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        In this book, the issue of alcohol abuse is raised, and the way it’s handled is based upon the experiences of people I know personally, and research on a wide range of treatments. Please keep in mind that this is fiction, and while I tried my utmost best to address the issues with respect and realism, I made artistic decisions that facilitated the progress of the story and the development of characters. No one’s life experiences will match that of someone else, even fictional characters—we all wear our scars differently, feel pain differently, and we all heal differently.

        There is no, one perfect universal intersectionality of life experiences.

      

      

      

      
        
        I want to thank the following people:

        Special thanks to Amanda, Janessa, and Jennifer for letting me kill you in spectacular ways. Hope it was as fun for you as it was for me.

        Thank you, Susan H., for the reminders of home and helping me find the best places to send our guys on their adventures.

        Thank you to my editor, Miranda Vescio, for her patience and the love she has for my characters.

        Thank you, Sloan Johnson and Heather C Leigh, for lending me your names to give to my characters.

        Thank you to Caer Jones for letting me pick your brain in relation to Tarot and reading the cards.

        And a special thank you to Nicholas L. Your magic helped bring the story to life.

        A special thanks to my Star. You let me crash on your futon for a week. You are the reason this book was finished.

      

      

      

      
        
        And a special shout out to Anu H, for winning the “Name the Hellhound” competition in my Fan Group on Facebook. Well done!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To everyone who keeps me motivated, keeps me functioning—thank you.

        I’d be getting nowhere fast without my friends and family.

      

      

      

      
        
        “The fool who persists in his folly will become wise.”

        -William Blake

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            A Sorcerer Walks into a Bar

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m having a serious case of déjà vu,” Angel grumbled, knocking open the door to the bar with a shoulder, leaving behind the damp, exhaust-laden late winter air for the stink of stale sweat and cheap booze.

      The bar was a human haunt, the one difference in this trip down memory lane. The seedy dive was dark, smoky, and filled with the malcontents of South Boston, and Angel let the shadowy patrons get a clear look at him before the door swung shut, blocking out the light from the street. Best they know who he was so he didn’t get a repeat of the last time he went into a bar after his brother. He gave it even odds someone in here would recognize him.

      Angel pulled out his cell, one eye on the few people brave enough to regard him with disfavor as he dialed Isaac. He waited a moment, and when he heard a grumble and the low tolling of church bells, he headed in that direction. He hung up halfway down the bar where Isaac was slumped over the wide surface fumbling with his pocket, trying to get his cell out.

      “Oh! Angie, you came,” Isaac slurred, dropping his hand to the bar, knocking into his glass; nearly empty, it reeked of cheap hops and watered-down beer. “Want a drink?”

      “Nah, I’m good,” Angel said softly, keeping an eye on his brother and the immediate crowd. He nodded at the hovering bartender. “My brother’s tab, please.”

      “Sure thing.” The bartender made haste for the register, no doubt increasing Isaac’s tab now that Angel was there. Isaac tended to disappear completely when he went on these binges, only taking his smartphone and wallet, though more times than not he conveniently forgot his wallet. Not that Isaac was hurting for cash—Angel was certain he did it so he had a reason to call him at the end of a long, lonely night of getting drunk.

      “This place is new,” Angel said, pulling out his wallet and tossing down a few twenties. He put his wallet back while giving the bar another quick once-over. “Not your usual venue.”

      “The vamps own my usual places,” Isaac belched, his exhaustion-smudged eyes blurry. Isaac was beautiful, even when drunk and surly. “They cut me off early. Had to go find someplace new.”

      “That happens when you decide to go drinking at your brother-in-law’s bars,” Angel frowned, withholding his exasperation and the accompanying sigh.

      A man sitting on a stool on Isaac’s far side eyed Angel, taking in his shorter-than-average-stature and the expensive cut to his clothes. He wasn’t a clotheshorse like Simeon or Daniel, but he bought quality clothing and made sure he was clean when he stepped out of the apartment. Angel gave the barfly a cocky smile and held his gaze until he turned away, mumbling into his beer. The bartender took Angel’s cash, and since he wasn’t expecting a place like this to give change, he turned Isaac on his seat and wrapped one of his arms over his shoulder. “C’mon, kiddo. Let’s go home.”

      Isaac was nearly a head taller than him, lanky and sleek with muscles, but his drunkenness left him limp and uncoordinated, so Angel held firm before they both toppled to the floor. Though it had been several months since he last dragged Isaac from a bar, it was still muscle memory at this point. Step after lurching step, he managed to get Isaac to the door, and Angel opened it with a judicious use of kinetic magic.

      The screech of wooden chair legs across the cement floor told him they were being followed, but he wasn’t worried. There were times he ended up brushing off a disgruntled sex worker who thought Isaac was an easy mark or breaking up a raucous group of revelers who thought Isaac's brand of snark too precious to part with while the alcohol was still flowing. This wouldn't be his first bar fight, certainly not while rescuing Isaac from himself.  First time dragging Isaac out of a strictly human establishment though, which was why the fools on their heels were following. If this was a strictly practitioner or supernat establishment, Angel would have been recognized, and Isaac as well. He wouldn’t be worried about getting jumped while trying to get Isaac home on his own.

      Though this time, he wasn’t alone.

      Angel and Isaac hit the street seconds before the curious barfly and two other men followed them out the door. Isaac tried to give warning, but he groaned and bent at the waist, vomiting across the wet sidewalk. Angel dodged the beer and bile mix, at the same time turning so he faced the three men advancing on them. He kept one hand buried in the collar of Isaac’s leather jacket and eyed their new friends.

      “Bad idea, guys.” Angel tried to warn them, but he got guffaws and wide, greedy grins in reply. One man, the barfly who sat next to Isaac, gave Angel a nasty examination with his rheumy eyes, making him want to throw up as well. He knew what the drunkard saw—short, slim guy in expensive clothing, who if not for the scruff on his jaw looked like a young, twenty-something co-ed. He didn’t look thirty, and while that was great on an average day, it was a handicap in situations like this. “Seriously, guys. One more step, and this is going to end up being the worst night of your lives.”

      “Pretty thing like you? Pshaw. Your lips are gonna look great stretched around my fat dick. Boys, I get the smaller one first. Roll the drunk, see what he’s got.”

      Angel sighed, not even bothering to look worried, and raised a shield quicker than thought between them and the three idiots.

      Chaos exploded on the narrow sidewalk.

      Blood flew in a wide arc, hissing and burning when it collided with the hellfire green of his shield. Angel yanked Isaac back, leaning them both against the rear of Simeon’s sexy Jaguar.

      Isaac peered into the shadows and burped again. “He’s fast.”

      “Vampires usually are,” Angel agreed, making sure to keep his hand on Isaac lest his brother take a header for the pavement.

      Screams and pleas filled the narrow street where the bar squatted between shuttered storefronts. A blur tossed one bleeding and broken drunkard after another back into the bar, the two of them squalling like wet cats when they landed in a pile just past the door. Angel caught a glimpse of shocked and frightened faces inside before the door swung shut with a thud. The third man begged and sobbed for mercy on his knees, slobbery with snot and tears. There was a rip in his shirt that exposed pasty skin and claws marks, blood was running in rivulets down his flabby abdomen.

      “Should I snap this one’s neck, my love? He was exceptionally rude,” Simeon growled, his Irish accent thicker than usual, his fangs dropped and brilliantly white in the pale moonlight. His vibrant emerald eyes glittered and reflected the light, their glow intense. Clad in his usual dark blue suit and shiny leather shoes, Simeon was a few thousand steps above the clientele of the seedy bar.

      “Hungry?” Angel called over, loud enough for the asshole to hear him over his own sobbing. Angel dropped his shield, and it dissipated with a wink of green light and smoke.

      “I don’t fancy drinking from the likes of him,” Simeon dismissed, the fool at his feet looking relieved for a brief second before Simeon spoke again. “I’d just as soon break his neck and drop his foul carcass in the gutter.”

      “I didn’t bring bail money,” Angel declared, and Isaac snorted back a laugh. Not that Simeon would get arrested for killing the human. His rank had more privileges than most. “I’ll leave his disposal up to you.”

      “No! Please! I’m sorry!” the guy begged, tears running from bloodshot eyes. Simeon lifted a hand, his scalpel-sharp claws extended, his hands having shifted from manicured elegance to predatory lethality with a swift thought. Sharp enough to score stone and eviscerate the sturdiest of fae, Simeon’s claws caught and held the terrified gaze of the man at his feet.

      The pungent scent of urine filled the air, and Angel wrinkled his nose in distaste. Isaac groaned, gagged, and bent over, spitting to the pavement. Simeon sighed and took a discrete step back from his victim. A subtle flex of his fingers had Simeon’s claws retracting, his eyes dimming, and his fangs pulling back into his gums, disguised again as pristine, human canines.

      Angel relaxed back, content to accept whatever decision Simeon made. Technically, his position as Elder in Boston’s only Bloodclan gave him the impunity and authority to use lethal force in the defense of his clan or mate.

      Angel was his mate.

      “You would have raped my mate,” Simeon stated, casual, tugging at his cuffs. “Assaulted the youngling as well, if given the chance, and robbed them. If they were normal mortals that is. Were I not here, I think you’d already be reduced to hot cinders, disintegrating in the wind.”

      The man kneeling on the pavement sent a nervous glance Angel’s way, skipping over the sagging Isaac. Bloodshot eyes returned to stare up at Simeon, the man clearly disbelieving. Simeon bent down, and whispered conspiratorially, “Surely you recognize them. No? Perhaps the name then. Salvatore?”

      Isaac gave a tortured laugh when the human’s eyes went wide, the man shaking with harsh tremors. The expression on his face would have been flattering if Isaac wasn’t three sheets to the wind and Angel’s patience evaporated from dealing with idiots.

      “I didn’t recognize you, Mr. Salvatore! Don’t turn me into a toad!”

      Humans.

      Angel rolled his eyes, stepping away from the Jag and popping the rear door. “In you get, kiddo.”

      Isaac went with a grumble, and Angel shut the door, trying not to slam it. Simeon called over to him, “What shall I do with our friend, a ghra?”

      “I’m partial to castration, but it’s up to you. I want to go home,” Angel responded over his shoulder as he got in the front passenger seat, shutting the door behind him with a solid thud.

      The lush interior muffled most exterior noise, and Angel watched in the side mirror as Simeon leaned down, snagging eye contact with the terrified human at his feet. A short moment later, the human’s eyes glazed over and he gave a slow nod. He went limp, slouching to the pavement, and Simeon stood. He turned his back on the human and walked around to the driver’s side of the Jag.

      Simeon got in, and a minute later, they were driving north, heading for Beacon Hill.

      “What…uumm, did you do? Ish he dead?” Isaac slurred, his little brother holding onto consciousness with maximum effort.

      Simeon was quiet for a long moment, and Angel could see his hands tighten on the steering wheel. Simeon glanced in the rearview mirror. “I told him to go to the nearest police precinct and admit to all sexual assaults he may have committed or participated in. He agreed, and once he’s able to stand, he should be on his way to the police.”

      “You charmed him?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s…good,” Isaac mumbled to himself then went quiet. A quick glance confirmed Isaac was passed out at last.

      Angel stared forward, eyes blind, too worked up to see the passing streets or traffic. Simeon’s cool, strong hand wrapped around his, joining them together over the center console and holding tight. The drive home felt like forever though it was less than thirty minutes at the late hour.

      “Mo ghra?”

      “Yeah?” Angel was quieter than usual as he did his best to hold back his emotions.

      “He needs help.” Simeon was blunt, but his tone was kind. There was a burning in Angel’s chest—frustration and anger, along with pain, all fighting to escape. Angel refused to break down. Not now, not in the car with his drunk baby brother in the backseat stinking of booze and smoke. The booze was obvious, but the smoke wasn’t from the bar—Isaac’s control was weak and his fire affinity was seeping out.

      “I know he does,” Angel replied, a stray, scalding hot tear escaping down a cool cheek, and he dashed it away angrily. “I’ve tried the nonjudgmental approach. I’ve tried not saying anything, just being there and letting him work things out on his own. I’ve tried telling him I don’t blame him for our family. He was only a child, thirteen years old and in no way responsible for our family’s slaughter. The wards at the Mansion may have been compromised, but all that did was hasten an end we would have faced, regardless. Instead of fighting a fruitless battle for a few hours, it was reduced to less than one.”

      “What did he say to that?”

      “His reply was if he hadn’t compromised the wards, they would have held out long enough for the magic of the coercion spell to poison the vampires, killing them off in enough numbers that our family might have been able to destroy the rest.”

      Angel bit the inside of his cheek, fisting his hand in Simeon’s grip, whole body taut and ready to snap. Logic was a bitch sometimes; how to argue that point? The Salvatore family’s destruction came down to one basic fact—they were overrun, outnumbered, and maybe, if the wards had held out longer, more of them may have survived.

      Maybe—but “maybes” were never enough.

      Angel’s own experience and knowledge beat down his pain, and he could see clearer than Isaac.

      The Salvatore Massacre may have been hastened by Isaac’s childish tampering of the wards, but Isaac did not kill their family. Their deaths were not on his hands. The wards were antiquated, and though routinely tended, they were not maintained often enough, nor improved upon. The wards were laid down centuries before by their forefather when he built the Mansion, and his family had the bad habit of thinking everything done by the illustrious founder of the American branch of Salvatores was perfect. In short, the wards were old, and they collapsed under the magical weight of over a hundred, frenzied vampires, many of whom were exceptionally powerful—and rendered mindless by the coercion spell, which meant they flung themselves at the wards repeatedly, heedless of the damage and injuries to themselves. The entire Bloodclan, but for one, had descended upon the Mansion, from city master to fledgling. The vampire army sent for their family broke through the wards and swarmed the house, all in a matter of minutes.

      It would have happened. It was inevitable. And Isaac having spent the last ten years trapped in a cycle of guilt and pain broke Angel's heart. He raised Isaac—how could he not see the injuries guilt and grief branded into Isaac’s very soul? He knew even his own guilt was pointless, but he carried it nonetheless.
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      Simeon carried an unconscious Isaac up the rear stairs of their apartment building, Isaac big enough that it was a tight fit going around the landings at each floor. Angel wearily plodded up the stairs behind them, thinking hard about what he should do. He knew what he wanted to do—lock Isaac away and force him to see a therapist, but that wasn’t logical and would only make things worse.

      Angel raised Isaac after their family’s death, and aside from the late Greg Doyle’s wretched influence, Angel never really needed to be the disciplinarian in their relationship. Isaac went to public school with non-magical human children, did his homework, sullenly but dutifully took lessons from Angel in sorcery, and in general, didn’t act up…except for drinking binges.

      Isaac, from about the age of sixteen on, would get horribly drunk about every three to five months, catching up on months’ worth of drinking in one night. Isaac rarely drank casually. Angel only ever saw him drunk when he was fishing Isaac out of a bar somewhere. After the first few times of unsuccessfully trying to keep Isaac from his boyfriend Greg—who always supplied the alcohol and led them into mischief—Angel resorted to magically tracking Isaac. That didn’t last long either. Isaac may not actively use his gifts to the degree Angel did, but he was still a capable and knowledgeable sorcerer, and the spells and charms Angel put on his little brother rarely lasted. Of course, once Isaac turned eighteen, Angel stopped trying to track Isaac’s every move.

      Angel refused to let Greg Doyle in his apartment after he caught the man stealing some family antiques, and it took Isaac screaming at him for Angel to back down from eviscerating the loser on the spot after the night he was forced to bail them both out of jail for public intoxication. Greg Doyle was a thief, a drunkard, a belligerent asshole, and the worst thing to happen to Isaac, but the man had loved his little brother. At least, Angel hoped he had, for Isaac’s sake. Angel feared Doyle loved Isaac as much for himself as he did the depths of the Salvatore trust funds. He knew better than to say it to Isaac though—he learned early on trying to force Isaac and Greg Doyle apart was asking for more rebellion.

      Sorry the man was dead, but glad he was gone from Isaac’s life, Angel opened the door to his apartment and held it wide, letting Simeon enter with his snoring bundle.

      “Is he okay,” a tentative voice asked.

      The young blond man anxiously hovering in the archway to the kitchen stirred Angel’s protective instincts. He held back the urge to offer some comfort and told the truth. “Isaac’s drunker than shit and passed out on the way home. Dive bar, full of humans eager for Simeon to beat them up.”

      Daniel bit his lush lower lip, dark eyes sparkling with concern as he watched Simeon carry Isaac into the hall bathroom. “Should I help?”

      Angel shrugged, leaving it up to Daniel. He tapped the wall, the wards revving all the way up, as he had no intention of leaving again until it was time for work. “Simeon can handle Isaac. You and Isaac are about the same size and manhandling a drunk, cranky sorcerer is hard enough. Besides, Simeon has no problem with taking a cold shower.”

      A sharp yelp and a slew of expletives came down the hall from the bathroom, Isaac obviously awake, the shower running. Isaac shouted at Simeon, who responded with a low grumble that brook no argument. Angel slowly made his way into the kitchen, slumping onto a stool at the island in the center of the room. He leaned over, stretching out his back and dropping his head on his forearms.

      A gentle hand landed in his hair, the longer locks parting as Daniel offered him quiet support and comfort. The boy—the young man—was far gentler than either Salvatore brother or Simeon, and Angel would not take such casual touching from just anyone. His apprentice wasn’t just anyone though. Daniel managed to calm Angel simply by his presence, much like Simeon could. Where Simeon let Angel relax because his mate could take his burdens on his wide shoulders, Daniel reminded Angel that not everything was a burden—some things could be joyous. Daniel was shy and sweet, a gentle soul.

      “It’s worse this time, isn’t it?” Daniel’s words were soft, and Angel gave a short nod with his face still buried in his arms. “What will you do?”

      “I don’t know if there is anything I can do.” A sharp, short tug to his hair made him swear, before the tender carding resumed.

      “You never give up, Angel. Don’t start now.”

      Angel lifted his head and gave his apprentice a wry smile before groaning and sitting upright on the stool. “There’s a place I want to send him.”

      “Rehab?” Daniel wasn’t slow or stupid—he knew Angel well enough now to guess. Angel nodded, and Daniel left his hair alone and went around the island, sitting on the stool opposite.

      “It’s a specialized rehab and recovery center for practitioners. They specialize in hardcore addictions, like fairy dust or blood magic.” Daniel blanched, and Angel huffed out a short chuckle.  “Somehow, alcohol abuse and binge drinking qualify under conditions they treat, along with the more mortal addictions like advanced alcoholism and heroin addiction, things like that.”

      “What is this place? I didn’t know it was possible to treat things like blood magic addiction.”

      Angel dug for a red apple from the glass bowl in the center of the island, taking a bite before he answered. “Actually, saving a human practitioner from blood magic addiction has a small success rate—less than ten percent—but this place has the highest success rate of all the clinics I researched. Their recovery rate averages around twenty percent. Local, too. Nevermore Clinic and Rehabilitation Center.”

      Daniel blinked at him, surprised. “Twenty percent recovery rate? That’s better than the zero I always assumed. If they can treat blood magic addiction, Isaac’s drinking shouldn’t be an issue for them.”

      A shout and a solid thump interrupted them then the bathroom door opened with a bang against the wall. Angel sighed and rubbed his forehead as he listened to Isaac storm out of the bathroom and down the hall. A bedroom door slammed shut, and silence descended over the apartment. Daniel gave him a weak smile and shrug, fidgeting, clearly uncomfortable.

      “Get some rest, kiddo. Goodnight,” Angel reached across the island and squeezed Daniel’s hands in thanks then dragged his weary self from the stool. He took a one more bite from his apple and tossed the core into the trash as he left the kitchen.

      “Goodnight, Angel.” Daniel’s parting following him into the junction where hallway met living room.

      The hallway bathroom was empty, the light out. Angel leaned a bit and could see there was no light coming from under Isaac’s door. Maybe his little brother would go to sleep and wake up sober.

      Angel made for his bedroom, sneaking through his own door before shutting and locking it behind him. The shower was running in the en suite bathroom, and Angel stripped as he headed that way. Placing his bespelled sweater on top of the armoire, the rest of his clothes ended up littering the floor and his athame on a chair beside the bathroom door. He was naked by the time he opened the shower stall and joined Simeon under the hot spray.

      Simeon’s auburn hair was darkened by the water, the longish strands brushed back by fingers to curl down his neck, obscuring the dark blue-green lines of the tattoos branching upwards in random patterns from his collarbone and shoulder blades. Angel pressed himself to Simeon’s front, water crashing down over his head, and he closed his eyes for a moment, leaning his full weight on Simeon’s warmed chest. He blinked them open, giving Simeon a small smile and a tiny kiss to the underside of his chin.

      Simeon absorbed and reflected heat, like animated metal, and the chill to be found in the surrounding tiles was banished by his lover’s inherent magic. Angel licked a thick, pink scar that ran in a jagged line through one of the ancient designs above Simeon’s heart, the healed wound older than the city in which they lived. Simeon was perfectly frozen at the peak of his mortal life, the tattoos and scars the remnants of his brutal and violent human past. They were layered over smooth, pale skin and chiseled muscles that drew the eye and sped the heart.

      Hands cupped Angel’s hips, pulling him closer. A hard, thick cock pressed against Angel’s abs, and Angel hummed in appreciation as he nipped and nibbled his way down Simeon’s chest. A quiet murmur in Irish Gaelic was barely audible over the rushing of the shower, but the lust turning Simeon’s emerald eyes to fiery gems told Angel his ministrations were welcome.

      Angel knelt on the tiles, water eddying around his knees. He blinked away water until Simeon moved himself to block most of the spray. Leaning forward, he licked the broad head of Simeon’s hard cock. The thick length rose from a neatly trimmed thatch of dark red curls; the skin flushed a deep pink, and the foreskin pulled back from the head. A clear drop of precum beaded on the slit, and Angel licked it away, humming in delight at the salty taste. Simeon hissed, and Angel welcomed the hands carding through his hair, urging him forward. He slowly, and with great care, swallowed down his lover’s thick cock until he had the whole of it buried in his mouth and encroaching down his throat.

      Simeon swore softly, his fingers tightening in Angel’s hair. Angel hummed, making Simeon growl, the sound blending with the cascading water. He tried pulling back, but Simeon held him frozen, unable to breathe, his eyes watering. Angel waited, lungs complaining until Simeon released him. Angel paid him back, sliding the thick cock in and out of his mouth in long, deep motions, working his tongue along the underside. Simeon filled his mouth with thick, salty precum, and Angel worked the slit, wanting more. He wrapped his hand around Simeon’s full, heavy balls and slid a lone finger behind them, pushing up, massaging the sensitive flesh as he continued to suck and lick, alternating deep-throating and humming on the hard cock filling his mouth.

      It didn’t take long before Simeon was hissing through clenched fangs and clawed fingers scored the tiled walls, Angel more than satisfied at making Simeon lose his cool. Angel worked his own dick as he swallowed down Simeon’s release, and he soon joined his lover in post-orgasmic bliss, panting loudly as he leaned on a solidly muscled thigh. Their joined release washed away in the cooling spray.

      Angel tilted his head back and gave Simeon a wavering smile, breathing hard. Simeon ran his fingers over Angel’s lips, the touch delicate and somehow conveying how thankful he was, his pale skin flushed with pink, fangs glinting in the overhead shower light.

      “Adhair mé tú,” Simeon whispered.

      I adore you.
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            Can I Dragon Today?

          

        

      

    

    
      Angel rubbed a towel over his familiar, the emerald scales shining and polished. “I bought that oh-so-expensive salon shampoo as a birthday present for Simeon, and you go ahead and use the whole bottle in a bubble bath. In the bathroom sink, no less. You smell like pine trees and peppermint candy.”

      Eroch rolled on his back, long tail curling around Angel’s forearm as he rubbed the little dragon’s belly. The size of a small house cat, Eroch was both adorable and annoying. And dangerous, though the wee beastie was doing his best to be cute and harmless as he slow-blinked dandelion yellow eyes and rumbled in a chirring purr that would shame real cats. Angel chuckled, tickling the lighter green of the scales along Eroch’s belly, making sure to get every bit of water, as Eroch had a bad habit of shaking the excess in all directions.

      Morning light filled the room, the day breaking warmer than the one before. Sunlight danced over his bed, the bedding in disarray and half on the floor. The shower still ran, Simeon rinsing off the excess soap an excited Eroch decided to drip all over the vampire after his own morning bath. They might have showered the night before, but after hours of sweating and coming, they both needed to clean up.

      Angel grinned and wrangled Eroch back onto his feet so he could run the towel over the wee beastie’s leathery wings. Eroch chirped and held them out, fully stretched, one at a time, catching the light and reflecting like gemstones. The little beast held a special place in Angel’s heart, and it was times like this he realized how surreal his life was—far as he knew, Eroch was the only dragon left in this universe. Eroch had been summoned from a different dimension, and when Angel freed him from the geas that bound him as a demonic slave, Eroch chose to remain instead of returning to his home dimension.

      Angel tossed the damp towel at the hamper and scratched the top of Eroch’s head, the dragon pushing up into his hand. Eyes closed, miniscule bursts of smoke escaping as he made an endearing combination of a chirp and purr, Eroch soaked up the loving. “Do you miss home, wee beastie? You’ve been here a long while now.”

      Eroch opened one brilliant yellow eye, tilting his head back as if to get a better view of Angel’s face. Angel stilled his scratching, and Eroch butted his hand, making him continue. “Is that a yes or no?”

      Eroch sighed, as only a dragon could, exasperation expressing as smoke. Angel chuckled and pushed himself to his feet from where he had been kneeling beside the bed. Eroch leapt, not even needing to flap his wings before he landed on Angel’s shoulder. Angel’s chuckle turned to a laugh, and he let his familiar settle himself in his customary position about Angel’s neck, for all the world looking like an ancient wizard’s oversized torc.

      “I guess that’s a no. Or maybe you’re home already?” Angel mused as he left his bedroom and headed for the kitchen. Eroch vibrated around his neck, tail tickling under his chin. Angel was glad someone in this apartment was happy with how things were going.

      “Danny, man, do you have to be so loud?” Isaac grumbled, head in his hands and an untouched steaming cup of tea sitting in front of him on the kitchen island. Daniel fussed at the stove, scrambling eggs while bacon sizzled. Daniel gave Angel a wary glance when he entered, grabbing plates from the cupboard and setting the island up for breakfast. Isaac groaned but held his tongue when he saw Angel was in the room.

      “I’d ask how your head was, but I can see you’re in marvelous form,” Angel declared, nudging Isaac’s stool over so he could have room. The screech of the wooden legs across the floor made Isaac moan louder and turn a novel shade of green. “If you’re gonna puke, hold it until you get to the bathroom.”

      “Gross,” Daniel whispered, looking green himself as Isaac shot up from his seat and staggered for the bathroom. The door shut, and the muted sounds of retching made it past Daniel’s groans of dismay. His apprentice was a sympathetic puker.

      Angel sat, gleefully rubbing his hands together as Daniel piled his plate high with cheesy scrambled eggs and slices of bacon. Eroch slipped from around his neck and sat primly beside Angel’s plate, expectantly eyeing the bacon. “That’s my bacon, mister mooch. Get your own.”

      Eroch sniffed at him, dandelion-yellow eyes wide and suddenly sad, and Daniel giggled. Angel maintained his glare, trying not to break. “No, not falling for it. Go eat some pigeons.”

      There was more sad sniffing. A tiny head tilt then a pathetic, patented wee beastie whimper came forth, and Angel caved. “Fine! By Hecate, you’re spoiled rotten.” Angel grabbed a whole slice of bacon goodness and handed it to Eroch, who promptly went from pathetic to smug. “Damn beastie.”

      Angel dug into his eggs, ignoring Daniel’s laughter from across the island. Daniel turned off the stove, setting a plate with about half the food on it at Isaac’s seat before sitting himself and eating.

      “What set him off?” Angel asked Daniel, eyes on Eroch as he ate the bacon with contented chirps. “I got the call from him while we were at the Tower.”

      Daniel stirred his tea, biting his lip and looking anywhere but at Angel. He ate, willing to wait. Daniel responded best to patience.

      “I asked Isaac what was wrong,” Daniel replied, one eye on the entrance to the kitchen. He spoke quietly, perhaps wary of Isaac’s temper. “It’s been a while now since the serial killings with the fae and then the weird case with the graverobbers and the zombies. Isaac has been acting chaotic since then, and I just couldn’t take anymore of seeing him act…so…so wounded.”

      “Did he tell you?” Angel crunched on his last piece of bacon, the apartment quiet. Angel couldn’t hear anything, but it didn’t mean Isaac wasn’t listening, or Simeon wasn’t nearby. The only soundproofing spells were on the bedrooms.

      Daniel nodded, his beautiful dark eyes full of worry. “I feel so bad.”

      “For Isaac? He carries the guilt on his own. More than he deserves. I carry guilt too, but he feels it more keenly.”

      “He shouldn’t feel bad about your family’s murders at all!” Daniel gasped out, a stray tear escaping before his apprentice struggled to compose himself. Angel pushed his plate away and gave Daniel his full attention. “Neither should you!”

      “Daniel?” The outburst was unusual. Daniel was sweet-tempered and kind, almost too shy, and such a reaction hinted at deeper emotions than his apprentice typically showed the world.

      A thick lock of blond hair fell across Daniel’s forehead, bright in the morning light shining through the living room windows. Daniel fidgeted with a teaspoon, spreading a few drops of Earl Grey across the scarred wood of the island.

      “I don’t understand you. Either of you,” Daniel whispered. Eroch lifted his head and stared hard at Daniel, Angel holding his breath. “Why do you feel guilty? How? It was…”

      “It was what, Daniel?”

      “My family murdered yours.” Dark, troubled eyes lifted back to Angel’s, and the confusion in the young man’s tone was painful to hear. “My father, my mom, my uncles…they killed your family. They killed a whole bloodclan too. If anyone is going to feel guilty, it should be me.”

      Angel opened his mouth to deny even the thought as Daniel was only ten years old at the time. The appearance of a tall, lanky figure in the archway interrupted them, and Daniel jerked when Isaac slouched with a heartfelt groan back onto his stool.

      “Danny,” Isaac groaned out, looking somehow even worse than he did before he ran from the room to puke. His brother’s long hair in its edgy cut flopped like a dead animal, his skin pallid, his numerous tattoos standing out even more starkly on his bare arms. “Danny, that’s just stupid.”

      Daniel’s cheeks flushed red, and he glared at Isaac. Isaac just waved him off and picked at his plate, Eroch perking up as more bacon slices appeared on his radar. Angel sipped his tea, eyeing his brother and his apprentice. Daniel spoke at last, conviction making his words drop like stones in a pond. “Not any more stupid than you are feeling guilty about the Massacre.”

      Angel choked, tea dribbling down his chin. He grabbed a napkin and gawked at his apprentice. Daniel flushed even darker but stared Isaac down when a hint of smoke coiled over Isaac’s fingers. Isaac’s anger heated the space between them, the air wavering. Angel’s heart rate increased as he watched his little brother warily, but Isaac held his power back. A snap of hot grease from Isaac’s plate broke the standoff, and Isaac closed his eyes, drawing his wayward power back inside. The aroma of hot bacon filled the air, and Eroch crawled over plates and cups in his mission to acquire more bacon. Isaac pushed his plate away and Eroch fell on it like a ravening monster, all three of them watching the dragon instead of addressing the conversational sword dangling over their heads.

      Isaac didn’t say anything, just watched Eroch devour his breakfast. Even with a shower and a change of clothes, the alcohol Isaac consumed the night before exuded from his pores. Stale beer and cheap liquor battled with Earl Grey tea and bacon, turning Angel’s stomach. Isaac burped quietly into his hand, excusing himself with a wince.

      “This can’t go on, Isaac.”

      His brother didn’t respond. He didn’t expect him to, not really. He tried again. “Isaac, I love you.”

      That got a reaction—a whole body flinch that brought some life back into his brother’s eyes for a split second. Then Isaac drooped, dragging a hand through his hair. It was a whisper, but he responded. “I love you, too, Angie.”

      “Do you think you need to stop?” Angel risked asking, heart thumping. “Can you stop?”

      “I don’t…maybe?” Isaac whispered, and Angel held tight to his optimism, reining it in. “This is hard.”

      Angel nodded, though Isaac wasn’t looking anywhere but at Eroch. Daniel was quiet, immobile, watching with wide eyes and nervously biting his lower lip. “I don’t know what to say to you, Isaac. I’m not equipped, I have no idea how to help you—except to say I love you, I forgive you, and I want you to get help.”

      Isaac nodded, a short dip of his chin that, nevertheless, made him wince from the movement.

      “Help won’t work unless you’re willing.” Even Angel knew that. He wouldn’t call Isaac an alcoholic, maybe not yet but certainly soon; the destructive behaviors were there, and he had no doubt Isaac was building up to it. Binge drinking could be just as deadly as chronic abuse. Isaac wouldn’t change unless he wanted to.

      “What do you want from me?” Isaac snapped, a brief flash of temper extinguished quickly.

      “I want what I’ve always wanted for you,” Angel said, and he risked putting a hand on Isaac’s wrist, squeezing. “I want you happy and healthy and safe.”

      The first tear broke his heart, the second and third his resolve. He grabbed Isaac, pulling his brother to his chest, pressing Isaac’s face to his shoulder. Daniel got up, gathering a subdued Eroch from the table before slipping quietly from the kitchen. Isaac sobbed, a wet sound full of frustration as much as pain, and Angel buried his face in his brother’s hair, holding tight.

      He held Isaac long enough for his shirt to get soaked with tears. He sighed, rubbing a hand up and down Isaac’s spine, feeling the knobs of his vertebrae. His brother was losing weight he couldn’t spare. Isaac pretended to be fine—smiling when he should, laughing and making jokes. Teasing Milly for her fae obsession, sneaking into Daniel’s room at night to watch werewolf porn. Normal twenty-something behavior. Then there were the nights Isaac snapped, reached for a bottle and went looking for trouble to end the pain. Yet he always called Angel in time to save him.

      Angel was afraid the night might come when Isaac didn’t call him for help. That, instead, he would get an unexpected visit from O’Malley early one morning, grief in his eyes and whiskey voice rough with regret, telling him his little brother was dead.

      “I’m broken,” Isaac whispered, still curled up, fingers gripping at Angel’s sides.

      “We’re both a little broken, Isaac.” Angel kissed Isaac’s hair, his own tears falling.

      “I can’t…I don’t want to be…this anymore.”

      Angel gently pushed Isaac upright, gripping his shoulders, eye to eye. Isaac’s face was red and blotchy with wet cheeks and a runny nose. His eyes were dark and so full of pain Angel bit back a sob of his own. His own words came out rough with tears. “Tell me what you want, Isaac.”

      “I want…” Isaac stumbled on the words. He squeezed his eyes shut, more tears running down his face, lips twisted in a grimace. “I want to not feel like this anymore. I want this to stop.”

      “Do you want it to stop enough to get help?” Angel asked. “Do you want help? You must do something, or you’ll never have a chance to let this guilt and grief go before it devours you.”

      He tightened his grip on Isaac’s shoulders, hoping. Isaac dropped his head, wiping furiously at his face. “Yeah.”

      “Look at me and say it louder,” Angel ordered softly. Isaac gave a heartbreaking cry of frustration, but he lifted his head and met Angel’s eyes.

      “Yes. I want help,” Isaac replied.

      “Thank you,” Angel breathed out, grabbing Isaac back to him and hugging him as hard as he could. “Thank you.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Nevermore Clinic and Rehabilitation Center was cleverly disguised as an old Georgian-style mansion nestled in a fenced, wooded lot in Revere. It was a decent haul to the north and across the river with a stop at a café that was over before Angel was ready. Simeon parked the car in the visitors’ lot and turned off the engine.

      Isaac was in the backseat, a small duffel stuffed with clothing the only thing he had with him. Angel eyed the stone-encased lobby with tall glass doors and wide windows, distrustful and eager to get this over with all at once. He wasn’t even the prospective patient, he couldn’t even imagine how Isaac was feeling.

      “Are we getting out?” Isaac asked, subdued but with a small hint of his usual sarcasm. Angel sighed, but he undid his belt and opened his door, the others following.

      The sun had set an hour before, and thankfully, Simeon was free to take them, since Angel was teetering on the edge of despair and hope. Angel didn’t know if he would have been capable of taking Isaac to rehab in a cab. Simeon didn’t even assume otherwise—he just waited by the door of the apartment, keys in hand, talking to Daniel quietly while Angel helped Isaac pack. Eroch, who usually went with Angel everywhere, stayed behind this time with Daniel, since the apprentice would be alone in the apartment. Isaac hadn’t asked Daniel to come along and Daniel, more perceptive than people gave him credit for, didn’t ask to come. Daniel gave Isaac a tight, swift hug at the door, dashing tears from his eyes, but mostly gave smiles and promises to visit when Isaac was allowed outside company. Isaac merely nodded and left without a word, Angel and Simeon trudging along in his wake down the back stairs.

      They approached the front doors, the glass was etched with a stylized raven and oak tree. Wards hummed just at the edges of his senses, and the air crackled when the protections reacted to Angel’s magic. The wards were powerful, incredibly so, for them to be so reactive when powered down. Angel spared them a swift internal glance as Simeon opened the door for them.

      The wards were two-fold and contained sets for preventing entry and for preventing egress, which was a tricky and fine distinction, the opposite of many wards used on private property and high-risk locations. Many places with powerful wards only had them designed to keep people out, not to keep people in. It made sense to Angel, though, considering Nevermore Clinic specialized in blood magic addiction. Blood magic addicts, in the middle to late stages, became predatory and violent in search for magic to steal, even from unwilling donors—people were murdered quite often, and in grisly ways. Blood magic addiction, once left too long and in the last stage, was fatal. The violent behaviors would appear infrequently in sporadic bursts during the early and middle stages.

      The lobby was bright with neutral tones of gray, off whites, and soft river stone accents on the walls and floor. It had a quiet, almost church-like atmosphere, the wide, high space full of paintings depicting New England shores and quaint towns, and ample, comfortable-looking seating.

      A tall, thin woman in a conservative beige pantsuit clipped her way to them almost immediately, the only splash of color a deep pink silk scarf at her neck and a gold name badge over her heart. Her dark blond hair was pulled back in a tight bun at the nape of her neck, and she wore no jewelry.

      “Mr. Salvatore, Mr. Salvatore,” she said with a prim, tight smile, nodding to Angel and then Isaac, before addressing Simeon. Her blue eyes sparked for a second with interest, but none of it leaked into her professional tone, “and Elder Ó Daimhín, a pleasure.”

      Angel’s brows got lost in his hairline when she addressed Simeon by his seldom used surname—Angel had never heard it spoken by anyone other than Simeon and only knew it because he asked one night after a marathon of sex during after-coitus conversation. He couldn’t even pronounce it correctly, and this stranger rattled it off like she was reciting a favorite latte order. Whoever did the data farming for Nevermore needed a raise.

      “My name is Nadine Masters,” she continued, smiling without showing her teeth. “I’m the Family and Patient Outreach Coordinator here at Nevermore Clinic. I’ll process Isaac through intake and I’ll be able to answer whatever questions you and your family may have.” Nadine gave Angel a quick glance and a short nod, but kept her focus mostly on Isaac, which earned her some bonus points from Angel. He wanted Isaac to feel like he was in charge of his recovery, and most people tended to ignore Isaac when Angel was in the room. “If you’ll follow me to my office, we’ll get the paperwork started and see if we can’t make this as easy as possible.”

      Angel stepped aside and let Nadine gently guide Isaac across the lobby, Simeon and Angel following behind. Simeon took his hand; his lover’s fingers cool until Angel’s own body heat warmed the vampire’s flesh. Angel gratefully squeezed Simeon’s hand, holding tight.

      Nadine’s office was in the same color scheme as the lobby, her office overlooking a wide courtyard lit by tall iron torches. Angel could see a hint of hedges and neat concrete paths meandering between tended flowerbeds awaiting warmer days.

      Isaac was ushered into a plush loveseat, and instead of sitting at her desk, Nadine grabbed a thick folder and sat next to Isaac, turning her body to face the younger Salvatore, who eyed her with bemusement. Isaac didn’t interact with many people—bartenders aside. If he wasn’t in a bar or getting dragged to Angel’s office to help with tutoring sessions, his normal people time was limited.

      Angel sat nearby in a chair that was a real antique, his privileged upbringing having some uses. The piece of shiny polished wood and dark blue velvet was likely older than most of the buildings in Boston. Simeon stood at Angel’s shoulder, one large hand a reassuring weight on his shoulder.

      Nadine was efficient. She had the paperwork filled out and signed in remarkable time, Isaac’s reticence falling away enough to show a glimmer of interest in the proceedings. Some of the forms she passed over to Angel to sign, a sleek bone and steel fountain pen appearing from somewhere.

      “Isaac.” Nadine gave Isaac a small smile, folding her hands other themselves and addressing him directly. “Since this is considered a medical facility, and you are here for treatment, your brother is listed as your next of kin. I do not foresee any issues arising from your stay here, but do you have any issues with your older brother having responsibility for you if you cannot decide for yourself?” Nadine asked, making it sound like she asked such things every day.

      Angel read the form—a standard next of kin notification, much like he had in place already at local hospitals for his mate, apprentice, and brother. Angel signed without hesitation—he had raised Isaac, and this was just another part of it. Isaac shook his head once and signed the form when Angel handed it back.

      “Excellent,” Nadine said with a tight smile, though her blue eyes were soft with compassion. “Just to reiterate what we went over with your older brother on the phone, you’ll be here for an initial thirty-day program. Depending on how you react to treatment and your therapy sessions, you may either be leaving on the thirtieth day or signing on for another thirty days. If that happens, it’s not a mark against you. There is no failing at treatment unless you don’t try. Staying longer merely means you recognized you needed it and decided to continue. We will not pressure you to stay or to go—this treatment program is all about helping you get healthy; emotionally, mentally, and physically. Any questions?”

      “Not really,” Isaac said quietly, running a fingertip over the paperwork in his lap. He sent Angel a quick glance before looking at Nadine, worrying his lower lip in his teeth. “If I decide to leave—can I? You won’t stop me?”

      Angel opened his mouth to say something, but Simeon tightened his grip on his shoulder, and Angel shut his mouth with a soft snap. Nadine didn’t appear put off or upset by the question at all, and she shook her head before answering. “Isaac, this is not a prison. We do have curfews, strict rules about visitors and the like, and a restricted section, but you are here willingly, without a court order or doctor’s referral, which means you can leave whenever you want. I hope you decide to stay the full course, but we will not make you stay. Treatment will only be successful if you want it.”

      “The wards we crossed,” Isaac replied, narrowing his eyes. “Those are pretty serious.”

      “Yes,” Nadine answered, not denying it. “As I am sure you know, we treat blood magic addiction here at Nevermore. All patients here for blood magic addiction are kept in a secure wing, away from the general patient population, but the wards are there in case of emergency. We believe in having more precautions in place rather than coming up short if something happens. You’ll get a dormitory briefing on drills and the like before we get you settled into your room. Which, by the way, your brother,” she smiled at Angel before turning back to Isaac, “has paid for a private suite with your own restroom. You’re in the garden suite on the far side of the complex from the secure wing, so no cause to worry about any potential emergencies.”

      “No hot tub?” Isaac quipped, but Angel could see the emotion swimming in Isaac’s eyes before he blinked hard.

      “In your room, no, but we have a few hot tubs in the pool area,” Nadine said with a smile, and Isaac sighed, tension leaving him slowly but gradually.

      “A pool? Can I stay, too?” Angel finally spoke, and Isaac rolled his eyes at him. Angel used to be on the swim team when he was a teenager and spent a couple nights a week at the YMCA pool a few blocks from the apartment.

      “Get your own rehab,” Isaac said with a crooked smile. Angel grinned back at his brother, fighting as hard as he could not to cry.

      Nadine stood, gathering the signed paperwork into the folder and taking it to her desk. She locked it away in a drawer and came back to Isaac with a key in her hand on a small chain and wooden tag shaped like a feather. She gave it to Isaac, who accepted it with a short nod, swinging his duffel bag over his shoulder. Angel got to his feet, and suddenly, it was time.

      Simeon, without a word, rubbed Angel’s shoulder then walked to the door, collecting Nadine with a glance. She caught on quickly and left the room with a small smile, following Simeon out to the lobby.

      Isaac tightened his grip on his bag, knuckles whitening around the shoulder strap. Angel breathed out, fighting the urge to put his hands in his pockets.

      “It’s not forever.”

      Angel blinked, surprised. “What’s not?”

      Isaac grinned, a crooked smile that lifted one corner of his mouth, eyes crinkling in the first real sign of humor in hours—hell, months. “I’m not leaving, never to return. This isn’t goodbye. This is an, ‘I’ll see you later.’”

      “Right.” Angel nodded, hands suddenly shaking. “So…I’ll see you later?” It came out more of a question than he wanted, and Isaac chuckled, ducking his head, dark hair flopping across his brow.

      Angel couldn’t figure out what to do. His feet refused to move, his legs dead weight. He was even more surprised when Isaac dropped his bag onto the coffee table and took the few steps to reach Angel, and without any awkwardness, pulled him into a hug.

      Angel grabbed Isaac back, tight as he could, and held on. Isaac clung, and Angel hugged his little brother, squeezing his burning eyes, refusing to cry or show worry.

      “I’ll be okay,” Isaac whispered in his ear. “I promise.”

      “You better,” Angel said, voice tight, fighting so hard to hold his teeming emotions in check. “You need me, call. I don’t care what I’m doing, I’ll be here.”

      Isaac nodded, a couple dips of his chin digging into Angel’s shoulder. Isaac surreptitiously brushed away moisture from his eyes, leaning back, gently disengaging from the embrace.

      “See ya soon, kiddo,” Angel said with a small smile, backing out of the room. Isaac tucked his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels, giving Angel a short nod, his eyes glimmering.

      Angel grabbed the doorknob, opening the door and walking into Simeon’s ready embrace.

      He didn’t remember leaving Nevermore or getting in the car. Simeon held his hand the entire way home as tears ran freely down Angel’s face.

      Hope was painful. His whole body ached with it.
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      “What do you mean, I got a letter?” Angel held his smartphone between his ear and shoulder, fumbling with the keys to his office. It was still dark, and he huffed with impatience, blinking a small orb of hellfire into existence over his hands so he could find the right key. Inserting it into the lock, he opened the door and dismissed the orb, flicking the light switch by the door.

      “It was delivered by courier about ten minutes ago,” Daniel replied, his apprentice talking past food. “I had to sign for it. The courier almost didn’t leave it with me until I told him I was your apprentice.”

      Angel grumbled to himself, tossing his keys on his desk and grabbing his phone, rubbing the back of his neck. He left his apartment not even ten minutes before, which was only a couple blocks away, so the courier must have shown up right as he was leaving. He frowned, thinking back to the pre-dawn street, and he didn’t recall seeing anyone—not even a car or taxi.

      “Well, go ahead and open it,” Angel said, tapping his phone to put it on speaker. Daniel made a happy sound past whatever he was chewing, and Angel snorted out a laugh. He booted up his laptop, looking for the appointment he had that morning at the ass-crack of dawn. Why in the world he thought it would be a good idea to have a private consultation so damn early on a Monday was beyond him. Which was why he decided on waking up everyone he lived with so he could share the misery. Though it was only Daniel since Isaac was at Nevermore and Simeon was at the Tower.

      A sharp yelp and swearing came out from the speakers, and Angel laughed. “Papercut?”

      “No! It shocked me!” Daniel gasped out, cussing under his breath. “I can’t open it!”

      “What do you mean you can’t open it? Just rip it open.”

      “I’m trying! Ouch!” Daniel yelped again, and the sounds coming from over the phone were parts hilarious and alarming. “I’m not risking my fingers. You can open it.”

      “Who is it from? It might be warded if a courier brought it.”

      “Now you tell me,” Daniel muttered, and Angel grinned as he found the appointment time. Daniel was finding his courage and picking up sass lessons from Isaac. His shy apprentice was learning all about sarcasm in the Salvatore household. His appointment was in about five minutes. No time to run back home and get the letter that was singeing his apprentice’s fingers. Daniel recited the address on the letter, “It says, ‘To Angelus Raine Salvatore, Necromancer of Beacon Hill, Boston, Massachusetts. From’…Oh, wow.”

      “Who’s it from?”

      “The High Council of Sorcery, Bucharest, Romania.”

      Angel stood up straight, hands falling away from his laptop. He stared at the phone, the quiet in his office somehow loud, heart pounding in his ears. He looked up at the door as if any second one of the Council enforcers would blast through the doorway, ready to take him into custody for crimes sundry against international sorcery laws. He breathed in, breath shaky, and flexed his fingers. He reached out with his mind, cautiously testing the wards around his office, and there was nothing.

      “Angel? Angel!” Daniel squawked over the phone, and Angel snapped free of the tension that held him frozen and snatched up the phone.

      “Daniel, my appointment is any minute. Can you bring the letter here? Just hang out in the main room until I’m done if we’ve started when you get here. Wake up Eroch and have him come with you.”

      “Um, okay…wake up the fire-breathing lizard, he says.”

      “Just pick him up and carry him with you if he doesn’t wake up. He was sleeping on my pillow when I left. Don’t walk over here alone. I’d say hold on to it until I get home, but I have a feeling I need to read that letter as soon as possible.”

      “Okay. Can I take a shower first?”

      “You better,” Angel chuckled and hung up. Twenty-year-old men needed showers for the sake of everyone.

      A knock sounded from the front of the office, and Angel took a deep breath, calming his off-center nerves before heading to answer the door. He was still cautious, sending out his awareness, his wards humming in the recesses of his mind, unmolested. There were two people on the small landing outside his door, their auras muffled by the panel, but they were both practitioners.

      Angel opened the door, a polite smile on his face.

      “Angelus Salvatore?” asked a tall, bulky man in a dark coat, his face set to glower. Angel lifted a brow, unable to see the person behind the big man. He could see a flash of red hair and a small bit of alabaster skin before the big guy shifted.

      “I am,” Angel replied, opening the door wider, stepping back and gesturing them inside. His wards were set to allow strangers inside, but they would dampen any magic cast in this space by strangers or those he blocked. Came in handy when dealing with young sorcerers and unexpected guests. They could still cast, but his magic permeated the space, claiming even the ambient magical energies and stifling spells cast by interlopers. Not much use against a practitioner who used their own reserves, but the more dangerous, higher-ranked practitioners tended to reach outside themselves first before casting.

      A tall woman was behind the big guy, slim and covered head to toe in black, from her leather high-heeled boots and ankle-length black pea coat to her black silk scarf and a jaunty, tiny pillbox hat atop titian curls. She was familiar, but the shadows were still dark enough Angel was having difficulty determining her identity. He led them back to his office, gesturing at the chairs in front of his desk. The woman sat, unwinding her scarf, her escort taking a stance beside the office door. Angel turned on the lamps as dawn was taking its time arriving and the room had shadows in inconvenient places.

      The woman removed her scarf, putting it on her lap before shrugging from her coat. Her escort stepped forward, taking it from her before returning to his spot by the door. The woman, dressed in a thin black wraparound dress that hugged every slim curve and long line of her body, smiled at Angel. She was pretty, in a very human way, nothing of the fae about her in face or form. Dark green eyes, nothing at all like the brilliant emerald of Simeon’s eyes but arresting enough in their own merits, gazed back at him, glistening with wry humor.

