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Author’s Note

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 also ask that readers set aside expectations. This is Isaac’s story. Isaac is not Angel. Brothers they may be, the two men are vastly different. I hope you can embrace Isaac as I have, free from his brother’s shadow.

Thank you to Josh Freeman, BS, CAC-P, for your help with Isaac’s mental health journey.

Thank you to the following people:

Alyson Roy

Ben Gibbs

Susan Haggerty

For your help researching Constantine’s past, and helping me get it right—as much as I can inserting supernatural events into the narrative of history. Constantine’s history is long, and loosely based on real historical events and people. Constantine Batiste is wholly fictional, but his father, grandfather, and brother were real people. I’ve changed the dates a bit and added different timelines to account for a bastard son of a petty king, and any errors or alterations to the historical record are solely mine and made to accommodate the story.

Italians in the 2nd
 Century BCE were a separate people from the Romans, and I merely moved up the usage of the words Italia/Italians from the first written attestation in the first century BCE to the late second century BCE, to describe Constantine’s maternal ancestry.
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This book is for everyone who needs hope.

“Hope is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul

And sings the tune without the words

And never stops at all.”

― Emily Dickinson




Prologue

Never Again, Nevermore







“
 G

 et away from me!” Isaac screamed a warning at the nurses. They left him strapped to the hospital bed, ducking behind the shield wall in the observation room just in time.

Fire erupted as Isaac convulsed, his whole body straining against the straps tying him down, muscles cramping and releasing in alternating waves of pain. Sweat evaporated in small wafts of steam as the remnants of his patient gown sizzled and melted, black webbing peeled along the seams, spitting and hissing in the wave of red flames that danced over his skin. The leather restraints burned, but they were thick and warded, resisting the aimless fire that sporadically burst to life over Isaac’s body. The mattress beneath him stank of sweat and bile and charred synthetic materials, due to the convulsions forcing his body to void unpleasantness when the worst of the accelerated detox began.

He slumped to the bed, the fit passing, but soon it would return, and he would not be able to stop it nor resist it. Isaac welcomed the agony at first, as penance for his horrible choices and the trouble he’d caused his brother over the years. Here was his punishment at long last. Isaac Salvatore was reduced to the ashes of who he was—who he should have been—and there was nothing left upon which to build.

Time passed in fragmented pieces, the faces of his doctors and others in staff uniforms floating in and out of his awareness, names forgotten in the eons since he’d requested the accelerated detox, foolishly underestimating how bad the magically-assisted withdrawal would become.

“Isaac, can you hear me?” Darkness broken by flashes of fire and agony burning white-hot behind his eyelids, he twitched, unable to respond, but the voice seemed to know he was vaguely aware.

“Isaac, the detox is winding down, but it hit you harder than we anticipated. It means your alcohol intake was more severe than you disclosed originally, but we’ve adjusted your treatment.” Isaac tried to say something, anything, but a pained, exhausted whimper was all he managed. “It will be alright, Isaac. Just a bit longer, and you’ll start to feel better. Rest while you can before the next wave hits.”

He tried to respond, to apologize for holding back the worst of his secrets, but the fire came again. Not the fire that burned and danced to his wishes, but the fire from within, a burning emptiness that razed his nerves and devoured his sanity. Images of toxic, smothering liquid flitted through his mind that burned and devoured his flesh as it rose over his body, seeping into charred and seared sections of his skin that exposed the worst of him.

“Addict. Alcoholic. Liar. Murderer
 !” Screams bounced inside his head, and he was drowning in liquid fire, the odor of alcohol choking him, making him gag, and then he saw the bodies. Floating in amber liquid, suspended, even as fire charred their extremities to blackened bone, he saw the faces of his family. His father, his mother. Grandparents and aunts and uncles, his younger cousins. All dead. Floating in fiery acid that stank worse than the gutters he found himself in on the nights he was drinking, covered in filth and stinking of foul, cheap beer and sickly-sweet mixed drinks. Nights he drank to forget, to find some peace and yet to make himself suffer, over and over again.

It was the least he deserved.
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The courtyard was nearly empty.
 Isaac huddled on a stone bench, the grass beneath his bare feet slick with dew and chilling his toes. Head heavy, feeling like it was stuffed with wet cotton, limbs weak, and eyes bleary, Isaac stared straight ahead at the wet concrete paths cutting through short brown grass and bushes with bare branches. Flower plots lay dormant, covered in some places in tarps to protect against the last few cold snaps of the departing winter. Spring was coming, but in a city on the sea in New England, the changing of the seasons from winter to spring was never smooth and involved a lot of rain, storms, cold snaps, black ice, and mud. So much mud.

Low, murmuring voices woke him from his stupor, and Isaac rubbed at his eyes, forcing them to focus on a disturbance across the courtyard. Orderlies dressed in white scrubs walked cautiously a few feet away from a patient, who took shuffling steps along one of the paths. The orderlies circled the lonely figure, but not to stop the patient—it was more like they were afraid the person would fall over or stumble and waited to catch them. Isaac sympathized with the unknown patient—he was a night and some few hours out of detox and felt much like how the other patient looked.

They stopped a few yards away, and the light was still too dim for Isaac to see the patient clearly, but he heard a soft muttering, as if they were speaking to themselves, arms drawn in tight to their thin, sparse frame. Probably tall, but hunched over, with hair that could be dark blonde or brown, unkempt.

Isaac looked away, thinking he wouldn’t want to be stared at. Isaac was a mess himself and probably looked as wretched as he felt. He felt flayed open, nerves exposed, hollow and exhausted of everything that made him who he was. Even his magic lay quiet, the embers usually ever-present just below his waking mind were now reduced to a small glow, coals banked in a hearth steadily growing colder. If anyone were to use their inner vision on him now his aura would be stripped bare, no defenses in sight, every spiritual scar and mental wound exposed to the air and prying eyes. His affinity was a fire that would never be extinguished, but it was currently quiet, a rarity considering how unstable he usually felt before he came to Nevermore. For once, he didn’t have to fight to keep it contained—his recovery from magically-assisted, accelerated detox exhausted even his magical reserves of power.

Maybe in a few days he would have more control as his power levels increased. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d tried to control his magic when completely sober. He knew it was years.

Isaac dipped his chin and took a sniff. Sweat and smoke. He sneezed, body shuddering at the effort. He needed a bath, but instead, he’d begged the nurses to let him go outside before he resumed his treatment schedule. He wiped at his nose, trying to drag his scattered thoughts into a working, functional brain, but he had no strength, mental or physical.

He didn’t feel like himself. A part of him figured that who he was no longer existed. Who was Isaac Salvatore completely sober with nothing to hide behind? No excuses, no reasons to drink, no bottle to dull his actions and his pain. Maybe being hollow and laid bare was what he deserved, penance for the last ten years of fuck-ups and mistakes and dragging his brother through a shit-storm of drunken binges, bar brawls, pickups in a drunk tank, and his late boyfriend Greg stealing pieces of his family heritage and money when Isaac’s apathy was at its peak.

Thoughts skittering away from thinking of Greg Doyle, Isaac gasped on a weak sob. He would not think about Greg. He couldn’t. Truths too painful to face threatened to ruin his meager calm.

“Isaac?” He jumped, body complaining at the movement, and he groaned softly. “Isaac Salvatore?” Isaac looked up and squinted at a nurse, not someone he remembered from his stay in the infirmary.

“Yeah, that’s me.” The nurse smiled down at him, and she gestured back toward his room.

“Dr. Mephaestus is expecting you soon. Would you like some help getting back to your room? Breakfast is waiting.”

He coughed, throat dry, and croaked out a rough, “Yes, please.”

She was stronger than she looked, probably used to picking up patients and getting them moving, and she manhandled him into standing. He wavered, dizzy, and she gave him time to rest before walking. The other patient with their herd of orderlies had stopped mumbling and was watching Isaac, and he gave an awkward wave at them. He didn’t want to be rude—whoever the other patient was, they looked far worse off than Isaac, and he didn’t want to pretend they weren’t there. Isaac had a feeling the other patient had been staring at him for a while, unnoticed with Isaac locked away in his thoughts.

The other patient gave a twitch, focused on Isaac in an eerie fashion, their muffled rambling replaced by a stillness that reminded Isaac of a vampire. The other patient couldn’t be, though, not in that state. Vampires didn’t get sick, not that he knew of at least.

Isaac grimaced, uncomfortable now with the laser focus, and let the nurse help him turn and move down the path back to his room. His shoulders itched and Isaac instinctively looked behind him, nearly falling over, but the nurse caught him and kept him walking. “Who was that?” He asked the nurse, only realizing afterwards that he probably shouldn’t be asking such personal questions.

His nurse patted his shoulder, one arm under his for support. “I normally wouldn’t say, but in his case you should know. He is here for blood magic addiction. If you see him without an orderly while you’re in the courtyard, please tell a staff member immediately. That’s for his safety as well as your own. Some of the blood magic addiction patients can sense your magics, and your aura is a mess from detox, so you’re like a big neon sign to them right now. He’s one of our better patients, so don’t worry unless he approaches you without his attendants, okay?”

Isaac winced, amazed that someone suffering from blood magic addiction was even allowed out of confinement, but that was an unfair thought. The man wouldn’t be out of his room if he were a danger to other patients, though it made sense that he was with three orderlies. “Is he dangerous?”

She hummed. “Maybe once, before he was admitted, but that was a long time ago, and he’s still with us. Improvement can come in great strides, or tiny increments over long periods of time. Nevermore has had some success saving those afflicted with blood magic addiction. He’s come a long way and has only just earned courtyard time. Maybe one day he’ll be one of our successes.”

“How long has he been here?” Isaac couldn’t stop the question, exhaustion pushing the words past his dormant tactfulness.

“Longer than I’ve worked here, maybe ten years or so? Something like that.” Her reply was absent-minded, more focused on getting Isaac back in the building in one piece. His feet were cold from the concrete pathway and chill morning air. That warm shower he avoided earlier now sounded fabulous.

They reached the doorway to his room, a private suite that overlooked the courtyard, all expenses paid for by his big brother. The nurse kept him moving over the threshold, which was best since if he stopped, he was unlikely to get moving again, so drained was he.

Isaac shuffled into the shower of the en suite bathroom; he let the nurse strip him down to skin and then turn on the water, which came out blessedly warm immediately. He thought about the lonely figure shuffling about in the garden and shivered despite the warmth of the water. “I hope he gets better.”

She made a humming sound in agreement as she washed him in kind but impersonal strokes, his whole body shaking with fatigue, and he leaned on the walls of the shower, gripping the metal grab bars placed on each side of the stall.

Nevermore might be an exclusive, expensive, and highly sought-after rehabilitation clinic, but to be here for the nightmare of blood magic addiction was something Isaac would never wish upon anyone, even himself. His own addiction was horrible enough—but to be in Nevermore for the unending torture that was BMA was enough to spark gratitude in Isaac’s bruised heart that it wasn’t his fate.

There was hope for Isaac, no matter how small, that he would one day recover and thrive. The only hope for BMA was a miracle, and the gods rarely showed themselves these days.
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Little Brother







“
 S

 ign here and here,” Nadine Masters said, pointing with a perfectly manicured nail to the dotted lines on the numerous pages stacked in front of him. He didn’t even bother reading his discharge papers.

His time at Nevermore Rehabilitation Clinic had been…eventful, and anything but what he had expected. In his thirty days at the very expensive rehab clinic, Isaac had been more stressed out by everything happening outside the clinic than in it. Well, with the notable exception of a visit from a certain City Master, but Angel’s antics for the first week of his stay still took the overall prize for stressful circumstances. He did his best not to think about the several days of hell that followed the successful rousting of the Council from Boston by his brother’s hand. Those few days would trigger a panic attack and a short walk back to his comfy bed in his room here at the clinic.

Isaac felt like he was leaving vacation to go home. Well, sort of, if vacation came with doctors and group therapy and one-on-one sessions with a super-hot doctor, not to mention physical therapy and several nightmarish days of withdrawal bound to a gurney screaming his head off.

Nadine swooped down on the papers and bundled them over to her filing cabinet, which she opened with a key. She pulled out the very familiar sight of his file, tucked the papers inside, and came back with a single sheet of paper.

She handed it to him. It was a simple print out with his outpatient appointments with his therapist, Dr. M. Visits once a week for the next six weeks. Dates, addresses, and times. All on a subtly designed paper that didn’t give away the fact that it was a rehab outpatient clinic instead of any old doctor’s office. He appreciated the courtesy, though he didn’t really care if strangers knew he was an alcoholic. Everyone he cared about knew where he’d been the last thirty days.

Nadine opened her desk and pulled out Isaac’s wallet, smartphone, and keys. “I charged your phone for you.”

“Oh, hey, thanks,” Isaac muttered, taking his stuff back. It all felt odd in his hands, like they weren’t his. He put it all in his pants pockets, the weight odd there too.

“Now, Isaac, you have five more minutes until your time with us is over, and I want to say before you leave if you feel you need to come back, at any time or for any reason, we have a walk in, no questions asked policy for current and former patients. If you cannot make it back on your own,” she paused, and Isaac knew what she wasn’t saying. If he was too drunk to get back on his own. She continued, “if you can’t get here on your own, call the front desk, tell them your name and location, and a car and driver will be sent for you. The number is on your outpatient schedule. Previous patients have found it helpful to add it to the favorite contacts lists on their phones. Do you understand everything I’ve mentioned?”

“I do,” Isaac stood, and folded the single sheet of paper and put it in his wallet. He tucked his stuff into his pockets and swung his duffle bag over his shoulder. He looked at the door of her office that went out to the foyer and then freedom. “I do understand. And thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I am so glad Nevermore was able to help you on your journey to recovery,” Nadine smiled at him, Isaac reflexively smiling in return, and she gestured to the door. He followed behind her into the foyer.

It was empty, thankfully. There had been a couple in the foyer when he entered her office to begin his discharge from the clinic, and he was glad to see them gone. It had been the same man and woman who were there the night Batiste came to see Isaac, and they’d witnessed his very dramatic apology, kneeling before Isaac and being sexy and gallant. He’d dodged their friendly smiles and was thankful Nadine welcomed him into her office when she did so he didn’t have to make small talk while waiting.

Nadine went with him to the front doors of the clinic, and Isaac stopped. He curled his free hand into a fist and looked at the bright moon through the glass, spring in full swing, the stars bright overhead. “Isaac?”

Nadine stood at his elbow, compassion in her smile and eyes. “Isaac, if you want, we can turn right back around, go back to your room, and there will be no shame in it, or judgment. I told you when you came on your very first day that if you needed or wanted to stay another thirty days, you would be welcome.”

“Yeah, I know.” Isaac shifted on his feet, antsy. His heart beat hard, once, twice, before easing back to normal. Adrenaline spikes. “I just…I just need a minute. I’ll be fine.”

“That’s more than acceptable. If you want to stay, I’ll be in my office. Just poke your head in and wave, then head back to your room.”

“I’m just gonna take a second. I’ll be fine,” he said again, trying to sound like he meant it. He did. Maybe. He wasn’t sure.

Nadine gave him a small smile and then left, returning to her office.

Voluntarily admitted for alcohol abuse, addiction, and depression, as well as crippling, unresolved grief and overwhelming guilt he wasn’t equipped to manage on his own, Isaac had arrived at Nevermore a mess. Thirty days. It didn’t feel like enough time to learn how to live without falling back on bad habits, but how was he supposed to know if he could live a normal life unless he went out and tried?

Hands damp, he ran them down his shirt, brain trying to reconcile his previous thinner frame with his new muscle mass. Gaining ten pounds was nothing when he’d been too skinny to begin with, but it was muscle. Ribs no longer visible, abs defined more than they’d been when he was a teenager, he looked alright. He took advantage of the clinic gym and pool, gaining more definition and muscle mass. He didn’t look much bigger but weighed more than when he went in. The staff nutritionist called it healthy weight gain.

Healthy. The word sounded odd, like it didn’t fit, just like his wallet, phone, and keys felt like they weren’t his. Being healthy was new, and he had no idea how to fit the concept to his skin, how to live inside that state.

Everything felt odd and he couldn’t fight the hyper-awareness that things didn’t fit.

He didn’t fit.

The parking lot was visible through the front doors. A limo idled out front, the parking lights on, the passengers waiting. There was no way they couldn’t see him, standing there like an idiot. Isaac frowned and, fed up with himself, took a step forward.

He pushed out the doors, leaving the protection and care of Nevermore for the first time in a whole month. The night air was cool, crickets singing, the sky full of stars and a nearly full moon. He stood on the top step, breathing, and tried to remember how to use his legs.

The limo door closest to him opened. A slim man stepped out, dark brown hair longer than the last time Isaac saw it, blond tips grown out and trimmed away. Brown-green eyes set in their father’s face gazed back at him, part questioning, part patience, and Isaac grinned.

“Can’t I have a mental crisis without you getting impatient?” Isaac called to his older brother. Angel snorted, rolling his eyes.

“C’mon kid. I want to go home. I ordered pizza and it should be there by the time we get back.” Angel tilted his head in the direction of the limo, eyes questioning, but he said nothing more, as if aware of how Isaac was feeling. Angel probably did know how Isaac was feeling—his older brother was annoyingly good at reading people.

Angel was cranky and sarcastic, along with protective, bossy, caring, and supportive. When he remembered to be, at least. Mostly cranky, and fond of staying in at night and relaxing with his mate. Isaac realized that, despite the many visits to the clinic, he’d missed his brother more than he thought he would, and a small ache that lived under his ribs since he’d entered Nevermore eased.

Isaac went down the steps, and the hesitancy to leave Nevermore faded with each step. He wanted his own bed, his clothes, his stuff. He wanted to listen to Angel tease Daniel about his crush, fend off Eroch and his machinations for bacon, and hear the reassuring rumble of Simeon’s sexy Irish accent.

Isaac wanted a lot of things, many of them simple things he now appreciated in a way he never had before. One thing was beyond him though, and it pained him more than he knew how to bear.

He wanted to be himself. If only he knew who that was.
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From the penthouse
 of the Tower, Boston glimmered, stretching out to the west. Behind him, the view of the ocean was unmatched, the Atlantic a murky dark blue and gray, the harbor lights bouncing off the swells and the few vessels out on the water. Spring nights in Boston were chilly, especially with the wind coming in from the cape.

He didn’t mind the cold wind or the damp that clung to everything. It no longer bothered him and hadn’t for thousands of years. He enjoyed the sensations more than anything.

Constantine Batiste was older than the city in which he now lived, older than the country he’d called home for two hundred years. When he came to these shores, transportation was done by wind and oars and sails, and had been fraught with peril, even on a ship he owned, manned by loyal blood servants and fledglings. Safely ashore after months at sea, he’d spent the next few years establishing safeholds for his bloodclan and people.

Aside from the invaluable help and support of his First Elder, Simeon, he had done it all alone. It had never bothered him before, bearing the burden of leadership, because he never wanted for companionship.

Until now. That epiphany left him uneasy, and uncertain of how to proceed.


Constans, my heart. You will never be alone surrounded by your people.
 The whisper rose from the depths of his mind, faded by millennia and his rebirth as one of the undead. His mother’s voice cut him to the core, but the hurt was soothing now, a promise that he would never lose her, even with her bones reduced to ash and the lands of his father lost to time.

Once, long ago, when his heart still beat and sunlight bronzed his flesh, he gazed out over a wine-dark sea. The sun-washed stone of battlements shone white as bone, the waves a murmur underneath his feet. Massalia, city of his birth, and so dissimilar in appearance yet hauntingly reminiscent of the city in which he now lived. Dozens of tongues spoken by as many ethnicities— evolved through the millennia, but holding true to the languages that birthed them— mixed with scents of foods once cooked over wood fires and baked in clay ovens, but now handed out from food truck vendors on street corners. So much the same, yet different. The taste of ocean air might be poisoned by ozone and harsh chemicals, but the rhythm of the sea was a familiar cadence.

Constantine turned his back on the windows and returned to his desk, the small lamp over the blotter illuminating the personal profiles of the more powerful of his children. He was the oldest vampire in the city, but several bloodclan members were very old, a few of them approaching a millennium. His bloodclan was large, over seven-hundred strong, including human donors, non-donor employees, and contractors. He had hundreds of vampires depending on him for safety and prosperity. It was that prosperity that was threatened now.

His former Elder, William Bridgerton, a month dead and gone now—killed by his Champion and First Elder, Simeon— had left his own people and financial affairs in disarray. Simeon, instead of claiming Bridgerton’s assets and people, gave them to Constantine, which he appreciated, but he also regretted the annoyance it brought. It was apparent after digging through Bridgerton’s financials that the man was an idiot who spent money as fast as he made it and died with less than he’d been reputed to hold, which explained his willingness to align with the High Council and betray the bloodclan. The High Council had a well-known, long-standing history of paying bloodclans for cooperation in Europe.

A soft knock at the penthouse door interrupted his musings. He spoke quietly, but the guards across the penthouse would hear him—it was night, so they were his children, the mortal guards off their shift. “Let her in.”

He sat in his massive antique chair and moved all the files but for one into a drawer on the right side of the desk. He shut the drawer just as Ellora Sumar, the highest-ranking member of Bridgerton’s now defunct house, appeared at the door to his office.

She was slim, with defined muscles, and her complexion was a deep, dark brown, luminous even in the shadows. Faint scars were visible on her shoulders and upper arms, highlighted by a sleeveless red blouse that clung to her torso. She wore gray slacks with a subtle flare that highlighted her trim physique and black leather ankle boots. Black hair trimmed into inch-long, tight curls highlighted her sharp cheekbones and startlingly bright eyes. They were a dark green, but they caught the light in shades of gold, and her lips were a lighter blush, her smile white, her fangs petite but deadly.

She was stunning, elegant, and powerful, and her strength was even more admirable due to the qualities of the man she’d followed since her rebirth as a sentient undead. Ellora was over three hundred years old. When mortal, she was kidnapped as a small child from the shores of Western Africa by slavers and brought to the New World in chains.

While Bridgerton had been many things in his long life, and a supremely horrid man of dubious character, one thing he had not abided was slavery. The former pirate liberated the slave ship carrying kidnapped children and took in Ellora. According to the research compiled, Bridgerton made her a vampire in the twentieth year of her human life, and she’d been with him ever since. Her birth name remained a mystery, her childhood home lost to time and the brutal erasure of her culture by colonization and slavery. She chose the name she went by now, and it was the one Constantine would use.

“Ellora Sumar,” Constantine gestured to the chair opposite his, smaller and simpler than the monstrosity upon which he sat. His was a smaller version of the armchair he used in the living room, which Simeon fondly called Constantine’s petty king’s throne, and he wondered again if his most trusted child knew more about Constantine’s past than he’d shared.

Ellora nodded graciously and sat in the chair, leaning back and crossing her legs, hands in her lap, expression expectant and composed. “Master Batiste, I am honored. How may I serve you tonight?”

Her voice was pleasant, a faintly-accented alto that bore hints of British and American Southern influences from pre-American Revolution years. She’d learned English during the height of piracy along the southern American coast and in the Caribbean, and she retained that inflection from her mortal years. Most vampires Turned prior to the early 1900s kept their accents—recent Turned vampires, conscious of the rise in human prejudices in the years following the two great wars of the first half of the twentieth century, attempted to hide who they'd been as mortals.

Constantine placed a hand on her folder, and her eyes flicked to it for a second before she met his again. “The information my people have gathered in the last year or so is extensive, but even modern information gathering techniques fail occasionally, most often when dealing with the undead. We outlive many lives and reinvent ourselves frequently.” He paused, and Ellora nodded, expression not wary, still polite, nothing leaking past. She had regained her equilibrium since Simeon took her former master’s head. “Is there anything that my people missed, any detail from your past that I should know?”

She took her time thinking, and the fact that she did not answer immediately lent her favor in his eyes. A short moment passed, and she shook her head once, a small gesture that spoke volumes. “No, my Master. I hold no allegiances outside this bloodclan. No enemies who wish me dead, old arguments and disagreements have been long settled or left to die away naturally. I withhold no secrets that may come to haunt this bloodclan and its people, and no ambitions that would put me at odds with your dominion.”

“My favored child, Elder Simeon, killed your sire and master.” Constantine watched her, looking for any hint of how she felt. He saw resignation, and something like regret.

“My sire brought his fate upon himself. Ever since I met him as a child, I knew that one day he would bring about his own end through his actions. I do not harbor anger or resentment toward Elder Simeon for slaying my sire. I do not seek vengeance.”

“Do others within his household?” His question caught her by surprise. Her shoulders gave the tiniest of jerks, and she stiffened. Eyes sharp, she met his head on.

“Some are angry, but we all knew Bridgerton well. Those who are bitter are those who were his current favorites at the time of his death, but they are not in any position to cause trouble beyond some grumblings.”

“If they do cause trouble for my bloodclan? What would you do?” Trouble was inevitable. Especially for beings who had nothing but time in which to cause strife.

“I would stop them, by any means necessary.” She did not hesitate nor break eye contact.

Instinct told him to believe her, but his recent errors in judgment made him pause, reflect, and do what he had rarely done before—let another decide.

Constantine picked up the file and stood. Ellora blinked, caught off guard, but she stood as well. He handed it to her across the desk, and she took it without opening it. “Master?”

“Elder Simeon is expecting you downstairs in the security center. Report to him now, and he will explain further.”

Ellora tilted her head, curious, but she withheld the questions he could see she wanted to ask. She nodded, gave a slight bow, and backed away a few steps before turning and leaving on silent tread.

Master he may be, but Constantine had let arrogance and complacency cloud his judgment. He would not make such mistakes again. There was one person in this world he trusted above all others, and Simeon would be a guard against the machinations of those who would bring harm to the clan until he found his footing again. Confidence shaken, trust betrayed, enemy plots seen too late or not at all, Constantine would not appoint another Elder, despite the expectations of the oldest amongst his clan and the traditions of his people.

Simeon was enough for now, and the new legates he was grooming from the ranks would take some of the burden of being the sole Elder from his shoulders.

He slipped his hands into the pockets of his trousers, listening to her leave the penthouse. The elevator hummed, retreating downward beyond his senses. Minutes passed, and the penthouse was quiet, empty. He was alone. Constantine turned off the small desk lamp and walked to the north side of the penthouse, the walls nothing but thick, spell-treated glass. The treatments made it safe for him in daylight, but dulled the light, and the view was diminished. North of the Tower, the city fell away to suburbs, historical districts, the river, and farther on, farther than he could see through the glass, the city of Revere.

Nevermore Rehabilitation Clinic, where Isaac Salvatore had spent the last month. More times than he was comfortable admitting, he had come to this vantage point and thought back to the taste of a mortal practitioner’s kisses. One he took without permission, and the shame of it stung his honor, even now, after debasing himself at Isaac’s feet. The other, a press of lips to skin, senses full of Isaac’s taste, his scent, the heat of his body.

His smartphone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out, opening the message. If his heart still beat it would have leapt at the words in the text.


Isaac Salvatore has left Nevermore
 .
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124 BCE

Port city of Massalia

Southern Gaul



“
 C

 onstans?”

His mother’s call echoed from the battlements, and he looked up from the sword braced against his knee. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he squinted and saw his mother above him on a balcony overlooking the courtyard of the grand home his father had given his mother upon his birth. His mother was wealthy, as had been her father and Constans’ namesake, and she rebuilt the villa in an Italian style. She spent the early years of his life replacing the wooden upper levels with multiple levels of stone and brick, and expanding the lower courtyards and reinforcing the walls. The villa was more reminiscent of a small hillside fortress and had enough guards to make a small army. 

“Mater?” he called, his mother’s glare visible despite the distance.

“Stop yelling, and come see me, my son. We have guests.” She disappeared back inside. Snickering came from the guardsmen seated along the wall and under the sloped roofline of the armory that protected them from the bright autumn sun. 

He shook his head and tossed the guard closest to him the whetstone he had been using. He caught it easily, grinning back. He passed over the sword he’d been sharpening as well, then left the guards he’d spent most of the morning working alongside in the small armory nestled next to the stables. “My mother is more dangerous than you lot.”

Constans strode for the stairs, entering the closest staircase that took him into the main structure of the grand home that overlooked the sea. Even through numerous walls and countless rooms, he could still hear the waves, feel the drumming of the current against the shore under his feet. A servant intercepted him and directed him toward the upper floor and his mother’s private rooms. She received traders and strangers in the grand receiving hall on the main floor of the villa, but she welcomed friends and family in the opulent sitting room in her private chambers overlooking the harbor. His mother and two men awaited him, a servant offering wine and fresh fruit to their visitors.

He recognized one man, dressed in the garb of the Arverni, his father’s people. He called out in Gaulish. “Bricius! What brings you so far south? Come for my mother’s wine again?”

Bricius stood from the low couch where he was reclining and greeted him with open arms, hugging him tightly before letting go. Bricius was his father’s second-in-command, and if Bricius were here, his father was not far from the city. “I bring word from your father. Bituitus bids you to join him. His army is camped a few hours north of here.”

Constans drew back, frowning. “The Romans are camped north of the city at Aqua Sextiae. Please tell me he has not roused the Romans’ ire this time.” Rome was allied with Massalia and regularly used the port to transport soldiers and supplies. There was a constant influx of Roman traders and soldiers, as well as wealthy citizens looking to expand out of the crowded reach of Rome, and the Gallic tribes used the port city exactly as the Romans did, mingling with them daily. Peace was the norm, but tensions could flare if large populations of soldiers and Gallic warriors occupied the same space for too long.

Bricius shook his head. “Trouble brews in the foothills, coming from Roquepertuse. Bituitus sent me south for supplies and to gather up his oldest son. Bastard you may be, but he still brags about your fighting prowess with spear and sword. Since we’re so close, he sent me to fetch you.”

His father was Bituitus, leader of the aligned Gallic federation of tribes, and his grandfather was one of the Arverni kings, Luernius. For his grandfather to call for aid meant it was far past the point of some minor scuffles and disputes about territory. Roquepertuse was the focal point for a particular cult that routinely caused trouble. “How many are dead?”

Grief passed over Bricius’ face before he could hide it. “Many are slain, though it is the manner of their deaths that spurs your father south out of Arverni territory. The clans around Roquepertuse cannot defend themselves, and if the Romans intercede, they won’t take the care to discern between cultists and those Gauls who need help. Now hurry. We have little time, and your father wants you with him before the Romans become aware of the problem and mobilize out of Aqua Sextiae.”

He nodded and stepped back, intent on reaching his rooms and getting his gear. While there was peace between the Romans encamped at Aqua Sextiae, a massive military installation northeast of Massalia, and the assorted tribes of the Gallic Federation, the Romans were likely to look unkindly at the army his father commanded being so near to their encampment. 

His mother stepped in front of him, blocking his path.

“Constans,” she said gently but with an imperious edge, one golden brow raised. Her voice carried the accents of her childhood home in Campania in southern Italy, a smooth current in low tones that commanded attention, and her beauty held it. 

Herennia Hirpus was a stunningly beautiful woman, still young in form and face, even with a son of twenty-six summers. Golden hair and unblemished skin kissed by the sun, perfect bow lips, a high brow, sharp cheekbones and a graceful neck, Herennia gifted her features and coloring to her only child and son, mixed with the tall frame and brawn of his Gallic father. Today she wore a simple long tunic and a golden torc that accentuated the color of her hair. The stylized lions with their teeth full of apples graced a slim throat, her only concession to showing off her considerable wealth and influence. It was a piece of jewelry gifted to her by Constans’ father, along with the building they stood in. She was courted for her wealth and beauty, though she claimed to love his father still, despite the fact that he was wed to another and rarely came to Massalia except to visit the markets, and occasionally his eldest bastard son. 

“Have you forgotten something?” She spoke in Oscan, her native tongue. Bricius spoke some of the language and caught the majority of her chiding and chuckled.

He smiled and replied in the same language. “I was saving my farewell for the courtyard, Mother.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek, her perfume soaking into his senses. “I will come home, I promise, and perhaps I’ll convince Father he needs some more wine.”

Herennia inherited vineyards when her father, Herennius Hirpus, passed without a male heir, and she assumed a powerful role in the local merchants’ circles with her cunning and grace. Herennia was often accredited with beguiling a powerful Gallic king with her wines, though Constans knew it was her sharp tongue and beauty that enticed Bituitus into her bed. As he was the result of such a union, he teased that it was the wine that led to his birth. He knew better though—if not for the need for political alliances, his father Bituitus would have remained devoted forever to an Italian merchant’s daughter in the Greek colony of Massalia and might never have been elected leader of the allied clans.

“Go, hurry. Bricius is restless,” Herennia smiled, and kissed his cheek before stepping away. “Off you go.”

Constans nodded and strode from the room, leaving his mother to guide Bricius and his unnamed companion down to the courtyard and the stables.

His gear awaited him in his room, arranged on the tall stand that held his armor and shield. He disliked using a shield, but it was necessary to protect against arrows and thrown weapons in many conflicts and bore evidence of past battles. He may prefer not to fight with a shield, finding that carrying it in a melee was too cumbersome, but he wasn’t foolish enough to leave it behind. It was still sound, and he set it aside, reaching for his armor. 

His helm was lightweight and simple, with cheek guards and a small lip that covered the nape of his neck. It wasn’t as tall or ornate as some of those he’d seen amongst his father’s people or even among some of the Romans, but it served his needs well enough. He fought with nothing barring his vision, aware of the risks to his eyes. He tied his helm to the outside of one of the bags, found leather pants he rarely wore in the warmer climate of Massalia but that would be essential in the foothills in autumn, and packed some clothing, but not too much. He would be prepared for battle from the moment he rode out of the city gates, and he didn’t expect much time out of his armor in the coming days.

He shrugged into the leather and linen padded chainmail shirt that covered him from his upper arms and shoulders, down his torso to his upper thighs. It wasn’t as dense a ring mesh as the chainmail shirts some men wore, as he preferred the maneuverability the lighter weight gave him in combat. It was a flexible mix of thick, dark cowhide leather, metal scales over the shoulders and upper arms, and a red silk lining and linen padding to absorb sweat and keep the metal from rubbing his skin to ribbons. He grabbed two spears as tall as he was, capped in iron at the ends, and pointed with metal heads that were as long as his forearm, the shafts ash and polished from years of wax and practice. Lastly came his sword and dagger, slipping them into belted scabbards and tying it around his waist. 

Two servants came into the room, dropping quick half bows, and he gestured to the packs of his gear as he adjusted the belts around his waist. One of the servants was a recent addition to the villa, a young man who left Rome for adventure and got as far as Massalia before running out of coin and landing in Constans’ bed. Herennia appreciated his slim frame and naivety and employed him for the household the morning after Constans brought him home. She read her son’s mind well enough to see that he’d taken in another stray, and she demanded the young man start straightaway.

Ceris picked up the heavier of the bags and slung it over a narrow shoulder. The other servant grabbed what was left and scurried out of the room. Ceris bit his lip and scuffed a toe on the stone floor. “Will you be gone long, my lord?”

He was not a lord—but once Ceris learned he was the bastard son of the Arverni king, it was hard to get him to call Constans anything else. He picked up his shield, adjusted the strap on the inner surface, and slung it over his shoulder so he could carry it on his back out of the villa. He stepped in close to Ceris and smiled down at the younger man. “Will you miss me?”

Ceris blushed, his golden skin reddening across his high cheekbones and down his slim neck. Ceris was beautiful, and Constans appreciated beautiful things. Ceris may not be someone he could love, but he was fond of the young Roman. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a quick smile, Ceris was as of yet unmarred by life and time, and he was quick to lend a hand and willing to learn. And gentle and giving in bed.

“I go to join my father for war,” Constans told him, and Ceris sighed mournfully, looking down at his feet. “Do not look so sad. My mother dotes on you. There is no servant more cherished in the entire city. I may not be here to welcome you into my bed, but you’ll be fed and safe and free to find another lover.”

Ceris shrugged and gripped the straps of the bags he held so tightly that his knuckles bled white. “I could…I could come with you?”

Constans considered the young man before him. Constans had just begun his twenty-sixth summer, and Ceris was not yet nineteen. Grown, though still slim with youth and from a sheltered upbringing. Why Ceris wasn’t being cosseted by an adoring mother in Rome was a secret Constans didn’t feel like prying from the young man just yet. “Why would you want to come?”

Ceris shrugged and looked off to the side. “If you go, I’ll be here alone.”

“You’d be alone even if I brought you with me. You have no training to fight, and I won’t have time to teach you before we reach my father’s army. You could stay with the women and children, but they would give you no more honor than a camp-follower would get, and you deserve more than to be seen as nothing more than my whore,” Constans said quietly, putting a finger under the young man’s chin and lifting his head. Ceris looked at him with both hurt and hope in his dark eyes. Constans shook his head once. “I’d rather you stay here and live, even if you are lonely. Loneliness is better than death, or slavery to our enemies if we fall.”

The young man nodded, defeated. He lifted the pack higher on his shoulder and turned for the door. Constans followed after him with one last look around his room to make sure he had all his gear.

He eyed the sad set of Ceris’s shoulders as they went down through the villa to the courtyard. The young Roman was attached to him, and while Constans was fond of the young man in return, he didn’t love Ceris as he deserved to be loved—as the center of someone’s world. He took the boy home with him when he found him in that tavern down at the docks because Ceris was terrified, out of his depth, and too pretty to be left unprotected surrounded by rough traders and slavers eager to pick up vulnerable, healthy, lissome young men. Ceris was a Roman citizen, but that protection meant nothing once he was in chains and sold to someone away from Roman authority. A young man such as Ceris would be worth a lot of gold to the right buyer, and Constans could not turn his back on him.

The gates leading out into the city were open and horses were already saddled and waiting. Bricius was already mounted, reins in hand, a stoic expression on his face. Herennia stood at the head of Constans’ mount, a large roan stallion gifted to him by his father a few years before during one of his rare visits. Bituitus could not spare too much of his time or attention for a bastard, as he was already wed with a true-born son and political alliances that needed tending.

The horse was a symbol of his father’s pride in his oldest son even if he could not publicly claim Constans without offending his wife’s family. It helped that Constans lived in Massalia, a few hundred miles away from Bituitus’ kingdom and the Celtic alliance he ruled over with his own father, Luernius. 

Constans handed his shield and pack to another servant who then loaded the gear onto one of the pack animals. The mules were long-legged and used to traveling fast, so they would keep up with the horses without issue, and his second mount had his personal saddlebags since his first mount would be carrying him and his weapons. Ceris looked toward the stables a few times, his face conveying foolish thoughts and naïve plans that Constans immediately needed to put to an end. 

Constans grabbed Ceris by his arm when the young man tried to slip away toward the stables unseen, and he gently dragged the protesting young man to Herennia, who watched indulgently with a small smile. Constans leaned down and kissed his mother gently on the cheek, her perfume drifting in the air. He felt a pang of homesickness already, despite not having left yet.

“Constans,” she chided. He let go of Ceris and pinned him in place with a stern look.

“Mater, Ceris needs spoiling and busy hands while I’m gone. He thinks to follow me, despite my wish for him to remain here and safe. I cannot bring him with me. I would not survive the guilt should he be killed or injured. I’d like to spare myself the pain and Ceris the same.”

Herennia gave Ceris a knowing look, her wise eyes not missing a single thought or emotion that raced over the young man’s face. She reached out and took his hand, and she smiled at him, clearly delighted to take over the mothering of the younger man. Constans hadn’t needed such a thing in a long time and his mother was still young and restless, even while staying busy running the villa and the family trade. Constans could tell she missed having someone to spoil. Ceris blushed a brilliant red that darkened his already golden complexion and he shuffled his feet in embarrassment.

“I have a talent for tending to young men. Ceris will keep me company while you’re off with your father.” She was resigned to him leaving and she was aware of the danger he was likely facing, and the possibility he may not return. He was well-trained and this would not be his first time in battle, though each time he returned from fighting he came back with more scars and nightmares. They both knew that one day he would probably not return, and neither of them wanted to see the same for Ceris. “The chores I’ve set to him may be a waste of his talents. I’ll take him to the port with me and see if he has a head for trade.”

“But you’ll be alone,” Ceris blurted out, and he ducked his head, embarrassed at his outburst. Constans put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed, and Ceris snuck a short look up at him through dark, lush lashes.

“Constans will never be alone when surrounded by his people,” Herennia murmured, a refrain he’d heard many times as a small child when Bituitus would take him from Massalia to live with the Arverni for months on end. Such trips ended when Bituitus wed and fathered Constans’ younger half-brother, and his new wife was unhappy with the favor given to her husband’s bastard. Ceris appeared unmollified, but he nodded in acknowledgment of Herennia’s words and said nothing more in protest.

“Thank you, Mater.” He engulfed her in a tight hug and picked her up off her feet, causing her to laugh and slap his shoulders for him to put her down. He obliged and she kissed his cheek, eyes bright with pride and love, and the worry he knew she carried hidden away.

He let her go and took the reins of his horse in hand, throwing them over the roan’s big neck. The roan snorted and tossed his great head, auburn mane flashing in the light. Bricius and his companions waited for him, and Constans mounted with easy grace and adjusted his sword on his hip. With one last look at the villa where he was born and those whom he held closest to his heart, Constans turned his mount and followed after Bricius. Hoofbeats echoed off the stone as they passed through the cold shadows of the villa’s thick walls into the waiting sunlight.
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Modern Day,
 Boston



Isaac woke
 to an incessant pounding in his head. He groaned, sat up, and realized his mistake. Someone was pounding on his door and he wasn’t hungover. Being back in his bedroom in the apartment after so long was fucking with his mind.

He tossed back the covers, brushed his long brown hair out of his eyes, and got out of bed. The sun poured through the bedroom window, warming the floor beneath his bare feet as he went to the door. He flung it open and scowled at the impish grin on his best friend’s face. Daniel flung himself forward and Isaac caught him, hugging the apprentice tightly. They were nearly the same height, and both were built lean with similar frames. If not for the hair and skin coloring, they could pass for brothers. Daniel was fair and bright, and Isaac had naturally darker skin that was tanned as if he spent his days under the sun, his hair dark brown with remnants of fire-red highlights.

“You’re home! I’m so glad!” Daniel cried, and Isaac chuckled.

“Hey, Danny,” Isaac replied in greeting. “Angel said he made you go out last night. Lemme guess, Rory was lonely again?”

Daniel pulled back, Isaac’s teasing making him blush. Daniel was a pretty man. Isaac suspected Daniel was entirely unaware of just how gorgeous he was, as there wasn’t even a hint of vanity to be seen in his personality.

“I wanted to stay and see you when you got home, but Angel said you were probably going to crash.” Daniel hedged, biting his lip. “Rory is all alone out there. He still refuses to stay in the Mansion, sleeping in the greenhouse instead. I feel bad for him.”

“I’m sure that’s all you feel,” Isaac teased, and Daniel’s blush went inferno. “My first night home and my best friend bails to hang with a super-hot fae.”

“Hey!” Daniel glared, but his eyes were twinkling. “I am glad you’re home. Going to Nevermore to visit was awkward.”

After the chaos of the first week of his stay, and when his horrific withdrawal was over, Daniel came to visit three times a week, bringing news from home. The High Council was booted from New York City, Portland, Seattle, and Miami, after those cities refused to cooperate with the consulates and magisters stationed therein. They took the chance after Angel defeated the High Magister, forcing the Council to abandon their footholds in Montreal and Boston. In two weeks’ time, half a dozen American cities declared their independence, and rumors swirled that New Orleans was next, with a certain female necromancer and her undead army leading the charge. Angel was being credited with a major shake up in world governments, and he was grumpy about it.

Isaac grabbed his shower kit and a towel and left his room for the bathroom down the hall. He and Daniel shared the hall bath, since Angel had his own in the master bedroom. Daniel followed him in and sat on the sink while Isaac used the toilet then stripped, turning on the shower and waiting for the hot water to start. They didn’t really have any boundaries, not like Isaac and Angel did. Angel was big on personal space and privacy. Isaac really didn’t care. Daniel chatted away, sharing that he’d taken Rory to the City Museum, watched the Marathon at the finish line, and convinced the fae to let Angel front him some money and a credit card.

Isaac hopped in the shower, but left the curtain partially open, listening to Daniel. “I’m with Rory in the bank, and he drops a pouch of gold on the counter, and the teller’s eyes get huge! Some nuggets were bigger than a tennis ball! It was a mess though, since the bank manager thought Rory was his crazy brother, then the cops got called and I had to use the SOS on my phone and Angel came and made everyone leave us alone….” Daniel was excited and his run-on sentence was a non-stop adventure from beginning to end. “Angel puts his foot down, though by this time O’Malley has shown up, the cops are all like, ‘Where did all this gold come from, how’d ya get it?’ Some of them seemed to think Rory was suspicious—he told them his last name, and tons of the police know what Cian looks like, so things got really tense. Rory got all haughty and declared he’d got it from a Roman Caesar for dispatching an orc raid pillaging through a province over 1,800 years ago.”

Daniel shook his head, sighing. “When Angel arrived, I’d never seen humans get so quiet before. Everyone shut up, let Rory gather up his gold, and Angel gave Rory an account in his name from the Salvatore fund and the bank gave him a debit and credit card and a pile of cash.” Daniel was animated, talking with his hands, heels kicking against the cabinet under the sink.

Isaac laughed while he washed, dunking his head under the spray. Watching Daniel talk with so much emotion was enjoyable. His friend was blooming. There was a huge difference in him even in the last month.

Isaac rinsed, then hopped out, Daniel tossing him the towel. He dried off while thinking about the shenanigans his family experienced while he was going through boring group therapy and meditation sessions. “How did Angel get Rory out of the bank?”

Daniel grinned and flipped back a strand of bright blond hair from his eyes. “Eroch saw the gold, curled up on the pouch in Rory’s arms, and hissed at anyone who got too close. No one wanted to piss off the fire-breathing dragon, so Angel declared we were leaving. We went out to eat then took Rory home. Angel refused the gold in exchange for the modern currency, saying the currency was payment for restoring the gardens and the greenhouse. Rory gave Eroch a huge nugget of gold in thanks, and Eroch has it stashed in Angel’s bathroom on a stack of towels in the corner behind the toilet.”

“What? Oh, I bet Angel loves that!” Isaac laughed at the image of Eroch nesting on a gold egg, grumbling whenever Angel went in to use the toilet. Isaac stopped laughing, a sudden thought worrying him. “Wait. Eroch doesn’t think it’s an egg, right?”

Daniel shrugged, and his face fell with sympathy. “No idea. That would be sad, though. Maybe Angel knows. Poor Eroch, if he does.” Daniel paused, eyes wide in alarm. Isaac stopped drying himself, wondering what was wrong. Daniel leaned in and whispered, “What if we got Eroch’s gender wrong? What if he isn’t a he? What if he’s a girl?”

Isaac wrapped the towel around his waist. “We’ve been calling him a male for a year, Danny. If he cared at all, he would have made it known. I think we’re okay.”

“I don’t wanna assume. We’ve been so rude.”

“If he were humanoid and had human ideas of gender, then yes, we’ve been rude.” Daniel rolled his eyes at Isaac then slid off the sink. “Ok, fine. We can ask him at breakfast.” Daniel waved at Isaac over his shoulder as he left the bathroom, dismissing him. “What did I say? Make me some tea!” Isaac called after Daniel who grumbled back at him about being rude, but the water running and the clicking of the stove burner told him Daniel heard him.

Hopefully they didn’t make anything explode this time.
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If it was
 possible for a dragon to laugh, that’s what Eroch was doing. The small emerald-green dragon was on his side, wings flapping on the table, adorable chirps and puffs of smoke escaping. Daniel crossed his arms and pouted. “What? I just wanted to know if you wanted us to call you a girl!”

“Human concepts of gender, Daniel,” Angel chided from the stove, sipping his tea. “What if in his species, the male dragon is the one who broods the eggs, while the female hunts? Or perhaps they share brooding duties. Or maybe they are community hatchers, one big nest for dozens of eggs and all the dragons tend to them equally? What if they’re an asexual species and don’t breed sexually?” Angel walked to the table and scooped up Eroch, who curled around his neck and blinked bright yellow eyes at the poor apprentice. “What if Eroch’s not broody over a golden egg at all, and just wants to have a hoard?”

Daniel sat up, and Isaac stopped chewing on a strip of bacon. It hadn’t even occurred to him, nor Daniel from his expression. Angel chuckled, shaking his head. “Rory said it was a hoarding instinct. I tend to agree. Besides, Eroch has no trouble making his wants known and he hasn’t objected in the last year, so I think we’re good. I’m proud of you for thinking of asking Eroch, regardless.”

Eroch blinked slowly, then yawned, and he curled back up around Angel’s neck, utterly disinterested in the conversation. Angel pointed at his apprentice. “Daniel, get your bag, we’re going to get your affinity tests started today at the studio between students. Isaac…” Angel paused, and Isaac shook his head. Angel lifted a brow and let it go. Daniel left the kitchen in pursuit of his stuff. “Isaac, unless the world goes to hell in a handbasket, we’ll be back for supper. Luciano’s okay with you?”

“Fuck yeah, man.” Isaac nodded eagerly. He all but drooled at the thought of pizza from Luci’s. “Nevermore was all health food. I never wanna see a vegan protein salad again.”

“Ok. Simeon’s at the Tower all day. He’ll be back for supper.” Angel said as he rinsed dishes at the sink then put them in the dishwasher, pressing settings. Angel looked around for something to wash, and just grabbed a dishrag, wiping at nonexistent spills on the island.

“Angel. Go to work.” Isaac smiled at the guilty start his brother gave, eyes anxious and concerned. “I’ll be fine. I won’t get drunk while you’re gone. No more bars.”

Angel exhaled, shoulders drooping, but he put down the rag and walked toward the living room, pausing to squeeze his shoulder. “Yeah, kiddo. I just…”

“Worry.” Isaac finished with a broken smile. It felt fake, but he did try. “I’m an addict, Angel. I can say it out loud. Calling myself that word doesn’t bother me. It’s a reminder for me. It’s okay for you to say it too.”

Angel gazed at him like he had doubts, but under it all, Isaac saw the worry. He might be shit at trying to sort out other people, but Angel was simple to understand. He loved hard, worked hard, and protected his family and friends with all he had. Angel was in a place now where he was naught but a supportive presence for his little brother, and while for Isaac that was more than enough, it grated on Angel’s desire to do more.

“I don’t want to hurt you, using that word.” Angel dropped all pretense, a pained expression haunting his features. “I feel like saying it is casting judgment on you. Irrational, I know, but I have some issues to work through myself.”

“You didn’t fail me, Angel.” Isaac shook his head at the dismay on his brother’s face. “Saying I’m an alcoholic or an addict doesn’t mean you failed as a brother or a parent.” He paused, letting Angel absorb his words. “I think, in this case, the truth is meant to hurt. Dr. M told me while I was there that denial feeds the problem. I can drink all I want as often as I want if I’m not abusing it, if I’m not an addict. But I am, so I can’t do that.” Isaac explained, thinking back to one of the first sessions he’d had with the handsome psychologist, Dr Mephaestus, at Nevermore. Easy on the eyes, but hard on the heart. And head. “Go, Angie. I’ll do my best to be sober when you get home. I want pepperoni.”

“Call me if you need me.” Angel wore a contemplative expression, his older brother weighing Isaac’s words against his gut feeling.

“Promise,” Isaac swore. Decision made, Angel gave him a short nod then went to the front door.

Eroch chirped and waved a wing at Isaac as Daniel joined Angel at the door, and Isaac waved as they left.

The apartment was suddenly quiet, empty, and it felt odd.

Everything felt odd.
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The leather
 of his moto jacket warmed across his shoulders, and he enjoyed the heat. He was allowed outside at Nevermore; he wasn’t there on court orders or medical orders. He spent time in the gardens of Nevermore, but the clinic treated some serious mental health issues, like blood-magic addiction, in the wing of the building across the courtyard gardens from his suite. Those tortured few souls in Nevermore for BMA got outside time under strict supervision, and Isaac hadn’t wanted to intrude. Not to mention the medical staff controlling the BM addicts were as scary as their patients. After a few days of his free time outside overlapping with the BMA patients and their stony-faced guards, Isaac had stopped going outside as often.

One patient had scared him, a gaunt man who moved in jerky, reptilian motions and whose cold eyes tracked Isaac as he wandered the garden courtyard outside his suite. The days were chilly, spring and winter battling it out, but the other patient wore nothing but scrubs, in a dull, washed-out gray that matched the pallor of his sunken cheeks and lifeless eyes. The BMA patient’s guard/attendant had come along more than once, prodding at the nameless man to move along the path, getting his required daily exercise.

As disturbing as the experience was, Isaac felt nothing but a deep sadness for those haunted souls, lost to an addiction that was nearly impossible to beat. Blood-magic addiction claimed many lives, and not just of those addicted. Those so afflicted hunted down practitioners for the magic in their bodies, their blood, and took it by force. Eventually, any blood would do—the addiction warped the addict, changing how their bodies processed the stolen energy, and anything and anyone living could be a victim, killed and drained to fuel the blood addict’s desperation and need.

He was in no place to judge someone else battling addiction. What bothered him was the way the scrawny, whipcord-thin blood magic practitioners eyed him with avarice and need, like he was prey. Something
 instead of someone
 . Vampires had looked at him like that before, and after spending the better part of a decade hanging out in vamp bars, he had grown accustomed to the sensation. Vamps were nicer about it, politer, barring a few uncouth fledglings, and once they scented his magic-laced blood and learned his name, the hunger always evaporated, and they kept their distance. Seeing practitioners look at another mortal with such predatory focus disturbed him on a visceral level. How the doctors and staff dealt with those addicted to blood magic daily was beyond him.

The sky was bright blue and inviting, pulling him from his memories of Nevermore. The Commons was packed full of tourists and townies. Isaac sat on the grassy slope on the shore of one of the ponds, watching as a young werewolf couple played with their pups. Both kids had to be under five, and the oldest of the two was wearing his fur, yipping at the ducks out on the water. Isaac smiled, chuckling when the pup slid down the short bank and belly flopped into the pond. Both parents got soaked as they fished him out. They left, dripping mud and water, the pup’s tongue lolling happily as he wagged his tail at Isaac when they walked by him to the path.

Frog Pond glimmered in the sun and small ripples from the gentle breeze stirred the surface. It was about a two and a half blocks from the apartment. Less than ten minutes of walking and he was surrounded by greenery and people going about their normal lives. No one knew who he was, or that he was an alcoholic. At Nevermore, everyone knew everyone else, and why they were there. Nothing was private for long, especially with group therapy. One thing he was not going to miss.

Isaac lay on the fragrant newborn grass, hands behind his head, knees bent, and closed his eyes, soaking up the sun. Sunscreen wasn’t necessary, even with the gentle spring light. He never burned thanks to his affinity, and his skin was a medium golden tan year-round, a gift from his late mother. His heart twinged thinking about her and the gardens that were her second joy after her sons.

Ramona Urraca Jiménez Salvatore had been a kind, gentle woman, an earth mage with a green thumb and unshakeable nature. He fell asleep remembering one such day spent in the gardens behind the Mansion, his mother’s skin burnished gold, dirt smudged on her cheek, both of them wrist-deep in the dark earth, tugging out weeds and laughing over something silly. He’d been very young, perhaps four years old, and he couldn’t remember what they’d talked about, just the love and patience in her voice as she shared her interest in gardening, her Castilian Spanish accent softened with a Boston influence after a decade of living in the US. Gardening didn’t stick with Isaac, neither of her sons inheriting her affinity or her hobbies, but she loved her sons anyway.

He dozed, and the humming of a bumblebee near his ear woke him. He moved his arms carefully and sat up. It was no longer morning, closer to lunch, and he’d slept for a few hours. Thankfully, the grass was dry, otherwise his entire backside would be damp. Some minor grass stains were nothing. He ran his hands over his pockets, and his wallet and phone were still there, unmolested. It would take a ballsy thief to search him while he slept in broad daylight and right next to the path, in full view of the hundreds of people taking in the beautiful weather. He had trust issues, though, and double-checked.

Reassured he wasn’t missing anything, he got to his feet, stretching out, hands high over his head. His T-shirt rode up, exposing a strip of skin at his waist, and someone wolf whistled at him. He dropped his arms and caught a wink from a man jogging down the path. Isaac grinned, enjoying the byplay, and got an eyeful of firm ass as the man jogged past. Another sassy glance over the dude’s shoulder and for a long second, Isaac thought about winking back.

All he did was smile and let the jogger continue on his way. Not a bad sight, regardless.

His smartphone said it was lunch time, and the streets around the park were littered with cafés, restaurants, a few food trucks, and coffee carts. He smelled hotdogs grilling nearby. His stomach growled, but the thought of talking to anyone just made him feel tired, despite his nap. Time to go home.

Walking back to the apartment was as easy as getting to the Commons, and he took his time, enjoying stretching out his muscles. Angel used the nearby YMCA for exercising, preferring to swim, a throwback to his short-lived student days. Isaac didn’t mind swimming but lifting weights and jogging were more his speed. He thought about taking the turn to head west to the Y, but he was close enough to the apartment that he could see their building, so he kept going. He could always go back out after lunch.

Isaac stepped into the cool foyer, the floors made of old tile and the staircase just past the mailboxes on the left. He enjoyed the quiet solitude. Isaac went for the mail, opening their box with his key, and grabbed the letters inside before shutting the door and locking it with a twist. He was flipping through the bills and junk mail, heading for the stairs, when his feet slid on the tiles and he slammed into the wall. He grabbed the railing at the base of the steps and moved out of the mess that littered the floor in front of the bottom step.

Dirt, what looked like some trash, and dark streaks of something foul and damp littered the floor beneath his feet, and Isaac carefully stepped out of the disgusting crap and looked up the stairs. It was shadowed in the foyer compared to the brightness of outside, so he couldn’t see the mess when he’d come in, but the entire first flight of stairs was covered in dirt and mud and a dark, reddish-brown fluid that was congealing in the muck. It all stank, like stagnant water and mud riddled with rotten vegetation, with a thick undertone of copper. Like roadkill submerged in the gutter and left to rot.

Someone’s trash bag likely broke as they were leaving, though why the trash wasn’t thrown down the trash chute that ran out to the dumpsters in the rear access alley was beyond him. He grumbled at the mess on his boots and kicked the stairs, knocking off as much as he could.

“Twelve-hundred-dollar leather boots ruined because someone didn’t clean up their shit,” Isaac muttered and abandoned the steps, heading to the right, and the narrow hall that led to the rear entrance and staircase. He didn’t feel like climbing up three flights of crap.

The hallway was narrow, and while usually well-lit, sometime while he was gone the overhead lights near the end of the hallway had gone out. “I’m not even gone long enough for my mail to find me and the building goes to hell,” Isaac swore to himself, striding ahead, the cream walls shadowed, his steps echoing, the ceiling obscured in shadow.

Maybe he ought to forget about eating at home and go out again. He didn’t have the building super’s number to call about the lights and the mess out front, but Angel knew the number. His heart slammed into his ribs as he entered the darkness. “Not the same place,” he made himself say aloud, trying not to think about the hallway in another building in another part of town where Greg died and Deimos kidnapped Isaac. “Not the same place.”

The building wasn’t huge, so he reached the rear foyer and the narrower set of stairs that served the back side of the building. More light came in from the tall, thin glass doors, and Isaac saw Simeon’s car, a sleek black Jag, parked in one of Angel’s reserved spots in the back alley, a fine dusting of pollen covering the glassy finish. Simeon rarely used it, relying on the bloodclan limos and drivers.

Isaac idly thought about asking for the keys and taking it the local car wash when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.
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Broken Glass







S

 harp tingles ran along his left arm and shoulder, and the pressure in the foyer changed. The mail cascaded to the floor and slid across the tiles in all directions. He grabbed his left arm and spun, backing away. The air shimmered, and Isaac hit the doors behind him. They only opened by swinging into the foyer, so they refused to budge. The air glinted and spun, as if glass were falling, a shower of shards cutting downwards at an angle from the ceiling. His arm went numb, his left hand throbbing as if he’d slept on it.

The ambient magic fields surged, like someone was reaching for the veil, but couldn’t quite do it—much like a student learning the ropes of tapping the veil. Isaac knew the sensation from his own training and watching Angel train others for a decade.

“What the fuck?” Isaac gasped out. It wasn’t Angel’s magic, nor was it his brother’s wards—this magic was foreign to him, a stranger’s magic. They were the only practitioners in the building—the rest of the inhabitants were mundane humans. He didn’t know what the spell was and wasn’t going to stick around to find out, since the numbness was spreading out from his shoulder, down his left side, and creeping up his neck.

The surge abated, but the shimmer in the air remained. In the distance down the hall, in the front of the building, a shadow moved, and Isaac’s heart leapt into his chest. The stench from the front foyer rose in the air, and Isaac gagged, mouth salivating as the urge to vomit grew stronger, the foul odor flooding his senses. The spell hovering in the air twitched, he saw the shadow again, closer. Coming down the hall.

“Aw fuck this!” He did something he hadn’t done in a very long time. He called to his magic and fumbled for a spell. None came to mind, and his affinity unleashed instinctively, obeying his desire to escape. The glass and wood doors behind him shattered and erupted away, a burst of fire and smoke billowing out into the rear access alley. Debris rained down across the cobblestones and tall brick walls of the adjacent building. Isaac stumbled into the shadowed space, his hip bouncing off Simeon’s Jag. The car alarm went off, echoing in the narrow lane, and Isaac spun away, rounding the rear of the car and sprinting down the alley.

His chest was growing tight, the numbness spreading down to his hip. His left arm was useless, limp and flailing as he ran, and he grabbed his left wrist and held it to his belly with his right, trying to hold himself together. He looked back, just once, the car lights flashing, the alarm blaring, and the weird glimmer in the air caught the light near the car. The horn cut out abruptly.

Isaac wrenched back around. He ran out the access alley, across the street, and down Hancock. Angel’s studio was less than a ten minute walk from the apartment and running he could make it in five. Isaac dodged pedestrians, ignoring their shouts and cursing, almost knocking into a stroller. His hip ached, and he couldn’t feel parts of his back. The numbness continued to spread, the muscles on the leading-edge flaring with pain before the spell took over. A hitch grew in his stomach, breath ragged. He was in shape, but whatever the spell was doing ate away at his stamina and blocked his nerves. He couldn’t even feel his left arm or hand.

Sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging. He wiped at his face, left arm swinging wide to hit a blue post office box as he approached the four-story building that housed the studio. He grabbed at his arm again and kept running, even as his left thigh went numb, and his knee ached. The numbness was crowding over the back of his scalp, itching along the leading edge of the spell, and his vision swam for a second before he shook his head, clearing it. He ran across the intersection at the corner of the building, horns blaring and brakes squealing.

A bookstore occupied the entire first floor of the building, stone and glass windows reflecting the passing traffic and people on the sidewalk. The entrance to the bookstore was shared with the staircase that went upstairs to the other rented spaces. Isaac hit the doors, spinning inside, and he crashed into the wall. He could see back the way he came, and past the cars and crowded sidewalk, he saw a figure standing on the other side of the intersection he’d just sprinted across. His vision blurred again, sweat and the spell blurring his vision, and he blinked, frantic to clear it. Store customers from the arched entrances on either side of the foyer gaped at him, whispering. A store employee, one he vaguely recalled from his numerous visits to Angel’s studio over the years, came out of the store and ran to Isaac. He slid down the wall, panting hard, the spell creeping higher.

“Are you okay, Isaac?” The bookstore clerk asked, and Isaac tried to smile despite everything. She knew his name. She smiled back and knelt next to him. “Do you want me to call 911?”

“My phone,” Isaac gasped out, trying to breathe. “In my jacket. Speed dial one.”

She frowned, but hesitantly reached under the edge of his jacket and patted the pocket until she found his phone, Isaac keeping a wary eye on the doors. No one came in, people walked by on the sidewalk, acting normally. She woke the phone—Isaac was thankful he never bothered to lock it—and she dialed. “Put it on speaker,” Isaac groaned, pain flaring in his neck and jaw. He’d lost feeling in his hips and left leg.

The clerk did as he asked, and it rang out. Not even a full ring before it was answered. “Isaac, want to have lunch…”

Isaac interrupted his brother. “Angie…” He coughed. “Downstairs. Help.”

“Don’t hang up!” Angel shouted, and Isaac thanked every deity he could think of for his brother’s willingness to confront anything head on. He could hear Milly calling after Angel over the open line, and the noise Angel made as he banged his way down the stairs, probably several at a time. The building didn’t have an elevator in the front, just a service lift in the back of the building, and Angel wouldn’t fuck around with waiting on it.

Isaac groaned again, the numbness forcing its way across his chest. It was getting harder to breathe, and parts of his left jawline were growing numb. His vision blurred again, and he blinked rapidly, trying to clear it. It came back just as Angel rounded the last landing on the stairs, phone in hand, worry on his expressive face. Angel jumped down the last of the stairs, clearing at least six steps, and skidded to a halt by Isaac’s hip.

“Please move,” Angel ordered, kneeling, and the store clerk squeaked and dropped Isaac’s phone before backing away.

Angel set his phone down and raised his hands, hellfire sparking to life. It gave off no heat, so it wasn’t the kind Angel used in combat. Isaac coughed again and went limp, sliding down the rest of the wall to lie on his side, blinking slowly. Green filled his vision, and the creeping numbness receded from his head. He struggled to take a full breath, heart racing. He could see better, though, Angel doing something to halt the spread.

Milly came racing down the stairs, Daniel on her heels. Eroch flew into the foyer, agitated, hissing in warning to the gathering spectators from the store. Milly carried her high heels in one hand, running barefoot across the foyer to kneel at her partner’s side. “What happened?” Milly asked, and Angel shook his head.

“There’s a spell attacking his nervous system,” Angel replied, eyes vague. His brother was using his inner vision, able to see the spell as it crept along his body.

“Isaac, sweetheart,” Milly leaned over him, a cool hand brushing damp hair from his eyes. He blinked up at her, her striking features wrought with concern. “Can you tell me what happened? It will help us stop this.”

“Broken glass,” Isaac gasped, words strangled. “Hovering in the air. Shadows. Someone watching.”

Milly sat back abruptly and cast Angel a sharp glance. “Broken glass hovering in the air. Contritum speculum
 . It’s a paralyzing spell, an ambush trap. Isaac probably walked into it. He wouldn’t have seen it in the dark. You should be able to burn it away.”

“I can see it,” Angel agreed, jaw tense. “Isaac don’t move.”

He would have laughed if he still could. He was barely able to blink, and breathing was still difficult. “Hurry.”

“I got you, kiddo,” Angel promised. His hands already awash in a hellfire that grew in fury, Angel gripped Isaac’s shoulders. The hellfire whooshed
 as it ran along the surface of his body.

People gasped in alarm. Daniel stood behind Milly and Angel, dark eyes wide, his best friend frightened. Eroch had landed on his shoulder, one front paw on the top of Daniel’s ear, the little dragon sitting up on his rear legs, wings fanning out behind him. A crowd was growing in the foyer, and if Isaac hadn’t been so preoccupied with trying to breathe, he might have been embarrassed.

When air came, it was cool and refreshing. Isaac sucked in a deep breath, back arching, mouth wide. The oppressive cold oozed back to his left shoulder. Milly turning Isaac onto his right side. Angel leaned over him, blocking out the light. “Don’t breathe too fast; easy,” Milly spoke softly, rubbing the back of his neck. He nodded, reining in the frantic instinct to take huge gulping breaths. He didn’t want to hyperventilate and pass out.

He closed his eyes, relaxing as the spell was burned away. Hellfire was not the same as the fire Isaac could call—natural fire and hellfire were vastly different manifestations of magic and affinities. If Angel wished, the hellfire would do more than consume the hostile spell latched onto Isaac. It could burn as any flame, but only if Angel willed it. It was one flame Isaac had no defense for—it was not fire, only appeared to be.

“Fuck,” he groaned when the spell was lifted away. He couldn’t see what Angel did to it once it was removed, and people were gasping and talking excitedly. That was typical of his big brother—impressive and making the locals nervous with every piece of magic.

“Try to sit up, dear,” Milly urged him, tugging at his jacket. He opened his eyes and got his hands under him. His left hand was bloody and ached. Probably from when he knocked into the mailbox on the corner. One knuckle was split and bleeding.

“I should have stayed in bed,” Isaac groaned again. Daniel and Angel helped get him to his feet. Eroch leapt from Daniel’s shoulder to Angel’s, curling around his neck. Daniel pulled his arm around his shoulders, and Isaac leaned, grateful they were nearly the same height. Daniel was slimmer, but still wiry with muscle.

“The spell is gone,” Angel said, stooping to grab both their phones and pocketing them. Angel turned to the store clerk who’d helped Isaac. “Thank you for helping my brother. Did you happen to see anything?”

She came back out into the foyer from the edge of the crowd. She gave Eroch a huge, sparkling smile and the dragon preened, winking at her. Angel coughed. He was so weird about people cooing over his familiar. The clerk blushed. She shook her head. “I saw him run in. My mom is a wizard, and he looked like my brother did one day when he tripped a security ward on her office. I didn’t see anyone cast it, and he came in from the street at a dead run.”

Angel nodded, grim. “Thank you again, Mary. I’ll be back down later to place a new order of books for next term.”

That was her name. Mary. Isaac felt like as ass. Isaac gave her a thin smile in thanks, but she was staring at Angel like he hung the moon. She gave them all a brilliant smile. “Sure thing, Angel! Glad I could help.” Mary went back to her customers, gently shooing them off into the stacks.

“Upstairs.” Daniel didn’t even hesitate, he started walking toward the stairs at Angel’s order. Isaac’s feet were working again. He felt normal, except for running full-out for several blocks while being attacked by a spell. He was able to climb the stairs, Daniel quietly encouraging him the whole time.

He was exhausted by the time they got to the fourth floor where the studio was located, and he’d stopped trying to pretend he wasn’t giving Daniel most of his weight. “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” Isaac bitched as Angel led the way into the office. Angel rolled his eyes and pointed to the couch. Daniel carted Isaac over to the couch and they both dropped down, bouncing. Isaac leaned on Daniel, who grabbed his arm and held on tight.

Milly came in behind them and shut the door, touching the wall briefly, powering up the wards. Angel sat on the coffee table in front of the couch, and Milly leaned on Angel’s shoulder as she slipped her heels back on, instantly gaining six inches in height.

“Where were you?”

“At the apartment building.” Angel stiffened at Isaac’s words, expression going blank, his green-brown eyes cold. Isaac felt the same. Someone fucked with their home. “I spent the morning by Frog Pond and went home for lunch. There was a horrible mess on the main stairs. I went down the rear hall to use the backstairs. The lights weren’t working right. I got into the back foyer and saw movement. The spell hit my shoulder,” Isaac grabbed his left shoulder, remembering the odd sensation as the spell latched on. “It was if the air was shattered, a plane of glass broken and hovering in the air.”

“Was anyone there?” Milly asked.

“I saw…something or someone…back near the front foyer down the hall. There wasn’t anyone there when I came in.” He frowned, thinking back. The run over was a bit blurry. “Shit!” He sat up fast, startling Daniel. “I think whoever was there at the apartment followed me here.”

Angel stood, Eroch taking off at the abrupt movement, and Angel went to the windows overlooking the street and the front entrance. Angel peered back down the street in the direction of the apartment. “Did you see who it was? Get a good look at them?”

“Something was wrong with either my eyes or the shadows or something,” Isaac explained, shaking his head. “After I blasted out the rear doors to escape,” Isaac admitted, and Angel gave him an arch look, conveying he’d need to explain that part later, “whoever it was came after me into the alley. I was running at this point—I saw the broken glass in the air next to the Jag and a shadowed figure and kept going. I saw the same weird figure on the street across the intersection, right out front.”

“Alright,” Angel left the window, looking to Milly. “Milly and I are going to the apartment.” Angel pointed at Isaac and Daniel on the couch. “The two of you are staying here. I’m activating the wards, so no one is going to be able to get in here. No leaving.”

“Angie…” Isaac tried to complain at being treated like a child, but Angel glared, and he shut his mouth. He grumbled but slouched on the couch, Daniel eyeing them both nervously.

“Angel, someone set a trap at the apartment building and you want to go waltzing right into it?” Milly asked.

“We’re not the only people who live there,” Angel said, heading for his office. He came back out, carrying his athame. “There may be more traps set in that building. Between the two of us, we should be more than equipped to handle any surprises. School gets out in a couple hours. I don’t want our neighbors coming home and getting hurt. Let’s go.”

“Oh, dear,” Milly sighed, but she grabbed her purse and jacket regardless and met Angel at the door. Milly went out first after powering down the wards. Angel paused at the threshold.

“Power the wards up. Don’t leave.” Daniel shot up off the couch, Isaac falling over to land where he’d been sitting.

“Danny, dammit!” Isaac tried to right himself but his body was having trouble figuring itself out.

“Sorry, Isaac.” Daniel hurried to the door, ready to raise the wards.

“Daniel, keep practicing while I’m gone. You’re not off the hook. Isaac, sit there and don’t get in any more trouble.”

“Yes, Dad,” Isaac snarked as he slowly sat up, favoring his hurt hand. “I totally walked into a trap then ran here for help completely on purpose to annoy you.”

“Don’t do it again,” Angel smirked, and Isaac rolled his eyes. “I’ll be back.” At that, Angel shut the door. Daniel locked it behind him then touched the wall, powering the wards back up.
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Isaac stretched and realized,
 at some point, he had fallen asleep. The studio was quiet, and he struggled to sit up. He took off his jacket and tossed it to the coffee table then stood, doing another stretch, relishing the burn in his muscles. The hand he smacked into the mailbox stung like hell but wasn’t badly damaged, just a scrape along the back of his knuckles. He felt restored, but not quite perfect.

He still felt odd.

Isaac had a sinking feeling in his belly he would feel odd for a long time to come, and it had nothing to do with a spell.

“Feeling better?”

Daniel stood at the door of the nearest workroom, cheerfully smiling. He did that more now than before Isaac had gone into rehab. Smiling, not asking after how he was feeling.

“Tons, actually. Bit stiff, but I’ll live. How long was I asleep?” Isaac headed for the small kitchenette and went hunting for tea in the cupboards. He found a black leaf blend and grabbed a mug and an unopened bottle of water.

“About thirty minutes.”

Daniel drifted over and leaned on the counter. Isaac dropped the tea bag in the mug, opened the bottle, and poured in the water. He tossed away the bottle and grabbed the mug. Daniel frowned and opened his mouth to ask, but Isaac beat him to it, holding the mug with both hands and staring at the water. A few seconds later, steam rose, the water churning gently. Not quite a boil, and the mug grew warm. Isaac sipped the hot fluid and gave it another few seconds before it was at his preferred temperature.

Daniel stared at the mug before lifting his gaze to search Isaac’s face, curious. “I’ve never seen you do magic unless you absolutely had to. Like with healing my hand or an attacking troll or saving my life from a house fire.”

Isaac took another sip to buy himself time. The tea needed to steep for a few minutes, but it was hot enough. “One of my doctors is this hot dude I call Dr. M.” Isaac shrugged at the inquisitive brow raise from Daniel, a move that proved his brother was influencing Daniel in more ways than an education. Isaac smiled to himself, liking the confidence boost in Daniel. “Dr. M is big on making me confront my past. One of the things I had to do was stop pretending I wasn’t a Salvatore. I had to stop denying who and what I was. I felt guilt and grief, even neck deep in denial, so living like a mundane mortal was a waste of energy and made me feel worse.”

“And that means using magic?” Daniel asked, dark eyes bright with something that reminded Isaac of hope. Maybe it was.

Isaac shrugged. He gestured with the mug. “Small steps. I was fine casting if someone was in danger. It got around my hang-ups. But purposefully doing magic without the driving need behind it? I couldn’t. So, heating my mug.” Isaac grimaced. “I tried to cast before when I walked into that trap. It didn’t…go so well.”

