pointing to the door behind them. “Go now!”

Most of them took the chance and ran for the exit, managing to escape. Cian was about to shoo out the remainder when a spell flew past his face, the heat uncomfortably close, nearly singeing his eyebrows. He spun, looking for his attacker, and saw the stocky man dressed in a white track suit that was torn at the shoulder, revealing a hidden enforcer’s badge pinned to his undershirt.

Cian called his other dagger, both now in his hands, and spun them as he stalked toward the enforcer, ready to end it. The enforcer shot another fireball at his face, and Cian dodged it with liquid grace, the enforcer snarling in rage as it missed, readying another spell. His shield was a thick sphere of orange-red, swirling with veins of crimson. He was powerful—Cian felt him tap the veil and pour more strength into the shield. A sorcerer, then, and Cian grinned in fierce challenge, dodging another spell, the floor catching fire immediately as the spell exploded on contact.

There was no time left for the enforcer to cast another spell—Cian was on him, striding through the shield like it was nothing. And it was, to him—absolutely nothing. He felt the tingle of veil-drawn energy coursing through the shield as he crossed it, but that was it. The sorcerer shouted a curse at him, and unbelievably swung a punch right for Cian’s face. He stopped the blow with a dagger, stabbing right through the man’s closed fist, skewering his hand. The human screamed, wailing in shock and pain, eyes wide in sudden terror. Cian grinned, blood running down the blade to splatter on the floor, and he flipped the other dagger in his hand, slicing across the man’s throat, cutting off his scream in a choked gurgle. A thick spray of hot blood hit Cian.

Cian pulled both daggers free, covered in blood from head to toe. He sighed, shaking his hands a bit, not wanting blood to sabotage his grip on his blades.

There was a ripple of power in the casino, and Cian looked over his shoulder to see Angel overpower his opponent, blasting through the paltry remains of a shield and raining down a thick volley of spells. Daniel crowed in victory as he did the same, and Isaac sent a small fire tornado at Daniel’s opponent, consuming them in a controlled inferno.

Cian checked in mentally with Rory, but his brother was busy healing several injured people, and he was not going to bother him unless Rory was in danger. Miguel was standing over Rory as he worked, fangs and claws out, keeping Rory safe.

Fenric was there suddenly beside him, growling and hissing, jaws dripping blood. “Kitten?”

“They’re running,” Fenric answered, voice a deep growl. He pointed with his front paw, lifting it off the floor in the direction of a side hallway, Cian turning to see three enforcers making a run for it. They exited the casino and disappeared from sight, but Cian and Fenric were fast enough to catch up.

“Let’s go,” Cian replied, giving chase, Fenric at his side.
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Fenric

Cian kept pace with him as they tore across the casino floor, jumping and dodging around overthrown tables, broken chairs, fallen patrons, and a mess of chips and cards strewn across the carpet.

He almost slipped and fell when he ran over a river of spilled cards, but he dug in his claws and surged ahead, determined to reach the fleeing enforcers.

They reached the exit and paused briefly in the doorway, looking down a long service hall full of doors, tablecloth-covered rolling carts, and bags full of dirty linens. There wasn’t a direct path, and the enforcers were only halfway down the hall. The far end of the hall had a large exit sign hanging above it, for the service bays and employee parking lots.

“Why are they running this way and not the way they came in?” Cian asked.

“Too much security there?” Fenric guessed. “Maybe there’s a getaway car out in the employee lot.”

“I don’t like this,” Cian groused, but he began jogging down the hall, Fenric following.

The three enforcers saw them coming, shouting at each other to hurry, and Fenric was too low to the ground to see them clearly past all the stuff lining the hallway. He heard them running, though, and their scent trail was strong, stinking of ozone and sweat. There was a hint of magic as well that had a peculiar scent to it—like lightning hitting a boulder, heat and power and melting rock.

They were forced to go single-file through a section of the hallway jammed with janitors’ carts and large linen sacks, Cian ahead of him.

They ran, but Fenric fell back so he didn’t accidentally claw at Cian’s heels, not wanting to hurt his lover. The peculiar scent of magic was strong in his nose, almost scent-blinding him, and Cian swore and ducked behind a janitorial cart, a red spell twisting and spinning past where his head had been, catching the cart behind him on fire.

Fenric lurched away from the fire, backing up several feet, and Cian grabbed a wooden mop handle from the cart he hid behind, snapping off the mop head into a sharp point, and he stood and threw in one smooth motion. The mop-turned-spear found its target, a solid thunk and a jagged scream telling Fenric that Cian took out a mage.

The scent of lightning and magic was stifling, and Fenric sneezed, shaking his head, thinking he might need to transform to his sidhe shape when he finally saw a glimmer on the floor, under the cart Cian stood behind.

“Cian!” he yowled, and his lover turned, Fenric transforming to sidhe even as he pointed to the odd lump under the cart, the atmosphere heavily charged and the tension building.

Cian spun and knelt, looking for a split second before he lurched to his feet and screamed. “Run!”

They were too far apart.

Their eyes met for a nanosecond before they both ran, Cian farther down the hall, Fenric back the way they had come. One heartbeat passed, then two, and with the third beat came the blast, which lifted Fenric off his feet, throwing him through the air.
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Cian

He was too close.

Simultaneous with the explosion, Cian knelt down and pushed outward with his own power with all his might. He changed the air pressure around him, shoving it back down the hallway in the direction of the blast, pushing back against the shockwave.

The blast was a mixture of fury, fire, and supersonic debris flying through the confines of the hallway. The walls buckled and collapsed behind him, the entire structure shaking, ceiling tiles falling to the ground not far from where he crouched. He dropped his daggers and covered his ears, fueling the rapid changes in pressure in a narrow field around him, negating as much of the shockwave of the explosion as possible.

It created a vacuum of air around him, the fire dying around him in a tight oval shape, flickering over him in a wave of heat that threatened to consume him, but he held tight and poured more power into his efforts.

It ended as quickly as it began.

His ears were ringing, he felt a bit crisped on the edges, and he was sore all along his back and sides from debris making it through the air void.

He shook his head, ears popping, and he got to his feet and moved away from the growing fire at his back.

Fenric.

Cian turned back in the direction they came from—the hallway had collapsed, the walls and the ceiling crumpled and piled high, blocking it entirely. Fire burned among the rumble, smoke rising, clouding the air.

“Fenric!” he screamed, terrified. “Fenric!”

Brother! Rory shouted in his head. What happened?

Enforcers set off a kinetic bomb in the service hallway as we were chasing them. Fenric and I are separated—I do not know if he’s alive or hurt.

Rory knew he was all right—he could feel it through their bond—so he wasn’t frantic, but his worry came through strong and clear, compounded by his concern for Fenric.

The bloodclan vampires are coming to help you and Fenric.

“Fenric!” Cian got as close as he could to the rubble, lifting a hand and guiding the suffocating effect of his air void to extinguish the flames. “Can you hear me?”

He was about to start tearing apart the pile of rubble with his bare hands when a shift in the ambient magic fields had him throwing himself to the side. A spell went over him, crashing into the rubble, igniting new fires, sparks hissing on concrete and wall panels. Cian crouched behind an overturned dining cart and looked down the hall to see two of the three enforcers he had been chasing slowly advancing on him.

Cian growled under his breath, too aggravated for caution, slapping his hand to the tile floor and calling the stone to answer. Whispers filled the air, and the tiles underneath the enforcers shattered upwards in a wave, blasting the humans off their feet. The hall was full of dust and smoke, obscuring his view, and he left the safety of the cart and sprinted down the hallway toward his opponents.

One was on his feet, stumbling away, covered in cuts, blood, and dust. Another was trying to get to his feet, struggling, a shard of stone tile embedded in his thigh, copious amounts of blood pouring to the floor. Cian shoved mentally at the shard and the stone went deeper, dropping the man to the floor where he bled out almost instantly.

The third was dead, speared by the wooden handle Cian threw before the explosion, blood pooling on the floor around the body.

Brother! Rory called to him, and Cian stopped in his pursuit of the last enforcer, who was running away down the hall to the exit.

Is Fenric well? Cian asked, breathing hard. He held out his hands and called to his daggers, which flew to him out of the scattered debris in the hall, neatly flipping into his hands.