      “Lady Kensington,” Angel acknowledged after a moment’s pause, surprised. The recent widow was a wizard and a skilled apothecary who owned and ran Nightshade Apothecary not far from where they sat in Beacon Hill. Angel would see her occasionally in the neighborhood or when he needed supplies between scheduled deliveries. Her husband, Lord Greyson Kensington, died of a heart attack three months ago while shoveling snow off the front stoop of their shop one chilly winter morning.

      “Call me Heather, please,” she said, voice melodic and rich, smooth as hot chocolate with a shot of whiskey. Her chin rose as if she was expecting argument. What Angel could remember of her husband, the man was a stickler for propriety and demanded to be addressed by his title, even to friends.

      Angel never liked the man.

      “Heather,” Angel agreed with a grin, surprising her into smiling back at him. “What can I do for you? And why so early? I would’ve come to the shop.”

      “I’m afraid this matter requires a measure of discretion,” Lady Heather replied, twisting her scarf in her fingers. “It’s regarding my late husband.”

      Angel paused, thinking. Usually when the recently bereaved came to his door, they wanted either the impossible, like a resurrection, or more commonly, a summoning of the departed spirit. He rarely acquiesced as nothing good could come from repeatedly dialing in to the Other Side. It kept the living from moving on and tormented the souls he would be recalling to this plane.

      She must have seen some of these thoughts on his face, as she held up a dainty hand, forestalling his coming denial. “I don’t want you to summon him from the Other Side,” she said, tears gathering on her lashes. Angel waited, curious despite himself. “I want you to find him for me.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not following,” Angel said warily, hoping she didn’t cry. Isaac or Daniel breaking down he hated but knew what to do, a near stranger crying left him awkward.

      “The shop was broken into three nights ago,” Lady Heather said quickly, words tumbling over themselves as she hurried to explain. “I heard the commotion from my apartment upstairs, but by the time the police arrived, it was too late.”

      “What did they steal?” Angel was trying to follow along, he really was, but he had no idea what a burglary would have to do with her deceased husband.

      “They stole him,” Lady Heather said, digging out a handkerchief from her tiny black purse. She dabbed at her eyes, miraculously not smearing her mascara.

      Angel frowned. “I’m going to need you to spell this out for me.”

      “The thieves stole Greyson’s ghost. I need you to find him.”

      His brows went up, and Angel enjoyed the rush of excitement that ran along his nerves. “The thieves stole your husband’s ghost?”

      “They did,” Lady Heather replied, clenching her handkerchief so hard her hands shook for a moment. “They made a mess until they found him then they left. A few pricey items were taken as well and petty cash I kept in a small safe in the back room. But they took Greyson and left once they had him.”

      Angel put his hands in his pockets, thinking hard. He gave the big man in the corner an appraising glance then back to Lady Heather. She was thinner than when he saw her last though that could be due to grieving. Whether he was on this plane as a dislocated spirit or not, Greyson Kensington was still dead, and his wife obviously mourned his passing. “Greyson had a heart attack, right? Did he have a history of heart disease?”

      “No,” she sniffled, managing to look pristine even as she cried a few more tears. “What does that matter? Some scoundrels made off with Greyson. I want you to get him back.”

      “There’s things I need to know before I can do anything,” Angel replied carefully, Lady Heather’s grief lending him a degree of caution he otherwise wouldn’t employ, even with private contracts. She may not be a friend, but they both had lived in Beacon Hill about the same length of time, and he couldn’t stretch in this part of town without touching someone who knew someone else. Angel claimed Beacon Hill as his—no matter how legitimate a claim it may be, Beacon Hill and Boston were his to protect, and Lady Heather needed help. “Usually when humans, including practitioners, die of natural causes like a heart attack or an aneurysm, the deceased’s soul departs almost immediately. It’s only in times of trauma or extreme stress and strife that a soul remains, manifesting eventually as a ghost. That’s why so much of Boston is haunted—there’s ghosts from the Revolution and other conflicts all over the place. So, I’ll ask again, how did Greyson die?”

      Lady Heather peeked up at him from under the sassy brim of her black hat and must have seen his determination for an answer as she sighed and fell back in the chair, slumping slightly, rubbing her eyes.

      “It was a heart attack, according to the coroner. He went quick—the doctor said it was fast enough Greyson wouldn’t have known what was happening.”

      The man at the door shifted, and Angel could hear the front door of the office open and close. A quick brush of his mind confirmed Daniel and Eroch had arrived and they were in the front common room. He put them out of his mind for a moment, focusing on the task at hand. Angel moved around the front of his desk and took a seat next to Lady Heather. He leaned in closer, the big guy at the door frowning at him, but Lady Heather leaned in as well. Angel whispered, “Who called him back?”

      She gaped at him for a moment then snapped her mouth shut with a click and tried to glare at him. Angel smiled and waited, one brow quirking up when she flushed and looked away. “I asked a friend of mine. A wizard and magical historian at Boston College of Magical Arts. She knew the summoning spells and called Greyson back.”

      “What was used as the focus?” Angel asked, thinking about it. Whenever Angel saw Greyson in the street or at the apothecary shop, he was carrying a black mahogany and silver-topped cane. “Never mind. It was his cane, wasn’t it?”

      She gave him a nod and looked back at him with anxious eyes. “I didn’t expect this to happen, I swear. I just missed him so much…”

      “No, I get it. You wanted your husband back any way you could. Also explains why you’ve only come to me now that someone stole his cane. I would have put a stop to this.”

      “Everyone knows how you feel about recalling spirits of the deceased. You’ve turned away enough petitioners that I didn’t even think about asking you.” Lady Heather looked away from him as if afraid to see the censure he was sure was there in his expression.

      “You’re right—I would have stopped this. Calling a spirit back from the Other Side just because you missed him isn’t healthy or kind. If his spirit had managed to stay here and become a ghost on its own, that’s one thing—a part of him wanted to stay so badly he would defy the laws of the universe and remain behind, regardless of the suffering he would experience being dead in a living world. But from what I’m gathering, you had a friend who wasn’t a necromancer recall a soul, place the focus in Greyson’s cane, and I’m thinking you had him for a decent amount of time, didn’t you? Probably not long after he was cremated.”

      “My friend summoned him the night after his funeral,” Lady Heather whispered, tears now falling unchecked down her pale cheeks. “I just missed him terribly—you know how that feels, don’t you? To lose a loved one? I don’t know how you’ve managed to survive losing your whole family. I wasn’t ready to let Greyson go. I know it was wrong, but I still love him.”

      “I do,” Angel agreed, but he refrained from saying he would never recall his deceased family from the Other Side. They were where they should be—free from pain and suffering and at peace. If one of his family members had remained as a ghost after the Salvatore Massacre, he would have done his absolute best to send them on, regardless of what his grief wanted.

      “Your friend,” Angel started to ask, patting at the air when Lady Heather shook her head in denial. “Relax, I don’t want a name. I just want to know what her affinity is, and what the power supply is for maintaining the spell. Using an inanimate object, no matter how attached a person may have been to it in life, is no way to maintain the connection without having something or someone power it.”

      “She’s an elementalist—air affinity. The spells were in the proscribed section of the library. She said if I wanted to have him around in a partially tangible form, then I had to feed the spell from my reserves. She didn’t know how to power the focus independently. I was able to assume control of the spell once she manifested him.”

      “And because neither of you are necromancers, the thieves stole the spell’s focus, absconding with your husband’s ghost. To maintain the summoning spell, they would merely have to support it as you have.” Lady Heather nodded tersely at his deduction, frowning. The fact that neither of them were sorcerers also explained why the summoning spell required they feed it from their magical reserves. If Angel had cast it, he would have had more options—his affinity for death magic gave him a near infinite resource thanks to his soul bond to his undead vampire mate, Simeon—and he was a sorcerer, able to access the veil and the infinite maelstrom of power on the Other Side. Angel could bind objects spelled in death magic to an outside power supply, like he had with Simeon’s hellhound whistle. The process allowed Simeon, a vampire, to summon the beast without needing to cast the original spell. Though no one knew his magical power options were so unlimited these days, and he made no mention of it to his guest.

      Angel sighed, rocking back in his chair. “What did the cops say?” he asked after a long moment of pensive silence.

      “Not much,” she admitted, twisting her fingers tighter around the silk scarf. “They took fingerprints, found some residual magic from the spells they used to break in, and took a bunch of pictures and a list of what was broken and stolen.”

      “Did you tell them your dead husband was part of the loot?” Angel asked, meeting her eyes. His suspicions were confirmed when she shook her head once, looking away from his gaze. “Why not?”

      “You know why not,” she snapped at him, her chocolate and whiskey voice simmering with barely concealed anger. “I’d have to explain everything to the authorities. The spells we used are illegal as I’m sure you know. Considering the rash of grave robberies and the criminal ring that was using ghosts several weeks ago to rob their beneficiaries gives me no hope of leniency if I was to reveal the truth. My name is not Salvatore—I cannot get away with breaking magical laws.”

      Angel grinned at her outburst, which made her blink at him in consternation. She flushed, a dark red across her cheekbones that somehow made her appear even more tragic and vulnerable. Angel linked his fingers together and dropped his hands over his stomach, kicking back a bit further in his seat, the front legs lifting off the floor a couple inches. His nonchalance was irking her, she was glaring at him in between attempts to cool her temper.

      “You know, there’s no actual proof I’ve broken any magical laws proscribed by the High Council,” he said with a wry smile, and Lady Heather gave an indelicate snort that spoke volumes of her disbelief.

      “I was here for the end of the Blood Wars, young man. There may not be proof, but you can’t stop the rumor mills. Too many witnesses.”

      Angel sighed with feigned exasperation, chuckling. She smiled, thinking she had him cornered. He gave her a wider smile, and her satisfied expression faltered.

      “You’re right. I do get away with breaking the law. The fact that I am the only necromancer for hundreds of miles gives me some protection. The Master’s regard helps as well, I’m sure. And there is no one out there to meet me on my level, death magic to death magic. But it’s the fact I get away with breaking the law—to help people and keep those I love safe, by the way—that brings you here. You want me to retrieve your stolen ghost, and you can’t go to the police. You’re counting on the fact I get away with so much to help you in this instance. I can waltz into the middle of this mess, get your husband’s ghost back, and the authorities will do not a damn thing except gripe.”

      She sent him a sharp glance, her lips pursing as if to refute his claim, but her cheeks flamed even brighter than her hair. She was all but tearing her scarf to shreds when she bit her lip and finally nodded in agreement.

      “Good. Now that the judging portion of the morning over, I can get to work. I have no students coming until the end of term, so my schedule is clear for the next while. I’ll be by the shop this evening after sunset. Don’t open it—I need it vacated.” Angel got up and gazed down at Lady Heather as she gaped at him, her mouth opening and closing a few times before she hurriedly stood.

      “You’ll help me, then? You’ll find Greyson and bring him home?”

      “I will. But I’m not helping you—I’m helping him.” Angel stared her down as his words sank in. She made to protest, but Angel shook his head and said firmly, “I get him back, the first thing I’m going to do is ask him what he wants. If you pulled him out of his otherworldly rest to assuage your own loneliness while he pines for the Other Side, I’ll free him faster than you can say goodbye. Do you understand?”

      “I…I do,” she whispered. Lady Heather was coming to realize her plans to use Angel weren’t going as she expected. “I do understand. Please, just find him. Greyson is defenseless in the hands of evil men. Whatever price I am to pay for my involvement, I shall do so without complaint. Just find him.”

      “Keep an eye on your financial accounts and change your passwords to everything,” Angel warned, and she frowned, confused. “This might be a resurgence of the grave-robbery scheme I dismantled a few weeks back. In fact, go to your bank now and change everything.”

      Lady Heather gaped at him, but she quickly caught on and an expression of grim determination took place of grief.

      Angel nodded, going to the door to the front room and opening it. His dismissal was clear though he tried to give her a kind smile. Grief made people do some truly dumb-ass things. She wasn’t the first grief stricken lover to use proscribed spells to bring back the ghost of someone lost.

      The nameless escort moved from his silent post by the door, helping Lady Heather into her coat and guiding her out past Angel. Daniel and Eroch were lounging on the couch, Daniel’s messenger bag draped in his lap. Daniel’s pale skin was whiter than usual, and his hands gripped the bag as if he were afraid it would be torn from him. Eroch was almost snoring but woke up when Lady Heather hurried to the front door, her heels snapping on the wood floor. Daniel smiled at her, and he raised his hand in a small half-wave, but she turned away as if afraid to show her face, disappearing from the office with a soft click of the front door.

      Angel sent Daniel a glance. His apprentice sat up, fumbling in the bag and reaching inside. “One sec, kiddo.” Daniel paused, confused. Angel lifted a hand, sending out a small surge of power to his wards. He activated a rarely used set of runes buried in the more complex design, and a field of sound dampening energy hummed through the wards. Daniel remained on the couch, twitching with nerves.

      He went to the couch, hand out, and with exaggerated caution Daniel pulled out a thick cream-colored envelope about the size of a salad plate. Angel took it, not surprised when a spark of energy rose from the heavy packet and pinged along his personal aura. “It’s warded.”

      “Who is it from? Is it really the High Council?” Daniel asked, biting his lower lip. He looked so nervous and adorable Angel gave him a firm pat on his shoulder, squeezing once before turning the letter over to see the writing on the front.

      Stamped in ink was the crest of the High Council with the Magister’s emblem underneath.

      “Well, this isn’t good,” Angel murmured. The wards protecting the letter and contents released and fell apart with a spark of white light and a tiny puff of smoke. With a finger, he snapped the wax seal and opened the letter from the highest magical authority in the world.
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      Angel pulled the letter from the envelope, unfolding the thick sheets with a soft crackle. Daniel waited anxiously from his spot on the couch. Angel lifted the top page and began reading. Daniel twitched, and Angel moved so his apprentice could read as well.

      Necromancer Angelus Raine Salvatore

      Greetings from The High Council of Sorcery

      The events from the last several months have drawn the concern of the council. Due to reports of violent and murderous events in which you feature prominently, the Council has determined an inquiry is vital to get to the root of these matters. High Magister Corinne Malis from the Council will be arriving shortly to take your statement and to ensure compliance with Council mandates. A full trial is to be convened in Boston one month hence. The charges are as follows:

      Engaging in acts of vigilantism with the intent to kill.

      Engaging in a duel in times of peace with no regard for public safety.

      Violation of Apprenticeship laws regarding allegations of abuse and endangerment.

      Daniel Macavoy is essential to our investigation, and we request he remain in Boston until the above matters can be addressed. Due to the historical conflicts between the Salvatore and Macavoy clans, your custody is hereby deemed an unsafe environment for Daniel Macavoy. A Council representative will be along shortly to remove him from your custody until the truth of the above charges can be determined. Failure to comply will be added to the list of charges and will be dealt with severely.

      

      Your cooperation is expected and appreciated,

      Sorcerer Corning Wills

      Assistant to Esteemed Council Members

      High Council of Sorcery

      

      “Angel?” Daniel’s voice was watery and full of fear. He set aside the roiling anger the letter’s contents engendered in his own gut. Daniel was stricken, dark eyes wet from tears and face tight. “They’re coming to take me away?”

      “I won’t let them,” Angel replied fiercely, dropping the letter to the floor and gripping Daniel’s face in his hands. He leaned in close, making eye contact. “I will never let anyone take you.”

      Daniel bit his lip, tears overflowing, but he managed a nod. Angel stood straight and let the boy cuddle in close, pressing his face to Angel’s hip. He ran his fingers through Daniel’s soft blond hair, giving what he hoped was some comfort. He was vulnerable and needed safeguarding.

      Eroch was awake, sharp eyes watching Angel and Daniel, his wings slightly mantled and his nostrils flaring as he scented the air. Eroch crawled up the back of the couch and churred, an odd chirping and purring combination that was uniquely dragon.

      Angel closed his eyes and powered up the last and most powerful level of his wards. He breathed in, tapping into the boundless depth of death magic coiled in his core, supplied by his soulbond with Simeon. The death magic answered, and he funneled it through the shield spells, activating the full set of runes and protections. Shields rose, hellfire green and nearly alive, reverberating through the walls and the levels below, along the roof and the outside wall. They were so powerful the whole four-story building gave a fine tremor before settling down with a soft hum that was barely on this side of audible.

      Nothing and no one would be able to enter, not spells or thought. With the infinite reaches of primordial death magic he had access to, the shields could run indefinitely until he took them down.

      His cell ringing from the inner office snapped him from his casting trance. Eroch squawked then took to the air, flying to his desk. His familiar picked up his phone and carried back to Angel before it hit its third ring, dropping it into his open palm. Eroch landed back on the couch. Angel breathed out a sigh of relief, answering.

      “Simeon,” he managed a smile despite the tension riding his shoulders and the tears Daniel cried quietly into his jeans.

      “A ghra,” Simeon purred, Irish accent smooth and deep, “I missed you this past night.”

      Simeon had been summoned to the Tower, the bloodclan headquarters and residence in Downtown. He lived with Angel in Beacon Hill until such times he was needed to perform his duties as clan Elder, or whenever Constantine Batiste, City Master, requested his presence.

      “I missed you too.” It was true—he missed Simeon in that moment more than anything. Angel wasn’t afraid, or at least, he didn’t think he was. Fear was something easy for him to work around and through—it rarely gave him pause. Sometimes his indifference to fear left him reckless, and with others depending on him, he needed to heed it more. What he felt now was vicious anger and a need to protect his apprentice. The effrontery of the High Council leveling charges against him didn’t bother him as much as what was implied underneath. The Council never moved like this unless there was something they wanted. He couldn’t recall the last time a citizen in the States had been charged with anything like this, much less a trial. The Council had a presence in Town, but it was a sparsely staffed consulate in an old townhouse in Back Bay. He couldn’t recall the last time he even saw someone from the consulate or an enforcer from the Council.

      And why did they mention Daniel specifically? What did they want with him? He could smell bullshit a mile away, and the line about Angel being an unfit master for his apprentice was a ploy. He didn’t know what the High Council’s endgame was, but there was no way in hell they cared about Daniel or any laws they believed Angel might have broken. The High Council didn’t even interfere in the Blood Wars, which waged for generations. Hell, for the last generation of the Wars, the consulate lay empty, the High Council having withdrawn its people from the fray, only staffing it again once Angel ended the Wars.

      “I need you to come to the Tower, my love. Is your appointment over? I can send a car for you.”

      Angel shrugged, trying to roll the tension away. “Appointment is over, I’m at the office with Daniel. I need to talk to you, too.”

      “What’s wrong?” Simeon heard the tension in his voice, and Angel relaxed a little bit.

      “Did Batiste get a visitor from the High Council consulate? An enforcer, maybe, or a magister?”

      “Is prescience one of your new abilities, my love?”

      “Nope. I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “But yes, a representative is here from the High Council. Apparently, as a courtesy call to the Master. Or at least that is what it started out as—she is requesting to see you and Daniel. As you are bonded to me, I can only guess that is why the representative came here instead of directly to the apartment.”

      “More like they’re trying not to get me pissed off and failed utterly by going through you. They may assume I won’t be as on guard if you’re the one asking.”

      “Explain, please. No—wait. I’ll come to you in the limo. I’ll stay in the vehicle. I have a feeling explanations will be best handled in person. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

      Angel hung up, pushing his cell into his pocket. Daniel had stopped crying though he remained wrapped around Angel’s waist like a gorgeous belt made of moody sorcerer.

      “There’s a representative at the Tower asking to see you and me.” Daniel tightened his grip and clung to Angel. “Will you stay here, or come with me? This concerns you as much as me, kiddo. I won’t make this decision.”

      “Can I go back home?” Daniel whispered, and Angel thought it over. He shook his head after a moment, denying the possibility.

      “If you’re at the apartment, the Council may go to the police with a warrant and go for you there. In fact, they may have already obtained the warrant and are hoping they can do this easy, and I won’t put up a fight. They don’t know me very well. Hell, since the courier was at our place already, it’s possible we’re being watched. I’m surprised they didn’t take you when you walked over here. Let’s hope there isn’t more than a couple of them here in Town already. I haven’t heard anything about the consulate getting more staff, and something like that would be noticed in this city.”

      “Can I stay here then? No one can get through your wards,” Daniel asked, hopeful.

      “The warrant would apply to here as well, and you’d end up trapped here, surrounded by cops and Council enforcers. And besides, at the Tower they wouldn’t be able to…” Angel breathed out, knowing his idea would be met with trepidation by his apprentice. “The Tower is sovereign territory. No rule but Batiste’s. The bloodclans are independent territories, and neither Council nor human law has any authority there. Simeon and Batiste can keep them all at bay.”

      Daniel leapt away, staggering to his feet, eyes frantic. Eroch made his churr again, leaping to Daniel’s shoulder and hugging his neck. “Daniel. Breathe.”

      Daniel shook his head, wiping at fresh tears that ran down his cheeks. “Don’t make me go back there,” Daniel begged, a sob in his voice.

      “Ah, kiddo. Deimos is dead. He’s gone—I turned him to ash. No one there will hurt you,” Angel tried to reassure, but Daniel flinched, eyes darting away. “What?”

      Daniel shook his head, looking down and crossing his arms. Eroch snuggled closer, poking at Daniel’s tear-streaked face with his tiny snout, snuffling. Angel took in the sight of lanky shoulders curling in, white-knuckled grip on his elbows… “Daniel, did someone else hurt you at the Tower?”

      Daniel flinched, a whole body seize that nearly dislodged Eroch from his shoulder. Angel moved to Daniel, gripping his biceps and leaning so he could catch Daniel’s eye. “Who was it?”

      Daniel licked his dry lower lip, his dark eyes meeting Angel’s before sliding away. “He…he was one of Etienne’s…Deimos’s blood slaves. He liked to help Deimos…he couldn’t feed from me, but he had to make it look like he was…so he would…”

      Anger pooled in his gut, hot and thick. “What did they do?”

      “Held me down while Deimos…hurt me.” Daniel couldn’t say it. Couldn’t say rape. Angel knew it, knew what Daniel meant. “When he did that to me, he would cut me. Stab me with a small blade. They needed to make me bleed, so I smelled like…him and blood. Like a donor.”

      “This man helped him assault you and cut you to convince others you were a blood donor and not Deimos’s captive?” Angel asked to clarify. Daniel went bone-white, eyes haunted, and fresh tears pooled and spilled down his cheeks. He nodded though, a short dip of his chin that told Angel exactly what he wanted to know, but for one thing. “What’s his name?”

      Daniel shut down. He could see it happening, his sweet and gentle apprentice withdrawing from the world. He somehow seemed smaller, despite being taller than Angel. Angel wanted Daniel safe and away from the machinations of the Council, and the safest place was the Tower. And he couldn’t take Daniel to the Tower if one of his assailants was there and unpunished for what happened to him.

      “Daniel?” Angel made sure to keep his tone level, his words gentle but firm. “I will never let anyone hurt you ever again. Trust me to keep you safe. I will not leave you unguarded. Tell me his name.”

      Daniel’s eyes were dull, cheeks damp and flushed, but no fresh tears fell. He swallowed, a rough click in the early morning quiet. He had yet to look Angel in the face or make eye contact, and it broke Angel’s heart. He knew Daniel trusted him, but he didn’t know how to get Daniel to open to him, to expose the festering wounds to his soul. Daniel only told Angel the truth about his painful past if he pushed, or if Daniel was at his breaking point. At their first meeting, when Angel learned who Deimos was through Daniel’s mind, Angel hadn’t seen too deeply into Daniel’s memories of the assaults. He knew enough to make his heart break and rage fuel his nightmares.

      Their current approach to Daniel’s trauma was not viable for the long-term. Daniel needed more than what Angel could give him.

      His apprentice shuddered, a wet exhale full of helplessness, making Angel tense with worry.

      “Stellan. Deimos called him Stellan. Blond blood donor, looks like he’s in his thirties.” Daniel spoke in a soft whisper, licking his lips and blinking rapidly. He wiped at his face, ducking his chin before wrapping his arms around his torso and folding in on himself even more.

      Angel put a hand on his shoulder and pressed a firm kiss on his forehead. “Thank you, Daniel.”

      Daniel nodded, still not looking at him. Eroch curled tighter to Daniel, his soft chirps morphing to a rolling purr as he tried to comfort the young sorcerer.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Simeon read the letter from the Council, his long fingers cradling it carefully despite the desire to rend it to pieces. How dare these meddling practitioners turn their attention to matters here in his city after centuries of indifference?

      The limo hit a pothole, and Angel pressed closer to his side for balance. Simeon steadied his mate with one hand on his thigh, rubbing the warm flesh beneath his palm. Angel was tense, radiating displeasure and a low-grade anger that spiced the air in the limo. Daniel on the other hand was clearly despondent and misery poured off him in waves. He smelled of stress and tears.

      Bright, early morning light cut across the spelled windows, slicing through the high-rises in downtown. Traffic was heavy, the tail-end of the morning rush hour, but they were making decent enough time. They would be at the Tower in less than ten minutes.

      “Something is bothering you both more than the unwelcome arrival of the Council envoy,” Simeon stated. Daniel startled, and Angel gave a long, drawn out sigh.

      Angel cast a concerned, searching glance in Daniel’s direction, but the young fledgling averted his eyes and looked firmly at his feet. “Deimos wasn’t alone in his assaults upon Daniel. A blood donor, a human named Stellan, helped Deimos assault Daniel.”

      Stellan Ariella was a long-term blood donor, a human who was approaching the end of his contracted service to the bloodclan. The man was nearly ninety years old, but due to his repeated exposure to vampiric saliva during feedings and blood exchanges, his aging was arrested in his early thirties. A longtime companion and frequent favorite of Etienne…Deimos. He had once fed Batiste almost exclusively, but when the vampire masquerading as Etienne joined the clan almost a decade prior, he had shifted his preferences to the French vampire. It was an arrangement that raised a few brows, but the vampire they all knew as Etienne quickly grew a reputation for unusual sexual desires, which may have been the initial draw. Batiste may have been Master, but Simeon knew from experience Batiste wanted willing and active lovers in his bed and didn’t appreciate pain or fear from those with whom he took blood or engaged in sexual relations. It was long rumored Batiste had been too reserved for Stellan Ariella’s proclivities.

      There was silence in the back of the limo for a long, tense moment. Simeon was glad for his long years when rage and a sickening degree of betrayal filtered through his mind and heart. Daniel fidgeted and finally raised his head.

      Daniel’s fearful dark eyes looked back at Simeon as if the fledgling were begging to be saved. Simeon handed the Council’s letter back to his mate then withdrew his cell phone from the inner pocket of his suit jacket. He scrolled, found the number he wanted, and hit send.

      “Tower Operations. How may I serve you, Elder?” A morning shift human security officer, Miguel, answered. The man was a retired Marine, employed by the bloodclan for over a decade, and just who Simeon preferred to handle the situation.

      “Miguel, I need Stellan Ariella’s location, please. Full discretion. Have a guard meet me with the information in the garage when I return.”

      “Understood, sir.” The line went dead, and Simeon put away his phone.

      Daniel’s fear filled the back of the limo, the scent cold and cloying, and Simeon settled his baser instincts. He was no fledgling to kill at first impulse and react with hunger to the scent of a human’s terror. Simeon smiled at the young fledgling, and Daniel relaxed infinitesimally.

      Angel folded the letter and tucked it into his green linen satchel. His mate’s green-brown eyes were filled with a simmering anger, but Angel gave no outward sign of the fury Simeon could scent emanating from his mate. Angel’s temper was legendary, but in the last several months since their mating, Angel had more control, more restraint, and he let go of anger far easier. Simeon took one of Angel’s hands in his, the pulse beating strongly in his wrist. Angel was always so warm, and the death magic Angel carried within his spirit filled the air with spice and heat. Simeon could almost taste the magic inside his mate, and the memory of how delicious and invigorating Angel’s blood was made his own body stir.

      If only the machinations of mortals were less inconvenient—he would take his mate home and keep Angel safe in their bed, beneath him, tightly wrapped around his cock and moaning his name. Simeon’s nostrils flared, and his fangs pricked the inside of his lower lip. His arousal was poorly timed and improper with the fledgling in such proximity.

      The limo turned from the street and rumbled down the ramp to the underground garage beneath the Tower complex. It stopped in front of the main elevators, and Simeon spied Miguel leaving the lift just as the limo came to a stop. Miguel opened the door, and Simeon ushered Angel and Daniel out first. Eroch took off, his chirps echoing across the wide space.

      Simeon exited, the limo pulling away once the door was shut. Miguel nodded respectfully to the sorcerers and approached Simeon. “Sir, Mr. Ariella is currently in the casino with Master Dumond.”

      Ricon Dumond was an unranked master, an older vampire from Europe, with a spare handful of fledglings and moderate wealth.

      And a penchant for darker tastes in the bedroom.

      “Keep Ariella under surveillance, discreetly, and only reveal your hand if he attempts to leave the property,” Simeon instructed, and Miguel nodded once, stepping away to make a call.

      Angel had an arm around Daniel’s waist, the young fledgling distressed. Simeon gave Daniel a reassuring smile and gently guided them to the elevator. The guard stationed there opened the doors, and Simeon made sure Daniel was between himself and Angel. The young man already smelled of deep fear and sweat and was paler than usual, his dark eyes bright with unshed tears. Angel rubbed a hand up and down Daniel’s arm, murmuring quietly, trying to keep Daniel calm. Eroch flew into the elevator before the doors shut and landed on Daniel’s shoulder, curling into the young man.

      “My love,” Simeon began, an eye on Daniel. “Would you prefer we drop Daniel off at my suite, or would you…”

      “I want to stay with Angel,” Daniel interrupted, panic beneath his words. “Please.”

      “Okay, kiddo,” Angel agreed, holding Daniel tighter. The boy shook with fear and tension as Simeon used his palm print on the scanner and pushed the button for Batiste’s penthouse.
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      Daniel stared at the numbers flashing for each floor as the elevator rose. Angel hugged Daniel tighter, part of him wishing his apprentice had gone to Simeon’s suite first, but another part of him was reluctant to have Daniel out of his sight, even for a moment. With a Council magister waiting on them and one of Daniel’s assailants walking free in the Tower, Angel was primed for confrontation. If anyone made a wrong move towards Daniel, Angel would defend his apprentice with lethal certainty.

      Eroch churred, the dragon nestled in close to Daniel’s neck, one long wing folded protectively over the back of the youngster’s head, holding him close. Daniel shook, arms wrapped around his sides, and Simeon cautiously put a large hand on the back of his shoulder, trying to impart support. The elevator came to a stop at the penthouse, and Angel guided Daniel out into the hallway, the doors leading to Batiste’s suite at the far end. Angel glared at the guards, who took the hint and stepped away, leaving Angel and Simeon with Daniel. The guards were human, and the distance would give them some privacy.

      “Daniel,” Angel said then tipped Daniel’s face up with a finger under his chin. Dark eyes swam with tears as he shook, and Angel was certain his apprentice was moments from a full panic attack. He rubbed Daniel’s upper arms, soothing. “Focus on me for a moment. Can you do that?”

      Daniel bit his lip but nodded his head in a jerky motion. Angel urged Daniel to uncurl his shoulders, massaging the boy’s arms until they relaxed, hands at his sides. “Breathe, slow and easy.” Angel demonstrated, holding his breath for a second then slowly letting it out, repeating the same steady breathing until Daniel did the same. Eventually, the younger man calmed, some color returning to his face.

      “There you are,” Angel said quietly with a half-smile. Daniel blinked at him, as if coming out of a trance, and a fetching blush spread across his pale cheeks. Angel grinned, relieved, and pulled Daniel into a hard, brief hug. Daniel squeezed him back before they broke apart. Simeon gave Daniel a short nod, concern and affection on his handsome features. “Can you hold it together in there? I don’t know who’s in there with Batiste, or what’s going to happen. Last chance to go downstairs to Simeon’s rooms.”

      Daniel blew out a short breath before biting his lip and nodding. “I want to stay with you. I’ll be okay.”

      “Alright,” Angel agreed, both proud and concerned, though he did his best not to show the latter. “No one is taking you from me. Eroch won’t let them either.” Eroch chirred, puffing out his chest and giving them all a haughty, confident wing flip. Daniel chuckled, and the last bit of harsh tension fell away.

      Simeon and Angel walked with Daniel between them down the hall, and as they reached the double doors to Batiste’s suite, the guards stationed outside opened them inwards.

      Constantine Batiste was unbelievably handsome, even for a supernatural being. Ice-blue eyes, bright gold-blond hair, wide shoulders, and muscles that could be carved from stone, the Master of the City was devastating, and to make matters worse, he knew it.

      The woman standing next to him was almost impossible to see, as if Angel’s mind had to reboot after seeing Batiste, since it had been so many weeks since their last encounter in the local precinct of the BPD. It was the typical reaction of a human, even a practitioner, in the presence of a city master. The effect was worse the longer he went without seeing Batiste, but he shrugged it off faster each time it happened. Angel mentally freed himself of the old vampire’s allure and turned his attention to the woman next to Batiste.

      She was dressed in a dark gray suit, the cut European, the style implying wealth without being overt. There was a thick, solid streak of gray in the tightly coiled dark hair that was pulled back in a bun at the base of her neck. She wore a shiny metal brooch pinned on her left lapel, and even from the doorway, Angel could make out the stylized coat of arms representing the High Council. Daniel gripped Angel’s hand so tight his fingers went numb. Her gaze was cold and sharp, and immediately zeroed in on their joined hands, narrowing the tiniest amount before she schooled her features into an implacable mask.

      They walked forward together, hand in hand, until they stood in the center of the room, about ten feet from the imposing woman and Batiste. Her gaze kept darting back to Angel and Daniel, and he didn’t think he was imagining the rising tension on her features with each swift glance.

      Simeon took a half step forward, obscuring Daniel from the stranger’s gimlet gaze. Batiste’s expression gave nothing away, and not even his bright blue eyes exposed his emotional state.

      Movement along the far wall drew his attention for a moment, and his heart stopped for a split second. A figure stood under the gray, heavily filtered light coming through the treated windows, and it was dull enough to aid in masking the details of the stranger. There were four more silhouettes he eventually discerned in the shadows cast by the steel beams that bisected the thick glass walls around the suite.

      Enforcers. The magister, if that was who this mystery woman was, had brought enforcers to meet him. Angel counted four, but he would be a fool to believe she didn’t bring more. She likely had eyes on his apartment, the studio, and the Tower. Angel leveled a steady gaze at the magister and wondered if she had Isaac under surveillance at Nevermore. The wards at the clinic were some serious magic, so if Nevermore didn’t admit the Council, Isaac might be the safest of them all.

      Batiste, impeccable as always, gestured gracefully with a hand to Angel. “Angelus Salvatore, may I introduce High Magister Corinne Malis, representative of the High Council of Sorcery. Magister Malis, the Necromancer of Boston, Angelus Salvatore, bonded soulmate of First Elder and Champion of the Boston Bloodclan, Simeon Ó Daimhín. The young man is Daniel Macavoy, apprentice to Necromancer Salvatore and fledgling of my Elder.”

      The elaborate introduction was a bit much, but Batiste was the type to like that sort of thing. Magister Malis pursed her lips but gave a nod in acknowledgment. Her sharp gaze went to Daniel over Angel’s shoulder, and he moved deliberately into her line of sight, blocking her view of his apprentice. He heard Daniel’s shuddering breaths behind him, and he hoped Daniel could rein in his fears long enough for them to get through this encounter.

      “Necromancer Salvatore, I am here on behalf of the High Council of Sorcery, regarding…” Malis began.

      “Yeah, I got the very fancy letter with its passive aggressive undertones this morning. I’m surprised you let Daniel get to the studio with it and you didn’t have him grabbed off the street,” Angel interrupted, and Malis’ face went a deep puce as she glared at him. He went straight to the heart of the issue and didn’t care one bit he was provoking someone with a juggernaut of authority behind her. “And don’t think you’re special, I interrupt everyone.”

      “Mo ghra,” Simeon said from behind him, half caution and fond exasperation.

      “How unoriginal. Surprising to see in such an old family, but then your elders are deceased, are they not? It is good they are gone, so they cannot see the final disgrace to their name.” Malis retorted, proving she could cut with words as easily as he. Angel shifted on his feet, body humming with an old, familiar feeling. He was primed for a fight even though his hard-won restraint told him it was a terrible idea to throw down in the penthouse of the Tower. Malis’ lips twitched, either to smile or snarl. Angel’s blood was rising, and his power hummed beneath his skin. Malis finally smiled, a travesty of beauty, somehow wrong to see on such a cold face. “The Blood Wars decimated this city and your family. Such a disgrace; a waste of pureblood practitioner heritage. The Salvatores had much to answer for, but they paid for it with their lives.”

      “The Macavoys did just as much damage.”

      Angel looked over his shoulder at Daniel, surprised. Daniel was pale as a corpse, eyes wide, breathing fast with fear, but he managed an impressive glare at the magister. “Angel is a good man. The Blood Wars had guilty parties on both sides. You’re trying to provoke a fight.” His voice had an edge of fear to it but held true.

      Angel quirked a brow, charmed by Daniel’s bravery. He winked at his apprentice, who blushed faintly, gripping his hand tighter. Eroch churred, twitching his tail, smoke escaping in tiny puffs.

      “Daniel Macavoy.” A statement, accompanied by a predatory gleam that reminded him of a vampire, though the magister appeared entirely mortal. Angel kept himself firmly in front of Daniel, determined to keep the magister from taking him. Daniel gulped but gave a short nod. Malis’ smile widened, and Angel was slightly disappointed he saw no fangs. “Wonderful to see you. I’ll be taking you into custody today while the Council investigates the charges against your mentor. For your safety, of course. And we can’t have your testimony influenced by the accused.”

      She gestured to the enforcers, and two stepped away from the wall, the shadows still obscuring their faces. Eroch screamed, a shrill cry that cut like glass, making Angel wince, and Malis’ creepy smile slipped a few degrees. The tiny dragon mantled his wings, standing on his rear legs, and blew a thin torrent of flame in the space between the three of them and the magister. Batiste blurred away, coming to stand beside Simeon, and the enforcers paused, some muttering surprised exclamations. Malis backed away, and her hand raised up, fingers twisting as if to cast, but she stopped when Eroch settled back on his haunches on Daniel’s shoulders, his bright eyes skewering the magister where she stood alone.

      “Your familiar is ill-mannered, Salvatore,” Malis sneered, her enforcers falling back to the wall when she gave a negligent wave. “Another matter for the Council to handle. Apparently, someone,” and her gaze went to Daniel again, eyes darker, harder, “conjured a demon in public. A breach of Council laws regarding proscribed magic, and yet, it was determined the boy would not face charges, but be bound to you as an apprentice. Daniel Macavoy’s crimes should never have been left to the vampires or humans to absolve. You will be coming with me, Macavoy, and if that lizard tries his trick again, I will have him put down.”

      Daniel’s hand trembled. Angel squeezed as hard as he dared, trying to impart courage and his determination to protect Daniel. Eroch hissed, baring his teeth, and Simeon stepped until he was directly in front of Daniel, completely blocking Malis’ line of sight.

      “Touch him, and there won’t be enough left of you to send back to the High Council,” Angel growled, Eroch churring in agreement. The enforcers tensed, and some angry mutters came from the shadows.

      Malis flicked a brow, face turning a darker shade of red, her lips pursed. She seemed to be weighing the odds, glancing at the two vampires. Batiste was an enigmatic statute of perfection, emotionless, but the way he stood shoulder to shoulder with Simeon made his stance clear enough. Simeon was bottled violence, emerald eyes giving off a faint glow, and his claws were shade longer, sharper than they had been before Malis made her move. Daniel’s moment of courage had fled, but he held his ground. Eroch eyed Malis as if she were a pigeon.

      Angel smiled. Malis saw and frowned, eyes flinty. His smile grew as he spoke. “Four enforcers aren’t enough. Not now. Not here. I’ve taken on more at once and left them all broken. Daniel stays with me.”

      “You don’t have the authority to deny me, necromancer,” Malis spit out, and her enforcers moved in a bit more, tension rising. “Macavoy will be coming with me, and obstruction of justice will be added to the list of charges.”

      Angel kept a tight rein on his anger, but more hellfire sparked in the air, fireflies of green light and smoke.

      “A practitioner may not have the authority to deny the High Council, but I certainly do,” Batiste said, breaking the tension. Malis glanced away from Angel, surprised. Batiste smiled, chilling and sharp. “Bloodclans are sovereign territories. The High Council has no say here, nor authority of any kind. Daniel Macavoy will not be leaving with you.”

      “You don’t want to make an enemy of the High Council, Master Batiste,” Malis warned.

      “Not the first time I’ve done so, and surely not the last. My life has been long, and there are many times I’ve confounded the Council,” Batiste said, his tone cold yet polite. As if the magister were nothing to him. She likely wasn’t—Angel was sure not many people impacted Constantine Batiste in any way. And Angel wasn’t counting their altercation a while back after Simeon was attacked by a troll-hybrid and a fae lord and nearly died. Batiste didn’t become a city master over his own bloodclan of several hundred vampires by being someone who should be concerned by other political bodies. “Think through your next decision. The consequences will be severe if you choose unwisely.”

      The standoff was tense though Angel had little doubt of the outcome. Malis must have come to the same conclusion as she grimaced then gestured to her people. “Fine. Whether he is here or in my custody it matters not. He is expected to testify at the trial next month, and the repercussions for failing to appear will be mete out.” She switched her glare to Angel, a sharp, greedy expression flashing across her face before the polite mask from earlier chased it away. “The trial will be held in thirty days, Salvatore. You will be there. Not even your new bloodclan will be able to protect you should you fail to appear.”

      “Threatening the Leannán of a Bloodclan Elder is a dangerous move, Magister,” Simeon said, his Irish lilt a smooth, dangerous glide, a hint of growl at the end. “Angelus is protected by our sovereignty.”

      “Angelus Salvatore is a mortal practitioner,” Malis retorted sharply. “His relationship status hasn’t changed that. He falls under the authority of the High Council, along with every other practitioner around the world. He cannot escape the reach of the law.”

      “Your law,” Angel said quietly. Malis tightened her jaw, hands curling to fists. “The High Council hasn’t made such an overt move in the United States in decades. The Council sat out the Blood Wars. What is it now that stirs the Council to interfere in the life of a lone practitioner? Especially a necromancer.”

      “Your death affinity has nothing to do with the Council’s decisions to uphold the law.” Malis snapped.

      “Usually, I would agree, except for the fact the Council has a long, well-established habit of avoiding the affairs of necromancers the world over,” Angel made sure to smile, digging at Malis and the holes in the Council’s motivations. “Madame Pécheur of New Orleans has a zombie army. Marelius Mpiganaji of Tanzania has revenants of slain family members decorating his court. Nicademus Miel collects undead minions and has a bloody menagerie in Romania. And last year, a child in Quebec resurrected her neighbor’s dead poodle and named it Snickerdoodle.”

      Malis sniffed. “Your point?”

      “The Council hasn’t made a single move on any of them. Not a single interested query or hint of condemnation for the myriad proscribed laws they’ve broken. So why now? Why me? Why Boston? What’s so very different about me that has the Council turning its gaze here and now?”

      Her eyes flicked to Simeon, so fast that if Angel hadn’t been paying such close attention, he would have missed it.

      The bloodclan.

      He was the only necromancer bonded to a vampire, and an Elder at that.

      It always came down to power in the end.

      He schooled his features, determined not to let her in on his epiphany. She had to think him unaware of the Council’s real motives.

      “You’ve worn out your welcome, Magister,” Simeon said, still standing in front of Daniel.

      “Is this the stance you want to take?” Malis ignored Simeon, addressing Batiste. The city master inclined his head, his ice-blue eyes giving away nothing. Malis sniffed again and gestured roughly to her enforcers. “I will be at the consulate if any of you develop some sense and wish to cooperate with the Council. If Daniel Macavoy steps off sovereign territory, we will take him into custody.”

      Angel went to retort, but Daniel squeezed his hand tight, and Angel snapped his mouth shut. Malis gathered her minions, and she left, a regrettable air of tension trailing behind her. The doors snapped shut on the magister and her enforcers, all from which Angel sensed nebulous connections to the veil. Her enforcers were sorcerer-level practitioners. Not that he expected any less.

      Daniel sagged, and Simeon caught him under one arm, helping the young man to a nearby couch. Eroch took to the air, flying to the closed doors, trilling, and banked sharply before winging around the wide living room of the penthouse, the tiny dragon agitated and working off adrenaline. Simeon pushed Daniel’s head down between his knees, ordering the young man to take slow and steady breaths. Angel let Simeon tend to Daniel, the Elder more than capable of helping. Simeon was remarkably calm; the second Malis left, his aggression and the signs of his hunting desire faded away as if he’d never been infuriated.

      Angel took the few steps to Batiste, who looked down at him with a none-too-friendly expression. Last time they were in each other’s company for a prolonged period, Angel tossed the city master about like a cat toy, so he could understand the master’s dislike. Plus, the hex Angel magically branded into Batiste’s flesh over his dormant heart likely didn’t help things either.

      “Allying the bloodclan with me against the Council will cause trouble,” Angel stated, and Batiste smiled at him, the curve of his lips mean and a shade wry.

      “Long have vampires and practitioners been at odds,” Batiste said, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “I worry less for what the Council will do and more about what my champion will do if this situation disintegrates further.”

      They both glanced at Simeon, who just arched a dark auburn brow at them and went back to tending Daniel. Angel chuckled then released a long breath, relaxing as best he could after the very tense last few minutes. “Daniel needs to stay here at the Tower.”

      “Your apprentice will be safe here, for however long he resides under my roof.”

      He nodded shortly in thanks, then frowned. He refrained from mentioning Daniel wasn’t safe the last time he was here. “He won’t be safe, not yet. We have a problem to resolve first.”

      Batiste blinked, surprised. Simeon spoke up, addressing his master. “Stellan Ariella helped Deimos abuse Daniel. He is under surveillance.”

      “Explain.” Batiste’s transformation from mildly indifferent master to predatory monster was subtle, but it was enough to make Angel’s skin crawl.

      Daniel rubbed his eyes and sat up, face blotchy and wet from tears. He sniffled but spoke clearly enough. “Deimos had Stellan cut me and hold me down when he was…” Daniel made a rough noise, gritting his teeth. “When they hurt me. Stellan would cut me so I smelled like blood. And…” Daniel refused to look at any of them, eyes locked on the thick rug under his feet.

      Daniel wiped at his face, hands shaking. He shook his head, curling in on himself. “It’s okay, kiddo. I think we get it,” Angel murmured and went to his apprentice. “Simeon and I are going to handle this. Do you want to go to Simeon’s rooms now?”

      Daniel hesitated but gave the only answer he could. “Yes, please.”

      Angel helped Daniel to his feet, Simeon moving to the younger man’s other side so they braced him. Angel glanced at Batiste, and his blood went cold.

      When Simeon’s fury was roused, he was a wild thing, terrible in his beauty, a warrior from ages past, unrestrained in his ferocity.

      Batiste was different. There was no overt, outward sign of the change, but the very air shimmered around the master. His ice-blue eyes were lit from within, his already pale skin leached of all hues, and there was a rising pressure in the room.

      They got to the doors, Angel opening them, when Batiste spoke from behind them. “Simeon.”

      Simeon looked back, holding one of the doors so Angel and Daniel could step through. “Master?”

      “Bring Ariella to me once your fledgling is settled.”

      Simeon dipped his head. “Of course, master.”
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      Angel tucked Daniel, the young man already asleep, into the bed he first used when Angel saved him from Deimos. He was almost too late then, but he promised silently to the sleeping youngster he would not be too late now. Daniel’s penchant for keeping things to himself was a habit Angel feared he would need to break Daniel out of—if he had known sooner, perhaps he might have helped Daniel heal faster.

      It was a selfish thing to think, to feel, and Angel knew it. Daniel held horrors in his past, personal trauma and injury that Angel could sympathize with but never understand fully. Angel had his own pain and tragedy, but all people were different, even their wounds, and Daniel was dealing with his own as best he could. No one faced pain the same way, and no one recovered the same way either. If there was one thing Angel knew for certain, it was that Daniel would never feel safe here in the Tower, or perhaps anywhere, ever again if Stellan Ariella was left free in the same world. Justice would come for Ariella if Angel turned him over to the police, O’Malley would make sure of it, as would the city master. Yet it would be slow and ponderous and would bring Daniel’s pain to light for the city to see, to pick apart and analyze. Justice would work, eventually, but might do more harm to Daniel. Angel swore an oath to protect Daniel when he claimed him as his apprentice, and justice might fail in keeping him safe.

      Sometimes justice had to yield to vengeance.

      Vengeance was faster, far more certain, and final.

      He carded his fingers through thick, soft blond hair, Daniel’s face slack in slumber, beautiful even with tear tracks and sadness-tinged, blotchy cheeks. Eroch flew into the room, wings soft as they cupped the air, his passage quiet. He landed with extra care on the pillow by Daniel’s head then curled against him, burying his head in Daniel’s hair. A bright yellow eye peeked out from the strands, letting Angel know while the dragon might appear to be sleeping, he was watchful. Angel gave Eroch a thankful smile and moved away from the bed. Eroch could open doors on his own and was more than capable of waking Daniel if he had trouble, but he was likely to be just fine until Daniel awakened on his own.

      He shut the door and turned to face it. Eyes closed, Angel breathed in and out, centering his thoughts, settling his emotions. Creating wards in a place untouched by his own magic was tricky, requiring more effort than intuition and instinct.

      The hall was quiet, the undead man who was his mate standing sentinel at the end. The suites were soundproofed, a necessity in a building full of supernatural beings who could hear a heartbeat blocks away. The air was regulated, clean, and scent free, though Angel fancied he could taste a hint of copper on his tongue as he sucked in a deep breath. The temperature was perfect, maintained and cultivated for the comfort of human donors and employees. His mind cataloged all sensory input and dismissed it layer by layer until there were only his thoughts and the magic that hummed beneath his skin.

      The ward was simple and meant to be temporary. He laid out the runes and lines that comprised the simple ward, a device to wake Daniel within if someone tried to enter. It would fall away if Daniel or Eroch opened the door themselves. Anyone not Angel or Simeon opening the door while Daniel was inside would get a nasty burn and Angel would be alerted. The designs were of his own creation, changed from the standards taught in practitioner schools. It would take a stranger far too long to decipher and undo and would leave them in the position of trying to destroy them outright, which would in turn draw too much attention to them, especially in the Tower.

      Angel gave the wards enough power to last several hours then dropped his mind away. To the outward eye, the door and wall were unchanged, but the wards glowed a vibrant hellfire green to his inner eye. He pulled back on his senses and settled himself before walking away, contenting himself as best he could that Daniel was safe.

      Simeon watched him with fond eyes, the vampire elder composed and elegant in a dark suit. Rarely did Simeon wear anything else unless they were alone at home. Whenever Simeon was at vamp HQ or the Tower, he wore a suit, no exceptions. Dark blue with a pearl colored shirt and a slim, black tie, Simeon was enough to warm Angel through and through, and his lips twitched in a smile despite the coming confrontation. Simeon saw his smile and a cold, smooth hand cupped his face, a thumb brushing over his lips. Angel sighed, leaning into the touch, and closed his eyes. Simeon’s flesh warmed quickly, and a hum of soft emotion floated along the golden cord that joined their souls.