Daniel reached out and gently squeezed Isaac’s wrist, the touch a comfort he didn’t know he needed. Isaac sighed, staring down into his tea. Angel was right. Other people lived in the same building as them. Not smart, but no one complained, even when a demon had rampaged through the building and busted Angel’s place. The same people in the other apartments had all been there for longer than Angel and Isaac, and it was their home. That trap could have hurt any one of them, and the kids in the large upstairs apartment could have come in through the back if they rode their bikes home from school. Isaac walking into it first had probably saved someone else from getting hurt.

“Do you think we were the targets?” Isaac asked, putting down his mug.

Daniel frowned, and Isaac’s lip twitched in fond amusement. Daniel was adorable, and there was no way he could be mad or upset and not look captivating. Daniel shifted, leaning back on the counter while he thought. “I could tell that Angel has a suspicion we were the targets. Maybe him or one of us. It was set during the day, near noon. Not for Simeon, even with the back alley in shade most of the day and the windows warded. I know the humans in the building are mundane mortals, and none are closely related to any practitioners, so that leaves the three of us.”

Daniel impressed him, a smile curving Isaac’s lips at the easy way the hypothesis spun out from the younger man. He grinned, and Daniel rolled his eyes, nudging him with an elbow. “Stop it. I pay attention, is all.”

“Smart as hell, actually.” Isaac wanted to see more of Daniel like this, confident and happy. “What if the spell was a trap for the people who live there?” Isaac asked, curious as to what Daniel might come up with.

Daniel thought for a minute then shook his head. “There’s been no drama from any of them the entire time I’ve lived there, and most practitioners wouldn’t bother using magic on mundane mortals—regular physical means are sufficient to cause trouble.”

Isaac nodded. It made sense. “How ya been, Danny?”

Daniel was knocked a bit by the abrupt change in topic, but then a faint blush swept across his cheeks. “I’ve been doing better. I’m okay.”

Isaac nodded slowly, thinking maybe Daniel was indeed okay. The shattered young man Angel claimed as his apprentice to keep him out of prison and alive was now a sweet, charming person with a heart as wide as his smile and a capacity for kindness that made Isaac all too aware of his own failings. He wasn’t jealous of Daniel; they were two vastly different people. Daniel made Isaac want to be a better person. Daniel was his best friend, and a part of him was a little sad he felt nothing romantic for the younger man. “I’m glad, Danny. You deserve to be happy.”

Tears gathered in Daniel’s dark eyes, and Isaac was glad he’d set down his mug because Daniel launched himself at him. Ribs complaining under the onslaught, Isaac hugged Daniel back just as hard. They let go after a long moment, and Daniel chuckled. “Angel is gonna be cranky if I don’t practice.” He wiped at his eyes then gave Isaac a questioning glance. “Want to help?”

Isaac’s heart jumped a bit in his chest. He’d promised himself and Dr. M that he would use his magic, and he wouldn’t ignore that part of himself anymore. He gathered what was left of his courage. “Sure, Danny. Been a long time since I did any of this, so go easy on me.”

Daniel grabbed his hand and tugged him to the closest workroom. “I’m nicer than Angel, don’t worry. This will be fun.”

“Oh, yay?” He tried to make it sound enthusiastic, but it just came out pitiful. Daniel laughed though, and Isaac let the apprentice drag him into the workroom.
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Change is Never Easy







H

 e had no pride left, no self-confidence, and he hadn’t been this embarrassed since the first time Angel came to get him from a bar when he was stinking drunk. He lay on the floor, gasping, regretting his efforts to run through the affinity tests with Daniel.

Daniel coughed into his hand, trying not to laugh. He stood over Isaac, who lay panting on the floor, arms out to his sides, body tingling. The wards and runes carved into the floor glowed a purplish hue, a combination of red flame and blue waves. It reflected off Daniel’s already pale face, making him appear otherworldly. And devious, with that sparkle in his dark eyes.

“You’re a sneaky lil’ shit, aren’t ya?” Isaac griped, and Daniel burst out laughing. Isaac grinned at the carefree joy he heard. “Angel hasn’t been rectifying your education—he’s been teaching you to be Angel 2.0. Bastard.”

Daniel laughed harder and reached down to help Isaac up. He took the offered hand, shaking his head, groaning as he got to his feet. “You both suck.”

Daniel snorted then grinned wider. “Angel taught you, too. I bet you’re capable of being even sneakier.”

Isaac stretched, using the time to avoid answering. “Maybe.” Isaac dropped his arms and grimaced. “So, water affinity? Angel told me that Rory sussed it out while I was in Nevermore. The kettle exploding now makes sense.”

Months ago, during a spat over something Isaac couldn’t recall, he and Daniel managed to make Grandma Salvatore’s antique kettle erupt with steam and scalding water, destroying Daniel’s hand. Isaac managed to heal the injury, but it still brought it home for him just how uncontrolled his magic was, and that it couldn’t continue.

Daniel nodded. “Yeah. Not fun. Thank you again, for healing me.” Daniel rubbed his hand, pensive, until there came a solid knock on the workroom door.

“Angel’s back,” Daniel said and went to the wall, powering down the runes and dismissing the shields.

Isaac brushed himself free of non-existent dust then followed Daniel out of the room. Milly was feeding Eroch tiny tidbits from a pastry wrapped in wax paper, and Angel gestured to the coffee table and the pile of food in takeout bags.

“What did you find?” Isaac asked, anxious to know, but he also wanted food.

Angel flung himself down in an armchair, leaning back. Milly sniffed, glaring at Angel, who gave an exaggerated sigh.

“The building super was there by the time Milly and I got the apartment building. I found the mail you dropped. I had to explain the mess you made of the back alley. I arranged to pay for the damage, so he didn’t call the cops. Thankfully, Simeon has insurance. The Jag will live.”

“Angel!”

Angel gave him a swift wink, and Isaac rolled his eyes. “Fine. Whoever cast the broken glass spell was gone. Milly and I found traces of the spells. The mess on the front stairs was meant to push you to the narrower back foyer, there was a rapidly decaying aversion spell laced with the organic matter and trash to drive you away. Subtle magic, but effective. And with the placement of the broken glass spell, it’s a miracle you didn’t walk face first into the trap.”

“Any ideas about who or why?”

“Some, but it’s just conjecture. The Council has been gone for nearly a month. The bloodclan and my own sources say the Council has left Boston for good. I wouldn’t put it past them to hire an outside contractor of sorts to get back at me. If either of us took that spell to the face, I don’t think we’d have been able to burn it away before becoming incapacitated. That leaves the question of what was planned next. Kidnapping attempt? Easier to kill once down? Maybe just torture until it ran its course? A nasty prank or random attack? I’m not sure. Knowing the identity of the offender would make narrowing down a motive easier.” Angel paused, then eyed Isaac. “Whoever it was followed you here. You weren’t seeing things. I called Simeon, he’s going to scent out the person responsible. Hopefully whoever it was didn’t have their scent magically altered, so we might get lucky. He can’t track this person down during the day, but we’re gonna give it a try tonight if he gets enough off the foyer and back alley.”

“Scáth, too, yeah?” Isaac referred to the hellhound Angel gave his mate a few months back. It was a beast forged in death magic, given body and spirit on this plane, and Simeon dearly loved the huge hellhound. A rare piece of magic and extremely valuable on the international market, Scáth was treated like the family pet he had become.

“Of course! Simeon loves taking him for a walk,” Angel’s grin was evil. Beacon Hill was used to Angel being a bit extra, but an elegant, suited vampire walking a hellhound around the one-hundred-and-five acres of their little slice of Boston was more than the locals were accustomed to seeing. It was a good thing Animal Control was terrified of Eroch and Angel, and they had the BPD on speed dial.

“Okay,” Isaac said, tension easing off from his shoulders and back. Angel had things well in hand. Whoever messed with Isaac today was in for a world of hurt. Isaac sat on the couch, Daniel plunking himself down next to him, and they bickered over the best pieces of takeout. Angel gave him a long, considering glance before focusing on his own food.
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It was late.
 Angel and Simeon returned after a long night of tracking, but the vampire’s keen senses and even Scáth’s nose were insufficient to track the unknown assailant. Angel said the difficulty was in the trail being confused with multiple scents, and the magic decaying rapidly, the scents changing constantly until it eventually went cold. Isaac worried about what that meant, and he watched his brother after he returned, worrying a bit. Angel hated not solving a problem on the first try, and failure made him even more determined.

The soft orange of the street lamps illuminated enough of the living room that he left the lights off. Daniel was sleeping, Angel and Simeon talking quietly in their room, the door ajar. Eroch was passed out on Angel’s bed, visible over the back of the couch where Isaac sat sideways, staring out the windows to the street.

He gripped an old diary in his hands, the black leather binding as pristine as the day it was made, thanks to spells and protective runes. Astoria Salvatore died over a century before, one of the most powerful reigning matriarchs of the Salvatore clan. She died in a battle, one of the worst in the Blood Wars, in a confrontation that claimed the life of her eldest son, and all the remaining members of the Melbourne family, a clan allied with the Macavoys. Her son was their great-great-great grandfather, Ignacio Salvatore, but he died in his early forties. He had a single child, a son named Arturo, who he fathered in his early twenties before being widowed. Dying in his forties was young for a practitioner, especially a Salvatore, even in those days before modern medicine. Astoria was over a hundred when she died. Arturo went on to continue the family line after the death of his father and grandmother.

Angel had gifted him the family heirloom for Christmas, perhaps thinking that Isaac would appreciate the struggles of another Salvatore with the fire affinity. He knew, just as surely as he did the date of his own birth, Angel had never read the diary himself, and perhaps only had a cursory knowledge of its contents.

Astoria was an addict, her truth revealed in the diary she kept until the day she died. Opium was the poison of her day, and she used it without shame or guilt, no excuses. Perhaps the lack thereof was merely a product of her time, or maybe her no fucks given attitude was entirely real. Isaac wasn’t going to volunteer this tidbit of their ancestress’s life to Angel, though—his brother would not handle it well at all. Not due to some prudish hang-up, but mostly because Angel would think the diary might do Isaac more harm than good. His brother was very protective. Yet ignoring the realities of addiction and those who toiled with it helped no one, especially the addicts.

Isaac snorted to himself. In Nevermore, he learned in group therapy the word ‘addict’ was slowly being weaned out of usage, some arguing that the associated stigma was holding back progress in treatments. He understood that mentality, and could see the point, yet Dr. Mephaestus, his psychiatrist, repeatedly assured Isaac he could call himself whatever he wished, as long as it didn’t turn into a mental punishment. Isaac needed to call himself an addict so he could not hide behind denial and slide back into old, bad habits. Others experiencing the same troubles needed to use what was best for them, and Isaac used what he needed. The word, for him, did what he needed it to. It was a reminder.

“Isaac?”

He looked up over the back of the couch. Angel was standing in his doorway, dressed in sleep pants, barefoot and shirtless. Simeon was already in bed, and Angel had one hand on the door, obviously about to turn off the light and go to sleep himself. Isaac grew red in the face, feeling like he was intruding somehow. “Isaac, why are you sitting in the dark?”

Angel left the doorway to his room, pulling it shut behind him. Isaac put the diary on the coffee table, scooting over to give Angel room on the couch next to him. “I was just thinking.”

“About?” Angel asked quietly, sitting carefully beside him.

“Stuff,” Isaac said, and the quick grin that raced across Angel’s face made him smile briefly. It was too reminiscent of the many exchanges they’d had when he was a kid. Angel raised him, from thirteen onward, and it was another guilt on Isaac’s already-laden soul that he never appreciated how his older brother had stepped up and became his parent when he was needed. “I never thanked you. I’m sorry about that.”

“Thanked me for what?” Angel was confused, but his appraisal was steady. That was Angel in all things. Steady. Immovable.

“Raising me,” Isaac choked up, jaw tight. “You went from street warfare to parent in the space of a night. It was hard on both of us, but I never appreciated the strain it put on you. I was so blinded by my…” Isaac heaved in a deep breath before continuing. “I was blinded by guilt and grief. I couldn’t see past my own emotional wreckage to see what was going on with you.”

“Isaac. Kiddo,” Angel shushed him, grabbing his wrist and squeezing. “You were thirteen. You were traumatized. No teenager in that situation would have seen past his own turmoil. And while it was hard raising you, since I didn’t have a fucking clue, we’re both here now. Alive. Grown up. And talking better than ever. No more apologies. No more guilt. We need to let it go, both of us.”

“I have to apologize though, for the drinking.” Angel looked like he was going to protest, but Isaac held up a hand and Angel remained quiet. “I was using the drinking to hide from my pain and my guilt. It was a poor escape that never worked, and I knew it, but I kept drinking anyway. I forced you to save me time and again and you did it, answering every time I called. Pulling me out of bars and the gutter and the drunk tank at the nearest police station. I was angry and bitter, and I put that emotional baggage onto you, and I did it for years.”

He struggled with tears, and Angel’s expression was one of pain and sadness, and that hurt Isaac even more. “I am so sorry.”

Angel yanked him forward into a tight hug, pressing their faces together. Isaac hugged his older brother as hard as he could, unashamed to be clinging.

“I would say there’s no need to be sorry,” Angel whispered roughly, “but I know that’s something you need to do. I won’t take that from you. I will say thank you, and I love you.” He squeezed harder, and Isaac choked a bit, making Angel let him go and pull back a bit. “I know you’re sorry. I do. Say it as much as you need to. I believe you.”

Isaac nodded. His guilt and grief were living things, crawling out from the dark, crouching behind him in the recesses of his mind and heart. He breathed, calming his racing pulse, counting to ten then doing it again. “I was wondering…”

Angel nudged him with his elbow when he paused. “What?”

“I need retraining. In my magic.” Isaac said in a rush, reluctantly meeting Angel’s surprised gaze. “I didn’t react fast enough when I was attacked. I’m strong. I should be able to take care of myself. Will you…help me? Angel, help me be who I should have been.”

He rarely managed to surprise his brother. Angel wasn’t someone who was easily surprised in general—Isaac knew of no time in his memory of seeing Angel speechless. His brother fell back against the cushions, blinking at him, mouth agape, eyes wide.

“Did I break you?” Isaac teased, a bit worried, but also finding the situation a little humorous.

Angel shook his head and leaned toward Isaac. “Do you mean it?”

Isaac nodded. “I do. I went through some of the affinity tests with Daniel today, and he wiped the floor with me. I can’t be who I want to be and avoid my magic anymore.”

Angel tilted his head. “Who do you want to be?”

Isaac looked back out the windows, the sky dark, the view mostly obstructed by the angle and the buildings across the street. The moon was climbing in the sky, full, a brilliant silver-white, and soon he wouldn’t be able to see it from where he sat. “I don’t know. Not really. I do know I don’t want to be who I’ve been. It feels like I’m on a path I never should have tread. A path belonging to someone else. I’ve been living a life never meant for me, and who I should have been is still waiting for me.” He looked back to Angel. He smiled, a wry twist to his mouth, and a pang went through Isaac’s chest. “It isn’t denial to wish for a better life, to be better. Maybe if I try hard enough, I can become who I feel like I should have been all along.”

He grunted when Angel flung himself forward, locking him in a tight embrace. Isaac hugged his brother back, burying his face in Angel’s shoulder. Angel might be smaller, but he was strong and lean, and every squeeze conveyed just how much he cared. Isaac held on, happiness making a rare appearance.
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Dawn came
 with a growing warmth and the cooing of pigeons on the fire escape. Isaac cracked the window in his room, and Eroch chirped in thanks before leaping into the air, flames shooting from his jaws. He kept the window open only enough for Eroch to squeeze in and out—he didn’t want a flock of frantic, flaming pigeons destroying his room. Luckily he’d been up for a while already, and Eroch didn’t wake him with his demands to set his breakfast on fire.

Isaac chuckled when the pigeons squawked in alarm, taking to the air. He let the dragon go about his morning hunt, grabbed the trash bag off his bed, and went to his closet. He yanked down a box from the shelf over his head and dumped a pint of whiskey and a fifth of vodka into the bag. He shoved the box back, then went digging through his jacket and coat collection. He found two flasks and a small glass bottle of scotch. He quickly dumped out one flask into the bag, setting it aside for Angel since it was a family piece, and just tossed the cheap stainless-steel flask into the trash with the scotch.

The stench hit him in the face with a sickening punch, and he dropped the bag as his body convulsed in a terrible, uncontrollable dry heave. He wiped at his face, eyes watering, mouth filling with saliva as his body prepared to vomit. He stumbled for the door, slipping into the hallway, and made it unseen to the bathroom just in time. Shutting the door, he fell across the bathroom sink and was wracked by dry heaves, back and torso muscles convulsing, despite nothing coming up. Panting hard, Isaac slumped on the counter, the cool marble a relief on his forehead and his cheeks, and he moved his head, trying to calm his body and the reaction to the liquor. He pushed back flashes of the hallucinations he developed during detox and ran the water in the sink, splashing his face.

Voices came from the kitchen and the living room, muted through the door. Everyone was getting ready to start their day, and he needed to finish his task before he left for his appointment. Isaac washed his face and hands, and then brushed his teeth again, even though he hadn’t vomited. Anything to feel refreshed after that episode. Opening the door, he checked to see if anyone would see him, and then made his way back to his room as casually as he could.

He held his breath and gripped the top of the bag as tightly as he could so no fumes escaped. The metal and glass clanked loudly, and Daniel poked his head through the open door of his room. “What ya doing?”

“Spring cleaning,” Isaac said as casually as he could manage, holding up the garbage bag. He went to his dresser and opened drawers one at a time, rifling through his clothing. He found two bottles of whiskey, one nearly empty, and shook his head. He tossed both bottles away, making sure not to breathe when he opened the bag, and did his best not to touch the bottles for too long. His stomach cramped a bit and his lungs burned, and he made sure to breathe shallowly through his mouth when the bag was shut.

Daniel watched the whole time, bearing silent witness. Thankfully Danny didn’t seem to notice how on edge he was, or maybe he just attributed it to an addict tossing his stash. He wanted every trace out of the room and the apartment, but doing it was tougher than he expected. Saliva pooled in his mouth, and he swallowed it back, bile threatening to make an appearance, but he beat it back by mentally reminding himself over and over he was throwing it all away and it wouldn’t be there anymore.

Isaac didn’t have much in the way of stuff. When he gave up the apartment he shared with his now-dead boyfriend Greg, he’d let Angel decide what to do with the contents. Most of it went into the trash or was donated to charity. He didn’t keep much except for some furniture, his clothing, and some personal items from his teenage years. He paused, the garbage bag stinking of alcohol, and his stomach rolled. Thinking of Greg dying right in front of him, combined with the stench of booze was nauseating. His mouth watered, and he carefully closed the bag, breathing through his mouth.

“Isaac?” Daniel’s worry was a tangible thing, pressing in on him. He swallowed hard, throat clicking.

He coughed into his arm and wiped at his face. He shook his head, trying to dislodge the memories and the smell, and then reached down for the bag.

Daniel was a step inside the room, one hand out, dark eyes glistening. “Isaac?”

“I’m okay,” Isaac replied, voice rough. He sighed, exasperated with himself. “No, actually, I’m not okay.”

“What can I do?” Daniel asked gently.

Isaac shook his head. “Just be you.”

Daniel raced a few steps to reach his side, and hugged him, indifferent to the garbage bag full of his troubles and bad choices. A soft kiss landed on his cheek, and Isaac grinned, wrapping his free arm around his best friend. “Why can’t I be in love with you?” he murmured into soft blond hair, and Daniel chuckled.

“We’d drive each other crazy.” Daniel rubbed his hands up and down Isaac’s back, and Isaac sighed, the bad memories departing, chased away by the gentle love and compassion Daniel shared with every breath he took.

“We would,” Isaac agreed. Being in love with Daniel would be easy, but unfulfilling. There was no attraction, not in that way. Fire and water, meeting in steam and smoke, leaving naught but damage and emptiness in its wake.

Isaac closed his eyes hard and let a few tears escape. “I’m sorry, Danny.”

Daniel hugged him so hard he had trouble breathing. “For what?” His tone was light and kind, and Isaac grinned because Danny knew exactly what for and wasn’t saying it aloud because he was a kind man. Isaac found himself futilely wishing love could come when it made the most sense.

“For everything.” Isaac couldn’t bring himself to say more. Daniel tsked
 at him like he would when Eroch was being naughty, and he kissed Isaac’s cheek. His best friend wasn’t slow, and his nature one of boundless love.

“Forgiven. Always.” It was just that simple, and just that hard, but Isaac knew Daniel meant it. Daniel pulled away and gestured to the garbage bag. “Want me to throw it away?”

“No,” Isaac shook his head once, wiping at the tears under his eyes. “I need to do it myself.”

“Ok,” Daniel said with a tiny half-smile and something akin to pride in his dark eyes. He took Isaac’s hand in his and threaded their fingers together. “Can I watch?”

Isaac snorted out a surprised laugh. “Perv.”

“Hey!” Daniel mock glared then tugged Isaac to follow him out of the bedroom. “Did you get it all?”

Isaac paused and took in his room critically, thinking hard. He was pretty sure it was empty, since he got all his hiding spots. He resolved to double check when he wasn’t expected somewhere.

“I think so,” Isaac answered as he followed Daniel out of the apartment and to the garbage chute in the middle of the hallway. Daniel opened the steel door, and Isaac shoved the bag in, listening as it crashed against the metal walls to the dumpster near the mouth of the rear alley. He was glad he didn’t live in the apartment below them; that made a racket going down. Daniel let the door go and it snapped shut on its own.

Isaac stood there, staring at the door, the metal carved with flourishes and flush to the wall. It was steel, and made to look old-fashioned, keeping in code with the building’s historical feel. And he was avoiding thinking about what he just threw away.

“I may not be in love with you, but I do love you, Danny,” Isaac said while facing the wall, pain underneath everything like a bruise that had yet to reach the surface of his skin.

“I love you, too,” Danny said before they fell into a soft quiet, the distant sounds of the rest of the building and the traffic outside filtering through the pensive moment. Isaac tried to smile—he believed Daniel. His friend was too earnest to fuck around with lying about such things, and he wouldn’t say it to make someone feel better.

Daniel nudged his shoulder with his, still holding hands. “C’mon, let’s go back inside.”

Isaac let Daniel tug him back into the apartment, the apprentice firing up the wards as he locked the door.

Angel was in the kitchen, Simeon leaning over him, heads close together as they spoke softly to one another. They were an odd pair, but perfect for one another, and Isaac mentally castigated himself for ever bitching about his brother getting involved with a vampire. Angel was happy. Isaac couldn’t recall ever seeing his brother so happy before he and Simeon got together. Angel was smiling, and Simeon kissed the side of his neck, saying something that made Angel laugh. Isaac blushed and looked away, not wanting to see his brother get sexy with his mate.

“Any plans for the day?” Daniel asked, dropping onto the couch and stretching out.

Isaac pulled out his smartphone, checking the time. “I have an appointment with my therapist, actually. I need to get going soon, or I’ll be late. It’s in thirty minutes.”

“Want some company?”

Touched at the offer, he shook his head. “Same doctor I saw at Nevermore. I’m going to his outpatient offices. It’s not far.” Isaac pulled out his wallet and checked the folded piece of paper with the address. “It’s on Beacon Street, about four blocks away. I can walk there.”

“Take Eroch or Daniel with you, please,” Angel called from the kitchen.

“Angie, I’ll be fine, and I’ll be leaving afterwards from there to meet you at the studio.” Isaac protested, but Angel shook his head, pointing a finger at him.

“Daniel or Eroch. Pick one. No one is going alone anywhere until we figure out who set that trap downstairs.”

Isaac grumbled and shrugged. “Feel like going to my appointment?” he asked Daniel, who sat up and gave a tiny cheer. He didn’t feel like getting kicked out of the doctor’s office for a misbehaving dragon. When bored, the dragon was more destructive than a legion of toddlers.

“Yes, I do! Lemme grab my sweater!” Daniel all but ran from the living room, heading down the hall.

“You’re just gonna sit out in the waiting room for an hour!” he called after Daniel, not getting a response. He shook his head, affectionately exasperated. He spoke to Angel, who was sipping some tea. “Is he avoiding something at the studio today?”

Angel contemplated that for a moment but shrugged. “Doubtful. He enjoys his lessons and likes to practice with some of my students if he can. They respond best to him if they find me too intimidating. He likes it there as far as I know. I think Daniel just missed you.”

Angel got up and put his cup in the sink after rinsing it. Simeon migrated to the door, waiting for Angel. There was a sharp chirp from deeper inside the apartment, and the sound of a window closing echoed after. Eroch came winging out from the hall and went right to Angel, landing on his shoulder. Simeon checked his phone, “Mo ghra
 , the clan limo is awaiting us in the back alley,” and then opened the door again. The wards hummed as they recognized their auras, and Isaac moved out of the way, waiting for Daniel. He didn’t need anything from his room, his smartphone, wallet, and keys were already in his pockets, and it was warm enough that he didn’t need a jacket.

Angel and Daniel made it to the door together, Daniel shrugging into a dark gray sweater much like Angel’s, spelled and warded for protection against the elements. It would keep Daniel cool in summer and warm in winter and had heavy-duty protection spells laid into the fabric, done by Angel himself. One difference from Angel’s sweater was the pockets and the slightly darker shade.

“No cloak?” Isaac teased as they all left the apartment, Angel setting the wards. Magic snapped and shifted as Angel turned them all the way up, using the strongest version of the wards, the kind that would lay out anyone who attempted to force their way in then cover the intruder in magical tracers, so even if they gave up and left, Angel could still find them. The tracers were the magical equivalent of glitter—impossible to clean off entirely and annoyingly obvious to observers.

“Too hot for a cloak,” Daniel declared primly, lifting his chin.

Isaac smirked. “You thought about it. Doesn’t Rory want it back? That thing has to be older than the whole city.” Ruairí the fae, twin brother of the serial killer Cian, was responsible for the sweet crush Daniel was nursing. Isaac had yet to meet him, but Angel had zero issue with his apprentice crushing on the fae lord. Rory, as he asked to be called, lived on the ancestral Salvatore property where Angel and Isaac grew up, pre-Massacre.

“I asked, but he said I could keep it.” Daniel blushed prettily. “Do you think it’s that old? Maybe I should give it back.”

“I’m teasing,” Isaac assured him. “I don’t think an immortal fae warrior needs to worry about getting his stuff back if he didn’t want you to have it.”

“Okay,” Daniel fretted. “Are we walking?”

“Yup, it’s right down Beacon Street, about four blocks west, faces the park. Ten-minute walk. We can get coffee first at the corner deli.”

“Pay attention and don’t be stupid if something happens. Call me immediately,” Angel lectured, and Daniel nodded eagerly while Isaac sighed. He loved his brother, he really did, but sometimes his protective side was a bit much. “Simeon is dropping me off at the studio in the limo then heading for the Tower. I expect to see you both at the studio after Isaac’s appointment. Don’t be late or I will come looking for you.”

“Yes, Angel,” they chorused, heading for the front stairs together. They could hear Angel grumbling as they ran down the stairs.
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Don’t Touch the Fire





124 BCE

Foothills outside Roquepertuse

Southern Gaul



T

 he ridgeline was golden dirt, sand, and bare rocks, the brush low and their shadows stretching across the ground far below. In the distance, the smoke from thousands of campfires and torches signaled the presence of the Romans, and the flags on long poles snapped in the late afternoon wind. The sentries on the perimeter probably saw them silhouetted against the setting sun, but the distance from the camp and their numbers were enough to keep the Romans from feeling threatened. Massalia was directly to the south, and the countryside was thick with travelers. A few mounted men heading to the north and avoiding the army wasn’t something they would concern themselves with—Roman arrogance left them uninterested. If they were closer to the sentries, they might get a few insults hurled their way, but otherwise the tenuous peace in the area would hold. Roquepertuse, the town that homed the Cult of the Head, lay not far away to the west, and Bricius led them farther west still, to avoid the cultists’ stronghold. The Arverni army lay in the foothills past the Romans and the cultists both.

Hopefully peace would hold between the Arverni and the Romans. Unless Bituitus tried his luck and brought the Arverni too close to the Romans—and the Romans would not tolerate a large, armed host of tribesmen moving through the countryside. 

Constans nudged his mount into an easy canter, the horse’s long stride keeping pace with the smaller horses the Arverni bred to travel in the hilly lands they held closer to the foothills. Bricuis knew the way, unerring in the path he guided them on through the countryside. Roquepertuse and Aqua Sextiae lay twenty miles due north of Massalia, and that was a half a day’s ride on long-legged mounts. They avoided the roads and the fortified settlements that dotted the landscapes, vineyards and orchards giving way to thicker stands of trees and wild growth. Hours in the saddle made for a seamless transition from the lassitude of the life he lived in Massalia to the wary edge of violence waiting in the shadowed night.

Night birds called, the moon rising. One of the men who rode ahead lifted his hand and murmured quietly, and a blue shimmer sparkled in the air over his shoulders before the night absorbed the magic. The horses snorted and danced, and the roan tossed his head when a wisp of blue smoke hovered over his eyes before disappearing in the night. 

“What did you do?” Constans whispered, his words carrying easily to the man riding in front of him.

“Gave the horses night sight.” Voices echoed quietly among the trees and the open sky. “We need to keep going, and a horse with a broken leg will slow us considerably. It won’t last long, so don’t dawdle.” 

Constans silently agreed, and his stallion moved with more confidence through the undergrowth. Bricius reined in a bit and waited for Constans to come abreast before resuming. The way beneath the canopy was wide enough they were able to ride side by side, and Constans listened intently for any hints they may be followed or ambushed. The night was dark, and beings as ancient as the hills lived in the deeper forests of the mountains. The track was a thin impression upon the earth, the slope rising as they continued. 

Eventually, the night shadows birthed tiny blooms of light—the orange of torches flickered amongst the trees. A wind stirred his horse’s mane, then a figure stood shrouded in darkness before them, the light of a nearby torch seeming to bounce off the figure, a nimbus of fire and smoke that lifted arms and pushed back a hood.

The horses shifted nervously, and they came to a halt. Constans put a hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to draw it. Bricius put out a hand to stop him from drawing, and Constans relaxed, though he still eyed the stranger on the path.

Bright, jewel-tone eyes caught the light of the torch. A glow came from within icy blue depths and white fangs sharpened the feral smile that broke the seriousness of the being’s face. Skin a dark, golden brown was shiny across high cheekbones and along a firm jaw. Dark brown hair twisted into braids and pulled back from his face, gold bands interspersed throughout the thick mass gathered high at the back of his head. The fangs identified the creature, who had probably been mortal for longer than the Arverni were a people.

Striga. Draugr. Undead drinkers of blood. 

A sharp chill cut a line down his spine and Constans waited, letting Bricius take the lead. 

“Rageshi,” Bricius cautiously greeted the striga. “I have brought our leader’s son. Bituitus awaits us.”

A soft hum came from the striga, and Constans startled, holding tight to the reins when Rageshi suddenly appeared at his ankle, a cold hand gripping his thigh and squeezing. Cold skin sapped the warmth from him, the fingers harder than stone and heavy. “Let me go, striga.”

“Such a new word for something as old as I,” Rageshi grinned, and Constans growled in warning as his hand went for his sword again. Rageshi bore no accent Constans had ever heard before, and it unsettled him—Massalia was a Greek trading colony, and travelers from kingdoms across the world passed through its gates. He thought he knew the voice of every land within reach of the great inland seas.

“I bear no ill will to your kind, striga, but I will not be handled by a stranger so,” Constans gripped his sword and pulled a few inches free from the sheath. “Unhand me.”

“You are your father’s son,” Rageshi growled, eyes wide and bright in the shadows over his face. He pulled his hand away and the flesh stung, as if freshly bruised. He addressed Bricius as if Constans weren’t there. “Bituitus awaits. Bring the bastard.”

He was gone, so fast Constans could still feel the cold on his thigh from the striga’s hand.

Rageshi was old. Very old.

Silence but for the snapping of the flames from the torches. Wind picked up, and Constans looked to Bricius. His father’s friend shrugged then clicked to his horse, urging them all forward.
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Modern day,
 Boston



The sun was
 warm and bright, the sky clear and a brilliant blue, and the breeze was cool. Isaac couldn’t stop his grin if he tried. Daniel had an arm roped through his, and they nursed their coffees from the deli a couple blocks from the apartment as they walked down Beacon Street, the morning traffic in full swing even with it being past rush hour. Beacon Street ran along the north side of the Commons, and there was a ton of foot traffic as well. Isaac was loving the weather and that might account for the throngs of people out and about.

“What’s the doctor like?” Daniel asked, breaking Isaac out of his idle thoughts.

“Dr. M? Tough, nice, hot as hell, and solidly not available,” Isaac replied. “Just being next to him the first time made me feel like a slob. Dresses in nice clothes, kinda like Simeon. A sorcerer. Psychologist. Not the pervy kind, either.”

“Oh, he does sound nice,” Daniel agreed. “Hot as hell, huh?”

Isaac pointed with his coffee at the building on the corner of Beacon and Charles Street. “He gives off vibes that say not available. Plus, he knows every single bad habit and horrible thought I’ve got. I’d be worried he was trying to fix me all the time, even if I stopped being his patient. Not someone I want to have a relationship with.”

The café on the first floor was packed, and the brass placard affixed to the stone wall said the doctor’s offices were on the second floor. Isaac held the door for Daniel, following. Daniel hit the button for the small elevator in the cramped foyer, both of them watching the patrons packed inside the franchise café like sardines through the store’s glass interior wall. This café was one they avoided for both the crowds and the burnt coffee.

Almost all of the patrons were on laptops and dressed like they were looking to impress. Except for one smart fellow who was in pajamas, hair askew, tapping away madly on his laptop, his back nestled into the corner of the shop, right under the foyer’s glass wall, and he was cruising porn on mute while pretending to type. Isaac nudged Daniel, who peeked through the glass.

“Tame,” Daniel murmured, sipping on his mocha and critiquing the stranger’s choice of porn. “He really needs to expand his horizons.”

“You are a porn snob,” Isaac declared just as the elevator dinged and the doors opened behind them. “What if that video is his flavor of exciting?” They both entered the elevator, and Daniel checked the sign on the interior wall before hitting the correct button, the doors sliding shut quietly.

“I am not a porn snob,” Daniel refuted primly, turning his nose up. A pause, then they both cracked up, Daniel dissolving into giggles before explaining. “I just think porn can be done well, and that was utter crap. Horrible production values.”

“Porn snob,” Isaac whispered to Daniel as the elevator stopped and they exited into a luxuriously appointed foyer with a wide, open doorway into the doctor’s suite. Daniel snorted out an aborted laugh as they entered the spacious waiting room.

A handsome man sat behind a desk made of polished dark woods, with a thin laptop open next to him. There was a small brass name tag that identified him as an on-staff nurse, and if scrubs could be designer, his were. Dr. M wasn’t hurting for anything, from the look and feel of the place.

“Mr. Salvatore, right on time.” The nurse stood, smiling at them both, then gestured to Daniel. “Will Mr. Macavoy be joining you for your session today?”

“That’s really creepy and nope, I’m just here on the buddy system,” Daniel quipped. “Do they know everything?” Daniel asked him.

“My brother is a horrible influence,” Isaac stared wide-eyed at Daniel, instead of answering. Where the hell was the terminally shy young man Angel couldn’t peel off him with a razor blade?

“Wonderful. Mr. Macavoy, feel free to enjoy the waiting area. Coffee and pastries are there on the breakfast buffet,” the nurse indicated an antique buffet laden with food and smelling delicious on the other side of the room. There were high-end chairs and couches arranged near the food, and Daniel happily went for breakfast pastries, leaving Isaac to stand there awkwardly in front of the smiling nurse.

“Mr. Salvatore?” The nurse gestured, and Isaac followed him to a dark wooden door marked private. The nurse knocked then opened it, politely indicating Isaac was to enter.

The new room was bright and airy and looked out over the Public Gardens diagonally across the intersection. The windows on two walls gave a fantastic view over the green spaces of the Gardens and the Commons to the immediate south, and Isaac could see a fair distance down Beacon Street to the west. The door shut behind him, and he was suddenly nervous in a way he hadn’t been, even in Nevermore.

“Isaac, come in,” Dr. Otto Mephaestus beckoned as he got up from his desk under the windows and went to a cozy seating arrangement in the middle of the room. He took a breath to settle his jumping pulse and sat opposite the doctor.

Dr. M was dressed in a dark gray thin V-neck sweater, a white collared shirt underneath, the top of a pink and white tie peeking out, dark slacks that complemented his rich brown skin tones, and polished wingtip leather shoes. His thick black hair was pulled back in a high tail at the back of his head, the thin braids tightly wound without a strand out of place and secured in a silver clasp that caught the light from the window. A very short beard with sharp lines accentuated his chiseled features and brought out his eyes. Dr. M was the only practitioner Isaac had ever met in person who had silver eyes; several fae species had metallic-colored eyes. He wasn’t going to ask after Dr. M’s ancestry—it was none of Isaac’s business.

Dr. M was also deeply astute and regularly made Isaac feel like he was two steps behind. “Isaac, how have you been? You look a bit tired. Everything okay?”

Isaac grimaced down at his hands and his now cool coffee. He put the cup on the low table in front of him and ran a hand through his hair, rubbing at his scalp. “I think I’m fine? Maybe. Things got weird my first day out of Nevermore.”

“Tell me what happened?” Dr. M asked, his voice a calming mix of interested and nonjudgmental.

Isaac told Dr. M about the ambush at the apartment building, and Angel’s edict that no one go anywhere alone. Dr. M sat back in his seat, hands clasped in his lap, sharp silver eyes missing nothing.

“Angel, as an older brother, is very protective of you. By reputation alone, he is a formidable man. The Salvatore name and reputation, even this many years after the Wars, is still enough to draw enemies and danger to your lives. Do you resent Angel for any of it or for telling you what to do?”

Isaac thought about it. “A bit? But not enough to buck his edict. Angel has been through some heavy, scary shit for a very long time. While I might resent the fact that he tells me what to do, I also can’t deny he’s alive now, and I am alive because of him, all due to his decisions and actions. I do know that when I was drinking, I didn’t listen to him, and…”

Dr. M said nothing, just waited. Isaac ran a hand through his hair again, messing with the long strands, and dropped his hand abruptly. He stared at his fingers, rubbing the tips together as he remembered.

“A year and a half ago, when my drinking was really bad, I moved out of Angel’s place and got my own. I told you this, back at Nevermore,” Isaac interrupted himself, and Dr. M nodded in agreement, following along. “I left the apartment, got my own place, and Greg lived with me. A few months later, Deimos went after Angel. My brother warned me to be careful, said if he was in trouble, then I was too. I didn’t care, despite knowing he was probably right. Alcohol and anger made me deeply stupid. Deimos came for me, killed Greg, and took me hostage, almost killing Angel when he came to rescue me. Hindsight being what it is, I know Angel was right. Greg might still be alive, and Deimos wouldn’t have gotten his hands on me.”

“I sense something else is there,” Dr. M said quietly. “What is it?”

“I might bitch and kick up a fuss when Angel gets protective and bosses me around, but it’s more habit than anything else. Like a reaction I’ve taught myself to have my whole life. But there is no emotion to match that reaction. I’m not really resentful of him anymore. Like my heart finally learned Angel means well, and he’s almost always right—and when they listen to him, people don’t die. Now I just need to teach myself not to respond with that knee-jerk reaction of empty resentment when he gets this way.”

“Does that mean you would let him decide everything for you?”

“Oh, hell no!” Isaac surprised himself with a snort of laughter. “Life or death? Angel gets to lead. Daily decisions like what I do or wear or eat? That’s still me. And I actually made a decision on my own recently that I would go into training again. I asked Angel to reteach me. I was too vulnerable the other day, and since I can’t escape my name and who I’m related to, I need to accept I’m not up to defending myself magically right now. I need to be better. I made the choice back at Nevermore to embrace my magic again, and I can’t do that if I suck at it.”

“That’s a mature decision, and a hard one to make, considering your past. Have you and Angel talked about that night at all since you’ve been home? I know things have been a bit busy.”

Isaac shook his head, looking down at his hands for a second, staring at his fingers. He rubbed his palms down his thighs and looked back up. “No. I don’t know how to bring it up. Angel doesn’t talk about it, either. We did a few times before I went into Nevermore, but I wasn’t in any place to hear him or respond.”

Dr. M nodded, a short dip of his chin. “There’s no rush, though I recommend you don’t wait too long to talk to Angel about it. The longer it goes, the harder it will be to bring it up.”

“Yeah,” Isaac grimaced.

It was quiet for a long moment. Isaac spoke, breaking the silence. “Is the odd feeling normal?”

Dr. M’s dark brows quirked up. “What odd feeling? Can you describe it?”

“Everything is familiar, but different. I’m seeing things, feeling things, thinking about things in a way I don’t remember from before. I feel…odd,” Isaac shook his head, frustrated at his inability to explain more clearly. He gripped his head with both hands and leaned over, elbows on his knees. He squeezed his skull between his hands then dropped his arms away, trying to figure out why it bothered him so much. He blinked then sat up, muscles complaining, and he flopped back against the cushions. “I feel odd. Like I don’t belong. I don’t fit anymore.”

The small smile Dr. M gave him was a surprise. “Isaac, you’re sober. You’re in therapy, you’ve just come out of rehab, and you’re taking control of your life. I would be concerned if you didn’t feel odd. You’re changing. Evolving as a person and learning how to manage your addiction and the consequences of that addiction. I think the oddness you’re experiencing is your subconscious awareness of how different you are already. Who you were is at odds with who you’re becoming. Your old life doesn’t fit. Of course, it feels odd.”

Isaac blinked. “I feel odd because I don’t feel the same? I’m not the same person.”

Dr. M nodded. “You’re not. You’re hyper-aware of the difference because you’ve just come home, and while your home and family are the same, you’re not. Hence, the oddness.”

The tension he’d been carrying for the last couple of days eased as he processed Dr. M’s words. “I…I actually feel better just thinking that. I think you’re right.”

The smile came unbidden and he sat back, relaxing. Until Dr. M spoke again.

“You never talk about your boyfriend, Greg.” He made it a statement, his silver eyes calm. Patient.

Isaac reluctantly nodded. “I never know what to say.” How to explain that the guilt and pain was eclipsed by a horrible sense of relief. “He is dead. Greg is dead because Deimos killed him, and I couldn’t save him.”

“Simeon is over four hundred years old, yes? And I understand a Champion of the bloodclan?” Dr. M’s non sequitur threw him.

“Yeah,” Isaac answered, frowning. “Simeon is a badass motherfucker, man.”

“You mentioned that Deimos was an old vampire? Think he was as old as Simeon?”

“I guess? Angel was never all that clear, but I got the impression Deimos was centuries old. Not a warrior like Simeon though, but…” Isaac grimaced. He shot Dr. M a sharp glance, the doctor smiling with a dip of his chin. “You’re sneaky. Yeah, I see what you’re saying. Deimos almost killed Angel, despite the vamp not being a warrior. He was old and powerful. I didn’t stand a chance.”

“Especially not in an ambush, which as a species, vampires excel at.” Dr. M paused, eyes seeming to search through Isaac’s heart and mind. Hell, maybe he could see straight through Isaac, see the darkest parts of his heart and soul. “You’re allowed your feelings, Isaac. Bottling them up doesn’t help. Tell me.”

“I don’t…Greg is dead. He was my closest friend for a long time. If you could call us friends. He said he loved me, but he stole from Angel and me, tons of times over the years. He cheated so much I eventually stopped getting mad about it. Sex was nothing special. Sloppy and quick, and he usually sucked me off right before he asked for cash. Near the end, most nights he’d be down in Fall River fucking around, leaving me to get drunk on my own at my place or at the nearest vamp bar. He’d swing back around when the cash ran out. We’d fight about the stupidest shit, man. I can’t even recall most of it, but I do know it was all stupid arguments between two drunks who were using each other.”

“How were you using Greg?” The question was soft, teasing the words out of Isaac uninhibited.

“He didn’t matter, not in any real way.” Isaac closed his eyes, lids squeezing so tightly spots swam in the dark, his face burning in shame. “I needed someone who wanted me around, and who didn’t matter deep enough to touch the…to touch the dark places I carry. I used Greg because he couldn’t touch the pain.” The sob died in his throat as he curled inwards, hands digging into his hair, elbows on his knees, even his toes curling inwards. Muscles tight, a sharp keen cut through the shame, escaping into the quiet of the bright room. “I didn’t want to be alone, but I didn’t want someone who mattered. I might have to think about everything then, might have to say it aloud then. And I couldn’t.”

Dr. M said nothing. Isaac shook, his body so tight he waited to shatter into a million pieces. His heart raced, and his skin grew hot, tight, as if he would rupture from the pressure within. “Fuck.”

“Isaac?”

Tears leaked from beneath his lashes and were gone in a flash of steam. He yanked on the wayward magic that sizzled and snapped beneath his skin, tugging on the unfamiliar reins of his affinity. Stubborn as a hot-headed stallion, his fire affinity roared in the depths of his shattered soul, seeking a weakness in the walls he’d erected around his magic.

Heat rose, each breath hot, throat drying. He was close—close to something horrible. He was horrible. Wasn’t he? The fire should be let free, to consume him from within. Let him burn.
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Daniel would never be
 able to say what it was that drove him to knock on the door to the doctor’s inner office. It was rude and intrusive, and Isaac would probably never let him come to another appointment, but the urge, the need to check on his best friend was too powerful to ignore. Tension rode the ambient magic fields, not quite to the level of a sorcerer tapping the veil, but power was rising.

Isaac’s magic. He did not know it well, but Isaac’s magic was impossible to forget.

Daniel grabbed the door knob and twisted, the lock snapping as his own magic instinctively defeated the mundane mechanism with a moan of crumpled metal. The door gave way under his urgency and Daniel entered the room with a single step, heart seizing. The nurse called to him from the desk in the waiting area, but Daniel ignored him.

The doctor stood a few feet from Isaac, talking to him quietly in a soothing monotone, obviously trying to reach him. A faint shimmer in the air revealed a shield, not around the doctor, but around Isaac, who sat curled in on himself on the couch. Isaac was shaking, body taut, hands tearing at his hair, sweat dampening the back of his neck and temples.

“Isaac!” Daniel raced around the couch, the doctor moving to intercede.

“Don’t,” the doctor ordered, hand in front of Daniel. “He needs to learn control. His emotions can’t control his affinity anymore, or it will only get worse. Let him deal with it.”

“Why is he under a shield then? That’s not him shielding!” Daniel snapped, and the handsome doctor’s brows flew up at Daniel’s sharp tone.

“A precaution.”

Daniel crossed his arms and glared at the doctor. He was too mad to remember the man’s name. Isaac whimpered, and Daniel wanted to go to him, help him.

“Isaac?” His voice cracked. Daniel sniffled and tried again. “Isaac? Can you hear me?”

His best friend made no sign he could hear Daniel, but he wasn’t giving up. The doctor may think he knew best, but Daniel was the one who’d been living with the Salvatore men for the last year, and if there was one thing he knew, it was that neither Isaac nor Angel could stomach hurting the people they cared about.

Daniel knelt on the floor in front of Isaac, crouching, trying to see his face. The shield shimmered, a sphere of translucent magic that held racing flows of thin bands of rainbow hues and silver. Daniel could see through it to Isaac, whose eyes were squeezed shut and his face scrunched up, teeth bared as if snarling…or screaming.

Daniel got as close as he could, the shield flaring at the point closest to his knees, and Daniel stopped. He bit his lip, thinking. The doctor hovered over him, obviously uncomfortable with Daniel interfering. If Isaac was going to be upset with Daniel, he could tell him so himself after he came out of the state he was trapped in.

“I don’t think I told you how proud I was of you this morning,” Daniel said quietly, talking as if they were still sharing coffees and chortling over a stranger’s bad taste in porn. “You emptied out the apartment, and no one asked you to or suggested it. In fact, I know none of us thought to do it, and we’ve been home for the last month while you were in Nevermore. I am proud of you.” Daniel hesitated, wondering if Isaac could even hear him. They weren’t a pile of ash blowing in the breeze, so maybe he could hear Daniel.

Maybe his control wasn’t as bad as Isaac feared.

Daniel could not get any closer to Isaac, but he tried. The doctor put out a hand, but Daniel dodged it, and leaned in so far, he felt the energy of the doctor’s shield as it prickled across the surface of his skin. “Isaac,” he whispered, as if he were trying to get his friend’s attention in a crowded room. Isaac jerked slightly, and Daniel cheered a bit internally. “Isaac, you’re messing up your hair.”

A wet, choked burst of laughter made Daniel smile. Isaac groaned and took a deep breath in, then slowly let it out. His fingers unclenched from his hair, and his shoulders dropped. Daniel waited a moment. “Isaac, Angel is gonna come looking for us. I don’t think I can survive another night of cleaning the studio if we’re late.”

“He wouldn’t,” Isaac said, rough and strangled, but he was trying. The tension in the magical fields dropped considerably, and so fast Daniel felt like he was falling. Isaac was regaining control.

“Angel would! He made me clean the studio, offices, the kitchenette, and the bathroom! The bathroom
 , Isaac!” Daniel heard the stories when he came to live with Isaac and Angel the year before—Isaac decorated the studio bathroom as a teenager, and it was done in garish purples and greens, guaranteed to make any sorcery student sick to their stomach if they hid in there too long. Angel refused to change it, saying the bathroom served its purpose. Isaac laughed again and dropped his hands from his head.

Isaac was wrecked. Eyes wet, tear-stained cheeks, hair a mess, and hands shaking. The magic belonging to his best friend petered out and the creeping sensation of danger he’d felt the last few minutes was gone.

The shield dropped so fast Daniel almost fell on his face, and he scrambled forward, hugging Isaac around the waist and burying his face in his chest. Isaac’s arms dropped on his shoulders and he was squeezed in return. Isaac curled around him and whispered in his ear. “Thank you.”
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He’s Not Breathing







T

 he corridor stank of old blood. Batiste sniffed in disdain and flicked a wrist, his soldiers darting ahead into the dingy, dank apartment. Sharp hisses and a solid thump told him the problem was under control. He entered the trashed space and stepped around shards of broken glass and a coffee table reduced to splinters. The small living room stank of piss, stale beer, and the harsh scents of various narcotics.

The fledgling snarling beneath the pile of soldiers snapped at Batiste as he drew near, crouching on the balls of his feet. He reached out and brushed dirty, long brown hair away from a gaunt face, her bone structure exaggerated, flesh sunken, and veins deflated. The fledgling was starving, in no way resembling the youngling who rose from her mortal grave months earlier under the watchful eyes of her master and the upper echelon on the clan.

She twisted and mewled, a piteous sound, eyes wild and without the recognition he would see in her eyes if she were well-fed and sane. Starved and drained, she was nearly lost.

“Take Scarlet back to her master at the Tower. Send blood donors to the medical floor and have them donate into units—she is too feral to feed cleanly without causing harm.” Fresh blood would help her the best, but he would not risk the humans in his care, so intravenous feeding was the only option. Batiste stood and backed away, letting his soldiers restrain the youngling in shackles and a muzzle made of thick leather. Scarlet howled, the cry muffled, as she was flung over a shoulder and the soldiers took her out of the apartment and down the hall.

“Master?” Simeon’s approach was silent. He was sneaky, his dearest child. Outfitted in a trim dark blue and smoke gray suit, Simeon was a glittering jewel amongst the literal trash. The small apartment building was condemned, but squatters and drug addicts alike made it home in between police raids. It was where Batiste traced the connection to the fledgling, days after he should have been informed one of his children was missing. He did not hold tightly to the bonds that connected him to his children, those of his bloodclan. He had too many to monitor them all every day of their undead lives—he relied on the unranked masters and the older members of the clan to protect their houses and their fledglings. That might need to change, though, if more fledglings were taken from the clan, their masters unaware.

“She was drained, repeatedly.” Batiste mused, sniffing the air with distaste. “And the blood was taken. I smell only humans, and a few faint hints of magic. I see no signs of spilled blood on the floor. Whoever held her here took pains to drain her blood without spoiling it. Left her weakened and starving in this wretched place to either fall into a slow death or to be shot by police as she ravaged her way through the humans who next decided to squat here in this cesspool.”

Simeon frowned, no doubt smelling the same things Batiste had and coming to the same conclusions. “She was last seen at Post Mortem two nights ago.”

The club was one of theirs, a place where many humans came to mingle with the sentient undead, away from the judging eyes of society. A secure place for vampires to find new, willing donors, and a safe place for humans to indulge their darkest fantasies and desires. A steep cover charge and tight security kept out casual tourists, and regular police patrols outside on the street kept away religious zealots and potential troublemakers. Boston was a city with a heavy practitioner and supernatural population, so such threats were more unlikely in the metropolis than in other major cities in the USA, but Batiste would take no chances with his children.

“Her master was lax in his care,” Batiste said, in mild disbelief, and Simeon hummed softly in agreement. Her master was usually far more watchful of his fledglings. “Question Scarlet tomorrow after she has been fed and regains her mind. I wish to know who took her, and why.”

Batiste left the disgusting apartment behind in a blur, reaching the street nearly instantly, Simeon a half-second behind him. The van carrying the fledgling and the soldiers was already gone, and a lone limo idled at the curb. Ellora stood at the rear of the vehicle, newly promoted to legate, jewel-bright eyes catching the light from the lone functional lamp on the shuttered street. “Will you require the limo, my Master?” Simeon asked him, and Batiste shook his head.

“No, my child,” Batiste murmured, knowing Simeon wished to return to Beacon Hill and his mate. “Take it and return home. Give my best to Angelus and his fledglings.”

One fledgling he wanted to see in person, but he wouldn’t intrude. The young man was fresh from the rehabilitation center and needing time to adjust. His curiosity and interest simmered but would remain untended for now. He would not bother Isaac Salvatore, regardless of his desire to see the young sorcerer.

“Goodnight, Master.”

Simeon went to the limo, murmuring to Ellora. She sent Batiste a glance that spoke of her reluctance to leave, but she got in with Simeon and the limo departed.

The night was quiet, even with the muted cacophony of heartbeats and hushed breathing from the surrounding buildings. The wind carried hints of unwashed humanity, stress hormones, the sickness of addiction and sweat, and the creeping decay that hovered over those nearing the end of their illness. He sent his senses farther out and smiled. Batiste tugged on his sleeves, settling his jacket back into its proper place. The night air was cool, a hint of flowers on the air, and the smell of cooking human food from the next block over.

He turned away from the lone streetlamp, heading into the darker shadows. They melted away, illuminated as brightly as the glow of early morning to his eyes. Darkness was relative. He could barely recall the true darkness of the night. The sluggish hours before dawn were said to be the darkest, and yet his distant mortal memories of those hours were dim to him as the night no longer was.

Each step humanly slow, he meandered through the streets, drawing out the hours until he was driven back into the Tower by the encroaching dawn. The early morning hours in the Tower were the noisiest, as their human donors and employees began their shifts, the human guards took over, and the vampires retreated into their suites and shared sleeping spaces. Their kind fell into a mild catatonic state during the day, a defense against the urge to retain their fading human instincts to be active during the day. The older one of the sentient undead became, the less they felt the urge to retreat during the day. It was a closely guarded secret that the oldest amongst them could withstand the sun for a short time, and Batiste was the oldest of his kind in New England.

There was a truly ancient undead master in Los Angeles, blending in with the sunbathers at the beaches, who was so old Batiste could not fathom the eons it took for the Old One to withstand the unfiltered SoCal sun for hours. He smiled to himself at the mental image of an ancient undead man in a straw hat and dark aviator glasses, eyeing hapless mortals cavorting in the sand and glistening under the sun, unaware of the powerful vampire sitting beneath his umbrella and reading a book.

No one knew Batiste could greet the dawn and live. For any other of his children in the bloodclan, greeting the dawn would be their end, as final as dust in the morning breeze. Simeon was growing stronger, the mate bond with his Leannán
 augmenting his resistance. Maybe one day soon Simeon could see the dawn as Batiste did, their eyes no longer limited by mortality, and they could share in the splendor of the sun cresting the curve of the Earth as she spun in the vastness of cold space.

He returned to the Tower minutes before dawn, making sure to let the security guards make note of his return. It was crucial he maintain the illusion that he was vulnerable. It led enemies, both near and far, to underestimate him. He was too well-known amongst the undead to hide his age or origins, but no one need know of what he was capable. The checkpoint was for bloodclan members only, and he nodded to the guards on duty as he passed, the arch bespelled to recognize those allowed admittance. Magic tingled over his skin, and he tolerated the slightly unpleasant sensation as he headed for the nearest elevator.

The eighth level of the Tower was given to the oldest unranked masters in his clan—those without official position in the hierarchy, but powerful. Bridgerton’s former suite was at the end of the hall, his people now spread throughout the clan residencies, a few remaining in the suite with Ellora. The eighth floor was right below Simeon’s, his Champion commanding the entire ninth level to himself. Levels three to seven were given to smaller apartments, communal spaces, and security rooms. Ten stories above ground comprised the Tower, and the first two were where the ballrooms, casino, kitchens and various support staff rooms were located. The attached building on the main street out front was where the clan’s official embassy and headquarters was located, the locals giving it the charming nickname of Vamp HQ. He couldn’t recall where the name the Tower came from, but it fit, and he made no objection when the clan soon adopted the name for their new home after they settled in Boston.

The elevator opened on the eighth floor, and he exited without notice, the hall packed with curious fledglings and donors. They all craned to see into the doorway of the first apartment nearest the elevator, and Batiste shook his head in amusement, pausing behind the last curious onlooker. A fledgling, one in the same age group as the damaged fledgling they recovered earlier, turned around and jumped in alarm. “Master!” he squeaked, eyes wide, and he bumped into the person next to him, a wave of startled consternation passing through the crowd.

The hall cleared with a confused tumble of limbs, startled whispers, and stumbling humans who couldn’t move as fast as their undead companions. He smiled to himself and proceeded to the open door.

Ricon Dumond’s apartment harkened back to the Moorish Gothic style of Cordoba in the late tenth century, the arched walls and ceilings made of white sandstone and marble, and interspersed with gold and red-stained stones. The floors were tan and sand-colored stone, covered in thick hand-woven rugs, the designs lost to time, the pieces worthy of museum exhibitions. Low dark mahogany tables and settees were sparsely arranged in the outer room, a small bronze brazier lit, incense rising in lazy tendrils. Ricon had once been a mortal of wealth, a man among the elite of Cordoba, the capital of the great Islamic kingdom of al-Andalus. In his private space, Ricon’s mortal life was a heavy influence, seemingly at odds with the equanimity with which he took to an undead existence.

“Constantine, your timing is impeccable,” Ricon’s smooth voice echoed ahead of the old vampire, seeming to race across the air before the undead man himself appeared in the room. Two fledglings appeared behind him, bound to the old Moor. The last clan rising of newborn fledgling vampires gave Ricon five younglings to care for—one of whom had been the unfortunate soul found in the squalor of the wrecked apartment. The two fledglings behind Ricon lowered their heads respectfully, while Ricon gave Batiste an elegant bow, a slight dip at the waist, and a hand from his heart to his lips, and forward while returning upright. Mortals would find themselves flustered by such a gesture, but Ricon did it as gracefully as he did everything, at ease with himself and the world around him, utterly unselfconscious.

Batiste smiled, pleased by Ricon’s humility. “Your fledgling was taken from you unawares, my old friend,” Batiste chided.

Ricon took the reprimand without a qualm, dipping his chin in acquiescence. “Scarlet was the strongest of my younglings, and I gave her more leeway than hindsight proclaims wise. I let her from my sight too often, and she has paid the price for my laxness.”

“Is she feeding?”

Ricon nodded, a short, sharp dip of his chin. “Yes. I inserted the feeding tube after I fed her my blood. I tried to read her memories while she drank from me, but her mind was too befuddled, her hunger too overwhelming. Once she has sated her thirst, I will try again. Her blood was contaminated by a strange taste I have never come across. Muddy and rotten, a once clean stream fouled by runoff.”

A master might read the mind of their fledglings, those they sired themselves from their own blood, by drinking the blood of their fledgling, and while feeding, establishing a connection between their minds through the blood bond. It was dangerous, especially with a fledgling so weakened, but Ricon had fed her from his own body, and drank from her while she fed.

His thoughts paused. A memory roused from his long-distant past. “Her blood tasted of mud and rot?” Batiste asked even as he walked past Ricon, whose face hardened at the rude trespass.

He blurred for the rear of the apartment. He found the fledgling chained to a small cot, clean and dressed in simple scrubs, a thin clear plastic tube crimson with donated blood running under her shirt into her abdomen. Running the feeding tube through her mouth would only result in a cut line as her fangs destroyed it, so the sick undead in need of feeding were fed with the stomach line.

She was unconscious, not even stirring as Batiste put a hand to her head, testing the clan line with his senses, searching for her presence. Weaker than it had been hours before in the drug den, it was nearly too late.

Ricon cursed, and Batiste spun, catching his old friend as he wavered on his feet, having followed on Batiste’s heels. He cradled Ricon to his side as his eyes rolled back in his head, and with his free hand, Batiste pulled out his smartphone and called.

“Master?” Simeon’s voice was reserved and soft—it was late, early morning, and the mortals in Simeon’s family were asleep.

“My child, I have need of your necromancer. Ricon and his fledgling have been poisoned.” Batiste lowered Ricon to the floor, his child spasming hard before falling limp, eyes lolling. “Hurry.”
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Isaac was staring
 at the ceiling when he heard Simeon’s low rumble and Angel’s higher tone whispering from the front room. He listened for a second, then curiosity had him sliding out of bed, the floor chill beneath his bare feet, and he shivered. His flannel pajama pants were all he had to combat the chilly night air.

He walked down the short hall, unsurprised to see Angel and Simeon, and even Daniel, getting their gear on, preparing to leave. “What’s up?”

Angel grimaced, obviously caught out trying to leave without waking him. “A case of magic blood poisoning at the Tower. Batiste called.”

“Oh.” Isaac frowned, rubbing his arms as he shivered. “Who’s sick? Is it Batiste?”

Angel shook his head. Simeon left, heading for the rear of the building where he parked his rental Jag, his own now at the local dealership getting repaired. Daniel followed the vampire, casting Isaac a small smile before disappearing around the corner.

“Batiste is fine; he’s the one who called.” Angel pulled his green linen satchel over his shoulder with the strap across his chest, the contents gently clanging. Hecate knew what he had in there for this job. “We didn’t want to wake you. It’s just magic poisoning. We’ll be home in a few hours. Eroch is asleep on my pillow, so you won’t be alone.”

“Are you teaching Danny how to do it?” Isaac asked, surprising himself. And Angel too, his brother’s brows rising. “I mean, curing magic blood poisoning?” Angel nodded, his expression contemplative.

“Yeah, actually. He’s a water elementalist, despite his affinity remaining dormant. They tend to be better at healing, so we’ll see if Daniel does as well. The means to cleanse the undead from poisoning by magic will be different for him than my hellfire approach, but it’s a marketable skill.” Angel paused. “A fire mage isn’t the best healer for the undead, considering how flammable they are, but knowing how isn’t a waste in this town.”

“You’ll show me how?” he said, a tiny flicker of something igniting in his chest.

Angel grinned wide. “Go get cleaned up. I’ll wait for you.”

Isaac sprinted down the hall to his room, Angel’s soft chuckle following him. He shut his door to get changed just as he heard Angel wake up his dragon, the familiar squawking indignantly.
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Sober







I

 t was his first time at the Tower, he realized. Everyone else either lived there at one point or had been there numerous times. Simeon kept a suite in the Tower, in fact, and spent time there whenever clan business kept him from home. Angel went often before he and Simeon got together, for the same reason they were heading to the Tower now in the pre-dawn hours.

Isaac was still confused by the fact that a vampire bloodclan moved to Boston, one of the most heavily populated cities, in one of the most heavily populated states, for practitioners in the whole country. It worked though, since Angel didn’t come out but for a handful of times a year to save mostly young vampires from dying after ingesting magical blood. Older, more experienced vampires could discern the scent of the magic in a mortal’s blood and knew better than to bite.

Angel and Simeon led the way, Daniel right behind them, and Isaac trailed after his family. Daniel hung on Angel’s every word, much as Isaac had done when he was little, pre-Massacre. Angel answered Daniel’s rapid-fire questions as they left the underground garage and got on the elevators. Daniel’s trepidation about the Tower seemed to be all but gone, and Isaac was proud of his friend. Daniel’s experience at the hands of the vampire known as Deimos, masquerading as the Elder Etienne, had been horrific, and Isaac knew that he would never have the strength to confront those demons. Daniel was stronger than even he knew.

Isaac drew in a sharp breath, mentally girding himself, willing his heart to stay steady as the doors opened on the eighth floor, and their little group exited. Eroch unwound himself from around Angel’s neck and churred, the cry echoing down the long hallway. It was empty, the doors shut but for one on the left, which was where Simeon led them.

Simeon signaled for them to enter first, and Isaac was surprised when he stepped inside. The first room they entered reminded him of villas in southern Europe along the Mediterranean, all stone in brightly colored arches, the insets painted with murals of sleepy vineyards under the moon, fields of grain humming with insect life under a bright summer sky, and the rolling waves of the sea. He’d never been to Europe, but he found himself wanting to go, to see such places in person. He shook himself out of his daydreaming, realizing Angel was leading the way to the back of the apartment.

Isaac followed, and he had to step around Daniel when his friend stopped just past the threshold of a barren room, with only a cot along one wall. Daniel was in shock, and Isaac’s stomach dropped when he saw the occupants.

Batiste knelt on the floor, and two other vampires were collapsed to either side of him. He had both wrists bared, suit jacket tossed aside, the cuffs of his once pristine shirt stained dark red. A scrawny female vampire lay on her back, eyes shut, and Batiste seemed to be holding his wrist in her mouth, her fangs extended, jaw limp. Isaac had no idea if she was still…undead? Alive? He didn’t know, but he did know she wasn’t well.

Batiste looked to Angel, who stood above them, eyes darting back and forth between Batiste and the two vampires on the floor. “Necromancer, the fledgling needs you. Her soul has nearly departed.” His tone was urgent, and even to Isaac he sounded worried.

Angel dropped his bag and reached for the female, Daniel kneeling beside him, mentor and apprentice speaking in low, urgent tones. Batiste stared down at them, but once Angel put his hands on the fledgling’s head, he looked away to the other vampire who was rolled on his side facing Batiste, and who had both hands around Batiste’s forearm, teeth buried in his flesh, pulling weakly. This vampire had dark hair, eyes dimmed, but once a brown so dark as to be pools of night, and his skin, while undead pale, was of a darker hue than many other vampires Isaac had seen in the bloodclan.

Simeon moved around Batiste and removed his jacket, tossing it to the floor, and rolled up his sleeve. Isaac gaped when Simeon made a fist, and offered his wrist to his Master, who wasted no time in biting, fangs catching the light, striking like a snake. Simeon didn’t even react, lifting his other hand to grip his Master’s shoulder, squeezing, a gesture of comfort and care Isaac had seen him do for Angel. Not as intimate, but it showed that Simeon cared about his Master.

Isaac had nothing to do, the situation dire enough that Angel was focused on the fledgling; the other vampire who fed from Batiste seemed stronger, though still very ill. Daniel was linked to Angel through the apprenticeship bond, so he was able to learn as Angel did his best to help the young vampire. Isaac looked around, but there were no chairs or furniture other than the cot, so he put his back to the wall and slid down, sitting. He draped his arms over his drawn-up knees and watched.

“Don’t take your wrist away,” Angel cautioned abruptly. He had both hands on the fledgling’s head, and tiny sparks of green hellfire danced in the air as Angel’s power rose, stirring the ambient magical fields. The exact mechanics of it were beyond him, but Angel had spent the last decade curing vampires, and Isaac understood the basics.

Angel cured magical blood poisoning in vampires by burning out the magical traces from the blood. If it was a recent poisoning, Angel would make the vampires vomit it up, then burn away whatever traces remained, but Isaac figured in this case it was too late to induce vomiting. Angel’s hellfire was not actual fire, not like Isaac’s fire. If Isaac were to try Angel’s method, he would reduce the vampires to ash in seconds. Isaac shuddered at the thought, slightly queasy.

Hellfire was the physical manifestation of Angel’s death magics—death magics could consume the magic created by living and organic matter. It was living magic that poisoned vampires, and while all mortals, especially humans, created magic by living, only practitioners had magic in their blood in such quantities as to be deadly to the undead. It was why vampires did not feed on practitioners, and why they rarely mingled.

Well, that used to be the case. Simeon and Angel mingled
 quite often. Isaac wasn’t too sure what made Angel able to feed Simeon without the vampire dying, but he suspected it had to do with their mate bond.

Batiste pulled his fangs from Simeon’s wrist, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. Blood spilled from Simeon’s wrist before the wound closed, the dark red droplets landing on the crisp white expanse of Batiste’s shirt. It pulled tight across his wide shoulders, revealing his muscular frame, the fabric nearly translucent under the recessed lights in the ceiling, and his skin, already a hue attributed to Snow White and the undead, was visible through the expensive fabric. He squinted, trying to see what was under the shirt, perhaps a vague impression of pink and silver. A tattoo or maybe an undershirt, but he couldn’t tell for sure, and he hastily returned his attention to what Simeon was doing before Batiste caught him staring.

Simeon crouched behind Batiste, the two speaking quietly in a language Isaac had never heard before, but it felt ancient, rough and guttural but with a quality to it that sounded like music. He watched avidly, curious. He grew up learning Italian, Latin, and some Castilian Spanish, and he had a spattering of French and German. He was better at reading them than speaking them, his accents atrocious. He knew Latin the best, since it was used in spellcasting by Western-culture practitioners, and vampires and other immortals who learned it when the language was in active use, and academics.

A lock of bright, golden blonde hair fell across a high brow, obscuring an intense blue eye. Thick lashes, a darker gold than his hair, gently landed on high cheekbones as the Master lowered his eyes in thought, nodding once to something Simeon said. Isaac stopped trying to figure out what they were saying, but the sound was soothing. It was common for immortals and vampires to be the stewards of dead human languages; many a language was saved from extinction due to the undead and the immortal fae. Some words sounded like the Irish Gaelic that Simeon spoke, but only as much as some English words and German words sounded alike.

The blood stopped dripping, a long line from the corner of Batiste’s lush, pink lips to the curve of his strong jaw, halting an infinitesimal moment away from dripping down to join the blood already staining his shirt. A drop grew, then paused, and Isaac had the strangest urge to reach out and collect the drop with his fingers before it could fall.

It fell, absorbed into the growing stain, and Isaac blinked, cheeks heating. He looked up, and his eyes locked with brilliant blue, the color of a cloudless sky, the far-reaching ocean, the purest of ice straddling mountains. His lungs locked, air frozen, and his skin tingled, mouth growing dry.

Voices murmured on, bodies moved, shapes came and went in his peripheral vision. Angel’s voice was under it all, directing, ordering others about, but it was so commonplace to Isaac it just washed over him. The gaze that held his was the same that drew him in months ago, but there was no drugging sway that influenced his thoughts and feelings, and the fascination that welled up from his chest, raced within his pulse, and fueled the tingling static throughout his extremities was every bit his own.

Constantine Batiste was a beautiful man. Power shimmered in the depths of his eyes, but it was banked, held at bay by will and control. Isaac knew, as surely as he knew the sun would rise in a few short hours, that the hex his brother placed upon Batiste was intact. Batiste was not fighting the hex, nor was he trying to charm Isaac.

What Isaac felt was all him. His nerves pulsed, palms damp, mouth dry. Desire. When was the last time he felt desire unencumbered by a drunken haze? Isaac struggled to find the answer, his memories a depressing and discordant jumble of bad choices and regrets. He didn’t know, but he was feeling desire now, a shot of pure, unfiltered attraction that burned through his veins and consumed everything. He was lost in a firestorm, his only anchor the vibrant blue eyes that refused to look away. He drank in the searching regard as if dying of thirst.

“Daniel!” Angel’s shout broke the connection.

The fledgling snarled, leaping upwards, talons out, her face a rictus of madness. Angel was knocked back by a thin, skeletal arm, Simeon catching him, blurring them out of reach to land in a tumble near the door. Eroch screamed, but the little dragon was knocked to the floor on his back, wings flailing, as the fledgling, lost to whatever insanity gripped her, landed on Daniel, screeching.

Isaac shouted, wordless, terrified Daniel was going to be slaughtered. His hand was up, palm out, an instinctive blast of power hurtling toward the fledgling before he even thought to react. It was only a matter of seconds, but Daniel and Isaac reacted simultaneously, red flame and blue mist colliding, an explosion of white steam erupting in the room. The fledgling was punched into the wall, head cracking, and she fell to the tiles. After a frightening pause, she crawled back to her feet in a disjointed jerking of limbs, teeth bared in a snarl. The steam cleared out and Isaac cried out in denial, seeing Daniel helpless on his back, dazed.

Power unleashed. Not hellfire green, nor dragon flame.

A cold, punishing presence, drowning the room. Isaac collapsed to his side, coughing, and Simeon swore quietly in his native tongue. The fledgling went limp, eyes vacant and staring, limbs akimbo. Isaac took a deep breath and then pushed across the floor the few feet to Daniel, who was groaning and rolling onto his side, propping himself up on one arm. The cold, stifling energy came and went in soft waves, creeping over his body and will. Isaac mentally pushed back at it and got to his knees, frantically running his hands over Daniel’s chest and shoulders, his neck, looking for bites or claw marks.

“Fuck,” Angel swore as he got up from a tangle of limbs with Simeon, who appeared a bit chagrined. Eroch was scooped up, and Angel stood over them, concerned. “Daniel?”

“No blood,” Isaac said, relieved. He sat back on his heels and ran a hand over his face.

“I’m okay,” Daniel coughed, the power in the room affecting him as well. Isaac was afraid to look over his shoulder at Batiste. The strength and power unleashed was formidable, and so different from what Isaac was accustomed to experiencing. Vampiric powers weren’t anything like those of mortal practitioners; Isaac was woefully unaccustomed to their methods and gifts, even after living with Simeon for the better part of a year.

Simeon went to the fledgling and picked her up, returning her to the cot. Shackles went in place, and she was covered in a thin blanket. The second the last shackle snicked into place, the cold power cut off, and Isaac almost fell over, having been pushing back so hard mentally against it that the sudden absence confused his whole body. Daniel groaned again and flopped onto his back, blinking up at the ceiling.

Angel shook his head and leaned down, gently depositing a cranky Eroch on Daniel’s stomach, Daniel’s hands coming up to hold the tiny dragon. “Sorry, kiddo. I wasn’t expecting that reaction from the fledgling. Let me take care of the other vampire and we can get home.”

Daniel waved a hand at Angel in loose agreement, Eroch grumbling as he flapped his wings before curling them down along his spine, small puffs of smoke escaping from his nostrils. Isaac laughed, relieved and a bit manic from the adrenaline rush, and carefully got to his feet. His heart was in his throat, and he took long, deep breaths to calm himself.

Angel went to Batiste, who gently disengaged his wrist from the male vampire’s fangs. Angel knelt and put his hands to the vampire’s head, sinking into his magic. Isaac couldn’t help himself, and eyed Batiste as the Master stood with a grace and composure no one should have when covered in blood and so disheveled.

Simeon went to stand watch over Angel, and Daniel was murmuring quietly to Eroch, checking over the tiny dragon for hurts, Eroch eating up the attention.

Blood soaked Batiste’s wrists, his hands, and the front of his collar and shoulder, the blood dark red, nearly black by the edges of the stains. Batiste stepped away, closer to Isaac, and he found himself looking up at the Master vamp. Batiste was a handful of inches taller than Isaac, and he tipped his head back. Lush pink lips, the corner stained faintly by blood, and dark crimson smeared on a chiseled chin and jaw drew his gaze. Brilliant blue orbs took up his whole world, and he fought not to fall under the sway of the Master vamp.

He wanted to, though, very badly.

“Are you…” Isaac wet his lips, blue eyes tracking the motion, and tried again. “Are you okay? I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re…covered in blood.” Isaac flushed, not knowing what to say or do. A human covered in so much blood would be less sanguine for certain. Batiste was calm and collected, as if nothing were amiss. It was Simeon’s blood, but still—Isaac would be freaking out.