He’s alive. They are digging him out and bringing him to me. Simeon is here, and he says there is another service hall you can use to double-back to the casino and this side of the collapse. It’s in the shipping bay at the end of the hall—turn left and the doors are about forty feet farther down.

Cian almost went to his knees in relief. Not knowing if Fenric was alive or dead had been as bad as Rory being stuck in limbo—he pushed down his fear and breathed in and out, counting to four as he did, settling his heart rate. The doors at the end of the hall were still swinging from the passage of the lone surviving enforcer.

He jogged down the hall, neatly avoiding the blood and dust all over the floor, heading for the doors. Ahead of him was all concrete and steel, little natural stone to work with, but he still got a faint echo of information from the structure as he went. The concrete was stone aggregate so if he got desperate he would call to it.

The enforcer was in the shipping bay, and Cian saw the human just as he cleared the doors, which swung behind him as he went past.

The enforcer was attempting to jump down from one of the loading platforms, and Cian flipped one of his daggers and then threw it, hard, across the large open space and into the man’s back between his shoulder blades. A squawk of pain and the man collapsed to his knees, then fell on his face.

He heard a motor revving in the parking lot. The sun had set, twilight turning the sky a riot of orange and purples past the skyscrapers. Cian moved to the dead man while looking for the source of the noise. A black SUV was idling in the lot, headlights coming on, Cian squinting in the brightness. He yanked his dagger out of the dead man and waited to see what would happen next.

With a squeal of tires the SUV peeled out of the lot, heading for the street. Cian had no intention of following—he had a cat-sidhe to see. Fenric needed him. Rory sent him an image of Fenric being carried to him, awake and complaining but injured. Cian wanted to be with Fenric.

He was turning back to the shipping bay when he saw the lone figure standing not far from where the SUV had been parked. Dressed in black from top to bottom, Cian thought this one was another enforcer until he got a good look at them.

A pair of dueling daggers were strapped to a lean waist, and shiny white talons matched the pair of fangs that were dropped in a cold smile. Eyes glowing red, the vampire stared intently at Cian, as a hunter would watch his prey. Thick brown hair was tied back in a long braid out of the way, and the vampire was dressed in padded leather meant for combat, all of it making his already washed-out complexion appear deathly pale.

Cian was no one’s prey. Not this vampire’s, certainly.

Please tell Fenric I love him and that I’ll be with him shortly, Cian sent to Rory. He let his brother see through his eyes for a second—the vampire assassin standing in the parking lot, waiting for Cian. I have an assassin to sort out.

Be careful, Rory cautioned. Fenric is waiting for you.

[image: ]


Fenric

Fenric coughed, spitting blood to the floor. He rolled onto his back, gasping for air. Numerous hands grabbed at his shoulders and arms, cold to the touch—vampires. Even with his wits scrambled, he knew they were trying to help, and he didn’t resist even when they yanked on him, pulling him from beneath a large piece of the ceiling. It hurt, concrete and rebar scratching him through his clothes.

At some point he must have transformed, but he had no memory of it. His head hurt. Everything hurt.

“We’ve got him!”

“Support his head!”

“Cian? Fuck,” Fenric spat out another glob of blood, squinting around for his lover as he was carried away from the site of the explosion. There was dust and grit in his eyes, in his mouth and nose. “Cian!”

“Fenric!” Rory pushed through the growing crowd and carefully took Fenric from his rescuers, kneeling on the floor with him. “I have you, hold still; let me see what’s wrong.”

“Cian, is Cian…”

“He’s alive,” Rory said, amber eyes intense, gently cradling Fenric on his lap. “He’s a bit busy right now fighting some enforcers but he’s fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”

“I’ll be okay, let me up, he needs help…” Fenric tried sitting up but he screamed in agony, falling back into Rory’s arms.

“You’re not okay, Fenric,” Rory scolded, and then a warm hand on his forehead forestalled any more outbursts, making him relax and easing some of the pain coursing through his body. “I’ve got you, now be still while I heal you.”

Angel and Simeon suddenly appeared, standing over him and Rory, and Fenric relaxed even more, brain fuzzy, body no longer hurting as badly. He heard them talking back and forth and heard Rory say Cian’s name, but he wasn’t able to make out anything else. At least the pain was gone, but he wanted to see Cian, needed to see him.

He needed Cian.


Chapter 24

Duellum


Cian

“Hello,” Cian greeted, twirling his daggers in his hands, his voice echoing through the shipping bay and the parking lot.

The vampire gave him a slow nod. “Greetings, Cian Brennan.”

Cian was still glamoured to look like someone else. “Cian Brennan is dead.”

“I smell your blood, old one,” the vampire disagreed, taking a few steps closer. “I know it’s you.”

Interesting. “How?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“My employer sent me a scrap of a prison uniform soaked in Cian Brennan’s blood,” the vampire replied, casual and at ease. “You’re bleeding now.”

He didn’t know this vampire, but that gave him a solid guess on his age, if he could sense Cian’s blood through the glamour—easily a thousand years older than Connie. That age range made him fast, durable, and capable of hurting Cian if he let down his guard. Young he may be compared to Cian’s years, but he was old for a vampire. And that made him a threat.

“You have me at a disadvantage, vampire,” Cian replied. “What’s your name?”

“Cato,” came the reply, with a pronunciation that Cian placed from ancient Rome. The name was appropriate to the accent, but then most vampires tended to acquire new names the older they got, so it might not be his original name. Cato was clearly old enough to recall the Bronze Age, before Rome existed.

“Named for Cato the Elder or Younger? Or both? They were both assholes,” Cian said, pleased to see a narrowing of the eyes and a tightness to the jaw of the vampire assassin.

Assassin he was for certain—whether Cian was the target specifically or someone else hardly mattered. Cato was there to fulfill a contract.

Cian wasn’t going to leave such a threat on the doorstep of the bloodclan. If he was right about the age of this vampire, he was older than all the bloodclan members, including Connie, and Rageshi was too chaotic to let out into the wider world just yet.

Cato prowled a few steps closer, boots soundless on the fresh pavement on the lot. This was the same place that Isaac melted into a puddle of asphalt with an inferno when he tried to stop the blood mage, Clemente, so the lot was now one smooth expanse without obstruction.

A perfect place to kill.

He sensed the approach of more vampires seconds before a small group burst out of another service hall in the shipping bay. Ricon Dumond led the group, and they came to Cian in a blur, standing at his side. Ricon sent a swift glance over the dead enforcer nearby then eyed him with some confusion, and Cian dismissed the glamour. Wearing it now was silly. Ricon’s brows went up and he smiled, showing a hint of fang. “Brennan. We’ve been sent by your brother to be of some help.”

“My thanks, Dumond.”

“Who is this?” Ricon asked, one of his curved swords in hand, pointing to the vampire in the lot.

“An assassin by the name of Cato,” Cian replied. “I believe he’s here to kill me.”

“Ahh,” Ricon murmured. “Will you need assistance?”

“Perhaps not,” Cian said, but he had a question to ask of Cato first. “Tell me, Cato the Eldest, have you a soulmate waiting for you to return?”

A ripple of surprise went through Cato’s placid expression, then a slight quirk to his lips before he answered. “There is no soulmate waiting for me, old one. I would not be in this profession if I were so bonded. You may attempt to kill me without qualm.”

“Well then,” Cian said. He twirled his daggers again, sending a rush of energy over them, cleaning the daggers from pommel to blade tip. With a sharp smile to Ricon, “You may have your turn if I fall.”

“Do not die,” Ricon ordered him firmly. “You have many who love you.”

Cian nodded slowly, and for the first time in a long time he understood the desire to bow out of a fight. He had Rory again, and Daniel, and now Fenric was returned to him by the grace of Fate. There was a little dragon to tend and a young necromancer to guide in shenanigans. He had plenty to live for, and everything to kill for.

Once this assassin was dead, he was going to ask Fenric to bond with him.

Rory? How is Fenric? he asked his brother.

Healing. I made him sleep to speed the process along. Do you need me? Rory’s mind was open to him and he saw the numerous injured people he had yet to help, and the swarming first responders in EMT and Fire rescue gear filling the casino.

I’ll deal with this threat. Keep helping the injured.

Be careful, please.

Cian dropped from the loading platform to the pavement of the lot, hands steady, resolve steely and sure.

