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Amethyst Prologue
 
The Void, Outside Space and Time
 
"Who am I, really?" The Collector lounged in his easy chair in the Hall of Waiting, a part of the Chroniclers' territory that had gotten somewhat more hospitable since he'd first arrived. The walls were still the same luminous gray that seemed the fallback in this place outside space and time; even his body-hugging suit was the same color. Only one door led out of this room, and there was no entertainment other than the discussions he had with some of the Chroniclers who came to visit him when their jobs allowed.
He had complained about being bored on numerous occasions, and finally someone had added a pseudo-window to one of the walls. Much like an animated picture, or an ever-changing screen saver, it showed a wide, sweeping landscape of rolling hills changing into mountains at the horizon. The grass was covered in wild flowers; insects, birds, and some small wildlife kept him amused every time he looked. The rabbits were his new best friends, and their antics made him grin. He'd been keeping close tabs on the scenery but so far hadn't seen the same events twice, which he took as proof of how ingenious this technology was.
The Collector sighed as he waited for his current discussion partner to come up with a reply. They both had time on their hands right now. Other members of the Chroniclers' team were busy working on the next story, the Amethysts of Wisdom. He couldn't wait for it to be delivered so he could read and approve it for his collection of rare and valuable love stories.
"You are the Collector." The Observer, dressed in his usual shimmering red superhero-like outfit, was as imposing sitting down as standing up. The tallest of the Chroniclers, he was muscular, had dark brown skin, and short, black hair that formed an interesting contrast to his deep blue eyes. The white of his teeth, when he flashed one of his rare smiles, came close to blinding. He exuded curiosity and friendly interest, was always up for a discussion, all traits extremely helpful in doing his job as a team leader. Making sure the Chroniclers fulfilled their mission of gathering stories for the Collector was the Observer's responsibility.
"I know that." The standard answer didn't cut it anymore. He wanted some real information, a hint, anything other than a reference to his new position as the guy in charge of putting together a collection for whoever wanted to see it. "But that's just a name. What about me as a person? I used to be a businessman, intent only on closing the next deal. When the stress got to me and I had a heart attack, instead of getting a normal afterlife like everyone else I ended up here. I don't even remember my real name, and the details of my previous life are getting hazier by the day. I'm afraid that very soon I won't remember anything. And what does that make me? A man without a past, without an identity?"
"Ah, I see your problem now." The Observer frowned as he sank into deep thought. "I'm not at all sure I can give you an answer that satisfies your endless curiosity. You see, for us, the person we work for on any mission is just that, the Collector in charge of giving us direction as to what they are looking for. We can question and guide, to make sure all requirements on our end are met, but ultimately, it's the personality and desire of the Collector that determine the outcome."
"How can I have a personality if I'm not even aware of it? I'm used to knowing exactly who I am, what I want, and how to get it." It may have gotten him killed in the end, but at least he'd been sure of the basics that defined him. "Since I got here, I have no real job, sit around waiting and being bored more often than not, and am not really that involved in obtaining the stories that are supposed to keep me amused for the rest of eternity—or however long I'm meant to stay here."
"That's a whole lot of pretty fundamental questions. I'll do my best to answer them, but am afraid you won't like most if it." The Observer tilted his head and only continued once the Collector had nodded his agreement. "I think you hit the nail on the head when you said that you have no real job and don't feel involved in what is going on."
"I did?" This better be good. It was a complaint, after all, not the answer to his question.
"It's clear to me that the requirements of your old job, your business and shareholders, and everyone's expectations used to define you. You say that made you understand who you are, but frankly, that is nonsense." The Observer grinned. "I know you won't want to hear this, but you were directed by external forces, not by your personality or inner character."
"What?" The shock hit him like a sledgehammer aiming for a dry wall about to be demolished. "No way!"
"Think about it." The Observer had this way of looking at him with his big blue eyes that made him reconsider what he'd said and try to be honest next time.
"Well, my job was an important part of my life." Maybe the guy had a point, damn the accuracy of his observations. For a being living outside space and time, he sure had some good insights into what was going on inside space and time.
The Observer just raised one of his perfectly sculpted dark eyebrows this time.
"Okay, fine, I'll admit it. My job defined my life." He'd always been so sure that was the way it was supposed to be. His father had taught him that, after all. He frowned. But his father had also rejected him because he was gay and had told him he was too weak to achieve anything in life. And the man had sure been wrong on those points. So was his workaholic attitude just something he'd accepted as the norm, without ever thinking about it?
"I think we need to take it one step further. Your job didn't only define your life, it was your life." The Observer shook his head. "You're certainly not the only human who made that mistake, and the sad truth is that many problems facing your species could be solved if people stopped letting their jobs define who they are. But I digress."
That was some digression! The Observer, normally very down to earth and focused on his job without fail, was turning out to be quite the philosopher. The Collector couldn't help but wonder what the guy did for a social life. Did he even have one? What opportunities for a personal or family life were there outside space and time? Was it even relevant for the Chroniclers? Did they have families? They weren't human after all, were they? Did they need a work-life balance?
"So, back to the issue at hand." The Observer cleared his throat. "Since your job defined your life, you never took the opportunity to explore anything that wasn't related to being successful in business or making money. Am I right?"
"Unfortunately, you are. I'd been rejected by my father, who then proceeded to cut me off from my sister and brothers by using his money to blackmail them. The rest of the family quickly followed his hints." Nothing had hurt as much as his younger brother no longer talking to him. He may not remember any names or details, but the emotions were clear as diamonds. That made him smile. He was even beginning to think in terms of gemstones, how funny was that?
"And I gather you didn't have much of a social life either?" The Observer's eyebrows rose again, a clear challenge to be honest.
"Other than business dinners and attending the odd company function, no." He'd usually stay in the office working late, only going home to sleep. No time for parties, friends, or having a drink; hell, he hadn't even taken a vacation in five years.
"No love life?" The Observer's voice was softer now, as if he knew he was touching an emotional subject.
"None." The one relationship he'd attempted had gone so spectacularly wrong that he was still hurting seven years later. He was not going there, ever again. Some people just weren't meant to be part of a couple, and he had proven that he was one of them.
"Maybe we should talk about that." The Observer leaned forward in the second easy chair that had magically appeared in the Hall of Waiting one day, right before the window had been added. Now whoever came to see him sat down and the discussions had gotten deeper and longer accordingly.
"No! Not going to happen." This was not up for discussion. He'd locked the entire painful experience deep inside and would not drag it out again. Why had he forgotten all of the other details of his life, and was forgetting more every day, but this one remained so vivid? Not that he'd more than peeked at it before slamming the 'box' shut again, but even that cursory examination of his feelings had him reeling with pain. Fuck!
"Okay, I will accept that for now." The Observer's lips tightened for a moment before he found his usual equanimity. "We'll have to tackle it again eventually, when you are ready, because it is central to your question of who you really are."
"Not. Going. To. Happen." Wasn't that typical? The one thing he didn't want to discuss, or even think about, supposedly turned out to be the key to his biggest question? Fuck that! There had to be another way.
"Now that we have agreed that you believe your job defined you, and you have no job as you think of it here, we can have a more honest look at who you are." The Observer smiled.
"I don't see how that's possible. My life is over and done with. There is nothing here that defines me and—"
"There isn't?" The Observer didn't even apologize for the interruption. "Listen, the only life that's over is the part where you're a human on Earth. You, the real man, are still here. Admittedly, your life is very different, but it is still a life, right?"
"I guess so." He had no idea how else to call his current 'existence'. He wasn't dead, he still had his thoughts and brain power, minus some of his memories, and he'd even been given a new body. It may be dressed in an ugly gray suit, but the wide shoulders, perfect chest, amazing abs, more than generously endowed genitalia, and very well-muscled thighs and calves were way superior to what he'd had on Earth. That part he was not going to complain about.
"So, you have a life, and therefore a personality." The Observer smiled triumphantly at making this little observation.
René Descartes, who had come up with "I think, therefore I am" was probably turning in his grave right now. Unless he was running around here somewhere, of course. The Collector grinned. This new version of "I am, therefore I must be someone" sounded less elegant, but he'd take it.
"And you want to find out what your personality really is, right?" The Observer leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers.
"That was my initial question, I believe. I'm very curious to find out how we're going to do it though. Assuming you will help? There is nothing much here for me to react to, nor are there many people for me to interact with, so I think it's a huge challenge." He sat back as well and waited. He didn't believe in using the word 'impossible', but this situation came uncomfortably close.
"Do you remember what we discussed before starting your collection?" The Observer had this annoying habit of answering a question with more questions. Since the Collector had nothing better to do, he'd go along with it for now
"You told me the collection should contain that which I value most." He lifted his hand to count off what he remembered on his fingers. "It had to be something I had never collected before, and I wanted it to remain interesting for a long time to come. Then you suggested something I've always wanted but have never found, or never had time for, which led me to reading and stories."
"That's a pretty good summary, but the most important part is still missing." The Observer just looked at him.
It was his 'you better tell me the truth or else' look that made him feel like a slow student who was trying to prove to his teacher that he wasn't entirely hopeless. He wracked his brain to try to figure out what the Observer was getting at.
"Well, I wanted only the best." Wasn't that clear?
"And…?" The Observer smiled. "What type of stories did you define as 'the best', the ones worthy to be part of your final collection? The ones that will become your legacy, telling people who you are and what you want to be remembered for?"
"I believe I said that good love stories are as rare as flawless high carat gemstones." He frowned.
"And there you have it." The Observer looked relieved, as if the discussion were over.
"There I have what?" He definitely felt slow now. What the hell was he missing?
"The key to who you really are." The Observer tilted his head. "Don't you find it interesting that you chose love stories as your legacy? Moreover love stories with a happy ending as the most important characteristic, if I remember correctly?"
"You remember correctly." He was stunned and a little embarrassed. "Is it really as easy as all that? Love is supposed to define me? I'm not sure how I feel about that. And I have no clue how it's possible, since I never even experienced it in my entire time on Earth."
"First of all, there is nothing wrong with love, happy and fulfilled love at that, defining who you are at your core. There isn't enough of it in most of the universes and dimensions we have come across, so this collection is important beyond the fact that it is helping you define who you really are." The Collector paused to make sure he'd gotten the message.
He nodded, amazed about this revelation of the importance of love not just in his universe, but apparently in all the others as well? It boggled the mind!
"Secondly, I believe you said that you wanted more than 'just a love story'." The Observer grinned. "I thought your explanation about all the different genres within love stories wasn't only educational for us, but very telling about you."
"Oh?" Shit, he needed to start being careful about how much he gave away about himself every time he opened his mouth. He stopped short. That was so typical of his old life it wasn't funny. Keeping his cards close to his chest had made sense as a businessman. But now that he was trying to figure out who he was it would probably be counterproductive. So no more of that crap!
"The fact that you're looking for a wide variety of love stories gives you a very large canvas to shape, so to speak. A mix between historical and futuristic stories, some sweet and some suspenseful like thrillers, others that might be murder mysteries, fairy tales, or action adventures offer opportunities for different personality traits to come through."
"Hmmm." He'd never thought about it like that.
"Exactly. 'Hmmm' is right." The Observer pointed at him. "You've already revealed a very important aspect about you with the Garnets of Destiny."
"I have?" This he had to hear. All he'd wanted was a good adventure to go with the lovers' happy ending.
"You believe in destiny, but only insofar as it gives you the background to what you want to achieve, right?"
"How did you come up with that one?" He had a hard time not dropping his jaw.
"Think about it. Zohar and Zachary may have been destined for each other by the garnet rings, but they didn't just accept that. They defined their relationship the way they wanted, they figured out how to help each other through support and learning to control their paranormal powers, and now they're busy determining an entire planet's future." The Observer's eyes shone with the intensity of his emotions. "If that isn't about shaping your own destiny and defining who and what you are, I don't know what is."
"I can see how picking the topic of destiny made a clear statement about my personality. But what you're saying goes further than that, doesn't it?" He needed a drink to deal with all these revelations.
"Much further." The Observer nodded.
"You're saying my subconscious influenced how the story went?" That was scary for poor Zachary and Zohar, wasn't it? It would make them total puppets.
"No. What I'm saying is that your subconscious helped us pick the story that best expresses your innermost beliefs." The Observer scratched his head. "I'm not sure that really helps you understand, but it's one of our abilities and why we were picked for our jobs."
"That's very handy." He could only hope they weren't actively rummaging around in his subconscious. Depending on what they found, that could become very embarrassing.
"It helps." The Observer grinned. "So, are we clear on who you are now?"
"Not exactly, but I understand how I can get there." And not just that. "I've also just realized why you have this rule about my collection having to consist of something I had never collected before."
"You have?"
"Yes. If this exercise is about defining my personality independently of who I used to be, then it makes sense. My old collections were determined by status and what others thought, they were all about prestige. None of it was acquired because I liked it or was even interested in it. It was all about how it made me look."
The Collector nodded wisely.
No pressure on picking the right stories for my collection then!
 
* * * *
 
The Observer was still smiling as he made his way to the meeting called by the Messenger. It was always gratifying to see a Collector coming to grips with his new existence. When they figured out what they were supposed to do, or why they were here instead of a 'normal afterlife', as this Collector had called it, their increased self-confidence made for stronger signals as to what they were looking for to satisfy the needs that had not been fulfilled during their physical existence. It normally didn't happen until the third or fourth piece of a collection had been obtained, so this specific Collector was definitely ahead of the game. He was certainly ambitious enough to be the one to break all the records.
"Finally!" The Messenger sounded exasperated. He was dressed in his usual dark blue cape that fell from broad shoulders to booted feet in smooth folds, covering a muscular physique clad in a tight suit shimmering in all imaginable shades of blue.
The Observer looked around the small meeting room that was located next to the Keeper's corner office adjacent to the Hall of Collections. The usual suspects for this stage of a project were here. Himself, the Messenger, and the Explorer were the ones who set everything up, then the Writer could come in to record the story before handing it over to the Keeper for exhibition.
"What seems to be the problem?" The Observer took a seat at the conference table.
"We are having some issues with this next story." The Explorer, dressed in purple that contrasted wildly with his mass of uncombed grayish hair, grimaced. "I found a way to the key players so the Messenger can make sure all the required pieces are delivered. It was quite a challenge, since we have a tough combination of humans and some very non-human supporters. But I did it."
"So the problem is where?" The Observer looked at the Messenger.
"We need an ancient artifact to support the main characters in their search for true love. But that artifact has vanished from sight over two thousand Earth years ago." The Messenger sighed deeply.
"And we don't know where it is?" The Observer leaned forward, afraid of the worst.
"No, the Explorer did a fine job of retrieving it. The problem is we have no way of getting it delivered to Ayden. No human archeologist has found it yet. Now, we could engage in some time travel and meddle with the past to fix that, but you know how risky that is." The Messenger had had some really close encounters over the millennia, so he should know.
"Yes, something always seems to go wrong and then we're worse off than before. Understanding the consequences for linear beings who live in a corporeal context is really hard for us." Maybe it was time to enlist the help of some time travel experts? Now there was a thought! "So why don't you deliver it yourself? You did the same with the Garnets of Destiny, right?"
"True, but there my appearance happened years before the protagonists' story started, and the risk of interfering in any way was minimal to nonexistent. In this case, I'd be interacting with one of the two main characters." The Messenger looked horrified, his normal relaxed attitude and grin completely gone.
"I have faith in you." The Observer smiled. "Sometimes you just need to take a risk, and I'm sure you can figure something out that makes the story even better."
"I may have an idea…" The Messenger nodded slowly as his gaze turned inward in thought. He looked as if he was plotting and planning already.
Good! The Observer was almost as anxious as the Collector to see what the Amethysts of Wisdom would contribute to the emerging Gemstone Chronicles.
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Chapter One
 
Provo, Utah, February this year
 
"Hey, gorgeous." Ayden Newkirk walked up to Angus's desk, winding his way between the stacks of books gracing the small office's floor. He wasn't quite able to suppress his grin of delight at seeing his secret boyfriend of three months. He knew they had to be careful, this was Mormon country, after all, and some of the most conservative people he'd ever met worked here at the university. But honestly? With the door closed behind them and late on a Friday afternoon, who was even going to notice? "Are you ready to get out of here and start our weekend?"
Angus glanced up from the papers he'd been staring at and blinked. His sky-blue eyes behind the sexy gold-rimmed glasses had that faraway look Ayden loved. It spoke of hidden mysteries to be discovered and even though Ayden had no idea what was so fascinating about teaching foreign languages and correcting students' work, he respected Angus's need to make what the man called 'good use' of the six or seven ancient and modern languages he spoke.
Angus blinked again then visibly pulled himself together before taking off his glasses and pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger of his left hand. Ayden wanted to kiss the man's discomfort away. When Angus finally took a deep breath that sounded more like a sigh, Ayden got a little worried.
"Angus?" His grin faded. "Are you okay?"
"Yes, I'm fine." Angus smiled, finally, and the stress line around his mouth dissolved. He dropped the pen he'd been making notes with and sagged in his chair.
"Come on, let's go." He held out his hand.
Angus rose and walked around his desk to join him. Ayden took his hand and pulled him up against him, locking their joined hands between them, right above his heart. His other arm went around Angus's middle. God, he had craved their physical connection all day. He always did, but the need seemed to get more intense the longer they were together.
He bent his head and touched Angus's lips. The man closed his eyes with a small sigh of bliss. Ayden stayed perfectly still for a few seconds, letting their breaths mingle. Where he was excited from just seeing his boyfriend, already more than half hard, Angus always took a little longer to let go of the tight control he maintained. Ayden had never met a more repressed man. Thing was, once they got going, Angus was always enthusiastic—up to a point. Ayden still hadn't figured out why Angus held back when more than kissing was involved, but he'd decided to wait. Angus was worth the wait.
Ayden licked along Angus's lips until he opened and welcomed him inside. Slowly he reacquainted himself with the flavor and heat of Angus's mouth, caressing and touching anywhere he could reach. Angus reciprocated enthusiastically until they were both moaning with the shared pleasure.
He started stroking Angus's hip, the soft fabric of the dark, conservative pants the man wore to work a somewhat annoying barrier between him and the skin he wanted to touch. He moved lower and squeezed a firm ass cheek, making Angus buck his hips and pull back from their kiss.
"Ayden!" He was breathless. "What if someone comes in?"
"They won't." He showed no remorse. "Nobody's even here anymore, they've all left for the weekend."
"You're impossible." Angus shook his head and attempted to step back, but Ayden wouldn't let him. He needed to touch.
"Yeah, and you like that about me, admit it." His grin returned unbidden and he winked.
"What am I going to do with you?" Angus smiled.
"I have a few ideas…" His grin widened.
Then his damned cell phone rang. Shit, should have switched it off. Not that he ever did, he took his job as hostage rescue support for the small private security company he worked for much too seriously. But he had been tempted, more so recently. Didn't he deserve an occasional weekend off, just like everyone else?
Angus had already pulled back, his happy expression becoming closed. Ayden tried to convey his regret with his eyes, pulled out his phone, and opened it. The caller ID confirmed his suspicion. He took the call, mouthing "sorry".
Angus shrugged, walked back around his desk, and started to close down his computer and clean his desk. Ayden turned toward the window for some privacy and listened to what his boss had to say.
As expected, it wasn't good and he had very little time before he needed to be at the airport. He ended the call and stared out of the window, trying to figure out what to say. Talking wasn't exactly his strong suit. His shoulders stiffened with the tension.
"Ayden?" Angus's voice was shaky. "What's wrong?"
He turned around but couldn't look at the man. They'd anticipated this weekend for a while now, and he knew they needed to spend more time together if they were ever going to deal with their differences. But how could he turn down a mission where an innocent life was at stake?
"I'm really sorry, Angus, but something's come up." He still didn't dare look at the man. The disappointment he knew would cloud those amazing eyes would be too much to bear. "I have to go home and pack. They're picking me up in an hour."
"No!" Angus sounded desperate as he jumped up. "Ayden, no. Don't do this to me. You promised we could have the weekend to go hiking."
"Please, sweetheart, don't make this more difficult than it is." He finally looked up, silently pleading with him to understand. "You know I'd keep my promise if I could."
"Don't you 'sweetheart' me." Angus frowned. "I can't believe you're doing this to me again. Why are those missions always more important than spending time with me?"
"This mission isn't more important than spending time with you." He raked a hand though his hair. "But I have to go, it's urgent. I can't tell you what it's about…"
"Well, no surprise there." Angus huffed and flopped down into his chair. "It's always urgent and you can never tell me anything. I don't get it. It's not like you're in the Marines anymore. You're working for a private company now. They can't just order you around. But you still jump every time they call."
"I can't tell you anything, Angus. You know that." He bristled at the accusation of being at their beck-and-call, even though he pretty much was. "They're not ordering me around and you know it. But when the team needs me and a life is at stake, I'm not going to ignore them."
"Can't you at least think this through before you jump in?" Angus sounded scared.
"There's no time to think, don't you understand that?" His voice got louder. "My job isn't nice and easy like yours, with lots of time to consider everything for days. There are lives at stake and if we don't act people die. Helpless, innocent people who've done nothing wrong and who've got nobody to protect or help them. Why can't you get that?"
"I do get it." Angus sighed. "I just don't want you to go. I don't see why you have to keep putting your life on the line."
"No, I don't think you get it at all." He hated that Angus always made it so difficult for him. Hell, it was hard enough to leave the man, not knowing when he could see him again. These emotional outbursts only made it worse. Not knowing how to express all of that in a way that Angus could understand, Ayden turned around and walked toward the door.
"Ayden, please don't." Angus sounded close to tears.
Fuck! "You know what?" He turned back to look at him, his mouth a thin line of barely controlled anger. "I don't want to argue with you while you're so emotional. Why don't you cool down and stop being selfish and we'll talk about this when I'm back."
He turned away and walked out of the door without another word.
 
* * * *
 
Puerto Barrios, Guatemala
 
Ten hours of exhausting travel later, and that was using one of the small company jets for an overnight flight, Ayden dropped his duffel in the tiny hotel room that had been booked for him in Puerto Barrios, Guatemala. He wouldn't be here long. A shower and lunch was what they'd been promised. The latter was really just an excuse to meet the local contact for a more detailed briefing of what Jake and he might expect in the jungle where the hostage, a little girl, was being held.
Jake, his friend since they'd gone through basic training together, was in the next room. They had picked him up in LA then flown straight into this small coastal town of just over forty thousand inhabitants. As risky as it was to be the first men on the ground, he knew and trusted Jake. They'd be able to deal with pretty much anything for the day or so that it would take the bigger group to get organized and make the trip.
As much as he wanted to take a nap, it wasn't going to happen. Food and the briefing were more important. Anyway, he'd slept some on the plane. A hot shower later he changed into a set of fresh fatigues, stuffing the used set into the trash bag he carried for that purpose. With a last longing look at the queen-sized bed, he took his stuff, left the room, and knocked next door.
"Ready for lunch?" Ayden raised his voice enough to be heard through the flimsy wood. He grinned when the door flew open seconds later.
"Finally!" Jake, still damp from his shower, his spiky brown hair in total disarray, lugged his duffel over a shoulder and joined Ayden in the corridor. "You took your time."
"You're still wet yourself!" Ayden took the lead via the staircase after Jake had pulled the door to his room closed. "I don't trust that elevator."
Jake just raised an eyebrow and followed.
Ten minutes later they walked into a small local bar that didn't look as if steak was on its menu. Beef-filled tamales were likely as close as they'd get. Their contact, a man Ayden had worked with before, waved them to a quiet-looking table in the corner. The place was fairly busy and the noise level considerable, so they'd be fine talking business.
Ayden was still shaking his head an hour later as he got in the helicopter that would drop them off close to the kidnappers' location. The hostage was a ten-year-old girl. The daughter of a rich Californian businessman and his actress wife, she had been snatched while on vacation with her parents in the Cayman Islands, just across the Caribbean Sea. Not much was known about the details, since the Royal Cayman Islands Police didn't easily cooperate with foreign law enforcement. Not that it mattered much, since the kidnappers had moved the hostage to Guatemala, probably not expecting much resistance from a notoriously corrupt local police force there.
The kidnappers were after money as far as could be determined. However, they were apparently also part of a larger criminal organization Interpol had been trying to crack for months. Ayden and Jake's boss, Peter Danson, whom Interpol had asked to help out on short notice, had given instructions to keep as many of the perpetrators alive as possible, ready for questioning once the Interpol team arrived.
They'd even been given special tranquilizer guns. Interpol was right behind them, but they needed time to set up a more substantial team and clear things with the Guatemalan police, at least as a formality. Time that Sophia, the young hostage, might not have. Ayden and Jake may have been told they were just supposed to scout out the details, but he knew better.
He wasn't into scouting things out for others. Neither was his company; they got stuff done. By all that was holy, he'd get Sophia out!
The one thing that was different from his usual missions was a burning need to get it done—not just because he wanted to save an innocent's life. He needed to get back to Angus and make things right. That was a new situation for him, and the thought of someone waiting for him at home, expecting him to return, was both terrifying and exhilarating.
 