“A new shirt would be welcome,” Batiste smiled faintly, a burst of humor in his gaze. His regard flicked past Isaac’s shoulder for a split second, then back, regaining eye contact. “One of my children is fetching me a fresh garment as we speak. And hello again, young Isaac.”

“Hi.” An inane reply, spoken in a breathy whisper.

Batiste was standing close, too close for his brain to be functioning at full capacity. He was even more attractive than Isaac remembered, and Isaac wasn’t used to hot men, either living or undead, being so close to him with so many clothes on. He and Greg weren’t entirely exclusive, and once Isaac clued in to Greg’s penchant for hustling to pay for drugs and alcohol, he gave up on notions of monogamy while with Greg. Drunk Isaac wasn’t the best at making good decisions, and now Sober Isaac was realizing how fucked up his usual responses were to attractive men. What was he supposed to do now? If they were in a club or bar, Isaac wouldn’t hesitate to offer a blowjob in the bathroom or a fuck in a back alley somewhere. Sober Isaac was turned on, slightly bothered by the blood, and feeling out of his depth.

Batiste was feeding the flames, and Sober Isaac was clueless about how to proceed.

A pang of longing shot through him, landing in the center of his chest, and it only resurrected the sense of oddness he experienced before Dr. M clued him in to his state of mind. Drunk Isaac would be asking for a fuck; Sober Isaac wanted to fuck but didn’t want to feel like shit afterwards. And he would. He always did.

“I did not expect to see you here,” Batiste began unbuttoning his shirt. Isaac blinked, mouth dry, as Batiste peeled back his shirt and handed it off to a vampire, one that came from seemingly nowhere. Isaac’s heart thumped, but he forced himself to stay calm. The sight of Batiste’s muscled torso made the tingling sensation return, and Isaac’s fingers itched to trace pale, smooth skin over taut, hard flesh.

The hex stood out in stark relief against Batiste’s pale skin. It appeared as new as the day Angel cast it, skin blackened in the thin lines of the rune. Isaac frowned, confused about how he felt seeing the evidence of Batiste’s past transgression and proof he could not, in any way, use his vampiric gifts to charm or sway him again. A part of him felt relief, and another part felt guilt. Guilt he was unfortunately familiar with, and it left a sour taste in his mouth.

“It is not your doing,” Batiste said abruptly, snapping Isaac out of his thoughts. “My wrongdoing earned me the brand. I will not have you carry guilt for something outside of your control.”

“My brother branded you.” Isaac kept his voice down, checking briefly to make sure the others weren’t listening. “My brother hexed you—left a mark on you. A rune with my name carved into it, set in your flesh. How are you not blaming me? Hell, blaming Angel?”

Batiste shrugged one shoulder, a casual motion that conveyed his lack of upset quite clearly. “I earned it. I trespassed upon you. No other. Do not assign yourself guilt over a wrongdoing you did not commit. It is my shame to bear, and mine alone.”

“But…”

“No.”

Isaac grumbled, then nodded. “Okay, okay. I get it. I just can’t understand why you aren’t more upset.”

“I was upset, do not think I was in any way agreeable toward the hex. But then I was left with my regrets once my ire faded, and I cannot escape punishment for a transgression I would insist be placed upon another if they erred so egregiously. Understood?”

Isaac nodded, mute, eyes wide, stunned by the fervent words. Batiste gazed back down at him, and if the undead man breathed as a human did, they would be sharing air. No mortal warmth met Isaac in the narrowing space between them; cold and quiet, no heat from another’s flesh. Stone cold, and just as silent. He shivered, a reaction to the cold alone.

The vampire who brought the clean shirt left with the sullied one, and another vampire appeared in the same place, moving so fast Isaac had to blink to realize it wasn’t the same vamp. They were incredibly fast, and Isaac gulped, throat clicking, nerves turning from excitement to a shallow fear. Batiste took a small step back, and Isaac dragged in fresh air, trying to calm himself. Batiste took the wet wipes offered by the other vampire, and discreetly cleaned his mouth and chin. There was still blood on his skin along his collarbone and down his pec. The other vampire, one Isaac was thinking was a servant or something, reached out and swiped the blood from his master’s torso, and Isaac frowned, biting his tongue to keep from voicing an objection.

He wanted to do that.

Seeing another’s hands on that carved expanse of muscle and smooth skin left him unsettled and wishing he knew what to do next.

Maybe coming to the Tower was a bad idea. He took a half step back, and Batiste caught the motion, gaze searching Isaac’s for a sharp second before he lifted a hand. “Enough, my child.” Batiste stopped the attentions of the nameless vampire, and Batiste wiped his wrists and double-checked his face and neck. His wrists were healed as if nothing happened, Isaac avidly examining the unblemished skin when Batiste handed over the used wipes to the other vampire, who backed away with a bow before blurring from the room.

Batiste was still shirtless, dressed only in trousers that clung to his thighs and ass, leather shoes, and a black leather belt with a gleaming metal buckle. Everything else was bare skin, and when Batiste turned, Isaac’s breath caught.

Scars. So many scars, bright red and deep pink against the white of his skin, Batiste was a walking, talking testament to physical trauma. Isaac had no idea what half the scars were from, but his imagination picked out what looked to be whip marks, slashes from swords or knives, and a multitude of claw marks and bites.

He choked back a cry of dismay, a hand lifting, hovering over Batiste’s back, not quite touching. He froze, deeply uncertain.

Isaac knew vampires did not scar after they were reborn as one of the undead. They could not be tattooed, and all injuries healed cleanly, without a trace of the wound. They carried with them old scars and tattoos from their mortal years, and sometimes in the Turning, they were healed of grievous injuries that occurred near or just before the time of the rebirth. Many humans were turned into a vampire to survive terminal illnesses and fatal injuries, and oftentimes the fatal wounds would disappear when they rose as one of the undead.

Batiste had been injured, many times, as a mortal man. Isaac struggled to understand how Batiste even survived to be Turned. Some scars were from fire, decorating one shoulder. The other shoulder bore a deep reddish-pink scar that cut through the top of his shoulder, and likely resulted in crushed bones and pulverized muscles. Batiste looked back at him and saw Isaac’s hand, which he promptly dropped back to his side.

“What? How?” Isaac breathed out, and flinched, not meaning to say a damn thing.

A small smile curved up one side of Batiste’s lush lips, and he turned back to Isaac, arms lifted out and away from his sides a foot or so, and Isaac looked past the sexy six-pack abs to the rest of the undead man. There were scars on his chest and abdomen, though not as many on his upper arms. These were fainter, as if older, and there were more singular, long slashes from what might have been swords rather than the horrors visited upon the flesh of his back. That was what he saw under the fabric of the ruined shirt earlier—the scars. So many of them.

“I was a warrior in my mortal life,” Batiste answered the half-baked question he’d blurted out. “War and violence were as common in my youth as they are today. Only the weapons changed as the years went on.”

“I can’t…there’s so many scars.” Isaac felt like an idiot, stating the obvious.

Batiste said nothing. What was there to say, really? The obvious was there in front of his eyes, and it was reshaping something in Isaac’s mind. Batiste just let him look his fill, and Isaac mentally tallied the scars until he could not stand to count any more.

Cultured and suave and elegant, Constantine Batiste was the consummate gentleman, a noble of the undead, a player in social circles that were so beyond Isaac he didn’t even want to think about them. Yet beneath the suits, the expensive fabrics, and the mannerisms fit for a royal court, Batiste was something, someone entirely different.

A warrior, as he said. The truth was there in the refined muscles, the long-healed but tortured flesh, and the way he moved. A warrior made into a vampire, an apex predator, and while he dressed up his nature in fine suits, refined speech, and cultured manners, there was no longer any hiding what and who he really was—a dangerous, deadly being.

“Do I frighten you now, young Isaac?” Batiste asked softly, his arms lowered now to his sides, head tilted slightly, blond hair shifting across his brow.

He thought about it. He should be terrified, given proof that the vampire in front of him had more than his supernatural state to draw upon to wreak havoc. Training and a brutal life of war added to the predatory gifts of the undead, and Batiste was enough to terrify even the most hardened of battlemages and warriors. Yet he wasn’t afraid. He was more afraid of the random vampires blurring in and out of the room, highlighting that which made them so dangerous to mortals, their speed nearly impossible to protect against.

“I don’t know.” Honesty was all he had.

“Better than a yes,” Batiste replied, and Isaac nodded, thinking the same. “Perhaps you’ll tell me when you decide?”

Isaac nodded once, lifting his eyes to Batiste’s, which were calm and reserved, emotions hidden. “Sure, I can do that.”

Batiste smiled, and it knocked the air from his lungs. It was a dangerous thing, that smile, and it disappeared as swiftly as it came, leaving him stunned.

Batiste left him stunned in so many ways.

Angel called Batiste over, breaking the quiet bubble around them. Batiste went, but slowly, as if he too needed reminding of where they were and what was happening. Isaac was left there alone, despite being surrounded by his family. Adrift in a storm of emotions, but he knew one thing with terrible certainty.

He wanted Constantine Batiste, and that frightened him more than the undead man himself.







8







Bastard Son of a Petty King





124 BCE

Foothills of Roquepertuse

Southern Gaul



T

 he army was not the size of the Roman encampment outside Massalia, but a decent size regardless. Several thousand Arverni tribespeople were settled in the glens, towering pine trees blocking out the night sky. Torches illuminated the tents and people, a few dogs barking as they ran by. His father’s family clan and the related families would hold the center of the encampment, and soon enough he saw the sigil of his father’s line draped over the top of the tallest and most ornate of the tents. In a style borrowed from the Romans, it was large and squarish in shape, the sides pulled back to let air flow in and firepits lit the area. Men in armor turned to watch as they rode right up to the tent, and a call went out to the occupants.

Constans dismounted in time for a small bundle of scrawny limbs to come flying out from the tent in a blur of red and green tunic lined with gold thread and shiny leather leggings. 

“Constans! Constans!” His little brother hugged him tightly around the waist, and Constans laughed. Congentiatus, or Gen as Constans called him, was a wiry blend of energy and charm at ten winters of age. His hair was dark brown, eyes a dark hazel, and he was a mix of their father’s stern countenance and the softer edges of his mother, Philia. She was pale with dark reddish hair and green eyes, and a cold countenance that didn’t match her fiery appearance. Constans was familiar with her cold manner, which only grew colder as the years went by and Bituitus continued to acknowledge Constans as his eldest, even if he were a bastard.

“Gen, you’ve grown a foot since I last saw you! How many mountain trolls have you slain so far? Ten? Twenty?” Constans gently teased Gen as the boy grabbed his hand and tried to drag Constans into the tent where their father presumably awaited.

“Constans! Come on!” Gen whined, tugging harder. Constans sighed loudly and ruffled his little brother’s hair, making the strands fly every which way. “And Pater said the trolls are our friends since they hate the Romans, so I can’t kill any of them.”

“Oh, what a shame,” Constans replied wryly. “Perhaps a dragon, then?”

Gen stopped pulling and spun around, staring up at him with large eyes. “Have you seen a dragon?”

He hadn’t, but teasing his little brother was too fun to ruin it with the truth just yet. “Perhaps.”

Gen squinted at him hard. He watched in open amusement as Gen decided he was lying and grabbed his hand again, yanking as hard as his little ten-year-old frame could manage. “I think you’re teasing me.”

Constans let Gen pull him into the tent. “You’re a clever man, little brother.”

Bituitus stood beside a camp table covered in thin sheepskin maps, a hanging oil lamp lighting up the interior. Thick rugs imported from traders in the south brought color to the inside of the tent, a brazier burning near the center to banish the autumn night chill. His father was a large man—broad shoulders, thick torso, upper arms thick with muscles, and his legs toned from long hours in the saddle or hiking through the lower mountain ranges of the Arverni territories. Long blond hair pulled back in a tail and a long, thick line of hair over his upper lip hid his mouth and part of his jawline. Constans did not favor the facial hair styles of his father’s people, preferring to scrape at his beard with a sharp blade every few days. The overly long styles weren’t popular in the south or the east, and Constans favored the clean-shaven cheeks of the Romans. Not that he would ever tell his father that—Bituitus led the Celtic Federation, which maintained an uneasy and tense political relationship with the encroaching Romans. 

“Constantius Herennius Batistius, favored son of my loins! Come closer so I can see that the warm south winds haven’t made you soft!” Bituitus gestured imperiously for him and Constans went to his father, who grabbed him by the shoulders and glared at him from head to toes. Bituitus used to complain that Herennia named Constans for her father, but there wasn’t much his father could do when he didn’t offer to wed Herennia when she fell pregnant. 

“Still strong,” Bituitus grumbled, shaking him a bit, hands tight. “Good, good. I’ll need your youth to help me crack some skulls.” Bituitus laughed loudly at that, a joke that Constans almost didn’t get.

“Cultists, Pater?” Constans asked, though it was more a statement than anything else. The Cult of the Head was a wide-spread religion within the southern Gallic tribes, and they used the bodies of the deceased in their rituals and spell-casting. Occasionally they grew too powerful for the petty kings and chieftains to tolerate, and every generation or so led to a solid thrashing and a reduction in cult numbers. 

Bituitus gestured in disgust as he pulled away, heading for a clay pitcher of wine on the table. He grabbed a wooden goblet and filled it with dark red wine, spilling a bit over the side. He offered it to Constans, and he took it with care. The wine his father preferred kicked like a mule.  

Bricius entered just as Constans took a cautious drink of the wine. He disguised his grimace of distaste behind the rim of the goblet—no one’s wine could match the vintage made by his mother—and took a seat on a low folding bench. Gen leaned into his shoulder, and Constans hugged his little brother. Soon Gen would be too big for hugs, but right now he was a small boy who accepted them eagerly.

Bituitus greeted his friend and second in command, the two men talking in low tones. 

“Rageshi was at the sentry line,” Bricius spoke quietly, though if the striga was within the encampment he could hear them easily. “He was…” Bricius paused, worry etched in the lines around his eyes. “Not himself.”

Bituitus shrugged, unconcerned, though his words made Constans sit straighter. “Rageshi is old. His service to Luernius wore on him.”

Luernius was the king of the Arverni, and Constans’ paternal grandfather. Bituitus was king, too—but over the alliance of tribes within the Gallic Federation. Luernius ruled their home tribe, even though Bituitus took more control from the old man each season. His words still held weight, and his reputation as a warrior and brutal opponent on the battlefield still garnered him respect among the varied tribes. And many years ago, when Constans was a young boy, rumors spread through the tribes that Luernius had captured a striga, a rare being of immense power and savagery. Not one of the earth-bound gods, with the hair colors of leaves and the affinity for growing things and the facets of nature—but a cold, undead creature that fit legends of the ancient striga, beings with fangs, reborn from the deceased, wearing their faces and hunting the living.

Rageshi was an old, old striga—so old the name of his birth people was lost in the sands to the far east, unuttered in more years than Constans could count. How he came to be bound to Luernius was a mystery, and one that added cachet to his grandfather’s power and reputation. No one threatened Luernius or Bituitus when Rageshi was with them, and it made sense that the old striga was present if Bituitus was going after the cultists. Their magic would be useless against the undead blood-drinker.

“Grandfather gifted you Rageshi’s service?” Constans never knew him well but such a gift would have been out of character for Luernius.

“Your grandfather passed, my son.” Bituitus shared, and it made clear why Rageshi was now with Bituitus.

“When?” Constans asked. His grandfather’s passing would have been mourned amongst the Arverni, and he cast a glance back over his shoulder at Bricius. They traveled all day together, and he hadn’t said a word about the old man’s passing. 

“Don’t glare at Bricius so,” Bituitus glared at his son. “I told him to mind his tongue, that I would tell you myself. And Rageshi was not bound to just Luernius—his oath bound him to our bloodline. The striga now does my bidding, and when my time comes, he will belong to Congentiatus as well.” 

Not to a bastard, of course, and one who was raised in the soft southern lands by a foreign woman. His father might claim Constans, but he was also the consummate king—he would not alienate his people by gifting a powerful asset such as the striga to his bastard son. 

“Luernius passed a short while ago, tucked away in his bed and sleeping,” Bituitus finally answered offhandedly, and Constans relaxed. A natural death—almost unheard of in this day and age. It spoke of a long life of vigor, wealth, and stability—all things worth envy, and it meant the person in question was powerful enough to achieve something almost impossible.

“Is Rageshi safe to be around our warriors?” Constans regretted asking as soon as the words escaped his mouth. Luernius’ passing and Rageshi’s transfer to his father might explain the erratic nature of the striga.

“I would not have him here if he weren’t under my thumb completely,” Bituitus snapped back, the long hair over his lip quivering with rage.  

“Of course, Pater. Forgive my foolishness.” He dropped his eyes, and Gen went still next to him. Bituitus never hit Constans as a child, but his anger could be as vicious as a blow to the face. Gen knew the same lesson—never anger their father.

“The southern winds may have softened your spine a bit, boy,” Bituitus grumbled, though he was relaxing, waving away his anger. “Gutting a cultist with a spear or sword will rectify that problem soon enough.”

Constans held his tongue and drank his wine. Gen leaned against his knee and chattered away at him as only a child could do, excited about the coming battles.
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The wind was cutting and the ground damp with morning dew, and the rivers of blood that slipped down the hillside pooled amongst gnarled roots of ancient pines. The forest rang with screams and trunks were splattered with viscous fluids and flesh laid bare to the silvered light filtering through the treetops.

Constans slid down the hill on one knee, pine needles and mud clattering around him, and with a scream, he thrust up with his spear. The iron punched through the ribcage of the cultist, pulverizing heart and lungs before erupting out the back, a spray of blood landing on the ground behind the dying man. An axe fell from limp fingers, and Constans kicked the man backward as he yanked on the haft of the spear, pulling it free as the corpse fell to the ground with a thud. 

Instinct had him spinning, and the ash haft vibrated intensely in his bloodied grip as he blocked the blow meant for his skull. His helm was lost somewhere at the top of the hill along with his sword, his shield, and his now dead horse—a magical blast from a blood mage took out the roan from beneath him as the battle spread out as combatants broke ranks. The cultist who was trying his best to kill him was covered in dried blood from head to toe—leather and furs blackened by bodily fluids and arcane symbols branded in mysterious patterns. White and dark blue paint across cheekbones gave the cultists an otherworldly appearance but made it easy to distinguish them from the ranks of the Arverni. 

His opponent carried a wickedly curved axe, but the reach of the spear nullified any skills the man may have had—Constans ran him through in seconds, slicing his throat and spinning inside his guard as blood sprayed over his body, hot and slick, a metallic tang flooding his senses. He hooked his boot behind the man’s heel and leveraged his own weight and knocked the dying man aside, then ran forward, straight for a chaotic melee between a handful of cultists surrounding a group of Arverni fighting back to back.

Not all of the cultists were blood mages, and that was the only reason the Arverni weren’t losing. The blood mages did not fight together, instead they spread out through the woods, leaving their non-magical warriors to fight as best they could without assistance. There was no structure in their strategies, but that also made it harder to predict and protect against. Deliberate chaos reigned over the wide-spread battlefield.

He cut down one cultist before the others realized he was there, blood arcing through the air in a thick wave from a severed neck. Shoving hard, he knocked down another cultist and skewered them through the belly into the damp earth below, then yanked the spear free. He preferred to fight with a sword in melee, but it lay in the chaos somewhere behind him, and he knew better than to lift a weapon from an enemy combatant—cursing weapons to keep that from happening wasn’t unheard of, and the blood mages were cruel enough to do it.

They came for him both in small groups and singularly, and each fell one after the other. The sunlight fell to darkness with each kill, until the world was naught but blood and shadows. 

Trees broke from the darkness as he walked with weary steps through the forest, each step full of aches and pains, a growing awareness of the passage of time and the fading of the berserker rage that overcame him some time before. Fingers screamed in agony as he maintained a grip on the haft of the spear, and a nasty gash bloomed with agony along one thigh from a bastard sword. The weapon had cut cleanly through his leathers and he only avoided a mortal injury by throwing himself away from the blow at the literal last second. His opponent lay dead in the growing darkness behind him, and somewhere not too far away the victors of the battle shouted and called out to each other through the forest.

Torches flickered through the trees, and Constans’ eyes blurred from exhaustion and strain. The cultists had swarmed from the woods like ants from a destroyed nest, furious and biting. The Arverni made their attack just before dawn, and the expected advantage in the ambush never materialized—the cultists knew they were coming. Magic users in their ranks stayed close to the cultists’ camp as the warriors spilling out from the hills and craggy ravines around the hidden settlement. Spells blocked any advancement into the warren of stone and trees, and instead of taking advantage of the blood mages’ protections, the cultists continued to pour out from their fortified position to engage with the Arverni.

Constans stopped, breathing heavily. He’d long since lost track of Bricius and his father, though he doubted either of them were dead. Both were canny warriors and experienced in fighting in the hills. He shifted his weight to the spear, the iron-capped end digging into the mossy earth.

Muscles trembling, he fought to control his breathing and regain some stamina. Bodies littered the ground, the night making blood turn black in the darkness, shiny in the faint flickers of distant torchlight. He could not tell if the bodies were slain cultists or Arverni—the flies merely identified them as dead men. The stench of body fluids and exposed raw flesh clung to the back of his throat and he coughed, then spat to the side, wiping his face with the tattered end of his shirt, the ties holding the chainmail sections together having torn sometime during the day, leaving his flank exposed. He couldn’t recall the blow that broke the ties, and he wasn’t injured beneath it, a god-given blessing considering everything.

A rustle sounded in the undergrowth and Constans froze, senses expanding. The Arverni may have won the battle, but the area was still crowded with bodies, and not all of them were dead. Leaves crunched, and a figure hurried out from the undergrowth. It was too dark for him to see clearly, and he was in the deeper shadows, so the figure didn’t seem to see him. He waited, looking for a sign it was enemy or ally.

The figure knelt beside one of the bodies, and a faint glow emanated from a pair of hands that hovered over the cleaved chest of a cultist. A soft curse, then the figure scurried away, heading to another body. This one was nearly headless, and the figure swore again, motions disjointed, hands glowing with an almost imperceptible light before the glow was doused and they went to another body. 

If they were checking for survivors, they would have a torch, or a magelight, and they wouldn’t be so furtive in their movements. Constans’ suspicion was confirmed when the shadow paused over a body, and in the dim light, saw the figure claw at a gaping wound from which sluggish blood seeped from a grievously wounded warrior. An Arverni. The light grew and Constans made out features. A gaunt face, sunken cheeks, mad eyes, and a thin mouth with gnarled teeth. Covered in runes and warped tattoos, the blood mage hissed out in satisfaction as the dying warrior moaned in pain. 

Constans’ spear lodged socket-deep in the blood mage’s skull. They were too dangerous to not kill them immediately. He yanked, muscles complaining, but pulled his spear free and then knelt beside the warrior the blood mage sought to feed from. 

The Arverni was dead. Constans reached out with a hand painted black by sticky blood and shut the tribesman’s eyes. 

A crack of a branch snapping brought his head up, and he stood carefully, holding the spear defensively, waiting. A torch danced through the shadows and then a familiar face made him grin in relief.

“Constans! You live!” Bricius called out, looking as bad as Constans felt, the older man covered in blood and gore and dirt, sweat-dampened hair pushed back from his face. 

“I am glad to see you live as well, Bricius. My father?” Constans asked as he stepped over dead bodies. 

“Rounding up blood mages and cutting their heads off,” Bricius grimaced. 

“He missed one,” Constans grunted and gestured to the cultist at their feet. 

“Looks like you didn’t miss,” Bricius nudged the body with caution, though considering the spear-shaped hole in the man’s head, he was solidly deceased. 

“Found him scavenging from the dying.”

Bricius’ expression was one of disgust. “The battlefield is drawing them out, like starving wolves to a deer’s carcass. It’s making it easy for your father and his men to strike them down.” Bricius peered warily into the darkness, then gestured back the way he came. “Come, let’s join him. We shouldn’t be on our own in the night. The blood mages aren’t the only ones hunting.” Striga frequented battlefields regularly and fed upon the dying. Rageshi might be bound to the Arverni, but to assume he was the only undead drinker of blood in the vicinity would be a mistake.

Constans followed behind Bricius, and he averted his eyes as best he could to keep the torch from robbing him of his night vision. His neck and back twitched, nerves alive, instincts taut and stretched thin by adrenaline, expecting an attack at any second from the shadows.

Bricius called out to someone Constans could not see past the torchlight, and his nerves trembled as a weighty sense of foreboding settled in his gut. 
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Bricius fell to the ground,
 chest smoldering. He groaned in pain, back arching, arms and legs seizing and curling inward in a whole-body spasm. Constans ran to his friend, kneeling by his side, only for instinct to scream at him to move. 

He tried to avoid that blow aiming for his head, and only managed to scramble to the side. A long staff, gnarled and heavy with a bone blade imbedded in the top, sliced downwards, and he twisted enough for the blow to miss his skull, but he screamed as the blade lodged itself in his shoulder, cutting through leather, padding, and chainmail. Hot blood welled up around the blade, and Constans gasped in agony. His vision darkened around the edges and he gasped, body desperate for air, nerves aflame.

He was dying.
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Agony became madness.
 Pain swamped his senses and replaced heat, subsumed cold, and reduced any chances of relief to ashes. Harsh stone was his bed, and sparks from a nearby fire landed on his skin, sizzling and hissing. Long past the point of having the strength to scream, Constans lay where his captor had thrown him and waited for death to claim him.

Death hovered in the shadows, and each laborious beat of his heart was one more futile effort that held it at bay. Creeping closer, waiting, a patient hunter, Death with its glittering eyes and night-tipped claws thirsted from within the shadows of the small cave in which he lay dying. 

Rock walls rose on three sides and overhead, a cave made by giant boulders tumbled together by the hands of the forest gods. The slab upon which he lay dying was covered in dried leaves, dirt, and ashes from previous fires. The stone walls had been carved and chiseled, niches filled with skulls and candles. Tapestries of bone and vine hung from the walls, human remains decorating almost every surface. The slab was a single piece of stone, etched with runes and covered in mysterious spells. It was cold, and it seemed to drink in his blood and every exhale, as hungry for his life as the blood mage who tortured him.

His wounds grew putrid from lack of care, and each time he fell into the darkness, he awoke to new injuries, his blood painting the knives made from knapped bone and slate. Runes traced in his own blood covered his captor’s body, and rough chanting and hissed incantations filtered through the snapping of logs in the fire. A horrible taste spread through his mouth, coating his tongue, and down his throat—rotten blood and putrid water choked by mud and decay, the taste of death.

A blood mage was harvesting his life, and Constans wished for Death to strike faster, to deny his captor the power to be gleaned from a living human. Even now, the blood mage sat on the other side of the fire, his back to the dark forest and the deep shadows, features obscured by smoke, fire, and Constans’ failing vision. All he could see was a twisted form, pale skin stained by dirt and blood, long brown hair rendered lanky and greasy by lack of care, and long nails broken and split and blackened by dirt and blood. He was dying at the hands of a monster.

“Strong blood…” the madman hissed out, hands shaking. A wet tongue licked bloody fingers, and Constans gagged in disgust. The figure ignored him, too busy lapping at his flesh and Constans’ blood smeared across their skin. 

“Choke…on it.” Constans gasped out. 

A harsh giggle cracked the night. “You will die choking on your screams,” the blood mage hissed out. A face blackened by soot and filth leaned forward, peering at him through the flames. Plain brown eyes the color of dirt held a fanatic glitter. “Almost time to die, Arverni scum. I will spike your skull on my staff and carry you through Bituitus’ lands.”

He and Bricius had been ambushed by a straggler. “Bricius.” Constans gasped out the name, remembering his friend falling, screaming in agony.

“Too weak. Left your friend screaming in the dirt.” A sharp smile. “Took you. Killer. Many deaths cling to you, sweetening your blood. Your life will fuel me for many days.”

“No…” Constans gasped out. His vision was growing darker, heart beating in desperation. 

Constans looked again for the specter of Death, yet only found empty shadows. The forest loomed dark in the shadows past the fire beyond the cave’s entrance, and he wished for a predator to scent his blood and come end his life. He wanted nothing more than to die, to stymie the depraved plans of the blood mage and end his own suffering. Rage simmered, bitter thoughts of his life force feeding this monstrosity left him feeling impotent. 

A snap echoed in the night. The blood mage whirled, crouching, hand reaching for the staff that rested next to the fire, the bone blade dark with blood. Perhaps he was hallucinating, wishing so hard for an end, that he was dreaming of hearing horses snorting and voices echoing in the trees.

“No!” The blood mage screamed, lifting a hand, energy sparking and light arcing between fingers. He screamed a word in a language Constans could not understand, and a blast of power slammed outwards into the trees. People shouted, horses neighed in fear, and then shadows erupted from the night. 

Bituitus charged into the light of the fire, swinging his sword high, and a great sweep of his arm sent the blood mage hurtling into the wall, his ragged form crumpling in a heap in the dirt and leaves. The specter of Death strode from the dark, solidifying into the striga Rageshi. The striga strode across the fire as if it weren’t there, and Constans feared his death might come in the arms of a striga tempted by blood instead of the blood mage—but all the old striga did was lift his limp body into his arms and remove him from the cave.

Bituitus soon joined them, and Constans found himself lying on his back in the cool grass, the moon shining down through a break in the trees, the stars brighter than he could ever remember seeing them. His head rested on Rageshi’s thigh, and Bituitus gripped one of his hands tightly. 

“Son. Constans,” Bituitus demanded. “Look at me.”

“Pater…” He managed a whisper. For some reason he was cold, terribly cold, but it felt good. The grass smelled sweet, the breeze was clean, and the moon was bright.

“Heal him,” Bituitus demanded of the striga who held Constans. 

“His wounds are too severe, and his blood is tainted by foul magics. He tastes of mud and foul death.”

“Save my son, or I will burn you at the stake at dawn’s light!” Bituitus roared, eyes wet, face red. Arverni gathered around in the night, their forms indistinct, yet a part of Constans knew his father’s people stood vigil. He felt safe. He was dying, and he wasn’t afraid. Never afraid when surrounded by his people.

“I would need to drain your bastard to free his body of the taint, and then feed him my own to replace that which he has lost.” Rageshi paused, and cold fingers carded through Constans’ hair. It felt good, and he sighed, eyes fluttering shut, only for a tiny flicker of determination to make him open them again to watch the sky. The stars were so bright.

“Do it!” Bituitus demanded.

“If I do, he will still die. His mortal life will be over, and your bastard will belong to me. He will live forever, a striga, unbound by mortal laws. Your son no longer.”

“My son is dying. I would rather see him rise with the moon than rot away into nothing.”

Cold lips brushed his ear. Constans closed his eyes. “Choose, mortal son of a petty king. Die now and never again see the sky, or die for a night, and arise forever.”

He gave a tiny nod, all he could manage, and he did not know which choice he agreed to as his thoughts faded away into nothing.
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Modern Day,
 Boston



“Blood magic,”
 Angel repeated, brows raised. Isaac’s brother was pacing in Batiste’s penthouse, squaring off, perhaps unconsciously, with the City Master. Batiste was wearing fresh clothes and had showered briefly, hair brushed back and still slightly damp, making Isaac’s fingers itch to touch the darkened golden strands.

Isaac sat at the nearby bar along one wall, digging into the breakfast the Master had ordered up for his mortal guests. The bar itself was empty. No bottles, the glass shelves built into the walls empty, the lights out. The small space underneath the counter where glasses and bottles and a small fridge might fit were all barren, the entire space stripped down. Isaac had no idea if the space had ever been used as intended, but there wasn’t even a whiff of alcohol, or sticky-sweet soda, or spilled hops, and his stomach thankfully wasn’t revolting. Whatever it had been, now it was just a marble counter with a handful of high leather and chrome stools, and perfect for watching his brother face off with the old vamp.

“Blood magic.” Batiste repeated firmly. “It fouled Scarlet’s blood. A blood mage took her for her blood and harvested it from her. Her remaining blood was fouled by the process and when her master went to read her memories during the healing, he ingested the same foulness. Blood magic tastes of decaying things left in muddied water, and spoiled blood. Often mistaken for mortal illness or infection, blood magic is insidious, and difficult to sense unless tasted in the blood. By then, it is often too late.”

Isaac paused in his chewing. That description sounded eerily familiar. He swallowed and put down his fork, and he spun on the stool.

Angel wasn’t slow by any means, and his gaze latched onto his little brother as realization came. “I’ve never encountered a blood mage before. They usually die off too quickly, and take many people with them, for much to be known about how blood magic functions beyond the obvious. All I know is that body fluids from the living and the physical remains of deceased practitioners can be harvested for magic. I’m not an expert here.” Isaac would have choked if he were still eating. Daniel, from his seat on the couch with Eroch, gaped at his mentor, expression as shocked as Isaac was feeling. Angel put his hands in his pants pockets and spoke to Batiste. “Isaac was ambushed by an unknown entity a few days ago in the foyer of our apartment building. The magics stank of damp dead things and rotting blood.”

Isaac picked at his breakfast, watching as Batiste took in the news with a frightening calm, his outward mien unaffected, but tension rose in the room very briefly before fading away. He could taste apples on his tongue before the sensation faded away too, a sensory echo of vampiric magic unique to the Master.

“I’m fine, obviously,” Isaac piped up, and Batiste took him in from head to toes, as if he hadn’t been looking at him since he’d arrived and seen he was perfectly well.

“Yes, you are,” Batiste replied, and Isaac blushed at the innuendo while Batiste went back to talking to Angel. “Blood mages can assume the latent gifts of the departed, or those they have captured, and use those magics for a time before the effects wear off. It is not permanent, which is why blood mages keep killing and attacking people for their blood. Usually the blood mage begins as a practitioner on the lower end of the power spectrum, who seeks to increase their personal strengths, and then quickly lose themselves to the madness that comes with the stolen blood and magics. What is less known is that it is just not practitioners who are targets—sometimes all a blood mage is after is raw power, and they can harvest the inherent magical energy in all sentient beings, from mundane mortals to vampires, and even the fae. Only the gifts of practitioners can be stolen briefly by a blood mage, but if they aren’t after specific gifts, then raw magics found in different species are just as coveted.”

Angel thought about what Batiste said, frowning. “So, a blood mage—” the new term made Angel hesitate for a moment, and Isaac realized it was because they’d always called such people BMAs, or blood-magic addicts. “—a blood mage is running around town, grabbing whoever they can, and harvesting blood for power. Why wasn’t the fledgling killed?”

A cold smile that revealed a hint of fang drew Isaac’s attention to Batiste. “A blood mage gets literally nothing from the second death of a vampire. We are useless to a blood mage once permanently departed.”

“So only the living—” Angel frowned harder, searching for a way of clarifying, “—so an actively undead and not deceased vampire is useful only for the residual life energies from their most recent feeding?”

“Yes,” Batiste nodded. “And the fledgling was in no state to harm her captor once they were done, and they left her to her fate as they went in search of another target. A vampire makes a poor choice regardless, for as the quantity of blood diminishes, so does the vampire’s power. A human sacrifice creates power for as long as they are alive, regardless of their state, and can be used after their death as well.”

“You know a lot about this,” Angel stated. “I’m probably one of the most educated practitioners on the East Coast, and what I know about blood magic can barely be called facts and is likely mostly hearsay. I teach other practitioners for a living, and you know more than I do about blood magic.”

“Are you suggesting something?” A hint of fang was even more pronounced, and Isaac tensed when his big brother smiled wickedly at the City Master. “And I would not claim to be so educated if there were such gaps in my knowledge,” Batiste replied, smirking back.

Isaac’s mouth dropped, eyes wide. “Oh shit, no you didn’t.” Batiste sent Isaac a tiny grin, and his cheeks heated again.

Angel snorted in amusement, not at all bothered by Batiste’s retort.

“Nah, just giving you shit.” The grin faded. “Was Isaac targeted specifically, or was it just random?”

“I do not know, but caution would be wise. Perhaps the trap was for you, since not many people know that Isaac is more than a mundane mortal. The entire country knows who you are.”

“Not a trap I could see working on me, but then BMAs aren’t thinking clearly.” Isaac rolled his eyes at Angel’s arrogance, and Angel shot him a wink. He shook his head at his brother, who smiled wide, teeth bared in a cocky, nearly feral grin, and it was the kind of smile a vampire might give. His brother was picking behaviors up from his mate.

“Same precautions we’ve been taking,” Angel declared, and he pointed at Daniel on the couch and then at Isaac. “You two go nowhere alone, understood? I’ll call O’Malley and Milly and pass this along to them. The cops need the warning, and Milly can inform the practitioner community far faster than I can.”

“Got it,” Isaac murmured. He had no desire to be ambushed by an insane blood mage and trussed up like a fowl then drained of everything that made him who he was. He shuddered. “Don’t worry about me, I’m not gonna be stupid.”

“Same,” Daniel answered quietly, cuddling Eroch. “Same for you, Angel?”

Angel gave Daniel a fond look. “I’ll stick close to Simeon, don’t worry.” Simeon was still in the suite two floors down, interrogating the slowly recovering fledgling Scarlet. He then turned back to Batiste. “I want to know, since I’m nosey. Just how do you know so much?”

Batiste shrugged, an elegant motion, fluid and careless and very European. “I was born before the rise of empires. I am old, Necromancer. There is much I’ve seen, enough for many mortal lifetimes.”

“Huh. I bet,” Angel swooped down and grabbed his linen satchel from the coffee table. “Let’s go, kiddos. We can wait for Simeon in his suite downstairs.”

Isaac slowly slid from the stool, following behind Angel and Daniel. He walked toward Batiste, who stood between him and the door and watched him with an inscrutable expression, blue eyes catching everything. He paused, Angel and Daniel already in the hall, chatting between them.

“Thanks for breakfast,” Isaac said, not really knowing what to say, but unable to remain quiet.

“You are welcome, Isaac.”

He wanted to say more. He didn’t want to leave, and he knew if he stayed, he wouldn’t need to say anything more than ‘yes.’

“Isaac, let’s go!” Angel shouted from down the hall. He jumped and realized he’d been staring.

“Um, sorry. See ya around?” It came out a question, and he groaned at how idiotic he sounded.

“Of that, I am most certain,” Batiste said, and Isaac did not mistake the naked heat and desire staring back at him.

He all but sprinted from the room, feeling the Master’s eyes on him the whole way, and didn’t stop until he reached the reassuring company of his brother and best friend near the elevator.

Daniel sent him an inquisitive glance, but he didn’t explain, though one glance from his brother told him that Angel saw right through him, and they’d have words about it sometime soon.
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Brotherly Interference
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 he shield took the brunt of the spell, but the impact still rattled his bones. Another wave of hellfire came roaring across the workroom and he braced himself, pulling more power from the veil into his reserves, bolstering the shields in front of him.

Smoke filled the air between him and Angel, but Isaac felt his brother drawing on the ambient magic fields, preparing for another strike. Angel wasn’t even using the veil or the mysterious connection to Simeon that fueled his death magics; this was all Angel at his normal self-contained levels of power. Sweat dripped into his eyes and exhaustion left him shaking, but Isaac refused to quit. He could take it.

He hoped. The only thing keeping his knees from buckling was the thought that his brother wouldn’t really kill him. Hurt him, sure; Angel never coddled his students, and his only brother even less so. Exactly as he had when Isaac was a teenager, Angel taught Isaac with the goal of keeping him alive, no matter who he stood against.

When the blow came, it staggered him, and gray swam across his vision before he dragged in a breath of air and made himself stay standing through the impact. Angel’s hits were nearly impossible to withstand, especially when mentally juggling a connection to the veil and his shields. He poured more power into the shields and waited, tense, trying to keep himself from attempting to predict the next move. Angel never did the expected, and he always guessed wrong.

The smoke, thick and cloying, swirled around the edges of his shield, and he slid his left foot back, feeling the etched runes and wards under his boot. The rune for protection and containment hummed under his foot, which meant he was about two feet from the wall.

The blow came low and fast, cutting a hole through the smoke, and slammed into his shields down near the floor, right in front of his feet. He scrambled back, but kept his shields up, and hurriedly changed their shape, sliding the edge beneath him so he was protected from below. Another burst hit his shields, and it was kinetic magic, a physical blow that boomed through the room, but his shields held.

He waited, but nothing else came. The smoke swirled again, faster, and then began to thin. Angel smiled at him from next to the door, and Isaac grinned back at his brother when he clapped in approval. “Good job! I wasn’t holding back there near the end. Is it coming back easier?”

Isaac dropped his hands and let his shields dissolve away, wisps of flame dancing in the leftover smoke. He nodded, brushing his hair out of his eyes and falling back against the wall. “Holy shit, I forgot how hard it was doing that,” he replied, sucking in a deep breath before slowly letting it go, trying to relax. “It is coming back though, yeah.”

“I’m glad,” Angel said as he unlocked the workroom door and powered down the wards. “Drop your connection to the veil and let’s go get some dinner.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Letting go of the veil was always easier than connecting to it. Part of him, even if it was a tiny part, always feared the initial connection to the veil, the place between dimensions that all magical energy went once it collected in large enough quantities in the ambient magical fields on their plane of existence.

Even though Angel had left the room, he could sense his brother taking heed of how he handled letting go of the veil. It was getting easier—he wasn’t lying when he said it was coming back to him. Despite his reluctance to use his magic after the death of their family, Angel had taught him with single-minded intensity for years until he was satisfied. He might be a few years out of practice, but Angel’s training was coming back. He closed his eyes and gently disengaged his mind and body from the intangible connection, a faint echo along his spirit and thoughts as his mind let it go. He made sure his personal reserves were topped off, and aside from his physical exhaustion, magically he was replenished.

Angel was scrolling on his smartphone, but he knew his brother was pleased since he didn’t say anything. If Angel was unhappy or dissatisfied, there was nothing in the universe that would keep his brother from sharing it. He slouched down onto the couch in the studio common area, groaning, muscles aching.

“Where’s Danny?” he asked, closing his eyes, wanting a nap.

Angel hummed quietly under his breath before he answered. “Rory came by earlier and they’re out for the evening. He sent me a text saying he was with Rory at the mansion. I was going to suggest he take Eroch but since Rory came across town for him, he should be fine. Eroch stayed home with his little hoard.”

Eyes closed and exhaustion weighing him down, Isaac managed a grin at the image of the tiny green dragon curled around his golden nugget hidden behind the toilet in Angel’s bathroom. His brother needed to order a whole new set of bath towels since Eroch used most of them to build his hoard, and they were covered in ash and burned in several places.

Eroch usually accompanied Daniel about town if he left the apartment, but Rory was more than capable of defending Daniel. Eroch was tiny but mighty. Anyone trying to mess with Daniel would find themselves eaten or set on fire, probably both, if Eroch was with the apprentice. Rory would probably cut someone in half with that sword he carried everywhere. Not that Daniel was helpless—Daniel was getting stronger magically, his education under Angel’s tutelage was expanding, and his skills were more solid. He was a sorcerer, same rank as Angel and Isaac, but his training was abysmal thanks to the lack of training and education from his father. Leicester Macavoy was now rotting away in the mental hospital ward of Blackguard Prison for kidnapping, assault, and attempted murder. The state deemed him a danger to himself and others, and Leicester made no attempt to fight the charges, gleefully admitting to everything. Daniel had yet to visit his father, and Isaac didn’t expect him to anytime soon, if at all.

Not to mention the State was anxious to avoid a resurrection of the Blood Wars. The Salvatores and the Macavoys spent over two centuries at each other’s throats, turning Boston and the greater metropolitan area into a battlefield. Keeping Leicester Macavoy behind bars in a padded iron and stone cell kept Angel from setting the evil old bastard on fire.

His wayward thoughts made Isaac flinch, the Blood Wars an abysmal well of bad memories. He opened his eyes and watched his brother as Angel sat in an armchair, booted feet stretched out in front of him, brows furrowed as he scrolled through what looked, from Isaac’s partial view, to be a local food delivery app. “I vote for Luciano’s meatballs and garlic rolls.”

Angel made a distracted happy noise of agreement, intent on his search, and Isaac smiled. He watched his brother, for the first time in a long time able to take his time and just …look. Angel was smaller than both Isaac and their late father, Raine, though Angel bore their father’s features. His big brother was so much like Raine it made his heart hurt, but a larger part of him was glad for it, since it meant he would never forget his father’s face. He never made the mistake of seeing their father and not his brother though—Angel had a personality that made him impossible to be mistaken for anyone else. Such an epic pain in the ass when he got his dander up, but also the best big brother any guy could ever ask for.

He’d spent too long taking that for granted.

No more. He would do his best to be thankful for Angel, even when he was driving Isaac insane.
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It was
 a short walk back to the apartment from the studio, and the delivery car was pulling up by the time they reached the door to the lobby. Angel tipped the driver and they carted their food upstairs, greeted by an enthusiastic dragon who stole half of Angel’s meatballs.

Belly full and hunger sated, Isaac sipped on his soda and pushed away his plate. The takeout containers from Luciano’s were scattered about the kitchen island, and Isaac eyed the dirty plates with growing dismay. “Ugh, dishes.”

“We do have a dishwasher,” Angel laughed from the living room, folding an afghan and draping it over the back of the couch. “Just rinse them off and put them in the machine.”

“Oh yeah,” he muttered. “But I still have to get up.”

“You’re the one who ate too much,” Angel chided, and Isaac rolled his eyes at his brother’s comment.

“I got overworked today by my overbearing brother,” Isaac said loudly, leaning over so he could see Angel better. “I was starving.”

“Overworked? Pfft. That was nothing. I put my students through worse.” Isaac had no doubt that was true—Angel was a taskmaster and pushed his students hard.

Angel was cleaning up the coffee table, organizing magazines and collecting stray mugs. He carried the mugs into the kitchen and put them in the sink. Isaac sighed, but dragged his ass off the stool and starting cleaning off the island, tossing empty containers into the trash.

He was just pressing start on the dishwasher when the front door opened, and Simeon entered. He waved as Angel went to greet his mate. Simeon gave him a smile in greeting but soon forgot all about Isaac when Angel jumped into his arms, and they kissed like they’d been apart for years instead of a handful of hours. Isaac watched for a second, before it got to be too much watching his brother exchange bodily fluids with Simeon. It was reassuring, the bond between Angel and Simeon. It made Isaac feel somehow safer—as if everything, no matter how crappy, would be alright if Angel and Simeon were together. He remembered vaguely feeling the same as a small boy with his parents and August, Angel’s mentor.

Their parents had an unconventional arrangement, and nothing at all like what Simeon and Angel shared, aside from love and the stability it gave Isaac. His late parents, Raine Salvatore and Ramona Urraca Jiménez, had an open marriage, as theirs had been one of convenience and contracted since they were little. Ramona came over from Spain to wed Raine and give him a son, which she did within a year of their vows. Once the Salvatores had an heir, Raine and Ramona were quietly allowed their own lovers, though things went a bit sideways. Raine and August were lovers from their younger years at university, and Ramona was not one for sexual relationships. She encouraged Raine and August to maintain their connection, and Ramona only turned to Raine again when she wanted another child. His parents might have officially shared a bedroom at Salvatore mansion, but often Raine would be found with August down the hall, and Ramona had the master suite to herself. It was a bit odd, and Isaac dimly remembered a few grumblings from his grandparents and the older generation, but since all three of them were happy with it and didn’t make a spectacle of themselves, there wasn’t much anyone could do about it.

Of course, it was all in the past now. The Salvatores were dead, save for Angel and Isaac, and the Mansion lay vacant and closed, but for the fae who tended to the gardens and grounds. Isaac wasn’t even sure if Rory had been inside the Mansion, preferring the outdoors and the old greenhouse. The greenhouse was old-fashioned and huge, easily a quarter the size of the Mansion itself, and he would not be lacking for space.

Isaac avoided the Mansion at all costs, preferring to forget it existed. Probably not healthy but thinking about the Mansion and what happened there was enough to chase him back to the bottle and that was a mental place he never wanted to be in again.

Isaac pushed aside the memory of when he was last in the Mansion, when Deimos kidnapped him. He shook his head at himself and his maudlin thoughts and forced himself to think of something else. Anything else.

An image of a tall blond vampire Master popped into his head, and Isaac grinned, ducking his head as he left the kitchen and headed for his room. It was still early, only a little past sunset, and the spring evenings were longer, the city buzzing with activity as the energy of the coming summer tempted its populace out of their winter doldrums.

His room overlooked the rear alley and the side street, occupying the back corner of the apartment, the shared bathroom situated between his room and the master bedroom. He tossed himself down on his bed, the wrought iron street lamp outside on the sidewalk casting a soft glow across his walls and bed. He could see well enough without turning on his bedside light and looked up at the ceiling, trying to stifle a growing sense of restlessness bubbling up from his gut.

Boredom. Keenly irritating and impossible to ignore now that he recognized it.

His nights before going to Nevermore might have been spent at the local vamp bars and clubs, drinking until he was useless and calling Angel for a lift home. Other nights he would occupy his time hanging with Daniel, letting his friend’s chatter soothe his restlessness and distract him from his dark thoughts. Daniel was out—something Isaac would need to adjust to, since he doubted Daniel would grow tired of the fae’s company anytime soon. Daniel was in love, or working his way to love, even if he wasn’t ready to admit it to anyone, but Isaac saw it clearly enough. Isaac considered borrowing Daniel’s laptop and exploring his friend’s copious porn collection, but porn was a fast way to frustrate himself if he was left to his hand again for company.

Thoughts of Constantine bugged him again but indulging in them would leave him just as frustrated as watching porn.

He didn’t have to stay in the apartment, but what to do once he was out? He didn’t have friends, aside from Milly and Daniel. Daniel deserved to be happy, and if that meant Isaac would suffer through long evenings with nothing to do but stare at his ceiling while his best friend got some quality time in with Rory, he would do it. He wouldn’t bother Daniel, and Milly was more of a substitute aunt to Isaac, and Angel’s closest friend. If Isaac showed up at Milly’s looking to hang out, she’d be calling Angel the second he crossed her threshold.

A knock on the door frame jarred him from his mental pity fest, and he smiled at Simeon, who stood in the hall. “Hey, man. What’s up?” He sat up and swung his feet to the floor.

The shadows and soft light from the lamp outside mixed in odd ways over Simeon, bringing out the bright blood-red highlights in his dark auburn hair, his green eyes catching the light like a cat as he turned his head.

“Angel and I are heading to Post Mortem for the evening,” Simeon said, and Isaac’s eyes went wide in surprise. Post Mortem was one of the posher clubs owned by the vamps. The club was open all day and night, and even this early in the evening would probably be packed full of vampires and humans interested in some darker entertainment.

“Seriously? Angel never parties. What’s going on?”

Simeon gave him a small smile of approval. “He does not, and yes, we have a matter to attend. Another fledgling has gone missing from the club and my Master is requesting that Angel help investigate. We will probably be gone most of the night.”

“Wait,” Isaac stood. “I want to come.” He swallowed hard, but staying home alone was more daunting than going to the club. He could do it. He wanted to help, to be useful. And the club was owned by the bloodclan, which meant Constantine. Maybe he was there, and Isaac could replace daydreaming about the Master vamp with looking at him in person. Still fucked up and probably a torture since he didn’t know what to do about his fascination, but staying home wasn’t an option anymore.

Simeon reached out and turned on the overhead light. Isaac blinked at the sudden influx of light, squinting at Simeon. The vampire Elder stepped into his room, and Isaac tipped his head back, meeting his gaze.

“Come to help?” Simeon asked, though it was rhetorical. Isaac nodded hesitantly, biting his lip. “The club sells liquor, youngling. I would not have you be put through such difficulty if it could be avoided.”

“I can handle it. I can help. Let me try.” He refused to fail. Isaac held Simeon’s gaze, trying to convey how serious he was, how determined. And terrified. This might be a wretched idea in the making but if he changed his mind, he would be admitting he wasn’t strong enough to handle going. “I can’t hide in the apartment forever.”

He was an idiot. He knew it, but he also couldn’t take his words back and he refused to admit he was afraid.

Simeon remained motionless as only one of the undead could manage, and Isaac resisted the urge to fidget. Vamps could smell all sorts of emotions from mortals, and he wondered what Simeon thought of his emotional state in that moment. Did terror laced with determination smell like anything or just sweat?

Simeon wasn’t the biggest worry—Angel was the main stumbling block to his determination to join them, but with Simeon in his corner Angel would be more likely to give his approval.

Simeon moved suddenly, a statue come to life, and went to the doorway, motioning for Isaac to follow. “Come then, and we shall see.”

Translation: Angel was going to be pissed.
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Angel was still incensed
 but hiding it well. Isaac knew better than to poke at his brother when he was this upset, but he was more focused on maintaining his own equilibrium than gauging Angel’s temper. Getting out of the apartment almost didn’t happen, but Simeon’s calm support and the urgency of finding the missing fledgling kept Angel and Isaac from devolving into a full-blown battle of wills.

Isaac knew he was gambling with his sobriety and mental health, and he regretted opening his mouth and asking to come. But he refused to admit it aloud—Angel got his back up when he disagreed with him coming, and he was as stubborn as his brother.

Post Mortem was as classy as Isaac remembered, and the line to get into the club snaked halfway down the block. The clan limo pulled away from the curb after dropping them off, and Angel led the way, Eroch clinging to his shoulder, Simeon walking with Isaac as they passed the bouncer and entered the foyer of the club. The staff was a mix of vampires and bloodclan-employed humans. The bouncer was a vamp, and so was security, though the bartenders were human, along with most of the servers.

It reminded Isaac of clubs he’d see in movies, all subtle lighting, exposed brick walls and dark woods, leather mixed with shiny stone and tile flooring. The vampires knew how humanity viewed them and so they tailored their businesses to appeal to those preconceived ideas.

Staff dressed in immaculate black-tie suits and tight dresses, though none of the female staff had to flash cleavage or upper thigh, even if a few did. The staff had some control over what they wore, as long as it was clear they were employees and not guests. He waved off the coat-check staff, since he was just wearing his moto jacket and it was cooler inside than out, and followed behind Simeon as they entered the main part of the club. Vampires didn’t need central air, and the cooler temperatures fit the vampire mystique the club subtly stoked with the interior decorating.

Music pumped, though not overpoweringly, at least where they stood next to the entrance. Isaac knew the layout well, though he never took the time to study it, all his previous visits accomplished at the long bar made of steel and black polished stone that occupied the farthest corner from the door. The dance floor was dead center of the wide space, a stage on the left wall, and stairs in one corner led to the VIP sections above on the balcony overlooking the dance floor. Tables and booths hugged the walls, dimly lit for privacy, and he hurriedly looked away when he saw some bloodclan members sipping on willing humans.

The club was for humans to meet vampires, everyone willing to exchange body fluids. It wasn’t mandatory, and Isaac had always come before for the top-shelf booze and the guarantee that he wouldn’t be propositioned. The bloodclan vampires all knew him on sight, and his practitioner blood put him firmly off the menu. Typically, he wouldn’t be allowed into the bar, as he was not on the menu, but his last name and Angel’s relationship with the bloodclan opened doors for him in the establishments owned by the vampires. Vamps were easy to pick out of the crowd inside, many of them with small clusters of humans all vying for their attention. Vampires and humans mingled, and the faint undertones of blood and copper made Isaac’s mouth water as he swallowed, stomach uneasy. He wasn’t an option for a snack or blood servant, but he wasn’t used to being in Post Mortem when sober. When he was drinking, he only cared about the next glass or shot.

Angel paused, looking out over the crowd. Simeon bent down and spoke in his ear, the music drowning out their quiet words. Isaac put his hands in his jacket pockets and tried to look perfectly normal. A hint of alcohol hit his nose as a server walked by with a tray of drinks, and his stomach clenched. He breathed out, letting his eyes blur, and he kept his breathing slow and steady until his stomach settled. He blinked after a minute or so, and scowled at Angel, who was glaring at him with arms crossed while Eroch was pretending to be interested in the recessed lighting overhead.

“I’m fine,” he blurted out, regretting how defensive he sounded, but it was too late. He sounded anything but fine, even to his own ears, but he refused to be sent home like a child or an invalid.

“You look like you’re gonna puke,” Angel declared, doubting just how fine he was, and Isaac huffed out a breath in annoyance. His brother was a second away from dragging him out of the club. The potential embarrassment from that possibility just aggravated him and made the defensiveness increase.

“I will if you keep harping on me about this,” Isaac snapped back, and went to stride past Angel. A hand grabbed his elbow, and he jerked to a halt, swearing. “Dammit, Angie.”

Angel narrowed his eyes and Isaac got hot under his collar but held himself back from saying anything. Simeon made himself scarce, and Eroch gave a quiet chirp. Angel was biting back something angry, but all he said was “Don’t leave without telling me, and don’t go anywhere alone. We’re looking for signs of magic being cast inside the club. A vampire can’t get taken without magic or being overpowered, so look for signs of a struggle or spells used to incapacitate.”

“I got it the first time you explained this in the limo,” Isaac said, and jerked himself out of Angel’s grip. “I can handle this, so let me.”

He didn’t wait for a reply and walked away from his brother.
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“Master?”
 Ellora spoke from a few feet away, soft as a whisper, but Constantine heard her over the din from the dance floor below. The balcony overlooked the club, but he wasn’t watching the dancers or the humans keeping company with his vampires in the booths along the walls.

He observed Isaac stalking away from Angel, the older Salvatore boiling for a fight, and the younger all but seething with repressed frustration. No flames or hellfire erupted though, so their argument wasn’t likely to interfere with their purpose.

“My child?”

Ellora approached, hands behind her back, her eyes watchful, pose relaxed, but ready to pounce if the unknown enemy stalking their most vulnerable made an appearance. “The soldiers are making an accounting of all fledglings under a year Turned, and the masters with fledglings have been alerted to the danger. Many have recalled their children to the Tower. Do you wish to close the club?”

Fledglings under a year were deeply vulnerable, their new nature presenting a challenge to their formerly mortal minds, chaotic and easily distracted or overwhelmed. Few of them were allowed into the general populace until they demonstrated a reliable degree of control. Many masters let their fledglings have freedom if they stayed on bloodclan property and there was enough supervision in place. Before this new threat, fledglings were watched to make sure they did not harm humans when allowed to mingle with the population, and the possibility of a threat coming from a human practitioner wasn’t contemplated seriously.

He looked at his watch and shook his head. “It is too early. The humans will complain and notice something is wrong. I don’t want this to get out and cause a panic. Put more soldiers in the crowd. Elder Simeon is here, along with the Salvatore scions. They are looking for signs of the intruder and what might have happened to the fledgling.”

“Of course, Master.” Ellora nodded once then blurred away.

Young Scarlet had recovered as much as she could aside from what time and ample blood could give her, and the information she had to share about her abduction and subsequent draining was scant. A male practitioner, perhaps white, and dressed in dark nondescript clothing. No tattoos, scars, or defining characteristics, though he stank of rotten blood and mud. It was the stink of blood magic casting, but a simple shower would wash away the worst of it and a heavy dose of cologne would disguise the rest. It would need to be a fresh casting for the stink to be present and identifiable to experienced vampires. For younger vampires it would be too late if they bit a blood mage. Most of his children had no experience with blood magic, its rarity a handicap for the bloodclan, and he cursed himself for even letting them forget the potential danger. Most practitioners exuded an unmistakable scent of magic about them, regardless of affinity, and it was easy to scent on the stronger practitioners.

Blood mages were typically weaker practitioners, hence their twisted desire to steal magics from the blood of stronger magic users and supernatural beings. Scenting them was more difficult, as the stolen magics wore off quickly the deeper a blood mage went into addiction. Perhaps he was in the early stages, though if that were the case, how he was able to overcome a vampire, even a fledgling, was currently an enigma. Why this blood mage was targeting vampires left him mystified, as a human would supply more power, or a fae or even one of the moon-cursed. Magic was made in the cells of the living, and vampires were only vessels for blood and the life-force within that blood. There was no reason to hunt vampires when any human, practitioner or not, would be a better source of power than a vampire. He didn’t think a blood mage could harvest the death magics that animated the undead, but perhaps this one could, but he’d never heard of the like before.

He didn’t enjoy not knowing, and being at a disadvantage was irritating.

Isaac cut through the dancers, bumping into people as they cavorted around him, and Constantine tracked his progress across the main floor. Angel watched too, but as Isaac made no move to head to the bar, the older Salvatore eventually turned to investigating, though he saw Angel sneak glances at his little brother as they moved independently through the club.

Isaac slowly made his way through the crowd and came to the base of the stairs that led up to the balcony and the VIP booths. Constantine was near the center of the balcony, obscured by shadows, and he held his place as Isaac neared the top of the stairs. A bloodclan vampire stood guard and stopped Isaac with a hand out in front of him. Isaac spoke, but the vampire shook his head.

“Let him pass,” Constantine bade quietly. No mortal could hear him, but his child guarding the steps could and did, hurriedly stepping back from Isaac and motioning him forward. Isaac frowned, confused, but with a shrug stepped onto the balcony. Isaac meandered along the railing, peering into booths and averting his eyes when he saw them occupied, and the way his gaze was slightly unfocused led him to think Isaac was using his inner vision, perhaps looking for magic.

He did not expect Isaac to come with his brother tonight, but he was pleased the young sorcerer did, if only for his sake. From what he knew, Isaac had only Daniel, his brother, and Simeon for company, and such an insular circle of acquaintances would do him no good if he wished to rejoin the world and live in it.

Isaac stopped not far away, Constantine still hidden in the deeper shadows. Isaac leaned on the railing, slumping, lifting a hand and rubbing at his face. A server, one of his human employees, stopped by the young man in concern. “Sir? Are you okay?” The server held a drinks tray aloft, and Isaac’s gaze lit on the glasses making Constantine tense, concerned as Isaac went grave-white. Isaac tore his eyes away from the tray and heaved in a hard breath. “I’m fine. Really.” His words were choked and garbled by strain, belying his claim.

The server was about to speak again, clearly concerned, when Constantine blurred from the shadows and stopped beside Isaac. “Thank you, my dear. Please go about your duties.”

The server dipped a short bow at the dismissal and departed.

“Isaac?”

Isaac swayed on his feet, and swallowed hard, throat clicking. “I’m gonna throw up.”

Isaac looked like he would be sick any second. Constantine gently pulled Isaac into his arms and blurred them away, depositing Isaac next to the single stall in the tiny manager’s bathroom off the rear employee station for the second level. Thankfully the bathroom was empty, since Isaac knocked open the stall door and vomited into the bowl. Constantine was thankful he had no need to breathe as the acrid smell hit the air. It stunk of bile and stress, and a deep anxious state.

Isaac heaved again and then spit, leaning over the bowl, as he struggled to calm his stomach. He reached out carefully, as if he might fall over, and flushed the toilet. Constantine rubbed along the long lean line of his spine, the soft leather tailored jacket hugging his frame, and Constantine wondered what had made the young sorcerer ill. He only got sick after the server left, but he looked ill the instant he saw the drinks. Isaac grabbed a handful of toilet paper and wiped at his mouth, head down and eyes on the floor.

“Come, Isaac,” Constantine murmured, hand under Isaac’s elbow, holding the stall door open so he could exit easier. Isaac went to the sink, turning on the cold water, and leaned on the edge, dark hair flopping over his eyes. He slowly dipped a hand under the spray, and with aching motions that spoke of how badly he must feel still, washed out his mouth, cleaned his hands, then splashed cold water on his face.

Constantine pulled two paper towels from the dispenser and handed them over, Isaac taking them with a shaking hand. He dried his face with halting motions. Constantine said nothing, though he stayed close, afraid Isaac might fall. The golden undertones of his skin were washed out, made even worse by the harsh lighting in the employee bathroom. Dark circles laced under his expressive eyes, darker than his brother’s, but similar, a hint of dark green hidden around the irises. Eyes haunted by pain and a burdened heart and mind.

The bathroom door opened a sliver, a low hum of activity increasing when Ellora slipped an arm through the doorway and held out an unopened water bottle behind Isaac, which Constantine took with an appreciative dip of his chin. She withdrew, and the door shut, blocking out the noise from the club. He twisted off the cap and extended the bottle to Isaac, who took it gratefully with a murmured thanks and drank. He spat out the first few mouthfuls, rinsing, and then drank down the rest, tossing the empty bottle into the trash. Isaac said nothing more, head down, small shivers racing across his lean frame.

He waited, patient. Two thousand years of existence gave him a measure of patience he never had as a human, and so he waited, watching Isaac carefully.
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Behavioral Illness







I

 saac kept his eyes down, avoiding the undead man next to him. Humiliation was too mild a word for what he was feeling at that moment, but he was thankful Angel couldn’t see him. Explaining anything to Angel was hard enough, but doing so there and now would be too much.

“I wasn’t drinking,” Isaac said, though he doubted Constantine would believe him. Anyone would think he was drunk already and just throwing it up, like usual.

“I know.” The words were soft, nonjudgmental.

He peered up through his bangs, and Constantine was gazing down at him, expression slightly worried but not at all condescending.

“How can you tell?” He was curious, a spark of something in his chest. Hope, maybe. Though for what he wasn’t sure.

“I would smell it on you if you were drinking.” Constantine smiled, a small twitch of his gorgeous mouth. “But I was also watching you from the moment you set foot in my club. You never touched any alcohol.”

He had no idea how he felt about Constantine watching him the whole time, but not having to defend himself was nice.

“I would ask if you were ill, but I don’t smell that either,” Constantine said softly, and Isaac realized the vampire was still rubbing his back and had been for some time. He stayed there, in reach of the most handsome man he’d ever seen in his life, and absorbed the contact, hungry for more.

“What do you smell?” He would kick himself for that question later.

“The warmth of your blood,” Constantine said with a wider smile, a fang peeking out above his bottom lip. “Sweat, your bath wash, and leather. And smoke.”

“Smoke?” He stood straighter, turning slightly into Constantine, whose hand rose from around his shoulder to the nape of his neck, fingers dipping into his hair. The vampire’s hand was cold, and it felt amazing, before it slowly warmed to match Isaac’s body temperature.

“Smoke, like that of a bonfire on a frigid winter night, pine sap snapping as the wood heats, the earth beneath it soaking in the warmth, smelling of rain as the snow melts.”

Isaac blinked up at Constantine, finding himself growing warmer, cheeks flushed. “That’s fucking awesome.”

A laugh was startled out of the vampire, and Isaac grinned. “Indeed, young Isaac. It’s good to see you smile. Are you feeling better?”

“Yeah,” he sighed, perfectly happy to remain where he was, and Constantine did not move either, blue eyes examining him from head to toes, as if to make sure. They stood in silence, and Isaac marveled at how content he was feeling. The restless feeling was gone, and along with it the intermittent oddness he carried with him, and he no longer felt sick. “You haven’t asked me why I got sick.”

“Not my business, but if you wish to tell me I will listen.”

“Smelling alcohol makes me nauseous. Seeing it in a glass or cup, or spilled on a flat surface, too.” Saying it was easy, like breathing, and it slipped out before he realized it. He flinched, waiting for judgment, but none came. An alcoholic claiming such a thing would make any sane person eye him with doubt.

Constantine tilted his head, a strong thumb rubbing gently along the front of Isaac’s neck, and he found himself gently pushing into the touch. “An odd reaction for an alcoholic.” He narrowed his eyes, and Isaac fancied he could see thoughts racing in the blue orbs until his lips parted and he spoke again. “But perhaps not so odd, considering where you spent the last month. What happened in Nevermore, Isaac?”

He shrugged one shoulder, briefly looking away before finding his courage and meeting Constantine’s gaze once again. It was easier to stare back into that cool gaze than it was to look elsewhere. “My first week there was horrible. Aside from worrying about Angel and the Council and all that drama, I went through the worst of withdrawal a couple days after Angel kicked the Council out of the city. The practitioners on staff were able to hasten the process, but they couldn’t lessen the experience. It sucked ass.”

“How did you learn the smell of alcohol made you sick?”

Isaac put a hand over the inside of his left elbow, remembering. “I ripped out an IV during one of my nightmares. The nurse moved it to my hand, and the fumes from the rubbing alcohol made me retch. I later told my psychiatrist after I came through the withdrawal and he had me smell some liquor he brought in during one of our sessions. I threw up then, too.”

Constantine nodded, listening, waiting for Isaac to continue, his thumb still doing a soft sweep up and down in a soothing pattern. “Tell me about detox, Isaac.”

Speaking to Batiste was easier than talking to anyone else he’d talked to in the last month. He swallowed hard, then began, the words pouring out of him with a sensation in his chest that felt like release. Tension falling away with each breath. “I was sick. They hooked me up to an IV line and gave me some meds to help. I had a few seizures. The medical wizards on staff couldn’t stop the withdrawal from happening, but they asked me if I wanted to shorten it—downside being it would be twice as intense. Like an idiot, I didn’t want to stay longer in rehab, so I gave them the go ahead to speed up the process.”

He wiped at his face, pushing his hair back, and was thankful for the hand on his neck, the immovable presence quietly listening to him purge the unpleasant experience from his memories. “I had nightmares and hallucinations, and more seizures over the long weekend, and I couldn’t eat, barely able to drink water without vomiting. I didn’t sleep except when they gave me meds that knocked down the worst of the symptoms for a while. Going through detox was hell.”

Isaac felt faint, knees weak as he recalled the terrible days as his body processed out the last of the alcohol and attempted to regain normal functions. “The medical wizards helped, but there’s only so much that magic can do for things like addiction and withdrawal. Some of the spells gave me even worse dreams. I dreamt I was drowning in alcohol, vomiting it up over and over, it kept filling my lungs, eating away at my flesh. I could smell it, feel it, the sweat on my skin stinking of booze. In my nightmares I reached again and again for a bottle that never ran dry and I couldn’t make myself stop, and each drink destroyed more of me until I was nothing. I just wanted it to stop. I begged to die. I had nightmares for days, even after I came through the detox.”

He found himself in a gentle hug, cradled to a hard, cold chest that felt marvelous on his flushed skin, and he sighed, closing his eyes. “The medical staff said that I had a stronger reaction to the accelerated detox than most alcoholics. I wasn’t entirely forthright when they asked me about my drinking habits—they underestimated how much alcohol I was used to drinking. They only knew about my binges, and not about the drinking I hid from everyone. I now have a biological response to physical stimuli from alcohol—after the accelerated detox, just smelling alcohol now is enough to make me ill. Seeing it outside of a bottle in a glass is worse. Sometimes I’ll get sick. Like you just saw.”

“You need not be here if it will hurt you. I do not doubt your resolve to stay sober. Avoiding alcohol here in the club may not be feasible.”

“I want to do things. Helping Angel is something, and it’s usually important,” Isaac mumbled, pressing deeper into Constantine’s embrace. “I can’t sit at home alone and do nothing. I have nothing to do. I want to be useful.”

“Boredom,” Constantine rumbled, and Isaac nodded. A chuckle sounded like a purr with his ear pressed to the vampire’s chest. They did not need to breathe, except for scenting and speaking, and the sensation was odd, Isaac fighting the instinctive urge to hold his breath when Constantine stopped breathing. “Boredom has long been the bane of the young.”

“That doesn’t help,” Isaac chided, though he smiled. But his smile faded as he faced exiting the bathroom and going back out into the club. His stomach clenched at the thought. “I think this was a mistake. Maybe I should go home.”

His body had a different idea, and Isaac wrapped his arms around Constantine’s waist and clung, afraid to let go and walk back out there. He would get sick, he knew it. If he got sick, Angel would be all over his case, demanding to know what was going on and why. Angel was one of the best people he knew, but he was an asshole when he decided he needed to know everything about a situation. Angel was exhausting sometimes. He loved his brother, he did, but Angel was not for the weak of heart.

Constantine hummed, as if thinking. “If you want, I can call the clan limo to take you back home. Your brother is searching for another stolen fledgling,” Constantine murmured, cool lips brushing over his ear, making him shiver. “I cannot find this one through the clan bonds, so I fear it is too late for my wayward child. I was able to find Scarlet after I was informed she was missing, even with the weakened connection. They search for a body, though if exposed to daylight, he will be ash, and impossible to find come morning. I will know for certain then. If you are willing to wait, we should have an answer soon. Your brother rarely fails to provide a resolution to a problem.”

Isaac pulled back a bit, looking up at Constantine. He saw what he fancied might be grief, and he knew that intimately. “I’m sorry. Do you think it’s the same bad guy that took the first fledgling?”

“I do,” came the reply, and Isaac saw something besides grief. A darkness moved within the bright blue eyes, cold and dangerous, every human instinct he had screaming at him to run from the predator holding him so close. But the arms around him were gentle and supportive, and he told those instincts to shut up. “I should not leave until Simeon and your brother have finished investigating, but now the thought of you leaving alone disturbs me.” Constantine paused, as if thinking. “Simeon can handle the situation well enough if you want to leave, and I can take you home. I will need to return in short order, but it won’t be an inconvenience to take you home if you are agreeable.”

“Do you want me to leave?”

“No,” and Isaac found himself breathless as Constantine gently pulled away, then took Isaac’s hand in his, their fingers intertwining. “Come with me.”

Isaac let himself be led from the bathroom and realized that Constantine had blurred him farther than he originally thought. They weren’t in the public areas of the club, the music muted through walls, the hallway well-lit and full of people bustling about. Employees moved to the side with murmured greetings and dipped chins, humans and vampires alike, then continued with their jobs as they passed. Constantine said nothing, though his silence wasn’t cold or indifferent; more of a quiet that carried meaning, as if he didn’t need to speak aloud to his people at all for them to understand him. No one looked afraid of him, though plenty were nervous or wary, and most were awed and dumbstruck.

A female vampire came out from the shadows and followed behind them, a few paces behind, and her tread was soundless despite the high heels she wore and the skin-tight red dress with a beaded fringe that swished around her slim thighs. She was dressed to kill, and blood would blend in perfectly with the red silk and beads. Her hair was black and short, arranged in small artful bundles of curls close to her scalp that shone brightly under the lights, and her eyes were green, highlighted against her dark skin. Isaac kept looking back, nervous with her behind him, until Constantine gently squeezed his hand, reassuring him.

They got in an elevator at the end of the hall, the female vampire joining them, and Isaac nudged Constantine with his elbow, quirking a brow at their companion. Constantine looked at the woman, and then down at Isaac. “I see I have been unfailingly rude. Isaac Salvatore, this is Ellora Sumar, newly appointed legate for my clan. She answers directly to Simeon, and when not doing as he asks, has deemed herself my bodyguard.”

“Um, hi?” He smiled at her, but she merely looked back at him with a sharp gaze and gave the slightest of nods, before reaching out and pushing a button.

Constantine chuckled quietly as the elevator rose. “She is quite capable, have no doubts.”

“No doubts here at all,” Isaac vowed and thought he saw a glimmer of humor in her expression.

The elevator opened in a tiny foyer with a single door in front of them, and the door opened out to the roof. He stepped outside and smiled at the view.

The roof was covered in black gravel, an air conditioning unit humming off to the side, and in the middle of the space was a small covered patio, lit by small lamps fashioned to look like torches. Charmed, Isaac entered the small patio, the roof open overhead in a lattice of carved wood, allowing a partial view of the clear sky. Stars were muted in the city, but a few peeked out past the light pollution. He spun on his heels in a slow circle, smiling. The air smelled of wet pavement, exhaust, and the stench of grease from a restaurant a block over, but it was better than the club, and the tension he’d been carrying since he got the first whiff of liquor fell away in the cool air.

Ellora remained near the entrance to the roof, and Constantine moved through the shadows into the patio. The orange light turned his golden hair to a strange red, his black suit had an orange haze around it before he stepped farther into the patio and shadows moved again, concealing most of his body, hiding part of his face. Blue eyes caught the light like a cat’s eye at night before returning to a brilliant blue that he kept thinking was more intense than a cloudless summer sky.