Cato smiled, hands falling to his sheathed daggers.
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Fenric

He groaned, mind a slush of chaotic thoughts and emotions, but the longer he was awake the clearer his thoughts became. He was on his back, tucked off to the side of the casino with a tablecloth bundled under his head as a pillow. Rory was nearby, helping an EMT triage a bleeding human.

“Fenric?” Rory saw him moving and came to his side, kneeling next to him. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got blown up,” he grumbled. “How bad was it?”

“Several broken bones, a fractured skull, and severe internal bleeding,” Rory shared, shaking his head. “You were dying.”

“And now?” Fenric asked, Rory helping him sit up and rest on the wall.

Rory smiled, soft and kind. “You’ll be fine. I sorted it all out. You’ll need to rest to recover fully, but that won’t be more than a couple of days.”

“Cian?”

Rory’s expression went hard, amber eyes flashing. “He’s dealing with an assassin named Cato in the parking lot behind the Tower.”

“Fuck! He’s taking on Cato?” Fenric swore and struggled to rise. “He needs me!”

“Who is this Cato?” Rory asked, Daniel coming out of the crowd at the urgency in Rory’s voice.

“Only the deadliest assassin to ever live,” Fenric gritted out as he got slowly to his feet, Rory helping him stand. His entire body was shaking with strain. “Or undead, or whatever. He’s an old vampire and has never failed a contract.”

“Let’s go,” Daniel said, coming to his side and putting one of Fenric’s arms over his shoulder, Rory doing the same.

“Don’t they need you still?” Fenric gasped out, gesturing with his chin to the swarm of EMTs tending to the injured laid out along the wall.

“I have healed the worst of the injuries,” Rory replied. “Let’s help my brother now.”
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Cian

The world went quiet, his senses narrowed to his opponent, the pavement under his feet, the feel of the air over his arms as he raised them in a simple guard, keeping himself a moving target rather than remaining static.

Cato drew his own daggers, dueling blades—they were heavier, thicker, and longer than Cian’s daggers. His were meant for throwing as well as combat and were thinner, lighter. Cato had the edge in weapons, but Cian had more experience.

Energy writhed around Cato, a translucent wall of power that shimmered like heat over a road in high summer. It blurred the edges of the vampire’s figure, and it pulsed against Cian’s awareness in an odd rhythm, a discordant tempo that was impossible to predict.

This vampire was one of the gifted.

Cian was impressed.

Cato strode forward, boots silent on the pavement, and Cian slipped out of the way of the first two strikes directed at his neck and chest, moving enough to stay in striking range and dart in with his own blades. He went for an inside slice along Cato’s forearms to cut the tendons in the wrist, and missed.

He missed.

He never missed.

The edges of Cato’s body were blurred. He was not where Cian expected him to be, where his eyes said his enemy was, and Cian grinned at the challenge, jumping back out of the way as Cato advanced. He needed to adjust his attacks to compensate for the misinformation coming from his senses.

Cian fell to defense, blocking and parrying blows, each more effective than the last as Cato advanced in a flurry of moves. Cian let him, giving ground with each attack, mindful of the chain-link fence coming up at his back and the curb of the parking lot nearing his heels.

With each move he avoided, he was able to peel away a bit of the blurring, his mind mapping the true location of Cato within the distortion field, which came out only a few inches from his body. It did not slow a blade nor injure Cian if he was brushed by it—the field seemed to only obscure Cato within it, the odd pulsing of the energy meant to prevent his opponent from deciphering the rhythm of his attacks.

His right heel hit the curb, and shouts from the direction of the shipping bay were frantic with alarm and worry. Cian ignored the onlookers and pushed off the curb with his foot, launching forward.

Dagger low, feinting, he drew a block from Cato, and his other dagger went not for center mass, but for the elbow of Cato’s other arm, ignoring the false sensory input from the field. A solid, deep slice through padded leather and into flesh, and Cato hissed, sharp and short, yanking himself back several feet from Cian.

Cold blood, vampire blood, dripped in a heavy splatter from the wound. Cian could not see where the strike landed but he had felt bone in the last drag of the blade, so he knew it was deep. The wound was grave enough it would kill a mortal from blood loss, and it would take even a vampire as old as Cato a few moments to heal it—but he would be losing blood in the meantime, and he was down one arm.

Cian had no interest in celebrating first blood—he now knew where Cato was not inside the field, and he launched into the offensive, determined to end the confrontation.
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Fenric

Rory and Daniel were all but carrying him down the maze of hallways to the shipping bay at the rear of the Tower complex, having to take a few detours to get around the collapsed section of hallway they’d been in earlier.

By the time they got to the shipping bay, it was full of several vampires and human employees, and they were all standing on the edges of the upper level of the shipping bay, watching out the lifted garage doors into the parking lot. Rory and Daniel carried him to the loading platform and helped him sit on the edge, right beside Ricon Dumond and vampires that smelled like his fledglings.

Cian and the vampire Cato were fighting.

Their moves were so fast that even Fenric was having trouble keeping up with them, silver and steel flashing in the tall lamp posts illuminating the lot.

Fenric sucked in a deep breath, worry gripping him, trying to keep himself from calling out a warning when Cian got too close to the edge of the lot, foot striking the curb.

Others cried out, thinking Cian was backed into the fence and trapped, when Cian suddenly shoved off from the curb and made a slight adjustment as he struck and drew blood in a cold wave that rained down over the pavement. Cian went on the offensive without pause.

Cato glimmered. He was one of the vampires who developed a gift as they aged—his ability was one of distortion and confusion, messing with the senses of his targets and allowing him to finish them off with minimal threat to himself.

Somehow Cian was able to strike through the distortion field and managed to land a blow on Cato. The vampire blurred backwards, and the clang of steel on asphalt was loud.

The arm Cian struck was nearly useless, Cato unable to hold onto one of his long daggers, which clattered to the ground. Blood dripped in a steady splatter from the slice around his elbow, blood soaking the leathers he wore and dripping from his hand.

Cian ignored the fallen blade and continued his advance, stepping over the dagger and striking at Cato’s head with both blades, forcing the vampire to block with his remaining dagger, but Cian feinted and stabbed downward with one of his daggers, his blow finding its mark.

Dagger sunk to the hilt in Cato’s chest, and the vampire let out a choked hiss, the distortion field falling away. Dark blood poured out of the vampire’s mouth.

“Yield, or die,” Cian warned Cato as he knocked aside the remaining dagger, sending it to the ground with a harsh clatter of steel.

Cato staggered on his feet, his one functioning arm coming up, and Cian easily knocked aside the awkward blow. The vampire grabbed at the blade, hand bloody and wet, then talons found purchase in Cian’s flesh, tearing at his wrist and arm.

“Stubborn as your namesake,” Cian gritted out, and quick as lightning pulled the dagger from Cato’s chest and slammed the pommel into his temple with a sickening crunch.

Cato jerked and went limp, falling to the ground in a jumble of limbs.

Cian took in a deep breath and held up his arm, grimacing at the rivulets of blood dripping from the talon marks gouged in the flesh of his forearms, bright red mixing with the near black of the blood that soaked the daggers from hilt to blade tip. Black droplets of vampire blood covered his arms and chest, seeping into the gray dust from the explosion that covered Cian from head to toe.

He was a mess, but intact.

And Cato was alive, or as alive as one of the undead could be—his wounds were closing, and the vampire groaned in pain as he came around from the blow to the head.

“Cian!” Fenric gasped out, sliding down the edge of the platform to the pavement. He was barely able to stand but he was determined to get to his lover.

Cian saw him and left the vampire behind, striding across the parking lot to reach him. Cian dismissed his daggers into the ether a stride before he reached Fenric, and Fenric was swept up into Cian’s arms, neither of them caring about the blood and dust covering them both.

“Are you well?” Cian breathed into his ear, holding him tightly, feet off the ground. “We are not bound—I could not tell if you were alive or dead.”

“Rory patched me up, I’m alright.” Fenric wrapped his arms around Cian’s neck and pressed his face into mossy green hair, breathing in the scent of his lover. “I was so worried.”

“I’m sorry I did not return to you immediately, my kitten,” Cian apologized, burying his face in Fenric’s shoulder. “I could not leave Cato unchallenged.”