* * * *
 
Somewhere in the Guatemalan jungle
 
"Look out. Three men on your six." Ayden hissed the damning information into the tiny microphone near his mouth. He gripped the trunk of the small kapok tree he was hiding behind in an effort to stay immobile. Three men dressed in black moved toward Jake's position in the underbrush, vanishing quietly into the thick vegetation.
How the fuck had they found out anyone was here? Had Jake done something to give his position away? Shit. If they got his friend, Ayden was about to become Sophia's only chance for an early rescue. If he failed her, the little girl held prisoner in the cabin not far from here would be on her own until the backup unit arrived. That was at least another twelve hours from now. She might not survive that long.
There was no response from Jake. Fuck. His partner must have been taken out. There was no other reason for him not responding. Ayden took a deep breath and considered his options. There weren't any. Not for him. Double fuck. He needed to act, not sit around and plan strategy. That little girl needed help, and she needed it sooner rather than later. He had to distract the kidnappers somehow, make them forget about her. Getting caught trying to get her out would provide that distraction. He just had to stay alive so they could worry about him. If he held out long enough, Sophia would be relatively safe. The backup unit was already on its way, they'd just have to get all of them out once they got here.
And if that wasn't the most fucked-up plan he'd ever come up with he didn't know what was. But what choice did he have? He was one against eight or nine men, from what he had seen, and it was unrealistic to expect he'd be able to take them all out. Especially now that it looked as if he was on his own.
As he started moving down the tree, his only regret was that he might never get to make things right with Angus. That he might never get to make love to the man who had become the center of his world in the six months they'd know each other, three since they'd decided to be exclusive. God, he missed him so much. He longed to pull the man's hard body up against his, preferably without clothing. He craved the feeling of the perfectly cut blond hair between his fingers when he pulled Angus's head back to lick his neck and suckle the sensitive spot just under the man's left ear. He wanted to lose himself in the brilliant sky-blue of his eyes.
And what had he done instead? Ended things in a stupid fight, accusing the man of being overly emotional. He could kick himself. He should have been more understanding, should have told Angus he loved him. Maybe once that basic fact was established without a doubt they could resolve their differences. Why had he never thought of that?
Lately they'd gotten into more and more fights about silly little things, slowly growing apart before ever really getting together. As if Angus was trying to push him away. He shook his head. He'd almost reached the jungle floor. This was no time to be distracted. He needed to focus. But, by God, once he got out of this mess he was going to make some changes in their relationship if it killed him.
That decided, he moved into the underbrush toward Jake's position. He hid behind a thick kapok tree when he heard some men approach. They weren't even trying to be quiet, even though they must realize they'd been discovered. Two were carrying Jake's limp body between them and the third was following behind. Anger almost overpowered Ayden when he saw all the blood. There was no way of telling whether Jake was still alive.
Gritting his teeth he waited until the first two men had passed him on their way toward the cabin. The third was not so lucky. Ayden sneaked up behind him, locking his gloved hand over the kidnapper's mouth to silence any screams. Disengaging the safety as he lifted the special handgun with his other hand, he pointed it at the guard's carotid artery and injected the neurotoxin that would silence him for a minimum of fifteen hours.
Mindful of the need to keep the criminals alive and in fairly good condition for further questioning, Ayden caught the crumpling body in his arms and let it slide to the ground slowly. He was less worried about damaging the unconscious man at this point than he was about making a noise. Any sound that might warn the other two would take away the element of surprise.
One down, two to go.
He needed to hurry or the sounds of him subduing the other two might alert the guard posted at the front door of the cabin where the little girl was being held. He went around the men carrying Jake and waited until they passed him. He aimed carefully and shot a tranquilizer dart into the man bringing up the rear. His victim let out a strangled scream and slid to the ground. Ayden turned toward the guy in front who had dropped Jake's feet and was drawing his gun. Before he succeeded Ayden tranquilized him. None of them moved, so he turned toward Jake to feel for a pulse.
Jake's heart was still beating. Ayden sighed with relief and checked his friend's body. He found two gunshot wounds. Fuck. There was no time to take proper care of his friend, but he was lucky they were clean through-shots and neither of them was bleeding too badly. Jake would need to hang in there for a while longer.
Ayden hid the two other bodies behind some trees and dragged Jake into a bush nearby so that he'd be able to find him easily.
He turned toward the cabin—and froze in his tracks. Four new men stood between him and the cabin. Shit. Where had they come from all of a sudden? Was there a nest of kidnappers somewhere close by that kept supplying new ones, no matter how many he got rid of?
"Well, well, well. What do we have here?" The tallest of the bastards stepped forward, keeping his gun pointed at Ayden's groin.
There was no point in replying, so Ayden watched for an opening to attack them.
"What? No response?" The black-haired goon revealed badly chipped yellow teeth when he grinned maliciously. "We'll just have to make you talk then, won't we?"
Not fucking likely. Not in just over eleven hours. That's how long Ayden had to keep them busy for the bigger team to make it here.
"Get him, men." The grin had vanished from the bastard's face. "I want him nicely tied up so we can have some fun with him while we extract the information."
Ayden swore under his breath. If they thought that he was going to make this easy for them, they needed to reconsider.
When the three underlings tucked away their weapons as they advanced on him he almost laughed out loud. They had no idea what they'd just gotten themselves into. Hand-to-hand combat had been his favorite since his second duty tour with the Marines.
Ten minutes later he was breathing heavily, bleeding from a gash along his cheek and sporting several bruises. The only positive news was that he was still in marginally better shape than his three attackers. They were limping from the kicks he had aimed at them and one of them had a broken wrist. Two of them now held him immobile, the third using his uninjured hand to choke Ayden, and the head goon had stopped grinning.
"Okay, that's enough." He aimed his gun at Ayden's thigh. "If you don't give in and let them secure you, I'm going to have to shoot you."
For a few seconds Ayden considered giving in. He was too exhausted to put up much of a fight. He shook his head at himself. No way was he going to give in. He started to struggle, trying to free himself from the bruising grip on his arms and neck.
"What, you're refusing my generous offer?" The bastard's eyes lit up with an evil fire.
It made Ayden shiver and struggle harder. God, but they had a tight hold on him. And the one with a hand on his neck started to squeeze to try to stop him, making breathing difficult.
"You asked for it." The bastard cocked his head and lifted his gun.
The first shot rang out milliseconds before the flashing pain in Ayden's left thigh forced him to his knees. The second bullet hit right below the first. Fuck, that hurt.
The three attackers were on him in seconds. He managed to land a few good blows, but when one of them repeatedly punched his fist into the profusely bleeding thigh, Ayden became so dizzy with pain that he lost his sense of orientation for a second.
They took immediate advantage, overwhelmed him, and handcuffed his hands behind his back. They tied his legs together at the ankles and the knees with rope that cut into his skin even through his fatigues.
Then the real beating started. They kicked him in the ribs and the stomach, even repeatedly struck his balls. He curled up to protect himself but that made them kick him all the harder. They rained blows to his kidneys, the leg wounds, and his head, anywhere they could reach.
Finally the pain became too much and with a last desperate thought of Angus, Ayden lost consciousness.
 



Chapter Two
 
Duluth, Minnesota, twelve years ago
 
"Please help me?" Angus Redford stood on his grandmother Betsy's porch and felt like a little kid of five, instead of the freshly graduated eighteen-year-old man he was. His legs barely supported him and his hands were shaking badly enough to make him look as if he were drunk. Yet all he'd had at the prom was some fruit juice.
"Sweetie? What's wrong?" His grandmother looked half-asleep and her fuzzy robe had been thrown on and tied hastily, the halves not quite coming together like they should.
"Oh God, I didn't think." Angus walked inside when she pointed to let him know where she wanted him. He cringed when the pain in his abused ass muscles flared up, but did his best to ignore it.
She closed and locked the front door of the old Victorian house securely.
"You were already asleep, right? I'm so sorry to wake you." But he hadn't known where else to go. Too scared to face his parents, and not willing to go to a hospital and admit what had been done to him, his granny was the only person he could think of who might be willing to help without judging him. Maybe she knew what to do. The pain, disgust, and emotional hurt made it difficult for him to think right now.
"Never you mind." She looked at him with that piercing gaze she got when she was suspicious then took his hand and pulled him into the tiny kitchen. "There's something wrong and you needed to see me, that is more important than sleep. And from the look of things, we'll need some hot chocolate to deal with this situation."
"Thank you." What Angus needed was a hot shower to wash the stink of Dirk off him, and maybe some aspirin so he could forget the burning ache in his ass.
Instead he followed Grandma Betsy into the kitchen, sat on the hard chair, and did his best to focus on the here and now rather than on the horrible memories of what Dirk had done to him. The fact that he had admired the football star, had even had a crush on him for the longest time, only to be treated like dirt by the guy tonight, made things worse. He felt abused and fucking helpless. He was a grown man, for fuck's sake, and hadn't even been able to defend himself. Never mind that Dirk had more than half a foot and about seventy pounds of solid muscle on him. He should have done something, should have fought back more, should have stopped the bastard!
Once the hot chocolate was prepared, his grandmother put a large mug in front of him, sat down at his side with her own mug. She took his free hand with hers and squeezed it in silent support. They sat like that for the longest time, sipping the hot drink, and enjoying each other's company.
"You don't have to tell me anything." Grandma's voice shook. "Not unless you want to. Sometimes it helps to talk about it, you know? But whether we do or not, I want you to go see a doctor and get tested. You should tell the police as well."
Angus shook his head, too shocked to speak. How does she always know what's going on? Is she psychic or something? It wasn't the first time she'd surprised him with her knowledge of what was going on in his life.
"Okay. It's your choice." She turned and hugged him for the longest time before she pulled back. "I promise that it will get better."
He nodded silently. He already felt a little more human again. She had guessed the worst and still loved him. Maybe he could get through this.
"Here, I want you to have this." She pulled the golden chain she'd worn since he could remember from under her nightdress and robe. She opened it to slide the beautiful amethyst ring with the deepest purple stone he'd ever seen off and held it out to him. "It was given to me when I most needed it with the request to hand it over to the first person I met who needed it more. I think you are that person."
The ring was made for a male hand, and Angus had always wondered what his grandmother was doing with it. She'd worn it even when Gramps was still alive, so it hadn't been his. The stone was large and held securely in a four-claw v-prong setting. He had looked that up in a jewelry guidebook when Grandma first explained it to him. The ring seemed to call out to him, but it wasn't even his!
"But it's yours, Grandma, I can't take it from you."
"You aren't taking it. I'm giving it to you because the time is right." She smiled, took his left hand and slid it onto his middle finger. "There, you see? It fits you perfectly. It'll help you heal."
He stared at the ring, then at her, then back at the ring. Even if it was a tall order to say it would help him heal, there was something reassuring about feeling its weight on his hand.
"Thank you, Grandma Betsy!" He hugged her, putting all the love he felt for her into the gesture. "I love you."
"You are welcome, and I love you too." She patted him on the back as she pulled away. "You'll make good use of it, I just know. Just remember, it is meant to be shared when the time comes."
Angus nodded, not understanding what she meant. He could only hope it would become clear to him one of these days. As for now, he had his life to pull back together again.
 
* * * *
 
Provo, Utah, February this year
 
Angus sat at the little wrought iron table in his kitchen and stared into thin air. He couldn't focus on anything, not even the slightly moldy-smelling book from his grandmother's estate. She had died almost five years ago, and he still hadn't read all of the books she'd bequeathed him. Some were rather obscure, and Amethysts in Ancient Greece was definitely one of them. It had languished in the box labeled 'interesting' that sat in Angus's dusty attic until he'd retrieved it from there last week.
He still didn't know exactly what had driven him to pick this one. Maybe it was because he'd been wondering, again, what the big secret was about the amethyst ring she'd given him after the most horrible night of his life. She'd told him it would help him deal with things, help him calm down and heal. He snorted. Mystical claptrap wasn't his thing, but he hadn't wanted to insult the old woman who had been nothing but good to him when he was a kid with parents who were frequently too busy with the farm.
And in some strange way the whole idea of the mystical powers ascribed to some gemstones fascinated him. Far more than the Saturday newspaper that had gone straight into the paper recycling stack when he'd seen the lurid headlines about the latest celebrity scandal rocking Hollywood. Honestly! Didn't people have better things to do? What about the real news? Politics, environmental issues, children starving in countries all over the planet, what about those?
He had opened the book, his coffee and fresh-baked croissant nearby, fully intending to spend a few comfortable hours reading and expanding his mind beyond the worries of a school teacher attempting to help children learn Latin and French. But he couldn't focus, his gaze drifting up and away from the book time after time to stare into the backyard. His focus was for shit today.
It was all Ayden's fault. Well, okay, maybe not all of it. The man wasn't even here. He sighed. That was the problem. This was supposed to have been one of their few dedicated hiking weekends, snow and ice be damned, and instead? He'd gone on one of his dangerous missions that he never revealed anything about. It wasn't that he didn't support him or didn't believe it was important to get hostages out of situations where only a very specialized private security firm like his could help.
But darn it, it was dangerous. What if he didn't make it back? Angus hated the uncertainty and the waiting. He missed Ayden desperately. So much that he was physically aching from it. Why did he affect him so much? No other man ever had.
Angus had analyzed the situation thoroughly. And then he'd analyzed it some more. Of course, there was the physical attraction. Ayden was the perfect embodiment of tall, dark, and handsome with broad shoulders, dark brown hair that was just a bit longer than fashionable, and muscles in all the right places. His dark blue eyes were a perfect contrast to his tanned skin. He was a good kisser. No, that was an understatement. He totally overwhelmed Angus. He was the best kisser ever. Not that Angus had that much experience before running into him six months ago at a charity function.
Beyond the physical attraction and the kissing, though, there was an emotional vulnerability about Ayden that made him just about irresistible. Not that he liked showing Angus this side of him. In fact, he usually did his best to appear all macho and in control and he was a man of action. But when he talked about his estranged family or some of the hostages he'd helped set free, he became a different person. One Angus couldn't help but fall more and more in love with.
If only he wasn't so principled and noble all the time. For him there was no excuse for not doing the right thing, and he knew exactly what that was. He was always ready for action, way before Angus had looked at all the angles. Ayden accused him of being rigid and repressed, where he thought of himself as methodical and efficient. One of the few things they truly had in common was their dislike of crowds. They spent much of their free time taking long walks in the nearby national forest, and liked spending evenings at home playing board games or cooking up exotic meals.
So why did he feel such resentment toward the infuriating man? Angus sighed. He didn't want to fight with him but somehow it kept happening. And they didn't even have make-up sex like 'normal' couples did. His best friend Macey swore it was the best kind of sex to have. Macey should know, she had fights with her boyfriend all the time for exactly that reason. Or so she claimed.
In fact, Angus and Ayden had never had sex. Angus cringed at the thought. Ever since that night he just couldn't deal with the idea of letting some man near him again. Kissing and hugging were okay, and he trusted Ayden enough now to maybe think about a hand job at some point. He sighed. He was definitely broken, because this level of aversion to physical touch was certainly not normal. He'd accepted it though, and only when meeting Ayden had he even started thinking about sex again with anyone but his left hand. When Ayden kissed him Angus sometimes forgot all his issues, but then his old fears would surface. He was scared it would hurt, just like that first time with Dirk. Never mind that it wasn't rational, there was such a thing as lube and prep, but his body didn't agree and that was that.
He'd been amazed when Ayden had told him he wanted to date. He was so gorgeous and Angus was so—average. His strawberry-blond hair and blue eyes were nothing special. His skin was too pale and he was not model-thin, not even close. Even though he worked out twice a week or so, he'd never been able to bulk up like most men in his acquaintance. And despite his hesitance about physical intimacy, Ayden had stuck it out with him for six months now. The man was a saint!
The ringing of the doorbell was such an unexpected intrusion into his thoughts that he literally jumped. Sheesh. He checked the time. Just after noon? How had that happened? The doorbell rang again, with that insistent tone only his best friend Macey could produce. God, he wasn't even properly dressed yet and they were supposed to go to lunch!
He went to open the front door to a grinning Macey whose eyebrows rose into her artfully coiffed hairline as soon as she saw him. She looked him up and down, resting her eyes on the old sweat pants before admiring the ratty T-shirt, then whistled.
"I didn't know we were slumming it today." With a wide grin she marched past him, her shoulder-length black hair swinging as she made her way straight to the kitchen. "Got any coffee left to help me recover from the shock?"
"I'll make you a fresh pot." Angus closed the door and hurried after his friend. She thought coffee was a panacea for anything, and apparently, that included bad fashion days. Since she drank it by the gallon, or so it seemed, he usually had some waiting for her.
"No, no, you go get dressed." She'd dumped her coat on the chair he'd recently vacated and already held the coffee carafe in her hand. Her dark brown eyes gleamed with mischief when she turned her head to face him. "I can make my own, and I'm too hungry to wait one more minute than necessary."
"You sure?" Angus hated not being prepared.
"Yep, totally." Macey fiddled with the coffeemaker after heaping more ground coffee into the compartment than should be legal. "And then you better get ready to tell me what the heck is going on with you."
"Huh?" How does she know? Granted, his unusual clothing style, at least for him, was a big hint, but still.
"It wasn't just the sweat pants, darling." She switched on the machine and turned to face him, all elegant in her knee-length woolen dress that contrasted nicely with her dark skin. "There are more worry-lines on your face, and they're deep enough to make me think they'll be permanent soon."
"I do not—"
Macey held up a hand to stave off any further protests from Angus. "Uh-uh. There's no denying it. I saw it with my own eyes. It's about time you told me what the hell is going on in your life that's got you so upset."
"Besides Ayden being away on yet another dangerous mission, you mean?" Angus hoped that would distract her.
"Yeah, exactly, besides that." Macey looked stern. "Come on. You get dressed and then let's get going. I'm taking you to Brick Oven for some great pizza and salad and you're going to reveal all. I think you need help and I'm just the woman to listen to your problems and then come up with a plan to sort them out."
Angus smiled despite the feeling of dread in his stomach. He might not be able to get out of telling Macey the truth this time. Maybe it was time to get another person's perspective on his life. He'd certainly made a big enough mess of it on his own. Macey might be able to help him figure it all out.
A quick shower later they left for the restaurant in Macey's sensible economy car and were soon seated at their favorite table in the back of the restaurant. The waitress brought their drinks and took their food orders. They both took a sip from their diet sodas.
"So, tell me, what's really worrying you?" Macey leaned forward and gave Angus one of her intense looks.
"I'm scared." Where had that come from? He hadn't really thought about what to tell Macey. Was it really that bad?
"Scared?" Macey's eyebrows went up. "Is someone threatening you?"
"No, that's not it." Angus laughed, a strangled-sounding noise that made him flinch. "That would almost be easier to deal with than what's actually going on."
"It's something to do with Ayden, then?" Macey frowned.
"Yes." Angus nodded, feeling the dread rise from his stomach and form a heavy lump in his throat.
"He's done something to scare you?" Macey sat back. "That's difficult to believe. I mean, he is very tall and must be strong but he's also caring and honest…"
"Oh, no, he hasn't done anything." Angus tried to swallow past the lump in his throat. "He'd never do anything to hurt me—at least not on purpose."
"Okay, so what's got you scared, then?" Macey sat back, a little more relaxed but the small frown between her eyes persisted.
"I didn't actually realize it until just today." Angus took another sip from his soda because his throat was suddenly very dry. "I was thinking about how much I miss him. But all we seem to do when he's here is fight. And I don't want to fight with him."
"Whyever not?" Macey's eyes went wide. "Robert and I fight all the time—just to get to the great make-up sex that follows. There's nothing like it…"
"Well, that's the problem." Angus was embarrassed to talk about these intimate details even though Macey had been his best friend since he moved to Provo twelve years ago just to get away from that idiot, Dirk Brackins, and his super-rich family of arrogant bigots.
"You've got a problem with make-up sex?" Macey looked at him as though he'd grown another head.
"No." Angus looked down at the table and almost whispered his explanation. "We've never even had sex."
"What?" Macey just stared at him.
Angus looked back up and nodded. He almost regretted saying anything.
"Oooookay…" Macey was visibly struggling for words. "Why? Please tell me there's some good reason. Is it because you don't want to? I mean, I know that you're pretty conservative and everything, but no sex with a hunk like Ayden? After you've been dating him for six months? Why?"
"Yeah, well, that's the problem." It was too late to stop now that he'd gone this far. Angus took a deep breath for courage and jumped right in. "I do want to have sex with him, I really do. God, he's so gorgeous and when he looks at me like he wants to eat me up… And it's not like he hasn't tried."
"What stops you?" Macey took one of his hands and held on tight.
"I freeze up every time he wants to go beyond kissing and the most basic of touches." Angus was shaking with emotion. He was glad he had Macey's hand to hold onto.
"And why's that?" Macey looked worried.
"I'm afraid it'll hurt like that first time." Angus had tears in his eyes and blinked wildly, trying to stop them from falling. He was such a wuss!
"You've tried, and he hurt you?"
"No, no, not him." Angus smiled through the liquid pooling in his eyes. "It was a long time ago, the night I lost my virginity to this guy, Dirk. I believed I loved him, you know? So when he finally approached me on prom night I thought he'd gotten up the courage to defy his super-conservative family. I hoped it was the beginning of being with him the way I wanted to. He was a bit drunk, and maybe that should have been a warning. So should the fact that he'd never as much as given me the time of day before this. The change in attitude was too fast, you know?"
Macey nodded, clearly spellbound.
"I was such an idiot. All I could think was that I needed to please him, so he'd date me. And when he started to push me up against the wall of the men's room and pulled down my pants without even having kissed me, I wanted to scream. But I was embarrassed. And then he just pushed inside me, without a condom, and I screamed for him to stop. But he didn't listen, not even when I told him he was hurting me. And, God, did it hurt. He just kept going. It was over really quickly but I've never wanted to have sex after that. And now I'm so inexperienced that I'm scared that Ayden will be disappointed and leave me."
"Oh, God, Angus, you poor thing. I never knew." Macey had tears in her eyes. "But you must realize that it would never be like that with Ayden."
"I know that in my head. Ayden is much more experienced than Dirk was. I'm sure he'd know what to do to not make it hurt." Angus wiped away the tears that had escaped unnoticed. "But my body doesn't agree. I just freeze up. And do you know what the worst part is?"
Macey shook her head.
"Ayden is such a physical person. He likes to kiss and touch and caress me whenever he can." Angus smiled with the memory. "So sex must be very important to him. And if I keep pushing him away, he'll lose his patience one day. Even if I somehow manage to get past my fears and we have sex—he'll be disappointed because I don't know what to do and he'll leave me. And if I keep freezing up, he'll get so frustrated that he'll drop me."
"And I guess you don't want him to leave?" Macey cocked her head and shot Angus one of her impish smiles.
"No, God, no, I don't want him to, ever. I couldn't bear that." Angus shook with the sudden realization. "I love him."
"Then there's only one thing you can do." Macey patted his hand in a motherly fashion.
"What?"
"You're going to have to tell him how you feel and talk to him about what's holding you back." Macey let go of his hand and sat back to let the waiter put the pizzas on their table. "If he loves you as much as I think he does, he'll understand and you'll be able to work something out."
"You think so?" Thinking about talking to Ayden this openly made him shiver with fear. But it sounded like it made sense.
"I know so, man." Macey grinned. "I know so."
 



Chapter Three
 
Somewhere in the Guatemalan jungle
 
Ayden awoke in total darkness. He lay on his back, spread-eagled, on a hard, cold surface. A dirt floor? Where was this place? He tried to move his arms and legs. Rope cut into his wrists and ankles. A sudden stab of pain in his left thigh reminded him that he'd been shot and beaten into unconsciousness.
It all came back to him in a painful flood of jumbled memories. How they'd gotten Jake, how he'd tried to put as many of them out of commission as he could. In the end they'd managed to overwhelm him and had apparently dragged him into the lonely cabin that seemed to be their base. It was the only logical explanation for what felt like a floor underneath him and the sense that he was in an enclosed space.
How much time had passed? He took a few deep breaths to clear his head. His first priority was finding a way to get out of here. Then he could look for the little girl. She had to be somewhere inside, even though neither he nor Jake had actually seen her, despite the high-powered binoculars they'd used to observe the kidnappers' activities.
A soft sniffle from his left drew his attention. He stopped breathing to better be able to focus on any further sounds. Damn. Was it her? Would they keep both of them in the same room? Thinking back to the size of the cabin, they probably didn't have a choice.
"Hello?" Ayden kept his voice low to avoid startling her.
Nothing.
"Don't be scared. I'm not going to hurt you." Why should she believe me? "I'm a prisoner like you."
"Are you tied up too?" She sounded curious.
Ayden smiled. The logic of a ten-year-old was wonderful.
"Yes, I'm all tied up. I can't move." He waited for her to process the information.
"Hm." She paused. "So you won't be able to help me escape?"
She'd gone right to the heart of the matter. He chuckled.
"I don't think that's funny." She sniffled again. "I miss my mommy and my daddy and I hate this dark place and I'm hungry."
"I'm sorry, honey. I wasn't laughing because it's funny." The laughter had been born of a mix of shocked surprise and a desperate need to reduce the tension. He'd known his plan of getting caught to 'distract' the kidnappers was bad, and lying here, helpless, he began to realize exactly how bad. At this point, he was of absolutely no use to the hostage at all. And as for the kidnappers, they didn't even seem to be interested. Not that he was complaining. They were welcome to ignore him until the Interpol team got here for all he cared.
"Grownups are so strange." She sighed. "Why did you laugh if it wasn't funny?"
"I was laughing because you surprised me." That explanation probably wouldn't help her either. "I expected you to ask me who I was or how I got here. But you went right to the most important question of how to escape."
Silence.
"What's your name?" He knew what she was called from the briefing, of course, but he wanted to keep her talking.
"Sophia. Sophia Brackins." Another sniffle. "What's yours?"
"I'm Ayden Newkirk." Okay, now what? He needed information about their captors. "Are you tied up as well?"
"Not exactly." More sniffling, then a little moan of misery. "They put this collar around my neck and tied it to the bed with a leash."
"That's not very nice." In fact, it was barbaric.
Pounding noise outside reminded him of his priorities. Fuck. They'd probably be in here soon and, in his current condition, there was nothing he could do to protect Sophia.
"Get under the bed for me, honey." He needed her to be hidden and as far out of reach as possible. At least it would delay the inevitable for a short while. All he needed was to gain some time for them. "I don't want them to be able to get to you."
A shuffle told him she'd done what he'd asked. Not a moment too soon. With a loud bang the door opened and blinding light stabbed his eyes. Fighting the pain, he squinted into the glare. Two tall, broad-shouldered men appeared in the doorframe.
"Ayden, is that you?" The voice sounded familiar.
"Peter…" Ayden's voice shook with relief as he recognized his boss.
"Jesus, look at all the blood." That was Karl, Peter's second-in-command. "I'll get the first aid kit."
Karl was gone before Ayden could reply. All he really needed was some painkillers and a bandage for his bleeding leg.
"Jake!" God he was so selfish. "You need to get Jake, he's out there in the underbrush, bleeding."
"We know, don't worry." Peter stepped into the room, carefully checking the corners. It must be habit, because there was no space for anyone to hide. "We found him and the men you'd taken out when we scouted the surroundings for the best way to come in and overwhelm these bastards."
"Is he okay?"
"Yeah, he'll be fine. The medic is with him now and says he'll be okay to be flown to the hospital in Puerto Barrios." Peter approached Ayden's location and knelt next to him.
"Thank you." What a relief. Ayden had felt awful when he'd left him behind, but he'd had no choice. Jake would have done the same thing had their roles been reversed. The hostage always came first, especially when she was a helpless little girl.
Peter reached for the knife he carried in a sheath on his belt, pulled it out, and freed Ayden with quick slashes.
"Thanks, but there's someone who needs help more urgently than I do." Ayden rubbed his wrists before slowly rising to his knees and turning toward the bed. Damn, his whole body hurt from the brutal beating he'd received. He reached out toward the huddled figure at the back wall.
"It's okay now, Sophia. It's me, Ayden. Please come out." He put his hand onto the floor, palm up.
When she looked up, unshed tears glistened in her big brown eyes. Dirt covered her face. She had bruises on her face and arms. She looked so vulnerable, he wanted to take her into his arms and protect her from any further harm. These people were monsters to take her in the first place, and treating her like this was making their crime even worse.
"Are the bad men gone?" Her voice was shaky.
"Yes, honey, they're gone. My friends took care of them." Ayden wiggled his fingers. "Please come out so we can get you cleaned up and ready to see your parents."
"Mommy and Daddy are here?" Her eyes grew as big as saucers.
"They'll be here soon." Peter got onto his knees to peer under the bed. He probably wanted her to see his face. "They can't wait to see you."
Sophia hesitantly moved her hand toward Ayden's still wiggling fingers. When her small hand slid into his he slowly closed his fingers over hers and started to pull her out from under the bed. When she emerged she threw her arms around his neck and he automatically embraced her in response. She hugged him with all the strength her small body could muster.
"Thank you." She started to cry.
"It's okay, honey." Helpless against the onslaught of emotions Ayden felt tears rolling down his own cheeks. "You're safe now."
He pressed her head into his shoulder with one hand and stroked her hair until her sobs stopped. Peter, his eyes suspiciously shiny, passed him a handkerchief and Ayden carefully cleaned the little girl's face as best he could. She watched him with her big eyes, aiming an occasional short glance at Peter.
"There, that looks better." Ayden spoke softly when he was done.
At that moment Karl returned with the first aid kit in his large hands and Sophia flinched in Ayden's arms.
"It's all right, Sophia. Karl's a friend too. He needs to take care of Ayden's injuries." Peter was doing his best to sound reassuring.
Sophia wasn't buying it. Her small arms held on to Ayden with brutal force, making him feel every single bruise she touched. He grimaced with the pain but didn't dare let go of her. Instead, he gritted his teeth against the agony of getting up, lifted her with him, and carried her outside. She never let go, even when Karl started cleaning and bandaging his wounds. By the time the man was done and Ayden had taken a couple of painkillers, he almost felt human again.
When the helicopter landed and Sophia's parents got out, the little girl squealed, pressed a quick kiss good-bye on Ayden's cheek and ran into their welcoming arms. Their tears of relief and joy reminded Ayden why he did this job.
Thinking about happy reunions—it was time he worked on his own reconciliation with Angus. He sighed with longing. He loved his job, was driven to do it as it was the only way he felt he could atone for past mistakes. He also, if he was honest with himself, looked for danger. He reveled in the adrenaline and it was as if he needed the danger to feel alive.
This mission had been a close call. Too close for comfort. Almost dying here in the middle of the Central American jungle had reminded him there were other people in his life now. Specifically, one man he cared a lot about. He snorted. Who as he trying to kid? He was halfway in love with Angus. Ayden wanted a life with him at his side, and that wasn't going to happen if he kept running at a moment's notice. He had no idea how he was going to do it, but he had to find a better way of doing his job. He needed to make Angus a more important part of his life or he was going to lose the man.
It was high time he did something about that. No more excuses, no more pulling back. He was going to get to the bottom of what was wrong with their relationship, what was so obviously bothering Angus enough to recoil from any kind of physical intimacy that went beyond kissing. Could it be that he hadn't committed himself to Angus? What else was holding him back? He had to find out then he'd fix it. He was a man of action, after all, and he was done waiting.
 
