
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Acknowledgement

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Thank you for reading A Mage’s Guide to Human Familiars!

Books by AJ Sherwood

Author


This book is a work of fiction, so please treat it like a work of fiction. Seriously. References to real people, dead people, good guys, bad guys, stupid politicians, companies, restaurants, events, products, locations, pop culture references, or wacky historical events are intended to provide a sense of authenticity and are used fictitiously. Or because I wanted it in the story. Characters, names, story, location, dialogue, weird humor, and strange incidents all come from the author’s very fertile imagination and are not to be construed as real. No, I don’t believe in killing off main characters. Villains are a totally different story.

A MAGE’S GUIDE TO HUMAN FAMILIARS

R’iyah Family Archives: Volume 1

Copyright © 2021 by AJ Sherwood

Cover by Katie Griffin

Magic circle ring, Magic Spell Ring Sparkle, incantation circle, Superpower. horoscope circle on dark background by TD wt/Shutterstock

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. 

Purchase only authorized editions. 

 

www.ajsherwood.com

 


[image: ]

Summoning a familiar was supposed to be an exciting thing. The epitome of a young mage’s training. It was the event everyone dreamed about. 

Bel looked at the summoning circle, then at the power-booster spell inscribed on his own chest in its simplified circle of glowing light, and sighed. 

He felt sick to his stomach and ready to go hide in a blanket fort. With snacks. Snacks would do nothing to help the situation, but he was sure they’d make him feel better. 

Victoria came up and put a supportive arm around his shoulders. “You’ve got this, honey.”

“I know I can do the spell.” That so wasn’t the problem. He looked at the woman who was basically his adoptive mother in many ways, the person who’d supported him when things had gone to shit three years ago. He’d worked with her and her mage-husband, Matt, ever since. If not for them, he wasn’t sure how things would have fallen out, but it wouldn’t have been pretty. They’d given him the space he’d needed to heal, as well as the support to be able to work. 

Her familiar, a Norwegian forest cat named Wodge, came over and twined around Bel’s ankles, showing support. Bel leaned down to give him a scratch under the chin, making Wodge purr. Some people got nice, easy familiars. Like cats. Bel could go for a cat.

Would Bel get a cat?

No. 

Because that’s not how a R’iyah mage rolled. 

Victoria gave him another squeeze. “That wasn’t what I meant, and you know it. This time, the spell will bring you a familiar who will love you.”

“I really hope you’re right.” If it didn’t, Bel was never doing this again. Ever. No matter how difficult it made life for him. No matter how dangerous it got. He’d find another way. The only reason he was doing it now was MAD insisted he had to have a familiar if he was to continue working.

But he’d quit them if he had to. He wasn’t going to be forced back into this if things didn’t pan out. Again. 

It was terrifying, really, to face the circle. Even with Victoria and Matt at his back. Breaking his previous familiar bond had felt like someone had ripped his heart straight out of his chest. The gaping wound left behind had left him raw, aching. Pain like that was reserved for amputated limbs, and Bel felt like he’d lost just that. It had taken almost a year before Bel felt normal again afterward. No way did he want a repeat experience. 

This time, he was going to be upfront about all of it. Every single thing about himself that had driven off his first familiar. Spencer had hated absolutely everything—the job, the connection to Bel, Bel himself. There wasn’t a single thing he felt redeemed being summoned, and made sure Bel had known it before he left. Bel wasn’t about to put himself in that position again. He would clear the air, give the familiar time to think before making the decision to stay or go. 

Matt was off to the side, propping up a wall well outside of the circle’s range. “Ready?” he called, his usually affable expression closed down in worry. The little mini-dragon in his arms turned its dark crimson head and gave Bel an encouraging chirp. Treasure was supportive that way. 

“As I’ll ever be.” Bel stepped forward, readying the limited power he had available to him. It would be barely enough to do the summoning with. Which was a sad state of affairs, but unfortunately normal for him. 

He took a deep breath and found himself praying this worked. Despite all of his protests to the contrary, Bel really wanted a familiar. Wanted that relationship, that steadiness in his life. He closed his eyes for a moment, his feelings jittering in his chest, too many to comfortably name. Then he let out a slow breath before uttering the spell. 

“Ich rufe dich Vertrauter.”

The sigil on the floor lit up with pure white light, blazingly bright, almost too bright to look directly at. The power pulled strongly from his core, so much so that Bel had to wonder—just who was he summoning this time? And from where, because that was quite the power draw. 

Victoria stood at his back, her palm flat between his shoulder blades, giving him a much-needed power boost. Bless her. Bel quickly felt drained by this summoning. 

He watched the middle of the circle intently, where the familiar would appear, trying to tease out any hint of shape or size. Even as he did, Bel found himself praying again. Please let this one be kind and patient. Let them have the talent he needed, the ability to offer the necessary protection.

Please don’t let this be a repeat of three years ago. 

A shape started to take form. It was tall—six feet easily. Slender. Maybe a man? 

But seriously, why so much of a power drain? Was he coming from across the country? Bel was in Michigan, so the familiar could be coming from practically anywhere and it would be ‘across the country.’ 

Between one blink and the next, the form solidified, and the light from the sigil faded. The power draw died down to a hum, then to nothing at all, the summoning complete. 

Bel stared at the man standing in the circle. He looked bewildered and on guard, already braced in a fighting stance. The uniform was that of the armed forces, although Bel couldn’t tell from what branch. Army? Marines?

Two facts careened through Bel’s head. One, he’d once again summoned a soldier. Two, the man in front of him was damned handsome. His thick hair was jet black, with a slight wave that lay close to his scalp. He was lithe and trim, movements graceful as he slowly came out of the guarded stance. Hazel eyes locked on Bel, and when he spoke, it was with a light, smooth tenor. 

“I don’t suppose someone can explain why the hell I’m in a summoning circle?”

The spell just had to summon someone exactly Bel’s type. 

Damn it all to hell. 
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Bored. 

Booooored. 

Oh god, was Nico bored. 

He was so bored, his boredom was bored. That had to be next level, right there. 

He sat in his office cubicle, ostensibly doing paperwork on the government-issued computer. Really, he was waiting for the damn thing to install some kind of software update. It was taking a moon’s age, because anything government-issued was old enough to have been made with the dinosaurs. Or by the dinosaurs. It was a wonder they ever managed to get anything done, with this level of tech. 

He spun in his squeaky office chair, head tilted back so he could stare at the fluorescent lights above him. As he spun, he contemplated his life decisions. 

Signing up for the army had sounded exciting at eighteen. It gave him the ability to shoot things, and Nico was all for shooting things. And his family had urged him to take his energy and go elsewhere, as he was driving them nuts. 

But at the ripe old age of thirty-two, Nico had learned that no matter what branch of the military you went into, you had to fill out forms for shooting things. In triplicate, god help him. He spent more time in an office chair than he did out in the field. It was an injustice. He hadn’t signed up for this. 

Not able to sit still another second, he popped up and put his cell phone back in his pocket. To his CO, sitting at the front of the sterile room, he called, “Software update. I’m heading for an early lunch.”

The CO tiredly waved him on. The man was a sleep-deprived new father. He clearly didn’t care what anyone did right now as long as it didn’t blow up the building. 

Nico skipped out of the room, heading into sunlight, and deliberately chose walking over driving. It was better to stretch his legs, and he was on base anyway. It wasn’t like it would take long for him to get to any of the restaurants. 

Besides, Nico was an active thinker. He needed to take his thoughts on a walk. 

What could he do with his life? That wasn’t this. The thought of going civilian toyed at him. His enlistment was almost up, and it’d be nice to have the freedom to go wherever. That part of it appealed, but he’d signed up for the military to begin with because there wasn’t enough danger in civilian life. He was an adrenaline junkie. He liked a challenge. 

And he wanted a purpose. Working a job to pay the bills didn’t appeal to him. He wanted to do something with his life. Nico wasn’t an entrepreneur in spirit—he didn’t have the head for that sort of thing—but he wanted day-to-day life to have an impact on…something. Someone. 

Hmm, maybe nonprofit. Surely a nonprofit organization somewhere went into dangerous areas regularly. 

Oooh, or maybe he could be like Garen. Go into bodyguarding. 

The thought of his old boyfriend brought a pang to his heart. Sort of like if Godzilla had thrown a friendly punch at his chest, that kind of pang. Nico paused at the crosswalk, sighing in regret. He hadn’t heard from Garen in a few weeks. Their split had been equal parts amicable and painful. Neither of them had wanted to break up, but both of them had felt it was inevitable. They spent too much time apart; it was impossible to make things work.  Even after the split, they kept in contact with each other. Emailed often and Skyped when they could. It wasn’t a relationship either of them wanted to totally end, even if it didn’t have a prayer of working out long-term. 

But if Nico joined him in the Secret Service…the idea teased and tantalized him. If they worked in the same place, or at least the same city, maybe they could try again? 

God, that was tempting. Nico had never met anyone who fit him as well as Garen did. He wasn’t sure if Garen felt the same way about giving it a second chance, though. 

But would he even be any good at bodyguarding? It meant a lot of standing around and being patient. Anyone who knew Nico could say with authority that standing around was the absolute worst task to assign him. The only time Nico ever stayed still was if he was dead asleep. Maybe not even then. 

The one time he’d accidentally maneuvered Garen out of bed really had been an accident. Not that Garen ever let him live it down. 

Nico looked blindly at the base around him. No, this wasn’t where he was supposed to be. He felt the truth of that vibrate in his very bones. He wasn’t sure if protecting someone else was the right tactic either. Maybe there was something he was meant to do with his life that he just hadn’t found yet. 

It wasn’t something he could Google, that he knew. 

Look, sometimes when a man was drunk, Googling life decisions sounded like a perfectly sound plan, okay? And Google Sensei had tried; it wasn’t his fault. Nico just asked some really, really weird questions. 

At least he hadn’t used a work computer to Google the questions. That would have been super awkward to explain. 

The crossing light turned green, so he started across. Not that he had any idea of what to eat for lunch. Nico was just walking at this stage, waiting for inspiration to strike. 

He had one foot off the curb, but it never connected to pavement. Between one heartbeat and the next, a vortex of powerful magic wrapped around him like a cocoon. Nico barely had time to blink before his balance was upended, the magic hooking like a strong anchor in his chest and yanking him out of the space he was in, hurtling him at lightning speed. 

And then he was…here. Wherever here was. 

Disoriented, he took a second to look around, his body falling into a fighting stance on instinct. Not knowing his location put him distinctly on edge. 

Nico wasn’t a mage, hadn’t really worked in that field, but he’d been around mages a few times in his career. Being in the army basically guaranteed he met all types. So he recognized magic when he saw it, but he had no idea why he was standing in a summoning circle. There didn’t seem to be any threat here. He didn’t think.

It was a fairly sizeable room, obviously someone’s workroom, with tables shoved to the sides to make room for the chalk-drawn sigil on the concrete floor. The lights overhead were dimmed, but he had ample light to see by, and he took in the situation with a quick glance. 

Mage on the far-right wall, leaning against it. Middle-aged with thinning brown hair, wearing a black-on-silver mage vest around his chubby frame. Another one in a mage vest dead ahead. Woman of similar age to the man, more athletic in build, blonde hair up in a messy bun, looking at him with a very unreadable expression. 

And then there was the younger mage, also in a vest, looking both hopeful and resigned. He was cute, no doubt about that, a little on the twinky side, with a slim build. Messy blond hair framed his face and covered his ears, but did nothing to hide his eyes. 

Blood-red eyes. 

Nico had no idea what was going on. But he’d lay good money the cutie with the demon eyes was the key to it all. 

“I don’t suppose someone can explain why the hell I’m in a summoning circle?”

Cutie stepped forward with a nervous smile. “That’s my fault. Sorry for the alarm. I’m Bel Adams, a mage with the Magic Alliance Division.”

Nico let out a low whistle and dropped his guard completely. No need for it here. Anyone part of the Magic Alliance Division—MAD, to those who enjoyed the joke—were very highly ranked indeed. They were the government’s division of magical troubleshooters, and you had to be very, very good to have the job. Not to mention trustworthy. Their security clearance was only second to God’s. He’d worked with them a grand total of two times, and both times had given him quite the story to tell afterward. These people were power hitters in the extreme. 

Bel took in a deep breath before continuing. “I just did a summoning spell, which is why you’re here. I summoned a familiar.”

Nico blinked. 

Thought that through. 

Blinked again. 

Nope, still not processing. “Hold on. I think words went through my brain but didn’t stick. You summoned a familiar. And I’m in the summoning circle. Which makes me…your familiar? Am I putting the math together right?”

Bel nodded jerkily, half-wincing as if expecting an explosion. “Right.”

Nico stared at him, still trying to get his brain to process. It was struggling something fierce. How the…no, but…seriously?! A familiar? Who the hell heard of a human familiar?!

“Aren’t familiars supposed to be more…fuzzy?” Nico croaked. “Last I checked, I didn’t have a tail. Or fuzzy ears. Not that I wouldn’t rock them, but pretty sure I didn’t come equipped with those.” 

“Typically, yes, but Bel’s not typical.” The woman came around, her smile sympathetic. “Would you like to go sit down somewhere?”

Nico nodded dumbly. Sitting down sounded like an excellent start. “Is there alcohol in the place where I can sit down?”

“I’ve got beers in the fridge.”

“You are officially my favorite person.” Nico followed her blindly out of the room, the other two trailing after him. 

It wasn’t far into the next room, a place designed to hang out in. Two overstuffed couches, a chair near the fireplace—with a fire going, which meant he was in a colder climate—and a lived-in feel to the place. It looked like someone’s living room. 

He sat on the couch, which happened to be the nearest piece of furniture, but his eyes were automatically tracking the cute blond mage, who tentatively sat on the couch next to him. Bel looked ready to either do a seiza or bolt—possibly both. And he glowed a little, a light shimmer around his body. Why the hell was that? Just on him, though, no one else. Nico wasn’t sure if that related to the eyes or not. Was it polite to ask? Should he try to ignore it? 

“Sorry,” Bel apologized again, unable to meet his eyes. “Sorry, you’ve got every right to be surprised. Let me start at the beginning. First, you can absolutely refuse to be my familiar.”

“Don’t start with that,” the older man chastised even as he sank into one of the chairs. 

“He needs to know,” Bel refuted stubbornly, but he looked on the verge of tears even saying it. “He needs to know he isn’t stuck with me. I’m sorry, what is your name?”

So much apologizing. It all struck Nico as wrong. The defeated posture, the way Bel spoke as if sure Nico was going to rip his head off. There was a story there, and it wasn’t good. 

Nico wasn’t one to leave a person upset if he could help, so he very gently took the hand on Bel’s knee into one of his own, hoping to draw the mage’s eyes up to his. To help get his sincerity across. 

It worked. Blood-red eyes flew up to his, even as his fingers spasmed in Nico’s grip. But he didn’t retreat. 

“I’m Captain Nicholas di Rocci. Army Ranger. I’m still getting my bearings, here, but I’m not upset. Every time I’ve worked with a MAD mage, I came away with a fun story to tell. I know a little of what you guys do. Either way this shakes out, you saved me from an afternoon of really tedious paperwork and terrible software updates, so I’m good, yeah?”

Bel sucked in a breath, then let it out again, a little shakily. He seemed to settle as he breathed out. He also didn’t try to pull free of Nico’s grip. 

If Bel was older than twenty, Nico would eat his boots. Why the hell was a mage of his age calling for a familiar? That happened at, like, sixteen, didn’t it? The hand in his wasn’t smooth, it had some calluses and was a little cold. Nico was perfectly happy to hold it and share the warmth. Holding a cute man’s hand was totally in his skillset.  

Nico could be charming, if he put his mind to it. He tried now, giving Bel a bone-melting smile. “Tell me from the beginning. I’ve got all the time in the world.”

“Thank you for your patience.” Bel closed his eyes for a moment, seeming to orient himself now that he had Nico’s blessing to take his time. “This is hard for me to explain.”

The woman came back with the beers, which she handed out to everyone but Bel. Nico accepted his with a murmur of thanks. 

“First, introductions,” she suggested. “I’m Victoria Totheson, and that’s my husband and work partner, Matt. We’re Bel’s coworkers. This is my familiar, Wodge, and Matt’s familiar, Treasure. You’re currently in our home just outside Detroit, Michigan.”

Location acquired. He felt a little more settled with that knowledge. The familiars were cute, too. Wodge came over to sniff his hand before getting a pet. “Thanks, and nice to meet you.”

“And you, Captain. Thanks for your patience. I know this is confusing.” Victoria took a seat opposite them on another couch, getting settled with crossed legs. “We’ll all try to bring you up to speed.”

“I appreciate it.” Nico took a healthy swallow from the can in his hand. Good beer, exactly what he needed for this conversation. It had the weight of being a doozy. 

“As you can likely tell from my eyes”—Bel waved toward his own face with his free hand—“I’m part demon. Very small part. My multi-great-grandfather is a demon. I have just enough demon blood in me to have the eyes.”

It wasn’t unheard of, in this world of magic. Demons, angels, gargoyles, elves—all the races of man and other blended and mixed without trouble in this modern world. Still, it wasn’t often a demon chose to have a child with a human. A one-in-a-million chance, that sounded about right. He’d recognized the eyes because he had met demons before, but this was the first time seeing them in a human face. 

“My magic comes from my human side, but the eyes aren’t really compatible with my human body. I have to restrain them with magical seals, so most of my magic goes toward that on a 24-7 basis.” Bel’s mouth screwed up in something that could have been a smile, but it looked too strained. “Which makes me pretty useless as a mage. I can only manage small spells, and those in limited quantity. The upside to it is that I can see everything. I can analyze something down to its molecules. There’s nothing I can’t visually dissect.” 

Nico pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. That would explain his ranking in MAD, then. And that was an extremely handy talent to have. Nico could think of three uses offhand for those eyes and that analytical ability. Even with Bel’s magic limited, that talent alone would make up for it. 

“It’s because of this that he must have a dedicated work team,” Matt pitched in, both hands holding his beer comfortably on his belly. “That’s us. But we’re not really able to do everything he needs. You said you worked with mages like us before, correct? Then you know what type of jobs we’re pulled in for.”

Nico did the math. A mage who could only manage small spells, in very dangerous situations, without any means of protecting himself. He winced. Oh yes, he saw the overall picture. The jobs they were brought in for normally bordered war zones. Places where even a moment’s inattention might end in death or injury. He looked at Bel with new understanding. 

“I have to have a protector,” Bel said as if reading the thought off his face. “It’s not something I can work around. I’ve tried, for three years, but it’s…not really sustainable. Which is why I called for a familiar. But I stand by what I said. This is a really hard position to fill, Captain. You’d be my constant companion, my bodyguard, and it doesn’t give you much of a social life. Worse, you don’t have much of a window to make up your mind about this.”

Victoria made a noise of protest. 

Bel completely ignored her, looking Nico right in the eyes. “When I summoned you, the mage-familiar bond initiated. The longer we leave it, the more developed it becomes. If you choose a month from now, three months from now, that this is too much for you, it will hurt both of us to break it. It’s agony.” 

That didn’t sound like theory to Nico’s ears. That sounded like experience. He grew perturbed at the realization. “You’re speaking as if this has happened before.”

“I summoned a familiar at sixteen,” Bel answered wearily, the echo of pain on his face. “He spent three weeks with me and decided he couldn’t do it. I spent a year recovering from the separation. Which is why I’m making this clear from the onset. If this isn’t for you—which I understand, I’m a complete stranger to you—then say it now. Say it so we both have a chance of getting out of this without losing too much skin in the process.”

“I can’t say anything until I have a better grasp of the situation.” Nico made no decisions without all of the intel, especially things like this, which could turn his world topsy turvy.

Bel gave him an odd look, as if that wasn’t the answer he expected. “You’re seriously going to consider staying?”

“Yes. Honestly, I’m thirty-two, I haven’t yet received my call to adventure, and I was starting to worry I’m not a protagonist.” 

Bel stared at him, perplexed, but Matt snorted a laugh. So did Victoria. It did lighten Bel up a little; he stopped looking so tense. 

Nico felt it prudent to add, “But I’ll decide once you’ve given me all the information I need. This is a guess, but I think I’m operating on about”—he waggled his head back and forth—“ten percent of the information I need right now. I don’t even understand what a familiar would do on a daily basis. Or why you’re special and get a human familiar when everyone else gets some type of animal.” 

Bel seemed lost, like he never expected Nico to ask questions. 

Like he only expected Nico to leave. 

Nico didn’t know how to explain that the idea of leaving this young mage, with his adorable upturned nose and innocent face, on his own, with no familiar or means of protection, sat very ill with him. Nico was the protective type; he owned that. The strength of the feeling surprised him, as he normally didn’t attach himself to people this quickly. The bond at play, maybe? Probably. Nico still had a large gaping hole of knowledge where that thing was concerned. Either way, the feeling was there and insistent. Given a choice, he didn’t want to leave Bel in the lurch. The urge to touch Bel was there, too. Why?

Nico had always been a talker, and this seemed a good moment to get his thoughts out there. He took Bel’s hand in one of his, as that felt right and natural, and started off with the first thing that leapt to mind. “Look, I’m military. Being randomly stationed places and going everywhere with no warning is old hat for me, no big. I signed up to go on a grand adventure, and it was a poor-ass decision because all I really do is shoot people and then do paperwork to explain why I shot people. Repetitive, man, so repetitive. Your job sounds a lot more interesting. I’m honestly excited to get into it. I have no idea if I’d be good at being a familiar, or why your magic summoned me to be one, so I do have a lot of questions. And making a decision while I still have unanswered questions is a really poor way to live my life, y’know? I’d really prefer not to do that. You’re hella cute. I don’t like the idea of someone putting holes in you because you don’t have a familiar to guard your back. That bothers me. I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night. So at least, leave me in place until we can figure out a good Plan B, okay? But either way, properly brief me. I feel like I got read the summary.” 

Bel’s jaw had dropped a little during his speech. “Did you breathe at all during that?”

Nico put his beer down so he could ruffle Bel’s soft, touchable hair. “Keep up, will you? I talk when I get excited. And when I’m bored. And…basically, assume I talk no matter the situation. But why am I constantly touching you? I mean, I’m from an Italian family. I don’t know what a personal bubble is, but I don’t normally sit on a couch and hold hands with a man I’ve known ten minutes. Not without being a lot more drunk, at least. You’re fun to hold hands with, though. I’m super okay with it, just wondering why? Am I on a magic high or something?”

Bel’s eyes darted down to their hands, and a flush invaded his cheeks. Very visibly, as he was pretty pale. It was a cute blush. Made Nico want to poke him. “Um. Mage-familiar bonding. It’s typical that we’ll like to be in contact.”

“Yeah? It does feel more…soothing? To touch you. I’ve got this feeling in my chest, like a strong buzz, if that makes sense. Is that the bond?”

“Yeah. It’ll grow stronger and more nuanced as time goes on, more than this general feeling of presence.” 

Victoria cleared her throat. “A familiar likes to know where their mage is at all times. It’s part of your protective instincts.”

He cocked his head at her. “You don’t say. Makes sense, I suppose. And if I’m touching you, I know precisely where you are? So, part affection, part protection. See? This is the sort of information I need, right here. Why don’t you grab a beer too, sit back with me, and really walk me through this.”

Bel shook his head slightly. “I can’t drink. It messes with my eyes. To be precise, I lose control over some of the spells I’m maintaining, which in turn impacts my eyes.”

Poor kid, he really was in a tricky position. Nico couldn’t imagine having to fight his own body just to make it operational day-to-day. “Alright, I’ll drink for both of us, and then—”

His phone rang in his pocket. Nico slid it free and answered it with a swipe of his thumb. Figured his CO would call at this juncture. 

“Di Rocci, where the hell are you?” he barked. 

“Sir, sorry, sir. I got summoned.”

“What? Make sense, man.”

“I got summoned by a mage. I’m now in Michigan,” he clarified. “I’ll read you in properly, sir, once I’ve been briefed. I’m still trying to wrap my head around things.”

“Summoned? Are you drunk, di Rocci? That makes no sense. Why the hell would a mage summon you? You’re just a soldier.”

“That, sir, is definitely one of my top ten questions.” 
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Bel didn’t understand what was happening at all. 

Not that he was complaining. He’d rather have this affable man instead of someone outraged, but yeah. Captain di Rocci’s reaction baffled him. 

From what Bel could see, this was the type of man who could roll with the punches. He didn’t like to jump to conclusions, and his curiosity overcame everything else. He was perfectly willing to sit on the couch, hold Bel’s hand, drink a beer, and ask all the questions. 

All. The. Questions. 

Bel, for his part, did his best to answer. And waited for the other shoe to drop. 

Captain di Rocci was a good listener. He paid strict attention, but if you gave him information, he used that information to ask yet another question. It was mentally exhausting, but also rather nice to know he took this matter so seriously. 

Why he was so invested in Bel’s wellbeing, that…was something Bel had no answer for. And he really, really needed one. 

“Let me get this straight.” The captain sipped at his beer, obviously forming the question mentally. “The reason why you get a human familiar is because your magic has figured out that you need something super intelligent, so it calls for another human being.”

“Right. I’m not unique in my lineage. Super rare, yes, but not unique. I have cousins like me. And in our parents’ generation, we had an aunt like this too. They all got human familiars as well. Throughout history, there’s always been one or two mages of demon lineage, so people more or less knew I would summon a human familiar. It’s pretty obvious why once we’re in the field. You have to make a lot of snap decisions, all without my input, because I have to focus on the problem. And interrupting me doesn’t always end well.” 

Bel paused and tried to judge how Nico was receiving everything. His first familiar hadn’t asked all these questions, hadn’t bothered with the deets. Spencer had gotten the basic outline of the idea, and then they’d taken a break and tried setting him up in a room in Bel’s house. 

In retrospect, it had been a mistake, of course. It was why Bel insisted on sharing all information now. But he liked it that his new familiar was just as adamant about getting the full picture. 

Another sip of beer. “Yeah, okay. Human familiar it is. So I’m a bodyguard in the field, is what you’re saying. And then we live together off-job.”

“Yes.” And what did his expression mean? Something about Bel’s answer had perturbed him. “Captain—”

“Whoa, whoa, call me Nico.” He flashed a smile. “We’re not on formal terms, after all. Okay, so, here’s my thought. I think your magic screwed up a little.” 

Bel’s heart sank. Here it came. 

“I specialize more in offense, you see. I’ve never played bodyguard in my life. I have no idea how to effectively do that.”

Victoria leaned forward. “If his magic called you, you must have that talent. It wouldn’t choose you otherwise.”

Nico gave her a shrug. “I’m not saying I don’t, just that I don’t have the skills right now. I mean, we can do a simulation run of some sort, try this out, but I can guarantee you I’m going to screw up. A lot. I don’t have any experience in this. Bel, I don’t want you looking sad. Put the sad face away. I’m not saying I will reject you—I’m saying we need to think outside the box a bit here. You’re a pretty important guy. I feel like there should be good protections around you, and at the moment, that’s not me. I need some serious training first. Yeah?” 

Bel understood the words. He just didn’t understand why Nico was saying them. “Are you truly considering staying with me?”

“Honestly? Yes.” A hint of devilment danced in Nico’s hazel eyes. “I’ll list off my reasons. One, I’m tired of being in the military. I’m tired of the politics, I’m tired of being sent off on a whim, I’m tired of all sorts of things. I was going to try and ride it out for another five months, but my heart’s not in it. I’d prefer a good reason to exit gracefully now. That said, not a lot of civilian jobs provide much in the way of fun.”

“Fun,” Bel repeated slowly, realization dawning. “As in danger?”

“Bing, bing! Get the man a cookie. I was really afraid that when I got out of the military, I’d get so bored with civilian life that I’d sign back up. Which…yeah. Probably not the best of ideas.” Nico nodded, agreeing with his own decision. “But you, you promise all sorts of fun. And a different career path I can get behind.” 

The realization finished dawning. Nicholas di Rocci was one of those. The adrenaline junkie who liked danger and couldn’t sit still for long. There were quite a few of those in Bel’s line of work—which made sense. Who else would sign up for these kinds of hours and impossible missions? 

His magic might well have picked the right person this time. Because if Nico really felt that way, then he was right—Bel’s career was right up his alley. 

Testing the waters, Bel swallowed around a dry mouth and threw out, “Two weeks ago, I was in a Mapinguri’s lair in Brazil, rescuing a man who had gotten kidnapped. We had to put down multiple lures to catch the Mapinguri because he could outrun our reflexes, so it took three nights to catch him.”

Nico’s face fell. “Damn, I missed that?”

As he suspected. Nico looked like a child denied a treat. That expression gave Bel some hope. Enough that he was honest with Nico, once again. “It’s why I finally gave in and decided to call for a familiar. Because that whole debacle was hellish in the extreme. We barely got back out. I think we all slept for a week afterward.”

Matt snorted. “I certainly did. Nico, I hear your concerns about not having the right experience or training for this. We have six weeks to get you fully up to speed. That includes the basics of magic, getting your security clearance, etcetera. But I can put in a request with the higher-ups to get someone to train you.” 

Seesawing a hand, Nico frowned a little. “I’m not against that, but I do have a thought. Bel, assume I’m staying, first of all.”

Bel’s jaw dropped. Was this man serious? Bel’s brain swirled with chaotic energy, not at all able to process. How could anyone choose like this, so easily? Bel felt shaken by the mere idea. “You can’t possibly know enough after a two-hour conversation to make that decision!”

Nico’s grin was an interesting mix of feral and delighted. He purred, “Oh, but I dooo. You’ve told me what I really need to know. There’s danger, fun, and purpose if I stay with you. Those are my three favorite things. That, and I can finally be openly gay, which is a nice change after being military for so long.”

Bel blinked. Oh. He had kind of gotten that vibe from Nico, but it had been a passing thought while focusing on the more immediate things. Bel should not have casually swept that idea to the side because it suddenly became a lot more pertinent. Nico was gay. His extremely hot, charming familiar was gay. Bel might be in trouble. “Uh, yes, um, you can?”

“See? All perks. And guarding your hide is no hardship, I promise you that.”

That line could be taken in so many different ways, most of them wrong. Bel’s mind was trying to slither right into the gutter. He did not want to take Nico’s statement and run with it. With a firm yank, he pulled his brain back above the beltline. 

Bel didn’t know if Nico’s opinion would change two or three weeks in, but he had to admit this was a better start than Spencer. Which gave him enough faith to try. He nodded. “Okay. If you’re really, really sure you want to try this?”

“Do, there is no try,” Nico intoned. 

Star Wars, really? “Then I’ll put in the necessary paperwork to transfer you over here. But what was your thought?”

“So, here’s the thing. I’ve got a really close friend in the Secret Service. Guards important people all the time. I trust him to train me and get me up to speed. Let’s request him for, say, three months or so. But first”—Nico held up a stern finger—“I want to do a battle simulation with you. If you get hit while I’m trying to guard you, I want to do a dual request, have Garen both train me and stay to help guard you. I don’t want you hurt because I don’t have my shit together.”

“You’re that sure you’ll need training?”

“I take absolutely nothing for granted. And I don’t think I’ll magically have skills simply because I was summoned.” 

It was a fair point and proved again how seriously Nico was thinking about this. It touched Bel, making him warm to the man. “I know my branch has a lot of pull, but bringing someone in from Secret Service might be a little…”

“I’ll talk to him about it, too. He’ll be able to request on his end, and it should work. I trust him more than anyone else to do the job. But if it doesn’t work, we’ll do a formal request through normal channels and work with whoever is assigned. Okay?”

“Yeah, okay.” Bel wasn’t sure how it ended up that Nico was persuading him. Shouldn’t this be the other way around? And this was all going so fast, he felt overwhelmed. He hadn’t expected Nico to just…agree. Even with all the questions Nico had asked. Hell, Bel had expected arguments and…and…more than this amenable ‘okay’ he was getting, at least. It was so far off-base from last time it threw Bel completely for a mental loop. He had to shake his head, get back on track. 

“Nico, I really want you to think about this. I mean, you’d have to move here. And quit the army—which I know you said is a bonus, but still. And explain to your family that your career is even more dangerous now. And be stuck with me, because breaking a bond is ridiculously hard. And painful. Shouldn’t you at least sleep on it?”

Nico pursed his lips again in that manner of his that seemed to indicate deep thought. “Will you feel better about my answer if I sleep on it?”

“Frankly, yes.” 

“Okay. Then I’ll sleep on it. And call my family and CO to update them on what’s happening. My parents will give me an earful whether I ask for it or not. I’ll sound them out on this, yeah? And then take me shopping so I can buy some clothes to tide me over. I’m pretty sure borrowing clothes from you would not go well.”

Considering Bel was skinnier and a good four inches shorter? Yeah, he didn’t see that working out well either. “I can do that.” 

Nico lifted his head and looked around. “Any place I can settle and make those calls?”

“Sure.” Victoria stood and gestured him up. “This way. I can show you to the guest bedroom.”

“Thanks bunches.”

Bel watched him leave, then blew out a huge breath. He didn’t know how to take all this. Nico was leagues different than Spencer, which was potentially a good thing. He was also handsome and almost criminally charming. Even as worried as Bel was, Nico had gotten him to agree to things quickly, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. 

An Army Ranger. Holy shit. His magic really had pulled an amazing man here this time.

But was this really going to work out okay?

Matt seemed to read the thought from his face. “I know you’re worried, Bel, but I’m getting a good first impression from Nico. He asked a lot of very smart questions, which prove he’s thinking this through. And he’s got the right temperament for the job, I think.”

“I’m not disagreeing with you.” Bel blew out another breath, staring at his own hands as if they held the answers to the universe’s problems. “I guess I’m gun-shy. I’m not sure how much hope to put into this. I mean, who agrees to life-changing things after a single conversation?”

“A man who’s used to being on the move. And he’s right. Being a gay man, the military will have been hard for him. You’re giving him a good career and a chance to be open.”

“But a social life will be hard for him, being my familiar,” Bel pointed out. 

“Bel, I think you will need to give this time.” Matt’s expression was full of sympathy. “I know you don’t want to. I know you want to get a yes or no answer right now because time will make things potentially harder on both of you. But you can’t make snap judgements and then assume they’ll stay correct. The only way to know if this man is right for you is to give it time. I will say I already like him better than the other one. Nico didn’t even ask what his salary would be.”

Bel blinked. That was true, he hadn’t. With Spencer, that was one of the first questions, and he’d insisted on looking at a work contract. 

Come to think of it, that should have been a good clue as to where the man’s priorities lay. 

“Shouldn’t he know that?”

“Oh, he definitely should. And I’m sure the question will come to him eventually. But he’s that excited about the lifestyle change that he wasn’t thinking of dollars and cents.” Matt leaned forward to give Bel’s knee a pat, like a father comforting a child. “Why don’t you put together a sort of welcome packet for him? Work contract, salary and benefits, the usual book of information about being a familiar in MAD. Something he can read and wrap his brain around.”

Not a bad suggestion. “Yeah. I can do that. It’ll take me a while to print it all out.”

“Yup, that it will.” 

Bel stood, then paused, chewing on his bottom lip for a second. “I got a good impression of him, too. I guess I’m worried because he’s making decisions pretty quickly. In his shoes, I’d want to sleep on this and ask more questions, deliberate for several days.”

“Maybe he’s a spontaneous person. Remember, not everyone is going to react in the same way you would in any given situation.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s true.” It still made Bel a little nervous, as this was a huge decision Nico was making. But Matt was right on multiple points. He generally was. Bel really needed to give this more time to see how things would shake out. 

And in the meantime, get the logistical stuff done. Sitting and stewing certainly wouldn’t help or answer anything. 

Maybe on the shopping trip, he could sound Nico out a little more? At the very least, get a better feel for the man. Right now, he felt like he’d been hit by a very amiable, talkative whirlwind. 

Who liked to hold hands. Who had nice, big, warm hands that fit Bel’s in all the right ways.

Nico wasn’t the only gay one. And he apparently had no idea of the effect he had on Bel. Which was entirely unfair, as holding the man’s hand had kept Bel’s heartbeat at a steady thump-thump-thump the entire conversation, which hadn’t exactly been helpful.

Did his magic have to choose someone so damn handsome?
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Nico dutifully called his CO first and explained what had happened. The poor man was shocked—not that Nico blamed him. He was a bit shocked himself. But the CO promised to put in the right paperwork to transfer Nico over to MAD. 

It was a bit overwhelming, being yanked across a country. Nico had gone from California to Michigan in three seconds, which had to be some sort of land speed record, right there. He still reeled with shock, but it was a nice sort of feeling, too. Liberating. He hadn’t wanted to be in California to begin with. Landing here felt like a fresh start, and it was heady indeed. 

Bel really thought Nico was rushing things. Maybe he was, a tad? Nico was semi-impulsive by nature. He liked having all the facts before making a choice, but he had no problem jumping in feet first once he made that choice. There was no way to know if this was a mistake or not just by asking questions. He had to try it for himself. And he’d been honest with Bel about this job sounding leagues more fun than filling out forms in triplicate. 

He called his mother next, as his father was undoubtedly still at work, and she was the easiest to reach at this time of the day. 

She answered on the second ring, “Hello, my handsome son.”

“Hi, Mama,” he greeted, pacing back and forth beside the bed. “I called to tell you I got a new job today.”

“Wait, what? I thought you were going to ride out your position in the army until you could get out.”

“Well, I meant to, yeah. And then a very cute mage summoned me to be his familiar.”

There was a lengthy pause. 

“Mama? The call didn’t drop, did it?”

“You…” She paused, sucking in a breath. “Did you play a video game all night? Or are you drunk?”

“Such faith in your favorite son,” he mourned playfully. 

“You are not my favorite, you are the thorn in my side. Now answer the question. What did you do, Nico?”

“I didn’t do a thing, for once. I was walking innocently to lunch when a mage in Michigan did a summoning spell for a familiar. He got me.” Nico couldn’t keep the delight out of his voice. 

His mother groaned. “I’m sitting down for this. I’d get wine, but I don’t have time to open the bottle and let it breathe first. Alright, explain from the top.”

He did, trying to include everything she would want to know. When he wound down, she was silent for a long moment. 

“I think I’m going to have to sit with this before it starts to make sense,” she finally said. “But what I hear in your voice is that you’re very excited. Why?”

“Several things, really. One, his job is amazingly fun and interesting, and by being his familiar, I’m part of it. Two, he gives me a good way out of the army without it being a problem. Three, he’s very cute, and I don’t like the idea of him being vulnerable. Being his familiar means I’ve got something worth doing. And you know I struggle with that.”

“I do, yes. So you feel that being summoned has given you the purpose and direction you’ve been trying to find the past few years.”

“Yes, exactly.”

“And you want to seduce him.”

“Look, I won’t lie to you—”

“I wish you would.”

“—I’m a bad man, and he’s very tempting.”

“There’s nothing fair about that, and I expect you to behave.”

“Why would you tell me to do that when I have never in my life behaved?”

“I keep hoping the words will stick at some point.” 

Nico chuckled with delight. His mother loved to poke at him, and he loved giving her lots of openings. It was just how they rolled. 

“So, you’re going to stick with this young mage for a while, then?”

“Only way to know if this is a good idea or not. It’s funny, he seems sure I’m going to grow sick of him and leave first. I don’t know how to explain to him that he’s probably going to be ready to strangle me before the week is out. Maybe I should let him talk to you. You can warn him.”

His mother laughed. “Maybe I should.”

“You could disagree with me, you know.”

“I had to handle your high energy for nearly two decades before shipping you off to the army. I deserve to enjoy the show now. But Nico, try to keep active and not overwhelm him, alright?”

“I’ll run every morning,” Nico promised. He did anyway. Only way for him to manage to sit at an office desk for any length of time. “But does that mean you feel like this is the right fit for me too?”

“I don’t know if it is or not, but I hear the excitement in your voice. I haven’t heard you sound like this in years. Even if it crashes and burns, I think you should try it. You’re right—the only way to know is to try. Just be careful. What you’ve described to me sounds very dangerous.”

His mother didn’t like him in dangerous situations. Nico tried very hard to sound sincere as he said, “I’ll be careful.”

She sighed deeply; a woman driven past her limit. “I suppose keeping the mage safe will at least partially keep you out of trouble.”

Nico had tried to sound sincere, at least. He got points for that, right? 

Even pacing around the room, he felt antsy. Something about being in this room bothered him. He normally paced while talking on the phone, but for once, it wasn’t enough to keep him from feeling restless. Instinctively, he wanted to be out of here—

—Bel.

Ah, right, of course. His familiar bond was demanding to know where the mage was. At least, that was the vibe Nico was getting. A very strong tugging sensation in the middle of his chest pulled him around like a magnet looking for steel to adhere to. With his line of sight cut off like this, of course his instincts were upset with him. Bel had warned him about that. 

Hmm, no wonder he said Nico would have a hard time having any kind of social life. Dealing with this feeling for any length of time would be hard. Well, surely it would die down as things settled, right?  

That antsy feeling started up in his chest again. Nico beat it back with a flat palm, silently urging it to hush. It was fine. 

“Mama, I need to go. I’ll catch up with Dad later, yeah?”

“Yes, do. I’m not sure if I can explain it all right. Keep us posted. I want to know how you’re doing with this crazy life change of yours.”

“Will do. Love you, bye!” He hung up and bounced out of the room, looking for Bel. 

It took a few rooms before he found him, but Nico didn’t mind, as it gave him a better idea of the house’s layout. It was a two-story, what seemed to be a renovated house from an older time, lovingly redone and kept up. He found other bedrooms, the kitchen, dining room, and finally a back room that seemed to be Bel’s office. A great many bookshelves were crammed in, overflowing with books; there was also a laptop on a desk in one corner, a printer, and one other chair—presumably for anyone who wanted to drop in and visit. 