“You defeated one of the most fearsome assassins in the world. I’m not going to complain about that.” Fenric kissed the side of Cian’s neck. “Next time wait for me, I missed all the fun,” he teased.

Cian chuckled, and Fenric smiled at the sound. Cian pulled back enough to kiss Fenric on the lips. “I promise to share the fun next time.”

“Why didn’t you kill him?” Fenric asked quietly.

“I didn’t want to,” Cian replied lightly. “Once I figured out his ability, it was too easy to defeat him. Felt unfair.”

“Unfair?” Ricon dropped down to the pavement next to them and shook his head in amusement as he walked by, heading for Cato. “You spared an infamous international assassin because it felt unfair to win. I’ve heard everything now.”

“He’s all yours,” Cian called to Ricon over his shoulder. “Give him to Connie.”

“I shall! Now take your lover home, you’ve done more than enough for the evening,” Ricon retorted, turning his attention to the groaning vampire on the ground. Cato was moving slowly, and if he were any younger he might be in danger of succumbing to his wounds.

Ricon gestured for his fledglings, who all jumped down and went to their sire, gathering around Cato, blocking him from view.


Chapter 25

Always and Forever


Cian

Fenric wavered on his feet and Cian swept him up in a bridal carry and held him securely to his chest, Fenric tucking his head under Cian’s chin and sighing deeply in contentment.

Rory jumped down from the platform and came to him, putting a hand on his shoulder and squeezing. “Are you well, my brother?”

“Some bruises and scratches, but I’ll be fine. Fenric?”

“I healed the grievous injuries. He needs a couple of days to recover from blood loss,” Rory informed him.

“I am right here,” Fenric grumbled from his place in Cian’s arms.

“Yes you are, and it’s where you’ll be staying for the foreseeable future.” Cian declared. “Time to go home.”

“Do you need healing before you go?” Rory asked, looking him over, frowning at the scrapes and cuts all over him.

“You’ve done more than enough healing tonight already, my brother,” Cian reminded his twin. “Don’t endanger yourself trying to help everyone.”

Daniel jumped down next to his husband and took Rory’s hand in his, bumping their shoulders together. “Angel and Simeon are coming. Let Cian go home with Fenric before they get stuck answering questions for the next hour.”

Rory sighed but nodded in agreement with his husband. “Go swiftly then, brother, before the necromancer sets his hooks in you. I’ll head off Angel and his mate, distract them with the assassin Cato.”

“Thank you,” Cian murmured and nodded to Daniel in thanks. Cian gave his brother a crooked smile and then jumped back up onto the loading platform with Fenric in his arms and carried Fenric through the gathering crowd of Tower inhabitants and employees. Several tried to stop him and congratulate him on winning the duel with Cato, but he adroitly dodged them and kept on walking, heading for the farthest door he could see in the shipping bay.

“Not one for the adulation of adoring fans?” Fenric softly sassed him from the comfort of his arms.

Cian grunted and gently squeezed his lover, making Fenric squeak. “I don’t need the adoration of strangers. Just yours.”

Fenric kissed the side of his neck, and Cian almost stumbled, but managed to keep his balance. Fenric chuckled, holding him tighter. “You say the sweetest things.”

“I do not,” Cian grumbled, frowning. “I merely speak the truth.”

“Exactly,” Fenric replied primly.

Cian lightly kicked open one of the swinging doors he found and entered what appeared to be an office off the shipping bay, thankfully empty at this time of night. He summoned an archway, and the wall and floor rumbled, the floor tiles warping and flowing like liquid as the underhill answered his call.

The archway assembled itself quickly, sensing his desire to get Fenric back home to safety and comfort. The view within the arch was of their new bedroom—fire burning in the hearth, lights on low, and the door to the bathroom open, the sound of running water in the massive tub echoing softly in the room. Cian stepped through the arch with his precious armful, and he dismissed the door, waiting until it was gone completely before carrying Fenric to the bathroom.

Entering the bathroom, Cian spied the running tub, still filling, and he gently set Fenric on the tub’s marble edge, making sure to keep his hands on Fenric in case he lost his balance.

Fenric was gazing at him in the most beguiling manner—eyes full of heat and affection, a slow, wicked smile on those lush lips. Despite being covered in dust, grime, and some blood from healed injuries, he was marvelously lovely to Cian’s eyes.

He knelt at Fenric’s feet and gently began tugging off his boots, setting them aside and working on his pants next, Fenric watching him the whole time. As he worked he found more blood, some still tacky on skin and clothes, despite the lack of wounds. Rory was thorough—Cian had no worry that Fenric was still hurt, he merely needed rest and time to recover what blood he lost when injured. Yet the sight of Fenric’s blood was enough to make his heart squeeze in his chest and his mouth go dry, and he fought to keep his hands steady as he gently helped Fenric remove his clothing.

Hands suddenly gripped his and held him still—Cian looked up to meet Fenric’s gaze. “I’m okay, I swear it. Just tired. Nothing a lot of sleep won’t fix.” Fenric squeezed his hands, thumbs rubbing along Cian’s palms and fingers, massaging the digits, and Cian realized his hands had been shaking while undressing Fenric.

“We weren’t together and I almost lost you,” Cian whispered.

He was overcome by the image of Fenric running, trying to escape the bomb blast while Cian was forced to do the same, running in opposite directions. There’d been no time for thought or fear in that moment, but Cian had time to think about it now and it was tearing him to pieces. He looked away, finding it hard to meet Fenric’s gaze.

Hands gripped his face and made him look at Fenric face-to-face, and Cian sucked in a deep breath, finding calm in the firm hold of his lover. “Hey, we’re both here, and we’re both fine.” Fenric shrugged one shoulder. “I’m more or less in one piece. Let’s focus on getting clean and then we can both fall apart in bed together.”

“I can do that,” Cian breathed out and then slowly back in, his heart rate easing, and he firmly pushed away the chaotic memory of those few seconds in the hallway.

Fenric let go of his face and carefully tugged his shirt over his head, Cian helping.

Despite Rory’s skillful healing, there was some faint bruising along Fenric’s ribs and shoulders, remnants of more serious injuries. Cian traced his fingers along the edges, careful not to press in case they were painful.

Fenric got to his feet with a low groan, moving stiffly and Cian helped him shuck his boxer briefs and then slide first one leg, then the other over the edge of the tub. The water was steaming, but not too hot, and Fenric hissed as he sank into the water up to his shoulders. The faucets stopped on their own, shutting off the water, and Cian took a moment to shed his garments, stripping quickly.

His various injuries stung when he got in the water with Fenric, but they were superficial and already healing, itching as the edges of cuts and scrapes sealed together. It was a bit unpleasant but the water soothed the process, and getting clean would speed the healing along.

Cian helped Fenric dunk himself under the water, coming back up and scrubbing his long black hair, pushing it back from his face. Cian was careful, using a soft washcloth that appeared on a copper tray on the edge of the tub along with some soaps and a couple of combs. He soaped up the cloth and as gently as he could manage, wiped and scrubbed away the grime of the last couple of hours, dried blood running red down snow-white skin. He was careful of Fenric’s face, his lover indulging him with a soft sigh and a rumble of a purr as he wiped and blotted, cleaning Fenric as if he were made of glass, fragile and precious.

He knew Fenric was tough and capable, an Elder fae, a sidhe with power and skills, but Fenric was also very dear to him and deserving of the cosseting and tenderness. Cian was not accustomed to offering tender care to anyone except his twin, and he was trying his best with Fenric.

Cian soaped up the cloth again and gently wiped Fenric’s shoulders and chest, mindful of the bruises. Fenric leaned into the touches and the purring increased in volume, helping Cian calm further.

Cian was helpless against the purring. It reached inside him to the deepest parts of his inner being and vibrated inside his soul, echoing off his bones and spirit.

Fenric was a part of him.
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Fenric

Cian was stuck in his head about something, and Fenric thought about digging after it but Cian was coming down off the high from the fight at the Tower, the bomb, and the duel with Cato, and he didn’t want to push.

Cian wasn’t breakable or fragile, but he was not well-equipped to handle the risk of losing his loved ones. The trauma of the long separation from his twin left a mark on Cian’s psyche that was obvious to Fenric. He doubted anyone would handle the events of their evening well, but Cian was especially vulnerable to that particular worry—losing a loved one—after the trauma of Rory’s stasis, and it made Fenric worry.