* * * *
 
Puerto Barrios, Guatemala
 
Why the plane back to the States had been delayed Ayden would never understand. Normally mission pickups were as well-organized and on time as the drop-offs, but not this time. Something about a freak thunderstorm having prevented the plane from taking off. Anything that stood between him and a reunion with Angus made him growl.
At least the doctors had given him a clear pass, if somewhat reluctantly. But really, all he had was severe bruising and flesh wounds from the two shots that had gone mercifully wide of their target. They'd all heal easily enough. He didn't look forward to having to explain them to Angus; the man always seemed so worried about Ayden's health and welfare.
The only good part about the delay was that he'd had time to take a long, hot shower and change his clothes in the same hotel he'd stayed at when they'd first arrived. Since Monday was market day in the town square, he decided to go and hunt for a souvenir. Not something he usually did, but he wanted to make this homecoming special, mark the occasion of them turning over a new leaf, so to speak.
The market was total mayhem and a delight to delve into. Everything was available: exotic fruits, familiar as well as interesting vegetables, herbs and spices, even fish, chickens, and a few goats. The scents blew his mind, everything from the sweat of his fellow human beings to handmade soaps and exotic foods tantalized his nostrils. Ayden wandered aimlessly from stall to stall, admiring the colorful blankets and clothing, some of the handmade jewelry looked amazing, as did the raw minerals themselves. Fire opal, jade, and amber were displayed in all their various colors and variations.
When he'd almost reached the end of the last row and was close to giving up on finding something suitable, he paused to give his hurting leg a rest. As he stood there and looked, one stall attracted his attention because there were no people milling around. It contained books and Ayden grinned. Now those were potential souvenirs his geeky professor might really appreciate.
An old woman in a bright blue dress, with a beaded bracelet in all the colors of the rainbow adorning her wrist, greeted him with a friendly smile. Her eyes, though slightly rheumy-looking, gave the impression of curiosity and intelligence.
"Anything you like?" Her English was heavily accented.
"I'm looking for a book for a friend." Angus stared at stacks and stacks of used paperbacks, dismissing them as less interesting. There were some old magazines and a few leather-bound tomes. They might be closer to what he needed.
"Special friend?" The old woman tilted her head.
He could have sworn she winked. Nonsense, I'm seeing things. Must be the meds. He nodded his head. Yeah, Angus was special.
"Have what you need." The old woman bent and pulled a heavy-looking wooden box from under her table.
She opened it and what emerged took his breath away. It was a beautiful paperback book-sized volume wrapped in a light brown leather protective sleeve. A thin layer of amethyst covered most of the front, spine, and back. Delicate carvings stuck out from the surface. Swirling floral designs alternated with oddly angular symbols that might be letters, but not of any language he'd come across.
Down the right side was a large silver clasp that kept the edges of the leather wrap together. A deep square indentation sat in its center. It looked suspiciously like a keyhole. What sort of a key was needed to open it?
"It's exquisite." He looked at the woman. "Beautiful. It looks like an antique."
"Is very old." She nodded and held the entire box out to him. "For you. The gift you're looking for."
"How did you know?" He did look like a tourist in his shorts and T-shirt, but he could have just been browsing.
The woman just smiled and kept holding it out to him.
"How much do you want for it?" He wasn't sure he'd be able to afford it.
"Figure out how to open it, with your friend, and read it together." She grinned, showing all her teeth miraculously still in place. "Your special friend has the key."
"What?" This was too weird.
"Just tell your friend to remember Betsy."
"Betsy?" What the hell?
The old woman didn't look like she was joking, so he finally took the book. Their fingers briefly touched and he felt a tingling sensation go through his entire body. He felt refreshed and the pain from the bruises, even in his leg, was almost entirely gone. He shook his head, certain he was imagining things. When he made a move to pull his wallet from his back pocket she scowled.
"No payment. Just remember Betsy and open together." The woman smiled. "And maybe wrap like gift."
"Well, thank you." He started looking at some of the other books, hoping she'd at least let him spend some money.
She shooed him away instead. "Go home. Be together."
Ayden nodded. His thoughts exactly!
 
* * * *
 
 
Salt Lake City International Airport, Utah
 
"Over here!" Angus waved wildly in a rather uncharacteristic display of excitement.
Ayden could have sworn the normally reserved professor, as he liked to affectionately call him, was bouncing on his feet. He grinned, glad to have gotten through the surprisingly busy baggage claim area. He was exhausted beyond measure and walking still hurt, but the bruises were already almost gone and he'd survived worse. With energy suddenly returning now that Angus was near, slinging his duffel over one shoulder became easy. It was a little harder to stop his limp, and as he made his way toward a wide-eyed Angus it became clear he hadn't hidden his injury well enough. Oh well.
He focused on Angus to distract himself from thinking about the discussion they were sure to have about him being reckless. Not right away, Angus was always too happy to have him back in one piece at first. But give the man a couple of hours and the questions would start. For now, Ayden enjoyed the view as he approached. Angus looked good in his tight jeans, dark blue cashmere sweater, and the woolen winter coat. Ayden wanted to take him into his arms and never let go.
Unfortunately, public displays of affection between two men were not acceptable in this place, so they'd have to wait. Why had he thought it was a good idea to move to Utah again? The outdoors may be great, but if this thing with Angus advanced into what he considered to be a full relationship, they might have to think about moving to a different state. There was no way he was willing to hide what Angus meant to him. Nor did he want to get arrested or beaten up for it, so something would have to give.
"Hey, you." Ayden had never stopped looking at the gorgeous blond with the sky-blue eyes as he walked up to him as closely as he dared. A slow smile transformed Angus's face from handsome to utterly gorgeous. He looked tired, though, with dark rings under his eyes as if he hadn't slept.
"Hey." Angus lifted his hand then dropped it.
Fuck it all to hell. He needed to feel this man back in his arms, public issues be damned. Surely a manly hug wouldn't cause too many raised eyebrows. He dropped his bag and wrapped his arms around the sexy linguist. Angus responded with some sufficiently macho slaps on Ayden's back and retreated to a socially acceptable distance.
"I've missed you." Ayden's voice was husky as he whispered at a level intended for only Angus to hear. "God, baby, I've missed you so much."
"Oh, Ayden… me too." The emotion in Angus's voice almost did Ayden in.
"Let's get out of here, huh?" Ayden still whispered but the urgency came through. "I want to kiss you until you can't stand up anymore. I want to feel your body pressed against all of me. I need to talk to you—really talk."
"Talk?" Angus's voice shook. He went as white as a sheet and his hands started shaking.
"Yeah, baby, we need to clear up a few things. Nothing bad, just… I've been thinking about us a lot and I think it's time we start to communicate better. Getting shot at made me realize a few things and I'd like to share them with you."
"Okay. I would like that." Angus nodded, still a bit hesitant. "And about that getting shot at—are you okay? I mean you're limping pretty badly."
"I'm fine." He flashed his most charming smile at Angus. "It was only a flesh wound. It'll just take some time to heal properly."
"I still…" Angus bit his lower lip.
"I know you're worried." He winced. "I'm sorry I snapped at you just before I left. I didn't think about how hard it must be for you to stay behind and not know what's going on."
"It's… I… Ayden?" Angus looked shocked.
"What?" He picked up his duffel and started walking them toward the exit and the parking lot.
"It's just… thanks for apologizing." Angus actually had tears in his eyes.
Have I been such a bastard?
"It was about time. I've been really worried about the way I left. I should have never done that." He shook his head. "I never really thought about how things must look like from your perspective."
"It wasn't that bad, not really." Angus tilted his head. "It's just that I appreciate your apology. It means a lot to me when you think about my feelings like that."
"Oh, baby." He dropped the bag next to Angus's ancient Micra, scanned the area, and found it empty. He took the man into his arms and hugged him tightly. "I've been such an ass, haven't I?"
"I haven't been much better myself." Angus took a deep breath and looked him straight in the eyes.
"You could never be an ass, not even if you tried really hard." He winked in an attempt to diffuse the tension.
"Ayden!" Angus playfully punched his rock-hard bicep with a fist as he pulled back. "You know what I mean. I can be really dense sometimes. I just want you to know that I'm sorry, too. I've been doing a lot of thinking and there are a few things I'd like to talk to you about as well."
"We really better get out of here, then." Ayden tightened his arms briefly before he forced himself to let Angus go so he could open the car. He bent down, retrieved his duffel, and dumped it in the trunk. "Your place okay? It's so much nicer than mine and I like the view of the Uinta National Forest from your living room. I can always catch a taxi to my apartment later."
"I know that you don't really like your apartment." Angus laughed. "Anyway, I've got dinner waiting for us, so we need to go there first anyway."
Dinner sounded good. The freezing February wind was making him yearn for a bowl of hot soup.
"My preference for your place isn't the only reason, though." He grinned as he went over to the passenger side. "I've got a surprise for you. I found it in Puerto Barrios at a small market we visited just before the plane left for Miami. I thought it might look nice in your living room and I'd love to find out whether that's true."
"A surprise? From abroad?" Angus looked excited and curious. "What is it?"
"Now, now." He chuckled and wagged a finger at Angus. "If I told you it wouldn't be a surprise anymore, would it?"
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
Ayden watched Angus from the corner of his eye as he steered the car. The man looked as if he was focused on the road and his driving but his unusual fidgeting told a different story. Angus was normally very controlled, but once his curiosity got involved, all bets were off and the man became relentless until he had an answer. Ayden hadn't taken long to figure out that curiosity was the equivalent of bait for Angus.
Ayden sat back and closed his eyes. His leg throbbed, even though he'd never admit it, and he was still tired despite his long nap on the flight. He better make good use of the hour drive from the airport to Angus's beautiful apartment in Provo. The ability to sleep anywhere, at any time, was definitely a good skill to have. Just before he drifted off he thought he heard Angus murmur "It's not fair" and couldn't quite suppress a grin.
When he awoke the car had stopped. Angus looked at him with a deep longing in his eyes. God, he was so gorgeous. Ayden was the luckiest man alive to have a sexy, intelligent man like Angus even look at a guy like him.
"We're here." Angus smiled and caressed Ayden's cheek with a warm hand.
"Good." He leaned into the man's caress and the few brain cells he had at his disposal right after waking up all switched right back off as he breathed in Angus's scent. It was a subtle woodsy blend of aftershave and clean male sweat. It reminded him of a cool forest on a hot summer's day. He couldn't quite suppress his moan of need for more caresses, more touching, and making love.
They quickly got out of the car and into the warm apartment. Ayden dropped his bag in the hallway and took off his parka, boots, and socks. Angus took off his overcoat and revealed his stunning body. Snug black jeans hugged his ass, and a loose, dark blue cashmere sweater covered his torso. Ayden couldn't wait to get his hands on Angus's body once he finally got him naked. If they ever got there. Oblivious to Ayden's wishful thinking, Angus took off his snow boots and socks, revealing those delectable feet Ayden wanted to kiss all over. He barely suppressed a moan.
"Come here. I want to kiss you hello properly." He took Angus's hand, pulled him into the living room and toward the big leather couch that sat opposite the picture window. His left leg wasn't very steady so he wanted to be sitting down for their first real kiss. He'd have preferred to be horizontal—and naked—but past experience told him it would take time and patience to get them there. Besides, he was the first to recognize the issues between them needed resolving before they took their relationship further into the physical.
"Properly? I think I'm ready for that." Angus chuckled when Ayden pulled him across his lap so he straddled him, carefully avoiding the miraculously fast-healing wound, but the man melded into Ayden's arms willingly enough.
"I'm glad you liked it, but it wasn't what I dreamed about every night while I was gone." Truth be told, he had dreamed about much more than a kiss, but he wasn't going to scare Angus by pushing too hard. He'd never let him get much beyond kissing before, and he needed to find out why before he made his next move.
"You dreamed about me?" Angus's sky-blue eyes got even bigger and he smiled. "I think I like that."
"Oh, baby, you have no idea." He put his right arm around Angus's shoulders and his left hand firmly onto his jeans-clad hip to hold him in place against his growing arousal. He could only hope he'd be able to keep his hands where they were now. He wanted nothing more than to get under that sweater and touch naked skin, but if he moved too fast he could ruin everything.
After wiggling his adorable butt in Ayden's lap, making him groan from the delicious friction against his cock, Angus finally settled down and slid his arms around Ayden's neck. His gaze became intense and he parted his full pink lips with a quick lick of his tongue. Even that simple movement made Ayden harder. Yes, he had it bad for his professor.
He bent his head and started placing small kisses all over Angus's forehead, his closed eyes, along his strong, straight nose, across his flushed cheeks. He moved his attention to Angus's chin next and continued by kissing a pathway down his long neck. He licked his way back up and along the man's jaw, all the way around to his ear, tasting Angus's salty flavor. He suckled the sensitive skin under Angus's left ear until he moaned and tightened his arms around Ayden's neck.
When he finally brushed Angus's hot lips with his, the man made one of his little mewling sounds that drove Ayden crazy and moved closer to him. Angus pressed his cashmere-covered chest with his hard nipples into Ayden's chest. He stayed just above Angus's mouth, making them both wait and letting his breath caress Angus's lips before he licked his way along Angus's lower then upper lip. When he could resist no longer, he finally claimed Angus's lips fully and crushed his head to him with the hand he'd slipped behind Angus's neck.
He explored the recesses of Angus's mouth with his tongue in the way that he wanted to explore all of the man's body. He put all his emotions, his love into the kiss and Angus responded with equal fervor. Soon their tongues were performing an erotic dance of passion that set him on fire with a burning need for Angus, all of him. He wanted to tear the clothes off the man's body and caress his bare skin with his hands, wanted to lick him everywhere he could reach and make love to him. He'd never wanted it so much as at that moment.
But he knew that he couldn't. Not yet. It took all of the control he had left to gentle the kiss before he lost it. He finally raised his mouth and gazed down at Angus. He slowly opened his eyes, his lips turning up into a smile that sent Ayden's pulse right back to racing.
"Wow. Unbelievable." Angus took a deep breath. "You're right, that was a better hello kiss than the hug in the parking lot—nice though that was."
Ayden loved that fresh-kissed look on him, his cheeks flushed pink, his lips swollen. It made him want to kiss Angus all over again.
"There's more where that one came from." He was in such trouble. If he let himself kiss Angus like that much longer, he was going to come in his pants. There was only so much stimulation a man could take. He needed a distraction. "But I'm a little hungry. Would it be okay to have that dinner you mentioned first?"
"Yeah, sure." Angus nodded then winked. "But only if I can have my surprise."
"Oh, so you haven't forgotten about that?" He knew his professor hadn't, he just loved teasing the guy.
"Of course I haven't forgotten." Angus punched his shoulder lightly and frowned. "How could you even think that? You know how I love surprises and hate waiting for them."
"You look so cute when you're upset." He grinned. Of course, that sort of comment would only upset Angus more.
"Oh, you… if you weren't still convalescing, I'd make you wait for dinner, just for that comment. I am not cute!" Angus pulled out of his arms, got up, and bent down to kiss his forehead. "You just wait here and rest, I'll get it all set up in the kitchen."
"I'm not an invalid." He rose and followed Angus to the kitchen. "Let me help."
Angus was having none of it. He'd already set the kitchen table. All he let Ayden do was open a bottle of wine to go with the beef stew and mixed green salad he had prepared. The food was delicious and when they were done he helped Angus stack the dishwasher and clean the kitchen, despite his protests.
"Now it's time for the surprise." He walked toward the hallway to retrieve the gift from his bag. He sure hoped Angus was going to like it. The old woman who'd given it to him at the small market in Puerto Barrios had been so certain it was the right thing. How she'd known he was even looking for a gift, he'd never understand. But with Angus's love for books and the man's pride in his extensive collection, he didn't think he'd be far off the mark.
 
* * * *
 
Angus relaxed into his comfortable couch, trying not to squirm with impatience. Ever since Ayden had mentioned his surprise he'd been impatient. It was always like that, the unknown just begged to be explored.
A lot had changed since Ayden had walked out of Angus's office last Friday. Those kisses had been something else, both of them. The way Ayden kept looking at him with this deep longing—almost as if he wanted to devour him. That could only mean one thing. He sighed. He was going to want more than kisses. He could only hope he'd listen to his explanation and understand. If he could manage to give him the explanation without dying of embarrassment first.
"Here you go." Ayden suddenly stood before him, holding out a package about the size of a paperback and two inches thick. Sky-blue wrapping paper and a silver ribbon made it look extra special.
"Thank you." He took the package and gasped at its weight. It was a lot heavier than a book that size should be.
Ayden sat down next to him, watching his every move expectantly. Angus opened the bow and carefully withdrew the silver ribbon, then unwrapped the gift. What emerged took his breath away. It was a book, wrapped in a light brown leather protective sleeve. The book itself was also bound in leather and a thin layer of amethyst covered most of the front, spine, and back. It took the shape of delicate carvings sticking out in an amazingly detailed relief. Swirling floral designs alternated with angular letters. He blinked. If he wasn't very much mistaken, and he rarely was since he knew his alphabets, this was Phoenician or a language very close to it. The book couldn't possibly be that old, could it? There certainly hadn't been any books around in about 1200 BC. How odd!
Down the right side was a silver clasp that kept the edges of the leather wrap together. When he tried to open the fastening, it wouldn't move. He looked more closely and found a deep square indentation in its center. A keyhole? How frustrating. He wanted to know what was inside the book, but how was he going to open it without a key? He certainly wasn't ready to damage it. He just had to know what was inside.
"This is exquisite." He finally tore his gaze away from the piece of art and looked up. "It seems to be some sort of antique relic. Where did you find it?"
"It was the weirdest thing." Ayden frowned. "I was exploring this market square just outside the hotel we stayed at last night, passing time before the car was going to pick us up and drive us to the airport. All the way at the back there was this small stall selling all kinds of books and I thought it was the perfect place to find a gift for you. The old woman tending the stand waved me over. She pulled this from under the table and held it up. She said it was the gift I was looking for."
"You were looking for a gift? How did she know that?" Angus caressed the bumpy surface of the wrapped artifact lovingly. It was almost as if it called to him.
"I have no idea." Ayden shrugged. "I asked her, of course, but she just smiled and handed it to me. When I asked how much it cost she said that all she wanted was for us to figure out how to open it and read it together."
"So there is a book inside?" Angus had suspected as much. "But how are we going to open it without damaging the beautiful cover? Did she give you a hint?"
"Funny you should ask that." Ayden grinned, showing his dimples. "This will sound really weird, but she said you already had the key."
"I have the key?" Huh? He frowned. "How could I possibly have the key to something I've never even seen before?"
"Beats me." Ayden pointed at the small indentation in the center of the clasp. "That's clearly the keyhole."
"That's what I thought." He ran his index finger across the small hole. "Did she say anything else? Like what the key looked like?"
"I did ask her." Ayden followed the path Angus's finger had taken with his own and joined Angus's next to the keyhole. "She just mentioned a name. Betsy."
"What?" Cold shivers ran down his spine. How had that woman known?
"Yes, Betsy." Ayden looked straight at him. "Does the name mean anything to you?"
"It was my grandmother's." This was too weird.
"How the hell did the old woman know that?" Ayden's eyes went wide. "And what could your grandmother possibly have to do with all this?"
"Well, as for how the old woman knew the name, I haven't got a clue." He shrugged and looked at the keyhole again. There was something familiar about that shape. Then it hit him. "But as for how my grandmother might be able to help…"
"Help?" Both Ayden's eyebrows rose in unison. "I thought she was dead."
"She is." Angus jumped up and handed the leather-wrapped book to Ayden. "Hold this for a minute, there's something I need to go get."
He ran to his bedroom and got the small wooden ring box from the back of his socks drawer. It was covered in purple velvet, and he caressed it with trembling fingers before opening it. He hadn't worn the ring in years, but when he laid eyes on it again, the old pain made his chest constrict. The recollection of his rape on the night of the prom twelve years ago combined with his memory of Grandma Betsy's death just after he'd finished his first degree, and suddenly his legs wouldn't support his weight anymore. He staggered back, dropping onto the bed trying to fight the tears that came unbidden.
When he had himself under control again he pulled out the white gold band and looked at the princess cut amethyst mounted in an antique setting. The square-shaped gemstone matched the dimensions of the mysterious keyhole exactly. And now that he looked at it, the markings on the mounting's shoulders were Phoenician letters as well. He'd stopped wearing the ring shortly after his grandmother's death because the constant reminder was just too painful. By the time he'd advanced to his studies of ancient languages and alphabets in college, he had forgotten about the ring and had never made the connection. But the letters undeniably came from the same alphabet.
How utterly, infuriatingly enigmatic!
Angus jumped up and raced back to the living room in most undignified haste. Ayden still held the book. Angus showed him the ring and he stared at it.
"That… that looks like an exact fit for the keyhole." Ayden looked back up at him. "Your grandmother left you this?"
"She did." Angus was still shaking from the discovery. "What does it all mean?"
"I have no idea. It's very weird." Angus sat back and held the book out to him. "So, are we going to open this or what?"
"Just like that?" He'd forgotten how fast Ayden always jumped into action. Way before he had a chance to think it all through. "Shouldn't we—I don't know—do some more research or something? Try to decipher the language?"
"Does it look familiar to you?" Ayden leaned forward. "I'm not exactly an expert, but I couldn't even identify the letters. I mean, I know what Arabic or Russian or Thai looks like, even if I can't read or understand it. But it doesn't even look close to any of those. Granted, there must be some pretty obscure African languages that I have no idea what they look like in writing. Do you think it's one of those?"
"I'm not sure, but I have a theory." And unless he could confirm or refute it pretty damn soon, he'd be climbing the walls.
"You do?" Ayden's eyes widened.
"Well, I can identify the letters. They're Phoenician."
"Phoenician?" Ayden's eyebrows rose. "Weren't they around before the Greeks? Somewhere in the Mediterranean area?"
"Got it in one." He grinned, impressed with Ayden's knowledge of history. He hadn't known the man had it in him. "The Phoenician alphabet was the first widely used phonetic system, meaning that each letter represents a sound. This was different from the other languages at the time, like cuneiform and hieroglyphics. That and the fact that the Phoenicians were active traders are the reasons thought to have contributed to its success. Ultimately, Hebrew, Greek, and later Latin, all developed from this."
"Wow." Ayden's eyes looked a little glazed.
Thank God the man seemed to like Angus in lecturer-mode. At least, that was what he'd said previously.
"It doesn't explain what these letters are doing on the book and the ring though. And I'll also need some reference books to try to translate what they say. I can probably access them at the university, or maybe even online…" He let his voice trail off, deep in thought about what he was going to do to solve this riddle.
"Are you trying to stall?" Ayden frowned and put the book on the coffee table. "I don't think that research is the answer here, I really don't."
"But… you never do." Some of their biggest fights had been when he wanted to think things through and Ayden wanted to act.
"You're right. I do tend to jump in before thinking." Ayden looked remorseful.
He'd never admitted that before. Angus was stunned. Maybe there was hope for them. Maybe they should focus on learning from each other?
"And you're right, too. I do tend to overthink things." He felt better, now that they had begun to clear the air between them.
For a few moments Ayden just stared at him then he burst out laughing. Hesitant at first, then unable to resist, Angus joined in.
"This is a first." Ayden wiped tears of mirth from his eyes.
"A good first, right?" Angus could only hope there was more to follow.
"The best, baby, the best." Ayden tilted his head, looking thoughtful. "I think we might be on to something here. Remember when I said that I thought we need to start communicating better?"
He nodded, speechless.
"Well, I think we may have just made a start." Ayden grinned.
"I think you're right." Would wonders never cease? "But I still want to know what's inside that wrap. And I think there's only one way to find out."
"No!" Ayden clutched his heart in mock surprise. "You don't mean…"
"Yes." He took the book from its resting place on the table. "We'll need to take some action."
Without further delay he lifted his ring and pressed the beautiful amethyst into the small keyhole. There was a clicking sound followed by silence. He tried to turn the ring first in one direction, then the other, like a real key. There was no movement.
Disappointed, he looked up at Ayden.
"Here, let me see." Ayden reached for the book.
At the exact moment they were both touching it the floral designs at the edge of the silver clasp started emitting small purple pulses of light. Slowly the rest of the covering followed until the whole wrap was glowing in soft purple. It now felt warm on Angus's skin, making him tingle.
"What the hell?" Ayden's eyebrows rose all the way up his forehead.
"It feels like it's alive." He should probably have put it back down onto the table but he was too stunned.
Angus tried again to turn the ring. This time he was able to rotate it one hundred eighty degrees and the clasp fell open, his key remaining stuck in the keyhole. The clasp was about two fingers thick, which explained why the relic was so heavy. Sunk into the silver, circling the back of the keyhole, there was another white gold ring mounted with an amethyst stone. It looked just like his, except it was slightly bigger. Ayden-sized, in fact.
Angus ran his finger across the second ring, trying to dislodge it, but it wouldn't move. Ayden tried next but was no luckier.
"Too bad this won't come out. But then again, the old woman didn't say anything about a ring. She only said we were supposed to read this book together." Ayden looked at him. "You want to do the honors?"
"Try and stop me." He vibrated with excitement. The second ring was beautiful but it was strange that it matched Grandma Betsy's so exactly. There was certainly a puzzle to be solved there as well, but for right now he was far more curious about what written treasures the book might contain. They could always get back to the mystery of the rings later.
 



Chapter Five
 
"I'm not going to try to stop you! I am just happy you agree to look first rather than make me wait." Ayden smiled but he also fidgeted on the couch.
"Good." Angus grinned. It must be hard for his action hero to leave the decision of when to act to someone else. But it was his present and they had just made the decision to try to patch things up between them, to be more tolerant of their differences and to learn from each other. For Ayden, learning to hold back his urge for action and appreciate Angus's need for thinking was a big part of that.
"Here, let's get comfortable for this." Angus scooted back on the couch. He had an odd need for Ayden to be close. No, not really odd, he'd felt it before. But he hadn't truly wanted to give in to it, afraid he'd be disappointed in the long run when Ayden either pushed for more than Angus was ready to give, or left because Angus wasn't able to give him what he needed.
Ayden grinned and moved up right next to him, pressing their thighs together and putting his arm around his shoulders. Angus sighed. He felt so right next to him. His warmth seeped into his skin, even through their clothing.
"Comfortable enough for you?" Ayden's voice was hoarse with desire.
"Hmmm, nice." He snuggled into Ayden's side and put the book between their two laps so they'd both be able to see. "Let's just hope we'll get some clues even if we can't understand the language."
"You'll figure it out." Ayden looked awfully certain.
"I hope so, eventually, but it may not be right now. If the content is written in Phoenician, we'll definitely need more research, maybe even help from one of the professors for ancient languages I'm acquainted with." He shrugged and traced the still softly glowing amethyst markings with a finger. "But these symbols here look an awful lot like letters to me. And they're not part of any ancient language I'm familiar with."
"Well, there's only one way to find out." Ayden actually vibrated, Angus could feel his thigh shake. "And I am not too proud to admit that I am about to throw all my good intentions out the window and open the darned book myself. Now. I swear the suspense is going to kill me if you don't open up the damned book!"
"We wouldn't want that!" Angus grinned, admiring Ayden's restraint, and lifted the front cover. The smell of old dust and papyrus assaulted his nose, reminding him of the summer internship he'd done at the British Museum, going through their ancient scrolls in an effort to get them all cataloged.
When the front page was revealed he gasped.
It was framed with a border of exotic flowers and animals, all the color of amethyst. A large golden circle took up the center of the page. In its middle was what he supposed must be the book's title. As he stared at the indecipherable symbols, wishing there was some way of getting them translated right now, they started to move and blur until he was dizzy. He blinked to clear his head and when he looked again they had changed to modern English. The title was now comprehensible and read The Book of Wisdom.
"I'll be damned." He turned his head toward Ayden and the man looked as shocked as Angus felt.
"Did you… did you just see what I saw?" he whispered.
"Yeah, I sure did." Ayden looked relieved. "Whatever that was, at least we're both under the same spell or whatever it is. Maybe the fumes from the old paper are hallucinogenic?"
Angus laughed out loud. Way to relieve the tension!
"What? Do you have a better explanation?" Ayden had raised an eyebrow.
"No, I don't have a better explanation. I wish I did." He was still chuckling. "But I'll give you ten points for creativity."
"Humph." Ayden only looked vaguely mollified.
"Okay. Give me a minute to think here." He narrowed his eyes, hoping the increased focus would help him think. The real problem was that thinking wouldn't help. "I hate to admit it, but I haven't got a clue as to how the writing changed like that. I'm afraid we'll need to collect more evidence before I can formulate a proper hypothesis."
"More evidence?" Ayden grinned.
"Yes. And I just know you're going to love this." He took a deep breath, getting ready for Ayden to make fun of him.
"Oh, yeah?" Ayden grinned back.
"I think we should turn the page and see what the rest of the book has to say." He looked at Ayden, hoping for confirmation. "At the very least we can check if this odd phenomenon of the letters rearranging themselves happens again."
"Hallelujah, more action!"
Unable to suppress his amusement at Ayden's enthusiasm, he smiled quietly and started to turn over the title page while holding onto the cover, carefully balancing the book between them.
"That's odd." He rubbed the sheet between thumb and index finger. "It feels as though I've turned several pages at once. But they don't seem to want to separate."
"This book has a mind of its own, doesn't it?" Ayden looked increasingly uncomfortable with all the weirdness.
"It almost looks like we're only supposed to read a certain page." He shook his head at the stupid idea. Where had that thought even come from? Still unable to make the pages separate, he turned the whole section over in one go.
The page he revealed had another ornate border framing it. There was a headline and a short sentence centered underneath. The letters were the color of amethyst and clearly English.
Angus stopped breathing as he read the page.
 