Bel was at the printer when he came in, collecting things as they came off the tray. Nico swooped in, giving the mage a back hug, which made Bel startle and tense. He smelled nice. Nico enjoyed having him in his arms, but he didn’t like how Bel tensed against him. He wasn’t sure if Bel just wasn’t touchy-feely, or if this was a sign of something else. Something potentially wrong. Nico tried not to read too much into it. Bel struck him as the type who took a while to warm up to people, so maybe he’d grow more comfortable with Nico’s touching in time. 

“Hi,” Nico greeted against the top of his head. “I got all jittery without knowing where you were. Is that normal?”

“Uh, at this stage, it will be,” Bel answered shyly. He didn’t move out of Nico’s arms, at least; although he didn’t relax, either. “It’ll be normal for the first few months, in fact. Does it bother you?”

“No, but it’s going to bother you, I think.” Nico was actually quite sure of that. “I’m very touchy-feely by nature, if you haven’t figured that out, and you’re coming across as a little shy, and I have a feeling you’re going to run out of patience with me at some point. I promise I can take a no, you just have to say it very firmly, maintain eye contact, and don’t let me squirm out of it, okay?”

Bel turned in his arms, tilting his head back to look up at Nico. On a fundamental level, it was a little disconcerting to be stared at by those blood-red eyes. They were incredibly penetrating, as if Nico could withhold no secrets. Bel seemed to be searching for something, some answer to a question, but he didn’t appear to find it. “I don’t understand you. You’re so carefree about this whole thing. You’re not worried?”

“Hmm…I am? But I don’t think I’m worried about the same things you’re worried about. Maybe that’s why I’m confusing you.” 

“I guess.” Bel looked at him a little longer, mouth twisting up in a wry smile. “How did your family take it?”

“My mother made me promise not to overwhelm you. She’s interested to see if this goes well, said to keep her posted. I’ll call again later tonight to update my father.” Nico could tell Bel wasn’t sure how to take this prolonged hug and forced himself to let go. It was a little hard. Bel fit so nicely in his arms, and his familiar bond was happy to be in contact. Which was a strange thing, no question, having an instinct vocally beating at his chest and demanding things. Nico wasn’t sure how to adapt but had faith he would with time. For now, he forced his arms down and reached for the printouts instead. 

Which turned out to be interesting. “Wait, there’s a human familiar handbook? Get out.”

“Uh, sorta? It’s more like a collection of notes and some history from the previous human familiars. We keep a copy of it on hand for cases like mine, so I was able to find one in the archives and print it for you. I thought it might be helpful. Better than my explanations, anyway.”

Nico looked it over with delight. He really liked audiobooks over anything physical, so he could run and listen, but this one he wanted to read from beginning to end. “I’ll tackle this first.”

“Actually, can you do the transfer forms first? So I can submit those. And you never did ask me about your salary or anything.”

Nico stared at Bel, perfectly blank, for a full five seconds. Then he snapped his fingers in realization. “Money! Damn, I would have thought of that eventually. What’s my pay?”

“Well, you’re a government employee still. You got bumped up a bit, so you’re now a G-15.” 

Nico let out a low whistle, his mind flying with calculations. Holy shit on a stick, he got bumped quite a bit on the pay scale. You couldn’t go above a G-15, it wasn’t possible. He was now making over six figures a year. “Are you? A G-15.”

“Yeah, everyone in MAD is.” Bel shrugged, a grimace flashing over his face. “That’s how dangerous our jobs are. And seriously, you look delighted every time I say danger.”

“I promise I passed the psych eval.” Nico put a hand over his heart and fluttered his eyelashes.  

For the first time, Bel gave a laugh, an unrestrained expression that made his eyes crinkle up at the corners. “I don’t believe you, but I’m glad you find the challenge of it fun because this job is definitely a challenge. Let me ask you something. You mentioned before that you worked with MAD mages a few times. Where and when?”

“Ah, last time was about a year ago, in the Saudi desert. They didn’t explain why. There was some bad magical mojo they were trying to eradicate, and they needed extra ground support. Spent a full week dodging things I could barely see, and that’s with the eyedrops they gave me. It was the best fun I’d had in ages. I begged them to let me stow away in their suitcases from then on, but the bastards sent me back to base.” Nico was not exactly feigning the pout. “Time before that, we were in Vietnam. They had one of their own kidnapped, needed more ground support again. I slipped in with them and played sniper, covered their backs while they rescued the mage, and kept their path of retreat open until the heli could get to us.”

Bel listened intently. “So you’ve actually got very good firsthand experience of what I do. Which is why you’re saying you don’t have the right skillset to guard me.”

“I’ve seen it twice now, what a familiar does around their mages. I know it’s a little different, they were animals or some kind of sentient object, but they always formed this protection around their mage. They augmented their defenses like a bodyguard. No way I can duplicate that. I don’t have any experience or training. When I worked with them, I was utilized for offense, not defense. Past ten years, that’s been the case.” Nico canted his head, saw when this really sank in with Bel. “I’m not airing complaints here, I’m speaking from firsthand experience.”

Bel nodded slowly, eyes trailing off to the side as he thought this through. “Then we’ll request someone to help train you today. But let’s go shopping for you first. And I’m starving. I skipped lunch while talking to you. Have you eaten?”

“No, you grabbed me before I could.”

“Then let’s eat first.” 

“If I turn down food, assume I’m dying. Okay?”

“I bet you eat like a starved horse,” Bel stated factually. 

“Why, because I can’t sit still? But you’re right, I do.” Nico’s metabolism was legendary in his family. He could and had eaten everything out of a refrigerator in one day. 

Grabbing his keys, Bel led him out of the house and into a sunny, well-kept neighborhood that was picturesque in all the right ways. Nico ran an admiring eye over a black pickup truck that looked ready for a zombie apocalypse, and hopped into the passenger side, pausing when he spotted the gearbox. 

“It’s a manual?”

“I hate driving automatics,” Bel admitted easily as he started up the engine. “It’s so boring.”

Huh. So, Nico wasn’t the only one who liked a challenge. Bel just hid it better under the surface. That actually made sense, now that he thought about it. Bel’s talent could be applied any number of ways, and successfully. That he chose to be part of MAD said something about his nature. 

“What would you like to eat?” Bel asked as he got them on the road. 

“I have no idea what’s around here. I like anything cooked. Don’t feed me sushi, and we’ll get along fine.” 

“Good to know. Barbeque?”

“Sounds great.” 

Bel shot him a glance as he stopped the truck at the corner, turn signal flashing. “I do have my own house, by the way. I stayed with Victoria and Matt for so long they kept my office and room intact in case something went down again and I had to move back in with them. But my house is here in town. We’ll move to it after we get done shopping.”

Nico had wondered. He couldn’t imagine why a man who made such excellent money would be living with the couple unless something had prompted him to do so. Unless it was Bel’s age? He knew his mage was a bit on the young side and perhaps didn’t want to move out yet. “Matt said something about you needing a dedicated team. Are they it?”

“Not…in the sense you mean, no. Victoria and Matt trained me. And I stayed with them after I lost my first familiar. They are my support when I’m in the field, no question, but I don’t have a full team. Not like I need. Really, I need another two mages at least for this to work.”

“Ahhh. Having seen what a mage in your job handles on a regular basis, I totally get that. Come to think of it, each group I worked with was a team of six.”

“That’s pretty standard. My human familiar is technically the sixth man of the team.”

“Huh.” Nico sat on that for a moment. That was very interesting and gave him another perspective. “But you’ve never met another two mages to form a team with?”

“I’ve not had good luck with that, no. Part of it was because I was down recovering for a year. Part of it was me not having a familiar at all. Mages look at you weird and question why you don’t have a familiar at my age.”

Nico’s heart broke. Bel looked straight ahead, his voice level as if he hadn’t just divulged a world of pain in four sentences. But that’s exactly what he had done. Because his familiar rejected him, he’d been forced to defend his stance, to be the pariah in his organization, for years. And he’d not been able to do a damned thing about it. Even now, he didn’t complain about it. He accepted it for what it was and factually answered Nico’s question. 

This man had the heart of a lion and the backbone to match. Nico had no idea what he would have done in Bel’s shoes, but he wouldn’t have accepted things, that was for sure. Nico was not one to go quietly into the night. 

Nico gave his instincts a mental pat. Good, instincts, good. You did good choosing to stay with this one. Bel needed all the help he could get. The chance to have a normal working team would be lifechanging for him. 

Bel gave him a charming, shy smile, melting every bone in Nico’s body. “It’s part of the reason why I’m very glad you chose to stay. Thanks.”

“Bel, pull over,” Nico demanded hoarsely. 

“Uh…why?”

“Because I have to hug you. It’s going to take a minute, just pull over.” 

Bel snorted a laugh, but pulled over and put the truck in park. “Are you—oh. Um, you were serious.”

It was awkward, leaning over the divide, but Nico wasn’t going to be deterred. He had to hug Bel, his instincts demanded it. And it was the right thing to do, because after that first startled moment, Bel leaned into it, sighing softly against Nico’s shoulder. 

“I’ll help you find your footing,” Nico swore quietly. “You’ve been in a really tough spot for the past few years, and you were great at handling that. I know you only called me because you felt like you had no choice. And it might take a while for us to really learn how to trust each other. But I’m here for you, Bel.”

Bel didn’t lift his head as he asked, “You’re so sure you won’t get tired of being tied down? I’m…I’m really complicated and have some baggage.”

“I will bet you right now—you’re going to get frustrated with me before I get frustrated with you.”

“Because…? I don’t get why you say that. So far, you’ve been amazing.” 

“Oh yeah? Really? But you’re easy to like. That hasn’t been hard. I’m super high-energy. I tend to drive people crazy after a while.”

“We’re in a high-energy job,” Bel pointed out. “I don’t think it’s going to be a problem. Not until we write the after-action reports, at least.”

“Oh god, we have paperwork in this job?” Nico groaned, holding Bel a little tighter. He was joking, but he wasn’t. “You’ll save me from the paperwork, right?”

Bel laughed for some reason. Nico thrilled a little to hear it. “Sure, Nico. You save me from things trying to eat me, and I’ll save you from paperwork.”

“Best deal I’ve ever made. Done.” Nico felt like he should probably stop hugging Bel at this point. Although he liked the hugging. It was nice Bel had finally relaxed into it. 

He mourned the loss when Bel leaned back, reclaiming his seat properly, but there was something different about his expression. The tightness around his eyes had eased some, and his smile was more genuine and less strained. 

Nico was relieved to see it. He hated feeling he made someone else uncomfortable, and the familiar bond in his chest really hated it. The bond flipped around in Nico’s chest like a squirming and yowling cat being threatened with water. Getting Bel to relax around him was going to be key. 

Bel once again got them back on the road, his smile lingering as he drove. “I’m glad you’re so easy to get along with. Alright, tell me about the friend you want to pull in. Why him, specifically?”

“He’s one hundred percent got the right skillset for this. He’s not only Secret Service, he’s part gargoyle. He’s got all the protective instincts.”

Bel blinked, a man waiting for the punchline. “Really?”

“Yeah, he guards important government officials all the time. He started out Army with me, and we served together for years before he jumped ship and went SS. Garen will not pull any punches with me, that’s for damn sure. And you’re more important than a lot of our government peeps, so…you see why I say I want him?”

“I do. It’s a little different, what you’ll have to do, but the situational awareness and such will be spot on. I can’t think of a better trainer than a Secret Service agent. Alright, we’ll put in the request for him.” 
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Bel took Nico to a sporting goods store first, as Nico had prioritized comfy clothes he could move around in. They’d hit another store for more formal clothes later, something he could use for going into an office setting. 

He barely had his feet on the ground when Nico zipped around the truck, reaching for his hand. The way Nico talked and reacted, Bel wasn’t even sure if holding hands was a conscious decision on his part. 

“Wow, it’s kinda busy out here. Is this usual?” Nico’s head turned in every direction, taking in the shopping strip. 

“Well, the weather tends to be crappy during the winter. When it’s nice weather like today, we Michiganders take advantage of it.”

“Ah, makes sense, makes sense.” Nico headed for the doors, talking as he did, free hand gesturing. “Why Michigan, if you don’t mind my asking? Because I figure you could probably live anywhere in the United States, right?”

“I could, yeah. But I’m from Michigan. Most of my family is in Brighton. I travel so much, it’s nice to come back to something familiar.”

“If your family is nearby, then why live with Matt and Victoria while you were recuperating?” Nico tacked on, “I’m being super nosy. You can swat my ass and tell me to stop if you’d like.” 

All things told, Bel didn’t mind the questions. They were personal, but this man might well be everything to him in the future. If anyone deserved to know the full lay of the land, it was Nico. Not that Bel was comfortable sharing every little thing—he’d only known Nico a few hours, after all—but he could at least give the man the basics so he wasn’t lost at sea. 

“The basic story goes like this: When I was born, I was one of three in my clan with R’iyah ability. Which is something that doesn’t happen all that often. Usually, we have, like, one or two in a generation, not three all within five years of each other. It left the family shorthanded on how to help everyone. As children, we had no ability to shield our own eyes. Someone had to help us do it regularly.”

“Wait, back up. Shield your eyes?”

“Demon eyes, human body,” Bel explained with a shrug. “They’re not really compatible. I have to shield my eyes so they don’t burn my body out. It’s why I don’t have a lot of spare magical power left to do spells with. Maintaining those shields consumes most of it, day to day.”

“That sounds…painful. Your parents helped with this?”

“No, they’re not magical. Not everyone in the family is. You’re either magical or not, there’s no in between. Grandpa came up often to help out, of course, but he couldn’t be there every day, and that’s what I needed. So they called in support from MAD, who sent two mages to help out.”

“Matt and Victoria,” Nico finished. 

“Matt and Victoria. They lived nearby, so it wasn’t hard for them to see me on a daily basis, and they could teach me a lot about magic.” Bel recalled those early days of his childhood with a sad smile. “My parents are also workaholics. It became obvious to me, rather quickly, that if I had a problem, it was easier to go to Matt and Victoria. Those two always paid proper attention. By the time I hit high school, I basically lived at their house. When Spencer—ah, when that first summoning went so awry, it felt more natural to stay with them than my parents.”

“Got it. I wondered. The dynamic feels a lot like parent/child between you guys. Which is weird, as you initially described them as work partners.”

“Well, they are. They’re also friends and foster parents. They’re a lot to me.”

“Is it just your family that produces R’iyah mages, then?”

“No, there’s a few others. Not many, though. I think there’s like, twenty of us worldwide? In the States, at least, it’s just us.” Bel looked around, realizing they’d kind of stalled at the edge of the menswear territory. “Alright, what first?”

“Pants,” Nico said decisively. “I personally am a fan of no pants, but the world frowns on that for some reason. Ooh, those look comfy.” 

“What’s your style?” Bel wasn’t even sure what to look for, honestly. The fatigues Nico still wore told him nothing. 

“I would call my fashion style ‘clothes that fit.’” 

“Right, you’re not helpful.” 

“I’ve been accused of that from time to time.” Grinning like the gremlin he was, Nico bounced ahead. 

Bel should have doubled back for a cart, because Nico was a whirlwind when he shopped. In a minute flat, he had no less than five pairs of pants in his arms, two shirts, and was going for another purely because the bright color caught his eye. 

Was there anything this man did at a normal pace?

“Shirts are crazy if you think about it,” Nico mentioned casually as he snatched up one, then another, and tossed them onto the growing pile on his arm. “Your body goes in one hole and comes out three.”

He also was kind of like a comedy act walking around the world. Bel really had no way of predicting what Nico would say next. It amused him, no doubt about that. The more time Bel spent around him, the more he hoped this would work. That feeling edged more toward wistful than concrete, unfortunately. Bel had very little faith someone like Nico would choose to stay. The man was so charming, and if he was a Ranger, he had to be damn good. Why stay on babysitting duty for the rest of his life? 

Bel tried to shake the thought off, focusing on the now. He could at least appreciate having Nico now. “Well, you’ve got shirts and pants. Shoes?”

“Yup, shoes. Because no one wants to stay in combat boots all day, trust me. Tell me about your first familiar.”

Bel nearly tripped in surprise. “Um. What do you want to know?”

“You don’t have to go into every detail if you don’t want.” Nico’s eyes were sharp, evaluating Bel’s face. The jokester could be serious, and he was paying very close attention right now. “But I need to know at least the basics of what went down so I can avoid his mistakes.”

“It was entirely Spencer’s choice to leave. Not something I encouraged.” Bel ran a hand over his face, trying not to let the pain of those days gouge open his heart again. He was mostly over it, but that experience tangled with what was happening now and his fears of Nico repeating it all. It wasn’t a comfortable feeling, to say the least. Rather like someone had taken an icepick and was intermittently poking Bel in the heart with it. 

Sucking in a breath, he tried to keep it succinct. “We were probably too young. Me, sixteen. Him, twenty. I wasn’t active duty at that point—no mage can be until they’ve passed the initial tests, which includes summoning a familiar. It went to shit pretty quickly. Within three weeks, he’d had enough and demanded to be let out of the bond. That’s all there is to it.” 

“I feel like there’s more to this story.” Nico’s head canted, eyes still studying every twitch of Bel’s expression. “Because you’re dead certain I’m going to leave as well. I won’t push you to tell me, though.”

Bel couldn’t force any other words out of his mouth. He couldn’t. The pain caught everything he could possibly say, locking it in the back of his throat, where it stayed lodged like a ball of spikes. 

Nico draped his clothes abruptly over one of the racks and hauled Bel in. Bel tried to resist—they were in the middle of a store, for fuck’s sake—but Nico was both stronger and more determined.

“Shh, let me hug you.”

“We’re in the middle of a store—” Bel protested softly against his chest. 

“My familiar instincts are saying I have to hug you now, and I’m inclined to listen. You look like you need a hug, so go with the flow, okay?”

Those were some instincts. Bel really had wanted a hug right then. Was Bel broadcasting along the bond strongly enough Nico could pick up on it? Interesting, if that was the case, as Spencer had never followed through on those instincts. “Yeah, okay.”

Nico folded him in even more, and it wasn’t a casual hug. It was a lover’s I’m-not-letting-go-any-time-soon sort of hug. More an embrace-cuddle while standing up, really. And it was incredibly nice. Nico was solid warmth, and something about being held like this was comforting and soothing and arousing all at once. 

Bel’s arms came up automatically to hold onto that trim waist, and even though part of him was jittery about being held like this, the other part of him threatened death and dismemberment if he left it first. 

“Okay, you can keep talking,” Nico said into his hair. 

“Wait. You want me to continue talking to you while I’m being hugged?”

“Sure.”

“That doesn’t strike you as weird? At all?”

“I can still hear you, can’t I?”

Oh god. What was he supposed to do with this man, who apparently had never come across the term ‘personal bubble’?

Nico turned his head in further and inhaled deeply. “You smell fantastic. Is that your shampoo?”

Yeah, okay, it was official. Nico was trying to kill him. “Nico.”

“Mmm?”

“You said before that you’re gay.”

“Right…?” Nico said leadingly, obviously having no idea where this was going. 

“Well, you’re not the only one. I’m also gay.”

“Ohhh.”

“And you’re making this hard right now.”

“In a good or bad way?”

Bel’s face flamed as he caught the nuance behind that question. “For the love of god, Nico, will you stop teasing!”

“Awww, Ruby, I’m so not teasing.” He dipped his head and placed a kiss under Bel’s ear before whispering, a slight hint of gravel in the words, “And I’m quite happy to prove that.” 

Here lies Bel, RIP. Cause of death: Frustration. 

Wait. 

“Ruby?” Bel questioned. 

“You’ve got those gorgeous ruby eyes, don’t you? Ruby.” 

Bel was going to melt into a puddle of goo at this rate. Part frustration, part embarrassment, mostly the sweetness utterly undoing him. He really had to extricate himself from this before it got awkward. Bel could already feel it going that direction. 

Look, anyone being held by Nico like this would want to do something, alright? Bel absolutely would swear to it on a Bible. With them in a store, the possibility of anything happening was zero. Zilch. Nada. Which meant one or the other really had to let go.

Nico’s embrace had soothed his bond and made him happy, so Bel didn’t want him to feel like taking a step back was him escaping. It kind of was, but not for any bad reason. Still, he wanted to give this man a good impression. They might have a chance of making this work if they became emotionally invested in each other. 

He took Nico’s chin in his hand and placed a kiss along that firm jawline before retreating. “Stop distracting me. We’re supposed to be shopping. Shoes.”

Nico beamed, happiness practically radiating from him. Just that little gesture made him so happy? 

“Okay.” Nico promptly scooped up his clothes, ready to follow where Bel led. 

They went for shoes, Nico trailing along like a bouncy, hyper puppy. Bel had never had someone react to him like this. That Nico would blindly follow was…mindboggling? Empowering? It made a sweet zing go through Bel’s heart whenever he glanced back and saw Nico right in his shadow. 

Shopping, Bel. Focus on shopping. Not the sexy man happily following you. 

“Tell me more about you,” Bel prompted. He really did not have enough information about Nico at this point. “Where are you from?”

“Chicago. I’m third-generation Italian, from a huge family. I’m the fifth of seven kids, and I’m really surprised my parents were willing to have two more kids after me, let me tell you. I was a holy terror as a toddler.” 

“Because you’re high energy?”

“And that. I typically go at about 200 mph—that is, mistakes per hour. Even adulthood has not changed this. My family loves me, but were so relieved when I joined the army that they threw a going-away party.” Nico’s grin made it clear this amused him vastly. “I still think joining the army was the right choice at the time. Something had to keep me moving and active. But no one warned me how much waiting you do in the army. Hurry up and wait, hurry up and wait. That’s all we did. I joined the Rangers hoping I’d get more action—and I did. But still a lot of waiting. What helped in those first few years was Garen.” 

There was something in his tone when he mentioned Garen. Bel couldn’t quite put a finger on it. “I imagine Garen’s pretty patient.”

“As Job, no kidding. And his concentration powers can put absolutely anything on earth to shame. We were thrown together at boot camp, found ways to get stationed together several times, and it was always a blessing. Garen was fun, kept me grounded and sane when we had to sit in a parking lot for eight hours. I really would not have lasted in the army as long as I did without him.”

There it was. That niggling little thing Bel kept trying to put a finger on. Nico trusted Garen, that had been clear from the outset. What he had not said was that Nico’s feelings for the man went deeper than friendship. He spoke of Garen fondly, but with this little mix of wistfulness and pain, as if reflecting on something he’d had and lost. 

Nico shook this off, smile bouncing back to his face. “You’ll see what I mean when you meet him. Okay, shoes!”

Bel held the clothes while Nico tried on several pairs of running shoes, finally landing on two he liked. Those were probably the last things from this store they could buy, but Nico might want something else. They’d have to switch stores for underwear, toiletries, and the like. That was what Bel could think of off the top of his head. 

What else would Nico need to tide him over? It might be several days until they could go pack up his place in California. Something to entertain him with on his downtime might be a good start, but Bel doubted a bookstore was a good option. Nico did not seem the type to sit and read for hours on end. Hmm, gaming store? 

Bel was all set to ask when something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. He turned to look, the shiny thing pulling him in, and, like a million other times, his eyes switched focus from the normal spectrum to the magical overlay. 

This world wasn’t what it appeared to be. Everything had a schematic to it, a lineup of molecules, alloys, elements that formed a whole. This item was especially ingenious, a carbon alloy, extraordinarily light and tough, tied into a mechanism that allowed the user to do…were those six different grip adjustments and holds? 

“Bel. Ruby, snap back, look at me. Bel. Bel.”

A hand was touching his face, turning his eyes away from the shiny thing. Bel blinked, then blinked again, focusing his eyes back into a normal setting. “Oh. Um.”

Nico’s expression was strained, and he was shifting from foot to foot, not at all comfortable. “Ruby, do you normally lose all situational awareness like that?”

“Uh…I maybe do. Kinda often. Sorry?” 

Nico did not like that answer. He kept pounding a flat palm against his chest, as if—as if the familiar bond was spazzing out? Bel could feel Nico’s reaction along his own connection as it started going haywire. 

It surprised the hell out of him. 

“Nico?”

“Too many people here,” he explained rapidly, eyes scanning in all directions. “And we don’t have a quick escape route to the door. Shit, shit, why is my familiar bond acting like you’re in imminent danger? This is crazy, all you did is zone out and—oww. Fucking hell, calm down.” 

Nico had barely known Bel six hours, and already he was so emotionally connected that he felt panicked when something went wrong? The realization floored Bel. Hot damn, amazing. Spencer hadn’t reacted like this even after three weeks. 

Bel could think about this later. Right now, he had to help Nico. He was too new to being a familiar and wouldn’t know how to calm the familiar bond back down. 

Bel caught Nico’s hand, putting it flat over his own heart, and spoke the simple incantation every mage knew to use for their familiar. “Band zu Band, sei still.”

He could feel the reaction hit three seconds later. His own bond stopped buzzing with hard, angry vibrations, strong enough to rattle his own ribcage. Instead, it calmed and carried cool, soothing relief along to Nico, taking his bond down to a normal level. 

Nico sucked in a shuddering breath, let it out again, his eyes shutting for a second. The relief swept over him in a visible wave. “Woooow. That was something else.”

“Better?”

“Yeah, no longer feels like an electric eel with a vendetta over me killing its father is trying to gnaw its way out of my chest. Shit, Bel. Tell me that’s not normal.” 

Bel didn’t want to lie. Or sugarcoat. So he winced as he explained, “Not once the bond settles properly, no. In the early days, this can sometimes happen. You should have seen my cousin and her familiar the first three months. It was kinda rough. The bond will react to anything it perceives as a threat, like me zoning out in a crowded store. Because you don’t know how to handle that yet, it doesn’t know what to do, so it panics.”

“I felt the panic. Trust me, I felt the panic.” 

Bel rubbed a light hand against Nico’s chest, knowing the bond had to still be unhappy and sparking in protest. “Shh, it’s fine, it’s fine. Let’s check out, go back to my house. Give you a breather. Yeah?”

“A breather,” Nico said gratefully, “sounds great.” 
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Nico was one of those people who could spring awake at six o’clock every morning, fully energized and raring to go, without a single drop of coffee. He was dressed and ready in two minutes, bouncing about with energy to spare. 

Why, yes, it had almost led to several murders. 

Nico was aware most of humanity did not operate on the same level he did. In the interest of self-preservation, he tried not to wake anyone else up when sharing a roof until it was at least after seven. Even then, he gave offerings to the morning zombies to curry their favor, like waffles and coffee. 

Determined to set the right tone between him and Bel, he started the coffee machine before leaving the house. He’d mapped out a ten-mile run last night, so he knew which streets to hit and how to loop back around so he was at Bel’s house within the hour. 

It was a fine plan. 

It died almost immediately. 

Nico was barely at the street’s corner when the familiar bond started kicking up a fuss. He slowed immediately, grimacing as it tugged and pulled at him. Too far was the feeling he got from the bond. He was too far from Bel. 

“Look,” Nico argued with his own chest, “he’s fine. He’s sound asleep in his own bed. I promise you, he’s fine. Let me run.” 

The bond did not agree. The bond issued a stern warning for Nico to get his ass back to Bel pronto. 

“Shit. Seriously, do not be such a drama queen. Look, if I don’t burn off some energy, Bel’s going to strangle me later, and then where does that leave us, huh? God, I’m talking to this bond like it’s sentient. When really, it’s about as smart as a tadpole with dementia. You know what? I’m not giving in to your temper tantrums.” 

Nico dared to cross the street. 

The familiar bond doubled down, flopping about like a cat in a sack. 

“Ooooowwww. Ow, ow, ow, dammit, fine. Fine. Be that way.” Nico spun in place and ran back toward the house, grumbling as he did. Also wincing because the bond was not letting up. Fucking shit, seriously, why? 

That was not an academic or rhetorical question. Nico would get an answer to this. 

He thought getting to the house would make the bond calm again, but it didn’t. Nico was propelled all the way to Bel’s bedroom door, which was fortunately ajar, and he slipped through. Without a conscious decision or choice, he went straight for the sleeping figure in the bed, although he had the sense to not climb in bed with Bel. That would not have ended well. Startled awake, Bel might take off limbs out of instinct. 

Nico settled for the hand nearest the edge of the bed, latching onto it with both of his. 

Finally, the bond subsided into a content hum, much like a purring kitten. Nico sank to his knees in relief, head resting on his folded hands. His eyes closed as he gave himself a second to get his emotions back on an even keel. It was seriously not fun to be put through the emotional wringer before the sun was even fully up. 

A hand touched his forehead, pushing his unstyled hair back a little, and Bel’s sleepy voice murmured, “Nico?”

And now he’d woken his mage up. Brilliant. Nico lifted his head and gave Bel an apologetic smile. “Sorry, Ruby. Go back to sleep. I’m good now.”

Bel did not roll back over. He came up on his elbow, blinking sleep from his eyes and looking like a fuzzy, adorable demon. Nico had the worst instinct to kiss him on the nose. Just because. 

“What happened?”

“I was trying to go for a run this morning. I only made it to the corner before the bond threw an absolute fit. Touching you was the only way to calm it.”

Guilt flashed over Bel’s face. “Sorry.”

“Hey, it’s the early stages of bonding, right? Growing pains. I’ll adjust, or the bond will.” 

Bel’s eyes searched his, a little furrow developing between his brows. “You literally can’t leave the house without me. That doesn’t worry you?” 

Nico, not knowing how to respond, shrugged. Would it make things awkward for the foreseeable future? Sure, probably. Nico was really hard to embarrass, though. He was pretty sure he’d weather it better than Bel would. He really did have faith the bond would settle once they got into a good groove with each other. Nico could ride this out until then. 

“Your patience is humbling,” Bel whispered, his eyes too bright in his face as he looked away. “Sorry, Nico.”

“Hey, nothing to be sorry about. But do you have a treadmill in here or something? I really need to run if I’m going to be fit for human society later.” 

“No, no treadmill. But give me coffee, and I’ll grab my bike out of the garage and go with you.” 

Nico blinked, not anticipating this offer. “Ruby, your eyes are barely open. You sure?”

“Yeah. It’ll be good for me and a good routine for both of us, right?”

“I can’t argue. You really have a bike?”

“You haven’t seen much of the town yet, so it probably doesn’t make sense to you. But Plymouth isn’t that big. I can bike to most places I need to go in fifteen minutes or less. I tend to bike over taking the truck when I’m home.”

“Oh. Cool beans.” Nico convinced his hands to let go. It took another second to convince his body to stand up, give Bel the space he needed to swing out of the bed. These familiar instincts really liked having Bel close. 

Alright, alright, so Nico also liked having Bel close. He was incredibly cute. It was understandable, right? 

“I got coffee started for you,” Nico said, turning deliberately for the door. “Take your time.” 

Nico would do some pushups or something until Bel was ready. It would be fine. 
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The run/bike ride went well. Nico had to adjust his pace a little to keep it slow enough for Bel to keep up—even next to a bike, Nico was naturally faster—but Nico didn’t utter a single peep of complaint. Bel was already adjusting to Nico, and Nico appreciated it beyond words. Bel was one of the few who had looked at him and offered to match his pace. It meant more to Nico than words could express. The sentiment was unspoken, but sweet. I see you as you are and will not only accept you, but try to accommodate you as much as I can. That’s what it said to Nico. Such an attitude was rare in Nico’s world. He had every intention of keeping it, of earning more days like this with Bel. 

The workout this morning was a good start. Making French toast for Bel had also earned him brownie points. Bel had liked it a lot and given Nico many a happy smile in thanks. 

Breakfast done, they walked the short distance—literally the next street over—to Matt and Victoria’s. The whole neighborhood was older homes, mostly Craftsmans, and Nico finally had a chance to ask what he’d been wondering about. “You deliberately bought a house near them?”

“Might as well, right? And when my house came on the market, I realized it was pretty perfect for me. I liked the floorplan, liked the fact it was already renovated. It was a good price. A little weird for a nineteen-year-old to be a house owner, granted. The bank probably wouldn’t have let me buy it if I wasn’t a government employee.” 

Nico could not have heard that right. “Wait. Wait, you’re nineteen?”

Bel looked uncertainly back at him. “Um, yes?”

“I guess I didn’t stop and do the math at any point. You told me enough numbers to figure it out.” Nico looked at him in an entirely different light, various perceptions and observations spinning around and locking into place to form a slightly different picture. Bel didn’t act like the barely-adult he was. It had thrown Nico off from the beginning. He was, in fact, more mature than Nico himself in some ways. 

For instance, if Nico had eyes that could look through anything, he would not have been trustworthy with that ability. At all. 

“You’re thirty-two, right?” Bel paused on the sidewalk, peeking up at Nico through his lashes. 

Nico called foul. That look right there should be illegal. Bel had no idea how hard it was for Nico to behave himself in that moment. The urge to snatch him up and kiss him was strong. Nico’s hands almost shook under the strength of it. 

Focus, Nico. Focus. He’s asked something important, and you need to find your words and actually say something and not stand there like the horny idiot you are. 

“Yeah, I turned thirty-two this year. Thirteen-year age gap, huh? Honestly, though, the timing worked out in your favor. Summoning me now, I mean.”

Bel’s head tilted in curiosity. “Why do you say that?”

“Oh, I’m so much more trustworthy at thirty-two than I was at twenty-two. At twenty-two, I had even worse impulse control, I hadn’t figured out how to manage my hormones, and responsibility was this foreign word I couldn’t quite seem to grasp. It really wasn’t until I fell in with Garen that I steadied out at all.” A pang thumped through Nico’s heart. Garen really had drawn out the best in him, in multiple ways. Nico had been so much better with him. 

Dammit, don’t think about it. Nico had made his choice, and as much as he sometimes regretted it, he couldn’t regret standing here with Bel now. Bel deserved his full attention, too. 

Nico put an arm around Bel’s shoulders, guiding him back into motion. “Your magic did you a favor by grabbing me now, trust me. Alright, so what exactly are we doing at Matt and Victoria’s? You made noises about some basic training, but what all does that mean?”

“Oh, um”—Bel visibly switched mental tracks—“we wanted to work you through the group mechanics. Properly introduce you to Matt and Victoria’s familiars, too. We’ve figured out a good system through the years. You don’t know a lot about how magic works, right?”

“No clue. You say words, pretty explosions happen, sometimes lightshows. That’s about as much as I get.”

“Yeah…that’s not how that works.” Bel grinned, eyes sparkling with amusement. “There’s different types of magic. Every country in the world developed their own system for it. Chinese magic works off cultivation, for instance. Western magic, more from the elements. Japanese magic works off kotodama and spirit magic. Every time you approach someone in MAD, they could be using a totally different type than another agent, depending on their cultural background and who trained them.”

Nico listened intently, fascinated by this. “And you? What are you trained in?”

“Western. With a little demon magic thrown in.” Bel gestured toward his eyes, as if that was a given. “Victoria and Matt are more traditionalists when it comes to western magic. Victoria specializes in offensive defense. In RPG terms, she’s our tank. She’ll go forward and pull all aggro of any enemy to her, draw and keep their attention, because her personal shields can take the punishment. I’ve seen her exhaust fellow mages trying to attack her because they didn’t have the energy to keep up with her.” 

Nico tucked this knowledge away carefully. “So don’t piss her off.”

“I mean, you can. You probably won’t live long afterward, but if you really want to go out that way, feel free.” Bel grinned, a hint of tooth coming out as he spoke. “Matt is more our DPS. His amazing energy spells can whittle an opponent down very quickly. His shields and defense aren’t as good, but he likes to put his back to Victoria’s, let her shield him while he attacks. It works really well.”

“I bet. And do you stand with them?”

“Usually. That’s what we have to figure out today, how to incorporate you in with us so no one gets in each other’s way.” 

“Got it.” 

Bel went up to the white house with its orange door and gave a cursory knock before opening it right up. “You’re being invaded!”

“Come in, come in,” Matt called back. “You’re both up early.” 

Nico waved hello as he came through the living room and into the kitchen, where the couple were still sitting over their breakfast. “That’s my fault. I’m an early bird.”

“Where’re your familiars?” Bel asked.

“Oh, they’re out sunbathing somewhere. They ran out first thing this morning.”

“Ah. We’ll introduce everyone when they come back in, then. I want to take a quick peek at the training yard.” Bel was already sliding past the kitchen, toward the back door. “I had an idea about something this morning.”

Nico waved him on, taking a seat at the table, only to almost instantly regret it. Of course, the second Bel was out of his line of sight, the bond kicked up a fuss. Not much of one, comparatively speaking—probably because they were in a very safe zone—but still noticeable. Nico thumped a palm against his chest, more annoyed than anything. 

Quit. Quit, bond. 

Victoria watched him in concern, her coffee cup paused in midair. She had the air of someone barely up and moving, her blonde hair still a little damp around her shoulders, and no trace of makeup on. “Something wrong, Nico?”

“Damn bond kicks up a fuss when Bel isn’t in sight,” Nico explained. “It’s aggravating. When we get more settled, I’m sure it’ll die down. The Familiar Guidebook said so, anyway.” 

Victoria and Matt exchanged a loaded glance that spoke volumes. 

Seeing that look, Nico asked slowly, “Unless there’s something I’m missing?”

“It shouldn’t be that reactive,” Victoria explained, wincing a little. The wince stayed on her face, tightening the corners of her blue eyes. “It’s…well…has Bel told you about Spencer at all?”

“The douchebag first familiar that ditched him three weeks in? Some. Not much more than what he said in front of you, really.” Nico’s heart sank. This was not a good opening to the conversation. 

“You have to understand, what happened is unprecedented. I can’t think of a single case where a familiar was called and then rejected their mage. It did…a lot of damage to Bel.”

Victoria looked mad at just the memory. “His heart was broken, of course it was. But his self-esteem also took a huge hit. He didn’t even leave the house for three months. We never, ever thought that a familiar would reject Bel. You wouldn’t believe the amount of therapy and arguments it took to convince him to try again.” 

Matt sighed heavily, eyes on his plate. “He eventually agreed, but Bel’s approaching this second bonding with a lot more caution. He’s emotionally not committing as he should, and your bond feels that.” 

Every muscle tensed and locked, his body barely breathing. A sort of surreal disbelief stole over him. “But I can feel him.”

“The bond is there,” Victoria hastily reassured. “It’s there. We’re not saying it’s an incomplete bond, but Bel’s not wholly committing as he should. The bond can sense his reservations, and it’s trying to latch on to him harder as a result. The bond isn’t really sentient, just aware in a way only magic can be. It realizes something is not right and is overreacting.” 

Oh shit. Oh fucking shit, that made so much sense. Nico had thought he’d maybe read something wrong or had underestimated how much time it took for a bond to settle, and that was why he was reacting stronger than the book led him to believe. But if Bel hadn’t emotionally invested in this, if he still had doubts and fears holding him back from Nico, then it all made sense. 

His head sank between his hands. Oh god. He’d sensed Bel’s caution and wariness from the first moment. He just hadn’t understood how deep it ran. How much the douchebag had hurt Bel. 

Oh look, the urge to kill something was back. 

“Nico, I realize it’s insulting to you—”

Nico lifted a hand, halting her mid-sentence. “I’m not taking this as a personal insult.”

“Um.” Victoria regarded him cautiously, setting her cup back down on the table. “You’re not?”

“No. It’s a sign of trauma from him. He can’t fully trust right now. It’s not a reflection on me. He barely knows me.” Nico rubbed a hand over his face. Bel wanted to trust, though, Nico believed that firmly. He’d already done so much to welcome Nico into his world, trying to make Nico feel comfortable. It wasn’t that Bel wanted him gone. 

He just didn’t have the emotional confidence to fully accept Nico yet. 

Nico couldn’t airily say it was fine, but he was fully invested in changing Bel’s mind. With enough patience, love, and attention, Bel would realize Nico was going precisely nowhere. He had to win Bel’s trust. Once he had that, their bond would strengthen and grow as it should, and there wouldn’t be an issue. 

Yeah, easy. Piece of cake. 

Matt blew out a noisy breath in relief. “Thank god. I’m glad you’re able to see the root of the problem. Nico, I’m not exaggerating when I say Bel’s taking a shine to you.”

Nico perked up a little. “Yeah?”

“He clearly likes you. He may not know how to be comfortable around you yet, but he’s trying. Give him some more time?”

“I can do that. Really, I know everyone’s nervous about me staying with him. You guys don’t get how boring my old career was. Protecting that cute little blond is far more satisfying.” Nico shrugged, not sure what else to say. “He’ll believe that eventually. Hopefully sooner rather than later. He told me he’s gay, and I read that most familiars eventually become family or spouses to their mages, right? I’d like to get to know him a little better and then seduce him. It’ll be fine.” 

Victoria coughed, hacking up the coffee she’d just swallowed wrong. 

On the other hand, Matt laughed, brown eyes crinkling up into crow’s feet, the chuckle low and warm. “More power to you, Nico. I think with that attitude, you’ll do fine. Alright, let’s go out and join him.”

Nico quickly popped up to follow after as Matt went through the back door and outside. It wasn’t the largest of yards, but it had been carefully set up with an all-weather mat, spells, and the like. Clearly a training course, and one that had seen a lot of use, judging by the scuff marks and wear on the posts. 

When he walked out, Bel was focused intently on a post. He had that same half-vacant expression on his face as he’d done in the sporting goods store, as if his attention was miles away. 

“He’s zoned again,” Matt said with a sigh. “He does that a lot.”

Nico went straight for him, hovering off to the side, not sure what to do. “I called his name last time, and he snapped out of it, eventually. But what do I do? He said it wasn’t safe to move him.”

“He can move and work at the same time, but that’s a situational thing. You can’t forcibly move him, true—things tend to go very wrong if you do. Don’t put yourself between him and whatever he’s looking at. That’s rule one.”

“Oh shit, I did that last time.” Nico winced, glad nothing had happened. 

Matt winced too. “Good thing it wasn’t something he focused to cast against, then. Otherwise, you’d be missing hair. Or bones. Possibly limbs. Anyway, don’t do that. Physical contact works best. Hug him from behind and call his name strongly in his ear, that’ll jostle him out. Especially with the bond between you.”