He was no healer to sort out Cian’s mental state, but he could listen and be there for his love. If Cian was willing to talk, he would listen.

“How are you doing?” Fenric asked as Cian continued to wash his arms and hands, careful of a few bruises he found on Fenric’s forearms.

“I…” Cian paused, gathering his thoughts. He kept up the tender ministrations, eyes on his hands as he bathed Fenric. It was intimate and gentle, but not sexual in any way, and that was fine with Fenric. Cian took a deep breath. “I am a jumble of worry and fear, terror and what-ifs. I cannot lose you.”

Cian looked up from his hands and met Fenric’s gaze directly, the mercurial eyes swirling, clear evidence of his emotional upheaval.

Fenric gently took the washcloth away and set to float in the water, and he pulled Cian into a hug, holding on tight. Cian hugged him back even tighter, almost squeezing the air from his lungs. He didn’t mind. “I won’t say that I’ll always be here. I can’t. We both know the world is unpredictable and deadly, and we both lead dangerous lives. We run to the fight, not away from it.”

Cian nodded, pressing his face to Fenric’s shoulder, not saying a word. Fenric knew he was listening.

“I will promise that I’ll always fight to return to you,” Fenric whispered. “I will always return to you, or die trying.”

“No dying,” Cian gasped out, lifting his head and taking Fenric’s lips in a desperate kiss. Fenric responded with equal fervor, determined to show Cian how much he meant what he said. The kiss was hard and swift, and they broke apart to clutch at each other, getting as close as possible, the water swirling around them, and Fenric ended up with his arms and legs wrapped around Cian, tucking his head under his lover’s chin, Cian’s strong arms holding him tightly.

They stayed like that for a long time, the water warm and soothing. Eventually their breathing matched and Cian relaxed by degrees, his hold turning gentle, less frantic.

Cian took Fenric’s face in his hands, water dripping, and Fenric gazed back at his love, trying to convey how much he cared for his High Court Sidhe. Sometimes words weren’t enough.

“Bond with me,” Cian asked roughly. “Bond with me, Fenric.”

He thought for a second that he hadn’t heard correctly, but Cian still held him firmly, eyes locked on his, waiting for his answer. Fenric sucked in a deep breath and answered the only way he could, with the only answer he had in him. “Yes.”

Cian closed his eyes for a brief moment, relief washing over his face, and Fenric swiped gently under Cian’s eyes when a couple of tears escaped. Cian shook with a fine tremor, and when he opened his eyes again, the tempest within them had finally calmed, shifting to a serene pool of cobalt blue and dove gray. “Thank you, my kitten. Thank you.”

“Bonding with you is a dream I never dared to have,” Fenric whispered. “I want to be with you, always.”

“I’ll never let you go,” Cian swore, letting go of his face to hug Fenric to him once more. “Never.”
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Cian

A long while later, both of them were clean and finally in bed under the covers and pressed together from head to toe, arms around each other and refusing to let go.

He held Fenric tightly as he slept in his arms, tucked to his chest under his chin. Cian dozed, not all that tired himself even with all the excitement earlier. He was fine—what scrapes and cuts he had were healed in the hours since the attack on the Tower, and it was very early morning now. Fenric’s bruises were healed as well, not a blemish to be found on his soft skin.

Daniel and Rory were at the Tower still, helping Angel and Simeon deal with the remaining chaos. Cian was glad he and Fenric left when they did—he was happier in bed with his kitten than digging through the recesses of the Tower looking for additional bombs and hidden enforcers. Thankfully, Rory was able to let him know that there was no further danger at the Tower, and Rory wasn’t needed for healing, all the wounded either sent out to the nearest hospital or tended to already.

Fenric stirred in his arms, a slight shiver of movement heralding his waking mind.

Cian held Fenric to his chest and ran a hand up and down Fenric’s back, enjoying the warm, soft skin and the play of muscles across Fenric’s trim frame. He was lithe and sensuous like a cat and just as strong, with long, lean muscles full of strength and grace.

A soft purr filled the warm cocoon under the blankets, soothing Cian down to his bones. He was addicted to Fenric’s purr and wanted to hear it all the time.

“You love petting me, don’t you,” Fenric murmured sleepily, a tiny smile lifting one corner of his perfect mouth.

“I truly do,” Cian admitted, running his hand down Fenric’s back to his pert ass, sweeping his palm over one perfect glute and then back up, enjoying how the purring increased in volume. “You love it, too.”

“Mmhhmm,” Fenric hummed, thoroughly content under Cian’s touch. “Don’t stop.”

Cian dropped a tiny kiss on Fenric’s lips, and the purring grew louder, a rumble Cian could not get enough of hearing, of feeling. More tiny kisses along that sharp jaw and cheek, to the shell of a slightly pointed ear and soft black hair. He chased the purring down the lean column of Fenric’s neck, making his love gasp when he paused to suck up a faint love bite on the side of his neck. Fenric arched into him and clung to his shoulders.

Cian kissed down Fenric’s chest to the center of his sternum, and stopped to suck another love bite into existence on his pale skin. The stark contrast of the red mark made Cian feel possessive in a way he never had before. Never before had he wanted to mark a lover as his, to keep them, to claim them and hold them forever.

“Bond with me now, my kitten,” Cian asked, words hushed in the small space between them.

Fenric blinked open his eyes and focused on Cian with fierce intent. “Yes, please.”

“I need Rory with me,” Cian admitted. “We share a soul and I cannot bond without him.”

Fenric smiled and pressed upward to gently kiss his mouth. “I know, it’s alright. Get Rory over here and I’ll get dressed.”

Cian reluctantly left the warm nest of blankets and Fenric followed him out of bed, both heading for their armoires to get clean clothes.

Cian pulled on a clean pair of sweatpants and then went to the doorway of their bedroom, opening the door. Lowering the mental wall he had raised earlier, Cian centered Rory in the front of his mind.

Brother, Cian called. Rory’s mind was open and receptive—he and Daniel were discussing returning to the conservatory or staying at the Tower for the remainder of the night.

What do you need? Rory asked immediately, turning his full attention to Cian.

Fenric has agreed to bond with me.

Rory sent him a rush of love and happiness, and he breathed easier feeling Rory’s support for his union with Fenric. There was no doubt in Rory about Cian bonding with Fenric, and he hadn’t realized how much he needed that support from his twin.

Daniel and I are on our way.

Fenric, dressed in sweatpants and a simple t-shirt, came to join him at the doorway, and Cian took his hand and led him out to the temple to wait for Rory and Daniel.

The furniture in the temple had been rearranged—gone were the bed and armoire, now in their bedroom. No sign of the pool, either, and in the center of the temple was a large brazier, a fire burning merrily within, with two large moss-green chaise lounges on either side of the fire. Cian noted with some amusement that the upholstery of the chaises was the same color as his and Rory’s hair, the wood a pale cream color and carved into sharp leaves dancing on a breeze.

“Sit with me while we wait,” Fenric said, taking a seat on the chaise to the left, tugging Cian down to sit beside him. He sat, but then he pulled Fenric into his lap before leaning back on the chaise and sighing in contentment. Fenric went willingly, snuggling into his arms and tucking his head under Cian’s chin. That purr resumed, and Cian gently pet Fenric along his shoulders and sides, happy to hold him.

They didn’t have long to wait.

The underhill was in a giving mood, and Cian was impressed when it was Daniel who called to the underhill, asking for passage to the temple. It answered with alacrity and eagerness, and an arch grew from the floor not far from where Cian and Fenric sat, liquid stones running atop each other to solidify in place. Daniel and Rory were standing in a hallway, and they stepped through quickly, Daniel dismissing the arch with a soft smile of wonder.

“Well done, little brother,” Cian called.

“Thank you!” Daniel replied with a wide grin, jogging over to them and leaning down. He hugged them both in an exuberant embrace, and Fenric laughed at being smashed into Cian’s chest by the hug. “I am so happy for you both!”

Daniel let them go after a moment, straightening, smiling down at them. “What does a bonding entail? Mine was an awakening ceremony instead of just a bonding. I was human and now I’m not. I haven’t a clue how it works between two Elder fae.”

Rory joined his husband and hugged him to his side, dropping a kiss on Daniel’s golden locks. “Let them speak, beloved,” Rory teased. “We’ll explain it to you.”