      A kiss touched gently to his forehead, and Angel breathed in the chocolaty-pine scent of his mate.

      “Always, mo ghra,” Simeon whispered, and Angel was wrapped in strong arms. He curled into Simeon’s hard chest, loving the silent, cool body aligned with his own. It no longer felt odd to be pressed to a body that had no heartbeat, no need to breathe, Simeon only drawing in air to scent or speak. Angel slipped his hands to Simeon’s hard, trim waist, and let himself lean.

      “Always?” he murmured, emotions leveling off. Anger was becoming easier and easier to let go of, and Angel gave the credit to Simeon’s stable presence in his heart and soul.

      “I will keep you safe,” Simeon replied. His words were soft, for Angel alone, and lips kissed across his hair. “I will keep your family safe as well. The Council will not succeed in their plans, no matter their actions or motives.”

      “You gonna stop them, love?” Angel said, smiling, squeezing Simeon harder. “Send them packing, tails between their legs?”

      “Yes,” Simeon’s answer was resolute, iron resolve abundant. “They have not come to enforce laws that have languished for decades. They want something from you.”

      Angel opened his eyes but stayed in Simeon’s arms. “Oh, I agree. The Council wants something…or someone.”
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      Simeon met Miguel at the elevator as they exited on the casino floor. Angel followed behind him, his mate for once not taking the lead. He smiled to himself despite the horrible situation, wondering how long it would be before Angel took control.

      “Sir, Mr. Ariella and Lord Dumond have retreated to one of the private card rooms,” Miguel informed him, the human security guard keeping pace with him as they crossed the lobby for the casino. “The dining staff have been pulled, and I’ve got two soldiers outside the door. Lord Dumond is aware something is different, but as far as we can ascertain, Mr. Ariella is oblivious.”

      “Good,” Simeon approved. “He is to be brought before Master Batiste.” Two human guards opened the doors for them, their small group passing into the main entrance of the single-level casino that catered to the bloodclan and the upper echelon of Boston’s supernatural elite. It took a great deal of wealth to play in the Tower, and some of the city’s rarer citizens populated the tables. Simeon took in the room, the rustle of cards and silk, the scent of sweat, greed, and a predatory hint of competition filled the air in combating aromas. The dealers were human, the players all varieties of beings, and vampires and blood donors prowled through the glittering crowd. Eyes tracked their progress, some outright staring, others, observing who it was before dropping their gazes and pretending not to see anything.

      Half a dozen private card rooms were arrayed around the main floor, each under guard, and only open by invitation, or by a vampire of sufficient rank and their guests. Lord Dumond was an unranked master, but old, wealthy, and one of the few masters in the bloodclan who made no effort whatsoever to climb higher in power. He wasn’t even a legate or a soldier, and Simeon had known him for over two hundred years. The unranked master was one of the rare vampires who took to his undeath with equanimity, no struggle to reconcile his new nature with human morals. Simeon didn’t know how old he was exactly, but he was perhaps closer to Batiste’s age than Simeon’s.

      Simeon cut across the main floor, the casino guards setting up a subtle perimeter around him as he and Miguel went to the door the human indicated with a nod. A brief shuffle of feet and a ripple of tension caught his attention, and Bridgerton, the only other clan elder, blurred into their small group. Simeon didn’t pause, only gracing the other elder with a slight nod as he continued. Bridgerton growled quietly but keep pace. “What is going on?” Bridgerton hated not knowing what was going on in the bloodclan, but as Batiste’s First Elder and the clan champion, Simeon outranked Bridgerton just enough he didn’t have to tell the old pirate a thing. That was juvenile, and Simeon knew Bridgerton would find out in seconds anyway, as they were almost at the door to the private cardroom where Stellan Ariella and Lord Dumond were entertaining themselves.

      “The Master wishes to see Mr. Ariella,” Simeon informed the elder, not disclosing any other details. Daniel Macavoy’s personal trauma was not public fodder for the bloodclan.

      “What’s happened? Why?” Bridgerton demanded, but Simeon cut a sharp glance in his direction, and the rough-edged vampire swallowed back his inquiries.

      Simeon gestured to the guards who, along with Miguel, entered quickly, stun guns rated to drop a troll in their hands. A startled shriek and some thumps came from the room as Simeon entered, Bridgerton at his shoulder. Angel followed at a distance, staying in the wide space between the nearest tables and the wall, watching. Angel was angry, Simeon could feel it, but it was also tempered, held back. A year ago, Angel would have stormed the casino and burnt Ariella to ash. That he was letting Simeon handle things now, he took with a measure of pride, touched by his mate’s confidence.

      Stellan Ariella was handsome, gilded in gold and what mortals would consider a throwback to the glamour of old Hollywood. Built like a dancer, all lean lines and sleek muscle, Stellan appealed to vampires for his willingness to have sex while feeding, his lack of inhibitions, and his golden beauty. Simeon saw the harsh underpinnings of greed and ambition in the mortal, but such things were of less concern to vampires than to humans, and he’d never personally felt the desire so many of his peers had for the man.

      Stellan Ariella was half naked, silk shirt tossed over a card table, and he must have been sprawled out across Lord Dumond’s lap, the older vampire carefully standing and moving out the way as the human guards flipped Ariella to his stomach, cuffed his hands, and then hauled him to his feet, blond tresses askew.

      “What is this about? Lord Dumond! Are you going to let them treat me this way?” Ariella screeched, trying to dislodge the guards.

      “Where the First Elder is involved, there is no doubt the Master is not far away,” Lord Dumond drawled, smoothing down his partially unbuttoned shirt, tipping his head to Simeon. “Mind your tongue, or things will grow worse for you.”

      Stellan flipped hair off his face, grumbling, but he saw Simeon and Bridgerton in the doorway. He went pale beneath his golden tan, and Simeon saw a flare of panic. Ariella attempted a degree of righteous indignation. “Elders? Is there something I can help you with? Such measures are unnecessary, surely?”

      “Take him to our master,” Simeon said, not replying to Ariella. Miguel and another guard dragged Ariella from the room, ignoring the increased frantic and angry curses from the human. He spoke to Dumond, the crafty old vampire watching the entire ruckus with an indifference Simeon could only admire. “Dumond, our master requires Ariella’s presence.”

      “Should I be worried?” Dumond asked, re-buttoning his shirt.

      “Attend to our master if he summons you, otherwise, enjoy your evening, Lord Dumond,” Simeon answered, and he got a sharp, rueful smile from the unranked master. Dumond nodded, and without a glance, exited through one of the bloodclan-only doors in the rear of the room.

      “What is going on?” Bridgerton snarled quietly, stepping into Simeon’s personal space. Angel moved, his mate watchful, eyes wary and his hands open, palms out at his side, instinctively prepared to cast should Bridgerton make an aggressive move. “Why does the master wish to see Stellan?”

      “Come along then if you wish to know,” Simeon retorted. “This matter is not for others to hear.” He tipped his head out at the main floor where many a set of supernatural senses could hear every word and see every move from within the cardroom. Bridgerton glowered, falling behind Simeon as he left the room. Angel fell in at his side, the necromancer tense in the narrow set of his shoulders and his brown-green eyes wary. Simeon did not appreciate having Bridgerton behind his mate and put a hand on Angel’s shoulder. Angel gave him a wry glance but said nothing, leaning slightly into his touch.
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      Daniel refused to leave the room, and Batiste made the odd and somewhat compassionate decision to speak to Daniel face to face before dealing with Stellan Ariella. Angel hovered in the corner of the room, making sure Daniel could see him, and Batiste sat in a chair next to the bed. Daniel sat on the bed, Eroch on his lap.

      Vampiric senses were extremely acute, and while they did not need to breathe, vampires still had the bodies of humans, which meant drawing in air for scenting and speaking. Daniel spoke quietly, stroking Eroch’s wings, explaining in more detail what Ariella had done to him at Deimos’ behest.

      “Stellan held me down every time Deimos…Etienne wanted me. Deimos could have done it alone, but Stellan liked it, and Deimos enjoyed that too. Stellan would use a scalpel to cut my shoulders and neck then Deimos would spit on me, on the cuts, so I smelled like he was feeding on me. His spit closed the cuts, like it would for bites, so I don’t have the marks,” Daniel said, one hand lifting unconsciously to touch his shoulder, as if to shield long-gone injuries.

      Batiste breathed in, scenting the truth of Daniel’s words, hearing his heartbeat. Vampires were the supernatural world’s lie detectors—far more accurate than any machine crafted by humankind. Angel knew Daniel spoke the truth, for he’d seen into the boy’s mind, held him when he had nightmares, seen Daniel’s tears and the way he refused to leave the protection of Angel’s mastery.

      “Deimos raped you with Stellan Ariella’s assistance, and Ariella assaulted you with a blade,” Batiste said, not a question, merely reaffirming Daniel’s statement. Daniel gave a jerky nod and breathed out a faint yes, but Batiste heard it easily. Batiste was motionless, a snake before a strike, coiled with anger and deadly purpose, but none of it was directed at Daniel. The master then leaned forward, and with just the tips of his fingers, touched Daniel on his knee, making the apprentice look up at him from under dark-blond lashes. “I believe you, young Macavoy. I cannot express the depth of my sorrow you experienced such horrific treatment under my roof. Justice and vengeance are yours. Ariella is in custody and awaiting judgment. You can decide his fate.”

      Daniel sat up straighter, surprised. Angel waited quietly by the door and gave Daniel a short nod in support when his apprentice looked his way, questions in his dark eyes. “This is your choice, kiddo.”

      “Does that mean you’ll kill him if it’s what I decide?” Daniel asked Batiste hesitantly.

      “Death is an option, yes,” Batiste nodded. “I consider rape to be a monstrous act, vile and horrible. He may not have raped you, but he participated and hurt you in other ways. I will kill him if it is your wish.”

      “I don’t want someone to die on my word,” Daniel whispered, wiping at his face. Batiste leaned back, dropping his fingers from Daniel’s knee.

      “Shall I give him to the humans? Though imperfect, the human justice system does provide results on occasion.”

      “If Stellan is turned over to the police, does that mean I need to go on record about what happened?”

      “Yes,” Angel answered, regret coloring his words.

      “That means anyone can find out what happened to me? They’ll know about…about…” Daniel had to stop and suck in more air. “I can’t handle it if people know that about me.”

      “Then they shall not, youngling,” Batiste said firmly, and Daniel breathed out in relief. Batiste paused, tilting his blond head, blue eyes catching the lamp light from the nightstand. “There is another option.”

      “What?”

      Batiste appeared to be gathering his thoughts, choosing what to say. He interlaced his fingers, the picture of casual relaxation. “When we raise fledglings from their first death, they can be wild, dangerous, their humanity stripped by the process of becoming one of the undead. Once they are bound to their sires, or to me, we can exert control over them and tame their wildness until they learn control. Occasionally, this fails and the fledgling must be restrained until the bond can be forged or the fledgling destroyed.”

      “Oh-okay?” Daniel seemed a bit lost, but Angel saw where Batiste was going. He didn’t approve, but it was a compromise between the human justice system and death.

      “In the bowels of the Tower, we have cells built to hold newly born vampires,” Batiste said, emotionless. “And the cells can hold even masters for those who commit infractions not warranting death. Stellan Ariella is nearing the end of his donor contract with the blood clan. Eighty years of service in return for immortality upon the completion of his service. His covenant with the Bloodclan is revoked. Stellan Ariella will not receive immortality, and instead, will be imprisoned for the remainder of his contract with the bloodclan. That equates to fifteen years.”

      Daniel was silent for a long time. Angel stayed still, leaving it entirely to Daniel’s discretion. Batiste waited, as patient as only an immortal could be. Finally, Daniel gently set Eroch aside on the bed, and he stood, rubbing his hands down his thighs. Batiste stood as well and blinked in surprise when Daniel held out his hand for the master to shake. Batiste took it, and they shook twice before Daniel pulled away. “Imprisonment in the Tower dungeons for fifteen years.”

      “It shall be done.”
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      Simeon waited in the living room of his suite. He could see Angel at the end of the hall, standing in the doorway of the bedroom Daniel was using. He listened to his master and the young fledgling speak, and he knew Bridgerton listened as well when the other Elder growled quietly, glowering in the direction of the bedroom.

      “What’s going on?” Stellan demanded, and Simeon shoved him to his knees, clamping a hand on his shoulder, claws pricking through the fabric of his shirt.

      “Silence,” Simeon ordered, indifferent to the glare Stellan gave him. The human minded his tongue, crossing his arms and grumbling under his breath.

      “The Master prizes your mate’s fledgling to offer such a thing,” Bridgerton growled, the big vampire indignant.

      “Rarely have I need to criticize Master Batiste,” Simeon said, reproach in his tone. “This is not one of those times.”

      “A faithful servant of the clan disposed of for the wounded dignity of a second-rate sorcerer? Perhaps our master seeks the boy’s favor. His training is lacking, but he is pretty. A shame Deimos got there first.”

      Simeon turned his attention to Bridgerton. Ariella froze beneath his hand, not even daring to breathe, and Simeon’s senses narrowed to the Elder who stood foolishly within reach. “Once our master has finished here, I’ll ask him to stand as witness to my challenge.”

      Bridgerton tore his gaze from the hall, surprised. “What challenge?”

      “Why, my challenge to you for disparaging my mate’s fledgling. Don’t worry, I’ll make your death quick. I have no desire to waste time on you when there are more important matters to resolve,” Simeon answered, serene. Bridgerton’s face went slack, eyes wide, unbelieving at first. His mouth gaped for a moment before he found his words.

      “You’d challenge me to the death over a few words about a damaged mortal practitioner? Are you daft?”

      “I should change before the challenge, I am fond of this suit,” Simeon mused aloud, running his free hand down his chest. “Daniel Macavoy is loved and treasured. Your inability to comprehend the fact is no excuse for cruelty or disrespect. You can apologize, or I will rip you apart.”

      Stellan whimpered, and Bridgerton stilled, mouth agape. Simeon waited, sensing the approach of Angel and his master. Batiste glided silently to where Simeon stood, and he gave his master a slow, respectful nod without taking his eyes off the other elder. “Simeon will be quick. He is my champion after all. Apologize or die, Bridgerton. I’ll not have an elder of this clan disrespect anyone under my protection. That includes second-rate, damaged fledgling sorcerers.”

      Bridgerton flinched, a whole-body involuntary movement that spoke volumes. Swarthy cheeks pallid, Bridgerton sucked in a sharp breath. “I apologize for my words and any offense I’ve given.” Bridgerton, obviously reluctant but just as invested in avoiding his final death, bowed low and held it. Simeon let him hold it until the tension grew to a snapping point then he waved his hand, idly accepting and dismissing the other elder.

      “You may leave,” Batiste said, and Bridgerton wasted no time in blurring from the suite, the door clicking shut behind him, leaving a stench of anxiousness and anger in his wake. Batiste spoke to Stellan next, looming over the mortal. “Look at me.”

      The master had an incredible gift, one of many setting him apart from even the oldest of the clan—his charm, the ability of vampires to subsume the will of the living and command their minds and actions, was a juggernaut, leaps and bounds beyond any other Simeon had ever met, and in this moment, Batiste unleashed it all on Stellan. “Tell me what Deimos, the one you knew as Etienne, and yourself did to the young sorcerer Daniel Macavoy.”

      Stellan swayed on his knees, eyes dark, irises blown wide, mouth slack. “Deimos forced himself on the boy and I liked it. Etienne let me cut the boy, hold him down while he fucked the brat. Beat him into submission, took his tight ass, and Etienne forced him to do magic, things I didn’t understand and didn’t care about.”

      Simeon’s claws extended more, slipping through skin into muscle. Blood trickled down Stellan’s shoulder, soaking his shirt. Stellan didn’t react at all, eyes locked on Batiste still. The master nodded and gestured to Simeon. He yanked Stellan to his feet as the master’s power receded. Stellan blinked, his mind returning to itself, and dawning realization and horror replaced his previous blank expression.

      “You are hereby sentenced to fifteen years imprisonment here in the Tower. Your contract with this bloodclan is rescinded due to your crimes.” Batiste ignored Stellan’s gasped denials, and Simeon gladly dragged the struggling human from the suite. Stellan shouted and screamed, begging and swearing, and he flailed and kicked at Simeon, who ignored it all.

      Angel watched quietly, hands in his pockets, before turning and disappearing back down the hallway to his apprentice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Ghost Hunting

          

        

      

    

    
      Evening came quickly, darkening the city. Spring might be on its way, but winter still lashed the northeast, refusing to loosen its grip. Angel exited the clan limo, Simeon at his side. Wind cut down the sidewalk in front of Nightshade Apothecary, the street lamps in a losing battle with the damp gloom. The front door was shut, the sign flipped to closed, but there were lights on inside the shop. Angel climbed the short stoop where Lord Kensington died a few months back, went to the door, and knocked on the frame, hearing footsteps approaching as he waited.

      “Is Lady Kensington expecting us?” Simeon asked, eyeing the street. The atmosphere was stifling, the wind oppressive, and the sky churned with dark clouds bathed in a sickly orange hue of reflected city lights.

      “I told her I’d be by this evening, but the issue with Ariella pushed us a bit later than I wanted,” Angel murmured, seeing a shadow of someone through the glass storefront. Daniel was at the Tower, curled up in bed in the spare bedroom of Simeon’s suite, Eroch standing guard over the young apprentice. Simeon had placed human and vampire guards outside the suite, and the human guard named Miguel was firmly ensconced in the living room, armed and perfectly capable of killing at Simeon’s order. Batiste had retreated to his penthouse, the master subdued, none of his usual arrogance on display.

      The locks flipped in the door, it opened, and a wary, sweetly androgynous face blinked at them around the edge of the door. “Hello?”

      “Angel Salvatore and Elder Simeon to see Lady Kensington, please,” Angel said, and the wariness dropped away from the being’s striking face. Angel was uncertain of what pronouns to apply, so ‘they’ seemed best to use mentally until he could learn what they preferred.

      “Oh! Her Ladyship said you were coming! You’re shorter than I was expecting.” Wide brown eyes blinked at him, taking in his scuffed brown leather boots, dark jeans, and the thick fisherman’s sweater he wore all the time. “You’re not scary at all.” They then looked at Simeon and a gasp was heard over the wind. “You’re pretty!”

      Simeon chuckled behind him. Angel smiled, quirking an eyebrow. “Thanks? I think. Can we come in? It’s cold out here.”

      “Yes, yes, I’m so sorry. I got distracted,” they replied, waving them in, stepping back as the door opened wider. “Lady Heather is in the office. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      Angel and Simeon entered the store, and Angel nodded in greeting. “Forgive me for my forwardness, but may I inquire as to what pronouns you prefer?”

      A wide, happy smile lit up the short being’s face. “I am Sloan, and I prefer they and them, please. Thank you for asking. Many mortals do not.”

      “You’re welcome, Sloan.”

      They dropped a tiny bit, a charming combination of bow and curtsy, before zipping away with inhuman speed.

      Simeon shut the door and locked it again, the sign flapping as it settled against the glass. Nightshade Apothecary had been open for nearly ten years, the Kensingtons buying out the previous owner and rebranding the business. Four-foot-tall shelves arranged in neat rows spread out from the entrance area, metal baskets and drying racks hanging in ordered bundles at neat intervals along the back wall, bookshelves and stacks breaking up the monotony. Angel rarely shopped here, preferring to order his supplies from private vendors and purveyors, but he’d been in there a few times over the years when he was short on essentials and didn’t want to wait on the mail. Most of the practitioner population in Beacon Hill shopped there, so the Kensingtons saw a steady income stream. It had an old-world charm to it, despite the computers for browsing the stock in the corners and the high-tech checkout cash register near the front on a long, shiny wooden counter. Polished brass lanterns glowed with supernatural charms, and the floor was made of dark gray marble polished to a high sheen.

      Simeon prowled silently into the shop, bright copper highlights in his hair brought out by the glowing lamps overhead. His suit was a new one, the one he was wearing a few hours earlier changed out for this one. Ariella had strenuously objected to being tossed into a cell at the depths of the Tower, and Simeon’s suit paid the price. This one was a light gray, a pale blue tie and egg white shirt offsetting the light jacket. Angel appreciated the sexy sight, thinking his mate wouldn’t look amiss on a catwalk during Fashion Week in Paris. Wide shoulders, auburn hair hanging in a thick wave off his forehead and falling to his collar, a hint of tattoos peeking out on his neck, with a lean, tapered waist, muscled thighs, and an ass that would make old Grecian statues break in envy, Simeon was irresistible. Angel unabashedly checked out his lover, blood heating. He really wished they were home.

      “You tempt me, mo ghra,” Simeon rumbled, casting a teasing grin over his shoulder. “See something that interests you?”

      Angel heaved out a long sigh. “I’m gonna need to check out this new look of yours in greater detail when we get home.”

      “The gray suit has your approval, then?”

      Angel hummed, licking his lips. “Yup.”

      Simeon laughed, eyes bright, smile wide. “Is breá liom tú.”

      “Oh! Irish Gaelic! Are you bonded?” Sloan reappeared, smiling wide, all but bouncing on their feet as they looked up at Simeon, head tilted. A shock of white-blond hair fell over large, guileless eyes, and a tiny hand darted up to swipe it back, strands flying every which way. Not a sign of nerves but habit. And definitely not human. No human was ever that eager and sanguine about being so close to a vampire they didn’t know. “You said you love him.”

      Simeon nodded, eyeing shorter being with interest. “Angel is my Leannán anam. You understand my language?”

      “I do! You speak a very old dialect though. I haven’t heard it spoken in about three hundred years! I also speak Scots, Welsh, a couple old dialects of old Briton, French, Italian, Castilian Spanish, and…”

      “Thank you, Sloan,” Lady Heather interrupted as she joined them. “My guests don’t need a dissertation of your education. Please see to your duties.”

      “Okay.” Sloan was undaunted by their rude dismissal, beaming up at Simeon. “Tráthnóna maith agat.”

      “And to you,” Simeon replied, solemnly nodding. Sloan waved and darted toward the back of the store, moving in such a way as to make it seem like time skipped a few seconds. Fast, soundless on their feet, and highly intelligent. Fae for certain.

      “I’m sorry if Sloan insulted you, they are not likely to know if they’ve overstepped.” Lady Heather said, and Simeon lifted a hand, stalling her disgruntled apologies.

      “Your assistant was no bother,” Simeon was firm. Lady Heather frowned, eyeing him doubtfully.

      “I’d like to look around if you don’t mind.” Angel wanted to get started. He didn’t want to be here all night.

      “Of course,” Lady Heather nodded, stepping back and gesturing at the store. “I had the cleaning service in after the police released the crime scene. I have their number if you’d like to call them.” Lady Heather spun and retrieved a folder from the register, returning and holding it out to Angel. He took it but didn’t open it. “That’s also a copy of the police report, and my insurance company’s claim. There’s photos of the mess the criminals made.”

      She cleaned up the mess before he could investigate, before he could see the crime scene in person. He wondered what else she didn’t want him to know and worked to hide from him. He was sure there were photos not included in the folder and made a mental note to call O’Malley at the precinct and see what the police had.

      Angel nodded and slipped the folder into his green linen satchel, securing the flap and moving it back behind his hip. It put weight on his athame, where the blade was secured in its inverted scabbard, the hilt within easy reach under his sweater. Lady Heather bit her lip and stared out at her shop as if by waiting it would give up the location of the thieves and the whereabouts of her husband’s ghost.

      “Did you get to the bank?” Angel said, walking down one of the rows, letting his inner vision slip free, a new spectrum of light and energy now visible to his physical eyes.

      “I changed all the bank account passwords immediately and put a fraud alert on all the cards. The bank is aware Greyson is…gone. Anyone attempting to use his information will cause an alert in the system.” She was prim and reserved though she watched him with interest as he left the first aisle and started down the next. “Can you tell me what you’re doing?”

      “Not doing anything except looking, really,” Angel murmured, seeing residual traces of active spellwork and the dim glow of ambient magic that emanated from herbs and jars of spell components. It was easy to see what spells had been cast by the thieves; the residual magic common to the shop was layered and had depth, the colors uniform and calm. The fresh spells were glaring in how out of place they were, the colors sharper, like wet neon paint strewn about the shop in splatters of chaos and destruction. One such spell had killed the physical alarm system and eroded most of the commercial wards in place.

      Following the disturbed pools of ambient magic, Angel found the place where the thieves destroyed the register ward, the wards guarding the restricted practitioner-only shelves, and the Do Not Enter ward that, when functional, deterred the public from crossing the threshold into the offices and the staircase that led upstairs to the apartment.

      “It looks like any other smash and grab,” Angel mused. He blinked away his inner vision, the ambient magics in the shop fading from his regular vision. “Simeon, your senses tell you anything?”

      Simeon stood with his hands clasped behind his back, and he discreetly sniffed, sharp gaze taking in everything. “Many humans, some supernaturals. A brownie,” Lady Heather startled at that revelation. Angel was pleased the earth fae were still present in the city. They’d almost gone extinct a few decades prior when a plague swept through the local population. Simeon continued, “and a few wolves. Most recently, gunmetal, sweat, cigarettes. I can scent mortal men, there’s the hint of magic. Stress, elation, sweat. I cannot discern if the magic comes from the wares here in the store of if it’s castoff from the intruders, but some places hold stronger markers than others. And a hint of…” Simeon closed his eyes, head tilting to the side as he focused. “I smell a hint of rot, dried, dusty fungi, and bones.”

      Angel paused his stroll around the shop. “Kinda like the smell ya’d get from a graveyard or mausoleum?”

      Simeon nodded, opening his eyes. “Yes. Very faint, though. Perhaps a customer had been to one of the many graveyards that crowd the earth of this city?”

      “Maybe Elder Simeon smells the enoki powder?” Lady Heather offered, pointing to a nearby shelf, glass jars sealed with a cork and wax dipped twine, the contents bone-white powder. “I get them sourced from harvesters in Berkshire County, where the mushrooms grow in graveyards.”

      “Maybe.” Angel went to the shelf, examining the jars up close, though he kept his hands to himself. Enoki powder came from the mushrooms of the same name, thin white fungi that grew in the dark, moist earth of New England forests, seen most commonly in edges of overgrown, pre-Civil War era graveyards. They needed quiet, undisturbed places to grow, and the mushrooms were used in many spells and rituals involving death magics.

      Angel might be the only necromancer in the area, but any wizard or sorcerer ranked practitioner with the knowledge could use and cast with death magic, just as he could cast and use any elemental magic—it was just harder for him to use magics outside his affinity, same as those who were not necromancers who used death magics. It was only a necromancer that came with the affinity for death magic, making the need for such supplies and tools in casting frequently unnecessary, since his affinity gave him natural control and instinctive ability. He used spell components for truly dangerous or difficult casting, like resurrecting a revenant or detailed spells that were outside his affinity.

      “What was taken, besides the cane your husband’s ghost was tied to?” He was certain he knew who took the ghost, just not their names. Several weeks prior he broke up an underground black-market theft ring, criminals who were using summoned ghosts to steal what the deceased left behind to heirs and family. It was death magic and highly lucrative if done correctly. The stigma against death magic and the rarity of necromancers, plus those educated in the spells and rituals required to summon the dead, meant the list was small for potential culprits. The likelihood of two separate gangs running the same racket in the same city weeks apart was miniscule. It stood to reason the police had not made more arrests past the sorcerers Angel caught in the act weeks before, and their cohorts were continuing without them.

      “Cash from the register, which was minimal since I’d taken the deposit out already. Some more expensive ritual components, some crystals, and artifacts, though nothing truly special. They made more of a mess than anything, and the items stolen were closest to the office where’d I’d left Greyson’s cane.” Lady Heather nodded to the doorway in the rear marked private. “Greyson…” She paused, gathering her composure before continuing. “Greyson developed enough range he could wander the shop and the apartment above, so I didn’t need to carry the cane around with me while at home.”

      Angel left his spot by the shelf and wandered over to the office, stopping just outside the door. “They broke in, made a mess to confuse the police about their real motives, and then went for the cane. Once they had it, they left, pocketing some convenient spoils on the way out.”

      Simeon nodded, agreeing. His mate went to the front door, watching out at the darkened street, but said nothing. Angel frowned, but Simeon wasn’t acting concerned. If he didn’t know better, he’d think Simeon was bored, but Simeon was paying attention—something outside the shop was drawing his senses. Simeon was relaxed, acting as if the quiet street and the limo idling at the curb were fascinating.

      “Where exactly was the cane?” Angel asked. Lady Heather walked past him, her heels clicking on the floor, and he trailed after her into the short hall, a few doors peeling off on either side. The hall ended at a fire door, the steel panel clearly marked. If opened, it triggered an alarm with fire and police departments, which was probably why the thieves risked the front door. Fire doors were warded and rigged electronically, and the spells were notoriously resistant to tampering. A staircase to the right of the fire door presumably went upstairs to the apartment.

      Lady Heather stopped at the first door in the hall on the right, and Angel walked in enough to see shelves, a desk that looked like it belonged in a museum, and catch the scent of black tea leaves and incense in every inhale. “I leaned it against the side of my desk. It had been there for several days.”

      “Do you have a picture of the cane?” Angel asked, the lack of disrupted spells in the room merely reinforcing his hypothesis. The thieves knew exactly where to go and didn’t waste energy on spells to get into the office or a spell to scry out the location of the cane. In and out.

      Lady Heather went past him to one of the shelves cluttered with knickknacks and leather-bound books. She grabbed a small, framed picture and returned, handing it over.

      Lord Greyson Kensington, Lady Heather, and a blond woman stood smiling on the street in front of what might have been the shop, the trees along the sidewalk in bloom and the sky clear. The style of clothes and the more youthful appearance of the subjects in the photo indicated it had been taken several years before. Lord Greyson had both arms around the two women, a cane dangling from one hand. They looked happy and their relationships close.

      The cane was a dark, rich red-brown wood, nearly black in color, polished and shiny, capped on both ends in metal, likely steel worked to resemble silver since silver would warp too much over the years from active use. It was the length for walking, and Angel had memories of seeing Lord Greyson tapping down the sidewalk in Beacon Hill. His recollections matched the cane in the photo, so he’d recognize it if he found it.

      He angled the picture back around and asked, “The blond woman. Is she the friend who summoned your husband’s ghost and bound it to the cane?”

      Lady Heather’s face was wiped clean of expression, a blank slate Angel had no trouble seeing behind. “No. That’s an old college friend of mine.”

      “Giselle Hardwick, professor of History of Magic and Artifacts at Boston College of Magical Arts?” Angel supplied, and consternation replaced the studied emptiness on Lady Heather’s face.

      “How do you know?” Lady Heather demanded, and she reached out and took the picture back from him, returning it to the shelf.

      “Lived in the Greater Boston area my whole life,” Angel said, hands in his pockets, and he wandered back out into the hall, leaving Lady Heather teeming with frustration and aggravation in the office. “And I know most of the teachers and professors of magic and related fields in a hundred miles.”

      Simeon still stood at the front of the building, and Angel straightened his satchel, subtly checking on his athame. Simeon’s attentiveness was edging him into worry. A rustle came from his right and Angel saw the henchman from earlier sitting in the room opposite the office, it appeared to be a small break room. He dwarfed the table he sat at, the morning paper crinkling in his hands, a glower on his face as he squinted at Angel. Angel tipped his chin in greeting and made it a point to take his time checking out the room, despite the lack of ambient magic and disrupted spells. The big man grumbled under his breath, and Angel smiled before walking back out to the storefront. Lady Heather swore delicately under her breath and soon followed, her heels clicking on the floor, conveying her annoyance.

      “You said you didn’t need to know who cast the summoning spell!”

      “I said I didn’t need you to tell me. I figured it out on my own. She’s a wizard, an elementalist with air affinity, and her studies in historical magic would give her insight into the proscribed spells for summoning the dead,” Angel said over his shoulder, heading for the front door and his mate. Lady Heather followed him, anger radiating off her in spades.

      “And what do you mean to do with this knowledge?” she asked, words clipped. Angel reached the door, Simeon opening it for him with a short bow and smile.

      The wind tried its best to cut through the weatherproofing spells of his sweater as he stepped out on the sidewalk, shrieking as it slipped through the bare tree branches overhead and along the buildings. Angel checked what he could see of the street, looking at both ends as he turned back to Lady Heather where she stood in the door, fuming. “Go ahead and call Ms. Hardwick, let her know I’ll be stopping by tomorrow to see her. You’d be calling her anyway to tell her I know—might as well pass my message along while you’re at it. I just want to talk—I won’t be telling the authorities she broke proscribed laws.”

      Lady Heather put her hands on her hips, trying to loom over him from the steps. “The High Council consulate has the flag raised again after twenty years gone. Rumor has it a magister is here in the city. If the magister finds out about Greyson…”

      “The Council won’t find out about it from me,” Angel said, glad the wind was loud enough mortals would have trouble hearing them. No one was close enough that he could sense, but Simeon’s behavior told him they had company not far away. “Don’t talk about it with anyone but me. Give Ms. Hardwick my best.”

      Angel nodded and headed for the limo, the door already open. Angel slid inside, Simeon beside him. The door shut, the soundproofing muting the wind. The limo pulled away from the curb, and Angel leaned into Simeon’s side, a big arm coming to settle over his shoulders.

      They sat in silence for a block or so then Angel sighed. “Enforcers on the street?”

      Simon hummed. “Aye, love. Two I could sense for certain. Maybe a third, but they were well-hidden if indeed there.”

      “Council is watching us, then.” Angel figured as much. “We need to stop by the apartment before heading back to the Tower. And I have some calls to make.”
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      There was little Angel could do to make Daniel more comfortable at the Tower aside from leaving Eroch with his apprentice all the time and promising he would be safe, but he figured a duffle bag full of the young man’s own belongings and some personal items would help.

      Daniel was rumpled and sleepy, having slept the entire night away. Morning came in with a faint glow through the tinted windows of Simeon’s suite, unlike the bright, yellow glory they were accustomed to in Angel’s apartment. Angel squinted, wishing the lights were brighter. Lamps, no matter how pricey and opulent, could only do so much.

      Eroch chirped, tummy bulging. The silver platter next to him on the table was empty, the dragon stuffed from devouring tiny mountains of bacon and breakfast sausage. A blood servant exchanged the platter for a low, wide mug, the contents steaming. Eroch flipped a wing in thanks and poked his nose into the mug, soft slurps conveying how happy he was with the drink. The blood servant bowed out of the dining room, leaving them alone again. Simeon sat beside Angel, the dragon in front of him, and an empty chalice that once held spiced blood near his right hand. Angel had fed Simeon from his own body a few nights past, but Simeon was in his own territory, and he was more comfortable drinking blood in front of others at the Tower. He was more discreet at the apartment, conscientious of the fact both Daniel and Isaac had some minor hang-ups when it came to vampires and their eating habits. Daniel was adapting faster than Isaac.

      Angel spun his smartphone on the shiny glass surface of the table, ruing the call he’d have to make. Well, two calls. It had been late by the time they got back to the Tower the night before, Daniel still asleep. Angel figured he’d let the boy rest and they’d talk in the morning. Daniel rummaged in the bag, unpacking some items, stacking his tablet and toothbrush next to his plate, the contents partially eaten and thoroughly picked through.

      “Mo ghra, Dame Fontaine will be far more upset if you wait to tell her.” Simeon reasoned, covering Angel’s hand with his and gently squeezing.

      “Oh, yeah. Milly’s gonna be wicked pissed.” Angel smirked. It faded quickly, thinking of who else he had to tell. “More worried about what I’m gonna tell Isaac. Or if I should even tell Isaac.”

      Daniel peeked up through messy blond strands of hair then went back to his stuff. A heavy clunk made the table shiver as Daniel put the attunement crystal on it, the gem the size of Angel’s hand and glowing. Angel noted the gem gave off a faint mix of rainbow hues before fading once it lost contact with Daniel. His apprentice’s affinity had yet to make an appearance, but Daniel was twenty, which was normal for a sorcerer. Angel and Isaac presented their affinities in their early teens, which was abnormal for practitioners. Daniel was self-conscious about it, so Angel never pushed. Daniel’s affinity would present when the boy was ready.

      “Do you not mean to tell Isaac of the Council?” Simeon asked, concerned. “Surely that will make things worse, not better.”

      “I think I’m more worried about his state of mind right now. Will telling him make him worse?” Angel exhaled loudly, groaning, rubbing the back of his neck. “Will telling Isaac make things better or worse for him?”

      “Angel?” Daniel spoke hesitantly from the other side of the table, holding his toothbrush and the attunement crystal, rays of rainbow-hued light dancing over the tabletop.

      “Yeah, kiddo?”

      “Isaac’s in the kind of place that would help him if things got worse, right? I mean,” Daniel bit his lip, a slightly more alert. “If telling Isaac about the Council sets him back, he’s already at rehab. Aren’t they equipped to handle that? Setbacks?”

      Angel tried not to smile, but the guileless blinking and wide dark eyes did him in.

      “He has you there, mo ghra,” Simeon chuckled. “Call Nevermore and your brother. He should be warned, regardless, and especially if they might send enforcers for him.”

      “Do you think they would?” Angel asked, waking the smartphone screen and unlocking it. He scrolled for the switchboard at Nevermore, thumb hovering once he found it. “They only mentioned me and Daniel in the letter, and Malis made no mention of Isaac.”

      “Not in recent years, or perhaps a mortal’s lifetime,” Simeon began, “but I have seen the Council go after not only the accused, but the family members of those accused of crimes. Collateral against the accused running or disappearing. And they may yet believe Isaac to be only mortal and of no consequence. The bloodclan did research on the both of you before we moved to this city, and his magic, much less his affinity, was not discerned.”

      “Never thought Isaac’s reluctance to embrace his magic would come in handy,” Angel said quietly, and he dialed Nevermore. It rang once before it was picked up.

      “Mr. Salvatore, this is Nadine Masters. How can I help you today?” Nadine’s voice was polite and professional despite the early hour, and Angel gathered his resolve, putting trust in a stranger to see Isaac through what was coming.

      “Ms. Masters, I need to speak to Isaac. But first I have some information to share with you.”
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      Isaac slapped the wall in frustration, glaring out over the dark, pre-dawn, pristine gardens.

      The windows of Nevermore didn't open. Wards buzzed along the frames, and he grumbled as he spun away from the window and went back to the bed, throwing himself down on the tumbled bedding.

      He wasn't planning on escaping—he had nowhere to go and no one to see, and one thing he didn't want to see was the disappointment on Angel's face if he left Nevermore early. It was just so bloody hot in the room, he wanted—needed—some fresh air.

      Isaac groaned and flung himself off the bed, pacing. His skin felt too tight, his clothes stifling, and sweat gathered in uncomfortable places.

      The suite Angel paid for at the clinic was huge. The bedroom was enormous, bigger than their parents’ bedroom at Salvatore Mansion, and the attached bathroom was the most extravagant waste of marble Isaac had ever seen. He paused his pacing, thinking maybe a cold shower would be helpful, but he was too restless, needing to move.

      He hadn't expected things to be this...uncomfortable. Angel might not think Isaac was an addict, but Isaac knew the truth. He was addicted to anything that would numb the guilt and grief burning relentlessly inside. He cringed in self-loathing as he thought about signing out of the clinic and heading to the nearest bar. All the vamp owned bars in town had stopped serving him alcohol after Angel and Simeon hooked up, but the human bars came with anonymity and plenty of cheap liquor. He could find a place to spend his money.

      Isaac sat abruptly on the floor.

      He had surrendered his phone, wallet, and ID when he signed into the clinic. He might be able to leave anytime he wanted, but he was certain Angel would be waiting for him in the parking lot the second he stepped out the doors.

      Somehow, the thought was as comforting as it was annoying.

      Isaac looked at the landline next to the bed. It rang out to the front desk, and he knew if he asked, they would put him through to Angel without any fuss. And they might even let him open the windows too, but the effort to get up and ask like an adult was exhausting him already, and he hadn’t done more than think about it.

      Calling Angel without needing a ride home or bail money...Isaac flopped onto his back, blinking away tears as he stared at the ceiling. He couldn't remember the last time he called Angel while sober.

      Isaac lost track of time, the coolness of the floor helping to soothe his nerves. He blinked when his eyes grew dry and began to burn, focusing on the hard floor where it met his hip bones and shoulders. Sweat cooled, and he shivered, feverish yet clear-headed. He didn’t want that—he didn’t want to think.

      The sun rose, light dancing over the furniture of the suite, glancing off the gilded frames of portraits sealed to the walls. Tiny specks of dust swirled in the current from the central air, catching in the light, flaring like tiny bursts of fire.

      The rational part of his mind knew he wasn’t overheated, it was his brain reacting to the lack of alcohol in his system. Usually after a binge, he would sip on some whiskey or vodka for a few days, weaning himself off the high cliff he walked each time he went out. This time, though—he had nothing. Nothing but his twitching, shaking hands, the sweat dripping into his eyes, and the infuriating cheerful light that teased him with the knowledge of his own shadows.

      He was tainted. Dirty, stained by guilt, by grief. It ate him, tore his memories to shards of glass that cut him, bled him dry with every nightmare, every reminder of what he’d done.

      Despite Angel’s denial, his brother’s surprising magnanimity, Isaac knew the truth with every uncomfortable beat of his heart.

      He killed his family.

      Tears dripped down his temples into his hair. Steam rose as his skin heated, this time from magic he hated and refused to bring to heel. He knew what control felt like, knew what to do. He was raised by the great Angelus Salvatore after all. Angel pounded technical skills, spells, wards, and runes into his head from the week they were orphaned until the day Isaac moved out of the apartment they shared for a decade. If he wanted, he could rein his magic in, bank the fires, ease the seething embers that writhed under his skin.

      He liked the burn. The pain made him feel better. Not that fire could hurt him—since the day his affinity blossomed like a curse within his magic when he was a boy, heat and fire left him unmarked. Burns from the sun, scalding hot water, hot cement of the sidewalk under his feet in high temperatures, it all stopped the summer he embraced his affinity for fire.

      Except going cold turkey from alcohol, apparently. Alcohol withdrawal burned in a way he could not counter. It always burned, the only flame to penetrate his affinity and hurt him.

      How fitting. He would burn, punished by the very means he sought to ease his conscience.

      He laughed, the manic sound startling in the quiet. He rolled on his side, curling in, hands pressed to his stomach. Laughter blended with tears, hacking sobs and body shakes morphing him into a slobbering, wretched mess.

      He wanted nothing more than to let the fire of his guilt and grief eat away at him from the inside out, taking with it his exhaustion and pain. Fears and wants. Leaving him a burnt-out husk of a person with no need for autonomy or a future.

      Isaac thought the knocking was his heart, slamming against his ribs to escape, but the low, insistent voice that accompanied the annoying sound brought him out of his…fit? Manic episode? Breakdown?

      “Isaac? It’s Nadine Masters. Are you awake? I’m sorry for the early hour, but I have a phone call from your brother.”

      Isaac wiped his face, wincing at his swollen eyes and stuffy nose. His whole body felt strung out and sore. “What?” he croaked out, forcing himself to sit upright, arms shaking.

      “Isaac? Do you need help?” Nadine asked through the door, and he thought he heard another voice. “Isaac, we’ll come in to see if you’re okay if you don’t answer the door.”

      “Hold on,” he managed to say, loud enough he hoped she heard him. He didn’t want Ms. Masters and whoever she had with her out in the hall coming in here and seeing him laying in the middle of the floor, looking like he just woke up from an all-nighter after tying one on. He crawled to the door, and once he reached it, he used the wall to climb to his feet. He leaned on the wall beside the door, and slowly opened it, determined not to hit himself in the face with the panel.

      Nadine Masters stood in the hall, a dark-skinned man with bright silver eyes towering over her. The man was hot in a professional way, with thick dark hair twisted back in short braids and a short, smooth beard hugging the chiseled planes of his face. Sharp eyes took in Isaac’s disheveled and sweaty state, rumpled clothes and pasty skin, and he felt the near overwhelming urge to close the door, go take a shower, and redo the last thirty seconds of his life not stinking to high heaven.

      “Isaac,” Nadine smiled at him, though she surely saw what the sexy stranger did. She held a smartphone in her hand, and he could see there was a call locked on hold, muted. “This is Dr. Otto Mephaestus, he’s one of our psychologists on staff here at Nevermore.”

      “Um, hey Doc.” Isaac squinted, shifting. The doctor gave him a short nod and another perusal from head to toe, but it wasn’t the sexy undressing with the eyes Isaac usually got from other guys. This dude was very much a doctor. Isaac sniffed and wiped at his face, hoping he wouldn’t fall over, and addressed Nadine. “You said something about a call from Angel?”

      She held up the muted phone and smiled. “Yes. Your brother would like to speak with you, and Dr. Mephaestus is here to help you with any troubles you might have after the call.”

      Isaac went cold. “Is someone dead?”

      Nadine gasped, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, that was poorly thought out of me. No one is dead, no one is hurt. Your brother does need to speak to you about something important. Can we come in?”

      Isaac breathed out hard, rubbing his face. His heart restarted, and he nodded as he pushed the door open wide. “Yeah, c’mon in.”

      Nadine followed him into the room, and the new doctor shut the door before joining them in the small sitting area opposite the wall with the bed. Isaac nodded his chin at the phone Nadine held and she shook her head, indicating they should sit. Isaac took a seat on top of the coffee table, deciding to be as cooperatively difficult as possible since he had yet to learn exactly what the call was about and why he didn’t have the phone yet. Nadine chose to sit in an armchair while Dr. Mephaestus sat on the nearby loveseat.

      “Isaac, before I give you the phone, I must ask you to promise not to make any rash decisions or choose to leave Nevermore without speaking to Dr. Mephaestus beforehand. Can I get you to promise that?”

      Isaac frowned, but he really wanted the phone, and he would talk to the doctor if it meant he got it. “Sure thing.”

      She handed over the phone without hesitation and Isaac tapped the hold button to find it was on speaker already. “Angel, are you there?”

      “Isaac, is that you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Nadine said it was something serious, what happened?”

      There was a rumble from the other end, and Isaac heard Simeon but couldn’t make out the words. Angel sighed and came back. “The Council is back in Town.”

      Isaac frowned, wondering what the big deal was. “The town council? You mean the BH Historical council? They never left, right? They upset about the wards on the apartment or something? Complaints about Eroch chasing flaming pigeons in the alley again?”

      “Isaac.” A beat. “The High Council of Sorcery is back in Boston, and a magister is after me. I’m being charged with a host of felonies and my trial is set for a month from now.”

      Blood rushed in his ears, and Isaac swallowed, throat dry. “What?” It had to be a bad joke, except Angel had a shitty sense of humor. He didn’t do things like that. Angel was talking again, sounding way too calm for the magnitude of the problem, and Isaac snapped. “Are they going to arrest you?” Isaac interrupted. “Don’t let them. People don’t come back after they’ve been taken!”

      “No. Isaac! I’m fine. I’m in the Tower with Simeon and Daniel.” There was a squawk. “And Eroch, too. The Council has no authority here.”

      His heart rate calmed, but his confusion ramped up. “Daniel is in the Tower?” He never thought he’d hear Daniel was in the Tower again. Not after what happened before. He smiled, briefly lifted from his worry by pride for his friend.

      Angel murmured something he couldn’t catch. “Daniel says not to worry.”

      “I’m not worried about Danny.” That much was true. Daniel was stronger than everyone thought, including himself. “I know the Tower is sovereign territory, but can you stay there indefinitely? What about the charges? Are they arresting you?”

      “I’m not sure why they haven’t tried to arrest me. They’ve had plenty of chances. We’re being watched whenever we leave the Tower as it is. Batiste has the Council at bay for now, they won’t try and take us here. It would be suicide.”

      Batiste’s name hit him unexpectedly, chest aching, breath hitching. The last time he saw the city master, his lips were still wet from their kiss, his heart racing, mind spinning. Charmed into the kiss or not, it was still enough to occupy his mind and heat his body. “Isaac, you there?”

      “What?” He snapped back then exhaled roughly. “Sorry, yes, I’m here. What do you want me to do? The trial is next month? Are you going to live in the Tower for a full month and never leave?”

      “I want you to stay and get better, for starters,” Angel said, not that Isaac would expect otherwise from his older brother. “Just be aware. I refuse to let the Council dictate how I protect my family or city. I have a problem to take care of and I can’t stay in the Tower like a maiden fair, so I’ll be risking the enforcers every time I go out. They’re after something. They’re following me for certain; they may try to get to you or have someone watching the clinic. Be careful. Don’t leave without letting anyone know. Simeon says the Council has gone after family members of the accused before, to ensure cooperation.”

      “Most practitioners think I’m a mundane human,” Isaac scoffed. “Hell, half the city only knows I’m your brother because the vamps know. What would the Council want with me?”

      Angel made an exasperated sound. “You’re my brother, idiot. My only family left aside from some distant cousins across the pond we’ve never met who don’t count anyway. The Council takes you, they’re gonna wish they’d never crossed the ocean to return to Boston.”

      Angel burned the vampire traitor Deimos to ash for taking Isaac. The same incident killed his boyfriend, Greg. He winced, feeling guilty. He should be more devastated than he was, seeing as how Greg was dead only since late the previous year.

      “I could come to the Tower,” Isaac ventured.

      “You could stay there, where you’re currently safe, and get healthy.” Angel retorted. “Get healthy, and by the time you’re ready to come home, I’ll either have this situation handled, or you can help me finish it.”

      Isaac sighed, rolling his head on his tight shoulders, wishing he were anywhere but here, and understood the wisdom of the doctor coming to oversee this phone call. Angel needed him. His family needed him. “I love you, little brother.”

      Isaac closed his eyes. “I love you, too.”

      “I’ll see you in a month.” Angel hung up without another word, and Isaac handed the phone back to Nadine, who took it with a faint smile.

      “How are you feeling, Isaac?” Dr. Mephaestus asked. Isaac tensed, hands clenching on his thighs, and tried to remember he wanted to get better. Be better.
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      “I don’t think that went as badly as I feared,” Angel eyed the phone, wondering if it would ring again, Nevermore telling him Isaac was burning his way out of the clinic, Angel’s wishes bedamned.

      “You told him nothing of Daniel’s involvement,” Simeon said. Angel snorted and nodded.

      “I wanted him to stay in rehab.” Angel smiled at Daniel, his apprentice still rumpled and staring at him with tired eyes. Daniel’s recent moment of lucidity was swallowed up by the early hour. “Go take a shower, kiddo.”

      “M’kay…” Daniel mumbled. He shoved to his feet, one hand holding the crystal, the other his half-empty bag. Rainbow light swirled under his fingers, and it made Angel smile. His affinity might be taking its time settling, but the boy’s power was formidable. A pile of clothing and some toiletries remained next to Daniel’s plate, and Angel snorted out a laugh when a ubiquitous blood servant appeared from nowhere, gathered the personal items, and chased after the muddled young sorcerer.

      Eroch grumbled then took to the air with a chirp and a hop, winging after Daniel. Eroch took Daniel’s safety very seriously—Angel was thankful for his familiar’s choice to stay with his apprentice. Eroch might be tiny, but he had a giant secret. Anyone thinking Eroch was an easy mark would find themselves missing limbs.