The bond that wasn’t even fully functional? That bond? Nico grimaced, understanding, and wrapped both arms around Bel’s waist, his head tilted down so he could speak directly against Bel’s ear. “Bel Bel. Ruby, pull back. Bel?”

Bel sucked in a harsh breath, his head turning a little. “Oh. Hi, Nico. I’m back in the present.”

“Okay. What were you looking at?”

“Got distracted by the new spells on the training yard.” Bel had a sheepish grin on his face as he stepped clear of Nico’s arms. “Didn’t mean to zone out. Okay, where should we start?”

Nico wasn’t about to let this go. “How about you tell me what else I can do to help with you zoning out? So I don’t have a heart attack, and you don’t get hurt?”

Bel’s grin changed into more of a grimace. “Yeah…I guess that’s fair.”

Quick training session this morning, Nico’s left eyeball. This was definitely going to take most of the day. 

 


[image: ]

It was proof of how much Nico liked Bel that he was willing to do the paperwork. All. The. Paperwork. As with any government institution, there were a million and one forms Nico had to get through. In triplicate. Form for being a registered familiar to Bel, another form for being a human familiar, another form to change and upgrade his security clearance, another form to get the official badge and windbreaker that came with this job, etcetera, etcetera, ad nauseum. 

Nico worked on the forms in the official MAD office in Detroit for a full day. No exaggeration. He about crawled out of his skin. 

He did get to meet the office admin and a few new colleagues, though, which was cool. Everyone he met was rabidly curious about Nico, once they figured out who he was in relation to Bel. Nico took it all in stride. Who wouldn’t be curious, after all? But Bel got tired of it quickly and tended to hide or divert all the questions to Nico, who had no problem repeating himself. 

After a full week at Bel’s, Nico was confident in a few things. He knew his way around—this was not a challenge, Plymouth was the epitome of a small town—and he’d bought enough clothes and such to tide him over until they could get over to his place and pack him up. 

The training sessions with Victoria and Matt progressed apace. Nico was slowly grasping how these three tackled problems and how to slot in with them without getting into the field of vision. It meant learning a lot of magic theory, too, so he could recognize what they were doing. Enough to know when to duck. Nico hadn’t crammed this hard since statistics in high school. 

While he had all of the necessities, Nico didn’t have a lot to do in his downtime. He and Bel discovered a mutual love for ghost shows, so they’d been watching Ghost Nation together, but Nico wanted to do more than watch TV. Bel offered to get a gaming system back from a friend, as he had lent her his Switch. It offered a few two-player games, which enticed Nico. He wanted to play with Bel. 

He wanted to play, and relax, and encourage Bel to relax around him. If Nico could just do that, then maybe Bel would stop hesitating. Getting the cute mage to drop his guard and trust Nico was proving more of an uphill battle than Nico had wanted. 

That Spencer guy—Nico really needed to do something about him. Maybe kidnap him, strip him naked, and drop him into the Mojave Desert. Give the man plenty of time to reflect upon his life decisions. It’d be a community service, really. 

Nico was jarred out of these reflections when there was a knock at the door. He dried off his hands quickly as he moved out of the kitchen, abandoning the dishes without a second of hesitation. The bond was still not happy with anyone coming into their territory unannounced, which meant Nico had to beat Bel to the door and check it out first. 

Upon opening it, Nico blinked down at the very cute girl standing on the porch. She was dainty—barely five foot tall, if she was even that height—with long black hair in a shiny wave over one shoulder, dark eyes lurking behind red glasses. The Vietnamese friend Bel had mentioned? 

“You’re Nico?” she asked, eyes widening in delight as she looked him over. 

“That’s me,” he agreed with a smile. 

“Oh wow, I hoped I’d get to meet you. I’m Anh. Hi!”

Bingo, it was the friend. Nico’s guard relaxed. “Hi yourself. Come on in.” Nico stepped back so she could enter, taking in the bag over her shoulder as he moved. The gaming system was in there, no doubt. “I’m glad to meet you, Anh.”

“Me too.” Anh tilted her head back to look up at him. “Bel told us about you, of course. I’d love to have a friend dinner so you can meet everyone.”

“That’d be great. Bel’s mentioned friends off and on, but I really want to put names to faces. Maybe let’s do a gaming night or something. We can have fun while getting to know each other.” 

“That sounds awesome. You game, then?”

“Yeah, love it. It’s for my sake you had to bring the Switch back. I’m a bit stuck at the moment until we can go pack up my house in Cali, and Bel’s trying to keep me entertained.” 

Her dark eyes were sharp on his face. “You plan to move here soon, then?”

“Of course? Like, why is this a question?”

“Because Bel’s first familiar didn’t really want to meet us, and there was no talk about him moving in. I’m kinda surprised you’re already planning all this a week into knowing him.”

Nico snorted. “Excuse you. Don’t you see how cute he is? Why the hell would I leave all that cuteness?”

Bel approached rapidly from the living room, protesting, “Excuse you, who’s cute?”

“You.” Nico swooped in, catching Bel by his thighs and lifting him up, just to make him squeak. Bel scrambled for purchase, hands landing on Nico’s shoulders, even as he made the same sound as a surprised mouse. To Anh, Nico said as an aside, “And he makes fun squeaky noises.”

“NICO! You bastard, put me back down. Why do you like to mess with me so much?”

“I told you, you’re cute and you make fun noises. I can’t help myself. It triggers the prey drive in me or something.” Nico liked doing things like this to jostle Bel out of this idea that Nico didn’t like him. The hands-on approach seemed to be working, as Bel protested less and less every time Nico ambushed him. He also seemed more content to linger in Nico’s arms, like now. Bel might be protesting, but he also had a solid grip on Nico’s shoulders, indicating he wasn’t really in a hurry to be set down. 

There was the snap of a picture, and Anh gave a grin of satisfaction. “You’re cute together.”

“Anh,” Bel growled, “absolutely do not share that in the group chat.”

“What?” Anh didn’t look up from her phone, her fingers busy over the screen. “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you over the sound of me sharing it in the group chat.”

Bel’s head dropped. “With friends like you, who needs enemies? Nico, put me down.”

Nico was a little sad to do it, but he put his mage down and let him try and gather up the shreds of his dignity. “Hey, Anh, you’re welcome to stay for dinner. I just put it in the oven, should be done in about twenty minutes.”

Her head came up, eyes blinking. “That sounds great. What’s for dinner?”

“Moussaka.” 

“Oooh. I’ve had that before. It’s super yummy. Wait, you cook?”

“Yeah, of course. I’m from an Italian family. It’s genetic.” 

To Bel she said, “You lucky bastard. You’ve got a handsome man who cooks for you. I don’t want to hear any complaints from you.”

Bel shook his head with a smile. His expression made it clear he was happy Nico had invited a friend to stay, and a little too pleased to show Nico off to his friend. “I’ll complain when he wakes me up at birds’ hours and forgets to give me coffee before dragging me outside.”

“To be fair,” Nico said in defense, “I only did that once.”

“Anyway, Anh, come join us. If the smell alone is a good indication, the moussaka is going to be awesome.” 

Anh breathed in deeply with a smile of anticipation stretching from ear to ear. “I believe it. And me not cooking is a win. No need to twist my arm.” 
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Dinner went well, and Anh lingered long enough to chat with Nico and help do dishes before leaving for her own house. Bel went ahead to the den in order to set up the Switch. Nico finished up, getting the dishwasher going before heading in that direction. He did take a second to check his emails on his phone, hoping for an answer from Garen. Still nothing, though Nico wasn’t too worried. Garen did have jobs that demanded his full attention for a week or two at a stretch. It could well be he was on one of those jobs and hadn’t even checked his emails yet. 

If Nico didn’t hear from him by next week, he would try calling. 

Shrugging it off, he pocketed his phone and joined Bel in the basement den. It was a comfy room with well-padded couches and chairs, and a large entertainment center along one wall, holding a huge-ass TV. The Switch was obviously already connected, as the main screen was up, displaying several options for games. 

Ooh, Zelda. Nico could totally play Zelda later. 

The one Bel had selected was something called Overcooked, with cute graphics of chibi characters in chef hats on top of a bus. Bel had mentioned it, saying it was a timed cooking game that got insane. 

It didn’t really sound up Nico’s alley—he liked the games where he got to kill things—but if it meant playing with Bel, he was all for it. 

Plopping down on the couch, Nico deliberately let his thigh press up again Bel’s. The contact made his bond happy, for one. It also made the rest of him happy. 

Bel always flushed a little when Nico came in this close. He’d also started leaning into the contact, which was a good sign for Nico. 

“Um, so do you want to try Overcooked?” Bel asked with his eyes studiously on the screen. “The first few levels are fairly easy. It gives you a good idea of how the game is played. If you don’t like it, we can always switch to something else.”

“Sure, let’s try it.” 

Nico accepted the controller, letting Bel set up the game, then chose his avatar. He went with the dragon-looking head, ’cause why not? 

Then the game’s opening story played out. A campaign to feed the Unbread? Okay, cute and fun if nothing else. Nico listened intently as Bel gave him a beginner’s course of instructions about how to fill orders, how to chop and plate the food, and where to serve it. It was all timed, and the more orders you could fill, the higher the score. 

Seemed easy enough. Really, Nico didn’t understand the challenge. How was this game considered chaotic and crazy?

Thirty minutes later…

“Why are you stocking up on cucumbers?” Nico protested. 

“We need more!”

“Dude, if you don’t give me lettuce—”

“I’m moving, I’m moving! Why are you throwing my nice cucumbers on the ground?”

“Because you literally have covered every square of surface with cucumbers. Where are you even going to put lettuce—you did not just throw lettuce at me.”

“Dodge next time,” Bel taunted. Before throwing more lettuce. 

“You’re throwing lettuce at me, but your rice is on fire.” 

“Oh shit, oh shit.” Bel’s avatar raced for the fire extinguisher. 

On screen, more of the pots caught fire. 

“It’s fine, the kitchen can just be on fire, it’s not a big deal.” Even as Nico talked, he was racing to put more rice on the burner on the opposite side of the kitchen. No rice meant no sushi, and they would be screwed. 

“This is so unsanitary. Seriously, in real life, we’d be guilty of so many health violations. Shit, okay, fire’s out.” Bel threw the burned rice out and put more rice onto the stove. “Nico, where’s my chopped fish?”

“I can’t hear you over all the cucumbers on the floor.”

“You threw the cucumbers on the floor!”

Nico plated two different orders and then raced one to the delivery, kicking cucumbers out of the way and keeping his eye on the corner timer. Maaan, they were screwed. 

“We just dropped an order.” Bel leaned forward as if that would help him somehow. “Nico, get the tuna chopped, I got the shrimp”

“I would, but your rice is burning again.” 

“DAMMIT!”

“I thought you were good at this game,” Nico teased even as he raced to get his own rice off the burner before it could burn. If he let his rice burn right now, Bel would never let him live this down. 

“I am fucking good at this game. It’s because you keep throwing my cucumbers off—hey, no one’s doing dishes. I have no plates.”

“Ah, we’re fucked. We’re fucked. We’ve got thirty seconds. Okay, do dishes, do dishes. I’ll assemble what we have right here on the counter, go, go, go!”

Nico’s fingers flew as he raced around, throwing sushi together. Yes, he may have grabbed multiple cucumbers Bel had already chopped up. They may have come in handy. 

Would he stop teasing Bel? No chance in hell. 

“I just don’t have time for the nervous breakdown I deserve.” Bel made a yip sound as he raced to plate the food Nico had assembled and get it delivered. 

Nico rushed to help him because they only had ten seconds on the clock. There wasn’t time to assemble anything else. It was now a matter of how fast they could serve the three Nico had prepped. 

By some miracle, they got all three plated and into delivery just as their timer ran out. Nico flopped back against the couch in an exaggerated motion. “Holy shit, this game is high tension. Seriously, how is this more stressful than a raid in an MMORPG?”

“I know, right? Wait, how the hell did we get three stars? Seriously?”

Nico stared at the screen’s score and shared Bel’s confusion. “I have no clue. Really, truly, no clue. Somehow, we managed to do it, though. I guess we’re a good team.” 

Bel smiled. For once, he looked happy without any worries tugging his mouth back down. “Looks that way, doesn’t it?”

Nico reveled in that smile. Look at him, all sweet and happy. Nico’s desire to kiss him was strong. His eyes dropped to Bel’s plush lips, lingering there for a second, wondering what it would be like to kiss this man. What it would be like to turn him, pin him to the couch, kiss him until neither one of them could draw proper breath. It would be so easy…

Not wise, though. Bel wasn’t ready for Nico in that way just yet. Nico shook off the thought and tried to put his headspace more in a PG-rated area. 

In an effort to pull his mind out of the gutter, Nico poked Bel in the stomach, fully intending on saying something witty. 

Bel squirmed a little, dodging the finger. “What?”

“Oh,” Nico breathed in delighted realization. “You’re ticklish.”

“Nico,” Bel warned, eyeing him warily and already scooting away. “I don’t like the look on your face. Behave.”

“That sounds really boring.” Nico pounced, hands going straight for Bel’s ribcage. 

Squirming, Bel twisted, trying to get his knees under him and run for it. He was no match for Nico’s reflexes, and he hauled Bel back in, tickling even more, finding sensitive spots behind the knees too. 

Bel floundered, laughing helplessly, trying to cage Nico’s hands and failing. He flopped so much that Nico’s hands didn’t always land on the intended target, not that he minded. It was good to see the laughter shining in those bright red eyes, see the grin on Bel’s face. For once, he looked his age instead of stressed. 

Having pity, Nico paused in the tickle attack, as Bel was really getting out of breath. He ended up crouched over the smaller man, one hand caged in Bel’s, their faces barely inches apart. It abruptly hit him that he was in the perfect position for a kiss. The realization hit Bel in the same moment, his eyes flaring wide and locking on Nico’s. 

Nico had no cause to be breathing hard, or have his heart skip a beat. No reason at all except for the man lying under him. He looked down at those lips, seriously thought of leaning in, of stealing a kiss. Bel’s lips pulled at each other for a moment, a silent show he realized what impulse flashed through Nico’s head. 

The conversation with Matt and Victoria flashed through his head like a warning. Whatever Nico wanted, this wasn’t the moment. Bel didn’t trust him enough for a kiss to be a good idea. 

With a small shake of the head, Nico dragged himself out of that moment and sat up, smile crooked. “I should probably let you breathe.” 

Bel looked conflicted, proving it was right call. He sat up, his smile also crooked. “I do appreciate that.” 

In need of a distraction, Nico’s eyes moved back to the tv screen. It might only be a video game, but something about this moment had shown Bel they were a good match. Whether it was Nico’s attitude about sitting down and having fun with him, or the way they could coordinate and work together, he wasn’t sure. Maybe it was option D: all of the above. 

What he did know was he wanted to capitalize on this moment. “Next level?”

Bel blinked. “You like it enough to keep going?”

“I maaay be super competitive and need to kick this game’s ass.” 

Laughing in delight, Bel gave a nod. “Then let’s do it. There’s cannons later on, you know.”

“Get out. There are not!”

“Totally cannons. That we shoot each other out of in order to deliver food.”

Nico’s adrenaline kicked up a notch. “We are absolutely not stopping until we can do the cannons. What level is that?”

“I, uh, don’t remember? Somewhere in the threes or fours, I think?”

They were barely in the twos now, which meant they had a ways to go. Nico was not bothered by this. “Then get your game face back on, Ruby. We’ve got orders to fill.” 
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Garen came into his apartment with a tired sigh. He’d been on duty now for two weeks straight without a break, and it was starting to show. He could feel the stress and fatigue like an ache in his joints. And he was only thirty, dammit. It was too early for him to feel like he was one foot away from the grave. His entire game plan for tonight was to order in a pizza, take a very long, hot shower, and maybe play some Final Fantasy. 

Killing things sounded good.

The one-bedroom apartment was quiet as he went through it, and he didn’t always flip on lights as he moved. No need. Since moving in here, he’d barely gotten the necessities bought and settled in. When he was working sixty-, seventy-hour shifts, what was the point of putting effort into an apartment he was never in? 

He ordered the pizza, then took his very hot shower, letting the stress of the day drain out of his shoulders and neck. 

If he had to guard one more spoiled politician’s teenager, he’d quit on the spot. Guard and protect duties did not include babysitting, dammit. 

No, don’t think about today. Today is done. Breathe. Let out the irritation. That’s right. That was his mantra for a solid minute before he could shift his mindset. Garen stood under the spray and let it beat against his back for a while. Only when his alarm went off, signaling the pizza coming soon, did he reluctantly step out. 

The pizza was right on time and piping hot. Garen took it to the couch, where he ate over the coffee table. He turned on the TV for noise, not paying any attention to the house design show currently playing. Pizza in one hand, phone in the other, he checked emails and messages. Most were spam and a few family members wondering how he was doing, as he hadn’t spoken to anyone in two weeks. 

But one email made his breath catch in his throat. 

Nico.

For a moment, just a moment, red hot pain seared its way through his chest. But it was a familiar ache, now. After two years, you’d think the pain would go away completely. But Garen hated their breakup still. Hated the separation. He’d try again except even now, he didn’t have the time to stay in contact with family, much less a lover. 

Damn, he really should quit this job.

Nico liked to email him, now and again, to stay in contact. Garen lived for those emails and Skyped when he could just so he could hear the man’s voice, see his face. This was probably one of those how-are-you-doing emails. No matter how much Garen wished otherwise. 

He opened it, expecting the usual. But this email should have come with a warning label, as it was anything but. His eyes flew wide as he read, mouth slowly dropping open even as his pizza lay forgotten in his other hand. 

 

Garen,

 

Hey, man. It’s been forever since we talked, and I would ask how you’re doing, but you’re always the same. It’s me that’s gotten thrown a curveball out of the blue. And I could really use your help on this one. 

To make a fantastically long story short, I was called as a mage’s familiar. You know that division, MAD? There’s a cute mage in it with amazing ability, but he’s of a different mage type than I’ve ever heard of. R’iyah mage, that sound at all familiar? Anyway, his type don’t call for fuzzy familiars, but human ones. And when he did a summoning spell, I was what he got.

What a trip, am I right?

I’m currently in Michigan with him. He’s amazing, Garen, like super cute. And there’s a lot going on here that I can’t easily put in an email. But the gist of it is, he needs someone to protect him as he’s working. As you know, I’ve never been a bodyguard in my life. I have no clue. Seriously, none. 

I know it’s a tall order, but what I’m asking is that you come and train me. I can’t think of anyone I trust more in this situation. And I know you can whip me into shape. It won’t be short-term, though. This will take a couple of months, at least. So if you need to say no, then say no. No hard feelings.

I put in a formal request for you today, although it may take a while for you to see it. But it has the option for refusal. Let me know, either way.

 

Nico

 

Garen read the email through. Three times. Then sat there, feeling like someone had taken a chair to his back. 

Nico. A human familiar?

Hell, there was such a thing?

Part of him wanted to immediately log into the government portal and do some quick and dirty research. His security clearance was high enough that he should be able to access basic files for MAD. But the other part of him knew that wasn’t the highest priority. 

Nico needed him. That was the priority. 

He pulled up his super’s phone number and made the call. 

She picked up on the third ring, sounding tired. “What, Dallarosa?”

“I need to transfer for at least three months into the MAD division,” he said without preamble.

There was an audible pause as Caine tried to sort those words into something that made sense. “I know you’re stressed out. We all are, and today wasn’t good—”

“That’s not the reason for the request,” he said, mostly honest. Not that it wasn’t a perk. “I got a request from a friend. He’s been summoned as a human familiar to a mage in MAD.”

“I’m having multiple issues understanding that statement. Run it by me one more time.”

Garen drew in a breath, reached for his patience, and started the explanation again. The second repetition seemed to sink in, and his supervisor sat with it for a good minute before she finally responded. 

“Dallarosa. If you’re telling me this, you want to go.”

“Yes.”

“And you really think leaving this organization and going over there, for…how long is this supposed to be?”

“Nico thinks three months or so. I’m inclined to think that’s optimistic. Maybe five?”

“Five months. You want to leave here and go play with them for five months. You do understand you’re up for promotion next year, and leaving now for a jaunt could seriously damage that opportunity?”

For all Garen had been working very hard for that promotion, he found in this moment he didn’t care. It wasn’t that he didn’t want the recognition. Of course he did. And the salary increase would be nice. But…the idea of being promoted rang hollow. 

Maybe he was tired. Maybe that was it. 

But right now, Nico was calling for him. And that was all he really cared about. 

“I’m going.”

She sighed gustily. “I think you’re an idiot. But if you want to transfer, I can’t stop you. Is there a formal request from your friend?”

“Yes, he said he submitted one.”

“I’ll look for it. Garen, are you sure? You’re one of the best I have. I don’t want to lose you.”

“I appreciate the compliment, Caine. I do. But…I’m also on the verge of burnout. Today literally almost did me in.”

She sighed again, this time sounding resigned. “I can’t say I don’t see where you’re coming from. Today was…it wasn’t even crazy. Stupid, that’s what it was. I’d rather you take a break and help a friend if it means you’ll come back in a few months. Alright, go. With my blessing. When do you leave?”

Garen knew that answer without even thinking about it. “Tomorrow.”

“This must be some friend if you’re going before it’s even official. Alright, go. Safe flight.”

“Thanks, Caine.” He hung up and, for the first time in a long while, grinned. She’d taken that better than he expected, and he was glad of it. 

Not wanting to wake anyone up—it was rather late at this point—he chose to text Nico instead of call. He kept it simple, as he was sure Nico would call with a thousand questions. 

I’m coming. I’ll fly in tomorrow. 

The request had included the address, so Garen knew where to go. He digitally signed the request, then let it sit until Caine’s signature could get on it. 

While he did that, he bought a plane ticket, then packed, all the while whistling a merry tune. Alright, he may have been singing “Leaving on a Jet Plane,” but anyone would in his position. 

As he packed and planned, some part of Garen wondered if maybe the universe was giving him a break, for once. With he and Nico finally in the same place, for months at a time, would they get the chance to try again? Garen missed the man like hell, so he couldn’t help but be hopeful. 

But it was also entirely possible it wouldn’t work. What did being a human familiar even entail? Garen didn’t know, and without that understanding, he wasn’t sure what Nico had gotten himself into. 

Better do some research, take this in baby steps. 

Still, the hope was a living, breathing thing in his chest as he packed two bags and waited for morning to come. 
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Garen hit the airport with an hour to spare, too antsy to sit still, with documents loaded onto his tablet for reading. With his transfer now in progress, he was able to download some sensitive files and get a better handle on what Nico was pulling him into. 

The question plaguing him the most was, what the hell was a R’iyah mage? 

That, at least, didn’t seem to be too classified, and he could access several reports on it. Some of them so old they were scanned in, the handwriting in a spidery cursive that was interesting to make out. 

Garen was glad he chose to read this in the morning, with a clear head, because as it was, he doubted his own eyes. 

A demon mage? Really? Well, not exactly. But a mage of demon heritage who inherited all of the ability of a demon to see and visually dissect something. That, coupled with the human magic of the other parent, made for someone with a very unique skillset. And apparently very rare; only three or four mages with the ability existed every century. Right now, there was a confirmed count of three—and all of them were related, of the same family. 

Interesting.

Garen kept reading, making notes as he did so. The mages in question were uniquely suited for problem-solving, especially with anything of the magical variety, but their talent did come with drawbacks. Their own magical ability was classified as low, and they were barely able to perform basic spells. Apparently the bulk of their magic went to managing the demon eyes in their bodies. 

The reason why they had to have a human familiar? It had to be. They needed more protection and help than the average mage. 

Garen lifted his eyes and stared blindly ahead at the white airport wall for a moment. He knew Nico well, and it didn’t take Freud to figure out what had gone down. The mage had called for him, Nico had gotten enough information to figure out how much danger the mage was routinely in, how much he needed Nico—and that was that. Nico had no doubt leapt on him. Of course he had. Nico’s desire to serve and protect was incredibly strong. This young mage would’ve been the epitome of temptation for Nico. 

Garen snorted, amused. No wonder Nico dove right in without question, even going so far as to bring Garen into it. He likely didn’t even fully understand the reason why he responded to the R’iyah mage the way he did. Just that he couldn’t leave him alone. 

Nico was so utterly predictable. 

Garen kept reading. Some of this was history, some of it lineage, telling what demon line the mages were born of. Some of that lineage was classified, for some reason. Garen noted that Bel Adam’s lineage was classified, which was incredibly interesting. Exactly what demon was in his ancestral line? 

Probably something Garen couldn’t ask, alas. Although he was very curious. 

Garen noticed a pattern with each file he read. Mage calls for familiar at fifteen or sixteen. Mage lives with familiar for years. Eventually, familiar becomes family with mage—usually through marriage. 

Garen let the tablet rest in his lap for a moment as he considered this. Nico was, by nature, extremely affectionate and charming. Not many men stood a chance against him. Garen certainly hadn’t. And with this mage—Adams—the sole focus of Nico’s attention? He couldn’t imagine Adams stood much of a chance, either. 

Unless he was unquestionably straight. 

Garen wasn’t sure if he liked knowing this. If familiars usually ended up so closely tied to their mages, and Nico was adamant about staying with the mage—and he must be if he was calling for Garen—then that didn’t leave much room for Garen to try and rekindle their relationship. 

He hissed out a breath of frustration. Garen had cautioned himself, but apparently, he’d harbored more hope than he’d realized. 

Tread more cautiously, he told himself sternly. Nico breaking your heart a second time isn’t a life goal to aim for. 

Garen next pulled up Bel Adams’ record. Some of it was still classified, some of it redacted, but the basic personal history was what he wanted to know, not what the man had gotten into in his short career. 

And Garen really, really wanted a picture. 

No one looked their best in the official department pictures. Even then, Bel Adams was remarkably cute. He had a sort of waifish look, with fair skin and an upturned nose, blond hair almost falling into his eyes. It was the blood-red eyes that made a person take a second glance, his demon heritage obvious. 

Garen’s eyes skimmed the rest of the profile, and it was the usual: birthday, magical ranking—which was absurdly high; Adams must be very good indeed—but his eyes went back to the birthday with a snap. Wait. If he was born then, didn’t that mean Adams was nineteen?

Didn’t Garen just read that the mages called for familiars at sixteen? Why so late?

Something was missing. He didn’t have all the pieces yet. He kept reading, scrolling down with a light finger against the screen as he went, and found the missing piece on the second page. 

Nico wasn’t the first familiar called. He was the second. The first familiar had abandoned Bel Adams three weeks in. Adams had spent the next year on ‘medical leave’ with all jobs deferred until he passed both a physical and mental evaluation. 

Garen blew out a breath. He’d once seen a mage lose their familiar in a car accident. The woman had been completely inconsolable. They’d been forced to tranq her, in fact. That’s how out of control she was. Garen understood she’d been put into a medical coma afterward for about a month until they could stabilize her. As it was explained to him, her reaction wasn’t uncommon. A mage and familiar were so intrinsically tied together they both bore the fallout if the bond was broken. 

He’d wondered if bonding to a human had the same effect for a mage, and this record clearly showed it did. 

If Nico was the second familiar called…if he knew how much suffering Adams had gone through with the first…he’d be even more determined to stay. 

Really, the universe couldn’t have put together a more tempting package for Nico if it had spent a hundred years plotting it out. 

“Nico, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?” Garen muttered in resignation. 

Well, at least he now had a better idea of what he was walking into. And he’d help Nico, of course he would. He’d walk through hell for Nico. 

Garen wasn’t sure how the next three months were going to play out, but it should be interesting, one way or another. And if nothing else, he’d like to see with his own eyes why a mage’s magic would land on Nico di Rocci as a familiar. 
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Bel didn’t know what to think of all of this. By “all of this,” he meant Garen coming to train Nico and having two men he barely knew in his house. But Nico’s enthusiasm was so infectious, it carried Bel all the way to the airport before his nerves could throw up any real questions. They were in the truck, the airport signs popping up along the freeway, before he really had a second to think.

Only then did he find a way to ask some of the obvious. “I know he emailed you his flight itinerary, but did he say anything else?”

“Only a text saying he was coming. Garen was probably busy packing and getting the files for this situation. It’s not like he had a lot of time to talk. And you’ll discover with him, he’s not a talker—not like me. He’ll say what he needs to, or tease, but most of the time he’s in the corner watching everything play out.”

Not a talker like Nico…that yardstick was so off that Bel didn’t even try to use it. Nico could talk people into the grave when he got excited. No one talked as much as Nico. 

Bel’s house was fortunately a three-bedroom, with a guest bedroom already set up. So it had only taken an hour to go over to Victoria and Matt’s, dismantle Bel’s bed he used over there, and haul it to his house for Garen to use. With a dresser and nightstand now in the room as well, Garen should be able to stay comfortably for however many months this took. 

Assuming he stayed and this worked out. 

Bel exited the freeway, making the right turn toward the airport. “I’m a little conflicted about all of this. He’s Secret Service, but he dropped everything overnight to come to us. Like, is that okay, career-wise?”

“It must be. Garen would never do it otherwise.” Nico sounded confident on this point. 

Bel didn’t know Garen, so he couldn’t judge. It struck him as odd, was all. If their roles had been reversed, Bel would have asked a lot more questions. 

They entered the pick-up area under the concrete roof and into the dimness of the enclosure. Bel had no idea who he was looking for, only what airline the man had flown in on. Many people lined the concrete sidewalk, all looking for friends and family to pick them up. Employees with bright yellow vests sometimes directed traffic to stop so people could cross over into the long-term parking garage on the other side of the busy street. 

“Oh, there he is. White shirt, right next to the bench.” Nico pointed to the man in question. 

Bel spotted him a second later. So, this was the man who had come running when Nico called. He was stockier than Bel had anticipated, although where this assumption of his had come from, Bel couldn’t explain. A bodybuilder, for sure. 

As Bel pulled in tight to the curb, he took Garen in carefully. Dark mahogany skin, black hair in a tight cut to his head. The pale green eyes were in sharp contrast to his skin. He was handsome, but in a subtle way, his bone structure strong enough that he looked fierce at first glance. 

Then he spotted Nico, half leaning out of the window, and Garen smiled. It transformed him utterly, his happiness softening him. It was dazzling, that smile. 

In that second, Bel had his answer. Why had Garen come running when Nico called? Because the man was madly in love with him. It was obvious in a glance. Did Nico realize? Or did he think of the man as a friend? That didn’t quite sound right to him. 

Nico was out the door before the truck had fully stopped, catching Garen up in a strong hug, which was just as readily returned. Bel watched them, reevaluating what he thought he knew. He’d picked up on Nico’s fondness for Garen before. It hadn’t seemed like a friend’s affection then, and it really didn’t look like it now—not with the way those two were latched on to each other. 

Seeing them gave Bel pause. His affection for Nico had been growing steadily, which was a given—Nico’s charm alone ensured that. Bel had maybe been fantasizing a bit about what life might be like if Nico stayed. Seeing him with Garen cooled those feelings like a bucket of ice water over his head. 

No, that one’s heart was clearly taken. Nico might choose to stay as his familiar—that was yet to be seen—but being Bel’s lover or spouse? Not likely. 

It made Bel a little sad, truth be told. Nico would be an amazing spouse. The few days of living with him told him that. Bel was used to disappointments, though, and was able to shake it off. Mostly. Instead, he chose to divert his attention toward Garen and really look the man over. He caught what he hadn’t seen the first time: Garen was like himself, with a little Other in his ancestry. Nico had mentioned Garen was part gargoyle. Garen was a quarter gargoyle, in fact. Not many people like him walking about. 

No wonder he was so gifted in bodyguarding and defense. Gargoyles were the definition of security. It seemed he’d inherited more than the talent for defense, as his musculature and bones were denser, stronger than a human’s could be. The man was like a walking shield. Bel’s eyes went over his structure with increasing interest. Was he reading that right? It looked as if Garen had the ability to turn parts of himself into…stone? Surely Bel wasn’t seeing that correctly. 

“Bel? Hello? Sorry, Garen, he does this sometimes. He catches sight of something and goes into analytical mode, and he’s in la la land before I realize it.”

“He goes into these modes often, and you still had him drive?” Garen responded with exasperation. 

Wow, nice voice. So deep, with a hint of gravel to it. Wait, they were talking about Bel. He blinked back into focus. 

“Oh.” Nico looked abashed. “I should have driven.”

Garen rolled his eyes in despair. “I’m so glad you called for me right now. Words cannot express.”

Bel tried to recover from a bad first impression and offered a smile, holding a hand out toward the open door. “Hello, I’m Bel.”

Garen reached through, accepting that hand with a firm hold, his green eyes sharp as he studied Bel. “A pleasure, Bel. Garen Dallarosa.”

“Thanks for coming. Here, load in.” 

Garen loaded two hefty suitcases into Bel’s pickup bed without physical effort, then both men climbed in the truck, Garen taking the backseat. 

Nico silently gestured for Bel to switch to the passenger seat, and Bel sheepishly did so. He didn’t mean to hyperfixate on things, it just happened. And it wasn’t like he’d ever caused a car accident. To his knowledge. 

Nico had to slide the seat back an extra few inches to accommodate his longer legs, then they pulled away from the curb. 

Bel wasn’t sure now how to react to Garen being here. Was this some ulterior motive of Nico’s to reconnect with the man? Or was it as innocent as it looked? How should Bel respond? He really had no clue at this point. Not knowing what else to do, he decided to adopt a wait-and-see attitude. At the very least, getting to know Garen better was a good first step. 

Twisting in his seat, Bel looked to Garen to ask, “We haven’t caused you trouble by asking you here, have we?”

“No, not at all,” Garen assured him, the tone sincere. “I was in danger of burnout doing what I was, so actually, this was good timing for me. I needed an escape.”

“Oh good. I’m glad.”

“If you don’t mind, I have several questions.”

Bel was relieved the man seemed to take this all seriously. Questions were perfectly understandable at this stage. “Sure, shoot.”

“I’m staying where?”

“My place. I’ve got a room set up for you.”

“Perfect. Thank you. Do I need to arrange for my own vehicle while I’m with you?”

“No, you’re always welcome to borrow this truck.”

“Good, thanks again. I looked at several files during the flight to get a feel for things. Can you explain to me why your name is classified?”

Bel blinked at him. Uh. What?

Nico glanced at them both, and asked, tone climbing with incredulity, “Wait, what? Ruby, your name is classified?”

“This is news to me, too,” Bel admitted. 

“Don’t you two read your own files?” Garen asked with asperity. 

“Uh…no?” Nico shook his head, amused. “Only you would do that, man.” 

“It doesn’t make sense to me.” Like, no sense whatsoever. “My first name is a family name. It’s passed down. I use the shortened version of it. Wait, was it my first or last name?”

“First. Redacted, I should say, so only Bel was readable.” Garen’s eyes were sharp on his face again, as if judging Bel’s sincerity. “I suppose I shouldn’t ask anything further. I just wanted to see your response.”

“My response is what the fuck? I have no idea why.” Bel paused as the thought sprung to mind. Maybe there was a reason? “On second thought…because it’s a family name, maybe they don’t want to cause an obvious link to the rest of my family? Because some of us are in this line of work, but most of us aren’t. And we do find trouble. At least, I seem to be good at finding trouble.”

“It could well be a safety precaution.” Garen gave him a satisfied nod. “In that case, I’ll take the same precaution. I don’t know what you have planned for today…?”

“Settling you in, basically,” Nico answered. 

“Good. Let’s do that, but I want to sit and confer with you, Bel. I don’t know what to train Nico for at this point. All three of us need to figure that out before we can do anything constructive.” 

“Sure.” Bel’s first impression of Garen was thus: incredibly sharp and somewhat scary. As a bodyguard, he doubted anything ever got past this man. No wonder he’d made Secret Service. 

Well. The next few months would definitely be interesting. 
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Nico felt seriously over the moon that Garen was here. He may have bounced a little as he showed Garen through the house and to the room Garen would stay in over the next few months. The bond was happier, too. Or at least, Nico translated that general content feeling as a happier bond. Which totally made sense. After all, Garen was there to help safeguard Bel. Of course his bond would be happier with backup. Bel peeled off, giving them a moment alone, which Nico appreciated, as he wanted to talk a few things through with Garen. They hadn’t really discussed anything with each other, and that didn’t sit right with Nico. 

He was asking a lot from this man, after all. 

“So, here’s your room while you stay. We didn’t have much time to set anything up, just shoved furniture in here, so rearrange it as you like. Bel’s going to take us out later, get sheets and stuff. He doesn’t have enough for three beds anyway. And groceries, as there’s not a lot of food in the house.” 

It was a pretty standard room, nothing fancy. Light green walls, cream carpet, but it had a very nice window seat made for reading, and the bed was a double, so Garen should be able to sleep comfortably. 

Nico turned, a question on his lips that never got spoken. Garen caught his mouth with a slow, consuming kiss, his hands carding through Nico’s dark hair. Nico startled for only a second before melting into it without any resistance. Ah, too familiar. Kissing this man was all too familiar, the memory of it lingering in his body. It made Nico long for the days when he could turn and kiss this man, no questions asked. When it hadn’t been so hard to stay together. 

They separated with one, two, three short kisses, but Garen didn’t go far. He looked into Nico’s eyes with a sad smile. 

“A kiss like that makes me wonder why we ever stopped doing it.”

“Time and distance,” Nico answered, the pang in his heart no less hurtful for all that he’d felt it often since their breakup. “Not enough of the first, too much of the second. We fell apart, G.” 

Garen blew out a low breath, looking away. “I saw it coming a mile away. I did everything I could to combat it. I didn’t blame you for breaking things off, though.”

“I know you didn’t.” Nico had blamed himself, though. Bitterly. “But you deserved a chance at having a good boyfriend, someone who could actually be there for you. And I wasn’t able to.” 

“So you say, but I haven’t had a boyfriend since you.” Garen quirked one dark eyebrow at him in ironic amusement. 

Nico stared. “What? How the hell did that happen?”

“Because I didn’t date, genius.”

“No, b-but—” Nico spluttered. He took a step back, eyeing his former boyfriend as if the world had spun counterclockwise for a second. Garen was one of the best men he knew. He was handsome, personable, competent in everything he tried his hand at. He was the perfect boyfriend. Why the HELL did the men around him not see that? “Were you surrounded by idiots the past two years?”

Garen waved his question aside. “Not important. What is important is why you called me here. Because I have the feeling it wasn’t to give us a second chance.”

Those words felt like Garen had dropped a bombshell on Nico’s head. Even after two years, Garen was still holding out for that? Had Nico really damaged this man so much he wouldn’t even try for someone else?

Well, shit. Nico had a lot to answer for, if that was the case. 

As much as Nico would love to have a second chance, Garen was correct—that wasn’t the reason. A part of him wanted to say ‘screw it’ and tell him otherwise, but…Bel. Nico couldn’t do that to his Bel. Not just Bel, either. “I couldn’t do that to you, Garen. Being a familiar like this…I’m too new to understand what all it entails. How it’ll impact me. Dating right now would be a serious mistake.”

“I figured.” Garen tilted his head a little, studying him. “Not that I know a lot about it, but I was allowed to read a few things on the way here, and it gave me a better feel for what I’m walking into. As his familiar, you’re available to him 24-7. Not much of a chance for a social life. And most familiars, from what I read, become family to their mage. Usually by marrying them.”

Yes, Nico had read that as well. His mage was incredibly cute, and there were times he’d happily agree to dating, but on the other hand…it felt almost wrong? At this stage of things, anyway. Nico still wanted to seduce Bel and win him over, but he was clearly not standing near the goal line. Bel often looked a little lost when Nico was nearby, and wary. Until they trusted each other, Nico couldn’t imagine pushing for anything more. 

Either way, he shouldn’t be rekindling things with Garen. Trying to tread that path was a disaster not yet written. 

“You like him,” Garen said without segue. 

“I do,” Nico admitted, chaffing a hand at the back of his neck. “He’s incredibly sweet. And smart—god, he makes me look like an idiot.”

“And he’s cute.”

“Almost criminally so. And he’s been hurt before by a familiar who rejected him, so he doesn’t trust me as he should.” Nico let his head drop back so he could blindly stare at the ceiling. “And that grates. Honestly, Garen, I have no idea what the hell I’m doing. On the one hand, I’ve got to somehow win my mage over so he trusts me. On the other, I’ve got no experience guarding someone and only vague ideas of how to go about it. I need training, and I can’t leave him unguarded while I’m getting my shit together. I called for the one man with the experience I need, who I can trust.” 

Garen regarded him steadily. “You realize this will take a good five months. At least.”

“I know. That’s why I said in my email it’s okay if you don’t want to. Refuse me if that’s the better option for you.”

Garen shook his head, expression saying Nico had said something monumentally stupid. 

Nico didn’t think it was stupid at all. This situation was already awkward, and it might become even more so. This wasn’t Garen’s responsibility, and he should be given the option to bow out if he wanted to. 

“You called for me. You’ve got me.” Garen got that unreadable look on his face, the one that always meant trouble for Nico later. Mostly because it meant Garen had decided to be insanely stubborn about something. “I know I’m not first for you—your mage is now, and always will be. But I’m here, and I’m not moving. I’ve got your back, man. Yours and Bel’s.”

Nico wasn’t quite sure how to interpret that, but decided to take the declaration for now and run with it. Garen was undoubtedly making up his own mind about things—tone alone indicated that—but he’d see in due time what it was. 

Right now, he had the help he needed. And that was the important thing. “You sure you can stick around for that long?”

“I can.” Garen slapped him on the ass with a smirk. “You’re going to be wearing bruises for a while, Tig. But I’ll get you into shape for this.”

“I think you’re going to enjoy doing that a little too much.”

Garen held up a finger and thumb an inch apart. “Maybe a little. I promise not to hurt you.”

Nico just looked at him. He was not holding his breath. 