He was beautiful, and Isaac wanted nothing more than to touch. Just to see if Constantine was real, and Isaac wasn’t back in Nevermore, strapped to a bed, screaming for the doctors to let him die. He pushed away the memory and found it easiest to not think about horrible things when he could stare at a man, a vampire, who made his heart race and his body come alive, as if he were slowly waking up and the last decade of misery, guilt, and grief were nothing but a bad dream.
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The rising
 heat emanating from the mortal with the beguiling dark eyes and rakish hairstyle was tempting him, but Constantine was wary of reaching for what he wanted. It had less to do with the very dangerous older brother of this young man, and more to do with the wounded air that hovered around him. Long accustomed to damaged souls and broken hearts, Constantine saw the potential for painful upheaval if he reached out and took what he wanted.

Isaac stood under an open section of the patio, the city lights dim here on the roof, but he could see the young man clearly. His expression was haunted, and his hands were unconsciously clenching into fists, his heart still racing, though it was calming down from his earlier frantic state. He wondered if Isaac knew he’d been well on his way to a panic attack, and hoped the youngling had a psychiatrist who knew the signs too. Isaac made mention of his doctor, and Constantine hoped for Isaac’s sake the psychiatrist was well-versed in his craft.

“Do you come up here a lot?” Isaac asked, hesitant, and Constantine moved a step nearer. He could touch Isaac now if he dared, but the pallor of his otherwise golden skin and the dark circles under his eyes reminded Constantine to tread carefully. This one needed careful tending, and what Constantine wanted was not important.

“Not often at all,” he replied, smiling when Isaac tilted his head to the side, confused, a thick wedge of dark hair flopping over his forehead. He wanted badly to push the hair aside, so he could see those lovely eyes without interference. Isaac beat him to it, flipping his hair off his face, and he fought back a smile. The young man was adorable. “I have not been up here since I bought the club.”

A part of him scoffed at his musings, the oldest part of him that spent too many centuries alone and was reluctant to open any part of himself up to another. Bedpartners came and went, but only one became a lover who in turn became someone more, and it had hardly been a life partner. Simeon was more family than anything else, all he had left despite the hundreds who looked to him and called him Master. His mother’s words from long ago echoed in his heart, that he would never be alone surrounded by his people, but he thought perhaps she might have been mistaken. Perhaps he was not alone when he was with someone important, special.

Standing with Isaac on a dark roof in the middle of a mortal city by the sea, speaking of nothing consequential, was something he hadn’t realized he needed. With Isaac within reach, he did not feel alone.

“Hey,” Isaac murmured, looked up at him, curious, having taken a step closer while Constantine wrestled with his private epiphany. “You okay? Looked like you went somewhere in your head.”

He didn’t stop himself this time, and he would save any potential regret from sharing for later. “I was thinking of my mother, something she said to me long ago when I was a mortal man, not much older than you are now.”

“What…what did she say?” Isaac’s words were quiet, as if speaking them would frighten away the chance to get an answer.

“She spoke of loneliness,” Constantine said, and sadness crossed Isaac’s dark eyes. Sadness for him, or the youngling he’d been? “I realized something about myself. I believe she would be despairing of me, yet proud, with how long it took me to learn.”

“Parents have a tendency to do that,” Isaac replied, almost in a whisper. “It’s nice that you can know that, how she would feel about you. I don’t know what mine would be like if they were still…here.”

He knew the tale of the Salvatore Massacre. Simeon had researched the events himself when Constantine chose Boston as their new home, long before he moved the clan north from Virginia. A tragedy unlike any in recent memory, and the hundreds dead when dawn broke the morning after the Massacre with only Angel and Isaac left alive was now the stuff of legends, echoing across the worlds of practitioners and vampires alike.

Isaac bore his scars in heart and mind and was still trying to heal from them. Perhaps he would be his whole life. Isaac shifted, turning away, looking out past the supports of the patio toward the heart of the city, glowing in the darkness. “Is your mother gone? I mean, is she like you?”

He took in Isaac’s profile; the lean but muscular shoulders and chest; the long neck, tattoos partially visible above his collar; dark hair, cut in sharp angles and heavy wings, meant for fingers to card through and grip, tugging back to expose a sweetly offered neck. The remembered taste of Isaac’s skin on his lips and a heady, sweet yearning scent that rose from Isaac soft as morning mist pushed his baser instincts to seize and claim.

Never had he wanted another with such urgency or painful need. Desire, lust, attraction—all were familiar emotions and sensations. Yet never with such intensity or focus locked onto one person. It distracted him, all his awareness on Isaac, and not on his surroundings or any potential dangers.

Remembering Isaac’s question, Constantine answered instead of fantasizing about biting into the tantalizing curve of his neck where the collar of his jacket met skin. “My mother was never one of the sentient undead. She is gone two thousand years and more. My father, too. Those I called blood kin are departed from this world.”

The heat coming from Isaac was no longer merely in his scent. The air shimmered, and his chest and face felt the warmth rolling off the fire mage. Gentle and harmless as a summer breeze just after sunset, it stirred the air, and teased his cuspid fangs into dropping down from his upper jaw.

The illness that gripped Isaac earlier was gone and in its place was heat and a subtle yearning that called to him, moving him forward without conscious decision. Tangible waves of heat soaked into his cold flesh, kindling a warmth he hadn’t felt in a very long time.
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“An orphan, then. Like me.”
 Isaac said aloud, shivering. He wasn’t cold; the intense regard of the undead man so near to him was making his body crawl with awareness. Adrenaline lit him up from within, but not in panic. Desire and an aching need clenched his stomach in knots.

"Most immortals are orphans," Constantine said quietly, and suddenly he was behind Isaac, hard body pressed along his back, and his lips brushing Isaac's ear. "It is something we have in common, Isaac."

"Just that one thing?" Isaac asked, voice rough, licking his lower lip.

A cold, powerful hand ran down his side, gripping his hip, and slowly turning him. Blue eyes brighter than a summer sky held his gaze, and his heart thumped hard against his ribs.

"I think we have much more in common than either of us are aware," Constans replied, before dropping his attention to Isaac's mouth. “You’re shivering. Are you cold?”

“Not cold,” Isaac whispered, leaning into the bigger man, his muscles aching to hand over his whole weight and let go. He tried to resist the urge, but it was a spark of restraint gone the second two powerful hands gripped his hips and brought their lower bodies together. “Can I kiss you?” He had to ask, as surely as he needed to breathe.

“Yes.”

Soft, cold lips touched his, and Isaac gasped, pulling in a cool breath that fed the flames rising in his chest. The gentle, unassuming pressure made him lean in, tipping back his head, wanting more. A tongue slipped between his lips, and he moaned softly, opening his mouth, tilting his head, welcoming the soft, wet invasion. His hands rose to twine around the taller man’s neck of their own accord, and Isaac closed his eyes, lost in the kiss.

They fit together perfectly, and a long leg slid between his thighs, pressing up into his balls, making him lift to his toes and push into the hard limb, rocking slightly. A moan slipped free, and Constantine swallowed it, hands gripping him with rising urgency. It should’ve hurt, the power in those hands immense, but he pushed forward, needing more. His grip was strong enough to bruise, and that thought made Isaac’s brain misfire with a surge of need. He felt fangs as the kiss deepened, and he thrilled at the danger, adrenaline spiking, heart thumping. A single slip and blood would well between them, and then Constantine would need saving from the magic in Isaac’s blood.

They broke apart, Isaac panting, their lips wet. He tasted apples and ice, and he licked his lower lip, staring up into depthless blue eyes. One hand left his hip, and slid along his spine as it rose, pushing him closer, his head falling back, before long cold fingers carded through his hair and gripped a handful, tugging. “Mmhhm.”

A soft chuckle came from Constantine, and the vampire smiled. The other hand came up, cupping Isaac’s jaw. A cold thumb traced along his slightly puffy lower lip, and the tip of Isaac’s tongue slipped out to taste.

Isaac realized with slowly growing awareness that he was clinging, his entire weight resting comfortably on the broad, strong shoulders and solid thigh of the undead man who held him as if he were both precious and delicious. The hand buried in his hair at the back of his head pulled back, gentle but firm, and his neck curved, offering the vulnerable length to the hungry gaze that traveled down the exposed flesh and settled on the wildly thumping pulse beneath his skin. His eyelids were heavy, arousal thrumming through him, and he ground down on the thigh between his legs, his cock growing harder when the grip in his hair went just a shade past too much and brushed against pain. He went lax, pliant, and a soft, low growl came from the predator holding him.

His eyes fluttered shut and lips warmed by contact with his own gently kissed his neck, a smooth lick following. Soft nibbles with a hint of sharp teeth went up one side of his neck, and Isaac sighed, happily tilting his head and offering the other side for exploration. Nipping and kissing his way along, Constantine took his time, and tiny sparks of heat bloomed as the cool night air found the faint damp spots on his skin.

Isaac arched into the kisses, arms gradually loosening and then falling to hang at his sides, his weight resting on the hard thigh wedged under him, and he couldn’t find the onus to care or worry about how exposed he was to the undead predator nipping at his flesh. His skin stung with each bite, but remained intact, always a hairsbreadth from a poisonous sip. Languid and swallowed by sensual waves of sensation that made each breath a heady sigh of contentment, Isaac let go, for what felt like the first time. Let go of everything and drifted.

Suction gripped his collarbone near his neck, his collar brushed aside by insistent lips and a questing tongue, and he moaned, weakly pushing into the stinging love bite.

The vague echo of a door snicking shut made him blink. Constantine pulled back, lips reddened, fangs fully dropped and glinting, and Isaac had a moment of panic that Constantine took a forbidden taste, but his vision cleared quickly. Flushed from passion and arousal, Constantine was less the consummate gentleman and more a debauched romance novel hero, golden tresses tousled by needy touches and lips plump from kisses. Isaac flushed and lifted a hand to his collarbone, feeling the echo of the love bite the other man sucked up on his skin. It hurt in a pleasant, warm-to-the-touch way that made his balls ache, heavy with need.

“Ellora has left us alone,” Constantine said, voice rough with desire. Isaac spared a glance for the entrance to the roof, and sure enough, the Master’s bodyguard was gone. He grinned and arched a brow at the vampire holding him so securely.

There was still a hand in his hair, and he liked it. He could barely move, neck still arched, and he was dangerously helpless, but he’d never felt safer.
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Angelic Fury







I

 saac ran his hands up Constantine’s biceps and then curled them around his neck, and the hand in his hair gradually released him. His scalp twinged, but he had no complaints. The juxtaposition of gentle and rough revved him up in a delicious way he’d never felt before, and he wanted more.

Sighing, Isaac leaned into the wide chest and pushed his face between neck and shoulder, powerful arms coming around his back, and he unashamedly snuggled.

The night was quiet, the sound of traffic distant from three stories high, the breeze gentle, and the hard body against his was gradually warming, like metal next to fire, amplifying the heat. He loved the way it felt, and sighed again, the soft, smooth skin pressed to his cheek smelling faintly of fruit and mint, a subtle aroma that made him want to take deep breaths to get more of it.

He noticed the lack of heartbeat and the unmoving ribs as a side note, unimportant in the scheme of things. Isaac was happy, and he didn’t want to relinquish his hold on the feeling anytime soon. He smiled and couldn’t resist kissing Constantine’s neck right above the stiff collar of his shirt.

“You’re smiling,” Constantine whispered in his hair, cheek pressed to Isaac’s head.

“How can you tell?”

A chuckle, and feeling Constantine breathe to make the sound was so different and delightfully odd that Isaac grinned. A hand ran down his spine to the top of his ass, and Isaac realized that he was still sitting firmly atop a hard thigh, and he ground down on it just a little bit, eliciting a smooth growl and a sharp nip to the top of his ear.

“I can feel your lips move when you smile,” Constantine replied, “and your aroma is one of sex and happiness.”

“Oh gawd,” Isaac groaned, torn between being charmed and embarrassed. “As long as I don’t stink.”

“You do not, never fear.”

Isaac turned his head, resting his cheek on the soft fabric of Constantine’s suit jacket. He should be cold, considering they were outside and Constantine supplied no warmth of his own, but he was pleasantly comfortable, his arousal a simmer in the background, the insistent need from before had softened. They fell into a restful quiet, and Isaac felt both tired and wide awake, a strange combination he attributed to the embrace in which he found himself.

“This is nice.” His words were quiet, so as not to disturb the night around them. “I can’t tell you the last person who held me who wasn’t Angel or Danny.”

“I have not held another like this…” Constantine trailed off, as if struggling to answer. “I cannot recall, aside from that it has been a long time.”

“For a fanghead to say something has been a long time, it must be a very long time for sure,” Isaac said, and tightened his arms around Constantine’s neck, trying to get closer. He stilled, then grimaced. “Sorry, that was shitty.”

“What was?”

“I called you a fanghead,” Isaac all but groaned, embarrassed again. “Sorry.”

“I have been called far worse, Isaac. That word does not bother me, though others of my kind are less sanguine about it.” Constantine rubbed a big hand over Isaac’s hip, slipping it under the bottom hem of his leather jacket, and fingers touched the skin above the waistband of his pants. He shivered but didn’t pull away. The touch was casual but somehow proprietary, and it gave him an invigorating swell of desire and happiness.

“I need to work on it,” Isaac stated. “I shouldn’t be using that word anyway.”

A soft kiss to his temple, and Constantine said nothing, but Isaac got the vague impression he was pleased. “I’ve never…” He bit his lip, regretting letting himself relax enough that words just slipped out, his tongue getting him in the wrong kind of trouble tonight.

“You’ve never what?”

“Never kissed a vampire before, except for you,” he answered in a rush, cheeks stinging in embarrassment.

“I hope you enjoyed the experience enough to repeat it,” Constantine said, and Isaac was nodding before he even finished speaking.

“Yes, yes, I did and yes, please I want some more,” Isaac chimed, and was rewarded by a full-throated laugh.

Constantine’s laugh was amazing. He pulled back, helpless to stop the grin at the sight of sparkling blue eyes, a beautiful wide smile, and a fetching bloom on snow-white cheeks, peals of laughter as energizing as deep-toned bells. Constantine cupped the side of Isaac’s face, and he turned into the touch, smiling up at the taller man. “I really did enjoy it, and I want more,” Isaac said, and was again given the gift of a deep, rolling chuckle that did funny things to the butterflies swirling in his gut.

The door to the roof opened, a wedge of bright light from inside silhouetting Ellora. Isaac ducked his head, hair flopping into his eyes. Constantine didn’t move, aside from turning a fraction, hands holding Isaac securely, and there was no sign he found himself embarrassed to be caught in such an embrace by one of his vampires.

“My child?”

Constantine spoke as if she were inches away and not halfway across the roof. Isaac was thankful she replied in a louder tone of voice, letting him hear. “Necromancer Salvatore wishes to speak to you.”

Isaac suddenly remembered where they were, and why he was there. He slipped from Constantine’s arms, tugging on his jacket, and running a hand through his hair. Constantine let him go, making sure he was steady on his feet before offering his arm. “Come, Isaac. Let us see what your brother has learned.”

“Fuck,” Isaac breathed out. “He’s gonna rip me a new one.” He should have been helping Angel and Simeon. It was why he came. Instead, he spent most of his time getting sick or making out on the roof with the City Master.

Constantine tucked Isaac’s hand through his arm, and gently patted it. “Explain to your brother what happened. He may have a temper, but I believe he will not be mad if you explain why you left the club.”

Isaac walked with Constantine to the door, Ellora stood inside, holding the elevator door open. They stepped inside and Ellora entered behind them, the doors hissing shut immediately and she hit the button to take them downstairs to the main level. Just thinking about going back into the main part of the club made sweat pop up around his body, and his palms went damp. The fingers of the hand wrapped around Constantine’s arm dug into the rock-hard muscle, and he tried to relax so he didn’t crease the undead man’s expensive suit, but he couldn’t make his body cooperate.

The doors opened and Ellora led the way out. The employee elevator opened into a hall nearly identical to the one on the next floor above, swinging steel doors straight ahead with glass windows at head height showing the low lights and a corner of the dance floor. He could see through the windows people dancing to the steady thrumming beat he could feel through his boots. Servers walked by, trays held high, balanced perfectly by some hidden art he couldn’t figure out but that had to be magic because if he tried that there would be glass and expensive liquor all over the floor and patrons alike.

He swallowed hard. “Fuck,” he breathed out, stomach roiling. He looked down, squeezing his eyes shut, and hair fell over his face.

“Isaac?”

“Constantine, I don’t think I can…” he stopped, and sucked in a deep breath. “Fuck fuck fuck.”

“My child, a moment, please.” Isaac looked up in time to see Ellora nod gracefully, and then slide out through the doors into the club, a seamless motion that barely let any noise escape through the small gap.

Isaac moaned softly, swallowing convulsively.

“You called me Constantine.” Curious and yet pleased.

Isaac managed to look up and the smile on Constantine’s smug face made him chuckle despite the painful clutching in his gut. “Uh, yeah. Only fair I guess, since I had my tongue in your mouth about ten minutes ago. It’s a bit of a mouthful, though.” The smug smile grew into a grin at the quip he couldn’t hold back, and Isaac thrilled at the fangs he could see peeking past lush, pink lips.

He pulled in a lighter breath, both hands now gripping Constantine’s arm, while Constantine just smiled down at him as if he’d done something marvelous. A cold hand rose, and icy fingers trailed along his jaw. “My mother called me Constans. You may call me that if you wish.”

Isaac was thoroughly distracted by that tidbit of personal history, and he grabbed at it mentally like he clung to the undead man’s arm. “Constans.” He tilted his head to the side, hair flopping across his brow, and cold fingers gently swept it back before he could shake his head in annoyance. “The oldest vampires are known for changing their names as ages go by. Was that your oldest name then, since it’s what your mom called ya?”

Constantine—Constans—gave him an indulgent glance and a small half-shrug. “I was born Constantius Herennius Batistius, and I rarely strayed far from my birth name as the world changed around me.”

The naming structure was old and very Roman. “Republic or Empire? And I don’t mean Star Wars
 .”

Constans shook his head, as if put upon, but the glimmer of mirth in his brilliant blues pushed aside any hesitancy Isaac might have been feeling. He tugged on Constans’s arm, wanting an answer, genuinely curious. “Aw, c’mon.”

“Are you pouting?”

Isaac tried to pull his bottom lip back in, but it stubbornly refused. His poker face was nonexistent. “Yes.”

“I was born in the year modern historians would consider 150 BCE. If you are as educated as your upbringing suggests, you now know the answer to your question.” His tone was fond and indulgent, and Isaac couldn’t help the happy shiver that raced across his skin in reaction.

“Republic.” Isaac was immensely satisfied with even that roundabout answer, and he arched a brow haughtily, enjoying the amusement he could see crossing Constans’s face, the vampire trying to be stoic and failing miserably.

“You assume I was born in the Republic?”

“But your name?”

“A gift to me by my mother Herennia, an Italian woman who was raised in Campania, not far from Rome. She broke with tradition in naming me, giving me a name to reflect my background. Herennius after my maternal grandfather, Batistius to honor my father’s people, and Constantius because she was fond of the name.” Constans smiled, expression amused and a touch sad. “The fact that the names she gave me allowed her to thumb her nose at the Romans by ‘borrowing’ their naming practices was a delightful bonus for my mother.”

“Okay, now I am really curious.” Isaac squinted at Constans, lips twitching.

“If I reveal all my secrets you shall grow bored with me and look elsewhere for…stimulation.”

Isaac gaped. “That was horrible.”

“Puns have always been horrible, no matter the language.” Constans frowned as if recalling something unpleasant. “They are a form of torture in many cultures.”

Isaac snorted out a laugh, gently squeezing Constans’s rock-solid bicep. “I refuse to suck face with a man who plays with puns. I have standards.”

Constans sighed dramatically, which was both hilarious and strange. His shoulders rose and fell then ceased moving once the sigh ended. Isaac found himself holding his breath and reminded himself he still needed to breathe, which was important when he wanted to laugh. The gentle byplay and the teasing made him realize he hadn’t given in to either panic or sickness.

Constans noticed, too. “Better now?”

“I am.” Isaac let go of his death grip on Constans’ bicep, ineffectually smoothing the crumpled sleeve of his jacket. “Sorry.” He grimaced. “Thanks for distracting me.”

“You are most welcome, Isaac. Are you ready to brave the club? We can go out the back alley if you wish and meet your brother around out front. Or we can bring him back here. We need not go out there.”

Isaac refused to turn his head and face the club. “I can’t.” He convulsively swallowed, and his hands twitched. He wanted to be gone from this place but had no idea how to escape without getting lost, confronting his brother, or cutting through the club itself.

“Then you need not,” Constans promised. Isaac sighed, rubbing his face, letting his head drop a bit. A hand warmed by contact with his body cradled the nape of his neck, and he pushed into it, inwardly giving a tiny cheer when Constans’s grip tightened.

The steel doors opened with a thud, and Isaac jumped. “Fuck.”

Angel stood with arms spread wide, holding the swinging doors open, and his eyes were zeroed in on the hand Constans had on Isaac, lids narrowed, anger brewing. Small sparks of hellfire flashed above his shoulders, and Angel looked mad enough to spit hexes.

“Get your fucking hands off my brother,” Angel growled out through gritted teeth. Eroch was on his shoulder, the tiny dragon responding to Angel’s anger, wings mantling and hissing. “I came to help you find a missing vampire and instead you move in on Isaac? Fuck this shit.”

A thump of kinetic jumped across the hall, and the hand on Isaac’s neck was pushed away. Isaac stumbled, and Angel grabbed his elbow and began towing him out of the hall. “Angel!” He tried yanking his arm free, but Angel was pissed and not paying attention. He looked back, and Constantine was following them out into the club, face impassive.

Angel might be smaller, but he was strong, and his magic was impossible to miss, boiling under the surface, the ambient magic fields responding to his emotions and fueling his physical strength. His grip on Isaac’s arm was too strong, and Isaac yanked as hard as he could, making them both lurch to the side. “Let me go, dammit! Angie!”

They bumped into a server, whose drink tray tipped to the side and spilled onto the floor and across Isaac’s boots. The fumes from the drinks invaded his mouth and nose. Isaac gagged, bile rising. Angel halted. Isaac put the back of his wrist to his mouth and tried not to breathe. He coughed, though, finding it impossible, and leaned over to throw up, hands on his knees. He swayed, afraid he might fall over. He coughed again, stomach trying to expel its contents, but nothing came out. Sweat beaded on his forehead and body.

“What the fuck… are you drunk?” Angel let go of his arm, but moved to stand over him, and Angel grabbed his jacket collar and tugged. Isaac raised bleary eyes and wiped at his face again, tears running unchecked down his cheeks. Angel shook his head, disappointment rolling off him in almost tangible waves. “We’ve been here less than an hour and you’re already drunk. Let’s go, we’re done here. This is the last time I’m helping Batiste.”

“I’m not drunk,” Isaac protested, voice weak. He needed to sit down or get out of the club. He took a step back toward the hallway, since it was closer than the club entrance, but Angel grabbed his arm again.

“Nope, no more drinking. We’re going home,” Angel said, shaking his head.

“I wasn’t drinking!” The shout came out strangled, but it was loud enough that the people nearest them heard over the music and turned to look. Isaac yanked harder, his leather jacket ripping a bit as he tore himself away from his brother. “I am not drunk. I haven’t touched a single fucking drop in over a month!” Isaac yelled.

Angel let him go, mouth agape. Eroch ducked behind Angel’s head, peering back at Isaac with yellow eyes wide. Isaac didn’t give Angel any time to speak, though, and took another step back. “And Constans didn’t do anything to me I didn’t ask for.”

“What?” Angel croaked out, eyes wide. He looked past Isaac, shaking his head before saying, “He just wants power, Isaac. He already got a necromancer in his clan, so a fire mage would round out the set. I bet he gave you the alcohol to lower your inhibitions. We need to go, you’re not safe here.”

Constans stood not far away, not looking at Angel at all, his gaze on Isaac, worry and concern etched on his face. He tried to smile at the vampire, but tears and a sob came out instead. He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts, but emotions were tumbling about, leaving him at a loss as to what to do or say.

Isaac found himself more upset that Angel believed he was drunk than he was about him assuming Constantine would give an alcoholic a drink to take advantage. The first assumption hurt like a knife dragged across his heart, and the second was so absurd he couldn’t believe it came out of Angel’s mouth. He took a step back, dodging Angel’s hand again. “Don’t touch me,” he spat, disgusted and hurt.

Eroch churred sadly and ducked his head in his wings, trying to hide. Doubt cut through the anger in his brother’s expression, and Angel stopped, hand outstretched. “Isaac…”

Isaac shook his head. “Fuck you, Angie. Fuck right the hell off. I’m not drunk. Constans didn’t make any move on me. I made a move on him, and he trusted me to know my own mind.”

Angel frowned, and his hand dropped. “Isaac, he’s made no secret about the fact that he’s been interested in you and Daniel since I got together with Simeon. He just wants to use you.”

Simeon appeared out of the growing crowd and put a hand on Angel’s shoulder. Eroch slipped up Simeon’s arm and curled around the vampire’s shoulders, ducking his tiny head and tucking his wings tight to his ribs in distress.

The music cut out, a sudden oppressive silence filling the club, and dozens of nearby patrons were avidly taking interest in their public display. Isaac flushed, and tried again to ineffectively wipe away his tears. He choked out a short laugh, heartbreak sneaking out on the sound. He shook his head and backed away again. He didn’t know where he was going, but there was no way he was going to stay there.

“I’m not doing this.” Isaac was done with it all.

Isaac turned his back on Angel and stepped around the puddle of spilled alcohol and vomit. He walked blindly, people stepping out of his way.

“Isaac!” Angel called after him, but Isaac kept walking.
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Constantine gestured subtly,
 and Ellora flowed out from the shadows and followed Isaac, her passage undetectable to mortals. If the blood mage were still around, Isaac would not be alone.

Constantine stalked toward Angel and stopped just within his personal space. Simeon gripped his mate’s shoulder but didn’t interfere. Constantine leaned down and whispered into the mortal’s ear. “You are a fool, Necromancer. Your brother was entirely sober. And you just trampled all over his heart and his self-respect with no regard for him, or the company you keep.”

Constantine pulled back, and gestured to the nearby observers, humans and vampires alike. Angel took in their audience, and his face went pale. “I…fuck.” Angel shook his head, and then glared up at Constantine. “I’ve warned you about my brother. He is not for you.”

“I’ll not discuss him in public, without regard for him or his privacy. But I will say this,” Constantine tugged on his cuffs, claws catching the low light from the recessed lamps above the booths. “I will not make the egregious error of presuming to control him or his actions. Isaac did nothing with me that he did not instigate, and by your own curse, Salvatore, he is forever safe from my charms.” Constantine had no concern that he was revealing his curse to his people; it did not impede his abilities at large, and any who assumed so would learn their error far too late. He ripped away his regard from the shocked practitioner and spoke to his Elder. “We will discuss what you’ve learned upstairs in the manager’s office.”

Constantine turned his back on Angel and headed for the rear of the club, humans and vampires parting hurriedly to get out of his way.
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Exhaustion







I

 saac kept his head down, hands buried in his pockets. The wind picked up, sending a chill down his spine, his designer jacket not much protection against the cold. Spring it might be, but the nights could still be cold and damp, leaving the city miserable and wishing for summer.

He paused on a corner, watching the signals, and crossed when it went green, jogging the last few feet. Not sure exactly where he was since he’d been in a daze since running the last several blocks from the club, he headed toward the skyscrapers of Downtown. Once he got closer, he’d have a better idea of his bearings.

His tears were long dry, but the hurt remained. Somehow, he wasn’t surprised that Angel would jump to the conclusion that he was drunk; for the last several years, every single time that Angel saw him sick in a bar or club, he was drunk. A part of him wondered why he wasn’t still angry—the disappointment weighed everything down, heart and soul.

He expected it, he realized. He expected Angel to come to the exact conclusion he had at Post Mortem, from the second he stepped through the doors and realized he shouldn’t be there. No rebuttal came when confronted by his brother’s assumption, and the condemnation was expected, anticipated. It still hurt, but he wasn’t adrift and floundering—Angel had never lost his cool with him when he came for Isaac in the countless bars and clubs over the years, and maybe the explosion he’d been expecting all those times was happening now, making up for all those missed opportunities for his brother to unleash his own disappointment and bitter anger.

Maybe taking all the hurt and anger Angel must surely be feeling after years of dealing with a drunk Isaac and unleashing it upon a sober Isaac was what his brother needed. If he’d blown his top at Isaac when he was still using, it would have hurt, but not sunk in, and a part of Angel needed it to hurt. Unleashing everything on Isaac when he was sober and could be hurt as badly as Angel had been was possibly something Angel needed. Maybe it was something Isaac needed to endure. Gods knew Isaac deserved it.

This part of town was busy, crowded with clubs and bars, though Post Mortem was the poshest and most exclusive. Human establishments tried to compete, but fell short, since the allure of vampires pulled in the most money and a constant stream of patrons. There wasn’t much humanity could offer to rival the vampires for sheer enticement.

Dodging to the side to avoid a group taking up most of the sidewalk, Isaac ducked under a canopy, where an open door led into a restaurant, the smells of marinara and meatballs wafting from it making his empty stomach rumble. It still ached a bit from vomiting earlier, but anything he’d had to eat that day was long gone. Isaac patted his pockets, confirming he had his wallet and phone, and went inside.

A family-run restaurant, it had deep booths around the wall, small tables in the center covered in checkered tablecloths, and tiny tea candles floating in small glass bowls. Faded murals of Italianesque farmlands with a surfeit of grape bunches, along with framed photos of generations of family members and local celebrities covered the walls. Dark wooden crown-molding and shiny tile floors finished the aesthetic. The wallpaper might have seen better days, but there was a decent crowd inside, and the food smelled amazing.

“Sir? Just one?” The host came out from the side of the door where a small podium stood, smiling.

“Yeah, just me, thanks,” Isaac replied, and followed the host when he grabbed a menu and gestured.

Isaac sat in the booth facing the doorway. The host gave him his menu and told him his server would be with him shortly before returning to his post near the door. There was room enough in the booth for two people, built for couples out on dates. Isaac stripped off his leather jacket, and he grumbled over the torn shoulder seam, a result of Angel’s grip. He took out his phone, and set it on the green and red placemat, the screen dark. No messages. He thought about calling Danny and waking him up, but just thinking about picking up the phone and dialing exhausted him.

A server approached, a young woman who stirred the ambient magic fields around her in subtle waves. She was either a wizard or a sorceress, and her control wasn’t airtight, since Isaac shouldn’t be able to sense anything unless she was actively casting or accessing the ambient magic that existed wherever there was life. She looked to be in her late teens, so that fit. Still learning control.

“Hi, I’m Gloria, I’ll be your server. Can I start you out on a drink? We have a great wine selection,” she asked, brandishing a drink menu. Her smile was bright and cheery, and she had an air about her that most servers gained with experience over the years, a façade of calm competence and welcome.

His stomach clenched at the sight of the small leather bifold menu, and he made himself smile, though he didn’t think it was all that pleasant. “No, thanks. Just some ice water. And I’ll take a plate of whatever smells so great, please.”

She tucked away the drink menu at the small of her back where her apron tied off and raised her pad, scribbling before she gave him another bright smile. She made a quick perusal from the top of his head to his waist, eyes alighting and pausing on the tattoos visible on his bare arms and the side of his neck. Most of his tattoos were functional runes, and some were just art, but the ones on his arms were spelled, though a casual observer wouldn’t be able to discern their function or purpose. He felt like ass and was surprised his hands weren’t shaking, but she didn’t seem to notice or care, her gaze warming and her smile growing with an interested tilt to her lips.

“I think you’re smelling the meatball parmesan melt. It comes in a cast-iron skillet and with extra sauce and garlic butter rolls.”

“Oh gawd, that sounds perfect. I’ll take that, please,” Isaac said, and she nodded and wrote it down. She took his menu, and with another inquisitive and more thorough glance, she walked away, an extra swing to her hips as she went to the bar that took up the back corner of the main seating area. It occupied two sides of the rear corner, with a dozen stools, half of them taken. A man in a long trench coat entered and sat in one of the stools, looking around himself, catching Isaac’s eye with a short nod before turning to the bartender and ordering.

He looked away from the bar, wishing he could escape alcohol for just one day, but he knew that wasn’t realistic. The world wouldn’t get rid of alcohol to suit his needs. His control and determination would have to be enough.

The booth was situated so he could see the street, cars passing, people out for the evening in groups or alone, walking fast, or stopping to check out the menu board near the door. He people-watched for a time, fingers idly spinning his phone on the table. His server came back and left his ice water with a sassy smile he barely acknowledged, before doing the rounds of her other tables.

More people came in as he waited, a murmur of voices filling the small restaurant until it was a wall of soft sound, words indistinguishable. He lost track of time as he stared down at the table, fingers stilling. Thoughts submerged and nothing grabbing his attention, he drifted until a plate landed in front of him, steam rising from the small cast-iron skillet laden with pasta, heaps of cheese and marinara, and meatballs. He grabbed his utensils and dug in, shaking his head as his server asked him if he needed anything else.

Careful to avoid the hot metal, Isaac ate with single-minded focus, head down. He sat back once finished, and reached for his glass, drinking half of the partially melted ice water in seconds. He set his glass down and leaned back in the booth, hunger sated, and relaxed. He kicked his feet out beneath the table and idly looked around, people-watching, but not staring long enough to make someone uncomfortable.

“Would you like dessert?” Gloria stood over him, a hopeful smile on her lips. It took him a minute to understand what she said.

“No, thanks. Coffee, please, and the check?”

“Sure, be right back with that,” Gloria looked like she wanted to do anything but leave, but she was summoned by another table and Isaac checked his phone.

No messages. No calls. Swallowing back both his surprise and his hurt, Isaac pocketed his phone and stared across the crowded room, looking at nothing.

A shadow fell over his face, and Isaac squinted up at the person standing too close. His vision cleared, and he saw it was the man from the bar. Tallish, with thinning light brown hair swept back, a rumpled brown suit that matched the pale complexion of a man who spent too much time inside chained to a desk. Trench coat thrown over his arm, he smiled at Isaac.

“Hi. I saw you when I came in. Eating alone, too, huh?” The man pointed at the empty seat across from Isaac. “Mind if I sit?” He didn’t wait for Isaac to reply and slid into the booth. He smiled wide, but his eyes didn’t match the easygoing tone and half-cocked smile. Isaac pegged him as a man accustomed to picking up company for a night’s entertainment, but a small Italian restaurant full of couples and families was an odd place to pick up a one-night stand.

“I’m not interested in a fuck, but thanks for the thought,” Isaac pulled his legs back, not wanting to make any contact.

The stranger froze for a second at his comment and then the half-smile went full wattage, and despite the frazzled businessman impression, there was a hint of a player there. Someone worked hard and played harder. Isaac quirked a brow but didn’t smile back. “Come now, don’t say that. Plenty of people haven’t been interested but changed their minds before the night was over. I’m good at leaving a lasting impression.” Isaac rolled his eyes at the flirtatious wink the guy gave him at the end of that horrid pick up line.

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re swimming in honey, man, but I’m not feeling it.” Isaac looked for Gloria and his check. She was at the point-of-sale computer, tapping the screen and holding a small stack of checks. He had a bit of a wait. His uninvited guest was smirking at him, hands on the table. “Go find someone else to take home for the night. I’d suggest one of the clubs down the street. This,” Isaac gestured to the restaurant, “isn’t the best place.”

“Oh, I agree, which is why I’m glad you came here after leaving Post Mortem.” The stranger gave a small shrug, his self-deprecating attitude belied by his insistence. “I saw you in the club, and I was going to say hi, but you left before I could.”

“You followed me here from Post Mortem.” Isaac stated, shoulders tensing, suspicious. Air wavered around his hands at the sudden spike in temperature, unnoticeable unless someone was peering intently at them when it happened. He tamped down on his magic and the heat waves dissipated instantly.

The other man shook his head. “I live on this street, two buildings down. I stop here most evenings for supper if I strike out at one of the clubs. No need to stalk anyone.”

Isaac didn’t believe him, but he wasn’t nervous. He felt no threat, but there was one thing he’d learned very early on in life—the most dangerous people didn’t advertise. He could be sitting across from a master assassin or serial rapist, and he would only know for sure when it was too late.

“You’re gonna go home alone, unless you wanna try your hand at someone else. Not interested.” Gloria came over with his check, and she handed it to Isaac.

“Oh! Your date is here! Change your mind about dessert?” She grinned at Isaac, smiling like she hoped he would open his mouth and make her night. What was going on—was he putting off fuck-me-vibes? He felt like shit and surely looked worse, so maybe it was something in the food.

Taking out his wallet, he grabbed a few bills, tucked them in the check holder, and stood. He handed it to Gloria and shook his head. “Don’t know him. Keep the change.”

Isaac grabbed his jacket and swung it on as he headed for the door. Gloria called out a disappointed goodnight as he made for the exit and stepped out into the night. He didn’t look back as he swung left and continued down the sidewalk at a steady pace.

The end of the block was in sight, and the crowds were thinner. People were where they wanted to be for the evening. Cabs crawled along the street, waiting for fares. He fixed his collar, checking over his shoulder as he did, but the stranger wasn’t following him.

The wind had picked up since he entered the restaurant and he hunched his shoulders, searching through traffic for a cab. But then if he got a cab he would need somewhere to go, and he didn’t want to go home. Seeing Daniel would help, but then Angel would be there at some point, and he didn’t want another argument or to even hash things out. Not right now. Weariness dragged him down, body and mind, and he just wanted some peace.

The piece of paper in his wallet was one option. His room at Nevermore was quiet, and no one would bother him there. He knew what to expect, and what to do. Sleep until dawn, go for a walk in the courtyard gardens, avoid conversation, sneak into the cafeteria that served gourmet breakfast and pretend to eat something, then shuffle off to his morning appointment with Dr. M. His psychiatrist wouldn’t look at him like he was a failure for being there—but then that might be a danger. Would going back to Nevermore to avoid a confrontation with his brother be a success or a failure? A success because he went back and didn’t even think about drinking to deal with the night’s fallout—or a failure because he was using Nevermore as an excuse to not talk to his brother?

He stopped on a corner, watching as the crossing signal flashed from the no crossing hand to the white walking figure with the countdown that followed. People went by him without seeming to notice he was there—everyone with their own lives and problems and the means to deal with them—or the means to avoid them. He wasn’t alone in having trouble in his life. How many of the people walking past him had hidden demons dragging on their souls, and how many of them weren’t dealing with their demons at all? Probably more than he wanted to think about, really. He was depressed enough as it was.

Isaac hadn’t shared with Angel just how bad his drinking was before he went into Nevermore. Angel only knew about the binges, the times Isaac reached out when he was lucid enough to call him. His brother didn’t know about the booze he kept in his room, sipping it for days after a binge to control coming down from the hellish over-imbibing. Angel had no clue that Isaac drank nearly every day when he lived with Greg, in his futile attempt to navigate life out of his brother’s shadow.

A group of people hurrying across the intersection bumped into him while he was lost in his head, and he stumbled into the street. A pair of hands caught his biceps as he toppled and yanked him back to his feet, several paces away from where he had been. His arms ached from the powerful grip, but it was better than being a red smear on the pavement.

He blinked to clear his head and gaped at Ellora, who eyed him quizzically. She let him go once he was steady on his feet. “Are you well?” she asked, and Isaac smiled back at her before he knew how to answer.

“I... well, no. I’m not. But I’m not a dent in a bumper either, so thanks.”

She grinned at him before tilting her head to the side, her expression curious. “You were staring at the gutter for several minutes. I did not think to bother you until you almost fell in the street. If you wish to continue brooding, I suggest doing it somewhere where you’re not in danger of getting run over.”

He looked around. He was in the middle of Boston and the energy to go home was nonexistent. “Yeah, thanks. You were following me, huh?”

“My Master sent me after you.”

Isaac nodded. Made sense. He gripped his phone in his pocket and wondered if Angel gave a damn, but then he winced at the uncharitable thought and reminded himself not to fall back into bad habits. Angel cared. He knew that Angel cared. Angel just hadn’t called or messaged him or…he pulled out his phone, and the screen lit up. A single text waited for him. “Sorry, I’m going to check this…”

Batiste told me he sent Ellora after you. Don’t be surprised if she shows up. We can talk when you get home. I’m sorry. –Angel

It had been sent after he checked it last, which was about the time the pickup artist sat at his table. No wonder he didn’t notice. “Now I feel like an asshole.”

Ellora didn’t say anything, which he was thankful for. Angel apologizing was kind of unexpected too, but he could see it. Time was, Angel never apologized for anything, but Isaac wasn’t totally blind to the fact that he wasn’t the only person who’d been changing in the past year. Angel still had his temper, but it cooled faster, and he was able to say he was sorry and mean it.

“Fuck.” He sighed, and pushed his hair back from his face, a cool breeze slicing over his eyes, and he blinked away some tears that wanted to escape. “I should go home?”

“That sounded like a question. Should you not?” Ellora asked, looking perfectly comfortable in her club dress and heels despite the rapidly cooling night. Oh, right, vampire. She didn’t feel it like mortals would.

“I’m tired and I’m just done and being done kinda scares me because that’s usually when I start drinking but the thought of drinking makes me ill and now I’m rambling to a total stranger and I am so sorry. Maybe I should go back to Nevermore.” He snapped his mouth shut lest he continue to spew words at Ellora, who didn’t need his drama.

“Do you want a drink now?” She asked him, to the point.

He thought about it, but all he got was a vague queasy sensation and heavy exhaustion weighing down his whole body. He could sit down on the sidewalk right there and take a nap. “Not really, no.”

“What do you want?”

He didn’t need to think about that one. “I want to get some sleep.”

“Do you want to go home?”

He grimaced, torn. His shrug was answer enough.

She nodded once and pulled a slim smartphone from somewhere on her person—she was fast, and it was at her ear before he even figured out what she had in her hand. He listened in a dazed sort of way while she asked for a pickup, turning to read off the intersection signs to whoever was on the other end of the line. She hung up and the phone was gone as fast as it appeared, her dress lines impeccable. No pockets that he could see. “Wow. Where do you keep it? And please don’t kill me, I’m tired and I don’t have a filter.”

Ellora just gave him a haughty flick of her fingers and stood beside him at the curb. He was tired and so flat-out done with the night that he was fine with standing there until a meteor came down and wiped out life as he knew it. That might make things easier.

A bloodclan limo pulled up at the curb, and Ellora was holding the rear door for him before he could open his mouth to ask where they were going. He shut his mouth and slid into the back, somewhat surprised to find it empty. She entered after him, shutting the door, and the limo slipped into traffic with ease, and the expensive vehicle’s ride over rough side streets felt smoother than silk and the seats were warm and comfortable. He slid down into the seat and tucked his hands into his jacket pockets, letting his eyes shut.

He woke to cold fingers brushing over his cheek. He turned into the touch and opened bleary eyes, and Constans’s smiling face had him smiling sleepily in return. “What…?”

“You’re at the Tower. Come, Isaac,” Constans gently ordered, and Isaac let himself be bundled out of the limo. He was in an underground garage, and an elevator was a few feet away. He blinked again and they were alone on the elevator, the cabin humming gently as they went somewhere. He was so out of it, he couldn’t tell if it was up or down, and the powerful arm around his waist let him relax and not care all that much. He rolled his head to the side and it landed on a wide, strong shoulder covered in a soft jacket. He sighed, so tired.

“Just a little bit more, Isaac,” Constans whispered, and Isaac would have answered but sleep came quickly, and he let it.
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Bed and Breakfast







W

 armth and softness made him burrow deeper, determined not to wake up. He yawned, jaw creaking, then buried his face in the pillow and curled up, tucking a hand between his knees and the other gripping a pillow that smelled delicious. A hint of apples, candy, and vanilla. Almost like apple pie but not overwhelming. His stomach woke at that errant thought, but he refused to heed it, loving the monstrously comfortable bed that should be illegal in all fifty states. The sheets were soft and smooth against his skin and he had no recollection of getting undressed.

He woke up slowly, and Isaac’s eyes focused just as slowly. The buildings in Back Bay were distinctive with their rooftop patios and glittering skylights, and the multitude of brick chimneys of Beacon Hill were easy to pick out in the morning haze despite the stubborn fog evaporating under the morning sun.

An insistent bladder soon demanded he get up, and Isaac groaned, stretching, the top sheet falling away to reveal that his T-shirt from the night before and his boxer briefs were all he had on. He sat up, hair a mess, and pushed it back from his face to see his jeans, socks, and jacket neatly folded and resting on the cushion of a delicate antique chair next to the bed, his phone was hooked to a charger cord on the nightstand, and his wallet and keys next to the phone. His boots were neatly aligned under the chair, waiting for him. He rubbed his face, feeling far better than he expected. Usually when he couldn’t remember how he ended up in a strange place, he felt like rolled shit stomped under a boot.

No hangover, and the longer he was awake, the more he remembered.

“Good morning, Isaac.”

He couldn’t stop the wry smile if he tried. Constans stood not far away, dressed in a crisp white button-down shirt and black trousers, a black leather belt and dark loafers completing the look. Shirt open at the collar, his hair freshly showered, Constans was relaxed and not at all intimidating. Isaac looked down at the bed he was in, the sheets a deep burgundy, a soft cotton mixed with what felt like silk, and the softest, most comfortable mattress he had ever rested on.

“Good morning,” Isaac turned and put his feet on the floor, marveling at the plush area rug that kept his feet from getting cold on the shiny hardwood floors. “Your bed, huh?”

Constans nodded, a short dip of his chin that was both hesitant and apologetic. “I was going to put you in Simeon’s suite, but you were most adamant that you weren’t going to sleep where Simeon, and I quote, ‘probably fucked my brother,’ and so I brought you up here. I don’t have a guest room in my suite, so my bed was the only option.” He gestured to another chair that was positioned so whoever sat in it could look out over the city through the floor to ceiling windows. “I did some work while you slept.”

There was a small stack of folders and papers on the floor next to the chair and an empty wine glass.

“Sounds about right,” Isaac said, ruefully wondering if he’d said anything else while exhausted out of his fucking mind. “Thanks.” A poor sentiment to convey the gratitude he felt in not being shuffled off to Beacon Hill and the pending argument with Angel. He coughed, then tried again. “Thank you for letting me stay here last night, and for giving up your bed.”

Constans only nodded again, then gestured elegantly to a door off to the side. “The bathroom is through there. Fresh towels and toiletries await, and while you slept, I had your clothing laundered. If you like, I can call for breakfast while you get cleaned up.”

“Um, yes. Thank you.” Isaac threw back the blankets and carefully got to his feet, happily surprised that he wasn’t feeling like he would fall over or stumble. Being sober still felt weird, even after more than a month of it. Waking up in someone else’s bed and not having a hangover from hell was a rather novel experience.

Constans gracefully exited the bedroom, and Isaac went to the bathroom, finding a white marble and dark wood bathroom that was spotless, elegant, and understated while still screaming luxury. The toilet and nearby bidet were marble as well, and he chuckled at the thought of someone carving marble toilets for a job as he relieved his bladder. Probably paid extremely well. The rainfall spout showerhead and the four pulsating jets in the stone tile shower stall were an indulgence he’d sell his soul for and he stood under the pounding spray for longer than he needed, soaking up the relaxation.

He eventually dragged himself out of the shower, brushed his teeth and hair, used the unscented toiletries, and headed out to get dressed. His clothes were clean, and the frayed seam on his jacket was so expertly repaired he might have been hard pressed to remember it had been damaged during the argument with Angel the night before. Isaac pulled on his clothes, grabbed his stuff, and headed out of the bedroom, following his nose to a small dining table in another glass-walled room, this one with a view over the harbor.

The view was slightly diminished and as gray-toned as the rest of the vantages in the penthouse. Very different from the specialized sunlight wards Angel fashioned to keep Simeon safe at the Beacon Hill apartment. There the light was golden and bright, with only the barest hints of magic on the windows to prove the protections were in place at all. Here in the Tower, the glass was chemically treated with industrial strength ingredients that blocked the radiant magic and UV rays that burned vampires. Despite the windows, he could tell the sky was bright and clear, and the view was still something to admire.

Two bloodclan donors were arranging the table with food, giving him polite hellos when he came in, and he waved awkwardly, not used to having what amounted to servants doing anything for him. When he was a kid, they had staff in the Mansion, but they died in the Massacre, and when Angel moved the two of them to Beacon Hill, they were alone, and Angel never hired a cleaning service. It had taken some getting used to for sure, a spoiled rich kid learning to do everything for himself.

The servants left once he sat, and he ate alone, though he had a concrete suspicion that if he were to whisper Constans’s name the vampire would appear immediately. He wasn’t far—and that didn’t bother Isaac at all.

Bacon crisped to perfection, a sweet onion and sesame seed bagel and smoked salmon flakes with cream cheese were his breakfast, with a side of chopped fresh fruit and yogurt to finish it off. Earl grey tea with honey and a tall glass of lemon ice water complimented it all, and Isaac devoured the entire lot of it in minutes, hungrier than he’d expected to be. But then, despite eating supper at the Italian place, he did empty his stomach the night before. He pillaged the tiny mints in a glass bowl near his water, crunching on the sweets, and he sipped his water, content to just wait and see what happened next.

“Was it enjoyable?” Constans asked as he materialized in the room, coming out of nowhere like some special effect in a movie. Isaac set his water down with a sharp thwap
 and laughed, startled.

“Fuck! Seriously? You did that before, when Simeon was hurt, didn’t you?” Isaac got up and walked around the table, stopping a foot or so away from Constans and squinting at the undead man. “How did you do that? It wasn’t moving in a vampire blur—the air is displaced when Simeon moves super-fast—always a breeze. No wind this time.”

Constans shrugged a single shoulder, casual and a bit teasing. “I am old. It comes with perks. How was your breakfast?”

Isaac hummed, biting his lips before answering. “It was perfect, but you knew that. You know exactly what I like to eat for breakfast. I bet you know what I like to eat for lunch, and my favorite meals.”

Constans didn’t even look abashed or ashamed—he shrugged again, and Isaac poked one rock-solid pec with his finger. “Are you stalking me?”

“No?” Constans sounded like he was thinking about it and might not be sure. “Not me. I pay many people in this city to do many things, and I know all sorts of things as a result. Not just you—I know your brother prefers things to be pine-scented, and that your best friend has excellent taste in porn. I watched a few myself.”

Isaac snorted. “I have no idea why I’m not mad.”

Constans leaned forward a bit, and Isaac turned slightly so he could whisper lightly in his ear. “I think you like it, mon coeur.
 ”

“Maybe. I’m also not the most stable of people, so there’s that.” Isaac turned so he could look in Constans’s bright blue eyes. “Or maybe I know it’s because you care about Simeon, and so you had us all investigated when Angel and Simeon hooked up.”

Lush pink lips twitched, and a beautiful smile broke free, made all the better by the fangs on display before Constans chuckled. A cold finger brushed along his cheek and Isaac’s skin tingled, and his breath caught in his throat. “Sharp as a dagger, mon coeur
 .”

“You shouldn’t call me that,” Isaac said softly, turning into the caress that slipped from his cheek down his neck. It didn’t bother him at all that Constans could snap his spine with a flick of his fingers or drain him in seconds. Once upon a time, not too long ago, he would never have been so calm near a vampire, despite frequenting their bars for the last few years. Maybe alcohol-induced paranoia was something he should consider. “I’m not your heart.”

“You know French, mon petit feu
 ?” His hand, cold at first but warming with every second in contact with Isaac’s body, slipped around to the nape of Isaac’s neck and pulled him gently forward. Isaac breathed through parted lips, eyes locked on Constans’s mouth. He wanted a taste.

“I do, not a lot, but enough to manage. I’m not a ‘little’ anything, either,” he whispered. He couldn’t stop the grin at Constans’s low growl in response, a sexy rumble that lit a fire low in his belly. “Kiss me.”

His mouth was claimed before he finished the words, and he pushed into it, arms around Constans’s neck while firm hands rested on his ass. He groaned, tilting his head, and kissed back with everything he had. Constans gripped his buttocks hard and Isaac was lifted to sit on the table, legs spread, Constans between them. He ran his hands through soft, silky strands of thick blond hair and gripped tight, swallowing the sharp growl from the predator devouring his mouth.

Breaking away from the kiss to suck in air, Isaac panted, lips wet. Constans licked his lower lip, pink tongue slipping out past dropped fangs. Isaac shivered, lust and instinctual awareness of how vulnerable he was in that moment revving his heart rate and making his pants tight in the crotch.

“Angel says you want me for power. For your bloodclan,” Isaac whispered, eye to eye with Constans, struggling to calm himself enough to speak without passing out or bursting into flames. He was warm, approaching hot, and Constans’ cool flesh dampened the rising temperatures under his skin.

Constans rested their foreheads together and gave Isaac a tiny peck on the lips before speaking softly, barely any space between them. “I will always want my people safe, and having the Salvatores in my clan would increase my power and let me protect my people better. But I cannot abuse your gifts or your trust, not in the way your brother fears. Has he not explained the mate bonds of vampires?”

Isaac frowned, thinking about it. “I know he and Simeon are mated, but there are tons of supernatural species that mate bond. Are vampires different?”

Constans sighed, a heartfelt sound that was made even more poignant by the fact that he did not need to breathe aside from to scent or speak. “Oh, ma petite flamme.
 We vampires are very different indeed. I think it is time for an explanation, and your brother and my child Simeon should be present as well.”

“Really? What for?” Isaac pulled back enough to search Constans’ expression.

“I would have nothing between us, not even half-truths and missed explanations. I suspect your brother has forgotten some pertinent details about his own mate bond, and as a result, it has influenced his interactions with you, and with me.”

“Is this about the hex? I know you can’t charm me,” Isaac asked, and brought his hands down to rest on Constans’ shoulders but slid one down to cover the spot on his chest where the hex was burnt into his flesh.

“Not about the hex, no,” Constans gripped his hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a kiss to Isaac’s knuckles.

“We aren’t mates.” They were…something
 .

“We are not,” Constans said, though in such a way that Isaac expected him to declare they would be, but Constans merely gave him a fleeting smile, emotions shuttered. “Mates we are not, but your brother’s fears are rooted in misconceptions, enough so to interfere in anything you and I may do in the future. I would have his misconceptions cleared up for Simeon’s sake as well. Call your brother, ma petite flamme
 . Have them come here.”

Isaac grimaced. “Fuck,” he breathed out, dropping his head for a moment before straightening. “If I call him and ask him to come here, he’s going to show up pissed off and ready to commit murder.”

“Then I will call my child, and he shall see it done,” Constans gave him a small kiss and let go of Isaac with one hand to reach into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

“Sorry, that’s shitty of me,” Isaac tried to smile but couldn’t quite muster it. “I just know he’ll come, and he’ll be too mad to talk to me. He’ll just start yelling and throwing ultimatums and maybe some things will explode. And I’m not looking forward to the conversation I need to have with him anyway.”

Constans leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to his forehead, and Isaac sighed, releasing as much tension as he could. “All will be well, Isaac.”

Constans pulled back and dialed, phone to his ear. Constans lowered the phone once it began to ring and tapped Speaker, the phone between them. Two rings and then Simeon’s deep Irish rumble came across when he answered. “Master? Are you well?”

“I am, my child. I require your presence, and that of your mate, at the Tower at your earliest convenience.”

Simeon was quiet for a moment, likely because Angel probably wasn’t in the mood to traipse across town to the Tower. Angel was impossible to move when he was in a good mood—pissed off? It would take a nuclear explosion to move him, and maybe not even then.

“Simeon, if he doesn’t want to come, just tell him I’m here and I want to talk.” Isaac spoke up.

“Isaac?” Simeon asked, slightly confused, probably wondering why he was with Constans.

There was a scuffle and some swearing and then Isaac groaned when he heard his brother. “Isaac, where the hell are you and why the hell are you with Batiste?”

Angel was upset, though he sounded more worried than anything. Isaac winced and took the phone when Constans offered it. He sighed and tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t make his brother blow up. “I’m ok. I’m not doing this over the phone and I’m not doing this with you yelling at me the entire time. Can you just come to the Tower, please?”

Angel didn’t say anything for a long moment, and Isaac bit his lip, both afraid and worried about how his big brother would react. Silence dragged on, and Isaac was about to speak, no idea what to say, when Angel spoke, tone rough and abrupt.

“We’re on our way.”

The call went dead, and Isaac slowly set down the phone on the table, a slight tremor in his fingers. “Fuck,” he whispered, and he turned into Constans, who hugged him tightly. Saying nothing for the longest time, he let the other man hold him, tense worry humming along his bones and making his stomach ache.
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 saac was pacing up and down in front of the windows in the massive living room when Constans got a message on his phone. “They’re here, Isaac.” Still dressed in the same clothes as earlier, Constans sat in a large armchair, one that reminded Isaac of a throne, and watched with an unwavering gaze as Isaac tracked a line in the long, expensive rug along the windows.

Isaac stopped his pacing and sucked in a loud breath, trying for calm. His adrenaline was spiking, and he recognized that he was on the verge of having a panic attack. Confrontation with Angel was never easy. His brother was a law unto himself; even when they were younger and Angel was all he had left in the world, Isaac would retreat into sullen silence and passive aggressive snipes rather than argue with Angel. His brother wasn’t abusive or mean or cruel; Angel loved hard and was fiercely protective, and it was that protective nature that had him react with deadly accuracy when roused. Angel could kill with his magic as easily as he could flay someone’s spirit with a few well-placed, sarcastic words. Angel had never turned it on Isaac, even when Isaac was at his absolute worst, but they were no longer in the same dynamic they had held for over a decade.

Isaac was grown, and Angel had begun to see him as such, to treat him as an adult, and despite Isaac’s addiction and subsequent treatment at Nevermore, Angel had been doing his best to learn how to exist as a brother. No need anymore for the substitute parent—Isaac was terrified he would end up in a confrontation with Angel as grown men with their own lives and the bonds they had wouldn’t survive. Would Angel even want to try—Isaac cringed and tried to draw in air.

“I’m terrified,” Isaac gasped out, heart racing, eyes wet. “Oh, my gods, I’m fucking terrified.”

His hands shook and all the oxygen seemed gone from the room.

A rush of cold air and Isaac was in Constans’ arms, a steel cage tight around his back, lips pressed to his ear. “Hold tight to me,” Constans rasped, and Isaac’s arms flew around his torso in a manic embrace. “Hard as you can.”

Isaac squeezed so hard he might have hurt a mortal man. He pressed his face to a solid wall of chest and screamed, the sound muffled, and Constans kept whispering comforts in his ear, arms nearly as tight around Isaac’s ribs. Isaac gasped and went limp, turning his face to the side and soaking up the cold emanating from Constans. It never lasted, the cold—but he loved it while it lasted. He dragged in a ragged breath, blessedly cool air filling his lungs, and breathed out. He did it again, and again, and he gave up trying to be calm. Existing was hard enough.

“Better?” Constans asked gently.

“A little.” He lifted a hand to his face and rubbed his eyes, arm like lead, but he wasn’t hovering on the edge of panic anymore. “They taught me in Nevermore some steps to take if I had a panic attack but I didn’t remember.”

“Panic robs us of our faculties—perhaps you’ll get it in time. It is still early days, Isaac.”

“Yeah.” He exhaled hard. The steps to take to pull himself from a panic attack were somewhere in his memory, but his thoughts felt like soup, and he despaired a bit before he rallied. Angel was coming.

“I can hear the elevator, so they will be here in just a few moments,” Constans said, pulling back from Isaac just far enough to cup his face and lean down, pressing a chaste kiss to his lips. Isaac found himself smiling, missing the touch of lips when Constans let him go. “Better,” Constans gave him a soft smile then gently navigated him toward the doors of his suite, holding onto his hand. He made to let go once they were near the doors, but Isaac refused and gripped Constans’s hand tightly.

“Stay with me,” he whispered, hearing voices in the hallway.

“Of course,” was the earnest reply, and then the doors opened.

Simeon held the door open for his smaller mate, and Isaac forgot about his own nerves when he saw Angel’s face. Angel was drawn, jaw taut, dark eyes clouded with mixed emotions and he wasn’t moving like he ran the world. Dressed as usual in his gray sweater and dark jeans and boots, Angel came in the room with Simeon on his heels, the two of them moving in concert, a matched set. Simeon was dressed in one of his immaculate suits, a light gray that Isaac knew Angel loved the most out of his mate’s wardrobe. Isaac felt a shade of envy when watching the way Angel and Simeon orbited each other, but the hand holding his in a firm grip helped the emotions fade.

Angel didn’t miss that Isaac and Constans were holding hands, but he didn’t say anything, jaw working as he clenched it before his poker face fell into place and Isaac had no idea what he was thinking. Probably nothing good since Angel barely tolerated Constans on a good day.

“Are you okay?” Angel asked, and Isaac squeezed Constans’s hand hard as he nodded.

“Yeah,” Isaac swallowed. “I got your message last night. Sorry I didn’t reply.”

Angel shrugged, glancing at Constans before settling his searching gaze on Isaac. “It’s okay.”

An awkward silence fell, and Isaac looked up at Constans, helpless to figure out what to say or do. Constans gave a short nod and gestured to the various chairs and couches in the spacious living room. “Come and sit. We have much to discuss.”

Angel frowned but went to a long leather couch and sat in the middle, Simeon on his left, big hand going to Angel’s knee. Isaac finally noticed that Eroch wasn’t present. “Eroch with Danny?”

Angel gave a short nod. “Rory and Eroch are both with Daniel. I believe they went to the Mansion for the day.”

Isaac flinched at the mention of their ancestral home. He hadn’t set foot there since the incident with Deimos, but since he spent most of that event unconscious from a head injury, he didn’t remember much. Before Deimos, Isaac had never returned to the Mansion after the Massacre.

Constans tugged him gently, guiding him to the grand monstrosity of a chair that looked more like a throne than anything but was surprisingly comfortable once he sat in the spacious seat. It was dark, nearly black wood and dark brown leather with a carved backrest and arms, lined with brushed bronze tacks holding the leather to the wood. It looked old but felt brand new, and Isaac broke off his examination of the chair when Angel cleared his throat.

“I was informed last night that I jumped to the wrong conclusion.” Angel stated, voice empty and hollow, and Simeon squeezed his knee. Angel sighed and continued. “Can you tell me what happened last night?”

Isaac grabbed the armrests and swallowed hard, hoping his breakfast would stay where it was and not make a reappearance on the floor. “I shouldn’t have gone with you last night, not to Post Mortem.” Constans didn’t move, but Isaac made sure to glance up at him and make eye contact. “I don’t regret you. Just everything else.” Constans brushed a soft caress across his cheek and Isaac resisted the urge to sigh happily and press into it. Not in front of his brother. Not yet. He turned back to Angel, whose expression was blank. “I wasn’t drinking.”

Angel gave a slow nod. He put one hand on top of the one Simeon had on his knee and gripped tightly.

Isaac sucked in a deep breath and began explaining what happened to him at Nevermore. Angel’s implacable mask gradually gave way to dismay and pain, and Isaac had to look away in the retelling of his experiences. “I don’t know if you ever knew,” Isaac paused, wishing for some water to wet his throat. “But my drinking wasn’t just the binges. I got to the point where I had to ease myself down from a night out drinking, and I would be sipping whiskey or vodka for a week or so afterwards. Which is why the smell never really went away.” He grimaced. “I didn’t tell the doctors when I went through my intake with them after you dropped me off at Nevermore. I just let them know about the binge drinking. Gradually I was at the point where I was drinking just to feel functional.”

Angel didn’t say anything, but he had a death grip on Simeon’s hand, eyes locked on Isaac as he rubbed his thighs and tried to keep calm. “Withdrawal hit really hard right after the shit with the Council was over. That day I talked to you right after you woke up was the day before I went through hell.”

“What do you mean?” Angel asked, voice strangled with emotion.

“The doctors gave me an option for accelerated, magically-assisted detox from alcohol dependency, and I took it. But because I didn’t disclose how bad my drinking was before they initiated the treatment, my detox was horrific. It would have been hellish regardless, but the spells weren’t tailored to my specific needs correctly and so it was…” He paused and coughed. Constans slipped away with a cool breeze and was back almost instantly, holding out a water bottle that Isaac took gratefully. It was cold and fresh from a refrigerator. He took a sip. “It was bad.”

He shook his head when Angel went to speak. “I’m sorry I wasn’t honest about how much drinking I was doing before I went in there, and I regret not being honest with the doctors. I am sorrier than you can know.” Isaac cradled the water bottle in his hands, putting it between his knees to keep himself from shaking. “I developed something the doctors refer to as a biological response to alcohol. I see it, smell it, taste it, know it’s near me—to varying degrees, exposure makes me sick. Too much exposure, I vomit, get the shakes, grow dizzy, nauseous, clammy sweating...”

Angel finally spoke. “That was what happened last night. It looked like you were drunk, but you weren’t.”

“Seeing as how you’ve dragged me out of more bars than I can recall getting drunk in over the years, thinking I was drunk wasn’t unreasonable. I just wasn’t drunk this time.”

“Still,” Angel grimaced, and leaned back on the couch, Simeon moving with him. “I’m sorry I jumped to the wrong conclusion, no matter how it might have looked. I am sorry.” Isaac tried to smile, but he couldn’t, and after a moment Angel turned to Constans. “I apologize for my accusations last night. I assumed the worst.”

Constans gave a short nod, nothing about how he was feeling or thinking revealed on his face. “Apology accepted. We do need to clarify some finer points of your comments made last night, though,” Constans gave Isaac an inquiring glance. “If you’ve said what you needed to?”

“Yeah,” Isaac shrugged. Angel would probably want to talk more later but the worst of what Isaac had to share was out there now. Regarding his drinking. He wasn’t ready to talk about the Massacre.

“You worry that I seek to take advantage of Isaac for the benefit of my bloodclan.” Constans didn’t dance around the issue. Isaac gaped at him, shocked, and Angel huffed out a rough breath.

“I do.”

“Fuck, Angie!” Isaac burst out. He growled when Constans gestured to him to settle but he sat back and glared at his brother.

“You’ve made no secret about your interest in Isaac and Daniel. You’ve moved on Isaac when he was vulnerable from your charm. You moved on me when I finally got together with Simeon. My mate bond with Simeon makes me stronger and binds me to the bloodclan. The bloodclan gains a necromancer.”

“You gain from this as well, do you not?” Constans’ question was more of a statement, and Angel’s smile was rueful and sharp.

“I do. The clan’s sovereignty comes in handy when I want to do things my way.”

“And I have no problem extending that sovereignty to you; as Simeon’s mate, you are now a member of our bloodclan, and under my protection. You may not need it, but you have it, along with your family,” Constans’ gestured to Isaac. “And by family, I mean both young Daniel and your brother.”

“All obvious and previously understood, yes.” Angel leaned forward a bit. “Get to your point.”

“I believe you’ve missed something that is obvious. Tell me, what would happen to Simeon if you were to die, or otherwise break the Leannán
 bond between you,” Constans’s abrupt turn in the conversation had Isaac gaping, and Angel tensed. The atmosphere grew taut with an underlying aggression and Simeon wrapped an arm around Angel’s waist.

“Is that a threat?” Angel said softly, and Isaac shivered.

“No. Answer me,” Constans rebutted.

Angel’s glare was deadly enough that Isaac was terrified for Constans, but his brother eased back a bit and leaned into Simeon.

“Simeon would die as well.”

Constans shook his head a bit, a rough jerk of his chin that had Angel blinking in surprise. “I thought you’d die if I did, or if the mate bond were to be broken somehow,” Angel asked Simeon.

“I would become one of the croí-bhriste
 , the broken-hearted.” Simeon grimaced. “A creature reduced to madness and pain, adrift in grief and needing a merciful end.”

“If the Leannán
 bond is to be broken, by death or choice, then Simeon will need a merciful death, and I would be his executioner,” Constans stated, grim and cutting.

“And I would beg him to end my undead life to spare me the agony of losing you,” Simeon spoke softly, and Angel shook his head.

“No, no dying. No bond breaking, either,” the agony at the very thought of losing Simeon was etched on Angel’s face and in his words, and it hurt Isaac to see how deeply the prospect wounded his brother. “What are you going for here? Why dredge this up?”

“You are a man of logic, for all you intuit so much,” Constans replied. “Follow it back—what does that mean about your bond?”

“It’s powerful and can destroy Simeon if broken,” Angel said, getting hot under the collar. “Speed this up.”

“You can access all that we are through your bond with my Elder,” Constans gestured to Simeon then to himself, expanding his meaning to the bloodclan with it. “You can access that which makes us the sentient undead. Conceivably, you could destroy us all, or even bend us to your will.”

Angel’s eyes narrowed. “I suspected as much, but I won’t. Despite what I did during the Massacre, I’m not a mass murderer.”

“And why not?”

Angel sat back at that question, clearly affronted. “I’m not a monster, first. Being a necromancer doesn’t mean I’m evil. I don’t think I’m an entirely good person, but I would never do such a despicable thing. Secondly, I won’t abuse my bond with Simeon like that. I would never violate his trust or how he feels about me, or our mate bond. I would never do that.”

“Why?”

“I love him, asshole!”

Constans smiled, a gentle lift of his lush pink lips that had Isaac entranced. “I believe you do, indeed. And so, I never worry, not anymore, that you’ll abuse your affinity and the access you have to the ancient death magics that animate my people. You won’t abuse your mate bond because you love him. And the mate bond wouldn’t exist at all if there was no love to begin with.”

Angel tightened his jaw and crossed his arms, glaring at Constans. Isaac frowned, and looked back and forth between the Master and his brother. “I’m lost. What?”

Angel grumbled under his breath, but he spoke louder so Isaac could hear him. “I forgot. Ok? Fuck.”

“For fuck’s sake, Angie, spell it out for us lesser mortals,” Isaac needled his brother. Of course, Angel figured it out first, the jerk.

“Vampires only mate once in their entire undead lifespans. They can only form a Leannán
 bond if they fall in love, true love. And because it’s true love, they would never abuse the powers and gifts of their mate through the fucking mate bond.” Angel damn near spit out that last bit, looking disgruntled and peeved and all kinds of pissed off, but the dangerous edge to his voice was gone. “Well, shit.”

“Still lost,” Isaac declared.

Angel sighed loudly and got to his feet, touching Simeon’s shoulder when his mate looked worried. Angel paced out a few feet then spun back around. “I’ve been so worried about the fact that Batiste might want to pair either you or Daniel with someone else in his clan, or even himself, for your abilities that I missed the most obvious thing of all.” Angel gestured to Simeon and then himself. “Simeon is getting perks being mated to me. He can drink from practitioners without getting magical blood poisoning, his resistance to sunlight is growing, and he needs to feed less. I’m getting stronger physically, things don’t hurt as much as they should, and I’ve stopped aging.”

Isaac blinked. “You’ve what now?”

“I have a feeling I won’t get any older than I am now,” Angel pointed to his face. “What wrinkles I did have are gone, and I’m retaining muscle mass easier. Little things. I’m going to be thirty for a very long time, I think.” Angel looked pointedly at Simeon, who had the grace to look a bit abashed.

“Mortals who complete a mate bond with a vampire stop aging, mo ghra
 ,” Simeon said, holding out a hand, and Angel took it without pause. “And they will never grow old, nor fear for mortal illnesses. You will gain bodily strength, resiliency, and stamina, but still be as human as you are now.”

“Holy shit,” Isaac breathed out. “What the fuck?!”

“What?” Angel asked.

“Not fair at all, jerk face,” Isaac glared. “I’m eventually going to look older than you! That’s not cool at all.”

Angel snorted out a laugh. “Hecate’s spine, brother, you care about the oddest things.”

“It’s not fair!” Isaac grumbled, and ignored the tender smiles between Angel and Simeon. He spun in his seat and glared at Constans. “What was he about to say? About missing the obvious?”

Constans hesitated for a moment, as if worried about how Isaac would react to what he was about to say. “Your brother was worried that I would seduce, or have one of my other children, seduce you or Daniel to gain access to your powers for the benefit of the bloodclan. He forgot that a mate bond with a vampire is only founded upon love, and where there is true love among our kind, abusing our mates or their powers in such a selfish way is nearly impossible.”

“Oh.”

“While seduction is not out of bounds,” Constans grinned, revealing his upper fangs in a wicked grin, “neither yourself nor young Daniel are likely to be vulnerable to manipulation by a lover to coerce you into doing things for someone else. You’ve gained sobriety and a clear head to see such machinations, and young Daniel’s previous experiences have taught him to be watchful for such.”

“I would burn to a crisp anyone who tried to use me like that,” Isaac said, and meant it. He wasn’t going to be used, never again. Even if he let Greg use him before, he was sober now, and he refused to be a doormat or someone’s weapon.

“I believe you,” Constans promised him, and a cool hand gently touched his chin. “I have no doubt you would defend yourself and your honor with decisive finality.”

“Since you don’t love me, and I don’t love you, there’s no mate bond to worry about, right?” Isaac said quietly, a little afraid to hear Constans’ answer. “I mean, we’ve only made out a few times. Right?”

“Don’t sound so scared,” Constans smiled at him again, and carded his fingers through Isaac’s hair before dropping his hand away. “You need never wonder if I love you. All you need to do is ask.”

Isaac swayed in his seat. He gaped, but nothing came out of his mouth, and he tried to breathe. Constans gently reached out and shut his mouth for him, before going to stand in front of Angel. Isaac floundered for sanity, but he just sat there in the huge, ridiculous chair, and watched as Constans reached out a hand to his brother. Angel frowned at it, but after a long moment, took it in a shake.

“Isaac has nothing to fear from me, Necromancer,” Constans said. “And your apprentice has already decided who deserves his heart. There is no danger from me or mine to your family.”

Isaac tried to engage his brain and start talking but he just sat there and waited for his mind to kick in and for his heart to stop somersaulting in joy.
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 saac shrugged, trying to dislodge the tension deep in his shoulders. Simeon and Constans were talking quietly on the far side of the suite, and Angel was on the phone with Daniel. His brother hung up and then put his phone away, and Isaac braced himself when Angel headed over to him. The view from the penthouse of the Tower was nice, and Isaac never got to see the city from so high. Even with the treatments on the windows it was still great to see.

“Daniel wants you to call him later,” Angel said, coming to stand at his shoulder. Isaac looked down at his brother, and smirked. Angel saw it and glared. “What?”

“You might live forever, but I’ll always be taller,” Isaac snarked, and ducked a swipe from Angel with a laugh.

“Asshole.” Angel grumbled, but his lips twitched with humor. Isaac laughed again, glad he could. Angel arched a brow and put his hands in his pockets. “And I don’t think I’ll be the only one living forever.”

Isaac rolled his eyes at his brother. “Constans is not in love with me.” It felt like a lie the second he said it, but he was too afraid to ask the City Master outright. There was no way. Isaac didn’t even know how he felt about the City Master. He glanced over at the two vampires who were still deep in conversation, and he blushed hard when his gaze met icy blue eyes and a teasing smile. “Shit.” He twirled back and frowned down at the city. Angel snorted, shaking his head.

“Yeah, okay.” Angel paused. “I still think he’s a douchebag, but he’s pulled his head from his ass since I hexed him.”

“Getting cursed either straightens people out or makes them worse,” Isaac said. “You lucked out this time.”

“He’s the first person I’ve cursed since the Wars ended.” Angel shot back. “I knew what I was doing. Simeon wouldn’t care about someone who’s not a decent person at their core. Otherwise he’d be ash and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“No, you’d just be mated to the Master of the City.” Isaac teased, anything to get the sickening image of Constans reduced to ashes out of his head. Angel mated to the Master of the City was enough to make him chuckle. Angel’s disgusted grimace made it even better. “That would be funny as fuck.”

“Yeah, for you,” Angel shook his head. “I’m content with being a high-magics tutor and kicking ass when people misbehave.”

Isaac threw back his head and laughed. “If that’s all you think you are, you’ve been letting Simeon feed too much.”

“What do you mean?”

Isaac pointed out to the city. “This is your town. You’ve said it often enough. Constans may be the Master of the City, but that only applies to the bloodclan. The city of Boston, well that’s something else entirely.”

Angel looked at the skyline, then arched a brow at him. “Explain.”