      “What are your plans, mo ghra?” Simeon asked, taking one of Angel’s hands in his on the table, rubbing and holding firm. It was day, so Angel would be out and about on his own without Simeon. “I’m calling Milly then I’m going to school.”

      Angel stood, and Simeon tugged him into an embrace. Simeon’s mouth opened under his lips, tasting of warm blood, spices, and the one sweet, minty flavor that was all Simeon. They separated after a long kiss, and Simeon smiled up at him. “I’ll mind our fledgling today. Perhaps Dame Fontaine can keep you company on your adventures.”

      “Any time with Milly is an adventure,” Angel joked, laughing. “Love you.”

      “Love you as well, mo ghra,” Simeon murmured, emerald eyes warm. Angel backed away, grabbing his satchel and athame, and tore his gaze away from his mate as he finally left the room.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            It’s in the Cards

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are we truly being followed?” Milly asked, looking back out the rear windshield of the cab. She narrowed her eyes as if squinting would help her pick out their tail. Angel knew they were there—he’d picked them up the moment the limo dropped him off at Milly’s townhouse. The college loomed ahead, the campus bustling with students and staff.

      “We are,” Angel confirmed. “Two for certain. One peeled off after I left the limo—I think he went to report my activities in person. They’ve made no move yet to apprehend me, but it’s coming soon. It’s daylight, and Simeon isn’t with me. I think they might try to grab me when I’m alone.”

      “Which is why you brought me along?” Milly asked, aggrieved.

      “Only slightly a lot,” Angel smiled. Milly rolled her eyes. “Plus, I figured you’d love to come to the college, breathe in some education.”

      She jabbed him with her elbow. “Tell me again why we’re going to see Giselle Hardwick?”

      “She’s an evil criminal mastermind who stole a ghost.”

      Milly snorted inelegantly as the cab stopped outside their destination. Angel swiped his credit card and added a hefty tip then followed Milly out of the cab.

      “Surely, you’re not thinking a respected teacher is running a grave-robbing scheme,” Milly said, aghast. Milly had been a teacher for many years, likely longer than Angel had been alive, but he was never, ever, going to ask her age. She had an ageless quality to face and form, diminutive and fierce, elegant and timeless. Her nude kitten heels were six-inch-tall weapons, her perfect manicured nails were blood red and pristine, and her gorgeous thick mane of gray hair was swept up in an elegant coif at the back of her head. The light blue dress she wore hugged curves that held no sign of age, but her eyes held a depthless wisdom no young person could possibly contain.

      Milly was either a stunning early forties or a devastating ninety-year-old. He loved his cock where it was, so he’d never guesstimate aloud.

      Determining age with practitioners was difficult; the higher ranks, especially sorcerers, tended to live longer with the magic they lived in and used daily; it added years to middle age and staved off the geriatric decades. Most practitioners lived the majority of their lives appearing as if they were a well-preserved forty years old. One of Angel’s own ancestors lived well over one hundred-fifty years before dying in the early years of the Blood Wars. The more power a practitioner had at their command, the longer they lived…unless they were killed.

      Milly frowned at him, reminding him of the stern, terrifying instructor he’d met in his youth. He smiled and held open the door to the magic history department building at Boston College. “That glare hasn’t scared me since I first saw it,” Angel murmured, and Milly slapped his bicep with a dainty hand.

      “You reprobate,” she muttered, winking. “But seriously, my dear. Professor Hardwick has a long established, respectable career. Her lectures on ancient artifacts are always sold out and sought after. Getting into her graduate program is fiercely competitive.”

      “I’m not knocking her career. I’m sure she’s every bit a formidable professional. Much like someone else I know.” Milly smirked, and Angel followed her into the stone and hardwood foyer. Placards with etched names lined the walls, arrows pointing down the halls that led to offices for the tenured academics. “I just think she’s running a criminal enterprise in between classes and doctoral theses. The police never caught the rest of the grave robbing crew, the two I caught at the cemetery never ratted out their friends, but someone was pulling their strings. Then I get a visit from a wealthy widow who happens to have a friend adept enough to summon the deceased husband’s ghost, and once things have settled down and the widow grows lax, the cane and ghost are stolen? I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      Angel found the professor’s name and went down the hall indicated. Milly sighed and hiked her shoulder bag higher on her arm. “Tell me you won’t lead with that. You’ve got no proof.”

      “Not the police. Don’t need evidence fit for the courts. The worst that’ll happen…”

      “.. is that you’ll set her on fire and end a brilliant career.” Milly interrupted, finishing his sentence. She checked doors as they passed, looking at the names.

      “What? No. I’m not that bad.” Angel protested, eyes wide. Milly snorted at him and kept checking names as they walked. “Am I?”

      Angel stopped in the middle of the hall, and Milly stopped with him. “Am I?” he asked again. She peered at him as if surprised then a look of contemplation softened the sharp angles of her face. She was a lovely woman and dear to him. His best friend and surrogate mother in one.

      “Your penchant for solving problems with finality is both a blessing and a curse, my dear,” Milly began. She hesitated but continued as if delivering a bad grade to a favorite student. “In situations when the police should be called, many times the coroner is needed instead.”

      Angel sighed but didn’t dispute her assessment. “I spared the serial killer fae, Cian.”

      “You spared him because he loved his brother, and for brotherly love, you would forgive anything,” Milly stated, and Angel’s brows went up in surprise. “You raised Isaac when you were both orphaned. That insane and gorgeous man loved his twin and killed to save him. The whole issue could have been avoided if he just did even a little bit of gossiping in this town instead of gallivanting around the globe. You would have helped him without qualm.”

      Angel nodded. He’d said the same to Cian Brennan before the vampires handed him over to the humans for justice. Angel was not the necromancers of ages long turned to ash, evil men and women who raised armies of the undead for mayhem and destruction. Cian Brennan let the past and his own strict and off-putting rules of behavior keep him from the simplest and easiest of solutions.

      The fae lord sat to this day in a warded cell, waiving his right to a trial after admitting his guilt. He was to serve a life sentence for every being, supernatural and human, he killed attempting to resurrect Ruairí. A fae’s life was eternal, so the state intervened and adjusted each sentence to the average lifespan of each being killed. The humans made the averages lower, and since the vampire he killed was resurrected by Batiste, Cian was spared an eternity behind bars. If the state of Massachusetts existed long enough to match the sentence, Cian Brennan would be out in about a thousand years, give or take a few centuries for good behavior. Angel couldn’t wrap his mind around living that long, much less in a prison cell.

      “Fine,” Angel declared. “I won’t set her on fire if she doesn’t make me.” Milly quirked a brow and sighed, shaking her head. “That’s the best I can do right now. So far, the graverobbers haven’t killed anyone, just stolen from dead people and their surviving families. Despicable, but not worthy of death. And I wasn’t planning on killing them, anyway.”

      “I can say I’m not surprised the Council has issue with your past methods of problem-solving,” Milly sighed.

      “The Council isn’t here to slap my wrists for vigilantism. Most of the things they took issue with in their letter were done under the auspices of the bloodclan’s endorsement. They want something from me. They abandoned this city and its people when they left during the Blood Wars. And they never cared even when they were here.”

      Angel turned and headed down the hall and Milly tapped along behind him, her heels loud on the stone floors. He found the door at the very end of the hall, at the far side of the building from the main entrance. It was open, and Angel knocked on the frame. “Hello?”

      The office appeared empty but felt occupied and was far larger than he was expecting. It was more suite than single room; a door off to the right led to what looked like a kitchenette and a bathroom, and the room was wider than it was deep, with tables laden in books and artifacts, stacks of papers, and every wall covered in bookshelves. A large desk took up the left side of the room, a deep mahogany monstrosity that held a lamp, a leather blotter in the center in front of the tall wingback chair, and a small stained-glass lamp. It was the cleanest space in the room. It wasn’t a dirty office, but well-lived in and clearly bore the personality of its occupant. Sunlight streamed in from the windows on two walls, the office large enough it took up the corner space of the building. Thin white lace curtains fluttered in the breeze from the windows, each cracked a couple inches.

      “Anyone here?” Angel called out again, and Milly peeked around his shoulder into the room.

      “Come in and have a seat. I’ll be but a moment, Mr. Salvatore,” a disembodied voice called from the direction of the kitchenette. Angel quirked a brow at Milly, who shrugged back. They entered, and Milly went for the desk area, sitting in front of the desk in one of the two chairs available. She slung her bag on the arm of the chair and sat, crossing one knee over the other and her hands in her lap, every inch the lady.

      A murmur of voices drew his attention. The higher tone of a woman whispering, and the lower register of a male responding. Volume was too low for Angel to discern words, but he gathered they didn’t want Angel to hear them. A second later, Giselle Hardwick exited the side room, looking very much like she had in the old picture of Lady Kensington’s. Blond hair swept up in a tight bun, dressed in casual light-colored clothing, she swept across the room, nodding once to Angel with a professional smile. No attempt at a handshake which he was thankful for—some practitioners who had daily contact with mundane humans adopted the casual touching habits between strangers. You shook hands only if you knew someone and were comfortable learning something potentially private from the physical contact. “Mr. Salvatore, my friend Heather told me you were coming. I understand you have some questions about a favor I provided her a few months back?”

      Giselle sat at her desk, then noticed Milly. “Dame Fontaine! A pleasure! What brings you along today?”

      “Angel and I are partners. We own a private tutoring studio for advanced young sorcerers in Beacon Hill,” Milly replied with a wide smile. “We’re going out for lunch after we leave here. New place just opened down on Tremont.”

      Angel resisted the urge to roll his eyes, meandering over to stand in front of the desk, but a couple steps behind the chairs. Something told him to not get too close. Part of his attention was on the door at his back where he knew someone else was staying hidden. Kind of rude not to come out, but he figured the person in the kitchenette was someone involved in the grave robbing crew. Why else stay in a small room when they could leave and come back later?

      “Ah, so some company on a fine spring day?” Giselle answered. She opened a drawer to her right and pulled out a small silk bag, untying the strings. “Sounds like a wonderful way to spend the day. I’m here inside, tending to term papers and overworked graduate students.”

      “Why did you give Lady Heather the cane with Greyson’s ghost if you were only going to steal it later?” Angel interrupted. Giselle blinked at him, and Milly sighed, putting a hand to her forehead and shaking her head. Angel stared at Giselle, focused on her hands and eyes, waiting to see if she would attack or attempt to bluff her way out. He heard a faint curse from behind him from the kitchenette and stifled a smile. His instincts were spot on.

      Giselle finally snapped out of her shock then opened the silk bag, pulling out a tarot deck. She shuffled it expertly, letting it sit on the desk in a neat stack. It was an illuminated deck—painted and ornate on thick card stock and with edges that spoke of frequent use. She laid her hand on the deck, palm down, hand flat, eyes intent. “What makes you say that, Mr. Salvatore?”

      Bluffing, then. He could play along. “I know you summoned Greyson Kensington’s ghost and attached it to his cane. You then taught your friend Lady Heather how to power the spell keeping Greyson here on this plane. You knew she had it. You know her well enough to know where she would keep it once Greyson settled back into the shop and the apartment above. You waited long enough to cast doubt on your involvement then you took it.”

      “Sounds sensational,” she replied and took a card of the top of the deck, laying it face up. The Knight of Swords, illustrated in beautiful craftsmanship, glimmering in the sunlight from the window at Giselle’s back. A knight, resplendent in armor, sword drawn, flowers and birds decorating the horse’s tackle, the charger running toward battle, bodies on the field. An instrument of change, a general on the field, fueled by powerful intellect and unmoving intent. Angel eyed the card then flicked his gaze to Giselle’s studiously bland expression.

      “Not really. I’m kind of upset about this. Less than thirty-six hours and I’ve solved the case,” Angel quipped. “I suspected before I even went to the shop last night, but I had to be sure.”

      “And are you sure?” Another card flipped, and Angel realized Giselle was laying out the cards for a reading. This one was Death, a grim reaper upon a barren field, scythe in hand, robed and hooded in black with green hellfire eyes, lined in silver. Change and power, and the more obvious answer; necromancy. Sometimes the cards gave the most topical of answers, with no need to dig deeper for hidden truths that weren’t relevant.

      “I am.” Angel waited, his anger rising with each card. She could either be checking the cards as they appeared old and well-used, doing a reading for herself to see what the outcome may be of this meeting, or she was reading one of them. Likely not Milly, as his partner was sitting in shock, eyeing the cards, flummoxed by the absolute rude behavior she was seeing from an erstwhile professional. The likely person was himself, which put Angel on edge. Her effrontery was astounding though he needed more cards to determine if she were reading him or herself dealing with Angel.

      “I could call security and have you escorted from the building. Heather told me you were going to be helping her, not harassing her friends.”

      “I’m more concerned about the trapped souls your goons are toting about town, using them to rip off grieving loved ones. No one messes with the dead in this town.”

      “Goons?” A lift of a thin blond eyebrow and a third card landed on the leather blotter. He could see the illustration, this time of The Magician, a man who gathered resources from varied places and strengths and used his powerful will to wield tools to take on any challenge. Milly shifted in her seat, uncomfortable. It was clear Giselle was violating all rules of common decency. The cards were meant to be treated with more respect than this farce. “You believe I have goons?”

      “Ruffians? Criminals? Bag guys? Black Hats?” Angel shrugged. “Call them what you want. Doesn’t change what they are, or what they’re doing. They do the messy, hard work, you fence the things they find in the grave and tombs. Easy enough, as you specialize in antiquities and magical artifacts. You know the spells to recall the dead, and you use them. You can’t handle more than a couple at a time, since your affinity is for air, so you’ve maintained a relatively low profile, even after your two compatriots were arrested a couple months ago. Slow and steady usually wins the criminal a pass from getting caught, but you got stupid and stole your rich bestie’s dead husband’s ghost.”

      “Do you have proof?” A fourth card landed on the blotter. The Tower. Tearing down of the old, building the new, improvements, or a forced destruction of the world as it is to make way for a new order. It could also be literal, much like the Death card, and Angel worried for the loved ones he left behind in that edifice of power. His brows rose, and his hands twitched when another card came down, and it was appropriate for how Angel was feeling at the moment; Judgment. This one with the Archangel Gabriel, flaming sword in hand, dressed in red and white robes, calling to the dead. They rose from their earthly graves to face their final judgment. An angel raising the dead. A battle for judgment, who would be judged, who would be deemed innocent or guilty. His jaw clenched, and his teeth ached.

      Milly turned in her seat, mouth agape. Giselle was reaching for another card. Milly’s shock was palpable; Angel shook his head, and in all his long years of facing off with assholes, this woman was the pinnacle of Asshole Mountain. The card she drew next cinched it for Angel; he was moving the second he recognized the Six of Wands. Victory in battle and acclaim from whom the victor cares about.

      He walked forward between the chairs, and Milly gasped; Giselle sat back swiftly when he slapped his hand on the deck and stopped her from drawing a seventh. “I did not give you permission do a reading for me! What the hell are you thinking?”

      To do a tarot reading for someone without their consent was the height of rudeness—it was a violation. Like reading someone’s personal aura without their consent. Angel refused to let even medical professionals read his aura, and he had similar rules for tarot—never. Both methods were too revealing, and Angel had plenty to protect by keeping his secrets. He had no use for his future told through artifacts and tools; he shaped his future and guarded his privacy zealously.

      “I…” Giselle stammered as she sat back. Angel growled through clenched teeth, and she blanched, holding her hands up, palms out, surrendering.

      Milly darted in, gathering the cards in her lap. “Angel, she pulled the Knight of Swords, Death, The Tower, Judgement, The Magician, and the Six of Wands. These cards are all you. She was reading you.” Milly was strident and deeply insulted, and Angel trembled with rage.

      “This is interesting.”

      Angel spun to the door, one hand pausing as he reached instinctively for his athame.

      Magister Malis stood in the doorway, enforcers at her back.
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      Milly slipped the tarot deck into her purse, stood, and went to Angel’s side, grabbing the hand that had been reaching for his weapon. “Don’t. Don’t do anything.”

      “I come looking for my prize defendant, and I find instead a crime being committed before my eyes,” Malis purred as she entered the room. “What a wonderful way to start the day.”

      She was dressed differently than their first meeting; in dark silks and a black leather, thick jacket that was likely spelled and sewn to deflect knives and claws. Hair pulled back and out of her eyes, Malis wore a satisfied expression, a smirk tugging at her lips. Enforcers entered the room around her, breaking like waves of black, and Angel counted at least six of them; there were probably more in the hall. The emblem of the High Council sat proudly on her chest above her left breast, and the enforcers, nameless men and women, wore similar badges on their expensive dark clothing, dressed much like their leader.

      “Giselle Hardwick?” Malis asked, and with a flick of her hand, two enforcers went for Giselle, ripping her from her seat. She didn’t even give Giselle a chance to speak. Iron shackles came out and clasped over her wrists, sparks flying as they were set in place. Giselle cried out as her magic was dampened, and the two enforcers grabbed her by her arms and began dragging her to the door.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Angel demanded, but Malis ignored him, though her smile grew into a malicious grin, showing her pristine white teeth. Milly dug in her fingers, silently pleading with him to stay quiet.

      “You are under arrest for the illegal, non-consensual reading of another person’s aura by means of tarot. As I witnessed the crime occur, I do not need testimony from the victim. Your sentencing will happen tomorrow. Take her out of here.” Malis stepped to the side, and the two enforcers holding Gisele dragged her down the hall, her cries of denial echoing off the walls.

      The Council didn’t have prisons or jails set up like the human world with sentences that matched the crimes. They had dungeons and holes in the ground, and people were very rarely released once sentenced to the dark. People died in Council dungeons.

      “She ends up in chains? No trial?” Angel couldn’t hold his tongue. He thought about calling the police after intimidating Giselle into giving up her crew; he wasn’t going to shackle her in irons and drag her off like a monster without a trial. He might think the BPD was lacking in some ways, but with O’Malley, his liaison on the force, the criminals found themselves on the right side of the bars often enough to satisfy Angel.

      “No need for a trial. I witnessed the crime. Far easier. Trials are reserved for crimes not committed under the direct sight of a magister or enforcer,” Malis finally answered, and she gave a carefree, very European shrug. “But since you are here, and she committed the crime against you, it merely adds to the necessity of taking you into custody.”

      “Angel,” Milly warned, but it was too late. Enforcers routed a man out from the back room; it was the bruiser from the other morning, Lady Heather’s bodyguard. The nails were coming down on the grave robbing crew, but Angel was in no position to gloat or get the cane back with Greyson’s ghost. Iron shackles didn’t make an appearance, the enforcers merely shoved him to his knees, and the big man bit his lip, saying nothing, sweating profusely. Two enforcers moved around the room and now stood behind him and Milly. He squeezed her hand and spoke to Malis. “You said you were looking for me. Here I am. I don’t need to be in custody for you to talk to me.”

      “Yes, here you are,” Malis agreed with a satisfied exhale and smile. Without the need to mind herself in the presence of the city master, Malis was more relaxed, less controlled—Angel sensed a shred of madness under her cold, hardened exterior. It was there in her eyes, shifting in the shadows. He knew madness. “My enforcers told me you were here, and I found myself curious. Why would the highly educated and already grown Angelus Salvatore come to the Magical Arts School at Boston College? Perhaps you’re enrolling a young sorcerer apprentice for classes?”

      She was looking for Daniel, too. Never more thankful that he’d taken Daniel to the Tower, he sneered back at Malis. “Daniel is not here. I will never let you have him.”

      “Pity you refuse to cooperate,” Malis murmured, not at all unhappy Angel wasn’t playing along. “Is the boy here?” She asked the enforcers who search the back room, and they shook their heads in negative. “How unfortunate.” She looked at Milly, who was glaring at Malis, simply radiating indignation and anger. “And you are?”

      “The Council is sorely lacking in skilled employees if you do not know who I am,” Milly retorted sharply. “I am Dame Millicent Mildred Fontaine.”

      The Fontaines were as old a magic family as the Salvatores, and Milly was well-known in academia circles across the globe. Malis’ eyes twitched—she knew who Milly was now that she had a name. “Dame Fontaine, an honor to meet you. Can you tell me why you’re here?”

      “I refuse to believe you don’t know the nature of our relationship,” Milly sniped, and Malis glared. “Angelus is not going to become your pawn. Whatever you want from him, you might as well leave now. You’ll never get it.”

      “Milly, remind me to give you a raise,” Angel said quietly, snickering.

      “Oh shush, you brat,” Milly smacked his arm gently. “You know you don’t pay me a cent anyhow.”

      Milly was devastatingly rich—Angel donated her wages to local charities.

      “How charming.” Malis flicked a hand, and the remaining enforcers moved in. Angel grabbed Milly and tried to move her behind him, but the two enforcers behind them closed in. Heavy hands landed on his shoulders, and Angel stiffened. Hellfire sparked in the air, responding to his temper.

      “Angel, don’t,” Milly reiterated, and Angel growled under his breath.

      “I have no interest in Dame Fontaine,” Malis said, and one of the enforcers tried to pry Milly’s fingers off Angel’s arm. “Come along quietly, and she will be free to go on her way.”

      “Angel, we’re on a campus full of children,” Milly said, locking gazes with him. She wanted him to comply, that was obvious, but he knew it wouldn’t be for long—she would go right to Simeon.

      Hell hath no fury like a vampire Elder deprived of his mate.

      Angel nodded then Milly slipped her free hand to his lower back and under his sweater. A tingle of magic rushed over his skin beneath his shirt and the athame that had once belonged to his father Raine was gone from the scabbard along his spine. It would be safe with Milly—but not with Malis. The Council never returned magical artifacts they confiscated, no matter their provenances. The enforcers separated them. Angel let his satchel fall from his shoulder, and Milly darted down and grabbed it, and Angel tried to shrug the enforcers off, letting the resulting scuffle distract from Milly’s actions. Another small tingle of cool, fresh-feeling magic, and Milly hid his satchel from view. No one noticed but Angel, and only because he knew her magic well.

      Angel gritted his teeth when iron shackles slammed shut over his wrists. The hellfire sparks in the air died as if they never were. His magic sang deep in his heart and soul—the iron could not touch the soulbond he shared with his mate. He would have to overwhelm the nature of the iron itself with his inner power, heating the shackles to liquid metal if he wanted to access the veil, but he wasn’t restricted to a single power source anymore. Only Milly and Simeon knew he could access the primordial death magic animating the sentient undead, and he wanted it to stay that way. He wasn’t as magically crippled as the shackles would imply. Where Giselle was reduced to mundane human levels of power, he was only annoyed.

      He was shoved forward, the two enforcers behind him holding him by his arms, and Malis smiled broadly as he was pushed past her. “I do hope we can come to an understanding, Angel.”

      “That’s Necromancer Salvatore to you,” Angel snarked, and a hard fist punched him in the back of the head. His knees gave out as the floor rushed up to meet his face.
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      “Why not simply give the damaged child to the Council? Being in their favor would benefit the bloodclan greatly,” Bridgerton said, a variation of the same idea he had been pushing since their meeting began an hour before. “He’s not especially valuable in his current state, and the necromancer coddles him. His previous experience with vampires makes it unlikely he would bond with anyone in the clan. Give them the boy.”

      Simeon wanted to leap across the table, but Batiste put a hand on his shoulder, and he kept his seat. Batiste spoke to Bridgerton. “Elder, you are out of bounds. The boy is under my protection. He is a part of Simeon’s family. He is not chattel to barter for favor from a Council long past its prime and usefulness.”

      “The Council gives their favor to clans in Europe who hold to the old ways,” Bridgerton snapped back, and Simeon hoped he would keep going. Seeing Bridgerton’s decapitated head rolling along the floor would cheer him immensely. “They gain in wealth and esteem while we languish on this continent.”

      “The European bloodclans are hobbled by their treaties and favors. They earn wealth but lose independence and autonomy. If you wish for such a trade, you may leave this clan and seek admittance in a bloodclan in Europe.”

      Simeon was about to speak, but his phone rang. Batiste dropped his hand away. “Forgive the interruption,” Simeon apologized and pulled out his phone. He stood and went to the far wall.

      It was Dame Fontaine calling. He tensed. She never called him before. He answered. “Dame Fontaine?”

      “Simeon,” she gasped out, distressed. “The Council has Angel.”

      Simeon spun back to Batiste. His master was standing, watching intently, able to hear everything. “Any fatalities?”

      “No. Angel went quietly…or kind of—Angel let his smart mouth get him in trouble. One of the magister’s enforcers knocked him out after they shackled him. I heard them say they were taking him to the consulate in Back Bay.”

      “Thank you, Milly,” Simeon replied.

      “Bring my boy back,” Milly demanded, and she hung up. Simeon put his phone away.

      “I will protect the fledgling and his dragon. Go get your mate, and do not worry about the consequences.” Batiste gave his blessing. Bridgerton snorted but said nothing when Batiste sent him a warning glance.

      Simeon wasted no time and blurred from the penthouse of the Tower.
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      The limo stopped outside the consulate, the awning drawn over the sidewalk. It was still midday, spring knocking on the door of winter. Simeon hissed. A shaft of sunlight cut under the meager protection afforded to him by the awning. It would hurt him—that much was certain. If he got to the door quickly enough, he should be fine—and hopefully the door opened.

      “My lord, the sunlight…” his driver worried for him.

      “I will be fine.” Simeon opened the door, girded himself, and blurred for the entrance.

      He reached it faster than a human could blink, and the glass and wood doors opened smoothly under his touch. He was glad—no Invitation needed to enter, which means it wasn’t a mortal’s home. Mortals may live here for the moment, but none called it home. He stepped into the foyer and blinked back in slight mystification as the door shut quietly. The sun was angled high enough in the sky it did not yet reach into the foyer, stopping at the threshold. The sun was indeed shining, but it hadn’t hurt him. No vampire could move faster than sunlight.

      A servant hovered nearby, shocked to see him. “Do you have an appointment?”

      “I do not.” Simeon replied, straightened his jacket, and followed his senses to the rear of the house. The servant called after him to no avail. Heartbeats drew his focus. Angel’s scent was strong in the townhouse that served as the consulate for the High Council of Sorcery. It grew faint near the end of the main hall, and there was a door, forged from iron, and sealed shut with runes and warded. Angel was somewhere beyond the door. He tried to touch the door, but he couldn’t even get his hand within six inches of it. A buffer, invisible and powerful, stood between Simeon and opening that door. It was probably the entrance to the dungeons below the consulate.

      His Leannán was beyond the door. If his heart still functioned, it would beat only for Angel. His chest ached at Angel’s absence.

      He took in a breath laden with his mate’s scent and went toward the voices that went with the heartbeats.
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      Angel rubbed the knot on the back of his head. It wasn’t bleeding anymore, but he had blood on the back of his neck and down his back under his clothes. Simeon was going to flip out.

      He could feel his mate, along the matebond. It sang and shimmered, visible if he closed his eyes or woke his inner vision, but he didn’t need to. Simeon was nearby, he could feel the undead man as if he were within touching distance. Concern and anger, and an odd surge of surprise. Angel was working on accessing that part of their bond—Simeon respected his privacy, though he admitted to experiencing how it felt to have a mortal body by sinking his awareness in Angel’s body as he slept. Somehow it wasn’t creepy at all, at least not to him. It was reassuring—if anything was ever wrong with Angel physically, like an illness or disease, Simeon would know immediately.

      He leaned back on the narrow stone bench, his ass barely fitting on it. From his seat, he could see down the long, damp, and ancient passage beneath the consulate. It was a literal dungeon. The cells were carved from bedrock, the bars wrought iron and bespelled, and water dripped from the walls and ceiling from thin cracks. Partially blocked grates sporadically collected the puddles of water that littered the passage, and Angel’s boots and lower pants legs were soaked.

      Another odd bit—there were no doors. Each cell was barred with a bench, a hole in the corner grated over for the unpleasant necessity of bodily wastes, and the bars running along the front of the cell. There was no sign of a door, and he’d been unconscious when he was placed in here. If he was going to be in here for any length of time, he’d be able to figure it out, but that required time he wasn’t willing to spare.

      Simeon was getting closer.

      Algae and moss grew in the damp and mold made his nose twitch. Angel sneezed and held his aching head. He hadn’t come to until he was thrown into the cell, and the shackles remained in place. He wasn’t ready to admit he could free himself from the shackles with a few moments worth of thought. Even before he was bonded to Simeon, he could burn through iron—it was just easier these days after his soulbond with Simeon. He hadn’t many opportunities to do it in public—his father, Raine, and his mentor, August, had tried it out on Angel at his insistence when he was a teenager. Not many sorcerers had the internal strength to do it, many were injured trying. The Blood Wars still raged back then, and iron was used by their enemies to incapacitate practitioners, making it easier for them to be killed. Angel refused to die unless he was on his feet and fighting.

      Now he was caged and bored. He had little doubt he would be out of here soon. Simeon was coming for him.

      A clang echoed down the long passage. Angel leaned over, trying to see to the end, the twisting stair that coiled out of view. The passage was lit by what appeared to be oil lamps and torches, and their reach wasn’t very far, but he lucked out and had one across from his cell on the wall. Water dripping was the only sound for a bit then another clang rang from the end of the passage.
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      Simeon threw the practitioner into the iron door, and the mortal bounced off it with a thud. The man beneath his heel was coughing, blood supply cut off as Simeon restrained him. He had no time to charm them into compliance, and a Council enforcer was likely able to withstand the vampiric ability. Tossing bodies about was quicker. “You’ll open this door, or I’ll crack ye skull open like I’ve done to your friend. Where is the magister?”

      “She went…” the man coughed again, and Simeon eased the pressure, so he could speak. “She went to the local police department. The magister wants the human authorities to uphold her decision to keep him in custody with a warrant until the trial.”

      “She holds the Leannán of a Bloodclan Elder. He is no longer under the authority of the Council. Human laws hold no bearing upon him any longer. Release him!”

      “She locked the door.”

      “Open it.”

      “I can’t!”

      Simeon grabbed the man at his feet and flung him at the door. He bounced off it with a wet splatter and blood smeared the wall. A spell ricocheted off the wall near his head, and he ducked, darting into the room that held the magister’s enforcers. He grabbed the next sorcerer, broke his wrists before he even realized Simeon was in the room, and dragged him to the iron door. He flung the man down at his feet and pointed at the iron door. “Open it or die.”

      “You killed them?” The man wailed, blubbering. He was the last sorcerer who had been in the living room, and he didn’t want to waste time hunting for more.

      “Very likely,” Simeon snarled. Not quite, but the man at his feet didn’t need to know his peers lived. He’d cooperate far better if he thought them dead instead of just unconscious. “Return my mate or you’ll learn if they’re dead or not.”

      This man was smarter than his peers; he looked at the insignia on his jacket, the mark of the enforcer under the auspices of the magister. Simeon lifted the man with one hand and brought the brooch in close enough to sniff.

      Magic. He spat out the foul taste the spells left in his mouth. He reached for it, but his hand stung and skin sizzled. He hissed and released his claws. He ripped the jacket off the man, ignoring his screams as his broken wrists were banged about. Simeon bundled the jacket over the brooch, and held it out to the door, carefully approaching. He felt resistance but held it to the invisible barrier. A moment passed, then two, then the pressure against his hand fell away. The spell responded to the constant presence of the insignia, keeping the door from accidentally unlocking when enforcers walked past it. Simeon went to the door, grabbed the latch, and wrenched it open.

      It was now naught but old iron, and he warped the door with his hands, the metal groaning in complaint, and twisted it enough it could not close again, and he pressed it to the wall. No mortal could move it but with magic, and even that would take time.

      The darkness beyond stank of stagnant water, salt and stone, and human misery. “Angel?” Simeon called, his voice echoing into the darkness. He listened, but there was no answer. Simeon walked back to the practitioner who was trying to crawl away on broken wrists, grabbed him by his shirt collar, lifted him up, and punched him once, knocking him unconscious. The others were out as well. The servants in the mansion were all hiding and not a threat. The only one likely to cause trouble was the magister, and he needed to get to Angel before she returned. Someone in the building had likely already called her.

      Returning to the dungeon door, Simeon descended into the shadows.
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      Angel thought he heard something, but he couldn’t trust his senses down here in the dungeon. Everything echoed, distorting sounds. He leaned a cheek against an iron bar and squinted down the hall. He saw movement, light interrupted as someone entered the long passage.

      “Angel?”

      He shot to his feet and gripped the bars. “Simeon!”

      Before the echo of Simeon’s voice faded from the stones, his mate was standing in front of him. Simeon reached through the bars and cupped Angel’s face. “Mo ghra.”

      “You came for me.” A statement because of course he did.

      “Yes,” Simeon smiled, his fangs dropped, sharp as sin and making Angel wish he could kiss his lover through the bars. “A few skulls were cracked in the making of this rescue.”

      Angel laughed at the unexpected humor. “Did you chew up and spit out Malis?” Angel hoped.

      Simeon shook his head, auburn locks falling over his brow. “She has gone to the police, seeking their support in her actions today. She wishes to counter the bloodclan’s assertions that you are now one of ours and no longer under the purview of the Council or human law.”

      “The Council hasn’t enforced its own laws on this continent in decades. They accept tithes and taxes and fees, but lifting a hand and maintaining law and order? Not in my lifetime. They gave up any right to authority the moment they left Boston at the height of the Blood Wars. And the cops stay out of practitioner bullshit unless humans start dropping or they’re called.”

      “Agreed. Her actions today will not go unpunished,” Simeon stroked his face, carded cool fingers through Angel’s hair. “I can smell blood, my love.”

      “Bump on the back of my head. It stopped bleeding a while ago. It doesn’t even hurt.” A small lie, but one that would keep Simeon from going berserk. Simeon’s fingers found the bump and gently investigated, but there was nothing but a slight swelling and some dried blood. Angel held back a wince, his head felt hollow from the pain. He might have a small concussion. Simeon gently pet the area, and his cold fingers felt good before they warmed from contact with Angel’s body. “We need to get out of here. This is not a defensible position.”

      “You’ve been shackled. Can you still work magic? Let me break them.” Simeon reached for the cuffs, but magic sparked and Simeon hissed, pulling back his hands. Red burns littered his mate’s elegant fingers.

      “Is there anyone else down here with us?” Angel asked. The burns on Simeon’s fingers faded away almost instantly. Simeon was old—he healed fast.

      “There is a mortal woman two cells down, unconscious. She appears to have been knocked out. Blond, thin, but otherwise unharmed. Shackled as you are.”

      “Giselle Hardwick.” Angel chewed on his lip. “Let me know if she wakes. I don’t want any witnesses.”

      Simeon nodded and slowly withdrew from the bars. Angel missed his touch, but it was wise to have some distance while Angel worked magic.

      Angel stood, shoulders back, hands hanging in front of him, the chains swinging gently.

      His father once told him iron acted as a dam, and magic was a river. The iron dam held back the river of magic that flowed in all practitioners, releasing only a trickle to be expressed out in the world as executable magic, as spells. The weaker the practitioner, the more magic was repressed by the iron. High-ranked practitioners, like wizards and sorcerers, could work around iron, so the means to subdue them were augmented by spells and runes that increased the inherent magic-dampening qualities of the iron.

      As it was with any river, if the dam was overwhelmed, it would break. All Angel had to do was unleash the magic he held in his core, maintain the output, and push against the iron. By the end of their experiments, neither Raine nor August could prevent Angel from escaping iron shackles, even the more powerful ones they used on their enemies during the Wars.

      It had been over fifteen years since Angel had done so though—and he hadn’t a direct link to boundless primordial death magic then either. “The iron may explode if it superheats too fast. Be ready to duck,” Angel warned, and Simeon’s eyes grew wide with concern.

      “Should you? Angel, wait for Milly. Surely Dame Fontaine can free you.…?”

      “No time, you said it yourself. We’re going to have company any second.”

      Angel closed his eyes. He needed to hurry, but he couldn’t do this fast. He wasn’t joking about the iron exploding when he overwhelmed it. He’d done it before. Thankfully, one of his late uncles was a fire mage and healed the wounds made by flaming, liquid metal.

      Death magic was everywhere, in everything. From dirt and stones to people and pets, even in leaves on trees and the very air they breathed; death magic exudes from all things. Minute amounts in the living, more in the dead, the most within the dying, and heaviest in places of death, such as battlefields, graveyards, murder scenes; plague ridden areas; and areas that suffer from famine. It lined the forest floor, the shores of the sea, and the bottoms of oceans. In fossils and mummies, pyramids and mausoleums, museums, even the street outside Angel’s front door. Everything mortal and living was actively dying. Only certain species of fae were wholly immune to the process. The truly immortal were antithesis to death.

      All of mortal creation gave off death magic. It was one of the many reasons why necromancers were so feared and despised the world over—most practitioners were restricted to personal reserves, the ambient magic available wherever they were, and artifacts charged up. Sorcerers, could use all of that and the veil. The dimensional wall magic slipped through into the spaces between realities gave sorcerers an edge, as the best of them could access and harness the veil’s power, but a necromancer had more access to raw power from the start. Death magic could be harnessed by those without the affinity, but it took artifacts and complex spells and time and energy, all of which would crumble when confronted by a necromancer.

      Angel gathered his personal energies, a simple meditation exercise taught to all practitioners. Find his focus, find the edges of his reality then, unlike in meditation, he would not calm it, but gather it together, find the force that held him back, and attack with a single, sustained focus.

      He was not Isaac, able to withstand burns, immune to fire, protected by his affinity. All he could do was hope that, as he pushed outward on the shackles, they went fast and the metal did not have time to burn him too badly. His sweater was spell-proof and warded to protect him from the elements. He would not share the dangers with Simeon—his mate would not allow him to proceed. Milly could release him, but he had no idea where she was and being handicapped, even to a minor degree by the shackles, was not something he wanted to endure when Malis could return at any moment.

      Heat came fast, and then the pain. Smoke rose, burning at his face and nostrils. “Angel!” Simeon called to him. It grew worse, and Angel hissed out in pain, agony and the stench of burning flesh radiating up from his wrists. “Angel, stop!”

      A snap, and then metal bits ricocheted off the stone walls. Angel blinked, eyes tearing, and coughed. He shook out his hands, bending his fingers, checking the damage. He had blistering welts around his wrists—several were deep enough to worry him, but he could still function. “I’ll be fine,” he told his mate, though he wasn’t sure. Simeon grumbled and shook his head but said nothing. “Bars are warded. They’re set in the stone with runes keeping them in place. But the iron is old, over a hundred years for sure. They look solid, but they’ve also been sitting in a damp dungeon for decades. And I can’t overload these without killing myself—there’s too much metal, they will explode. I could shield myself from the atomized metal, but it will flood the passage and hurt anyone living. Gisele can’t escape, and I don’t know what it will do to you.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Simeon asked.

      “Can you grab the bars? I could touch them, so you might be able to. Be careful.”

      Simeon gripped the bars with his bare hands and nothing happened. Angel sighed in relief. “Think you can bend them enough I can slip out?”

      “Will the wards let me?” Simeon asked, eyeing the carved sigils in the stone and metal.

      Angel grinned despite his pain. “These cells are for incapacitated practitioners. Forged to counter magic, not supernatural physical strength. They weren’t fashioned to prevent a four-hundred-year-old vampire Elder from going all alpha male on them.”

      Simeon chuckled and raised a single brow, eyes gleaming. “‘Alpha male’?”

      “Show me those muscles,” Angel teased. He backed away, in case the metal shattered when Simeon bent the bars. He cradled his wrists to his stomach, already regretting not waiting for Milly to release him, but he’d die before he mentioned the pain he was in. His stomach roiled, and he was sweating under his clothes.

      “They are wrought iron,” Simeon said as he got a firmer grip on a single bar. Thankfully, there were no cross bars, only vertical bars set four inches apart along the exterior wall of the cell. Angel had no idea how he got into the cell to begin with—there was no door. Likely a spell he couldn’t access from inside the cell and probably only known to the enforcers who threw him in here. “Wrought iron bends, it’s not brittle like cast iron. I will make it yield.”

      “Save the dirty talk for when we get out of here.”

      Simeon smiled like he couldn’t help himself. Angel did his best not to show his pain.

      When the bar bent, it did so with a smoothness that reminded Angel of putty. Less than a second after Simeon began pulling, the bar gave way. The ends buried in stone remained unmoved, but the center gave under the extreme strength in Simeon’s hands and arms. His vampire barely even broke the equivalent of a sweat—the bar was defeated. Angel’s brows got lost in his hairline when Simeon grabbed a pair of bars, one in each hand, flexed, and opened a space wide enough for Angel to simply walk through. They looked like a child’s putty, warped and bent, rust flecks and bits of black paint dusting the floor.

      “Fuck.” Angel breathed out. He was thankful he was in so much pain; an erection would make it hard to walk out, especially in damp, cold jeans. Angel accepted the help Simeon gave him and stepped out of the cell. He didn’t fight the hand that cupped his face, lifting his mouth to his mate’s. Simeon took his mouth hard and deep, bruising in its intensity. Angel panted and whined, writhing against Simeon until his injuries complained and he was forced to stop. “We must go,” Simeon whispered, their lips wet, brushing over each other’s with each panting breath Angel took.

      “Yeah,” Angel agreed, wincing. His arms were throbbing in time with his heart. “Feel like busting out one more person?”

      “The professor?”

      He nodded and walked down the passage. She was indeed two cells down from his, sprawled on the floor, a bruise on her temple. She was soaked and muddy. “She’s the person running the graverobber ring, along with Lady Heather’s bodyguard. He was at the college when we went to visit. Malis had no interest in him at all, so I guess he didn’t make the trip. Lady Heather is just another mark to Giselle, but she knows where the ghost is, so I need her. The bodyguard likely knows too, but I don’t wanna waste time hunting him down. And she invaded my privacy—she gave me a reading by tarot without my permission.”

      Simeon growled at that, a deep rumble, and his emerald eyes flashed before returning to normal. Simeon eyed the wizard with disfavor and did not look happy, but he nodded. “Very well. Watch for the return of our hostess while I fetch your criminal.”

      Angel kept watch, the passage empty. Simeon had likely been in the consulate for twenty minutes now and the closest precinct was fifteen minutes away. Malis was going to be here soon if she wasn’t already. He didn’t know what time it was, but rush hour was a bitch in this part of town.

      The bars gave way to Simeon, who stepped into the cell, stooped down, and lifted Giselle over his shoulder in a fireman carry, her long blond hair tumbling out of its bun to trail on the floor. She was already covered in grime, otherwise Angel would feel bad.
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      The human woman in his arms was thin and lightweight. Simeon moved carefully, unaccustomed to such contact with a female of any species, and he acted with more care than he would with Angel. He didn’t want to break her by accident. She felt far more fragile than he remembered women being from his younger years. Yet back then, women of his clan fought alongside men in battle, chopped down trees, hunted, and reared wild younglings in the dangerous mountains of Éire. This one spent a lot of time with books, tea, and things that smelled of death.

      He made the connection—this woman was a frequent visitor to the apothecary shop. Angel’s supposition she was indeed the thief and responsible for the despicable crimes victimizing the dead and their families appeared to be correct.

      He heard people approaching the door to the dungeons just as Angel called his name. “Simeon, I think we have company.”

      “We do indeed, my love. Is there another way out of here?” Simeon asked, though he didn’t sense one. Just solid rock and far too small grates covering tiny and poorly made sewage drains.

      “Not that I noticed. We can fight our way out, stay hunkered down until dark and you can get Batiste to send reinforcements, or…” Angel paused. His face had gone pale, his naturally tanned skin waxy. His mate was in pain. Angel was good at hiding it, but Simeon knew him.

      “Or?”

      Shouts came down the stairs. Simeon could hear Malis. She was back. She would not be the Council’s top magister if she weren’t a serious threat. “Angel?”

      Angel leaned on the wall, a hand lifting partway to his head. He looked unwell. “Or I can blast us out of here, like I did the wall at the Macavoy mansion.”

      Angel groaned, and Simeon heard his heart begin to beat faster. “Angel, you’re going into shock. Sit down.”

      “Shock?”

      “Yes, love. Your wrists are burned, you were knocked out, and left in a cold, wet cell in a dungeon for over an hour. Sit your arse down before you fall.”

      “Okay.” Angel slid down the wall to land on his rear. Thankfully, not in a puddle. Simeon went to his mate and carefully lowered his burden to the ground next to him. She was still out cold.

      “Mind the professor for me, love. I’ll get us out of here.”

      “Okay.” Angel whispered, resting his head on the wall, slow blinking. “I didn’t think I was so bad.”

      “The great Angelus Salvatore needs not be all-powerful, all the time.” Simeon whispered. He pressed a kiss to Angel’s brow. “Don’t help me. All will be well.”

      He straightened and strode forward, halfway down the passage. Several mortals were above them on the next level. Over a dozen heart beats. Police were on the street. He pulled out his smartphone. It was just after lunch. The sun would be high in the sky, shining down on them. Batiste could not send aid until the sun set. He typed out a message to his master then tucked his smartphone into his trouser pockets. He shrugged out of his suit jacket and returned to Angel. He draped it over the fallen woman and checked on his mate. Angel was blinking up at him. “Milly has my satchel and athame. I can still cast, still fight.”

      “Another shall fight first. A moment, love.” Simeon loosened his tie and opened the collar of his shirt. The huntsman whistle Angel gifted him weeks before hung on its silver chain, the small artifact shimmering in the lamplight. He held it to his lips and blew. The whistle was silent, but the call was answered.

      The hellhound, now named Scáth, or Shadow, formed from darkness and hellfire. It grumbled as it grew from the stones, solidifying. Its dark fur shimmered with green flames to match the hellfire embers glowing within its eyes. The great beast was a shade of memory, a long-forgotten breed that sired the modern-day wolfhounds of Ireland. This breed fought against the Romans thousands of years before, hunted boar, faced off against trolls and orcs. It stood as tall as Simeon’s waist, and on its hind paws, stood taller than Simeon.

      Scáth padded over to Simeon, whimpering in joy, wagging his weapon of a tail. His great jaws with two-inch fangs fell open as he panted, happy to see his master. “My sweet pup.” Simeon chuckled. He scratched under the hellhound’s chin, the hellfire offering him no harm. Scáth wagged his tail even harder and gave him fire-spiced doggy kisses on his hand. “Tabharfaidh mé grá duit agus grá agus fuil duit.” At those words, Scáth snapped his jaw shut, ears pricking up, eyes intent. Simeon pointed to the stairs. “Cúlghairm.”

      I offer thee love and affection and blood. Rearguard.

      The hound yipped and gave an all too human nod before loping to the base of the stairs. He blended in with the darkness there, the light from the next level up not reaching around corners for the hellhound to be seen from above. His flames dulled, so as better to conceal himself. His growls were heard though, and the practitioners above discussing how to get down without Simeon ripping them to shreds all stopped talking.

      “I can fight.” Angel whispered. He didn’t even seem to notice Simeon had summoned the hellhound.

      “Regain your strength, first. Let me help.” Half his senses on the staircase and his hound, Simeon removed a cufflink, rolling back his sleeve. He lifted his wrist to his mouth and sliced into his own flesh with his fangs. Blood dripped from the deep bite. “Drink, Angel.”

      Angel was slow in understanding, but after a few blinks, he leaned forward, mouth open. Simeon helped, and soon Angel was sucking deep mouthfuls of Simeon’s thick blood down his throat. He caressed Angel’s face, the sharp angles of his cheeks, the lush pink of his mouth. Angel took more than usual, and Simeon let him. Scáth barked. He checked, and there were shadows on the stairs. Sorcerers attempting to see what was going on perhaps.

      Simeon whistled, and Scáth advanced on the shadows creeping down the stairs. Jaws snapped and someone screamed, Simeon turned to the fight.
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      Angel groaned when his wrists began to itch fiercely. The sensation was unpleasant, and he pulled back his sleeves in time to see the deep burns heal themselves. Blisters receded, weeping edges of flesh sealed, Simeon’s blood forcing his flesh to heal without scars. It was faster than usual—Simeon bit him during sex, and the bite healed by morning. Angel swallowed, thick, minty-chocolate laced blood still lingering on his tongue. Simeon let him drink a lot more than he typically did. He closed his eyes, the passageway spinning, and felt the slight bump on the back of his head fade away, the dull ache and the fogginess that accompanied it easing to nothingness.

      He blinked his eyes open. Simeon was at the far end of the hall, and his fiery pet fought at his side. Scáth grabbed an enforcer by his calf, shook the man, and Simeon slashed with his claws. A sharp word, and the hellhound dropped the poor man, whom Simeon then picked up with one clawed hand and tossed back up the stairs, winging him wide around the bend to land with a thud the next level up. Several people were shouting, and spells were bouncing off walls and the floor. Simeon dodged a nasty green and orange ball of spinning light, and the rock it landed on cracked and bubbled. Angel forced him himself to focus. His mate was not dying down here after being so sweet as to rescue him.

      Angel used the wall to climb back to his feet, grimacing at the mess the puddles and mud left of his once clean clothing. His satchel and athame were missing which gave him some concern until he recalled Milly swiped his stuff before the enforcers took him away. Next time, he wouldn’t be in such a hurry to get free from the iron shackles—and there likely would be a next time, considering his life choices—he had underestimated the amount of damage his new power levels could do to iron if he tried to overload the metal. He rubbed his wrists, thankful for his mate and their bond. He didn’t even think about going into shock from the burns, a mistake he wouldn’t make again.

      Simeon punched the wall, stone shattering, and his mate grabbed a chunk of stone the size of his hand and threw it up the curving stairs, the rock bouncing off the walls like a squash ball and disappearing up the stairs until it found a target. A shocked yelp made Simeon chuckle, and the hellhound wagged his tail. Angel went to his mate, each step becoming easier, his strength returning as he progressed, until he stood beside his lover on steady legs. Simeon smiled down at him. “I see the blood has done its job, mo ghra. Feeling better?”

      “Loads. Thank you,” Angel said with a smile. He waved a hand at the mess on the stairs. “Need some backup?”

      “Sunset is still many hours away—I wanted to be away with you quickly but getting into the dungeon took too much time. Getting back to the limo is unlikely at this moment. Any assistance you can bring to the table would be much appreciated, good sir,” Simeon teased. Spells were still being flung around the stairs, sorcerers scampering back whenever they got too close to Scáth, the hellhound snapping at legs and feet. The degree of the curve made it difficult for anyone to see anything unless they got in range of the hellhound who stood tall enough his head was level with the fifth step.

      Angel neatly sidestepped a spell that was flung at them, and he wrinkled his nose at the noxious smell that arose from the impact spot on the floor. He raised a shield on the bubbling spot, compressed it, and smothered the magical chemical reaction before dismissing the shield. “They’re trying to knock us out. Not too smart. Only one of us needs to breathe.”

      They leaned on the side of the wall that was nestled in close to the far side of the stairs, out of view and range. Scáth scampered about, tail flagging, jaws wide as he waited for another leg to come in range.

      “Plans?” Angel mused. Simeon leaned down, sniffed at his neck and along his jaw, and Angel tipped his head to give his lover better access. A fang rubbed along his skin, the flat smooth front of one of Simeon’s longer cuspids, and he shivered. A curse came bounding down the stairs, rolled past their feet, and Scáth sniffed at it before letting loose a booming bark back up the stairs, as if mocking the attempt.