Rory clasped Cian’s shoulder in a firm grip, conveying his happiness and love. Rory was nearly bursting at the seams in approval, radiating joy for them both. There was no doubt Rory was pleased by Cian and Fenric bonding. “I am happy for you both.”

Fenric wriggled in Cian’s lap so he could sit up and talk to Daniel and Rory, Cian reluctantly letting him go. “Thank you for coming. And thank you for saving me earlier.”

“You are most welcome,” Rory said. “We are family now, Fenric, and there’s nothing I won’t do for family.”

“Do we need to do anything to prepare? This is so exciting,” Daniel was all but vibrating with emotion. “All I did for mine was pass out.”

“We bonded at the same time we awakened your soul and body,” Rory explained. “Fenric is already sidhe—all we need to do is connect Fenric and Cian at the soul level.”

“You and Cian share a soul—how’s that work?” Daniel asked, curious.

“The same way it works between us, beloved,” Rory said. “Since Cian and I are one soul, split in two, you are bound to my half of our soul, and Fenric will be bound to Cian’s half. No merging of souls, merely creating a connection. A soulbond.”

“We’ll each know where the other is, how we’re doing, feel emotions and eventually thoughts. The longer the bond is in place, the deeper it grows.” Cian explained. He shared a glance with Fenric then looked at Daniel. “Eventually all four of us will be able to connect, to speak as Rory and I do, though the connection will not be as deep as the one between Rory and me. Our shared soul is the anchor, the center of the bondings. You and Fenric will be able to sense one another, too.”

Daniel was thinking, nodding as Cian explained. “Is that something you’re okay with?” Daniel asked Fenric, surprising Cian. Daniel went on. “I’m okay with it. I’m learning how to block out certain things for privacy’s sake with Rory already, and I can learn to do that with you, too, after the bonding. Are you okay with bonding with Cian knowing you’ll eventually sense me and Rory?”

Fenric smiled, a tiny curve of his lips, and his eyes were suspiciously bright. “You’ve a good heart, Daniel Salvatore. I’m willing to bond with Cian. I get a new family along with a mate.”

Cian kissed Fenric’s cheek and hugged his love, giving him a moment to gather himself.

“Shall we?” Cian asked, voice a bit rough with emotion.

“Yes.” Fenric whispered, kissing him lightly on the lips.
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Fenric

He knew only the basic mechanics of joining with a mate. The bonding was simple—the more experienced of the two led the bonding, and since Cian was both much older than Fenric and had already helped Daniel and Rory join during Daniel’s awakening, he was going to take the lead. That was more than fine with Fenric.

He was not sure about how it was going to go with Rory and Cian being a shared soul—he wasn’t worried about Rory, not at all, but more wary of the unknown process. He’d been alone for so very long that acquiring a mate and a ready-made family in one fell swoop was making him a bit nervous. He hoped he didn’t screw it up.

Fenric remained in Cian’s lap—Rory sat next to them, close enough to put a hand on Fenric’s shoulder, and Daniel sat cross-legged on the floor at Rory’s feet, storm-touched eyes full of curiosity and excitement.

“Just breathe,” Cian whispered. “I’m here with you.”

“Just breathe,” Fenric echoed quietly, closing his eyes and sinking into a trance, focusing on each breath in and out.

The parts of his mind that stood as walls against the outside world were the first to come down—having a complete awareness of self was a boon of being sidhe. He knew every part of his body, heart, mind, and soul. Every facet of himself. As he sank deeper into his inner self, he left the way open behind him—and he jolted when he felt another join him in his mind.

Cian, and to a lesser degree, Rory.

Their single soul glowed in a kaleidoscope of light, a rainbow of colors over a shining center, illuminating everything in its path.

Fenric went as deep into himself as he could go—and in the soft darkness he found himself in that place where his soul glimmered and sparkled, gold and white with flares of green, a sun burning in a universe that was made entirely of himself, of Fenric the cat-sidhe.

The bright star that was the twins followed, and Fenric fought the instinctive response to protect himself and raise walls between the intruders and his soul, exerting control over his instincts. He welcomed Cian inside.

He trusted Cian.

He loved Cian.

He sent that love and trust to the soul glimmering beside his, and Cian responded instantly, returning that love and trust. And with that rush of emotion came a glittering, golden thread.

Sparkling and translucent, it spun and wove through the space between their souls, and Fenric wasn’t one to wait—he reached out for the bond and gently grabbed it, guiding it to his own soul and forging the connection. A shock ran through him, body and soul, and a rush of energy filled his being.

Cian? he called tentatively, hoping it worked.

My kitten.

He all but exploded in relief and happiness, and he didn’t fight the rush of power and emotions that swamped him. Fenric had his love at long last.


Chapter 26

The Edge of Fate


Cian

Cian was glad to be seated since Fenric passed out in his arms, though only for a moment. Fenric went limp and Cian caught him, propping him up between him and Rory, his brother helping to hold Fenric upright.

The bond sealed the connection between them and Fenric’s lashes fluttered, his peridot-green eyes opening slowly. Cian and Rory withdrew their combined essence from Fenric, and the mental walls around Fenric’s mind and soul rose again on their own, returning to normal.

Cian felt Fenric then, as his mind and body adjusted to the bond. A bit of confusion, then elation. Joy and love. Such happiness that when Fenric fully opened his eyes and sat up on his own, Cian was prepared for the most beautiful smile in the world and for Fenric launching himself at him. The kiss was full of smiles and laughter.

“I can feel you,” Fenric breathed out between kisses.

“I can feel you, too,” Cian replied, holding Fenric tightly.

Rory withdrew gently from their connection and he stood from the chaise, helping Daniel to his feet without a word. Daniel smiled at Cian and Fenric and waved goodbye before joining hands with Rory and following his husband. Rory and Daniel left the temple, quietly departing the underhill.

Cian stood with Fenric in his arms and carried his mate across the temple to the hallway to their bedroom. Fenric began purring in his arms, nuzzling behind Cian’s ear and nibbling on his neck. He felt the fire in Fenric, the desire and the want, and the control and restraint in play in case Cian wasn’t in the same headspace.

He appreciated Fenric’s care more than words could convey, and he sent his emotions across the golden thread of their growing soulbond. He had everything he never knew he wanted in his arms at long last, and there was a matching fire in his belly for his mate. His beautiful, murderous, fierce, delicious mate.

Fenric was at last all his and he was never letting go.

“May I have you, my kitten?” Cian asked as he walked them down the short hall and then into their bedroom.

“Yes, yes you may,” Fenric replied eagerly. “Please do.”

Cian set Fenric down on the bed and his kitten wasted no time in stripping off his clothing in seconds. Cian did the same, tossing aside the clothing without a care and then joining Fenric on the bed.

“Let me taste you first,” Fenric breathed out over his lips, kissing him lightly, teasing.

“Anything,” Cian replied, letting himself be pushed onto his back, head on the pillows, and he put one arm behind his head, watching Fenric crawl close to kneel by his hip. Clever fingers traced over his hips and thighs, avoiding his groin, but Cian enjoyed the anticipation and let Fenric take his time.

One hand took his cock and stroked him slowly, firmly, root to tip, getting him hard. Fingers played over the ridges, making Cian’s breathing speed up, his hips jerking at the touch. He lost all thought when Fenric bent over and lapped at the head, teasing out a drop of precum.

“Mmhmm,” Fenric hummed, expression as smug as a cat in the cream. Gorgeous green eyes glowed and locked onto Cian as if he were prey, that nimble tongue lapping and twirling around the head of his cock before pink lips parted and sucked him down.

“So good, kitten.” Cian rasped out, burying his free hand in Fenric’s soft black hair. Fenric’s mouth was stretched wide, and those soft lips gripped his length as he sucked. “That’s it, so sweet.”

A warm hand cupped his balls and gently rolled them, and Cian moaned, spreading his thighs to let Fenric slip over his thigh and between his legs. Fenric kept his hot mouth on Cian’s cock and nestled into place, one hand on Cian’s balls and another holding the base of his shaft. Cian sank into the pleasure of Fenric’s delightful mouth and let Fenric set the pace.