Angus's and Ayden's Wisdom
True love is not about ending differences, it is about making diversity work.
 
"Holy shit." Ayden's grasp around Angus's shoulders tightened. Whether it was to support Angus's suddenly shaking body or to reassure himself that he was still there, Angus wasn't sure.
When he turned to look at Ayden's face, he was as pale as freshly fallen snow, and his dark blue eyes radiated shock.
"Do you think it would be okay to freak out now?" Angus's voice was shaky. This defied every law of physics and logic he was aware of.
"Yeah, that's definitely one option." Ayden took a deep breath. "But what would it accomplish?"
"Oh, I don't know, maybe I'd stop feeling as if someone just pulled the floor out from under me." Angus took a deep breath. "On the other hand, you're right, my man of action, it wouldn't get anything done."
"So this is one of those times where thinking it through comes in really handy." Ayden nodded as if to confirm the validity of his own theory.
Angus nodded. Then he put the open book onto the coffee table and the mysterious purple light stopped the second they let go. Not that he was all that surprised anymore. Compared to the fact that both their names were inside some antique book, the gemstones lighting up one minute then no longer glowing the next seemed almost normal.
Ayden hadn't let go of his shoulder and now pulled him back with him onto the sofa. Angus loved the contact of their bodies along his entire left side. With a sigh he leaned back, put his head onto Ayden's shoulder and his right arm across his stomach.
He loved the closeness, the intimacy of sitting like that. He just wished there wasn't the pressure to do more. Ayden had never said anything, but it oozed from his every pore. Angus was getting aroused but the fear was still stronger than his need for release. How fucked up was that?
"Okay." He sighed and turned his head so he could look Ayden in the eye. "Let's start from the beginning with what we know. Then maybe we can move on to what it means. As for figuring out how it all works—I'm not sure we'll get to that."
"I agree." Ayden nodded.
"What I know is the following." Angus held up his right hand and counted the facts off using his fingers. "One, an old woman gives rather than sells you a mysterious ancient book. Two, she tells you to read it together with me. Three, the key that she tells you I already have is a ring I inherited from my grandmother, whose name she mysteriously knows and mentions. Four, the book emits some mysterious light and opens when we both touch it. Five, it will only open to one page and that bears our names and a message that seems directed at us. Is that about it?"
Ayden had listened with a tilted head that indicated great interest.
"I'd like to add a few more." Ayden held up his left hand and counted them off by raising his fingers. "Six, I was looking for a gift for you because I had a few things to tell you. Seven, the old woman knew that and obviously thought the book would help."
"You have something to tell me?" Angus dropped his hand back across his own stomach, hope flaring inside him. "And you think the book can help? Other than mightily impressing me with your ability to select such a beautiful, thoughtful, and special gift for me."
"Yes, I have something to tell you." Ayden grinned. "And I think that'll get us straight into what this all means."
"Definitely, don't let me stop you." He snuggled closer again. "I love it that we're talking like this. Just to let you know, I've got something to contribute as well. I guess you're not the only one who's been doing some thinking."
Ayden cleared his throat.
Angus couldn't wait to hear what Ayden had to say. He was so different from before he'd left. Made him wonder what had happened to make Ayden change. He'd clearly been shot, but that was, unfortunately, not entirely new. It must have been something else. What he liked most was that Ayden had mentioned communicating better. And that had been before they'd opened the mysterious book. Maybe Ayden would be willing to listen to Angus's concerns once he was done. Maybe they'd be able to work out their differences. The book's message seemed to point them in that direction.
Angus turned his full attention to Ayden as he began to speak.
"You may not find this easy to believe, but I did some thinking while I was in the jungle." Ayden kissed him on the forehead. "I was going into a very dangerous situation and it sort of focused my mind on what's really important to me. I was thinking how much I regretted all those stupid fights we've been having lately. And how awful it would be if I'd never get the chance to make things right with you. I don't know what's causing our problems or how to solve them. I do know that I want to do whatever I can to find out."
Ayden's eyes were suspiciously bright when he caressed Angus's cheek. All he could do was smile encouragement. Where was Ayden going with this?
"You're the best thing that's ever happened to me, Angus." Ayden cupped his cheek with one of his large, slightly calloused hands. "You're kind, loving, and so darned clever it hurts my brain. Yes, you annoy me sometimes with your tendency to analyze everything to death—my words. I know that my preference to jump into action to get things done quickly drives you up the wall. But what I've begun to figure out and what the book seems to encourage us to do is that we should use our different abilities and work together as a team. You're the most handsome and sexy man I've ever met. I guess what I'm trying to say is that I love you. I don't want to lose you, even though we're different. Or rather because we're different. It would literally kill me to have to go on without you."
"Oh, Ayden, I…" Angus couldn't believe it. Ayden loved him? Maybe they did have a chance.
"Shhh, I'm not done yet." Ayden gave him another brief kiss. "I want to make love to you so badly it hurts. From the way you're behaving around me, hell, from the way you're always responding to my kisses, I think that you have at least some feelings for me. But there's something that's holding you back. I don't know what it is. If it's something I've done or not done, I'd like to know. If you're not ready, please tell me and I'll back off until you are. All I'm asking is—just, please, baby, talk to me. I promise I'll listen."
Ayden was pleading with such longing, Angus was close to tears.
"I love you, too, Ayden. More than I can say." He smiled when he saw the joy in Ayden's eyes. "You're right, I love your kisses. I've been wanting to take it further, too. And yes, there is something that's holding me back. But it's not you."
He paused to gather his thoughts but before he could get another word out, Ayden lowered his head and took his mouth with a savage intensity he had never before experienced. Ayden's lips pressed against his and his tongue demanded entrance with such urgency that Angus couldn't have resisted if he'd tried. Not that he had any intention of stopping him. When his kiss changed and became gentler and loving, he melted completely.
A short purple flash and a soft clatter from the direction of the book interrupted them. Angus looked over toward the table. His grandmother's ring had dropped out of the keyhole. The second ring had come loose from inside the clasp and now lay next to it.
"What the hell?" Ayden's eyes widened as he stared at the rings.
"This is getting creepy." Angus didn't move, afraid to cause more odd occurrences. But nothing further happened—for now.
Finally Ayden shrugged, as if to admit there was nothing he could do about the situation anyway, and returned his attention back to Angus.
"We'll deal with that later." Ayden pulled him back into his arms and the deep blue in his eyes mesmerized Angus. "Tell me what's holding you back, baby. Please."
"You'll probably think it's silly." He held up her hand to stop him from protesting. "No, let me finish. Even I think it's silly, but I can't seem to get over it on my own. So I think I need your help. What it comes down to is that I'm scared of the pain."
"Pain?" Both Ayden's eyebrows went up simultaneously. "Is it because you're a virgin?"
"No, not really." If it only were that easy.
Then he told him about her first time and how much Dirk had hurt him. Ayden listened quietly, but his face expressed how upset and angry he felt.
"And you know what the worst part is?" Angus shook his head in disgust over his own inability to get over this. "In my head I know that you'd do it right. But I still just freeze up. I know how important this is to you and that makes it even worse. I'm sure I'll disappoint you and then…"
"Hold it right there." Ayden's gaze turned intense. "I know that I said I'd listen but there's something I need to say before you go on beating yourself up any further. I love you, Angus. Nothing you could do or not do in the bedroom would disappoint me and I certainly wouldn't leave you because of any of it. Especially not now that you've told me what the problem is."
"You wouldn't?" He felt so relieved he could have cried.
"No, baby, I wouldn't." Ayden took both Angus's hands in his and kissed each knuckle before he looked back up into Angus's eyes. "I'm really very serious I about this."
He grabbed both rings before sliding down onto one knee.
"Angus, I love you." Ayden held both rings up toward him on his open palm. "I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with you. I think what the words in the book meant is that we can work with our differences rather than try to force each other into getting rid of them. It's what any good team has to learn to do. I know we can't get married in this state, and I'm not sure we're ready to take that step yet, but I hope that one day, when I ask you, you might say yes. For now, can we be exclusive and try to make this relationship work? Will you move in with me and take these rings, which seem to be meant for us, as a sign that we're a committed couple? True partners?"
Angus felt such overwhelming joy that he couldn't speak at first. This wonderful, strong, and honorable man had accepted him as he was, with all his faults and issues. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with him. It was about as wonderful as it was scary. But if Angus had learned anything in the last few hours it was that, sometimes, jumping in with both feet was the right thing to do.
"Yes, Ayden, I'll be your partner. If you'll have me, I'm yours." He laughed with joy.
"Oh thank God." Ayden sighed and held out his hand with one of the rings between thumb and index finger. "Allow me?"
Angus presented his ring finger in response and Ayden moved to slip one of the rings, which looked totally identical, onto his digit. A small shock of electricity made Angus flinch and pull his hand back.
"Ouch. What was that?" He stared at the ring which had ended up back on Ayden's open palm.
"Did it hurt you?" Ayden looked worried.
"It was almost as if, and this sounds really crazy, but this ring isn't mine." Angus stared at it some more. The letters on the ring's shoulder had now changed. "What the hell?"
"What?" Ayden looked back and forth between the ring and Angus.
"The letters have changed." Angus had the sneaking suspicion it had happened when that purple flash had lit up the room.
"Ooookay." Ayden blinked. "I'll have to trust you on this one, since they still look Phoenician to me."
"Yeah, I know they are. But they're different letters now." Angus pointed at the cuneiform-like indentations on the ring that had just 'rejected' him, for lack of a better word. "This one now carries the letters Y, D, and N on one side of the gemstone. Since the Phoenicians didn't have vowels, that means it spells your name."
"Can I just say how utterly strange that is?" Ayden stared at the willful ring and pointed at the other side of the amethyst. "And that side now looks blank."
"You're right. It's as if it is waiting for something to be added there. I've never believed in magic, but you know what?" Angus took a deep breath. "I'm beginning to think it's the only rational explanation for what's going on here."
"Magic is not a rational explanation for anything." Ayden shook his head, picked up the other ring, and held it out to him. "What does this one say?"
"N, G, and S." Angus shook his head.
"Angus in Phoenician." Ayden just shrugged, looking a bit lost. "We're going to have to find a way to find out what's in the rest of that book. I suspect it may help explain what's going on."
"We can only hope so." Angus held out his finger again. "Let's try the other ring."
Ayden did, and it slid on without a problem. Angus picked up the 'offending' ring and put it on Ayden's finger.
"There, that's better." He kissed Ayden's hand, making the man smile. "There is just one thing."
"Oh?" Ayden rose with a little grimace and sat next to Angus. He rubbed his injured leg, but his focus was on Angus.
"I don't want to move in with you. Can you please move in with me instead? I really don't think your apartment is big enough for the both of us. And I'd hate to have to get rid of all my books." Angus held his breath.
"Christ, you just about gave me a heart attack." Angus winked. "You know I like our apartment better anyway. I'd be stupid to say no to the view alone. By the time you add the ultra-modern bathroom, it's no contest."
"Thank you." He was about to say more when Ayden's phone rang. Not again!
Ayden frowned, pulled it from his pocket, and checked the screen. "It's a California number. How strange. My boss lives in St. Louis."
"Go on, take the call, I can see you're dying of curiosity. I'll get us some fresh coffee while you're talking." Angus got up, leaving Ayden to his call.
When he returned, a mug with steaming fresh coffee in each hand, Ayden had just ended the call and was putting his phone away.
"That was almost as strange as the other events tonight." Ayden took one of the mugs, nodding his thanks, and slid back on the sofa.
"Why? Who was it?" Angus sat next to him and put his mug on the coffee table for now. The drink was still too hot for him to enjoy.
"Remember I told you about the little girl I helped free? When I called you to let you know I was on my way home and when to pick me up from the airport? That was her father, calling to tell me he wanted to thank me personally." Ayden frowned. "I don't even know how he got my number; the office would never give it to him. Anyway, he invited me out to see him and his family next weekend, all expenses paid. Apparently, Sophia misses me."
"But that's really nice. So why are you frowning?" Angus didn't want to spend a weekend apart from Ayden, but he wasn't going to stand between Ayden and a short vacation.
"I told him I have plans." Ayden took Angus's hands and squeezed. "With you."
"You do?" That was nice to hear.
"Absolutely. No more time spent apart when we can possibly avoid it." Ayden smiled. "He didn't like that answer and told me to bring whoever I had the plans with."
"We're going to California? For the weekend?" It boggled the mind.
"Yes, in a private plane." Ayden grinned. "Dirk Brackins isn't just very grateful, he's also super rich and—"
"Wh-what did you say?" Angus felt all the blood leaving his face. Then nausea took his breath away as his entire world shifted.
"About the private plane?" Ayden frowned. "Baby, what's wrong? You're white as snow."
"No, no, the name." Angus found it hard to breathe and his heartbeat was way faster than normal. What were the chances, after all these years?
"Brackins. Dirk Brackins." Ayden tilted his head. "You know him?"
Angus nodded while trying not to lose it.
"What? Baby, you're worrying me." Ayden moved closer. "Who is he?"
"He's… He's the man who raped me." Then everything went black.
 
 



Chapter Six
 
"The man who—shit!" Ayden leaped forward.
Angus's eyes had rolled up in their sockets, and the man was slumping over, about to hit his head on the coffee table. Ayden grabbed him by the upper arms, pushed his shoulders back onto the sofa, using his knee to stop Angus from sliding off, and lifted his legs up. He found a few pillows and stuffed them under his feet so they were elevated.
Nobody had ever fainted on him like this. He'd been trained in first aid though, so he fought down his panic and focused on making sure there was nothing physically wrong with Angus. He needed to be sure that the reason for his loss of consciousness was the shock of a clearly traumatic revelation.
He checked the airways, but they were as clear as expected; nothing physical had caused this. Angus's sweater was far enough away from the neck not to be constricting, so he loosened Angus's belt, chiding himself for wanting to undo the button and zipper while he was at it. "Focus, man!"
Ayden knelt next to the sofa and took Angus's face between his hands, caressing his cheeks with his thumbs. "Come on, baby, come back to me."
Angus's eyelids fluttered, he took a deep breath then opened his eyes.
"There you are!" God, he was so relieved.
"Ayden? What?" Angus looked around the room, clearly disoriented.
"You fainted on me." He pressed his lips together tightly, preventing himself from telling the man to never do that again. It wasn't as if Angus was emotionally unstable and did this all the time, on the contrary, he was as steady as a rock. But finding out that the man who had raped him was somehow back in his life, if indeed he was the same guy? After just having talked about it, opening the old emotional wound… yeah, that could floor anyone.
"What the hell?" Angus attempted to sit up. "Why?"
Ayden pushed him back down, not wanting to risk letting him up yet. They had to get through a discussion of what had happened, and he had a feeling they were better off relaxing while they did it.
"Come here." Ayden slid onto the sofa next to Angus and opened his arms. He couldn't have been more relieved when Angus moved straight into them. A low-level tingling emanated from his ring, but it was only there for a second. Sheesh, now he was starting to imagine things. After all this weirdness with the book and the rings, who could blame him?
"What happened?" Angus frowned.
"You really don't remember?" If this was part of the disorientation Angus would be able to recall what they had talked about before he fainted. If he couldn't, something more serious might be going on and he'd need medical attention.
"I just…" Angus stared off into the distance for a moment. "I remember coming back from the kitchen with our coffees."
"And?" That was a good sign.
"I sat down and we talked about your phone call." Angus's eyes widened and he started to tremble. "Fuck! That man is back in my life."
What a very strange thing for Angus to say, considering that Dirk, the fucking bastard, had only been on the phone with Ayden. He raised his eyebrows in a silent request for Angus to explain.
"How the hell did he find me?" Angus bit his lower lip, something he only ever did when he was really upset.
"Hold on, how do you get from one of my former clients calling me to thank me for saving his daughter's life to him 'being in your life' and 'finding you'?" That sounded close to paranoid. As for his ex-client being the same man—he couldn't be one hundred percent sure until he checked the file, but Sophia's parents had originated in Duluth, same as Angus, and Brackins wasn't exactly a common last name.
"You don't believe me?" Angus tried to sit up again.
"That's not what I'm saying." Ayden held him back, careful not to use too much force so he wouldn't hurt Angus. "Please stop running and let's talk about this. There is obviously something more going on here for you to say that, and I'd like to understand."
Angus looked mutinous for a moment, all frown and narrowed eyes, then he sighed and relaxed back against the sofa. "Okay."
"So, let's start from the beginning. What made you say that the asshole is back in your life and that he found you? He has been in touch with me, not you, right?" He was personally going to remove him from Angus's life if it was true.
"Thing is, he didn't stop with raping me back then." Angus swallowed, clearly finding it difficult to talk about this.
"What the fuck? He came after you again?" Personally, he wanted to know why Angus hadn't gone to the police, but that would have sounded too accusatory at this point. He was trying to help Angus, not make him feel bad. What was done was done anyway.
"Yes." Angus closed his eyes for a moment then looked back up at him. "He ignored me for a while, or at least, I didn't run into him. I had a summer job at a translation agency in Duluth before leaving for Calvin College in Grand Rapids, Michigan, for my degree in classical Mediterranean studies. I wanted to stay busy, you know? My parents are both professionals and were never home anyway."
"Okay, so how did you run into him again?" This was going to be interesting.
"I went out for a Friday drink with a group of friends and we ran right into him. It was the strangest thing. He sort of ignored me at first then started staring at my hand." Angus shrugged. "I was wearing the ring at the time and that was the only reason I could come up with."
"What did you do?" Was the man a potential thief as well?
"I ran, what else? Next day, he was in front of my workplace, just standing near the entrance, staring at me. I figure he checked with my friends where to find me, and they didn't know not to tell him. He never did anything overtly aggressive, but he followed me around everywhere for the entire summer. Of course I made sure I was never alone, but it was creepy." Angus shuddered. "And before you ask, yes, I did go to the police, but they said they couldn't do anything based on the fact he was following me around."
"You didn't tell them Dirk had raped you?" Not that he could blame Angus.
"No." Angus's face lost all expression.
"How did you get rid of him?" Ayden was all ears.
"I changed universities, not telling anyone about it. Luckily, the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor had a comparable degree program, and I was able to get in. Ancient languages aren't exactly the most popular courses, so they had some spaces left. Also, they're only two hours from Grand Rapids which allowed me to secretly visit Grandma without too much trouble." Angus grinned. "Then I just vanished. I was very careful not to tell my parents what was going on, my grandmother was the only one who knew. And she died just after I got my undergraduate degree."
"So you've been hiding ever since?"
"Yes. Once I graduated I decided Utah was one of the least likely places for anyone to look for me, so I moved again. As you know, by then I had come out to my parents and they stopped speaking to me for fear of endangering their careers or something." Angus shrugged.
"And you felt safe all this time?" Ayden still didn't understand why Angus had jumped to the conclusion that Dirk had 'found him'. Unless he'd had the feeling of being followed all this time, and how horrible would that be? Why had he never said anything? Ayden knew why of course, but it was still infuriating.
"After a while." Angus smiled. "I just didn't have the energy to feel paranoid all the time anymore."
"And now?" This was the crucial bit of information. Ayden wasn't one to discount intuition, but facts tended to be a lot more reliable.
"You said you didn't know how he got your number, right? That it's unusual for a client to contact you." Angus raised his eyebrows.
"Yes."
"Well, adding that to Dirk's name made me think he had somehow found out I am your partner and is now trying to get me to come see him." Angus paused. "And fuck if that doesn't sound paranoid as hell, now that you made me say it out loud."
"It does. But I also trust your intuition, and even if all of what we've just talked about is circumstantial, so to speak, adding it to the weirdness around the rings… I don't know. It just makes me wonder." Ayden almost chuckled with his next thought. "I'm also pretty sure we shouldn't go and see this creep. Not without a lot more research."
"Research? You?" Angus smiled then turned serious again. "I don't know how dangerous this guy really is, almost twelve years later and now a family man, but I think you should go. No matter my problems with the man, finding out more about him by watching him in his natural habitat, so to speak, can't be a bad thing."
"Your 'problems' with the man? Fuck, he raped you; I don't think I can visit without giving him a piece of my mind. Which would not be pleasant." Ayden figured the worst was over and it was time to sit up. He nudged Angus and the man followed his lead, sitting so they were facing each other. He had one leg along the back of the sofa, and Angus slid one over Ayden's hip until they were close and comfortable. "And anyway, we're a team now, partners, remember?"
"I know, and I don't want to spend a weekend away from you either, if we can help it. I'd like it if we could move your stuff in here as well." Angus took and squeezed Ayden's hand. "But this man is stubborn, maybe even dangerous, and has his own agenda. I don't think that he'll give up easily, whatever he's trying to do."
"I agree. I just think we need to find out what that is." He took a deep breath, ready for the big battle. "Even if he isn't planning anything, this is a chance to face your fears, deal with the past. With me there, you'll be safe. What do you say?"
"I guess it's time for me to put it all behind me. Ignoring it clearly hasn't worked if I'm still this affected. So I need to do this. It feels right. And with you coming along to support me, how can I say no?" Angus trembled. "I don't have to like it, right?"
"No, baby, you don't." Ayden bent forward and kissed his new partner. "I think you're very brave and I promise to be with you every step of the way."
That had gone a lot easier than he'd thought. Angus truly was very brave, but he also needed to get rid of these nightmare memories. He yawned.
"Time for bed, huh?" Angus suddenly looked shy.
"Yeah." He didn't want to leave though.
"Don't sound so enthusiastic." Angus chuckled.
"I just…" Did he have any right to ask to stay? He wanted it with all his heart, even if all they did was sleep in the same bed. Somehow being close to Angus had become even more important now that they had cleared the air.
"You don't want to leave, am I right?" Angus smiled when Ayden nodded. "That's okay, I don't want you to go."
"Are you sure?" Ayden didn't dare hope for more, not just yet. But 'being allowed' to stay here was a huge step for them.
"Yes." Angus nodded. "It feels wrong to send you away, as if I was kicking you out, you know? I'm not ready to, you know, do anything, so if you're okay with that…"
"Of course I am. I just want to be close to you." Yes!
Half an hour later they had taken separate showers and were getting ready for bed. Thanks to his ever-practical duffel, he'd found some clean boxers to wear and was happy to discover Angus was a boxer brief kind of guy. The fabric molded to his front equally as well as to his perfect ass, and Ayden found it hard not to drool. Angus was staring at Ayden's crotch, seemingly mesmerized as well.
It was going to be a long night!
Quietly Angus slid into the right half of the bed, the part near the window and, blushing furiously, lifted the sheets on the other side so Ayden could get in. Once he was covered, Angus switched off the light and lay on his back.
"Good night." Angus's hand touched his hesitantly under the covers.
"Sleep well, baby." Ayden moved so he could hold Angus's hand securely in his. It was the single most non-sexual thing he'd ever done in bed, yet he was extremely excited. The emotions coursing through him were warm and fuzzy, made him feel as if he finally belonged, and had him breathing deeply to try to stave off his increasing arousal. When Angus squeezed his hand, as if in thanks, he carefully squeezed back. This was a very special beginning to their deeper relationship. He might succumb to blue ball syndrome, but he'd do so with a light heart and feeling extremely happy.
 
Ayden didn't dream often, or at least he didn't remember if he did, but this was the weirdest one he'd come across in a while, maybe ever. He floated in a purple kind of mist, not even sure where up and down were. He looked around but there were no definite shapes. Just patches of thicker mist here and there. He stared, and the longer he looked, the denser the patches of mist became. Within a few moments there were about ten of them circling him. They came closer then moved away, almost playful, as if they were trying to get him to chase them.
That thought made him chuckle and the little clouds changed into balls and began to glow. Just like his and Angus's rings had done when they'd kissed. He looked down at himself and discovered he was still wearing his boxers and the ring was on his finger, where he'd put it. Despite the fact he had his body, it was a sort of grayish color and didn't quite look substantial, as if it were made from the same misty nothingness as the glowing balls. He was floating around in the now slightly purple nothingness right along with the spheres of glowing purple light, so who knew? Maybe he'd imagined himself into a form that fit this dream.
Then he started to hear voices. As if groups of people were whispering just outside his range of hearing. The sounds gradually grew louder, the speech seemed to slow down, and he strained to understand them. Single words began to emerge: "know" and "time" and "questions". All the voices were multi-layered, not limited to a single frequency.
"Hello?" Ayden could barely hear himself.
Silence.
All movement stopped.
The little balls seemed frozen in place for a few seconds until they started buzzing wildly, almost falling over each other in their haste to do whatever they were trying to accomplish. It was almost comical if he hadn't been so desperate to understand them. Somehow he knew it was really crucial he did.
"Ayden? Are you here?" Angus's voice sounded muffled, but it was clearly him.
"Angus! Where are you?" Ayden turned around himself fast enough to create little swirls in the light purple fog.
"I have no idea, but I can hear you." Angus paused. "Do you see a lot of purple clouds as well, or is it just me?"
"I see them." Ayden tried to move in the direction of Angus's voice and before he knew what was happening he was gliding through the misty nothingness, followed by his personal group of excitedly buzzing clouds.
"There you are." Angus was hanging in midair, boxer briefs and all, apparently totally unconcerned. He had his own following of dark purple balls. "I had a feeling this might be a shared dream."
"Or it's real. I'm not sure which possibility worries me more." Ayden made himself drift close enough to touch Angus and when he did, the buzzing voices around them quieted abruptly.
"What is this place? And why are both of us here? And what are those clouds? They're behaving as if they're alive." Angus stared into the now quiet collection.
Two of the smaller clouds merged, and the new entity drifted toward them while the others respectfully gave it space. At least that was what it looked like.
"Welcome to Amethysia." The voice sounded as weird as the others, as if more than one person was speaking at the same time. The cloud pulsed in rhythm with the words.
"Uhm… Thank you?" Ayden was impressed he had managed that much. A speaking cloud? Amethysia? Does that link to amethyst or am I imagining even more details than I thought?
"We are not clouds. We are energy beings and call ourselves Amethysians. And you're right, we're alive, in our own way. We've been asleep for what we suspect is a long time in your plane of existence, but you have awakened us." The Amethysian shook itself from side to side. "It's good to be active again."
"We woke you up?" Angus looked as confused as Ayden felt.
"Yes, when you connected through the Rings of Wisdom, you initiated an energy transfer that allowed us to wake up. We are very grateful and look forward to finding out what has happened on your plane while we were asleep." The energy being chuckled. "You humans have always been very entertaining."
"We connected?" Ayden raised an eyebrow. "How?"
"The way corporeal entities connect, when you touch skin to skin." The Amethysian retreated a little as if he thought lack of understanding might be contagious. "There are two bridges between our realms. One is the Book of Wisdom, and the other is a pair of ring-bearing humans who, when their rings touch, can create a mini-bridge and come here for a visit, in mind only. "
Now I'm sure I am making this up.
"We must have moved and touched each other's right hand in sleep." Angus nodded then tilted his head. "What is the last thing you remember before you went to sleep? And do all of you remember the same things?"
"It was a time of great upheaval. Many battles were fought when Cyrus came from Persia and took the lands of the Tyrians. They were the ones who had established many links with us. Some of the newly powerful Greek tribes had a vague understanding, but nothing compared to that of the Tyrians." The energy had begun to pulse more rapidly as the story progressed. "When the Tyrians were conquered, we were forgotten. The Book of Wisdom vanished from sight, we think, but something or someone must have brought it back."
"Who is he talking about?" Ayden scratched his head. "I only recognize the Persians and the Greeks from what he said. Sounds like it was a long time ago. As for who rediscovered the book, your guess is as good as mine. We'd have to find and ask the old woman who gave it to me. Maybe she knows more."
Angus hung in midair, or midnebula, and attempted to close his mouth.
"What?" Ayden got that was a long time, but if these really were energy beings, they had different kinds of laws to obey and time might not mean the same to them as it did to humans. And why the hell does all of that seem so easy to accept?
"He's talking about the Phoenicians!" Angus looked more excited than Ayden had seen him in weeks. Cyrus the Great, as we call him today, came from Persia to conquer Phoenicia, called Tyria by most people back then. That was in 539 BC! And the Greeks did have a strong affinity with amethyst, believing it had healing properties, specifically regarding inebriation."
"And how much time, in human terms, has passed since then?" The lead energy being visibly vibrated, and the others were glowing more brightly by the second.
"Two thousand five hundred and fifty-one years." Angus shook his head. "You won't recognize the place any longer."
"We will see it through your eyes, if you permit." The Amethysian began to glow more brightly. "Your sleep state is usually most conducive to us making observations, and you will hardly know we're there."
How could they say no? Angus agreed to an ongoing exchange of information, and Ayden watched, slightly awed, how his lover brought the Amethysians up to speed with human history, well, in broad strokes. He learned a few things himself and was astounded when he started yawning. Wasn't he asleep already?
"It's time for you to return to your bodies." The biggest of the by now all brightly glowing purple balls of energy retreated.
"So we yawn here when we've slept enough on Earth?" How oddly logical.
"Yes." The energy beings formed a wide circle around them. "Thank you for talking to us. We look forward to meeting you again. Just remember that touch is important. Without it, we cannot build the bridge to get to you."
"What about the book?" Angus sounded anxious.
The energy beings were fading.
"We will tell you more next time." And with a small flash, the glowing balls of energy were gone.
The blackness of sleep descended over Ayden. I just hope I can remember this when I wake up!
 