      “I’m having Blood War déjà vu.” Angel grimaced, and Simeon nibbled on his neck, helping him relax again. “The stairs are the only way in and out of the dungeons. We have a knocked-out wizard—is she our prisoner? Person we rescued?—and we have a necromancer, a vampire, and a hellhound.”

      Simeon murmured in agreement, still fascinated by Angel’s scent behind his ear. He smiled, despite the danger. His body was thrumming with desire, Simeon’s blood reviving him, powering his needs, making him more in tune with his lover. Simeon missed him, he could tell.

      “We are outnumbered,” Simeon stated the obvious. “Do we kill them or wait for Batiste?”

      Angel frowned. He really didn’t want to owe the city master anything and getting rescued by the bloodclan would be a big debt he didn’t want hand over to Batiste. He frowned at the stairs, the looked back down the passageway. “Lemme go check something.”

      Angel slowly left Simeon’s side, the vampire’s warming hands releasing him just as reluctantly. He could feel Simeon’s touch on his skin even after they stopped touching.

      Angel went back down the way he came, stepping around Giselle Hardwick. He spared her a quick glance, but she was still out and there was nothing he could do for her but get them out of there. The end of the passage was a flat stone wall, a lamp hanging from a metal chain from the ceiling the only thing back there. He ran his hand over the stone, the surface rough, damp, and smelling of rotten things. He grimaced but kept searching. The stone wall was a solid piece of rock without seams.

      His inner vision pressed forward, and he gave into his subconscious, recognizing there was something more present. He frowned and opened himself wider. The stone wall was several feet deep, and the block ended underneath the access alleyway behind the townhouse that served as the consulate. There were several tons of earth, stone, gravel, and pavement between where Angel stood and freedom. He doubted he could punch his way free without bringing down the entire backside of the building. The house on one side was warded, meaning it was occupied and he’d be wasting time trying to blast through rock then wards to escape, not to mention he might hurt whoever was living there. His senses sang again, and Angel paused, withdrawing his attention from the street behind the consulate.

      “Why go out the back when you can visit the neighbors, lad?” A gravely, deep voice asked, and Angel breathed in cautiously. They weren’t as alone as he originally thought. That’s what he got for not double-checking his immediate surroundings.

      He looked to his left and saw the ghost who had spoken. The ghost smiled, floating nonchalantly a foot or so above the ground, protruding from the wall. Dressed in rags that appeared to be made of rough hewn cotton and linen, the man was, at one point, an employee for a shipping company back in the peak of Boston’s sea-trading days. The patch sewn on his left shoulder indicated he was a Morgan, a small clan of practitioners who once allied themselves with the Salvatores back in the late 1800s and guarded the supply ships from Italy and Spain laden with trade goods for the Salvatores. Much of the Salvatore wealth during the height of the Blood Wars came from trade with Europe.

      The Melbournes wiped most of the Morgans out not long before two of Angel’s ancestors, Ignacio Salvatore and his mother, Astoria, destroyed the Melbournes in retaliation. The late 1800s were some of the bloodiest and darkest years of the Wars.

      “Greetings,” Angel said, turning fully to the ghost and bowing briefly at the waist. It had responded to his affinity and the death magic he passively exuded—it happened on occasion. “My name is Angelus Salvatore, good sir.”

      He could be anywhere in this city, if an active ghost with sentience were around, they tended to follow him or make an overture if he used his magic. Death magic stirred them into awareness and gave them more power, so most sought him out for more. Not many among the living could speak to the dead, and the dead rarely turned down the chance to talk to someone. Angel usually sent them on to the Other Side if he encountered a ghost with enough sentience to make the choice. Those spirits who were tortured and unaware of their state, he released as best he could, regardless.

      “Ulysses Morgan, at your service.” The spirit gave him a jaunty salute with two fingers. His accent was Irish but rougher than Simeon’s and with a twang to it that implied long visits ashore in multiple different countries. “Pegged ya for a Salvatore the second they dragged ya down here. Look like Lady Astoria, ya do.”

      “Mo ghra?” Simeon called, and Angel spared a glance over his shoulder. The enforcers were regrouping, and Simeon was petting his hellhound, both relaxed as they could be despite the urgent nature of their situation. “Who are you talking to?” Simeon might not be able to see the ghost—it depended on the strength of the spirit itself.

      “A departed fellow prisoner has made himself known,” Angel called back. “No need to worry. How are you doing?”

      Simeon appeared wary but nodded.  It was the first time a ghost approached Angel with Simeon around, but Simeon had his hands full, so worry would have to wait. “Well enough. Our hosts are discussing their options. None seem viable, so you have some time.”

      Angel waved in acknowledgment and looked back to Ulysses. “Apologies. You said I looked like Lady Astoria?”

      “Aye, lad. Same eyes, and her mark is in ye bearing and stature. She was a wee spitfire, and here ye are, a mite of a man with a bite.” Ulysses smirked. “Never seen a person more confident with her place in the world than Lady Astoria. There’s death magic in you, laddie. I ken that’s how you woke me. I’ve been asleep some time.”

      “Asleep is one way to put it,” Angel said quietly, and Ulysses smiled, gaunt face twisting with morbid humor. Yellowed teeth and a shriveled tongue were visible through the lips pulled back in a twisted grin. “You died in the Council consulate dungeon. What was your crime?”

      Ulysses laughed, clutching his skeletal sides, rags shaking. “Crime of existing, boy. The wrong friends at the wrong time was what earned me my death here. I would not renounce my allegiance, so I was tossed away like garbage. They left me to starve in the cell where they dropped you. Been many long years since another living soul has ventured down here. The dark fiend who broke the bars helped free me the last wee bit.”

      “You were jailed by the High Council for being allied with the Salvatores?” Angel was horrified, but not surprised. The Council had publicly maintained a neutral stance in the Wars, but behind the scenes, they were anything but neutral—many people died because of the Council’s hidden machinations. They had the power to stop the Wars, but they chose instead to profit and good people died. When they left twenty years before, the death count in the Wars dropped. At least, until the Massacre eleven years ago.

      “Jailed and left to die,” Ulysses agreed, spinning out from the wall and around Angel, rags trailing on the stone, bare feet reduced to bone and taut skin that stepped with jerky motions. “Don’t look at me so, lad. I reconciled myself to death a long time ago.”

      Angel quirked a disbelieving brow, since Ulysses was still here on this plane—if he were truly accepting of his passing, he would have moved on to the Other Side. “Why remain?”

      “Other Side is full of people I couldn’t stand in this life,” Ulysses cackled. “Why go on?”

      Angel shook his head but arguing with the dead was often pointless. Nothing was more stubborn than an unbound ghost. “You said why bother going through to the street when I could visit the neighbors?”

      Ulysses grinned, revealing gaps in his teeth and cracked lips. “Thought you forgot about that.”

      “Nope. Who lives on either side of the consulate?”

      Ulysses jerked a thumb back over his shoulder. “Crazy old witch lives in the house next door. Tons of cats. Think she was old when I was a lad.” Angel smiled. Ulysses pointed past Angel, his finger thin and knobby. “That way lies nothing but empty rooms and dust.”

      Ulysses zipped about the passageway, heading down to where Simeon and the hellhound stood. Scáth sniffed at the ghost, his tail wagging. Simeon must have sensed something, as he narrowed his eyes and stared at where Ulysses floated, trying to make him out. The ghost cooed at the hellhound, scratching the hound behind his ear. Angel took a second look when he realized Ulysses could touch the hellhound, a tangible connection. Scáth licked the ghost’s fingers and wagged his tail again. “Fierce beastie.”

      “You’re touching him.” Angel said, smacking himself mentally for stating the obvious. “Are you getting stronger, or is it because the hellhound is both spirit and flesh, and not mortal?”

      Ulysses floated back to Angel. “I’ve always been strong, lad. And you’re pouring out enough energy to wake the dead.” The ghost cackled at his joke, spinning, and Angel rolled his eyes.

      Angel moved back a few steps, perusing the wall. The end of the hall stopped on a solid rock, but the sides of the passageway were rough-hewn blocks roughly a square foot each and set with cracking mortar. He sent out his senses, and the ghost that hovered at his side flared with milky green death magics and a small flicker of sentience. Rare to find a ghost so tangible and coherent. He looked past the ghost and into the townhouse next door. The townhouses on this street all shared common walls, nary a breadth between them in this section of Back Bay. He dismissed the occupied house and turned his mind to the other house. It was empty, but the walls were load bearing. Blowing them apart would be a disaster for everyone.

      Trouble was the sheer amount of material between where Angel stood and the means to escape. Blowing his way out wasn’t going to work at all. Even the walls between the townhouses were structural, and he’d likely kill them all if he tried blasting their way out. Anyone on the street would be in danger, and the houses on either side of the consulate might collapse along with this building. He shook his head. Ghosts weren’t all that concerned with life-threatening consequences—after all, they’d got the hard part of dying out of the way already.

      Angel withdrew and hummed quietly to himself, thinking. Blasting their way out ran the risk of bringing the townhouses down on top of them all and exposing Simeon to sunlight. They had Giselle as well, who was still unconscious.

      “Simeon, you okay up there?” Angel called.

      Simeon’s chuckle echoed from the far end of the hall. “Aye, love. My sweet pup has them confounded.”

      “Ok, we might have some options. I’ll let you know.”

      Ulysses hovered, the ghost floating in a nonexistent breeze, coasting along the wall idly. He now appeared to be bored, but willing to stick around. Angel smirked and called forth his inner vision again. He looked past the top layers of wards and runes and ambient magic, the null zones made by the bars appearing as blank spots to his senses.

      The walls, ceiling, the floor, even the solid pieces of bedrock glowed with an old, deep layer of death magic. Which was not surprising, considering the number of people likely imprisoned in this place over the years, and how many must have died down here like Ulysses. Angel kept his inner vision up and called to Simeon. “Simeon, call O’Malley. See if the police are on the consulate’s side or ours.”

      He vaguely registered Simeon’s response. The dead were just out of reach—Ulysses came when the binding spells on the cell were destroyed by Simeon warping the bars. Proximity did the rest. To call the incorporeal undead—ghosts—was merely another step in the same direction. They could sense him, sense his death magic, and when he reached with his affinity, he could sense them in return.

      Angel breathed slowly, evenly, and closed his eyes, and reached again. This time he turned to the ancient death magic his mate bond fed into him; it came with a roar. He turned the power outward and guided it as it found the depressions in the spiritual world that were dormant spirits. The ground shivered. One of the depressions sank deeper, grew deeper, and it pulled on his magic. Scáth barked, sensing what Angel roused from its deathly slumber. Simeon called to Angel. “Mo ghra?”

      “Did you get ahold of O’Malley?” Angel asked. There was something here besides Ulysses, some dormant spirits, and the living. He fed more power to the creature of the dark who slumbered beneath them, its death having left an indelible mark upon the land. It was far beneath the bricks and gravel from the earliest of settlements on this marshy shore along the cold sea, and Angel shivered when the dead being answered his call, turning its awakening consciousness to Angel, unwavering in its regard.

      “O’Malley says they’re not here to enforce any Council warrant, but his superiors are receiving pressure to cooperate. My master is also wielding his considerable influence. The police are not here for anything except to keep the peace. And Milly is just outside the police line. She texted while we were occupied with the stairs.”

      Angel smirked. “Text Milly, get her to the limo. And tell O’Malley I’m sorry for what is about to happen.”

      Angel lifted a hand, following the tugging on his magic. Ulysses cackled next to him, and Angel opened his eyes, exaltation rising in his belly to match the gleeful ghost spinning in the damp passage. “You’ve done it now, necromancer. Much better than knocking down some walls!” Ulysses bowed to Angel then continued to laugh and dance, rags spinning. Ulysses was siphoning off the death magic Angel was unleashing, and he had a feeling anyone would be able to see the specter now. Simeon confirmed this when he hissed in surprise, the ghost laughing to have startled the vampire.

      “Rise, rise and obey.” Angel chanted softly, eyes on the stones beneath his feet. He didn’t need the words, but the being responded to them easier. “Death doesn’t hold your chains anymore,” Angel whispered, letting his magic spindle out into the world around him.

      The ground was still trembling, and Angel closed his hand into a fist, tugging on the chains he forged as the spell unleashed from his mind. Hellfire links burned and snapped and disappeared beneath their feet. Simeon cursed, and Scáth snarled and barked. “Simeon! Grab Giselle!” His lover darted forward and scooped up the wizard, tossing her carefully over his shoulder, leaving one arm free.

      “What magic have you crafted, mo ghra?” Simeon never feared Angel’s magic, but he could be cautious, and now was no exception.

      “I found something buried beneath the consulate. Idiots didn’t check before they settled here,” Angel muttered, referring to the foolish colonists that greedily planted themselves in this area of the coastline, in what would eventually become Boston. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Angel yanked on the chains, the ends whipping through the air and wrapping around his wrist. He hissed, the creature at the end of the chains fighting him even as it climbed through the earth. He fed it more power, and a thin gray hand with long, spindly fingers and yellow claws burst from the stone. Debris scattered across the hall, dust and dirt clouding the damp air. A crack widened in the stones, the earth shattering, the ground shaking. A lean, wiry arm, gray skinned with random patches of black hair and oozing suppurations, became a gaunt shoulder and torso, the head lifting as another arm clawed for purchase on damp stone. The dead being climbed free of its earthly tomb, wide yellow teeth in an elongated snout gaping wide, a long blood-red tongue dripping ichor. The stench of rotting corpses filled the passageway, and Angel spit out the foul odor and grave dust, though the taste remained. Gray skin pocked with lesions and rotted flesh peeking through long, sparse black hairs covered a warped torso, ribs shuddering, the supernatural predator took a long, deep breath, a growl rising from its chest as it scented them.

      Ulysses took one look at the wendigo, his laughter coming to an abrupt halt. He blitzed away, the ghost disappearing into the wall so fast he was nothing but a blur of mist and sulfur. Angel suspected he would see Ulysses again, but not for a long while.

      “What…” Simeon backed away. “What is it?”

      The creature filled the passageway, hunkering down on its back legs, a rawboned, twisted humanoid being that towered over them, its vaguely canine features and eyeless orbital sockets a black void. It was huge, even crouched over, and hellfire chains wrapped around its unnaturally long arms, legs, and torso, binding it to Angel’s will. Which was good, considering the ghoul was even more dangerous than it had been when alive. A spear, the haft broken away, leaving behind only the tip, protruded from its back where a heart would be on a human, the stone spear having ended its torturous life hundreds of years before. Shamanic magic glittered from the spear head, only the passage of centuries and Angel’s death magic allowed him to summon it from its grave.

      “The Algonquin nations that once populated Massachusetts coastlines prior to the 1600s called them wendigos,” Angel answered Simeon and yanked on the chains. The wendigo growled, snapping its jaws, and Scáth growled back, the hellhound at a wary distance. “This one died long before Europeans colonized this continent. It’s going to help us get out of here.”

      Movement at the stairs drew Angel’s attention—Scáth howled, turning to ravage the leg of a very stupid enforcer who took the chance to see what they were doing. Hands grabbed the fool and yanked him back upstairs, screams fluttering downward. “We can’t go out the back here. Too much material and I can’t guarantee you won’t be fried in sunlight before I get us cleared to the service alley. If it was just me, I would fight my way out of here, but I was unconscious when they brought me here—I have no idea what’s upstairs. I can shield us as we leave, but there’s plenty they can do to keep us here. This way, we just tear through them and get to the street. Let’s hope the cops don’t shoot us when they see my buddy.”

      Of course, it was very likely the police would open fire when an undead wendigo turned ghoul cleared their way through the Council enforcers. Hades knew Angel would attack first and ask questions later. His shields could stop spell-flung debris—they might be up to stopping bullets. Despite the former historical enmity with the BPD, Angel hadn’t been shot at yet. He was sure O’Malley thought about it on occasion.
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      Simeon kept a wary distance from the dead creature his Leannán called a wendigo. Scáth hunkered down at his heels, growling quietly. Angel shook the hellfire chains, the links sounding real as they clattered, the ends wrapped tight around Angel’s wrist. Sulfur and the stench of the grave filled the passage. Giselle still swung unconscious from his shoulder, but her heart beat strongly and her breathing steady and deep.

      Simeon eyed the wendigo with distrust, but he trusted in Angel’s skill, his power. Angel was young, only thirty mortal years, but he surpassed many sorcerers twice his age or more in talent, knowledge, and sheer power. Simeon had no doubt his love would get them out their current predicament.

      He just didn’t expect their escape to come about is such a…unique way.

      There was a soft cough from the stairs. Scáth growled again, but Simeon put his free hand to the hellhound’s shoulders, keeping the beast in place at his heels. Angel tugged on the chains, and the wendigo shuffled over a step, letting its new master walk past. Simeon and Scáth went ahead, Angel between them and the wendigo, protected. Whoever stood on the stairs just past the bend coughed again.

      “If you get me sick, I’m gonna be extra cranky,” Angel said loudly. Simeon shook his head, a smile coming to his lips.

      “Magister Malis would like to offer you all a chance to surrender. The police are here, and there’s no way out of the dungeons.” Whoever was speaking sounded unsure and reluctant to be there, and Simeon didn’t blame the mortal. The situation was far from ideal, on both sides.

      “And what’s gonna happen if we surrender?” Angel said, deeply sarcastic.

      “You will be held until your trial in one of the rooms upstairs, and you’ll be allowed supervised visits with your, um, your…?” The mouthpiece around the bend sounded confused, and an angry person muttered something to him Simeon could hear. Malis was up there, whispering instructions to an unfortunate subordinate. “Your mate. Your mate can visit. The hellfire beast needs to be surrendered as well. Proscribed magic charges won’t be levied against anyone for the spells cast to summon it.”

      Angel rolled his eyes, and Simeon shifted Giselle on his shoulder. Scáth snarled the noise echoing up the staircase, and the fool speaking for Malis squeaked in alarm. Angel muttered under his breath. “Proscribed? Fuck her. She’s making laws up as she goes...” Angel raised his voice. “So yeah, we’re gonna confab about surrendering. A minute, please.”

      Simeon laughed, and Angel winked at him. “The text said Milly was outside the police lines?” Angel asked, keeping his voice down.

      “Yes. I sent the text to her advising her to get to the limo. I have not checked to see if she went. My driver is under orders to not leave, so the limo should be parked at the curb out front. No text saying he moved, and the bloodclan flags on the limo would keep the police from bothering it. Not sure about the Council thugs.”

      “We’ll see when we get up to the street.”

      “You mean to fight our way out?” Simeon said to be sure. He smiled, fangs dropping. “After all, you were generously offered a room upstairs.”

      “And conjugal visits too. Kinky.”

      “I’ll not be parted from you.” Simeon knew Angel was aware of how he felt but saying it was necessary. To voice his intent to the universe so fate was on notice—Simeon would not lose his Leannán. Angel’s expression softened, despite their situation and undead company, and Simeon warmed at the love he could see shining back at him from Angel’s dark green-brown eyes. They weren’t hazel—but a mix of dark chocolate browns and moss green, the greens unseen until a person got closer and took their time looking. “The world will bleed if anyone tries to imprison you again.”

      Angel gazed back at him, the silence pensive. “I believe you.” Angel nodded once, slow, then pointed at the stairs. “I’ll go first, if you don’t mind. I’ll be raising a shield as we go—stay right on my heels so you don’t get hit by spells or bullets. You’ll live, but Giselle won’t.”

      Simeon nodded and backed to the wall, letting the wendigo and its grave stench pass by him. Simeon nudged Scáth with his knee. The hellhound whimpered, head tilting. “Defend—cosain.”

      Scáth wagged his long, heavy tail.

      “Mo ghra? Won’t the police be unhappy with your new pet?” Simeon wondered, and Angel shrugged.

      “Oh, yeah. This isn’t going to last long. The sun is still out. You’ll see.”

      “The fiend and myself have something in common then. Let us hope the bloodclan limo is still at the curb.”

      Angel moved to the stairs, ducking under the wendigo’s arm. It growled, snuffling at Angel’s hair, breath moving the longish strands. Angel’s hair was the longest Simeon had seen it in three years; he rather liked it that length and hoped Angel wouldn’t get annoyed with it and cut it short again. Angel wrinkled his nose at the stench of the undead beast and shouted up the stairs. “We talked. No surrendering. I think it only fair I offer you the same courtesy. Surrender now, let us leave, and none of you will regret getting out of bed this morning more than you do already.”

      “Surrender?” Malis shouted down the stairs. “You arrogant fool. It will take more than a vampire and his pet doggie to keep you from prison, Salvatore. No more chances. I have orders not to kill you, but that doesn’t mean this won’t hurt.” Footsteps told Simeon she backed away from the stairs. She shouted next. “Get down there and stop them!”

      Simeon snarled quietly at the magister’s threat. If he had a chance to take her out, he would not hesitate. The stairwell lit up, blues and reds over their heads, and then an answering hellfire green rose, shining bright enough to cast an emerald glow over everything.

      Angel’s shields caught the spells, a dark blue absorbed into the green before dissipating, and a red ball of spell fire bounced on the shield and hit the ceiling, fizzling out. Angel held a shield in a half-sphere, the rounded side between them and their opponents. The wendigo howled, an eerie cry that echoed off stone and rose through the mansion, the walls shivering.

      “Impetus.” Angel’s command was followed by madness.

      The wendigo charged up the stairs, the chains increasing in length, Angel in its shadow. Simeon stayed behind Angel, and Scáth brought up the rear. Giselle moaned weakly as she bounced on his shoulder, and Simeon tightened his grip, hoping she would stay unconscious long enough for them to escape.
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      Angel laughed. He should feel bad, he supposed, for enjoying the absolute terror blooming on the faces of the unlucky enforcers at the top of the stairs. Spells died mid-thought as the wendigo howled again, its cry shaking the walls. It reached out with a long arm, smashing a wall to splinters, burying two enforcers in the rumble. A spell, swirling gold and white, blasted from the left, bouncing off Angel’s shield. Malis screamed at him, her hands coming together to cast again. He reinforced the shield, and her next spell rebounded, heading right back at her. She swore and ducked behind a door.

      The wendigo snatched an enforcer off his feet, slamming the man into the ceiling then the floor, chains rattling. Angel tightened his grip on the links, and the wendigo cried out in frustration but let the enforcer live, throwing him into a room off to the left of the hall.

      Simeon came up the stairs behind him, and Angel closed off the shields, one mutable sphere of hellfire around them, the wendigo out front outside the protection, and Scáth behind the shield. “How do we get out of here?” Angel asked over his shoulder, the shouts and whirring of spells from the enforcers loud. The wendigo sank into a crouch, and leapt forward, long, skeletal hands with curved claws catching two enforcers who foolishly dared to enter the hall in front of them. One unleashed a thin, dark red rope of flame and light, that spun through the air, cutting everything it touched with slices that sizzled. The wendigo howled when the red rope hit its arm, but it held fast to the enforcer. The spell was meant to kill—the damage it caused was severe when it touched mortal flesh, but the wounds on the wendigo merely smoldered. The spell died when the wendigo threw the enforcer through a set of doors off to the right, the man tumbling head over heels before the swinging doors shut behind him.

      “Follow this hall—it goes to the front door.” Simeon pointed past them, and Angel shook the chains. The wendigo snarled back at Angel, its eye sockets burning with hellfire, fangs dripping ichor. The other enforcer it held fainted, going limp, and the beast dropped him, the man landing in a tangle of limbs and dark dueling gear.

      The wendigo led the way, lumbering down the hall, walking much like a gorilla would, but it was too tall for the hallway, having to bend over to keep its head from smacking into the ceiling. It left dirty, sulfurous footprints on the stone floor, and Angel laughed, shaking the chains to encourage it to go faster. They walked fast behind it, Angel’s shields registering impacts from spells. Each hit quivered across his mind, and Angel poured more power into the shields, guarding their backs.

      He could see the front door past the wendigo’s hulking form, the glass doors letting sunlight pour across the foyer. The sun was at enough of an angle now that the canopy out front wasn’t blocking the light anymore. Through the glass, he saw the bloodclan limo, idling at the curb. Milly stood at the rear door, one hand up to shade her eyes, and O’Malley was next to her. He knew they saw them when O’Malley blanched, and Milly put a hand to her throat, eyes wide. Cops stood in the street, and there were some enforcers from the Council interspersed with the police.

      The wendigo fit in the foyer far easier, standing straighter, head just brushing the high ceiling. Angel expanded his shields, and stood to the side of the beast, and he pointed to the wall where the curve lay in shadow, protecting Simeon from being roasted. Simeon carried Giselle into the shadows, inches from the sunlight.

      Scáth was missing, and Angel looked for the hellhound but saw no sign of him. Had Simeon dismissed the hellhound since they were nearly free?

      The wendigo blocked the doors, and the people on the street were freaking out, the cops and enforcers alike uncertain what to do. Milly was gesturing at the building, and it looked like O’Malley was trying to drag her out of danger.

      “Salvatore! You will not leave here.” Malis shrieked, and she appeared in the hall behind them, furious, hands clenched to fists, two bedraggled and bruised enforcers at her back. She gestured to her people. “His shields won’t last forever. He hasn’t reached for the veil, not even a Salvatore can withstand us all for long. Wear them down and stay out of reach of the beast.”

      It might have worked if Angel were anyone else. He hadn’t reached for the veil, and no one’s personal reserves lasted forever. Angel wasn’t drawing on the veil or his personal reserves, and they would not get the chance to learn that, not if he could help it. They needed to get out of there. The enforcers and Malis prepared spells, ready to attack his shield until it collapsed under the strain.

      A shadow of hellfire loomed behind them. Scáth leapt on Malis, the hound having dropped back at some point during their flight to the exit. She screamed, faceplanting on the tile floor, and Scáth stood on her back, two dinner-plate sized paws on her shoulders. He growled, bloody fangs bared, sniffing at her nape. He did not bite or maim but held her down. Simeon spoke quietly to the hellhound in his native tongue. Scáth remained posed to attack but restrained himself, obedient to his master’s order. The two enforcers with Malis raised their hands to cast.

      “Attack us or my sweet pup again, and I will order him to rip out her spine.” Simeon’s voice was void of compassion—cold, sharp, and unmoving. He would let Scáth kill Malis. “Stand down. All of you.”

      Malis tried to struggle, but Scáth was larger than she and heavier by far, and his paws were hellfire hot, her dark dueling jacket smoking under his claws. She gave a strangled scream of frustration but stopped when Scáth snapped his jaws inches from the side of her face, spittle dripping to land on her cheek. “Stop! Stand down!”

      The enforcers hesitated. “Stand down, damn you all! Let them go!”

      The enforcers lowered their hands and stepped away, watching them with angry eyes and tense frames. They were clawed and bruised and dirty, the wendigo’s claw marks on their dueling clothes.

      Angel wasted no time. He spun to the doors and pushed out with a hand, a wide wave of kinetic magic hitting the doors. They swung out fast, the hinges snapping and groaning, the metal warping as he forced the doors to open the wrong way. Glass shattered and fell to the stone stoop, falling in a shower of glittering shards.

      “Angel!” Milly called. She sounded was worried and held his athame in one hand, the blade catching the sunlight.

      Sunlight.

      “Milly! Open the limo door and get out of the way,” Angel shouted. She hesitated, confused. “Just do it!”

      She ran for the back door of the limo and flung it wide then darted out of the way. Angel turned to Simeon and his burden. “Can you make it to the limo? There’s no shade—the sun is at an angle and the canopy out there is useless.”

      “I did so coming in. I can move fast enough. I am hesitant to leave you alone.” Simeon’s eyes glowed a brilliant emerald in the shadow, his eyes catching the sunlight that bounced off the walls.

      “I’m not alone.” Angel pointed to the wendigo. “Leave Scáth. Go. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Simeon adjusted his grip on Giselle. “One minute, my love, or I will return with the bloodclan at my back at sunset, and we will drain dry anyone who seeks to keep me from your side.”

      He meant it. Angel smiled. “Go.”

      Simeon was fast. He went out the front entrance so fast Giselle was a blur of white against Simeon’s dark suit. Milly shouted in alarm, and then the limo door swing shut. He hadn’t even seen Simeon get in.

      He breathed out a long sigh of relief. Time to manage his own exit.
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      The wendigo snarled down at him, but Angel still held a tight grip on the chains—the undead beast wouldn’t get a chance to eat him.

      “Angel!” Milly called from the street, and O’Malley looked like he wanted to charge the consulate, but the detective would have no choice but to stay outside, constrained by human laws. The consulate was off-limits. Technically, Simeon wasn’t even allowed inside, since the vampire bloodclans were sovereign entities themselves. Simeon didn’t care much about mortal rules, not when it came to protecting the ones he loved. They might get blowback, but Angel doubted it, since there was no way Batiste would let Simeon get in trouble.

      Scáth still held down Malis, but with Simeon gone and the whistle with him, Scáth would only follow his master’s last command until they were reunited. Angel couldn’t override the compulsion in the spell without destroying it, so he let Scáth continue to be threatening. For a hellhound, he was a very good boy.

      The enforcers inched closer, but Angel shook a finger at them. “I’m going to leave. I’ll be taking my mate’s pup with me. And there’s two ways I can leave.” They shared a glance before looking down at their boss, who was still squashed under Scáth. “What are the options?” The one on the left asked.

      Angel pointed at the wendigo. “The horrible way is I let him go, point him in your direction, and let the bodies pile up. The really good way is no one gives me trouble, Scáth comes out once I’m outside, and I don’t leave Mr. Fugly here to play.”

      The wendigo snarled at Angel, looming over him. The enforcer who spoke gulped audibly and said, “Take him with you, please.”

      “Certainly!” Angel gripped the chains, waved jovially, and headed for the doors.

      The cops outside were shouting, and Milly was dragging O’Malley out of range, and Angel poured power into his shields, both front and back, tightening the sphere until it was in a short radius of about an arm’s length. It was nearly solid—anything larger than a speck of dust would not be able to penetrate. He didn’t feel like getting shot.

      “What is that?”

      “Shoot it!”

      The shouting got even more frantic when Angel took the chains in both hands, turned, and dragged the wendigo into the open air. It screamed, the sunlight searing its undead flesh, the light eating away at its very nature. Wendigos were not among the sentient undead, like vampires or revenants, not in life. This one was a lich, or nearly so—a malevolent undead that was voracious, insatiable, and lethal. Unchained, it would attack anything living. And keep attacking until it was destroyed or bound to a master. It was not yet a lich—for it to be so, Angel would need to complete the spell by letting it kill someone and eat their essence. Right now, it was merely animated by his will and affinity.

      “Stay back!” Angel shouted and yanked on the chains again. The wendigo tried to fight him, but it could not. Angel would not let it kill and feed, and the wendigo was an evil being, even before its death. In life, they were warped, twisted, and unredeemable humans who became serial killers and cannibals. Black magic converted them into the wendigo form, becoming more depraved with each kill. They were, according to indigenous legends and history, notoriously difficult to kill, and it required shamanic magic to kill a living wendigo, as evidenced by the spear lodged in this one’s chest.

      He pulled until he reached the middle of the sidewalk, and the wendigo flailed, screaming and howling, long arms waving, shredding the canopy and knocking over the metal support bars, red fabric tangling around its feet. The sun was not inimical to the wendigo like it was for the sentient undead—the sunlight was fueling the spear and the spells were still intact after centuries.

      A few shots rang out and hit the wendigo, little puffs of green smoke escaping from the holes in its hide, but the wendigo took no notice of them. The sun was destroying it faster than a barrage of bullets. One bullet ricocheted off his shields and Angel glared over his shoulder, one cop guilty ducking behind the limo with a yelped apology.

      “Hold fire!” Angel waved a thank you to O’Malley, the detective glaring at the uniformed officers with their guns drawn.

      Angel knelt and called hellfire to his hands, locking the chains to the cement of the sidewalk. The cement bubbled then set again, the spectral chains fused in place. He backed away and ducked when a long, foul-smelling arm flew past where his head had been. Angel kept going until he was out of range, then stood.

      Sunlight ate away at the wendigo, and Angel cut off the flow of death magic from himself into the creature. Sunlight and the removal of his power forced the beast to its knees, howling. Claws tore furrows into the cement, and cops and enforcers alike sprinted for cover as it flailed.

      The wendigo fell flat, still howling, sections along its side and back smoking, flesh peeling back, the spear tip in its chest still glowing. Angel could not even begin to understand how shamanic magic worked, but the spells in the spear, weakened after centuries of being buried in the earth, seemed to gain strength in the sun, and sought the destruction of the wendigo and its second death. He couldn’t help it, his magic so vastly unlike the spells in the spear, but he could eradicate the undead. The wendigo was taking its time dying again, and the spear spells would take too long. He didn’t feel like spending the next hour watching it fall to pieces.

      He would not cast the mourning fire spell—Simeon was too close, and he would not risk his mate. The wendigo was not one of the sentient undead, so he doubted the spell would work anyway. He would do this the brutal and most effective way.

      Death magic of its own clung to the wendigo—a great deal of it, compiled over its lifetime of murder and depravity, and it infused the animated corpse, every cell, atom, and molecule, bone to hair to blood vessel to fangs.

      Angel could see it, a cloud of greens and foul yellows, and he called. It misted about the wendigo in his inner vision, and it shifted in response to his call. It came, forming into strands, and he pulled it inside himself, setting his inner reserves aflame in hellfire, burning out the impurities from the wendigo. The spectral chains holding the beast burst, disappearing, green amidst the golden spring day light.

      The wendigo’s inherent death magic came, all of it, in a great rush, and Angel took a step back, breathing through the sensation. He could not do to the sentient undead what he just did to the wendigo—the soul that inhabited the sentient undead was an anchor for their death magics and prevented Angel from taking the death magic animating them. It was easiest to do on the undead or risen dead Angel controlled himself, and he had to work through spells of another’s creation before doing the same to another risen dead or non-sentient undead.

      The street was quiet. Wind rustled the budding branches on the white maples planted along the street, a plastic cup skipping down the street in the breeze. The silence rang loud in his ears, his own heartbeat echoing in his head.

      He opened his eyes, having closed them at some point. The corpse of the wendigo lay in the sun, a collection of dried hide, sparse black hair, and a glowing spear head.

      Angel shook out his hands, fingers tingling, and went to the corpse, nose wrinkling at the stench. It smelled like rotten paper, old bones, and dirt.

      The body was utterly devoid of death magic now as empty as a stone cross on an altar in the center of a church. The spear glittered, golden lines of light skipping over the surface of the stone, and Angel reached down, pulling the foot-long spear head from the corpse.

      Stone grated on dry bone and dust fell as the wendigo continued to disintegrate in the sun. The spear came free, and Angel kicked the corpse, collapsing it even further into a pile of dust and rapidly eroding bones. The wind came again, the spear warm in his hand, and the wendigo was gone, the light eating away the last of it, the breeze sending all traces of it away.

      Angel turned to the limo and stopped.

      A dozen or so shocked faces stared back at him, Milly gaping. Angel moved the hand holding the spear head behind his back and smiled. O’Malley looked like he was going to fall over, the older cop not at all equipped to handle having a giant undead being fall to literal pieces right at his feet.

      “All’s well now. Are we free to leave?”

      O’Malley nodded, still in shock. Angel went to the limo, carefully opened the door and scooted inside once he saw he had room. “Milly!”

      It took a second, but Milly found herself and came around the rear of the limo, climbing over him, his athame still in her hand, her purse banging his knees. “Ouch! Watch it.”

      She glared hard and he shut up.

      He was just about to shut the door when Simeon whistled. A bark came from the consulate, and Scáth ran out the door and across the sidewalk, leaping into the limo. Angel pulled the door shut, hit the locks, and spoke to the driver who was staring back at him through the opened privacy panel. “The Tower, please.”

      The driver turned around, and without saying a word, drove them out past the cops and the few enforcers on the street, no one trying to stop them.
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      Getting himself into a shower took longer than he wanted. Eroch chirped and fluttered, and all but ambushed Angel the second he entered Simeon’s suite at the Tower. Juggling a dragon and a long-dead shaman’s spear head, Angel ignored everyone who piled into the suite behind him and went right to Simeon’s bedroom and into the bathroom. He dropped the spear in the sink, the dragon on the counter, and stripped as he went for the shower. He was dirty, tired, frustrated, and just needed a moment to gather himself and remember why he was doing anything, much less breathing.

      Angel caught sight of himself in the mirror and paused for a second. Familiar features, so like his father’s. He was smaller than his father had ever been, Raine had been tall and slim, built more like Isaac. Apparently, Angel took after a long-distant ancestress in stature. He should be exhausted, and he was, but he didn’t look it. Angel leaned in closer to the mirror, frowning, and the crow’s feet around his eyes, the damn things that showed up after his twenty-ninth birthday, were gone. He squinted, and the same thing happened. Nothing.

      Either he was going ‘round the bend, hallucinating, or something else entirely.

      Angel laid a hand over his wrist, then the other, thinking. A thought came to him, Simeon’s blood and the mate bond was enough to repair recent surface damage, like small, recently acquired wrinkles. Despite his aches and pains, Angel smiled, and sure enough, the tiny lines were gone, and he chuckled. A small bit of good in an otherwise hectic day, taking a shower was more pressing at the moment than the disappearance of some tiny wrinkles. Eroch churred at him, the tiny dragon tilting his head, and Angel shrugged and got in the shower.

      The water was hot, the rain shower heads above dropping the water on his aching muscles. Vampire blood did a lot for injuries but couldn’t do much for aches made by persistent tension. He just needed to catch his breath and relax for a minute or three.

      Dirt ran down the drain and his hair was in his eyes as he leaned into the stone wall. It smelled of Simeon, though it was faint, not as strong as the first time he took a shower in here. Simeon lived with him now at his apartment and came home most mornings after his duties were over for the night.

      Angel stood under the spray until the roar of the water started to make his head hurt, echoing in the shower stall. He shut off the water, his hand pushing the hair out of his face, blinking away the water. The shower door was fogged over, and he opened it. First thing he saw was Eroch sleeping in the sink, curled around the spear, and the second was his mate.

      Simeon greeted him with a warm, fluffy towel and a tender smile. He reached for it, but Simeon wrapped the towel around him, enveloping Angel in soft, fluffy warmth and patting him dry. “I can dry myself.”

      “I know, mo ghra.” Simeon leaned down and pressed a kiss to Angel’s shoulder. “I enjoy tending to you. Let me.”

      “Okay.” Angel wasn’t going to say no to that.

      Simeon dried him from head to toes then spent a few minutes drying Angel’s hair. “It’s too long again. I should cut it.”

      “If you want, love, but I enjoy the longer length. It suits you.”

      “It does?” Angel asked, and Simeon nodded, running his hands through Angel’s hair. “Oh. I guess I’ll leave it be.”

      Simeon chuckled. He’d found time to change and was wearing a pair of silk pajama pants and a thin tee, the soft fabric hugging his broad shoulders, tight abs, and powerful thighs. Angel leaned forward and plastered his naked body to Simeon, resting his cheek on Simeon’s chest. The muscles beneath his cheek were stone hard, cool, and the skin smooth. His tattoos were dark enough to show through the thin tee, dark blue-greens beneath the white that looked like bruises. Angel sighed, hugging Simeon about the waist, and leaned all his weight into his lover. Simeon didn’t even budge, immovable and strong. His skin warmed beneath Angel’s cheek, the vampire absorbing and reflecting Angel’s body heat. There was no heartbeat beneath his ear, but that stopped being strange ages ago. It was now a comfort—Simeon would not be taken from him as easily as a mortal lover could.

      “Is it wrong I want to stay like this all day?” Angel asked after a long, peaceful moment.

      Simeon hummed quietly, the sound more a sensation than anything, full of sympathy and concern. “No, love. Not wrong at all. The world is clamoring to get to you, but I’ve locked them out. They can stay out there for as long as you need.”

      “Giselle still alive?”

      “Aye, and awake. She’s being tended to by Dame Fontaine. I am under the impression it was a spell that kept her unconscious. Dame Fontaine is quite incensed.”

      “Huh. The enforcers must have a knockout spell for people they take into custody. Assholes.”

      “Indeed.”

      Angel hugged Simeon tighter, burying his nose in his mate’s shirt, breathing in the subtle, sexy scent unique to Simeon. “Surprised Milly didn’t knock her back out. Giselle read my aura with her tarot deck. Pissed me off.”

      “Ah, yes. The deck in question is in Dame Fontaine’s possession, and she has already refused to return it to Professor Hardwick. There was a very short, pointless debate, and Professor Hardwick is now sulking.”

      “Any blowback from the Council in regard to this morning’s misadventures?” Angel really hoped the answer was a no even if that was unrealistic. He just wanted to stay right here and enjoy being in Simeon’s arms, safe from everything.

      “My master is currently downstairs, dealing with the mayor, the police commissioner, and the magister. There are rumbles the Council is sending someone, or several someones, here to Boston to help Malis handle the situation. I’ll know more when my master returns.”

      “I don’t care who they send. I’m not standing trial. The Council can’t abandon this city and its people for decades then suddenly return when the power dynamics change and expect to come out on top. They aren’t here to uphold the law—they’re here for something else. Someone else. Or maybe something they think someone has or knows.”

      Angel pulled back just enough to look up at Simeon. His mate caressed his face, long cool fingers tracing over his eyebrows, down his nose, across his lips, before cupping his jaw. “The spell you used all those years back?”

      Angel shrugged, turning his face into Simeon’s palm. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s because of us.”

      Simeon frowned, eyes searching Angel’s face, as if to memorize every surface, every angle and dip. “Us?”

      “I’ve never heard of a practitioner and vampire bonding before. If I’ve never heard of it, then it must be rare. I know it’s known to the bloodclans, but the clans hold secrets closer than any other species out there except the fae. I think a pairing between a necromancer and a vampire is rare enough to stir the Council into acting after years of indifference.”

      “The bond,” Simeon said.

      Angel nodded. “The Council has to know a practitioner and a vampire gain from each other in a Leannán bond. It’s the High Council. There’s no way they don’t know about the results of such a bonding. The shared powers, the protections, the healing and immunity to magic poisoning. And don’t think I haven’t noticed I’ve stopped aging. I even lost that one gray hair I had. The tiny lines around my eyes are smoothing out. I look great for a thirty-year-old retired twink. I now look younger, despite being a year older and stressed out to hell and back.” Simeon had the grace to look slightly abashed, and Angel snorted softly. “Yeah. We’re gonna talk about that side effect there when things calm down. But I really think the Council is after us because of my affinity. Maybe, just maybe, they know a necromancer gains even more from a bond with a vampire than the average practitioner.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Angel sighed and pulled back from Simeon, but took one of his hands in his and led him from the bathroom. The bedroom was slightly chilly on his naked flesh, and Angel went to the bed and crawled in. He held the covers for Simeon and moved over, Simeon cradling him close. He didn’t care it was in the middle of the day and people were waiting on him out in the main room. He was taking a nap with his mate. The world could wait.

      “Angel?” Simeon reminded him.

      Angel cracked a yawn and snuggled into Simeon’s arms. “Yeah. Sorry. I can access the primordial death magic animating the sentient undead—vampires. The magic that makes you who you are, makes all vampires who they are, I can touch it, use it, and it pours into me uncalled. I’m a battery that’s plugged in and constantly charging.”

      Simeon went stiff, arms tightening to a scary degree before relaxing. He rolled Angel under underneath him, cradling him in shadow and the soft mattress below. “They want you. If they have you in their control, then they have me. They have us both, and then they gain leverage over you through Daniel—they control your magics.”

      Angel roped his arms around Simeon’s neck and sighed. “Yup.” Angel lifted his head and nipped on Simeon’s full lower lip. Simeon growled softly, his fangs dropping. Angel smiled. “Not a bad plan on their end, really. They threaten Daniel with imprisonment or stripping of his magic, or you with staking or sunlight, and there isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do to keep you both safe. The world would burn. And they know it.”

      “I would let myself go into the sun before anyone abused you so,” Simeon swore, and Angel shook his head.

      “No, Simeon. Don’t say that. Never say that. If you died, I would follow.”

      “It is the vampire that is destroyed by a broken Leannán bond, my love. You could survive such a loss.”

      Angel took Simeon’s face in his hands and stared deep into his mate’s emerald eyes. “No, Simeon. If you die, I die. I’ve been there in the dark place before, those I love gone on without me, a wasteland of grief and death and nothingness. I don’t have the strength or the will to survive it again. I set death on fire to end the pain, and I would not hesitate to do it all again. I love you, which means I want a long, long life with you.”

      Simeon blinked down at him, eyes wide. A corner of his mouth quirked, and Simeon grumbled out a breathless complaint, lowering himself until his long, heavy body was pressing Angel into the mattress. Teeth nipped his ear. “You are bloody insane, mo ghra.”

      “Yes, I am. Now kiss me already. I want you in me before I take the world’s best nap.”

      Simeon wasted no time and obliged.
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      Angel tasted of warmth, blood, and spice. It was a heady flavor that recalled cold winter nights hearthside, a fire blazing, mulled cider hot and steaming, and fragrant aromas filling the air. A memory of a long-lost life and time, and it faded away when Angel groaned beneath him, hands tugging at his hair, tongue sliding along his.

      Slim legs taut with muscles wrapped around his hips, their groins rubbing together. Simeon growled low in his chest, nipping at Angel’s lips, the sting making his Leannán gasp into his mouth, fingers grasping with desperation. Angel pulled back from their kiss, panting. “Clothes off.”

      “As you wish, mo ghra.”

      Simeon lifted off Angel and rolled to his side, ripping away his sleep pants and the t-shirt. He flung the garments away from the bed and pulled Angel back into his arms, both on their sides, facing each other.

      Angel was beautiful in a non-classical way that made Simeon’s dormant heart ache. Dark brown hair now long enough to fall into his eyes, the blond highlights long gone, with skin a medium tan that spoke of his Italian ancestry. Dark eyes, pink lips, a small nose, faint darkening along his jaw from stubble, and a sharp tongue and cutting wit. “You’re staring.”

      Simeon smiled wide, fangs fully dropped. “Aye, and I’ll stare whenever I please. You’re everything to me, mo ghra.”

      Angel blinked rapidly, ducking his face into his pillow for a second, wiping damp lashes. “I love you,” came out rough and tight with emotion, and Simeon cradled Angel to his chest. Angel curled into him, as if seeking to hide, arms and legs grasping tightly. Simeon ran a hand down Angel’s back, tracing the faint bumps of his spine. Angel had more muscles, his flesh more toned, skin just as smooth and warm. Their bond completed decades faster than was custom, it was already working to change Angel. Or rather, to prevent further change.

      Angel had stopped aging. He would never grow old. The Leannán bond was fully complete, and together they were bound for eternity. Angel now shared Simeon’s immortality. A conversation needed to happen, and soon, since Angel had noticed the small signs Simeon saw weeks ago. A conversation he thought to perhaps ease into since they had forever now.

      A hand slipped down between them, and hot fingers took his cock and stroked. Simeon hissed between his teeth, arching his hips forward, Angel smiling. “Thinking later. Fucking now.”

      Simeon groaned in delight, Angel’s skilled hand working him, root to tip, occasionally breaking the intoxicating pattern to cup his balls, tugging on the tight sac. Simeon ran his own hands over Angel, cupping his firm arse and squeezing.

      Angel got his cock aching and hard with a drop of precum beading on the head and Angel bent down and licked it off. The hot, wet tongue bathing his cock sent heat coursing through his body, warmth soaking into his flesh. He never felt cold or hot, or any discomfort from the environment, it took mortal flesh and blood to remind his body of what it felt to be alive. Angel’s touch was invigorating.

      Angel sucked the head, rolling his tongue, lathing the underside, and Simeon grabbed Angel by the hair and held him still, fucking into his mouth, once, twice, then again, holding deep the last time. Angel’s eyes drifted shut, mouth stretched wide, throat working Simeon’s cock.

      Angel’s hands held tight to Simeon’s hips, pulling him closer, deeper into his hot, wet throat, and Simeon gasped, thrusting a smidge more, almost too deep. Angel opened his eyes, tears rolling down his cheeks, but he pulled again, starving for air but desperate for the small bite of pain that Simeon knew Angel needed.

      Simeon pulled himself from the hot perfection of Angel’s mouth, his lover heaving for air, and he manhandled Angel, flipping him over, Angel’s back and arse pressed to Simeon’s chest and groin. He reached behind him, opened a drawer, and took out the lube.

      “Do you need something from me, mo ghra?”

      Angel rolled his hips, managing to get Simeon’s cock to press between his buttocks, hot flesh cradling his aching length.

      “I do,” Angel whined, hugging Simeon’s arm to his chest, shoving his arse back. “Need it, now. Please.”

      Simeon flipped the top of the tube, shoved Angel’s hip forward enough so he could see what he was doing, and squirted out a glob of lube onto one tight cheek. He tossed the lube, took the dollop with his free hand, and pressed two fingers into Angel’s tight hole, making his mate hiss out in shock and some pain.

      Angel didn’t fight him or try to wiggle away, but pushed back into the pain, riding his fingers for a few seconds before demanding, “Cock. My ass. Now.”

      Simeon chuckled, gathered Angel tight to his torso with an arm wound under and around his mate, wiped the lube off his fingers, lined up his cock, and slid inside.

      Angel was tight, too tight, and surely his passage inside hurt. Hot, searing hot, soft and tight, Angel welcomed him inside, flesh reluctantly widening as Simeon thrust in, an inch at a time, the lube warming, slick, wet, letting him take Angel faster than was wise. They both needed it.

      Angel made gasping cries of pain and need, flailing with one hand until he reached back and grabbed Simeon’s thigh, pulling him closer. Simeon slid himself as deep as he could go, buried to the root, balls pressing tightly to Angel’s arse, his mate’s body pouring off heat. Sex pheromones filled the air; spicy, musky, tasting of salt and sweat and need, lust a sharp bite with each panting breath from his mate.

      Simeon rubbed Angel’s stomach then down between his hips, just above his hard cock, flushed a dark red and dripping a tiny pearl of clear fluid, sweet and musky. Simeon nipped and licked Angel’s neck where it met the curve of his shoulder, sucking on smooth skin and firm muscles, working up a mark. “So hot and tight, so perfect. Never want to leave you.”

      Angel groaned, internal muscles clenching and releasing, still adjusting, but he kept pressing back into Simeon, demanding more. “Love the way it hurts. Need that sting.”

      “I know,” Simeon murmured, reassuring, never judging Angel for his need, licking the love bite he left behind on Angel’s soft skin. He pulled back then thrust forward, Angel sobbing and arching into the plunge. He kept at it, not going too fast, but pushing as deeply as he could with each thrust in, holding Angel in place, not letting him move an inch. Angel sobbed and cried, hands clawing at the bedding, teeth bared. Simeon went deep and sure, rubbing over the small bundle of nerves inside with each thrust. Slow, powerful thrusts of his hips, the bed rocking ever so slightly with the rhythm of his body. Angel cried out with each thrust and fought to get closer, trying to turn around in his desperation, but Simeon held him tight and refused to let him move.