 


[image: ]

Bel was not allowed to drive them to the store. 

He was starting to get a sense of inevitability. 

Nico drove them, with Bel sitting in the back seat with Garen so he could explain things without being half-cranked in the front seat. Bel liked to face whoever he spoke to, and they all wanted to capitalize on Garen while they had him. 

“Alright, so, some basic rules with me,” Bel said. “I’m not able to do much magic on a day-to-day basis. Keeping my eyes in check basically takes most of my magical power, so I specialize in reading. Every member of my family does. We’re all analytical readers and have learned the hard way that if we’re in a reading, we really shouldn’t move until we’re done. It’s hard for us to focus in, pop back out, shift, and go back in. We lose our place, for one, and basically have to start over every time we shift positions. If I can trust someone to move me, I can be moved. So, for instance, say we’re walking down a hallway and I’m trying to focus—if I can put my hand on your arm and let you guide my feet, then I can study without worry. When I have to pull my eyes away from the problem, focus enough to move, and then try to focus back in, there’s issues.”

“So usually it’s faster—and thereby safer—to leave you in place until you have the answer.” Garen actually had a tablet in hand that he scribbled notes on in a tight, compact script. 

“Yeah. I’ve only encountered two situations where I couldn’t. And my god, I think it took three hours before I could finally dissect it down enough to give people the solution. I thought we were all either going to die or expire from frustration first.”

“So, first thing: teach Nico how to defend you like you are an immovable object.”

“I basically am in a reading. That’s the main thing, right there.” Bel paused and considered for a moment, thinking hard. “I can sometimes get lost in multiple readings. Visual analyzation doesn’t take as much magical power as, say, a small spell would. But it does take its toll on me. I can’t use my eyes nonstop for hours without paying a price for it. The problem is, I lose all track of time when I’m studying a problem. I’ve given myself insane migraines by accident doing this.”

“What’s your comfortable limit?”

“Three hours. Which seems like a lot of time until you see what kind of insanity my division deals with.”

Garen snorted, those pretty green eyes crinkling up in a smile. “I have a good guess. What’s your upper limit, before you venture into migraine territory?”

“Five hours. And I mean five hours on the dot. Even five minutes over can tip the scales.” 

“Nico, you know all this?” Garen asked, still writing notes. 

“You haven’t covered anything new to me so far. Bel’s family has a handbook for human familiars with a lot of this information.” 

Garen paused and looked up sharply. “You. Read something?”

“I can read, G,” Nico said in exasperation. 

“You failed kindergarten,” Garen shot back. 

“I failed kindergarten because I couldn’t figure out how to take naps.”

Bel could totally see that, actually.

“I have never seen you study unless it’s a life-or-death situation. Sometimes not even then. Bel, be impressed. You’re one of the few people who’s ever gotten him to sit down and study.”

Bel found this byplay amusing, if a little sad. They knew each other so well. Why weren’t they together? “He doesn’t really sit, though. He paces around the room while he reads.”

“Ah.” Garen reflected for a moment. “That makes more sense. I can picture him doing that far more easily. Okay, back on topic. Not only does Nico have to guard you, but he has to do it for hours at a stretch. This can be easy or insanely difficult depending on what’s going on around you. What kind of weapons can he use?”

“Depends on what’s he comfortable with? In MAD, we’ve gotten good at developing hybrid weapons over the years. We can create guns, swords, nunchucks, you name it, to combat bad magic. We do have shields, too, that create barriers over us, but the portable shields only deflect basic things. They’re not the answer to every spell thrown at us.”

“So, like how a regular iron shield can’t protect you from fire, but is perfect for deflecting a sword.”

“Yeah, that’s a pretty good analogy. We do have other barriers and wards we can use, but those are more permanent, which means someone is holding it. Unless we have a base camp in the area, they’re not something we use a lot.” 

“Got it.” Garen made another note, absently saying, “It’s a good thing you’re fast, Nico. I have a feeling this job is going to put your reflexes to the test.”

“Heh. I’ve had that thought more than once. Alright, chickaboos, we’re here.” Nico pulled into a parking spot and shut the engine off. “Pause conversation.”

Bel slid out, taking the lead, as this particular store was a supermarket that confused the new and unwary. It had everything from a pharmacy to food to general household goods. A one-stop shop, in many respects, and the main store everyone used in Michigan. It was also the size of a few warehouses put together and was known to be a labyrinth even on the best of days. 

Nico bounced a step ahead, looking about him in interest. “Busy place for the middle of a workday. Alright, we need sheets, comforter, pillows, food, what else?”

“Toilet paper might not be a bad idea, and whatever soaps and stuff Garen wants.” Bel tried to remember, did he have dishwasher soap, or not? Maybe pick some up in case. 

They hit the home goods section first. Garen proved to be a very efficient shopper. Whatever was the right size and looked decent went immediately into the cart. Nico was the one who went ahead, looking at all the options and coming back with new suggestions. Garen would sometimes switch out what he had in hand based on what Nico brought back. 

Seriously, these two. They moved so seamlessly, it was obvious they knew each other well. Bel, for all his eyes could see, couldn’t figure out why they were only friends. He had a feeling they dated at some point because Garen was perfectly comfortable with Nico in his personal space. 

Then again, Nico didn’t seem to know what personal space was, so maybe Garen was used to him? 

Gah, people were so confusing. 

He may have been a bit jealous. Partially because he wanted Nico as his own. Partially because he wanted that with Nico—the seamless relationship with trust and understanding. His bond rattled a little, as if a warning shake from a rattlesnake, telling of possible danger. He couldn’t say that his bond didn’t have a point. Bel was very aware he was shooting himself in the foot by not letting Nico properly past all of his walls, and he couldn’t very well complain about his relationship with Nico while not letting the man in. Still. It rankled a little, seeing someone else get along so well with his familiar. 

Dammit. Maybe he needed to up his game? Or at least make a better effort. 

Nico looked to Garen. “All set?”

“I can’t think of what else I’ll need,” Garen replied. “Food.”

“Foooood,” Nico intoned, stepping lightly around the end of the aisle. “Right, so what are we making this week?”

“If you don’t make that sun-dried tomato pasta dish, I’m going to be very disappointed in you.” Garen turned to Bel, filling him in. “Nico’s family is all Italian, and his Nonna taught him to cook. He’s an amazing chef. Don’t let him fool you into thinking otherwise.”

“He’s been doing most of the cooking since coming, actually.”

“I’m not surprised.  He loves to cook. I used to buy him ingredients and turn him loose in the kitchen. I always did the dishes as a trade-off, and it was a good deal. He’s a better cook than I am.” 

Nico half-turned, a grin lifting his mouth up in a sassy curve. “For my culinary services, I also accept—whoa, whoa, whoa!”

Before Bel could blink, Garen had tucked him into his side and forcibly moved Bel back several feet with a protective hand over Bel’s head, not smothering, but shielding him. Bel inhaled a startled breath, not sure what was going on or what had made either man react. But that lungful of air was filled with a warm, male scent that smelled vaguely of spice and clean soap. He clung to Garen’s shirt with both hands for balance and went along for the ride. 

As distracted as he was, Bel still heard the crash of multiple boxes hitting the ground, the impact of something metal against metal, and another trio of voices crying out in alarm. No one sounded hurt, though. 

“I am so sorry,” a woman said, sounding truly apologetic before her tone switched to scolding. “Thomas Albert, I told you to not race with the cart!”

Ah. No true danger, just a child loose in the store. 

Garen let go of Bel but kept him close for a moment longer with a light touch against his back. Garen’s protective embrace felt like being sheltered against a warm, nice wall. Seriously, those muscles were no joke. Bel rather liked being pressed against the man like this. It gave him fuzzy tingles. He did feel a little guilty for enjoying it, though, considering Garen didn’t mean it that way at all. 

Garen smelled amazing, too. Warm male skin mixed in with some earthy scent Bel couldn’t put a name to. Oh, um…shit. It dawned on Bel that his body was reacting to Garen’s proximity. Fuuuck, of course he had to be attracted to the man on top of everything else. 

This would go so poorly. 

In an effort to distract himself, Bel cast for something else to focus on. 

Turning his head, he got his first look at what Nico was doing. The crash of the cart had sent an endcap display toppling, scattering cereal boxes all over the place. His familiar was already in the process of straightening it all out, helping to clear the aisle. 

“Oh god,” Garen said with a sigh of exasperation, like a parent with a child who just didn’t get it. 

“What?”

“This is exactly the problem.” Garen tilted his head to look down at Bel. “When danger struck, Nico’s first reaction should have been to fall back to you—granted, it wasn’t truly dangerous—but instead, he went ahead to face the danger.”

Oh. Bel realized what Garen meant and looked the situation over with new eyes. That was precisely what Nico had done—gone forward, not fallen back. Nico had said he didn’t think along the lines of a bodyguard, that he wasn’t trained right to protect Bel. It hadn’t made any sense at the time; Nico had protected him fine in their training sessions. Granted, it had a lot more to do with magical theory and how Bel’s magic worked in particular. Still, Bel hadn’t seen anything wrong, and he had no doubt Nico wanted to be a good familiar. He’d gone to considerable lengths already for Bel’s sake. Hopefully, Garen could train Nico into falling back, like a bodyguard should. 

Nico came trotting back and was halfway to them when he paused, looked at Garen’s stance, and promptly slapped himself on the forehead. “Oh shit. You moved him. I should have done that.”

“Yes, doofus, I moved him.” Garen rolled his eyes to the heavens, visibly praying for patience. “This is going to take a minute, training you. I can see it now.”

“Well, this is why I called for you.” Nico shrugged, seemingly past kicking himself for the mistake. “But I’ll get it eventually.”

Bel had an entirely different question. Why hadn’t Nico’s bond freaked out this time? He was cool as a cucumber. Bel’s eyes went between Nico and Garen, weighing options. Was that the turning point? Garen? Did Nico trust Garen so completely that he saw no reason to panic? It certainly looked that way. 

Garen sighed again. “Let’s get those groceries bought. Bel can walk me through the rest of it all while you’re cooking dinner. And we start training tomorrow.”

“I’m not that bad,” Nico protested. “Danger was over here. I went and deflected it properly, didn’t I?”

“As I said, we start training tomorrow.” 

“So meeting danger head-on is no good?”

“No good. Because you lost track of your mage in the process.”

Nico looked at Bel, chagrin all over his face. “Oops.”

Bel rubbed at his chin, looking between the two of them. Garen might be right. This might take a hot minute. 
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They talked late into the night, Bel answering every question put to him. He enjoyed it, honestly. Both men were very invested in the conversation, and it was nice to be able to talk shop for a while. 

Plus, eating Nico’s amazing food while talking was no hardship. 

Because they were up somewhat late, Bel wasn’t exactly awake the next morning, but he’d promised to be up by eight so they could start some training in the backyard. He showered and renewed his eyes’ seals but didn’t bother to shave. Bel couldn’t grow a beard if his life depended on it and only shaved once a week. 

Once out of the shower, he yawned his way to the kitchen, only to blink as he realized Garen was standing at the kitchen island, fully dressed in track pants and a white shirt that he filled out very, very well. A full pot of coffee was brewing behind him. 

Great, another morning person. Right here, in Bel’s house. How fascinating. Ooh, and he made enough coffee for Bel, too. He might like this morning person. 

“Cream, sugar?” Garen asked. 

A coffee offering. All hail the coffee offering! “Yes. Those. Lots of both. Morning?”

“Yes, good morning.” Garen fixed the coffee and handed it over, grinning as if he found something amusing. 

Bel accepted his morning tribute and promptly drank half of it. Mmm, good coffee. Magic beans promoting life and goodness. He could feel it coursing through his veins. Bel took another healthy swallow. Brain cells were now coming back online. Most excellent. 

Only when he drained the cup did he realize he was missing a person. “Where’s Nico?”

“Out for his morning run.” 

“Ah. Whoa, really?” With all of the issues Nico had experienced going out of Bel’s line of sight, that surprised him. 

“That unusual?”

“Yeah, Nico’s bond normally pitches a fit if he tries to leave the house without me. I’ve been biking with him in the mornings to compensate. Wow. Um, that’s good progress.” Bel was more than relieved to hear it, actually. It meant Nico’s familiar bond was progressing well despite all of Bel’s insecurities. 

It also meant he didn’t have to get up at ass o’clock to exercise anymore. Bel wasn’t sure which one he was more grateful for. 

“If he can run without me, that’s great,” Bel concluded aloud.

“You haven’t seen the unexercised version of him, I take it? Trust me, it’s extremely important he runs. The trick,” Garen told Bel with all seriousness, “is to treat Nico like you would a golden retriever. In the morning, don’t say anything, just open the door and let him run around to his heart’s content. Feed him when he gets back in, give him belly rubs, and he’s a happy camper.”

Bel evaluated that straight face and tried to figure out if Garen was messing with him or not. He did actually look genuine. “Uh. Seriously?”

“The reason why I didn’t kill him the first week of our relationship was that I figured this out early on. Trust me. Let him run, love and pet him when he comes back in, feed him regularly, and you’re golden. Fail to provide him either running time or food, and you’ve got trouble.”

Oh god, he really was serious. Bel found himself grinning without meaning to. A golden retriever, huh? 

It was also nice to confirm that these two had dated. Bel felt some edge of relief that Garen didn’t feel the need to treat it like a secret. If he could be open, then Bel could do the same. “I have to ask, how high-energy is he?”

“Yes. And for the love of god, never give him caffeine.”

“I’ve noticed he’s never asked for coffee.”

“He’s never developed a taste for it. But occasionally, he wants a frappuccino because to him it’s a milkshake.” Garen’s expression turned amused. “He got a frappuccino once and did the Spartan race, won it, then came home, took a shower, and spent the next four hours sexing me up.”

Bel’s eyes crossed. “Oh my god. Shouldn’t he have been dead asleep after doing a Spartan race? That’s one of the harder triathlons!”

“You see what I mean? Absolutely, on your life, do not give him caffeine unless you have a full schedule planned to wear him back out.” 

Bel traced a cross over his heart. “Cross my heart. I have a feeling if I ever slip up, a murder will happen.”

“Either his or ours,” Garen agreed. He paused, evaluating Bel for a moment. Those bright green eyes could be incredibly penetrating when Garen looked at him like that, as if he could see straight through Bel. But his own expression was closed down, not revealing what he felt. “You’ve probably wondered why we’re not dating anymore. In your shoes, I’d have asked more questions about it, about why I’m here. I can promise you it’s not because anyone has ulterior motives.”

Bel evaluated his expression for a moment, not sure how truthful he should be. He decided on the kinder response. “I appreciate that, Garen. Really, I don’t think Nico has a manipulative bone in his body, so I didn’t really seriously consider ulterior motives. It’s obvious to me you two adore and trust each other, and Nico called you here because he needed you. And that’s all I really need to know. The rest is very much not my business. I’m not digging at old wounds to satisfy my curiosity.”

Garen’s defensive stance softened and relaxed. There was a sad smile on his face as he looked down into his coffee mug. “Nico said you’re kind. I see now what he meant. Thank you, Bel.” 

Bel didn’t see what he was being thanked for. Wasn’t this common courtesy? 

The front door opened and Nico bounced in as if he hadn’t just run ten miles, barely even sweating. He looked them over, waving as he walked through. “I’ll shower and be out in the yard in ten minutes.”

Garen called to his retreating back, “Don’t you want to make waffles first?”

In a second, Nico had returned enough to hold on to the wall and lean his head back, just in sight. “We have ingredients for waffles?”

“We do.” Garen arched an eyebrow, a silent ‘well?’

“Waffles it is.” Nico disappeared again, going back down the hall, but this time he sang as he went. “Waffles, syrup, jam, oh yeah!~ Bu-bu-bu-butter~”

“That’s his waffle song,” Garen explained to Bel with a deadpan expression. 

Bel blinked at him, then listened in bafflement. “There’s a waffle song?”

“It’s a Nico original.” 

Bel snickered and drank more of his coffee. At least living with Nico would never be boring. 
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Nico had managed a full run without so much as a twinge from the bond. Which was suspicious. Completely suspicious. Nico had given it more than one glance, eyeing it sideways as if to ask about the bond’s intentions. He trusted Garen with Bel’s life, no question there. Had the bond picked up on this, deciding to trust Nico’s judgement, and that’s why it was content to let the bodyguard watch over Bel while Nico ran? 

Really? The bond couldn’t trust Nico’s judgement that Bel was fine, asleep in his bed? No, no. It would trust his opinion on Garen, though. Or maybe it was more that as long as someone was there to safeguard Bel, everything was fine? 

Nico would get to the bottom of this, one way or another. In the meantime, he enjoyed his run and let Bel sleep in. 

After breakfast and a quick shower, it was time to finally get into serious training. They all convened in the backyard. It was obvious at a glance Bel was not a yard person. Or a gardening person. The backyard was nothing more than a plot of neatly trimmed grass with a privacy fence around it, and a brick patio with nothing on it, not even a grill. 

It didn’t surprise Nico much. He’d not seen Bel go out and relax in the sunshine even once. But then, with his very fair skin, he probably broiled like a lobster at the drop of a hat. 

But for training like this, they definitely needed to be outside. Garen was nice enough to show Nico how to guard someone, the basics at least, before throwing him in. Nico really did appreciate that. 

Since this would take a while, they grabbed a chair and put Bel in it, giving enough yard space on all sides. For this first round, Garen played defender, Nico attacker, so Nico could see up close and personal what he needed to do. 

Both were unarmed, because doing damage wasn’t the point of this exercise. Getting past Garen was. Well, learning how Garen reacted was. Nico really had a hard time thinking along the lines of defense. 

He limbered up a bit, shaking out his hands. That smile on Garen’s face was so achingly familiar, and there was a glint in those green eyes Nico hadn’t seen in years. They used to spar with each other all the time. Getting sweaty with each other had been their favorite way to let off steam and often ended in a smoking make out session or sex. Sparring had been one of the first things they’d ever done together, the first way they’d connected. It was part play, part comfort—a nostalgic reminder of simpler times they’d once taken for granted. Nico realized, with painful clarity, that he’d missed it. Keenly. 

With a bit more joy and not so much attention, he launched himself forward, coming in low and striking out, trying not so much to land as to get Garen to dodge and move. 

But trying to get Garen to move when he wasn’t in the mood was like trying to shift a mountain a few inches. He deflected the strike neatly, caught Nico’s wrist, and tugged him off-balance enough to send him spinning away. 

Nico wasn’t one to wallow, but spun lightly on his toes and faced Garen again. 

“I see that grin, but you’re not supposed to attack me,” Garen chided. “Attack Bel through me. That’s what an attacker will do, and that changes how I’ll respond.” 

“But shouldn’t I attack you to move you out of the way?”

Bel made a noise of protest, sitting up with alarm. 

“Not every attacker will. Vary this up.”

He was the expert. Nico shrugged and shifted mental targets. Attack Bel, right. 

It was like every gear in Nico’s head ground to a halt, with full crashing sounds and screeching metal. The familiar bond in his chest went haywire, and he curled in on himself, the pain both horrendous and surprising. 

“Shit.” Bel was out of his chair in a second, wrapping both his arms around Nico’s shoulders, one hand petting his hair. “Band zu Band, sei still. Shh, I’m fine. You didn’t do anything, I’m fine. Breathe. Breathe.” 

“What the fuck happened?” Garen demanded in alarm. 

Nico sank into his mage’s arms, eyes shuttering as relief filled him. Ow. Damn, ow, it felt like someone had stabbed him in the chest. Repeatedly. Only Bel’s hold on him and soothing words made him feel any better. He sank into that smaller body, taking refuge, and tried to get his bearings again. 

“Garen.” Bel’s tone was oh-so-calm, patient as he always was. “Please never request again that a familiar target a mage. Even in practice. The familiar bond, especially when it’s this new, can’t differentiate between mock-fighting and the real thing. It causes the familiar an incredible amount of pain.” 

Garen spoke slowly, as if analyzing this reaction in a hundred different ways. “I can see that.” 

“I couldn’t get the explanation out quickly enough.” Bel stroked his hair some more, the words apologetic. “I’m so sorry, Nico. All right?”

“Gimme a sec.” Nico turned his face into the crook of Bel’s neck and breathed in the scent of him. Bel always had a slight brimstone smell, as if he had soaked in the smell of hot rocks. Nico liked it, and it soothed Nico’s upset familiar instincts as nothing else could. 

Garen’s hand found his shoulder and rubbed a soothing circle. “Sorry, Tig. I did not think that one through. You take a second.”

Nico needed one. He appreciated that these two understood his instincts were going haywire. A live eel having a bad day was currently pitching a fit in his chest, or at least, that’s what it felt like. He was not calm just yet. 

“Tig?” Bel asked. 

“Short for Tigger. His energy levels are that of Tigger.”

“Ha, that has to be the most appropriate nickname ever.” 

“Right? I stuck him with it the first week I knew him. Okay, T?”

“I think so, yeah.” Nico finally lifted his head, filled with a sense of relief. Alright, better. “Let’s never do that ever again.” 

“Absolutely not,” Garen agreed immediately. “You feeling up to continuing?”

“Yeah, I can shake this off. Right, okay.” Nico sucked in a breath and managed to let go of Bel. That last part was harder than it looked. Bel was fun to snuggle. Nico had to figure out how to get him to snuggle more. 

Bel looked him over, those red eyes penetrating. Nico had not yet asked what Bel saw, how he could dissect and analyze the world around him. But he had a feeling there was very little Bel couldn’t see. In this moment especially, Bel could see all. 

With a slight smile on that elfin face, Bel agreed, “You’re fine. Alright, back to my chair I go.”

“Let’s switch this, give you a breather,” Garen suggested as Bel returned to his chair. “You saw how I stood, right?”

“Yeah, you were like two feet from him.”

“You have to give yourself some distance to work with, but close enough to react if something happens. I always try to assume there will be more than one attacker, so I stay close enough to fend off anything. That space varies depending on what’s going on, where I am, and the threat level. Assume now that this yard is your area to work in, and you’ve got a single attacker. Where will you stand?”

Nico looked the situation over, remembering where and how Garen had stationed himself. Hmm. There looked about right. He put himself about three feet from Bel, facing Garen, poised on the balls of his feet. 

“Good,” Garen said approvingly. He shifted his own stance, feet at shoulder width. With no warning, he came in low and around, not doing a frontal attack. 

He was aiming for Nico’s left side and Bel’s exposed back. 

The shift was instinctive and without thought. Nico moved to intercept him, quick as lightning, his instincts going haywire once more. Protect, protect, protect. Bel in danger. 

Neutralize. 

Before he realized what he was doing, he aimed for Garen’s throat, not even trying to pull his punch. Like a distant flicker, his reasoning tried to overcome the instincts driving him forward. Friend. Garen was a friend, pull it, pull it—

Garen dropped and rolled, springing lightly back up to his feet despite his size, threw both hands into the air in a gesture of surrender, and backed off right up to the patio door. “Nico. Breathe, man. I’m not attacking. Breathe.”

Oh god. Nico shuddered under the force of the realization that he’d almost done serious damage to one of the people he loved most dearly in the world. His familiar bond was jumping about like a bagged cat in his chest, and he had to beat against it. Calm down. This wasn’t real, Bel wasn’t in danger, calm the fuck down. 

“Bel,” Garen suggested quickly, “order him to stand down.”

Bel, bless him, did so immediately. “Nico, stand down. Return to me.”

A decade of obeying orders kicked in. His familiar instincts wanted to return to Bel anyway, so both parts of him were in agreement this was a good idea. He turned and settled himself into Bel’s arms, although he kept one eye on Garen, unable to let go of the potential threat so easily. 

Bel’s hand found his hair again and stroked him, the motion pleasant and soothing. Nico settled in a little better, letting his head rest on that thin shoulder. 

“I do believe that if he was a wolf, he would have torn my throat right out.” Garen wisely didn’t approach, although he sounded intrigued by this, not upset. 

“You’re not wrong.” Bel kept an arm around Nico as his voice firmed. “We’re done practicing for the day. Nico’s familiar bond is thrumming, it’s so unhappy. He needs to calm down completely before we can continue.”

“We need to give this a day anyway,” Garen assured them. “I don’t quite know how to approach this now. My plan for training him is going to have to change if his instincts are going to be that jumpy. I might have to replace you with a target dummy. Putting you in the mix makes him volatile.”

“A dummy would be a great idea. I’ll get you anything you need.” 

“We’ll discuss details once Nico’s no longer wanting to tear my throat out.” 

Nico raised his head. He felt so apologetic toward Garen he considered finding a hole somewhere and pulling the ground over his head. “Garen—”

Garen lifted a hand. “Stop. I’m not upset. If I understood the situation better, I’d never have put Bel into the training on your first day. This is my bad, and I don’t want you apologizing to me.”

“Your familiar instincts will calm down,” Bel added, still soothing him with a palm up and down his back. “You won’t always be so reactive like this.”

“That’s great news.” Nico perked up, hopeful. “How long does that usually take?”

“Um. Well, uh, usually a couple of years?” Bel’s smile turned lopsided. 

“Years?” Nico sighed, shoulders slumping. 

Well, fuck. 
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They ordered in for dinner, as Nico didn’t have the heart to cook. He’d tried reading more about human familiars, but his mind kept going to the disastrous training session. Seriously, that had been a shitshow. And he couldn’t completely recall everything he’d done because he’d been running so high on instinct, things were hazy. 

It was not, needless to say, an auspicious beginning. 

He sat on the couch in the den, flicking through shows idly until he landed on an action flick. Explosions made him feel better. But he wasn’t there for more than a minute when he looked around, hoping for company. Garen was busy doing some online shopping, looking around for the right training gear so they had a better start the next time they tried this. Knowing Garen, he’d be at that a few hours. But where was his Bel? 

Wow, instincts. Wow. Bel was his now, huh? Bel was his mage, certainly, but that didn’t mean Nico had any say in who he dated or—

Nico’s familiar bond kicked up such a fuss, he had to wince and thump it with his palm several times. Ow, geez, settle down. God, this thing was reactive. Nico felt like a teenage girl with drama issues sometimes. His only saving grace was that Bel seemed to understand what was going on and didn’t judge him for it. 

Speaking of which, there he was. Nico’s head came up, automatically tracking him as Bel’s presence got closer. It was an odd sort of feeling. If he closed his eyes, he could point to Bel’s rough location. 

Bel came into the den, wearing fuzzy sleep pants with moons all over them and a t-shirt that looked like it could swallow him whole. He was adorable. Bel was always adorable. Nico sometimes had the worst urge to lick him. 

“What are you watching?”

“Some action movie I haven’t gotten the title of yet.” Nico held out a hand, snagging Bel before he could curl up on the other end of the couch. Bel stiffened a little, surprised at first, but he settled in without complaint. His head found a resting spot on Nico’s shoulder, body pressed up against his side. It felt really good to have him there. On a purely male level, Nico enjoyed it. But mostly, he found comfort in having Bel within arm’s reach of him, knowing his mage was safe and happy. 

After a moment, Bel wrapped an arm around his waist and spoke against Nico’s shoulder. “I don’t want you to worry or stress about today. Okay? Every human familiar struggles with these same issues, and they’ve all overcome them.”

“That’s really heartening to hear. Honestly? I’m mostly embarrassed. I can’t believe I lost it to the point that I attacked Garen. I trust that man more than I trust me. But for a second, I was riding pure instinct, and it didn’t matter who was attacking you. That’s normal for human familiars?”

“It is, especially in the beginning. Will you feel better if I hook you up with one of my cousin’s familiars? Let you ask questions?”

Nico didn’t even have to think. “I would love that. Seriously, I’m a better oral learner. The reading is fascinating but also not really sticking well in my head. Being able to ask questions and hear it from the horse’s mouth will work so much better for me.”

“We’ll do that tomorrow, then.” 

“In the meantime, snuggle with me.” Nico put his head on that soft blond hair, snuggling Bel in another inch. “Because holding you makes it all better.” 

“I seriously doubt that. But I’m down for snuggles.”

“And I can hear you overthinking—stop that. I don’t regret you calling for me.”

Bel stilled, his head lifting so he could see Nico’s face. “Even after today?”

“Even then. Today was growing pains. Anything new you ever try will have days like this, where nothing goes right. I’m not going to make snap judgements because of today. I feel very strongly that I’m in the right place. I just haven’t fully adjusted to it yet. That’s all this is.” 

“You had a whole career and life before you came to me, though.”

It was a reasonable objection, and he understood why Bel made it. “And I’ll have to go back and deal with that life soon, ’cause I can’t let my stuff sit in base housing forever. But I’m honestly glad to be out of the army. It didn’t fit well for me. I’ve tried protecting the world in order to satisfy that need to do something with my life, but taking orders and pushing around paperwork didn’t fulfill me like I’d hoped. Protecting you does. Even if I’m not good at it yet.” 

Bel hugged him tightly. “Damn. My magic really did know what it was doing. I don’t regret getting you, Nico. Not in any way, shape, or form. And I don’t expect you to be perfect.”

Those words hit Nico right in the feels. It was something he’d struggled with, something he’d been brainwashed into believing, that he had to get things right the first time. Often, in a combat situation, you didn’t get a second shot. You had to get your target the first time. It was so ingrained in Nico, he didn’t question it much—until moments like these arose and he failed to reach that target. On an intellectual level, Nico knew the training would take a while. Emotionally speaking, it was a totally different ballgame. He harbored real fears of what would happen if he didn’t get this down quickly. 

To hear Bel reassure him was a soothing balm on his heart. Bel wasn’t judging him for not getting this perfect on the first try, he was only worried Nico was judging himself too harshly. 

“Don’t be so critical of yourself, okay? Because I’m really over the moon to have you.”

This acceptance was part of the reason why he loved being this man’s familiar. With Bel, he never felt inadequate. Or unwanted. And it was a very powerful feeling, to be enough for someone. 

He dropped a kiss on Bel’s forehead, words beyond him, and held his mage close. 
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Bel loved snuggling on the couch. He’d never had this before, with anyone. Obviously, Spencer, his best-forgotten first familiar, had never done this with him. His past hookups and boyfriends hadn’t been interested in snuggling, just sex. Bel was cuddled in with Nico for about five seconds when he decided he loved it. The idea he’d have it forever with Nico was incredibly nice. It did send his thoughts toward not-so-pure things, though. 

Look. Nico was the epitome of hot male. He was incredibly in shape, handsome, personable, and every time he touched Bel, it was filled with sweet affection. Bel was—okay, part demon—but mostly human, and there was no way he could keep himself from responding. 

Part of the reason why most human familiars and their mages ended up married was because the bond encouraged close connections, both physical and other. Working and living together kept them in close proximity, which also encouraged things along in that direction. Bel hadn’t felt anything like this for Spencer. Which had at first worried him, and in the end, made sense to him. Spencer hadn’t wanted that kind of attachment—had actively fought it—so of course it never formed as it should have. 

But Nico. Nico was cut from a different kind of cloth altogether. He loved being in physical contact with Bel. He wanted snuggles, and hugs, and stayed in Bel’s space as much as he could. It made Bel a little jittery, but he liked it. A lot. It wasn’t just the bond that liked it, either, although the bond was making happy humming sounds, like a cat in full purr. 

And the idea that this man could be something more to him…that they could potentially be lovers or spouses, well...Bel may have lost sleep more than once, fantasizing about it. Because god, yes please. 

Bel disliked how his experience with Spencer caused him to hesitate with Nico. He may have said ‘fuck it’ and forced his insecurities down, tried to get past it all somehow, but…he didn’t actually know how to do that without making things super awkward. It wasn’t just his feelings for Nico he was trying to sort out. There was the other man, now, too. 

Bel’s eyes ignored the action movie on the TV and roamed toward the opposite side of the house, where he knew Garen to be. After two days of living with the man, Bel felt his own adoration toward him. Garen Dallarosa was a pretty amazing man. 

Initially, Bel had been thankful for Garen’s patience with this weird situation and the way he’d given advice and stepped in to smooth awkward moments. It had been kind of him, and Bel liked him for it. 

The moment he’d moved to shield and protect Bel in the store, though—that was the triggering moment. Bel’s awareness of Garen was now one of a man attracted to another. 

Which, really, libido. We could have done without that knowledge. 

Bel had the worst instinct to be more hands-on with Garen. As much as he liked Nico—and of course his bond tugged him strongly toward his familiar—he found himself wanting to spend time with Garen as well. Bel had struggled with it all day, deliberately choosing Nico most of the time, as that was the sensible choice. Really, the only choice. 

Garen wasn’t his, wasn’t staying, and was clearly still in love with Nico. Pretty hopeless case all around, there. Bel told himself sternly, Self, do not fall in love with Garen. No bueno, okay?

And yet, the feeling lingered. 

Normally, Bel’s dating life sucked bowling balls. So why the universe had to throw two hot men at him, practically at once, was a very good question. Seriously, universe, what gives? 

Bel was all set to give himself a mental lecture when out of his peripheral vision he caught hint of something wrong. 

The thing about structures was, things weren’t really as ‘solid’ as people assumed. Take walls, for instance. Drywall and studs were porous. If Bel chose to, he could see through them quite clearly. In that moment, he chose to. 

And saw Garen kneeling next to the bathroom toilet, clearly in distress. 

“Uh-oh. He’s not doing good.” Bel untangled himself from Nico, already shifting off the couch. 

Nico went alert, moving with him. “What?”

“Garen. He’s not doing good.” Bel didn’t pause to explain further, just hurried down the hallway, tapping lightly on the half-open bathroom door. “Garen?”

“Bel.” Garen’s head turned his direction, and he had a distinct grey tinge to his face. “You got something for an upset stomach?”

“I’ll do you one better.” He knelt so he could get a better vantage point, looking Garen’s system over from throat to large intestine. As he’d thought. “You, my friend, have onset food poisoning.”

Garen groaned. “I hate it when I’m right.”

Tilting his head back to look over his shoulder, Bel requested of Nico, “Get him water, please. We’ll need to flush this out.”

“Sure.” Nico was gone in a flash. 

“Garen, hold still for a second. I’m going to destroy what’s upsetting your poor tummy.”

Garen paused, more in alarm than anything else. “Uh…that’s safe?”

“Sure. I’m just killing bad bacteria. Easy, easy. Once it’s all safely dead, your body can flush it out naturally. No harm.” Bel focused intently on the stomach area and, for the second time that week, spoke a spell. 

A R’iyah mage’s spells weren’t like any other mage’s. They didn’t see the world in the same way, after all, and they could accommodate different nuances on the fly, weaving them into their spell work. Spells were just instructions to their magic, anyway, it wasn’t like they were engraved in stone with no variation. Bel pulled on his magical core in a steady tendril, speaking in German as he was wont to do, instructing his magic precisely what to destroy and where. 

There, that should do it. He eyed the area in question carefully. He didn’t see anything else, but Garen was still a little hunched over; his view might be obstructed. 

Garen cleared his throat, still looking pale. “Bel. I have to say, I’m not an expert on magic. But that had to be the longest-ass spell I’ve ever heard, and were you speaking in German?”

“In order, yes, it was a long spell, and yes, I was.” He lifted his head up to give Garen a smile. “R’iyah mages have slightly different spells. A lot of mages have spells they memorize, because they know saying X gets Y result—”

Nico appeared with a water bottle, leaning over Bel to hand it to Garen. Garen accepted it with a nod of thanks, but it was clear his attention was still on Bel. 

“—but that’s because that’s the limit of their understanding. R’iyah mages, though, we can see precisely what elements make up something and adjust our spells accordingly. It’s nice in a sense. I can create a spell on the spot to fit the exact situation, and teach it to other mages.”

“Hence why they pay you the big bucks?” Nico asked, equally interested. 

Right, Bel hadn’t explained this to him yet. There was a lot he hadn’t explained to Nico yet. “That’s part of it. It’s not just my analytical ability—although that’s about sixty percent—but also the way I can create the right spells for the other mages.”

“And the German?” Garen asked. As an aside to Nico, he filled in, “When he spoke the spell, it was in German.”

“It can be any language, really.” Bel shrugged. “It just can’t be your native language. It has to be something you consciously switch to so your magic doesn’t accidentally engage when you don’t mean for it to. In my case, German. Alright, Garen, how are you feeling?”

“No longer like I’ll puke my guts up.” Garen drank more of the water, then sat with that for a second. “Still not up for any marathons.”

“I want you to come out, sit on the couch with me, and let me monitor you for a while.” Bel stood, offering him a hand. 

Garen took it, although he put no weight on that hand. Which was actually nice of him as he was twice the size of Bel, perhaps three times. He would have pulled Bel right over with no problem at all. 

They came out of the bathroom, Bel beelining for the couch. He intended to sit on one end, let Garen stretch out on the other, but that’s not what happened. As soon as he sat down, Garen laid out, pillowing his head in Bel’s lap with a sigh. 

Oh. Ummm…sure, Bel could be a lap pillow. He was okay with a handsome man lying on top of him, absolutely. No problemo. Garen’s head was a warm weight against Bel’s legs, and it was a nice feeling, the warmth only skinship with another could bring. Nico didn’t think this in the least bit odd, as he grabbed a throw on the nearby chair and draped it over Garen without pause. 

“What can I do, or get?” Nico inquired, bouncing a little on his toes. “Anything?”

Look at him, ready to run into another room. 

Bel came up with something quick to keep him from pacing. “I know of a homemade tea to help boost his immune system. Hot water, half a lemon squeezed in, a teaspoon of honey, half a teaspoon of cinnamon.”

“Got it.” Nico was out of the room in three shakes. 

Garen chuckled, the sound more felt than heard. “You’re already good with him. He’s not one to sit still.”

“That only took me the first day with him to figure out. Nico’s an action person.” Bel soothed a hand up and down Garen’s chest, a little spark of magic flowing from his fingers as he did so. “And I promise I’m not feeling you up. I’m encouraging your body to flush the toxicity and boosting your immune system to do it.” 

“Yes, because it’s sheer torture for me to have a cute man feeling me up.” 

Bel flushed but also laughed, because Garen was so droll. “Am I taking your mind off things, at least?”

“You are. But we’re never ordering from that restaurant again.”

“Yeah, it’s obviously not a good one. We’ll make Nico cook for us from now on.”

“I like this game plan.” Garen took in a breath, settling as he blew it back out, with his head tilting a little more toward Bel’s stomach. “How did you even know I was in distress?”

“Uhh…this is going to sound creepy-stalkerish.”

Garen peeked up at him. “Yeah? Okay, I’m braced.”

“So…walls are kinda porous. And I sometimes lose control of my eyes, and they like to look through things?”

Garen blinked slowly, like a man doing high-speed calculations and coming up with a truly interesting answer. “Hey, Tig!”

Nico appeared around the corner, coming from kitchen to living room in seconds. “Water is still getting hot. What?”

“You need to do a striptease every morning after you get in from your run.”

Nico didn’t even blink. “Awesome. Why?”

“Red here accidentally looks through walls sometimes.” Garen pointed up to Bel. 

“Yeah?” Nico flashed a grin, one utterly naughty. “I don’t have either the gold or red satin briefs here, though.”

Bel put both hands over his face and wondered what he’d done to deserve this. Obviously, Garen was already feeling better if he’d gone into default teasing. Garen and Nico were always poking at each other in some way, teasing each other, and now Garen was pulling Bel into it. On one hand, Bel was glad Garen liked him that much, but on the other hand—why start here? And when did he become ‘Red’? “Both of you stop, just stop, oh my god. I do not do that on purpose. It’s always a freak accident.” 

“He’s so cute when he’s flustered.” Nico came in closer and dropped a kiss on his head. “It’s okay, Ruby, I’ll text you before I start so you can do it on purpose.”

Bel did something he’d never done before in his life. He tried to smack someone in the chest, frustrated and beyond words. It was either hit Nico or crawl into a corner somewhere. 

Nico dodged, giggling like the demented gnome he was. “Oh, there’s the kettle.” 

He was back in the kitchen before Bel could try hitting him again. “Really, Garen? Really? I help you, and this is how you repay me?”

Garen grinned, not bothered by the scolding. “I’m feeling better.”

“You’re feeling better, so you’re up to teasing? Wow. Just wow. Next time, you get to suffer.”

“Speaking of, how am I doing? To your eyes.”

Bel was almost tempted to let him suffer, but in the end was more merciful. He took a good look at Garen’s system and slowly nodded in satisfaction. “Yeah, you’ll be fine. Drink the tea Nico’s making you, another bottle of water, and it should flush right out. You’ll be back to normal by morning.” 

“Excellent. And thanks for this, truly. I’ve had food poisoning before. I’d prefer crawling into a grave over going through it again. It’s seriously nasty on the system.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it. I’ve never had food poisoning before.” Bel shrugged. “I can use magic on myself, after all, so I can nip it in the bud.”

“Lucky bastard.” Garen sighed and let his eyes close for a moment. 

He looked tired. Bel soothed a hand down his chest, but this time it was mostly in comfort. Garen’s head was a heavy weight in his lap, but he liked having it there. He might like it a little too much. 

This whole situation was odd for Bel. He didn’t really notice if people were attractive on a regular basis. Not like this. Usually, his acknowledgement of another person’s beauty was like something you’d say about a particularly fine art piece. Oh, that’s pretty. That was the extent of it. He had no real desire to touch. 

But Nico and Garen, they were touchable. He liked touching them, and he really liked it when they touched him. They were solid strength, and warmth, and affection. A shiny, new affection, sweet and unexpected at moments. It was a unique feeling, born of a very unique situation. His bond liked both men, too. It reacted with a pleased rumble when both came near him. Which was interesting, and totally unexpected. Why didn’t it give preferential treatment to Nico? 

On some level it frustrated Bel. Why was he reacting like this to both men? He had a brand-new familiar, a man he wasn’t sure if he should be bonding with or not, because Nico looked lost around him sometimes. He had perfect faith Nico was sincere in wanting to stay, but he was also realistic enough to know Nico might change his mind later, if he felt he wasn’t the right choice for Bel. It made Bel hesitate. 