“Everyone in this city knows who you are. The videos of you dueling Malis went viral. Seeing you kick the Council out of the city, and the mundane humans’ city authority letting you operate without censure, the police calling you for help, and the average citizen—Angel, this whole city is yours. And I don’t just mean your home and someplace you want to keep safe—you’ve replaced the Council as the authority here. Boston is yours.”

“Bullshit.” Angel shook his head.

“I would say that is an accurate description of the new power dynamic in the City, Isaac.” Constans appeared at their backs, and Isaac jumped, a hand over his heart.

“Fuck! Stop that! You need a bell,” Isaac sniped, and Constans gave Isaac a teasing glance, making him flush. Angel never missed a thing, and his brother’s sharp interest probably saw his stupid expression. “Constans, I swear you’re gonna scare me to death one of these times.”

“Constans?” Angel arched that damn brow again. “When did it become Constans?”

“Right after I pulled my tongue out of his mouth, and before you and I had a fight,” Isaac grumbled. “And none of your business.”

Angel held up his hands, palms out. “Please don’t tell me anything more. Don’t need to hear about my little brother’s sex life.”

“We haven’t had sex yet,” Isaac said, and he enjoyed seeing Constans go still and carefully turn to stare at him with those blue eyes of his, heat and intent in their depths. “Yet.”

“Stop, please,” Angel groaned, and Simeon chuckled.

Simeon gathered Angel to his side, and Angel sighed loudly and hugged his mate. Isaac smirked at his brother and Simeon gave him a swift wink. “Isaac is grown, mo ghra
 . Sex is something he’s bound to be having, if that’s what he wants. Daniel, too, I expect.”

“Whoa,” Angel and Isaac shook their heads and frowned at Simeon.

“Danny can get himself all the fae D he wants, but I’m not discussing it with my brother and his mate,” Isaac grumbled and waved his hands at them. Angel cackled and Simeon shook his head, chuckling. Constans merely looked confused, one blond brow arched much like Angel would. “I’ll get details from him if I wanna know.”

Isaac shuffled on his feet, reminded of the night before. “Look, speaking of details.”

“I don’t want to hear it if it’s to do with sex,” Angel warned. Isaac grimaced.

“Nope.” He took a breath. “What did you find out last night at Post Mortem? I kinda bailed, and I never got to hear what you learned.”

Constans held out a hand and Isaac took it, linking their fingers. Angel eyed their hands but said nothing about it. He got down to business immediately, like he saw the City Master and his little brother hold hands often. “I found the remnants of the missing fledgling. He was gone fast. No ghost, and I’m hesitant to summon the spirit of one of the sentient undead to learn who killed him. Nothing but ash was left. Traces of blood magic spoor in the area behind the club. They left Post Mortem through one of the ground-level fire doors. Which is a bit disturbing, as the fire doors are spelled and hooked into the building’s security system. Alarms should have gone off when it was opened, and no alerts were triggered. That means skill at bypassing such measures, and the skills needed to incapacitate a vampire, and do so without the vampires and humans in the club hearing or sensing anything.”

“He was probably gone before his absence was even noted,” Constans murmured. “He was young—under a year as one of the sentient undead.”

“I’m sorry,” Isaac said, and Constans nodded once, gently squeezing his hand.

“I’ve ordered all the fledglings to retreat to the Tower. All fledglings under two years of age are restricted to their sire’s or master’s quarters here in the Tower or the unassigned apartments. I will not risk any more of my children until the blood mage has been found and stopped.”

“I still don’t know why the blood mage is going after vampires,” Angel shook his head. “It doesn’t make any sense. Any other species of supernatural or even mundane humans would provide more magic than a vampire.”

“If you’re still amenable to finding and stopping this madman, I will leave you to determine the whys and hows,” Constans said to Angel, who nodded.

“I will find him.” Angel said, and Isaac didn’t doubt it at all.

“Um,” Isaac blurted out, and he froze for a second when three sets of eyes landed on him. “About that.”

“Yes?” Angel said when Isaac didn’t finish. He bit his lip then dived in.

“I’m not you.” Isaac stated the obvious. Angel nodded slowly, confused. “I’m not you. I don’t—look, I went with you last night because I was bored, and I wanted to help. But I’m not—I’m not built like you. Danny is more like you than I am.”

“I don’t want you to be me, Isaac,” Angel tried to reassure him, but Isaac shook his head, interrupting the protest he knew Angel was going to make.

“Just listen, will ya?” He put his free hand to his chest and tried to gather his thoughts. “Danny is picking up how to dissect motives and he’s great at parsing out the how and why and he’s following in your footsteps and I am so damn proud of him. But I’m not, I am not built like you, or him. I have so much trouble figuring myself out, that trying to figure out other people is nearly impossible. You can do it within seconds of meeting someone or confronting a problem head on and saving the day. I…I don’t know who I am, but one thing I do know is that I should find out who I am while you save the world. You’re meant for that. I’m…I’m meant to be me, but I don’t know who Isaac Salvatore is, and I can’t learn who I am while trying to be Angel 2.0.”

No one said anything. He winced. “It sounds like I’m bailing on you all. Shit. I’m sorry.”

“You’re not, Isaac.” Angel left Simeon and then took the few steps to stand right in front of him. He gripped Isaac’s head and pulled him down and pressed a kiss to his forehead, before pulling back and speaking earnestly. “You’re not bailing on me. You’re not bailing on anyone. You’ve never been like me, Isaac. Sure, we’re similar, but you aren’t built like me, you don’t think like me. What I can do, what I need to do, are all a part of me, but we don’t share the same needs or the same drives. I know that if I ever need your help, you’ll be there, but I don’t need you or want you to follow in my footsteps if it’s not your calling.”

“Please keep me in the loop and share with me and I will totally come help you when things get shitty and you need backup,” Isaac gasped out, trying not to cry. “But what I need right now is to figure out who I am. Hang out with Danny, brush up on my high magics, play with a dragon, go to my therapy sessions, and make out with a sexy vampire if he’s amenable.”

“He is,” Constans rumbled softly.

Angel hugged Isaac hard, and he clung to his big brother. “I like that plan.”

Isaac wiped his eyes, not really caring who saw him crying, and pulled back from Angel. “You going home?”

“I’m heading that way, before I run out to the Mansion to pick up my apprentice and dragon. Want a lift home?”

“Yeah, that would be nice,” Isaac nodded. “Thanks.”

“I will be remaining here, mo ghra
 ,” Simeon kissed Angel, a soft meeting of lips that made Isaac look away quickly, and he blushed when he caught Constans watching him. “We have a full house with the fledglings and masters all present in the building, so I am needed today for order and sanity. Keep me updated on your progress, and I’ll see you at home tonight.”

“Alright,” Angel peeled himself off Simeon and slowly headed for the door, and Simeon stepped away when his mate gestured for him to follow.

Isaac was left alone with Constans, the others trying to pretend they weren’t eavesdropping and to give them space at the same time. Isaac held out his hand and Constans took it immediately, and Isaac smiled up at the taller man. “I don’t know about love, but I’m really interested in dating. Think it’s something you can do? I know things are kinda bad right now with the bloodclan, bad timing and all. Maybe sometime soon?”

“Dating?” Constans tilted his head to the side, a lock of hair falling over his forehead, and Isaac gave in to temptation and brushed the strand back. Constans’s hair was softer than it looked, and he let himself indulge in the strands before dropping his hand. “I can say I have never dated, not as it exists in its modern incarnation, but yes, a date sounds wonderful.”

“I know you have my number,” Isaac teased.

Constans nodded once, a small smile lifting one corner of his biteable lips. “I think I can find it.”

“And I’m not afraid of you,” Isaac declared, recalling Constans’s question from the other day.

“I can sense that, clearly,” Constans’s lips twitched.

“Play it cool,” Isaac teased and rolled his eyes, slowly backing away, though he held onto Constans’s hand. He stopped abruptly and then retraced a couple steps, and with some trepidation since his brother was in the room, Isaac snuck in a kiss. Constans kissed him back, a gentle parting of lips, and Isaac sighed before he disentangled their fingers and walked away.

He looked back a couple times as they left, and he noticed Angel looked back too.
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The limo ride
 was as easy as ever, though this time he was wide awake, and it was daylight. Angel sat beside him on the wide bench seat, and they both stared out the windows as the limo cut through Downtown on the way back to Beacon Hill.

“I asked Constans out on a date,” Isaac blurted out.

“I heard,” Angel said, turning from his window, and they stared at each other for a minute.

“Does that bother you?”

Angel paused as if thinking about it, then shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if it bothers me. Do you want to go on a date with him?”

Isaac thought about it, kind of amazed he’d even asked the City Master out. “Yeah, I do. I can’t even remember the last time I had a date.”

Angel snorted. “Greg Doyle never took you out on a date?”

“Not like anything you or I’d consider a date. Not a real one.” Isaac slouched down in his seat, crossing his ankles. From that angle he could only see the side of the buildings as they went along, and the random tops of people’s heads on the sidewalk. “Is it horrible that I don’t miss him? I mean I do, but not like I thought I would.”

“Greg Doyle used you. For money, a place to crash, and the means to fuck around.” Angel stopped what Isaac recognized as his once frequent refrain about the sins of Gregory Doyle, and he pulled back on his temper. “But once upon a time he was a kid who helped you survive your grief, and what I now know was your guilt,” Angel paused. “Whatever Greg Doyle became, he helped save you when I was too wounded to do more than feed you and make sure you were breathing. You can feel however you want or need to about Greg Doyle.”

“We both lost our family, Angel. We lost everyone,” Isaac whispered. “I can’t stop feeling guilty about that. I tried.”

Angel took his hand and gripped it hard. “I can’t convince you that you’re not to blame. Leicester Macavoy, his wife, Deimos, and assorted others killed the Providence Bloodclan and our family. I confront my guilt about stopping them the way I did every time that night is mentioned. I know you won’t hear me and believe me. I think that’s something you need to believe for yourself, in time.”

Isaac sniffled. “I’m sick of crying.”

“I don’t think either of us has cried enough, actually,” Angel replied. “Cry all you want.”

Isaac leaned over a bit and put his head on Angel’s shoulder. “Love you.”

Angel tensed a bit then relaxed, and he tilted his head enough to rest his cheek on Isaac’s hair. “I love you too.” Once upon a time, Isaac would sit like this with his mother. It hurt to recall but felt good to do it again.

“I miss Mom,” Isaac whispered after a heartbeat. “You were Dad’s favorite.”

Angel snorted. “And you were Mom’s favorite, so that evens out. I never minded. Did you?”

“Not really? I mean, Mom and Dad were never in love, and they had you because the families pushed for an alliance, but Mom wanted me and Dad did too, so that’s always nice to think about.” Isaac nudged Angel’s side with his elbow. “I dunno what Mom and Dad would have done if they were here and both their sons had no sexual interest in women. No grandkids.”

“Mom was her own person there near the end, and Dad had August,” Angel murmured. “They got married just as the custom for arranged marriages between practitioners was fading away. I think their marriage only worked out the way it did because our grandparents weren’t a match for the three of them joining forces and fixing their lives how they wanted. They’d be pushing for us to be happy and not to worry about the next generation. Not so sure about how our older family members would be dealing with it, but then, they came around to how Mom and Dad did things eventually.”

“I never saw any of that by the time I was old enough to notice. Did you?”

Angel hummed. “A bit. Grandpa Artie was no match for Dad. Neither was Grandma. I think when Dad told them he was moving out of the master suite and moving August into the Mansion, and Mom was keeping the suite with your nursery, they had a bit of a fit. But they couldn’t stop Raine Salvatore when he had an idea, and by then you had come along, and the family stopped complaining.”

“Probably had something to do with the Blood Wars raging on their front steps too.”

Angel chuckled. “There were the Wars too. Who cared who slept where and with whom if we survived? Maybe in peacetime they would have voiced their opinions for longer, but the last few years of the Wars were some of the worst the city had ever seen, and war has a way of shifting priorities.”

Isaac thought about his mother, and it hurt, like it always did, but this time he saw her smile and the way she laughed and teased Angel for being so serious. Angel was very much like their father, and Raine had been a serious man, but passionate about things. Raine valued a different set of priorities, from excelling in high magics, to his fascination with dance and music, and the quiet relationship he shared with August. Above all that, Raine loved his sons and wanted them safe. Even if it meant fine-tuning the weapon the entire Salvatore clan saw in Angel—the first necromancer born in their family in six generations. Angel was a game-changer in the Blood Wars, and even after the Massacre, Angel still won the war. Even if there was almost no one left standing on either side of it.

Isaac frowned. “I just realized something.”

“Hmm?” Angel hummed, lost in thought.

“The Massacre,” Isaac had to stop and swallow back bile, then continued. “Why did the Macavoys wait so long to do such a thing? I mean, the Wars went on for over two hundred years. Why didn’t they do it sooner?”

Angel’s shoulders tensed, and he moved his head a bit. Isaac carefully sat up and turned in the wide seat, looking at his brother’s profile. “We’re gonna talk about his now? In the limo?”

“I don’t think I can talk about it at home.” Isaac paused for a heartbeat then forged ahead. “There hadn’t been a necromancer in our family for six generations. Not since the mid-1800s at least.”

Angel nodded, a short dip of his chin, and he turned just enough for Isaac to see his eyes. Dark and haunted, but his expression gave nothing of a deeper emotion away. “Serano Salvatore was the last necromancer in our family, he was Astoria’s husband. He died not long after the birth of his last child, killed in a conflict with the Melbournes. Astoria and Ignacio eventually got their revenge, though they died doing so, many years later. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Had you ever heard of such an encompassing spell being used against vampires before? The compulsion spell was massive, and it took out a whole bloodclan. I’ve never heard of a spell like that before.”

“I used a spell that massive when I destroyed them that night,” Angel said, and his face went pale.

“Yeah, but you’re an anomaly. I know the Macavoys cast the spell, but neither Leicester nor his wife or their siblings had shown any skill of that magnitude, right? Otherwise the Wars would have ended sooner. Am I making sense? I might just be rambling.”

Angel stared back at him before quirking his lips in a strained smile. “You claim to be bad at deciphering motives, but you’ve got a knack for it regardless.” Angel shrugged, but it wasn’t dismissive. “Leicester Macavoy is a crafty old sorcerer and well-trained, but his descent into paranoia and madness began long before the Wars ended. He wasn’t one to share knowledge, nor was his wife or the older generation of that clan. Where did they get the spell that compelled the bloodclan? None of them were great innovators, or else the Salvatores wouldn’t have excelled in kicking their asses for so long.”

Angel suddenly stopped talking and dragged in a sharp breath. Isaac knew that expression on his brother’s face—it meant he’d had an epiphany. “What? Holy shit, don’t keep me waiting.”

“It was blood magic.” Angel said quietly, urgency in his words and frame. He looked at Isaac and the fire burning in the depths of his eyes sent a shiver of excitement and some unease shooting along his nerves. “I never knew what spell was used either, aside from it being a compulsion, and it drove them mad even as it killed them. It was blood magic—the Providence Bloodclan all fell victim on the same night, and there were no survivors. Aside from Deimos, the whole clan fell.”

“He was the traitor, so that makes sense.”

“Hold on,” Angel said, then dug out his phone. He hit a button and it rang, and before he could put it to his ear Isaac tapped the speaker setting and the sound of it ringing echoed in the back of the limo.

“Mo ghra
 ?” Simeon answered. “Is something wrong?”

“No, I just have a question,” Angel said. “It’s about how the bloodclan gets their blood supply.”

“We have donors, as you know,” Simeon began, and Angel shook his head before interrupting.

“Look, I know the number of donors you have isn’t enough to feed several hundred vampires without harming the donors. I’ve seen you all drink from unit bags. How do you get the units?”

There was a murmur on the other end of the line, then Constantine spoke. “You ask a very serious question, Necromancer. Our blood source is a secret we hold dear, for the survival of us all. Why do you want to know?”

“It was blood magic that poisoned the Providence Bloodclan and led to the Massacre,” Angel declared, and Isaac felt a cold pit of certainty in his stomach. Angel spoke again. “They all fell ill within the same short time span—the spell was quick. Are blood supply deliveries for your bloodclan something commonly practiced by other clans in the Northeast? Providence has a practitioner population almost as dense as Boston, so they must have gotten their blood the same way your clan does now.”

A long deep rumble of a growl came out from the tiny phone speakers, and Isaac shrank back, even though the scary vampires on the other end of the phone couldn’t reach him.

“Check the blood bank,” Constans ordered, and they heard Simeon agree before Constans came back to the phone. “Yes, Necromancer. Your supposition is likely correct. Regular deliveries from an outside distributor is how my bloodclan gets the supplemental blood we need to prevent harm to our donors by taking too much. The distributor and manufacturer are a closely guarded secret and owned by the bloodclan. It is nearly identical to the supply system once used by the Providence clan. New blood deliveries are almost always enjoyed by all clan members within hours of arrival. The traitor known as Deimos could have easily managed to make sure all clan members consumed the tainted blood with no one the wiser or suspecting a thing. Blood magic could indeed be the type of magic used to destroy the Providence clan and your family, especially if none of those vampires had ever encountered blood magic before. The taste of blood magic is rarely known to my kind, to our detriment, and could be mistaken for the chemicals used to prevent blood in the unit bags from coagulating.”

“I’m not saying the blood mage in town is planning on doing the same thing here, but taking vampires from your clan means your people may be targets for something larger. This is a loophole you need to close,” Angel said.

“Simeon is doing so now.” Constans went quiet, and they could hear talking in the background before he came back. “I apologize for the inconvenience, but I would be interested in hiring the Necromancer of Boston to deal with this potential problem.”

Angel grinned, but it wasn’t one of happiness. More feral than anything and Isaac knew Angel had the kind of challenge in front of him that he enjoyed. “Same plan as before. I’ll drop Isaac off, pick up my apprentice, then be back to the Tower soon. Couple of hours max.”

“Do so,” then the line went dead.

“Your boyfriend is rude,” Angel said as he put the phone away.

“He’s not my boyfriend…” Isaac trailed off, déjà vu making him stop and blink. He just gave Angel a disgruntled glance and sat back in his seat.

“What made you think of this?”

Isaac wrenched his thoughts back into order and frowned. “Oh, just that there’s no way the Macavoys would have had that level of magic at their disposal and not used it earlier. I mean, seriously? If they had the means all along, they would have done it decades ago. I may not be as good at this as you, but I know about temptation—no way they held off for so long then decided to use it only when a necromancer pops back up on the playing field. C’mon,” Isaac scoffed. “You showed up on the battlefield and start kicking ass, and they hired out for specialist help. They went with blood magic.”

Angel’s expression was one he wasn’t sure he could decipher, then it hit him. He blinked and looked away, not sure how to handle it.

Pride. His brother was proud of him. “Stop it, you’ll make this weird.”

Angel smirked at him, and Isaac grumbled to himself about annoying older brothers.
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A Taste for Blood







C

 onstans shouldered the door open to the grand ballroom, servants and human employees scattering into the crowd of vampires as he walked deeper into the large, echoing space. It was the same room where Simeon had challenged a disgraced Bridgerton weeks before and took his head, and Constans internally shrugged when he caught a faint hint of old blood. Bridgerton brought his grisly end upon himself.

Near the far end of the room by the low stage used for bands during events, the oldest and highest-ranked members of his bloodclan gathered, tension evident in their bodies and the way their blood servants hovered, fledglings clustered in small groups behind their sires and masters.

Ellora and Simeon stood among them, and Simeon removed himself from the upper echelon of the bloodclan to stand by his side as he joined them, Ellora on his other side.

“Master Batiste, what is the meaning of this?” Ricon gestured to the crowd. Nearly every vampire in the bloodclan was present—those who could not make it back safely during daylight hours or who weren’t already in the Tower when he issued the summons would be informed by their head of household as to what was happening. The crowd was noisy, and adding the human donors and human employees of the Tower to the voices of his children resulted in a dull roar of sound at his back.

“A potential threat to the bloodclan has been identified. Necromancer Salvatore is on is way to the Tower to help me rectify the issue, but I need to inform all of you now of the threat, so we don’t have any incidents,” Constans held up a hand when those around him began to ask questions, and they fell silent. “I will inform the clan all at once and require you to remain behind once I dismiss them. One moment.”

He turned to the room. Many of his children went quiet immediately, having overheard them, and the humans in the room took their cues from the vampires, all heads turning to him and an expectant hush falling over the large space. He did not need to raise his voice, though he did so for the benefit of the humans who lacked vampiric hearing.

“My children, a blood mage is hunting amongst the clan for targets, his motives unknown.” A murmur went through the crowd, fear and worry rising in the air, but his people quieted when he lifted a hand for silence. “Elder Simeon and his mate, the Necromancer of Boston, are tasked with finding and stopping the blood mage. Most vulnerable are those vampires newly Turned. All fledglings are to be remanded into the care and supervision of their masters, sires, and heads of households. No one under the age of two years Turned is to be allowed out of the Tower unless escorted by an older member of the bloodclan. No exceptions. Those employed outside the Tower or at our outlying properties will need to see their heads of households for options, including escorts to and from the Tower for work, or new duties until the threat has been dealt with.”

A few complaints came from the crowd, and Constans could sense the rising frustration from the unranked masters at his back. This would inconvenience many of his people, but he would rather have them be frustrated than reduced to ash. He waited for quiet to come again before continuing. “A fledgling lost his life last night. He was gone before I was even notified of his absence. My condolences to his household for their loss. His name will be released after I confer with his sire.” A wave of fearful whispers rose and fell again, and tension ramped up in the room. He waited for his people to control themselves, not wanting to stifle them with his power unless he must. “If the threat continues, I will be required to ignite the bloodclan bonds to keep all of you safe.”

This time the explosion of sound was enough to deafen a human, vampires from the assorted houses exclaiming in shock or denial. Igniting the bloodclan bonds would put Constans in active and direct contact with the undead members of his bloodclan, and it would mean he would know where all of them were, who they were with, what they were doing, and depending on whom he was focused, their thoughts and emotions. It was a gift that came at a price—loss of privacy and potentially free will of those bound to him, and a massive strain on his mental resources.

He waited for them to settle, and few minutes passed before his children controlled themselves. Tensions ratcheted up in the room, stress markers in their scents clouding the air. “I am working to secure the bloodclan’s safety. I will be instructing all unranked masters and heads of households on how to identify blood magic by taste and scent, and in turn they are to pass that knowledge along to those under their care.” Constans took a moment, then continued. “I need all humans to exercise care. Be aware of your surroundings, who you interact with, and do not assume that you are safe from incident because the previous targets have all been vampires. The easiest way for the vampires you sustain to fall vulnerable is if your blood becomes tainted by blood magic. We rely on our human servants and donors for our safety during the daylight and for the blood we need to survive—I ask you all to be mindful of your duties and be cautious. Do not hesitate to turn to your masters if you suspect anything or anyone out of place, regardless of how minor it may be.”

Servants and donors murmured agreement throughout the crowd, with nods and grim expressions. Many of them were fiercely devoted to those they fed, some developing even deeper relationships after years. A few Leannán
 bonds aside from Simeon and Angel were scattered through the clan, though it was a private and deeply personal status that was guarded out of habit and hundreds of years worth of caution. It was a sad and tortuous history, mortals bonded to vampires—many times human mates were killed in order to incapacitate their undead mates, and it was an all too familiar refrain in many bloodclans across the world. Even with the boons granted to a mortal mate through the soulbonds, they were still vulnerable, even though they were harder to kill the longer the bonds were in place. The early years of a bond were the most vulnerable to tragedy and heartbreak.

There were a handful of Leannán
 pairs within the clan, though none aside from Simeon and Angel were of a practitioner and a vampire. Two vampire-only pairs, an incredibly rare triad of two vampires and a human, and a few human and vampire pairings.

The clan grew quiet again, and he lifted a hand. “Be well, my children. All unranked masters and heads of households, attend me.” He dismissed them all and turned back to the unranked masters at his back. Simeon gave him a short nod, and stood at his shoulder, Ellora flanking Simeon. Half a dozen vampires emerged from the crowd, joining the small group in front of him. The newcomers were the heads of smaller, less wealthy houses within the clan, and they rarely interacted with him, preferring instead to go through Simeon or the few clan legates. They were hesitant, and stayed at the edge of the group, warily eyeing the older, more powerful unranked masters. The unranked masters had wealth, influence, and power that made them formidable, even if they weren’t part of the ruling hierarchy of the bloodclan.

He waited, the clan dispersing gradually, the humans leaving last as their vampire counterparts blurred away. Eventually the large room was empty save for those who stood before him. Constans met their stares, each one, Ricon nodding at him, the others dipping their eyes in deference after a moment.

“I will not ignite the bonds unless I must. Instead I will offer a blood memory.” His children were shocked, as he expected. His blood was powerful—and his memories were never shared through blood. This was too important, though, and the memory of his first taste of blood magic was the best way to teach his children how to recognize it and then teach their own people the same. “I warn you now, this memory I hold is a painful one, but I will do my best to shield the worst of it from any who seeks the information therein.”

None objected, though he could sense the fleeting unease combating their desire for his blood.

“I already know the taste of blood magic, regretfully so,” Ricon murmured and stepped out of the crowd, allowing others to move closer. Constans’ blood flowed through Ricon’s veins, the unranked master since recovered from his poisoning. Constans gave him a nod of approval.

“Simeon, my cherished Elder,” Constans held his right hand aloft and turned it palm up. A swift swipe of a single claw across his palm made blood well up, dark red and nearly black. A collective rumble went through the vampires around him. Rarely did he share his blood, only giving it during the direst of situations. They hungered for it, the power within calling to them. His memories were his alone unless he consciously shared them, and none of the vampires in his clan were strong enough to wrest them from his blood unwilling.

Simeon’s kiss to his palm was soft and chaste, and Constans recalled echoes of muddied blood and stagnant water, littered with flashes of a dark forest dripping with cold rain, rolling mountains choked in ice and chilling fog. Agony the likes of which he’d never known since seeped out through the cracks of his self-control, and he plucked the one he needed from the tangled mesh of fractured memories. He pushed it along his body until it welled up within the blood that pooled in his palm. He pushed back errant emotions, relieved it was Simeon drinking first when his Elder’s emerald eyes met his and there was a shadow of compassion in the depths. Simeon backed away, and Constans cut his palm again, fighting his flesh as it strove to knit itself back together. One by one he shared the memory of blood magic with his children, a memory that even now weighed upon his tongue, the foul recollection dripping down the back of his throat.

His children bent down and kissed his palm, and their cold flesh became coated in his blood, lips stained darker than the richest wine. Some sipped politely, eyes widening as the tiny taste lit their nervous systems afire, their minds accepting the memory within, while others languished as long as they dared, mere seconds too long, hoping to grab as much power as they could before withdrawing. Those that lingered gained nothing beyond what he offered, and they withdrew quietly.

The lesser household heads took his blood one by one, for many of them it was their first contact with him since he took their oaths of loyalty when they joined his clan, or they rose in status to lead a household. Each of them carried surprise at his offering of blood, some eager, many humbled, and a few were afraid of the memory his blood carried.

Those that had already tasted his blood were absorbing the memory, their expressions tightly controlled, their scents betraying their dismay at the foul taste and the shattered memory fragments he sent along the blood.

The memory came from the last day of his mortal life, and it carried his death in the echoes of the magic that killed him.
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Dr. M’s
 office was quiet when Isaac left, giving the nurse receptionist a weak smile as he headed for the elevator. His session went long, over the scheduled hour, but no one came knocking on the door telling them to wrap things up. He poured out everything to Dr M about the events of the last day, and he wondered what it meant when Dr M didn’t have much to say aside from some thoughtful noises and making sure Isaac wasn’t holding back on anything to avoid talking about it. It was less a therapy session and more like permission to rant in a safe place to someone who wouldn’t betray his confidence. He did feel better after spewing everything out, so maybe that had been the point.

Asking Angel to drop him off at the doctor’s office instead of at home left things a bit awkward with his brother, but Angel didn’t say a word except to tell him to be careful getting home.

He barely registered when the elevator came to a stop and opened to reveal the foyer, and he pondered getting some coffee from the attached café but the smell of over-roasted beans and burnt grinds made his nose wrinkle in distaste, so he decided to stop at the deli closer to home.

The sky was cloudy when he got to the sidewalk, and he thought about taking a stroll through the park, but he didn’t want to engage with people.

“It will rain soon.”

Isaac jumped at the melodic voice, accented by a fair-green isle and millennia of living. He spun and Rory Brennan gave him a short bow at the shoulders, his amber eyes catching the light. “Fuck, man. You scared the life outta me.”

“I can hear your heart racing, so I think you’ll live to be startled another day,” the fae warrior straightened and then gestured up Beacon Street toward the apartment. “Shall we go?”

“Angel,” Isaac grumbled, though he wasn’t surprised.

Issac shrugged, eyeing the darkening clouds, then took off for a slow walk down the sidewalk, Rory at his side. The High Court Sidhe was a bit taller than Isaac, and he had maybe a handful of pounds on him; the way he moved reminded Isaac of watching his father dance when he was small. Grace, and lethality. Rory bore a sword on his hip, though the people they passed on the street didn’t even seem to see it. They were too busy staring at Rory’s sharp features, and his long green hair tied back in a single thick braid that fell past his shoulders, the end tied off with a leather thong and some natural uncut gems that glittered softly in the light.

“You look good in jeans,” Isaac blurted out, surprised to see the fae wearing more modern clothing. Daniel always described him wearing clothing from the 1700s. “And wow, look at me not using my filter again. Fuck. Anyway, nice to meet you officially. I’m Isaac, though you know that. I feel like we’ve already met considering how much Daniel talks about you.”

Amber eyes gleamed with amusement before returning to scan their surroundings. “Daniel speaks of you often, young Isaac. You mean much to him,” Rory replied, and Isaac couldn’t hear a drop of jealousy in his tone.

“He’s my best friend.” Nothing else needed to be said.

The walk didn’t take long, and Isaac pointed to the deli on the corner not far from the apartment. “I need coffee. Want anything?” Rory followed him into the deli, and Isaac waved at Mrs. Turner, the woman who owned the deli and ran it with her sons. She gave him a short wave and went back to helping her current customer. Isaac breathed in deep, appreciating the scents of whatever was cooking in the fryer in the back, and his stomach rumbled. He went to the end of the display case where he waited to order. Rory perused the contents avidly, and he reached out and touched the glass with his fingertips before jerking back his hand.

“It’s refrigerated,” Isaac said, watching as Rory took in the sights and smells of the deli. “Keeps food cold without wasting magic on it.”

“Humans are marvelous,” Rory mused quietly. “Once, great deals of energy were spent on keeping food from spoiling with spells and artifacts, and humanity solves a problem that is thousands of years old in a span of a couple centuries.”

“Yeah, once humanity figured out how to harness steam and then electricity, things kinda got great and terrible all at once.”

“Daniel has taken me food shopping at a place called a grocery store, much like this place,” Rory gestured with a graceful motion of his hand, encompassing the deli. “Though far larger. This place smells much better than the larger store.”

“Mrs. Turner and her grown sons run a great place,” Isaac shared. “We’ve been getting takeout and coffee here for as long as we’ve lived in Beacon Hill.”

“Isaac!” Mrs. Turner waved as she came down the counter toward them, wiping her hands on a clean white towel. “I haven’t seen you for a while. How are you?”

Only family and close family friends knew he’d been in rehab, and he realized he could tell her where he’d been the last month or he could make something up. “I was sick for a while,” Isaac compromised, deciding not to spill his personal mess all over acquaintances. No one wanted to hear how he was in a rehab clinic for alcohol abuse. And he didn’t want to see judgment or pity staring back at him once he shared. “I’m much better now, don’t worry,” he hurried to add at the concern on her face. He gestured to Rory. “This is a family friend, Rory. He really wants to try your coffee and a sandwich.”

He asked Rory who was staring at him with a bemused expression. “Do you eat meat? Some fae don’t.”

“Meat is perfectly fine, thank you,” Rory replied graciously. He spoke to Mrs. Turner, who was waiting patiently, pen posed over her pad to write down what they wanted. “A turkey BLT with guacamole spread and provolone cheese, on whole wheat bread, please. And a tall coffee, black. Thank you.”

Isaac chuckled at himself for thinking Rory wouldn’t know how to order. Mrs. Turner looked to Isaac next. “Roast beef on rye bread, extra provolone, romaine lettuce, mayo and honey mustard. And a large coffee, sugar and cream. Thanks.”

“Ten minutes?” Mrs. Turner smiled and headed for the back of the deli when Isaac nodded. Two of her sons cooked while she worked the front. He could hear them talking over the hiss of the fryer and the hood vents roaring in the kitchen.

Isaac gestured and Rory followed him down the counter, Isaac peering idly into the case as they went. The register was at the end of the deli farthest from the door, the corner occupied by a small table and two chairs. The other tables along the outer wall that ran along the street corner were empty, the lunch hour just over. Business would pick up as people headed back into the primarily residential area of Beacon Hill once the workday came to a close. Isaac took the chair at the wall, and after a brief hesitation, Rory sat in the corner facing the door, navigating sitting without his sword smacking into the table or the wall of windows.

“Thank you,” Isaac blurted out, wincing. He wasn’t trying to be awkward.

Rory looked at him, his expression pleasant and not at all impatient. “For the escort home? My pleasure.”

“Well, that too.” Isaac bit his lip then decided to dive in while they waited. “Thank you for taking care of Daniel while I was…away. He’s strong and capable, but he isn’t like Angel, or even me. I don’t think Daniel has an aggressive bone in his body, and our lives aren’t safe. Not while we’re Salvatores and live in this city; Daniel gets thrown into danger just by being in our orbit.”

“Yes, being apprenticed to a necromancer is never safe or easy, regardless of name,” Rory replied, hands gesturing as he spoke, though not as animated as Angel or even Milly. More idle, more…calming. He was a restful presence. “And there is no need to thank me for guarding Daniel. Guarding our young friend is no hardship.”

Isaac couldn’t help the smirk that crept over his face. “I bet.”

Rory sent a swift and cutting glance his way, and Isaac grinned wide, unable to stop the maniacal chuckle that escaped. He leaned forward and spoke quietly, almost whispering. “Soo ...c'mon. Spill.”

Rory squinted at him. “Spill what? We don’t have our drinks yet.”

Isaac exhaled and rolled his eyes. “No, tell me what’s going on. You must know how he feels about you. Are you going to do anything about it?”

That got through Rory’s facade and the fae warrior gaped at him, startled, before he mastered his expression and leaned forward, matching Isaac. That close, his inhumanly perfect features were distracting, his amber eyes brilliant and depthless. He dropped his voice to an enticing whisper and Isaac steeled himself against the fae’s natural appeal as he replied. “You’ll not know my intentions before Daniel, young Isaac.”

Isaac frowned, and tapped his fingers on the table top, Rory not breaking eye contact. Lips twitching, he gave in and sat back. “Yeah, that’s fair.” Rory slowly sat back as well, wary. Isaac stood when Mrs. Turner came back with their orders, and he walked to the register to pay. He paused and pulled out his wallet. “My magic may be a bit rusty, but I know how to burn a body to ash in seconds, so if you break his heart, I’m gonna fuck you up.”

Rory just gave him a tiny smile and a vague nod, a mix between acknowledging Isaac’s overt threat and amusement. Isaac knew he couldn’t touch Rory—Daniel would kill him if he tried, but he’d have to get Angel to bring him back in order to do it, as Rory would likely kill him before he even thought seriously about attacking the immortal fae.
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Trouble Comes Knocking







I

 saac ate while Rory prowled around the living room, the fae warrior curiously peering at the few pictures on the walls and the assorted furniture in the living room. The apartment wasn’t huge—sure, it had three bedrooms, two baths and it was the second biggest apartment in the building, but everything was close together, and none of the rooms were overly big.

“What’s it like?” Isaac asked after swallowing a big bite of his sandwich. He reached for his coffee and took a sip.

Rory paused in his perusal of the windows, the sunlight wards glittering like dust suspended in the air, visible one second, gone the next. “What do you mean?”

Isaac gestured vaguely around the apartment. “Waking up to this world.”

Rory gave a small smile and went back to his inquisitive patrol of the living room. “Everything is much the same. Humans may speak differently and the advent of technology rivals the abilities of high magics, but people are still people. Graffiti lines buildings in alleys and sidewalks. Crude sexual jokes are carved into the walls of toilet stalls and obscenities traded in crowded streets. Practitioners still covet and hoard spells and power, children of the moon roam in packs for territory and protection, and the fae endure, still a part of the world despite mortals pressing ever closer to the edges. Empires rise and fall, and mortal lives change in new ways even while their natures remain the same.”

Isaac smirked and leaned back. “Yeah, I can see sex jokes staying the same. I guess people are people, no matter the year.”

His phone rang and Isaac dug it out from his pocket, swiping Accept on the call when he saw Angel’s name. “You do know no one calls people anymore these days, yeah? Only heathens make actual phone calls.”

“Texting doesn’t let me be as sarcastic as I’d like,” Angel snarked back. “You at home?”

“I am indeed. I picked up an escort on the way home, too.” Isaac grinned. “Tall, lean, long green hair. Nice…sword.”

Rory quirked a sharp brow at him but didn’t say anything as he wandered toward the kitchen. Angel snorted in his ear and Isaac chuckled. “Don’t hit on Rory.”

“I’m not, don’t worry. Daniel would kill me,” Isaac reassured his brother, and he leaned back in his seat and put his feet on the coffee table. “What do you want?”

“Daniel and I are staying the night at the Tower. I’ve got too much to do yet on protecting the blood supplies, and we’re going on a trip here in a bit to where the blood comes from to make sure it’s protected. We’ll be getting back late so sleeping here makes more sense. We’ll be home tomorrow.”

“Any students coming in?” The end of the semester was coming up in less than a month, then Angel would get an influx of students looking for an education in spells not taught in the high sorcery schools. High Magics courses in the schools were mostly theoretical and lecture based, and there was very little hands-on training for the more difficult and dangerous magics in sorcery at the practitioner academies. Angel and Milly never ran out of students needing or wanting a more practical education.

“Milly has a few, but they’re well in hand, and I’ve informed her what’s going on.”

Isaac chewed on his lower lip before he had a thought. “If the blood mage is after the vamps and you prevent him from poisoning their blood supply, what’s he or she going to do next?”

“Hopefully mess up and leave some clues behind for me to track them.”

“No, I mean…What about other practitioners?” Isaac frowned. “I know this fuckhead has a thing for the vamps, but a blood mage on the loose is a danger to everyone.”

Angel sighed. “I know. O’Malley has already been alerted and there’s been a public broadcast already. I’ll remind him to have it sent out to the wider Boston area and see if we can’t get an emergency alert through the cellular systems.”

“Yeah, sounds good.” Isaac didn’t know what else to do, really. Not everyone had a fae warrior available to be a bodyguard and the means to stay home behind wards and not go to work. “I hope you catch them soon.”

“Me too, little brother.” He heard someone call Angel on the other side of the line, and his brother murmured back something he couldn’t make out. “I need to go. Is Rory alright staying there tonight?”

“Tell your brother I am, and good luck in his endeavors,” Rory called out from the kitchen before Isaac could say anything.

“Did you get that?” Isaac chuckled.

“I did. Stay inside, Isaac. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Be careful, please.”

Angel made a soft hum in agreement and hung up.

Isaac leaned his head back and stared up at the ceiling. “Have you come across a blood mage before?”

Rory came back to the couch and walked around the edge of the coffee table to sit in the armchair closest to the front door. He settled in quietly and gently set his sheathed sword on the coffee table between them. “I have.”

Isaac stared at Rory, waiting. He didn’t seem to want to offer any more information, and then a flicker of humor cracked his bland expression, amber eyes twinkling. “I see the lack of patience is mutual between brothers. Does Daniel not grow exasperated by this trait?”

“Nope,” Isaac said, popping the word with a dose of sarcasm. “Don’t hold out on me.”

Rory’s gaze flitted about the apartment, the fae relaxed, though his tone took on that faraway quality a person got when they thought about something from the distant past. “Best killed quickly and without mercy. Blood mages leave devastation in their wake. Those that I’ve encountered have tended to flourish in war zones and areas of conflict. Battlefields make for easy victims.”

“Scavengers of the dying and the dead?” Isaac nodded slowly. “That makes a lot of sense.”

A pause, and Isaac reached for his drink. Rory had already eaten, the food gone within minutes, though Isaac couldn’t really recall watching Rory eat. It was as if the food were there, and then gone, all while Isaac was focused on his own food. “Boston isn’t a war zone.”

Rory’s gaze was sharp, and he tipped his chin slightly. “No, but cities are prime hunting grounds. So many people, both human and supernatural. Too many to resist, and easier for the blood mage to elude those who would stop them.”

“Like serial killers then.” Isaac grimaced, and was thankful Rory didn’t appear to be offended by the comment. “I hope Angel catches them quickly.”

“As do I,” Rory murmured.
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The knocking
 on the door woke Isaac from a restless sleep. His dreams were a tumble of fire-edged nightmares and a mish-mash of erotic vignettes with a certain City Master, too frustratingly short to be enjoyed.

A knock came again, and he struggled out of bed, fighting with the bedsheets. It was coming from the front door, and only the silence that came from a nearly empty apartment let him realize it wasn’t a knocking on his bedroom door. “What the hell?”

The clock on his nightstand said it was three o’clock in the morning, and damned if he could figure out why someone was knocking and whether he should even get up. Whoever it was could come back at a reasonable hour. Or never.

“Rory?” Isaac called, even as he stumbled to his feet and wiped at his eyes, heading down the hallway to the living room. Isaac had given Rory a blanket and a spare pillow, the couch more than comfortable enough to sleep on, though whether the fae would sleep was something else entirely.

He reached the living room, the lights out, and it took him a minute to realize the room was far darker than it should be—the streetlamps were out as well. He froze, and fear crept along his skin, waking him up the last bit to nerve-wracked consciousness. “Ro—,” a hand came over his mouth, and Isaac froze.

“Gently, young Isaac,” Rory spoke in his ear, quieter than a whisper, the words echoing in his head. “A predator hunts outside the wards.” Another knock on the door, this time louder, as if whoever was outside the front door knew Isaac was awake and listening. Rory spoke again, a near soundless voice that he felt more than heard. “I smell blood, rotting in the darkness. It hungers.”

Isaac shivered in Rory’s grasp. A thump came from the hallway on the other side of the front door, and the doorknob rattled once, an aborted movement. Angel’s wards were already kicking in, so Isaac brought up his inner sight, and he instinctively cringed back, Rory holding him tightly in arms like steel cables, keeping him from running.

A black void moved on the other side of the wards, the shape indistinct, an amorphous blob of nothingness that somehow carried a sense of deep malice and hunger. A thin line of darkness scratched along the door, the wards flaring hellfire green, and sparks of light exploding in firefly pinpricks, landing on the strange being. The tracers enabled Angel to track whoever made a serious attempt to break through or bypass his wards, even if the person fled the scene. Annoying as glitter and just as impossible to wipe away magically, the tracers were highly visible to a practitioner’s inner sight, lighting up the potential intruder.

The little tracers landed on the void, the nothingness that now paced in the hall, and Isaac shivered in revulsion as the tracers were absorbed, their lights extinguished, and tendrils of darkness stretched out again, thin, sharp and claw-like, cutting along the ward threshold over the door. The wards shivered, flaring hotter, and Isaac hoped his brother knew what was going on and was on his way home—whoever was in the hall was intent on getting in.

Rory lifted his hand away from Isaac’s mouth, the fae moving to stand at his side. The nightlight in the bathroom, kept on so Isaac and Daniel didn’t crash into things if they needed to use the bathroom in the middle of the night, cast its orange glow over Rory, changing his features into hard planes of amber and green shadows.

“Can we make a run for it?” Isaac whispered, and the black void—whatever the hell it was—pushed on the wards. The green lines that made up the spells shrank inwards, as if trying to escape its touch, the ward threshold diminishing.

“Check the wards in the back of the apartment.” Rory’s voice was still quiet, and as Isaac stepped back, a glint of silver drew his eyes to the bare sword gripped in Rory’s hand. His attention was locked on the doorway, and a creeping cold expanded around the fae. “Quietly, Isaac.”

He nodded and walked barefoot back along the hall to his room. His phone lit up, and he answered even as he checked the wards that ran along the rear of the apartment outside his room.

“Isaac?” Angel sounded concerned, and he heard Simeon and Constans talking in the background. “I can feel a disturbance with the wards. What’s going on?”

“Something is trying to break into the apartment,” Isaac whispered, heading for the windows in his room. “Rory smells rotting blood.”

“I’m coming,” Angel said, and he heard what sounded like his brother running.

Isaac squinted through the window and brought up more of his inner sight. He swallowed when the green hellfire lines of the wards appeared, along with a thick, oozing fog of reddish-brown and black magic that ebbed and flowed outside the wards.

“Angel, there’s a barrier outside the wards. I don’t think we should try and cross it.”

“We’re coming,” Angel said, breathing hard from rushing. “Hold on.”

“Isaac,” Constans spoke, probably taking the phone from Angel, his voice enough to make Isaac wish that the vampire were there with him.

“Constans,” he said back, and he clenched the phone in his hand tightly, working his way back to the hallway outside the bathroom where Rory still stood. He whispered as quietly as he could. “There’s a spell around the apartment. I don’t think we should try and go through it.”

“We are trapped, then,” Rory declared softly.

“Isaac, invite me in.” It took a moment for those words to register in his brain.

“What?” Isaac leaned forward and peered at the front door, but all he saw was the black void monster eating away at Angel’s magics. “Are you here?” He thought Constans was with Angel and the others.

“No. Not yet. Isaac, invite me in,” Constans urged, and Isaac was confused, but terror quickly swamped him when the void slammed into the doorway, the entire door shaking in its frame, metal hinges groaning. “Isaac, invite me in!”

Rory leapt across the living room, sword high, as the door splintered, and pieces went flying across the room. Fae steel met black void, Isaac’s inner sight dropping away, revealing a formless, shadowed being pushing through the doorway. Light exploded and a deep wailing shriek destroyed the quiet. Constans shouted across the open line again. “Isaac! Invite me in!”

“You’re invited!” Isaac shouted as he dropped the phone. He raised his hands, pulling magic from his core, fire erupting around his fingers. Rory clashed with the monster again, his sword flaming white-hot as it carved away at the darkness, the creature screaming in rage or pain. Tendrils came out of it and swarmed the fae warrior, who moved faster than Isaac could track, slashing at the tentacles.

Rory rolled backwards and Isaac unleashed his fire, spheres of flame hitting the creature in the doorway. He sent another blast at it, fire dancing in the air around him. The darkness swelled and lurched forward, and half of it came into the living room. Rory slashed at it from the side, more tentacles forming from the heart of the shadows, reaching for the fae. Rory dodged them all, and even as Isaac cast more fire blasts, the fae leapt away in time, the spells illuminating the darkness. His fire ate away at the darkness, but died off too soon, the void and the fire canceling each other out. Tentacles severed from the main body fell to the floor, falling apart into smears of foul-smelling shadows and the stench of rot.

The floor shook beneath him, and Isaac brought back his inner sight. Power shook the walls and he moved to the side, trying to see past the monster that was forcing its way inside the apartment. There was something else—someone else—outside in the hall, near the stairway that led to the front of the building. A blur, more bipedal than the monster, reddish-brown and black magic, the same signature as the fog barrier outside, crept from the practitioner and oozed into the creature, making it grow.

“Rory! There’s a practitioner in the hallway!” Isaac shouted, and he yelped, throwing himself to the floor as a tentacle came shooting across the room and crashed into the wall behind where he had been standing.

The fae warrior didn’t have time to answer, as the creature gained another couple of feet, and leaned toward Isaac. More tentacles shot across the room, and Rory moved to intercept, sword cutting them to ribbons, the remnants spreading across the rug in a wave of crumbling, putrescent flesh. Isaac dodged the worst of it, getting to his knees and lobbing another fireball at the monster. It shrieked, the fire burning at it, and it flailed two of its larger tentacles, which crashed into the wall on either side of the front door, cracks spreading in the plaster and a part of the crown molding falling from above the doorway. Part of the wall nearest the door caught fire, the flames casting their light over the monstrosity forcing its way into the apartment.

A nightmare made real. Something Isaac had no word for, a nameless creature that was built to destroy. This was like nothing he had ever seen or heard about, and while the fire and flames hurt it, it rebuilt itself anew after each injury they inflicted.

A hoarse command came from the hallway, and the monster rolled fully into the living room. The wards died, flickering out, the beast latching tentacles into the places where the wards had been anchored.

Rory was there, reaching down for Isaac. “We need to retreat.” Isaac grabbed Rory’s arm, but a tentacle swept over the back of the couch and slammed into the fae warrior. Rory’s sword fell to the floor, on the other side of the tentacle, and Rory was knocked into the doorway to Angel’s bedroom, the panel shattering and the fae disappearing into the dark room. The tentacle eased back and twisted as if to look down at him. It loomed over Isaac, the black surface oily and thick with slime, the odor rolling off it enough to make him gag and his eyes swim with tears.

The pressure in the room built. The sword shivered from vibrations that came from seemingly nowhere, blade bright orange, reflecting the flames that crept along the wall. He was too far from the sword to grab it.

Pressure built again, his ears feeling as if they needed to pop, and then a crackle of power released in the room. A glimmer of soft light came from the hallway, on the other side of the tentacle that was slowly lowering toward him, and Isaac flipped around, crawling backwards, trying to reach the bedroom door. He couldn’t close the door, but he could get to Rory and raise a shield to protect them both.

The tentacle curled over him, and the floorboards groaned in complaint as the beast crawled farther into the living room, growing larger. The tip of the tentacle dripped slime, and a thick drop landed on his shoulder, soaking through his shirt immediately. It stung, and he threw himself back, ripping his shirt off and tossing it at the monster. A tentacle swatted it away into the dark.

Instinct saved him—the shield burst from his subconscious and materialized between him and the tentacle. The beast grabbed the couch and with a half a dozen tentacles, threw it against the wall facing the front street. Glass broke, and Isaac poured power into his shield, the fire-red shimmer pushing back as the tentacles came closer. They grazed off the outer layer of his shield, flinching away before returning, slinking and jerking like worms over pavement after a hard rain, slime trails smearing the transparent reds and oranges of the shield.

A light flashed again in the hallway, a sharp line of white—broken edges of reality peeled apart. There was something within the impossible brightness that moved out of the light as a loud rattling boom like distant thunder reverberated through the room. The light was gone as fast as it came, consumed by the shadows in the hall, and then movement drew his attention and held it.

A tall shadow strode from the darkness, then crouched momentarily in a fluid motion and scooped up the sword, twirling it in a blur of steel and silver. Black slime sprayed over Isaac’s shield as the large tentacle was severed, disintegrating almost immediately. Isaac struggled to see who or what it was in the light from the spreading fire, and sent out a mage light, a swirling ball of firelight, burning like a miniature sun over the wrecked room.

Constans stepped into each swarming mass of tentacles, cutting them to pieces that flailed and squirmed at his feet. The vampire blurred, disappearing then reappearing across the room faster than his mind could comprehend. The black void monster toppled with an unnerving screech when Constans sliced off a portion of the tentacles holding it up, and he was gone a split second before a wall of roiling darkness crashed to the floor where he’d been standing.

Constans blurred again, a sharp snap of displaced air, and then the sword was suddenly buried in the center of the monster to the hilt. Power unleashed, cold and draining, a wave of lassitude that sucked at Isaac’s mind. It pulled from him his fear, the urge to run, to flee. Instinct extinguished, and the cold sank into his flesh, the taste of apples flooding his tongue.

Apples. A cold and frozen orchard. He blinked, eyes having shut, and he sat upright, having fallen backwards in the few heartbeats of time that had passed.

Isaac recognized the source of the power emanating from the City Master in a tidal wave of magic that flowed and ebbed as a storm would in the cape in the depths of winter. Ice crept over the beast and then cracked and shattered in explosive bursts. A pause, a knife-edge of tension, and then an eruption of frozen black nothingness and rotten flesh covered the living room area around the doorway. The beast of shadow and malice was reduced to a cloudy, foul-smelling mess.

Constans kicked aside a frozen chunk of monster, and Isaac pointed toward the hallway, his fingers shaking. “The summoner was in the hall.”

Constans leaned out of the doorway cautiously, breathing in deeply and tilting his head to listen. Constans shook his head and pulled back into the room. The hallway lights were once again working, highlighting the golden tones in his blond hair, the strands a disheveled tumble from the fight. Light came in from the street, and the fear that had been clouding his mind eased off into a general sort of jitteriness. Constans stepped over the frozen remains of the monster as he went to Isaac. “Whoever was out there is gone.”

Isaac dropped his shield and then Constans had him in his arms, the sword set to the side. Isaac grabbed at Constans and all but climbed into his lap, shaking and alternating between the paranoid need to look around for more horrors in the darkness and hiding in the vampire’s arms.

A light switch flipped, illuminating the bedroom behind them and the damage in the apartment. Rory stepped out of the bedroom, holding a hand to his side, blood staining his shirt and dripping down his hip. He smiled, breathing a little heavily but nothing abnormal, even though Isaac would swear some of his ribs were broken.

“Connie. Always a pleasure.” Rory took in the destruction, unconcerned with his wound, though from what Isaac could see through the torn fabric of his shirt, it was closing fast. He feared how bad it must have been to keep Rory down even for a few moments.

His phone rang farther down the hall, the screen lighting up. 3:06am. Angel was calling again.

Isaac trembled from head to toes, fingers cold, adrenaline crashing, and he buried his face in the crook between Constans’s shoulder and neck, breathing in the scent of apples and cold winter winds.
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Moving Day







I

 saac sat in the lone undamaged and relatively clean armchair, the afghan that usually graced the back of the couch over his shoulders. The windows overlooking the street were shattered, the wall dented from the heavy frame of what remained of the couch. The fire blackened walls were heavily damaged around the doorway, and even though he put out the fires with his affinity, the fire department showed up with the police. Voices murmured from the hallway, Constans speaking to the other tenants who’d come out after the whole thing was over.

People called out to each other on the street, their voices drifting upwards and through the broken windows. Police and emergency services blocked off traffic and people made a racket as they went up and down the stairs. Dawn was still an hour away and the sky was a murky dark gray, the city lights hiding all but the brightest stars, and red, blue, and white emergency lights danced off the front of the building and across the cracked walls.

Uniformed cops stood in pairs or wandered around the apartment, though Rory stood in the rear of the living room, hand on the sheathed sword at his hip, and the cops appeared to forget they were heading for the bedrooms when they got too close—they shook their heads or wiped at their eyes then went back toward the now ruined front door or into the kitchen instead. Isaac gave Rory a tight smile in thanks—they had nothing to hide, but having strangers, even cops, go through their private spaces was too much to handle. Angel wouldn’t appreciate it.

Constans dismissed the humans in the hall with a low murmur, and they left with dismayed glances into the living room, avoiding Isaac’s eyes before they were gone.

“Neighbors aren’t happy, huh?” Isaac said, pulling the afghan tighter around his shoulders. It had been his mother’s and was surprisingly still intact, even after the destruction left behind by the now disassembled monster.

Constans went to a knee in front of him, their faces nearly at the same level, and Constans reached out and brushed back the hair falling in Isaac’s eyes. Constans searched his face, cool hands taking both of his and gently squeezing. “Your neighbors are worried and fearing for their families. Things may be difficult here. Angelus needs to talk to them.”

“How…” Isaac tried to gather his thoughts, but the early hour and the adrenaline crash left his mind in shambles. “I thought you were all gone, off to do something important with the clan’s blood supply?” Constans tilted his head toward the hall, and Isaac lowered his voice. “How did you get here so quickly? Is it like the time Cian gutted Simeon and you materialized out of thin air?” And when he overwhelmed Isaac with a devastatingly hot kiss that featured prominently in his dreams even to this day.

Constans gently chaffed Isaac’s hands, trying to warm them up. He nodded once, a soft expression in his eyes and on his lips. “My age comes with many benefits. The Way Between is one of them.”

“The Way Between?” Isaac could hear the capital letters in the inflection in his voice. “It’s more than blurring—more than vampiric speed. It’s how you were moving in your penthouse too.”

Constans’s lips twitched before curving into a teasing smile. “It is a way of stepping out of a place in this world, then returning to it in a different location.”

Isaac thought about it, then shook his head in disbelief. “You fold reality, space, and time and move great distances in seconds.” Constans gave him a small nod, and excitement made Isaac sit up straighter, gripping Constans’s hands. “That’s why you asked me to invite you in. You stepped out of reality wherever you were with Angel and Simeon then stepped into reality in the apartment. You couldn’t get in without the Invitation.”

“Just so,” Constans agreed.

Isaac was giddy, partly from everything that happened in the last hour and partly from the realization. “You make personal wormholes in the fabric of reality and can go almost anywhere. You’ve got an ability that practitioners have been trying to obtain for as long as we’ve had magic.”

Constans just kept giving him that soft look, and Isaac blushed hard, cheeks stinging from the intensity. “You leapt across reality, made a dramatic entrance complete with a peal of thunder, picked up a fae sword, and then fought off a monster.” His words came out teasing and incredulous.

“A rather novel interpretation of what I do,” Constans replied. “And yet you make it sound like I’m some sort of noble warrior from a film full of flashy superheroes.” Isaac shrugged with one shoulder and looked down at Constans’s hands holding his. Constans leaned forward a bit, and Isaac looked up. “It was nothing but the least of what I would do for you,” Constans promised, and it came across as a vow, resonating deep within Isaac, his chest tightening.

Isaac ducked his head, hiding behind his hair, and leaned forward. Solid, powerful arms came around him, holding him safe. He sighed and rubbed his face over the cool and firm shoulder beneath a dress shirt ruined by creases and flecks of monster ooze, but he didn’t care. He needed the hug, the connection.

“Where’s Angel and Simeon?” He asked softly after a few long, comforting moments.

The police arrived not long after Constans, the neighbors having called 911 when the attack started. Isaac didn’t see or hear O’Malley, but he was sure the detective would be on his way eventually.

“We were south of the city near the Rhode Island border. They should be back any moment.” An hour at most at this time of day, and far longer if it had been during the morning rush hour.

“Angel wouldn’t have made it in time,” Isaac said, dread creeping along his spine, but a sweep from a strong hand down his back chased the sensation away. “If you hadn’t come when you did, I’m afraid of what would have happened.”

Arms tightened around him. “I came as fast as I could.” What felt like a kiss landed in his hair. “It took me precious moments to gather the focus and power necessary to enter The Way Between. It was a distance greater than I’ve had to jump in a long time, and I worried I would not make it in time.”

At street level a car door slammed, the noise echoing off the buildings and coming through the busted windows. People began to talk loudly, but an acerbic reply cut them all short. A churring cry heralded the incoming storm that was Angel. Eroch winged his way into the apartment and circled over Isaac and Constans before landing on the back of the armchair and mantling his wings. Smoke puffed out from his tiny jaws and he scratched at the upholstery, tail whipping.

Angel charged into the apartment, Simeon on his heels, with Daniel a second behind. Angel stared at Isaac, taking in every part he could see, and his older brother stepped over the monster bits and came right to him, nudging Constans to the side so he could throw his arms around Isaac. He hugged his brother as tightly as he could, and Angel pulled back for a second, before diving back in for another hug.

“I’m okay, Angie.”

“I know, I know. I can see you’re fine, but tell my heart rate that, okay?” Angel murmured. “Just let me hug you.”

“Okay.”

He could see Simeon and Daniel past Angel’s shoulder. Daniel gave him a shaky smile full of relief, and Simeon a short nod.

“You’re hurt!” Daniel shouted, and Angel and Isaac pulled apart to see Daniel run through the debris and straight into Rory’s arms.

“You’re bleeding and there’s blood all over you and oh no, oh no…” Daniel tugged frantically at Rory’s ripped shirt, and it tore further from collar to hem. Daniel ran his hands down Rory’s abdomen, fingers smearing the sticky blood that was the only sign the fae warrior had been injured. “But…what…how…”

Rory stopped Daniel’s explorations by grabbing his hands and lifting them to his mouth, placing a couple slow, soft kisses to his knuckles. Isaac couldn’t see Daniel’s face, but his best friend froze like a startled deer and he could almost see the waves of embarrassment rolling off him. “I am fine, dear heart. I healed not long after the blow was dealt. Nary a scratch and I am whole.”

Rory let him go and Daniel looked down at his feet, tucking his hands in his pockets. “I’m glad. That’s a lot of blood.” He coughed and then turned back toward the rest of the room, face red. “I’m glad you’re all okay.”

Isaac let the grin escape and he shook his head, Daniel blushing red-hot. Angel straightened and then took a long look around the apartment. Foul bits of tentacle monster continued to disintegrate, pooling in places and dripping down the charred walls. He exhaled long and rough, and then dug out his phone from his pants pocket. “Looks like we need a new place to live for a while.”

“The Tower is available for everyone,” Constans said as he stood, one hand resting on Isaac’s shoulder. Constans made a graceful gesture with his free hand that included everyone, even Rory, in his invitation. “Simeon’s suite has more than enough rooms, and there are guest suites in the Tower set aside for high-ranking visitors.”

Isaac looked to Angel, half-expecting his brother to protest, but all Angel did was make a short nod in acknowledgment and then he dialed his phone. Isaac heard Milly answer, and Angel stepped out into the hallway to talk to his partner, Simeon following.

Constans held out a hand and Isaac took it, letting the vampire help him to his feet. “Are you willing to stay at the Tower?”

“Yeah, not a problem.” Isaac shrugged one shoulder. “It would have been an issue a few months ago, but not anymore.”

“Come, then, let’s get what you need,” Constans led him through the ruins of the living room down the hallway to his bedroom. Daniel followed but went into his room, turning on the lights and going for his dresser.

Isaac paused at the door to his room, then mentally shrugged and turned on the lights, since Constans could see the room in the dark as easily as Isaac could with the lights on.

Heading for his closet, he reached up for a duffel bag and tugged it down, then tossed it onto his bed as he went for his clothes. Shirts, boxer briefs, pants, socks. Essentials. Constans took the clothing and neatly packed it away for him as Isaac went to the closet to find some shoes and a better jacket to wear than his moto. Something not as easily ripped or damaged. He grabbed a longer leather jacket, this one bespelled to moderate temperature and resistant to damage, one he did himself as a teenager while under Angel’s tutelage. It was spiked with metal studs and buckles and flashy in a retro kind of way, and his tastes hadn’t changed all that much in the past several years. He was about the same size as he was when he bought it years ago from a boutique on Charles Street, and he put it on for a moment to see if it still fit. The shoulders were a bit snug, but with wear, it would loosen up. He shrugged out of it and placed it on the bed, where Constans was pulling a hand out of a side pocket of the bag.

A small glass bottle of whiskey, about half full, and Isaac didn’t even remember when he put it in there, or even drank from it last. He swallowed hard enough his throat clicked and stepped away from the bed and the bottle in Constans’s hand. Constans eyed him warily.

“I didn’t remember it was in there, I swear,” Isaac offered roughly, wiping his sweaty palms down his chest. “I haven’t had anything to drink since before rehab.”

“I’ll throw it away, so you don’t have to touch it,” Constans said, tone gentle. “And I know you haven’t. I’m not judging you, Isaac.”

Isaac stared hard at Constans, taking in the relaxed way he stood, his bright blue eyes kind and showing nothing but concern. He realized with a distant sense of amazement that Constans was being honest and he believed him.

“I…” Isaac stammered, then coughed, trying again. “Appreciate that, thanks.”

Constans nodded once and then, with a waft of displaced air, blurred away. Isaac blinked, staring at the spot where the vampire had been standing, and then tried to calm his body’s reaction to seeing the alcohol. His mind was chaotic, and his muscles were tingling, fingertips numb. He forced himself to move, to carry on packing.

A discordant thought screamed beneath the mundane actions that he was weak, broken—that his reaction to seeing alcohol was fraudulent, that an addict could never be sickened by what he once abused. That even in recovery he was a failure and a liar, and those people in his life he valued would see the truth soon and disappear. He was too much trouble. He knew his thoughts weren’t rational, but the stress and adrenaline crash and the leftover fear were pulling him apart.

A terrified giggle bubbled up from his chest, escaping as a sob, and he put his hands to his face and clenched his jaws so tightly he was unable to scream in revulsion and frustration.

Heat rumbled up from along his spine, sweat beading on his skin, and he pushed so hard with his hands that pain bloomed in his cheeks. He could smell smoke, fresher than the blasts he’d leveled at the tentacle monster. Heat creeped out from his subconscious. Flames ate away at his control, and he was seconds from being lost to his magic.

“Isaac,” a gentle murmur, and cold fingers tugged his hands away from his face. Dots swam in his vision and he was then blinded by tears. Constans pulled him into his embrace, and Isaac threw himself forward, hugging as hard as he could. A human might have complained, but Constans said nothing, merely cradled him gently and rubbed cold hands down his back and up to his shoulders, over and over.

The heat backed away; the flames receded within his mind. That which tormented him fell from his thoughts, and he could think again. While he could hear his family talking in the living room in a distant way, he was intimately embraced by comforting silence.

“Thank you,” Isaac breathed out.

A soft kiss landed in his hair. “Better?”

He pulled back a bit and nodded, a small dip of his chin. “Yeah. I need to finish packing.”

Constans let him go, though slowly, and Isaac reveled in the moment. Going from illness and panic to a peaceful interlude in minutes left him drained, though more physically than emotionally. It wasn’t even four am yet and he was awake, and he usually slept in until nine am unless a dragon wanted outside at dawn.

He stared in dismay at the bedside clock and groaned. “Why is it so early? Why can’t bad guys and monsters attack during the day? After coffee? Fuck.”

Constans shook his head ruefully. “Come, ma petite flamme.
 It is time to gather what you wish to take with you then head for the Tower. We have much to discuss and your brother does not wish it to be done here, where mortals may hear.”

Constans probably heard Angel talking to Simeon out front. Isaac grabbed some clothes off the bed. He was still wearing his pajama pants and needed to clean up a bit before putting on clean clothes. “I’ll get dressed really quick after I take a fast shower. Be right back.”

Regard sharpening, Constans nodded slowly, and Isaac headed for the hallway, looking back over his shoulder. He smacked into the doorframe, and he cursed himself soundly as he fled to the bathroom, a soft chuckle following him.
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Isaac dropped
 his duffle bag on the couch in Simeon’s living room at the Tower. Daniel and Angel were talking as they went down the long hall toward the bedrooms, Angel cradling a sleeping dragon in his arms. Daniel had slept there a few times and was familiar with the setup.

The limo ride over to the Tower had been fraught with tension and exhaustion, and when Isaac and Daniel both started to fall asleep during the short ride across town, Angel made the executive decision to table all discussion about what happened until after they got some rest. Angel and Daniel had yet to get some sleep, and Isaac figured he got only a handful of hours himself before the monster came knocking.

Rory entered the suite, shirtless and looking like a snack, and Isaac smiled to himself when the fae warrior merely walked past him with a sly smile and a short nod. The blood was gone, wiped away before they left the destroyed apartment, and Rory met Simeon coming out from the hall with a set of clothes and a murmured conversation. Rory soon went down the hallway with the borrowed clothing in hand, and Isaac stood by the couch, thinking.

Movement at the doorway had him looking, and Constans stood at the threshold of the suite. Hair still tussled from the fight, but his stance was relaxed, watchful as his gaze stayed locked on Isaac. An air of expectancy blossomed between them, and Isaac reached down for his duffle. He swung it over his shoulder then turned back to Simeon who watched from across the room.

“Tell Angie I’ll be down after everyone’s back on their feet. Tell him,” Isaac paused, biting his lip, but when he saw nothing but gentle affection and acceptance on Simeon’s face, he went on. “Tell him I’m fine, and he doesn’t need to worry. You guys get some sleep.”

Simeon dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Goodnight, Isaac. Sleep well.” Simeon gave a short bow to Constans, then glided silently down the hallway, leaving Isaac alone with the other vampire.

He hiked the duffle up onto his shoulder then went to the doorway and the undead man waiting for him. Constans held out a hand and Isaac took it without hesitation, their fingers meshing together, and he pulled the doors shut behind him as they left.
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Sleeping with the Sentient Undead







P

 art of him expected his phone to start ringing, an angry older brother on the line demanding he get his ass back downstairs, but when Constans closed the door of his penthouse and led Isaac by the hand to his bedroom without a call from Angel, he figured Simeon was running interference. Or maybe Angel decided not to call. He would bet on Simeon but hoped for Angel making that decision.

He dropped his duffle just past the threshold of the bedroom, and Constans went ahead and flicked on a small lamp on the nightstand. Morning was cresting the horizon over the city, and he could see Beacon Hill from where he stood. Constans touched something set in the wall next to the bed, and a soft metallic whirring shivered in the air of the room.

Metal blinds descended from the ceiling, horizontal blades of steel that covered the glass and the view, and every pane was soon concealed. The blades nestled together, obscuring the dawn, and plunging the room into shadows but for the soft glow from the lamp.

“Oh, I like that.” Isaac rubbed the back of his neck and gestured to the bathroom. “You want a shower?” He snapped his mouth shut when he realized how that could be taken, and the teasing glance Constans sent him made him blush. “You’re kinda covered in monster gunk.”

“I’ll be quick,” Constans gestured to the bed. “Don’t wait for me, Isaac. Get some rest.”

He nodded, not sure what to say. Constans disappeared into the bathroom, and the shower started. Isaac kicked off his boots, moved them next to his bag, and then stripped down to his boxer briefs. He slid into the bed, the mattress as soft as he remembered, and he buried his face in a pillow, loving the smell of the bedding. Clean, a new set since he slept there last, but there was no disguising the hint of apples and vanilla and something intangible that recalled sharp winter air under a bright sun. He stayed to one side, leaving plenty of room for Constans.

Fingers tugging through his hair brought him out of his doze, and he blinked up at Constans, fresh from his shower and dressed in a white tank that clung to his chest and crimson silk sleep pants. “I’m going to let you get some sleep. Just wanted to tell you that you can spread out on the bed—you don’t need to stay curled up on the edge.”

“Aren’t you going to get some sleep, too?” Isaac asked on a yawn, and he caught the hand playing in his hair and tugged insistently. “Sleep with me.”

Constans’ hand stilled, and Isaac groaned and pushed his face into the pillow. He exhaled hard then tilted his head so he could speak without the pillow muffling his words. “I mean just sleep. I won’t hog the blankets, I promise.”

A pause, then Constans was gently nudging him over and slipping under the covers. Isaac scooted back and Constans lay on his back, lifting the arm closest to Isaac, and he took the offer, snuggling up along Constans’s side. He rested his head on a solidly muscled shoulder, skin cool to the touch, the long hard body soon soaking up his body heat and reflecting it back. A heavy arm curled around his back and shoulders, holding him securely, and he relaxed bit by bit. Feeling Constans’s skin on his naked back was electrifying and despite his body’s keen interest in getting more skin on skin contact, his brain was demanding sleep.

“This is nice,” Isaac whispered, and wrapped an arm over Constans’s chest, snuggling in as much as he could. A soft chuckle shook the chest under his ear, and he noticed the lack of a heartbeat. It was strange, but not alarming. It was a quiet that was filled by something else, something he couldn’t name, but it was dark, gentle, and welcoming.

Fingers returned to his hair, stroking gently. “Sleep, Isaac. You’re safe.”

He hummed in agreement, eyes sliding shut, body sinking into sleep, feeling more at peace than ever before.
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The metal blinds retracting
 into the ceiling woke him. He was sprawled on his stomach, his upper body weighing down Constans, who looked like he hadn’t moved. The angle of the muted sunlight had him guessing it was just after lunch, and his stomach rumbled in agreement. He stretched, joints popping, and he groaned, rolling to his back and looking up at the ceiling. He felt more rested after a night in Constans’s bed than he ever felt in his own.

“Angelus texted a short while ago. Young Daniel is still abed, and Angel is currently fielding calls from the police in regard to the incident.” Constans said, and Isaac lazily moved his head just enough to make eye contact. Constans was scrolling on his smartphone, reading off the screen as he spoke. “I’ve ordered a late lunch for you, and your brother said that Detective O’Malley would like a word with you. I said I would ask you when you’d like to do that then contact the detective directly. Once Angel has everything sorted with his calls, we can convene either here in my penthouse or downstairs in Simeon’s suite.”

Isaac yawned hard and blinked at Constans, trying to get his brain working. “Too many words,” he grumbled. Rested he may be, but he was never going to wake up bright-eyed and ready to function. Constans chuckled softly and put the phone on the nightstand, rolling onto his side to face Isaac.

“There is no rush, Isaac. Sleep some more if you need it.”

He stretched, joints popping, muscles aching deliciously, then he too rolled onto his side facing Constans, their faces only a few inches apart. “Nah. If I go back to sleep, I’ll be awake all night and it’ll mess with my head.” He squinted at Constans. “Did you sleep?”

Lush pink lips quirked up in a slight smile. “I did not sleep, not as you mean it. My kind don’t sleep as mortals do, though we can come close.”

“You don’t sleep? Does that mean you can’t dream?” He wouldn’t mind never having another nightmare again, but some dreams were wonderful, and Isaac had trouble wrapping his head around not being able to sleep.

“We can place ourselves into a trance-like state, similar to sleeping, but the need for it is not there. Mortals sleep so your bodies can grow, heal, recover from trauma, even so you can digest and absorb nutrients. Our bodies no longer need sleep for those things, so we as a species don’t sleep. Daydreaming is still very much something we can do, and visions during trances are common.”

Isaac curled up his legs and rested a hand between his knees, getting comfortable. “What’s the trance for?”

“Mental exercises, training ourselves in mental gifts we may have, or even retiring from the world for a time.” Constans replied, readily explaining. “Fledglings need to learn control to combat the hunting instincts of their new nature, so it can be used for meditation and acquiring self-control. Sometimes we rest our minds if we’ve over-exerted ourselves or our gifts, though we recover quickly if we feed adequately.”

“Retiring from the world?”

“There are those among my kind who have seen more of eternity than even the immortal mind can tolerate, so instead of seeking a final, second death, they retire from the world and sleep for a time. Some sleep forever, a more merciful death than a stake through the heart or meeting the dawn. And some arise after a few years or even a handful of centuries, curiosity aroused enough by how the world has changed to be interested in being a part of it again.”

Immortals would sleep when existence became too wearisome. To live that long and to feel weariness instead of eagerness to experience more, to feel and see and do it all—that was a thought that made Isaac sad suddenly, and he reached out and gently touched Constans’s chest with his fingertips. “Have you slept before? Like that, retreating from the world until you could bear to live again?”

“No, not I. Others I know, those of my age or far older have, and some sleep still. But I have never given it serious thought.” Blue eyes grew somber, and a hand came to rest over Isaac’s, enmeshing their fingers. “There have always been people to keep safe, and I cannot do what must be done if I am slumbering in a crypt far from the waking world.”

“You take care of a lot of people, don’t you?” Angel mentioned at one point that the Boston Bloodclan had several hundred members.

“I do. Vampires and humans alike.”

Isaac moved a bit closer. “How long have you been a City Master?” Constans was sharing, and Isaac couldn’t help his curiosity.

Constans gently tugged until their knees touched, and Isaac rested his head on Constans’s pillow. “I’ve led my own clan for over a thousand years.”

Isaac’s breathing hiccupped in surprise. He gaped at Constans before his burning lungs demanded air and he sucked in a deep breath. “A thousand years? That’s…I’ve never heard of a Master ruling a clan that long.”

“Discretion has been the wisest course of action many times over my long life. The people who needed to know the truth of who and what I was, and that my clan was protected knew, and that was enough.”

“You mean enemies.”

Constans nodded once, eyes bright in approval, and the warmth it gave Isaac swept over his body.

“Over a thousand years.” Isaac’s brow lowered as he thought. “You mentioned the Republic.” He narrowed his eyes and got to the point. “I seem to remember you’re over two thousand years old, aren’t you?”

“I was born in the year now commonly referred to as 150 BCE.” Constans grinned at the shock Isaac felt writ over his face, and the vampire’s grin was big enough that Isaac saw the tips of his fangs. “My mortal life ended in the year 124 BCE, in what is now southern France.”