      Angel begged for more, nearly incoherent, tears and pleas and gasping breaths. He could go on forever, but his mate was ready, nearing the peak, muscles tightening, gripping him with their own demands to find release. He thrust harder, making Angel cry out louder, and Simeon slid his free hand up Angel’s stomach and chest. Simeon extended one claw on his other hand and sliced his palm, returning his claw to its hidden state. He pressed his bleeding palm to Angel’s mouth, stifling his cries, and Angel went wild, the room exploding in insane patterns of lust, love, the beating of a racing heart, and the rush of blood through veins. Angel sucked on his hand, and Simeon struck, biting Angel’s neck, the first mouthful making him growl, hips snapping furiously, fucking deep into Angel.

      Angel screamed, the sound muffled, and came. Hard. Cum splashed from his cock untouched, thick streams shooting out to land with splats on the bedding, Angel’s back arching like a bowstring, eyes wide, muscles taut. His arse clamped down on Simeon, and he let himself go as well, pouring his cold essence into Angel’s heat as he sucked down hot mouthfuls of his blood.

      Simeon carefully pulled his hand from Angel’s mouth, painting his lips red with blood. He stayed inside Angel’s heat, reluctant to leave but knowing he would need to before Angel grew too sensitive after his orgasm. His mate lay limp, sweaty and breathing hard, eyes falling shut despite valiant attempts to stay awake. Simeon rode out the aftershocks of his own orgasm then carefully withdrew. Angel winced, but offered no complaint, though surely, he was sore and aching.

      The bed was a ruin, cum and lube decorating the linens, and Simeon hoisted Angel into his arms, his poor mate flopping against his chest, utterly spent. Simeon grinned and licked away at the blood on Angel’s parted lips, tasting his own essence on Angel’s tongue. He carried Angel to a low chaise in the corner of his room, wrapped him in a soft blanket, and went to the bathroom. Eroch was still curled up in the basin, so Simeon grabbed some wet wipes from the donor kit under the counter and returned to his mate. He cleaned Angel, who was breathing deep and slow, asleep. Angel didn’t notice a thing as Simeon stripped the bed, tossing the bedclothes out into the hall. One of the Tower blood donors who cleaned his suite would take care of them. Simeon remade the bed and gathered Angel in his arms, depositing him under the covers before crawling in after him.

      Simeon held Angel in his arms, his mate still deeply asleep, limp and soft and warm. The bite mark on his lower neck was already healing, the faint bruising and tiny pinpricks fading even as Simeon watched. Angel’s own blood sang through Simeon’s body, the magic in the blood returning along the soulbond to his mate, rendering Simeon immune to blood magic poisoning that was lethal to the sentient undead.

      Angel had stopped aging, small signs of his mortality regressing to a more stable state. No gray hairs, no wrinkles, mortal disease a thing of the past. Angel would be more resilient, able to survive more trauma and bodily damage, heal faster. He could still be killed, but he was now somewhere between the average mortal and a vampire, not quite invulnerable, but not so easily damaged. In time, as the decades went by, Angel would only get stronger. In turn, Angel gave Simeon immunity to magic poisoning, cycling out magical taint from blood, allowing him to feed on other practitioners and those mortals closely related to practitioners. He did not need to feed on donors or use blood units anymore since Angel was feeding him. A single bite and a mouthful of blood kept Simeon sated for a week or more, and Angel bit him during sex, many times unthinkingly, the bond demanding the exchange. What would have been a death sentence before without speedy assistance was no longer an issue. Simeon had been in the sun twice this day; he did not burn. He felt the heat, the looming danger of the searing fire that came with unfiltered sunlight, but it hadn’t burnt him. He did not doubt it could still kill him if he were out in it for a prolonged period and had no desire to test his theory unless under the direst of circumstances. His exposure today amounted to mere seconds—he was leery of testing his hypothesis beyond that point.

      His master, Batiste, was over two thousand years old and could withstand sunlight for a few minutes, though it left him pained, and he could stay awake during the day, not feeling the lethargy younger vampires felt when the sun was high in the sky. Simeon felt it, but as a vague impulse, a fleeting need he could ignore.

      But a nap right now would be welcome. His mate slept peacefully in his arms, and Simeon smiled, burying his nose in Angel’s hair, breathing in his clean, sweet scent. Sleep for the undead was not quite the sleep of a mortal, but it was close. He let himself relax, senses consumed by his mate.
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      Angel slid the spear into his satchel and snapped it shut. The fewer people who knew about it the better. He needed to find someone to give it to—it did not belong to him, despite destroying the wendigo. He needed to find a shaman, someone descended from the tribes that once lived along these shores. He had some calls to make, and he feared he might not find anyone. The indigenous tribes were decimated in this area, survivors fleeing north and west over a three-hundred-year span. He closed the satchel and activated the small ward on the buckles, preventing anyone other than him or someone he keyed access to from opening it. Angel had no idea what the spear head could do and didn’t want someone he didn’t trust figuring it out before he could return it to the proper people.

      Daniel sat next to him on the couch, playing with Eroch, the small dragon attacking Daniel’s hand as he tickled the light green scales along the dragon’s belly. Eroch mock hissed and flailed with wings and tail, making Daniel laugh. He gently gnawed on Daniel’s fingers, wrapping his tail around his wrist and bunny kicking. “Ok, ok, you win!” Daniel laughed, and Eroch flipped over to his feet and curled his neck, flirtatious and sweet, making Daniel pick him up and cuddle him close. Angel rolled his eyes, and the wee beastie gave Angel a smug lift of his tiny snout a wink of one daffodil-yellow eye.

      Angel put his satchel under the coffee table and eyed the remains of his late lunch/early dinner. He was full and relaxed and recovered from the morning’s adventures, and he had a very cranky wizard to flip on her graverobber friends.

      First, a phone call.

      Angel got up from the couch, dug out his cell, and wandered to the far wall, looking down over the city. This side of Simeon’s suite in the Tower faced west, and he could just see the slim chimneys and narrow pitched roofs of Beacon Hill and Back Bay in the far distance, the late afternoon haze and the setting sun obscuring the view beyond. The windowed walls, which were made entirely of heavily treated and bespelled glass to prevent the undead occupants from burning to death during the day, were dark. He had no idea why a bloodclan would want to inhabit a ten-story glass skyscraper in a city with a mortal population which was over two-thirds practitioners, but he figured any being that lived for centuries eventually stopped caring so much about certain things. Or Batiste was insane. He personally liked that answer.

      He dialed, and Nadine Masters picked up on the first ring. “Mr. Salvatore, how may I help you?”

      “Can I speak to Isaac?”

      “Certainly, let me check his schedule. Would you like to hold?” He heard the clattering of a keyboard in the background.

      “Sure, I’ll hold.”

      Soft orchestral music played for a couple minutes then the line reconnected. A worried voice spoke, breathless like he’d run for the phone. “Angie?”

      “Ugh, Isaac, I swear to gawd…”

      Isaac chuckled. “Things are okay, then? Not in jail?”

      “I was, but only for about an hour. Simeon busted me out.” Angel couldn’t modulate his tone, and he could damn near hear Isaac’s suspicion growing in the silence on the other end.

      “What happened?” Isaac demanded after a minute. Angel made himself remember telling Isaac the truth was better than trying to protect him from things, so he laid out the whole morning to his little brother, from his visit to the college to busting out the consulate’s front door with a risen wendigo on a leash.

      “You did what?” Isaac said, clearly rhetorical since he didn’t give Angel time to reply. “You raised a dead wendigo from its grave and let it smack around Council enforcers?”

      “Um, yes?” Angel really wasn’t used to explaining himself to Isaac. This was an odd but somehow not unwelcome development. “But enough about my crazy day. How are you?”

      Isaac heaved out an exasperated sigh but answered. “I think I’m okay? Maybe. Not sure. I would have said I was fine two days ago, but now…now I can see I’m not. Fine, that is.”

      “What do they have you doing? Are you allowed to talk about it?”

      “Oh no, talking about it is encouraged. I just can’t tell you other patients’ issues. Mine I can share all I want. Right now, I’m doing one-on-one sessions with this doctor, twice a day. Morning sessions are quick, we talk about what my goal is for the day and if I have any sessions with specialists. I’m learning how to do something called behavioral modifications. It’s like changing bad habits into good habits but a lot simpler. I don’t understand half of what the lady teaching the class is saying, but I guess it works?”

      Angel felt a lessening of tension around his heart. Isaac sounded engaged, alert, and while not enthusiastic, at least willing to go along with the treatments Nevermore was providing. “I’m glad, Isaac. I’m happy it’s helping you.”

      “Yeah, it’s helping. Or I hope it’s helping. Anyway, I have a really hot doctor as my personal therapist. He looks at me like I’m just a patient though which I totally get but it’s still a blow to my ego…or what passes as my ego. Still, super-hot doctor. Can’t complain, and he knows his stuff.”

      “Isaac, please don’t fall in love with your doctor.”

      “I’m not going to. He puts off committed relationship vibes. I just like looking at him. And he’s smart. And…”

      “And, what?”

      “I guess I’m not used to just talking to people. Even if he’s my doctor, we still just talk. I honestly don’t know the last time I talked to another person who wasn’t you or Daniel without being drunk or hungover.”

      Angel didn’t know what to say to that, and neither did Isaac. A voice in the background called to Isaac, and he pulled away to reply. “Hey, Angie, I gotta go. Another appointment in a few.”

      “Okay. Isaac?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you. I’m proud of you too.”

      Isaac was quiet for a moment. “I love you too, Angel. Call me again, yeah?”

      “I will. Have a good day, kiddo.”

      He stayed on the line until Isaac hung up on his end. He gripped his cell and looked to the north wall of the suite in the direction of Nevermore. He sighed and made himself focus. He had things to do.

      Angel turned back to the room and stopped. Batiste stood a few feet behind him, looking absolutely devastating in a light gray suit with a pink silk tie, white shirt, and slim charcoal slacks, and far too curious for his own good or Angel’s peace of mind. He blinked and held up a hand. “No.”

      Batiste frowned. “No, what?”

      “No, I will not tell you anything about Isaac. No. No, and guess what? No.”

      Batiste scowled at him then stalked off in the direction of the bedrooms. Giselle Hardwick was in the smallest guestroom, and Angel followed along behind the city master, grinning. He winked at Daniel as he passed the couch, his scandalized apprentice staring at him wide-eyed.
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      Giselle Hardwick looked horrible. And pissed. Showered, dressed in borrowed clothes, blond hair pulled back in a rough tail, she glared at them from the far corner of the room. The ambient magic fields in the room were moving with a gentle wave, a mere suggestion of activity, but Angel could feel it, as did Milly. Simeon, Bridgerton, and Batiste stood with their backs to the door, out of the way and letting the practitioners have it out. Angel wasn’t happy Bridgerton was there, but the vamp was an Elder and Angel didn’t really have grounds to ask him to leave.

      Angel lifted a hand, palm up, and stirred the ambient magic, calling it to him. Giselle gasped, hands clenching into fists, glaring at him as he removed the readily available magic from the room then reached out further, sucking up all the ambient magic within two floors. He rarely ever had to use ambient magic, the magical energy that existed naturally everywhere, shed by living organisms and organic material. He used it when he did kinetic magic since fueling kinetic magic with his own reserves nearly brought down a townhouse on his head. There were enough human blood donors in the Tower and vamp HQ to have an environment filled with ambient magic—and no practitioners to use it. Angel puddled the magic in his palm, the faint glow in the air enough for the magic to be seen by the vampires, and flipped the ball of magic to Milly. His teaching partner caught the magic with a jaunty flip of her wrist, spindling it into her own reserves, and it faded from view.

      “Sorcerers,” Giselle spat out. “Always so cocky, so arrogant.”

      “Also, not stupid. I felt you messing with the ambient fields.” Angel smirked when she crossed her arms and huffed, but she didn’t deny it. “Most sorcerers don’t pay attention to the magic around them since they can access the veil. Who needs a letter opener when a sword is handy? But then, I don’t feel like getting into another duel in the Tower. Last one was messy, but I did gain a familiar and an apprentice out of it.”

      She eyed him with caution and some suspicion, but she wasn’t glaring as hard. Angel shrugged. “How about we start over, Professor Hardwick?”

      “Start over?”

      “Yup.” Angel went to an armchair near where she was standing, Milly following him to the small sitting area in the corner of the room. The vampires stayed by the door, watchful, guarding. They sat, and Giselle fidgeted for a moment before sitting across from them, gathering some of her composure.

      “Hi, my name is Angel Salvatore. I am looking for the ghost you summoned, bound to a cane, then stole from your best friend, Lady Heather Kensington. I know you took it. I saw her bodyguard in your office at the college when the magisters showed up.” Angel crossed an ankle over his knee, leaned back in the chair which was surprisingly comfy, and gestured with one hand at Giselle. “All I need to know is where the cane is and the names of the others in your grave robbing ring. I already caught two of your partners a few months back at the cemetery, but they never revealed who they were working with. Cops are stymied.”

      Giselle’s mouth tightened, and she said nothing, but he could read her easily enough. “I won’t give you to the cops or to the Council. Master Batiste,” Angel said, pointing over his shoulder at the handsome blond vampire standing between his two Elders, “has agreed to let you stay here until the problem with the Council is over with. I won’t involve the police if you cooperate fully. You give up your compatriots in the grave robbing crew, return the cane, and I let you go.”

      “The problem with the Council?” She gasped out, shaking her head. “The High Council of Sorcery isn’t some inconvenient problem that can be swept under the rug or ignored. The set the laws for all our kind the world over. There’s no escaping them.”

      “Sure there is,” Angel contested. “People think I don’t pay attention to the world stage because I keep myself here in Boston and don’t make a power play for anything more than what I have.” He heard shifting from the vampires, likely surprise, though Simeon knew him well enough not to be caught off guard by Angel’s statements. “The Council doesn’t have the political reach it used to. In its apathetic and inconsistent approach to enforcing the laws only when it benefits the Council, they’ve let their power slide. The Council has next to no power here in the States. The Council left Boston entirely after it failed to control the tide of the Blood Wars, abandoning the city to turmoil and bloodshed. They can try all they want, but they gave up any semblance of authority when they bailed twenty years ago.”

      “The Council is still powerful. They are dangerous and have thousands of enforcers.” Giselle practically spat the words out.

      “I don’t disagree. They’re all dangerous. But as today showed, they also have no practical experience in combat magics and fighting. They are so used to the people they threaten rolling over and not fighting back, they don’t know what to do except go into overkill mode when confronted by someone who won’t play by their rules.”

      Angel looked back at the vampires watching near the door. “Master Batiste,” Angel’s lips twitched at the use of the title, but he wouldn’t disrespect the old vamp in front of Giselle, it would undermine his attempt to get her to bend. “What did the magister say earlier when you met with her and the human authorities?”

      Batiste gave him a sharp glance then took a step forward. “I reinforced to the magister the Council had no authority over Necromancer Salvatore as he is now a member of my bloodclan and outside the rules of mortals. Human laws and Council laws no longer have any bearing. Magister Malis then threatened to bring more enforcers to the city, and I quote, ‘remove the problem.’ At this point, the police commissioner told the magister the city would not tolerate any more foreign law enforcement on American soil, and any more disruptions to the peace would lead to the state closing the consulate. The governor, the mayor, and the police commissioner for Boston feel the Council surrendered its claims to authority when it left Boston twenty years ago. Any more actions against Massachusetts citizens will result in a ‘diplomatic incident.’”

      Angel nodded in thanks and turned back to Giselle. She was staring at him in some confusion, but she didn’t look as angry. “I’m sorry you got pulled into my mess this morning,” Angel said, and he meant it. She might have pissed him off by reading his aura with the cards, but she didn’t deserve to be arrested, knocked unconscious, and thrown into a magical dungeon in the cold and dark. Plus, she was a criminal, but she hadn’t killed anyone that he knew of, and since he knew about her illegal hobbies, he could keep an eye on her from now on. She wouldn’t be allowed to continue. But he also wouldn’t leave her to the mercies of the Council.

      Giselle dipped her chin in response to his apology. “Am I a prisoner?”

      “No,” and it was Batiste who answered. “If you leave, the enforcers watching the Tower will likely take you again. I will not spare soldiers to keep you safe from the Council. You are not bloodclan. But I will let you remain here, under guard, and safe from the Council. Cooperate with Necromancer Salvatore, and I will make your stay as comfortable as possible while you are here. Once the Council has been dealt with, you may leave.”

      “I need to call the college, let them know I won’t be in for the foreseeable future.” It sounded like she would take Batiste up on his offer. She eyed the old vamp with a calculating gaze. Angel wasn’t surprised, but he also didn’t warn her she wasn’t Batiste’s type. Or maybe she was—Batiste could be bi or pan or anything, really. He didn’t know and wasn’t going to ask, but regardless, Batiste was too sharp to let her use him for anything more than temporary protection from the Council.

      “You’ll tell me what I need to know?” Angel asked.

      “In return for protection from the Council, I will tell you everything,” Giselle said, lifting her chin.

      “Agreed. Now talk.”

      “I have four people who work for me after you and the police caught my two partners in the cemetery. One of them is Jackson Multon, Heather’s bodyguard and valet. He is the man you saw at the college when the enforcers took me away.”

      “Is Sloan involved?” The androgynous, highly intelligent fae would be ideally placed in Lady Heather’s employ to learn financial secrets about their employer, and the apothecary saw frequent business from wealthy practitioners of Beacon Hill. Nightshade Apothecary was a good place to scope out future marks.

      Giselle shook her head. “No. Sloan cannot lie, she is far too forthright and guileless. Impractical to involve her in any of this.”

      Angel was relieved. He liked the mysterious fae. “They.”

      “What?” Giselle frowned.

      “Sloan is non-binary. Use they instead of her.”

      “Oh.” Giselle looked confused then shrugged. Angel bit back a sigh. Sloan likely got misgendered all the time. He’d spend all day correcting Giselle, but she wouldn’t change her behavior unless she wanted to.

      “Where’s your crew?”

      She grimaced and fidgeted again. He waited. He had nothing to do until the sun went down and Simeon could go with him out into the city. “At the college. Basement of the History Building.”

      Angel laughed. Milly finally spoke up for the first time. “You mean to say we were a floor away from your tiny criminal enterprise the whole time?”

      “The artifacts we get from jobs and the stolen goods fit in with the college’s collection of antiquities. It’s kept in the basement, and only a few people are allowed down there. I’m one of them and no one else bothers unless they need something from the storage area, and they usually come to me to get it. No one notices my crew leaving. They use the maintenance tunnels to the utility garage then leave that way.”

      “Practitioners?”

      She shook her head. “Only one of the four. Water wizard.”

      “Who does the summoning of the ghosts?”

      “I do. Miles, the water wizard, doesn’t have the training.”

      “So, while you’re here, they likely haven’t run any jobs. Do you have one planned?”

      Giselle shook her head. “No. We ran one last week then the cane from Heather. She was to be our last mark before moving on.”

      “Lady Heather is loaded. Her money and Greyson’s estate would keep you funded for a long time. And she’d very likely figure out it was you, so leaving was the only option.”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Is the basement storage area warded?”

      “Standard wards put in place by the college. I have access to them. I put up an alert to tell me when someone was heading down there, but anything else would have been noticed by campus security.”

      Milly stood. “I know the Dean of the History department. I’ll make a call, get us access. When do you want to go, Angel?”

      “After sundown.”

      Milly nodded and left the room, Simeon held the door for her. Bridgerton was glaring at Angel, then he usually was, but there was an extra level of malice in the old pirate’s expression. Angel glared and went back to quizzing Giselle. “What do you do with the artifacts of the deceased and the things you steal that aren’t used to call them back from the Other Side?”

      “Some I’ve kept. Others sold overseas to collectors. I have kept records.”

      “Tell me the names of your crew, and where I can find them right now.”
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      Angel stood in front of the dormant fireplace in the main room of Simeon’s suite. The sun was almost down, a few minutes from the safety of twilight. The lights came on in the suite as the sun touched the horizon and slipped away with one last blinding flash of red and orange.

      Simeon joined him at the wall of windows, the treated glass dulling the final flares of sunset. “The cars are coming around. We’ll be taking the SUVs and some soldiers with us.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Soldiers? What for?”

      “My master received word from a blood donor’s relative out at Logan. A private plane landed about an hour ago. It came from Montreal, and it bore the Council insignia. Our source did not see who or what got off the plane, but whoever it was warranted Magister Malis waiting for them as they landed.”

      “More enforcers? Another magister?” Angel guessed.

      “Whoever arrived, it cannot be good for us. We will have soldiers with us.”

      “I’m not comfortable owing Batiste anything.”

      Simeon smiled down at him and ran a hand down Angel’s back, soothing. “It was my idea and order, mo ghra. My master offered no disagreement though Bridgerton was not as sanguine.” Angel rolled his eyes. He bet Bridgerton argued about everything Simeon said and did even if it meant looking like more of an ass. “Together we are enough to handle any challenge, but perhaps having bloodclan soldiers with us will hold off any issues with the Council. They attack us, the bloodclan, it will start a war.”

      That was enough to give Angel nightmares. “I lived through one war. I don’t want to be in another.”

      “A precaution only, my love. I think Malis and whoever she greeted at the airport will be too wise to attack the bloodclan directly. We might be followed, but I doubt we’ll see them tonight.”

      Bridgerton and Batiste were speaking on the far side of the room, the other Elder displeased, if the subtle glow to his eyes meant anything. “What’s got Bridgerton so pissy?”

      Simeon sighed, a breathless motion that should have been human but only accentuated the fact Simeon was no longer human. “He complains of our involvement. He still believes giving Daniel to the Council and letting them have you for the trial is the best course of action for the bloodclan. He doesn’t understand that we need nothing from the Council. Other bloodclans in Europe have courted favor from the Council, sacrificing autonomy for wealth and property. We don’t need the Council for anything. We have land, donors aplenty, and more than enough wealth. Bridgerton has no concept of the word ‘enough.’ He is the kind of man who always seeks more, dissatisfied with what he has already.”

      “I really dislike him.” Understatement.

      Simeon chuckled and pressed a kiss to Angel’s hair. “I dislike him as well, mo ghra.”

      “I don’t trust him anywhere near Daniel.”

      “My master will not allow Bridgerton to remain here with Daniel. He is not to be trusted with our fledgling, and my master is aware of this. These are my rooms, and he is unwelcome here the moment our master leaves. He was only here as is his right as Elder to know what goes on in this clan.”

      “Fledgling.” Angel smiled, leaning into Simeon’s hand, and he snuck the fingers of his right hand under Simeon’s black leather belt, into his waistband, anchoring himself to Simeon. He didn’t do anything else, just held on. “Our fledgling.” Angel grinned wide.

      Simeon nibbled on his ear. “Yes, ours.”

      Angel leaned into Simeon more. “I never asked. Do you have fledglings? You’re over four hundred years old. Have you sired a baby vamp?”

      Simeon stilled for a moment then kissed behind Angel’s ear before straightening. He put an arm around Angel, holding him securely to his side. “No, I have not.”

      Simeon didn’t appear upset, so Angel went ahead, curious. “Why not? You’re here for all the…what do you call it…raising? Rising? You’re here each time. Last time there were twenty newborn baby vamps. None of them were yours?”

      Simeon shook his head, a lock of auburn hair falling over his brow. Angel reached up and gently swept it back in place. “No. None were mine. I have never sired another of my kind. My own experience was…not pleasant.”

      Simeon’s emerald eyes were serene, with dark memories in the crystal depths. “Unpleasant?”

      “I killed the one who made me. I killed my sire.”

      Angel blinked, surprised. “I had no idea. Is this not something you want to talk about? I always figured it was one of those private things. Like asking who the first person you had sex with was, something like that.”

      “We live long enough most of us already know each other’s history, or the past becomes irrelevant.” Simeon shrugged. “The one who made me was an evil being; murderous, greedy, and violent. He killed my lover, my kinsmen, and chose me at random to resurrect as one of his kind. I climbed from the earth after my first death, tracked him down, and killed him.”

      “I thought fledglings were bound to their sires? How did you kill him?”

      “I was unbound. He could not control me. He depended upon only his nature as one of the undead to keep him safe—I had that, and a lifetime of fighting. He was not a warrior. I took his head with my dead lover’s miodóg then burned the body. My desire to kill him, my need for vengeance, sent me after him still muddy from the grave, and I killed him the same night I rose as one of the undead.”

      “Miodóg?”

      “A dagger, love.”

      “Ahh.”

      Angel stepped into Simeon, hugging him as tightly as he could manage. Angel knew all too well the madness that came when grief and violence met on a battlefield. A single spell, and Angel set afire a bewitched bloodclan, killing over a hundred vampires. His own family lay butchered around him, strewn about the grounds and the mansion. Angel sought to end it all and take his enemies with him, but ended up surviving, watching a field of undead burn, screaming, victims of his grief-fueled actions. Grief could drive anyone to madness. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorrow for my past is something to which I am unaccustomed,” Simeon murmured, rubbing his cheek over Angel’s hair, big hands sliding down his back to take hold of his hips. “But I thank you for it, nonetheless.”

      “How did you manage as a fledgling then? Who taught you how to be this?” Angel gestured, encapsulating the entire sexy, capable package that was his mate.

      Simeon smiled wide, shaking his head. “I had help. The vampire I killed was the enemy of a powerful older vampire, who caught up to my sire just as I tore him apart. He then took me in and taught me how to live my new life. He was grateful for what I did and saved me from walking into the sun.” Simeon glanced across the room where Batiste stood talking to Bridgerton.

      It took Angel a second, but he put it together. “Well, damn. I guess I already owe Batiste. Fuck.” Angel sighed dramatically. Simeon kissed his temple again, and it was sweet, perfect. And slightly melancholy.

      Angel chuckled quietly. “You’re so…” His voice trailed off, closing his eyes. “I think wonderful is a good word for you.”

      A commotion across the room drew their attention, breaking the soft, quiet moment between them.

      Eroch mantled, his fangs bared at Bridgerton. He stood on Daniel’s shoulders, wings spread, tail lashing the air. The Elder vamp was within arm’s reach of Daniel, the young man having come out of the bathroom that served the common area of Simeon’s living room. Batiste was near the door, pausing in the act of leaving, hand on the knob. “Bridgerton.” Batiste’s voice was cold, sharp, and snapped across the room. Daniel put his back to the wall, and Angel felt the bond to his apprentice come to life. It usually lay quiet, dormant, as Angel had only used it once. Daniel didn’t need the old-fashioned mechanism a master put in place to control the haywire abilities of a young practitioner, but it came to life now. It meant Daniel was readying himself to use his powers for defense.

      “Simeon,” Angel said, pushing free of his mate’s arms. Simeon moved faster than he could think, blurring to Bridgerton’s side and putting himself between the old pirate and Daniel. Angel moved to put himself behind Bridgerton, hellfire sparking to life in little firefly flares around his shoulders.

      Cold swept across the room. Draining and heavy, it pushed against minds and made Angel’s heart jump. Bridgerton staggered, a slight shuffle to the side, as if he’d been knocked in the shoulder. Angel pushed back, clearing his mind, the sensation pooling around his legs like the rising surf. Simeon was unmoved, and Angel realized, with his heart in his throat, the power came from Simeon. Rarely did Simeon let his powers out for others to experience. It was cold and overwhelming, the silence of trees heavy with snow, harsh against the edges of the mind, blood rushing in ears. The second Angel recognized it as Simeon, he was immune. Daniel no longer looked terrified, and the bond between Daniel and Angel went quiet again, peaceful. Eroch still hissed, but he pulled his wings in, folding them to rest on his back.

      “Elder, attend me.” The command came from Batiste, and Bridgerton shook his head as if dazed. He wiped his face and seemed to come back to himself, stepping back from Simeon in some alarm. “Elder, now.”

      Batiste had no patience, the command sharp. Bridgerton blurred away from Daniel and Simeon, and out past Batiste, who opened the door in time to avoid it getting blasted to pieces as the chastised Elder ran.

      Batiste looked down the hall after the Elder then turned to look at Daniel and Simeon. Angel relaxed, dismissing his hellfire, the surge of it under his skin, fingers tingling. He wouldn’t be killing a pirate today after all. At least, not yet.

      “My apologies. Bridgerton will not be allowed back in here while Elder Simeon and your master are gone. I will have my legates on guard tonight. Unless you wish for me to stay,” Batiste was speaking to Daniel, who gaped at the city master then shook his head in denial.

      “No. Um, no, thank you. I’ll be fine if he doesn’t come back. I can tell he doesn’t like me,” Daniel murmured. “Thank you, but the guards should be enough.”

      Batiste gave a slow nod to Daniel, his icy blue eyes shadowed by something Angel would bet was regret. “As you wish, youngling. My apologies again, for poor treatment under my roof.”

      The city master gave Angel and Simeon a nod then left the suite, the door shutting with a soft snick of the latch.

      Simeon’s power disappeared as quickly as it came, leaving the air feeling as if a storm had passed without dropping any lightning.

      “Can I kill him?” Angel asked, mostly serious.

      “I have made my position more than clear. If he does not respect my family then I will handle him,” Simeon replied. They both looked to Daniel. To Angel’s surprise, Daniel looked more aggravated than scared.

      “He’s a jerk,” Daniel said and headed for the underused kitchen. “Do we have any food that doesn’t come in blood unit bags?”

      Simeon looked a bit surprised himself but trailed after Daniel. “I shall call the concierge service. What do you want?”

      “Pizza?”

      Angel chuckled. The world could be ending, and the twenty-year-old boy…man…would ask for pizza.
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      Milly walked in to Simeon’s seldom used kitchen as Angel was eating a slice of pepperoni from Luciano’s. She sniffed then made a beeline for the box open on the counter. She grabbed a slice and a napkin and stood next to him by the counter. She took a bite, chewed, and swallowed before talking. “You have access to a 3-star chef and you call out for delivery?”

      Angel took another bite. “Hell yes. Nothing beats Luci’s pepperoni.” Daniel sat on a high stool on the other side of the island and nodded vigorously while chewing. Angel pointed at Daniel. “See? Kiddo agrees.”

      “Daniel is nearly twenty-one, you can stop calling him ‘kiddo,’” Milly said snidely, before she took another bite of pizza. She looked like an Old Hollywood superstar, dressed in dark blue high heels, a soft cream silk sheath dress that hugged shoulder hip and thighs, and her dark gray hair swept up in a fancy ‘do. He didn’t think she was going anywhere; this was how she normally dressed. Old money, extreme class, and absolute no fucks given about other people’s opinion resulted in Milly dressing to the nines every day.

      Angel paused before he took another bite. “Oh shit, birthdays. I keep forgetting people have birthdays every year. What do you want?” Angel asked Daniel.

      Daniel was unprepared and almost choked. “What? Nothing. I’m cool. You let me live with you rent free. You got my old man locked up, I’m not in jail, and I get to hang out with a dragon. I don’t need anything.” Eroch churred and stole a pepperoni from Daniel’s pizza.

      “Need anything? Maybe.” Angel secretly thought Daniel could use some time with a therapist or an elementalist healer who specialized in trauma from assault and abuse, but he wouldn’t say that here and now. “Do you want anything? Maybe a new tablet? You’ve had that ereader for a couple years. Upgrade?”

      Daniel shook his head no, picking at his pizza. Eroch sniffed at it, and Daniel pushed his plate toward the little dragon who fell upon the cheese as if starving. Angel would figure out something. He didn’t like getting presents for people, no matter the occasion, but he figured a person only turned twenty-one once, so a present wasn’t out of line.

      “Mo ghra?” Simeon stood in the doorway of the kitchen, and Angel had to look twice.

      Gone was the suit. In its place was a skin-tight Henley tee, a dark pair of jeans, and black leather boots. Simeon looked dangerous, sexy as fuck, and edible. Angel wished they could stay in for the night, but they had some enforcers to evade and some graverobbers to stop. Angel struggled to swallow his bite of pizza and reached for his soda. The cold liquid managed to free up his tongue. “Um.” Angel coughed. “You look…wow. Are we ready to go?”

      Simeon’s grin was wide and bright. “Yes, love. The soldiers are waiting for us in the underground garage.”

      Angel nodded and gave Daniel an assessing glance. “You’ll be okay. Want me to ward the bedroom door again?”

      Daniel went pink across his cheeks and Milly smacked Angel on the arm. “Ouch! What the hell?”

      “He’s not a baby!” Milly scolded.

      “I know he’s not! I just want him to be safe.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Daniel spoke up. “I’m gonna read out next to the fire in the living room then head to bed later. Good luck.”

      Angel stifled his overprotective instincts. “Eroch?” The dragon burped, belly fat from pizza. Angel couldn’t help the smile. “Are you going to stay with Daniel or come with me?”

      Eroch yawned, tiny fangs catching the light. He curled up next to the empty plate and began to snore. “Dragon is staying here. Milly? Coming with?”

      “Yes, actually. I know the Dean of the History department—he’s meeting us outside the History building in forty minutes. Let me grab my bag.”

      Milly left the kitchen, passing Simeon with an appreciative glance. Angel took a long, thorough glance of his own, and the knowing look he got back from his mate was more than enough to make him want to stay in. Screw the world.

      Simeon read him well, and the vampire smiled, holding out his hand. “Come, mo ghra. Let us put this issue to rest then we can focus on ridding the city of our enemies.”

      “Then bed?” Angel quipped, wiping his hands on a napkin. Daniel rolled his eyes, reached out, and dragged the pizza box closer to his seat, going for another piece. Angel tossed his napkin at his apprentice, who dodged it with a smile. Daniel seemed to be rebounding faster than Angel had hoped, and he was glad for it.

      “Yes, then bed.” Simeon replied with a sexy grin as Angel took his hand.

      “Thank Hecate,” Angel swore, heading for the door to the suite.

      “Be careful!” Daniel called after them, and Angel gave his apprentice a wave over his shoulder.
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      Simeon noticed first. Made sense really, since that much blood filled the air with a coppery, lung-choking odor that made Angel stagger once the SUV door opened. Simeon, and the soldiers driving with them in the rear, all reacted to the blood spoor in the air. Milly was already out of her vehicle and talking to O’Malley and a man Angel didn’t know.

      Angel shut the SUV door, wiping the back of his hand over his mouth, wanting to retch. O’Malley, Milly, and the Dean of the History Department stood near the front of the building, and Angel called out to them, confused. “None of you smell that? What the hell happened?”

      Simeon gestured, and vampire soldiers spread out across the pavement, creating a perimeter. Milly shook her head and came over to Angel. “What smell? What are you talking about?”

      Simeon gestured to the building. “The scent of fresh blood is overwhelming. Too much blood to be anything but death. Still hot, too—something has happened, and the killer may still be here.”

      “I don’t smell anything,” Milly started to say, then realized who she was talking to. “Vampires. Right.”

      O’Malley was just as confused as Milly, but he didn’t argue—he called for backup on the radio and gestured to the two uniforms he’d brought with him, along with what must be campus security. Weapons were drawn.

      Angel went toward the front entrance, looking for any signs of blood or bodies, but there was nothing. Bloodclan soldiers closed in on him, creating a perimeter, Simeon at his side. Milly tried to get through to him, but Angel shook his head. “Milly, stay with O’Malley.”

      “I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself!”

      “I need you to protect the cops, Milly.”

      She stopped, glared at him, but a smile threatened to break through. “Fine. I shall babysit the police,” she answered, ignoring O’Malley’s stuttering protests with a haughty lift of her chin. “Just don’t die. I would hate to get a new partner trained how I like them.”

      A soldier opened the door, and the vampires blurred into the building, spreading out. A hiss rose from them, the stench of blood thick upon the air, enough to make his stomach roil. This wasn’t the coppery, subtle tones that infused the Tower, but the horrible drowning odor of shredded viscera and offal, the rending of meat left to rot. Angel followed where Simeon pointed heading away from the direction of Giselle’s office. The vampires knew where they were going, and if the smell was overwhelming to Angel, it must be nearly unbearable for the vampires.

      His sense of smell had never been this strong before and was surely a perk from the mate bond though this was one benefit he could do without. His body had horrible timing adapting to its new reality.

      They found the staircase that led down to the storage level. Everything still look normal, nothing disturbed, no traces of blood. Angel had a creeping sense of foreboding; despite the lack of evidence of something having happened, he knew nothing that smelled like this could possibly be good.

      They clattered down the stairs, Angel taking them three at a time, the vampires assigned as their protection ahead of him only staying within eyesight. Angel could tell they wanted to race ahead, fangs down and claws out, but they held onto their control.

      A long corridor door, tall and wide enough for three people to walk abreast, was at the bottom of the stairs. It was well lit with fluorescent lamps above, not a flicker to be seen. At the end of the hall, near what must’ve been the outer wall of the building, a door stood ajar, unlocked with the ward deactivated.

      “Did the Dean deactivate the ward?” Angel called back to Milly who was just coming out of the staircase.

      “No, we hadn’t even gone inside the building yet.”

      Angel exchanged a wary glance with Simeon. He reached behind his hip under his sweater and withdrew his athame, calling hellfire to the blade. Milly called to her power, steering the ambient magic around them. “It’s possible Giselle’s crew is down here with some fresh corpses, but that is the best-case scenario. Something’s wrong.”

      Simeon ordered three of his soldiers to go ahead, and they raced down the hall too fast for Angel to see except as a blur. He jogged behind them, and as they approached the door, the stench of blood and ripped meat grew stronger and stronger. Angel felt like he was twenty again, standing on a street that was on fire, the shredded bodies of his loved ones around him where they had fallen. He blinked, and the memory receded, but the creeping sense of dread remained. The vampires in front reached the door and slipped inside, and Angel paused at the doorway. It was dark inside the room, so Angel leaned in just enough to find the light switch next to the door. He turned on the lights and in the snapping of the flickering ceiling lamps, he saw a scene from his worst nightmares brought to life.

      The storage room was a mess; blood and chaos everywhere, artifacts and relics tossed here and there and crushed underfoot, shelves and storage units destroyed.

      There was a body not far from where Angel stood. It was ripped apart and only the two matching boots allowed him to determine it was a single body and not a jumbled mess of limbs and mismatched parts. Farther out in the room were more bodies. Rib cages were exposed to the air, hearts left on the floor, faces turned to pulp, arms ripped from shoulders, legs pulled from hips, the sickening, cloying odor of terror and shock was floating over the overwhelming stench of blood and exposed organs.

      O’Malley pushed in behind Angel and Simeon at the doorway. The older human detective took one look, pressed a hand over his mouth, and backed away. Angel heard him vomiting in the hallway but did not turn around to check on his friend. He could not take his eyes off the wreckage in front of him. “What happened?” O’Malley’s voice was ragged from vomiting.

      “I don’t know yet. Stay in the hallway. Do not come in here.” Angel took a single step into the room and with a tilt of his head, asked Simeon to stand guard in the door. Simeon planted himself in the doorway and refused to anyone past him.

      Angel ignored complaints from the police officers in the hallway, Milly adding her complaints to the chorus as well. The vampires who had run ahead into the room stood in the only clean areas they could find, making certain not to step in the blood and offal that littered the floor. “Don’t touch anything. Can you sense if there is anything here?”

      Simeon answered from behind him. “There is nothing living left in this room.”

      Angel unleashed his inner vision and sent his senses out into the room, cautiously investigating the magical residue hanging over everything. “No, nothing living is left. I don’t think something living did this. O’Malley, tell campus security to go on lockdown.”

      O’Malley made the call over the radio. Those still out in the hall were muttering and moving restlessly, afraid. Angel didn’t blame them one bit.

      The room was full of artifacts that must belong to the college, any organization long destroyed. Interspersed among the body parts were shattered relics and bloody artifacts, some items Angel recognize, some he did not. He sensed vague impressions of magical signatures and hints of dormant spells, but there wasn’t anything active in the room… Except for one tiny spark of magic on the far side of the room near the wall. Angel grimaced but carefully stepped as best he could around the lakes of blood and destroyed flesh. He knelt down next to what had once been a human leg and peered through the mess on the wall.

      Angel smiled despite the wreckage and sheathing his athame, he reached carefully back towards the wall and pulled out Lord Greyson’s cane. It was remarkably free of blood, unblemished. The spell was intact, but not active, since anyone who might have been acting as a power reserve was now either dead or absent. Since the spell was intact, Angel was certain Lord Greyson’s ghost was still tethered to this plane of existence and all it required was some energy for it to appear.

      Nothing in the room spoke of a source for the death and destruction around them. Angel felt residual anger, fear, and a deep, eternal hunger, along with the impression of madness. It did not feel like a spell, but rather the release of a spell, as if something had been freed. An eruption of violence and death and hunger.

      “Angel?” Simeon was on edge. His eyes glowed, his fangs were dropped, and his claws were just a hair too long to pass for mortal. The vampire soldiers were more gone than Simeon was, and he looked freaked out. It was odd to see a vampire so disturbed, but Angel figured everyone reached a limit sometime, and a room like this probably pushed a lot of people past their limit.

      For a second, Angel regretted he was jaded enough not to be as disturbed as everyone else was. He had actually seen worse once upon a time.

      The storage room wasn’t entirely submerged, there was a line of windows at ground level up near the ceiling. One of those windows, about a foot and a half tall and two feet wide was destroyed. Whatever went out the window was a lot bigger than the opening, and part of the wall and the corner where it met the ceiling was torn asunder, reduced to kindling and ruptured dryboard. The glass was gone, littering the floor, tiny red-stained stars shining out from the blood. There was a line of blood running down the wall underneath the window. Angel slowly made his way over and examined the remains of the wall. There were long groove marks in the cement walls, the white paint scraped away and the cement beneath bearing white lines and cracks. Something with claws and an oddly shaped body climbed up the wall and destroyed the window to escape.

      Angel straightened and called out to O’Malley. “Contact security again and have him check everywhere; every building, every dorm, every classroom. Something got out, and it’s hungry.”

      He didn’t even get a chance to finish speaking before O’Malley’s radio crackled, and hysterical voices started speaking in a jumbled mess. All Angel heard was there were more bodies and blood everywhere.

      Angel doubted the graverobbers had captured a creature. At least, not knowingly. There was no sign of a cage or a crate for a box that could hold a creature large enough to kill and maim four grown men, one of whom had been a practitioner. It was all too likely they had stolen something from a grave or mausoleum, not knowing what it was, and inadvertently freed something dangerous and insatiable.

      O’Malley was speaking on the radio, and Angel figured he would know what was going on soon enough. He had a good idea what happened in here. Angel slowly worked his way back across the room, holding Greyson’s cane up high enough to not touch the floor. Something tugged on his senses in the center of the room, and Angel paused. Next to his boot was a small object, shattered into multiple pieces. The inside of the curved object was smooth and white with a pearlescent sheen. The outside looked like a rough piece of carved stone, covered in dirt and dried moss. Angel reached down and grabbed a piece, running his thumb over the inside. Residual spellwork clung to the shard, old and simple, and realization chilled his blood.

      It was a broken reliquary. A prison for creatures of magic and curses, or the means to contain powerful, chaotic artifacts. This had housed the being before it killed everyone in this room.

      The outside of the shard bore runes etched into the stone, and when it broke, the spell was interrupted. Angel recognized the partial rune. He swore and clutched the reliquary shard so tightly in his hand, he felt it cut into his flesh. Angel moved with haste over the wreckage, heart thumping hard in his rib cage. He almost slipped next to the door and Simeon caught him, holding him on his feet. “Milly, O’Malley! Someone released a lich. It’s a fucking lich!”

      Milly stopped her impatient pacing and froze mid-step, eyes widening in horror. O’Malley interrupted himself mid sentence and looked at Angel in confusion. “What the hell is a lich? Like the thing you had on a leash earlier?”

      “Almost, but this is so much worse. The wendigo was under my control completely and I never let the spell reach completion. It would have become a lich if I let it kill and consume the essence of its victim, but even if I had, it would still have been mine leashed to my will. The thing that did this,” Angel said, and he gestured to the horrible wreckage behind him, “is a full lich, unrestrained, bound to no one’s will. An unbound lich killed these men, and it will keep killing until it is either trapped, bound, or destroyed. Destroying an unbound, full lich is a thousand times harder than what I did to the wendigo this morning.”

      O’Malley didn’t waste any time. “Campus security found blood in one of the dormitories nearby. Blood in the hallway and destruction that matches this room. They can hear screaming.”

      He tossed the cane to Milly, who caught it with a startled gasp, clutching it to her chest. She felt the spell immediately, and with a nod, she silently agreed to hold on to it for him. Angel gripped the reliquary shard in his hand and sprinted for the stairs.
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      The fireplace may have been natural gas, but it gave off a comfortable heat that settled into Daniel’s bones. He relaxed into the extremely comfy armchair next to the fireplace, e-reader in hand. He just finished his book and was contemplating going to bed, but he was too comfortable to move. Simeon’s suite in the Tower was opulent and spread out. It was as different from Angel’s apartment as any two places could be, and while he appreciated the space, he missed his small room in Angel’s apartment. At Angel’s place he could let his guard down and not pretend to be okay all the time. Being back in the Tower was harder than he was letting on. He was so tired of being scared, so tired of being the wounded and broken person he had been all his life. He admired Angel, and while he didn’t want to be Angel, he envied his master’s sense of composure and confidence and strength. He couldn’t be as brash and bold as Angel, but he did wish he could have even just a portion of Angel’s strength.

      There was a knock at the door just before it opened, and Daniel sat up, nervously clutching his tablet. Batiste stood in the doorway, icy blue eyes searching until he found Daniel sitting next to the fireplace. The city master closed the door and walked silently across the room. Daniel unwound himself from the armchair and stood, a pit of nerves opening in his belly.

      “Sir? How can I help you?”

      Batiste stopped just out of arm’s reach. Daniel appreciated the space. The residual fear and discomfort he experienced around vampires was not as bad as it once was. Daniel liked Simeon and trusted him, and Batiste was nicer than Daniel first thought. It helped knowing his abuser was dead and Stellan was in jail, or at least the equivalent, it went a long way towards giving him peace.

      “Daniel, something has happened. I came to tell me you myself since I bear full responsibility.”

      The pit of nerves became a screaming void of fear. Somehow, he knew what Batiste was going to say. The city master nodded as if he could read Daniel’s mind. “Stellan has escaped. I do not know how or why, but his absence was discovered less than 10 minutes ago. Unfortunately, it looks like he has been gone from the Tower for at least a few hours. Possibly just after sunset. I have sent Elder Bridgerton, two of my unranked masters, and a squadron of my best soldiers to find him. He cannot get far. I have guards stationed outside in the hallway. I do not believe he has remained in the Tower, so this is merely a precaution.”

      “He escaped? How did he escape from the Tower?” Daniel all but shouted, fear raising his voice. Batiste took it without issue, accepting Daniel’s censure.

      “I do not know. I am attempting to find out now. I have notified Simeon and Angel, but I did not hear anything back from them. Something is happening at the college and I do not believe they received my texts. I have sent two of my soldiers to find them and tell them in person.”

      “He won’t come looking for me, right? He’d want to get away. I mean, that makes sense, right?”

      Batiste nodded. “I do not believe he will remain in the Tower. It is very likely he is attempting to leave the city and get out of my territory. I see no reason for him to stay as his sentence for his crimes is known to the whole bloodclan. None of my people would help him.”

      “Bridgerton didn’t agree with locking up Stellan. Bridgerton saw nothing wrong with what Stellan and Deimos did to me.” Daniel was amazed those words came out of his mouth, and he shut up immediately, worried he would anger the city master.

      Batiste went completely still as if made from ice and stone. It was a stillness no human could emulate. Icy blue eyes locked on to Daniel, and every instinct he possessed told him to run. He was a mouse trapped in front of a viper.

      Daniel jumped when Batiste spoke. “Stay in the suite and do not leave. I’ll add more guards to the door. Do not leave.” Daniel didn’t even get a chance to respond before Batiste left the suite, moving so fast Daniel only saw the door open and shut. Daniel clutched his tablet to his chest and left the living room after he turned off the fire. The suite felt oppressive and full of shadows, and his heart was racing in his chest.

      Daniel open the door to the bedroom he was borrowing, stepped inside, and shut it before locking the door. He tossed the e-reader on the bed, went to the bathroom, and got ready to go to sleep. He crawled into a fresh set of pajamas, slid under the covers, and turned off the light. Eroch was asleep on the pillow next to his head, or at least he was, as the little dragon soon crept over the bed linens and snuggled beneath Daniel’s chin, making that sweet little churring noise so unique to him.

      It was silly, but he felt safe with Eroch. The dragon was just a baby, at least Daniel figured he was, considering the way he acted and his size. Dragons in history were the size of houses and could decimate whole armies, so Eroch was a baby. A mean, fierce, dangerous baby who clawed faces off and set bad guys on fire. And pigeons.

      Daniel chuckled and hugged the little dragon to him. He doubted he could sleep, but he didn’t want to pace and fidget and freak out all night long. Maybe when he woke up, Stellan would be back in custody and Angel would be home.
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      The cheap carpet was floating in blood, squishing beneath his boots. What had once been a messy college dorm room was now a scene from a charnel house, complete with body parts. The stench of ruptured intestines coated the inside of his mouth and Angel fought his gag reflex, determined not vomit. It was horrible of him to even think it, but he was more affected seeing it was three unarmed, unsuspecting teenagers than the previous scene. The men in the storage room were older, and their idiocy and carelessness lead to their deaths and the deaths of the young women in this room. The body parts were familiar enough of a sight, but the gnaw marks on faces and extremities were new and confirmed his lich theory.

      The shard of the reliquary in his hand throbbed with his heartbeat. The lich was nearby but moving fast. It was after easy targets, and once they were dead, it moved on again.

      “Is it the lich thing?” O'Malley called from the hallway where the flood of body fluids stopped, and a whole group of armed police and campus security watched. Simeon was outside the building, trying to find where it went after it jumped out the window. The frame was busted out, the entire window shattered to dust in the grass two levels below.

      Angel swallowed back bile and took one last look. He turned as best he could, worried his boots would lose traction in the blood. He nodded to himself and sighed and answered the weary detective.

      “Yes. Alert as many people as you can. Guns and bullets can’t stop this thing. Any practitioners on campus are to get under shields and behind wards. Everyone. Students, professors, staff. Lock it all down. If the dorms and office buildings have defensive wards, activate them now. If the school has an emergency broadcast system, activate it now.” Angel ordered, voice rough. A campus security officer behind O’Malley pulled out a cell and made a phone call, speaking urgently.

      Students were crying out in the hallway. One, a young girl of maybe eighteen, sobbed as she spoke to a uniformed cop. “Janessa and Jennifer were studying with their door open. We heard a horrible scream next door, and my roommate Amanda ran to see what was going on. There was this huge roar, and then…and then….” The girl gagged, and Angel looked back to see her fall to her knees and throw up. The cop didn’t duck away, instead holding the girl’s hair as she sobbed.

      Angel turned back to the room and counted heads…or what he could guess were heads. Three bodies. Three dead girls.

      Angel left the room, pushing past everyone. “Angel! Where ya going?” O’Malley called after him.

      “I have a monster to catch!” Angel shouted back, jogging out of the building.

      He reached the front entrance and slammed out of the doors, noting the blood smears on the glass. Simeon stood about twenty feet away, the breeze ruffling his hair. “Any scents?”

      Simeon nodded. “Blood spoor is heavy in the air. It’s clouding the trail. I’ve sent my soldiers out in the areas it was likely to have headed. I have a strong fix on the blood spoor, but I am having trouble scenting the creature itself.”

      Angel searched the shadows, the trees and bushes dark where the golden lamps that lined the path couldn’t penetrate. “Would Scáth help?”