And that hesitation was bad enough, so throwing his interest in Garen into the mix? At this juncture, it was like playing chess with a pigeon. Even if you won, it’d crap all over the board and strut around acting like it won anyway. Seriously, none of the interest his libido was showing was in the least bit helpful. 

Nico came back bearing a mug, which he used a towel to hold. His approach broke Bel out of his thoughts, which he was very grateful for. It felt like his brain was spinning its way down a sinkhole. 

“Garen, up. Your tea is ready.”

Garen lifted himself and made a pleased noise. “It’s hot?”

“I burned myself pouring it into the mug, so it should be hot enough even for you.”

Garen leaned forward into Nico’s stomach, head resting comfortably like he’d been in that position a thousand times before. Nico accepted the movement, hand soothing lightly along the top of Garen’s shoulder, the affection coming so naturally. Bel took in their position, the tender way they reacted to each other, and felt a pang. This was what they’d been like when Garen and Nico were still lovers. Emotions flitted through him, everything from surprise to envy.

Envy won out. 

Garen finally leaned away, and Nico shook his head in exasperation as he handed the mug over. “Bel, never make tea or coffee for this man. His addiction to hot water is a real thing. He takes a shower like a lobster volunteering for the pot.” 

“I like heat,” Garen defended mildly before taking a sip. “Wow. That tastes fantastic. And this is good for boosting the immune system, you said?”

“Yeah. It’s a home remedy. A Vietnamese friend taught it to me. She always drinks it when she feels a cold coming on.”

“Anh’s recipe?” Nico asked with interest.

“Yeah. You can’t drink too much of it, either.”

“Good. Because I might want another one in the morning.” 

“I don’t think it will happen, but if you do feel sick in the night, come and get me, okay?” Bel waited for his nod, but he really did feel like Garen was over the worst of it now. He also didn’t entirely feel comfortable watching them together like this. It felt like he was intruding on a private moment. “On that note, I’ll say goodnight. See you both in the morning.”

He thought his exit smooth until Nico called to his retreating back, “So, since I don’t have the shiny briefs, should I start with a towel?”

Bel didn’t dare turn around. His face flamed hot like a flash in a pan. But he did manage a rebuttal this time. “Nico, I swear to the god of gay porn, if you start in on me in the morning, I will turn you bald.”

Nico did not sound discouraged by this. He laughed, enjoying the joke immensely, Garen laughing right along with him. 

Maybe Bel should wear a sleeping mask like blinders over his eyes in the morning. Yeah. Maybe that would be a good idea. 

’Cause heaven knew, he did not need any more temptation, please and thank you.
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Bel was mostly awake and at the kitchen table the next morning, working his way through a truly excellent stack of flapjacks, when his cousin called. He propped his phone up against the syrup bottle and hit video accept. “Morning, Chantelle.” 

“Morning,” she greeted in return. Chantelle looked ready to hit the day at full speed. Every strand of her blonde hair was perfectly done up in a sleek bun, makeup perfect. Today, she’d chosen to enhance her red eyes with grey and black eyeshadow, looking the part of a femme fatale.

She was also, interestingly enough, in the black-and-grey windbreaker for MAD. 

“You’re off to work soon, I take it?”

“Yeah, soon-ish. I think. I’m kind of on standby. I thought I’d call you and get the news straight from the horse’s mouth. I hear you’ve got a new familiar?” Her smile was hopeful. “It’s a good one this time?”

“Nico’s amazing,” Bel was relieved to say. “I’m still a little cautious about how this is going to pan out, but he’s assured me several times he likes being with me over being in the army. And I think he’s sincere. So I’m hopeful he’ll stay.”

“After what that last douchebag did, I don’t blame you for being wary. But don’t close yourself off from your familiar, either, coz. If he’s reassuring you he’s there to stay, believe him. It’ll only hurt you both otherwise.”

Wise counsel. Bel gave a nod. “Yeah. Yeah, I should. It’s a little hard to let my guard completely down. Nico’s making it easier, though. He’s incredibly sweet and positive in his outlook.”

“I’d love to meet him.”

“Absolutely, let’s make time for it. Hey, actually, he really wanted to ask questions of another human familiar. He’s the type to learn better orally than visually. If you’re on standby, can Zach maybe sit and chat with him for a second?”

“Sure, once he gets pants on. Hold on. I’ll grab him.”

“I’ll grab mine.” It was nice to say that. The words were sweet as candy and came naturally. Bel smiled without meaning to before he lifted his voice to call, “Nico!”

It took a second, then the man appeared with a towel still around his shoulders, jeans on. He’d clearly just stepped out of a shower and was barely dry. 

Oh, wow. Yum. Wait, Bel had a thought, a reason to call his familiar? Which was…something? Damn, Nico looked lickable like that. 

“Bel Bel, is it striptease time?” Nico wore a positively filthy grin on his face. 

Face flaming, Bel remembered his thought as it snapped back into place. “You, sir, are being cringey. No, it’s not. My cousin is on the phone. Did you want to talk to her familiar?”

Nico perked up visibly. “Hell yeah. Hang on, I’ll throw a shirt on.”

Bel wanted to say something like, Please and thank you. Seriously, shirtless Nico was a distraction he did not need. 

On the phone, Zach appeared, sitting side by side with Chantelle. Zach had been a martial artist, winning several tournaments before Chantelle called for him. He still enjoyed competing, when their insane schedules allowed for it. Personally, Bel felt sorry for anyone on the man’s bad side. Zach could dislocate every major limb before his opponent knew what hit them. 

“New familiar?” Zach asked, dark eyes crinkled up in a smile. “I’m really happy for you, Bel. Chantelle says it’s working out okay.”

“It is. Nico’s got a ton of questions. Do you mind?”

“No, not at all,” Zach assured in his deep voice. “Hell, I remember being brand new to this myself. I was so lost at moments, not sure if I was doing things right. So his name is Nico?”

Since Nico was almost back, clothed now, Bel decided to do proper introductions. “Here, come, I’ll introduce you. Nico, this is my cousin Chantelle and her familiar/husband, Zach. Guys, this is Nico.” 

People said hellos, and Bel could read his cousin’s face well enough. She liked what she saw, but then, Nico was easy on the eyes. 

Bel had a feeling he should let Nico and Zach have a one-on-one talk here, familiar to familiar, so he made noises and shifted, advertising his intent to move. “I’ll let you guys talk, okay?”

“Wait, Bel.” Chantelle lifted a hand to pause him. “Before you go, this is part of why I called. I know you guys are brand new, but we have something of a situation brewing. I can’t go; I’m tied up in Oregon. Naamah’s in no condition to be going anywhere—”

Bel winced. That was the truth. Their cousin Naamah was nine months pregnant and definitely shouldn’t be working at this stage. 

“—so that kind of leaves you.”

“I’m afraid to ask how serious it is.”

“More annoying than serious. Which is why this might be something I can still tackle, depending. We’ve got a ROUS infestation in a coal mining tunnel in West Virginia. The company owner reported it in. They apparently appeared overnight and started nesting in the tunnels.”

Bel groaned. From the soul. He hated those things with an absolute passion. 

“ROUS? Rodent of Unusual Size?” Nico didn’t know enough to look annoyed. Instead, he was intrigued. “Like in The Princess Bride?”

“That’s not the actual name for them,” Bel explained, still wondering why he’d gotten out of bed this morning, if it was this news greeting him. “There’s a long-ass magical name for them no one can remember, so we all call them ROUSes. They’re burrowing rats about the size of a border collie. The smallest is thirty pounds, and they can get as large as seventy. They’re ridiculously tough and hard to extract once they’ve burrowed into a place. And unfortunately, they can do a lot of property damage.”

“They’re also territorial, so they can hurt people who get too close,” Chantelle threw in. “It’s why it falls under MAD. They hit all of the checkboxes. Us R’iyah mages get called in for situations like this because they burrow into the rocks in order to make their nests, and they’re hard to spot to the naked eye. Or so I’m told. I can see them fine.”

Zach eyed his wife sideways, expression saying it all. “Yes, well, the rest of us mere mortals struggle. We know the two of you haven’t had much time together, so we’re trying very hard to not dump this in your lap. But if the situation goes apeshit up here like we’re expecting it to, then it’ll fall on you.”

Bel didn’t want to ask, but found himself asking anyway. “How long have they been in the mine?”

“About a week, or at least that’s when the first reported sighting happened.” Chantelle gave him an apologetic smile and shrugged. “You see why I’m saying this.”

“Yeah.” Bel ran a hand over his face. Seriously, fuck his life. 

Nico’s eyes bounced between him and the screen. “I take it that’s bad?”

“Rule of thumb is never give an ROUS nest any time to develop if you can help it. For every day that goes by, it gets harder to find and ferret them all out. A week is…doable. Anything over a week gets harder by the day.” Bel did not want to take Nico into a combat situation, especially after training not going well yesterday, but needs must. “Chantelle, please, if there’s any chance you can take this one, do it. We haven’t even outfitted Nico with a weapon yet. I’m still getting all the basics into him.”

“I promise you, we’ll try. And try hard. I just don’t give it good odds right now.”

“On that note”—Zach gave Nico a smile—“let me answer all those questions and pass along some sage wisdom. I’ve been a familiar now for six years, so I’ve picked up a few tricks.”

“Man, I’m all ears.” Nico sat forward eagerly. 

“I’ll leave you two to it.” Bel shifted out of the chair and headed toward his den, where he knew Garen had taken over the worktable. If a situation was brewing, then he definitely needed to get Garen in on this. That was the only prayer they had of being able to manage the situation. 

That said, he felt bad about asking. Garen had come here to train Nico. He hadn’t come with the expectation of being thrown into a dangerous situation or actually working in the field. It was definitely more than he’d signed up for, but…well, Bel didn’t see any other good option, either. Nico wasn’t up to speed yet. 

The man had a laptop, a few printed sheets, and a planner in front of him he was writing in. It had become the workstation for training. 

He looked at Garen, thought of Chantelle’s warning, and knew he couldn’t just hope for the best. He really had to come up with Plan B. Maybe Plan C, too. Bel didn’t want to scramble at the last second and have Nico suffer the fallout of poor planning. 

“Garen?”

Blinking, Garen lifted his head and turned, shifting in his chair so he faced Bel. “Yeah?”

“Let me read you in. We have a situation brewing.” Bel came and sat at the same table, taking the other empty chair. “I just got a call from my cousin, who’s a R’iyah mage like I am. She’s up in Oregon with a situation about to go to shit, so she’s pretty occupied there, but she got a report that there’s another situation in West Virginia. I’m the only one who’s really free to go.”

Garen’s brows drew together in a frown. “That worries me. How bad is the situation in West Virginia?”

“On a scale of one to ten, I’d give it a solid five. There’s a nest of ROUSes—not the actual name, we call them that because they’re stupidly large and tough to kill—and they’ve taken over a coal mine. Or they’re trying to. These things are difficult to root out, they’re territorial, and they can cause a lot of damage in a short amount of time. A R’iyah’s eyes”—Bel tapped the side of his own—“are the only prayer anyone has of finding every trace of the nest and destroying it. Leave even a single ROUS behind, and it’ll manage to revive a nest. It’s a dirty, dirty job. Given the choice between a root canal with no painkillers and cleaning out a nest, I’d choose the root canal.” 

“You paint such an optimistic picture.” Garen grimaced. “And no one else can take this one?”

“Doesn’t look that way at the moment. There’s only three of us. Chantelle’s in Oregon. Naamah is nine months pregnant and shouldn’t be doing anything. I’m the only one left. I’m also worried about going into a situation like this. It’s only going to get more dangerous by the day.” 

Garen stared straight ahead for a moment, clearly thinking hard. “I don’t like the sound of this. First of all, you and Nico are not going in alone. I’ll go with you if it comes down to that, and I’ll function as another familiar for you.” 

Bel had never wanted to kiss a man so badly in his life. “Thank you, thank you. I wanted to ask but wasn’t sure if I should. It isn’t fair to you. This isn’t what you signed up for.”

“It’ll actually be helpful for me. Seeing firsthand what you deal with will give me a much better idea of what to train Nico for.” Garen gave him a reassuring smile. “And I’m not about to leave you shorthanded. This is the situation Nico feared might crop up and why he wanted me to come. So I’ll go with you. Rest easy on that point. Now, that said, we definitely need to get Nico more up to speed if we can.”

“He’s talking with Zach right now. Ah, Zach is Chantelle’s human familiar. He’s been at this six years, so he definitely knows enough to advise Nico.”

“Oh? I might sit in as well in a moment. I have my own questions to ask.”

“Sure, go for it. Zach’s super laid-back and he’s willing to help.” Bel decided not to explain how worried some of his family had been about him. And how eager they were to make sure the second familiar stuck. 

“Good. But first, I wanted to ask something else. We need someone in the mix who knows you well, someone who can help with the training. I can’t involve you, obviously. Yesterday made that clear.”

Bel winced. Yeah, that had been made crystal clear. “You haven’t met them yet, but I have two coworkers that are practically family. They’ll be happy to help out. And they’re here in town, a street over.” 

“Sounds perfect. Call them in, please. If they can come over today and help us with the training, all the better.”

“Sure. Go join Nico.” 

Garen gave a nod as he stood, exiting the room with his usual efficient stride. Garen, as far as Bel could tell, did everything efficiently. 

That whole talk had gone better than Bel had feared. Bless Garen, truly. His whole attitude about this situation made it easier on everyone. 

Since his phone was in use on the kitchen table, Bel chose to walk the distance to Matt and Victoria’s house, as it would only take five minutes. He popped in long enough to tell Nico, “I’m heading over to Matt and Victoria’s, be back in a few.”

Nico gave him a nod and waved him on. “Okay.”

Well, well, the familiar bond had indeed settled some if Bel could now leave the house without Nico coming unglued. Granted, he was going to a safe destination; that likely played into it. 

Bel left the house with a smile on his face, feeling like this was a turn for the better. It was a pretty day, not a cloud to be found in the clear blue sky. Warm, with a light breeze that rustled through the leaves overhead. Bel had always liked this town, with its picturesque streets and older homes. It was partially why he’d bought a house in this neighborhood. 

As expected at this hour in the morning, Matt and Victoria were both home and lingering over morning coffee when he gave a knock on the door, announcing his presence. “You’re being invaded!”

“Come on in!” Matt called back. “Well, didn’t expect to see you this morning. How’s it going?”

“Eh.” Bel wasn’t quite sure how to answer. 

Victoria put her coffee down, concern tightening her face. “Not well?”

“In some ways, yes. Others, no.” Bel took a seat so he could comfortably address both of them. “Garen’s really cool and helpful, and I totally understand why Nico insisted on calling for him. That’s all fine. The problem is what happened yesterday. Garen started training Nico, but Nico’s familiar instincts were going haywire because I was in the mix. We need to take me out of the picture while Garen trains him.”

“Ah.” Matt sipped at his coffee before nodding. “I can see how that would be a problem. Alright, we’ll help. What do we need to do?”

“I don’t know exactly. Garen has worked out a whole new approach to this, I think. I promised him I’d ask you two for help and then bring you in.” 

“Well, we wanted to meet him anyway.” Victoria took another gulp of coffee, draining the cup before setting it down with a satisfied sigh. “We’ll put on shoes and come over.” 

“Um, before you do—Chantelle called.” Bel couldn’t help his wince. “She said there’s a nest of ROUSes in West Virginia. Annnnd I’m the only one really available to deal with it.” 

Both of them paused, then stared at him as if he’d told a very unfunny joke and expected an apology for it. 

Bel tried on a smile, but it turned into a grimace. “She’s going to try and handle it herself. She doesn’t want to throw me and my new familiar into this, but she also said she’s got very low odds of managing it. She expects her current mission to go to shit soon.”

Matt pushed his coffee completely aside, already standing. “So, what you’re saying is, we need to get at least the basics hammered into Nico. And we have today to do it in.”

“Basically. The ROUS nest has been in place for a week already.”

“And to think,” Victoria said rhetorically, “this morning started out so well.”

“It’s because you said you were going to weed the flowerbeds,” her husband informed her. “Every time you say that, shit hits the fan. It’s like you’re calling on Murphy.”

“I’m perfectly fine not weeding the flowerbeds if this is going to happen every time.” 

Bel ignored the byplay. Hopefully, between getting advice from Zach and help from Matt and Victoria, Nico would get the hang of this. Going into an infested coal mine with a partially trained familiar was not Bel’s idea of a good time. He knew Nico and Garen would feel the same way about it. 

Crossing his fingers, Bel sent up a prayer. Please let this work, oh please. Otherwise, this would become a serious pain. 
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The past two days of training had not exactly gone well. Garen tried his best to explain how to guard someone properly. He felt like Nico got it, in concept. Nico tried, truly. He wanted to be good at this. The problem was that his instincts and muscle memory were trained to do entirely the opposite. Nico had been trained to think that if you stand still, you’re a target. He moved first, thought second. A bodyguard had to move to intercept, but they couldn’t really dodge. They had a person to protect right beside them, after all. Nico moved too far, every time. 

He’d get it. Garen had faith that eventually, Nico would retrain to the right response. 

Right now, however, Nico was becoming annoyed. 

After the sixth run with the Bel-puppet stand-in getting hit, and Nico failing to be in the right place at the right time, Garen could see Nico’s patience evaporate. 

Garen knew he better call it quits before Nico destroyed the training equipment out of sheer irritation. He pulled Nico to a stop before he could try and reset again. “Break time.”

Nico shot him a look of pure frustration, his body tense and raring to go. “I’m not getting this. Let’s run it again.”

“Tig.” Garen framed Nico’s head with both hands, putting himself squarely in the man’s path. “You’re not going to become the perfect bodyguard in a single day. That’s an unreasonable expectation, okay?”

“No, but—”

“I realize you’re worried about Bel. It’s why I’m going in with you. I’ll help you protect your man. Breathe, T.” Garen touched his forehead to Nico’s, trying to get the man to relax. He was like a tightly coiled spring, ready to explode. 

Nico breathed in deep, his breath shuddering out before he finally relaxed against Garen. “I’m sorry. This isn’t fair to you.”

Garen understood what he meant, in a sense. Nico probably hadn’t thought it through when he’d emailed—having an ex-boyfriend around when he was with a potential new lover. He just knew he needed Garen’s help and it hadn’t gone any further than that. Garen, however, had thought it through. He’d thought he’d be okay with it. He’d just hoped for a chance, too. 

What he hadn’t expected was Bel. 

Garen had always been honest with Nico, and he tried to be now more than ever. “T, truth is, I like Bel.” 

Nico lifted his head, eyes nearly crossed. “Really? I mean, he’s likable, I’m not surprised but…I’m surprised.”

Snorting, Garen clarified, “You’re surprised I’ve taken a liking to him this quickly, you mean.”

“Well, I mean, normally you take a while to warm up to people.”

“You’re not wrong. Bel’s just one of those people who sneaks under your guard and you like him before you realize what’s happening. For his sake alone, I’m willing to go wherever he needs me. For your sake, I’m willing to go so you’re not worried about him.”

Nico’s eyes closed in relief. “Thank you.” 

Nico put both arms around Garen’s waist and closed in for a tight hug. He let his head rest on Garen’s shoulder, the remaining tension draining out of his body. Garen drew him in a little tighter, putting his head next to Nico’s. He missed this, having Nico fold him into a hug. Garen breathed him in, the scent of male skin and sunshine, so much an integral part of Nico. A strong shaft of longing pierced his heart, wishing this moment wasn’t so transitory. 

The wish was selfish. Garen knew that. He wished for it anyway. 

Nico gave him one last squeeze before disengaging, taking a step back. He looked steadier, his mouth curved up in a slight smile. “Alright. If we can’t get this through my brain today, then what?”

“As I said, a break.” Garen let his arms drop, a little reluctantly. “How about we get Bel and do something fun?”

“Fun sounds awesome. I could use some fun.” 

Nico was already bouncing for the back patio door. Garen shook his head, amused. Tiggers sure did bounce back quickly. 

“Hey, Ruby!” Nico called as he went through the door. “Let’s go do something fun!”

From the kitchen area, Bel called back, “What kind? Wait, are you done training for the day?”

Garen passed through the kitchen door, finding Bel up on the counter for some reason, precariously balanced. He half-turned to look down at Nico. 

“We are, yeah, because my brain can’t take anymore, and why are you up there?”

“I put the spare air fryer lid up here. I thought. I was going to get it down so we could do a pot roast tonight.” Bel frowned as he peered along the top of the cabinets. “Now, I’m not sure where I put it.” 

Seeing Bel up there like that made Garen nervous. The way Bel kept a hand on the cabinets made it clear he didn’t feel all that stable. Garen would prefer to have the rest of this conversation on the ground. He stepped forward, hands lifted up. “Let me help you down.” 

“Oh. Yeah, please.” Bel immediately lowered into his arms, hands braced on Garen’s shoulders as Garen lifted him down. 

Moments like these were part of the reason why Garen felt a connection with Bel. The mage trusted him completely. Like now, there was no doubt or hesitation on his part when reaching for Garen. He looked down at the short blond in his arms and felt the urge to protect Bel grow a little stronger. Garen was pretty protective by nature but something about Bel drew that out of him even more. 

Garen could also admit he liked getting his hands on Bel a little too much. He loved and wanted Nico, no question. That said, he wasn’t oblivious to Bel—there was attraction. From the shy smile and the way Bel sometimes couldn’t quite meet his eyes, it went both ways. 

Not that Garen knew what the hell to do with it. Bel was pretty firmly off limits, right? 

Right. 

For that matter, he wasn’t even sure he could make something happen with Nico. Despite Nico giving him signs that he still wanted Garen. 

Emotions and libidos could both go to hell. 

Garen deliberately let go, trying to mentally shake off the feeling of having Bel snugly in his arms. “Right, so let’s get out and into something. I think we could all use a break.”

“Hmm, how about lunch first? I’m starving.” Bel pondered for a moment before tacking on, “There’s an arts festival going on downtown right now. Lots of yummy food to be had.”

Garen cocked his head, intrigued. “Really? I’ve never been to an arts festival.”

“You literally never know what’s there. One year, the local Lego Club had a booth set up with all of their builds. They were selling Ziploc bags of Legos, too.” 

Nico thrust an arm up into the air. “I want to go to the Lego Booth! Me, me, me!”

The inner eight-year-old in Garen supported this decision. “Legos sound awesome.” 

“Clearly, I should have suggested this before.” Bel’s grin bordered on a laugh. “Okay, let’s walk. It’ll be faster than trying to find a place to park.” 

“How far is it?” Garen had no sense of scale in this town. 

“Half a mile.”

“Oh, we’re definitely walking,” Nico said authoritatively. 

At only half a mile, walking made sense. Assuming Garen could get Nico to actually walk and not run the distance. Nico was like a three-year-old in that sense—if the option to run presented itself, then run. 

Bel found his shoes and wallet, and they were out the door in five minutes flat. As they hit the sidewalk, Garen automatically put a hand to the small of Bel’s back, shifting him to Garen’s left side. 

At almost the same time, Nico’s hand landed just above Garen’s, shifting Bel to stand between the two men. 

Bel stopped dead and looked at them both, brows kissing his hairline. “Why do I feel like both of your protective instincts just engaged?”

Garen looked down at his hand and blinked. He hadn’t actually done it consciously. The movement had been so automatic, even now it felt natural to keep his hand there. When had his internal self decided Bel’s safety was top priority? 

“Me, I get,” Nico commented with a sharp eye on Garen. “You’re my mage, so of course I don’t want you walking near a street. Especially with the way you zone out sometimes. But you, G. That’s an interesting reaction. Did your gargoyle instincts just click on?”

“They might have,” Garen answered slowly, eyes studying Bel. That was definitely part of it, but it was certainly not the only explanation. Garen protected people he didn’t like all the time. He didn’t do so by touching them. Bel, though, he touched. And liked to touch. 

Was it because he liked Bel? That had to be it. Surely. Garen was protective of anyone he liked, friend or lover, didn’t matter. He was just surprised Bel was already under ‘protect’ category. 

Those blood-red eyes studied him carefully, penetrating in a way only Bel could manage. “I do see a hint of your gargoyle side throwing up signals.”

Garen’s eyes widened. What did he just say?! “You can see that? I mean, I knew you could see body parts because of the other night, but even that side of me?”

“Sure. Come on, let’s walk and talk, I’ll explain as we go. I’m too hungry to just stand here.”

Amenable to this, Garen started walking, adjusting his pace to Bel’s. 

Bel took a moment to visibly marshal his thoughts. “Right, so all the races have their own quirks in genetics that manifest in different ways. Take you, for instance. I can see the influence of gargoyle ancestry in you, not only in your core here”—Bel tapped a flat palm to the center of Garen’s chest—“but in other parts of you as well. Mainly forearms, legs, back, and chest. I can’t entirely make sense of what I’m reading. You’re the first gargoyle I’ve seen in real life, but it looks like there’s elements of…stone? In you.” 

It took effort to keep his feet steady. Garen almost tripped right over them, the surprise threw him so badly. “My god. You can actually see that I can turn parts of me to stone?”

“Oh. So, you can actually do that? I was sure I read that wrong.” 

Garen’s head was too full to get words properly strung together. He wordlessly pushed a sleeve up, showcasing his forearm, and turned the upper levels of skin to grey, hardened rock. 

Bel jumped, staring at Garen’s arm in awe. “Corundum. My god. You can deflect almost anything with that level of hardness. You can do this naturally? That took no effort on your part.”

“Natural as breathing,” Garen confirmed, taking in his reaction. It unnerved people sometimes, and there was always the fool who wanted to hit him or try prying it off. He was glad Bel was the sensible type who didn’t try to test it in some way. “It takes concentration on my part, but it’s about as difficult as balancing on the balls of your feet. I can hold this for a long time. Several hours.” 

Nico poked Bel in the shoulder. “I’ve always wondered what kind of rock that was. You said it was cor-something?”

“Corundum,” Bel repeated. “It’s a crystalline form of aluminum oxide. This version has traces of iron, titanium, vanadium, and chromium, looks like. It’s seriously tough. They use corundum for jewelry, like as a gem, but it’s also used for grinding optical glass and polishing metals. It would take a special drill bit to even try and get through this.” 

Garen was startled Bel knew all that off the top of his head. “You an expert on geology?”

“Eh, I just know the basics.” Bel waved that off as unimportant. “Shit, I seriously understand why you’re such a good bodyguard now. Not that bullets would bounce off you, but they wouldn’t hurt you nearly as badly.”

“True.” 

Over Bel’s head, Nico pointed and mouthed, “See? Smart.” 

Yes, Bel had to be very smart if he knew not only about medicine and anatomy, but geology as well. Garen really had to get a better explanation of what all a R’iyah mage could do. He had a feeling the files he’d read and Bel’s explanation had only scratched the surface.

He let his arm fade back to normal skin. As he made the transition, Bel’s focus shifted entirely back to Garen’s arm. The young mage had obviously zoned again, fascinated by Garen’s ability. 

“He just zoned, didn’t he?” Nico asked, already resigned. 

“Yup, looks like it.”

“I’m surprised you told him.” Nico canted his head, eyes evaluating Garen. “You don’t normally tell people.” 

Garen didn’t quite know how to explain. Bel’s trust of him had opened a door. Despite all he could see—maybe because of it—Bel took Garen at face value and liked him for it. Garen in turn felt safe with the mage. He’d known, even before he pushed up his sleeve, that he wouldn’t get any weird reactions from Bel. 

Aside from the zoning, that is. 

Nico put an arm around Bel’s waist, snuggling up to his back. He had his mouth open to say something when Garen put up a hand to stop him. 

“Wait, why are you holding on to him like that?”

“Oh, he’s sometimes unbalanced when he comes back to himself. The zoning screws with his balance for a second. I always hold onto him somehow as a precaution.”

Garen made a mental note of that. “Okay. Good to know. Bel?”

Nico pressed a kiss against Bel’s temple. “Bel Bel, pull out. Aren’t you hungry?”

With a deep breath, Bel lifted his head and blinked as if disoriented. “Oh. I zoned. Sorry, Garen.”

“No worries. Was it really that fascinating?”

“My guy,” Bel drawled, “you can turn your skin into stone. One of the hardest stones in existence. How is that not fascinating?”

Bel had him there. 

“Besides, the way it connects with your musculature and lymphatic system was riveting. You could prompt whole medical dissertations. If there haven’t already been a dozen of them written that I just don’t know about. I have this burning desire to go Google this.” 

“Google it after,” Nico suggested, letting go. “Food first.”

“Food first,” Bel agreed happily. 

His phone rang, and Bel pulled it out of his pocket, walking as he answered it. “It’s Chantelle. Hey, coz, whaddup? Uh. Shit, seriously? No, no, absolutely not your fault. I know you’d take this one if you could. I promise you we’ll be okay. Nico’s a fast learner, and Garen’s agreed to go with us already as backup. Yeah, the sexy one.”

Garen pointed a finger at his nose. Who, him?

Bel winked at him. “Yes, you. Chantelle, you send me the mission parameters, we’ll fly out tonight. Don’t sweat it, okay? Love you, bye. Well.” He regarded the phone glumly. “I guess we can’t do the arts festival.”

“I can pack fast,” Nico promised faithfully. “Let’s go back to the house long enough to buy tickets. That way we know when we have to leave. Airport’s only a half-hour drive from here, right?”

“Right.” 

Garen didn’t like to see the disappointment on Bel’s face. He was barely an adult, he shouldn’t already be yanked all over the place like this with no chance to have fun. If a three-hour delay could help offset some of that burden, Garen would make it happen. “We catch a later flight, is all. We can start in the morning. No big. Call Victoria, catch her up as we walk to the festival. Surely, she can buy our tickets for us, right?”

“That’s a great idea.” With the bounce back in his stride, Bel called up his partners. 

So they were going into fieldwork after all, eh? Garen had had a feeling this would happen. He was strangely looking forward to it. It had been a while since he’d gone into a high adrenaline situation. Not to mention, the chance to work with Nico again would be pure pleasure. 

His eyes flicked down to the blond at his side. Besides, something was building here, some sort of relationship. Garen felt instinctively that if he spent more time with Bel, he’d figure out what he wanted from the man. Going into a monster-infested cave was as good an excuse as any. 
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Nico was both glad to pause on the training for a minute and nervous about not completing it somehow first. Garen was right—there was no way to learn how to be a good bodyguard in a single day, but…well, he still sucked at it. He just didn’t think in terms of defense. He’d always chosen offense. Going into a combat-ready situation without the skills would make anyone nervous. 

Either way, they had to go. Time and challenges stopped for no man, wasn’t that how the saying went? 

Chantelle and Zach’s mission had gone to hell in a handbasket, the situation in West Virginia had gotten worse, and it left Bel with no other option than to go. So they went. They’d caught the red-eye last night, with Matt and Victoria flying in with them, and were up first thing in the morning to drive the rest of the distance. 

West Virginia was a pretty place. Nico had never been before. It was lush, with rolling hills, mountains, and lots of trees. A green place, only broken up by mines, cities, and the occasional body of water. Nico enjoyed the scenery out of his car window and tried not to let it distract him from their planning. 

Bel sat between him and Garen. Nico’s bond was making buzzing, unhappy sounds about Bel going into potential danger. Only with Bel right next to Nico could he relax. Garen being on the other side of him helped, too, as Nico’s bond liked Garen with Bel for some reason. Nico seriously wanted an answer to that. Matt and Victoria were in the front. She knew the area, as she’d lived here as a teenager, so they were all content to let her drive. 

Garen leaned forward to speak to Nico around Bel. “When we get there, let’s flank Bel. I’ll take his left side, you can take right. That way, even if you do get pulled forward by something, he’s got a solid line of defense.”

“My anxiety went down about fifty percent with that suggestion.” Nico blew out a breath, blessing Garen’s brains. “Yes. Let’s do that. I’m pretty sure something will distract me at the wrong moment. That seems to be my MO. You on Bel’s side will make sure things don’t go really wrong.” 

Bel’s hand found Nico’s knee, worry on his face. “That said, try to stick with me. The tunnels are wide, but it will be short line of sight at times. I don’t want you cut off from us. If it’s over fifteen feet, come back.”

Nico kissed his nose, just for being cute. “I promise I’ll try to stick close.”

Bel flushed slightly under the attention, gaze directed at Nico’s knee. “Good. Thanks.”

Nico wanted to kiss his nose again just to renew that reaction. Why was teasing Bel so much fun? He reined in the impulse; it wasn’t really the time for teasing. “You mentioned on the flight that these things are territorial and aggressive. Are they fast, slow?”

“Fast, unfortunately. They’re quick to dart into walls, too. Solid rock isn’t really solid to them—that’s what makes them so much fun to ferret out.” Bel’s nose wrinkled in acute distaste. “Guns aren’t the first weapon I’d suggest. Really, extermination needs to be done by the mages, as we have the right spells for this. Your job is to keep them off me so I can discern how big their nest is. Once I’ve gotten the parameters down, we can kill these things without a problem.”

“But doesn’t that mean you’re going to have to walk through all the tunnels?” Nico felt like he was asking the obvious question, but it still begged an answer. 

“Yes. Which is why this isn’t fun.” 

Going through dimly lit tunnels filled with enemies that might jump out at any second sounded like the epitome of fun to Nico. But he wasn’t about to say that. Aloud. 

Instead, he went with the more adult question. “So, what kind of weapon can I use while we’re in there?”

“Hmm, depends on what you’re comfortable with? We’ve got local MAD agents coming in with an arsenal, so if we text them now with what we need, they’ll have something we can borrow. Everything they’ve got will have a magical enhancement, making them perfect for killing ROUSes. Bo staffs, spears, swords…”

Nico’s inner child came out, hope lodging in his throat. Breathlessly, he asked, “Swords?”

“Oh god.” Garen sighed, already thumping his head against the window. “You had to say that.”

Bel paused uncertainly. “Uh. Nico, you like swords?”

“Wait until you see his collection,” Garen replied, face still planted against the window. 

Nico beamed. “I love swords. All types. I was in Iai training until I was transferred out of Osaka, which sucked, but it was super awesome. I’ve learned fencing, too. Oh, and did some sword training with a knight who did tournaments. That was awesome.” 

Those stunning red eyes blinked at him. “Of all the things I expected out of you, swords were not it.”

“Why? I like shiny things that make other things go squish.”

“You know, when put like that, I shouldn’t have doubted.” Amused, Bel shook his head. “Okay, well, if you know how to use one, I don’t see why we can’t request it. Matt?”

“Sure.” Matt twisted a little in the front seat, phone ready in his hand. “You say sword, but what type, Nico?”

“Short sword if they’ve got one, considering we’ll be in tunnels. But a katana would be great, too. I’m pretty comfortable with those.” 

“Right.” Matt started tapping away on the phone. “Hopefully they’ve got something like that.”

Speaking of, Nico only had limited information about the other team they were meeting up with. Two mages were coming in as backup and support, but that was as much as he’d gotten. “So, who are the other two mages?”

“Ah, not people I’ve worked with before.” Matt hit send before lifting his head and speaking more directly. “Chadwick Santora is a fire mage, and I understand he’s very good. Damn near a marksman, that’s how accurate he is. His partner is Zia Garzon. According to her profile, she’s a rounder.” 

“I’m sorry, a what?” Nico didn’t think Matt was describing her size. 

“Rounder is someone good at all the basic spells,” Victoria explained as she slowed around the curve of the mountain. “They’re solid and can be depended on to carry long-term spells. Not many people can claim that; most have specialties. We like having a rounder because they can hold barriers and wards without tiring out.”

 “Sounds ideal for situations like this,” Garen said. 

“Yes, it is. What kind of weapon would you like, Garen?” Matt waved the phone a little in his hand. “You can’t fight these things bare-handed.”

“Nor do I want to,” he said dryly. “I suppose…give me a bo staff.” 

“Alright.” 

Bel cocked his head at him. “Really? I expected something else from you, too.”

“I spent my formative years in a dojo. A staff is something I’m very comfortable with.” 

Nico couldn’t help but pitch in, “I’ve seen him disarm an opponent in a sword fight with a bo staff, so don’t underestimate him. He’s uncanny with it. Are you still in practice, G?”

“I might be a touch rusty. Haven’t touched one in six months. But it’s like riding a bike, right?” Garen’s grin winked into being, promising a bit of pain and blood. 

Nico grinned back, totally in accord. Death and destruction, here they came!

“Why,” Bel asked rhetorically, “do I get the feeling they’re going to enjoy this?”

“Because we are.” Garen offered Nico a high five. 

Nico promptly took it. He knew Garen would be with him on this. 

“Stay gung ho,” Victoria drawled. “It’ll make life easier on the rest of us.”

Matt’s phone beeped, and he checked it, then grunted in satisfaction. “They’re already there, but Santora assures me he’s got all of that in the SUV.”

“Good,” his wife said with a nod ahead. “Chickies, I think we’ve arrived.” 

That was obvious at a glance. The tree line abruptly disappeared, cut back on all sides to make way for railroad tracks, a road, and a metal tunnel that connected above ground, forming a slanted line from the top of a hill to the basin below. The area was obviously manmade, the rock cut severely with long green buildings made of tin hunkering in the middle of the basin area and a pond full of filthy water lurking off to the side. It did not, in any sense, look welcoming. Even the smell was more metallic than the earthy scent Nico had been picking up since this morning. 

People had to work here? Nico found it utterly depressing. He wouldn’t last a day. 

Well, he had to last at least one. Just to get the ROUS nest out.

They pulled in next to a black SUV with the MAD department symbol on the side. A man and woman stood chatting with a miner—Nico assumed the head with the lamp on it belonged to a miner, at least—both of them in MAD windbreakers. 

Why the windbreakers, Nico couldn’t fathom. To him, it was hell naw degrees outside. Seriously, he hadn’t been in humidity this bad since he finished basic training in Louisiana. It was thick enough he felt like he was drinking his air and not breathing it in. Thank god it was only sixty degrees out here, otherwise they’d be roasting.

“Hello,” Matt called out. 

The man in the MAD jacket immediately turned, then jogged the short distance over. “Hello, hello, welcome to the shit show that has yet to start. I’m Chadwick, but call me Wicky. Pleasure to meet you. This is my familiar, Mobius.”

He gestured to…a smartphone in his hand. Nico blinked at it, trying to register the fact that a smartphone could be a familiar. Apparently. 

No, but seriously, how?

The sleek black phone let out a chime, a friendly little ditty. 

Wicky scolded, “Mobius, use your words.”

Mobius made another sound, an obvious ‘no way.’ 

No one else seemed to find a cell phone as a familiar strange, as Matt just rolled with it.  

“I’m Matt. This is my wife and partner, Victoria. Our R’iyah mage, Bel—”

Wicky was shaking hands as he went, all smiles. An affable sort of man, with dishwater-blond hair, brown eyes, and tanned skin that silently proclaimed he was very much the outdoorsman. He was whip thin and slender, the type to pack a punch without looking like a beefcake. 

“And Bel’s familiar, Nico, with Garen, who’s sort of an acting familiar?” Matt trailed off uncertainly. 

“Acting familiar?” the female mage inquired, also coming in closer to shake hands. She was a statuesque woman, making the men look a little short, with truly impressive dreads caged in a fat ponytail down her back. She was definitely a body builder and looked perfectly capable of killing a man with her thighs. 

Nico adored her on the spot. He loved people who radiated competence. “Nico.”

She shook hands with him, her grip firm. “I’m Zia, by the way, nice to meet you. This is my familiar, Maddeus.”

Maddeus was a very cute sugar glider that offered Nico a high-five hello. Nico took it, gently fiving. “Looking forward to working with you.”  

Garen shook her hand, not bothered by the hiccup in introductions. “I’m here to train Nico, as he has no bodyguarding experience. I do. So today, I’m just an extra set of hands and eyes helping out.” 

“Cool, didn’t know you could do that.” Zia’s eyes bounced between them, black brows arching a little as she took it all in. “I’d heard R’iyah mages have human familiars, but this is the first I’m seeing that play out. Well, regardless, all are welcome. Wicky and I didn’t want to do this alone. I’m told its damn near impossible without a R’iyah mage on hand, anyway. Someone tell me what the game plan is.”

“Seek and destroy,” Nico said, grinning and bouncing on his toes. 

Bel pointed up at him. “That’s pretty much a good summary. What you all need to do is guard me as I walk through the tunnels. I need to know the parameters of where the nest is. Then I’ll guide you through the spell for how to destroy it. All of us mages will have to work the spell in concert, I think, because it’s such a large area. Done right, we can have this solved by this afternoon. The trick will be if I can get through all the tunnels today or not.”

“ROUSes do not like to play nicely.” Wicky looked them all over, lips pursed. “I bet we’ll have a fight just walking around.”

“Which is what makes this both dangerous and difficult. The more time we give them to populate, the worse it gets for us. If they get too spread out, we’re going to have to do this piecemeal. Then do it again to make sure nothing slipped through the cracks.” Bel sighed, a pained one from the depths of his soul. “I got handed a case like this once where the nest had been there three months. Worst anti-fun I’ve ever had, before or since. So let’s please get this done quickly.” 

“I’m all for that.” 

Zia brought forward the man in the mining hat. “This is Mr. Marsten. He’s the owner of the mine.” 

With a professional smile, Matt shook his hand. “Good to meet you. I promise we’ll do this as quickly as we can to minimize damage.”

“I truly appreciate your speed on this.” Marsten looked hangdog, and not just because he had a face reminiscent of a bulldog. He was not a happy man, although he was trying to smile. “They’ve been so bad I’ve had to shut down all mining operations. If you can take care of this quickly, please. I’m losing a lot of money every day, and no one likes being off work like this.”

Nico bet not. “We’ll take care of it, sir.” 

“Thank you.”

Wicky clapped his hands together. “Okay, I understand people need toys. Who gets the sword?” 

Nico’s hand shot up. “That would be me, and please tell me you have a katana or something slender to use?”