Even as his brain struggled to grasp that span of years, he tried to decipher the dates. “Counting backwards, ugh. How old were you when you were Turned?” Constans was incredibly powerful and arrogant, and the way he held himself, the way he moved and spoke, it all clashed with his youthful appearance—Isaac couldn’t pinpoint how old Constans must have been when he experienced his first death.

“I rose from my first death a few months after I entered my twenty-sixth year.” Not too bad. Isaac suddenly felt better about the age gap. Twenty-six was nothing compared to two thousand.

“A little over two years older than me.”

“Isaac, I am far more than two years older than you.” Constans’s lips twitched in amusement. “I am over 2,100 years older than you.”

“That’s just how long you’ve been a vampire. There’s a twenty-six-year-old punk in there somewhere, getting drunk with Romans in taverns and running into battle screaming, naked, all while covered in blue paint.”

Isaac’s comment startled a laugh out of Constans, and Isaac stared in open appreciation. The undead man did everything beautifully.

“That’s not true at all,” Constans replied haughtily, eyes twinkling with mischief. “The Celts involved in that foolishness were nothing but teenagers caught in a dare who died for that idiocy. Roman rumors turned it into fact and then legend with annoying alacrity. We Celts wore armor and lasted longer in battle than those silly children.”

“What tribe are you from? The Celts had tribes, right? I remember that much from history lessons as a kid.”

“My father’s people were the Arverni. He was one of the kings, Bituitus, son of Luernius, leader of the Gallic Federation.” The way the names rolled off Constans’s tongue was more reminiscent of the way Simeon spoke in his native tongue, and his accent roughened, the French influences fading briefly.

“You’re a prince? That explains the mini throne in the front room,” Isaac teased quietly.

“Bastard son of a petty king,” Constans corrected just as softly. “I was no prince, by blood or bearing.” Heat simmered in those words, and Isaac realized that while they were speaking to each other, they somehow drew even closer together, and Constans slipped strong arms around his torso, pulling him squarely chest to chest.

“Isaac.” Constans whispered, their lips nearly touching.

“Constans.” Isaac’s breathing grew rapid and his thoughts slipped away from visions of Constans as a wild young warrior in the forests of southern Gaul to the devilishly handsome vampire a hairsbreadth from kissing him. “Ohhh.” He sighed out. “You should kiss me now.”

Constans obliged instantly, soft at first, teasing and questing and everything Isaac never knew he wanted to experience. Brilliant blue eyes became his entire view, and the tempting mouth on his consumed his thoughts.

Kisses, unhurried and sweet, caused Isaac’s breath to speed up, heart thumping, and heat dancing over his skin. He sighed, arching his back, letting his hands find cool, smooth skin and rock-solid muscles. He gripped the tight tank that clung to Constans’s torso and tugged, rolling backward. Constans followed, and settled his weight atop Isaac, pushing him down into the soft welcome of the bed.

Constans broke the kiss, lifting his head. His eyes were glowing, a sharp blue more intense than any sky Isaac had been lucky enough to see. Lips red from their kisses, Isaac marveled at the faint flush on Constans’s high cheekbones. He ran a hand up Constans’s chest and neck, then lightly touched his face, feeling the change from cold flesh to something a bit warmer. He cupped the side of Constans’s face and the skin absorbed his body heat, then began to reflect it back. It was a subtle thing, and something Isaac knew happened, but it was a distant, detached knowledge that wasn’t made real until he began to touch Constans, from that first kiss in the street, to the knightly kiss to his hand in Nevermore, and then the heavy petting make-out session on the rooftop a few days past.

Feeling how different a vampire was from him would have terrified the old Isaac. Now, with a clearer mind, and a month of intense therapy, the human part of him was too fascinated to be afraid. Sober Isaac was growing increasingly enamored, and his body wanted in a way he’d never experienced before.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Isaac said softly, and Constans turned his face into Isaac’s palm and pressed a soft kiss to his skin. He shuddered, heat dancing along his nerves and lighting up his skin.

“Do you know what you don’t want to do?” Constans asked softly.

“I don’t want to get out of bed yet,” Isaac grinned. “I don’t want you to let me go.”

“I won’t.” Another kiss, as sweet as the first, though it went deeper, longer. Constans kissed like he had spent eternity mastering the art and Isaac melted underneath him.

His hands found Constans’s tank top and he tugged, working it up his ribs and back, then Constans was pulling it off and tossing it aside. Naked skin and miles of muscles were bared for his hungry gaze, and he couldn’t stop his hands from exploring. It was so different to touch another person who was so cold at first, but warmer the more time went by—as if just being touched by someone living brought warmth to the surface. He knew it was the nature of the sentient undead to absorb and use the life forces of the living, even body heat, but it felt more profound than that. More real.

Scars under his fingers were raised, some smooth and shiny, others ragged, rougher, and the deepest one, a frightening gash along the top of one of his shoulders, would have left anyone, regardless of species, hovering on the precipice of death. He rolled onto one hip and lifted up on an elbow so he could kiss the old wound, watching Constans’s face as he sucked and nibbled over it gently. Lips curled in a tiny, indulgent half-smile, the City Master gathered him close in his arms and his kisses continue unhindered.

He wondered what had made the scar, and the thought must have been easy to read on his face, as Constans answered. “A staff, with a bone blade. That is the blow that struck me down, though it wasn’t what killed me.”

His curiosity was begging for him to keep asking about it, but the strong hand sweeping down his bare back distracted him. It came to rest just above his ass, and fingertips played with the waistband of his boxer briefs. Isaac nibbled gently along Constans’s collarbone then lay down on the bed completely, meeting Constans in a deep, searching kiss. A pause for breath, then they kissed again, and Isaac hummed happily when Constans slid over him and his weight came to rest on him, arms caging him.

Golden strands fell over a high brow, and Isaac ran his hands through the soft mass, tugging and gripping, holding Constans to him, their lips nearly fused together. Arching up, he groaned at the hard, silk-covered flesh that slid along his cock, the cold flesh enough of a shock to make him gasp, but not enough to make him stop. Constans made a sound halfway between a growl and a purr and it did things to Isaac’s body he couldn’t describe.

Isaac kicked down the blankets and tugged until Constans lifted his head, breaking the kiss. “How much time do we have?”

“All the time in the world,” Constans replied, and that cocky as hell arrogance made his cock throb and he tightened his fingers in golden hair, loving the fully fanged out grin that lit up Constans’s face.

Isaac made his choice—he’d made it earlier, really. He wanted to know what it felt like to touch someone when he was sober, clear-headed. He wanted to be touched by someone who wasn’t drunk or high or looking to get him off so he’d toss over some cash for a quick fix.

Breathing hard, Isaac wrapped his arms around Constans’s neck and initiated another kiss. Kissing Constans was amazing. Never had kisses been this enjoyable—Constans knew what he was doing and the way he took over without overwhelming Isaac was incredible, and Isaac soaked up the sensations.

He rolled to his back and spread his legs, wrapping them around Constans’s hips, crossing his ankles over firm cheeks. Cold hands traced his torso, fingers mapping out the tattoos on his chest and shoulders. Skin shivered when Isaac ran his fingertips along the black lines of the hex branded over a silent heart. Isaac closed his eyes and focused on feeling everything he could, the weight holding him down, the terrifying strength in the body over him, held in check by willpower alone.

Arousal thrummed through his body, but it wasn’t impatient or sharp, needling at him to race to completion. Languid, gentle waves of heat and tension broke over and over, each wave cresting higher. He gasped when a hand slid into his boxer briefs and grasped his cock, gently stroking from root to tip. Not too tight, and the soft teasing of the slit was perfection, fireworks of desire bursting behind his eyelids. A deep kiss stole his breath, lungs burning, dying of need that coiled low in his belly and caused him to arch into the grip holding that most vulnerable part of him.

His underwear was dragged from his hips and down his legs, tossed away, and he cried out a breathless gasp when Constans gripped both of their cocks in one large hand, stroking slow and firm. A hand grabbed the hair at the nape of his neck and jerked his head back, neck bared for the predator working him over. He clung to the broad shoulders above him, Constans gently sucking along the column of his neck, raising stinging love bites that throbbed and grew into a deeper ache, tiny blooms of fiery need.

Constans stroked them both, whispering words of praise and adoration in French Isaac barely understood, but the emotion beneath the words made their meaning clear. He was wanted, desired for who he was—not for anything he could do, or what material wealth he had in this world. Never had anyone touched him like Constans, and with such care. The need was there, inescapable, in every nibble, caress, and rousing twist of Constans’s wrist, working them both to a sweet precipice.

“Please,” he whispered, turning his head and capturing Constans’s lips in a deep kiss, a sweet ache snapping in his core. He whimpered and arched up into Constans. “Yes. Oh, fuck.”

He came, and Constans curved over him, burying his face in the crook of Isaac’s shoulder, shuddering with him as their spend shot between their bodies. The mix of cool, thick release and the scalding ropes of cum landing on his abdomen made his body tighten, deepening his orgasm, until his mind was smothered by a white and red explosion that reverberated up and down his spine.

Gathered close, Isaac came down from the impossible high, body twitching involuntarily as the last vestiges of the orgasm faded. Gentle, soothing hands ran along his shoulders and down his back, and he shivered when sweat began to cool on his skin.

A firm kiss to his forehead had him blinking his eyes rapidly, trying to focus his thoughts, and he stretched, long and hard, groaning. He went limp but managed to look up at Constans.

Blue eyes that never failed to make his heart thump harder and a languid, pleased smile drew a wide grin from him, and he snuggled in closer. They needed to clean themselves up and soon, but a moment wrapped in Constans’s arms was worth the resultant shower from getting sticky.

Fingers trailed along his jaw and lifted his face for a soft kiss, and he hummed happily. Constans pulled back just enough to speak. “How are you feeling?”

“Fucking amazing,” Isaac said, voice deepened and rough and laced with every bit of satisfaction he felt down to his core.

“Good,” Constans replied, tenderly. “You deserve to feel that, and more.”

Tears pricked at his eyes, and he ducked his head, hiding his face against Constans’s chest, the hex under his cheek. Fingers gently carded through his hair, and he hugged Constans tightly. Constans said nothing about the dampness he surely felt wetting his skin, and they lay together in gentle silence until Isaac felt he could lift his face again.

“Come, Isaac.” Constans helped him sit up, then they slowly climbed from the bed.

“When did you lose the pants?” Isaac asked, grinning cheek to cheek as he got his first full view of a completely naked Constans.

That ass was a miracle.

“At the same time you lost your boxer briefs. I do believe you were too distracted to notice,” Constans replied, and Isaac agreed. The world could have ended, and he would have paid it no mind while Constans was making love to him.

Constans led him by the hand toward the bathroom, Isaac trailing just enough to keep the glorious ass in view. Constans chuckled, all pleased arrogance when Isaac sighed long and loud in appreciation.

Constans tugged him into the shower, and with just a few taps to the panel in the wall, perfectly warm water came out of the multiple shower heads. Isaac all but melted at Constans’s feet, but the vampire roped a strong arm around his waist and kept him upright.

No one had bathed him since he was a small child, and to have Constans do it was a novel and enjoyable feeling. A blush warmed his cheeks, and he knew a silly smile gave away how much he enjoyed it, and Constans took his time. Hands fondled and teased hidden places and seldom-touched spots, and Isaac discovered the base of his spine above the curve of his ass was a hot spot when curious fingers slid over it with soap and a washcloth. He shivered despite the warm water, and Constans cataloged each reaction he pulled from Isaac, sharp eyes missing nothing, hearing each short gasp, and fingers feeling the tensing of overly responsive muscles. Constans played his body thoroughly, and even with his body still drained from his earlier orgasm, Isaac knew it wouldn’t take much more for him to get hard again and want another tumble in bed.

Isaac ducked his head under the spray and rinsed off, and he bemusedly let Constans shuffle him out of the shower while the vampire washed himself off. Isaac dried off with a heated towel from the brass rack on the wall while appreciating the view through the glass wall of the shower.

Constans stepped out of the shower, brushing his wet hair back from his face, water droplets trailing down his muscled frame, sliding into hollows and dips. Constans’s cock was semi-hard and long, foreskin pulled back just enough to hint at the flushed head underneath. Trimmed golden curls at his groin were darkened by water and there was a slight spattering of blonde hairs on his legs, but otherwise Constans had a lack of body hair. Scars stood out in stark relief on his skin, but none of it took away from the undead man’s otherworldly beauty. Isaac breathed hard and yanked his gaze away, attempting to reboot his brain after that delicious sight.

He sent Constans a narrow-eyed glare over his shoulder as he went to the sink and found the toothbrush he’d used the other day sitting upright in a pretty red mug, just waiting for him. He brushed his teeth and watched Constans in the mirror as the vampire dried off then went into the bedroom and headed for the armoire out of view. Isaac contemplated shaving but he liked the scruffy look, even though it was just a shadow along his jaw at that point. He finished getting cleaned up, did his hair with products that matched what he used at home then left the bathroom, switching places with Constans as he passed by fully dressed, though his hair was adorable, all mussed from the towel and slightly damp.

Isaac was dressed and just pulling on his boots when his smartphone chirped, and he dug through his stuff until he found it. Daniel had sent him a text, and Detective O’Malley was downstairs and wanting to talk to him.

Isaac dialed Daniel and spoke when his best friend answered. “Hey, I’m gonna eat really quick, then I’ll meet you downstairs in Simeon’s rooms.” He could smell breakfast—well, a late lunch now—outside in the dining room, and he was too hungry to rush down and see O’Malley, no matter how much he respected the detective.

“We’re already eating in Simeon’s rooms,” Daniel said, and he could hear Eroch in the background making his happy chirps whenever he ate something yummy. “Angel is calling O’Malley up, so just come down when you’re done.” Daniel paused, and the background noise faded as he guessed Daniel went somewhere away from the others. “How was your night?” Daniel tried for supportive and innocent but the restrained glee in his tone came through loud and clear.

Isaac choked out a laugh. “Fuck, man. Is Angel in a mood?” He hoped not.

Daniel sighed. “I’m not sure. He’s not mad, but he was a bit tense after Simeon told him you went upstairs with Batiste. I think he’s a good guy, but he and Angel have issues. You okay though?”

“I’m fucking great,” Isaac replied, grinning ear to ear. He knew he sounded smug, but fuck it. He wanted something real and powerful and clean, unburdened by bullshit and pain. And he was going to take his chance. “I’ll see ya in a bit.”

Daniel spoke quickly before Isaac could hang up. “I want details!”

Isaac laughed and hung up, slipping his smartphone into his pants pocket. Constans came out from the bathroom, and Isaac forgot the phone call and the pending awkward moment when he saw Angel again with his new lover at his side—Constans was incredibly hot, wearing a dark blue suit and bright white dress shirt, his bright blonde hair looking like spun gold in a sexy wave pushed back from his head, somehow making his eyes even brighter despite the dim light filtering through the UV windows.

Isaac stood and took the hand Constans held out to him, letting Constans pull him in gently to stand at his side. The smile he got in return was blinding, and the sharp fangs he could see gave him no hesitation at all.
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Ancient History







I

 saac walked into the suite hand in hand with Constans and thanked the fates that Angel was on the phone on the far side of the living room, his brother just arching a brow at their joined hands before his attention was drawn back to whoever was on the line. O’Malley and Simeon sat together at the dining room table, visible through wide-open doors on the far side of the living room.

Daniel came bounding up to them, and his bright face and excited bouncing made Isaac sigh loudly in exaggeration, and he lifted his free arm to his best friend. Daniel hugged him tight and hard, making Isaac grunt, and Daniel laughed before relaxing his grip and backing up.

“I didn’t really get to say anything last night,” Daniel started, and he addressed Constans, who gave the apprentice his full attention. “Thank you for saving Isaac and Rory. I know what you did last night was a big deal.”

Isaac read between the lines. Danny meant the means by which Constans had crossed the distance between the Rhode Island border to the south and Beacon Hill. The Way Between, he thought Constans called it.

A short but respectful nod, and Constans replied. “I would ask for your discretion in that matter, Daniel.”

Daniel flushed, cheeks pink, and Isaac realized it was the rarity of Constans calling him by name that made him blush. Isaac nudged Constans gently with his elbow, saying nothing, but his wide grin gave away how pleased he was with his vampire.

“I won’t say a word,” Daniel promised. “O’Malley hasn’t asked either, but I think that’s on purpose. Simeon hinted it was a Master vampire thing and he dropped it immediately.”

“Good.” Constans gestured for them the step away from the doorway, and Daniel went to one of the big couches in the center of the room and sat, Isaac letting go of Constans’s hand to plop down next to Daniel. His best friend immediately leaned into him, warm and happy, and Isaac leaned back. Constans left after a heated glance, heading toward the dining room, presumably to speak to Simeon and O’Malley.

Angel was still speaking on the phone quietly enough that Isaac couldn’t hear a thing. He poked Daniel’s arm. “Who’s Angel talking to?”

Daniel poked him back. “Milly. She’s at the studio, arranging new tutors for the students they had to reschedule.”

“What? Why?” Isaac said, surprised. “Is it because of what happened at the apartment?”

“I think it’s because the news of the blood mage in town spread far enough that parents are scared of having their kids in Boston. A lot of them called before lunch, and Angel has been fielding calls from a bunch of worried parents.” Daniel sighed. “The blood mage threat made the papers this morning, and the morning news shows. People are nervous.”

Isaac really couldn’t blame most practitioners for feeling scared. A blood mage was hard to identify in the early stages, and there was very little reliable and confirmed information available out there. Most of what Isaac knew came from what Constans shared, and before that, nothing but crazy rumors and theories and fearful assumptions he’d heard growing up. The few brief times he shared courtyard space with the blood mages in Nevermore only left him feeling even more conflicted—that the practitioners could be alive, one of them for a decade, after so long meant that long-held assumptions about how fatal BMA was were likely wrong.

Eroch came flying out of the hallway, chirping a hello and winging his way to Isaac, landing on his lap. Rory came out from the hallway as well, dressed in relatively modern clothing, obviously borrowed from Simeon as the shirt was a bit loose in the shoulders, the fae not as bulky as the Elder. Daniel shifted restlessly next to Isaac, and he side-eyed his best friend. Daniel was blushing, eyes bright and locked on Rory, the fae warrior carrying his sheathed sword, the belt and ties swinging gently as he moved across the living room and joined the others in the dining room.

Isaac picked up Eroch and nuzzled him, the tiny dragon sniffing his face and gripping his hands tightly, little claws pricking his skin. “Hey wee beastie! How are you doing today? Did you get some bacon?”

Eroch tilted his head and two tiny puffs of smoke escaped his nostrils, yellow eyes slow-blinking. Isaac figured that meant happy dragon, and there was nothing that made Eroch happier than bacon. Daniel scratched the spot on Eroch’s back between his wings and Eroch went limp at the ministrations, churring softly. Isaac chuckled and lifted Eroch to where his and Daniel’s shoulders were pressed together, the little dragon climbing up and curling between them. Isaac tolerated with good humor the wing slaps and tail flicks he got before Eroch settled down.

Angel hung up, and that seemed to be what the others were waiting for as they all left the dining room and waited for Angel to sit. Simeon stood at his shoulder, and Constans slowly migrated to stand beside the couch closest to Isaac. Rory surprised Isaac by gracefully sitting on the floor, his back to the couch, the back of his shoulder pressed to Daniel’s knee on the far side from Isaac. He arranged his sword to lean against the coffee table and then gave Angel his full attention. Daniel stiffened for a heartbeat but then relaxed, and Isaac could swear he could feel the heat from Daniel’s exhilarated blush.

O’Malley grumbled as he sat on the couch opposite from Isaac and Daniel. The only one missing from their little group was Milly, but she probably had her hands full dealing with rescheduling.

“O’Malley, if you could bring Isaac and Batiste up to speed, please, before we get started,” Angel said, leaning back in his chair.

“Sure,” O’Malley blew out a breath and reached into his suit jacket pocket, pulling out a small notebook. He flipped through it a few pages before he read off from some notes. “Since Angel gave us the first warning of the potential blood mage threat, we’ve sent out requests for the various counties to send in files on any gruesome murders.” O’Malley flipped a page and found what he was looking for. “Usually, if it’s determined to be just human on human violent homicide, my department and team don’t get involved. But according to Angel and Master Batiste,” O’Malley nodded once in Constans’s direction. “There are some cases that we’ve seen lately that may be related to the blood mage claiming human victims. Anything gruesome, without a prime suspect, was kicked up the chain to my office. I’m having the files collected and brought here since your place is currently a crime scene. Which brings me to Isaac.” O’Malley put away his notebook and glowered at Isaac, the expression pretty much the same one he always wore.

“Oh, right.” He glanced at Rory then Constans before turning back to O’Malley. “You want me to explain what happened last night?”

“Just tell me what you can about the attack.” O’Malley waved a hand. “Don’t need to know about how things ended, the melting monster bits were clear as day. Just tell me what you can remember about how it started.”

O’Malley was making an effort to avoid the topic of how Constans got to the apartment so fast and Isaac relaxed, thankful he wouldn’t need to lie, either outright or by omission.

Isaac recounted the event, starting from when he woke up all the way to Rory getting knocked through the bedroom door by a tentacle. The detective took some notes, not interrupting.

Isaac paused, thinking he couldn’t share more without revealing Constans’s ability, and Angel leaned forward, getting his attention. “Tell me how the magic felt.”

“Dirty.” It was the first word he thought of, and the most accurate. “It was unclean—mentally slimy and foul. I didn’t want to touch it, much less reach out to it with my inner vision and try to examine it closer. It ate the wards.” A shiver of remembered terror skittered along his nerves. “It destroyed the runes that set the wards in the threshold of the doorway.”

“Did the tentacle monster touch you at any point?” Angel asked.

Isaac shook his head, then paused. “Wait. It didn’t touch me, but some slime dripped from the big tentacle and landed on me. It stung my skin through my shirt, and I ripped it off. I shielded immediately after that.”

“Which shoulder?” Angel stood and approached the couch. Isaac reached up and touched the shoulder where Eroch lay on them. He felt around, but there was no pain, no mark that he could feel.

“Move your hand,” Angel instructed, and Isaac dropped his away as his brother held his fingers close to Isaac’s shoulder and closed his eyes. He felt Angel’s magic stir, his brother using his inner vision, reaching out with his magical senses and brushing along his shoulder. A long moment passed, Isaac growing tenser by the second, until Angel withdrew his magic, dropping his hand away and opening his eyes. “There’s a faint echo, but the magic is breaking down faster than anything I’ve ever seen. It’s not something I’ve encountered before, but there are hints of it remaining on your skin.”

“Can you get it off?” Isaac grabbed his shoulder, trying not to freak out.

“You’re okay, kiddo. It’s fading fast, even now. It will be gone soon.” Angel paused, contemplating. “It feels kind of like the spell trap that got you in the apartment building lobby. Same sensation, just far fainter. I burnt that spell into nothing with my hellfire when I took it from you—I didn’t stop and investigate the spell itself when I had the chance. I was too focused on destroying it. Hindsight is perfect, as usual. My fault—I would have a better idea of who or what we’re dealing with if I did examine it.” Angel returned to his chair and sat back, Simeon reaching out and putting a hand on his shoulder.

“What about the magic at the apartment from this morning? Can you get an idea from that?” Isaac asked.

“Whatever that creature was, it left minimal traces behind but for the ooze and rotting bits. The construct of it was like that of a zombie or a lich, but it wasn’t animated by death magics. The magic used to encircle the apartment is rotting away just as fast as the trace on your shoulder, though they are the same. I can tell that much.”

“The creature was a golem,” Constans said quietly.

The word disturbed the supernatural men in the room more than the mortals—Simeon stiffened, looking to his Master in vague alarm, and Rory slid up from his seat on the floor and sat next to Daniel, putting a hand on his knee protectively.

“I thought golems were just myths?” Isaac stammered, staring up at Constans. “Just scary stories.”

“A golem is old magic—primitive and difficult to create.” Constans paused. “Its rarity is because it was a favorite construct of blood mages in the ancient past. Not even I have seen one before the creature last night.”

Angel addressed Rory. “You and your brother are older than Batiste. What about you?”

Rory dipped his chin in acknowledgment. “Cian and I have seen golems before, but not for many thousands of years. It is a remnant of very old magic, magic that was part of the world when mankind was born into the world in your current form.”

Isaac lost the ability to process thoughts for a second. He leaned out so he could see Rory past Daniel. “Modern homo sapiens evolved around 200,000 years ago.” He’d learnt as much going to school with mundane children after he and Angel moved to Beacon Hill.

There was no way in hell that Rory and Cian were that old—nothing could be that old. It had to be impossible.

Rory, astoundingly enough, merely shrugged gracefully, unconcerned with the mortals staring at him in shock. Even Angel was surprised. “I did not start counting the seasons until the humans spread farther into the world, so maybe 20,000 years ago? Even then I stopped counting many times and had to guess when I started again. But that is not the last time we saw golems, merely the first time that we encountered them and the magic that made them. The last golem he and I encountered was around 3,000 years ago in what is now Romania.” Rory tilted his head, eyes growing distant. “Cian recalls seeing a golem about fifty years ago in southern France, just north of Marseille. This was while he was searching for a priest of the High Court during my slumber.”

Constans moved a few feet, standing beside Isaac, staring at Rory. “Ask your brother if he was near Roquepertuse.”

His expression inquisitive but agreeable, Rory looked off into nothing and his eyes went unfocused. It was weird, Isaac wasn’t going to deny it—seeing Rory speak telepathically to his twin was a bit frightening. Cian was a killer, a psychopath, and he was locked up in a prison for supernatural beings convicted of horrible crimes. And yet, from the ease with which Rory and Cian spoke—he figured Cian was present more than he ever suspected. Isaac looked at Daniel, for the first time worried about his friend getting involved with Rory if Cian was so very close to the wider world despite being behind bars.

Rory’s head snapped up and his eyes locked on Constans. “Cian says that he encountered a golem in the hills outside of Roquepertuse, one bound to a human practitioner corrupted by blood magics. The golem tried to attack him, but he evaded it easily, and it then went on the hunt for easier prey. He did not interfere and left the area.”

“The Cult of the Head,” Constans whispered to himself, Isaac barely able to hear him. Instantly, Constans changed demeanor, becoming the cold and imperious City Master Isaac first met months ago. “Detective O’Malley, if you have further questions please address them to Elder Simeon or directly to Necromancer Salvatore. I must ask you for privacy at this time.”

Simeon smoothly stepped in, and Isaac sat stunned as a blustering O’Malley was neatly bundled up and walked from the suite, guards at the doorway ready to escort him from the Tower. Angel sat quietly in his chair and said nothing, though he watched Constans warily. Simeon returned shortly, standing by the doorway of his suite.

Constans held out a hand to Isaac and he took it, letting Constans pull him gently to his feet, Eroch taking off and flying to Angel who took him in his arms without a word.

“We must go upstairs,” Constans said to the room. Everyone got up and followed Constans and Isaac. They all stopped at the end of the hall and waited for the elevator, which was traveling back up after presumably dropping off O’Malley in the lobby.

“What’s going on? What’s so special about that place in France? I can’t even pronounce it.” Isaac murmured to Constans, the others waiting behind them in the hallway, even Rory following along. The elevator doors opened with a soft ping, and Constans spoke quietly in return.

“It is where my mortal life ended.”
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A secret vault
 in the hallway wall of the penthouse was not what Isaac expected at all, so when Constans pushed on a seemingly random spot on the wall and a section wide enough for a door popped inward and then slid to the side, he was left blinking in surprise. Daniel gasped and leaned forward, excited, and before anyone could stop him, Eroch leapt from Angel’s arms and flew into the darkness revealed by the hidden door.

Constans reached in and flipped on a light switch, then he guided Isaac into the space.

It was about the size of a large dressing room, the walls were covered in glass display cases, wooden stands behind steel bars, and a few metal cabinets were recessed into the walls with what looked like biometric thumbprint scanners and keypads. There were items in the cases, some of which were easily identifiable, like a Roman gladius, a long iron spear, and jewelry in gold and silver, sparkling with gems.

“Touch nothing, please, for your own safety,” Constans warned ominously, and Daniel darted forward and scooped up Eroch who was hanging upside-down from the bars surrounding a large display case. Daniel retreated to the entrance and waited next to Rory.

“What is all of this?” Isaac asked. Angel looked a bit surprised, but not as much as Isaac felt, and Simeon stood off the side, expression clearly unimpressed—he’d obviously seen it all before.

“I’ve lived a very long time, and I’ve accrued a few things over that time,” Constans replied, heading for a large upright steel and glass case. He pressed his thumb to a pad, and then keyed in a combination. The door beeped and popped out an inch. “And this is the oldest artifact I possess.”

Constans opened the case door and stood to the side, lights flickering on inside. It took a moment for Isaac to understand what he was seeing, but once the lights illuminated it fully, he felt a sinking sensation in his gut.

It was a long staff, about six feet long. Roughly hewn from what appeared to be a tree limb, about four to five inches in diameter, the wood was carved and wrapped in old leather. It was a dark, deep brown, but somehow, he felt like it wasn’t the natural color of the wood—a faint odor escaped, and his stomach roiled.

Rotting blood.

The end of the staff was imbedded with a broken blade, darkened and worn down by use and time, but Isaac would bet anything it was bone, probably fashioned from the shoulder blade or hip bone of a large animal. He hoped it was an animal—if the weapon was what he feared it might be, it could just as easily be human remains lashed to the staff.

Angel stepped forward and held out a hand, not touching, but sensing. Isaac didn’t need to—the artifact was releasing a low-grade energy field. It was unnerving, a cloying dirty sensation that made him think of spiderwebs and dead things and rotting carcasses stinking up the side of the road in summer.

“This is old magic,” Angel said quietly. “Older than anything I’ve seen before. Older than the lich I faced last month. I’ve never seen magic like this before, but it feels like the spells that the blood mage has been using. The spells we’ve been seeing are decayed versions of the magic this staff carries.”

“Are you certain?” Constans asked roughly.

“Yes,” Angel dropped his hand. “Tell me what this is.”

Constans shut the case, the lights within turning off. It sealed with a beep, the noise small in the hushed expectation in the room. Isaac stepped around his brother and went to Constans, and he wrapped his arms around his waist, pressing his face between neck and shoulder, holding on tight.

Constans answered Angel as he returned Isaac’s embrace. “This is the weapon of the blood mage who killed me. I was taken from a battlefield, ambushed as the battle was won by my people, and stolen away into the night. I was a sacrifice, drained for blood magics, and when my father and his vampire servant found me, it was too late to save me. Turning me was the only way I could survive. I died that night and arose the next a vampire.”
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Revelations







C

 onstans found it easier to talk about the past than he expected—perhaps it was due to the young mortal sitting beside him, Isaac’s body heat seeping into him, reminding him where and when he was. They were all in the living room of the penthouse, Angel and Simeon seated opposite he and Isaac, with the young apprentice sitting off to the side, watching intently, Rory standing guard at his shoulder, and the small dragon curled up asleep in his lap.

“In the years before Rome took over the territories of southern Gaul, I lived in the ancient city of Massalia, which the world knows in this age as Marseilles.” Constans threaded his fingers with Isaac’s and put their joined hands on his leg, a soft, gentle amazement shivering through him when Isaac squeezed his hand. He returned his focus to the tale he was recounting to a rapt audience. Only Simeon knew most of it, though not the details of his early years, not in the depth he was about to reveal. Ruairí was there occasionally in Constans’s past, but not for the earliest years. The fae twins came and went, Cian and Ruairí tending to their own lives as Constans lived his own.

Constans met Angel’s stare, the necromancer focused, tense. The magics that comprised the staff’s spellwork were enough to make anyone, even the great Angelus Salvatore, on edge. “The Cult of the Head was a religious and spiritual movement within the many tribes of Gaul, rising and falling in numbers and power over the generations. They based themselves in the foothills that surrounded an ancient town that the world now calls Roquepertuse, in southern France. Occasionally, the cultists would overextend their reach and begin to hunt neighboring tribes for living sacrifices, and to keep the Romans from interceding, and to stop the depredations upon the tribes, there would be repeated cullings of the cult.” Constans grimaced at the recollections of his past. “The magics the cultists used was a more structured and stable version of the instinctive and constantly decaying magics used by blood magic addicts today—it’s all that remains, because the knowledge was lost. That is due in part to my father eradicating the stronghold after my mortal death. The blood mages with the training and skills who were tasked with training new acolytes of that religious order were killed off as my father and his tribe took out their vengeance for my death upon the Cult of the Head.”

“Blood magic that is in use in modern times is dangerous, unstable, and leads to addiction, madness, and then eventual death as the need to consume life magic and energies turns upon the afflicted.” Angel stated, and Constans nodded in agreement. “You’re telling me that two thousand years ago, blood magic was once practiced, a distinct discipline of magic, much like every other type of magic we use today.”

“Yes. While blood magic is inherently dangerous because it alters the body and mind of the practitioner, resulting in a change of personality and behavior, those with better training lived longer, with more control, and were able to remain functional to a higher degree.” Constans gestured in the direction of his vault. “The staff was the weapon of one of the stronger blood mages, a man of rank who was hunting through the battlefields for a worthy sacrifice. Even as the Arverni, my father’s people, killed his cultists, he snuck through the carnage looking for a warrior to harvest life energies from, and he chose me.”

Constans looked down at his hand when Isaac gently squeezed it, and he was charmed by the simple show of support. He decided to finish the tale and get back to better things, like wooing a young sorcerer. “The use of a golem is one such skill I presumed lost when Bituitus, my father, eradicated the cultists and razed Roquepertuse to the ground. Along with the staff, the knowledge of how to create such weapons and artifacts was presumed forgotten. For the golem to exist, that means the knowledge survived in some way or form, and the blood mage who hunts in this city is incredibly dangerous, far more so than any blood magic addict this world has seen since the fall of ancient Roquepertuse.”

“What does the staff do?” It was Isaac who asked, and Constans gave him a small smile.

“It holds harvested life magics from sacrifices. Much as a battery can store solar power throughout the day for use at night, the staff can absorb energy stolen from a mortal, and feed it to the blood mage over a longer period, even after the original sacrifice is dead. This staff could hold the life force of many sacrifices, making the blood mage who carried it exceptionally powerful. The more dangerous of these artifacts were burned in the purging of the cultists’ stronghold.”

“Why, then, do you have the staff?” Simeon asked this time, and Constans turned to his Elder.

“My sire, the vampire bound to my family, took the staff as a curiosity, a memento of sorts. When we parted ways later, the cultists thought to be long dead, I kept the staff as a remembrance of the night I became one of the sentient undead.” Constans shrugged. “I was young, foolish, and far more sentimental than I am now. It is a magical artifact, and I was worried about what would happen if I tried to destroy it, and there was no one I trusted who would take it with the intent to destroy it, and not be corrupted by the inherent purpose of the staff. So I have kept it, even though it should have been burned the night I died.”

A heavy silence fell in the room for a short time. Isaac leaned into his shoulder, and Constans took the initiative and let go of Isaac’s hand to wrap that arm around his lean shoulders and tug him into his side, under his arm. Isaac went limp, resting his head on Constans’s chest, relaxing. Constans put his nose in the dark brown strands of soft hair and discreetly sniffed. Isaac smelled of woodsmoke and petrichor. An endearing combination and it made Constans smile, eyes drifting shut to appreciate the warmth and the stirring pulse within the man he held.

“The blood mage here in the city.” Angel began, and Constans reluctantly pulled his attention from Isaac and looked to his older brother. “He can hide his trail, both magically and physically. Simeon and Scáth cannot track him. He has taken vampires from this bloodclan, a feat difficult enough for any practitioner, even if the victims are fledglings. The fledgling Scarlet told Simeon her attacker was a white man, tallish, with brown hair and eyes. That description could be any hundreds of thousands of practitioners here in the greater Boston metropolitan area. This blood mage has the knowledge and skill to create a golem, a creature that shouldn’t exist, created by magic presumed forgotten thousands of years ago. And this blood mage has tried twice now to get to Isaac.”

Everyone looked at Isaac, who stilled, a fine tremor running through his frame. “What?”




[image: ]









Isaac swallowed.
 He did not like the sound of that. “The blood mage is after me?”

“I was thinking at first that he was after us in general,” Angel said, gesturing to encompass himself, Isaac, and Daniel. “Three well-known sorcerers of varied affinities living under one roof. That’s appealing to anyone crazy enough, and desperate enough, to try and harvest our magics.”

“So why do you think he’s after me?” Isaac asked, trying not to sound as scared as he suddenly felt.

“The broken glass trap was set during the day when I’m not home,” Angel began ticking off reasons with his fingers. “If it was meant for me or Daniel, a better place would have been the staircase in the building where my office is. Daniel comes with me almost all the time to work now, and you chose to stay home that morning. You were already being watched.” Angel ticked off another reason. “The trap was set to match your height, Isaac. You’re taller than me. I would have walked right under it. Daniel might have been the target since you’re almost the same height, but again, he always goes to work with me, so the apartment lobby in the middle of the work day isn’t the place to catch him.” Another finger, another reason. “He followed you to the studio as you ran. He left once you reached me. A blood addict looking for an easy fix wouldn’t have put in that much effort for that many blocks and risked being seen by me and confronted. Remember, Milly and Daniel are highly trained too, and three sorcerers against one blood mage isn’t going to end well.”

Daniel grinned at being called highly trained, and Angel winked at his apprentice.

“Okay, okay,” Isaac grumbled. Angel shrugged. Isaac sighed loudly, frustrated and scared. “Explains why he set the golem at the apartment. He knew I was home and you four were too far away to help me,” Isaac paused, thinking. “Did he not know Rory was there? If he’s been watching me, then wouldn’t he know Rory was there with me? Or did he just not think Rory was a threat?”

Rory spoke up at that. “My glamour was increased. My magics are not those of a mortal practitioner and I was obscuring my presence within your home so as not to reveal myself. Enemies cannot plan for what they do not expect. I misjudged the skills of this particular enemy. I had not fought a golem alone before, so it nearly defeated me. In the past, Cian and I would merely avoid the creatures and their creators. Connie’s arrival was fortuitous.” Rory gave a tiny half-bow to Constans in thanks. He then bowed to Isaac. “I apologize for my failure to keep you safe, Isaac.”

“Man, don’t even. You were kicking ass right up until that last second. You didn’t fail. You got your ribcage crushed and you still got back on your feet. Thank you for fighting for me.” Isaac was earnest and hoped Rory didn’t blame himself for getting hurt.

Rory gave him a much smaller bow, elegant and proper and silly all at once.

Isaac looked to his brother. “Why is he taking vampires?”

Angel frowned, thinking. “Perhaps he’s looking for weaknesses in the bloodclan. Vampires are a horrible source to harvest magic from—it’s almost pointless. He let Scarlet live and left her to be found. Her blood was poisoned, and she infected her master before the threat was identified. I handled the magical poisoning, and perhaps that was the point—to see what would happen, if that method of attack was a viable option. He hasn’t tried that again. He killed the next fledgling he captured. I do think his next step will be going after the clan’s blood supply.”

“And thankfully we’ve instituted the countermeasures you recommended.” Constans said. “Local practitioners have been hired to screen the blood supply for tampering before shipment, and if you’d be so kind, if you could check the units once they arrive in the Tower before we dispense them to the clan for consumption, that would be much appreciated.”

“I can do that,” Isaac volunteered, and Constans looked at him with a searching glance. “Angel can show me how,” Isaac pointedly looked to his brother, who nodded in agreement. Isaac made a point of meeting Constans’s gaze and holding it. “Looking for traces of magic is easy enough once you know what type of magic to search for, and I’ve been traumatized enough by blood magic to spot it now. Let me help.” Anything to make sure that Constans wouldn’t be poisoned. He didn’t know if Constans had his own private blood donors or if he drank from the units, but he didn’t want to risk Constans’s life and safety. He trusted Angel to do it, but Angel had a blood mage to track and stop.

“Very well, thank you, Isaac.” Constans briefly tightened the arm around his shoulders. He ducked his head, fighting a pleased blush at the acknowledgement.

“Is the blood mage after the staff?” Daniel said, speaking for the first time since they trooped out of the vault and sat down to talk.

“How would he know it existed and that Batiste has it?” Angel asked instead of answering. Isaac has a concrete feeling that Angel was a step ahead of all of them and had already figured out the entire mess.

Daniel chewed on his bottom lip, thinking. Eyes widening at a sudden thought, Daniel pointed at Constans. “Who knew way back when that your sire kept the staff?”

Constans took a long moment before answering. “My sire carried the staff as a token of that night for a while. Only when we split paths did he give it to me. An entire army of Arverni knew he carried it.”

“Anyone holding that staff who wasn’t a blood mage would find themselves adversely affected,” Angel interrupted. “You said you were dying from being a blood mage sacrifice. Your blood would have been laced with magic, and a vampire saved you by Turning you. How did your sire manage to survive turning you when your blood was soiled by blood magic, and then survive carrying the staff? Did your people have practitioners among them?”

Constans didn’t answer at first, but when he did, his tone was stark, colder, though no anger seeped through. Whatever bothered him about thoughts of his sire didn’t leave him angered. “My sire was Rageshi, a vampire so old the civilization he was born into had long turned to dust when I found myself dying in his arms. He was in turn made a vampire by another even older vampire, a vampire we have no name for but the Old One. Rageshi’s strength and power were unmatched when he sired me and with another two millennia behind him, I imagine he is stronger still.”

“Your sire was exceptionally strong then, strong enough to overcome blood magic poisoning, Turning a human blood sacrifice, and then carrying a blood mage’s staff that leached away magics and life energies.” Angel paused, tilting his head a bit and staring hard at Constans. “I’ve never heard of Rageshi. Usually the older the vamp, the more names they have, and the bigger their legend. Where’s your sire, and do you think he’d be able to help with the blood mage problem?”

“Rageshi still lives, though he is not able to help with finding this mage. Even if he were free to do so, he likely would not help. He saved me at my father’s command, bound to our bloodline to obey. When our bloodline ended, Rageshi was freed. He is not normally so magnanimous as to help anyone at just a request, even from his own sired fledgling.”

It was odd to hear Constans call himself a fledgling—he was a City Master, over two thousand years old, and had a bloodclan of over seven hundred members.

Isaac squinted at his brother. Hard. Angel merely smiled and it would have been innocent on anyone other than him. Isaac saw through it immediately. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, you’ve got this whole thing sorted out, don’t you?”

“What? Are you holding out on us, Necromancer?” Constans demanded.

Angel reclined back in his seat with a smug expression and a happy sigh. “Not all of it, but a good portion, I think.”

“What? C’mon, please don’t make us guess.” Daniel begged, using his devastating Puppy Eyes on his mentor. Angel was a sucker for it, and he sighed, rolling his eyes.

“Alright, alright.” Angel pointed at Isaac. “Isaac has drawn the attention of the blood mage. The mage has probably, and erroneously, concluded that Isaac is a delicious magical meal and the easiest to capture. Hence the repeated attempts.”

“He wouldn’t be wrong. I am out of practice and my affinity isn’t stable. I get upset and start smoking. Literally.” Isaac flushed hard at the admission, but his pride was nonexistent these days, so it didn’t matter. Constans knew as well as Angel that Isaac was no match for a homicidal blood mage.

“Stop, you’re not as bad as you think,” Angel chided. He went back to explaining. “The blood mage is taking vampires, not for food, but as an attempt to search out a weakness in the bloodclan. This might be an attempt to get to Isaac still, but the first attempt on Isaac came before the first vampire was taken. I think the blood mage is multitasking and is after Batiste—more importantly, the staff.”

“Me?” Constans interrupted. “I am no weakened human warrior anymore, to be defeated by a blood mage. I am old, and more than a match for a practitioner, even one versed in the old ways of blood magic. I would not fall, and the staff would remain out of reach forever.”

“Unless your whole clan is decimated, you included, by a poisoned blood supply. The Providence Bloodclan City Master was an old vampire, just like you, and he fell to the blood magic compulsion in the compromised blood units. Don’t think yourself too powerful, or you’ll get yourself a fast track to your second death.” Angel wasn’t playing. His tone was cold and serious, and Isaac shivered, more afraid of the stark expression in his brother’s eyes than any crazy practitioner out there killing people.

Constans said nothing, his silence conceding the point better than any gesture.

Angel shrugged one shoulder, a small movement. “I’m piecing together a bunch of things here, but I think this all comes down to Batiste and that damn staff he’s got locked away. Two thousand years ago, you die, arise a vampire, and in a grand scourge of revenge, cultists and their entire system of magic are almost erased from the map. Yet, Cian—,” Angel tipped his head toward Rory, “Has recounted through Rory that he came across a blood mage construct, a golem, something that shouldn’t exist anymore thanks to Batiste’s father, fifty years ago outside that weird-sounding town—Roque something—and then we get to the Massacre.”

Isaac looked away from Angel and stared at the floor. His stomach cramped and he felt cold, palms sweaty.

Angel spoke softer, his voice as bleak as Isaac felt. “I was too traumatized eleven years ago when it happened, but looking back, the compulsion spell was blood magic. Leicester Macavoy’s very sudden descent into madness after the Massacre makes more sense now—he wasn’t stable to begin with, but casting that spell on the Providence Bloodclan sealed the deal. And where did they get that spell? Something that large scale, that powerful, was outside the skill set of the Macavoys and their allies. So they hired outside help. They found a blood mage, who gave them the spell they needed. But where did they find a blood mage with that kind of knowledge?”

“They did not all die,” Constans said, something akin to dread in his voice. Isaac pulled his gaze up from the floor and set it on Constans, needing to see him. “Some mages with enough knowledge escaped the razing of their city and preserved the old ways, even this long afterwards. And with the whole of the Arverni seeing the blood staff carried by my sire for months afterwards, that would be enough to cement it in legend alongside him, and then myself. It was no secret when Rageshi and I parted ways—my father’s death resounded through the ancient world, across kingdoms and the whole of the Republic.”

“Old vampires are never forgotten, even if they change their names. Too many fans,” Angel smirked. “First-hand knowledge and recounting became legends, and a vested interest in regaining lost power probably insured that the surviving blood mages knew who you were, and that you had the staff.”

“None of this tells us who he is though,” Isaac said. “We don’t know who the blood mage is. Can you track him?”

Angel shrugged. “If I had some time to investigate the spells inside the staff, I might be able to track the blood mage in real time. Maybe. But that’s a complicated working and I need time to figure out how.”

“Do what you must. Simeon has access to the vault. He will get you what you need to do so,” Constans said, and Simeon dipped his chin respectfully to his Master.

“We may not need to know who he is to catch him,” Angel mused. “I just hope there’s not more than one.”

Isaac grimaced. “Maybe we…” He paused, sending a worried glance to Daniel.

“What, Isaac?” Constans asked.

He blew out a sharp breath then spoke quickly, cringing. “Maybe we could go ask Leicester who he hired? Who the blood mage was that they got the compulsion spell from? They might not be the same blood mage, but that’s got to be a small friend circle, yeah? What are the odds that there’s two highly trained and relatively stable blood mages in Boston in the same decade who know old-school blood magic?”

Everyone stared at him in surprise. He fidgeted, unnerved. “Is that a bad idea?”

“That’s fucking brilliant, Isaac!” Angel all but shouted, then he quieted immediately and sent a guilty look at Daniel. The apprentice sat still and quiet, Rory hovering protectively.

“I’m not gonna go,” Daniel said, voice shaking but he sounded firm in his decision. “You guys can go and talk to him, but I never want to see Leicester Macavoy ever again. He’s dead to me.”

“Constans and I can go do that,” Isaac found himself volunteering. He spun to ask Constans. “Um, if you want to go with me. I don’t want to go alone. And I probably shouldn’t go alone anyway.”

“I will go with you, yes.” Constans smiled, his blue eyes warm and soft, and Isaac wanted to kiss him, but figured it was a really bad time to do so.

“Ok, great,” he said, trying not to grin like an idiot. He sat back in his seat. “Wait, I have no idea how to get into the prison to talk to him or any of that. What do I say?”

“I can.” Constans hugged Isaac reassuringly. “I can get us in to see Leicester without a problem.”

“Right, City Master. Forgot.”

“Tomorrow, though.” Angel stood from his seat on the couch. “I’d like to get started on the staff if I can, and it’s too late in the day to get into the prison to see Macavoy.” Somehow Isaac doubted that, but he figured Angel was a bit nervous about letting his little brother go gallivanting about town with a City Master to see a deranged sorcerer of their most ancient and hated hereditary enemies while a blood mage was hunting the streets.

Simeon guided Angel back down the hall, the two mates speaking animatedly to each other as they went. Rory leaned down and spoke softly to Daniel, who got up with an armful of dragon and followed Rory out of the penthouse, murmuring something as they went about getting some more sleep in Simeon’s suite downstairs. Just that quickly the room emptied, and Isaac was alone with Constans.

He wasn’t going to argue with Angel. A whole afternoon, evening, and long night ahead with Constans stretched out before him, and Isaac felt the solid arm around his shoulders with a whole new level of awareness.

“Soooooo…” Isaac drew out the word. “Feel like going on a date tonight, since we’ve got nothing planned?”

“A date sounds delightful.”
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Date Night







I

 saac eyed the clock on the nightstand in Constans’s bedroom and told himself not to pace, he did not have time to take another shower because he stressed out and worked up a sweat.

Barely two hours after the confab in the penthouse, Angel was still in the vault communing with the ancient staff with Simeon standing guard, Daniel was crashed out in his room downstairs, and Rory was dragon-sitting Eroch in Simeon’s living room. Constans was in the shower, and Isaac resisted the urge to walk in there and join him, since they had an actual date planned and he didn’t want to miss it. He was irrationally excited about it, and he all but bolted from the bedroom to the living room.

He glanced in on his brother as he passed the vault, the door open now that there was no reason to keep it hidden since Angel was camped out in there, and he chuckled at the sight of Angel still standing where he’d been the last time Isaac looked, obviously unmoved. He gestured at Angel and Simeon shrugged one shoulder, unconcerned but attentive to his mate. Simeon wasn’t worried so Isaac figured Angel was fine. Isaac waved goodbye and headed for the living room.

One of the coffee tables beside Constans’s throne had a stack of folders on it, and Isaac bent to examine them. The front was stamped with the BPD symbol, and he flipped one open out of curiosity, before swallowing back bile and closing it.

“Ugh,” Isaac groaned, and left the macabre photos of potential blood mage victims for Angel. “I am not meant for that kinda life, that’s for certain. Gross.”

“What life?”

Isaac spun around and put a hand over his heart. Ellora’s grin was sharp and teasing, and she shut the penthouse door behind her as she entered. “Hey, I didn’t see you there. How ya doing?”

“I am well, Isaac.” Ellora sauntered across the living room and stood on the other side of the coffee table, gesturing to the stack of files. “Detective O’Malley sent these for your brother to read. Are you not interested in what they say?”

“Nope, not a bit,” Isaac mentally pushed back images of bloody bodies and dead faces stricken with fear and pain. “I am so not interested. Angel can have them. He’s got the stomach for them.”

Ellora merely nodded and didn’t comment on Isaac’s obvious discomfort. “You appear ready to step out for the evening,” Ellora motioned with one hand at Isaac’s outfit. She sounded almost smug and amused, though her expression was kind.

He hadn’t packed a lot of clothing when they left in their mad dash from the apartment, but he did have a decent black button down and a good pair of jeans that hugged his hips and ass. His boots were a bit rough, but rugged leather boots looked good with just about anything.

“Oh, yeah.” He smoothed his hands down his shirt over his abdomen, trying to calm his suddenly jumping nerves. “We’re going on a date.”

“Oh, yes, I heard,” Ellora said with a wry twist to her words and her eyes damn near sparkled. “The whole bloodclan knows.”

“What?” Isaac squeaked out. “How…how does everyone know?” He gulped. “Are they…upset? Oh fuck, I bet they’re mad their Master is fucking around with a practitioner. Or me. They know it’s me. Oh shit.”

He blinked and Ellora was suddenly standing right next to him, his cold hands in her powerful grip. “Isaac, breathe. Slow and steady.”

Her fingers were impossibly strong, and she was holding his hands a bit too tight, but that faint ache was what he needed to snap himself out of his nervous cycle of freaking out. He sucked in some air and let it out, focusing on her freezing cold hands, and the odd sensation of her flesh warming the longer she held his hands. He realized in a small part of his brain that she was the fourth vampire he’d ever touched. Deimos, Simeon, Constans, and then Ellora. Thankfully the one asshole was dead. The others were pretty damn awesome.

“The bloodclan knows their master is happy, something many of them have never seen. There is no disapproval, I promise.” Ellora kept eye contact and he breathed in slowly, held it, and then slowly let it out. A part of him was a bit annoyed at the randomness of his panic attacks, but he was pleasantly surprised that they were getting easier to avert.

“Do all vampires do that?” He asked randomly. “The absorbing heat and reflecting it back thing?”

She nodded, even as she noted his breathing, gaze cataloging his features, noticing he was better. She eased her grip and he flexed his fingers, the digits tingling a bit as blood rushed back into them. “Yes. It is part of our nature. We absorb and utilize all that the living share with us, whether through blood or touch.”

“Do you get something from it? Like you do with blood?” He stuck his hands in his pockets, so he didn’t fidget.

“It is pleasant,” she shrugged gracefully. Her shoulders were bare in a bright blue sleeveless t-shirt, skin a richer brown under the recessed lighting, the blue color of the shirt more vibrant. She was dressed far more casually than the last time he saw her, in light blue jeans and white sneakers to match the breezy feel of her shirt. “We only gain sustenance through the blood and other living fluids,” she winked at him and his brain flatlined for a second in embarrassment when he realized what she meant. “Body heat is something we enjoy feeling. We are a tactile people, even more so with mortals. With our bonded, we are exceptionally physical.”

“Yeah, makes sense,” Isaac replied, recalling all the times Angel and Simeon would touch each other, even just casually. “Do you have a bonded?” He snapped his mouth shut quickly, wondering if he was rude in asking.

Ellora merely smiled at his question. “I do not, not yet. I hope one day I am so blessed with my own Leannán
 anam
 , just as Simeon and our Master have been.”

His heart thumped hard once and he thought it might have stopped, but Constans appeared out of thin air and Isaac jumped, not at all ashamed of the gasp and slight flailing inspired by the sudden appearance of the object of his affections. He bent over and put his hands on his knees and tried to breathe. “A… fucking bell.” He gasped out, before straightening and glaring at Constans’s handsome, smirking face. “You’re getting a bell, just like a housecat. A cute one, sky blue, with little plastic rhinestones on it and a tag that says PITA.”

A loud burst of laughter that was quickly stifled came from down the hall in the direction of the vault.

Constans arched a brow imperiously, ignoring his laughing Elder. “Why blue?”

“To match your eyes.” Isaac barely stopped himself from rolling his eyes, fighting back a laugh.

“If I were a cat, I do believe I’d like that. And real diamonds please, nothing so tawdry as rhinestones.” Constans’s tone was pure arrogance and absolute sass.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Isaac said, lips twitching. “You ready?”

“I am indeed,” Constans held out an arm and Isaac looped his arm through, gripping firmly. Constans was dressed casually in a soft salmon-colored button down, one that brought out his eyes and somehow made his hair blonder, the gold tones richer. Dark grey slacks and dark brown leather shoes finished off the look, and as they walked toward the door, Isaac tried leaning back to look over his shoulder at the miraculous ass he knew would be showcased to perfection in those pants. No belt or tie, and simple shiny steel cufflinks, Constans still appeared wealthy, but relaxed and open, more approachable.

Constans led him from the penthouse and Isaac shouted a belated goodbye to Ellora over his shoulder before the doors shut. Her wicked smile lighting up her face was the last he saw of her before the doors shut.

“Why do I have a feeling that everyone knows what we’re doing on our date except for me?” Isaac questioned when they stopped to wait for the elevator. Two vampire guards stood on either side of the elevator doors, both studiously avoiding eye contact, though he thought he sensed amusement in their impassive expressions.

The elevator arrived with a soft chime, the doors opening soundlessly. Isaac wasn’t subtle about leaning into Constans’s side, thankful there wasn’t a guard in the elevator with them. He caught a shared glance of amusement between the guards as the doors slid shut. “Seriously, everyone knows but me.”

Constans shrugged elegantly, chin lifted haughtily, eyes glimmering. “I have no notion of what you speak.”

“Suuuurrreee,” Isaac drawled, sarcasm dripping. “I better get mind-blowing sex after all this,” Isaac warned Constans, who threw back his head and laughed.

Watching Constans laugh was one of his favorite things. His face transformed from serious and mildly intimidating, to relaxed and open, and Isaac could see a hint of the young mortal man who died too young at the age of twenty-six. Beneath the suave exterior and the ice-cold demeanor lay someone entirely unexpected. Isaac didn’t know who Constans was yet—but he wanted to know. He wanted to know Constans beyond the surface layers, to the person he caught glimpses of in quiet tender moments.

Isaac tightened his hand on Constans’s arm, blinking furiously to clear away the sharp sting of tears.

He was thinking about the future and for once he wasn’t weighed down by, well…everything.

“Ma petite flamme
 ?”

Isaac sniffed and nudged Constans with his elbow. “I’m not your little flame.”

Cool lips touched his ear as Constans leaned down, whispering in his ear. “You burn bright, Isaac. You set me aflame.” A small, soft kiss to the skin behind his ear and his whole body shivered in delight.

Constans straightened up just as the elevator reached the desired floor and the doors opened. Isaac let himself be led out and down a long hall. They were on the casino floor but going in the opposite direction. “I’ve never been this way. Where are we going? Well, I’ve never been anywhere but the garage, the lobby, and the top floors so never mind, I’m babbling.”

The halls were empty, though he felt like they were being watched. It wasn’t an ominous feeling, despite the Tower being full of vampires. “Where is everyone?”

“Everyone?” Constans asked.

“You recalled all the vampires to the Tower,” Isaac said, and waved a hand at the empty hall, and the closed doors they were passing. “There’s several hundred of them. Where is everyone?”

“The sun has yet to set,” Constans answered, though Isaac was still confused. The windows had to all be the treated kind, right? Constans saw his confusion and elaborated. “A great many of my children are still young enough that the pull of the sun makes them lethargic. Many of them are asleep, or as close as our kind can get to sleep.”

“You’re not sleepy?” Isaac asked, his voice echoing a bit in the hall. Wherever they were going it had to be near the rear of the Tower and vamp HQ complex. Constans stopped outside the door at the end of the long hallway and put his palm to a scanner in the wall. A soft beep, and the door locks released.

Constans opened the door and gestured Isaac through first. He answered Isaac as he closed the door. “No, I am no longer under the sway of daylight. I have not felt the urge to slumber for many years. A dozen or so of my children are the same, though most of my bloodclan are under 300 years old, so they still feel it.” Isaac rolled his eyes at the notion that three-hundred years old was young
 .

The room they were in was large and echoed a bit, and Isaac turned around and found himself absolutely distracted from the conversation.

The ceiling overhead was lit by chandeliers, three enormous balls of glittering crystal and glass and gold chains. The walls were tall, a couple stories at least, and there were balconies along the longest sides of the room. A ballroom. It was a space meant for hundreds of people, and it was empty but for a single table in the center of the room. White tablecloth, a small candle in a tiny glass bowl in the center, and two chairs.

Constans took his hand and guided him to the table, and with an inhuman grace, seated Isaac in one of the chairs, neatly pushing it in the perfect amount. Constans walked to the other side of the table and sat, lifting one hand in a motion that reminded Isaac strongly of a king ordering about his subjects.

A vampire blurred into existence next to the table and set a covered plate in front of Isaac. The odors seeping out made his mouth water, and he leaned forward and pulled in a deep breath. “Oh fuck, that smells amazing.”

A goblet was left beside Constans’s right hand, then the room was empty again but for them. Brilliant polished silverware that wasn’t there a second ago and a water goblet full of ice waited just past Isaac’s plate. Soon the room echoed again in silence, a faint hint of doors swinging shut in the distance. “That was impressive,” Isaac grinned, and lifted away the cover. “Vampires can cook?”

Constans chucked, his goblet in hand. “Several of my children are three-star chefs. One is retired, if a vampire can ever be, and the others work here in the city. Antoine prepared your meal tonight—he was trained in Rome in the 1970s.” Constans sipped from his goblet. It was dark pewter and silver, perhaps to obscure from sight the blood that must be in there. Isaac appreciated the unspoken courtesy. His own dish was a hearty pasta in red sauce with mushrooms and sausage chunks and covered in cheese. He sighed happily, grabbed his fork, and attacked his food.

“Antoine is a genius,” Isaac said after swallowing a hearty bite. “It’s cooked exactly the way I like it. And I think I should be thanking whoever did the stalking into what I like to eat.”

Constans’s smile was a bit smug, and it did things to Isaac’s nervous system that made him wish for an early night in.

Constans watched him eat and Isaac didn’t mind. With anyone else it would have been awkward, but with Constans, it felt normal. The City Master would sip occasionally from his goblet, not a speck of blood on his lips, and he watched every bite of food Isaac took from his fork. He noticed the deep appraisal and decided he needed to make sure his fork was spotless on the last bite, pulling it slowly past his lips. A soft rumble came from the vampire seated across from him, and Isaac winked.

Finished with his dinner, Isaac pushed the plate toward the center of the table and leaned back in his chair with a satisfied sigh. “That was delicious. What’s next?”

“Still hungry?”

“Not for food, no.”

Constans merely watched him, gaze trailing over his features. Isaac felt hunted, in the best way possible. “The sun has set. Shall we continue on with our date?”

“I can’t wait.”
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The limo ride was quiet,
 heading north then west along toward the river. Early evening traffic was heavy, but the windows were tinted, and the constant shine of headlights was minimized. Ellora was with them, and in the front sat two vampire soldiers from the Tower, one of them driving.

“Expecting trouble?” Isaac asked quietly. Ellora looked up from her phone at him, then at Constans, then back down, studiously pretending she couldn’t hear a thing. T-shirt and jeans swapped out for a long black dress and silver heels, she looked killer and ready to party, though he had a feeling she was tagging along more as security than company.

Constans slid an arm along the back of the bench seat and encouraged him to lean into Constans’s side. “A precaution. I refuse to endanger you, or my children. The soldiers and Ellora are all powerful enough to handle a practitioner, even a blood mage, and we’ll be in a secure location.” Constans tipped his head to gesture behind the limo in traffic. “There is an escort car as well, with more soldiers. And Simeon knows where we’re going.”

Isaac contemplated the measures Constans took but found no fault in them. He couldn’t, not really—Isaac wasn’t the one who died due to being sacrificed as a mortal. Constans knew the dangers better than Isaac. “Just where are we going?” Isaac looked down at his outfit. “Am I underdressed?”

“You are perfectly attired, Isaac.”

“Still not an answer.” He watched out the windows as they drove on, and he caught sight of the Charles River between buildings as the limo headed due west. Fenway Park was just to the left and they exited on Brookline, heading south. The stadium was lit up, but there wasn’t a game that night with the Sox out of town. A few minutes later the limo turned again onto Fenway Street, the lush green spaces of the Back Bay fens and the assorted parks along one side, darker than the buildings that were lit up in the college campuses to the right. The limo slowed and Isaac leaned forward excitedly when he saw the front façade of the bright steel and glass wing of the Gardner Museum.

“There’s a concert in the main music hall tonight,” Constans said when Isaac turned to him, excited. “An Italian soprano is singing. I thought we might take an evening tour of the Museum and then see the performance.”

The limo took another turn then stopped in front of the modern steel and glass building that was built right next to the 4-story Venetian-style building that housed the art museum. It was all one big complex, and it lit up the night sky and Evans Way Park across the street. People milled about, heading into the building, and some were dressed in black tie attire, others in relaxed casual wear. The street was narrow and clogged with vehicles dropping passengers off in front. Doors slammed, the sound echoing, people calling out, and music poured out the front door of the huge lobby that was right off the sidewalk.

“Come on,” Isaac tugged on Constans and opened his door. The limo was stuck in traffic and not going anywhere for a few minutes. Constans swore softly under his breath but followed quickly as Isaac stepped onto the street and stood smiling at the chaos in front of the Renzo Piano Hall. Doors slammed, and Tower soldiers exit an SUV that was right on the limo’s bumper, five men in suits with discreet earpieces. A couple were human, but the rest were vampires, identifiable merely by the way they moved. Ellora exited the limo and shut the door, and Isaac found himself gently herded out of the road and onto the sidewalk in front of the building. Noise from the street echoed off the buildings, and a cool breeze ran through the trees planted out front along the walk.

They were surrounded by the soldiers as the limo and the SUV merged into traffic and left. Constans surveyed the immediate area, one hand on Isaac’s elbow in a firm grip, and Isaac was too busy being excited to care about the tension that rode everyone around him. They were alert and wary and he knew the blood mage was a threat, but he was out for the evening doing something new and he felt alive.

The grin he gave Constans must have been blinding, as his date just stared down at him for a long minute, a wondrous expression in his eyes. Isaac wanted to bounce on his feet and run inside, but he wanted Constans with him. “Thank you,” Isaac took a chance and leaned in, pecking a soft kiss to Constans’s lips in front of the soldiers and the crowded street.

“We haven’t even gone inside yet,” Constans teased. “Though I’ll take the smile on your face as reward enough.”

“C’mon, let’s go,” Isaac urged and as a group they headed for the entrance. Soldiers opened the doors and Ellora swooped in, disappearing. Isaac eagerly looked around, realizing it had been several years since he was there last—he dimly remembered a class field trip when he was a teenager, and from how distant the memories were, it was probably during the first school year after the Massacre. He’d spent a lot of time in a numb state, coasting along, even with Greg prodding him into rejoining the world.

He wanted to focus on who was there with him now in the present, and since he barely remembered his original trip, he would treat this date like his first visit. The entire evening was a first, thinking about it—his first real date, a proper one, with someone who wanted Isaac to be himself, and not a ready cash supply for booze and drugs.

Ellora reappeared, a human in tow. An older gentleman in a refined dark suit, a tiny metal pin bearing the museum’s name attached over the left breast of his jacket, he smiled politely and nodded respectfully to Constans then Isaac. “Master Batiste, I am Herbert Juliane, your docent for this evening’s tour. We have an hour before the performance begins if you’d like your tour now?”

“Yes, please,” Isaac answered immediately, earning a pleased nod from the docent. Constans merely joined their hands and motioned for the docent to lead the way. They followed Juliane out of the lobby, heading through a side door and out into the night again, along a well-lit path and into the original home of Isabella Gardner, the wealthy woman who created the museum out of her home. Four stories tall, the building held three levels of rooms in immaculate condition, housing artwork to rival even the Boston Fine Arts Museum a few blocks away.

A Venetian-style palace in Boston was an unusual sight indeed, but it was the inside that felt like stepping into another world.
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Constans was surrounded
 by priceless art from masters of all styles and eras, and yet the only piece of art he was interested in admiring was the young man at his side.

Isaac took in the paintings, the statues, even the rooms still furnished in early 1900’s styles, his eyes alight and a smile illuminating every moment. Isaac listened attentively as the docent explained in reverent tones the history of the building and the paintings within the museum walls. Constans never met Isabella Stewart Gardner when she was one of the leading ladies of Boston’s upper echelon, his bloodclan residing outside Richmond, Virginia at the time. The Blood Wars still ravaged the city of Boston at that time and it was not safe for any undead to live this far north on the East Coast where the practitioner population was so high. Not until the advent of cloned blood in mass quantities were bloodclans able to spread out into new territories.

Isaac arched a brow up at him, and Constans cupped his cheek, thumb brushing across a plump lower lip, feeling the warmth of living flesh soaking into his bones. Isaac gently poked his chest, and Constans realized he’d missed the last few minutes of conversation entirely.

They were in the Chapel, surrounded by religious artwork and paintings from Renaissance masters, and Isaac moved into his arms and smiled up at him. “Mr. Juliane says the concert is beginning in a few minutes.”

“Have you enjoyed yourself, ma petite flamme
 ?” He wanted Isaac to have fun, to enjoy a peaceful evening without fear or stress.

“Oh yes,” Isaac breathed out, sincerity in his dark eyes.

Isaac hugged him around the waist and Constans returned the embrace, a soft growl escaping from deep in his chest. Isaac fit perfectly against him and he reveled in his heat, his scent, the feel of his skin, and the way his dark brown hair caught red highlights under the antique lamps set along the carved, dark brown walls of the chapel. If it weren’t for the hum of electricity around them, he could almost picture that he and Isaac were hundreds of years in the past, enjoying a quiet moment alone together.

Ellora’s heels tapped quietly on the stone floors, and he let Isaac go when she indicated that it was time. The docent had discreetly melted away into the hallway then led the way back out of the museum, the paintings on the walls shadowed in their gilt frames. Isaac walked slowly, taking in as much as he could as they eventually left the palatial old mansion and returned across the small lawn to the music hall.

The soldiers melted into the crowds, and Ellora kept at a polite distance, shadowing them as they mingled with the crowd. Waiters moved through the openings between people with smooth efficacy, and Constans leaned down and spoke in Isaac’s ear when the young man stiffened in alarm when a waiter passed them holding a drink tray.

“Easy, my love,” Constans murmured. “Look near the front door,” and he tipped his head in the direction he wanted Isaac to look.

“What am I looking for…” His voice trailed off, and he sucked in a deep breath. Isaac was reading the elegant floor sign standing near the entrance. “A Night in Italy with Signora Marissa Alagna, in support of the following charities….” Isaac stopped reading the sign and gripped the front of Constans’s shirt, holding on as if he needed the support. “There’s no alcohol here tonight, is there? This is a charity concert for a substance abuse clinic. All the drinks are non-alcoholic?”

Constans slid his hand up and took Isaac’s hand in his and squeezed. “There is no alcohol here tonight. No bar, just a drink station for fancy juices and the like.”

He was not expecting an armful of lanky sorcerer clinging to him like a spider monkey, but when Isaac launched himself into his arms, he accepted the embrace without qualm. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” Isaac whispered under his breath, hugging tightly enough to hurt a mortal man.

He dropped a kiss to Isaac’s hair, running his hands up and down his lean back, soothing; he paid no mind to the odd stare sent their way from other patrons, and no one bothered them. Enough of the patrons in the concert hall knew who he was and kept their distance, a few polite nods sent his way before they minded their collective business.

Isaac finally pulled back and wiped at his eyes, lashes damp and cheeks splotchy. Constans pulled out a handkerchief and offered it to Isaac, who took it with a wet chuckle and pressed it to his eyes. Isaac tucked it into his pocket and ran his fingers through his hair. “Thank you, Constans.”

A soft chime echoed through the room, and the crowd began to move toward the seating area arranged in front of the stage. Constans put his arm around Isaac and they walked together to find their seats. “You’re welcome, Isaac.”
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The penthouse was
 empty when they got back. Isaac hummed a few lines of music from the performance under his breath, though he’d already forgotten the words. The melody was poignant and stuck in his head, and a burst of laughter escaped when Constans pulled him close and swayed with him in a slow dance across the threshold of the master bedroom.

Clothing came off without a word, piece by piece, tossed into the shadows and forgotten. Enough thought was spent on putting their phones on the nightstand, so they survived intact, then Isaac was naked and thrilled to be tossed onto the bed. Constans followed him, lowering himself between Isaac’s spread thighs, mouths joining in a kiss that left Isaac breathless and aching for more.

The room was quiet, his heartbeat loud in his ears, and Isaac ran his hands over Constans’s shoulders and chest, thumbs teasing the tight nubs of Constans’s nipples before sliding his hands down a ridged abdomen. He gently grabbed a double handful of cock, stroking his and Constans’s together, earning a harsh growl from the vampire pressing him into the bedspread. He kissed a broad shoulder, laving at the tight skin and sucking. Constans growled again and nosed along his neck, nudging his head to the side, licking the arched column on offer.

Isaac let go of their cocks and pushed up with his hips, hands gripping hard glutes and digging his fingers in. He nipped at a soft earlobe and whispered, “Fuck me, please.”

Constans wasted no time, rolling them both, Isaac straddling his hips, hard cocks brushing together. He reached out for the nightstand and opened the drawer, yanking out a tube of lube and handing it to Isaac. It was brand new and unopened, seal around the top intact. Isaac scrambled to open it, breaking the flimsy plastic seal, and squeezed out a generous amount into his palm. He tossed aside the tube, and ran his hand up and down Constans’s cock, slicking him. Constans arched into the strokes, strong hands grabbing at Isaac’s hips, holding him in place as he thrust up a few times, rubbing their cocks together and making Isaac hiss at the contact.

“It’s been awhile,” Isaac said as he reached behind himself and worked his fingers and the lube into his hole. “Slow, yeah?”

“As slow as you need, I won’t hurt you,” Constans promised, fangs revealed and his eyes a bright blue, illuminated from within.

“You can hurt me a little,” Isaac replied, and then grabbed the hard cock beneath him and lined it up, sinking down on it slowly.

Constans hissed, head pushing back into the pillows, hands gripping Isaac’s hips so hard he would be carrying bruises in the morning. The sting and stretch of being filled was enough to steal his breath, but he chased after the pain regardless, knowing it wouldn’t last forever.

Cold initially, the cock buried to the hilt in his ass made him clench, but at first slowly, then with increasing intensity, it grew warmer, letting him relax and grind down. He rolled his hips, enjoying the friction and the stretch, and the way Constans was coming undone beneath him.

Isaac leaned forward, bending just a bit, hands bracing on the bed on either side on Constans’s shoulders. He lifted just enough to make the cock within slip out an inch or so, then pushed back down, taking it even deeper inside. He ached, but the pain felt real—he felt real—and for the first time in his life he felt like he was present and grounded and alive, clear-headed and chasing an honest desire.

Constans must have seen something of what he was feeling in his expression, as he wrapped arms around Isaac and rolled them again, never once breaking them apart; the slow languid thrusts into his core were enough to tear him apart in heart and soul.

A kiss, softer than the pace they set together, lit up his nerves, and his eyes fluttered shut, breathing harried and short, desperate. Sweat ran down his temples to his hair, and the smoke hinted at the edges of his awareness. Fingers tracing muscles that bunched and flexed, he kissed Constans as if they had eternity in front of them and there was never any need to rush.

Forever in a kiss, the coiling of an orgasm under his skin, the touch and sighs and sweat-dampened skin lighting up with flames.

A long, deep stroke into his body hit his gland and he shattered. It was an orgasm that dragged him down, drowning him under rolling waves of heat. He came hard, legs locking around a lean waist, holding Constans still between his thighs. Isaac kissed Constans, and a tang of blood bloomed on his tongue. He gasped when Constans growled sharp and fast, and a pulse of cold that swiftly turned to subtle warmth released inside. Constans kissed him deeply, unconcerned for the blood they shared.

Isaac rode his orgasm, and he hissed with the deep ache as Constans slowly withdrew. They rolled together to their sides, and Isaac struggled to find words and speak. He put a shaking hand to Constans’s lips, blood welling in a small drop from a tiny cut. He dabbed at it, worried.

“A fang caught my lip during a kiss, love. It’s not your blood.”

“Don’t want to hurt you,” Isaac whispered, relieved. He knew Angel could heal Constans if he accidentally ingested Isaac’s blood, but the thought of Constans growing sick, even for a short time, was enough to make him terrified.

“Sleep, Isaac. I have you,” Constans moved the blankets around, and Isaac snuggled into his strong arms, already hovering on the edge of sleep.

Isaac felt the need to say something, anything to encapsulate the fun and enjoyment he’d had on their date, but sleep came for him before he could order his thoughts into something coherent.







23







Doctor’s Orders







C

 onstans stood beside the bed, watching Isaac sleep. The morning was an hour away yet, but the clan didn’t sleep when mortals did, and Simeon needed to speak to him. He pulled the blanket higher, covering Isaac’s shoulder so he didn’t catch a chill.

He left on silent tread, closing the door soundlessly behind him and heading for the living room. Simeon waited for him at the wall of windows overlooking the harbor. The city gave way to the ocean from this viewpoint, though the heavy fog and overcast sky obscured most of the shoreline, even with the encroaching dawn.