      Simeon, in answer, pulled the whistle from under his shirt. He blew, the call undetectable to human ears. Simeon dropped the whistle and chain under his shirt, and Angel jumped when something snuffled his hand. Scáth woofed at him, tail wagging, then went to his master. The hellhound was appearing faster each time.

      Simeon spoke to the hellhound in Irish Gaelic and it bounded away, nose down. Simeon and Angel jogged along behind the hellhound who led the way around the building. Scáth paused under the busted-out window then barked again before bolting away in a streak of hellfire green. Simeon ducked in, grabbing Angel off his feet and into his arms, before blurring away behind the beast.

      At least this time was warmer than their last supersonic sprint through downtown.
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      Eroch lifted his head, nostrils flaring. A faint sound came from the front of the suite, the nearly soundless slide of the door over the fabric of the runner in the foyer. Eroch sat up and focused his hearing, blocking off the rhythmic, soft breathing of the human beneath him. The wounded youngling whimpered in his sleep, and Eroch churred, hoping to keep Daniel unaware of their danger for as long as possible. Predators were in the suite, and Daniel’s fear would whet their appetite.

      Eroch sniffed, arching his neck, opening his wings. Heat furled in his belly, and his eyesight sharpened. The lamp in the hall cast a thin line of light under the doorway, and Eroch bared his fangs when a shadow broke the light. He could hear a heartbeat, and the passing of air over cloth, the wind currents from the vents moving around two bodies that waited in the hall.

      Two heartbeats. Three people. One must be an undead hunter, and the other a human, and one stunk of magic. Eroch crawled to the end of the bed and flared his wings, hissing out a warning. Smoke curled out from his open mouth, and Eroch grew hotter, scales glowing along his throat and belly. Daniel stirred, wiping at his face. “Eroch?”

      The handle turned, the door opening. A vampire slunk into the room, the air around it cold, its passage soundless. The vampire was familiar, his stench masked by magic but not enough to blind Eroch’s senses. He saw through the magic to the mean vampire who hated his bondmate. The human who came in after the undead creature was quiet, but the beat of its heart signaled its appreciation of the hunt. The next human carried chains stinking of iron, and Eroch knew they were there for the youngling he guarded. One human smelled familiar as well, but Eroch had never been in his presence himself to match the scent to the human. The one that stunk of magic had an emblem on his jacket, metal and curved, and it reminded Eroch of the metal piece worn by the mean practitioner called the magister. This one was male, though, so Eroch did not know him.

      “Grab the boy,” the vampire ordered the humans. “I’ll handle the beast.” The vampire dug a length of cloth from its pocket, and it unfolded into a sack. Eroch flapped his wings in warning, hissing.

      Daniel sat up, his heart pounding, fear filling the air. The vampire chuckled, and Daniel whimpered, pushing back against the headboard. He reached out for his phone, fumbling for the device.

      The human without magic ignored Eroch’s warning and went for the boy. Eroch screamed and let loose a torrent of flame, pushing it out in a great swath that reached the door. The vampire dodged, and the human with the brooch ducked, smoke rising from his singed jacket. He drew another breath, intending to burn them all to ash. The vampire swooped in and swung the sack faster than Eroch could move. It settled over his head, fouling his wings. Eroch screamed again, twisting, lashing with his tail. He tried to burn the sack, but it smothered his flame, somehow preventing dragonfire from taking root. Eroch could hear Daniel fighting, screaming, and magic rose and fell in chaotic bursts as the apprentice tried to defend himself, and the practitioner responded.

      “Get those chains on him!” The vampire yelled, closing the bag on Eroch as he screeched. “I’ve got the beast! Hurry up!”

      Eroch heard a fist hit flesh, and Daniel gasped in pain. Eroch yowled, clawing at the bag, trying to tear it apart, but it was spelled to withstand damage from claw and fire. Eroch fought harder, the vampire shaking the bag, swearing.

      Eroch grew even more frustrated and threw out caution, ignoring the warnings from his broodmother and his bonded mortal alike. He reached for the energy bond between him and Angel and opened the connection wide. The green magic that burned within Angel was available to Eroch with but a thought, and he let it fill him unchecked. He was a dragon—born in magic, made of it, and he could shape magic to his will, much like a practitioner could—he let the magic loose.

      Power filled his limbs from claw to wingtip, tail to snout, and fabric ripped. The vampire shouted, words indistinguishable under the building roar Eroch let loose as his expanding mass overwhelmed the protection spells on the sack. Wings burst free, his height rising, and his tail, now thicker than the vampire’s waist, snaked across the room, slamming into the window, heavy glass shattering. Wind tore into the room, and Eroch mantled his wings, dropping his head and screaming so loudly the human holding Daniel let go, slamming his hands over his ears.

      Daniel gaped in shock, and Eroch reached out a massive paw and pulled Daniel under his chest. Iron chains dangled from one of Daniel’s wrists, the other hanging free. The vampire hissed and tried to leap at Eroch, but he was faster, the magic he got from his bonded human increasing his reflexes. He snapped his jaws, catching the vampire by one of his legs, he shook his head, bones breaking beneath his jaws. The vampire screeched and the humans screamed. Eroch threw the vampire into the wall and let out a torrent of flame. The vampire screamed in pain and fury when the fire caught him in the chest.

      The vampire ran. A stumbling blur of smoke and ruined flesh, it ran, leaving behind the humans. One human, the one Eroch knew by scent only, tried to escape, but he lashed out with a front paw, claws slashing across his midriff. Blood gushed and organs splattered to the floor.

      Fire crept up the wall, along the carpet, and Eroch hissed, pulling his lips back from his fangs, and he moved so he covered Daniel completely. He had the last human trapped between the bed and the door, the window along the wall shattered, wind from the cold night howling into the bedroom. The human began muttering in a language, the same Angel used to cast, and Eroch acted before he could finish. He snapped out his head, his long neck letting him reach the human with ease, and the man died with a gurgle of blood as Eroch crushed the human’s head, neck, and half his shoulder with one bite. The metal thing on his chest burned Eroch’s tongue and he growled, the pain nothing but an annoyance.

      Eroch tossed his head, throwing the corpse away, and curled over Daniel, tail thrashing across the floor. Shouting came from the outer rooms, more vampires and humans were approaching. Eroch grumbled in warning, and he gathered Daniel closer, the youngling’s terror enough to keep Eroch on edge, defensive.

      A new presence filled the doorway, and the old undead creature Angel called Batiste took a cautious step into the room. Blue eyes darted around the destruction, surprised and a bit nervous, and Batiste lifted a hand when Eroch mantled, warning the vampire against coming any closer. More figures crowded the hallway behind the master, and the blood from the corpses spilled across the floor in a widening puddle.

      “Eroch?” Batiste asked, clearly shaken. He narrowed his eyes, spying Daniel where the boy huddled under Eroch’s chest, clinging to his scales. Eroch kept a great paw on the boy, refusing to let him go. Three hunters had come for Daniel in the vampire’s lair, and Batiste was supposed to be the strongest of them all. Eroch could not trust him with Daniel, not again. Daniel was not safe here. “Eroch, is Daniel well? Let him go, let us tend to him.”

      Eroch dipped his head, keeping one large eye on those in the doorway, and he sniffed over Daniel, ruffling his blond hair. Daniel was fine, aside from his fear. He clung to Eroch, eyes shut, shaking. Eroch growled, a low rumble that made several people in the hall take a step back. He lipped at the manacle on Daniel’s wrist and slipped a fang under the clasp. It fell away, leaving a red welt behind, and Daniel didn’t react. The boy’s terror had shut his mind down. Only Angel would be able to reach the youngling now.

      “Eroch, please let us see Daniel,” Batiste asked again and risked a step closer. Eroch snapped at the vampire and backed away, wings scraping the ceiling, the walls. He was as big as the room, his body breaking furniture, claws raking the floor.

      Eroch sneered back at the vampire, not trusting him at all to protect the youngling. He turned for the window and the clear, cold sky. “Eroch!” Batiste yelled, following as Eroch went to the edge of the broken window. He used his tail, the spikes on the end, to brush away the remaining shards, and cradling Daniel to his chest with a sure grip, he pushed away, claws gouging the floor, leaping into the night air.

      They fell, fast, until Eroch snapped out his wings, cupping the air and hurling them skyward. He called out into the night, the sound echoing off the buildings around them. He curled in his other paw, making sure to hold tight to Daniel, keeping the youngling pressed carefully to his chest, where the scales were warm. The boy was quiet, still in shock, and Eroch aimed across the city, wings spread wide, furiously beating, and they rose over the skyscrapers, leaving the Tower far behind.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Angel gasped. He clutched at his chest, and Simeon paused. He whistled to Scáth, the hound circling back to pant at their feet. Simeon set Angel down, and Angel moved away, grabbing at his chest, trying to breathe. They were on a path on the campus, the park not far away, trees rustling in the wind, the sky clear but for a few dense clouds racing across the stars. The wind was wet and chilly, stealing any heat in the spring air.

      “Angel?” Simeon put a hand on his back, concerned. Angel leaned over, the odd, tight sensation in his chest scaring him until he realized it was the seldom used familiar bond.

      “Call Batiste,” Angel gasped out. The tight band around his chest was loosening. Now he knew what it was he wasn’t instinctively fighting the pull on his power. “It’s Daniel. Eroch is pulling on the bond.”

      Eroch was drawing on Angel’s power along the familiar bond.

      Something was wrong.
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      Simeon pulled out his cell and swore. “My master sent me a message. Stellan escaped.” Simeon swiped at the screen, and Angel fought to pull in more air. Eroch had stopped pulling magic from Angel, but it had been sudden and severe, the distance making the experience difficult to bear.

      “Something is wrong with Daniel.” Angel said, voice rough.

      Simeon’s phone rang in his hand, making Angel jump. “Fuck,” Angel flinched then began pacing, stretching out his arms. He was going to have a word with his precocious familiar when he saw him next. Simeon answered it, going tense, his eyes seeking out Angel.

      “Was the boy alive?” Simeon asked, and Angel froze, heart beating hard. Simeon nodded. He pulled the phone from his ear and spoke to Angel.

      He took the phone. “What happened?”

      “Stellan Ariella escaped with help from a vampire. I sent Bridgerton to find him, along with two of my unranked masters and a squad of soldiers. My children tracked him to a nearby gas station where he made a phone call and a vehicle picked Stellan up. The video footage from the station showed the plates. It belongs to the consulate. Stellan went to the Council.” The Master’s tone was sharp and cold, promising retribution.

      “And?” Angel knew something else happened. Eroch wouldn’t draw on their bond for anything less than life and death.

      “My children returned, except for one.”

      It didn’t take a genius. “Bridgerton let Stellan go, told him to go to the Council, pretended nothing was amiss so he could leave without needing to explain himself then probably went straight to the Council himself. Bridgerton betrayed you.”

      “Yes.” A pause. Batiste’s voice went chilly. “It was at least three hours before we noticed Stellan was gone. Before Bridgerton’s treason was discovered, a vampire and two humans snuck back into the Tower. After his treason was determined, I sent others to find him, and in my error, I failed to see they would return so soon. The cameras were deactivated in the main elevator and outside Simeon’s suite. The cameras in the maintenance lift are also disabled. The scents are blurred as if by magic. They broke into Simeon’s suite and attempted to take Daniel captive.”

      “What did Eroch do?” He had a pretty good idea.

      “Your pet did…I do not understand. He grew immense, killed Stellan. The body is in two, and burned, but the face is undamaged. There is another dead human, a practitioner by the scent of his blood, and the brooch on his jacket is the Council’s. The vampire is gone but smells of smoke and blood. The scent may be masked but I believe it to be Bridgerton. He left via the maintenance lift and the loading dock. There are a set of iron chains and a brown sack that stinks of fouled spells on the floor of Daniel’s room.”

      “Where are Daniel and Eroch?”

      The pause was longer this time. The tugging on Angel’s power was less, but the sensation of it being active was still present. Angel looked to the dark horizon, tracking the feeling as it swung away from where the Tower was. It went south.

      “Eroch is flying around the city as a full-grown dragon, isn’t he?” Angel said, wishing it wasn’t the case since the humans would likely freak out, though it was the only thing that made sense.

      “Yes. And he took Daniel with him.”
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      Eroch circled over the dark mansion, legs curled in, tail drifting out behind him. The wind was steady, coming in from the ocean not far away. Angel was somewhere out in the city, but there were too many humans between him and his bondmate, and Eroch couldn’t risk returning to the apartment for the same reason. He heard startled exclamations from those below him as he flew high above, leaving the city as fast as he could, heading south. Instinct told him humans would react badly to a giant fire breathing lizard in their midst. They might think him cute and sweet in his normal form, but they would fear him and panic when faced with him now.

      He had been here a few times before with Angel when his bonded mortal needed to reclaim things from his childhood nest. It had been several months, but Eroch remembered the way to the Salvatore Mansion. It spread out beneath him, the gardens waking in the cool spring nights, the roof of the large, sprawling mansion covered in wet clay shingles that caught the moonlight. Eroch lazily flicked his tail, turning toward the greenhouse near the bottom of the expansive gardens, hidden by a thick grove of pines trees with a single stone path leading back to the house.

      Daniel was unconscious. Eroch could hear his heart beating, strong and steady, so the boy was uninjured. Eroch banked above the gardens, sharp eyes investigating every inch of the grounds, looking for danger. He needed to land before humans saw him and came.

      Movement near the greenhouse drew his eyes. A figure slipped from the building, walking out onto the stone path, illuminated by the hunter’s moon, staring up at Eroch high above.

      “It has been evenings beyond count since I saw such a sight,” he murmured, voice awed and melodic. His senses, greater than those of humans or vampires, allowed him to hear the words with ease. The being below spoke as if they were face to face. Eroch tilted his head, drawing in scents that rose from the earth. He smelled green magics, the headiness of newly tilled dirt, the sweetness of flowers, and the fresh, clean scent of magic. The magic tasted of clear spring water and green grass in a sun-warmed field. Eroch churred and circled above, curious. He could sense no aggression from the being below him. “Your burden needs help, ancient one,” he said. “Bring the boy down. You’ll both be safe here.”

      The creature gestured smoothly and bowed before carefully backing away. Eroch tucked in his wings, barreling for the ground, hurtling through the air. The being made no move to run, unperturbed by the sight of a large predator dive bombing from the sky. Eroch snapped out his wings at the last second, cupping the air, feeling gravity and inertia dragging on him as he slowed then stopped, dropping to the ground with a quiet thump. The stones beneath him groaned, one snapped, and his tail dragged in the flowerbed next to the path.

      Eroch held Daniel to his chest as the figure approached slowly. Eroch reached out his snout and sniffed. His eyes went wide as he got a decent scent.

      He knew this fae.

      Moss green hair fell in a thick, straight sheet to the middle of his back, bright amber eyes, pale skin shimmered in the moonlight, Ruairí Brennan moved like liquid, soft as a breeze. He was shirtless, clad only in leather pants, feet bare. Eroch reached out, and Ruairí paused, holding still, Eroch snuffling and scenting. A pale pink scar was over his heart, evidence of the great wound that nearly took his life.

      Eroch twisted his head, eye to eye with the fae. He grumbled, a warning, but he didn’t think he needed it. Angel did not consider this fae to be a threat, and he smelled of lush green forests and sweet streams. His littermate smelled of cold stone and sharp winter winds, remote and harsh. There was nothing of the cold predator in Ruairí though he moved like a hunter. This one was dangerous too, but not like the cold one with whom he shared a face.

      Eroch lifted away, and Ruairí stepped forward. He took Daniel in his arms and backed away with a bow. “I shall tend to him and guard him with my life, ancient one. You have my word.”

      Eroch grumbled and flipped a wing tip. Daniel was cold and needed warmth, and Eroch was too big to fit in the greenhouse like this. Ruairí backed away, out of range of Eroch’s wings, then left, heading down the path to the greenhouse. Inside a lamp glowed, silhouetting plants within the structure. The fae carried Daniel with great care and slipped into the building.

      Eroch grumbled, eyeing the sky. He would love to remain big and strong, but the power wasn’t his and Angel was hunting. His bondmate needed to focus and Eroch’s pull on the bond would distract him. Eroch mourned his bigger size, but one day he would be this big on his own. He let go of the bond, ceasing the drawing of magic. Almost immediately, he fell, head lower, startled.

      His body shrank, wings to snout to tail tip, and he fluttered on the stone path. Trying to readjust to his normal size again. He chirped, then took to the wing. He flew into the greenhouse, following his nose to where Daniel and the fae awaited.
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      “Eroch’s released the bond,” Angel told Simeon, able to breathe freely again. “He was too far from me when he did it and the strain hit me hard, unlike the first time he did this.”

      Simeon looked confused and Angel waved a hand. “I’ll tell you later. Can Scáth find the trail again?”

      Simeon didn’t have time to answer. A scream tore through the night air, and the hellhound barked before disappearing in the direction of the sound. They were close, whoever screamed, and shouting and the sound of things crashing came from around the bend of the path just ahead of them. Angel sprinted ahead, Simeon at his side. Scáth had his jaws locked around the lich’s lower leg, or what looked to be a leg.

      It was unlike anything Angel had seen before. Three times the height of a man, it was an amalgamation of bones, twisted joints, long claws, and wide jaws stretched open beneath a crown of antlers, and its eyes were empty except for green flame. This lich was less corporeal than the wendigo, it was vaguely bipedal, though its feet were nothing but bones held together by dried tendons, and it dropped to all fours, slashing with its front legs. It had a long spine covered in desiccated flesh, tendons that snapped, and a thin, taut, membrane resembling leather over its rib cage. The head resembled a trophy a hunter might have on his wall with massive tall antlers stretching to the sky, its muzzle long and full of white teeth. It was as if someone took a reindeer, stripped all the meat from its bones, taught it to stand like a man, and gave it a long tail that slashed back and forth behind it.

      The lich snapped at Scáth, who flung his head back and forth, gnawing on the long thin leg he had in his jaws. Mist rose in a noxious cloud around the lich, the stench reaching back to where Angel and Simeon stood in shock.

      It was covered in blood, and its lack of flesh and organs explained the complete carnage left behind. It had the desire to eat, insatiable and starving, but it had no stomach to hold what it consumed. It was forever hungry and it would keep attacking anything living until it was full—but it would never be sated. Shadows moved on either side of the path as the bloodclan soldiers Simeon had sent out in search of the beast approached the lich from all sides.

      A couple vampires pulled out what looked to be batons from their jackets, and another pulled out what, to Angel’s surprise, turned out to be a short sword. The edge flashed in the moonlight, the vampire twirling it as he approached the undead creature. The lich snapped at the hellhound but did no damage Angel could see. To his frustration, aside from the death grip the hellhound had on the lich’s back leg, Scáth was doing next to no damage. Angel swore under his breath and jogged a little closer. The vampires swarmed the lich and attacked.

      The batons made dull twangs as they impacted on bone. The sword cut through the air with a sharp whistle, hitting the lich’s hip with a deep bite, the blade lodged in the bone. The vampire wielding the sword tugged as hard as he could, but as mist rose from the damaged spot, the vampire gave a horrific screech, letting go of the sword. His hand was blistered and weeping blood and fluids. Simeon darted into the fray, grabbed the injured vampire, and pulled him back out of range, just in time to avoid the lich’s long tail snapping around. It hit the ground with a resounding thud, dirt and leaves flying up into the air.

      Angel could hear sirens in the distance approaching. He moved to the side, trying to get a better angle, and saw humans beneath the lich’s feet. One of them was dead—head removed, spine exposed. The other human was alive and trying to crawl away. The batons the vampires wielded were doing nothing to the undead creature. The hellhound still had his grip on one of its legs, and he had dug his claws into the ground, refusing to let go.

      “Simeon! Get the human out!” Angel shouted and pointed. Simeon and the two uninjured vampires moved so fast they were a blur of dark colors, sweeping in and grabbing both humans and depositing them down the path several feet behind Angel. Angel backed up until he was next to Simeon, and the injured vampire came running to join his friends, his hand healing, but far slower than Angel had ever seen a vampire heal before.

      “It can’t be physically hurt. Scáth isn’t doing any damage. Only thing we have going for us right now is it isn’t doing any damage to Scáth either. If the hellhound doesn’t let go, we have it.” Angel told Simeon. “Someone go back and find the cops, tell them what’s going on. They are not to approach.”

      The injured vampire nodded once and ran the direction of the sirens. Angel pointed to the two remaining soldiers. “Do a sweep, make sure there are no more humans or mortal creatures around the lich can attack. Hurry.”

      The two soldiers gave him a nod in acknowledgment and disappeared as well. Leaving Angel, Simeon, and Scáth to handle the lich.

      “Simeon, tell your pup to not let go. If he lets go, we may not catch it again before it kills someone else.” Simeon shouted the order to his hellhound in Irish Gaelic, and Scáth responded by digging in deeper with his claws, growling deep in his throat. The lich screamed and thrashed, trying to dislodge the hellhound, but for now, they were locked in a stalemate.

      “Mo ghra, do you know how to destroy it?” Simeon asked. “Can you do to it what you did to the wendigo?”

      Angel shook his head. “I can’t destroy it like I did with the wendigo. It wasn’t yet a lich, and it was bound to me already since I raised it. This lich is unbound, fully formed, the magics used in its creation set and immutable. I’m gonna have to do this the hard way.”

      “Explain,” Simeon said, worried.

      “I don’t have a reliquary ready to trap it, and I refuse to bind this thing to me, so that means I’m gonna need to destroy it. Which means undoing the spells in its creation, and it’s gonna take some time.” Angel let his inner vision rise to the fore, and he grimaced. “Fuck. It was created by a necromancer. I can’t assume control over the spells easily. And these spells are old, not the style or discipline I’m familiar with. This is not going to be quick.”

      The lich screamed again, tail thrashing behind it, and a few smaller trees along the path paid the price. Overhead, the sound of a helicopter echoed over the park. Simeon eyed the horizon, but the helicopter was off some ways yet, not in range. “What would be quickest and easiest, mo ghra?”

      “Binding it to me. Once I get through the spells its former master used to claim it, I can bind it. But if I bind it to me, I cannot hide it, put it someplace out of sight, or lock it away. I would be as locked to it as it would be to me.  Which means a fifteen-foot-tall monster that killed four kids would be my pet until I could kill it for good. I don’t know the spells to make it change shape or size, not without some in depth study of the creature. I would be able to destroy it eventually, but I don’t think I’m gonna have enough time.” Shouts and beams of light came through the park. The cops were coming. “By Hecate, I told them to stay back! They’re gonna get themselves killed!”

      “I will handle the police. Get started on your spells, mo ghra.” Simeon took off for the cops.

      “Okay, I’ll just sit here alone, in the dark, with a monster and a hellhound,” Angel grumbled, though he wasn’t worried. “I really wish I had my dragon.” He did miss Eroch though, and he spared a thought for his familiar and apprentice, hoping they were all right. Eroch was savvy and Daniel was smart. They’d be fine.

      He hoped.
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      Isaac stared at the television in the common room of Nevermore. A monster was rampaging across Boston College, killing students and wrecking dorm rooms. He groaned when Angel’s name hit the banner, a reporter speaking about the carnage. At least they weren’t blaming his brother for any of it. He didn’t know which was worse—Angel usually being blamed for such things, or  the fact he was after the undead creature himself.

      “Authorities are asking citizens to stay out of the wooded areas of Boston College and the adjacent park. Angel Salvatore, Boston’s only necromancer, is attempting to contain the threat now. So far, seven people are confirmed dead, with speculation more people may be dead at the scene.” The news reporter seemed too happy about the prospect, and Isaac got up and left the common room, the tv echoing down the hall behind him.

      “Isaac?” Nadine Masters was coming down the hall, her heels tapping as if agitated.

      “Oh, hey,” Isaac said in greeting.

      “Did you see the news?” She asked, looking past him to the common room. He nodded.

      “Yeah. Angel is in the thick of things again, not all that unusual. He’s with Simeon though, so he’ll be fine.” Isaac didn’t doubt it for a second. He was still worried but not frantic.

      “Good, I’m glad. We’ll keep on eye on the news and inform you immediately if things change, or if we hear from him,” Nadine said with a wide smile. “There is someone here who’d like to see you, if that’s acceptable.”

      “A guest?” Isaac asked, confused. “Who is it? Is it Daniel?”

      Nadine appeared flustered, her cheeks pink and eyes bright. “He said his name was Constantine.”

      His mouth dropped open. He blinked, his thoughts tumbling over each other. He coughed then spoke. “Tall, blond, blue eyes, fangs? Beyond hot and with an accent?”

      Nadine smiled. Batiste must have made a big impression. “I didn’t see any fangs, but yes, that’s him. He is a vampire? Visiting hours are over for the evening, but we make allowances for guests who are nocturnal. If you want to see him now, it’s perfectly fine.”

      He nodded before he could think of anything else to say or do. Nadine smiled wider and started back down the hallway, Isaac trailing along at her heels. “Excellent, he’s awaiting you in the foyer.”

      Isaac wasn’t listening. He couldn’t feel his feet and his ears were ringing. Why was Batiste there? No way did Angel tell Batiste Isaac was here, his big brother would not endorse a visit from the supreme fanghead of the city.

      The journey to the front of the building was a blur in his mind. The foyer was well lit, even this late at night, the welcome desk staffed, and the security office at the back of the foyer was staffed all day and night as well. A woman and a man in dark clothing were talking quietly at the welcome desk, somber and tear-stained, and Isaac looked away, not wanting to intrude. His gaze fell on the man standing on the other side of the room, back to him, examining a boring piece of art.

      Instead of a suit, the blond Adonis was wearing charcoal gray slacks, dark leather shoes, and a thin, light gray cashmere sweater clinging to his broad, well-defined shoulders, muscled back, and trim waist. The world’s most perfect ass was lovingly cupped in the slim slacks, and Isaac had to swallow before he could breathe again. Bright, golden blond tresses swept back in a perfect wave completed the package, and that was just the back. Isaac’s breathing hitched, and the man heard him, even from the far side of the room.

      He turned.

      “Batiste?” Isaac whispered, stomach fluttering. The memory of a kiss welled up in his mind, heart skipping, skin electrified. He could taste apples and ice on his tongue, and he shivered, remembering the taste of cider in a slumbering orchard. The taste of this undead man’s kiss.

      “Oohhh,” Nadine sighed out beside him, as if having an epiphany. “I think I’ll give you some time alone. Take as long as you need.” She left, and Isaac kept his eyes on the undead man who captured his attention.

      Constantine Batiste gazed back at him, expression giving away nothing. He was beyond handsome and dangerous. Charming. Mesmerizing. Cosmopolitan, suave, and sexy.

      And an asshole. “You charmed me.” Isaac snapped out, glowering.

      Batiste gave a short dip of his chin, hands in his pocket, accentuating the supremely fine fit of his slacks across his groin. Isaac wrenched his eyes away and swallowed again, trying to remember he didn’t really like this vampire. Or maybe he did. He wasn’t sure.

      “I did. And before I get to why I have come here, I must do something.” Batiste approached, carefully, and to Isaac’s horror, the Master of the City of Boston knelt before him. Both knees on the floor, oblivious to the dust on his expensive clothes and the stares from the humans near the desk. Batiste’s ice-blue eyes were bright and full of some emotion that tugged at Isaac’s heart and made his stomach flutter again. A rueful smile twitched lush pink lips, and Batiste put both hands on his thighs, flat, palms down, and settled into this calm stillness, a heavy sense of expectancy in the air.

      “What…”

      “Isaac Salvatore, I sinned deeply the last we were face to face. I used my ability on you, and in my arrogance, saw nothing amiss. Your brother beat my wrongdoings into my head, and the disappointment in my dearest child’s face drove it home. I surrendered my honor the moment I charmed you into a kiss.” Batiste took a breath, one he didn’t need, and continued. “I offer you my sincerest and most regretful apology, my sorrow for my actions, and a boon of your asking in recompense.”

      “Ahhh-what? A boon? A favor? And bullshit, Angel hexed you. That is why you’re sorry,” Isaac stammered, still glaring. Batiste stayed on his knees, even with the desk clerk and the two strangers at the desk watching now, curious and rude. Batiste bowed his head, blond tresses falling over his face, neck arched. Vulnerable. He rubbed his hands in a small motion on his thighs as if nervous. The tiny movement caught Isaac’s eye, and he stopped talking.

      Isaac wasn’t the genius in the family. Angel could dissect a person’s motives after a ten second conversation. Isaac had spent the last decade avoiding people or drunk. Greg, his dead boyfriend, was not a bastion of intelligent thinking or logic.

      There was one thing, though, Isaac knew well. Guilt. He understood guilt like he knew how to breathe. It lived in every fiber of his being. And it destroyed every attempt to heal, to move forward, to be someone new, someone better. He knew what guilt and regret looked like, and it looked like Constantine Batiste, kneeling on the floor of a rehab clinic, in full view of strangers and a cranky, mentally damaged sorcerer.

      “Get up, please.” Batiste lifted his head, eyes conveying a waiting expectancy, but not hope. He expected Isaac to shut him down, shut him out, and kick his ass to the curb. But he came for a reason, and while apologizing was a part of it, something else was going on. “Do you mean it?”

      “I do, yes,” Batiste murmured. “I truly regret my actions and what I did. It will never happen again, and not just due to the hex.” Batiste put a hand to his chest, where Angel told Isaac he placed the brand. He shut up then, as if thinking the more he spoke, the lesser the impact of his words. Isaac was leaning toward agreeing.

      “I won’t ask Angel to take the hex off,” Isaac warned. “You’re wearing it for the next thousand years or so, pal.”

      “I will do so without complaint,” Batiste said.

      “Ok, then. I accept your apology. Now get up and tell me why you’re here,” Isaac stated firmly and crossed his arms. Batiste blinked at him, startled, then stood quickly in one smooth, graceful movement.

      “Thank you.” Batiste stared at him as if astounded by Isaac’s decision, which he likely was. Angel would be pissed—though Angel liked to pretend he was the forgiving sort, Angel held grudges like a motherfucker sometimes. The only thing saving a ton of people from his brother’s wrath was Angel was very good at figuring out when people were truly blameless for horrible shit, and when they deserved his ire. Batiste likely sat in the I’m Gonna Be Mad Forever Camp with Angel.

      Isaac was too tired to hate. He realized, staring at Batiste, while Batiste was an asshole and an arrogant jerk, he wasn’t a bad person. He sighed, uncrossed his arms, and rubbed his face before dropping his hands away. “Why are you here now? I know Angel didn’t give you permission to come. Hell, he probably told you nothing. I’m in rehab, man.”

      Batiste nodded once, a slow dip. “I am aware. I…have my sources.”

      “Simeon doesn’t tell you shit either.”

      This time the city master smiled wide, fangs visible. The desk clerk squeaked in alarm. They still had an audience. His smile disappeared quickly as it came, the city master once more serious. “My child does not speak to me of your family at all except to say you are well. He holds your privacy close and shares nothing. And it is…acceptable. I have many connections, sources, placed in all sorts of locations around the city. I know more than the mortals about what happens here. But in this one instance, I am confounded.”

      “What happened?” Isaac demanded.

      “Bridgerton has betrayed the clan. The Council sought to steal Daniel and Eroch from the Tower with the aid of another traitor. Eroch did…” Batiste frowned, as if searching the right words.

      Isaac had an idea though. “Did he get really big and destroy things?”

      “Yes.” Batiste looked a bit put out, and Isaac thought he looked cute. Wait, not cute. He couldn’t think of Batiste as cute. The city master gave a light frown. “Apparently, I’m the only one who did not know the small lizard was capable of doing such a thing.”

      Isaac shrugged. “Oh well. Are Danny and Eroch okay?”

      “They left. Eroch flew them away.”

      “Oh shit.” The humans were going to lose it.

      “Where would they go? The Council is after Daniel. Angel surmised it was to gain control of him. Angel is dealing with the situation at the college and cannot abandon his mission. I would like to find Daniel before the Council does.”

      “Yeah. Angel is really protective, so if the Council had either me or Danny as leverage, Angel wouldn’t be able to say no,” Isaac frowned, thinking. “If the Council went after Daniel, I’m really surprised they haven’t come after me here.”

      “This place is very well guarded. Not even I may enter past the foyer.” Batiste shrugged, and Isaac recalled the wards built into the building. “The Council may very well have attempted to gain entry here and been denied.”

      “Huh. Angel is paying out the ass for this place. Guess it’s worth it.” Isaac thought about it, and the only place a giant dragon could go that wouldn’t bring the human authorities and tanks to his doorstep was…home.

      “Check the mansion.” Isaac said quietly. “It’s on acres of private land, huge gardens, and the house is big enough to hide a dragon.”

      “The Salvatore Mansion?” Batiste questioned, and Isaac nodded.

      “Eroch might take Danny there.” Isaac paused. “Simeon was able to get into the house without a spoken Invitation, but he was with Angel, and Angel walked him in, so maybe that was enough. But regardless, I can’t…I can’t leave Nevermore. If I leave…I won’t come back. I need this place right now. I can’t help aside from trusting people.” Isaac paused, searching Batiste’s perfect face, looking for something. He took a small leap of faith. “I still call it home in my heart, and if an Invitation is needed, you are invited to enter the mansion and its grounds to save Daniel or stop the Council. You’re welcome in my home.”

      Batiste stepped into his space, a hand catching one of his. Cold and smooth, but so strong, the hand holding his was enough to make him shiver. Heightened awareness and electric touch, skin to skin, Isaac wanted more. Batiste wasn’t charming him—Angel’s hex was nearly indestructible. This was all Isaac, responding to the man touching him. Batiste lifted Isaac’s hand and turned it, pressing a soft, cool kiss to the center of his palm. “Thank you, Isaac.” His lips brushed over Isaac’s skin, and his arm jerked, the nerves aflame. Batiste held him for a long second more then stepped away, slowly releasing his hand. It hung in the air for a moment before Isaac blushed and dropped it.

      “Save Danny and Eroch.”

      Batiste bowed, an elegant dip making Isaac blush even harder. “As you command, Isaac.”

      The city master was gone in an instant. The doors swung wildly before settling. Isaac yearned to follow. His family was in trouble. He could help. His palm tingled. The memory of the soft kiss clung to his skin, and Isaac closed his hand, as if to keep the kiss there longer.

      A long, dreamy sigh drew his attention. The desk clerk and the two humans were staring at him, eyes wide, entranced. They’d obviously heard the whole thing. The woman smiled, eyes twinkling. “Your boyfriend is very handsome.”

      “He’s not…” Isaac paused. It was too complicated to explain that Batiste was not his boyfriend. He was something...maybe. He could still feel the kiss to his palm. “Um, yeah. He really is.”
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      The lich was destroying the area where it was trapped by Scáth’s jaws, a radius of about twenty feet. Path reduced to rubble, a nearby park bench in splinters, and several trees reduced to toothpicks. The only thing undamaged was Scáth, the hellhound crouched on his belly, jaws locked on the lich’s hind leg. The lich had already given up trying to dislodge the hellhound, and now it was trying to crawl away. Scáth was having none of it; the hellhound was immovable.

      Simeon managed to halt the police, but they were closer than Angel preferred. They set up a perimeter about 200 yards in all directions, and the helicopter still patrolled overhead. The police helicopter kept the civilian news aircraft away from the area, which Angel appreciated since he didn’t want to see himself ad nauseam online in badly edited video clips.

      The dead human was still behind him on the path; Angel had permitted paramedics to come and retrieve the injured human, but they were as close as he was letting anyone get. Simeon stood watch over his shoulder, and while the vampire’s cell phone was on vibrate so the noise from notifications didn’t disturb him, the phone kept going off in Simeon’s hand. Something major was happening out there in the city aside from the monster show in the park.

      He really hoped it wasn’t his dragon and apprentice.

      Angel sat cross-legged on the path, hands on his knees, about ten feet past the lich’s reach. He slipped into a meditative state, a place he rarely went to when doing magic. He hadn’t needed to meditate since he was a teenager learning to control his powers. It was a struggle for a short while before it suddenly clicked, and he was in the calm place from which he could examine the spells animating the undead creature. He was torn between trying to destroy it out right, and binding it to him then dismantling it at his leisure once it was under his control. He did not want to deal with a fifteen-foot-tall monster that had just finished eating eight people, so his preference was to destroy it.

      His eyes were shut while his inner vision was wide open, and the death magics and antique spells were visible in the night air, glowing like ropes of light green and sickly yellow. The hellhound was a bright beacon of green hellfire to his inner vision, and there was a clear demarcation between the two beings. He could see a faint tendril of energy twisting back from the hellhound past Angel to where Simeon stood behind him. The hellhound was bound completely to the owner of the whistle that summoned it, but the same could not be said for the lich. It was unbound and out of control and the places within the spell work which should have been anchored to a master were empty or broken. The places where the spells were broken, he would need to repair before he could initiate the binding process. As it was, the lich was immensely powerful and ancient. It was vaguely Celtic in design, and he could see very faint hints of where an ancient necromancer had pieced this being together from the remains of other creatures. Such a thing as this lich had never existed in nature before, at least not to Angel’s knowledge.

      Many of the runes and the structure of the spells he could see were very old and he only recognized a few of the runes. It would not prevent him from conventionally gaining control of the lich, but it would not make it easy. He would have to feel his way through the process and translate the meanings of the runes he could not decipher and match them to their functions as he went. There was one thing he should do before anything else, and it would take a tremendous amount of power to pull it off. Thankfully, he had the mate bond to pull power from, he would need it.

      Angel breathed in and out, settling himself, enforcing peace within his mind as best he could before he cast. Creating a shield not originating from himself or not cast around himself took more effort and time to construct. When he cast a shield to protect himself or anyone standing close to him, it was nearly immediate, fast as thought, and cast instinctively. The shield he would need to encapsulate the lich and the hellhound and make it strong enough the lich could not break through would take more concentration. He focused and opened the mate bond wide between himself and Simeon. The bond was always open between them, but it had settled into a natural state where it no longer flooded Angel as it had when it was still new. He was able to consciously widen the bond between him and Simeon and hold it at that point. Energy and power poured into Angel from Simeon, it came from a source beneath the elder’s own personal strengths and gifts. It was the primordial death magic that animated the sentient undead and bound every vampire on the planet together back to one single source. It was death magic that was as ancient as the planet itself. And it was unending.

      Angel gasped as the power filled him to overflowing. Before his mind shut down in defense, as it had once before, Angel constructed the shield spell and tossed it mentally across the space between himself and the two undead combatants. He opened his eyes just as the spell flashed. Angel’s magic always presented itself as hellfire green; fire made of green flame. His shield work always had the same hue to it, translucent light green glass and wavering, as if heated oil were poured over it.

      A dome about twenty feet tall and thirty feet across coalesced from a point in the air above the lich and fell in an ever widening sheet down to the ground and several feet past the surface of the earth. If the lich attempted to dig its way out, all Angel had to do was expand the shield into a full sphere.

      “Simeon, call Scáth out of the shield. He can let it go.” Angel said, carefully getting to his feet. The mate bond was still wide open, and Angel could sense Simeon’s emotions. Pride, affection, worry, concern. Love.

      “Are you sure, mo ghra?”

      “As sure as I can be. I can’t take this thing down with Scáth in there, not without damaging his magics too.”

      Simeon walked up to stand at his shoulder, and the vampire whistled to his pet. Scáth immediately let go, the lich roaring and scrambling to its feet. It tried to attack the hellhound but its blows did nothing, and the hellhound was able to slip through the shield without issue. The lich chased after Scáth, but it slammed head first into the shield and tumbled backward. The shield shook, energies wavering over its surface, but it held. The lich was enraged, and it charged at them, only to bounce off the inside of the shield again and again. The shield rang like metal, the rhythm discordant.

      “Will it hold?” Simeon asked, petting Scáth for a job well done. The hellhound wagged his tail and scampered around Simeon’s legs.

      “It will hold for several hours, but I can’t stay here in the park forever, so I need to get this thing under control sooner rather than later.” Angel stretched, stiff from sitting on the cold path.

      “Will we need Scáth again? He has been locked onto that creature for over an hour. It was a most arduous a task, and I’d like him to rest.” Angel thought it was sweet and grinned at Simeon. The hellhound literally did not need to eat or sleep or rest—he would never grow fatigued or injured or be killed. Simeon treated him like he would any other dog though one with more intelligence than the average hound.

      “You can retire him if you want. He’s manifesting faster each time you blow the whistle, so if we need him again, it shouldn’t be a hindrance to call him back.”

      Simeon nodded and with a claw, stabbed one of his palms, blood welling up. Scáth sniffed the blood then licked the payment for his presence on their plane. Simeon gently fondled his droopy ears and murmured to him in an old dialect of Irish Gaelic. The hound yipped, tail wagging, then he faded from sight, a puff of green smoke on the breeze.

      Simeon pulled out a handkerchief from this pocket and wiped his palm clean then tucked it away. Angel smirked at his mate. “Always so prepared.”

      “A gentleman is always prepared.” Simeon gave him a teasing glance.

      Angel sucked in a deep breath, and Simeon put a hand on his shoulder. “Doing structured casting is so draining. On my patience, at least. I do best with instinctive magic, combat magic. I could take this thing down with enough blunt force and time, but we’re out in the open, in public, things can go wrong and people are stupid. So, structured and careful wins the best plan of action, and I’m already exhausted just thinking about it.”

      “You are one of the most accomplished practitioners I have ever met in my long life,” Simeon’s words were soft and earnest. “I have every faith you will succeed. Do not borrow trouble. This may be easier than you think.”

      “I can hope.”

      “Hope is more than enough, sometimes.”

      Angel smiled. He nudged Simeon with his shoulder. “You sound like my father just now. He would have liked you.”

      Simeon squeezed Angel’s shoulder, pulling him close. “I believe I would have liked Raine, too, mo ghra.”

      The lich howled its rage again, and Angel shrugged to his mate. “Time to get to work.”
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      Something sweet and airy filled each breath, and Daniel smiled. He snuggled into the soft mattress, pulling the pillow that smelled of flowers close, burying his nose in it.

      A tiny snout sniffed at his cheeks and eyes, and Daniel grumbled. “Eroch, c’mon. I’m tired. You can let yourself out.”

      A warm chuckle pulled him from slumber. “Is that his name, then? It is fitting. An old name in many tongues. My people would translate Eroch as ‘trouble.’”

      “That fits.” Daniel yawned as he opened his eyes, and he sat up quickly, Eroch chirping as Daniel dislodged him.

      He was on a low chaise in front of an iron brazier, in the middle of what must be either a greenhouse or a conservatory. It was nighttime, the stars were out and visible through the glass. The brazier was open near the top, the embers casting a gentle glow on potted trees, raised box beds of flowers and bushes, and a small fountain and pond along the wall. Daniel could see paths winding through the foliage, and the walls of the building went on into the shadows, out of sight.

      “Where am I?” He asked the man sitting on the other side of the brazier on a low padded leather bench. A sword, sheathed in a leather scabbard, the hilt a curved and ornate affair in a golden brassy metal, was propped up to one side, a belt hanging off it. It was the kind meant to be belted about the waist, worn low beneath the hip, and even to Daniel’s limited knowledge, it was an expensive and old blade, lovingly tended.

      The man moved, slow and easy, laying a short log on the embers of the brazier. Green hair glimmered in the firelight, whispering over bare skin, a long fall of it that Daniel could see draped past the man’s shoulders. His naked chest was toned and defined but leaning toward lithe rather than bulky. The light danced off a long, pale scar over the left side of his chest, where his heart would be, and the man smiled at him, amber eyes catching the firelight.

      The scar and hair identified the man for Daniel, and the gentle smile was enough to soothe his nerves. “You’re Ruairí Brennan, aren’t you?”

      Ruairí tilted his head, as if to bow, hair slipping over his shoulder. The fae touched the fingers of his left hand to his chest then motioned outward, a casual gesture of greeting. “I am, young sorcerer. I know the dragon, so I can surmise you are the apprentice of my savior. Daniel, I believe?”

      “Yes, that’s me. Daniel Macavoy.” He chuckled. “Don’t call Angel your savior. He’s got an ego already.” Ruairí chuckled with him, a melodic sound making Daniel sigh quietly. It was lovely. The man, the fae, was lovely, and beautiful enough to draw and keep the eye of anyone. “Where am I?”

      “Safe, before you worry. You are at Salvatore mansion. I believe the modern word for this structure is a greenhouse? A wonderful building, far more inviting than the stone monument and its ghosts beyond the gardens.”

      Daniel nodded, watching as Eroch jumped to the brazier, immune to the heat, snapping at the ashes as they crackled and shot into the air, the log engulfed. “A lot of people died here. I don’t know how much you know about the Blood Wars, being asleep for so long.”

      “I slept for over two hundred and forty years. I fell in the year 1776 AD of the Christian calendar, a few miles from where we sit now. I did not dream while I slept, so my awakening was…unsettling.”

      “I bet it was,” Daniel murmured, sympathetic. He looked around then down at Eroch, who was now hanging upside down from the brazier, tracking a centipede than inched across the stone floor. “The last thing I remember was something impossible.”

      “Your master’s familiar drew on his power, which must truly be immense to enable such a transformation. He carried you here, I assume to safety. I do not know what danger you faced, but the welt you had upon one wrist spoke of iron shackles.”

      Daniel raised his arms, but his wrists were unblemished. He looked at the fae who lifted his own hands, the long, slender digits framed in firelight. “I healed you. A gift of my people. I am born of the earth, of living things, that which is green and vital. Fate was laughing the day she struck me down, for if it had been my brother who fell, I would have been able to save him. Alas, my brother was born not of the earth, but of stone and wind, a child of icy mountain realms and storms,” Ruairí lamented, and Daniel only understood some of that. Fae were not humans or practitioners, and their magic was not the same as those of mortals. It functioned in an entirely different manner, with its own rules and methodology. Ruairí gave Daniel a wry smile. “Cian can no more heal than he can feel empathy.”

      “He’s a psychopath. A sociopath.” Daniel said, surprising himself with how harsh his words came out. He flushed. “I’m sorry. You’re not your brother. You aren’t to blame for what he did while you slept. Thank you for healing me, for helping us.”

      “A small thing, and one I was happy to do,” Ruairí replied. “Can you tell me who is hunting you? So I may defend you better?”

      Daniel couldn’t help the blush that rose to his cheeks. He’d heard fae were gallant and noble, but he’d always thought there would be a layer of arrogance to it, snobby immortals looking down upon lesser folk. Ruairí was charming and kind, and there was no arrogance in him. Nothing he could see, but then, he’d only known the man for a few minutes. “Do you know the High Council of Sorcery?”

      Ruairí frowned, eyes hard. “I do. A pox upon them all. They are a blight, strangling the world for power and coin. Are they the ones who seek you?”

      Daniel nodded. “They’re after me. Angel thinks they’re trying to get to me so they can control him.”

      “Then honor demands I guard you until you are reunited with your master,” Ruairí declared, and Daniel ducked his head. “Though I will safeguard you for more than honor’s sake, young Daniel. You are worth defending.”

      “Thank you,” Daniel said quietly, looking back up. “I should be able to defend myself, but thank you for helping me.”

      “We are, all of us, similar and yet unique, and not one of us alike enough to judge the other. I have my strengths, you have yours. A water elementalist is a mighty opponent. Do not despair, for you’ll find your own path one day. Until then, I shall be a shield between you and your foes.”

      Ruairí stood, and he was as tall as Simeon, but not as wide across the shoulders, and his hair was longer than Daniel first thought. The fae was gorgeous, and Daniel grew hot, palms damp, breath hitching in his chest before he gained control of himself. Ruairi grabbed his sword and belted it about his waist, a practiced move that drew the eye. It was enough to distract him from the fae’s words, but he jumped to his feet when they finally registered. “A…water elementalist?”

      Hope surged in his heart. He did not yet know his affinity, and it left him feeling inadequate and embarrassed, despite Angel’s reassurances most practitioners learned their affinities around their twentieth year and Daniel was squarely in the average age bracket. Angel and Isaac grew into their affinities at very young ages, and Daniel tried hard not to compare himself to the Salvatores.

      “Yes.” Ruairí confirmed. He paused in adjusting his sword belt and gave Daniel a quick glance from head to toe, realization dawning. “I am deeply sorry, young one. Have you not yet learned your affinity? I can see it beneath your skin, like a blue flower a mere day from blooming, waiting. Your power is coming, and soon. I did not think you might not have known yet.”

      “I didn’t but thank you.” Daniel grinned wide, tears prickling the corner of his eyes. “Thank you, Ruairí.”

      Ruairí gazed at him, a tender expression on his face, his amber eyes warm. Daniel blushed again, cursing his pale cheeks. He jumped when Eroch screeched and let out a small torrent of flame, roasting the centipede before dropping on it with happy chirps. The dragon ate the bug in two bites, flapping happily.

      “I am glad to be of service, Daniel. And a name I once went by is Rory. You may call me that if you wish.”

      “I will,” Daniel breathed out. He felt like he could fly, he was the one with wings this time. “Rory.”
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      Angel reached out with his mind and tugged on a broken bit of spellwork, ripping away the failed portions, and hurriedly replaced the missing bit with spellwork crafted on the fly, hoping it would replicate the wrecked piece. It was obvious, the longer he messed with the lich, it had lost its master in one swift blow and was imprisoned almost immediately after. Its master in the distant past had probably been killed, and the lich locked away in the reliquary instead of bound to a new master or destroyed, probably for the same reasons Angel wished he had another reliquary.

      This was not easy.

      He lost track of how long he worked, the hours of the night blurring together. The cool air chilled his sweat from mental exertions, the power from Simeon was a waterfall of magics, singing to him, threatening his focus. Learning the old magics as he went was harder than he remembered from his youth, recalling lessons from August, his mentor, on deciphering old spellwork. Many spells, like wards for properties, lasted generations, and learning and understanding the old forms of magic was a necessity for maintenance and repairs. Spells and structured magical workings evolved through the years just as languages evolved.

      Simeon patrolled the area, swooping back to speak to the police and update them on Angel’s progress. Angel didn’t know what Simeon could sense from his end of the bond, but Simeon was telling them something, since no one was trying to get any closer. A part of him worried the Council might try and get to him while he worked, but the soldiers from the Bloodclan were stationed around him, inside the police barricade and would alert Simeon and Angel if the magister or the enforcers showed up. If they did, Angel had to hope the Council had enough sense not to stop him—an unbound lich was a danger to everyone. If Angel failed, it would rampage across the city, killing indiscriminately.

      He sank deeply into the magics of the lich, and it acted as if oblivious. It probably was; it was not meant to be a thinking beast, with sentience, but a dangerous weapon that could execute orders and eliminate targets when bound to a master. The spells he learned from their functions, reengineering how they were structured when first cast. Once he understood a spell, he moved on to the next, keeping a running mental tally of everything he learned. It was complicated and tiring.

      Simeon appeared behind him, but remained quiet, watchful, his mate merely checking on him. He watched for a moment though there was nothing to be seen to the eye. The lich paced within the shield, and Angel stood just outside the barrier, hands raised out to his sides, palms out toward the lich, eyes closed.

      He could sense dawn a few hours away, so he had time. Things would get more stressful when the vampires had to retreat from the sun and the police were left. He needed to finish before then.