“I can do you one better.” Wicky winked and drew him to the back end of the SUV. He threw the doors open like a magician revealing a trick, then stood back and let Nico take it all in. 

There was a wall, perfectly fitted to the SUV’s sides, filled with weapons of all types hanging from pegs. A row of drawers was at the bottom, presumably to hold ammunition. Nico might have drooled over the truly impressive display. Literally. But what caught his attention was the silver, cylindrical shape on the side that looked suspiciously like a lightsaber. “Tell me that’s a lightsaber.”

Zia came around to join them, and she was quick to correct. “No, not quite. It’s a bejeweled magical sword, activated by runes that—”

“It’s totally a lightsaber,” Wicky cut in, handing it over with glee. “It doesn’t make the fun noises, but it cuts through anything like butter. Something of a prototype, but I’ve been field testing it for the past month, and it’s worked like a dream. Take it, take it.” 

Nico didn’t need a second invitation. He took it, palming it like he would a katana, as that felt right considering the length of the grip. “How do I activate it?”

“That top ridge there, near your thumb. Yeah, that—press it for three seconds.”

He did, and when the bright white light popped out in a two-foot expanse, his eyes went wide as he felt childlike wonder. So pretty. So shiny. He could cut all the things with this. 

“Oh god,” Garen said with a sigh. “Look at him. He’s worse than a kid with a new toy. Alright, I’m the one with the request for a bo staff.”

“Sure, sure,” Wicky agreed, fetching that out. 

Nico admittedly didn’t pay them much attention. He backed off several feet, swinging his new toy about a little to get the feel for it. There was no weight to it, as there was barely any metal, so it didn’t really feel like a sword. On the other hand, he was confident he could swing this all day without getting tired. Bonus, his familiar bond was less jumpy now he had a weapon in hand.   

But would he get to keep his new shiny?

Nico only asked the really important questions. 

He reluctantly thumbed it back off, as carrying it around while active didn’t seem the brightest idea. He didn’t want to accidentally lop off someone’s leg. Seemed a bad way to make friends. 

Looking them over, Victoria asked, “Everyone settled? Yes? Good, let’s go in. Mr. Marsten, I ask that you go home for the day. You can’t help us while inside, and we don’t want to be liable for your safety.”

“I understand. Then I wish you good luck, and please keep me updated.”

“We certainly will.” 

Bel gave himself an overall shake, clearly gearing up mentally to go in. “Right. Let’s do this.” 
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Bel stepped inside the tunnel with a sort of grim resignation. He had to go in, no question, but he worried about Nico, who hadn’t gotten his footing yet. If anything happened to Bel, he had no doubt Nico would rethink this whole idea of being Bel’s familiar, and he didn’t want Nico to leave. Bel might have been on the fence about it before, but every minute with Nico only reinforced how much Bel needed him. Nico, he discovered, was all the warmth, support, and tenderness Bel craved from a familiar. No way in hell did he want to let go at this stage. He liked Nico far too much to even consider it. 

Which meant he especially didn’t want Nico hurt. 

With the way this place was laid out, there was, unfortunately, a pretty good chance of that happening. It twisted Bel’s stomach into knots. He’d better get them in and out quickly. 

The dimness of the interior tunnels didn’t help his mood any. The space wasn’t all that large, barely big enough for a cart and machinery to go in and out. Tracks ran down the center, and another ladder-looking thing on the side wall carried electricity and lighting inside. But they were surrounded by rock on all sides, with little in the way of support structures. 

It was just as well that Bel wasn’t claustrophobic. Being underground like this would trigger anyone. 

Bel had to lead the way, of course, because no one else could see the nest. He removed the first layer of spells holding his eyes back, allowing himself a deeper vision. At this level, nothing was ‘surface’ to him. He could easily see deep into the structure of the walls, floor, and ceiling. The rails on the ground weren’t solid, but lines of schematics. The lights overhead were brighter schematics that hung in a bulb-shape above their heads. It was rather like walking through a room with everything lit up in neon lights—bright and eye-catching, with nothing left to question. His eyes probed the walls, looking, looking, but he didn’t see any sign of the ROUSes yet. Everything was overlaid with lines and numbers, evaluations that told him mineral types and weights, but there was no sign of a nest anywhere. Where were they?

A hand grabbed his, and he blinked back into his immediate surroundings, realizing Garen had grabbed him and guided his hand to rest in Garen’s elbow. 

“You’re almost tripping over things,” Garen explained, keeping hold of Bel’s hand. “Let me guide you so you can focus.”

Bel shot him a grateful smile. “Thanks. That does help.”

Nico was a half-step ahead of them, head panning back and forth as he looked around. “I take it you’re not seeing them yet?”

“Not yet. I’m not seeing any sign of their trails or nests, either. We’ll need to go a little further in.” 

 From behind them, he could hear Victoria ask, “Everyone has flashlights or something on them, right?”

“I can hold a mage light,” Zia answered. “Don’t worry about that.”

“Oh good. I have a feeling we’ll hit places that aren’t well lit before we find the nest.”

Bel darkly suspected Victoria was right. Dammit. 

They trudged on. 

Time seemed to lapse into an odd state where it flowed but felt stagnant at the same time. Bel wasn’t sure how long it’d been, or where they were, as he lost track of things while searching the walls, ceiling, and floor. It all flowed seamlessly into rocks, metal, and coal. He never felt the need to come back out of his searching state, the grip Garen had on him firm and unwavering. 

Garen wouldn’t let him fall. 

They turned a corner and, between one blink and the next, stumbled right into the first leading edges of the nest. Bel stopped dead. “Guys, we’re right on the edge of their territory—”

“Whoa, shit!” Nico’s lightsaber abruptly flicked on, and he was ahead in a split second, wielding it like a katana in a downward slash before retreating two steps, putting himself firmly in front of Bel. “That was huge!”

Bel blinked. That was the first time he’d seen Nico in a combat situation, and holy shit on a stick, he wasn’t sure if he’d properly seen the man move. Partially because Bel was still in deep-sight, where humans were basically Jenga towers of blood, numbers, and DNA coding strung together. He recognized people more by their genetic makeup in this mode than he did by their physical appearance. Still, even in his deeper sight, Nico had been a blur. How fast was he?! His bond conveyed Nico’s agitation about the danger, but it was a background hum; Nico was still well in control. Bel was the one really surprised out of the two of them. 

“That’s about average size,” Matt noted. He used a boot tip to move the carcass toward the wall and out of their path. “Good job, Nico.”

“Told you it could cut through anything!” Wicky seemed beyond pleased.

“Dude, I want a dozen of these. They’re awesome.” Nico didn’t take his eyes away from their surroundings as he responded, but a grin stretched from ear to ear. “Alright, Bel, which way?”

Sooo, apparently he didn’t have to worry about Nico in here. The man could handle things just fine. The relief made him smile even as he answered, “Right. I think they’re all nesting ahead of us, and I’d rather we not walk through the middle of that. Let’s map out the edges.” 

“Roger that.” Nico went right, taking a tunnel that wasn’t illuminated all that well even from the most generous perspective. 

Bel agreed that was probably the best tactic, so Nico could respond to anything coming at them, but it wasn’t exactly safe, either. Nico would only have a split second to respond. Bel’s worry slammed back. The bond in his chest turned jittery, truly unhappy with seeing Nico in this dangerous situation. Damn, he really had to get them out of here quickly. 

Garen shifted a little so he could still guide Bel, but be ready to respond, the bo staff in his hand. He clearly intended to engage as Nico had done, allowing nothing near the mage. 

Bel appreciated it, truly, as his situational awareness was shit while doing this. But the idea that either man could possibly be hurt in his defense made his heart crawl up into his throat. 

“Both of you, be careful,” he urged. 

“As you wish,” Garen deadpanned. 

Really. Princess Bride quotes? Now, of all times?

Bel snapped out a warning as two ROUSes appeared abruptly out of the wall, their noses lifted in snarls of sharp, pointed teeth. 

Nico was already bounding ahead, lightsaber in full swing. “My name is Nicholas di Rocci. You threatened my mage. Prepare to die!”

And then he promptly started making lightsaber noises as he cut into two ROUSes. “Vrãu, vrãu—”

Garen let go of Bel and turned sharply, engaging with an ROUS in a quick three-point strike, ending it with a sharp overhead strike that killed the ROUS in a second. He was back in position the next second, practically radiating satisfaction at finally getting to hit something.  

Bel couldn’t take it. He doubled over laughing. How could he possibly be worried when these two were clearly having the time of their lives? 

“Hey,” Wicky called from the back. “G? You want a sword too?”

Garen hummed a moment before responding. “No…well, maybe. Let’s talk after.” 

Two of them. Bel would shortly have two lightsaber-wielding fanatics. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or bad thing. He was leaning toward good, just because they were having fun. 

“Nico, will it cramp your style if I come ahead with you?” Wicky asked. “I can do pinpoint strikes with my fire magic. Mobius does this thing where he projects a laser grid ahead of us, gives us more visibility on anything moving in the shadows.”

“Yeah? Come ahead, then. I don’t want to hog the fun,” Nico encouraged with a wave of a hand. 

Wicky slid past, moving at a slow jog until he was in position. “Right on. Bel, I’ll try not to antagonize them, but we might as well burn this area clean as we go.”

“I have to agree. Us just walking around will antagonize them, so it’s not like anything we do can make it worse.” Bel shrugged. He didn’t mind if they cut loose a little. 

“Cool beans.” Wicky readied a flame above his hand, carrying it in an open palm, clearly willing to chuck it at the slightest provocation. 

They kept moving, Bel’s eyes roving near constantly, although he tried to at least listen to what was going on around him. They were certainly getting the job done. With Nico and Wicky forging ahead, Garen guarding him, and the other three guarding their rear, it was going rather well. Certainly better than the last time he’d gone in after an ROUS nest, but then, that was a very low bar. Bel had nightmares about that situation still, even three years later. 

Nico abruptly stopped at a four-way junction, turning to address Bel and Garen. “It’s been three hours.”

“Shit, has it really?” Garen checked his watch and made grumbling noises. 

Oh. That wasn’t good. Bel hadn’t realized they’d been in here that long. No wonder his eyes were feeling a little tired. It meant they needed to come up with a plan to extract themselves shortly, otherwise Bel would be paying for it later. 

“I’m sorry, is the time important somehow?” Zia called from the back. 

Victoria turned to answer, her own guard still up. “A R’iyah’s eyes are draining to use for long periods of time. Bel can comfortably use them for about three hours. Anything between three to five hours gets harder on him, and anything over five will send him straight into migraine territory.”

“Ah. Let’s avoid migraines.” Zia came forward, slipping sideways around Victoria to approach Bel. “I’ve got a map on my phone. Mr. Marsten gave me info before you guys arrived. This is about where we are.” 

Bel looked at the phone, orienting himself. “Okay. I think we’re on the outer edge here, so we’re almost at the back of the tunnels.”

“Looks that way to me. Now, we came in here, right?”

At the far left of the tunnels. “Yes, that looks right. There’s not much to the left side of that main entrance. Seems like they went to the right and into the mountain.”

“And you’ve been basically going in and to the right this entire time. Did you see a nest to the left at all?”

“I did, but it didn’t go very far. I felt like we were at the top edges of it when I took us to the right.” Bel used a finger to point to the other tunnel, the one they didn’t go down. “I could see the edge of it around that bend, which was why I didn’t take us that direction. It was this side of it I couldn’t see.”

“So, if we can map out how deep they are, then we should be good?”

“Should be. Assuming I can find that in the next two hours.” 

There were more vrãu, vrãu noises ahead as Nico engaged several ROUSes, with Wicky throwing fireballs. It quickly smelled like something foul had been left to burn on the stove. Bel’s nose wrinkled in distaste. Hopefully that scent didn’t stick to his clothes or stay cloyingly in his mouth. Ugh, no. 

“Let’s try for the next hour,” Zia suggested as she put her phone away. “If we can’t pinpoint it, we’ll stop for the day, then pick up back here tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Bel really didn’t see any other way to do it. “If we can find it today, we’ll need to do the spell today. Overnight, the parameters of the nest’s location will change.”

Zia grimaced. “Yes, I’ve experienced that before. Alright, let’s go.” 

Bel tried not to breathe too heavily as he forged ahead once more. Zia’s map indicated that there weren’t many more tunnels ahead, which gave him hope. As long as the ROUSes had chosen to use the tunnels as a sort of barrier to put their nest into. In contrast to, say, starting in the middle of the mountain and then building their nest out. Which Bel had also seen them do. 

Time once again became meaningless. He had a hand on Garen’s shoulder, using him as a silent guide so he could walk without bumping into things. Nico came back to him several times, checking in with sometimes only a brush of a hand against his arm before bouncing ahead again. He seemed far more comfortable taking the fight to the ROUSes rather than sticking to Bel’s side, so Bel let him do that. Garen was a solid shield at his side, and Nico’s efforts gave them both breathing room, as nothing could get past him. It was only the ROUSes coming out of the side walls that Garen had to contend with. 

They hit the last tunnel and Bel breathed out a shaky sigh of relief. “Thank fuck. They stopped here. I can tell you the exact location of the nest.”

“Thank fuck,” Victoria echoed. “Let’s get out of here quickly, then.” 

“Bel, eyes off, please,” Matt requested. 

Bel was happy to do that. He put the strongest seal on his eyes that he could, which used up quite a bit of magical power, but it would ensure that he didn’t accidentally go back to staring through rock. His eyes were a little too eager to analyze absolutely everything sometimes. 

Everyone did an about-face and walked rapidly back out. Because they’d had to fight their way in, everything was stirred up behind them, and their front guard was actively fighting their way through. Nico was a blur of motion, the lightsaber casting light arcs through the dimness of the tunnels. No lightsaber noises this time; he was concentrating too hard for that. At his side, Wicky was throwing fireballs left, right, and center. 

Bel could hear the fight behind him, too, as Zia, Matt, and Victoria hit anything trying to come up from behind. Their familiars moved at their sides, hissing in warning at anything that came close, acting as an alarm. They definitely had to get out of the tunnels in order to do any spell work. They wouldn’t be able to focus or coordinate with each other in here. 

It felt like it took a decade to get back to the front entrance of the tunnel, but it wasn’t more than an hour, according to Bel’s watch. 

Bel’s watch was a lying liar that lied. 

But what was important was fresh air. After half a day spent in there, Bel felt like he could finally breathe. And blue sky! Hello, pretty blue sky. Thank you for being blue. 

Just as well he was a mage. Turned out he didn’t have what it took to work underground.

Nico spun on his toes as they hit the main entrance, lightsaber still up in a guard. “So, forgot to ask, are the ROUSes at all inclined to be out in daylight?”

“No, fortunately.” Despite saying that, Wicky was still in guard stance right beside him. “Their eyes are very sensitive to light, hence why they burrow in mountains. That said, if we piss them off enough, they might try for it.”

“I feel like we pissed them off a lot.”

“Oh, no question,” Wicky agreed. “So Bel, if we could make with the awesome-spell, that would be great.” 

“Yeah, I’m all for that.” Bel pulled off his slim backpack, yanking the zippers apart. “Let me write this down, it works better if everyone can read it. I don’t want people jerked out of their train of thought and getting this wrong.” 

“You have a train of thought?” Wicky asked, mock-surprised. “Wooow, really? Like, on rails and everything? I have a Roomba of thought. It can move ahead, but it likes to bump into things, get stuck where it’s not supposed to, and spin off in totally different directions.”

“Yeah?” Nico gave him a nod, like Wicky was speaking his language. “My mind’s like the kitchen junk drawer has been emptied out onto a trampoline.”

Wicky held out a fist to bump. “Right on. It’s not like we’re distractable.”

“No, absolutely not,” Nico agreed, bumping the fist. “It’s just that there’s so much to pay attention to, am I right?”

“Unquestionably, that’s exactly the problem.” Wicky beamed, a truly joyful expression. 

“Fuck,” Zia said in despair. “There’s two of them. Why did the universe make two of them?”

Bel was too amused to do more than laugh. He was relieved, too. So relieved. This hadn’t been the disaster he feared—far from it. Nico had handled himself flawlessly. Garen had filled in the gaps perfectly, and Bel’s protection had been seamless the entire mission. And both men had clearly had fun, even though the situation had been stressful and dangerous. 

Nico had told him on the first day of meeting that he liked danger. Bel now believed him. Garen was clearly cut from the same cloth. 

Shaking his head, he focused on writing the spell out. “Alright, guys, I’m writing this in English. Translate as you need. I’m going to expand the area a little to make sure we catch everything. Start three thousand steps in, fifteen hundred steps to the west, eight thousand steps to the right, twelve thousand steps deep. Bring pure fire to this place, leave nothing alive, no trace of a nest, no foothold for those that breathe. Call on the wind to sweep the air clean, make this place stone once more.”

Everyone looked it over, gave a nod, and formed a rough circle. Nico and Garen stepped out of it, letting the mages link hands, the easiest method to sync up magic with each other. Especially when working with mages Bel had only known a few hours. 

The spell was disjointed to listen to, as each had their own magic language. Zia’s sounded like Swahili, Wicky’s French. Matt’s was Spanish, a familiar voice in his ear, with Victoria’s Korean much the same. But their magic flowed together well, better than Bel had expected, and the spell formed perfectly. It shot out from their joined hands like a proton beam, straight through the mouth of the tunnel to fill the area inside. 

Magically speaking, Bel wasn’t much help in cases like this. His magic was mostly there to guide and direct, as he knew in his mind’s eye precisely what the magic needed to do. He didn’t feel much of a drain while working this spell. Zia and Wicky were both powerful in their own right, easing the burden on him significantly. 

These two would be fun and easy to work with. Bel wistfully thought of inviting them to work with him again, but, well…often, when he thought such things, the other party didn’t agree. And no one really wanted a R’iyah’s jobs. Take this one, for example. No one in their right mind signed up for jobs like these. 

The spell ended, and Bel grunted in satisfaction. “I think we managed it in one fell swoop. I’d like to let that rest for the night, let the air inside clear, and come back in the morning to double-check it.”

“Sounds good.” Wicky let go of Victoria and Zia’s hands in order to clap Bel on the shoulder. “You call me when you go in. I want to go with you, okay?”

Not expecting that offer, Bel could only blink at him for a moment. “Oh. Sure, thanks.”

Wicky moved past him to Garen and Nico. “And you two, you are very fun people. Let’s talk weapons a minute. I feel like we need to get lunch and have a serious, in-depth discussion.”

“We absolutely do,” Nico agreed brightly. “Say, I know this is a prototype, but can I field test it for you?”

“And that’s precisely what we need to talk about, man. You were using it so much better than I was. What kind of training do you have, anyway?”

Bel watched indulgently as they started talking about weapons with the same boyish excitement as two kids discussing a favorite cartoon. Seriously, those two were peas from the same pod. Even Garen got sucked into their enthusiasm. 

He’d let them chat while the rest of the adults figured out where to have a late—and very deserved—lunch. 

 Matt drew him aside, pulling him closer to their rented SUV, and kept his voice low. Bel followed, not sure what this was all about, because Matt had a very interesting expression on his face. Serious, with a dash of…something. 

“Bel.” He paused, clearly phrasing his words with care. “I saw something intriguing in there. I know you were focused on the nest, so I don’t think you noticed.”

“Saw what?”

“How Garen and Nico worked. It was incredibly seamless. Garen stayed at your side the entire time, a staunch shield. Nico neutralized threats before they could reach you. But the few times that Garen got overwhelmed from side attacks, Nico fell back without a word between them, helped Garen handle it, and then went ahead again. They didn’t coordinate with each other, didn’t speak, just kept up a solid defense around you at all times. It was like a choreographed dance.” 

Bel’s eyes moved to the two men talking lightsabers with enthusiasm. “They know each other incredibly well. They started off in the army together and then dated for a while. It’s why Nico called for Garen when he got summoned.”

“I’m not trying to put suggestions in your head, but that…that was a thing of beauty to watch. And you were never in any danger. Victoria and I didn’t have to step in even once. They gave us no room to help them—they didn’t need it.”

“You think Garen should stay, don’t you?”

“I think Nico’s strength is in offense. That trying to train him in defense will not be the best utilization of his natural skills. The man is incredibly fast, like Tigger on speed.”

Bel had to snort a laugh. That was the best description of Nico he’d heard yet. “You know, that’s what Garen calls him. Tigger.” 

“I can see why. I think locking down his speed so he can stay right next to you will fail in the long run. I don’t know what the right answer is, here, but asking Nico to change is not it.”

Matt had a very good point. Bel didn’t know what the answer was, either, because it wasn’t like he could keep Garen. Which was a damn shame.

Or could he…?

He watched the two of them a while longer, and Bel might have started scheming a little. “You’ve hit the nail on the head. I’ve seen Nico try to train to be more like Garen, and it’s been a disaster every time. I expected today to be a disaster, and it wasn’t. It was…fun. And perfectly done. I don’t know what to do, Matt, but thank you for telling me. You’re right, I was so busy looking for ROUSes I missed most of it. I only knew I’d been perfectly protected and was damned impressed they managed it.”

“Talk to them about it,” Matt suggested. “At least open their minds to the possibility, get some input. Don’t assume you know where anyone stands right now. They both had a lot of fun in there, that was obvious. And today might have changed their perspective on things.”

“Yeah.” Bel’s eyes were glued to both men. They were so different from each other in so many ways and yet such a perfect complement. Could he keep both of them? Was that even a possibility? For that matter, would both of them want to stay? Bel had a feeling Nico would, but what of Garen? Bel really didn’t know and felt a little trepidation even asking. He swallowed around the knot in his throat. One way or another, he had to find a way to broach this. “Yeah. I’ll talk to them.”
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After a fun-filled afternoon of weapons and a leisurely lunch, they retreated back to the hotel. Bel was admittedly a little tired, his eyes aching. He might have overdone it a touch. Or it might have been because he’d only gotten four hours of sleep while traveling here. Or some mix of both. His human body didn’t really handle his demon eyes all that well, so it was easy for him to tip over the edge. 

He made noises about going up to his room and lying down for a while before dinner. Nico was caught up in a phone call with his family, walking around outside while he talked to them, but Garen followed him up. They were sharing a room, two queen beds for the three of them. Bel wasn’t quite sure why. Probably because the person handling their travel arrangements had only gotten as far as ‘Nico is Bel’s familiar’ and then lumped them all into the same room automatically. Government departments were nothing if not cheap. 

Neither of the men seemed to mind, but then, sleeping in the same room wasn’t a big thing to them. They’d no doubt done it often in the past. 

Bel…wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. The idea made him jittery. Sleeping near two men he had a growing crush on didn’t seem conducive to actual rest. Especially when three people and two beds meant someone was sharing. If Nico insisted on sleeping next to Bel, there was no way in hell Bel would manage to enter dreamland. He knew without asking that Nico was a cuddler—that was obvious. 

Bel’s bond wanted to sleep with both of them, but that was beside the point. Also a terrible idea, and if he could fire his bond for suggesting it, he would. 

In the interest of rest, Bel should probably say something, but he was afraid bringing it up would make the situation more awkward. 

Maybe say something when Nico came back up? He could always get another room for them. Or him. Or…something. 

Why were people so complicated, anyway?

The bed wasn’t exactly the softest as he flopped down on it, but Bel ignored that as best he could and let his eyes fall closed. He just needed to give his eyes a break for a while. And maybe while he did that, he could scheme a little more. He’d figure out first how to handle the bed situation. 

Then he’d figure out the really important thing. He’d seen and heard too much over the past few days to not want to push.

A weight dipped the mattress next to him and, before he could see what, something cool covered his eyes. Bel sighed in relief. That felt blissful. 

“You overworked your eyes.” It was a statement, not a question. 

“Easy to do when you’re trying to look through rocks for four hours.” Bel gave Garen’s general direction a smile. “Thank you. That’s exactly what the doctor ordered.”

“I figured it would help. Whenever I overwork my brain, ice packs feel amazing.”

Bel turned that over in his head. “Really? Ice packs on your head?”

“Brain’s a muscle, isn’t it? And an overworked muscle enjoys cold.”

“That logic is infallible, and I can’t find a flaw in it. Are you going to stay for a while, hang out with me?”

“Nico asked me to while he’s talking to his family. They’re trying to work out the logistics of helping him move to Plymouth.”

Bel had been aware that was the plan, but he didn’t know there was suddenly a timeline. “That has to happen soon? I mean, of course Nico wants his own stuff. I’m not suggesting otherwise.”

“He got an email late last night informing him that base housing wants him out by the end of the month. That doesn’t give him a lot of time to pack everything up and move.”

Oh. Yeah, that was only about two weeks. “That’s kind of mean of them.”

“I think so. We have quite a bit going on here as it is. So, he’s working that out.” 

“That’s good to know, but why does that mean you have to stick with me?”

“His familiar instincts demanded someone be with you in an unknown area. Cut him some slack for that, Bel. He knew he was being ridiculous even as he said it.” 

“Not to worry. It’s standard for the familiar to be clingy in the first few months of a bonding. I’ll only tease him about it a little.” Frankly, Bel was relieved Nico had those moments. It was a healthy sign, a signal that the familiar bond was taking proper root. Bel had a private celebration in his own head for a moment. 

“Yeah? Do tell him that. It’ll make him feel like less of an idiot.” 

“I will when he gets up here.” Bel licked his lips, trying to figure out how to start the conversations he wanted to have. It was twofold, really, and he didn’t know which one was best to start with. But it all had to be said, and even if Bel screwed up on the delivery, surely the sincerity would get across. 

First, maybe a question? “You seemed like you enjoyed today?”

Garen stretched out next to him, chuckling as he situated himself. “Honestly, it was a blast. I haven’t been challenged like that in years. And being able to fight alongside Nico was something else I haven’t been able to do in years. It was fun. I hope we can do something like that again.”

It was official—Garen was also certifiable. And thank god for it. Bel’s chances increased because of that attitude. “I noticed how well you two worked together. It was seamless.”

“Years of experience.”

“Matt made the comment to me that you two fought without a word between you, that it was like a dance. He thinks trying to train Nico to be like you would be a disservice, that chaining down Nico’s speed would only break him in the long run. It was better to let him run, to be the offense.” 

Garen stayed quiet for a long moment. 

Bel held his breath and let him think, biting the urge to keep chattering. 

“I see why he said that,” Garen finally said, the words coming out slowly, as if he were thinking aloud. “Nico’s strength is very much in the offensive. But letting him do that means there must be someone else at your side as a shield. Someone he can work with, and there’s not a guarantee you can have that.”

“I suppose keeping you isn’t an option?”

The bed jostled from the force of Garen’s startle. “Bel, are you serious?”

Okay, for this, he needed to see the man’s face. Bel removed the ice pack and sat up, twisting around so he could talk face to face. Garen looked intrigued, not at all dismissive. It made Bel conversely nervous, as if he could possibly have what he wanted, if only he said the right words. 

“I’ve seen Nico without you. And I’ve seen Nico with you. He’s better with you here.” 

Garen’s eyes grew a touch bright and he looked away, jaw working. 

“Garen, I don’t know why you two split up. I’m missing a lot of history. But I can see that you still love him. I can see clearly that he still loves you. And I can see, too, that you love working with him. I can’t…I can’t give you Nico. I need him too much. And honestly, he’s the epitome of a familiar. I can’t imagine having anyone else but him. But I don’t want to stand in the way of you two being together, either. I really like you, too.”

“You’re too sweet, Bel.” Garen sighed gustily, and he seemed to have a hard time looking Bel in the face. “I don’t know how to answer you.”

“I know you’ve got a very good career with the Secret Service. I’m not trying to trump that—”

With a shake of the head, Garen dismissed that. “No. No, that’s not even a question. I told you, I haven’t been challenged or had this much fun on a job in years. The work itself was hard, no question. But the company made it fun. My job with the Secret Service isn’t like this. It’s long hours of standing around, having to be alert at all times, and often I’m guarding someone I’d rather shoot myself. It doesn’t really compare.” 

Bel’s hope grew by degrees. This sounded potentially good. Maybe Garen was more open to the idea of a career change after all? 

“You asked why Nico and I are no longer together. It’s because we had too much distance between us.” Garen ran a hand over his face, old regret etched in lines around his mouth and eyes. “With his career and mine, we were rarely on the same continent, much less in the same city. We took vacation time to see each other, so we only managed it about three weeks out of a year, some years. We dated five years, trying so hard to make it work, but he felt guilty for leaving me alone so much. In the end, he broke it off to give me the freedom to date someone who could be by my side.”

It was clear Garen never would have made that choice. Even those three weeks a year were preferable to him than to try dating some other man. Bel’s heart ached for him. 

“You didn’t do it,” Bel said with soft confidence.

“I didn’t have the heart for it.” Garen finally turned his head to look at Bel directly. “And I’ve told him that, too. We’re really terrible at staying together, Bel. That’s the short answer to your question. We don’t know how to stay together. Right now, his heart is full with you. He’s obvious about how much he adores you.”

“It’s partially the familiar thing. The bond encourages affection, on both ends.” Bel added ruefully, “Not that I needed any encouragement there. Nico’s pretty loveable.” 

“You’re preaching to the choir. Bel, what are you really offering me?”

“I want you to think about staying with us.” Bel ruffled the back of his hair, not sure if he was handling this right. Although Garen was listening intently, so maybe? “I don’t know how exactly we’d do that. But I want you to at least think about it.”

Garen’s green eyes stared so hard they were penetrating, as if trying to read Bel’s every thought. “You haven’t even known me a week.”

“Dude.” Bel rolled his eyes expressively. “I don’t need magical vision to see the obvious. The three of us are an amazing team. And I can trust you completely. You’ve had my back several times before I even knew danger was near. And I genuinely like you. Do you know how rare it is for me to find someone I can like, trust, and who has the skills to be on my team? Matt and Victoria are the only two who have ever made the cut. Does that tell you something?”

“Ah.” Garen pondered for a moment, his head slowly bobbing. “Yeah, I can see why you’re saying this. I can’t give you an immediate yes or no. I want to think about it.”

“And I want you to think about it. That’s all this conversation is about, giving you the option. Nico’s the impulsive one out of the three of us. You and I both like to sleep on decisions.”

Garen snorted, eyes wrinkling up at the corners. “Truer words have not been spoken. I’m honestly very tempted by the idea. Just being able to work with you and Nico is tempting in the extreme. But I want to consider it from all angles, make sure I know what I’m getting myself into.”

“That’s fair. Take your time. I’m sure you’ve got a lot to consider.”

Garen’s gaze lingered on his face, his smile going enigmatic. “Yes, in more ways than I anticipated.”

What did that smile mean? Bel’s head canted a little to the side. He’d ask, but he had a feeling Garen wouldn’t tell him. 

He’d pried enough for now, anyway. Bel had gotten across what he wanted to, and it had been very well received. He chose to be happy with that. 

The door opened and Nico came through, bearing a white bag that had the delicious smells of baked goods wafting out of it. 

“Got cookies while I was out,” Nico announced, setting them down on the built-in desk along the wall before coming to Bel. He put a hand to Bel’s head, as if checking for a fever, looking him over carefully. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine. Why?” Bel couldn’t figure out where this question was coming from. 

“You looked like you were on the verge of a headache earlier, and you were barely talking. It’s why I had Garen watch over you while I talked to the fam.”

“Oh. My eyes were just aching a bit, is all. Garen gave me a cold pack. That helped a lot.”

“Yeah? Good to know. We’ll keep that trick in our bag.” 

Bel warmed under his familiar’s regard. Nico really did pay attention, even if it didn’t always look that way. 

“How did the conversation go?” Garen asked. 

“Eh, not as well as I’d hoped. Everyone’s pretty tied up for the next two weeks. But they said they can help me unpack the truck once we get it back to Michigan. It’s just the packing and loading that will be on us.” 

“That’s something, anyway.” 

Nico asked earnestly, “Can we do that next? I don’t want my stuff thrown into a random storage center. Which is basically what they’ll do.”

“That’s fine,” Bel assured him. “We’ll plan out a day to go and pack the truck, get a moving company to drive it up to our house, yeah? I think we’ll be able to leave in three or four days. We just have to finish up here.” 

Nico knuckled an imaginary tear from his eye before swooping in on Bel and hugging him. “You said ‘our house.’ I love it.” 

“Don’t be silly,” Bel muttered. Although he leaned into the hug, because hugs from Nico were the best. He enjoyed having all that warm male pressed up against him, thank you. 

“Just for that, I’m sleeping with you tonight.” Nico squeezed him tighter. 

Uh…come again? Say what? Bel froze. He tried picturing that and failed utterly. He had meant to bring that up, but not like this. 

“You’re sleeping on that bed,” Garen denied immediately. “Bel and I get this bed.”

Say WHAT? Bel’s head snapped around, eyes bugging out of his head. He could imagine sleeping next to Garen even less. 

“Why do I have to sleep alone?” Nico pouted, bottom lip sticking out. 

“Because you’re wriggly. Bel doesn’t move as much as you do. We both deserve a good night’s sleep while you’re fighting ninjas, or whatever it is you do in your sleep.”

“No, but,”—Nico looked between them, expression growing plaintive—“but, but, I don’t like sleeping by myself. I was counting on having Bel to snuggle with.”

“What, are you a rabbit? Will you die if you’re alone?” Garen shook his head in exasperation. 

“Maybe I am.” Nico stuck his tongue out at him. “Maybe I need someone warm and cozy to sleep well. And I’m his familiar, dammit. I should get priority, here.” 

Once again, Bel felt like he was the only sane one in the room. “I could get another room so none of us have to share?”

Garen and Nico both looked at him with blank expressions, as if those words made no sense whatsoever. Then they looked back at each other and, almost in unison, said, “Naw.”

“Get on the floor,” Nico commanded, already releasing Bel and heading that direction. “We’re leg wrestling this out.”

Garen promptly went down to the floor, not the least bit shy. 

This was an interesting turn of events. Bel wasn’t quite sure how to take two older men wanting to sleep with him. Go him? Really, it was flattering more than anything else. Under different circumstances, Bel would have sexed either one of them up without hesitation. It was nice to know they both wanted to share a bed with him, at least. 

Bel did what any other rational adult would do. He rolled with it and chose to enjoy the situation. He pulled out his phone to record the wrestling match so that he could get mileage out of it later. 

Free entertainment was hard to find, after all. 
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The nest was gone entirely, leaving both teams free to return home. Wicky generously gave Nico not one, but two lightsabers, along with a promise to play again. Bel watched and shook his head in amusement. Well, at least Nico had made a friend, even if said friend was as crazy as he was. 

They returned home that day, getting home early afternoon, and it was a relief to be back in his own surroundings. Bel focused on unpacking first—he’d learned that if he put it off, it never happened, and he ended up with suitcases all over the house—and then attending to the rest of Nico’s paperwork. He really had to get that completely done so all of Nico’s security clearances came through. He’d been about eighty percent done when the mission had landed in their laps. ROUSes didn’t need much in the way of clearance, but Bel had no guarantee the next mission would be the same. 

Nico came into his office and swooped in on him with a quick hug that lingered as he caught sight of the screen. “You getting the rest of my paperwork in?”

“Yeah. Better sooner than later.” Bel leaned back into the hug as much as he could with the chair in the way. Nico always smelled as if sunshine were trapped in his skin. But then, considering how much time he spent outdoors, was anyone surprised? Either way, Bel liked it when Nico hugged him. 

“I do appreciate it. Because if they assign us a mission I don’t have clearance for, you aren’t going. I’m putting my foot firmly down, right now.”

“Technically, they can’t. But I’m with you on this. No way in hell I’m going without you.” 

“Good, glad we’re on the same page.”

Bel tilted his head up a little to see Nico’s face. “How’s moving arrangements? I know you were working on that at the airport.”

“I’ve got a moving company scheduled for Saturday. Or, I should say, they drop off the truck Saturday, so we can start loading it then. They’ll come back and pick it up Monday.”

“That’s not a lot of time.”

“I don’t have a ton of stuff. I move too much to collect anything that won’t fit in a two-bedroom apartment. I think the three of us can knock it out pretty quickly.” Nico paused, then added, “Besides, I don’t think I’ll keep most of the furniture. Why bother? Your house is fully furnished and you’ve got nicer stuff than I do.”

It really did make Bel’s day when Nico made off-hand comments like this. Hearing Nico plan for a future with both of them in the same house, as if it were a given, made him feel like his heart was in the man’s hands. 

He couldn’t restrain himself. He tilted up and kissed Nico on the cheek. 

Nico blinked down at him, startled at first, then a very smug grin chased its way over his face. “Whatever I just said to get that reaction, tell me, and I’ll repeat it.” 

“It’s just that you plan for the future like it’s obvious you’ll be with me.”

“Of course I will.” Nico turned and planted a hip against the edge of the desk, looking Bel over with interest. “Isn’t that why you asked Garen if he would stay?”

“Oh, did he talk to you about that?” Bel rubbed at the back of his head, feeling apologetic. “I meant to run that by you but couldn’t find the timing for it. Sorry.”

“No hard feelings. I’d love it if Garen stayed. But didn’t you ask him because you had faith I was staying?”

“I’m…” Bel looked away, trying to work out how to say this. “I’m ninety percent optimistic, ten percent pessimistic, if that makes sense. It’s obvious to me how much you enjoy this, being my familiar. But it’s also obvious that sometimes you’re really frustrated. And the pessimistic side of me is afraid that if you get too frustrated, you’ll rethink this whole thing.” 

Bel felt bad the second the words left his mouth. Mostly because Nico looked like a kicked puppy. 

“Bel, I’d never leave you,” Nico protested. 

“The optimistic part of me totally believes you.” Bel put a hand to his chest, where the familiar bond was firmly anchored. “And I feel it. Because our bond is getting stronger by the day. But I also want to hedge my bets, if that makes sense? Because you’re not as frustrated when you’re working with Garen. I’ve seen you relax because he was there to step in and give you the space to freely move. I think if he stays, being my familiar will be easier on you.”

Nico’s hazel eyes turned penetrating, studying every inch of Bel’s face. “So, for my sake, you’d keep him?”

“And mine,” Bel admitted without apology. “I told you the first day we met that finding a permanent team for me is incredibly difficult. Most people are too sane to want to handle the jobs I take on. Garen’s proven to not only have the right skillset, but the right attitude as well. I can trust him, I like him, and I’d dearly love to keep him. I know for a fact the man misses you like hell when you’re apart. You feel the same way, don’t you?”

Nico looked away and Bel saw it—the same regret Garen wore on his sleeve. “Did he tell you that we dated, once?”

“A little. You dated for five years, he said. And you broke up with him because you couldn’t spend enough time with him.”

“Garen’s one of the best men I know. And he was settling for scraps of my time. I just…I couldn’t keep doing that to him. I loved him too much.” Nico’s tone pitched to a grumble. “Although the bastard didn’t take the opening I gave him and stayed single. I really wonder why I broke up with him if he was going to do that.”

Bel didn’t roll his eyes. It was a near thing. Yeah, gee, Nico. Wonder why. 

“I didn’t call him here because I wanted to capitalize on being with him again. I don’t want you to think that. We’re really good friends, now. But you’re right that I miss him like hell. If I could work alongside him….” Nico trailed off wistfully. 

“See? You feel the same way he does.” 

Nico looked sorely tempted. A child in front of a game store would have that same expression. “You think we can talk him into it?”

“He told me the Secret Service has gotten boring. And tedious. As hard as it was going through that mine and dealing with the ROUSes, he had more fun there. He’s already honestly considering staying with us instead.” Bel gave him a nudge in the ribs. “So work on that, will you? And seduce the man if you want to. I’m not going to stand in your way.” 

Nico got an odd look on his face, as if Bel had said something that failed to compute. “You’re…not?”

“Nico, you and Garen still clearly have strong feelings for each other.” Bel tried not to let his own feelings show on his face or in his voice. Because if they chose each other, there’d be no room for Bel. But that was a selfish thought. “I’d be an ass if I put my foot down and said no just because you’re my familiar. Make a damn move, will you?”

“Ah, Ruby.” Nico pulled him out of the chair and hugged him, putting his head on top of Bel’s. “You’re too nice for your own good. I know very well that familiars generally marry their mages.”

“That’s not written in stone or anything.” Bel squirmed on the inside because that was true. And maybe he was setting himself up for heartbreak later. Maybe he’d regret saying this. But how could he not, when it was obvious they were madly in love with each other and partially holding back because of him? 

Bel didn’t want to see either of them heartbroken. 

“This is more complicated than you think.” Nico sighed, his arms tightening around Bel. “But thank you, sweetheart. I do feel better knowing where you stand on this. And if we can get Garen to stay, I think that’ll be awesome. But technically speaking, can you? He’s not magical in any sense. Don’t you have to be in order to join MAD?”

“I’m going to look that up, but I don’t think so. I think it’s for all qualified personnel, and no one can argue after the last mission that he doesn’t have the qualifications.”

“Ah. Double-check that, though.”

“Trust me, I will.” 

“Nico!” Garen called from what sounded like the back door. “Are you coming or not?”

“Coming!” Nico called back. 

Bel untangled himself from the hug and looked up at Nico. “You two doing something?”

Nico grimaced. “More training. Apparently, I got a little too far out from you while we were in the mines. Garen’s heart leapt into his throat a few times. I promised to work with him on it today, while we still have sunlight.”

“Oh, okay.” Bel would comment, but he honestly hadn’t noticed. He just knew he’d never gotten personally attacked.

Nico smacked a kiss against his forehead before bounding off, out the door in two seconds. 

Bel watched him go, feeling conflicted. On the one hand, he and Nico were clear on the goal: Get Garen to stay. Which was excellent. On the other, despite him urging Nico to go after Garen, he was still very physically affectionate with Bel, which was giving him mixed signals. 

Shaking his head, he left the office. He’d prep for dinner while the guys were outside training. That was the safer thing to think about. And after that, he’d get on the phone with Victoria and see if she knew how to get Garen an official offer. Bel had a feeling that making things official would be the trick to winning Garen completely over. 