“Master,” Simeon said, eyes missing nothing. Constans knew he smelled of sex and the younger Salvatore sorcerer, and even though the cut on his lip was long since healed, the tang of his blood hovered around him. “Is all well?”

“Isaac is well,” Constans answered the unspoken question. Simeon was protective of his mate’s fledglings. “How fares your mate, Elder?”

Simeon smirked. “Angel is well, Master, thank you. I left him much as you left your young mate, happy and sated.”

Constans arched a brow but let the mate comment slide. He knew what he wanted, but Isaac was still in the moment, still healing, and any pressure from Constans on Isaac to define their relationship could very well push him away. He was immortal. Patience was his specialty.

“What did you need to tell me?”

Simeon looked out over the water. Dawn was steadily encroaching, though no mortal could see the brightening of the sky just yet. A gilded curve of the horizon glimmered through the fog. Not too long now. “Angel believes he may be able to use the staff to lure the blood mage out of hiding. He examined the files the BPD sent over. Several of the murders fit with sacrificial torture.” Simeon paused, and when Constans made no comment, he continued. His Elder was careful with him, not out of fear, but concern, and it warmed the part of his heart that cared for his Elder in return. “Angel said he could cast a scrying net over the city, but it would not be effective enough to catch the blood mage, and it would be open to interference from other practitioners in the city. A scrying net of that magnitude would apparently light up ambient magic fields and broadcast any active spellwork. He could refine it to blood magic, but not before the practitioner population erupted in chaos.”

“Can it be cast over smaller areas of the city?” Constans asked. They needed to find the blood mage. The clan was handling the confinement to the Tower for now, but they’d not had the entire clan under one roof since before their move to Boston.

“Too easy to be seen by any practitioner, regardless of ranking, and they could avoid detection merely by not using magic.”

“Can it be refined further?”

“Angel said if he had the flesh, hair, or blood of a target, he could refine it to be nearly exact, but as we don’t have anything…”

“I see.”

“We may have other options.”

“I do not want to risk my children by sending out hunting parties,” Constans said. “We don’t know if there’s more than one blood mage. There are enough clan members who have the power and skill to overcome a blood mage, but I worry that the unknown magics this one has at their command may lead to more deaths. Act, and my children may die. Do nothing, and we remain trapped. I do not like these circumstances,” Constans growled in frustration.

“Angel’s idea to use the staff as bait in a trap may work,” Simeon sighed. “Especially, as he put it, if the trap is baited with a couple of Salvatores and an apprentice sorcerer.”

“He would risk his family?” Constans wanted to grab Isaac and tear apart the fabric of reality by taking him away, anywhere, just out of danger. The Way Between with a mortal was dangerous, but to keep Isaac safe he would take the chance.

“I asked him the same, and I was soundly reminded that Angel is exceptionally well-trained, and he specializes in teaching other sorcerers magics that aren’t taught in their academies. Isaac may be out of practice, but Angel trained his little brother to the same standards, and Daniel has the power, and has been nothing but an astute and eager apprentice for the last year. I believe my concern in their wellbeing was misconstrued as criticism of their combined skills.”

Constans chuckled darkly at the rueful expression on Simeon’s face. Angel Salvatore did not take criticism well, even if deserved, and yet his skills were still unmatched. There was something to be said for the talent and fortitude of teachers.

“He wishes to use the staff in a trap,” Constans thought aloud. “It would work, if that is indeed the blood mage’s target. We cannot draw them here, to the Tower. We have too many fledglings and humans here, and they would be in danger if a full-scale practitioner battle broke out. I will not have a reenactment of the Blood Wars in my ballroom again.”

Simeon appeared uncomfortable, something Constans rarely saw. It took a lot to disturb his Elder. “What is it?”

Simeon looked out over the city, dawn breaking at last. Constans watched as the sun gilded Simeon’s strong features, his emerald eyes refracting the sunlight, even through the gray-tone glass. “He said there was one place where he could control the lay of the land and ensure no collateral damage to civilians,” Simeon paused, and the weight of it let Constans know what he was getting at before he spoke the words aloud.

“He means to use the Salvatore Mansion as his killing grounds.” Constans spoke before Simeon could finish. Simeon nodded, his eyes now haunted. Constans turned toward the hallway, and he focused, listening to the slow, peaceful beat of Isaac’s heart. “If he is to bait the trap as well as he thinks he must, he’ll need to convince Isaac to go home first.”
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Isaac woke to soft kisses,
 warm hugs, and whispered words in French that he was too tired to translate, and it took far too long for sleep to vacate his brain. Not even a long shower and a giant mug of coffee had him awake enough for the conversation he was having with his brother.

Isaac wanted to go back to bed and pull the covers over his head and sleep. Angel had shared his idea of using the Mansion as the location of their trap, and while logically he could see the rationale behind using the Mansion and the grounds, his entire body was revolting at the idea of willingly stepping even one foot over the border of their family estate.

“I thought we were going to go and ask Leicester who the Macavoys hired? Find out who the blood mage is that way?” Isaac hated that his shattered emotional state was clear as bells in his voice, but there was no way he could make himself sound fine and not fall apart. It took everything he had not to run out of the room.

“And you and Batiste can still do that,” Angel agreed, gripping Isaac by his biceps and holding him in place, as if he were afraid Isaac would bolt. He felt like it, but his feet were numb, his fingers were tingling, and he was hovering on the edge of a panic attack. “Knowing who the blood mage may be can help us catch him and help us determine if there’s more than one of them. The description the fledgling gave Simeon was of a white guy, kinda tall, with brown hair. That helps too, but if the name we get matches the description, the BPD can send out an alert. We may not need to set a trap if the cops can get him first. The BPD has a brand new SWAT team with several sorcerers experienced in combat; they should be more than capable of subduing one blood mage.”

“Okay, okay,” Isaac nodded, trying he best to control the fine tremors racing through his frame. “Let’s do that first. Head to the prison and talk to Macavoy.” He said nothing of how pathetic he thought he sounded—he would rather go to one of the most dangerous places on the Eastern seaboard than go home to the Mansion. He didn’t count the time Deimos captured him and tossed him in the panic room—a concussion helped to distance him from the experience and the memories, and they didn’t linger once Angel burnt Deimos to ash. He remembered more of the hospital afterwards than the time he spent in the Mansion he was born in during his captivity.

“Are you alright going on your own with Batiste to talk to Macavoy? I can do it, since I can’t use the scrying net.” Angel looked more than willing to take over and go see Macavoy himself, but the last time those two saw each other, Leicester tried to kill them all.

“I can do it,” Isaac said, but then he needed to sit down. He found himself seated on the coffee table in the living room, everyone conspicuously absent since Angel told him of his idea for the trap. “Oh fuck,” He breathed out. “Leicester killed our family. I don’t think I can, Angel.”

“You faced him once already,” Angel reminded him, crouching at his feet, hands squeezing his knees. “Remember? When we went to get Daniel? You walked in there with me and we faced him down together. You saved Daniel, and got both of you out of the fire. You can do this, but only if you want to. I won’t make you, and I won’t think less of you if you stay here.”

“I…” He tried to talk and found himself at a loss for words. “Angel, I wasn’t sober when I did that.” Angel grimaced, and Isaac swallowed back bile. “I wasn’t drunk off my ass, but I had a drink before we left, and I had a lot more when we got Daniel home.” The confession felt good but made him feel even more vulnerable at the same time, and his body was tearing itself apart with conflicting signals. He looked back at his brother helplessly, torn between wanting to stay in the penthouse where he was safe, and wanting to confront the madman who abused his best friend, and destroyed his family.

“You will not be alone, Isaac,” Constans murmured, appearing in the room from nowhere, a firm hand landing on his shoulder and holding him. “I will be with you.”

Angel did something Isaac had never thought he’d see his brother do—he gave Isaac a small, supportive smile, then stood and let Constans move into his place. Angel left the room, heading back down the hallway to the vault. Constans cupped Isaac’s face and pressed a kiss to his forehead, and Isaac let the fear ease out from his limbs with each slow breath he took. Constans anchored him, let him feel real, tethered.

“It is early yet, my love,” Constans reassured him, sliding his cool hands down Isaac’s shoulders and arms, then held Isaac’s hands in his and kept a steady hold, Isaac gripping back. “We need not go anywhere today at all. Detective O’Malley can go question Macavoy.”

Isaac tried to feel happy at that suggestion, relieved even, but he only felt like a failure. His head was a mess. His emotions were all over the place. The only time he felt stable was when Constans was holding him.

And that could not be healthy.

“Can I…” Isaac sat up straight and tried again. “I need to go see my psychiatrist.”

Constans stood and helped Isaac to his feet. “Then we shall go. I’ll wait in the reception area, or the limo if you prefer.”

Just like that, Constans would take him. No argument or thinking that maybe Isaac was overreacting. He didn’t know what he had been expecting, but that easy and total acceptance was surprising to him, even after the last several days of getting nothing less from Constantine Batiste.

He nodded wordlessly, and Constans pulled out his phone to make a call. Isaac didn’t listen, too busy really looking at Constans. He was dressed in another immaculate suit, dark blue with a stark white shirt, bright gold cufflinks, and a tapered cut to the fabric that clung to every long line and lean muscle. Golden hair was swept back from his forehead with a hint of a wave, shining under the ceiling lights, not a strand out of place. He was every inch a wealthy, powerful aristocratic City Master, and yet he spoke to Isaac without judgment, as if he were precious and wonderful.

He swayed a bit on his feet, and Constans steadied him immediately with one strong hand on his elbow. Isaac felt like the floor had dropped out from beneath his feet, but that wasn’t what caused the sensation of falling. No, it was his heart, in an absolute freefall, and he was past the point of no return.
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Isaac sat
 on the couch in Dr. M’s office, looking at the overcast sky above the Commons. The day was chillier than the one before, but summer was unavoidable and soon the city would be wishing for cooler damp days like this one when the summer sun overheated the concrete and pavement and brought out the stench from the sewers.

“Isaac?” Dr. M called to him, and he snapped back into the room.

“Shit, sorry. I spaced out.”

“So I see,” Dr. M sat across from him in the same armchair he always used, one ankle crossed over a knee, leaning back in the seat, hands empty. Dr. M never took notes during their sessions anymore, not since Isaac left Nevermore. “What drew your attention so strongly?”

“Nothing, actually. Just the sky.”

“Something is bothering you,” Dr. M tilted his head, and his multitude of thin braids fell to one side, free from the hair tie that usually held them back. “Is it the vampire waiting in the outer office?”

“Constans? He’s the only thing I feel is going right in my life right now.” Isaac clenched his hands into fists. “He shouldn’t be the only thing going right in my life. I feel like I’m being torn into pieces. I had a great date last night. It was fun, and relaxing, and romantic, and then I had the most mind-blowing sex of my life, and Constans cares about me, even though I’m broken and there are parts of me that may never be fixed.” Isaac couldn’t stay seated and shot to his feet, pacing between the couch and the coffee table, gesturing as he spoke.

“Everything I do now feels real, like everything that came before Nevermore was a foggy, messed up dream, something that happened to someone else, and every time I feel this great about something, or someone, I get terrified. I panic. Changes make me panic,” Isaac wiped at his face, angry at the hot tears falling from his lashes. “Fuck.” He kept pacing, needing to move. “There’s a blood mage who might be hunting me and my family, who is killing humans and vampires and might want an ancient weapon of evil to do Hecate knows what, and then I get in a huge fight with Angel about a bunch of bullshit and then about Constans, who is fucking amazing and not at all the arrogant asshole I thought he was at first. I mean, he’s still arrogant, but with me he’s gentle and supportive and treats me like I’m precious, and yet he doesn’t smother me or keep me from making decisions and I think he’s in love with me and oh fuck, I think I fell in love with him too and why am I crying?”

Sobs tore out of him and he stopped pacing, tears running unchecked from his eyes. He stood there in the middle of his doctor’s office and bawled, unable to stop, feeling as if something had broken inside of him and every horrible feeling he carried around with him came pouring out. “Why does he love me?” He choked out, and he sat there on the floor, falling back to lean on the couch, uncaring that Dr. M was watching him lose his shit. Poor man probably saw this kind of thing all the time, actually, and that thought made Isaac laugh even as he sobbed. He let the tears fall, face a mess, sweat dampening his clothes. “Why does he love me? I’m broken.”

Dr. M smiled at him, his silver eyes shining brightly, and there was joy in his eyes along with compassion. “Vampires love once, truly, deeply, and forever. If a vampire has given you his heart, then he loves all of you, without hesitation, even the broken bits and pieces. I can’t tell you why he’s fallen in love with you, but he can. Ask him.”

“I…yeah, I think I might,” Isaac sighed out, exhausted to the bone. “Angel wants to trap the blood mage at the Mansion. He wants Daniel and me to help him. I’d have to go home.”

“What do you want me to tell you?” Dr. M sat forward. “What do you need to hear from me, what made you call for an emergency appointment and travel across town when a madman might be hunting you?”

“I want you to tell me I’m strong enough to go home and do what Angel needs me to do.” He didn’t wipe the tears away this time, just let them continue to fall. Slower now, and not as scalding, but no less cathartic. “Tell me I can step back on that ground, and not die from guilt and grief or fall right back into a bottle.”

“You don’t need me to say it,” Dr. M pointed at him, poking the air with each subsequent word. “You need to tell yourself that you can go home, to the place your family died, and not fall back into a bottle. And Isaac, falling apart isn’t failing—falling apart can be the fastest way to heal what ails you. Going home doesn’t mean facing that horrible night, and all those memories, alone. You have people in your corner who love you, and if you let them, they can help you carry the pieces of your broken heart until you can put it back together.”

Isaac put his arms around his drawn up knees and rested his chin on his arms. He had no reply, and Dr. M didn’t push him for one. Dr. M gave him a soft smile, compassion easier to see now in his demeanor. “Maybe going home would be easier if it weren’t in the pursuit of a homicidal blood mage.”

Isaac shrugged. “Yeah.”

“Can you find out who he is without setting the trap? I am going to advise that you don’t set foot at the Salvatore Mansion while dealing with your past at the same time, and I’m not sure how much of that can be addressed when you’re engaging in violence at your family home.”

“Plan is for me and Constans to head to the prison and see Leicester Macavoy after I leave here. We think he hired a blood mage, which is how they compelled the bloodclan to kill my family. We’ve got a description, well kinda. Tall white dude with brown hair. Crazy, homicidal.”

“Isaac, I think you might be doing too much too fast. That’s a lot of emotional and mental baggage you’ve got to deal with, and confronting a mentally ill man in prison might not be any help at all. Just more emotional trauma.”

Isaac found himself agreeing. Since he came home it was a constant influx of emotions and crises and all he wanted was a peaceful, calm moment to find his footing. Maybe ask a vampire why he loved Isaac. If he loved Isaac. What if Constans didn’t love him, and he was just projecting?

He buried his face in his knees and tried to banish the doubt. Dr. M let him get away with it, thankfully, and Isaac tried to empty his mind and just exist for a moment. Calm and relaxed and just present, without pressure or pain. Angel taught him a meditation technique when he was a teenager, a way to calm his mind so he could control his powers. He slipped into it easier than he had in years, and he settled into the quiet darkness of his mind.

It was there, in the dark, that he found a golden shimmer of something new. His inner vision stirred and curious, he opened that view and focused on the golden light. It was thin, and wispy, but pretty and bright and it reminded him of the gold of Constans’s hair and the way the sun turned ice into sheets of gilded glass in winter. He followed the golden thread and realized it went deep, deeper than even he was comfortable examining—it went soul-deep, and it glowed in the depths.

He wasn’t afraid, but incredulity made it almost impossible for his mind to rise again to the surface. He grabbed at the wisp of golden thread, and under his mental fingers it grew brighter, thicker, stronger, and it rang in a single pure and gentle tone, fading into the distance with a soft hum.

An echo returned, strong and pure, reassuring and welcoming and full of affection.

Isaac.

Constans?

“Isaac? You alright?” Dr. M broke him from his reverie and he lifted his head with a sharp gasp.

“What? Fuck. Um, yeah. Yeah, I’m good. Sorry.” He rubbed at his face. “I’m really tired. I need some more sleep, I had a long night.”

“Get some more rest. And see if you can’t find your footing. It’s perfectly acceptable to be making choices right now that protect your mental health. You need to learn the difference between being in denial and avoiding situations that are going to cause more harm than good.”

Isaac got to his feet and nodded shakily. His whole body ached. “Thanks for seeing me at such short notice. I appreciate it.”

Dr. M stood and walked him slowly to the office door. Isaac reached for the doorknob but paused when Dr. M held up a hand. “Isaac, if you ever need more support than you’re getting, Nevermore is always going to be there for you. A couple of days, or another long-term stay, whatever you need. We’re equipped to handle anything our patients might throw at us.”

Isaac nodded but that was all. The idea of returning to Nevermore still felt like a failure, even if that was not actually the case. “Thanks, Doc. And thank you for letting me interrupt your schedule.”

“You picked a good day for it. Tomorrow I’m back at Nevermore for the rest of the week. I’ll see you next week for your regular appointment, alright?”

“Yeah,” Isaac left the inner office and walked out past the desk. “See ya, Dr. M.”

Constans was there, and Isaac walked into his arms without a moment’s hesitation. A firm hug chased away the last of the trembling, and the hands rubbing his back loosened tight muscles. He sighed, pressing his face into the crook of Constans’s neck, and he breathed in a deep lungful of vampire, clean soap, frozen apples, and comfort.
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Retail Therapy







T

 he downside of hanging out with a vampire during the day was that Boston was a city built around humanity, and even after a large bloodclan moved in, daytime accommodations for vampires were too expensive for most businesses and public spaces, so it was difficult for vampires to get things done during daylight hours, even if they were free from the lethargy of their kind when the sun was in the sky. One of the few compromises humanity made was longer evening hours, and it was generally inspired by greed—the Boston Bloodclan was wealthy, and their clan members spent a great deal of money in the city.

One of the reasons why the bloodclan owned so many businesses was to get around this lack of accommodation—each restaurant, bar, nightclub, boutique, and shop was altered with sunscreen entrances, windows with treated glass, and secure safe exits in multiple places for vampires to escape to vehicles or into an underground security room that was sun and fireproof.

Constans took Isaac to one such clothing boutique, a couture and bespoke shop in Cambridge that catered to younger Bostonians with unique styles. The sunscreen awning in front of the shop allowed vampires to come and go under cover. Ellora held the door for Isaac, his legate on bodyguard duty again while Simeon was back at the Tower to maintain order. Human guards accompanied them, parking their SUVs in the alley behind the shop, and the limo parked along the curb in the fire lane out front, the diplomatic sovereignty flags preventing the police or parking officers from harassing the driver. If they needed a quick getaway, they had multiple options, including the secure room bolted into the concrete of the foundation in the basement of the shop.

Isaac entered the boutique, a popular establishment with the bloodclan and humans alike. Constans followed behind Isaac, admiring the setup and the wares on display. Nothing he would wear himself, but he could appreciate the skill it took to create the clothing.

And Isaac would look amazing in anything in the shop.

Isaac grinned and spun slowly, taking in everything. He winked at Constans. “Retail therapy, huh? I like it.”

“I’m glad you approve, ma petite flamme
 ,” Constans spread both hands out. “The shop is secure. Take your time.”

Isaac sent him a teasing glance under thick dark lashes, flirting in a carefree manner that he was pleased to see after the stress of the last few days. “Maybe I can model some outfits.” And with that, Isaac sauntered off into the shop, Ellora shadowing his every move. He heard laughter, Ellora commenting, and Isaac excitedly talking about clothing. Isaac was animated and engaged on the topic of designer clothing and bespoke tailoring, and Constans was pleased to learn something new about the young sorcerer.

The shop was run by one of Ricon Dumond’s older fledglings, a vampire by the name of Beryl. They were a quiet and well-mannered vampire, nearly a century old, Turned after they were run over by an automobile in 1925 in Richmond. The bloodclan’s main residence had been on the same block, and the blood on the street drew Ricon outside, even with dawn minutes away, and he returned inside with a dying human. Beryl was a street waif, starving and malnourished, and the bite saved their life.

Beryl slipped from the recesses of the store and glided to a halt beside Constans. One of his favorite children, for the primary reason that Beryl did not covet power or rank, much like their sire. Beryl just desired to express themselves through their art, and for the last few years that was designer clothing.

“Master,” Beryl spoke quietly, nodding politely and keeping a respectful distance. Their accent was a gentle southern drawl, like molasses and bourbon. Hair shorn along the sides and nape of their neck, the top dark brown and with royal blue highlights, swept up in a dramatic wave. Beryl was striking with their high cheekbones, slim neck, and medium brown skin that not even being undead could drain the color from, and the vampire was dressed in a slim cut dark brown suit, collar open at the neck, and dark leather high heel boots. No jewelry, and their eyes were a subtle brown. Brown on brown on brown, and yet there was an air of lushness, repose, and elegance. Beryl drew the eye and held it.

“My child,” Constans greeted, and Beryl smiled at the rough affection. Another reason to appreciate Beryl—they never took advantage of the clear affection Constans had for them.

“Your Leannán anam
 has great taste in clothing,” Beryl stated, listening as Constans was while Isaac picked out what he wanted, talking to Ellora about what she thought as he raided the shop.

“He does, though I cannot offer much in the way of opinion on what he’s choosing. He would look good in even the tawdriest of outfits,” Constans shrugged. “This is a gift to wipe away some of the strife from these past days.” They were due at the prison in a few hours, and he wanted Isaac as recovered as he could be before they went.

“A gift to your mate, Master,” Beryl offered. “He may choose what he wishes, without charge.”

Constans shook his head, gentle in his rebuff. “You will be paid for your work, Beryl. Every artist deserves compensation.”

Beryl grinned and bowed their head. “Thank you, Master.” Beryl straightened and gestured to the rear of the shop. “The dressing rooms are in the back, and there are chairs for guests. I believe your mate may be ready to try something on.”

Constans gestured for Beryl to lead the way and he followed, excited to see what Isaac found.
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“I really like Beryl,”
 Isaac stated as he arranged the fall of his new leather jacket. It was a soft leather, or something like leather, and it hummed with magic. He didn’t think it was really leather, merely bespelled to look like it, and it fit him perfectly when he put it on, hugging his shoulders but not restricting movement. When he saw it in the shop, he opened his senses to it and was pleased at the weatherproofing spells woven into its design.

The rest of his purchases were in the trunk of the limo, and the day was creeping toward late afternoon. The drive to the prison took nearly an hour during afternoon traffic, so they had plenty of time to talk.

Ellora put away her smartphone and looked at him. “Beryl is a wonderful designer and artist, and one of the kindest people I’ve met in the bloodclan. I’m sure if you’re at the Tower for long, Beryl would be willing to spend time with you. They are one of Lord Dumond’s fledglings.”

“Oh, cool,” Isaac replied, and he realized he had no idea how long he would be at the Tower. The apartment was still a mess, unlivable, and Angel and Simeon were looking into long-term options. He knew Angel did not want to live in the Tower, not full time. Angel liked having his own space. Daniel was with Rory, the two of them spending time in the library in the Tower, and Simeon, as the clan’s only Elder, was busy maintaining order in the bloodclan while Constans and Ellora chaperoned Isaac around town. Angel was occupied planning his ambush and coordinating with the BPD.

Isaac sat back in his seat and glanced at Constans. “Can I ask about the clan?”

“Of course, Isaac. Anything you want to know,” Constans assured him.

“I’m a bit foggy on vampire hierarchy. What’s an unranked master? I heard Simeon call Lord Dumond an unranked master.”

Constans reached out and took one of Issacs’s hands and held it. “Master is a term for any vampire who has acquired wealth, respect, and fledglings, and has a household of their own within a larger clan. Masters tend to be older vampires as well. Their households are reasonably self-sustaining and can help bolster the clan they are a part of, all without holding official rank. Lord Dumond has wealth of his own separate from the combined wealth of the bloodclan, holds properties outside the Tower, and has several fledglings of his own who are bonded to him, along with younger vampires who are not bound to him but who have joined his household. He holds a place of respect in the bloodclan, but he does not hold an official rank in the ruling structure. If there were an emergency and the ruling vampires were not present, others would defer to Dumond out of respect for his age and status, until either a City Master, an Elder, a legate, or a highly-ranked soldier arrived to take over. Heads of households can be unranked masters as well, though there are more heads of households within a clan than unranked masters.”’

“City Master is you, then First Elder, who is Simeon, and then a legate,” Isaac motioned toward Ellora, who nodded in agreement, “and then soldiers. If you had more than one Elder again, Simeon would still be your First Elder, right?”

“Yes. He is the longest-serving Elder and will retain the position unless he steps down. I foresee no situation in which I would strip that rank from him. Any Elders I appoint in the future would be a step below Simeon in authority.”

“If you weren’t City Master, does that mean it goes to Simeon?” Isaac asked, even though he mentally balked at the idea of Constans not being City Master anymore for whatever reason.

“Yes, the honor and duty would fall to Simeon. Everyone beneath him in the hierarchy would rise one position, unless he appointed his own First Elder instead of letting the succession follow naturally.”

“So the title of Lord for Dumond follows kinda the same form of address for practitioners and supernaturals like fae. The older, more respected, and stronger someone is, the more likely the person is to be called a Lord by their peers.”

“Yes, exactly. It is not a hereditary title like it is for mundane human aristocracy. The title of Lord, Dame, or Lady is typically given by the population that person inhabits, and only in rare instances are those titles also hereditary. Some of the older practitioner families have hereditary titles along with those given by the community they inhabit. Dame Fontaine is one such example, along with the late Lord Kensington of Beacon Hill.”

“Gotcha. Makes more sense now, thank you.” Isaac pondered it all in his head. “That’s actually a lot less complicated than I thought it would be. I was afraid I’d mess it up and insult someone and get people mad at me.”

“Thank you for asking, Isaac. It cheers me that you care enough to learn more,” Constans murmured, and Isaac blushed hard at the glow in Constans’s eyes.

Ellora’s phone chimed, and she checked it. “The prison is expecting us. The Warden will meet us when we arrive.”

“Good. Perhaps this whole problem will be solved by nightfall, and the blood mage can join the population of the prison and leave the city in peace.”

“Or go to Nevermore,” Isaac offered. “Nevermore treats blood magic addiction. Though if this blood mage is stable and using old magic, they might not need Nevermore and they might just toss them in prison.”

“Hopefully we shall have a name soon enough.”







25







Conversations with Killers







B

 lackguard Prison, the only maximum-security prison on the East Coast for supernatural beings convicted of heinous crimes, or those deemed too dangerous to be held in mundane population prisons, was tucked away just north of the I-95 loop near Burlington. Surrounded by twenty-foot-tall stone and concrete walls and razor wire, and so many spells that Isaac had to lock down his inner vision to avoid being blinded by the incandescence of runes and wards, Blackguard was imposing and terrifying.

The limo was allowed entrance, though the escort SUV was denied and sent to park in the visitor’s lot. The limo was directed to a private entrance, and Isaac understood when he saw the sun-awnings and protective glass entrance. There were probably vampires in the prison and the convicts would need safe ways to enter and exit the prison during the day without frying to death.

They exited the limo, Ellora and Constans keeping him between them, and he felt the tension in the air. The human guards followed them into the lobby, where armed prison guards met them. A human man stepped forward, hand extended to Constans.

“Master Batiste, I’m Warden Frank Jeffries. You’re here to see Leicester Macavoy, is that correct?” Warden Jeffries was a big guy with a booming voice and a military style haircut that gave the impression the warden was a stern man.

“Yes, thank you. We don’t wish to take up too much of your time or to disturb your operations.” Constans answered smoothly, his consummate politician mask on and at full power.

“And Cian Brennan,” Isaac blurted out, gripping Constans’s elbow and squeezing. It was a spur of the moment decision, but he was worried about Daniel falling in love with Rory. Cian and Rory practically lived in each other’s heads.

Constans caught on instantly. “And the fae, Cian Brennan, please. A last-minute addition, I’m afraid. Hopefully that won’t cause a problem.”

Warden Jeffries chewed on his lower lip, obviously unhappy with that request, and probably trying to figure out a way around it without giving offense. He shrugged after a long pause and jerked a thumb over his shoulder at one of his guards. “Alert the guards on Brennan’s cell block. Get him set up for company.” Warden Jeffries turned back to them. “Brennan is too dangerous to take in and out of his cell for visitors, so you’ll be going to him. Macavoy is less of a threat, so you’ll be seeing him in one of the visitation rooms off the medical ward.”

“Thank you, Warden.”

They were divested of their phones, emptied their pockets, and left the contents with the guard behind the check-in desk; the Warden himself led them to the appropriate area. It wasn’t far from the lobby, in a large room with a table and chairs welded to the floors, the walls a bare cream color, and thick windows embedded with wires and humming with wards. Isaac tried his best to take each second as it came and not think about who he was about to see. There was no rescue mission, and Angel was not there with him to keep him focused.

He shuddered, trying to calm himself, when Constans took his hand and held it, the simple action helping him find his emotional balance. He could do this.

When Isaac got his first look at Macavoy since the night he kidnapped Daniel, he almost didn’t recognize him. When he saw Leicester last, he was a gaunt, disheveled, severely distressed aggressive sorcerer, driven to the point of murder. Dressed in a beige jumpsuit, Leicester just looked like any man made old before his time, a recovering invalid pale from being inside. He sat quietly, expression closed off and wary.

Hair cut short, fuzz re-growing in the bald spots, showered and fed, Leicester made eye contact, and there was recognition in his pale, washed out eyes as Isaac and Constans approached the table he was chained to. Ellora remained near the door to the visitation room with the Warden, and they were the only people in the vast space aside from a guard standing on the opposite side of the room beside a door that presumably led deeper into the prison.

The table was steel and round, with curved bench seating bolted to the floor in sections. Wrists chained to a ring in the center of the table, Leicester was going nowhere. Isaac cautiously sat opposite Leicester, and he stared back at the man who destroyed his family.

“Isaac Salvatore, scion of the last great magical family of Boston,” Leicester spoke, sounding both taunting and polite. “When the warden told me you wanted to visit, I do admit I thought I forgot to take my pills and I was hallucinating.”

“Nope, I’m here, though I probably need to go back to Nevermore just for thinking about doing this,” Isaac snarked back, though he refrained from raising his voice.

“Back to Nevermore?” Leicester latched onto that detail, and he sat forward, hands flat on the table. “Were you sick, young Salvatore? Sick like my son?” Leicester flashed a swift glance at Constans over Isaac’s shoulder. “Cannot continue the bloodlines if you’re too busy bending over for any dominant supernat who wants you.”

“Wow. No wonder Daniel hates you. You are fucked up.” Isaac shook his head. Homophobia was so rare it took him a minute to even comprehend that Leicester had an issue with his son sleeping with men. It was once more common among the older practitioner families, when arranged marriages were seen as the only way to ensure magic stayed plentiful in bloodlines, but with that practice dying out with Raine’s generation, he couldn’t recall the last time he heard even a whiff of it from anyone. Homophobia was a trait seen only in the extreme fringes of humanity and a few old in-bred magical clans, and even those were dying out. Leicester was older than Isaac’s parents would be if they were still alive, so it made some kind of fucked-up sense that Macavoy would obsess over it.

“And how is my darling boy?” Leicester grinned, baring his teeth as if snarling. “He did not want to see his beloved father?”

“You’re dead to him, Macavoy,” Isaac retorted. Defending Daniel was more important than not losing his cool before they found out about the blood mage.

“Not as long as he carries my name,” Leicester sneered. As suddenly as the anger appeared it was gone, and Leicester stared across the table. “Why are you here?”

“What’s the name of the blood mage your lot hired when you arranged the slaughter of my whole family?” Isaac was shocked he asked outright, but nerves tended to loosen his tongue and turn off his mental filter. “Who taught you the compulsion spell?”

Leicester’s eyes bugged out, and his mouth dropped open. “How…”

“How do I know? Not important. Answer the question,” Isaac snapped. He unashamedly channeled Angel and his method of pushing for answers.

“My wife and her foolish siblings cast the spell,” Leicester denied and even Isaac could see past the thinly veiled lie. “I had nothing to do with it.”

Isaac wanted to jump across the table and smack the truth from Leicester, but he refrained. “Yeah, not buying it. What’s the blood mage’s name? Tall white guy with brown hair.”

Leicester’s eye twitched at the description. Isaac leaned forward and growled out the question again. “It is him, then. Same guy. What is his name?”

“I don’t feel well.” Leicester raised a hand and waved at a guard. “I want to go back to my room.”

“Dammit, answer me!”

“Isaac,” Constans stepped up beside him, and Isaac stopped himself from leaping at Leicester.

“Macavoy, look at me,” Constans ordered, and the sharp, nearly overwhelming snap of power that uncoiled from Constans landed fully on Leicester. His eyes went wide and vacant, mouth partially open. “What is the name of the blood mage your clan sourced the compulsion spell from?”

Constans’s charm rolled Macavoy under immediately. Isaac had a feeling they were doing something very illegal and while only Ellora could hear what was being said he did not want Constans getting in trouble for charming a prisoner.

Leicester swayed a bit, then coughed before answering. “Lothaire Clemente. My wife met him in the Riviera when she was a child in France. Her family had dealings with an eccentric coven of practitioners who held to the old ways.”

Isaac stood and walked away from the table immediately. He needed his phone back. He didn’t look back as Constans released Leicester from his charm, the man yelling at their backs as they headed for the Warden.

“Did you get what you needed?” Warden Jeffries asked.

“Yes,” Constans answered shortly. “We need our phones, and now.”
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Isaac trailed
 behind the prison guard as they went deeper into the isolation wing of the prison. Tall stone and metal walls inlaid with iron designs and magics so powerful he would be left blinded if he opened his inner vision made up this wing, and if it weren’t for Constans at his back, he would have turned around already.

“We don’t need to see Cian, Isaac,” Constans murmured from behind him. “We can go. Angel and the police have the blood mage’s name. They’ll find him.”

The walkway along the long hall was narrow, a red line carved into the floor keeping them out of reach of the inhabitants, even though the front walls of the cells were thick sheets of transparent plastic and glass with small one-inch diameter holes cut through them for circulation in the middle. Each cell so far was empty, and there were a dozen cells in this wing. Each had a metal shelf bed, a stainless-steel toilet and a stainless-steel sink. Nothing else. The walls were stone and iron, and the floors were bare stone polished smooth.

“Daniel is in love with Rory, and the twins share a mind-bond. I just want to know if Daniel is going to be safe.”

“I met the Brennan twins centuries ago, Isaac. Despite Cian’s recent murderous past, both fae men are honorable, and I have never heard of either of them being a danger to innocents.”

“Before Cian started killing people to resurrect Rory, would you have thought him capable of committing murder?” Isaac asked over his shoulder. Constans shrugged, and that was all the answer he needed.

“Maybe Rory’s magical coma left Cian unbalanced, and now that Rory is back, Cian is returned to normal as well,” Constans said a moment later. “He admitted to his deeds without qualm and acceded to the wishes of the humans in terms of his sentencing. I do not believe a truly evil individual would have willingly accepted a prison sentence of nearly a thousand years. The evil I have seen in my long years has been inherently selfish and self-serving. There is nothing to be gained by rotting away in a cell for millennia.”

“Are you defending him?” Isaac stopped and spun to face Constans.

“I am not. Cian is guilty of his crimes.” Constans paused. “I would only ask you to consider that applying mortal and human moral absolutes to a supernatural being who has existed since long before human civilization is not going to solve anything. Vampires and humans share a common foundation, but the fae do not. They are truly inhuman, even Rory. What we believe and cling to is not their truth or reality. You call him evil and psychotic, when that may not be the truth.”

Isaac had no response to that, so he just glared at Constans and continued after the guard, jogging to catch up to where the man paused a few yards down the hallway.

“Don’t cross the line, and don’t take anything from him, or give him anything,” the guard lectured, and Isaac nodded in agreement. “You have five minutes.” With that, the guard walked back the way they came, toward the guard station next to the multiple sets of iron gates they came through to get to the isolation wing.

Isaac moved forward enough to see inside the cell. It was barren and cold, the walls unadorned, and the shelf bed didn’t even have a blanket or a pillow, just a bare mattress.

The resemblance between the twins was enough to make Isaac gasp. Same mossy green hair, long and straight that fell to the middle of the back, high cheekbones, defined musculature. Rory and Cian were so identical that Isaac walked a few more steps to get a better look, a part of him wanting to call out in alarm that Rory was in the cell and not the monster Cian was meant to be.

Cian sat on the bed, cross-legged and hands on his knees, eyes shut. He breathed slow and deep, barely a whisper of movement to his shoulders. A statue carved from stone and painted in vibrant colors, even the gray and beige jumpsuit all the prisoners wore was somehow less drab on Cian.

“Dia dhuit
 .” His eyes opened, and Isaac jumped.

He recognized the Irish greeting and swallowed back a gasp of alarm when he got a good look at Cian’s face, and the only physical difference between the twins. Rory’s eyes were a brilliant amber—Cian’s eyes were the color of mercury and gray storm clouds. He took in Isaac gaping at him, then his gaze landed on Constans, a glimmer of humor shining in those strange eyes.

“Connie. A pleasure.” Cian smiled, and it was indistinguishable from one of the many smiles he had seen on Rory’s face. Cian turned back to Isaac, and he felt both terrified and foolish. Cian spoke with an accent, as Irish as Simeon’s, but stronger, and the tone was crystal clear and clean. His voice was as much a weapon as any blade the fae could wield.

“Isaac Salvatore,” Cian greeted. “Rory did mention you might stop by to see me. Is it about the golem?” He tilted his head and a wing of green hair slid off his shoulder. “Or perhaps you’ve come for a more personal reason.”

“Daniel,” Isaac said, his voice cracking despite his best efforts. He cleared his throat.

“Ahh.” Cian slid from the bed and in less time that it took to blink he was inches from the glass, staring back at him. Isaac stumbled back a step, Constans putting a hand between his shoulder blades. He pressed into the touch, taking strength from the contact. Curious, Cian leaned forward on his toes, and Isaac felt a bit of a terrified giggle slip out when he saw that the fae was barefoot. “You seek answers. You wish to know if Daniel is safe with my twin.”

Isaac nodded, head jerking in nerves. “Yes.”

“My brother is the most honorable person this world has ever seen,” Cian declared, and without a hint of sarcasm. He meant it. “What you truly fear is me.”

“I…”

“The mind-bond is foreign to them, Cian,” Constans spoke up when Isaac had trouble finding the words.

“I see.” Cian rested his weight flat-footed and put his hands behind his back. “The ease with which our minds connect worries you.” Cian smiled, and it shook Isaac to the core. There was something…off, in that smile. “The intimacy of our connection. You fear young Daniel will come to harm at my hands, even as I languish in this stone coffin, far from my only remaining kin.”

“Is he? In danger from you?”

Cian backed away from the glass, and with more grace than even a vampire could manage, returned to his original position on the bed, hands on his knees. “My brother is everything to me. And Daniel Macavoy is everything to my brother. Your brother’s apprentice has no cause to fear me. Nor do you, Isaac Salvatore.”

“Why not me?” Isaac asked, perhaps foolishly. Rory was certainly not in love with him.

Cian merely watched him for a long moment before he spoke. “Do you wish harm to my brother or the one he treasures?”

“What? No!”

“Then we are not at odds, youngling,” Cian replied, and he closed his eyes, appearing for all the world to be meditating.

Isaac fidgeted, wondering if he should apologize and then mad at himself for thinking that. Nowhere to be seen was the violent man who gutted Simeon and left him to die in the street, and there was no sign of the cold-blooded killer who slaughtered humans and weres in an attempt to find a heart fit to resurrect his twin. He sighed, rubbing his eyes, and turned to leave.

“Isaac.”

He stopped, looking back at Cian. His eyes were still shut, but somehow Isaac still felt his searching regard, and a shiver ran down his spine.

“Yeah?”

“A golem is only as strong as the summoner.”

He frowned. “What does that mean? Is it not self-sustaining then? Break the connection and the golem falls apart?”

Cian said nothing more, and the sensation of being watched faded away. Isaac huffed, wishing he could get in the cell and shake the fae until he explained. Realizing Cian would probably snap his neck, the urge fled almost immediately.

Constans gently tugged him back down the hallway, and Isaac went willingly. He took one last look at Cian but the fae was again a statue, unperturbed by his surroundings. They were a couple of cells away by the time Isaac found his tongue again. “He doesn’t act like someone in prison.”

Constans gathered him close under one arm, a protective move that Isaac appreciated. “He does not, but then I do not think Cian sees it as a prison. His body may be in a cell, but his mind is not.”

Isaac held onto Constans as they approached the iron gates and the guard station. “Cian is free because Rory is free. That’s why he didn’t argue over such a long sentence.”

“In part, perhaps. Honor may demand he serve a sentence deemed fair by those he wronged. And a prison sentence of a thousand years to an immortal of such an immeasurable lifespan is likely just the blink of an eye.”
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A Lifetime of Eternity







I

 saac rolled over in bed and snuggled up to Constans’s broad back. He was exhausted after a long night of sex and talking and snuggling, and his damn bladder was yelling at him to get up, but he was too tired.

“Go quickly, love, so you can get back in bed,” Constans teased him, and Isaac sighed loudly before dragging himself from bed and heading for the bathroom.

“Ugh, what time is it?” Isaac muttered to himself, and he heard Constans chuckle from the bed.

“It’s not yet dawn, love. Come back to bed. There’s nothing you need to worry about this morning, so sleep is what you should be doing.”

He took care of his bladder and stumbled back to bed, glad there was no furniture in the way or he would be flat on his face on the floor. He crawled onto the mattress, and Constans lifted him the rest of the way, tucking him under the blankets and holding him close. “I’m not a kid, can do that myself,” he yawned loudly and snuggled with Constans, burying his nose in Constans’s chest and going limp.

A kiss landed in his hair. “Sleep, Isaac. All is well.”
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Sex followed
 by breakfast in bed was a joy Isaac had never experienced until that morning, and he stretched, belly full and his ass aching just enough to remind him of the fucking he got upon waking.

Constans took the tray, blurring out of the room, and was back so quickly Isaac chuckled at the thought of the vampire running into himself in the doorway. Constans sent him a curious glance, but he didn’t elaborate and slid from bed, heading for the bathroom.

“What are Angel and Simeon up to today?” He headed for the sink and grabbed his toothbrush.

Constans stayed out in the bedroom but talked loudly enough for him to hear while Isaac brushed his teeth. “Simeon tends to his duties. Angel is coordinating with the police in searching for Clemente. This was over a decade ago, and his residence may have changed. I’ve contacted an old friend in Interpol, and they’re looking into Clemente’s movements in the last eleven years. So far, the police have found nothing, just a passenger manifest from a flight he took from Marseilles to Boston three weeks before…” Constans’s voice trailed off.

Isaac rinsed his mouth, put his toothbrush away, and went to the door. Constans watched him warily. Isaac smiled, knowing it was grim. “Three weeks before the Massacre.”

Constans nodded once. “Yes. The timing aligns. Though that does not help us determine where Clemente is now.”

“Angel will find him. It’s what he’s good at. Well, one of the things,” Isaac went to the shower and stepped inside, and he smiled when Constans followed him.

He turned on the water then pushed back into the hard body pressed along his back. They both warmed quickly under the spray, and Isaac wiggled his hips, arousal spiking when a solid cock slid between his ass cheeks and rubbed over the sensitive skin.

Constans nibbled on his neck, Isaac tilting his head to give him more room to feast. Hands trailed over his body, slick in the water. He raised his arms and put his hands to the shower walls and pushed his ass back in invitation.

A sharp fang slid along his ear, and he shivered despite the warm water. “Not yet,” Constans whispered, and he reached past Isaac and shut off the shower. “Bed.”

Isaac whined in frustration but let Constans guide him from the shower. Instead of reaching for the towels, Constans fell to his knees and Isaac shouted in startled pleasure when his mouth sucked down his cock in one smooth move. He grabbed Constans’s head and buried his fingers in soaking wet golden strands, darkened to a light brown by the water. Droplets ran down them both, and yet he wasn’t cold—the deep suction on his dick sent waves of heat radiating out from his groin.

Constans dropped his jaw, and he could tell that his fangs were pulled back, and the vampire kneeling at his feet set a rhythm that dragged involuntary cries of pleasure from Isaac. He might be the one getting the blowjob, but he was not in control in any way, and that thought sent him spiraling.

Heat bloomed along his spine, a heavy, drugging wave of release curling his toes, and his hands spasmed, dropping from Constans’s head as Isaac came so hard his back bowed. Hands gripped his hips and held them still, and Constans swallowed every drop.

Steam fogged the air. Isaac trembled. Constans let his sensitive flesh slide free from his mouth, and he licked his lush lips, eyes glowing. Isaac tried to speak, but all he could do was fall to his knees in front of Constans, legs incapable of supporting his weight.

The air wavered, and more steam rose, wisping and twirling before the air vents sucked it away. He blinked, confused, and then he looked again at Constans, then down at himself. Body still shaking from his orgasm, he barely understood what he was seeing.

They were dry, or dryer than they had been minutes before. Constans’s hair was no longer soaking wet, and Isaac ran his hands through his own hair and found the same. The droplets were gone from their skin, and he should be cold kneeling on stone tiles, but he was comfortable, nearly too hot.

He sucked in a deep breath, and reached for Constans, worry breaking through the post-orgasmic lethargy. “Oh fuck, fuck. Did I hurt you?” Constans was warm to the touch, and Isaac freaked. “I could have burned you! Dammit, I’m so sorry. Please tell me I didn’t burn you.”

Constans caught his hands and stopped his frantic search. “I am fine.” Isaac shook his head, tugging at his hands, but Constans stood in one smooth move and pulled Isaac up with him and into his arms. “Isaac, my love, I am fine. Your magic did not harm me.”

“Vampires are flammable!” Isaac nearly shouted, terrified at what his affinity could have done while he was busy getting off.

“If I were any other vampire, and you were any other fire mage, then yes, this would have been a disaster,” Constans held him tightly, speaking urgently into his ear as Isaac hugged him close. “The bond, ma petite flamme
 . Look inside and see. You did not harm me.”

Isaac was shocked into stillness at hearing the word bond. He dragged in a steadying breath and without arguing, shut his eyes and looked within himself.

What he saw left him shaken and flayed wide open, all barriers to his heart vanquished. A golden thread no more, there was now a thick line of gold that curled around and around, woven together with itself and anchored to his core, his magics swirling around it, and at the very center, the shining red and gold of his soul, his spirit, vibrant and clean and sustaining the cord.

It spun out into the darkness, an infinite expanse, yet as he mentally touched it, it sang to him, the song rushing out into the darkness and it echoed back immediately, the song changing, this time carrying tones of a new melody. Cold, blue notes, wind through barren branches and the taste of apples covered in frost, and he gasped in fear and joy and a pain so sweet it cut him even as he embraced it.

He pulled his mind away, and tears ran from his eyes as he looked up at Constans. “Is that what I think it is?” Isaac bit his lip, wanting and dreading confirmation.

Expression vulnerable and even fearful, Constans nodded. “Yes. A soulbond.”

“I…” Isaac gulped. “It kept my affinity from scorching you?”

“I believe so, yes,” Constans replied gently. “Are you alright with this?” He understood the fear now. Constans was afraid he would be mad or upset.

“Vampires only bond when it’s true love, right?” Isaac asked, tears falling.

“Yes.”

“Tell me,” Isaac demanded. “Say the words.”

“I love you.” Constans’s eyes were bright and honest, expression tender and a touch wary.

“I…” Isaac grabbed at Constans’s shoulder, his whole body shaking from head to toe. “I’m broken. I don’t know who I am. Changes freak me out, I can barely function without a panic attack and I’m going to be in therapy for years, maybe even my whole life. I’m an alcoholic at the age of twenty-four and I carry more guilt than anyone should be able to survive. Sometimes I don’t think I’m sane. Can you love me, even though there are so many pieces of me, and none of the pieces fit together anymore?”

Constans cupped his face, thumbs wiping away tears. “I love you, Isaac Salvatore. I love the broken pieces and the parts of you that carry the guilt of what happened to your family. I love the addict, the confused young man searching for himself and for a purpose. I love the jagged edges of your heart, and the stalwart and kind soul under the scars. None of that scares me, and none of your troubles are enough to make me regret loving you. I’ve lived a very long time, and there is one thing I am certain of beyond all doubt—all wounds can heal if given enough time. You won’t have one lifetime in which to rush your recovery and hope you’ll earn peace before you die. You won’t have one short lifetime to learn who you are and how to live. If you want it, if you want me, you can have forever to repair the broken pieces and become whoever you want to be.”

A pause, and a soft kiss to his lips. Constans gently pressed their foreheads together and he whispered, “I love you. I promise you an eternity of my love and support, never ending, never tiring. Forever is yours, and you will never be alone.”

A harsh sob broke free and Isaac kissed Constans, heedless of the tears. He wrapped his arms around his neck and held on for dear life, Constans returning the kiss with fervor. He broke it off and struggled for air, heart pounding, adrenaline flooding his veins. He chased the fear and killed it with the promise that fell from his lips, eye to eye with Constans. “I love you. I love you so damn much.”
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Constans held
 Isaac as he slept. The bed was a mess; sweat, cum, and hints of smoke perfumed the bedroom, and Constans chuckled in delight when he found a few scorch marks on the sheets.

Isaac was limp and exhausted, emotionally and physically. His mate needed the rest, and Constans was content to remain with him in bed. Simeon and Ellora were more than capable of handling the bloodclan and any matters that might arise.

It was approaching lunchtime when Isaac’s stomach growled. A few minutes later, Isaac stirred, stretching, a long line of muscles and tattoos and lean limbs. Isaac yawned, jaw creaking, and he collapsed on Constans’s chest, grumbling. Isaac was not at his best when waking. Constans gently rubbed his scalp through his hair, and Isaac made a noise halfway between a purr and sigh.

“Hungry,” Isaac grumbled. “Don’t want to move.”

“But you must, if you want food.”

“Feed me in bed again,” Isaac pouted.

“I would love to, but you’ll want to get up.” The elevator stopped on his floor and he heard the guards greet the occupants.

“No,” Isaac whined, and he rolled away and burrowed his head under the pillows.

Constans shook his head, inordinately fond of the young sorcerer’s antics, and he got out of bed to pull on a pair of pants, not bothering with a shirt. He heard a chirp, and opened the bedroom door in time for a little green blur to wing his way into the bedroom.

Eroch dive-bombed Isaac, landing on his back and chirping excitedly. “Eroch! Oh my gawd, I’m awake! Stop!” Isaac flailed and Eroch danced, leaping and hopping, his chirping loud in the room. Constans left the dragon to get Isaac out of bed, and he finished getting dressed. Isaac sat up in bed, hair disheveled, grumpy, and arms full of dragon.

Constans took in the sight, chuckling, feeling charmed. Isaac lifted a hand and flipped him off, and Constans laughed, and he left the room with Isaac cursing him out as he went down the hall.

Angel was pacing in the center of the room, muttering to himself, Daniel watching his mentor from one of the couches. Rory was there, and Constans eyed the fae, who was dressed in his own clothing. Constans figured the fae warrior slipped out of the Tower and got his own clothing and then snuck back in, as he had no recollection of the fae officially leaving the protection of the Tower. Security should have clocked him coming and going, and he would talk to them later. He trusted Rory, but if one fae was able to do it, then it stood to reason that other fae might be able to bypass security, and not everyone was as honorable as Ruairí Brennan.

“Master,” Simeon approached, and Constans could see the moment Simeon sensed the bond and what it meant. “Constantine,” he whispered. “At last?”

Constans nodded once, and to his joy, Simeon reached out and embraced him. He hugged his oldest and dearest friend in return, any worry he might have had at the reception of his bond in the bloodclan eased by Simeon’s support. After a long moment, Simeon withdrew, hands on his shoulders. Emerald eyes alight with joy, he smiled. “Comhghairdeas, mo chara
 .”


Congratulations, my friend.
 “Thank you,” Constans replied, and he meant it.

Angel and Daniel were confused, staring. Simeon let go of Constans with one last squeeze of his shoulders and backed up a step, once more the polite and loyal Elder. Angel squinted at his mate and Constans. “What’s up?”

“I will explain once Isaac is present.” Constans stated and walked to his chair, pulling out his phone before he sat. Angel glared at him as he ordered lunch for Isaac, who was in the shower again, Eroch being unhelpful from the swearing he could hear under the rush of water. “Any progress you wish to share?”

Angel quirked a brow at him in suspicion, but he sat on the couch next to Daniel. Rory sat on Daniel’s other side, as close as two people could get without one being in the other’s lap.

Angel shrugged. “Got confirmation from BPD that a Lothaire Clemente entered the country eleven years ago, but there’s no sign he left. There’s no residence listed, no IDs in that name, and Interpol has nothing. I nudged at the Secretary of State for Massachusetts, who then reached out to the High Council representatives in Paris. They got nothing from the Council, though I’m not surprised. It was less of a ‘We aren’t going to tell you what we know’ and more of a ‘We know nothing, and we’re glad we can’t help you.’”

“Unsurprising, considering your past interactions with the Council.”

“Yeah, I think they realized it was really me asking through State. I don’t think they’re lying, though, but I had Milly reach out to her contacts in Europe regardless. Speaking of Milly, she’s on her way here. We need to plan.”

“Are we still setting a trap?” Isaac asked as he entered the living room. Eroch took off from Isaac’s arms and flew to Angel, landing on his shoulder with a small peep of greeting.

“The trap is looking likely…” Angel’s voice trailed off as Isaac came straight to Constans and instead of sitting on one of the many couches and chairs, he sat himself on one of Constans’s knees and leaned back into him. Constans opened an arm and let Isaac snuggle into his shoulder.

“Did you order me food?” Isaac looked up at him, adorable and knowing it. Constans dropped a kiss on the tip of his nose and smiled indulgently.

“I did. It should be here any minute. How are you feeling?”

“I’m awake now, unfortunately. Did you order me coffee, too?”

“Of course, ma petite flamme
 .”

“Fuck, thank Hecate. Love you,” Isaac thanked him with a kiss on the lips then leaned into his chest. Constans rubbed his arm, knowing Isaac was still tired. His mate was not a morning person, despite the midday hour. He looked over at their audience, and he could not stop the chuckle that escaped.

Never had he seen Angelus Salvatore so surprised before. Mouth agape, eyebrows nearly in his hairline, and eyes unblinking, Angel was a sight to see. Daniel was surprised, but he was smiling at Isaac and gave him a blatant thumbs up and a grin, obviously pleased for his best friend. Isaac snorted out a laugh then lifted a foot and nudged Angel’s knee. “You alive, Angel?”

Angel snapped out of it and pointed at Isaac. “Hey, watch it. And yes, I’m fine. Stop kicking me.”

“You sure?” Isaac was trying not to sound nervous, but Constans heard it and Angel did too.

The older Salvatore brother made a vague waving motion to where Constans and Isaac sat together, and he frowned. “I’m in shock and dealing with my brother in a committed relationship with someone who annoys me, but that isn’t going to stop me from loving you or supporting you, and if he makes you happy, I’m shit out of luck and I’ll do my best to get over my issues.”

“Thanks,” Isaac said softly.

“Please don’t mention it,” Angel pinched the bridge of his nose and then pet Eroch when the dragon slid down into his lap.

A knock at the door broke the tension. “Come in,” Constans bid, and Ellora and a fledgling who worked in the kitchens entered. The fledgling carried a tray with Isaac’s lunch, and his mate exclaimed happily and shot up from his lap, all but running to the food. He took the tray with an enthusiastic thanks and said hello to Ellora as he returned to the living room. The fledgling left, smiling, and Constans knew the news of his bonding would spread through the clan in minutes.

Ellora sat primly in an armchair and her dark green eyes flashed with hints of gold when she sensed the soulbond with Isaac. His mate sat on the floor beside the coffee table and leaned back against Constans’s knee, attacking his sandwich and salad.

“Have you eaten? I can send for more food,” Constans offered.

“We ate downstairs before we came up.” Angel held onto Eroch when the little dragon went sniffing after Isaac’s food.

Simeon joined them, carrying two goblets, and he held out a dark silver and steel goblet to Constans, which he took with a nod of thanks. Sipping the blood, he watched as Isaac ate with enthusiasm. Simeon sat on the last armchair around the coffee table, and an easy quiet fell over the living room.

Setting the goblet on the coffee table beside Isaac’s tray, Constans looked at Ellora. Usually she reported directly to Simeon and he handled issues and brought any major decisions to Constans, but there was no need for any of that with all of them present in the room.

“Master Batiste,” she acknowledged and pulled out her phone. She tapped the screen a couple times and read off as she went. “All clan members are currently accounted for, though several higher-ranking members are requesting permission to return to their businesses. With appropriate measures taken, this may be feasible.”

“Elder Simeon will evaluate your suggestions and make the final decisions.”

She made a note and continued. “I’ve received several complaints about overcrowding and was wondering if there is any new information I can take back to the clan regarding the blood mage.”

Constans eyed Angel and Simeon for a moment before answering. “We may have a plan and could have a resolution to the problem within the next few days. Please advise patience for my children, and I understand their frustrations.”

Ellora made another note. “This week’s blood supply shipment will be here this evening. It is due to be screened for tampering before it leaves the manufacturer, and it will be here just after sunset tonight.”

Isaac finished his sandwich and picked up his coffee, eyeing Constans as he took a sip. Constans nodded. “Isaac has volunteered to screen the blood for tampering upon its arrival. We will meet the shipment as it arrives at the loading bay.”

“That is all I have at the moment, Master Batiste. Is there anything I can do for you before I return to my duties?”

“You have permission to confirm the current rumor if approached.”

“Congratulations, Master Batiste, Master Isaac,” Ellora gave Isaac a wide smile when he looked up at her in confusion, then she nodded respectfully to Simeon and the others, and left the penthouse.

Isaac sipped his coffee but didn’t say anything, despite the questions he must have about how Ellora addressed him. Constans watched, amused, when Isaac put down his coffee cup and picked up the goblet, eyeing the blood inside. “Huh, real blood.” He sniffed the goblet. “Smells like blood.”

“It tastes like blood as well, ma petite flamme
 .” Constans gestured for the goblet. “You’ll not enjoy the taste.”

“I just ate. Don’t want to get sick.” Isaac handed it over and picked up his salad and fork and went back to eating. He took a big bite of leafy greens and then waved his fork at Angel. “We gonna talk about the trap now or is everyone going to watch me eat like a bunch of weirdos?”

“Chew with your mouth shut,” Angel rolled his eyes. “And now that the awkward portion of the morning is over, can we get on with my agenda please?”

“He’s never happy unless he’s the focus of attention in a room,” Isaac said after he swallowed his food, speaking to Constans.

“I have come to realize that.” Constans schooled his features and refused to let on how amused he was by the situation. “Perhaps we should indulge your brother before he has a stroke. He’s looking a bit tense.”

“Once Milly gets here. And she can hurry up,” Angel sighed. “My life is surreal.”

Simeon put a hand on his mate’s shoulder, offering comfort.




[image: ]









Isaac cornered
 Constans the second Milly and Angel got in a heated debate about what spells to use to trap a practitioner, and since spell theory was way beyond his interests and skill level, he left them to it. Constans was leaving the vault, carrying a long metal case, the vault door sliding shut behind him.

“What’s with Ellie calling me Master?” Isaac demanded, crossing his arms.

Constans leaned the case against the wall and Isaac let his mate draw him into his embrace, accepting his kiss. Isaac forgot about his question until the need for air broke them apart. “Master. Spill.”

“She sensed the bond between us. Any soulbonded mate of a ranking member of the hierarchy shares the title with their mate.”

Isaac drew back and stared up at Constans in surprise. “I have the rank of City Master now?” Isaac tried to wrap his brain around that fact, but it was having trouble sinking in. “Does that make Angel an Elder?”

“Technically, though Angel has made it clear he has no interest in participating in the running of the clan. His focus is on the city, and if they lived here full time perhaps my children might begin to call him such, but his identity as Necromancer Salvatore is too prevalent to be overtaken by a courtesy title.”

“Do I have authority as your mate? I know werewolves share the ranking, but I have no idea how vampires do things,” Isaac bit his lip, not at all sure how he felt about having authority over anyone, much less an entire clan.

“It is easier to explain that no one has authority over you,” Constans kissed him softly. “The rest will come with time. No one is expecting you to suddenly take charge and start issuing orders, so don’t feel pressured to be someone you’re not.”

“Thank Hecate. I’m no one’s leader. The whole idea scares me.”

“You may come to me any time, my love. If you don’t understand something or you need to talk, come to me. I will never be too busy for you.”

Isaac smiled at that, and hugged Constans tightly. “Thank you.” He let go and poked the metal case leaning on the wall. “What’s in the case?” Constans picked it up by the handle on one side, motioning for Isaac to go back down the hallway toward the heated debate in the living room.

“It is the blood staff. Your brother will be taking it to the Mansion tonight with Dame Fontaine in preparation for setting the trap.”

“I’m lost. They’re not setting it tonight, are they? I thought it was going to take longer?”

Angel interrupted them as they entered the living room. “All I’ll be doing is taking it to the Mansion and getting it situated. Milly and I are going to do some experiments, see if we can get it to broadcast itself in a wider range, get the blood mage’s focus off the Tower.”

“He’s totally going to know it’s a trap, though, yeah? The staff goes from the Tower to the Salvatore Mansion, that says trap in big bold letters emblazoned across the skyline.”

“Which is why we need to bait the trap so well he can’t resist, and he takes the chance.”

Isaac bit his lip and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Fuck, I knew you were going to say that. When are we doing this?”

Angel exchanged a glance with Milly before answering. “We should be good to go tomorrow night after sunset.”

Constans walked right up to Angel and held out the long case. Angel took it after a moment, hefting it in his grip before meeting Constans’s eyes for a few heartbeats. “I’ve got this.”

“I do believe you will succeed,” Constans said. He paused. “After the threat has been neutralized, I would ask a favor.”

Angel quirked a brow at Constans. “What?”

“Destroy the staff.”

“Are you sure? It’s over two thousand years old.”

“It should have burned with the other weapons of the Cult of the Head when my father destroyed Roquepertuse. Destroy it. It carries nothing but evil and death, and this world needs less of both.”

“I’ll destroy it,” Angel promised, and he held out his hand. Isaac held his breath as Constans gripped Angel’s hand in return for a moment before both men let go.

“C’mon Milly, let’s get to some work done in Simeon’s suite until sunset.” Angel gathered up everyone with a glance and left the penthouse. Within a minute, they were alone.

Isaac went to Constans and held his hand, leaning into his side. “You two are getting along better.”

“We have someone we both love in common,” Constans replied. “Love makes strange fellows.”

“I like it when you talk all fancy,” he teased.

Constans pulled him into his arms and bent down, nibbling his neck. “What else do I do that you like?”

A nibble turned into firm suction and Isaac leaned back in Constans’s arms, lifting on his toes, pushing into the love bite. “Since we’re bonded now, does that mean you can bite me and not get sick?”

Constans gently eased back and Isaac gripped his biceps, not letting him break their embrace. Constans searched his expression before answering. “I am not sure. Simeon may drink from Angel without harm, but I believe that is because Angel’s affinity and personal power sped up the binding process. Usually, a Leannán
 bond takes years to cement to such a safe degree between a vampire and a practitioner. Sometimes decades.”

“I don’t know how to tell. How advanced is our bond?”

“We may be there already,” Constans answered him, but the uncertainty in his eyes made Isaac hold off on asking that they try it and see. “Once this is all over and your brother has the energy and focus to spare for healing me if it goes wrong, we can try it. I’m old enough that I think I would be able to survive magical poisoning, but the doing of would be uncomfortable, and I don’t want to put either of us through that.”

“Okay, I don’t want you sick, so we’ll wait.” Isaac smoothed his hands down Constans’s chest to his waist and slotted their hips together. “We have some free time until the blood shipment gets here. Want to get naked with me and get back in bed?”

The room blurred and Isaac was dizzy for a heartbeat, until he found himself flat on his back in bed with Constans looming over him. Isaac laughed and started yanking off clothing, unconcerned for ripped seams and torn fabric. Constans helped, claws rending stubborn clothes, and soon they were naked.

Isaac flipped to his front and drew up his knees, arching his ass. Constans growled, a scary sound if it were anyone else, but he felt the soulbond flare to life and he could sense the love and arousal coming from Constans. “No foreplay. Fuck me first.”

“I refuse to hurt you,” Constans gripped his ass and spread his cheeks, and Isaac screamed into a pillow when a cold tongue licked along his crack.

Isaac bucked, but Constans held him down, knocking his knees farther apart and arranging his hips how he wanted them. Isaac scrabbled at the bed, incoherent from shock and arousal when Constans licked his hole, mind blown at the sensation. No one had ever done that to him before and his brain was overwhelmed. He whimpered when the slick muscle penetrated the sphincter and dipped inside, slow, languid strokes tasting him, sending lightning strikes of sensation through his brain and destroying any sensible thought he may have left.

He begged and pleaded as the sensual attack continued and he pushed back into the tongue eating him out, demanding more. Constans chuckled, and a long finger eased in beside his tongue, slick with saliva. The burn was minimal but it made Isaac hiss out, and he pushed back as best he could, demanding more.

“Fuck me, right now!” He gritted out through clenched teeth, and he got a slap on the ass and a chuckle from Constans before he freed Isaac. Constans leaned over him, reaching for the nightstand, and found the lube.

Isaac suffered the cold slick, and then Constans was covering him, weight pressing him down into the bedding. “Yes, gimme. Now.”

“So impatient,” Constans whispered in his ear, then he got his wish. The broad, thick cock breached his hole and slowly, but insistently, inched in deeper. It ached, and he wanted more, then Constans was seated as far as he could get. Isaac reached back and grabbed one strong thigh, and he twitched his hips.

Constans heeded the unspoken command and withdrew just a bit, then thrust back in. He repeated each motion a few times, then Isaac relaxed into the rhythm and Constans pulled back in long strokes and thrust back in quickly. Slow pull out, fast thrust in, and Isaac screamed into the bed, hands curled into claws, his whole body lit up inside when Constans found the perfect angle and hit his prostate on each stroke. His mate felt the change in his body and kept at it, Isaac sobbing beneath him.

When he came, he lost all control, shooting onto the bed, his stomach, untouched and hypersensitive. Teeth gripped the back of his neck and Constans followed after him, releasing deep inside, the coolness fading away almost too soon.

He came to lying on his side, Constans behind him, kissing his shoulder and running a hand along his side and flank. “Are you well?”

“Huh,” Isaac moaned. That was all he could manage.

Constans kissed his neck, and then a blanket covered them both, and Isaac fell asleep, deeply content.
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Firestorm







I

 saac waited for the truck to arrive, standing in the loading bay at the rear of the Tower complex with Constans and Ellora. Sunset was only minutes past, and Angel, along with Milly, Simeon, Daniel, and Rory, were on their way to the Mansion. While Isaac slept off the fantastic fuck from earlier in the day, his brother and Milly tested different spells on the staff, trying to get it to the point where its magic could be sensed from a great distance by someone attuned to it. The blood mage would hopefully be able to sense it, and Angel and Milly were going to devise a way to keep the entire population of Boston from sensing the staff before the blood mage showed up at the mansion.

Isaac bounced on his toes, mentally reciting the instructions on how to find magical poisoning that Angel shared with him before he left. It was simple, and yet not as simple as he was expecting. All life created energy, and all organic material did too, to a lesser degree, and it manifested in different ways. In blood, the energy was in its simplest form before it gathered in enough quantities that it shed off from the living creature it was born within and joined the ambient magical fields. That was how vampires could feed off the blood of living creatures and not get sick—they consumed the fluids and the energy, but the energy in its most basic form, before it became magic that could be manipulated by practitioners. Once it was at that stage of being harnessed for spells, it was already shedding off of living beings, and no longer in the blood.

And it clicked for Isaac then how blood mages harvested energy from living victims. They interrupted the process of the magic naturally leaving the blood and flesh of a person and consumed it before the energy could join the natural ambient fields. It explained why they needed to keep taking it from sacrifices—magical energy only gained stability once it joined the ambient fields. If harvested prior to that, it began to decay at a rapid rate. They were, in some ways, mortal vampires, and highly inefficient ones at that.

Isaac would be looking for structured magic, energies that should not be in the blood. And since Constans explained that most of the blood they consumed from units was cloned, there should be just enough living energy in the blood to be worth consuming, but not as much as there would be if they got it directly from a living human. Any levels of magic beyond that, or traces of spells, or a hint of blood magic, and Isaac would direct the Tower employees waiting with them to separate and dispose of the poisoned blood.

“How big is the truck?” Isaac asked randomly as they waited, staring out the open bay door across the empty lot. They were surrounded by Tower soldiers and human guards, and the head of security was a human man named Miguel, who watched over the whole bay with a sharp eye.

“It is a standard semi-trailer,” Ellora answered. “It holds 30,000 units of blood. A third of which is blood purchased from screened donors, and the rest is cloned blood.”

“If Angel’s directions are correct, you should be able to discern the donated blood from the cloned, and be able to sense if any bags have been tampered with. The shipment was screened when it left the facility an hour ago. It was clean.” Constans was waiting patiently, and Isaac envied his calm. He was worried about his family at the Mansion and worried that he wasn’t going to be able to do what Constans and the bloodclan needed from him. Constans took his hand and held it, and Isaac made himself breathe, slow and steady.

Isaac relaxed a little bit, then what Ellora said clicked. “30,000 units? How often do you get a shipment? And how much blood can a few hundred vampires drink?”

“We need to consume more blood unit bags to equal a full feed off a living donor, but we cannot feed off our human members as often as we need to, for their health. The clan has many younger members who need to feed more often. The older the vampire, the more efficiently they digest the blood, and the less they need to feed. We keep a portion of it on hand to account for accidental overfeeding from our donors, which is a risk with fledglings learning control. Our donors sometimes need transfusions for their health and safety if they donate too much. A bloodclan of this size needs a shipment this size every ten to fourteen days.”

“Wow.”

Constans quirked a brow at him and gave him a teasing smirk. He nudged Constans with an elbow and went back to waiting.

A few minutes later, radios crackled, and the human security guard Miguel approached Constans. “Master Batiste, the truck is turning down the access road now.”

“Good. Keep an eye on the perimeter, please,” Constans replied.

“Sir,” Miguel nodded and walked toward the open bay door, gesturing to his guards and dispensing orders.

“Once we’re done here, do you have any plans?” Isaac asked. A semi truck pulled into the lot, and he watched as the truck maneuvered itself around. The beeping as it reversed was a bit annoying. He never did like that noise. Tower employees waited in a small group to open the doors and guards surrounded the truck, flashlights searching underneath, and the driver was asked to leave the cab.

“I need to see my heads of households, see how the casino is fairing, check in with assorted departments. Did you have something in mind?” Constans glanced down at him, blue eyes so intensely pretty even in the crappy lighting of the loading bay.

“Not really.” Isaac fidgeted with his jacket zipper before looking back up. “Do you want company while you do that?”

“I would love company,” Constans smiled down at him, sweetly pleased, and Isaac felt his brain melt out his ears.

The first scream sounded like air brakes so Isaac didn’t react in time, but Constans did. Isaac was yanked off his feet and moved back several yards, Constans in front of him and vampires streaming past them from the doors that led into the main complex. Soldiers surrounded them both, some with guns drawn, others with short swords, with blurs of undead heading toward the chaos next to the truck. Isaac couldn’t see past Constans’s shoulder, his mate restraining him, but the screaming was high pitched and wet-sounding, and not the kind of scream that belonged to anything but a mortal wound.

Ellora appeared instantly beside them, eyes glowing, her fangs and claws out, a long rip in her shirt, blood staining the edges. “Are you okay? What’s going on?” Isaac asked, worried.

“I’m fine. Master, two golems were attached to the underside of the truck.”

“Send the Tower into lockdown.”

Ellora tapped a soldier closest to her, who nodded and ran back into the complex so fast they were a blur of color. Alarms began blaring almost instantly.

Isaac squirmed hard enough that Constans had to let him go or risk hurting him, and he looked toward the battle. A golem, a tentacle monster like the one that attacked him at the apartment, was crawling out from underneath the trailer, oozing and lashing out with incredible speed at the vampires surrounding it. Guns fired but the bullets had no effect and were quickly abandoned. “Swords!” A cry went up and those without swords backed away, making room for the soldiers armed with blades, who dove into the fray, blurring with impossible speeds.

“Ellora, get Isaac out of here,” Constans ordered, and Isaac glared at Ellora before she could take a single step. He rounded on Constans.

“Fuck you for suggesting that. If you stay, I stay!” Isaac shouted.

The trailer rocked on its frame, and one of the golems crawled up the side, even as vampires swarmed it, slashing and hacking. These golems were smaller than the one that attacked the apartment, but even as they crawled away from the truck, they grew larger, with more limbs, the shapeless bodies sprouting tentacles like hairs. As limbs were cut off, more grew, bits and pieces of the creatures dissolving into dark, foul-smelling smears once separated from the main body. The golem on top of the trailer flung itself through the open doors, scattering vampires and human guards, and collided with the golem already inside. They bounced off each other, limbs entangling, and then they split apart again, heading in opposite directions, the vampires splitting neatly into two groups to intercept.

“Stay back, and don’t get hurt,” Constans ordered him and Isaac grabbed him by the jacket collar.

“Same for you!”

The golem closest to them rolled and lumbered toward the doors, lashing out at the vampires, many of whom darted out of the way in time, but there were too many of them, and Isaac watched in disbelief as two vampires bumped into each other at blurring speeds and they went crashing to the floor, injured. Constans saw it too, and he shouted orders. “Fledglings, withdraw! Ellora, call for Ricon!”

His shout was heard and half of the vampires attacking the nearest golem peeled away, forming a perimeter. Constans pushed through the ring of guards surrounding them, and Isaac tried to follow, but Ellora grabbed his elbow and yanked him back behind the line. Constans snagged a sword as he went and leapt into the fray.

Ellora was on her phone, speaking too fast for Isaac to understand her, and then the doors leading into the loading bay from the main complex swung open and slammed against the walls. Ricon Dumond paused for a second, two curved swords in his hands, saw Constans engaged with one golem, and he then blurred in a run straight for the other golem that was heading for another set of doors on the far side of the loading bay. Ricon leapt over the heads of the vampires attacking the golem and landed directly on top of the beast, which thrashed, trying to dislodge the vampire, who merely slipped away from the tentacles trying to smash him to bits and began hacking away at the main body, huge chunks disintegrating as they fell.

Isaac pulled his arm free and spoke to Ellora. “The blood mage has to be here. He’s close. He can’t control two golems and not be here! He’s here!”

Ellora looked toward the truck and the lot, and Isaac did as well. He realized with horror that there was no one in the parking lot; the guards had withdrawn into the building to handle the golems. Isaac got as close to the bay doors as he could, trying to see past the wall of vampires surrounding him. Ellora grabbed two guards and gestured to the lot. “Search for the blood mage. Standard practitioner protocol. Go!” They blurred away, and the ring of guards closed tighter around them.

“Standard protocol?” Isaac asked, ducking when a tentacle went flying overhead, falling apart in a spray of black ooze as Constans sliced it off the golem he was facing. Ellora ducked with him, shielding her head as monster bits rained down.

“Shoot on sight. Don’t give them time to cast.”

“Fuck.” He stared at her for a second, shocked. “That’s effective.”

Another scream rang out, and Isaac shot to his feet, heart in his throat, hoping Constans was unhurt. A vampire shrieked as a tentacle bashed them into the floor, concrete cracking and dust bursting into the air. Vampires ran for the injured clan member, and the tentacle was severed. The injured vampire was lifted and removed from the room, when another scream came. The golems were getting faster, and much bigger. Isaac switched on his inner vision, mentally cursing himself for not doing it sooner.

“The summoner is feeding them more magic,” Isaac said, trying to trace the magical umbilical cord from creature to summoner. A vague line of sickly dark green and reddish browns swirled through the bay, and the taste of rot hung in the air, making Isaac gag. He pointed to the right side of the parking lot where the shadows clung to the walls. “There! He’s right there!”