      His senses were blown wide open, and while his focus was narrowed to the lich and the spells he was working through one by one, he could sense in the vaguest way the vampires out in the woods, their death magics illuminating them like tiny sparks of light. The ambient magic in the wooded area between the campus and the nearby park was light and sparse, which made sense, considering the magical school within the college. Students would drain the magic as soon as it gathered.

      A flicker of something just past his range distracted him, pulling his focus from his work. He tilted his head, frowning.

      “Mo ghra?” Simeon asked softly. “What is it?”

      Angel twisted one hand, pointing in the direction of the disturbance. It was faint but approaching from the direction of the park. “Something…there. Coming here,” he murmured between measured breaths, mind still in a deep place of concentration, unable to withdraw too far lest he lose his place in the spells.

      “Keep working. I will see what it is.”

      He sank back down into his work. He could sense Simeon as he left, heading in the direction he’d indicated. More time passed, his awareness of it minimal.

      He’d just repaired the last of the broken spells when a loud howl came from the lich. Angel withdrew, aggravated at the interruption, when the lich roared in frustration. He opened his eyes, blinking to clear them, and dropped his arms.

      The lich was attacking the far side of the shield, snarling. Angel moved, trying to see past it.

      A figure stood in shadow on the other side of the dome, blending in with the night. He was about to call out when a handful of figures came out of the shadows near the park.

      Enforcers came out of the night, the brooches on their chests glinting. They wore the dark leathers and silks the others had worn, and Angel didn’t recognize any of them. Angel pulled on the mate bond and raised a smaller shield around himself, calling hellfire to his hands. The ambient magic fields trembled. Multiple sorcerers were accessing the veil.

      He was done with the interference of the Council.

      “Malis!” Angel shouted, angry enough he was shaking from adrenaline.

      He walked around the curve of the dome to the right, counting enforcers as he went. They too erected personal shields, in light grays and whites for wind and air, soft browns and red for earth, and a few mellowed oranges for fire mages. A mix of elementalists, and he could handle them all.

      “Malis, you coward! Face me now!” Angel called. He reached the first enforcer who threw a spell at him that twisted through the air like rope. Angel reacted faster than thought, hardening his shield, and the spell ricocheted off the surface and bounced into the ground, burning the earth and setting dried leaves aflame. If it had hit Angel, it would have severely burned him.

      Angel brought his hands together as he walked, never halting. Hellfire mixed with a dissolution spell, and he charged it into a roiling mass of white and green flames. He pulled his hands apart and it shot forward, out through his shields and he sprinted the last distance between himself and the enforcer. The spell hit the enforcer’s shield and clung. The enforcer scrambled back away from Angel, and he couldn’t counter the spell eating its way through his shield, too busy trying to get himself physically away from Angel. Angel moved his shields forward, hardening them again, and used them to ram against the other sorcerer’s shield, and the enforcer fell backward just as Angel’s spell ate its way through his opponent’s shield. It collapsed in a shower of sparks, and Angel lessened his shield until he could step forward, lifted his boot, and kicked the downed enforcer in the face. The man went limp and lay still on the earth, limbs splayed out.

      A spell came from his left, and Angel twisted to the side, letting it fly past him into the night. It hit something behind him with a thud. He ran again, reinforcing his shield, and this time two enforcers closed with him. They pulled in their own shields close to the bodies, wearing them as armor, having seen what Angel did to their compatriot. Angel did not copy them, instead leaving his shield out at arm’s length, and slid to his knees between them, the two enforcers missing him and bouncing off the edges of his shield. One tripped and fell, and Angel laughed, blood racing, magic singing in his soul.

      A battle mage once in his youth, so he was again.

      Angel slapped a hand to the earth, connecting to the layer of death magic clinging to the surface. It was faint, the layer thin, but where all things lived and died, death magic existed. No place more so than a forest floor, decomposing organic matter expelling death magic. It was everywhere, especially under their feet. He reached out to the layer within the surface of the earth and claimed it all. He changed the way it moved and made it an extension of his own magic, structuring it into a spell without thought. The enforcer who had tripped was on her side, trying to get up, and like most inexperienced sorcerers, her shield did not extend to underneath her feet or any place touching the ground beneath her. She lay touching the ground, head and hand and hip, and Angel struck. He sent the curse up into her body, and she screamed. Flesh went gray, veins black, the magic fouling her body. It was a magical pestilence, and it took her from the fight immediately.

      The other enforcer saw what happened to the one on the ground, but Angel slipped the curse into his shields before he could close them beneath his feet. He screamed as the pestilence curse swarmed up his feet and legs, and he collapsed to the ground, shield blinking out.

      They weren’t dead, not yet, but they would be soon.

      Angel got to his feet. He brushed off his hands and headed toward the last three enforcers. One of them was shorter than Angel and was back in the shadows, watching, but he or she was not casting. In fact, no shield was raised, so Angel dismissed the watching figure for now.

      The vampires had joined the fray. Simeon circled Malis, who had come from the darkness while Angel was dispatching her people one by one.  She cast at him, swearing each time she missed, Simeon twisting and dodging so fast he was a blur of dark colors and a smudge of auburn. The soldiers were attacking the other enforcer, slashing at his shield, the points of contact flaring with silvery white light. An air elementalist, but one not accustomed to facing vampires. They moved too fast, and the fool was trying to hit them one at a time. Angel smirked when he saw the enforcer had not closed the shield, so the bottom of his shoes were touching earth and not protected. Angel knelt, briefly, just enough to touch the ground, and he sent the curse through the earth.

      The enforcer paused mid-spell, coughing, then he too screamed and fell to the ground, skin waxy pale and veins in his flesh gone black. The shield winked out of existence, and the vampires came to awkward, staggering halts. They stared down at their opponent, flabbergasted, then saw Angel. He stood and walked by them, the vampires left in stunned stillness behind him.

      Simeon was taunting Malis, speaking in what seemed to be French, scorning her attempts to hit him. Her shields weren’t vulnerable like those of her subordinates—she must have joined the fight after seeing what happened to the first two he dropped with the curse. His curse was active in the earth beneath them, so the second she dropped her shields or an opening developed, it would latch onto her. The short figure in the shadows was unmoving, a hood pulled high around their head, and they could see the reach of the pestilence curse in the ground as they took a few steps back as Angel advanced on Malis. She was panting, more in frustration and anger than exhaustion.

      The pestilence spell was pure death magics. Any practitioner could see death magics, but some had to look harder, beneath the glare produced by the ambient and pooled magics created by life. This person saw it with ease to back away the exact amount steps needed to avoid the curse. Angel stopped, and his ire cooled as a stray thought invaded his battle fury.

      This stranger sensed death magic. With ease.

      “I will burn you to ash, fanghead!” Malis yelled at Simeon, who stopped his evasions and appeared next to Angel. The pestilence curse had no impact on the undead, only targeting the living.

      “Hey! That’s my mate you’re insulting.” Angel sniped, and Malis finally noticed him.

      “You! You will pay for my enforcers!” She straightened, her shields a pale orange. She was a fire mage. He sent a tendril out his own power out and touched her shields. She was powerful, and well-trained—there was no breach in her shields and they would withstand his more standard spells. She was dangerous.

      She turned to the figure standing nearby. “Take them,” she snarled, pointing to Angel and Simeon. “Fulfill your purpose here or you will pay the price!”

      “What price?” Angel asked. He sensed no aggression at all from the shrouded figure. He would almost say it was a teenager or tween from the height, but the shoulders were a bit too broad, and a calm, peaceful aura emanated from the figure.

      Malis flung a spell at Angel, but he deflected it with ease, sending it off into the trees. Fire broke out where it impacted but died quickly. Both of their shields were too good to quickly outmatch the other. She spun back to the figure. “Do as I say, or you’ll never see her again,” Malis ordered, and it clicked for Angel.

      The plane from Montreal. The short figure. The sense of peace and calm emanating from under the hood.

      Last year, a young girl resurrected her neighbors’ dead dog, naming it Snickerdoodle. She was a necromancer, and Angel stopped worrying about her when he heard Nicademus Miel, a necromancer from Romania, had gone to Montreal to be her mentor. He had never meet Nicademus, but he knew almost everything about the necromancers still living around the world. They numbered fifteen in total, and as he knew them and their territories, so they knew him. He’d only ever met one other necromancer in his whole life, a man now dead, passing away in his sleep at the exalted age of one-hundred-fifty-seven.

      “Nicademus?” Angel asked quietly, certain. His breath caught in his chest, and the wind stilled, the night air colder, frost gathering on the grass. Even the lich within its prison was quiet, watching them all.
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      The figure lifted hands to the hood, pushing it back while stepping into the moonlight. A sweet, round face, handsome in a soft, classical way, with dark hair shaved short. Wide set dark brown eyes, a wide, gentle smile matched the pictures Angel had seen of Nicademus Miel, the necromancer of Eastern Europe. He had a reputation of being a gentle, quiet soul, compassionate and generous with his gifts. He lived in seclusion in the Carpathian Mountains of Romania, where he had a menagerie of undead pets, risen undead beings of numerous origins, and a mysterious habit of appearing out of nowhere, healing children with terminal diseases, and then disappearing as stealthily as he appeared.

      If any necromancer could be called a saint, it would be Nicademus. His last name was Miel, and it meant ‘lamb’ in Romanian. He was as close to a pacifist as any practitioner could get.

      “Hello, Angelus. A pleasure to meet you,” Nicademus said, clasping his hands at his waist and bowing. His voice was soft and soothing, accented from his home in Romania. He rose and gave Angel a smile he was not expecting. “I have long thought of coming to visit you, but violence tends to erupt in your territory too much for my comfort. I am glad to see you though since I need your penchant for violence.”

      Nicademus was pale, but for black designs etched into his scalp, visible through the short hairs, down either side of his neck, and around his hands and wrists. Old runes and spells tattooed into his body; on others they might be intimidating, but on Nicademus it was art.

      “Silence!” Malis snarled, and Angel glared at her. The vampires had surrounded her shield, and while she was safe behind it, she couldn’t leave without facing them all and Angel.

      Nicademus didn’t even look at Malis. A smile transformed his face into something otherworldly in beauty. And Angel found himself smiling back. “I need your help, Angelus.”

      “Call me Angel, please. And what’s wrong?” Though Angel had an idea. Nicademus was not a violent man. He would not be here willingly.

      “Twelve hours ago, my apprentice was kidnapped from her school in Montreal. Alice is ten, and her affinity and powers came too early. I had to bind her powers until she matures more, and she was left without her magic to defend herself. It was the best decision at the time, and one her parents agreed with, but it meant she could not reach me when the Council stole her away.” Nicademus frowned, worry in his eyes and tightening his jaw. Alice must be the child who resurrected the dead dog. “Before I could begin to look for her, the Council magister of Montreal came to me at my apartment and told me I would never see Alice again unless I did as he said. I found myself on a plane south, to here. I was to fight the Necromancer of Boston, disable your mate, and help contain you both under the authority of the Council. If I did not, then they would keep Alice forever. They threatened her life. Said she was guilty of proscribed magics and they could punish her for it.”

      Angel glared at Malis. She didn’t look a bit repentant for orchestrating the kidnapping of a child, threatening her life, or blackmailing her mentor to get his compliance. “What the fuck is wrong with you all?” Angel all but shouted, and Malis pursed her mouth and looked through him like he wasn’t there. “That is despicable.” Angel spoke to Nicademus. “Where is Alice?”

      Nicademus pointed in the direction the enforcers had come from. “She is about a quarter mile away, in a large SUV with Council plates. Two enforcers hold her captive. They have her ensorcelled with spells to keep her asleep and are draining her magics. If she isn’t saved soon, it will harm her, perhaps irreparably.”

      “Simeon,” Angel said, his mate reading his mind since he nodded in response. “I will handle Malis and the lich. Save Alice.”

      “Mo ghra,” Simeon gave Malis a look of pure disgust, and he gestured to his soldiers. “I will protect the child.” They left in a blur. At their tops speeds, they would find the vehicle in seconds.

      Angel mused over their options. The Council needed to leave, and permanently, or there would be all out war between the Council and Angel and the bloodclan.

      “Nicademus,” Angel began.

      “Nica, please.”

      “Nica.” Angel smiled. “My mate will save Alice.” He pointed to Malis. “I am formally challenging her to a duel. Death or forfeit. The Council will leave Boston and Montreal immediately when I win. Do you witness my Challenge?”

      Nica chuckled, relief brightening his smile and eyes. “I hereby so witness the Challenge.”

      Malis gasped. “You can’t do that!”

      “Yes, he can.” Nica rebutted. “You are the High Magister of the Council. If he defeats you, then the prize is the removal of the Council from Montreal and Boston.”

      “I witness as well,” Simeon said, and he stepped from the shadows. He was gone less than two minutes.

      A child clung to him, a girl, drowsy and out of it. Blood was on Simeon’s jaws and hands, and the soldiers came from the trees at his back, dragging the corpses of more enforcers. Simeon hadn’t spared the girl’s captors. He passed her off to Nica, the child crying when she saw her mentor. He pulled off his robes, revealing he wore a sleeveless t-shirt underneath and dark jeans and boots, and wrapped the girl in the voluminous material. His arms were covered in more ancient symbols, and he wore a large wristband made of leather and gemstones on his left wrist. He was not fat in any way—stocky with muscle and short, he appeared to be softer than he was. If it was in his nature, Nica would be a terror.

      “I witness the Challenge. I am First Elder of my Bloodclan, Champion of Constantine Batiste. I will not have my word denied. The Challenge stands. Fight or forfeit,” Simeon demanded. He was a scary sight, eyes glowing, fangs down, bloody, and sexy as hell.

      “The lich,” Angel said, addressing Nica. “I was going to bind it to myself before the enforcers came. Then destroy it. It has killed eight people tonight already.”

      “A shame. It is old, and such a construct may never be see again,” Nica eyed the lich as it growled and slashed at the ground. “A compromise, if you would?”

      “Sure?”

      “I will bind it to me, diminish its strength, and tame it.” Nica gestured to Malis. “In turn, I will support you if the Council refuses to abide by the Challenge terms after you win.”

      “He won’t win!” Malis snapped, but no one paid her any attention.

      “It needs to be gone from Boston as soon as possible,” Angel replied. “The humans won’t like it if it’s still here.” He paused. “You can tame it?”

      “Certainly,” Nica said with a side smile. “I have several liches in my menagerie.”

      Angel blinked. Nica was scary. In an incredibly fabulous way, full of danger and casual awesomeness, and Angel realized he’d probably just found a new friend, one he wouldn’t need to worry about judging him or disapproving of him for being who and what he was. He thanked Hecate Nica was such a gentle soul, or the world would be in trouble. “Ok, we have a deal. Can you manage the shield?”

      “If you allow me access, I will cast the binding and then you may dismiss the shield. It will take but a moment.”

      “I have to see this,” Angel muttered.

      Malis was fuming, arms crossed, not a person paying her any mind, though she was ringed by the vampires again. “Try anything, I will drop a shield around yours, suck out all the air, and suffocate you where you stand. No duel. I’ll just kill you immediately, consequences bedamned.” She huffed in anger, then pointedly looked past him as if he weren’t there.

      Nica gently placed a now sleeping Alice on the ground, wrapped in his robes. Nica was so short the child was nearly as tall as him, but there was nothing childlike about Nica. Angel and Nica went to the shield, the lich charging. It smashed into the shield and bounced away. “A marvelous feat of magic, my friend,” Nica approved. “May I?” He lifted a hand to the shield, pressing his hand to it. Angel put his hand over Nica’s, and Nica’s own energies rose. Angel melded theirs together, and he transferred some of the dome shield spell to Nica.

      Immediately, the shield shifted colors, tinges of blue flame mixing with hellfire green. Nica hummed under his breath, and Angel could feel him examining the spellwork of the lich, and the pieces Angel had repaired. “It is a miracle, my friend, you can still stand. This is intricate work, exhausting and tedious. A masterpiece.”

      Angel had no idea what to say, so he just shrugged, and Nica gave him a slow smile. “May I proceed?” He felt the spell Nica gathered in his mind, readying to cast it and bind the lich.

      “Cast it now,” Angel murmured.

      The spell that sprang from Nica was simple and powerful. It was old magic, the structure matching that of the lich’s creation. And it snapped into place instantly. The lich dropped, crashing to the ground. Angel could see the chains of ownership, of mastery, slip into place without effort. Nica owned the lich. “By Hecate, that was impressive.”

      Nica laughed. “You may drop the shield. It is mine.”

      Angel stepped away from Nica. He reached inside himself to the part that was even now, hours later, maintaining the shield dome, and let it go. The drain on his power was gone in a flash, and Angel breathed through the disruption. He felt the beginning edge of exhaustion encroaching on his mind and body. While the flow of primordial death magic from the mate bond was infinite, Angel was still mortal. His body could not operate forever at such high levels of power without a price. He let the primordial death magics fill him, breathing, letting his mind relax, the mental muscles that held the shield dome for so long easing.

      He dropped his hand, and the dome evaporated, green and blue smoke carried away on the breeze. Nica strode to the fallen lich, kneeling beside it. He reached out and yanked free the sword still embedded in the creature’s hip before tossing it aside into the dirt. Magic rose again, so familiar to Angel he thought it was his own, before the blue flames sparking to life around Nica proved it was his. The lich trembled, bones rattling, and disappeared in an eruption of blue flame.

      Nica stood, brushing off his jeans.

      The jeweled leather band about his wrist glowed. Runes danced across the gems then settled.

      His wristband was a reliquary. Nica was nice and gentle and absolutely insane.

      “By Hecate, you’re wearing your menagerie,” Angel exclaimed, laughing in disbelief. “The Lamb is utterly crazy.”
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      Rory had put on a shirt, and Daniel tried not to feel sad about it. The fae was delightful to look at, easily the most beautiful being Daniel had ever seen. He wore a tunic made of white linen, the front untied and open, ends going down to mid thigh, the sides cut for easy movement. It was a simple and elegant garment, and Daniel wanted to touch it. He kept his hands to himself and sat on the chaise, watching as Rory patrolled the greenhouse, slipping silently through the trees and plants.

      “Nothing was alive in here a few months ago. I came here with Angel when he got some stuff from the mansion. This place was dead and locked shut.”

      “It was barren and lonely when I found this place,” Rory’s voice came out from the dark. “My awakening was a miracle but left me at a disadvantage. If not for my twin, I would still be in hiding, at a loss for how to manage this new time.”

      “Isn’t your brother in jail?” If the psycho was free…

      “Do not fear, Daniel.” Rory said as he came from the shadows, hand on his sword in an easy, habitual manner. “He is my twin. We share a mind bond. He was left adrift while I slept, but when your master saved me, I was again present in Cian’s mind, and he in mine. Through Cian’s memories, I understand the years that passed, and some of how to live in this world.”

      “So, you came to Angel’s ancestral home and moved into his greenhouse?” Daniel was confused. It made no sense. “If you needed a place to stay, Angel would have helped. You probably don’t even need to hide out here. He might even let you move into the mansion.”

      “The place is a mausoleum, stained by violent death and memories haunting the halls. Grief lives there now. I would not intrude upon such sacred ground unless invited.”

      “But the greenhouse is okay?” Daniel retorted, and Rory gave him a boyish smile.

      “Your master saved my life and spared my brother’s. We owe him two life debts. With my brother atoning for his crimes, it is on me to honor the debts. I spent the last few moons learning how to live in this world. I am no use until then. Your master does not need a guardian, and my sword is not needed to protect him. The greenhouse was empty and barren and returning it to life was one small thing I could do until I mastered this time.”

      “If I had my cell, I could call him, let you talk to him. He was worried about you. You disappeared after the police arrested your brother.”

      “I will speak to him if it is your wish. Though the magics of this city are in turmoil. Something is happening to the north, echoing across the land. I believe he may be presently engaged.”

      Daniel couldn’t feel anything in the ambient magic fields, but if it wasn’t happening in his immediate vicinity, he wouldn’t feel it, regardless. Fae were an entirely different species, and their magics worked differently too. Rory could probably do a whole lot more than Daniel could even guess at. “Can you tell what’s happening?”

      Daniel was perfectly content to stay in the greenhouse with Rory. He felt safe. Protected. Safer than he felt at the Tower. There he wasn’t safe at all. Rory appeared to be listening to something only he could hear. He tilted his head, long green hair shifting forward. “Mortal magicians battling. Death magic over it all. Your master’s magic. His essence floods the magical fields making up this city.”

      “Is he winning?” He was afraid to ask, but he couldn’t stop himself.

      “As much as I can tell, yes,” Rory assured him. “The levels remain the same. Brief surges, but nothing to indicate a weakening. He prevails.”

      Daniel breathed out a long sigh of relief. “Thank goodness.”

      “He means much to you,” Rory stated, kneeling to put another log on the embers in the brazier.

      “He saved my life, kept me out of prison, and kept me safe by making me his apprentice,” Daniel didn’t deny it. Angel was everything to Daniel. The big brother and father he’d always wanted, in one irascible and trustworthy person. “He saved me,” Daniel repeated quietly. Rory still knelt by the brazier, amber eyes bright in the flames.

      “A worthy man of your love.” The words were soft, his tone almost melancholy.

      Daniel frowned, then he understood, shocked. “Oh! No. No! I love him like a brother. More than I ever loved my own father. I am not in love with him, not like that.”

      “Truly?” Rory appeared to be happy, though Daniel couldn’t guess why. “It is good you love him, though I am gladdened your heart does not belong to your master.”

      Daniel was about to ask why when Rory’s head whipped around, and he stood, drawing his sword. Daniel went rigid in fear, and he reached down and nudged Eroch, the little dragon curled up at the base of the brazier, snoring. Eroch hissed in complaint but woke up, crawling up Daniel’s arm to his shoulder. “What is it?”

      Rory motioned for him to be quiet, and the fae melted into the shadows near the glass door leading out into the gardens. Daniel peered through the glass, the moon shining bright enough outside he could make out a figure on the path, moving with an utterly unhuman, subtle grace.

      The figure approached the greenhouse, moving with caution, though they would be able to see Daniel sitting on the chaise once they got close enough, the walls were made of glass. A hand reached for the door, and it opened, the hinges oiled, the glass moving aside without a sound. The light from the brazier didn’t reach far enough for Daniel to see who it was, and the figure took a step, then another, over the threshold.

      There was a flash of metal in the dark then a brief scuffle, and Rory and the intruder pushed forward into the firelight. Rory’s sword was a type of saber, though both sides were sharp and the point deadly, the edges gleaming in the firelight. He held the point to the throat of Batiste, who appeared bored and not at all unnerved.

      “Connie, how delightful. How are you, my old friend?” Rory greeted the city master if they had just crossed paths on the street and no one had a sword to someone’s throat.

      “Ruairí. I have seen better days than today, but I am well. May I inquire as to the purpose of the sword?” Batiste didn’t even flinch, despite the sword looking sharp enough to take his head.

      “Life debt to Angelus Salvatore, and the youngling needs a champion. He has my protection.”

      Batiste cast an appraising glance at Daniel, who shrugged but didn’t argue. Batiste gave a short nod to Daniel then looked back to Rory. “He has my protection as well, despite my failures this day.”

      Rory looked to Daniel, who shrugged again. “He trusted the wrong person, but Master Batiste has been nice to me. He’s okay.”

      Rory put away the sword with a small flourish and gestured to the bench opposite the chaise where Daniel sat. “Welcome to my hearth. I have no repast worthy of the undead, but I do have some wine.”

      Batiste sat on the bench. He glanced at Daniel then his eyes alighted on Eroch. “Last I saw the two of you, your little green friend was the size of a small home and had just eaten two humans. You look better, youngling.”

      “Eroch ate people?” Daniel asked, aghast. Eroch chirped at the city master and curled up on Daniel’s shoulder, ready to sleep again.

      “He decided to forgo actually eating them, though both are dead.” Batiste paused. “Stellan Ariella was one of the humans who attempted to kidnap you. He is dead, along with an enforcer from the Council. Bridgerton and the enforcer managed to sneak back into the Tower, I am assuming with Ariella’s help, as he’d have the most knowledge of the structure. Bridgerton escaped. He is still a threat as is the Council.”

      “You came alone?” Daniel asked. He didn’t know how he felt about Ariella being dead. The man had hurt him and tortured him over weeks, and all Daniel wanted to do was forget about him.

      “My people are protecting the Tower from further incursions by the Council and aiding Simeon and Angel. I failed to keep you safe, so I have come myself to see you safely back to your master.”

      “Rory said Angel was fighting. Do you know what’s going on?”

      “When I last heard from Simeon, Angel was dealing with a supernatural creature inadvertently freed by the graverobbers. I have not heard from Simeon in some time.”

      “They might need help.” Eroch perked up, and Daniel realized he’d said that aloud.

      Rory came out of the shadows, holding two goblets. He handed one to Batiste, who took his absently, looking at Daniel in surprise. Daniel spoke to Rory. “Can you tell where they are? You can sense them, right?”

      “I can, yes. Do you wish to go?”

      Daniel stood, and Eroch took to the air, winging around with excited chirps. “You said Angel was fighting, mortal magicians were battling. That means enforcers. Angel is fucking scary, but Angel against all the forces the Council can wield? They need help.”

      “I shall take you then,” Rory agreed and drank down the goblet in his hand. He reached behind the bench and pulled up a cloak in dark brown and greens. He went to Daniel and swung it around his shoulders. It smelled of flowers and petrichor and covered him with a soft warmth. “Coming?” Daniel asked Batiste, who was still surprised. The surprise faded away into something akin to mischief. “Yes, I suppose we are. I have my car. Rory,” Batiste stressed the nickname with a sly glance to the fae, “can navigate. I feel the need to trounce some Council enforcers.”

      Batiste drank down his wine as well then led the way out of the greenhouse, Eroch flying above them as they walked through the gardens. Daniel had no clue what he would do if he did find Angel battling against Council enforcers, but he would do something more than sitting around being afraid. He was so very tired of being scared.
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      Little Alice was picked up, held close, and was with Nica and Milly. O’Malley was sending infuriated glances at Malis, who was still behind her shield, ignoring everyone around her. Angel could tell the cop wanted to arrest the magister, and he just might let him.

      Kidnapping and crossing international lines with a minor was a big deal, and Malis had put her foot squarely in it.

      With the lich gone, the cops had come sweeping in, and the enforcers Angel took out were carted off in ambulances, police following them to the hospital. Angel had deactivated the pestilence curse at Milly’s request, since the enforcers were no longer any threat. Angel had nearly killed them. The two enforcers whom Simeon and his soldiers did kill, the ones holding Alice, were left in the dirt until after the duel.

      Simeon leaned down and pressed a kiss to Angel’s forehead. “End this swiftly, mo ghra. I want to greet the dawn safely in our home, wrapped in your arms. Let us be done with these people once and for all.”

      “I will. Have you heard from Batiste about Daniel?” Angel asked. Simeon shook his head.

      “My phone died from a glancing blow by a spell. I have no way to check my messages.”

      “Ask Milly for mine, she has it. It’s in my satchel. If mine is fried as well, ask to use hers. Hell, Milly has all my toys.” Angel grinned, waving to his partner, who rolled her eyes at him and went back to talking to Alice and Nica. Milly had Angel’s athame, since weapons were not allowed in a practitioner duel, tucked away safely in her purse with the tarot deck from Giselle and Greyson’s cane. “Find Daniel. I’ll finish Malis off then we need to get Daniel and Eroch before the sun comes up.”

      “As you wish, mo ghra,” Simeon kissed him again, this time on the lips. Angel soaked up the love then when Simeon pulled away, he headed for Milly and breathed out, needing to focus.

      Angel backed away, into the flattened earth where the lich had been held. He swept aside the debris with a small use of kinetic magic then looked up to the sky. The moon was past its zenith. The night seemed to stretch on forever. Too much in one night. There was already too much conflict in one night to last a lifetime, and he was at the end of his tolerance. The reds and blues of the police lights reflected off the budding branches of the trees around them, the high-rises of Downtown glinting, somehow looking close enough to touch. The breeze was salty and sweet, the wind coming in from off the ocean. Sounds of traffic could be heard from a couple blocks away, the I-90 still busy despite the late hour.

      The dueling circle would reach from just behind where Angel was standing out to Malis, where she glowered from within her shield, the two dead enforcers thrown at her feet as a testament to her failed endeavors.

      Angel was about to speak when he heard a car approach. Doors shut, and he looked past the police. Three people approached, and he smiled wide when saw the shorter of the three. Daniel ran up to the police barricade, waving, wearing what looked to be a cloak. Simeon blurred to meet him, and Angel could see Batiste appear behind his apprentice. Angel nodded to the city master when the undead man saw him, but Batiste shook his head in denial and gestured to the third figure who came out of the night.

      Ruairí Brennan meet his gaze across the distance, and the fae gave him a deep, elegant bow. Angel’s brows got lost in his hairline, and he was at a loss to understand where the fae came from. The fae straightened then put himself next to Daniel, hand on the sword at his hip, acting like a bodyguard. If the ancient fae wanted to protect Daniel, Angel wasn’t going to say no. He wasn’t stupid. O’Malley gestured, and Daniel’s small group was let in. Simeon was speaking to them, heads together, explaining. He knew when Daniel learned of the duel when his apprentice sent him a frantic, worried glance.

      Angel smiled, trying to reassure Daniel. His apprentice bit his lower lip, nervous, and Milly went to him, hugging the young man.

      Worry he’d been carrying all night fell away. Daniel was safe. Eroch rode on Daniel’s shoulder, the dragon once again tiny and unassuming, his secret not so secret anymore, he was sure to get people asking about the giant dragon in the morning. Isaac was safe at Nevermore, and everyone Angel cared about was with him. This wasn’t the safest of places, but since no more enforcers had come from the shadows, the Council’s people were either out of commission or refusing to engage further.

      “I’m going to throw him in a cell so deep in the earth, it will become his grave. Your apprentice will die cursing your name.” Her taunt reached across the wide space, silencing the few people speaking. Angel dismissed her with a toss of his hand.

      He wanted the threat to his family over. He wanted the magister gone. The Council out of his city. He wanted to sleep in, have sex, drink coffee. Enjoy watching Eroch manage the city pigeon population.

      Angel wanted to live his life in peace.

      Angel addressed those gathered under the stars and moon. “I Challenge High Magister Corinne Malis to magical combat. To death or willing forfeit. If I win, the Council is to permanently leave the cities of Boston and Montreal, never to return. If I lose…” Angel paused. “Well, if I’ve lost then I’m dead.”

      “I won’t kill you. I will make you bend. No need for a trial,” Malis sneered at him. “We came for you and your mate. You’ll belong to the Council for a very long time.”

      “The hell I will.” Angel spoke louder. “Are the terms witnessed?”

      A chorus of ayes was his answer. Some were more enthusiastic than others.

      The spell for dueling was one he remembered from his very brief year in a private high sorcery school. He only went for a short time, before a certain instructor by the name of Dame Fontaine had him tested, confirming her suspicion that he was years beyond his peers. Angel had left the school with a few new spells under his belt and a future friend in Milly. He faced Malis and began the spell. She would need to finish it.

      Both combatants in a formal duel were required to raise a dueling shield, protecting the witnesses and keeping the duelers from escaping. A duel ended by death or willing forfeit. No running allowed, and no weapons but their magics.

      “Honor meus scutum morte.”

      My life and honor, a shield against death.

      Malis dropped her personal shield and mirrored him on the field. She carried the second phrase of the spell.

      “Sit mihi in me provocatione ad victoriam.”

      May my challenge see me to victory.

      The shield that arose this time was different than the dome Angel created to cage the lich. This one was a searing white circle in the dirt, casting light straight up, its diameter about thirty feet across. Its purpose was to prevent spells from escaping and to keep the duelists inside.

      There were no rules inside. Death or willing forfeit. No such thing as cheating or fair play.

      The second the dueling shield was complete, she attacked. A torrent of flame erupted across the circle, and Angel raised a partial shield in front of himself with one arm, kneeling. He unleashed the pestilence curse again, but she was expecting it, which didn’t matter. If she lost concentration and forgot to shield between her body and the earth, he would have her.

      The heat from the flames was horrendous. “Fuck,” he swore quietly. He increased his shield, and the flames receded. Angel opened the mate bond wide and felt Malis tap the veil almost simultaneously. Shouts came from outside the circle, but he ignored them in favor of the duel.

      He was done fucking around. She wanted to get nasty. He wasn’t going to hold back. The primordial death magic singing in his core filled him to overflowing. His shield was impenetrable, and the wave of kinetic magic he gathered and released tore across the ground, lifting dirt and debris in a tsunami crashing into the shield she hastily raised. Dust and earth, stones and broken branches rained down on top of her, blinding her, covering her shield and blocking her view of Angel. He couldn’t see her either, but he didn’t need to. She spat out a curse, and two cyclones of fire roared to life, devouring the air and superheating the inside of the dueling circle. The top was exposed to the sky, so her attempt to smother him in flame and suck up all the air wasn’t going to work. Angel could drop a shield on top of her, and suck all the air out, but it would take too long, and she would be able to fight for a few minutes.

      He had no intention of waiting that long.

      Life as a necromancer, a small population of the practitioner population, wasn’t easy. Other practitioners who didn’t know him assumed he was evil, a madman, a killer. Those who did know him were either afraid of him, with good reason, or knew him too well. There were only fifteen of them in the world, out of the millions of practitioners across the planet. Such rarity meant other practitioners, unless they had first hand experience with a necromancer and how they fought, never closed all the magical loopholes.

      Shields, depending on how the practitioner structured them, could be made weaker or stronger, hardening them or lessening them, to do everything from preventing debris from entering, blocking spells and curses, to a variety of other things and situations.

      They rarely, if ever, guarded against the dead.

      Angel took advantage of the dust and debris still falling, racing ahead, dodging the cyclones. He pushed again, twice more, with kinetic, throwing up a wall of dirt and earth into the air, raining it down over Malis, blinding her and keeping his position hidden. She flung spells at him, or where he had been—he ducked down, a foot from the outer wall of her shield, and risked it all to drop his own shield. Someone screamed in fear outside the dueling circle.

      Angel grabbed the forgotten corpses of her enforcers. They lay in the dirt, half buried, and the shield, while it was complete, blocking Angel’s pestilence curse, it was not blocking the dead bodies partially under the shield with her. To her shield, they were nothing. Dead organic matter, much like leaves or a stick. But to Angel, they were weapons.

      “Ego mortem. Mors me. Surgite et audite,” he whispered, and forced the servantus curse, the zombie curse, into the bodies. The bodies were whole, and the spell took hold, breaking the shield wall where the bodies lay across the boundary.

      “Get her,” Angel growled, and unleashed the corpses.

      They erupted from the earth with startling alacrity. They jumped on Malis, inside her own shield, and she fell screaming to the ground. One latched onto her arm, teeth biting deep, and the other bit into her side, ravaging her flank. She screamed, terrified, and she lost her concentration. Instinct told her to escape the things locked inside her shield with her. The shield fell.

      His pestilence curse found her at last.

      She screamed, a sick, weak sound. She was strong, and fought the curse, but the zombies tearing into her kept her from fighting for long.

      “Forfeit or die!” Angel shouted.

      It was quiet, the world stunned outside the circle. Her cyclones of fire twirled into nothing. Debris was still randomly falling, little spatters of sound in the silence. She gasped, skin growing grave-pale, veins blackening, her blood pouring to the earth from where the zombies held her pinned.

      She sneered, her face twisted by hate and anger. “Never,” and she flung fire in his face.

      He leapt to the side, and the fire caught his right cheek and jaw. He landed in the dirt, smothering the flames. He pushed up off the ground, in agony. He had no mercy in him. “So be it.”

      “Morte.”

      The pestilence curse took her life before the zombie ravaging her side could do the deed. Her eyes went corpse-white, her body limp. The zombies spat her out, a dead body unappetizing. They stood, disjointed, lumbering abominations, and they turned as one on Angel.

      He ripped the spell animating their forms out of them. They fell to the earth, empty corpses again, blood on their hands and faces.

      Angel stumbled to his feet. His breathing was harsh and ragged. He needed a moment.

      The dueling circle winked out, her side fading away first. Angel’s side flared bright, then it too faded away.

      Victory.

      “Mo ghra.”

      Angel blinked, dazed. The right side of his face was aching like a sonofabitch. He raised a hand to touch his jaw, but Simeon was there instantly, stopping him. “No, mo ghra. Don’t touch it.”

      “Ok,” Angel replied. Simeon was standing in front of him, an expression of concern and pride of his handsome face. “She’s dead.”

      “She is, my love. You won. You gave her a choice in the end, and she refused. The challenge is over.”

      “Angel!” Daniel yelled, racing to his side. Daniel went to hug him, but Simeon stopped the young man, who gasped in horror when he saw Angel’s face. “Oh! Simeon, his face.” Daniel looked like he was either going to pass out or vomit.

      “Simeon,” Angel said, swallowing. Even that was horribly painful. Damn fire mages.

      “My love? Don’t worry, I’m going to heal you. Let us just get away from the dead bodies, yes?”

      “Okay. Sounds good. You’re in charge.” Angel lost control of his legs, and Simeon was there, sweeping him into his arms. Angel looked up at the sky, the stars bright, the cool air soothing.

      An entire twenty-four hours of some of the most intensive magics he had done in the last decade, and he was ready to sleep for another ten years. Fighting enforcers, freeing himself from iron, raising and banishing an undead wendigo, masterclass spellwork reconstruction on an ancient lich, and then a duel to the death. He was sure he was missing some things. He was tired. Vampire mate bond notwithstanding, he was still mortal. And he wanted a nap.

      He blinked, slower that time, and the last thing he saw before he slipped into blessed unconsciousness was Milly, Daniel, and Simeon staring down at him.
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      He was in his own bed. He didn’t even need to open his eyes to know. Someone was talking nearby, trying to be quiet. Eroch was snoring in his ear.

      Angel smiled, and his face didn’t hurt. Simeon must have healed him. He stretched, enjoying the burn in his muscles, and flopped over on his side. Eroch woke and sniffed his face. The sun was up, though shining from the west side of the apartment, so it was in the afternoon. He had no idea if it was the same day or days later, and since Daniel was sitting beside his bed and talking on the phone, Angel didn’t really care.

      “Hey, kiddo.”

      Daniel smiled wide, looking gorgeous and sweet. “Angel! You’re awake!”

      “Yeah. In one piece, I think?” He rubbed a hand over the right side of his face and felt unblemished skin. “Simeon healed me, huh?”

      “He did, and Rory helped.” Daniel said into the phone, “He just woke up. Want to talk to him?”

      “Who is Rory and who’s on the phone?” Angel asked as Daniel handed him the phone.

      “Rory is Ruairí Brennan, super-hot fae swordsman with healing powers, who Daniel has a serious case of lust for, and it’s your little brother,” Isaac said over the phone, voice rough. “If you slept any longer, I was gonna bust out of here and come see you.”

      Angel settled in to his pillows. “Hey, kid. No escaping rehab. How long was I asleep?”

      Isaac coughed, clearing his throat. His brother was emotional and trying to hide it. Angel smiled, even knowing Isaac couldn’t see him. “You’ve been asleep for two days, man. Two fucking days, and if it weren’t for Danny calling me every couple of hours with updates, I would have set this building on fire and walked out.”

      Angel winced at the fire comment. “Yeah, no. Don’t do that. Replacing a building would put a dent in your trust fund.” He took a second. “I gave myself a case of magical exhaustion. I haven't done that in a long time. I just needed to recharge. I’m glad you stayed. I know how hard it must have been. I’m proud of you.”

      “And I am so pissed at you! A deathmatch with a high magister? Are you kidding me? I almost went crazy when the news reported the duel! Cops have smartphones, you idiot! You had to have a duel to the death in front of the half of the city, didn’t you?”

      “Go big or go home?” Angel mused, and Isaac swore at him. Angel laughed. Daniel got up from the chair beside the bed, squeezed Angel’s shoulder, and left the room, closing the door behind him. “I just woke up and don’t know what happened after I passed out. Did the Council leave?”

      “Oh, they did, tails between their legs. It helped that Milly and O’Malley, along with the bloodclan, let it be known Malis kidnapped a Canadian minor, blackmailed her mentor, and then messed with the entire city for the last week and change. Nothing got held back. The whole world knows what happened here.”

      “Shit. Eroch?” Angel sat up in bed, leaning on the headboard. Eroch was curled up next to him, asleep again, unconcerned his secret might be out to the whole planet.

      “Reports of a giant dragon are being considered hoaxes, and the few clips of video out there of him flying over the city are pure shit. There were eyewitnesses, but Batiste has the bloodclan on lockdown, so no one is confirming anything.” Isaac sounded odd saying Batiste’s name. “He apologized, by the way. You can stop being mad at Batiste.”

      “I’ll stop being mad at the asshole when Hell becomes an arctic resort,” Angel answered, sliding out of bed. His legs felt like jelly, but he could move. He needed to piss, brush his teeth, and find his mate. “What about Bridgerton?”

      Isaac chuckled, a low and evil sound. “Batiste found him last night, trying to get out of the city. He has him locked in the Tower, and Simeon Challenged him. They’re waiting for you to wake up before they go ahead with it.”

      “Oh…fun,” Angel was glad they waited. “Anything else happen while I was out? I gotta piss and don’t want to do it while on the phone.”

      “Gross, man.” Isaac snorted. “Everyone is alive. Your friend Nicademus and Alice went back to Montreal. Milly has your stuff. The dead enforcers, the busted enforcers still living, and the consulate staff are all gone. Building is up for sale. Council pulled out of Montreal, too. Canadians are scary as fuck when mad, man. Call me later. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      Isaac hung up, and Angel tossed the phone to the bed.

      He escaped to the bathroom, took care of business then wandered out to the front of the apartment. Daniel was tossing on a green and brown cloak, the fabric and design older than Daniel and Angel combined. It looked vaguely fae, and Angel smirked. “Where you off to?”

      Daniel grinned, cheeks pink, adjusting the cloak on his shoulders. He actually looked really good in the old fashioned garment. “I am showing Rory the library. Then maybe some coffee on Tremont.”

      “Rory, huh?”

      Daniel bit his lip, dark eyes shining with more life than Angel had ever seen in them. “He’s still learning about this era. Two hundred forty odd years of catching up to do. He’s my friend, and I want to help him.”

      “You feel safe with him,” Angel realized, and he remembered the way Ruairí hovered over Daniel just before the duel. “Does he carry that sword everywhere?”

      “No,” Daniel said, blushing hard. The fae totally did, and Daniel found it sexy. Angel grinned.

      “Have fun with Rory. I want to talk to him when he’s got time.” Angel said, and Daniel ran to the door, opening it. He felt like a parent teasing a child about a date. He didn’t think it was a date. Maybe one day.

      “I’ll tell him, but he’s easy to find. He’s living in your greenhouse. Bye!” Daniel darted out of the apartment, and Angel heard him clomping down the stairs. Twenty-year-old young men were never quiet.

      “What greenhouse? I have a greenhouse?” Angel mused aloud, but then he shrugged. He was too relaxed to care right now. “Thank fuck,” Angel laughed. It was almost all over, and he could finally take a moment to just exist.

      Simeon chuckled from the kitchen. Milly was smirking, sipping her tea. “Hey.”

      “‘Hey’, he says.” Milly sighed. “You’ve been unconscious for two days, you nearly died several times in the last week, and you say, ‘hey.’ Simeon, he’s all yours.” She gathered her purse, and Angel saw Greyson’s cane, the bespelled stone spear head, and Giselle’s tarot deck on the kitchen island. Angel spared a glance and saw his athame in its scabbard hanging by the front door. Milly patted the cane. “I called Lady Heather, said you’d be by sometime this week after sundown to talk about the cane. And Giselle is gone, left the city. The deck is yours if you want it. And if you need help figuring out what to do with the spear, let me know.”

      Milly came to him and pressed a kiss to his cheek. She wiped away her lipstick, smiling, her eyes suspiciously bright. “I’m so glad to see you awake, my boy.” She hugged him, and Angel groaned at the rib-cracking embrace but hugged her back.

      “Love you, Millicent Mildred Fontaine.”

      She grumbled at him. “I love you too, you pain in the ass. I’ll see you at the office next week. I’m taking the rest of the week off for my fucking nerves.”

      Angel laughed and walked her out. He shut the door, locking it.

      “Hello, mo ghra,” Simeon smiled, putting down the blood unit bag he’d been sipping. He must have gotten hungry while Angel was sleeping. Angel had a feeling it took a lot of Simeon’s blood to get him back to his pre-crispy state. Simeon came over to Angel and took him in his arms. Angel wound his arms around Simeon’s neck and jumped up, wrapping his legs around Simeon’s waist.

      “Kiss me then fuck me, and never let me go,” Angel demanded. Simeon smiled wide. The mate bond between them was a golden shining rope of perfection, joining them together for eternity.

      “I will love you forever, mo ghra. Our love will outlast the sun,” Simeon promised, right before kissing Angel breathless.
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      The silence was expectant. Tension rode the servants and sired vampires of Bridgerton, his people clustered together, speaking not a word and reserved. A Challenge within bloodclans was not like one of the mortal world. More than just the master could end up headless and left in the sun.

      The floor was not marked off; instead the crowd was gathered in a large, irregular circle, the fight to take place with the bloodclan as witnesses. If the fight lasted long enough to place the witnesses in danger, they would get out of the way or risk injury.

      The bloodclan stood around the edges of the grand ballroom, the balconies above full, the entire clan there to witness the end of one Elder at the hands of another. Bridgerton accepted a sword from one of his vampires, Ellora Sumar, who darted away once her master had it in his hand. Short of temper, and seemingly very aware he didn't have long left to enjoy his second life, Bridgerton glared and bared his fangs. He was as temperamental and pathetic as any bully about to receive his comeuppance.

      “Begin,” Batiste ordered, and Bridgerton gave a desperate snarl of impotent rage, and swung his sword. There was no training in it, no thought beyond anger and the need to survive, and the inadequate skillset of an undead man who never learned to merge who he had been with what he had become. Bridgerton might be a brute, and dangerous to humans and less experienced vampires, but he was woefully unprepared for the challenge.

      Simeon took one step forward, angled his body so the old pirate's sword cut through nothing but air, and lifted his own sword into a swift, decisive blow inside Bridgerton’s guard, across his throat, and followed through the blow, spinning out of the way of the gush of dark blood flowing forth.

      When Bridgerton died, it was swift, anticlimactic, and clean. His head rolled across the wooden floor of the huge ballroom, eyes wide, shocked, disbelieving until the very end death was coming for him at last. His sword fell to the floor with a clang beside his body, dropped from limp fingers.

      Simeon walked over to the body and drove the sword he wielded into the dead vampire’s chest, dragging the blade down. Ribs and muscles separated under the pressure. Simeon reached in and yanked out the old pirate’s heart.

      It was over.

      The clan erupted in cheers, vampires and humans alike applauding Simeon’s victory. He crushed the heart in his hand, black blood running down his arm, then tossed the remains to the floor.

      “Simeon Ó Daimhín, First Elder and Champion, is the victor.” Batiste announced. “As victor, you may claim all the slain possessed, including his sired fledglings and donors.”

      “I relinquish my claims to the spoils, my master, and offer them to you and into your safekeeping. May those who looked to Bridgerton learn from you how a true master rules his people,” Simeon announced formally, and Batiste was surprised but graciously accepted.

      Simeon looked for Angel. His mate was in the crowd, Daniel with him, Eroch on Angel’s shoulder. Angel was grinning and cheering with the crowd, his mate delightfully pleased at Bridgerton’s death. Simeon killed quickly. He didn’t play with his prey.

      He passed the bloody sword to a waiting vampire, the young fledgling awed and appreciative of the honor of cleaning the blade and seeing it returned to Simeon’s suite. He only ever used the sword for Challenges since it was too precious for more frequent use. It was as old as Simeon.

      He accepted a damp cloth from another fledgling and wiped down his arm, heading for his mate. Bloodclans members reached out as he passed, touching his arms and shoulders, congratulating him on winning. He nodded as graciously as he could, and eventually his people let him pass, until he stood in front of Daniel.

      “He is dead, true-dead, and can never harm you again. His betrayal earned him this death sentence,” Simeon said to the young sorcerer who was pale, emotions swimming in his dark eyes. “Always mourn the loss of life but strive to realize judgment comes to all of us, and everyone must pay the price. Cleave to your friends and family, and they shall cleave to you, and you’ll always be safe.”

      Daniel sniffled then jumped forward and hugged Simeon. He was bare-chested and only wearing a pair of leather pants for the fight. Daniel hugged him hard and long, and Angel smirked at him, Eroch chittering.

      Angel was as proud and happy as any man could be at a duel ending in death. His mate was unique that was for certain. Simeon reached out a hand, and Angel took it, heedless of the bloodstains.
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      Lady Heather was displeased. Angel held the cane and rolled it over his palm. The spell was gone.

      “What do you mean, it’s gone?” Lady Heather demanded, eyes watering, face red and blotchy.

      “It went too long unfueled and the spell faded away. The ghost was no longer bound as the spell unraveled due to lack of an energy source. His ghost is now on the Other Side.” Angel put the cane down on the counter beside the register. “Considering the ghost left no signature behind, I think he went willingly and without hesitation to the Other side. He’s where he should be.”

      “He should be with me!” She sobbed, leaning on the counter of her shop, hankie pressed to her eyes. “You did this! You sent him back to punish me!”

      Angel didn’t take it personally. Grief did horrible things to people, made them say things, believe things they never would without it. He understood grief all too well.

      Sloan, the small fae, pat their employer’s shoulder, trying to soothe, to comfort. Sloan spared Angel a glance and said quietly, “I’ll tend to her. Thank you for returning the cane.”

      Angel nodded. “If you need anything, you know where I live.” Sloan smiled and went back to tending their mistress.

      Angel left the apothecary, stepping out into the cool spring evening. The sun was down, twilight entering night, and Simeon awaited him on the sidewalk. He took the hand held out for his, and together they began a slow walk for home. Eroch circled overhead, the small dragon dipping and winging among the trees planted along the curb, the branches sporting small, bright green leaves.

      Spring was here.

      “Eleven years ago, I lost everything,” Angel mused. Simeon glanced down at him, waiting, love in his eyes. “My whole family, but for Isaac. We were alone. I was alone in raising a boy. Me, who hardly knew how to do anything except kill people in battle and spent more time reading spell books than enjoying my family. I lost it all, and for a long time, I was alone. Even with Isaac.”

      “And now?” Simeon asked, holding tight to his hand.

      Angel smiled. “I have everything again. A family. An apprentice. My brother. A mate. Milly, Eroch. I finally realized something.”

      Simeon stopped him and searched his face. “And what did you realize, mo ghra?”

      “I am happy.”

      Simeon’s smile was blinding, and Angel lifted on his toes, kissing his soulmate for the whole of Beacon Hill to see.

      Eroch churred happily, and pigeons squawked in fright, taking to the air. Burning feathers fell around them. Angel laughed and pulled Simeon into another kiss.
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        The Beacon Hill Sorcerer series will continue with Isaac’s tale in Mastering the Flames.

        

        Thank you for reading and if you feel so inclined, a review would be deeply appreciated. Reviews help books get noticed by other readers, and that in turns helps indie authors like me.
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        Bred For Love: The Prince’s Consort
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        Want to stay up to date on my upcoming releases?
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        Join my newsletter list!

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

      

        

      
        Click here to Join my newsletter!
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