Chapter Seven
 
Angus opened his eyes to a world that seemed subtly different from what he expected. For one thing, he had his face burrowed into Ayden's chest, the man's arms around him, and his delicious morning scent of sleepy man in his nose. They were about as close as two men could be without having sex, and Angus was fine with it. He blinked. Not even a trace of panic. Yes, he trusted Ayden, but that was not new. He'd always trusted him on a subliminal level. So far though, his irrational fear hadn't been swayed by that.
Angus took a deep breath and let himself enjoy this new feeling of safety. He felt energized, invigorated and more rested than should be possible after only—he checked the bedside alarm clock to make sure—seven hours of sleep.
The other thing that diverged from normal was his sudden certainty that the book Ayden had given him was important, not to be ignored, and would play a role in his and Ayden's lives that went far beyond providing an interesting intellectual and linguistic challenge. Two more seconds into wakefulness, his brain slowly dragging itself online, he almost sat up with the shock of the realization that all of it had been a dream.
Ayden grumbled and tightened his grip, so Angus stayed right where he was, not that he minded. There was a way to find out if it had been a dream or somehow as real as it felt. Ayden would have to be awake for that, and since Wednesday was Angus's day off, he had all the time in the world to experiment a little, to see if he could convince Ayden to join him in the land of the living.
He started by placing little nibbling kisses along Ayden's jawline. The man took a deep breath and stiffened for a moment, but didn't move otherwise. Angus grinned. Time to up the ante. He licked a path along Ayden's collarbone which made his lover moan, then traced a path down his well-developed pecs toward a nipple. He'd never dared pay much attention to them, afraid he'd have to follow up if they started, but now, in the bright morning light coming in through the slits in the shades, he could look as much as he wanted. Then he kissed the little nub and it stiffened immediately. Licking around it brought another moan, and when he started sucking, carefully using his teeth as he alternated the sensations for Ayden, the man tightened his grip around Angus's middle.
Angus didn't let up for a moment and moved to give the other nipple the same treatment while slowly sliding his hand downward, closer and closer to Ayden's cock. When he bumped it, Ayden's eyes flew open.
"Angus!" Ayden's voice came out gravelly from sleep and his eyes were glazed over with lust. "Damn, baby, what a way to wake me up."
Angus wanted to lift his head so he could respond but Ayden lightly touched the back of it to keep him where he was. Strangely enough, not even that restriction, slight as it was, made him panic.
"No need for you to speak, just keep doing what you're doing." Ayden moaned again and shifted his hips, clearly trying to get Angus to touch his cock some more.
Angus gave the second nipple, now as stiff as the first, a playful bite.
"Man, you're going to make me come!" Ayden sounded out of breath.
"Isn't that the point?" Angus raised his eyebrows. He got rid of their underwear next then shifted for a better position. His own cock was hard and leaking, and he wanted to make sure he got some skin-on-skin friction.
"Yeah." Ayden chuckled and pulled him closer, sneaking a hand between their bodies and enclosing both their cocks in a hard grip. "You make my brain melt."
"Oh man." Angus thrust into the tight hand, feeling Ayden's cock slide against his on one side while Ayden's calluses provided more than enough sensation on the other. "Same here. Don't stop."
Ayden grinned and shifted the rest of the way so they could kiss. Angus threw himself into the task as he held on to the man he loved, tried to kiss him back, and moved his hips faster and faster, so close now. Tongues stroking with the same speed as their hips were thrusting, they came almost at the same time. Wet heat exploded between their bodies as they caught each other's cries of completion with their mouths. They swallowed each other's pleasure as they trembled through their orgasms.
Angus had never come so hard in his life. He'd had no idea it was possible to feel this much bliss and not be in heaven.
"Wow." He inelegantly collapsed at Ayden's side, making sure he stayed as close as possible.
"Yeah." Ayden sighed and turned his head. "Thank you."
"For what? I came as hard as you did." Angus sighed. "I'm sorry I made us wait this long. And I still don't know what made me let go like this, but I can't say I regret it."
"No need to apologize. This has to be right for both of us, and we'll do whatever you're ready for, okay? No pressure." Ayden looked serious enough for Angus to believe him. "As for why now? Who knows? It might have been the fact we finally talked, could have been the influence of the rings, since your grandmother thought yours had healing properties or it could have even been the Amethysians."
"They were real?" Angus's eyes widened.
"I guess your question just confirmed it." Ayden shrugged. "I wasn't sure but since you seem to remember them as well, I'm tending toward yes."
"That or we've both been hypnotized. Not sure that wouldn't be even stranger." Angus sighed happily. "I see lots of research in my future."
"As long as you don't neglect the action." Ayden planted a long, hard kiss on his lips.
Angus nodded into the kiss and focused on showing Ayden exactly how much he liked that plan.
 
* * * *
 
The next two days were hectic for Angus. Thursday and Friday were always busy with tutoring sessions on top of the official lessons, but this week everyone seemed to be particularly slow, and more students than usual seemed to have trouble remembering the most basic rules of grammar. By the time it was three pm and Ayden came to pick him up to drive them to the airport, Angus was exhausted, sweaty, in need of a shower, and wanted nothing more than to sleep for a few days. Instead he was on his way to see a man he hated.
"Why are we doing this again?" He sank into the passenger seat and buckled up.
"So Sophia can see me, her father can thank me in person, whatever that means, and oh yes, so you can face your fears." Ayden winked and pulled into traffic.
"Right." He was too tired to protest.
"I missed you." Ayden sounded wistful. "But at least I got the lease cancelled for the end of February and the move organized for next weekend."
"Missed you too." More than he could have imagined. That one shared night had been beyond amazing. He wanted all of them to be like that from now on. "I can't believe you got it all done so quickly. But I am very grateful. Spending time away from you just doesn't feel right anymore, you know?"
"I agree." Ayden grinned. "As for the speed with which I got it all done? Man of action here, remember?"
That made Angus laugh, and he began to relax a little. They were halfway to the airport before he came out of his snooze.
"So, what does Mr. Bigwig do for a living that he's so rich?" Angus remembered Dirk's family was wealthy, but they'd never had a private plane at their disposal. Dirk, the arrogant show-off, would have definitely exploited that at every opportunity when they were in high school.
"Funny you should ask. I requested my boss authorize a bit of research and a background check before we go there. I'm not a special agent just for the fun of it, you know." Ayden wiggled his eyebrows before he turned serious again. "Apparently Dirk part-owns a major pharmaceutical company with some of the most spectacular recent developments in treatments for cancer, fertility drugs, and something with allergies. His father bought him into it, using the not inconsiderable family fortune, when the company was small. Rumor has it that Senior thought it was a good graduation present when Dirk majored in chemical engineering. Junior is now running it since his father went into agricultural product supply for the third world."
"Probably exploiting the hell out of them." He just didn't trust these people, and that had been before Dirk raped him and became a stalker.
"Probably." Ayden nodded, but he was clearly focused on finding parking.
South Valley Airport had been easy enough to find and was only ten miles south of SLC international airport, but it was new to both of them. Angus had found out that it specialized in business flying, law enforcement and fire rescue flying, and other non-commercial flights. There was only one runway and it turned out 'their' plane, a corporate affair with what Angus supposed was Dirk's company logo painted on its sides, already sat waiting for them. The pilot asked to see their ID then led them through security and settled them inside before walking off to join the copilot.
Angus tried very hard not to show how impressed he was with the luxury. Barely ten seats were liberally distributed across a space that would normally seat thirty on a commercial flight, everything was leather and looked expensive, and when a cute male flight attendant in tight blue pants, a white shirt, and a tailored dark blue jacket approached from the back and offered them drinks, Angus's jaw did drop. All this luxury and in-flight service as well? He quickly got himself under control and ordered an orange juice.
Ayden just looked at him and grinned before asking for cranberry. Angus was sure his lover was testing their host's ability to stock the plane's fridge since the man had never before ordered cranberry juice in Angus's presence. The flight attendant smiled and brought them what they'd asked for.
"We'll be taking off in about ten minutes, and I'd appreciate it if I could take your drinks to secure in the fridge until we've reached cruising altitude. I'll return then as soon as possible. Also, there is a small bathroom at the back, in case you'd like to take a shower and change clothing."
A shower? he mouthed when the flight attendant had retreated.
Ayden just wiggled his eyebrows.
Angus almost burst out laughing and quickly swallowed some juice to help him calm down. If this was how the other half lived, he was sure there were a few more surprises in store for him.
The flight was just under two hours, but both he and Ayden did manage to get showered and changed. Separately, much to his disappointment, but the shower stall really was too small for two. Ayden walked out of the mini-bathroom into the bedroom where they'd taken their bags with just a towel around his hips. Water still ran down his muscled chest and along his chiseled abs, and Angus swallowed. If there weren't a flight attendant next door, so to speak, and if they had more time, he'd go for a major make out session.
Instead they got dressed, returned to their seat and held hands, each deep in his thoughts. He wished, not for the first time, they could spend some time exploring the mysterious amethyst book together. It had resisted all attempts to be opened when he was alone, clearly needing a second ring-bearer for it to work. Why had the book vanished from sight for two and a half millennia? Was it going to do that again despite the fact he had it safely locked away with his important documents in the fire safe? Who had brought the book back and why now?
The whole story of the Amethysians was just one big puzzle as well. What made them tick? How did this bridge work between their 'plane', as they'd called it, and Earth? Why did it exist in the first place? What did these energy beings do all day in their light purple nothingness? He was pretty sure they didn't eat, but they had to recharge somehow—or go back to sleep, probably. They had looked a whole lot brighter when Ayden and he had left, so had they taken energy from them? Why then had Angus felt so much more rested after that encounter than he had after a normal nights' sleep? Or had that been Ayden's influence?
"You're thinking too loudly." Ayden squeezed his hand and brought him back to reality. "You'll be fine. I won't let anything bad happen to you."
"Thinking too loudly?" He smiled. "That's a new one."
"Good, I made you laugh." Ayden grinned.              
"I was thinking about the book and the Amethysians though. Can't wait to get back to that with you." But he'd bravely get through this weekend first. Putting his past fears behind him by facing them was maybe even a necessary step before he could dive into this new discovery he and Ayden had made together.
"Me too." Ayden nodded and checked his watch. "Should be coming up to the airport now."
Buchanan Field wasn't exactly the biggest airport he'd ever seen, but with four runways it was a lot larger than South Valley. It was also just east of Berkeley, where Dirk had settled down. The service once they had landed was excellent, with a limo waiting for them when they left the secure area. The driver was a uniformed young woman, and she informed them it would be a half-hour drive to Mr. Brackins's home in the Panoramic Hill neighborhood.
The closer they came, the tenser Angus felt. The houses were large, some of them not even visible from the extremely well-lit street. It was a very wealthy neighborhood, not that he had expected anything less of Dirk. Still, the house, or rather mansion, that turned out to be their destination, was huge. Situated behind a high fence and a well-guarded iron gate, a meticulously landscaped garden surrounded it. Lit up in a display of dazzling illumination, the colonial style house would have been more at home in Atlanta. White columns everywhere made it look almost regal, and the steps leading up to the front door completed that picture.
As soon as the car stopped, the front door opened and a butler, nobody else would wear a suit like that, came down the steps to greet them.
"Welcome, gentlemen." The butler smiled and pointed toward the house. "Dinner will be served in an hour, pre-dinner drinks will be available thirty minutes from now. Mr. Brackins thought you might want to settle in your room before then?"
"We would appreciate it, thank you." Ayden took the lead.
Angus was grateful. He was still trying to recover his ability to speak. Dirk, the sleazebag, had certainly done extremely well for himself! He quietly followed the butler and Ayden inside and up the stairs. The driver was right behind them with both their overnight bags. Never mind she was a woman, it was clearly her job, and even though Angus felt bad about it he wasn't ready to make a scene.
"Here you are. I hope everything is acceptable." The butler opened one of the many wooden doors to the right of the staircase and stepped aside to let them walk inside. "If there is anything you need, please don't hesitate to dial five on the house phone."
"Thank you." Ayden watched the driver place their bags at the foot of the four-poster bed before she left, quietly closing the door after herself.
"Can you believe this place?" Angus shook his head. The room was perfectly color-coordinated in shades of blue, the adjoining bathroom looked like a professional spa from what he could see, with all that white marble and gleaming golden faucets, and the heavy drapes and thick carpet made him feel as if he'd ended up on some film set. Real people didn't live like this.
"Pretty amazing." Ayden stepped closer and opened his arms. "Missed you."
Angus didn't think twice and stepped right into the embrace. This was so much better than being afraid all the time, especially since he'd never had any reason to be scared. Not with Ayden. His lover couldn't have been more different than Dirk if he'd tried.
"How are you holding up, baby?" Ayden's heartbeat was as regular and unhurried as always. Nothing much seemed to faze the man, healing leg wound and unusual environments or not.
"Okay so far." But the big test was yet to come.
"Let's just wash up a little and then we can go and meet the asshole, okay?" Ayden pulled him to the bathroom. "I'm almost afraid to touch anything in here for fear of leaving fingerprints."
"I know." Angus shook his head. Now he was sure there were situations where luxury was too much of a good thing.
Twenty minutes later they figured it was time to go downstairs, and they braved leaving the room and going on a search for the dining room together. Angus needn't have worried. They found Dirk waiting for them in the foyer, dressed in an impeccably tailored dark suit and leather shoes that had probably cost a small fortune.
He was still as tall as Angus remembered, but Ayden had a few inches on him. Dirk's blond hair and brown eyes might have charmed others, all Angus could see was the cold look in his eyes, the sharp nose that gave Dirk a slightly arrogant face, and the contempt that curled the man's lip upward. Yeah, other than looking a lot older, Dirk hadn't changed a bit. But that wasn't the weirdest thing. Dirk should have been surprised, if not shocked, at Angus's presence. Ayden had never given him Angus's name. So how had the bastard found out? Had he researched Ayden's background before he invited him? That was a likely explanation. Still, Angus couldn't help but feel he was being stalked again.
"Welcome to my home." Dirk held out a hand to Ayden, completely ignoring Angus. "I am really happy you could make it. Sophia is asleep now, of course, but I know she'll be overjoyed when she sees you again tomorrow. She's done nothing but speak about you since we've been back."
"I look forward to meeting her again." Ayden shook Dirk's hand as briefly as possible then stepped back. "This is my partner, Angus."
"You haven't changed a lot." Dirk held out his hand but Angus couldn't touch him, even briefly and with Ayden by his side. It was too much too soon.
Dirk narrowed his eyes. But then he shrugged and pointed to the room on his left. "My wife is with her sister for a few days so we'll be dining alone. Please, follow me."
How convenient! Dirk had probably sent her away in case Angus wanted to create a scene. That just showed how little the man knew him. And that was a good thing. Angus had surprised himself. Dirk was not the threat he remembered him as. Yes, he still didn't like him, but the feelings of active hatred had apparently exhausted themselves. Forgiving Dirk was probably not in the cards, but he might be able to get through this weekend.
The dining room was as opulent as the rest of the house. Dark wooden furniture lined the walls, and the table sat sixteen. Three places were set, and they took their seats opposite Dirk, who rang a small bell set next to his plate.
Angus rested his hand on the tabletop and Dirk's eyes widened. The man looked up at him, then back to the ring. Before Dirk could say anything, a door near one of the corners opened and the butler came inside, serving them a delicious-smelling vegetable soup. When the butler was gone, Dirk cleared his throat.
"I see you still wear that ring." Dirk smirked as if that was a bad thing and looked over at Ayden. His eyes almost popped out of his head when he noticed the second ring.
Angus didn't react, not sure what the man was up to.
"And now there is a second ring. How interesting." Dirk frowned. "Look I won't beat around the bush. I want those rings. Let me know what you think is a reasonable price and I'll buy them off you."
"Buy them off us? But we're not selling." Angus shook his head.
"I'll pay you each a million dollars. How does that sound?" Dirk leaned back in his chair as if he'd already won.
Crazy! But Angus didn't state it out loud. Just in case. He knew what Dirk was like when he didn't get his own way. He still suspected that was why the man had raped him all those years ago. Since Dirk was deeply in the closet due to his super-conservative family, and couldn't have Angus or anyone else as an official boyfriend, the pressure had built and built until he took what he couldn't figure out any other way of getting.
"I'm not sure what it sounds like, but we're not selling these." Ayden took Angus's hand in his much larger one as if for protection.
"Is that your final word too, Angus?" Dirk turned his full attention on Angus.
"I agree with Ayden. We will not sell these rings." He wished the man had an off switch.
"That is unfortunate." Dirk's facial expression made it clear that he hadn't given up. "Can't blame me for trying."
Actually, Angus found that he could. The secretive expression now appearing on Dirk's face did not bode well. The man did not give up easily. So what the hell was he up to?
 



Chapter Eight
 
"What the hell was that all about?" Angus closed the bedroom door behind them and turned to Ayden, hoping his lover might have a theory about Dirk's reasons for wanting the rings. The man was too insistent for this to be just a whim of his, and anything that Dirk really wanted couldn't be good for anyone else.
Ayden just lifted his hand and put a finger to his lips in the universal sign for silence. Angus raised his eyebrows but did as he'd been asked. Ayden then marched to his bag, opened one of the side pockets, and pulled out a velvet pouch from which he retrieved a square box with a screen and two knobs on the top. His lover proceeded to screw one of the two antenna-looking things onto one of the knobs, pressed a switch on the side, and started to turn the metallic-looking knob on the top as he took a sweep of the room.
A bug detector?
Ayden thinks we're being spied on?
Ayden pulled a small black device from under one of the nightstands and found a tiny camera mounted to the top of one of the bedposts. Angus's eyes widened but Ayden kept going. He used a second antenna and flipped a couple of switches until he found a third listening device in the bathroom. He put all three into a little metal box, closed it and returned it to his bag, right next to the velvet pouch.
"Now we can talk." Ayden opened his arms.
Angus walked straight into them. He was shaking from the shock.
"It's okay, baby, we're safe now." Ayden held him tightly.
"I don't know what I'd do without you. Maybe I should have expected those bugs, but I'm still shocked Dirk would go this far. He clearly wants something from us." Angus sighed. "But I don't just mean the listening devices. Having you with me when facing Dirk again after all those years made all the difference."
"I just wish I could have been there to protect you at your prom." Ayden slid a hand behind Angus's neck and stroked the sensitive skin there, making Angus shudder.
"Yeah." He wished the same. "Why do you think Dirk had these devices planted? And how come you carry a detector like that with you? Or is that standard 'special agent' travel equipment?"
"I suspected Dirk might be up to something." Ayden grinned, led the way to the bed and sat down, pulling on Angus's hand to make sure he followed. "And he confirmed it when he wasn't at all surprised to see you. It means he had me checked out, which I can understand. As a father he should make sure his daughter is safe with whoever she comes in contact with. Especially after that kidnapping. But I suspected he found you in the process since our friendship isn't exactly a secret. I just wanted to be ready."
"I figured the same thing." He nodded and sat next to Ayden, as close as possible so their thighs were touching. "And when he offered to buy the rings it was clear why he really invited us."
"The only thing I don't understand is why he wants them so desperately." Ayden frowned. "I mean, they're clearly antiques, but he is rich enough as it is and could probably buy something like them ten times over. And I don't think he knows about the magically appearing and disappearing letters nor the connection to the Amethysians, does he?"
"I don't see how he could. He's never had my ring in his possession, and yours was inside the book. We still haven't figured out what the full potential of these rings is, though I think it may have something to do with the healing properties ascribed by some to amethyst." He shook his head. "On the other hand, he was much too determined to get a hold of them just now. It makes me worry."
"I agree. We'll need to be very careful." Ayden kissed his temple. "I also think we won't solve the puzzle tonight and are in urgent need of some sleep."
Angus yawned in reply then smiled.
"Bed it is." Ayden grinned and waggled his eyebrows in that way he had.
Angus had no doubts about what would happen when they got between the sheets. Sleep, to his great delight, had very little to do with it.
 
Saturday dawned with a lot of sunshine coming in through the slit in the curtains, giving the room a bright and hopeful touch. Angus stretched carefully, trying not to wake Ayden who was more or less wrapped around him. When he tried to move away, Ayden grumbled and held him closer.
"Bathroom." Angus grinned at being wanted so much. More so because it didn't scare him one bit. Disappointingly, there hadn't been another encounter with the Amethysians last night, but he still felt refreshed and ready to face almost anything. After he took care of business.
"Hmm." Ayden didn't sound happy.
"I'll come right back and we can cuddle." Angus smiled when that got him a grunt and a lifted arm. He hurried, washed his hands, and crawled right back into the warm bed. "I like it here."
"Me too." Ayden turned around and opened one eye. "Best way to sleep is with you in my arms."
"Yeah." Angus must have fallen back asleep because the next thing he knew there was a soft knock on their door.
"Breakfast in half an hour. Miss Sophia wants to make sure you're there." The voice sounded as if the butler was smiling.
"Thanks for letting us know." Ayden sat up and rubbed his eyes, looking adorably rumpled. He turned around and kissed Angus on the nose. "I like kids as much as the next person, but this getting up early on a weekend business would drive me crazy."
"I know." He looked at the alarm clock and his eyes widened. "You do know that nine am isn't really that early?"
"What?" Ayden followed his gaze and started laughing. "You're right. It feels more like seven to me. Which makes no sense since the time difference should give us an hour's advantage, not put us behind like this."
"Never mind all that, we need to get ready." Angus pushed himself upright and eyed the bathroom door, not in any real hurry to take a shower. "You can go first if you want."
Ayden grinned and raced into the smaller room, showing off his muscles bunching and releasing under his naked skin with his movements to great effect. Angus followed him within seconds, not willing to miss a single moment.
They barely managed to get dressed by the time there was another knock on the door.
"Yeah, yeah, hold your horses." Angus sounded a little rough. But really, this butler needed to learn patience.
"Sorry." The sound was muffled by the thick wooden door, but clearly, it was much too high-pitched to have come from a grown man.
"Huh?" Ayden looked puzzled and opened the door to reveal a ten-year-old girl in a pretty blue dress standing there. She had long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail and eyes the color of milk chocolate. "Sophia!"
"Mr. Ayden! It's really you." She looked so happy.
Ayden bent his knee and opened his arms and Sophia ran right into them.
"Thank you for saving me." She closed her eyes and tightened her hold on Ayden.
"You're welcome.'" Ayden smiled.
Finally, she pulled back and looked at Angus with her big eyes.
"This is Angus, a friend of mine." Ayden rose and took her left hand when she didn't want to let go.
"Hello, Mr. Angus." She held out her right hand to shake.
Angus took it, opening his mouth to respond and instead stiffened in shock. Sophia's hand in his was so small, almost insignificant, yet he could feel her entire being. Her skin was warm to the touch and her heartbeat stable, but a black, almost evil presence lurked somewhere in her body. What the hell?
"It's nice to meet you, Miss Sophia." He held on to her hand a little longer, wanting to find out what that threat was. He focused on the way she was breathing and found himself flowing into her body as he looked at her. Everything seemed normal until he reached her spine. There was a small but very noticeable black splotch at the base of it. Fuck! He was no doctor, but suddenly he was certain it was the beginning of bone cancer. What the hell was he going to do now?
"Can we have breakfast now?" Sophia pulled back her hand and didn't seem disturbed at all. "I'm hungry."
"I'm not surprised, it's really late and I bet you've been up for hours." Ayden looked at him briefly, a question clear in his one raised eyebrow.
Angus shook his head, not willing to explain with the girl right there. Plus he wasn't really sure it hadn't all been a hallucination. The time he'd spent figuring out the girl's body had seemed much longer to him than the number of seconds that seemed to have passed in the external world. Ayden had noticed something was off, but the man was unusually attuned to him. And Sophia hadn't reacted at all.
"I've been awake forever and been doing my reading." Sophia looked proud when she took Ayden's hand and pulled. "Let's go."
They followed her downstairs and spent the next few hours having fun with her. After breakfast they visited the Tilden Regional Park, practically around the corner from Dirk's house. Several carousels, a train ride, and a pony ride later they arrived back home and Dirk had a nanny put the exhausted Sophia to bed while Ayden and Angus went to freshen up before dinner.
The moment the door was closed behind them and Ayden had completed another sweep for devices, finding them in different spots this time, Ayden turned to him. "What the hell was that this morning when you said hello to Sophia?"
"You felt it too?" Angus sat down on the bed. He wasn't used to chasing around an amusement park with an excited kid all day. Sophia had certainly seemed healthy and energetic enough for two kids. Maybe three.
"I'm not certain what it was, but something felt off." Ayden frowned.
"Yeah." He rubbed his temples, trying to dispel the beginnings of a headache. "It's as if I was able to look inside her body. It must have something to do with the rings. And if what I saw is true, she needs to see a doctor as soon as possible."
"We need to tell Dirk." Ayden sighed and raked his hair.
"He's not going to believe us, I just know it. And why should he? We have no medical qualifications at all." He hung his head. "But we have to help Sophia!"
 
Needless to say, Dirk didn't take it well. He'd started to talk about the rings again, but Ayden interrupted him, suggesting he might need to get Sophia checked by a doctor.
"But she saw the family physician when she got back." Dirk shook his head. "As if we wouldn't have her checked out thoroughly when she came back from her ordeal."
"And the doctor found nothing?" Ayden pushed the empty plate away and leaned back in his seat, probably trying to look relaxed.
"No!" Dirk narrowed his eyes. "What are you trying to tell me here? Is there something I should know? Did something happen that she didn't tell me about?"
"I just think it would be good to have her checked thoroughly, maybe even in a hospital. Doctors on house visits don't always find everything." Ayden tried to look relaxed, but the jumping muscle along his jaw told Angus all he needed to know.
"You're just trying to distract me from acquiring the rings." Dirk smirked. "But you cannot fool me."
"This isn't about distraction." Angus sighed. "I wish you'd believe us."
"Nonsense, this is all about the rings." Dirk's grin made Angus shiver, and not in a good way. "I promise you, I will find a way to convince you to part with them!"
 