Enough vampires heard him that nearly a dozen peeled off from the fights with the golems and ran from the bay into the lot. Magic erupted in the shadows, and Isaac felt it when the blood mage reached for the veil.

“Oh fuck!”

“What?” Ellora shouted over the sudden screaming coming from the golems.

“He’s a sorcerer!” Isaac pushed at the vampires holding him back. “Let me go! I can help! Move out of my way!”

It was a truth that flew in the face of every piece of urban legend and rumored truths—blood mages were almost always frustrated practitioners on the lower end of the spectrum in terms of power rankings. They turned to blood magic to gain more power that they didn’t have naturally. For a sorcerer to become a blood mage when they had access to the veil was unthinkable—there was no need. And the very thought of it made Isaac’s blood run cold.

He was shocked when the vampires let him through. He almost fell, then stumbled back to his feet and ran for the edge of the elevated docking bay. Spells lit up the night, and with his inner vision engaged he saw the blood mage, not even thirty feet away, tossing spells at the vampires trying to hem him in. He was shielded, the colors a horrible mix of greens and browns, and the veil surged and fell with the spells the blood mage was casting. Several vampires were already injured, caught in spells they couldn’t evade.

“You bastard!” Isaac screamed. He reached for the veil, and it came at his call, the surge into his soul smooth and effortless, his anger flashing into existence around his head in dancing sparks of flame. He raised a shield and then jumped down into the parking lot. He sent out mini magelights above the fight, and they illuminated the entire lot.

The shield around the blood mage was translucent, murky, and sickening, but he got enough of a look that a terrifying bloom of recognition spurred him into action. The blood mage sensed him, turning to face him, and Isaac opened himself fully to the veil, pulling more energy into himself than he ever had before, arms wide, feet braced.

He wanted this monster dead.

Spells hit his shield, ricocheting off into the pavement, the walls of the building, the truck. Again and again the blood mage cast, and Isaac held his shield. Vampires scattered as the spells rebounded randomly, becoming meteors that crackled and burst wherever they landed.

Even with the veil, the blood mage wasn’t hitting harder than his brother could, and his shield held.

He called fire. It sang as it came to heel, hissing with the air in his lungs, the heat of his blood, the burn of adrenaline in his muscles. Fire danced and flirted around his hands, in his heart, and at his feet.

“Get out of the way!” Isaac screamed, and the vampires heard him, parting like the Red Sea between Isaac and the blood mage. The blood mage continued to cast, and Isaac withstood the blows, his shield a fiery red and orange, starbursts of flame deflecting the spells, leaving Isaac untouched.

“Ignis tempestas
 ,” he whispered, and the fire obeyed. He unleashed his will and the fire followed, ripping across the lot, pavement erupting in rivers of molten rock, the air wavering and bursting into flame, and a tsunami of fire and impossible heat crashed into and over the blood mage’s shield. Liquid fire eddied and pooled, his affinity fully unleashed for the first time in years, and he floated in the ecstasy it brought him.

The blood mage withstood the wave of flame for a second, another, and then with a pop, Isaac felt the shield collapse. A scream cut through the air, and one of the lines to the golems winked out, extinguished. The mage screamed again, and Isaac felt pushback against the wave, and then the remaining line to the other golem winked out of existence. Isaac screamed in denied rage when he felt the mage erect another shield, and he yanked on the veil, sending his fire chasing after the coward fleeing from him.

Isaac screamed again when his flames found nothing to devour; his prey had fled into the night. His fire swept across the lot, returning to him, as frustrated as he felt, denied its desire to burn and destroy. Isaac fell to his knees, his shield dropped, and he opened his arms. His fire came to him, fluid and so hot it stole the air from his lungs, but who needed to breathe when surrounded by such divine beauty? It felt his love, his devotion, and it purred in his mind, soaking in the power he fed it from the veil, reaching for more.

Always more.

He knelt on liquid stone, the night so bright and hot. So perfect. He was untouchable, and safe, and so very happy. His fire had missed him, lonely in the darker places of his soul.

His firestorm. His affinity, once tamped down and suppressed, now finally freed.

At the edge of his mind, a dark shadow approached. His soul shimmered and danced and reached out through the fire, yearning for the cold, sweet shadow that strode closer and closer. It came through the flames, and he welcomed the darkness that reached out for him, whispering his name as a lover would.

Isaac. Come back to me. Isaac.

The voice was soothing, the words carrying a wealth of calm and love. He tasted apples. So strange a thing to taste in the flames. The cold shadows reached out, and touched his cheek, and he turned his face into the soft, chilled hand, happiness bubbling up past the fire around him.

Isaac, come back. Let the fire go. All is well now.

He knew that voice. He tried to reach for it, but the fire and the veil took all his thoughts, so he let the veil go, the power easing from his grasp. His fire dampened, and he swayed, feeling cold.

“What?” He coughed and lifted a hand to his face. He was kneeling on the ground, surrounded by fire and scorched pavement, and smoke clogged the air. Constans held his face, and his mate crouched in front of him, drawing him in close.

“Let the fire go, my love. All is well now, you’re safe.”

“Safe?” He tried to talk some more, but instead leaned on Constans, and the embrace gave him the clarity to understand what was going on. Isaac pulled his magic into himself, and spun it down into his soul, the fires around him dying with little puffs of smoke, as recalcitrant as a cranky dragon, yet his affinity heeded him in the end.

Constans let him go long enough to remove his suit jacket, and he wrapped it around Isaac. He was confused, until he looked down.

His clothing was gone, burned away by the intensity of the fire he’d called. He was damn near naked in a parking lot, surrounded by dozens of vampires.

Isaac was grateful when he felt his overextended brain begin to pass out, sparing him the immediate embarrassment.
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FlashPaper Memory







C

 onstans was sitting against the headboard of his bed with Isaac stretched out, head in Constans’s lap, sleeping. The Tower hummed with activity, patrols increased, every one of his children on alert, with even the unranked masters armed and wary.

Isaac smelled of smoke and petrichor, though why also of rain-soaked earth eluded him. His mate slept peacefully, drained from his exertions fighting the blood mage. Through their bond he sensed that Isaac was well, though mentally fatigued from such an impressive display of power. He doubted Isaac had ever used so much magic before on such short notice, and it was no wonder he fell into a deep sleep immediately afterward. With time and practice his magical stamina would increase.

The Salvatore sorcerers were indeed formidable.

He listened to the elevator reach the penthouse, and he gently eased himself out from beneath Isaac and went to meet the other Salvatore brother at the door.

Angel barreled into the penthouse, Simeon at his heels. Constans held up a hand and stalled the questions he saw brewing.

“Isaac is fine. He sleeps. He depleted his magics in a confrontation with the blood mage. He defeated the blood mage, who managed to escape, but the blood mage was injured in the battle. My soldiers have found blood and skin, which should be enough for you to scry out this particular practitioner and end this situation once and for all.” Constans lowered his hand, and then moved to the side for Angel to pass him. “Please do not wake him, he is sleeping peacefully. I’ll let you have a few minutes with him.”

Angel glared at him but didn’t say a word, he merely strode for the bedroom. Constans listened to make sure Angel obeyed him, but all the elder brother did was sit beside the younger quietly.

“Master, are you well?” Simeon asked. Constans dismissed his messy clothing and torn shirt.

“I am fine, Simeon. A few of our clanmates were injured, and…”

“Master?”

“Miguel was badly injured in the initial attack. As per his contract with the bloodclan, I Turned him. He sleeps, the transformation successful. He should arise tomorrow morning.”

Simeon nodded once, eyes saddened. Miguel was a retired Marine, joining the bloodclan after returning from the Middle East and finding it hard to use his skills in a civilian world. The Bloodclan gave him purpose and a place to use his talents. Turning a human in his clan was meant to be a serious and purposeful event, undertaken without pressure and with joy. Transitioning from human to vampire under such stressful conditions would leave its mark on Miguel, even if he had consented when he was hired by the bloodclan. No one expected that clause to be needed. Sometimes their employees chose not to be Turned if they were mortally injured while in the employ of the Tower, but that was rare. Humans tended to come to the Tower for the well-paying jobs and the chance to live forever.

“I will be here for him when he awakens,” Simeon said.

“I know you will. Since you hired him, I believe you would prefer to contact his next of kin and inform them?”

Simeon shook his head. “Miguel had no family, Master. No bloodkin, no family.”

“He has a family now,” Constans said, and he meant it. Miguel would never be alone again.

Simeon nodded in agreement. Noise in the hallway heralded the apprentice and Rory, with Milly in tow, and Simeon went to deal with them. Constans escaped, heading for his room.

Angel looked up from his brother when Constans entered. Angel sat on the edge of the bed next to Isaac, running his fingers through his hair, and Constans was struck by the naked vulnerability pouring off him. He knew how much Angel loved Isaac, but seeing it laid bare was startling. Angel carefully stood and backed away from the bed.

“He’ll sleep for about twelve hours. Make sure when he wakes he has a meal with a ton of protein and complex carbs. If he has a headache or develops one, make him drink water and call me.” Angel instructed, the necromancer quiet and pensive. Constans knew how to treat an overextended practitioner, but he held his tongue and merely nodded. Angel took one last look at his little brother and then left without another word.
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Eroch was lying
 on his face when he woke up, and Isaac stumbled out of bed and headed for the window to let the pesky wee beastie outside. He stumbled into a wall and smacked his face, and he rubbed the sting away, blinking himself awake.

“What the hell?” Throat dry, eyes blurry, Isaac found himself in the middle of Constans’s bedroom. Eroch landed on his shoulder with a demanding chirp, and he absently petted the dragon as he went into the bathroom. Eroch leapt from his shoulder and went to play in the shower stall while Isaac took care of his bladder and brushed his teeth. He felt hungover, but he knew for certain he didn’t drink a damn thing, and he worried he might be getting sick.

He winced at his reflection in the mirror over the sink and stripped out of his sleep pants and climbed into the shower. Eroch cavorted about in the stall around his feet, and thankfully he was too tired to do anything but stand there or he would have stepped on the wee beastie.

“Eroch, buddy, you’re really loud in the shower. Ssshhhh,” Isaac put a finger to his lips, and Eroch looked up at him from an odd angle, head nearly upside down. Isaac laughed, and made himself straighten and turn into the spray.

It took a long minute, but the night before came back to him in bits and pieces. Isaac pushed dripping hair out of his eyes and slid down the wall, sitting on the shower floor, water falling over him from the multiple shower heads. Eroch was chasing his tail, spinning in the water, throwing it everywhere.

“I…” Isaac stopped, and Eroch interrupted his game to climb onto Isaac’s knee, itty bitty claws pricking his skin. It didn’t hurt, not really, and Eroch was adorable as he used his wings and tail to balance himself. He took the distraction and squinted at the dragon. “Well fuck me sideways, you’ve gotten bigger.”

Eroch stood as tall as he could and folded his wings along his back, arching his long neck and flirting with his bright yellow eyes. Isaac grinned, irrevocably charmed. “You have! Lookit you. A couple of inches for sure. Mostly tail and wings, but you grew! Congrats, buddy.”

Isaac held out a fist, and Eroch cheeped at him before uncurling one wing and tapping Isaac’s fist with the first joint. Isaac chuckled and dropped his hand, and Eroch leapt from his knee, spraying water everywhere, and he clutched at one of the recessed shelves, knocking a bar of soap to the floor next to Isaac. “Message received. Must clean off adrenaline-infused sweat.” He did stink a bit. Smoke and sweat and fear. “Watch out, I’m getting up.”

He took his time standing and washing got easier the longer he stood under the spray. His stomach woke up and began demanding food, and he wondered what time it was. He was too tired to notice the clock earlier when he walked into the wall.

Eroch crawled up the wall, which was impressive considering it was marble and wet, and then jumped onto his shoulder. Isaac laughed but washed the dragon too, who loved the attention and helped by holding out each limb for individual attention. His shower took twice as long, but he felt a million times better by the time he shut off the water and stepped out.

Constans was waiting with a kiss and a towel, and Isaac dried Eroch first, otherwise the dragon would shake the water off in the most inconvenient place possible.

Eroch sorted, Isaac gave him a small toss in the air, and Eroch chirped his thanks as he flew out of the bathroom and out to the hallway, his cries echoing through the penthouse.

“Hi,” Isaac breathed out, accepting a longer, deeper kiss. Constans held him as if he were precious and every atom of his being soaked up the love and care. He sensed Constans through the bond, a gently vibrating connection that soothed him and steadied his mind.

“How do you feel?” Constans asked, drying him with a new towel.

“Overextending feels like a hangover, just minus the headache. I’ve never really done that before, worked magic until I passed out. I got close a few times when I was a kid, but last night was new.”

“You were most impressive, my love,” Constans gathered him close, and Isaac relished the way it felt to be utterly naked and held by a sexy man in an expensive suit. He’d found a new kink he didn’t know he had, and he hugged Constans as hard as he could.

“I can’t believe I did that last night,” Isaac said, cheek on Constans’s shoulder, their arms wrapped tightly around each other, Constans’s chin on the top of his head.

“Why?” He sounded genuinely curious.

“I…Angel taught me the big spells, the ones created for fire mages. For practitioners like me.” He closed his eyes, soaking up the comfort Constans gave him. “I’ve never used them. I learned them, but never cast them. Never had reason to, but the one I used last night, that one…” He trailed off and just focused on breathing.

“It was formidable, my love. I saw the tail end of the confrontation—you destroyed his shields and his connection to the golems, which ended them immediately. The creatures fell apart instantly, into giant puddles of goo. Poor Ricon was swimming, covered from head to toe.”

Isaac snorted out a laugh, the image in his head enough to make him smile. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, people got hurt last night, but that’s fucking hilarious.”

Constans laughed with him and Isaac pulled back a bit, smiling up at his mate. “Thank you, Constans. Thank you for everything.”

“You are welcome, my love,” Constans kissed his forehead, and Isaac treasured the gesture, somehow knowing that would be a special thing with his mate. Constans seemed very fond of doing it, and Isaac loved it.

Constans nudged him out of the bathroom, and Isaac went to his duffle bag, digging out his last set of clean clothes, and then remembered he went shopping earlier. He had no idea when that was or even what day it was, but he went to the closet and dug through his purchases, everything hanging neatly, cleaned and pressed. He pulled on a button-down shirt without sleeves, liking how it showed off his shoulders and biceps, and paired it with a dark pair of jeans that hugged his ass and thighs, and a new pair of boots, the leather as soft as butter and a very dark shade of blue. They had a slight heel and the boots hugged his feet, bespelled to be comfortable at first wear.

He found his phone on the nightstand, but it was toast. He marveled at the melted plastic and glass, and tossed it straight into the trash. It was past the point of salvaging—he’d get a new one. Thankfully he’d left his wallet on the nightstand the night before, so that was spared the conflagration.

“It was found in the remains of your jacket,” Constans said, holding out a hand to Isaac. He took it and they walked side by side down the hall to the dining room instead of turning into the living room. He did spy Eroch curled up on the back of the closest couch, snoring.

“Yeah, I didn’t think last night. I just let my affinity loose and used the biggest spell in my arsenal. I’m just glad I wasn’t at my best—if I’d done that with more practice under my belt, I would have turned the parking lot into a pool of lava.” He sighed. “Wrecked my new jacket, too.”

Constans held out a chair for him at the dining table and Isaac sat, and instantly a vampire appeared and deposited his meal, the tray landing with a smooth glide, a tall glass of ice water and a steaming cup of earl grey next to it. “Thank you!” Isaac called out as the other vampire left, and to his pleasant surprise, the vampire reappeared in the dining room doorway.

“A pleasure, Master Isaac,” she replied. She was dressed in the black Tower uniform, hair pulled back in a short tail, a name tag too small for him to read on her lapel.

“What’s your name?”

She glanced at Constans, who gestured gracefully for her to answer. She smiled wide and replied. “Grace, Master Isaac. I work in the kitchens under Chef Antoine.”

“Did he make my meal?”

“Yes, Master Isaac.”

“Thank him for me please and thank you for bringing it upstairs.”

“A pleasure, Master Isaac.” Grace bowed to him, and then again to Constans. “Master Batiste.”

“Thank you, child,” he rumbled, sounding very pleased. She smiled again, inordinately happy, then blurred away so fast his eyes couldn’t see her leave.

Isaac took the cover off his meal and eyed the cold Greek salad with wonder. “I think I love Antoine. And Grace. This looks amazing.” He took a bite, and all but orgasmed in ecstasy. “Oh gawd, so good. I can die happy.”

He ate, Constans watching him with hooded eyes. He got the impression that Constans liked watching him eat. He liked that Constans enjoyed watching him do something so mundane. It might annoy him in a few hundred years, but right now it pleased him.

He dropped his fork with a clang. “Yes!”

Constans stared at him. “What?”

“I’m going to live forever! I’ll always be younger than Angel! Yes!” he cheered, hands in the air, and Eroch squawked at him from the living room. Isaac laughed, and then went back to eating his salad.

Constans chuckled quietly and watched him eat, a smug smile on his lips. Isaac may have taken his time with each bite, making sure the fork was clean before it left his mouth.
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Constans eyed the crowded casino,
 the tables full. Even with the threat of the blood mage, the casino was running, and as it was on sovereign ground, it was exempt from the human laws of the city. He eyed a few of the human authorities who partook during their off-duty hours. There was a mayor, a few DAs, and several high-ranking police detectives mingled among the tables. The dealers were all human, but everyone else working the floor was a vampire.

He stood near the front of the room next to the main doors from the lobby, out of the way of people coming and going, and from his vantage point he could see the whole room. There was a small balcony and a curving set of stairs leading up to it, both disguising the entrance to the casino security room. The first landing was wide and curved out into the room several feet, giving the impression of a small dais or stage before it narrowed as it went up to the balcony. He was a couple feet above the rest of the room and it was more than high enough to see what he wished, and in a more casual way, to make sure those enjoying themselves in his casino knew he was there as well. It helped address issues before they arose.

Most of the clientele were supernatural, a solid third of them werecreatures, followed closely by practitioners, and a smaller fraction of various species of fae. Every time one of his children made eye contact, they smiled at him, or made short bows of respect.

The bloodclan was happy for him developing a Leannán
 bond with Isaac. It was so rare for their kind to find a person, or even rarer, persons
 , to love in such a way that the bond formed. He knew he was blessed—by fate or destiny or a long-forgotten benevolent god from his mortal life, or perhaps even the goddess of death and magic, Hecate, that Angel and Isaac swore by—whatever the reason, he would treasure the gift he’d been given. And he would treasure Isaac beyond all measure.

He smiled when Isaac shouted in glee, sitting at one the blackjack tables along the right wall of the casino floor. He was not playing for money—Isaac was adamant that he already had one addiction and didn’t need another—so the dealer was teaching him how to play with assorted bar nuts. Each kind of nut equaled a different amount of money. Beryl was sitting beside Isaac, giving him pointers and suggestions while playing as well. Constans appreciated Beryl’s initiative to befriend Isaac on their own. His mate deserved all the friends he wanted.

Without letting on to Isaac, Ellora had paid out the other blackjack tables and vacated the nearest poker tables, giving Isaac a clear berth in which to enjoy himself without the alcoholic drinks being served to the players at other tables making him sick.

Simeon blurred into the casino and climbed the steps to reach his side. “My child.”

“Master,” Simeon bowed his head for a moment, then his gaze found Isaac in less than a second, and his Elder smiled. “Your mate is enjoying himself. I have not seen him so relaxed and happy before. He has recovered from last night’s activities?”

“Yes,” Constans didn’t need to elaborate. “How fares your family?”

“Our family,” Simeon stressed hard enough that Constans looked away from Isaac and stared at Simeon in surprise. Simeon gave him a meaningful stare, and Constans chuckled, shaking his head.

“I stand corrected,” Constans said. “How fares our
 family?”

“They are well. Angel has cleared the last of the blood shipment. There were a few contaminated units, but he said it was spill-off from the duel between Isaac and the blood mage. None of your children who were exposed to the golems’...decaying matter have experienced any ill effects. Rory is still with Daniel, though I believe he snuck out of the Tower sometime in the night. No idea how he’s doing it, and I would ask, but he is conveniently not present when I have the time to inquire about it.”

“I trust Rory. I would love to know how he’s getting in and out without being seen by a few hundred vampires, but I don’t believe he would leave us vulnerable by doing so. Leave it be for now.”

“Understood. Daniel is in the Tower library, and he has already made a dent in the romance novels. He hasn’t moved since he found that section early this morning. Rory is dragon-sitting while shadowing Daniel in the library, and strangely enough, Eroch has already acquired a tiny pile of gemstones.”

“Any complaints of missing jewelry?” He would exchange the missing pieces for gold from his personal property if the dragon was innocently stealing items for a hoard.

“No, Master. I have witnessed a few clan members giving the dragon presents. It seems to be developing into a game to see who can give him the best present.” Simeon was amused.

“Keep an eye on it so it doesn’t get out of hand, and I don’t want any of our more competitive members spending outrageously beyond their means to win the dragon’s favor.”

“Ellora is monitoring the behavior. Less than a handful of clan members are participating, but it may spread.”

“Hmm.” Once upon a time in the distant past it was considered good luck to gift an item to a dragon and have it be accepted into their hoard. Old traditions were hard to let go off when people who remembered them could live forever.

A waiter approached Isaac’s table, giving him a regular soda. He stopped the waiter before they could leave, and he watched with pride as Isaac inquired after their name, chatting pleasantly for a minute before letting the waiter continue with their duties. Isaac went back to playing, gently teasing Beryl as they lost.

“I cannot recognize him sometimes,” Simeon murmured softly, a bit awed and proud. “He has improved so much in these last few weeks. Nevermore saved his life, but since he came home, I see him learning how to live the life he was given.”

“He flourishes, and yet he doesn’t see it. He will one day, but letting him see that on his own may be the best thing for him,” Constans agreed. “Pointing it out may make him hyperaware and inhibit him.”

They both sensed Angel at the same time, the necromancer’s presence nearly tangible in the crowded room. A ripple of awareness in the supernatural guests was subtle but it affected everyone. Angel paid it no mind, cutting through the tables with efficacy and ignoring everyone despite his vigilance of his surroundings. He evaluated people quickly and dismissed them just as fast if they weren’t a threat.

“What ya talking about?” Angel asked, stepping between them, hands in his pockets. He spotted his brother as fast as Simeon had, and Angel grinned with pride. “Look at that pile of nuts he’s got. Batiste, he’s gonna clean out your snack supply.”

“I do believe he might.”

“Did I miss anything?”

“We were discussing the change in Isaac since his return from Nevermore.” Simeon made no effort to move when Angel leaned into him. Constans smirked at his Elder.

Isaac laughed again, and Constans forgot about teasing his Elder. Isaac’s whole face was lit up with mirth and joy, and he was shaking from laughter. Beryl took it with grace, their expression resigned.

Some of what he was feeling must have translated along the bond, as Isaac suddenly looked up and across the distance between them, no need to search the vast room. Isaac leaned over and said something to his table companions before getting up and working his way across the room to where the three of them stood watching.

Isaac was lovely. He wore a shirt that clung to his shoulders, his arms bare, the tattoos on both his arms standing out. One was particularly bright, a tattoo on his left upper arm of a skull on fire, mouth wide as if screaming, and it was a vivid mix of reds, oranges, whites, and blacks. It was purely decorative—the rest on his arms were runes, spells inlaid in his skin that he could activate at will. Constans vaguely recognized them, but the designs were unique enough that he could not place them. He would ask Isaac one day, but until then he enjoyed the mystery.

Long legs encased in tight black denim and his dark navy blue leather boots finished the outfit, and Isaac, bold as brass, walked right into his personal space, wrapped his arms around his neck, and took his mouth in a deep, languid kiss that inspired a few whistles from among the gamblers. Constans let Isaac have the lead for a beat, then he took control of the kiss, bending Isaac back just enough to make Isaac’s knees go weak and his older brother sigh loudly in exasperation.

Constans eased Isaac onto his feet and let him get his bearings, hands on his lean waist. “Did you have fun?”

Isaac coughed, blushing, studiously avoiding looking at Angel. “I did. Beryl is hilarious. I need to introduce them to Daniel; they both have definite opinions about porn. Also, Beryl is a card shark. They won all my cashews.”

Angel groaned and mentioned bleaching his brain under his breath. “Please don’t hold that conversation anywhere near me.”

“I have no idea what you’re bitching about,” Isaac declared innocently, lifting his chin and flipping hair back from his eyes. “Did you get the shipment sorted? I got interrupted last night before I could do it. Sorry.”

Angel reassured his brother, waving away any concern. “Don’t worry about it. You saved the day last night. I have no idea what the blood mage’s plans were, attacking like that, but you stopped him.”

Isaac’s face went pale and his jaw dropped, eyes wide. “Oh fuck!”

“Isaac? What’s wrong?” Constans tugged Isaac closer.

Isaac put a hand on Constans’ chest, and he felt his mate trembling with adrenaline. “I recognized him!”

“The blood mage? Lothaire Clemente?” Angel demanded.

“I forgot until you mentioned it, I am so sorry. My brain got scrambled and it didn’t fully come back until just now, I am so sorry.” Isaac was distressed, and Constans glared at Angel.

“Off the floor, now,” Constans ordered, and he grabbed Isaac and blurred them twenty feet up the stairs into the small security office that overlooked the gaming floor. Simeon and Angel followed, and Simeon pointed to the doors they just came through, the guards within the room leaving immediately and standing on the balcony, the door shutting behind them.

Constans helped Isaac sit on one of the chairs lined up in front of the numerous monitors that showed every angle of the casino. He didn’t care if someone took the chance and tried to cheat—Isaac was more important. “Explain what you mean, Isaac. Take your time.”

Isaac’s hands were shaking, and Constans took them in his own and gently chafed them, hoping to soothe his mate. Angel took the seat next to him and wheeled it closer, reaching out for his brother. “I’m not mad, kiddo. I’m sorry I snapped. You overextended yourself yesterday and then passed out, so it’s not your fault the memory didn’t come back until jostled. It’s okay.”

“In Nevermore,” Isaac gasped out, sucking in a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “The morning after my detox ended, I was getting some air in the courtyard. It was just before dawn, but there was enough light for me to see him. He was in Nevermore, one of the nurses said he’d been there longer than she’d worked there, over ten years. He was in the blood magic addiction wing.” Isaac steadied, holding tight to Constans hands. “He was just wandering about in the courtyard, he looked absolutely fucked up, but it was that same guy, and holy shit, I saw him again.”

“When?” Constans prompted gently.

“The night at Post Mortem, when Angel and I had that nasty fight. I went to a restaurant a few blocks away, and this guy sat down just as I finished eating. He claimed he saw me at the club, and then randomly saw me again at the restaurant. I didn’t believe him, I figured he was nothing but a perv looking for a hookup and indulging in some light stalking. I blew him off and left. I felt like he was following me, but then Ellora showed up, and I came here to the Tower.”

“Same man, both times?” Angel pressed.

“Yes, I swear. Same guy. He looked like absolute shit in Nevermore, but when he tried to pick me up in the restaurant, he looked like a boring slime ball accountant trying to get his freak on in a family diner. I didn’t realize it was the same guy until I saw him last night. He was cleaned up and dressed in nice clothes and I didn’t recognize him in Post Mortem or the restaurant, and I should have.”

“It’s alright, my love, it’s alright.” Constans sat in the last chair and moved it so he could draw Isaac into a hug. “You did nothing wrong.”

“I should have recognized him at the restaurant. I am so sorry.”

Angel’s fury was frightening to behold. “Nadine Masters has some explaining to do.”
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A Very, Very Short Walk







A

 ngel hung up the phone and glared at it. Isaac was surprised it didn’t melt. Angel looked up at his audience, everyone waiting to hear what O’Malley had learned at Nevermore.

“The night Isaac checked out, a patient known by John Doe killed his two sponsors, harvested their life forces, and escaped Nevermore, killing an orderly as he went. He got out by using a type of magic they’d never seen before, and he disappeared. They covered it up as best they could, wrote John Doe off as a tragic loss in the fight against blood magic addiction, and falsified his death certificate in case the State Health Department audited their records.”

“The man I saw in the courtyard, Lothaire Clemente, is John Doe.” Isaac felt sick to his stomach.

“It appears to be the case, yes.” Angel put his phone back in his pocket. “Most of the staff are claiming ignorance, due to the high security ward being separate from the main facility and clinic areas. Clemente slipped out of Nevermore less than an hour after Isaac left.” Angel looked ill, then turned to him and met his gaze. “Isaac, his sessions with the psychologists during your visit show that John Doe, Clemente, was fostering a growing obsession with you, and someone he called ‘the bastard prince.’ There’s no name with that title, and it doesn’t seem like you in particular, so I’m not sure about that part, but Clemente was deeply ill, and he became obsessed with you after you first saw each other in the courtyard.”

“The bastard prince?” Constans interrupted.

“Yeah. Do you know who that is?” Angel demanded.

“I believe it refers to me,” Constans answered, meeting Isaac’s worried gaze and holding it for a second before looking back at Angel. “My father was a Celtic king, one of many, and I was his firstborn. A bastard.”

“He killed two people?” Isaac couldn’t get the thought out of his head. People murdered in the same building the same night he was there. How close he was to death and murder haunted him.

“O’Malley said it was a man and a woman, his sobriety sponsors while he was in treatment. He knew them for ten years.”

“I saw them, at Nevermore.” Isaac felt like vomiting. He breathed in through his nose and tried to contain his riotous emotions. “I went into Nadine’s office to sign my paperwork, and they were in the lobby, waiting to be escorted inside to visit someone. It was the same couple who were in the lobby when…”

Isaac leaned into Constans, soaking up his strength. “When what, Isaac?” Angel asked, only a bit impatient.

“Constans came to see me at Nevermore, the night Eroch went on his flight about town with Danny. He apologized to me. Anyone with half a brain would be able to put together who he was from our conversation and his name.” Isaac grimaced.

“Fuck, that explains how we haven’t been able to find where he was the last ten years, he was in Nevermore as a John Doe. His sponsors must have talked about what they saw and overheard while with him, and he put it together with who you were, and legends about the staff being in Batiste’s custody. 2,000 years of destiny colliding in the middle of a rehab clinic and we’re stuck dealing with the bloody aftermath.” Angel jerked his head toward the door of the security room. “Let’s get out of here, back upstairs. We need to find him before he tries to get in here again. The staff is at the Mansion, but all we had time to do was store it in the family vault behind the estate wards and then rush back here after the attack. He probably thinks the staff is still here in the Tower with Isaac and Batiste.”
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He didn’t know
 what to do about what he was feeling. Nevermore saved his life, and also put it in danger. It was beyond his comprehension that Nadine or anyone else at the clinic would cover up the fact that a blood mage killed two people and escaped. In front of him on the table was a tablet, displaying the preliminary findings from the forensic team with O’Malley out at Nevermore. It was sparse on information, but one of the eyewitness testimonies from an orderly in the BMA ward spoke of a horrifying creature that ate its way through the wards. Isaac had a sinking suspicion that Clemente’s sponsors were used to create the golem that ate through the heavy-duty wards at Nevermore. It explained how he got out, at least. All Clemente needed was something to spur him to murder, and Isaac leaving and presumably in contact with Constans was what Clemente needed.

Isaac pushed the tablet away, the screen going dark as it timed out. He wondered what Dr. M’s involvement might be with the murders at Nevermore, and he hoped, rather selfishly, that Dr. M had nothing to do with any of it. The doctor was one of the reasons he was able to function, and he was afraid of what would happen to him if he lost that support. He really hoped Dr. M was innocent. And if he was innocent, that he was safe, since he was supposed to be working at Nevermore the rest of the week.

Isaac tried to eat but stress left him feeling sick, so he took a few bites then pushed his plate away. No one said anything, everyone tense. Angel was about to scry for the blood mage, using the blood found after the duel. O’Malley called with an update when they were all trying to eat dinner, conveying that their search of the murdered sponsors’ home was a bust—no sign the blood mage was hiding there after killing them.

“O’Malley found police records of an assault on a cop a few days after the Massacre,” Angel murmured quietly to Milly, and Isaac could almost feel his brother casting worried glances in his direction. “A John Doe assaulted a cop who stopped him for jaywalking, of all things, and Clemente used magic on the cop. Thankfully some bystanders incerceded quickly enough and knocked Clemente out. A water elementalist working as an EMT recognized signs of blood magic, and he was sent straight to Nevermore. He had no ID on him at the time, and he refused to talk to the cops. They listed him as a John Doe in the system, didn’t bother pressing charges since he wasn’t considered mentally stable, and the State remanded him into the long-term care of Nevermore for blood-magic addiction as a threat to the public. Once there, Nevermore policies made it impossible for him to use his magic until they deemed him safe enough to remove some of the magical restrictions.”

“What if it’s not his blood?” Isaac blurted, and the silence that followed his question made him look up from the table. Milly and Angel sat at the other end of the table, their conversation halted mid-sentence. Daniel sat next to him, expression stricken. “What if it’s blood from a victim? What if it just leads to a body somewhere?”

“I’ll know immediately if it belongs to a dead person. Hopefully he died from his wounds and we can relax and go home.” Angel looked distinctly unhappy at the possibility that the blood might not be Clemente’s. Angel turned to Milly. “You ready?”

“We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” Milly got to her feet and headed out of the dining room for the living room, Angel following her. He carried a plastic sandwich bag in one hand, with a bloody swab inside it.

The furniture was moved out from the center of the room, and the floor was bare, even the decorative rugs rolled up and stacked against a wall. There was a square space about twelve by twelve feet, and Angel went out to the center of the space and closed his eyes, settling into breathing exercises. Milly paced the edge of the cleared area, and she stopped four times, and at each place she stopped, the floor began to glow.

Isaac knew the theory behind the scrying method of structured magic that was taught to all young students then quickly passed by to more useful magics. There were many types, and the spells varied based on the target. An object lost could be searched for by the person with the strongest connection to it, but it only worked within short distances and not at all if the object was moving. To find a living being, proximity was best, and using biological matter like hair or blood would help narrow down an already small search area, but its efficacy was undermined by close blood relations of the target. Scrying for a person who was no longer within a mile or so of the person searching was nearly impossible, as a connection could not be made without using phenomenal amounts of magical power.

What Angel was about to attempt was scrying, but at the highest and most difficult level. Angel was going to scry for one living organism that would probably be moving, in a city of millions, over a city that was almost ninety square miles, within which was the highest practitioner population on the entire continent. All of whom might distort the accuracy of the spell in some way or form. With organic material to help lock the spell in, it was less likely, but the possibility existed.

To do it was merely a matter of power. Near impossible power to generate alone without burning up or burning out—a coven could do it, with a dozen or more sorcerers tapping the veil, and the ability to all follow a single will and a single focus. Sorcerers, as a rule, were taught to be independent and to operate as individuals, using their access to the veil, so cooperative magics wasn’t a common practice for the higher ranks.

Angel had an advantage, outside his ability to access more than the veil for power—he taught cooperative magics to students who didn’t learn it in the high magics academies, like combining shields or funneling power from the veil from one practitioner to another. Teaching cooperative magics was something he excelled at, and it would come in handy now, which was why Milly was working within the spell with Angel and not Isaac or Daniel. Milly and Angel had been partners for a decade and combined their magics every day at work.

Isaac hadn’t heard of anyone managing a spell of this magnitude in over a hundred years, and most of that story was rumor. The power needed to force the spell past all distractions, past all paths that didn’t lead to the target, to force the spell through the fabric of the world to find that one, very specific
 thing or person, and not something like it
 or similar
 enough, was immense.

Milly finished marking the cardinal points of the compass, and the ambient magic fields thumped and shook. A force-field rose around Angel and sealed beneath him and above.

To contain the magical explosion if Angel failed and the spell fell apart.

Isaac brought up his inner vision and was able to watch as Angel built the spell, and Daniel was probably doing the same next to him. Simeon and Constans were watching from the dining room, keeping their distance so as not to distract or interrupt. Eroch was perched on the mantel above the fireplace, unusually quiet and watchful.

Rory was nowhere to be seen, but Isaac had a suspicion about what he was doing and thought it was a good idea, even if it was dangerous.

When Angel and Milly combined their magics, it was effortless. Milly was all silvers and white and sharply defined lines, and Angel was hellfire green and a deeper, more solid green so dark as to be nearly black, a darkness the buoyed the light of his hellfire. Milly was an air elementalist, and her strengths were intense focus and incredibly strong technical workings. Her spells were always structurally perfect. Angel was power and innovation and intuition so sharp it bordered on the supernatural. When they clicked, Milly became an anchor, holding the containment field and the foothold for the scrying spell while Angel cast it out into the city.

Angel glowed to Isaac’s inner vision so intensely that it was hard to look at him, like staring at the sun. He pulled back on his inner vision as much as he could without losing it entirely.

The power Angel had at his fingertips was more energy than any mortal could draw from the veil. Isaac could see why the Council tried to get Angel under their control—he was a weapon of mass destruction masquerading as a person. It was a combination of his affinity for death magics and the soulbond he had with Simeon—Angel had unlimited access to the primordial death magics that animated the sentient undead. It was a wealth of power as old as creation itself, as old as life, and it held magical energy that saw the birth of the planet, the rise and fall of dinosaurs, and the countless epochs of life through eternity to this moment.

Isaac had trouble wrapping his mind around that much power, as it terrified him. The veil was too much for him sometimes, and it was with a belated epiphany that he realized he was thankful he wasn’t the necromancer and that his brother carried that burden. Angel was the better sorcerer for the job than Isaac.

Angel was fast and efficient. He abhorred flashy magics and grand gestures, so when he crafted the spell, he cast it the second it was in the shape required. It leapt out from Angel, and with a breath of air as gentle as a sigh, Angel unleashed his power.

A wave of energy swept out from the epicenter where Angel stood, and cascaded through everything and everyone. Isaac was expecting it, but the sensation was disconcerting. Milly didn’t even flinch, but Simeon and Constans cursed quietly, startled. Daniel stood quietly, attentive to the process and his mentor. Eroch squawked but quickly settled.

At his feet, hellfire lines bloomed into existence, patterns of light that chronicled the spell’s journey through the city. Downtown and the docks; the I-90 and I-95 lit up then faded away; the Commons and the Public Gardens shining brightly, the ponds becoming tiny stars of hellfire green before they too faded away. The spell swept through Back Bay and Beacon Hill, and then over the river into Cambridge, and south and west into Brookline and out into the cape. South, past Dorchester and North Quincy, and northward through Somerville and Salem and then past Revere. The greater Boston area was laid out at Angel’s feet, and he evaluated each section and dismissed it with calm efficiency.

Angel breathed out, and then went taut, discomfort twisting his features. Simeon appeared outside the forcefield, watching his mate. “Mo ghra
 ?”

Milly held up a hand in warning. “He’s found something. Wait.”

Angel lifted a hand and then the lines reorganized, and Isaac saw the streets the Tower stood upon. Power fluctuated and the lines warped, melting together. Angel gasped and fell to his knees, the forcefield shuddering.

“Angel, what the hell is going on!” Isaac forgot his training and yelled, not knowing if his brother could hear him.

Daniel grabbed his arm and pointed at the floor, the map warping. Milly slid through the forcefield and crouched beside Angel, supporting him, even as the map twisted again, this time Angel gasping as it did. She froze in alarm, eyes tracking the movement of the hellfire green lines.

“He found the target and made a connection but there’s a problem. The target is backtracking his scrying and attacking him,” Milly explained. “He’s trying to hold the spell long enough to get a location, but he can’t protect himself from the blood mage while he’s exposed like this. The distance is the only thing saving him right now.”

“Mo ghra
 , let it go!” Simeon pleaded with Angel. He tried to enter the forcefield, but he wasn’t part of the spell, and he was prevented from crossing.

Isaac ran along the outside and peered down at the lines, the map settling for a second before twisting, growing foggy. The streets looked familiar but then the image twisted before he could figure it out. “Wait! It keeps returning to the wharfs, then moving inland a few blocks.”

“He needs to break the spell!” Simeon shouted.

Constans appeared beside him and Isaac pointed. “Tell me that doesn’t look like Old North Church on Salem Street. That’s just a few blocks away.”

“It does indeed.” Constans agreed. “Dame Fontaine break the spell. We have a location.”

“If I break it instead of Angel, he won’t be in any fit state to fight,” Milly warned.

“He won’t need to,” Isaac said. “We can finish this for him. Milly, free Angel now.”

“You’ll be explaining this to him when he wakes up in the morning!” Milly shouted, and then she cut the anchor line between herself and Angel, and the spell shattered.

The energy released crashed and thundered inside the forcefield, and both Angel and Milly collapsed to the floor. The forcefield evaporated, and Simeon was there instantly, pulling Angel into his arms. Daniel and Isaac helped Milly, who was struggling to stay conscious.

“It’s backlash from the spell discharging,” Daniel said, hand on her head. “They need to sleep it off. They shouldn’t be alone, but we need to get Clemente.”

“Danny, stay here, help them.” Isaac stood, and he grabbed Constans’s hand. “Feel like taking a very short, very fast walk to Old North Church?”

“It will be uncomfortable, but I can do it. I’ll need a minute to prepare.” Constans replied, grim, but Isaac wasn’t to be deterred.

“Danny, I need your phone. Mine got melted.” Daniel was confused but too worried about Milly and Angel to fuss, so he yanked it from his pocket and handed it to Isaac. It was unlocked, and Isaac grinned, opening the phone and hitting speed dial one. It rang once and then the line went live.

“Daniel.” Rory’s Irish accent was stronger over the phone.

“Nope, it’s Isaac. Danny’s fine, but we got a location on Clemente. Old North Church, intersection of Hull and Salem Street. He was there as of a minute ago. Do you know where that is?”

Rory was silent for a tense moment but then he chuckled. “I’m two blocks away. I have been tracking active blood magic but it falls apart too quickly for me to find the source in time to catch the mage, and the trail faded not long ago; I have been searching block by block since. This is fortuitous. Tell Connie to open the portal in the alley on the west side of the Church. I’ll see you in a moment.”

Constans snorted in amusement, no doubt having heard Rory. Isaac hung up and tossed Danny his phone, who caught it one-handed, gaping at Isaac. “How…how did you know Rory wasn’t in the Tower?”

“He would never leave your side unless it was to keep you safe—you’re safest surrounded by our family, so he’s been sneaking out, hunting for Clemente. He wasn’t here for dinner, so obviously he’s out hunting a blood mage. Your boyfriend has a hero complex.”

Daniel blushed red. Isaac winked at him then ran from the living room, heading for the bedroom and a jacket. He came out and ran into Constans in the hall, who grabbed him by his upper arms and held him still. “I do not want you to come with me, but I cannot ask you to stay out of this fight. The Way Between will be painful and leave you sick afterwards for a short time. Are you certain?”

“Yes,” he wasn’t sure about the sick part, but he could handle it. He just hoped it didn’t hurt too much.

“You’re more than capable. Just be careful.”

“I will. I love you,” Isaac promised, then the world was torn apart around them.




[image: ]









Isaac fell to his knees,
 vomiting onto the brick courtyard that surrounded Old North Church. He spit, thankful he’d only had a few bites of dinner. He wiped his mouth, and Constans helped him to his feet.

“Are you well?” Constans whispered, and Isaac nodded shakily.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Holy fuck.” He peered around them, the old-fashioned iron lampposts glowing orange in the night. “Rory?”

“Here,” Rory materialized from the shadows, his sword in hand. He was dressed in dark leather body armor that hugged his torso, and it was covered in weird designs that seemed to move whenever Isaac tried to decipher the runes. “Clemente is inside the church. He’s killed a human. I can feel him casting. I believe he’s creating another golem.”

Constans eyed the church, and he had an expression on his face that said he was listening to what was going on in the church. All Isaac heard was crickets, the wind, and his stomach complaining about jumping through a wormhole.

“Has anything new be learned since I was last at the Tower?” Rory inquired politely, as if he were about to sit down for tea and was asking after everyone’s preferred tastes.

Isaac held onto his aching stomach, willing it to settle. “Clemente is one of the blood addicts who were being treated at Nevermore. He killed his two sponsors the night I left Nevermore, he was apparently obsessed with me and someone he called the bastard prince, which is, well,” Isaac waved a hand weakly at Constans “ya know, our sexy royal bastard.”

Rory’s expression hardened. “He was in this hospital, the same place you were in this past moon?”

“Yeah,” Isaac carefully straightened, still holding his stomach, but the discomfort was passing. He was not going to be hitching a ride through The Way Between anytime soon, not after how wretched it made him feel. They could call a cab to get home. “We think he was there for over a decade.”

“His actions since that night now make more sense,” Rory replied. “Blood mages of old, the ones Connie’s people dealt with before the fall of Roquepertuse, lived longer lives compared to the poor souls trapped in blood magic cycles in these days. The magics they practiced were an actual discipline, structured and sound, even if it did erode their minds and souls. The eventual decay was slower, more insidious, and they lived fairly normal lifespans, even if they did become twisted remnants of who they once were. Modern blood mages are a mere shadow, the barest imitations of the ancient mages that made Gaul bleed for centuries.” Rory paused, head tilted as he watched the church. “The doctors of Nevermore would not have let him use his magic. Whether by spell or medicine, he was denied it. This Clemente would not have been using his magic, denied it within the walls of this hospital of sobriety, and the first instance he used it again was to kill two humans and fight his way free? Imagine, youngling, being sober for a decade, and then drinking the headiest bottle of the best whiskey known to humanity in one mouthful. It pushed Clemente over the edge of sanity, past his ability to use the structured magic he was taught, and it pushed him into the accelerated madness of the more common blood magic usage of this age. It is no wonder he has disintegrated so quickly.”

“Fuck,” Isaac swore quietly. He felt sick again, and it had nothing to do with The Way Between. “I can’t even imagine. He was normal in the restaurant, but that was just a few days after we both left Nevermore. That has to be horrific. When I saw him in the parking lot, he looked severely ill.”

“Mercy will not save him Isaac, not if he has fallen as far into the madness as his actions suggest,” Constans warned. “He must be stopped, and it must be final. The blood of his latest victim is still warm. I can hear him, the golem is complete. I do not know if he has more than one, they do not have heartbeats.”

Isaac nodded in agreement. “Okay, I don’t feel like puking anymore. What's the plan here? And I’m not coming up with it. You two are both older than dirt and have killed more people than I can even count, so get with the plan.”

Rory grinned at Constans. “Oh, how exciting. Connie, suggestions?” Rory twirled his sword, pointing the end out into the shadows. “He’s about to walk out the back door with his new pet, so anytime now.”

“Certainly,” Constans growled, the shrill creak of the rusted hinges of the rear door of the old church breaking the quiet. “Don’t stab me with your sword, and Isaac, don’t set Rory on fire unless he gets more annoying. Rory, you’ve got the golem. Isaac and I will stop Clemente.”

“Simple and effective,” Rory agreed, and he saluted them with the sword before he dashed into the shadows behind the church.

“And I thought Cian was the crazy twin!” Isaac ran after Rory, who was already out of sight.

Old North Church was on the small side, surrounded by historic streets of smaller buildings that were hundreds of years old. The Church was made mostly out of brick, and the courtyard around it and the wall than ran along the property line was red brick as well. A few trees were planted around the courtyard, and Isaac dodged them as he sprinted toward a sudden flurry of shouting and the ear-splitting shrieks of a golem.

Rory slashed at the new golem, Clemente crouched under a shield on the tiny steps that came down from the fire door of the church. A small security light glowed over the door, and the stench of death rolled out from the interior. Isaac raised his own shield and tapped into the veil as soon as he cleared the corner of the building, and Constans disappeared entirely. He could sense his mate through their bond—Constans was working around Rory and the golem, trying to get to Clemente from the other side.

“Lothaire Clemente!” Isaac shouted, spindling the veil energy in his core, running through spells in his head. Lothaire spun around, and Isaac got his first decent look at the blood mage.

Dressed in the same brown suit he wore at the restaurant, that hung loosely off his frame, Clemente was worn thin—rough, dirty, and the fabric and his hands were blackened by old, drying blood up past the cuffs of the tattered jacket he wore. Horrible runes painted in blood and viscera covered the jacket and pant legs, and his face was covered in bloody runes smeared with sweat and grime. Thinning brown hair was greasy and hanging over his face, and he screamed when he saw Isaac, the hair fluttering from his breath.

“I’m right here!” Isaac held out his arms, and he gathered his magic, ready to counter whatever Clemente threw at him. Isaac did something he never expected to need before and fed power into the runes tattooed on his arms. The rune for courage burst to life on his right arm, and the rune for clarity came to life on his left arm, and his nerves and fear were pushed back from the front of his thoughts. The runes would only be activated for a few moments, but it would be more than enough. He had faith in Constans to end this before he needed to activate the rest of his runes. He was thankful they even worked, the tattoos having lain dormant since they were tested in the tattoo parlor the day they were completed.

Power stirred the ambient magic fields and Isaac waited, ready for whatever spell Clemente might throw at him.

Clemente did something he never would have expected from a practitioner, except perhaps Angel—he launched himself off the steps and ran straight for him, screaming incoherently, his shield flickering in and out of existence. Isaac instinctively scrambled back a few steps before holding his ground, and he poured magic into his shields. Clemente body-slammed his shield, thrashing and screaming, hands turned into claws, his flesh smoking as he dragged them down the surface of Isaac’s shield, bright flares of light following in trails. Clemente was in a rage, kicking and clawing at Isaac’s shield, and he was frozen, at a loss as to what to do. Not even a clarity rune could help him figure out how to combat a mind made erratic by blood magic-induced madness.

Rory was fighting the golem, the courtyard giving him more than enough room to dodge the flailing tentacles. Monster bits littered the bricks, and the beast was being cut down into smaller and smaller pieces. Rory would have it reduced to mincemeat in moments.

Constans suddenly materialized behind Clemente, the blood mage’s shields keeping him from getting to the mage. Isaac felt his intent through the bond, and it snapped him out of his shock.

Isaac pulled back his hand and made a fist, and in a move inspired by his brother, he punched at Clemente with kinetic energy. He wasn’t as precise as Angel, but he only needed brute force.

The first blow thudded against Clemente’s shields, but the second and third began to crush his defenses. Too occupied with trying to physically get through Isaac’s shields, Clemente paid no heed to maintaining his own—the shield failed on the fourth blow, and then Constans was there, hands around Clemente’s skull, and a wet crack signaled the breaking of his neck.

Constans dropped the body, and the golem erupted in a shower of ooze and decaying blood.

Isaac stared down at the body, wide-eyed, the empty eyes of Clemente staring back up at the sky. The wind rustled the leaves of the maple trees in the courtyard, and the dripping of monster ooze from the branches and the walls around the courtyard were loud in his ears.

He shut his eyes and turned away, shaking. Arms came around him and held him gently, a kiss landing in his hair. “It’s over Isaac, it’s over. You did well, ma petite flamme
 . It was quick, he did not suffer in the passing. It’s over.”

He leaned on Constans, trying to find some peace in another’s death.

“He is at peace.” Rory’s voice made him look up, his words echoing Isaac’s thoughts. The fae was kneeling beside Clemente’s body, and Rory reached out and shut Clemente’s eyes. “There is no madness or hunger where he’s gone now.”

Isaac said nothing. He had no idea what he believed about the Other Side.

Constans gently kissed his forehead and let him go, and he approached Clemente’s body. Constans stood over him, staring down at the ragged form. Isaac went to Constans and took one hand in his and held on. “What is it?”

Constans stirred, and squeezed their joined hands. “The runes on his clothing and skin. They are the same as the designs used by the mage who tortured me before my death. These are ancient, and well-practiced. They allow the blood mage to consume the magic of those they sacrifice. This is magic that no one can learn by accident, hungering for the next kill to soothe an addiction.” Wind picked at his hair, the gold strands burning like fire in the orange security lights at the back of the church. “The Cult of the Head never died out. They’re still out there, probably still in Roquepertuse. They just let the world think them extinct.”

Rory stood in one fluid motion, expression as grim as Isaac had ever seen it. “We know now. For certain. And if they desire to make the world bleed, we have the means to stop them.”
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Something Old, Something New







T

 here was little Isaac could do to soften the blow of Angel’s anger, but he really wanted to grab a pillow and smother his brother mid-tirade.

“And another thing! You went with Batiste through a portal made with an unknown method of magic and you could have died! What if that portal ripped you apart and you ended up in pieces?” Angel was shouting from the bed, hair a mess, Simeon sitting beside him with a hand on his chest to keep him in bed. He’d only been awake for five minutes.

Angel paused and breathed heavily, hands fisting the blankets.

Isaac pursed his lips then risked talking when it seemed Angel was done. “Everyone is fine, Angel. It all worked out. No one got hurt, and even if we had, it would not have been your fault. I know you think you need to keep everyone safe and do everything yourself, but you’re not a god. You’re mortal, even if you’ll always be thirty forever. We trust you to take care of us, and it’s only fair that you trust us to take care of you, too.”

Angel looked like he’d swallowed a mouthful of lemons, but he relaxed a smidge. “Fine. You all saved the day. Just don’t do anything adventurous without me for at least a thousand years, got it?”

“Got it.” Isaac grinned. “Get some sleep, okay? Milly said you shouldn’t even be awake yet, but I guess even magical backlash can’t keep you down. Be a better role model for impressionable young minds and stay in bed.”

Isaac busted out laughing when Angel lifted a hand and flipped him off. “I love you too, Angie. I’ll come see you later.”

Isaac left the bedroom and waved at Milly as she went past him, carrying a tray of tea and snacks for Angel. She gave him a fond smile and he continued on.

In the two days since they defeated Clemente, the world had gone back to normal. Well, their normal he supposed. Milly said that he would need more rest, and not to rush him in his recovery. Angel was apparently working too hard, and Simeon and Milly were forcing him to take things slow. There were no signs of other blood mages, so the consensus was that Clemente was the only escapee from Nevermore, though the dead were still being accounted for across the city. Clemente had killed more people than first assumed, and the police were doing their best to reassure the city that the threat was over. The Tower was taken off of lockdown and the vampires allowed to return to their homes and businesses across the city.

Daniel and Rory were back at the apartment, grabbing more personal effects and gradually boxing things up. Milly had gone by and secured the apartment against looters or curious tenants, and Isaac had a sinking feeling they would need to find a new place and soon. One too many incidents had occurred, and their neighbors were justifiably upset.

Isaac went upstairs to the penthouse, and Ellora was in the living room. She smiled when he came in, and held out a slip of paper for him. He took it. “Hi, Ellie. How’s things?”

She arched a brow at the nickname. Isaac waited for his death at his temerity. “Oh shit. Sorry. Can I call you Ellie? I’m sorry, please don’t kill me. No filter again.”

She grinned, fangs out and sharp. He gulped. “Ellie is fine, just not in wider company, yes?”

“Um sure. No problem. So how’s everyone doing?”

“Things are well, Master Isaac. Beryl sent me that note for you, and said you’re welcome at any time. Their hours are on the paper as well. They look forward to seeing you.”

Isaac opened the paper and smiled when he saw the message. “That’s great! I can’t wait. Thank you.”

Ellora nodded once. “Master Batiste is here, and would like to see you at your earliest convenience.”

“He is, huh? Better go see what he wants. See ya later.” Isaac smirked and waved as he went off down the hallway. He heard the living room door shut behind her as he went down the hallway toward the bedroom.

The door to the vault was open. Isaac peeked inside and saw Constans at the far wall, one of the big metal shelves open and pulled out. Isaac went inside and went to stand next to his mate, looking down into the drawer.

“Wow,” Isaac breathed out. The drawer was deep, but full of velvet shaped into padded supports for the treasures within. Necklaces and rings and other assorted pieces of jewelry glittered among the dark folds of fabric, shining like stars in the hidden lights inside the drawer.

Constans lifted his hands, and a bright gold necklace caught the light and shined brightly. Brighter than Constans’s hair. Isaac blinked at it in shock. It was a torc, a single piece of metal carved and shaped into form, meant to wrap around the neck and for the ends to rest over the collar bones at the base of the throat. The two ends were carved lion heads, mouths open in a roar, and there was something in their mouths. He squinted, and Constans brought it out and closer so he could see better.

“Are they each holding an apple in their teeth?” He asked, marveling at the craftsmanship. Each lion held a single apple between their jaws, and tiny runes glittered along the collars each lion wore where the designs met the smooth metal of the band.

Constans nodded, fingers tracing over the torc with something like reverence, but his eyes were sad.

“Who did this belong to?” Isaac asked quietly.

“My mother. Herennia Hirpus. She was a brilliant woman, strong of mind and fiercely loving. One of the finest people I have ever known. She wore this torc the last time I saw her as a mortal man.” Constans ran a fingertip over the lion heads. “My father designed this for her. One of the gifts to celebrate the birth of a son with the woman he loved. He couldn't marry her, so he gave her a grand home that she made even grander, and she raised her son to be better than his father. She succeeded.”

“She sounds amazing.” Isaac meant it, too. She raised Constans, and he thought that anyone who could do that was pretty damn awesome. “She and my mom would have gotten along great. Too bad they never got to meet.”

Constans looked up from the torc and gave him a soft smile. “I do not know what I believe, but I think they know about us, wherever they are. I have hope that the universe is more connected than we can even imagine.” With those words, Constans whispered something in a language that Isaac did not know, and the torc opened. He lifted it, and gently laid the gold around Isaac’s neck, the lion heads resting at the base of this throat. A faint hum of magic, and the torc gently closed, the apples gripped in the lions’ mouths a bare inch from each other.

“I can’t even feel it,” Isaac marveled, reaching up to touch it. All that gold should weigh a ton, but it was as light as a feather, and it took concentration to even notice it. The craftsmanship and spells used in its making were incredibly adept.

“Will you accept it as a gift? A melding of lives. Mine to yours, yours to mine.”

“Like a wedding ring, but much bigger?”

“If you wish,” Constans teased gently, hands running over the torc where it rested perfectly, as if made for him. “I love you, Isaac.”

“I love you, Constans.”

They kissed, soft and sweet, and Isaac sighed happily. Constans grinned down at him, and Isaac wrapped his arms around his neck, holding his mate close, Constans gripping him at his waist with powerful hands. “I need to go back to the apartment.”

Constans frowned. “Are you unhappy here?”

“I’m out of clothes, and I don’t want to keep buying new ones instead of doing laundry. I figure you can organize your closet to give me half the space while I’m packing up my stuff.”

“Ahh,” Constans replied, smiling. “Moving in, are we?”

Isaac poked at one broad shoulder. “I moved in days ago, buddy. Took you long enough to notice.”

“I was trying not to pressure you into staying by saying something. Better if it was your idea all along.”

Isaac burst out laughing, leaning into Constans. Cool lips brushed over his ear. “Can packing wait?”

Isaac shivered. He grinned. “What did you have in mind?”

The world tilted then Isaac found himself flat on his back in bed, Constans leaning over him, hands working to remove his clothes. Isaac put the paper on the nightstand so he didn’t lose it and went to work removing Constans’s clothing as well. When they were both naked, Isaac reached up and pulled Constans down on top of him. He closed his eyes and opened the mate bond as wide as it could go, and Constans gasped, feeling him through it. “Can you feed from me now?” Isaac whispered, and Constans hissed slowly and with a predatory edge to it that made Isaac shiver.

“We can try,” Constans replied, leaving hard little nibbles along his neck.

Isaac tipped his head, exposing his neck. “Do it, please,” he begged. “I want to feel it.”

Constans slid a hand down and grabbed one of Isaac’s thighs, lifting it and encouraging him to wrap his leg around Constans’s waist. He did the same with the other, and a slick wet finger brushed over his hole as he lay open and exposed. He gasped when he was breached, and he wrapped his arms around Constans’s shoulder as tightly as he could.

“Sneaky,” he gasped out. “Never saw you grab the lube.”

Constans rumbled out a laugh as he eased two fingers into Isaac, even as he sucked on Isaac’s neck, making him writhe and gasp. The love bites were painful, and he loved it and wanted more. He wanted Constans’s bite to be on his flesh, visible for the whole world to see. To see that Constans wanted him, and that their bond was strong enough to allow the feeding. For the world to know that Isaac Salvatore belonged somewhere, with someone who loved him, whom he loved in return.

Isaac arched his hips off the bed and silently demanded his lover get on with it. Constans lifted his head, lips wet and red from sucking on his neck, and he whispered even as he pulled his fingers from Isaac’s ass and lined up his cock. “Are you sure?”

“Fuck me and bite me,” Isaac demanded, and he cried out softly when Constans heeded his demand and slid inside his ass. The stretch was a sharp sting and the cold made him tighten up, but he breathed through it, then Constans was buried balls deep and snug inside him.

The thrusts started slow, Constans gauging how ready he was, and Isaac spurred him on, grabbing at his shoulders and arms, pulling and tugging him to move faster, harder ... he pushed up into each thrust, trying to match the power in Constans’s hips, but Constans soon overpowered his attempts and fucked him down into the bedding. He gasped and cried out from each drag of the now hot cock in his ass working over his prostate with unerring accuracy.

He lost all ability to think and became a quivering mess of needy gasps and aching tension, and he reached the peak of his climax in a soft rush of sensation. He cried out in desperation, and suddenly teeth were in his neck, piercing his flesh at last. Strong, deep pulls on the bite and his blood was flowing into Constans.

The bond erupted with light and power, fire and heat, the taste of apples on his tongue and the cold breeze of winter winds cooling his skin. Constans took the blood, and Isaac watched in awe as the soulbond burned away the structured magic that was poisonous to vampires, leaving the unformed life energies that sustained them. Constans fed from him for a long moment, and as he pulled his teeth from Isaac’s neck, Isaac came with a scream, shooting his seed between them, mind washed away in a flood of pleasure.

Constans came with a deep growl, tensing over Isaac, holding him in place and shooting deep inside his body. He shivered at the brief bursts of cold fluid then relaxed as the orgasm swept through his body, muscles and limbs happily languid and relaxed.
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Constans relished
 the taste of Isaac’s blood on his tongue. It was heady and powerful, spicy and sweet, just like his mate. There was no sickening weight in his gut from poisoning, so the bond was at sufficient cohesion to protect him from the magic in a practitioner’s blood. He gathered Isaac’s limp body to him and rolled them onto their sides, gently pulling himself out of the tight warmth of Isaac’s body. Isaac sighed and snuggled in under his chin, arms and legs wrapping around him, holding them together.

He kissed Isaac’s forehead then tilted his head gently, checking the bite wound. It was sealed already, though it would be red and sore for a while yet. Constans ran the tip of his tongue over one of his fangs and cut the end of it, and leaned down and gently licked the bite he’d left on his mate’s neck. Just that little amount of his blood would speed the healing and ease any residual pain. The torc lay just below the bite, fitting Isaac perfectly, the spells intact in its creation even thousands of years later. The gold band hummed gently with power, as if content to have a new bearer after so long, though he knew that was merely fanciful thinking. Seeing it around Isaac’s neck hurt and left him happy at the same time, the memories of the past slowly letting go as he looked forward to making new ones with Isaac.

Isaac shivered, and he grabbed the blankets and covered his mate, Isaac’s breathing slowing as he fell into sleep. A light nap before the rest of the world caught up to them sounded perfect.
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Isaac woke up and stretched.
 Constans was dressed, sitting in his chair in front of the windows that overlooked the city. Sunset was turning the rooftops into bright orange torches, a beautiful sight even with the horrible gray tones from the treated glass.

“I think I’ll ask Angel to teach me the radiant sunlight wards he developed for Simeon. If I call this place home, then the Invitation magic should eventually settle into the penthouse, and I can learn to let the light in. You can get real glass, not this gray stuff. I don’t think I’m strong enough to do the whole Tower, but maybe our bedroom.”

Constans looked away from a stack of files he was reading, and smiled at him. “That sounds lovely, ma petite flamme
 . Thank you.” He closed the file and set it on a short stack by the chair. “Though I do have a secret I can share with you. Get dressed, and hurry.”

Isaac’s curiosity was roused and he hopped out of bed, dragging on clothing. Constans went out of the room, and he heard the vault door opening. Isaac pushed his feet into his boots and grabbed his new phone off the nightstand, along with the note from Beryl.

Isaac went into the vault and he slid to a sharp halt when he saw Constans pull on one section of the wall, and it swung out a few feet, revealing a dark concrete room and a steel ladder bolted to the wall, disappearing upwards. “Climb up, quickly.”

He heeded the urgency in Constans’s tone and climbed the ladder. It was dark and the space was tight, but as he climbed he could hear the wind and eventually, the ladder brought him to a small room made of metal, square and about seven feet tall, maybe six feet across. Constans came up after him, and he went for a door off to one side, tapping at a biometric pad and scanning his thumbprint. The metal door beeped and then it popped open, and Isaac’s heart jumped into his throat when a sliver of sunlight cut through the opening.

“Constans, no!” He grabbed at Constans and tried to pull him back from the light, terrified.

Constans caught his hands and stilled his frantic tugging. “Trust me.” His blue eyes were intense, and Isaac felt the world drop out beneath his feet when he saw a beam of sunlight dancing across his mate’s face.

Constans was not burning. Constans reached out and pulled the door open the rest of the way, and more light spilled into the small room. “Trust, Isaac. Come with me.”

Shocked and not understanding anything, Isaac was led from the small room, and he stepped out onto the roof of the Tower. Gravel and roof tar and a giant air conditioning unit to the side and some communications equipment cluttered the space on top of the Tower, and the wind was powerful, tugging at their clothes as Constans led him toward the edge of the roof.

Constantine Batiste was a beautiful man. Under artificial lights he was stunning, but under the light of a setting sun, he was breathtaking. Almost beyond Isaac’s ability to comprehend. His skin glowed golden, hair bright, burnished orange in the light, his eyes catching and holding the sun, bright as a midsummer sky. Lips tinged with orange but still lush and pink, and Isaac saw the human man he once was, even with his fangs visible past his lips. Constans watched the sun setting, and Isaac watched Constans.

He held tightly to Constans’s hand, refusing to let go, afraid at any minute that this dream would end and Constans would be ash in the wind. Yet the sun, in its last few minutes hovering on the edge of the horizon, merely caressed Constans and gilded him in light, as if crowning a king standing over his city.

The sun set, a fast withdrawal of light, twilight turning the sky to reds and purples. Constans smiled, and then at last turned to Isaac, taking both his hands in his and holding tight.

“Are you all right?”

“You didn’t burn.”

Constans nodded once in agreement and spoke gently. “I did not burn. I can withstand about ten minutes of sunlight before it begins to harm me. More, if the light is indirect, like at dawn or sunset.” Constans tugged him forward into a hug. Isaac clung, still shocked. “It is a secret I guard jealously. An ability to use in the direst of needs.”

Isaac breathed through the last bit of his shock, and began to laugh. “This just obliterates the surprise I was going to share.”

The wind cooled rapidly, and safety lights on the communications equipment switched on.

“What surprise?” Constans asked, pulling back a bit so they could see each other’s faces.

Isaac held up the piece of paper from Beryl. “I got a job.”

Constans took the paper and held it tightly so the wind wouldn’t steal it, reading it quickly. “At Beryl’s boutique?”

“Just a couple days a week. Helping with the customers, inventory, maybe even talking to some of the designers about what to stock.” Isaac shrugged, nervous. “I don’t need to work. Beryl will be donating my wages to some substance abuse clinics around town. I just want something I can enjoy, to keep me busy, and get me out of the apartment—well, penthouse now. Boredom is a bad thing for a recovering alcoholic, and I love couture clothing, and I was talking to Beryl while we were playing blackjack and they offered to let me come by and hang out, then the job idea came up and I was thinking I needed some healthy balance in my life and I can’t be here all the time and I need something for me and…”

Hands cupped his face, stalling his rambling, and tilted his head up. Constans smiled at him, full of pride and love. “I think it is a marvelous idea. Beryl is a wonderful soul and will teach you all you want to know. Perhaps if your interests continue in that direction, there is always the Design School at Boston College.”

“School? Yikes.” He grinned, pleased. He shrugged, not wanting to make plans when everything was so new. “Maybe one day.”

“We have all the time in the world to live our lives,” Constans promised him. “One day at a time.”

“Forever?”

“Forever,” Constans whispered, and kissed him under the stars.




Epilogue

Everyone Leaves Home In the End







I

 saac stood in the driveway of the Mansion and tried to reconcile the image of a bloody battlefield littered with the corpses of his family with the beautiful view in front of him.

The Salvatore Mansion was beautiful even at night. The moon was full, the sky crystal clear and full of stars, and the sea grass waved in the winds off the ocean. Windows shined like mirrors in the moonlight, and the shadows were crisp and bracketed the wings of the Mansion. Tall, stately, and elegant, the Mansion was both welcoming and intimidating, and the wind blowing down the drive cut through his open jacket, a sharp slice of reality proving he was there.

Daniel and Rory walked ahead, speaking quietly to each other, and Simeon was not far behind them. Scáth loped along the drive, running ahead then returning to circle Simeon, the hellhound scampering in delight through the tall grass and bushes. Simeon even tossed a stick for the magical beast, who took off like a shot and snagged it out of the air, running back to Simeon to continue the game. The stick caught on fire in his jaws and Simeon had to find a new one before tossing it for his hound.

Eroch was high overhead, lazily circling the Mansion, little bursts of flame lighting up the sky as he played in the wind off the ocean. If anyone was looking in the direction of the Mansion they might see a larger than average shadow in the sky, but people tended to avoid the estate. Rumors of ghosts and tales of horrible deaths tended to do that.

Constans was a few yards up the drive, waiting patiently.

Angel sighed, hands in his pockets. “What’s going through your head?”

“It’s beautiful, like a dream,” Isaac whispered, and tears burned in lines down his cheeks. “How is it beautiful?”

“I don’t know,” Angel answered, and somehow that made Isaac feel better, even as more tears poured from his eyes. He gasped, struggling to control himself. He would go home, willingly, on his feet, and not curled into a fetal position on the gravel drive.

Angel took his hand and Isaac allowed himself that one comfort. He looked down, and took another step, the gravel crunching under his boot. One step became two, and soon he was walking toward the place of his birth, his childhood, and the most painful memory of his life. He lifted his gaze from the dirt and locked it onto the grand front entrance, a set of doors he had not stepped through since he was thirteen.

The incident with Deimos felt like a nightmare, something that wasn’t real. His mind was protecting him from the trauma, and he was glad for it.

This was real. This moment. And he was falling apart, step by step, sobs breaking free.

Constans took his other hand, and the two people he loved most in the world helped him walk through the front doors.
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The staff burned
 like a bonfire on the sand, the waves of the ocean illuminated by the flames. Angel set the fire, Isaac too heartsore to summon a spark. It crackled and twisted, and Angel poured more power into the fire. Soon it was gone, the night dark again beneath the stars, and the ash washed away in the rising tide.

“I know why Clemente wanted the staff,” Isaac said, breaking the quiet. “I mean, aside from it being an ancient weapon of evil and all that. It was built to store power, taken by force. It stabilized the stolen magic and made it last longer. I think he was after the staff so that he could last longer himself. It was just too late for him, and he couldn't see that. He became obsessed with anyone he could use to get to the staff, so that he could pull himself back together.”

“It was never built to save anyone,” Constans murmured, and Isaac agreed. “A weapon of evil that would have let him continue to kill and torture for his own selfish ends. Now both he and the staff are ashes, and the world is safer for it.”

Isaac looked up at the stars, and he leaned into Constans, who gathered him into his arms and held him tightly. “Angel found a super swanky place in Beacon Hill. It’s even pricier than the Mansion, has no neighbors, and it comes with a butler.”

Constans kissed his forehead. “How did he take the news that you were moving into the Tower?”

“He knew before I told him,” Isaac smiled, looking for constellations. “Angel doesn’t miss much. I think Daniel was surprised the most with the news of the move, and Angel’s offer.”

“It is a big responsibility, being the guardian of a place like this,” Constans replied. “The Salvatore Mansion has sat empty since the Massacre. Is Daniel going to be all right living here?”

Isaac smiled, and he looked over at Daniel, who was sitting in the sand, Rory beside him, their heads bent toward each other as they spoke. The waves were too loud to hear their words, but everything about them shouted intimacy and joy in each other’s company. “Daniel is stronger than anyone thinks, even himself. He’s still Angel’s apprentice, he’s just graduating to a new set of duties. Protecting the Mansion and bringing the estate back to life is perfect for him.” Isaac pointed to the waves creeping up the beach. “Also, water elementalist. Ocean. Perfection. Plus, there’s the sexy-groundskeeper-fae-warrior-bodyguard, and Daniel is living his dream.”

Constans chuckled and Isaac sighed, in love with the sound. He turned in Constans’s arms, looking up at him, wrapping his arms around Constans’s neck. He went to his tiptoes and kissed Constans, a slow and gentle kiss. “I love you, Constantine Batiste.”

Constans hugged him. “I love you, Isaac Augustus Salvatore.”
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Constans trailed
 behind Isaac down the length of the gallery. It was odd to see styles of clothing and haircuts he'd once lived through himself frozen in paintings preserved with spells and runes. The wealth of the Salvatores stretched back generations, the founder of the American branch landing on these shores with a great fortune of his own, and it was readily apparent in the Mansion.

Generations of magic, spell forms that saturated every atom of stone, mahogany, polished silver, antique rugs, and wax-polished floorboards. The gallery was in a long hall on the rear of the Mansion, windows overlooking the extensive gardens returning to life under the tender care of a High Court Sidhe, the sea-grass dunes bursting in waves of lush greens and yellows, and the sea glittered like darks gems in the evening light of the moon.

Isaac paused a few paintings down, head tilted curiously. His heart gave a strong thump, and Constans smelled the spicy hint of adrenaline that coursed through his veins. It tore his attention away from the far vista and toward the young sorcerer.

"Isaac?" A simple matter of thought and he covered the distance instantly. Isaac's hand hovered over the tiny brass plaque at the bottom of the frame, and Constans spared the portrait a glance, and surprise inspired a longer examination.

A tall man with wide shoulders, dark hair, and a charming stripe of grey at his temple stood next to a fireplace, the artist having captured perfectly the warmth inherent in the flames burning merrily in the hearth. It was the man's eyes that told Constans the man in the portrait was a Salvatore ancestor. The style of clothing pinpointed it to the late 1800s, but it was the other man in the portrait that caught Constans’s attention.

Constans chuckled. The last he saw of that vampire was far more recent than a portrait over a hundred and twenty years old.

Ashwin Metcalfe sat on an ottoman next to the imposing figure of the Great Stormlord, Ignacio Salvatore. The light from the fireplace in the painting illuminated the undead gleam in Ashwin's eyes, and a hint of fang peeked out past lips caught in the birth of a smile bound to be sarcastic.

And the possessive hand that rested on the slim vampire's shoulder proclaimed to Constans the nature of the two men's relationship, and why a lone vampire would appear in a portrait of one of the legendary combatants of the Blood Wars.

"He isn't named," Isaac murmured, fingertip tracing the etched words of the plaque. "The young man, he's a vampire, isn't he?" Isaac looked up at him, and Constans smiled, putting a hand gently on his shoulder, squeezing. Isaac leaned into the touch. "I never really looked at these when I was growing up, but I always wondered why there would be someone in a family painting who wasn't named."

"He has a name," Constans grinned. "It might not be the same one he had over a hundred and twenty years ago, but when I met him in London a few decades ago, he was going by Ash."

The portrait was of a soul-bonded pair, and Constans saw Ashwin Metcalfe a handful of decades ago in another city, many years after the supposed death of Ignacio Salvatore, going by the dates carved into the metal plaque. No vampire survived the death of a mate—they went mad with grief, became uncontrollably violent, and either walked into the dawn themselves or were killed by their own bloodclan.

Ignacio Salvatore was alive, and wherever he was, Ashwin Metcalfe would not be far away.
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Up next in the series is Daniel’s tale. Coming sometime in 2020.
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Thank you! I hope you enjoyed the book. Please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads, as reviews help other readers decide to take a chance on self-published books. Reviews help indie authors like me continue to write and bring new books into the world.

—Sheena (SJ)
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