He pet Fenric along the back of his head, along his stretched jaw, fingers tracing over the lips wrapped around his cock. Fenric’s eyes glowed brighter, hotter, a few tears glistening on lashes. He felt the desire and satisfaction emanating from Fenric through their nascent bond. Fenric was ecstatic to have his mouth on Cian and his feelings were a heady aphrodisiac to Cian. He grew harder, the ridges along his cock growing fuller, more defined, and Fenric bobbed his head along the hard length in his mouth, humming in pleased arousal.

Chest heaving, balls pulling up tight, Cian got within a heartbeat of coming when Fenric pulled his mouth off Cian’s cock and squeezed the base of his cock hard enough to stave off the climax, and Cian groaned in frustration and rueful amusement. Fenric’s lips were red and swollen from blowing him and they were curved now in a wicked smile.

“I want you in me when we come,” Fenric said, voice a bit rough from the blowjob.

“Get up here,” Cian ordered. “I’ll get us both there.”

“Yes, sir,” Fenric teased, crawling up his body to rest his pert ass on Cian’s cock, grinding down a bit.

Cian grabbed Fenric and pulled him down for a kiss, tasting traces of himself on Fenric’s tongue. Hands slid down to grip Fenric’s hips, and Fenric kept the kiss going even as he helped Cian maneuver him into position, and clever hands gripped his cock and placed the head at the tight muscle of his entrance. Fenric pushed down, breaking the kiss with a gasp, head tossed back and mouth open as Cian breached him inch by torturous inch. Fenric was wet and ready for him, blessedly hot inside, muscles rippling in anticipation of those ridges locking into place.

Cian kept himself from coming by sheer force of will—Fenric was utter perfection and he wanted to flood his mate with cum, but Fenric’s pleasure was paramount.

“Fucking hell,” Fenric gasped out, face flushed red and eyes hooded with desire. “You’re fucking huge.”

Cian grinned, and with a twitch of his hips, he flipped them on the bed, putting Fenric on his back, those perfect thighs wrapped around his hips. He thrust deep into Fenric and pulled out before Fenric could lock him into place, tugging and teasing his inner muscles. Each thrust and withdrawal was meant for one purpose—to make Fenric feel as much as possible before he came apart on Cian’s cock.

He rolled his hips, making Fenric cry out, hands scrabbling at his shoulders, nails scratching his skin, head tossing back and forth, black hair spread across the pillows.

“That’s it, sweet kitten,” Cian murmured, kissing along Fenric’s jaw. “Take all that pleasure.”

“Cian!” Fenric sobbed out, breathing hard, writhing under him. “Please!”

Fenric was a chaotic mess of pleasure, need, and aching arousal, his cock leaking precum between them. Cian thrust in deep and held still, letting Fenric’s body clamp down on him and hold him into place, milking his cock. Fenric came, shooting hot cum across their stomachs and chest, a distinctly feline yowl escaping his mate, arms and legs holding him tightly.

Cian came, burying his face in Fenric’s soft hair, hips jerking as he flooded his mate with cum. Those delicious muscles gripped and massaged each ridge of his cock, encouraging and extending his orgasm, and he moaned his release as he continued to come.

They lay together for several long moments, hearts racing, cum and sweat dripping. Fenric shivered underneath him, aftershocks from his orgasm, and Cian thrust in deeper, making Fenric purr. The sound filled the room, and Cian remained buried in his mate, whose arms and legs were locked around him, that sweet purr settling into his bones.
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Fenric

He blinked, thinking he was awake again, wondering what woke him, when a soft hand scratched gently behind his ears. He purred, stretching, and he froze when he realized he was on soft grass, the clear blue sky high overhead.

He was dreaming.

The cliff was high, gray stone reaching for the sky, and the ocean beat against the shore far below.

He knew this place. He had been born after his ancestors left this fair green isle but he knew where he was in the depths of his soul.

The Island of Danu, She who was the progenitor of the High Court Sidhe. The Goddess of the collective Elder fae. Danu was literally Cian’s mother and the mother of his species. Danu was a sibling of the progenitors of the cait-sidhe and other Elder fae peoples.

“I am, dear Fenric,” a voice said, and Fenric looked up to see a woman with long green hair in myriad braids smiling down at him. Her skin was a deep gold with umber undertones, and gems glittered from Her hair. She wore a long green robe that matched Her hair and left Her arms bare, the robes as green as the grass of the cliffside.

“Danu,” Fenric breathed, and he found himself in his sidhe form, kneeling at Her feet. “Mother of us all.”

“None of that now,” She chided gently, reaching down one lithe hand, taking his arm and making him stand. She was taller than him, statuesque and lean as a sapling in the breeze. The wind swirled around them, lifting Her hair. Her smile was gentle and generous.

“The twins look like you,” Fenric blurted out. The shape of Her face, the green hair, the bearing with which She held Herself, all given to the twins.

“They are my sons,” She reminded him. The corners of Her eyes crinkled when She smiled. Fenric smiled back, utterly charmed. “I called you here to thank you, Fenric.”

“For what?” he asked, lost. What could he have done to warrant the thanks of a goddess?

She shook Her head, and gently pushed a lock of his hair behind his ear that the wind had sent astray. “Can you think of nothing you’ve done? Truly?”

“You mean Cian,” Fenric finally realized. “I love him.”

“You do,” Danu agreed, joy suffusing Her features. “You did something miraculous, and got him to open his heart. My ruthless blade has danced on the edge of fate for eons, and you helped him take that final step into living again. Thank you.”

“Thank you for giving me my second chance,” Fenric replied.

“I heard your prayer that day at the obelisk,” She shook Her head, still smiling. “I may have put in a good word with my sister, Fate, but this has all been you and Cian.”

She took his face in both hands, Her palms soft and warm, and She leaned down, kissing his forehead. “Thank you, Fenric. Tell my children I love them, and rest well. Return to my son, your mate, with my blessings.”
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Fenric

He woke after his dream of Danu, heart racing, and he knew the dream was as real as the bed he slept in, the air he breathed.

Cian slept beside him, and Fenric unashamedly stared at him. In sleep, Cian was relaxed and his walls were down. The resemblance to Danu was strong.

The bond glowed in the darkness between them, visible if Fenric opened his senses beyond the surface level. It was a golden rope of light, and Fenric ran his fingers along it, feeling the hum of energy.

Cian stirred, and Fenric let the bond go, fading from his sight. He felt when Cian woke, his mate groaning a bit as he stretched. Stormy eyes opened and Fenric smiled at the sight of the tempest at rest. The swirling was slow, calm as a clear summer day, and within, Fenric saw and felt a sense of peace and love that had him leaning over and kissing Cian before speaking a word.

Cian kissed him back, slow and sensual. No heat, just affection and love. So much love.

“Good morning,” Cian sighed when the kiss ended. “How fares my mate on this beautiful day?”

“I’m really good,” Fenric replied, and he snuggled in closer, Cian opening his arms and pulling him to his chest. “How do you know it’s a beautiful day?”

“The underhill tells me,” Cian kissed the top of his head. “Regardless, any morning with you is a beautiful start to the day.”

“Such a romantic,” Fenric replied, cheeks warming.

“You bring it out in me,” Cian replied, making Fenric look up at him. Cian brushed the hair out of his face, cupping the side of his jaw. “I was never so sentimental before you, but I find myself indulging with greater frequency now.”

“Does it bother you?”

Cian took a moment to reply. “No, it doesn’t. I don’t dislike emotions, merely the exhaustive consequences of other people’s feelings. There are a few exceptions, and you’re one of them.”

“Oh, and who else doesn’t exhaust you with their emotions?” Fenric asked, a bit teasingly, but mostly curious.

“Rory, of course. Daniel, now. The wee beastie has yet to exhaust me. I suspect the youngling Leandro is another who won’t.”

“You’ve become a softie,” Fenric whispered, lightly teasing, kissing Cian’s chest. “Love looks good on you.”

“Does it now?” Cian asked, amused. “I’m glad you think so.”

“I dreamed of your mother,” Fenric finally revealed, certain he was meant to share it with Cian.

Cian pulled back enough to see his face. “You did?”

“It was real, I swear,” Fenric said.

“I believe you,” Cian assured him. “What did my darling mother want?”

“To thank me for loving you,” Fenric shared. “She told me to tell you and Rory that She loves you, and She gave me Her blessing.”