* * * *
 
At first, Angus was happy to be back in the purple mist. He'd been looking forward to seeing the Amethysians again. Last time his stay in the weird realm of the energy beings had done him so much good, he couldn't wait to find out what it would be like to come back for more. It was almost as if their existence radiated healing energies. He also had more questions for them about everything, especially ancient history. The longer he'd thought about it, the more fascinated he'd become with the idea that talking to them might answer more than a few questions about the oldest human cultures.
But something wasn't quite right this time.
The mist looked the same, as light as they had left it at the end of their last visit. The energy beings were lively, bouncing around and shining brighter than before. Different from last time, Angus didn't feel like himself. He tried to look down at his body to see if anything was missing, but there was only a softly glowing dark purple energy ball. He closed his eyes, at least that was his intention. Sight did go away for a moment, but he could still sense everything around him almost as well as with sight. Little tingles raced across his surface, and suddenly the tension to his left increased. He 'opened his eyes', that was still he only way he could describe it, and checked what was going on.
Another energy ball floated to his left, and despite the fact that it looked like all the other beings around them, he was sure it was Ayden. How the hell do I talk to him?
"I think you just did." Ayden, for it was definitely Ayden's 'voice' in his head, sounded about as amused as he did shocked.
"What?" Okay, that was strange.
"Tell me about it!" Ayden huffed, even in this insubstantial form.
That was so typical Ayden it made Angus laugh. Little energy ripples traveled away from him, bumped into Ayden and the other energy balls, and everyone glowed brighter and made little ripples of their own. Pretty cool. No reaction came from Ayden, so there was a way of just thinking to himself.
"What is going on?" Angus didn't panic easily but the fact that he no longer had a body, as insubstantial as it may have been last time, did not inspire him with confidence.
"I have no idea." Ayden turned in a circle, looking like a fast-rotating gas cloud in a planetarium show Angus had attended as a kid. "But something isn't right. This not-having-a-body thing isn't a good sign."
"You don't find this form attractive?" The tone came from a slightly larger than average purple ball to their right.
"It's not about being attractive or not. I'm sure it's fine for you, but I'm kind of attached to my body." Ayden sounded more than a little exasperated.
"The one you showed us the last time when you were here?" The small, intensely glowing ball slightly behind the bigger one moved forward.
"Yes!" Ayden seemed to bounce in place.
Angus grinned. His lover was so cute as an energy ball, he just wanted to touch this new version of Ayden. But could they even do that in this form or would it cause energy overload and explosions? How about kissing? They had no mouths, so he didn't see how.
"Those bodies are gone." The bigger ball sounded almost relieved.
"What do you mean—they are gone?" Angus was beginning to panic. If their bodies were 'gone', whatever that meant, they were probably stuck here. The underlying feeling of something being wrong became a lot stronger. He could only hope that these Amethysians didn't quite know how to explain a situation where someone's consciousness was separated from their physical body. Looking at them and how they consisted of pure energy, they wouldn't even understand the concept of an out-of-body experience.
"You cannot access them any longer." The bigger ball shook itself. "Is that how you would say it? We were able to sense you before, using the rings like a bridge between the realms, just like you were able to use it to transfer your energies here. Now that we can no longer sense the rings, we have to assume they have left your corporeal parts. The rings only become active as a bridge when touching the right people. We don't quite understand your attachment to those forms, they seem quite impractical to us. Aren't you happy to be perfect spheres now? They are a much easier form to maintain, I assure you."
"But we need to find a way to get back. We cannot survive as balls of energy. And anyway, even if we could, there is too much we would miss about our bodies." Angus looked at Ayden, needing to know that the man was as upset as he was. Too late he remembered that there was no face to watch. Interestingly, when his sight did focus on the extremely dark purple of Ayden's new body, if you could call it that, he knew exactly what Ayden would look like if he still had a face. Both eyebrows would be raised and a small frown would appear at the top of the man's nose. How do I know that?
"I am sorry you will miss your bodies." The smaller ball dimmed a little. "And you will be fine as energy balls like us. You'll be able to come with us and explore our world now. Your previous stay has given us enough energy for a very long time. You won't even miss your old bodies."
"Hold on." Ayden, even in his energy state, looked completely panicked now. Swirls of small energy tornadoes raced each other across the surface of his body, and a few small bolts of purple energy reached out, making Angus tingle again. The other energy balls had less favorable reactions and moved away. "Are you seriously telling us we cannot go back? What about or bodies? Our lives?"
"They are lost to you now." The bigger ball seemed to shrug.
At least that was what Angus felt when he studied him. Reading emotions off balls of energy other than Ayden was becoming increasingly easy. Angus began to wonder if that meant they were already adapting to this new life of theirs. What if they discovered a way back later? Could they even do it? Would they want to?
"They can't be just lost to us!" Ayden was taking this very badly. But then, he had always been more physical than Angus.
"But they are. The other corporeal being you associated with has taken your rings. And without them, you cannot go back." The smaller energy ball looked apologetic even though it was definitely not its fault that this had happened.
"Dirk stole our rings? While we were asleep?" That was just like something the bastard would do after they'd refused his second offer of two million per ring.
"Yes. And since you've been with us the whole time, your way back is now cut off." The small energy ball shrugged. "But it really doesn't matter. Life as an energy being is so much easier than lugging around a big corporeal body all the time."
"How could Dirk do that to us?" Ayden was getting darker purple by the second.
Angus guessed that was not a good sign. "We know he's evil. Somehow I'm not at all surprised he'd try something like that."
"No, that's not what I mean." Ayden's energy body stopped getting darker, but the little flashes of energy still escaped him to caress Angus's energies. "I'm trained to wake up when someone enters the room, plus I had the door booby-trapped. Dirk should not have been able to put a foot inside without me knowing about it."
"Dirk must be sneakier than we thought." Angus wanted to tilt his head because it always helped him think. No such luck with his new body. "Anyway, if we're here, our normal bodily functions must have been suppressed or something. Maybe like when you're in a coma?"
"I guess that is possible. Or he drugged us." Ayden paused. "He must have drugged us, since he couldn't have known we'd be in a coma-like trance once our minds traveled to the Amethysian realm."
"It would explain why the tea I had after dinner tasted so odd." Angus had dismissed it as an unusual combination of tea leaves at the time. Maybe he should have listened to his body instead of trying to be polite by finishing his tea.
"Your tea tasted strange? So did my hot chocolate!" Ayden had refused any alcoholic drinks as a nightcap. "Shit, I shouldn't have taken anything from him that didn't come from the kitchen."
"You couldn't have known." Angus felt himself shrink. It was the oddest sensation. Apparently hopelessness had an effect on the size of his energy ball-body. "What the fuck do we do now?"
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
Ayden wanted to hit something, he was so angry. Damn Dirk for being such an underhanded bastard. Of course, being an energy being, he now had no hands with which to act, nor was there anything material in this weird place that he could have aimed for.
"You've turned a really dark purple." Angus's voice reverberated in his mind. It still sounded the same as before, strangely enough, and it was about the only nice thing he could think of in this situation. "I don't think that's healthy."
"I'm what?" Ayden wanted to see himself, but how was he going to do that without eyes? He imagined turning his eyes on himself but nothing changed. He still had the other energy beings in his field of vision, all ten or so of them. So how did that work?
"Your color has changed. And you're getting bigger." Angus sounded amused. "Apparently anger has an influence on your new body."
Ayden turned his attention to the ball of energy he instinctively knew was Angus. He was smaller than before and a little pale. "Your color is different as well. Interesting. So we aren't pure energy, there is a physical aspect to our new existence."
"That makes sense, I guess. Just like there is an energy aspect to all physical life." Angus sounded thoughtful. "Hopefully that means we can find a way back into our own bodies. As interesting as it might be to explore this place, I want to get back. We have to stop Dirk from keeping the rings, since whatever he plans to do with them cannot be good. We also have to get Sophia to see a doctor."
"I agree. There has to be a way." Ayden turned his attention to the two energy beings who had spoken to them so far. "You told us the rings were stolen, so we cannot travel back the normal way. But you mentioned a second bridge, the Book of Wisdom. Can we use that to return?"
"We do not know." The energy being sounded regretful. "We have used it in the past, but more as a tool for observation, and it was always in conjunction with humans who wore the rings. We've never actually traveled into your dimension."
"So you need the humans to make the link work?" Ayden's head would be hurting if he still had a body. In this form, the little blasts of energy that were coming off the sphere that seemed to contain his consciousness looked to be the equivalent. They were all different colors and if he hadn't been so intent to figuring out how to get back, he would have focused on the colorful light show all around him. It seemed much more active this time than during their last visit. Maybe it was because he now looked like an energy being himself? Were his senses somehow adjusting to the new realm?
"It makes sense that some human involvement is required." Angus came closer, their outer edges were almost touching now. "Humans know their way around the physical world. But what is more interesting is the fact that we seem to be able to exist in both dimensions. We're here as energy balls now, but we have an alternate, corporeal form as well. I wonder how the process of switching between the two works? If we can figure that out, we might be able to solve our problem."
"I don't know about switching between the two, but our energy works in both realms. Well, it does when guided by the rings." The bigger of the two energy beings moved up and down a little, reminding Ayden of pacing.
"What do you mean it works in both realms?" Angus moved toward their hosts.
"Our energies can help humans heal when they are sick." The smaller of the two beings sounded happy about this. "And when you touch, or expend energy together, some of the excess is transferred here, into this realm. We believe it is the rings that make it possible. It is why we were able to awake from our rest period: we were finally given some new energy."
"We did that? So we supplied you with energy?" Angus sounded very hopeful, as if he was on to something. "Don't you have any sources of your own?"
"We have always been supplied by other dimensions. For some reason those sources began to deteriorate and we have been much more dependent on learning to conserve what we have." The bigger energy being sounded sad. "So we are very grateful for what you gave us, it will last us for a very long time."
"How did we do that? What was it specifically that caused the energy to flow in to your dimension?" Angus was all curious scientist now, wanting to get to the bottom of what had happened.
"You were rubbing your bodies together." The smaller energy seemed to shrug. "We've never been able to understand what it means or why you do it, but in all the cases of couples we
have communicated with through the rings, they always did that. It sets free a lot of energy."
"Rub our bodies together?" Ayden was totally lost. What could they possibly mean? He looked at Angus but his lover almost vibrated with the frustrated desire to figure it out. Thinking clearly produced more of those little lightning bolts that sprang up all over the surface of Angus's purple energy form. Ayden wanted to touch them, they seemed very attractive to him. Some new inner sense was apparently tracing all the energy emanations around him, but Angus's were the only ones he wanted to get closer to.
Then it hit him. Rubbing bodies together could only mean one thing. "Are you talking about having sex?"
"Is that what you call it when you get so close it makes you shake? And then you release so much energy it makes our surfaces vibrate once the energy travels through the rings to us?" The small energy ball came closer as if it didn't want to miss a single thought.
"Yes, that is what we call it." Ayden wished he could smile.
"Sexual energy is what makes you tick?" Angus sounded almost disbelieving.
"That is not the only form of energy we use, but it is the purest and most powerful. Other emotions have their own frequencies, but some of them, like anger or hatred, are neither palatable nor very nutritious for us." The bigger energy being sounded thoughtful. "I think it may have been one of the reasons we were happy to retreat for a while when the Persians came to destroy the Tyrian empire, the one you call Phoenician. Too much fighting causes issues with our metabolisms."
"You didn't miss much. There were many more wars after that, most of them much worse than that one." Ayden was no historical expert, but didn't need one to understand that every conflict after Phoenician times had gotten progressively worse. The world wars or the multitude of the current armed conflicts on Earth might have destroyed the Amethysians.
"And today?" The small energy being retreated a little, as did the others.
"We still have our conflicts. And from what you say, it might be best if you were very careful about reestablishing contact with humans." Angus had said out loud what Ayden was thinking. It might be best to completely stay away. Who knew what damage humans might cause for these peaceful beings?
"But back to the problem at hand." Ayden just knew there'd be a way for them to return. He couldn't quite figure it out, but Angus would hopefully come up with an idea.
"So, if sexual energy makes it from our dimension to your realm, I wonder if that same energy created here can make a reverse connection?" Angus wove back and forth, apparently deep in thought.
"Brilliant." Ayden was sure his color intensified. His depth perception seemed to improve as well. He could now perceive a horizon and some sort of energy net surrounding them as they were floating in what seemed to be a valley with a darker 'floor', for lack of a better word, and a colorful canopy above them. Protection or imprisonment, he wasn't sure.
"There is more than one problem with that hypothesis." The bigger energy being shook itself. Was that a reaction of shock? "First, we do not have sex here. Touching is not only considered highly impolite, but can make us sick. Also, there is no connection to the rings, so where would you go?"
"Okay, how do you know you get sick from touching? How do you know it won't be different for us?" Angus sounded extremely determined. "I've been pretty close to Ayden a few times while we were here and have felt no ill effects."
"We just know. The energies created when accidental touch occurs, like with younger beings who are less experienced and move somewhat erratically until they have learned to control themselves, are extremely unpleasant. And as for not feeling anything negative, that is definitely unusual. I cannot predict how different it might be for you." The smaller energy being had come closer again. "The effect is less negative when I move close to you. So there may be enough of a difference between us, for some reason, that you may be able to attempt close contact with your partner to test your theory."
All these discussions of energies repelling each other definitely made Ayden's nonexistent head hurt. They may be phantom pains, but they were still painful. And there was something about the idea of energies pushing other beings or other things away that niggled at the back of his mind. Something about the rings and how they had reacted when they discovered the second one and Ayden had tried to slide 'the wrong one' onto Angus's finger…
"Which bring us to the second issue." The bigger energy being did not give off any happy vibes. "The problem of the rings no longer touching your bodies. We have never known any energy transfer to take place without some sort of conduit. So even if you do manage to create the needed energy, without the rings you won't be able to go back to your bodies, which is where you would need to be, nor anywhere else that we are aware of."
"What about the book?" Angus could be very stubborn.
Ayden quietly cheered him on.
"What do you mean by that?" A lightening of both energy beings probably indicated surprise, or maybe shock?
"You said that the book was also a bridge between our dimensions. So I'm wondering if we can use that to get back somehow?" Angus grew darker purple by the second. Maybe the color was an indication of emotional intensity?
"You might be able to get back into the book, but then you'd be stuck since you'd still need the rings to get out." The bigger energy being didn't seem to want to relent on that point.
"Stuck in the book? That's just weird." Ayden wished he could have shaken his head. Then again, this whole situation was way outside not just his comfort zone, but way outside even the realm of what he had thought possible mere days ago.
"The book did have some unusual qualities, remember?" Angus's vibes had changed to thoughtful. "It would only open to that one page and it seemed attuned to us, had our names in it, even. I bet there is more to it than we imagined earlier."
"It almost sounds as if the book reacts to the energies around it." Ayden was beginning to hope that was the case. It might enable them to influence it somehow.
"You are correct." The smaller energy being became brighter. "The book stores the entire history of anyone who has ever interacted with the rings, and therefore with us. It is like a living portal to the past. Once you get inside, if you can, you will be able to explore the stories and live them. I am not sure how it would help you though."
"That is amazing! Just think of all the adventures stored in there!" Angus darkened further. "I think we should try to get inside the book, don't you, Ayden? Once we're there, at least we'll be back on Earth and I'm sure we can find a way to connect to the rings."
"Using energy transmissions, you mean?" Ayden was glad he had no face to express his amusement at Angus's willingness to jump into an unknown situation without even thinking twice. He didn't want the man to think he was laughing at him. But the change in Angus's attitude from careful researcher to potential adventurer was amazing. Either it was Ayden's influence, which he doubted, or the promise of more research once inside the book.
"Now you've got it." Angus started bouncing in place. "I figure if we can find a way to transfer ourselves into the book, using a version of sexual energy we admittedly have yet to invent, we can find our way out of it and back into our bodies as well. And if not, we can always return here and come up with another plan, right?"
"Are you always so ready to jump into the unknown?" The bigger energy being seemed taken aback and actually moved away from the small group they formed.
"I think this whole idea is fascinating." The smaller energy being stayed right where it was.
"No, I'm not one to jump before I think, usually." Angus smirked, at least Ayden could have sworn he did. "But my partner has been teaching me a few things. And anyway, it's clear to even a die-hard researcher like me that floating around here and contemplating things isn't going to help. We have no way to get new information staying where we are, so we have to do something."
"Well said." Ayden grinned, invisibly to the others, but he could feel the smile across his face. Or phantom face, as it was. "So, how do we do this?"
"If you can create the extra energy you need, you should be able to direct it, and you, anywhere you want it to go. At least we find it easy, and as long as you aim for the book it should catch you." The small energy being paused. "It is like a magnet, I think humans call it, but for energy."
"An energy magnet, huh?" As long as they didn't get stuck.
"So should we think of the rings as mini-magnets then?" Ayden got darker by the second, clearly engaged in some heavy thinking.
"I guess that is a good analogy." The smaller energy being came even closer, but the little flares that started flashing between their bodies didn't feel nice at all. Just this side of painful. It increased the distance again and Ayden would have taken a deep breath had he still needed air.
"Okay, I think we're ready to try this." Angus had clearly made up his mind. "We don't know what will happen, so it might be a good idea for you to keep some distance."
Apparently energy beings could move quite fast if they wanted to. The area around Angus and him was empty within seconds and all of them hovered a good twenty feet away. Well, what felt like twenty feet. Ayden wasn't really sure how big his energy body was, and without some object of known size to compare himself to he'd never know.
"So what we're trying to do is create some extra energy to transport us into the book, right?" He didn't want to make a mistake.
"I have no idea whether this will work." Angus came a little closer, and no adverse lightning bolts happened. "I don't even know if 'rubbing our bodies together' in this form will have any effect at all."
"We'll just have to try it. The thing I'm almost as worried about is how we will find the book. Unless it really is an energy magnet and we have the right polarity, we might totally miss it. I mean, I don't even know where we are in relation to Earth. We could be right next to it, just in another dimension, or we could be millions of light years away." Ayden held his ground as Angus came close enough so the surfaces of their energy bodies touched. A pleasant tingling was the only result.
"Distance and time don't matter to us like they do to you." The small energy being that had been so friendly and curious came a little closer. "The forms of energy that exist in our dimension seem to have equivalents in your dimension, and that is what connects us via the rings and the book, no matter where they are located on your planet."
That was just strange. He had never thought about different dimensions and how they might connect to the normal universe, well, the one he normally inhabited. It was all a little confusing, but if it was supposed to work 'automatically', and all they needed was to generate some energy and focus on the book, it should be possible.
"Ready?" Angus sounded excited.
"Sure." They might as well begin.
Angus moved even closer, pressing their energy bodies together, and the tingling increased to a very pleasant level, but nothing much else happened. Ayden figured they might need to try the 'rubbing' part, so he thought about moving up and down. It worked and created some friction and a few major energy flares, none of them unpleasant. Somehow he didn't think it was enough.
"Okay, we need some real focus here." Angus sounded a little winded, probably from all the excitement.
"I'm focusing!" Wasn't he? What else was he supposed to do?
"Just imagine we're kissing." Angus suddenly sounded seductive.
Ayden was beginning to realize the man was attractive no matter the body he resided in at the time. Even a ball of purple light could be cute. How did he do that?
"I think we need to give our energy bodies the right mental impulses if we want this to work. They don't seem to react to the physical as much as we're used to." Angus kept rubbing himself against Ayden's energy body though, and it was sort of enjoyable, so Ayden reciprocated.
Ayden focused on an image of taking Angus into his arms and kissing him. As his passion rose, the tingling in his energy body increased, and soon a bright purple light began to emerge. He felt warm, hot even, and extremely excited, as if he were going to burst. Angus came closer and closer until their energies began to overlap. That caused the light to brighten even more, and the two energy balls that were their bodies began to shrink, pulsing with the passion they had unleashed.
"The book!" Angus's thought was clear in his mind.
Ayden imagined closing his eyes as he held Angus close and kept mentally kissing him. The book rose in front of his inner eye and he poured everything he had into wishing he was closer to it. He knew exactly where they had left it, in Angus's fire safe, but that didn't seem to matter. The book itself became clearer in his mind the longer he 'looked', and when he suspected he'd be able to touch it, suddenly, with one last push, he felt both of them racing forward, falling into a deep purple vortex.
The landing was painful. He'd come down ass-first and had only just been able to use his hands to avoid his head—hold on! Dizzy from the sudden speed, and not sure where they had landed now, he tried to recover from the shock of not only being propelled along some tunnel-like phenomenon, but also coming out the other end in a very different shape than he'd gone in. He checked himself out and he now had a body again. It wasn't quite his own, more like the version he'd been during their first visit to the Amethysians, but he had two legs, two arms, and a head and was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. He was willing to ignore that it all seemed rather insubstantial and made more of energy than solid flesh and bone. At least it felt and reacted like his 'normal' body!
He peered around himself, and the longer he looked, the more light came from what could be walls. The purplish half-light was a definite improvement and showed him a smallish room with a couple of comfortable chairs, a sofa, and a low table carrying stacks of scrolls. No energy beings greeted them. He looked to his left and there was Angus, looking as stunned as he felt.
"Angus?" God, it was good to have a real voice back.
"Yeah?"
"Do you think we made it into the book?" He didn't know what he'd expected, but a small room with two cheap doors and furniture looking as if it belonged in a doctor's waiting room wasn't it.
"I have no idea. I just wish there was more light so we can see."
"I know what you mean." Had they just exchanged one prison for another? If they were in the book as he suspected, how could they get from here to the rings? Or if that didn't work, from here back to the Amethysians?
"Hello? Is anyone here?" Angus's voice sounded loud and there was even an echo.
"Oh yes, yes, of course I'm here." The voice came from straight ahead. "Where else would I be?"
"Who was that?" Ayden didn't like not seeing who he was talking to, never mind not knowing who they were or how close they could come before he might have to defend himself and Angus.
"I have no idea, but I intend to find out." Ayden turned toward the direction where the voice had come from. "Can you please show yourself?"
"Show…" The voice sounded confused. "Oh, you mean you need more light?"
"Yes, please." At least Angus was still polite.
Of course they needed light. What sort of creature didn't? Other than the mysterious owner of the voice, apparently.
Ayden held still as the level of light increased to show more details of the floor. It contained blocky letters scribbled across it that looked just like the ones that had engraved themselves in their rings. Cuneiform, Angus had called them. He looked up and, with the help of the slightly purplish illumination, discovered they were indeed in a small room, and its walls and even the ceiling were equally covered in letters and words.
An old man emerged from one of the walls, leaning on a cane. He was bald, wore glasses and a light purple toga, and his face was covered in wrinkles, making him look ancient.
"Better?" The old man's voice trembled a little.
"Thank you." Ayden was trying really hard not ask all his questions at once. At least they had someone to talk to, and even though that was a bit surprising inside a book, Ayden would take it.
"Who are you? And where is this place?" Angus sounded upset as well.
"We are in the Book of Wisdom, of course. Did nobody tell you what to expect?" The old man sounded indignant as he raised both eyebrows, adding extra wrinkles to his forehead.
"No, not in great detail." Angus shook his head.
"And who are you?" Ayden needed to know if this latest apparition would be able to help.
The old man stood up straight. "I am your guide. My name is Mullas, and I am the avatar of the table of contents."
 