God, he hoped so. 

He headed for the kitchen, snooping through the refrigerator and seeing what ingredients he had. Nico had pulled meat out to thaw and it was sitting in a bowl of cold water, so he apparently had a plan? 

Well, if he had a plan, Bel wasn’t messing with it. 

He settled onto a counter stool and rang his mentor. Victoria answered on the second ring, sounding semi-distracted. “Hey.”

“Hey, question for you. Say I want to keep Garen as a permanent member of my team. I can do that, right?”

Victoria’s attention abruptly snapped into place, and she was far more invested when she asked, “So you have asked him to stay?”

“I asked him to consider it. I think you saw what Matt did in the mines.”

“It was pretty hard to miss. Those two were like cogs in a machine, they worked so well. No danger was allowed anywhere near you. I didn’t even have to put up a walking barrier around you, that’s how efficiently they cut everything down.”

“I’m honestly sorry I missed so much of it. My attention was elsewhere.”

“As it was supposed to be. Alright, so you asked Garen to stay. How did he take that question?”

“He’s very open to it, said it was the most fun he’d had in years. And he really misses working with Nico. I think he’s half sold on the idea for that reason alone. But I also feel he’s being prudently cautious because I’m not giving him anything concrete to work with. He’s not impulsive like Nico. If I gave him an actual offer with terms and salary and all that, I’d have a far better chance of winning him over.” 

Victoria ruminated for a second. “From what I know of Garen, you’re probably correct. But Bel, I have to ask the obvious. You already have a familiar. Isn’t it weird that you want to bring someone else in?”

“On the surface, I guess so? But we’ve been shorthanded for years—you know that as well as me. And Garen’s super trustworthy.”

“I can’t argue the point there. And he’s a likeable man, too. I enjoyed working with him. But Nico doesn’t feel like you’re replacing him, does he?”

“Oh. That’s what you meant. No, not at all. I just talked with him about this. He thinks bringing Garen in would be great. He feels more comfortable with someone he can trust me with. And he really misses working with Garen, too.”

“I suppose I shouldn’t worry too much about this. Nico was the one to bring him in to begin with.”

“Also true. So the question stands, can I make Garen a formal offer?”

Victoria hesitated. “I don’t…know? We were able to get an exception in place because Nico needed training.”

“But Garen has all the right clearance and expertise, I think.”

“I’m certainly not going to argue that. But the higher-ups might have a different opinion. Let me do some research and maybe ask a few people. We might have to get creative on this. But I do side with you, Bel. I think Garen would be a great addition to the team. And it’s about damn time we had a full team, not just the three of us.”

“Amen, preach it.” Bel’s ears perked up as he heard yelling coming from the backyard. And it didn’t sound excited—more like angry. “Uh, I think…hang on a second.”

“Sure.” 

Bel jogged to the back door and slid the glass doors open a crack, peeking through it. 

Nico and Garen were nearly nose to nose, neither of them happy. 

“You are too far, dammit!” Garen practically yelled. “Five feet, that’s as far as you can get. Anything more than that is asking for trouble!”

“I can’t stay closer than five feet, the lightsaber’s range is three all by itself!” Nico waved his arm around in illustration. “You want me to chop Bel’s head off?!”

“Don’t sell me that bullshit. You’re facing away from him. You can come in closer than the ten feet you keep going out to!”

Bel basically tuned out the argument at that point. He watched their body language, how close they stood even as they argued, how their hands reached for each other. The sexual tension in the yard right now was thick enough to see. 

“Just fuck already,” he grumbled under his breath. 

“I’m sorry?”

For a moment, he’d forgotten he was still on the phone with Victoria. “Yeah, never mind.” Bel turned back into the house, shutting the door behind him. “So, we’re going to pack Nico’s place up in two days, and we’ll likely not be back until Tuesday. FYI.”

“I did wonder about that.”

Bel fell to coordinating schedules with her. The two idiots in the backyard could work this out themselves. He was not stepping into the middle of that. 
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Garen normally didn’t lose his temper. In fact, losing his temper was such a rare occurrence that he could count on one hand how many times it had happened in his life.

So it said something that Nico had pushed him far enough to start yelling. 

Shit, shit, shit. This wasn’t helping anything. Nico was on the defensive, not listening, and yelling right back. Garen wanted to shake sense into him. 

He also realized their argument right now wasn’t why he wanted to put his hands on Nico. Even he wasn’t that dense. Garen took a step back, actively breathing calm and deep, trying to regain his temper. The sexual tension between them kept his feelings ramped up, which didn’t help. 

Garen might have let it go, if it was obvious Nico had moved on. It had taken precisely ten minutes around him to realize that wasn’t the case. Nico was still very hands-on with Garen, still gave him that teasing little grin only Garen saw. He very much acted like when they’d been together. 

Nico hadn’t moved on. 

Neither had Garen.

It was about time they stopped acting like they’d broken up when absolutely nothing had changed. 

Nico eyed him warily. “I don’t like that look on your face. Look, I’m trying, okay?”

“I know you are. I’m sorry for yelling. I just realized I’m only partially yelling at you because I’m frustrated all around. Nico, can we just admit that we never really broke up?”

Nico’s head snapped back, jaw dropping. “Uh, yes, we did.”

“No, we didn’t. We said the words. That’s about all that changed. We still Skyped and talked to each other whenever we had a chance. We still tried to see each other when our insane schedules allowed for it. About the only thing that really changed is we stopped sleeping together. Will you please admit nothing changed so we can stop dancing around each other like this?”

Nico shook his head violently. “Everything changed,” he rasped, eyes on the grass. “Everything. I’m Bel’s now.”

That was not the blow or the rejection Nico obviously thought it would be. Garen’s feelings for Bel were still kindling, but he recognized he was half in love with that sassy, brilliant little blond. Given the chance, given even a little encouragement, he’d fall easily. 

Garen knew before he even opened his mouth that Nico was already in love with Bel and struggling with it. Nico wasn’t making a move for some damn reason, and Garen suspected he was the reason. Someone had to clear the air, and it seemed to fall to him. 

“Nico—”

“No, dammit. I’m not rehashing this with you. No.” Nico turned on his heel and stormed out of the yard, through the back gate. 

Seconds later, Garen heard the tell-tale sound of Nico running along the sidewalk. 

He let his head drop back on his shoulders and blew out a breath. Well, shit. That could have gone better. He probably hadn’t started out right. What he’d been trying to convey was that their feelings hadn’t changed for each other, but there was still room for Bel. At least, Garen would love to pull Bel in with them. 

He didn’t know how either Nico or Bel would react to the idea, though. Nico had always been very monogamous. Garen had hoped if he could at least re-establish the relationship between himself and Nico, he could work things out from there. He either hadn’t approached it right, or Nico hadn’t been in the right mental space to hear it. 

It might be best to let this go for a day or two. Let Nico try to process things and then come back around when they were both calmer. 

For now, Garen retreated into the house, finding Bel standing in front of the window. 

At his entrance, Bel turned, pointing outside. “Any reason Nico just took off like a bat out of hell?”

“We argued,” Garen admitted with a long sigh. “Nico took off for a run to calm down. I think.”

“If you could bottle his energy, you’d be a billionaire overnight,” Bel observed. 

“Truth.”

“Well, I’d thought we’d pack up the truck, but with him running for god knows how long…how about we go get gas?”

“And snacks?” Garen didn’t mind a little one-on-one time with Bel. Normally it was the three of them. “Putting Nico in a vehicle for long periods of time without snacks is not a wise thing to do.”

“I’m not surprised.” Bel grinned, already turning for his wallet and keys. “Sure, let’s go get gas and snacks.” 

Garen followed, climbing into the driver’s side of the truck, trusting Bel to navigate, as he didn’t know the town well. Garen reversed out of the driveway, turning toward the main road. The silence between them wasn’t comfortable but weighted, as if Bel had something he wanted to say. 

“I told Nico this,” Bel finally said. “I’ll tell you as well. Traditionally, mages and their human familiars marry. It’s normally how it shakes out. Usually, though, the R’iyah mages don’t call for someone who’s already in love with someone else. It’s super obvious Nico still has feelings for you. I’m not going to break his heart trying to force him into a relationship with me.”

Garen almost couldn’t believe his ears. He’d never thought Bel had seen all of that and come to this conclusion. If Nico wanted a relationship with Garen, Bel wouldn’t stand in the way—was that what he was saying? It was so incredibly mature of him that Garen felt both proud and worried. 

If Bel felt that way, then did he have any room in his heart to take on the two of them? Or was what Garen wanted wishful thinking?

Bel’s jaw worked, the emotion strong and choked back as he said firmly, “I can’t…I don’t want to reverse the summoning with Nico.”

“No, please don’t do that,” Garen agreed immediately.

The tension in Bel’s shoulders dropped and he stole a glance at Garen. “You’re okay with it?”

“More than words can express. Nico’s very fulfilled, emotionally speaking, by being your familiar. He loves it. He’s so much happier with you than he was in the army. I don’t want him to go back to that when he clearly wants to stay with you. I also don’t feel like your relationship with him is a deterrent for me. If that makes sense?”

“Because my relationship with him is up to me and him. Is that what you mean?”

“Yes, exactly. Just like my relationship with you is between me and you. I like you, Bel. The more time I spend with you, the stronger that feeling grows. I’m just as invested in your well-being and safety as Nico is. I don’t want you to think otherwise.” 

“Oh. Um.” Bel flashed him that shy smile, the one that made him look his age instead of the old soul he sometimes seemed. “I like you, too. I’m happy to hear it goes both ways.”

Probably more than Bel realized. Garen didn’t know how to say that without coming on too strong. Or just wrong altogether. Most men who chased two love interests at the same time came off as assholes, and Garen was trying not to do that. He’d hoped to get back into Nico’s good graces first, stabilize that relationship, then discuss Bel coming in. It would be the wiser course of action. 

He couldn’t help how he felt for Bel, though, or his own reactions to the man. Sometimes, his mouth and body moved on its own. Bel just drew that out of him. 

They stopped for gas first, as the gas station was on the way to the store. The Kroger in the area was Bel’s default grocery store, and Garen saw at a glance that it was packed even at this hour of the day. “Is this place always this busy?”

“Always.”

“Does Nico handle this place well?” Garen couldn’t imagine how he would.

“Eh. He’s gotten better?” Bel shot him a wry smile. “There’s a reason why I took you guys to Meijir’s first.” 

“Ah.” Garen noted that for future reference. Nico’s bond with Bel wasn’t quite as developed as he’d assumed. Not if he was still reacting to heavily crowded areas. Interesting that it would allow Bel to go places without him, though. Or was that because Garen was here to guard him? For that matter, Bel was fine being this far away from Nico? Garen really had to ask more questions. 

Bel was barely out of the truck when his phone rang. He swiped ‘accept,’ and a video chat opened, displaying a very petite, attractive girl with long dark hair and an exasperated expression. 

“Hey, Anh, whazzup?”

“Okay, so, I’m in Ikea, right?” Anh started, looking done with life. “And I’m trying to pronounce some of the names on these tags. Somehow—I have no idea how—but somehow I managed to summon a demon. He’s demanding the reason for his summons. What do I do with him?”

Bel’s face lit up with pure mischief. “I mean, what’s the demon look like?”

“Not tapping this, I promise you.” She shifted the camera’s angle to show a squat, red-skinned creature with horns sticking out of its head and the face of a drunken uncle at Christmas. Scraggly chin beard included. 

Garen was with Anh on this one. No one wanted to have sex with that. 

“Yeah…okay, I see why you called me.” Bel shifted his attention, reaching out and taking Garen’s hand. “Lead me in? I don’t want to stand out here.”

A flutter hit Garen’s heart. He trusted Garen to guide him like he would have done with Nico. It was a little humbling but mostly gratifying that he’d do this even outside of a job. It made him wonder what it would be like if he and Bel were bonded. If he were Bel’s familiar too, and Bel felt just as comfortable reaching for him as he did with Nico.

The image was a pretty picture indeed. Garen liked it. Perhaps too much. 

Shaking it off, he took that slender hand in his, guiding Bel’s footsteps forward and into the store. Which was more challenging than it sounded as four other people tried to enter the store at practically the same time. 

Bel never looked up from his phone as he worked the problem through with Anh. “Okay, have you tried saying it’s a mistake and shooing him home? Didn’t go, huh?”

“Seriously, why is he so insistent he stay up here?”

“It’s not often the minor demons get summoned anywhere, so they tend to be greedy and capitalize on it when they do get on the surface. He’s not going to go home easy. I do not suggest giving him some simple task to appease him, either. You never know what the cost of it’s going to be.”

“Had a feeling. It’s why I called you.” 

“Thank you for being smart. Hmm, okay, let’s try this. Turn the phone to face him.” 

Garen glanced over to check on the progress. Most of his attention was on Bel’s feet, though. Actually, finding a place to park them both for a minute while Bel sorted this out seemed the better plan. Garen didn’t know this store and had no idea where anything was. Best to just stop for a moment. 

The flower section of the grocery store was immediately to the right of the doors. He turned them there, as it was basically empty of people. Pulling Bel into his arms, he looped both around Bel’s waist, letting his hands rest on his stomach in a comfortable hold. Garen liked hugging him, true enough, but it was also a good way for him to watch the screen without craning his neck. 

Bel went without protest but he cast a glance upwards at Garen, a clear what is he doing on that mobile face. He chose not to comment, though, focusing on the problem. 

The demon who looked back at Bel was surly, mouth in a thin, determined line. 

“I cannot return without fulfilling a contract—” he/she/they started authoritatively before slowing down, eyes narrowed on Bel’s. “Who are you?”

“Red eyes gave it away, eh?” Bel’s smile held little humor. “I’m of Belphegor’s line.”

The little demon looked abruptly nervous. 

“You will not bargain with my friend or unduly take advantage of her. I speak with authority—return.” 

There was a whine of protest, but the small shoulders slumped with defeat. Eyes on the floor, the demon muttered, “I’ll return.” 

With a snap, he was gone. 

Anh blew out a noisy breath of relief. “Thank fuck. Thanks, Bel. I really had no idea what to do with him.”

“No problem. No more pronouncing Ikea furniture names for you, okay?”

“Lesson learned, trust me. Bye!”

“Bye.” Shaking his head, Bel put his phone back in his front pocket. “The trouble my friends can find sometimes, I swear.”

Garen couldn’t let this go so easily. The name Bel had just dropped tantalized him. “Belphegor?”

“Yeah, that’s grandpa. He’s the one who sired most of us R’iyah mages. He’s kinda a higher demon in hell, so if shit like this goes down, I can invoke his name and make lesser demons behave. Fortunately.” 

“Hence why your first name is classified?”

“Yeah. Because it ties in with his.” Bel tilted his head slightly to the side, looking up at Garen. 

In that moment, Garen realized they were perfectly angled for a kiss. With Bel’s head tilted back, his own forward, they were inches away. The same awareness flashed across Bel’s face and the two of them froze for a breathless, eternal moment. Garen’s heartbeat was a loud drum in his ears, his nerves singing that sweet high-pitched song they did when the person he liked was pressed so close. The anticipation of pressing his lips to those soft, parted ones shut everything else out. 

Bel licked dry lips, his eyes focused solely on Garen’s mouth. For one tantalizing moment, he seemed ready to lift up and close the rest of that distance. Garen found himself leaning ever so slightly in, wishing for nothing else. 

With a snap of his head, Bel turned his face away, stepping clear of Garen’s hold. “Snacks. We came for snacks.”

Dammit. Garen wasn’t sure what had spooked Bel, and he wasn’t sure how wise it was to try and get that moment back. On the one hand, he was gratified Bel was attracted to him. Garen had harbored worries over that. On the other, he didn’t like that Bel had broken the moment on his own initiative. Garen would say something, but he was already on the rocks with Nico. Trying to pull Bel in right now was probably not the wisest move. 

He felt like swearing, frustrated all over again. Still, he knew better than to push at this juncture. No one was sure where anyone stood right now, and Garen wasn’t going to completely ruin his chances by pushing when people were jittery and upset. 

Garen went with the safe answer. “Sure. What kind of snacks do you want?”
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Nico was always down for a road trip—especially this one, as they were driving straight to his place in California. They didn’t have a lot of time to pack him up and get rid of things, so they were driving straight through. In theory. 

It was a thirty-three-hour drive if you only took five-minute stops, so odds were they’d get totally sick of the car at some point and need to stop for the night. 

He was glad for this trip in multiple ways, not only because of the practicalities. You learned a lot about people when you were in confined places for hours on end. Garen, he knew, was a fun road trip buddy. But Bel was very much a question, despite them already having traveled together once. It had been a short plane ride last time; he’d not had time to really sit with Bel and chill. 

Nico volunteered for the back seat to begin with, Garen and Bel up front. It wasn’t that Nico needed the time to wake up, far from it. He did need the time to think. 

Nico would be the first to admit that he was over the moon to have Garen here with them. He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of Garen’s assertion that they were still dating, though. He found it hard to argue that point, because Garen wasn’t entirely wrong, but…well, that was something he had to work through with Garen personally. Nico was certain of one thing only—he was Bel’s, no matter how he and Garen shook out. He wouldn’t jeopardize Bel for anything. 

That said, Garen was definitely fulfilling the role Nico had asked of him. He’d be the first to admit the only reason why the ROUS situation had gone as smoothly as it had was because of Garen. Nico on his own would have struggled to keep Bel safe. And considering how many times those damn rats had come straight out of a wall, he wasn’t entirely convinced he’d have been able to manage. It had taken both he and Garen to keep them off Bel. 

So he understood why Bel wanted Garen to stay. It was easier on Nico, no question. And it was obvious to everyone that Nico really liked having Garen around. It wasn’t like he’d made a secret of that. 

Yet something niggled at him. He felt like he was missing some of Bel’s motivations. Bel seemed more secure with Garen staying, so he didn’t think it was some ploy to keep Nico around. So what was it? 

Bel liked Garen, no question. He was just as inclined to go to Garen for something as he was Nico. And he trusted him, that was obvious too. He wouldn’t have asked Garen to stay otherwise. But that wasn’t all of it. 

Garen chuckled at something and reached out with one hand, ruffling Bel’s hair in a friendly way before putting it back on the wheel. Bel snickered, and there was a slight tinge of pink on those cheeks as he looked back at Garen. 

Oh. Well. Was he reading that right? Nico’s eyes bounced between the two of them, eyebrows climbing. Holy shit, that was interesting indeed. Were they flirting? It totally looked like flirting. 

Nico was admittedly bad at reading when people were attracted. Garen had basically taken a clue bat to get it through to Nico that he wanted to rumble. So he could be reading things wrong with his view from the backseat, and he was honest enough with himself to admit that. 

But…well, Garen wasn’t a hands-on, touchy-feely person. So to see him casually reach out and ruffle Bel, to tease him on that level, said a lot. Volumes, in fact. And come to think of it, he’d cuddled in with Bel that night he’d had food poisoning, and again the night after they’d been in the mines. Garen had been snuggly quite a few times without Nico properly realizing. 

Huh. Well. Don’t that beat all. 

Bel didn’t strike him as a super cuddly person, either, although he liked it when Nico hugged him. But he hadn’t once initiated. Nico knew him to be a little shy in that regard and hadn’t read too much into it. But watching him react to Garen as he had with Nico himself, well… 

Wait, did that mean Bel was attracted to Nico too? 

Or that Bel wasn’t attracted to Garen, but he did like and trust Garen the same way he did with Nico? 

Was it both?

Nico looked between them again, brows furrowed deeply. He felt like he was doing trigonometry. Which was a problem, as he couldn’t do trigonometry. 

This was confusing. Were Bel and Garen attracted to each other or not? This was a question he really needed an answer to, because, well, reasons. Nico himself was having a bit of a crisis there. He still loved and wanted Garen. It was hard to restrain himself sometimes, as that love still resonated so strongly in him. Nico didn’t think that feeling would ever fade. Even two years of a breakup hadn’t changed it. 

But he’d been honest with Garen when he said they shouldn’t try to rekindle anything, and the reason for that was Bel. Nico gave it even odds it started because of the familiar bond, but the reason didn’t really matter at this juncture. He liked Bel, and he really, really wanted to put his hands on Bel. The restraint Nico had to exercise around Bel was the stuff of legends. Especially because Bel was fun to tease. Nico really had to focus on being good some days. Most days, really. If he’d had the slightest inkling it would have been well received, he’d have tried to seduce his little mage by now. Which was a conflicting feeling, as he still wanted Garen, and…ugh. More trigonometry. 

Right now, he was just as glad he hadn’t tried. Because he really didn’t know which way Bel was going to jump. Did he want Garen? Nico? Neither? Garen might be interested in Bel—at least he was acting that way—but he’d already made it clear that he wanted to rekindle things with Nico if given the chance. 

Nico was confusing himself. 

And the more he thought about it, the worse it got. These two were throwing out some confusing signals, and for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out how to read them. 

Maybe he should figure out a way to test this. Yeah. Otherwise Nico could sit there for the next decade thinking about it and get nowhere fast. 

The miles passed under their wheels readily enough. They crossed Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, and got to Denver, Colorado, before they just had to call a stop for the night. Nineteen hours in the car was too much for any person’s sanity and everyone agreed with a unanimous voice: Out of the car.

They stopped at the first decent-looking hotel that they saw from the freeway, piling out and taking their luggage with them. Bel checked them in, got a room with two queen beds, and they went up in the elevator with a sort of tired trudge. 

It was a nice room. Nothing fancy, but good enough for some solid sleep. After sitting in a car all day, Nico felt stiff, and he signaled to the others. “I need a hot shower. Garen, you got to sleep with Bel last time, so this time it’s my turn.”

Garen’s head turned, taking Nico in, and that grin on his face was not to be trusted. “We can leg wrestle for it again, I think that’s fair.”

“No.” Nico said that firmly. With force and conviction. “You got to sleep with him last time. It’s my turn.”

“Why,” Bel asked rhetorically to the air, “do I feel like a favorite stuffed bear being argued over?”

Garen slung his duffel bag onto the bed and without missing a beat, turned and snagged Bel, pulling him in to his chest. “You are. Our favorite cuddly toy.” 

Again with Garen being touchy-feely. Nico couldn’t tell if he was messing with Bel or if he meant it. It could really be both. Which was super interesting and didn’t help Nico sort things out in his head whatsoever. 

“I resent that,” Bel grumbled, but he also snuggled in a little more. Seeing those two with each other was the picture of hotness and Nico’s libido was not blind to it. “I completely resent that. I’m a dangerous mage, dammit.”

“And cute, too,” Nico agreed easily. “And it’s my turn, you hear me?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Garen let go of him with a sigh. “You’ll just whine if you don’t get your way.”

“Damn straight I will.” Nico needed cuddle time with Bel. The easiest way to do that was to share a bed with him, and he’d already been cheated one night. He refused to let that situation be repeated. That established, he grabbed clean boxers, joggers, and a t-shirt and went into the bathroom. 

It was on the spacious side for a hotel, with a very shallow tub and all-white tiles. He got the hot water going, stripped, and stretched a second. Ahh, that felt better, get those kinks out after sitting so long. Nico stepped under the spray and soaped up, but mostly let the hot water beat against him. Yeah, good. He felt loose enough that he could possibly sleep. 

Stepping out, he toweled off and got boxers and pants on before he realized he’d forgotten his deodorant in the bag. He turned, set to go out and retrieve it, when Garen came waltzing into the bathroom. 

Granted, they’d seen each other naked so many times it wasn’t a new thing. But Garen being around him even half-naked stirred up some emotions, and Nico wasn’t quite sure what to do with any of them at this point. 

Apparently, he needed to decide, and decide now. Because Garen was a man with an agenda. He backed Nico right into the nearest wall, his hands grabbing Nico’s hips, caging him there. The height difference was so miniscule between them that Garen could easily lock eyes with him. Nico swallowed hard when he saw the intensity there. He knew that look. Some spectacular sex had always followed that look. Nico’s whole body thrummed and tingled, his breath catching in his throat. 

“Ga-Garen—” he started, with no idea how he would finish. 

“You and I are definitely not done,” Garen murmured, closing in almost close enough for a kiss. 

Nico stopped breathing. The words whispered through his mind, please touch me. 

“You think you’re hiding something? You’re hiding nothing from me. You still want me just as badly as I want you. You still love me as much as I love you.”

God, truer words had never been spoken. Nico couldn’t deny that, didn’t even want to try. Half of him wanted to lunge for Garen, pull him the rest of the way in, take the offer so clearly on the table. There was only one reason he didn’t. 

Bel. 

Garen’s head tilted and he kissed his way along Nico’s jaw, aiming unerringly for that spot that made Nico’s knees turn to goo. He shivered under Garen’s hands, his own finding Garen’s hips and pulling him more snugly in. It had been so damn long since he’d had Garen pressed in close like this. Why the hell had he ever let go of this man? Why ever break up with him? Was he stupid? 

Lips latched onto that sensitive spot and teeth nibbled gently at Nico’s skin. All thought evaporated completely. God, that felt good. 

“Damn, that’s hot,” Bel’s voice said reverently. 

Nico snapped out of it instantly, tense and alert, trying to push Garen off him. 

Garen moved maybe an inch, just enough to glance at Bel thoughtfully, as if he wasn’t really an interruption. Then those green eyes went back to Nico, brow arched in amusement. “He says it’s hot.”

“Sorry,” Bel blurted, already running back out of the bathroom. “Sorry, sorry, continue!”

Nico stared between them, completely torn. His body was thrumming with desire, high on the sweet adrenaline that came with the anticipation of sex. The bond was oddly thrumming, too, which Nico didn’t know what the hell to do with. On the one hand, he could have Garen right then and there, that was clear. On the other, Bel. He had no idea which way he should jump, and the idea of making a snap decision and getting it wrong was…no. He couldn’t risk it. He did the only thing he could think to do. 

He ran for it. Again.

“Nico, get back here,” Garen growled. 

“Going for a run, toodles!” Nico snatched up shirt, shoes, keycard, and was out the door before anyone could stop him. 

Bel called after him, “No, Nico, come back!”

Nope, ain’t happening. He paused in the elevator long enough to put on shoes, because he was serious about going on that run. He had to figure this out. Garen was clearly out of patience, Bel wasn’t going to hinder them for some reason of his own, and Nico had to figure out what he really wanted. What would be the best way to handle this without breaking hearts or trust. Running would get some blood pumping to the old brain cells, and Nico needed every edge he could get. He’d run for a while, think this through, and come up with an answer he could live with. 

Running the rest of the way to California should do it. 
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Look, Bel was only human. Mostly. Definitely a young adult male with all the hormones, okay? So watching Garen pin Nico to the wall like that—two men he was strongly attracted to—made him all sorts of hot and bothered. Need-a-cold-shower-afterward kind of bothered. And there was no real way for him to deal with it. 

Garen had retreated in a frustrated sort of mood after Nico ran. He’d gotten into bed without a word to Bel, pulled a sleep mask over his face, and refused to talk about it. Nico had apparently really gone for a run, because he stayed gone. 

Bel had eventually given up, gone to bed, and tossed and turned for the rest of the night. It wasn’t just that his own body was reacting to the sight of them. Or that the image of it kept running through his head on an endless loop. 

No, it was worse. Better? Bel’s mind kept trying to slot himself in with them. In his half-asleep state, he pictured himself not interrupting, but joining in. Of being welcome to do that, where both men greeted him with smiles and caressing hands. The dreams were almost vivid enough to feel real, and he woke from a doze in the early morning light, body aching and so frustrated with himself that he wanted to punch something. 

It was decided. The fantasies were worse. Because he couldn’t do a damn thing about it. 

Rolling over, he realized Nico had not returned to the room. He was either still running or had chosen to sleep in the car. Which, Bel couldn’t exactly blame him. 

Garen was still asleep when Bel slipped out of bed, took a cold shower, and tried to calm down. It only somewhat helped. Still frustrated, he decided he better talk this through with someone before getting in a car with those two. They’d be stuck together another fifteen hours at least. And he had no intention of doing that under lethal sexual tension. That was the sort of awkward he would avoid at all costs, please and thank you. 

It was barely six in the morning, so it wasn’t like he had many options for who to call. But his cousin Naamah was notoriously a morning person, even pregnant. And he had a feeling she’d be up. 

He called, then hit the stairwell to avoid waking anyone else up by pacing the hallways. It was nice and quiet in here, if bland, with all the concrete and white, not to mention echoey. 

She answered on the second ring, promptly and with enthusiasm. “Hey, coz! I hear you have a sexy familiar. Give me all the details.”

“Hi, Naamah,” he returned laconically. “I’m great, and how are you doing?”

She cackled, the sound low and throaty. “Sick to death of being on light duty. If these damn twins will get it through their heads to come out already, I’ll throw a party. I’m very, very tired of being pregnant.”

“I can imagine. But you’re alright?”

“Oh, we’re all healthy. No problems there. Grandpa came up and looked us over this week and he was excited to see that his blood still ran strong in the family.”

Bel blinked, not expecting that. The demon that had started their family line still kept close tabs on all of his many, many grandchildren. Grandpa popped in and out of their lives regularly, to the point that Bel himself was the demon’s namesake. That said, time didn’t quite flow for him as it did everyone else, and he was notorious for missing some important date because he’d lost track. “Yeah? Wait, does that mean the twins have the demon eyes, too?”

“Yup. He confirmed it for me. And helped put some sealing spells on them, considering they’re way too young to do it themselves.”

“That’s…rather unexpected. We’ve never had twins before with the eyes.”

“I don’t think we’ve had twins before in the family, period. I blame my husband’s genetics for this. But enough of that. Tell me the fun things. I’m bored and need some good gossip.”

“I didn’t call you to give you gossip. I called for advice.”

“I’ll dispense what wisdom I have. Why, are things not going well with your familiar?”

“They are…mostly? Look, let me back up to the beginning. This will make more sense. You did hear that my familiar insisted on training and called in a friend to help train him?”

“Yes, that I heard.”

“His name is Garen. I wasn’t sure what to make of Nico’s insistence at first, but after Garen arrived I got it. Garen’s one of the most stalwart, trustworthy men I’ve ever met. He’s been incredibly patient about figuring out what I need and training Nico.” Bel rubbed at his forehead, trying to stave off a headache, as this would take a second to explain. And he wasn’t entirely sure how to do it. “And he’s handsome. They’re both incredibly good looking in their own ways. And personable. And charming. And smart. And—”

“Bel,” Naamah did not sound concerned. She sounded excited. “Are you telling me that you have two hot men in your vicinity and you want to jump both of them?”

“That’s…a scarily accurate summary.” 

“My baby cousin’s all grown up. Well, what’s stopping you? Jump ’em.”

Bel regretted, deeply, calling Naamah. “That is not the advice I called you for. Naam, listen, they’re not…they’re not really going to go for me. Garen and Nico dated, once, and only broke up because their careers tore them apart. Garen’s still completely in love with Nico, and vice versa. It is damn obvious just watching them interact. And you should see them in a combat situation. My god, it’s like a dance, They’re so in tune with each other.”

She paused, digesting this, and her next words weren’t teasing. “What are you trying to say right now? That your own familiar won’t choose you?”

“No. Yes. No, not like you mean it. Or maybe yes. Nico’s firm on the point that he wants to stay as my familiar. He really likes this career choice, he has more fun with me than in the army—he thinks of danger as fun—and he’s adamant that he’s not going to break the bond with me. I believe him. He’s been too sweet and sincere with me. I had my doubts at first, I admit that. Mostly because of that ass, Spencer. Those doubts are gone at this point. Nico’s my familiar, and I won’t relinquish him for anything.”

“GOOD!” she said enthusiastically. “I hear a ‘but?’”

Bel sighed deeply before adding, “But I’m not blind, either. He might be bound to me, but he wants Garen. You should have seen it last night. Garen had Nico pinned up against the wall, all sexy-like, and the sexual tension was almost a visible spectrum—”

Naamah giggled, delighted at this mental picture. 

“—and I think they would have gone for it if I hadn’t accidentally interrupted them.”

“Bel, you idiot. Don’t interrupt, join in!”

“Naamah,” he growled in frustration, the sound vibrating his throat. “Look. I just spent six hours tossing and turning because my brain kept throwing sexual fantasies at me, I’ve not had coffee, and I’m literally sitting in a hotel’s stairwell while talking to you because I have to get in a car for another fifteen hours with those two without losing my god-given mind, so can you cut me some slack, here?”

She did tone it down, almost apologetically. “I’m just excited that we’re even having this conversation. After what happened with your first familiar, I wasn’t sure if we would. Alright, look, when you interrupted them last night, how did Nico and Garen react?”

“Well, Garen started teasing, but Nico ran for it. He was…” Bel stopped and really turned that reaction back over in his mind’s eye. Wait, why had Nico run? He could feel through the bond that Nico was safe, wherever he was, but not much else. “He was maybe embarrassed? Or something. He didn’t come back in, either. I think he slept in the car last night.” 

“Uh-huh. Bel, honey, if you were less sleep deprived, I think you’d put this together faster. Two men that are admittedly in love with each other start getting hot and heavy but stop when you enter. Think about that. Why would one of them run. Why would one of them tease, not bothered by the interruption?”

Bel’s brain whirled into high gear. There were some clunks and groans without the caffeine there to oil the gears, but it started spinning regardless. “Nico ran. Meaning he didn’t know how to handle the situation. I backed out of the room, told them to ignore me, so…was it just embarrassment? But Nico doesn’t know what personal space is. I have a hard time imagining it embarrassed him.”

“And after Nico ran, did Garen blame you for the interruption?”

“No. He was frustrated with Nico, not me.” 

“I might be reading this wrong; I don’t know either man, but what you described to me sounds off. Someone should have been ticked at you for interrupting them if you weren’t wanted there. And they would have either stopped or relocated to have their fun. But they didn’t do that. Bel, I think this is more complex than you’re willing to admit. You say Nico’s in love with Garen. Okay. But he’s bound to you. Are you so sure he doesn’t want you too?”

No. Bel couldn’t swear to that. Not considering how hands-on with him Nico was. Not considering how he reacted last night. 

“And Garen, how does he react to you?”

“He’s just as hands-on with me as Nico is. And I think it’s mutual, how much we like each other.” Bel belatedly realized he’d forgotten to mention something important. “Um, I may have invited Garen to stay? And be part of my team.”

Naamah sucked in a breath. “You trust him that much?”

“Yeah. He’s Secret Service. His skills are something else. And really, he and Nico are such a great team together, I really want Garen to join us. Work will be safer and easier all around with him on the team. He’s thinking about it now.”

“You really should have mentioned that earlier. That puts things in a totally different perspective. Garen might well be testing the waters with both of you, to see what kind of relationship he can have with you and Nico.”

That was a very good point. It would explain why Garen hadn’t shied away from Bel’s eyes when he walked into the bathroom last night. 

“I can’t prove that one way or another, but maybe?”

“Hmm. This is rather complicated, I see why you called me to talk it out. But okay, for a moment, set their possible motivations aside. Let’s focus on the one thing you can control: You. What do you want? Do you want Nico as a lover? Do you want them both?”

The words tumbled out of his mouth without a conscious thought. “Both,” he rasped, heart strings tugging sharply at the thought. “I’d take them both in a heartbeat. Naamah, that’s not right of me, is it? I should only want my familiar.”

“Honey, there is no rule that says you can only love one person at a time. Or want one person at a time. You do want Nico. You just happen to have eyes, and there’s another really sexy man nearby, and you want him too. Nothing wrong with that. What does the bond say?”

“Bond likes both. Strangely enough. But I’m not poly…I don’t think?” Bel paused and really thought about that. Was he or was he not? He’d never even thought about it before. 

“What kind of dating history are you basing that on?”

“My dismal one. Okay, I admit, I’ve never been in the position where I had to think about it before. It’s rare I find one guy I want, much less two. Shit, but this scares me. I don’t even know how to approach this. Is this a good idea, to try having them both?”

“I don’t see how it’s a bad idea. Especially if you’ve invited Garen to stay. With things as they are, you’ll have an odd man out if you don’t pursue both. And that odd man out might well be you. Do you really want to stand on the sidelines and let them be together without even trying?”

“You know, when you say it like that, it’s pretty obviously no. I’d be an idiot to not at least try. Although how I’ll manage two boyfriends at once is anyone’s guess.” Bel rubbed at his forehead again. That headache had arrived. “And, um, I should probably mention I’m a lot younger than them?”

“How much younger?”

“About a decade? Nico’s thirty-two, Garen’s thirty. I guess I’m a little concerned about the age difference. Maybe I’m not mature enough for them?”

“Have they said that?”

“Uh…no. Not even insinuated it.”

“You’re an old soul, coz, you’re not the average nineteen-year-old. Just you worrying about it is kind of proof of my point. Is the age difference something that bothers you?”

“Not really? I’m grateful they’re older. It means they’ve got more patience to deal with the insanity that goes on around me.”

“There you go. Besides, it means they likely have more experience.”

“What kind of experience are we talking about, here?” Bel asked suspiciously. 

Naamah was laughing again, that sultry chuckle that meant her mind had gone straight to the gutter, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars. “I’m sure you’ll have fun figuring it out.”

“Get your mind back out of the gutter. Seriously, you’re impossible.”

“You should join me in the gutter. More fun. But seriously, Bel. Don’t hesitate. I know this is outside your comfort zone, but I can tell from your voice that you want them both badly. And that it hurt you, their reactions last night. You felt like you were the outsider messing things up, didn’t you?”

“A little, yeah.” A lot. 

“And if you’re fantasizing about them even in your sleep, that says a lot. Try. At least try. Promise me that.”

“I’ll at least try.” Bel had no idea how to approach them, or even be halfway convincing, but he’d try. At the very least, he could get his sincerity across. 

“Good. And keep me posted. I do mean every detail.”

Bel rolled his eyes, praying for patience. From heaven or hell, either one. “Yeah, I’ll do that never. Thanks, coz. I better get back there. We need to hit the road.”

“Eeeevery detail.”

“Bye.” He hung up and shook his head. Even pregnant, Naamah did not change. He doubted motherhood would do anything either. 

He rose from his perch, ass relieved he was no longer sitting on concrete steps, and returned to the hotel room. As he approached, he spied Nico coming in. The man did look as if he’d slept in the car, hair a little wild on one side where it had dried in interesting angles. His right hand was fused with a coffee cup; a carrier of coffee and what smelled like donuts were in the other. 

Nico grimaced a smile. “Morning?”

“Yeah, morning. It looks like you slept as well as I did.” 

“Sorry for running out, I just didn’t…” Nico trailed off with a sigh, his eyes on the floor. “I still don’t know what to do.”

Bel eyed his expression. It seemed a good moment to get a foot in the door, say something, but what? He didn’t even have a plan yet, good or bad. But clearly, he had to. “Nico.  I already told you I know you and Garen are in love with each other. There’s no reason to hesitate, okay? Please don’t do it on my account.”

Nico’s head shot up and he spluttered, “But…but you…”

“Yeah, I realize it’s weird for me to say that, in a way. But I’m not going to force your heart one way or another. And I knew when I invited Garen to stay what might happen between you. Seeing you together last night wasn’t a shock. It was hot as hell, but not a shock.” 

Nico did not look as reassured as Bel had hoped. “It’s just…I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

Was that why he’d run? Afraid of making a mistake? Bel’s head canted as he took the man in carefully. “Because of me?”

“I’d be lying if I said you weren’t a factor. You totally are. But even before you, Garen and I didn’t last. I couldn’t be a good boyfriend to him, I wasn’t the man he needed, and frankly, we suck at staying together. We tried. God, how we tried.” Nico’s eyes scrunched closed. “For years, we tried. But we couldn’t manage it, in the end. Knowing that, I can’t just cavalierly fall into bed with him. I can’t break his heart again. He deserves better than that from me.”

The moment crystallized in time for Bel, and he understood in a flash what he had to do. Nico was too petrified of making the same mistakes to move forward. Garen was approaching Nico all wrong, not addressing those issues first, only pushing ahead with what he wanted and trying to bring Nico along with him. They’d fail to connect, again, despite the desire and love on both sides. 

They needed something to hold them together. 

And Bel knew, in that moment, that he could do it. He could keep them together. He could bridge the gap between them. It might be selfish for him to think that, and maybe it was the wrong attitude to have. But Bel couldn’t chastise himself for it. He wanted both men. They both wanted each other. And if they needed a third in with them to make that happily ever after, then that’s what he’d do. 

And if he had to be the instigator to get them all on the same page, then he’d do that too. Although heaven help them, because really, Bel had no idea how he’d manage it. 

His instincts said to make a move, though. To not leave Nico in that pain. He stepped forward and hugged Nico tight to him, felt the man startle. Bel was admittedly shy about initiating anything, but he better get over that quick if his plan was to succeed. 

“I think you’re the most amazing person ever,” he said against Nico’s chest, both arms wrapped around Nico’s waist. “And that you shouldn’t judge yourself harshly because circumstances tugged you in all different directions. If you want things to change, to not repeat the same mistakes, then talk to us. Both me and Garen. And don’t run from us again, okay?”

Nico’s arms closed around him, as much as possible considering he had things in both hands. His voice was husky as he answered, “Okay.”

Good, that was a good reaction. The bond between them purred with contentment, settling now that Nico was reassured. Bel decided to push it a little. He looked up into those gorgeous hazel eyes, struggling to keep a straight face as he tacked on, “And remember that it’s your turn to sleep with me tonight. I missed you in bed last night. So don’t avoid me and sleep in the car again.”

Nico’s expression was priceless. His eyes were threatening to bug right out of his head, jaw dangling somewhere around the center of the earth. Words, for once, were beyond him. He managed a nod and a croaking noise like a dying frog, and that was about it. 

“Good.” Bel gave him a winsome smile, kissed him quickly on the side of the neck, and then quickly turned to put the keycard in the door before Nico could catch the blush rising like a tide over his face. 