Cian closed his eyes and hugged Fenric fiercely to his chest, tucking Fenric’s head under his chin. Fenric held him back just as tightly, and he made no comment about the hot tears he felt drip into his hair.
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Cian

Rory leaned into his shoulder, and Cian leaned back, holding each other up as they sat on the top of the dune, watching the sun rise. The white spot on the horizon grew slowly, shifting to gold at the edges. Dawn came softly, clouds and fog dissipating as the first rays of the sun crested the ocean and fell on the beach.

“I never doubted she loved us,” Rory said aloud, “but it is nice to hear it again after so long.”

Cian hummed in agreement, hands on his knees, thinking. “We’re both mated now. Just like she predicted. We could go home, introduce our mates to our mother, show them where we grew up.”

“We could,” Rory agreed. “But not just yet.”

“No, not just yet,” Cian said. “We have unfinished business here.”

“A new family to protect and safeguard,” Rory replied.

“And a life to live,” Cian added.

They heard footsteps climbing the dune, sand pattering down the slope, and then Fenric and Daniel joined them. Daniel sat beside Rory, and Fenric sat beside Cian. Fenric leaned into him, arm around his, and he rested his head on Cian’s shoulder.

“It’s a beautiful day,” Fenric said quietly.

Cian pressed a kiss to the top of Fenric’s head, breathing in the scent of his mate. “It really is.”


Chapter 27

Epilogue


Cian

Angel Salvatore paced in front of him, back and forth, and Cian felt rather like a child again, ready to be scolded for some transgression or another. It was more amusing than not, and he couldn’t help the smirk that crept over his expression.

“You would think this is funny,” Angel said, stopping in the middle of his pacing, hands on his hips. The temple was empty but for them, Angel’s words echoing off the far walls.

It was a far different situation they found themselves in than the first time they met in the temple. Cian was himself again, of sound mind and soul, not the maddened and homicidal shadow of himself he had been. Restored and whole once more, Cian appreciated the stark differences.

“The lich is bonded to the boy,” Cian replied. “It won’t run amok and kill people unless Leo wants it to.”

“He’s a child and you gave him the necromantic equivalent of a machine gun!” Angel shouted, and Cian quirked a brow at the necromancer.

“It’s a lich, it’s not meant to be safe,” Cian replied, going for reasonable. “Teach him to use it properly and there’s no problem. Are you and his fathers incapable of teaching the child right from wrong?”

“You—what….” Angel sputtered, then tossed his hands up in defeat. He pointed at Cian. “You won’t let him use it unless he’s under direct supervision, and his fathers have given permission. I can’t believe you taught him how to make one to begin with!”

Cian waved that away. “It was easy. He has nothing to unlearn at this stage. You practitioners are so limited by what you think is possible or not—magic can be boundless. A child knows this truth best.”

“Yes, Cian, he is a child and shouldn’t be learning advanced magics without mastering the basics,” Angel lectured him again for what felt like the millionth time. “You’re older than dirt, you should know this.”

“As your elder, I can say with absolute authority and experience that you are overreacting,” Cian replied, knowing full well he was taunting the young necromancer, but he was having too much fun to listen to his small sense of caution.

“Oh, you are such a little shit,” Angel breathed out, eyes wide. “You’re provoking me and I’m not going to react.” A hint of hellfire green sparks around his shoulders revealed the lie but Angel rather admirably held himself back and didn’t blast Cian.

He was only a little disappointed. A part of him wondered which of them would win—the immortal sidhe warrior or the powerful necromancer. That part of him was small, though, and he dismissed the passing urge.

“All that aside,” Angel huffed out, “I do need to talk to you about what happened at the Tower.”

Cian arched a brow again and waited.

“You spared the vampire assassin, Cato.”

“I did.”

“Ricon said it was because you felt the fight was unfair, and so you spared him.”

“That’s correct.”

“You do realize that now there is another ancient vampire killer in the Tower, along with Rageshi? Constans has his hands full of undead powerhouses. Not to mention those two idiot vampire assassins from the beach that Rory caught. The detention cells are full.”

“Connie can handle it, or he wouldn’t be City Master,” Cian smoothly replied, lips twitching in amusement. Riling up Angel was fun.

The necromancer took the mature route and breathed in and out in a steady rhythm, letting go of some of his annoyance.

“How’s Fenric?” Angel finally asked, sparks faded from sight, relaxing.

“Better,” Cian replied. “He needs a day or so more of rest and then he’ll be fully recovered.”

“I heard from Daniel that congratulations are in order?”

Cian nodded. “We bonded last night. He is now my mate.”

“Good for you both,” Angel said. He was sincere. “I’m happy for you.”

“Thank you,” Cian said with a shallow bow. He straightened. “Fenric is napping, but he would appreciate your words.”

“I’ll let you get back to your mate,” Angel sighed. “I’ll see you in a few days as long as we aren’t attacked again. We can discuss what happened at the Tower during a family meeting once you and your mate come up for air.”

“Certainly,” Cian bowed again, smirking when Angel shook his head and sighed at him before walking away and out of the temple to the outer world.

Cian waited until Angel was far enough away that he wasn’t going to come back for another chance to yell at him, and he headed for his bedroom where Fenric was napping.

He found Fenric curled up as a large cat on the bed, and he sat beside his resting mate. Cian smoothed a hand down his mate’s back, fingers sinking into the soft black fur. A rumbling purr filled the air, and Cian relaxed as the sound settled into his very soul. A sense of peace and harmony filled him, and he sent love along the mate bond, Fenric purring louder when he felt it.

He pet his mate, Fenric purring the whole time, until sleep came for him, too. He went to sleep with love in his heart and a life to live when he woke.
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Angel

The walk up to the Mansion through the garden was peaceful and bright, the late summer sun high overhead in a cloudless blue sky. The wind ruffled the leaves in the trees and bushes, and the flowers lining the central path up to the Mansion bowed under the wind in waves, a small sea of color with the occasional buzzing bee.

Simeon waited for him in the kitchen, and Angel slipped inside and shut the door quickly, not wanting to risk his mate to the sun. He blinked, eyes adjusting to the change in light, and he walked forward into his mate’s arms.

Simeon held him, letting him breathe and relax in his embrace. Angel hugged Simeon tightly.

“How fares Cian and his mate?” Simeon asked, words rumbling under Angel’s ear.

“Annoying as always, but they’re happy,” Angel said. “Not sure how we’re going to manage with two of them running about causing mischief, but at least we won’t be bored.”

“We’ll be fine,” Simeon promised him. “We can manage a dragon in a growth spurt—we can handle Cian and his equally murderous mate.”

Angel snorted out a laugh and shook his head. “I hope so.”

There was a thud near the front of the house, and Simeon suddenly blurred away, leaving Angel in the kitchen. He accessed the wards, but there was nothing attempting to break through the ward lines. There was a human on the front steps though.

Angel jogged down the hall to the foyer, and Simeon was at the door, scenting the air. “Enforcers?”

“No. I hear a truck idling in the driveway.”

“Watch the sunlight, I’m opening the door.”

Angel mentally readied a shield but didn’t raise it, wanting to see what the situation was first. Simeon moved out of range of the sunlight as he opened the door.

A man in a brown courier uniform smiled at him from the front step. “Angel Salvatore?”

Angel opened the door a bit more, spying the delivery truck idling in the gravel roundabout. “That’s me.”

“I have a letter for you,” the man said, holding it up. It was a fancy vellum letter sealed with wax, a signet design embedded in the wax. “I need you to sign for it, please.”

“Sure,” Angel said, and he took the pen and clipboard from the man, signing on the line indicated and handing both back. He got the vellum letter in return, and the delivery man smiled and nodded before jogging down the steps to his truck.

Angel waited until the man got in his truck and drove back down the driveway to the access road, disappearing from sight, before he shut the door and looked at the letter.

There was no writing or text on the outside, and the seal was the emblem of a skull with a knife stuck through the top. Not one he recognized.

He checked for magic, but there was nothing. He cracked the seal and opened the letter, the thick vellum smooth under his fingers.

Angel read the beginning of the letter aloud to Simeon.

“Angelus Raine Salvatore, you are hereby challenged by Grand Master Onfri de la Roche to a duel, at your convenience. To the victor go the spoils, and may death be merciful to his opponent.”

[image: ]


The story concludes in The Necromancer’s Reign (BHS9.)


Afterword
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