Chapter Ten
 
Angus swallowed hard to try to suppress his chuckle. A living, talking table of contents? Called Mullas, the Phoenician word for interpreter or translator? That was just too funny. He shook with his amusement, and to his horror, a small snort escaped him which he quickly covered with a cough.
"Nice to meet you, Mullas." Angus had no idea what the appropriate greeting was, but Mullas breathed deeply and seemed less agitated, so he must have done something right.
"An avatar?" Ayden wrinkled his brow in a subconscious replication of Mullas's reaction. "That's kind of handy, actually. Makes the book interactive without any technology."
"How may I be of assistance?" Mullas kept his distance physically, staying near the wall he had emerged from, but his tone had turned friendly. "As you know I can take you anywhere inside the book, as long as you give me an idea of the kind of story you're looking for."
"Uhm, actually, we don't know anything about you and we're not looking for a story." Angus could see how this might be difficult. They wanted to leave the book, and Mullas might not be able to help with that.
"Nonsense, everyone is looking for a story, especially when they come here!" Mullas hobbled toward one of the easy chairs, probably sensing this might take a while. "The Amethysians don't allow anyone in here unless what they need is inside the pages of this book."
"Not in this case." Angus took three steps and plopped down on one end of the sofa. It was great to be able to sit down again! As for the Amethysians being guardians for the book? That actually made a weird kind of sense. "We're looking for information."
"That's close enough." Mullas nodded in agreement and maneuvered himself into the chair with a huge sigh. "So, tell me more so I can direct you."
Angus quickly summarized their situation. Mullas's eyes widened to the point where Angus feared they might pop out soon. When he was done he leaned back and waited for the old man's reaction. Ayden sat down beside him, finally stopping the frantic pacing he'd kept up while Angus brought Mullas up to speed.
"That's…" Mullas closed his mouth with an audible snap and sat back in his chair with a deepening frown. "Well."
Angus had a hard time not saying anything, but he wanted to give the old man time to digest everything. Ayden opened his mouth, clearly more impatient, but Angus glared at him and shook his head. Mullas was an organized person, at least Angus assumed as much, so he'd need some time to figure out what to say.
Mullas rubbed his temples and shook his head.
Angus waited some more. He was biting the inside of his cheek now to stop himself from speaking up. They needed this guy's help, and waiting for his reaction was probably the better option, but they were wasting precious time. The thought made him grin. Ayden's way of overreacting to situations was beginning to rub off on him.
"You really aren't here to find a story." Mullas didn't look up and was probably speaking to himself.
"Is that what people usually do?" Angus was curious about that aspect. The Amethysians had told him the book stored their history, but how it did that, or why, was still a little unclear to him. Maybe Mullas could explain it.
"The book was designed to collect experiences for the Amethysians, yes. They like to interact with the material realm, but have trouble retrieving those memories in their energy forms. The experiences are just too different for them to be easily accessible. We don't know who created the book for them, but it was a long time ago. They put me in charge of organizing everything, since I am half-energy being and half-corporeal." Mullas's frown was almost gone and he looked more relaxed.
"Is that why it's called the Book of Wisdom?" Ayden leaned forward.
"Yes, it provides a database of sorts, which can lead to wisdom if you know what to do with the information." Mullas smiled crookedly. "Not everyone does."
"I guess not." Angus tilted his head in thought. "The book is linked to the rings, right? So how does that work?"
"The Amethysians can access the book directly, with my help when required. But corporeal beings like yourselves need some extra support, a kind of conduit. That's what the rings are for, to focus the energy part of you and help you access the in-between world of the book." Mullas was now completely relaxed, probably because he was in his element of explaining things. He'd make a great librarian and maybe, in a way, that was his job.
"And that is where the problem lies. We no longer have access to the rings, so are we stuck here?" Ayden looked horrified.
"Yes and no." Mullas scratched his head.
Ayden rolled his eyes impatiently, and Angus held his breath.
"Let me see if I can explain this to two basically corporeal beings who think in a linear way." Mullas narrowed his eyes. "Yes, you're stuck, because you have no way to access the current rings while you're in here. They're separated from you by however many spatial miles are between here, the location of the book, and whatever the location of the rings currently is. And since you're not energy beings, you cannot transfer yourselves from here to the rings. Right?"
Angus nodded and saw Ayden do the same.
"What you need to do is think beyond the three spatial dimensions." Mullas waited for them to catch up.
"Time?" Angus couldn't see how that was going to make things easier, as they had absolutely no control over it.
"Exactly!" Mullas looked very proud of him for making that deduction.
"How the hell is that supposed to help us? We're not time travelers!" Ayden shook his head in disgust.
"But you are." Mullas smiled as if there were nothing to worry about.
Ayden just raised his eyebrows.
"How?" Angus was pretty sure he'd have noticed it if some physicist had discovered a way to overcome the obstacles to temporal manipulation.
"Didn't I just tell you that this book stores the Amethysians' history for them?" Mullas looked from him to Ayden and back as if expecting the penny to drop any second.
"So?" Ayden leaned forward.
"And you can find us a story that is stored in here and what, put us in it?" Angus's head was going to explode at this rate.
"Exactly!" Mullas leaned back in his chair with a gesture of 'problem solved'.
"I fail to see how that's going to get us back to the rings." Ayden rose and started pacing again.
"Isn't it obvious?" Mullas looked uncertain for the first time.
"No!" Ayden had stopped his pacing and looked as if he were ready to strangle Mullas. "Even if it is possible for you to 'put us into a story' in here, as you put it, we'll still be inside the book, and the rings will be somewhere out there."
"Oh dear, I'm not explaining this very well, am I?" Mullas looked at Angus.
Angus shook his head. "Sorry, but you've lost me too."
"I can put you inside any story in the past." Mullas raised his eyebrows but Angus shook his head some more. The penny still hadn't dropped. "A story where you are still in possession of the rings?"
"Our stories are in here?" Ayden had gotten pale. "All of them?"
"From the moment you put on the rings, yes. What happened before that time went into the deep archives, so it's a little more difficult to access, but even those stories are now available to the Amethysians as experiences they can study." Mullas grinned. "Even the X-rated parts."
Ayden went beet red and Angus felt himself flush. Well, shit!
"Okay, so we can go into some of our own experiences, or stories. I have no idea how this would work, but I guess I don't have to." Angus tilted his head. "Is that what you meant by 'thinking beyond the three spatial dimensions', meaning we should use time?"
"Yes, now you've got it." Mullas looked very satisfied with himself. "Once you're in the past, your own past, at a point where you still have the rings in your possession, you can use them to leave the book and travel to the past location of the rings."
"We travel to the past inside this book." Ayden frowned. "Then we take the rings away from our story-selves—"
"No need for that," Mullas interrupted. "You will become one with your story-selves. I'll make sure to change the setting to 'alternative ending' so you can deviate from what really happened. This will just create a new story version without impacting the original version of events."
"So how do we do that? Leave the story?" Angus wished they had painkillers in this place. The situation was hurting his brain!
"Just like you did when you traveled to see the Amethysians. Only this time you won't be changing dimensions, you'll be traveling in time, with a side effect of leaving the story, and with it, the book." Mullas clearly thought this was all normal.
"So where will we end up? Or should that be when?" Ayden sat down next to Angus and picked up his hand to squeeze it in comfort. "Not that I think it's impossible, not after some of the crazy stuff we've seen already, but I'd rather know if we can influence it."
"Unless you are very advanced energy beings, you won't have too much control. The default setting for a trip like that is to return you to the last moments in which you still possessed the rings. That way potential paradoxes are avoided." Mullas shrugged. "Not much I can do about it without giving you additional training."
"So we'll be there to prevent Dirk from stealing the rings, right?" Ayden still seemed to have doubts.
"Exactly." Mullas smiled.
"That'll be up to you." Angus looked at Ayden for confirmation. As much as he was ready to oppose Dirk in any way he could, he wasn't the type to pull off a physical confrontation.
"What will?" Ayden looked puzzled for a moment. "Oh, you mean stopping Dirk?"
"Yes. After all, you're the special agent in this relationship." Angus grinned. He liked the idea of having a boyfriend with some 'special' capabilities.
Ayden laughed and squeezed his hand. "It'll work, I'm sure of it. We'll make it happen. Together we can do anything."
Angus nodded. The funny thing was, even though he had no logical reason or facts to support his feeling, he was sure the combination of their abilities would enable them to make it back to a time before the rings had been taken from them and to stop Dirk. And he had the Book of Wisdom itself on his side. The quote they'd seen when they finally managed to open it was seared into his brain.
True love is not about ending differences, it is about making diversity work.
With his and Ayden's diverse ways of approaching problems and reacting to people they had their work cut out for them. But figuring this out and doing something about it would also bring them closer together. It would make their love more real somehow if they made good use of their individual abilities.
"Okay, let's do this." Ayden was on his feet and heading for the doors, pulling Angus behind him, before he could blink. "Uhm, which one do we take?"
"Once you get going there's no holding you back, is there?" Mullas got up, an amused smile playing around his lips. "I'll show you. Just follow me."
Mullas took the door on the left then led them along a broad corridor with doors branching off on both sides. They were painted in different colors, some had letters on them in languages he'd never heard of, and all of them were at different distances from each other. He supposed there was a story or experience waiting behind each door, and not all of them would require the same size room. The temptation to leave the path Mullas was walking and to stick his head into one or more of the rooms, just to find out what they contained, was enormous.
"This is just the index." Mullas kept walking. "What you're seeing is a visual representation of the inner workings of this artifact, one that your currently half-material, half-energy bodies can cope with. It looks entirely different to an energy being, or so I'm told, and the amazing thing is that it gets you the same result no matter what physical, or non-physical as the case may be, form you approach it in. You will experience the result differently, but the information you end up with is the same."
"Like we saw pages and writing when we opened it in our human bodies?" Angus wanted to spend years exploring this book, artifact, and he didn't care what form he did it in.
"Exactly." Mullas stopped in front of a small door, labeled Angus and Ayden.
"We have our own room here? Storage space? Whatever?" Angus stared at the small gold-coated sign with elegant black lettering. It was even in the Roman alphabet for once.
"The index is flexible. It reacts to the needs of the people trying to access information and reorganizes things to some extent." Mullas grinned as he turned around to face them. "Normally, and for other people, your story might be stored as part of human experiences, or on a strict chronological Earth timeline, or arranged by the key emotions available to the user of the information."
"Wow!" He so wanted to come back and find out more.
Ayden just shook his head, his eyes big with the wonder of it all.
"I'll just program this to enable you to jump right back into the place and time you need to be. You'll end up a few hours ahead of the point where Dirk took the rings, and you'll recognize the scenes you experience as you live through them, but that gives you an opportunity to refamiliarize yourselves with the memory." Mullas stepped to the side of the door, rapped on a spot on the wall, and a small screen with a keyboard emerged. Mullas started typing immediately.
"How will we know when to make the switch to the real world?" Angus tried to see what Mullas was typing, but the screen was blank for him. 
"I have put a marker in for you. It will sound like a gong." Mullas pushed a last button and the screen vanished as he turned back to face them. "It can't be too early, because we have to make sure the day plays out exactly the same way it did the first time. You won't be able to make any changes to the real world while you're still in the story version, so it will feel as if you are watching yourselves as a 'passenger' in your own bodies. Once you hear the sound, you'll be able to move independently. Touch each other like you did the two times you were transported into the Amethysian realm and focus on making the scene you are in real."
"That's it? Just think about it and it'll happen?" Ayden looked supremely skeptical.
Angus wasn't feeling too confident either.
"You underestimate the power of the mind, young man." Mullas scowled and shook his head. "Even your Earth philosophers understand the concept of 'mind over matter', as far back as the Latin poet Virgil in nineteen BC."
"That may well be the case, but understanding the concept and knowing how to do it isn't the same as doing it!" Ayden looked incensed and Angus couldn't blame him. He wanted to roll his eyes at Mullas's naiveté, but he controlled himself at the last minute. This was a cross-cultural problem and they'd have to be patient on both sides if they wanted to get anywhere.
"Huh, you've got a point there." Mullas tilted his head. "I have no idea how to explain it better, so I can set this to replay up to twice if you don't get it the first or second time around?"
"That may be a good idea." Angus shuddered. The idea of reliving the same scene, unable to change anything once was bad enough; having to go through it again didn't sound motivating at all.
"What if we still don't get it on the third time?" Ayden looked cool and collected now, a lot like when he was about to run off on one of his missions. It looked insanely sexy and made Angus hot all over. He definitely wanted some quality alone time with his man very soon! He was ready for so much more with Ayden now that he knew him better than ever before and had learned to really trust him.
"You'll have to take a break and get some rest then you can try again." Mullas waited for them to nod, then retrieved the keyboard and the still curiously empty-looking screen and made some changes. He vanished everything before turning around to smile at them. "Okay, you're all set."
"All we do is walk in?" Angus held out his hand for Ayden. He needed the support.
"That is correct." Mullas stepped back.
Ayden took his hand, smiled at him, and led the way by opening the door and walking them both into what looked like a darkened room at first. The moment Ayden closed the door, the room changed into the guest room at Dirk's house, with the light of late afternoon streaming in the window.
Ayden let go of his hand without any hesitation and walked over to retrieve his bag from the closet. He looked all special agent-like when he pulled out his bug detector kit and started sweeping the room for listening devices.
God, this is weird. I think this is just before we had dinner with Dirk. He tried to say something, just for the hell off it, but his mouth wouldn't move. That's right, I didn't say anything last time this happened, so it looks as if Mullas was right. We cannot change what happened in the story version.
Ayden found the two listening devices and the camera in the exact same spots as last time, different spots from the night of their arrival, then turned to him. "What the hell was that this morning when you said hello to Sophia?"
"You felt it too?" Angus sat down on the bed. He wasn't used to chasing around an amusement park with an excited kid all day. Sophia had certainly seemed healthy and energetic enough for two kids. Maybe three.
The fear I feel at the thought of something bad happening to Sophia is just as real now that I'm a 'spectator' to my own life. Amazing!
"I'm not certain what it was, but something felt off." Ayden frowned.
"Yeah." He rubbed his temples, trying to dispel the beginnings of a headache. "It's as if I was able to look inside her body. It must have something to do with the rings. And if what I saw is true, she needs to see a doctor as soon as possible."
"We need to tell Dirk." Ayden sighed and raked his hair.
Like that's going to do us any good!
The scene with Dirk at dinner that followed played out exactly the same way as the first time, and Angus was getting more and more impatient about getting back into reality so he could control his own body again. He knew it wasn't time yet and suspected they'd have to wait until they were back in their room for some privacy. Not knowing what effect 'stepping over' would have, that was probably a good thing.
There was only one problem. They had suspected the after-dinner drinks Dirk had offered were drugged, and there was no way they could stop drinking them. He tried very hard, but his body wasn't his to command, and his tea went down just like the first time, as did Ayden's hot chocolate.
Then Dirk mentioned the rings and he was right back in the scene.
"You're just trying to distract me from acquiring the rings." Dirk smirked. "But you cannot fool me."
"This isn't about distraction." Angus sighed. "I wish you'd believe us."
"Nonsense, this is all about the rings." Dirk's grin made Angus shiver, and not in a good way. "I promise you, I will find a way to convince you to part with them!"
The sneaky bastard is going to steal them! Angus watched himself get up, say good night, and walk up to the guestroom at Ayden's side. They went through another round of bug-detection, this time finding only one device. Maybe Dirk is running out?
When the room was secure, they still didn't talk, each following their own thoughts. A soon as they'd brushed their teeth and crawled into bed together, a strange tingling sensation began at the back of Angus's head then slowly spread down his spine. That definitely wasn't there last time. He scooted closer and melted into Ayden's arms until they touched in all the right places. They whispered their good nights. This is where we drifted off into sleep last time.
As if on cue, a gong sounded. The light, shimmering tone was very discreet and he wasn't even sure it was real.
"Did you hear that?" Ayden stiffened. "Wow, that's the first new thing to come out of my mouth since we walked into this reproduction of our life."
"Yes, I heard it too." It was such a relief to be in control again! "Looks like this is it."
"I don't care what Mullas said, and we'll do what we need to do, but I need to kiss you first." Ayden moved closer.
Angus tilted his head and their lips met in a very tender kiss that quickly changed into outright passion. God, Ayden could kiss.
I sure wish this was real!
 



Chapter Eleven
 
Ayden still wasn't sure whether he understood how this whole becoming one with their story-selves of the past worked, never mind the switch to their real selves—at a point in time before they had 'left' last time. The transition from not being in control of his body at all, which he had hated with a vengeance, and being back in charge had been smooth. Once the gong had sounded he had tried, yet again, to do something he hadn't done before, and this time it had worked. If it was this easy to slip from one dimension into the next, he wondered whether it happened more often. Or was it just because Mullas had set up the transfer carefully enough for Angus and him to manage it easily?
The whole situation boggled his mind so he'd decided not to think about it too much. He was a man of action, and even though he'd learned a little from Angus, when it came right down to it he preferred to do rather than think. Which is why he'd made a few precautionary arrangements that would have kicked in the first time this played out, even though Angus and he had run right into Dirk's trap. Now that they were free to prevent the worst during a second go at their lives, he wasn't sure if the backup was still going to be needed, but it was good to know it was there just in case.
Right now all he cared about was the fact that he had Angus in his arms and that he was finally in control of his body again. Kissing the man he loved was one of his favorite activities. Angus responded with a small moan or a thrust of his hips to every touch of their lips, to every stroke of his tongue, and to his hand caressing slowly down his back until he reached his ass cheeks and squeezed them.
"Please. More." Angus's voice was soft and needy, so unlike his usual rational self. Passion seemed to pour from him with every breath and it was extremely hot.
"Soon, baby. I promise." Ayden hated that they didn't have much time right now. "Need to get out of this situation alive and then I promise I'll make love to you, if that is what you want."
"Yes." Angus flushed, beautifully highlighted by the silvery rays of moonlight that illuminated the guest room. "I think I'm ready now."
"God, you make me want." Ayden kissed him some more before regretfully pulling back and returning to reality. The real reality this time. "I wish we'd dealt with Dirk already and could just go on loving each other."
"Yeah, me too." Angus sighed but he didn't move away.
"Okay, there are a couple of things we need to do." He took a deep breath to help him focus but instead of clearing his head, he was suddenly dizzy. "Oh, shit."
"What?" Angus lifted his head and gripped it almost instantly. "Ouch!"
"You feel it too?" God, he was dizzy and that was lying down.
Angus nodded and closed his eyes for a moment before looking back at him with a helpless expression and somewhat drooping eyelids.
"This isn't good. I guess we were right about Dirk drugging us." He wished he'd been wrong for once.
"We cannot give in. We have to be awake so we can stop the bastard!" Angus widened his eyes and sat up. "Maybe some cold water will help."
"I hate to disappoint you, but with these drugs there isn't much we can do. Even pumping our stomachs wouldn't do much good, but I do have some caffeine tablets with me that we can try." He wasn't going to hold his breath though.
"Hold on, I think we're going about this all wrong." Angus lifted his hand with the amethyst ring. "We should be using these."
"What?" He lifted his own ring hand and touched Angus's as if on autopilot. It had sounded right, based on the healing effect Angus had experienced when they'd first slipped on the rings, but how? Especially now that he seemed to have two hands on the same arm. "Better make it quick, I'm fading fast."
"I have no idea how to do this." Angus slid his fingers between Ayden's and held on. "The only hint we have is this idea of 'mind over matter' Mullas mentioned and the fact that the energy beings, who must be behind the rings' powers, seem to achieve what they do by thinking about it."
"Good point. Maybe 'healing energies' originated…" And just like that his thoughts drifted to a place where he couldn't access them any longer.
Angus tightened his grip on Ayden's hand and closed his eyes as he mumbled. The odd word here or there drifted into Ayden's consciousness but they sure didn't seem to have any effect on him. He was as woozy, if not more so, as when he'd first started noticing that something was off.
"It's not working." Angus opened his red-rimmed eyes that were beginning to glaze over. "Fuck, I just want the sleeping drugs to stop working. To be gone from our bodies. Damn it!"
It was the most emotional outbreak Ayden had ever heard from Angus, and it had an immediate effect. He got rock hard, and he was wide awake.
"Huh." He checked Angus and he was wide-eyed.
"I guess I need to swear more often." Angus grinned.
"Sure seems to have done the trick." He shook his head to clear the rest of the cobwebs and saw Angus do the same.
"Must have been the intense emotions that set it off." Angus frowned, and his thoughts seemed to turn inward.
"Possibly." He didn't really care at this point. "Right now I think we have to get ready for Dirk or whoever he might send to do his dirty work."
"You're right." Angus looked him straight in the eyes. "What do you think we should we do? What can we do?"
"I think we should set up a trap for him." He left the bed and retrieved his duffel from under the bed where he'd hidden it. "I'll arm myself, just in case, and we can make it look like we're still in bed by using pillows, but we should stay off to the sides of the room where we can watch the door."
"Clever!" Angus climbed out of bed on the other side and found a T-shirt to put on over the dark blue sleep shorts he was wearing. Then he artfully stuffed some pillows under the sheets to make it look as if two people were in the bed. "Where do you want me to sit?"
Ayden finished strapping his shoulder holster on over the T-shirt he'd added first and looked around the room. There wasn't a lot of furniture, but the small two-seater sofa that sat under the window would do if moved to one of the other walls, just out of sight of someone appearing in the door.
"Let's move that to the bathroom door wall." Ayden pointed at it.
Angus nodded and helped him move it. Ayden pulled off a couple of the curtain cords and put them next to the sofa, ready to be used if they had to tie someone up. His second gun in hand, he turned to Angus who was already sitting on the sofa, his eyes big.
"Ready for it to be really dark?" Ayden had grabbed a flashlight while he was at it, but he wanted the advantage of being able to see in the almost complete dark while someone who'd just walked in from the outside would need a few seconds for their eyes to adjust.
Angus nodded and he closed the curtains farther, just leaving a very small opening so a minimal amount of moonlight could still come in.
Then he sat down next to Angus and the waiting began.
They didn't have to wait long. Just under an hour after they'd gone to bed, the door slowly opened.
"Are you awake?" That was Dirk's voice.
Light from the corridor lit his way as he sneaked inside and patted the lump closer to the door. Nobody followed, so Ayden assumed the man was alone and focused on watching him. Dirk prodded the lump of cushions some more, and Ayden had a good sideways view.
"Need to get those rings." Dirk pulled the sheet off the first lump and stumbled back, pulling the blanket with him before letting it drop toward the floor. "What the fuck? They're not here."
Ayden quietly got up and maneuvered himself around to the light switch. He kicked the door closed with one foot while he switched on the ceiling lamp.
"You're wrong, we're here." He was ready to use his gun but held it behind his back for now.
Dirk whirled around, an expression of total shock spreading over his face as he took in Ayden. "What? Why are you up?"
"Why are you here?" Ayden tilted his head. "In fact, what we really want to know is why you want the rings badly enough to not just offer to buy them from us, but to then come sneaking in here to steal them."
"I wasn't—"
Ayden raised an eyebrow.
Dirk deflated and stuck his right hand in his pants pocket.
"Uh-uh." Ayden brought his own gun around and up. "Hands where I can see them."
Dirk shrugged, seeming way too unconcerned for a man who'd just been stopped from drawing his weapon.
"Pull out the contents of your pocket really slowly, so I can see what you're doing at all times." He needed to know what was in there.
Dirk frowned but did as he was told. A cell phone and a set of keys were retrieved and held up. Shit, the man had probably used the cell to signal someone. He waved at Dirk to hand everything to Angus.
"Check if it's on, please." He watched Angus look then nod. "Switch it off, please."
Angus did and put it on the small table next to the door.
"I assume that means you called for help so we don't have much time." Ayden stepped closer to Dirk, trying to look threatening.
It must have worked because Dirk stepped back, but he shook his head.
In the next moment two things happened.
The door to the corridor was pushed open and three men dressed in black jumped into the room, guns drawn, and threatened Ayden and Angus.
Dirk smirked and opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say anything, the second event interrupted them.
The window was bashed in and two men dressed in military-style camo swung into the room on ropes, jumping to the floor and pointing their weapons at Dirk and his goons. The door was rushed by three more men in camo, and they ended up covering Dirk and his men from the other side.
"Glad to see we made it on time." Peter was one of the three men at the door.
"Thanks for providing backup." Ayden grinned as he lifted the curtain cords and held them out to Karl and Nick, the two men who'd come, somewhat dramatically, through the second-floor window.
"Always happy to help." Karl took the rope and immobilized Dirk and his cohorts in under a minute.
"Now, we were about to have a discussion with Dirk here." He pointed at the scowling man who stood there, not daring to speak. "We'd like to finish that, if everyone wouldn't mind, so we'd appreciate you taking these prisoners downstairs and dealing with them appropriately."
He enjoyed the three men's eyes widening in fear. Peter nodded and Ayden's colleagues dealt with the other prisoners. They tied Dirk to one of the bedposts and left with knowing smiles on their faces, closing the door behind them. Ayden sat back down next to Angus and proceeded to stare Dirk down until the man started to squirm a little.
"As I was saying, we want to know why you're after our rings." He leaned back and forced himself to look relaxed.
"They are not your rings! How dare you say that? It's preposterous to assume these treasures belong to any individuals. What a waste that would be." Dirk scoffed.
"Why do you say that?" Ayden wanted to find out what Dirk knew. This sounded as if he was a lot more aware of how special they were than they'd realized.
"Oh come on, don't pretend you don't know they have some sort of healing capability. I bet Angus here has done all the research needed and has been working tirelessly to recover the second ring. It's been missing for centuries and I'm very happy he has finally dug it up." Dirk grinned. "You have no idea who you're messing with here. In your own best interest, I'd suggest you untie me, hand me the rings, and call off your dogs downstairs before it's too late to save your lives."
"Not going to happen."
"Then whatever happens is on your head." Dirk shrugged. "You must realize by now that I cannot afford to leave any miraculous healing devices out there. My research into historical legends indicates they are indeed very powerful sources of healing energy. I cannot have those endanger my company and everything I have worked so hard to achieve. And if we can make them work for us, we'll have made it for life. People will flock to my company for miracle cures and will pay anything to be made healthy again."
"You're doing this to stop competition for your company's products? Or to make money off people who have no choice, depending on the outcome?" Angus looked angrier than Ayden had ever seen him. "That is despicable!"
"It won't work, by the way." Ayden grinned. "These rings need Angus and I to make them work."
"You're making that up!" Dirk laughed, but the barest hint of insecurity flashed across his eyes before he had himself under control again.
"No." Ayden pulled the ring off his finger as he rose and lifted it for Dirk to see. "You see, our names are engraved in them."
"What the hell?" Dirk stared then looked up at him. "How did you do that?"
"We didn't. It happened, and now the rings will only work when we wear them." The fact they wouldn't even work if he tried wearing Angus's and vice versa was just too weird, and there was no need to let Dirk know.
"It happened! Right." Dirk shook his head. "You had them engraved or something." Dirk shook his head. "You can't fool me."
"What if we can prove that they work? And we do you a favor big enough for you to leave us alone?" Ayden had no idea if Dirk would fall for it, but it was worth a try.
"That I want to see. As for a favor that would get me to leave you in possession of a pair of rings that could ruin my company? That hasn't been invented yet." Dirk started laughing uncontrollably.
"You tell him!" Angus balled his fists and he stared at Dirk as if he was ready to kick him. "He needs to know and if we can get him to back off, all the better."
"I need to know what?" Suddenly Dirk looked a little less amused and more worried.
"Sophia has bone cancer. It has started at the base of her spine, and from what I know about that particular type, you'll have to be fast if you want to save her life." Ayden took no pleasure in saying these words, even to a man who had been trying to steal from them and seemed to have no scruples withholding a possible way to cure the most horrible diseases because he had a vested interest in a company selling cures that didn't work half as well.
"You lie!" Dirk roared, and real pain showed on his face. "You bastards! I cannot believe you would use my daughter like this."
"We aren't using her. Why would you even say that?" Angus shook his head. "She's in real danger, which the rings have helped us see, and your doctor hasn't even diagnosed her. Clearly you need more than currently available medical technology can do for you. We will help you with that, provided you agree to leave us alone."
"You're just trying to get me to give up on the rings." Dirk shook with rage.
"Are you willing to run the risk that we're right? That the doctors will not find the cancer in time or won't be able to do anything about it by the time they do? Do you want Sophia to go through radiation treatment or chemo, either of which could kill her?" Ayden stepped closer to Dirk, adding physical presence to the pressure he was putting on the man to comply. "Is that what you want?"
Dirk blinked.
"Is it?" Ayden took another step closer.
"No." Dirk exhaled and collapsed against the bedpost, the only thing holding him up was the curtain cords immobilizing him. "I can't run the risk, you're right. I'll agree to do the necessary tests and if you're right, I'll do anything you want."
 
* * * *
 
Ayden looked down at the sleeping form of the little girl who looked totally lost in the huge hospital bed. Peter and Karl were standing guard outside. They had been wonderful supporters and 'insurance' in case Dirk turned against Ayden and Angus despite their agreement.
It had taken all of Dirk's influence to get the tests and X-rays done on a Sunday, but they had come through for them. The doctors had confirmed the diagnosis and were not optimistic. Dirk and his wife Helga, who had returned from her family visit earlier than planned, were devastated. They stood across from Angus and him on the other side of the bed and stared at Sophia as if that were going to help her.
"Do you promise?" Angus asked one last time as he looked straight at Dirk.
"I do." Dirk looked away from his daughter's face for a moment. "You know I do, I signed your damned piece of paper."
"I have no idea what is going on, but I'll make sure he keeps whatever promise he has made." Helga's voice was pure steel. "Now please, help our daughter."
"We need you to leave please." Angus hadn't said much, but when he did, people seemed to listen. His voice rang with a quiet authority now that had never been there before.
"Are you sure?" Dirk looked from Sophia to them and back.
"Let's give them space to work, dear." Helga put her small hand on Dirk's muscular arm and started pulling him toward the door.
They left quietly and when the door closed, Ayden turned to Angus and smiled at him. "Let's do this."
"Yeah, I don't want her to suffer. She's such a sweet girl." Angus took one of her hands in his.
Ayden walked around to the other side of the bed and took the other one. Then he linked his and Angus's ring-bearing hands and closed his eyes.
Almost immediately he saw inside Sophia's body. He focused on the black growth along her spine, just where Angus had sad it was, and a tiny purple light ball appeared right next to it. When a second one popped up on the other side he almost opened his eyes.
No, I need to focus.
He willed the cancer away, hoping that would do the trick. The little energy spheres merged and sank into the black stuff, dissolving the growth upon contact. They seemed to melt into Sophia's bones until they were gone. The little girl's body looked completely healthy now and the relief Ayden felt was enormous.
"Mr. Ayden?" Sophia's voice was soft.
He opened his eyes and Sophia was smiling up at him. "Am I okay?"
"Yes, Sophia, you're fine." He let go of her hand and, much more reluctantly, Angus's.
"The little purple ghosts told me I would be safe now." She grinned. "They're kinda weird, but I like them."
"You rest now, Sophia." Angus smiled at her.
She nodded and closed her eyes, her soft breaths telling him she was asleep within seconds.
"How did she know about the Amethysians?" Angus looked worried.
"I have no idea." He shook his head as he looked at the sleeping girl. "But I bet she'll forget them soon, or think she was dreaming."
"Let's hope so. We don't want Dirk giving us flak about anything." Angus stepped back from the bed. "As for me, I'd like to catch a flight home and have some time to ourselves. No Dirk, no Amethysians, no puzzles or research, just the two of us, please."
"Now that is a plan I can get behind!" Ayden walked around the bed and held out his hand for Angus to take. He knew the man appreciated little gestures like that a lot, and he enjoyed giving Angus anything that made him happy.
With a last look at the peacefully sleeping Sophia, they left the hospital room and let Sophia's parents know they had succeeded. A fast MRI later they had confirmation, and the uncomprehending doctors bombarded them with questions. They shrugged them off, not willing to divulge what had really happened. After saying good-bye to a tearful Helga and a relieved-looking Dirk, they followed Peter and Karl to the car that was waiting outside so they could go back to the airport.
It was high time to truly start their lives together.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
Angus closed his apartment door behind him and sagged against the wall. The trip from Berkeley back to Provo hadn't been that long nor stressful since they'd used Dirk's corporate plane again, but added to all the other excitement of the past few days it was just that bit more than he could take. He wasn't used to all this cloak and dagger stuff, and he was not a special agent like Ayden. Thank God he'd called in to work last night, letting them know he was taking some personal time. He couldn't even imagine facing students this week, and it was only Monday. His boss hadn't been happy, but there was nothing much she could do, at least not right away.
Ayden and he hadn't been willing to fly back last night, wanting to see how Sophia did after the "Amethysian Intervention" as he secretly called it. The little girl had been fine this morning, and the doctors had released her into her parents' care. Dirk had not been happy about them leaving and taking the rings with them and if scowls and heated glares could kill, they'd both be dead now. Thank God he hadn't risked saying anything, and since his wife was their biggest fan, it would have been unwise to even try.
"You okay, baby?" Ayden dropped their bags and stretched.
"Yeah, sorry, I'm just exhausted." He put his keys on the little table under the hallway mirror and took off his coat and gloves, stowing everything in the closet. Shoes and socks quickly followed. "I'm not used to experiencing such wild adventures."
"It has been quite a week. I may be used to taking on missions all over the planet, but this was more intense than most of my work assignments ever get. All the emotions we went through and the shock of Sophia's illness on top of it… I just hope things will get quieter from now on." Ayden followed suit with his own clothing, wriggling his toes in the thick carpet in obvious relief, then took Angus into his arms. "But we did good, right?"
"We did." He smiled when he remembered Sophia's invitation to come back and visit. Dirk hadn't looked very happy, but it was clear that he wasn't about to deny his daughter anything. And as much as Angus didn't want to see the sleazebag again, the man needed supervision, or he'd come up with the next harebrained idea to develop a healing monopoly.
"Now I think it's time for some sleep and then we can talk about what's next for us." Ayden kissed him on the nose and started walking them toward the bedroom.
They took care of business, brushed their teeth, and each took a quick shower. Once in bed, Angus got distracted by Ayden's warm skin and strong hands. He scooted closer and tilted his head, angling for a kiss. Ayden grinned and ravished his mouth thoroughly. Angus wanted so much more, but he must have fallen asleep because the next thing he knew, he was right back with the Amethysians.
Both he and Ayden had their human-shaped energy bodies again, which was a relief. Floating around as an energy ball had been just a little too weird.
"Welcome back!" The smallish energy being that Angus thought he recognized from their previous visits was right there, almost bouncing with excitement. "We're very happy that you succeeded in making it back to your own reality."
"Thank you for all your help with returning us and also with healing Sophia. And being back where we belong is wonderful." Angus looked around and noted the changes in environment. "Things look different here, not sure what it is, but everything seems more colorful somehow?"
"It comes with regular contact and energy exchanges between our realm and Earth." The bigger energy being drifted closer, glowing with an inner light that hadn't been there before. "The more intense your emotions and, well, personal encounters, the more lively things will get around here."
"And it is high time it does. Being half-asleep and in the dark all of the time was boring. We need something interesting to keep us going!" The smaller energy being sounded relieved things were changing.
Angus just blushed at the thought of what refueled these beings. Sexual energy was a slightly unusual way to run things, but then again, what did he know about how energy beings worked? He wasn't a physicist. Ayden grinned and winked, making Angus light up with happiness, which was a small miracle after the fear of physical intimacy he'd felt for years. Everything was different with Ayden though, and he was grateful they'd found each other.
"So you won't mind us exploring this connection via the rings? And the book?" He couldn't wait to delve back into the book again. The thought of all the knowledge and stories in there boggled his mind. There'd be enough for years of research.
"Not at all." The bigger energy being lit up a little more. "The Book of Wisdom is meant to be used, the Chroniclers said so, and we believe the fact that it hasn't been active for so many years was very detrimental to our health, and possibly even to Earth's history."
"The Chroniclers? Did they make the book?" Angus leaned forward, not wanting to miss a single word.
"That is what our legends say." The bigger energy being bobbed up and down, a gesture it must have copied from humans. "But we do not have any details, since we were never able to go back far enough to find out. Mullas, the index I believe you met, says there is some kind of issue with the earliest entries."
"A mystery to solve? Count me in." Ayden grinned from ear to ear.
"We need a break first though." Angus waited for Ayden to nod. He needed time to figure out what to do with his career and how to earn money. He would have liked nothing better than to spend the rest of his life exploring the Book of Wisdom, but that wasn't going to happen. As for right now and possibly the next few months? He wanted his quiet life back!
"The book and its stories will still be there when you're ready. I suspect we need higher levels of energy before we can go back that far. And recharging our world will take some time." The bigger energy being suddenly exuded a vibe of regret.
I must be getting used to them to be able to feel what they're experiencing. How interesting! Angus looked at Ayden and he wore a small frown. I guess we both are!
"We'll definitely be back when the time is right." He just hoped they'd be able to determine when that was. "As for the healing power of the rings, will that work any time? We could do so much good."
"But we also have to be careful. I already hate the fact that Dirk knows. I don't want anyone else to find out. We could be in a lot of trouble if the government or someone in a similarly powerful position finds out." Ayden's frown deepened. "If we decide to do anything, it'll have to be covert."
"I love it when you use 'special agent' talk." Made him hot as hell in fact, even in this half-corporeal and half-energy form.
"The rings are yours to use. Once you are fully bonded, the energy transfer will become even easier, more efficient. We are very grateful." The bigger energy being started to move away, clearly done with talking to them.
"I wish I could come with you." The smaller guy lingered as all the others followed the bigger being into the colorful landscape.
"We'll have to find out if there is a way." Angus tilted his head in thought. "After all, Ayden and I keep popping up here, why not have it work the other way around?"
"That would be excellent!" The small energy being positively bounced. "Have to go now, but I hope to see you again soon."
The little ball of energy seemingly dissolved into the colorful swirls of background energy, which was truly strange. The second it was gone Angus felt himself dissolving as well. I'll never get used to that!
 
Angus drifted up from sleep very slowly. He was well rested, there was no need to get out of bed, and the warmth at his back kept him right where he was. Ayden was a very quiet sleeper, probably due to years of military training, but the body heat that came from him ensured that Angus never needed to fear feeling cold in bed again.
Angus carefully opened one eye to check the time, not that it mattered, but he wanted to know 'when' he was. After the adventures with time travel, short though it had been, knowing what time it was had suddenly gained importance. Just after nine. Good.
He closed his eye again and scooted backward, into Ayden's warmth. The man grunted a little and brought an arm around to pull Angus closer as he turned to his side. Ayden spooning him like that increased Angus's sense of safety, and the sheer miracle of not feeling fear of being in a man's arms still made him reel.
"Morning, baby." Ayden pressed a kiss to the top of Angus's head.
"Morning." Angus turned around; he wanted to see the gorgeous man who was his partner and lover. "Do you feel as well rested as I do?"
"I do feel as if I slept for a week." Angus looked at the alarm clock. "It has been ten hours, but still. I have so much energy, I want to jump out of bed and start running."
"No jumping out of bed yet." Angus grinned as he snuggled closer. "I'm sure we can find ways to use all this energy without getting up."
"You think so, huh?" Ayden mock-frowned but his lips twitched.
"Definitely." He had no idea how to initiate anything.
"Show me?" Ayden smiled.
"But I…" Angus stiffened and wanted to pull back. He was so embarrassed.
"No, please, no pulling back. Tell me what I did wrong?" Ayden's embrace tightened, but in a nice way, not hard at all.
Angus shook his head. He had no idea where to start.
"I only wanted you to tell me what you like." Ayden lifted his hand and cupped Angus's face. "I want to make sure we do this right."
"Oh." He swallowed. "Okay."
Ayden waited.
"I like it when we kiss." Angus thought he could kiss Ayden for the rest of his life and not get bored.
"Anytime." Ayden grinned and moved closer.
Angus placed little kisses along Ayden's jawline, gradually approaching his mouth. He kissed his lips, playfully moving away every time Ayden tried to reciprocate. Ayden's breathing sped up but he held still. Angus took in the warm musky scent, pushed up against the hard body, and let their groins touch. Ayden was hard, and Angus started making little circles so he could get the friction he craved.
With a groan, Ayden slid his hand behind Angus's neck and turned them around so Angus was on his back and Ayden lay half across him, a muscular thigh inserted between Angus's now slightly spread legs. It provided just the right pressure on his balls to make the friction above even better. Angus couldn't help but push up as Ayden pushed down.
Ayden licked across Angus's lips, asking for entrance, and Angus gladly opened to him. Ayden dove in, forceful yet tender. The feeling of Ayden's tongue caressing his with slow strokes was almost more intimate that the dance their groins continued as if of their own accord. He was glad he was already naked. There was no chance any of his pants would have fit at this point. He'd never been this aroused in his life.
Angus looked up into Ayden's eyes. His lover's pupils were dilated, his eyes bright, and his cheeks were flushed. Audible gasps pushed the man's hot exhales against Angus's skin. Ayden continued with the next kiss, pushing hard enough for Angus to feel the pressure against his chest, his entire body pressed into the bed as Ayden's weight landed on him.
He loved it.
He slid his hands to Ayden's ass cheeks and pulled him down.
"I—I need you." His voice was low with arousal and his hips wouldn't stay still. "I don't want to come like this but you make me so hot, I can't stop. This feels so good."
"I know." Ayden pulled back. "But I don't want to hurt you, so we'll have to slow down a little."
"Okay." He did want Ayden inside of him more than anything, so he took a deep breath, still fighting for control. And another one. He could feel Ayden do the same, his face buried in Angus's neck. Slowly the need to come receded.
"Better?" Ayden lifted his head.
"Yeah." He smiled. "That was close."
"We'll get closer." Ayden grinned and looked toward the nightstand. "Supplies in there?"
"Lube is." Angus hadn't needed condoms.
"Hold on, I'll get my emergency supply." Ayden dashed out of the bed, raced to the bathroom, and dug the wallet out of his pants, all clearly visible through the half-open door. He pulled out a foil packet and held it up triumphantly, making Angus grin.
By the time Ayden made it back to the bed, Angus had retrieved a small towel for cleanup, which he dropped next to the pillow, and the bottle of lube, which he held out. Ayden nodded but sheathed himself first. He looked as hard as Angus felt and wasn't exactly small. But even that couldn't stop him from wanting to go ahead. He trusted Ayden like nobody else, and what they had just been through had shown they belonged together beyond the shadow of a doubt. The physical side was just the last missing piece to make their relationship complete.
Ayden put his hand on Angus's foot as he stepped closer then slid it all the way up his leg, resting on his inner thigh as he raked Angus's naked body with his gaze.
"You're amazing." Ayden's voice was husky. "Normally, I'd suggest you get up on hands and knees for the next bit, but I want to see your face. Want to see what I do to you. And I think you'll want to see me as well, right?"
Angus swallowed and nodded. Yeah, he didn't think he could deal with anyone approaching from behind. Not his first time as a willing participant, not even with Ayden.
Ayden pushed a couple of pillows under Angus's ass, making him feel funny. "Pull your legs up and back, baby."
God, this was embarrassing. He'd be so open and vulnerable. But this was Ayden, and the thought excited him as much as it scared him. Excited was definitely the stronger emotion, and he swallowed again and did as he'd been told.
"Beautiful!" Ayden stared at his groin, his already twitching hole and, judging by the way his lover's cock hardened further, he liked what he saw.
Ayden slicked his fingers and brought them to the top of Angus's crack, sliding upward along the sensitive skin, briefly circling his balls then moving back down to focus on caressing and exploring his hole.
"Feels good." Angus pushed into the finger that was so temptingly close yet didn't want to go where he needed it. Maybe Ayden needed confirmation. "More."
Ayden smiled and pushed in just the fingertip.
"Good." Angus tilted his head back and let himself fall into the sensations. A little full, a little stretched, and a lot of nerve endings that woke up to caresses they'd never experienced. Ayden slid his finger out and back in a few times, and Angus was out of breath and pushing for more in no time. It was as if his skin was singing, and he wanted a lot more.
"Second finger." Ayden's warning was a welcome announcement. Ayden added more lube and pushed back inside.
"Yesss!" Angus hissed a little with the pleasurably painful stretch, but quickly felt it morph to pure pleasure as Angus found his prostate. The soft strokes along the sensitive spot made Angus want to come so badly, he had to close his eyes and focus on staying in control. The tightness of his now very full ass combined with the pressure made him want to scream with joy.
A third finger followed soon and Angus was pretty sure he was about to come before the main event. He grabbed his cock and pressed, holding on by sheer force of will. This was about uniting them fully, making them one. It was too important for him to lose it early.
"Please?" He couldn't even form a complete sentence at this point.
But Ayden got the point. He withdrew his fingers, wiped them on the small towel, and moved into position between Angus's thighs. He aligned his cock with Angus's empty hole and put the tip of his cock against the loosened skin. He bent over and put one hand next to Angus's face; the other one gripped his hip.
"I'm okay." Angus wiggled his ass, hoping it would make the point for him.
"Yes, you are." Ayden smiled and started to push inside.
God, the burn was bad at first. But when Ayden paused and bent over to kiss Angus, he melted all over. He relaxed his muscles with a conscious effort and Ayden slid inside until Angus could feel the man's slightly fuzzy balls against his ass. Within moments Ayden pulled back and Angus could have cried with how empty he suddenly felt. It didn't take long before Ayden pushed back in, and Angus breathed a sigh of relief.
This felt so much better than he'd ever thought possible. Angus slid his arms around Ayden's middle and held on for the ride. Ayden started slowly, rocking in and out of his body, trying to make it last. Angus clung to him with all he was and urged him on.
Ayden angled his hips, found Angus's prostrate again, and made him moan out loud with the unbelievable pleasure of it. Ayden kept stroking it as the speed of his thrusts increased. The need to come grew, until he couldn't hold back any longer.
"Ayden!" Angus arched his back, pressed his head into the pillow, and shot all across his chest and stomach. The pleasure rocked him to his core, and Ayden was right with him. They shuddered through their release, coming harder than they ever had, no matter how intense and playful their previous sessions had been.
"Love you!" Ayden sank onto Angus's chest
"Love you so much." Angus tightened his embrace before he brought his hand up to stroke Ayden's face.
Ayden took his hand and held on, allowing Angus to enjoy the skin-to-skin contact he had quickly begun to rely on. The slowly increasing purple light was a little shocking. When his ring started feeling suspiciously warm, he held his hand in front of his face and stared at it. From the corner of his eye he could see Ayden reacting the same way.
"What the hell?" Angus blinked a few times, but the picture didn't change. With tiny little flames accompanying it, a bright purple light fleck moved along the surface of his ring's shoulder and left three Phoenician letters behind. Y, D, and N on his ring, right opposite his own name. He checked Ayden's ring and saw N, G, and S appear there.
"Wow!" Angus stared open-mouthed as the little flames finished their jobs and vanished into thin air.
"I guess we really do belong together." Ayden held up his ring hand and admired it. "I like that we have it in writing now, so to speak."
"I agree." Angus couldn't get over how romantic a gesture this was. He felt giddy with excitement at being fully bonded, totally linked, to Ayden. It would make the upcoming decisions much easier. "These rings are totally out of this world, but it seems that we are the link between the Amethysian realm and Earth for sure."
"Quite the endorsement. I just hope we can do the Book of Wisdom and the Amethysians justice." Ayden frowned.
"I'm sure we'll be okay." Angus picked up the towel and cleaned them off before slipping back into Ayden's arms for a cuddle.
They had lots and lots of research ahead of them, which would make him happy. And if the past was any indication, there would be just as much action to make Ayden happy. The best thing though? Was that they had overcome their differences and found a balance, a way to work together. Just like the Book of Wisdom had said: True love is not about ending differences, it is about making diversity work.
"All we have to do is stay together and let our strengths work together." Ayden pulled him closer. "Now that the rings, or whoever was behind that little engraving show, have decided we belong together, not much can happen."
Angus had a weird feeling that wasn't exactly true. But that was the fun of an adventure, wasn't it? Not that he needed another one right away, but that didn't stop him from looking forward to the next one, whenever it came along.
Bring it on!
 
 
The End
 
 



Amethyst Epilogue
 
The Void, Outside Space and Time
 
The Collector sat in his armchair, trying to refrain from wriggling with impatience. The Observer had come by a few minutes ago to tell him the newest story was almost competed, and the Collector could hardly wait. The window with its imagery of a setting sun was entertaining enough, especially since a small herd of wild sheep had joined the rabbits. They were very well-behaved sheep and only munched on the grass, leaving the wild flowers alone.
He shook his head and returned to his immediate surroundings. He stared at the luminous wall that somehow looked less like a cave every day. Was it his imagination or did the walls get smoother? Knowing this place, he might actually be the cause for the change, and that was scary. What if he imagined a hole in the wall that led into outer space? Or a monster? Would they become real as well?
Best not to dwell on that for now. He'd have to ask the Observer next time he had the opportunity.
"You want to go for a run?" The voice came from the direction of the door.
The Collector almost shot to the ceiling from the shock. He hadn't even heard anyone walk up but when he turned his head, the Messenger stood there and grinned at him. The Collector blinked. The tight, blue bodysuit was gone, as was the usual cape. Running shorts, a much too tight T-shirt, and jogging shoes, no socks, adorned the suddenly very visible and very hairless physique. The muscular thighs and arms almost made the Collector drool. This guy was in excellent shape!
"What?" The Messenger looked down at himself then made eye contact again. "Something wrong with this outfit? My research indicated that this is what men on your Earth of the early twenty-first century wore."
It took the Collector a few seconds to digest this, but when the full significance of the statement hit him, he had to laugh. And we thought aliens from space were the only ones watching us!
"Hey, it isn't all that funny! Is it?" The Messenger paused, looking a little miffed. "I'll never get Earth humor, that's for sure. Should have left the research to the Explorer, he's much better at it, since it's his job."
The Collector only laughed harder. Somehow, imagining these otherworldly beings, who were normally so dignified, poring over Earth history, trying to figure out human behavior, was just hilarious. Not even humans had understood themselves completely, not in the version of Earth he'd lived on. These aliens didn't stand a chance! The Collector snorted with the hilarity of it, but mostly because it felt good to laugh. He'd not had enough laughter in his life, and this after-existence hadn't offered many opportunities for amusement either. Maybe that was about to change, and if it wasn't, he needed to make it.
"I guess I'll return to my normal attire then." The Messenger lifted a hand as if he was about to wave his clothing away.
"No!" The Collector lifted his hand to gain the man's attention.
"No?" Amusement made the Messenger grin.
"No, please, don't change it back. You got the look down perfectly."
"So why did you laugh?" The Messenger frowned.
"I don't know." The Collector was still chuckling, the amusement only fading slowly. "I guess the thought of humans on Earth being watched like specimens in a zoo sounded kind of funny now that I'm no longer in the zoo, so to speak. And then you made it worse by wanting to leave it to your colleague. But the funniest thing was the realization that you might stand a better chance at understanding humans than we ourselves do."
"Seriously? How's that possible?" The Messenger raised his eyebrows.
"I guess we aren't very good at self-observation, even worse at learning from our own mistakes." The Collector shrugged. It wasn't really a problem for him any longer, though at some stage he was going to ask to be allowed to take a peek back into his old life. Just to see what everyone was up to.
"And you think that's funny." The Messenger shook his head. "Oh well, to each his own, I guess. Humor is definitely not the same across universes and dimensions."
"Oh?" Now that was something he'd like to research at some stage. "Anyway, you said something about a run. Were you serious? Where would we go?"
"Well, it's not raining, so I guess we could go outside?" The Messenger rubbed his hands together in an amusingly human gesture.
"There's an outside?" The Collector sank back in his easy chair from the shock. "Why didn't anyone tell me?"
"Of course there is an outside. We are inside, so by definition there has to be an outside." The Messenger pointed at the window which showed a spectacular sunset. "Where did you think your view out of the window comes from?"
"I thought it was some sort of very clever movie or something." How embarrassing.
"Well, yes, that is how it started. But it's also real, if we want it to be, and your constant attention and observation have already changed it." The Messenger smiled. "Those sheep were a nice touch."
The Collector's mouth fell open. "I made the sheep appear?" He really would have to be careful about what he imagined next.
"Over time, yes. You aren't very accomplished at it yet, but the talent is undeniably there. We'll have to give you some training at some point, so you can make better use of it." The Messenger bounced on his feet. "So, are we running?"
"Try and stop me." The Collector jumped up then looked at his suit. "How do I get running clothes around here?"
The Messenger waved his hand and his gray full body suit changed into a gray running outfit. Thank God he'd been given a new body and didn't look too bad in it now.
"You'll have to teach me how to do that."
"Sure." The Messenger turned around and left through the door. "Come on, I'll show you the way."
The Collector followed into the bleak corridors that looked all too familiar. Maybe he needed to do some imaginative redecoration here as well? He grinned at the idea and turned right behind the Messenger. They were now walking toward the Hall of Collections, leaving his original arrival spot, the Hall of Welcome, behind them. It sat in murky half dark and the sight made him wonder whether it would just gradually fade away since they didn't need it anymore. He certainly didn't want to go back there!
The entrance to the Hall of Collections was straight ahead now and as imposing as the first time he'd been granted entrance. Twelve-foot-high double doors made of dark wood, or whatever substance they used here, had two huge golden doorknobs at about the height of his eyes. They made him feel small and insignificant, but that may have been the point. He couldn't wait to go in there again once the next book was ready for him. He'd been told he could read it inside the Hall this time, since the basics for his collection were now set up.
What he hadn't noticed last time was that the corridor may have ended right at the imposing doors, but it also continued to the right and the left. Funny he hadn't seen that before. It must have been the excitement of entering the Hall of Collections for the first time.
The Messenger took another right, and they soon came to the end of the corridor. It morphed into an elegant glass dome as large as half a football field, with a grandiose view of the landscape outside. The rays of the setting sun colored the sky in beautiful shades of red, orange, and pink, and the glass dome lit up in several places, showing rainbows in all shapes and sizes. He had to stop to enjoy the view.
"Beautiful!" The wildlife was nowhere to be seen, but the hills and mountains looked as peaceful as from his window. He could just see more of them from here. This would be an amazing place to sit and watch what was going on outside.
The Messenger smiled and walked toward their right where the faint outline of a door became more clearly visible the closer they came. It opened as if by magic (or sensor, he wasn't sure which) and they stepped into what felt a lot like cool, fresh mountain air.
This is going to be fun!
 
 
An hour later he wasn't convinced this run had been such a brilliant idea. Sure, the backdrop had been great, and he was certain it had done him some good, but he was exhausted. With sweat running down his back and dripping into his eyes from his forehead, he barely made it back into the dome.
Two towels had magically appeared on two wicker chairs that sat near the outer edge of the dome, turned toward the now darkening sky. Funny how the sunset had lasted while they ran. Must be an effect of my not wanting the day to end. They dried themselves off, and he was just about to ask for a shower when the Messenger waved his hand and not only made him feel clean, but he was suddenly dressed in his bodysuit again. So was the Messenger, his blue shimmering cape and everything back in place.
Not a moment too soon, for seconds later, the Observer and the Writer appeared in the doorway leading to the corridor.
"Glad you are back." The Observer grinned, showing off his white teeth. He made a sweeping motion, encompassing the whole dome. "How do you like our newest addition?"
"Pretty impressive. But I bet you're not here to admire the view." Well, hopefully that wasn't the reason they had come to find him. The Collector looked toward the Writer expectantly.
The most extravagant of the Chroniclers wore his bright white suit and cape with a certain artistic flair, and his long brown hair fell loosely around his round face today. His gold-rimmed glasses were slightly askew and exhaustion was written all over his face. The sheaf of papers he carried looked very promising.
"Once more, we have good news." The Observer pointed toward the roughly bound stack of paper in the Writer's hand. "The Writer has finished the second story of your collection, and it is ready for your reading and judgment."
"Good news indeed." He held out his hand, and this time the Writer gave it to him with far less hesitation.
"Amethysts of Wisdom." He let the title roll across his tongue. He'd liked it from the first time the Observer had mentioned it to him. "Is it another adventure story?"
"In a manner of speaking." The Writer didn't seem quite comfortable discussing his work. "You'll have to read it and judge for yourself, but personally, I think it's more of an exploration, more philosophical."
"As ever, we need your feedback so we can further refine our search criteria, if needed." The Observer refocused all of them on the matter at hand. "If you need any changes, please discuss them with the Writer."
"Got it. Same procedure as last time." He sat in one of the wicker chairs, crossed his legs, and began to read.
 
 
When he turned the last page and glimpsed the letters spelling 'The End' at the bottom, he sighed with a mixture of satisfaction that all had ended so well, and regret that this newest adventure was already over. Angus and Ayden's story had been as fascinating as Zachary and Zohar's, yet totally different. But he didn't want it to end any more than he'd wanted Garnets of Destiny to be finished.
As with the first book, there were a lot of aspects of the story-world he'd like to find out more about. Energy beings weren't something he had spent a great deal of time thinking about in his previous life, but the Amethysians certainly offered a lot of food for thought. Their ability to slip back and forth between different realities, as well as their knack for time travel surely offered almost endless possibilities.
"What's your verdict?" The Writer had found an additional wicker chair and was almost slipping off the front edge as he leaned toward the Collector.
"I loved it. Angus and Ayden finding true love and figuring out how to deal with their differences touched me deeply." If only he had someone like that in his life. He'd never admitted missing that, but staying in this place had begun to change him. "True love is more precious than the rarest of gemstones. And this story illustrates that really well."
"So we can add it to your collection?" The Writer still looked a little anxious.
"Yes, please." He cradled the manuscript in his arms, unwilling to give it up. "In fact, just like last time, I want to know what's next for these guys and this world."
"I'm glad you approve." The Observer looked pleased again, and the corners of his eyes crinkled with the force of his smile. "As for your request, I pretty much expected that, after you said the same thing last time. We're taking it under advisement and will try to figure out a way to make it happen for you. Try and stop our Writer; he loved your idea from the very start, and I bet he's secretly been working on the sequels already."
The Writer blushed but didn't deny it.
Yes! The Collector grinned. He wanted to see more Garnet and Amethyst stories, but he also wanted the next book in the main collection. Choices, choices.
"We cannot endanger the main collection's completion though." The Observer sounded very sure.
"And I wouldn't want to." The Collector leaned back in his chair, trying to relax after the intense excitement of reading the book. "If each of these stories is as different and exciting as the last, with a whole new world to go with it, I'd be stupid to interfere."
"Good, we all agree." The Observer rose. "Let's walk over to the Hall of Collections and put this book where it belongs, so you can set the basic version into the interactive display area for the Amethyst world. We'll add the audio and movie versions as soon as we can, but the games and 4D immersion mode will take a little longer, as you know."
The Collector nodded and led the way to the Hall of Collections. This time he was the one to push open the entrance doors, and he was relieved how relatively easy it was. They must be on some very well-oiled hinges.
He walked into the entrance area with its white, well-lit walls and high ceiling. The nine arches leading from the entrance area into the various corridors branching off into the distance were each neatly labeled. There was one main corridor each for stories, music, sculpture, and paintings to the left and three types of performance art to the right: singing, dancing, and acting, followed by a corridor for scents and one for food and drinks.
He swore that one of these days he really was going to explore all the other collection areas as well. The stories area he was getting more familiar with, since he had been in there before, but the other 'senses' beckoned as well.
"Welcome to my realm." The Keeper, decked out in his rainbow-colored suit and cape with the pearlescent sheen, exited his office in the corner of the entrance area and managed a smile. His short red curls and green eyes reminded the Collector of an Irishman, and his serious demeanor and the large bunch of old-fashioned keys clipped to his belt gave away the fact he was a guardian at heart.
"I'm glad to be back." The Collector tilted his head in greeting. He was not quite sure what to think of this guy yet, but he was friendly enough, so he'd give him a chance to 'thaw' a little over time. Some people just needed longer to open up, and the Chroniclers seemed to be no different.
"Let's go." The Keeper eyed the book as if he wanted to take over, but the Observer shook his head at him and the man stepped back.
Good! He wasn't ready to let it go.
He started walking again, the others right behind him, and soon their corridor widened into a large open area with alcoves containing the individual story collections, each meticulously labeled by the Keeper. That man did like everything to be neat and organized.
Finally they reached the Gemstone Chronicles alcove. Twelve beautiful cut-glass cubicles sat in a circle with a small marble fountain in their center. It was made entirely of crystal and had a wide rim to sit and rest on. A transparent gemstone sat in its middle, water bubbling out of its top and running into the basin. Twelve crystal strips ran from its edge to the cubicles, like pathways pointing visitors to the different display cases.
So far, only one cubicle was completely filled. It, as well as the narrow crystal strip connecting it with the fountain, had taken on the deep orange-red color of garnet. A bright spotlight shone down from the ceiling and made the whole display case shine and glitter like a finely cut piece of the valuable mineral.
A second cubicle right next to it had already been prepared. The strip connecting it to the fountain shone in the deep purple of amethyst, and a second bright spotlight illuminated the still-empty display case. It too looked like the giant gemstone it now represented.
"Can I put the book in there myself?"
"Well…" The Keeper looked highly uncomfortable.
"It is unusual, but not a problem in principle." The Observer stepped back and motioned toward the glass display cubicle.
"Thank you." The Collector smiled, walked up to the purple case, and put the book onto the little pedestal in the middle. Nothing else happened immediately, so he stepped back to admire his slowly growing collection.
"So, what's next?" He turned to the Observer.
"Aquamarine." The Observer smiled. "The next story will be called Aquamarines of Courage."
 
<> <> <> <> <>
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