Naamah was right, this was entirely out of his comfort zone. But dammit, even if he looked like a tomato the entire time, he was going to do this. 

And if he failed spectacularly, he’d go find a volcano to throw himself into. No big. 
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They packed up Nico’s house on base in record time. The three of them had a lot of experience with moving, and they made a good team getting it all done. The furniture, Nico donated to a halfway house in the city, since he was correct in that he didn’t need most of it. They put the important things, the items Nico didn’t want to trust to movers, into the bed of Bel’s truck. Their suitcases ended up in the free spot of the king cab, giving just enough room for a passenger in the back. By Sunday evening, they had the moving truck tightly packed and were able to head out Monday morning for Michigan once more. 

In that time, Garen hadn’t been able to get Nico alone long enough to follow up on that interrupted moment in the hotel. It frustrated him that he’d been so close to having Nico. The man had been a second away from giving in. He’d felt Nico’s surrender right as Bel spoke. Not that he blamed Bel. He just wanted to know why the hell Nico had rabbited. 

Garen was nothing if not patient. But his patience was at a breaking point and reaching critical mass. He had to find a moment to talk this out with Nico. 

They stopped that afternoon for gas in some random town in Nevada, using it as a pit stop as well. They were all out of the vehicle, using the bathroom, getting snacks and drinks. Bel separated from them both to get snacks from inside. Garen tried to figure out if he could settle this with Nico in the five minutes Bel would be in the store. 

Screw it, might as well try. He caught the man’s arm and pulled him toward the back of the truck, letting them stand in shade as they talked. “Nico, I need a sec.”

“Yeah.” Nico sighed, as if he knew precisely what Garen wanted to talk about. 

“You want me.” Garen spoke the words with quiet confidence, because he was sure on that. “Why run?”

“I already broke your heart once because I was a shitty boyfriend, and you want me to do it again?”

Garen had his mouth open, ready with a response. Mostly a denial, because he’d loved every second of dating Nico. He’d just hated their separation. 

Nico’s eyes lifted to his and there was pain there, so much pain. “I already broke my heart letting go of you, and you want me to do it again?”

That stopped Garen before he could utter a single syllable. He’d known it was hard on Nico, their breakup. It hadn’t been easy on either one of them. And no way in hell he wanted to put the man through that much pain again. “Nico, it doesn’t have to be a repeat of last time.”

“It’ll be worse.” Nico shook his head before staring at the ground, looking lost. “Bel’s jobs take us all over, worse than the army ever did with me. And I’m tied to him in a way that you can’t compete with. You’re not staying, Garen, so why the hell do you think it’ll be a different outcome if we try this again?”

Those were several very good points, but Garen protested the last one. “Who says I’m not staying? I haven’t said my decision one way or another.”

“You’ve been sitting on Bel’s invitation to stay for days now. I know you, and you don’t take that long to make a decision.”

Nico sort of had him there. Garen didn’t take that long to make decisions, that was true. He generally slept on really important things, things that were life-altering, but spending more than two days thinking something through was very outside of the norm for him. 

In his defense, this was a more challenging situation than normal. Nothing was cut-and-dried about this for him. And Garen didn’t know how they would react to what he wanted. What he truly, dearly wanted. 

“Maybe this isn’t something I can easily answer,” Garen argued. “Maybe I need a little more time on it. If I stayed, would you take me back?”

“If you stayed, I’d damn well consider it.” Nico eyed him in return, each word spoken like it was weighed and measured before he uttered them. “But you’ll need to understand that the tie between me and Bel will always be there, too. You have to understand, too, that I’m attracted to Bel. I can’t pretend otherwise.”

Garen was rather counting on that. “I know. And that’s not the issue you think it is.”

Frowning, Nico’s head canted to the side in question. “What do you mean—”

They both cut off as Bel jogged over to them, a bag of goodies in one hand, but he had his phone to his ear and was clearly mid-conversation with someone. 

“Yeah,” he said, nodding even though the other person couldn’t see him. “Yeah, no problem. It’ll probably take us a few hours to get there. Can you make sure the building is cleared until I arrive? Absolutely, sir, we’ll drive straight there. I’ll give you an ETA in a minute. Yes, sir.” 

It was hard to put his conversation with Nico aside, as there was still a lot that he wanted to say to the man. But this was no longer the moment. As frustrating as it was, Garen shifted gears, as that was obviously a work call. “What’s going on?”

“Got a job,” Bel explained, already opening the back door to put his bag inside. “Not a large one. Where’s Zion National Park from here?”

Garen knew the area, having gone through there many times in his youth to visit family. “Probably another two hours up the road. We’re near the Utah border now.”

“Yeah? Then let’s get on the road. I’ll send the coordinates to my super.” Bel flashed them a quick smile in reassurance. “This isn’t a big job. I’m called to do stuff like this on occasion. They built a new welcome center in Zion National Park, but it’s making funny creaking noises. And they can’t figure out if this is serious, like it was built wrong, or if it’s something minor. Because it’s federal property, they can ask me to swing by and take a look, rather than tear out brand new walls looking for the problem.”

“Makes sense. You looking at the situation would be faster and cheaper.” Nothing in Bel’s file indicated he had the right knowledge to do that, however, which made Garen wonder just how much Bel had failed to mention to them. 

“Oh yeah, no question. Boss man almost sent one of my cousins, then remembered I was driving back from Cali today and figured out I might be nearby. It’s practically on the way, so no loss for us.” Bel hopped into the back seat as he spoke. 

Clearly, his time with Nico was at an end for now. Garen sighed and let it go, although he was determined to catch him again later. One way or another, he would get this straightened out with Nico. 

Garen slung himself back into the driver’s seat and they rerouted their GPS to Zion National Park. It was a semi-quiet drive, as Bel was the only one talking—updating his supervisor, calling the people on site to alert them that he was coming and what time to expect them, getting details of the construction, etc. It sounded like a mundane job. They’d likely arrive at about two in the afternoon. Garen wasn’t sure how to plan this. Would this be a ten-minute gig on Bel’s part? Should he just park and wait? Or would this take hours? If it was the latter, it might be better for him to get a hotel while the other two went in. 

After Bel hung up, Garen asked, “How long will this take, Red?”

“Depends on a lot of things. If this is obvious, maybe thirty minutes? If it takes me crawling through the building, it can be as much as three hours. The building’s not small, so I’m cautiously optimistic I can get this done in an hour or two. Why?”

“I wasn’t sure how to plan this evening. Should I get us a hotel room, stay here for the night? I don’t think you need me going in there with you.”

“Nah, probably not. Nico is overkill as it is.” 

Nico twisted in order to look at Bel. “But I do want to go in with you.”

“I know, it’s fine. Your familiar instincts may go haywire if I’m on a job without you.” Bel’s hand reached forward, stroking Nico’s arm in a soothing way. “It won’t hurt anything to have you shadow me inside. I just hope I can give them a quick answer that doesn’t equate to ‘the building needs to be torn down and redone.’ Because no one likes that answer.” 

All of this was interesting and brought up a question for Garen. “But how do you know what to look for? This is outside of your magical experience, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, you’re not wrong. The thing is, people figured out that a R’iyah’s eyes can see pretty much through everything. And then realized that if we just understood what we were looking at, we could be helpful even outside of the magical spectrum. So all of us now have schooling in structural engineering, medicine, architecture, things like that. It’s part of the requirement before we can graduate.”

Garen’s confusion cleared. So they went into training a R’iyah mage knowing that they’d be called upon to serve as an expert in those various fields. Interesting. It explained how Bel so readily helped Garen with that bout of food poisoning. 

No wonder Nico maintained that Bel was smart. He’d have to be, to study in all of those fields and learn them enough to be an expert set of eyes. Garen’s admiration was already high, but it rose significantly. 

“That’s an insane amount of studying.” Nico let out a whistle. “I would have gone crazy trying to remember all of that.” 

“It was kinda fun, really.” Bel paused. “I sounded like a complete nerd right there, didn’t I?”

“A very cute one,” Garen deadpanned. 

Bel just sighed. 

They arrived at their destination without any fanfare. It was beautiful here, the stark desert with little vegetation. The canyon was made of red rocks, rounded along the edges, with hints of water in the area even from the highway. It was pretty, in its own unique way. Garen started hoping this job would take Bel an hour or two so they could justify staying for the night. He might have a chance to hike one of the shorter trails that way. 

The new visitor’s center was obvious at a glance. The place was still under construction, with a temporary fence around it to keep the unwary out. Garen pulled into a parking space nearby, turning off the engine. 

“Right, we’re going in.” Bel leaned forward in his seat to address Garen. “What do you want to do?”

“I think I’ll hit up the old visitor’s center, poke around a little. I’ve never been in this park before. If we have a chance to hike a short trail, do you want to?”

“I’m okay with staying the rest of the day and doing that. We’ve worked hard all week. Some hiking sounds fun. Nico?”

“I’m always game to hike.” Nico smiled brightly, eyes already taking the place in. “After sitting in the car most of the day, I’m antsy.”

Yes, that was what Garen was afraid of. They needed to let Nico run around a little, work off some of that energy. 

Nico and Bel went in the new visitor’s center, and Garen locked the car before pocketing the keys, heading the opposite way and into the old visiting center. As he walked, he thought about what Nico had said to him. Nico was adamant that he was the reason why they’d broken up. It wasn’t entirely true. He may have said the words, but Garen had known it was coming. Nico wasn’t to blame—Garen had never once thought that. It hadn’t been either of their faults, but getting Nico to believe that might be an uphill battle. Garen hadn’t fought as hard as he should have to keep them together. He’d let bad work schedules get the better of them more than once. Sometimes, he’d wondered if breaking up was the best course of action for Nico’s sake. It wasn’t until after they’d done it that he had regretted the whole thing and wished he’d fought harder to keep Nico. 

He still stood by what he’d said earlier, though. Really, he and Nico’s relationship hadn’t changed after their break up. They’d stopped having sex, and that was about it. Hearing that Nico didn’t think of him as a lover anymore had stung and made him wonder if it was only Garen that felt that way.

Or it had, until he’d pinned Nico against a wall and seen that same desire and love in the man’s eyes. 

No, nothing had changed between them personally. Their claims otherwise were so much hot air. Garen was sure of that—or would be, if he wasn’t also sure Bel might change Nico’s heart. Damn, this tangled weave of emotions was complicated.  

Nico was right, in that trying to do a relationship long distance again with him now bound to Bel was a recipe for disaster. Garen couldn’t disagree. And Garen had no intention of trying it while going back to his job with the Secret Service.

What he’d said to Bel after their first job was completely accurate. He’d not had that much fun on a job in years. These days, going to work felt like a chore. Or a punishment. Garen much preferred working with Bel and Nico. It wasn’t even a competition. Hmm, let’s see, would he rather go protect spoiled brats that had no care for their bodyguards, or stay with Bel and Nico. 

Gee, it was such a toss-up. 

Garen snorted at the sarcastic voice in his own head. It was clear where his heart was. But the one thing he had no idea how to handle was Bel. Nico had always worn his heart on his sleeve; it was clear that he liked Bel and was attracted to him. Garen was fairly sure that Nico was completely in love with him, in fact. Garen didn’t feel the slightest bit hurt by that, because he was just as much in love with Bel. How could anyone know that man and not love him? Garen had fallen so quickly, so effortlessly, that it felt like his heart had landed, only to stand up, blink, and look around in bewilderment, wondering how the hell it had all happened. Garen wasn’t torn about his feelings for either man. 

He was just worried on how to approach them both, as he apparently was doing a terrible job. Garen couldn’t even get on the same page as Nico, try as he might. He had to figure out what he was doing wrong there. 

A sound caught his ears, like one heavy object striking another. Almost stone, but not quite. With it came the sound of metal being bent sharply out of shape, the high-pitched whine as the tortured metal twisted. What the hell?

Garen pivoted sharply, heading back to the glass doors of the visitor’s center, and his heart leapt into his throat as he watched the new building collapse, the right side going down first, falling in a domino effect that took the rest of the building careening down with it. 

Nico. Bel. 

Oh god, no. Please, no. 

Terror sheared through him, and he was out the door with no memory of exiting, racing toward the building that was already collapsed on the ground, white, pillowy clouds of dust covering the area and dropping visibility down to inches rather than feet. Garen ran through it anyway, sure of his orientation, calling out desperately for the two men that were his entire world. 

“NICO! BEL!”

The sound of coughing came ahead of him, and Nico answered, sounding like he was choking on dust. “We’re okay, we’re okay! Damn, where are you?”

“He’s there,” Garen heard Bel say.

As quickly as the dust of the collapsed building had flown up, it was already starting to settle some. By the time Garen could lay hands on them, he could see them, and what he saw settled his heart as nothing could. They were dusty, no question, but alive and moving fine, no signs of injury. 

It didn’t stop him from reaching out, pulling them sharply into him. He was still shaking, the terror a live beat in his heart at just how close he’d come to losing these two. 

“Shh, we’re okay.” Nico wrapped one arm strongly around his back, pressing a kiss to his temple. “We’re fine, we’re fine. Bel got us out in the nick of time.”

Bel snuggled in too, his hand rubbing a soothing circle at the small of Garen’s back. “Damn idiots didn’t tie the joists together. No wonder the building fell apart. Whole thing was shoddily built. But we’re all fine, I got everyone out. Breathe, Garen.” 

He breathed them both in, trying to get his jumping heart to come back into his chest. “God, that scared the shit out of me. I heard it go down but couldn’t see either one of you. No more going into buildings that make funny noises without me. I damn near had a heart attack.” 

Nico looked at him sharply. “Why do I have the feeling you just made a decision…?”

Garen looked him dead in the eye. “I still have things I need to work out, but this incident just hammered it home. I’m staying.”

Cheering, Bel hugged him tight. “You mean it?”

He could just picture these two getting hurt on some job, and it taking months for Garen to hear about it. Just the idea nearly gave him another heart attack. No, no way in hell would he let that happen. “I’m not saying that in the heat of the moment. I’m staying.”

“Thank fuck.” Nico caught his head and kissed him on the lips, sweet but short. 

That kiss settled him even more. And Garen would have loved to dwell on the moment, but he could hear people running around calling to each other, sirens approaching, and the middle of the street was probably not the best place to stand. “I’ll kiss you more later. Let’s move. We all need a shower.” 

“I’ve got to follow up with people and write a report on this.” Bel sighed, as if just the idea caused him no end of aggravation. “But a shower is definitely called for. We’re stuck here for the rest of the day, so do you want to go ahead of us and get that hotel room?”

Garen locked eyes with him. “You are going precisely nowhere without me.”

Looking around at the disaster that had happened when Bel assumed it would be fine, the mage grimaced. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s get this over with, then.” 
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It took hours to get them to the hotel room. Bel had to repeat his report to four different people, call his boss to do a verbal report over the phone, and get checked out by an EMT to make sure he was fine and not in shock. Nico went through the same song and dance, although he didn’t seem to mind the repetition. Bel hated repeating himself, so it was harder for him to remain patient. 

Finally, though, they managed it. They ended up in the Marriott nearby, springing for a nice suite after the day they’d had. Garen only had to rinse off and change clothes, as he hadn’t been at ground zero for long, so he went first into the shower, Bel second. Nico had insisted on that, and Bel didn’t argue too hard. It was a relief to get all the dust and grime off his skin. 

Coming out, Bel toweled his hair dry, then blow-dried it for good measure. He didn’t like the sensation of a damp collar from wet hair. Garen was stretched out on one of the queen beds, typing away on his laptop with glasses perched on the tip of his nose. 

Bel’s eyes roved over him, mouth going a bit dry. Something about that picture was inherently erotic. The form-fitting jeans, casual white t-shirt with a red cardigan over top that hugged Garen’s body lovingly, and those half-moon glasses like he was some middle-aged man instead of thirty. It made Bel’s hands itch with the desire to go over there and muss him up. And the man was completely oblivious to how sexy he was. 

Bel had given himself a mission. No one else knew about it but him. Its parameters were as follows:

Name: Lots of Touches

Objective: Seduction of Garen and Nico

Time frame: Who the hell knew, hopefully soon

Mission date start: Now

Really, it had started the moment Garen had declared he wanted to stay with them. That was all Bel had needed, the assurance he had a chance with Garen. Now that he did, he was not about to let the opportunity slip by. At the very least, he had to figure out if Garen liked him at all that way. The man touched him often with affection and teasing, but Bel had the hardest time getting a read on him. They’d had that moment in the grocery store, but it hadn’t been repeated. Bel wasn’t quite sure why. 

Did Garen truly want him? 

Bel really had to figure that out if his plan had a snowball’s chance in hell of succeeding. 

He decided to be bold. For him, at least. He climbed up on the bed next to Garen and let his head lean against the man’s shoulder. Butterflies were duking it out in his stomach, as he wasn’t sure what Garen’s reaction would be. He didn’t think Garen would just shove him off, but…. 

Garen lifted a hand to smooth it through Bel’s hair, a welcoming gesture, before he went back to typing. The wordless assurance of I like you there was enough to put a smile on Bel’s face. He snuggled a little more firmly into Garen’s side. 

Then his eyes started to automatically read what Garen was typing, and his eyebrows got lost somewhere in his hairline. “You’re writing your resignation? Already?”

“Takes time to find replacements,” he explained, pausing in his typing to answer. “Even if I’d stuck to the original plan, I wouldn’t have been back for another five months anyway. Might as well tell them now. And Victoria did say I could officially stay.”

“She did.” She’d told them that right before they left, in fact, although it was under certain conditions. Garen and Nico both had to undergo some training on how to recognize different magical wards, symbols and such, in order to safeguard themselves. “You’ll need to do a six-week training course, you and Nico both, but then you’ll be properly certified for field work. I’m really, really happy you chose to stay with us, Garen. You won’t believe how many years I’ve hoped and prayed for someone like you and Nico to come to me.”

Garen turned his head and planted a kiss against Bel’s forehead before whispering roughly, “You have no idea how glad I am that Nico called me here. I didn’t know what I was missing.” 

Scooting in a little closer, Bel put an arm around Garen’s chest and hugged him. He had to hug him. This man was just too precious. 

Garen hugged him back just as readily, their eyes meeting. All at once, they returned to that moment in the grocery store, the heat and connection obvious in Garen’s eyes. Bel’s own breath caught a little, his heart zinging. He felt like he had his answer, and this moment was perfect. So simply, beautifully perfect. 

There was no way the attraction was one-sided, not with Garen looking at him like that. 

From the bathroom, Nico’s voice floated out. “You know, I just realized this, but when you order a pizza, you’ve basically become an NPC giving an adventurer a fetch quest with the promise of money upon completion.” 

The moment was broken again, but Bel found he didn’t mind. He let it go, as it wasn’t the time or place to capitalize on it anyway. Garen was already rolling his eyes at Nico’s statement. 

“Sometimes,” Bel said quite seriously, “I have no idea how Nico’s mind works.”

“That never improves, trust me. I still don’t get it. I have, however, learned how to translate him.” Garen turned his head and called, “Does that mean you’re in the mood for pizza?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.” Nico popped out, taking in their arrangement on the bed, and his face lit up. “Ooh, is it cuddle time? Awesome, I love cuddle time.”

“I was typing up my—”

It was as far as Garen got before Nico was on the bed, snuggling in against Garen’s right side without waiting for permission, happy as a clam. 

“—resignation,” Garen finished, long-suffering, but happy, too. That was obvious from the smile on his face and the way he wrapped an arm around Nico, pulling him in tighter. “Although how I’ll do that with two occupied arms is anyone’s guess.”

“You’re writing your resignation?” Nico beamed from ear to ear and promptly lifted up enough to kiss Garen soundly. “You just made two people very happy.” 

“Three people. I’m just as happy to write it.” 

Bel was thrilled to see that these two had gotten comfortable enough to kiss each other in front of him. He didn’t think it was lust, per se—more a release for happiness overflow. Still, the fact that they’d do it without being awkward in front of Bel pleased him. And he wanted them to feel free to continue doing it. 

Now if he could just figure out how to get them to kiss him just as readily, life would be all peaches and cream. 

Garen turned his head and surprised Bel by planting a kiss on the bridge of his nose. “Thank you. For inviting me to stay.”

He tried to not get his hopes up too much about Garen being this affectionate, but Bel felt them skyrocket anyway. He may have blushed a little under Nico’s gaze. “You’re welcome? I did it for totally selfish reasons, though. Nico and I really prefer having you with us.”

“The opposite is just as true. Will you start the paperwork on my behalf to bring me onto the team? And send me whatever forms I need to fill out for that?”

“Absolutely.” Garen was eager to get the ball rolling, apparently. Bel felt just as eager. He rolled free and went for his own laptop, only to find that it needed desperately to be charged. By default, he ended up at the small desk in the corner so he could plug it in. 

With a hand free, Garen was able to type up the rest of the letter. A little slower, as Nico refused to budge. Bel stole glances at them, smiling a little to see both of them so obviously happy. It was a pretty picture they made together, curled up like that. Garen’s darker, mahogany skin was in contrast to Nico’s lighter olive tone, almost like a sepia-toned painting. Nico’s head was nestled against Garen’s shoulder, for once perfectly at ease, hand lightly resting on Garen’s chest as if to both reassure and hold him there. Garen’s free hand cupped Nico’s hip, keeping Nico close. It was such a tender, comfortable embrace. They really had missed each other, and the promise of not needing to separate in the future must be a heady sort of euphoria. 

It took only a minute for Bel to get into the department’s portal, but it took longer than that to find the right request form. He’d never had to request a member of a team before, so he wasn’t entirely sure what he should be looking for. And even when he found a form, he wasn’t sure if it was the right form. Reporting a familiar was a different form altogether.

Giving up, he texted Victoria with a picture of the form in question. Garen said he’ll stay! I’m trying to do the request form for him. Is this it?

A second later, Victoria called. “Don’t text me that sort of stuff! What is wrong with you?”

“Oh. My bad.”

“Ugh, men. When did Garen say he’d stay?”

“Today, right after the building collapsed on us. I think we scared ten years off his life. He’s typing up his resignation letter now.”

“Ah. I suppose seeing that danger would put things sharply into perspective for him. Well, I’ll tell him this myself when I see him, but I’m very happy he’s decided to stay. You can tell him that Matt and I both hoped he would.”

Bel lowered the phone and relayed, “Victoria and Matt really hoped you’d stay so they’re happy you are.”

Garen grinned back at him. “Tell her thanks. That means a lot.”

“He said thanks, that means a lot.”

“We’ll do a welcome dinner for him when you get back. Now, from the screenshot you sent me, that is the right form. But don’t forget there’s a companion form that he needs, too, for magical training. It’s form 1036-A.”

Bel made a note. “Got it. We’ll get those filled out and submitted tonight. I think we’re going to pause here, do some hiking in the morning, and then continue the drive. You probably won’t see us until Wednesday.”

“Fair enough. See you soon, then, bye.”

“Bye, thanks.” Bel hung up and went hunting for that other form and pulled it up as a separate tab. Neither of them were more than four pages long, so it shouldn’t take too long to get through. 

“Alright, resignation letter sent.” Garen set the laptop to the side with a happy sigh. “God, that felt good. We’ll need to go to my apartment in DC at some point to pack me up. Bel, you got any jobs lined up? I don’t know what’s on your schedule.”

Bel turned in the chair to look back at him, flopping a hand back and forth. “Generally speaking, it doesn’t really work that way. I’m kind of a magical first responder? I get called in when something has gone very, very wrong. Or has the potential to go wrong. There’s very little I can actually calendar out.”

“Ah. Makes sense, considering what you do. Then do we want to try and go to my apartment next?”

“We’ll need to unload my truck first,” Nico said. “Once it arrives, I have only two days to unload it before the company wants it back. I don’t want to pay the fine.”

“Fair enough. My apartment has even less than your house did, so it shouldn’t take long. Maybe this coming weekend—”

Garen’s phone rang, cutting him off. He picked it up from the nightstand, frowning at the screen, before accepting the call and putting it on speaker. “Dallarosa speaking.”

“Garen Dallarosa, what is this shit?” an angry female voice demanded harshly. “I approve you going to help out a friend, with reluctance, and you’re not even a month in when you decide you’re going to quit altogether? No. You get your ass back here.”

Bel’s back went up so fast he felt vertebrae pop. Who the hell was this woman, that she felt she could order Garen about? His boss—well, former boss? 

“Caine, with respect, this isn’t the army. This isn’t a job I have to stick with. I can quit when I like.”

Caine growled like a predator cat ready to tear something to shreds. “You are one of the best men I have. And I know very well why you’re leaving us. Don’t think I didn’t look into it after you received that request. Just because you want to stay with your boyfriend doesn’t mean—”

Bel didn’t think. He leapt the short distance between them and snatched the phone out of Garen’s hand, cutting her off mid-sentence without apology. “This is Bel Adams. I take it that I’m speaking with Garen’s former supervisor?”

There was a weighty pause. “You are speaking to his current supervisor, yes.”

“Former, I believe, is the correct term. Let’s get this straight, ma’am. Garen is not here because he wants to get it on with a boyfriend. He is here because I need someone solid and dependable on my team. He is here because I need that support far more than you because my job puts me in dangerous situations without pause. He most definitely is here because I asked for him to stay. Your wishes do not compare to mine. You’re trying to fill a job position. I need him for my very survival.” 

The other end had dead silence. 

“I believe that concludes this conversation. With or without your approval, he’s not coming back to you. He’s mine now.” Bel hung up the phone with a sharp stab of his thumb before tossing it with force onto the bed. His temper was up, practically steaming out of his ears, and he glared at the still, dark screen, wishing he could punch something. 

Garen rolled up onto his knees, snagging Bel by the hips in order to draw him into a tight hug. Bel hugged him back, still miffed, but enjoying the hug regardless. It might have been a bit of a turn-on to be snuggled against all those lovely muscles. Yes, Bel still had all the hormones of a teenager, but he defied anyone that snuggled with Garen to not be turned on by the man somehow. 

“Thank you,” Garen murmured against his head. 

“You’re welcome. Although, really, that pissed me off. She doesn’t know you at all if she thinks that you’d quit a job for that reason. I mean, it’s definitely a benefit, having Nico with you again. I’m not blind to that. But that’s not the main reason you chose to stay.”

“No, it’s not,” Garen agreed. “Your safety is what tipped the scales for me. And I love that you understand me better, even though you’ve known me less than a month, than a person I’ve worked with for six years.” 

“It does say something about her and the job you were in.” Nico sat up a little straighter, looking them over. “I’m relieved you’re joining us instead. Sounds like it was the right career move. But can she cause enough of a stink to make the job transition difficult?”

Garen pulled back, expression pensive. “I don’t know. But I think it’ll behoove us to do that request form quickly before we give her any openings. I’d prefer to not find out.”

“I’m with you on that.” 

Bel turned back to his laptop, plopping into the chair. “Let’s put it in, and then I can make a few phone calls myself. Nip it in the bud.”

Garen came to stand at his side, leaning over so he could read the screen as well. “I assume you’ll need my help filling some of this out.”

“You assume correctly.”

A lively tune flowed out of Nico’s phone as it rang, and it sounded distinctly Star Wars-esque for some reason. Nico answered it with a brilliant smile. 

“Wicky! What’s up, man? Wait, hold on, let me put you on speaker. Cool, say that again.”

“I’m calling with an invitation. Do you want to come play with me?”

Bel turned to look, intrigued. What was happening on Wicky’s end? 

Nico was practically bouncing at the idea. “I’m totally down for playing with you. What’s the game?”

“It’s called defeat the magically booby-trapped cave left behind by an evil cult.”

Nico’s expression was that of a child promised a month’s vacation at an amusement park. “That game sounds awesome.”

“Doesn’t it? It’s just too much fun, I had to share.”

Actually, that sounded horrifying to Bel’s ears. He pitched his voice to carry, “Wait, Wicky, is this a legit job?”

“Yuppers. When it got handed to me, I thought of you, cause no way in hell do I want to do this on my lonesome. You’re coming, right?”

Before Bel could get a word out, Nico assured him brightly, “Of course we’re coming. Wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Bel’s head thumped against the desk. Fuck his life. Just fuck it. 

“Wicky, send us a proper email with all the deets.” Of course Garen was the sensible one in this equation.

“Sending now. Thanks guys. Nico, let’s talk ordinance.”

Nico’s tone was serious, but the childlike delight on his face spoiled the image. “Absolutely, important conversation. Very important.”

“Vital, even,” Wicky agreed in the same tone.

Bel tuned them out, mostly because they were explaining the ordinance using very technical terms like ‘super slashy’ and ‘makes the best vrãu noises.’ Clearly, Bel’s input was not needed there. 

They focused on getting Garen’s forms done and submitted while they waited for Nico to wrap up his oh-so-important call. With that done, Bel dragged himself to the bed, reluctant to even see what he was being pulled into now. 

Nico had the email pulled up on his phone, waiting on them, and Bel settled next to him. Wicky had sent a proper email with all of the details to Bel so they knew where to go. Well, actually, the email was from Zia and Wicky just forwarded it to them, as he was the one with Nico’s email address. 

Bel was a little worried about how much Wicky and Nico emailed each other. Like…did he want to know…?

No, actually. He didn’t. 

Reading the email off Nico’s phone, his brows slowly furrowed as he went over the details. Wicky hadn’t been exaggerating much. It did seem to be a cave that had been used by a secret society in the past and now was booby trapped up to the gills. The pictures attached to the email were enough to determine that. But…

“I have to ask,” Garen finally said, breaking the silence after reading through the email, “but where the hell is Allegheny National Forest?”

Bel had the same question, so he used his phone to Google it. “Western Pennsylvania, apparently. Wooow, this place is literally smack dab in the middle of a lot of little towns. How did it go this long without being discovered?”

“No, but, who puts a secret society inside a national forest?” Nico kept shaking his head, as if he were trying to make sense of it, but the pieces failed to align properly. 

“I’ll bet you it wasn’t a national forest at the time.” Bel looked between them as he explained, “Back in the late 1800’s especially, secret societies were all the rage. It was like a fad or something.”

“Like mullets?”

“Worse. For us, at least. We run across the relics of secret societies all the time. They usually don’t clean up after themselves, and the magic they leave behind often escapes containment with no one there to monitor it.” Bel used a finger to scroll down Nico’s screen, back to the pictures. “Now, you see those traces of faint, glowing lines there around the cave entrance? Those act as both ward and alarm. If we trip over things like those, we’ll be in for a world of hurt. The way they made that obvious at the cave entrance also means both good and bad things.”

Garen’s head canted as he studied the image. “Good in that they’re trying to give you a visual warning to back off?”

“Yup, that’s the good. The bad is that if they’re giving you that much of a visual ‘do not enter’ it means they have lots of really bad mojo in that cave. Serious magical ordinance that we should deal with very, very carefully. There’s a very good reason why Wicky wanted my eyes for this project. You’re looking at part of the reason.” 

Nico let out a low whistle. “Shit. That’s a lot of trouble packed into a pretty populated area.”

“Yeah, no kidding. It’s no wonder they want to deal with it quickly now that it’s been found. Before anyone stupidly stumbles in there trying to spelunk or something.” Bel looked the email over again with a frown. “We really should not give this any time to fester. Word about things like this gets around very quickly.” 

“So no hiking for us tomorrow.” Garen gave a nod, like he wasn’t surprised. “We’ll need to get home quick, unpack the truck, and then meet Wicky there ASAP.”

“Yeah, pretty much.” Bel borrowed the phone from Nico’s hand long enough to forward the email to Victoria and Matt. They’d need a proper heads-up, too. Only then did he hand it back. “Nico, order us a pizza? I’ll start making the arrangements so we can hit the ground running there.” 

“Sure. What’cha want?”

Bel gave his order, then moved to the desk so that he could properly update his team and make the travel arrangements. Matt called this time, getting the details, and was about as thrilled with them as Bel was. If not for the danger this represented, Bel would have tried to pass until he had his familiar and new teammate better trained. But all things considered, this wasn’t a job he could pass on. 

Dammit. 

Matt promised to get packed and ready on their end, prepared to roll out when he was. Bel thanked him, hung up, then went hunting for a hotel near that cave. With it being a national forest, surely there was a nice hotel somewhere close by. 

As he clicked through links, he thought about the argument they’d had at the previous hotel. Of how the guys both wanted to sleep with him. Of how he wanted to sleep next to both of them. That was a little nerve-wracking, that thought, but true nonetheless. And if Bel was to make any sort of progress figuring Garen and Nico out, maybe more proximity would do it? 

He looked at the listings of rooms with available beds and clicked a single room with a king-sized bed with confidence. 

One room. One bed. 

Garen, Nico, your move. 
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When you think about how huge the earth is, and how it’s just a tiny ball circling a sun, which in turn is a miniscule speck in the universe, it’s pretty easy to rationalize eating an entire box of donuts. 

Why, yes, Nico was trapped in the back of a car and bored out of his skull. Why do you ask?

It was a long drive from Utah to Michigan, and they could no longer take breaks or stop for long periods of time. It was quick pit stops for gas and snacks, and then they were on the road again. Nico understood needing to be on the move, and doing so with urgency. He’d been army, after all. 

Still. Back seat of car. Bored. 

Booooored. 

With nothing better to do, his eyes kept gravitating to Garen and Bel. With Garen now staying, it opened up a world of possibilities. Garen’s question to him was no longer academic. Garen was staying.

What was Nico’s move?

And the hell of it was, Nico didn’t know. He honestly had no clue how to react, what to answer Garen with. 

The reason for it was the cute twink sitting right in front of him. 

One month ago, given the chance to have Garen back, Nico would have leapt without question. He still loved the man to hell and back. His feelings for Garen hadn’t changed. Nico had never been able to put into words what it was like, loving Garen. Sometimes, Nico felt like Garen cradled his heart with both hands. The security, the safety, the trust between them made their feelings for each other amazing.

What had changed matters was his heart reporting very similar emotions for someone else. Nico had realized over the past few days that he was steadily falling for Bel, too. It probably should have at least startled Nico that he could fall in love with another man while still being completely in love with Garen, but it somehow didn’t. Maybe because it was Bel. How could he not? Bel hit buttons Nico had only suspected he had. There was that overwhelming desire to protect, sure, but he genuinely just liked being in Bel’s company. And the little mage was so sweet, so giving, and sometimes Nico just wanted to glomp onto him and squeeze. The cute-aggression was strong in Nico. 

His feelings and desire for Bel were different, but the same, and just as strong as what he already felt for Garen. There was no use pretending otherwise. 

Nico was honest enough with himself to realize that part of why he fell for Bel was that it was safe to love him. There was no question of compatibility between them, to start with. A very strong magical spell had said point-blank they were compatible. He didn’t have any of the same potential trip hazards with Bel that he had with Garen. Work wouldn’t tear them apart—quite the opposite—and there was no long-distance relationship to somehow manage. Everything that had gone wrong with Garen had no room to grow between him and Bel. 

It was a heady realization, one that he reveled in. Not that he quite knew what to do with the knowledge that he was head over heels in love—and lust—with two men his life now revolved around. 

So here he sat, looking at two men that he wanted (rather desperately) and not sure how to handle it all. The only thing he could think of was maybe…maybe Garen felt the same way? Possibly? 

Nico blew out a breath. Garen had tried to talk to him about this at the gas station, and Nico was now wishing he’d done a better job of listening. Since that moment had passed, it was on Nico to try again and be upfront with Garen about all of this. Pretending otherwise would just blow up in his face. Garen deserved the truth from him, and maybe…just maybe, if the stars were aligned right, and Nico threw a few virgin sacrifices to the dating gods, he could have his wish. 

Maybe, just maybe, Nico could have both of them. 

Assuming Bel was okay with having two hot men sex him up. 

And really, who wouldn’t be? 

Nico was totally okay with that. 

His mind went straight into the gutter, and he started fantasizing. All the fantasies. All. Oooh, maybe Bel would prove to be a power bottom. Nico was totally into that kind of thing. 

Damn, getting horny in the back seat might not be the best plan. 

Nico sighed, deeply, from the cockles of his dark soul. But while he’d been daydreaming, they’d gotten a lot closer to the house, at least. He recognized the freeway signs were announcing Plymouth soon. He desperately wanted out of this car. Words could not express how much he wanted out of this car. It currently starred in his top ten fantasies. 

Garen turned his head a little and asked, “Nico, we’re about ten miles from the house. Want me to drop you off here, let you run the rest of the way in?”

“Oh, thank fuck, yes!” Nico blurted out, already yanking his seat belt off. 

Garen pulled off to the side of the freeway, far enough over that Nico could safely duck out without fear of cars. 

He leaned forward to kiss Garen’s cheek, then Bel’s, and he was out the door a second later. “Love you both, by~e!”

Freeeeeeedom!

And yes, he’d have to get back into the car tomorrow to drive to Pennsylvania, but at least he could run now. And now was all that mattered. 
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They left in the morning for Allegheny National Forest. Between getting back late, and needing to do laundry and sort out what to do with Nico’s moving truck, they didn’t leave until nearly ten o’clock. Nico had hired a service that allowed him to store the truck for up to thirty days, so he delayed it coming for two weeks, which the company was flexible enough to do. It was one less problem to worry about. 

It was a five-hour drive, and Nico was once again in the back seat for most of it. This time, he spent the time devising different strategies for how to approach both Garen and Bel. He knew Garen better, no question, so he had an easier time phrasing different conversational openers in his head. Bel was a little harder. But he had to try. Nico felt so deeply for both of these men, and his connection with Bel wasn’t ever going away. He just hoped, prayed, that this would work out in his favor. Bel was starting to initiate hugs, cuddles, even kissing him on the cheek sometimes. Once, very memorably, on the side of the neck. Nico felt like he’d slowly broken down Bel’s defensive walls one by one and seen some distinct progress on how comfortable Bel now was in his personal space. 

The one upside to Garen staying—aside from the fact that Garen was staying—was that Bel’s nervousness about Nico staying seemed to have dissipated completely. Bel now acted completely sure of him, and that was a relief to Nico. Like, completely bowled over with relief type of feeling. Also gratifying that he no longer felt like he was trying to ride a bicycle uphill, backwards, with no seat. He hadn’t been sure what else to do to win Bel over. Or maybe enough time had passed that Bel no longer feared Nico would have second thoughts? Whatever the case, Bel was more settled. Nico took the win. 

The trick to all of this was the timing. They were about to start a job, so the opportunity to say something to either man might not come soon. Either that, or Nico would have to find a way to get both of them one-on-one, in the right mood, and try to get this idea across. Pretty tall order, as Bel was already stressed about this job. 

Why, Nico had no idea, as it sounded great to him. Like going to an amusement park. With explosions. What was not to love, right?

Anyway, he’d have to either find or finagle a way to talk to both of them. Because now that he had a game plan (sorta, it was rough around the edges, a little feral still, might need a bath), he didn’t want to sit on it. 

Anyone who knew Nico could tell you—patience wasn’t exactly in his DNA. But that’s what they had Garen for. 

“Looks like we’re almost there,” Bel commented. 

Nico came out of his own head to pay attention to their surroundings. Pretty trees lined the paved road, the underbrush thick. A hint of a river peeked through the leaves, the water looking blue and inviting. At a glance, it was pretty obvious why someone made this a national park. 

“Pretty wild that someone put an evil cult cave in here,” he commented, looking around. “It’s so postcard pretty.”

“Isn’t it?” Garen slowed to take a turn, following the car’s GPS. “Could be that’s why they did it, though. Because no one would think to look here.”

“Could be. Oooh, I see Wicky and Zia!” 

Both mages were at the entrance to a turn off, standing outside their SUV and chatting with a forest ranger in the khaki shirt and olive-green pants uniform. A chain with a ‘Keep Out’ sign attached stretched across the road, blocking people from driving further in. 

“They’ve got basic warning signs and protections up, at least.” Bel didn’t sound like that would be enough. 

But then, Nico had seen people ignore perfectly nice warning signs and just blaze through, get in trouble, and be genuinely surprised when they got hurt. So yeah, warning signs were not enough for the stupid people. 

Garen pulled up next to the SUV, having to squeeze in as there wasn’t much room with the ranger’s pickup there too. Wicky waved a hello as they climbed out. 

“You guys made good time.”

“Only a five-hour drive from where I live.” Bel gave a shrug, smile a bit strained. “And we probably won’t have time to really delve into anything today. But I do want to take a look at the entrance, at least. So I know what to plan for tomorrow.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Nico absently tracked it as Matt and Victoria parked alongside the road and also got out, joining the rest of the group. All the animal familiars were doing zoomies in the clearer section of the grass, getting the kinks out after a long trip in the car. The mages were talking logistics for additional signs and protections they’d need to put up. It all basically went in one ear and out the other. What Nico really wanted to know was, just how bad was this place?

He sidled up next to Wicky and asked in a low tone, “Have you been up there already?”

“I have.” Wicky had this expression on his lean face, a hint that mischief was imminent. 

Nico licked his lips in anticipation. “How fun is it?”

“On a scale of one to ten, one being a boring day in the office, ten being the most fun to ever funsies, I’m going with an eight on the scale. The wards and protections on the front door alone are going to be fun to get through. A few types up there are flashy, meant to be a warning more than anything else. But there’s also a few that are meant to either trap or repel anyone trying to get to the door.” Wicky paused. It was a weighty pause, with much promise. “Which brings me to my point. I’ve seen you in action, Nico. And I will bet you, anything you care to name, that you’re fast enough to get through those wards without triggering them fully.”

“That’s insane. Really?”

“Dead serious. Those spells are geared to catch the average person, which means it’s geared for an average person’s speed. You are most definitely faster than that.” 

“A truly responsible adult would never consider what you’re about to suggest.” Nico felt his blood already pumping a bit faster. 

Wicky waggled his eyebrows in a truly outrageous fashion. “You wanna test it?”

“Hell yeah.” Nico kept a weather eye on both of his men as he said it. They would not be on board with this plan. 

“I knew you would be game.” Wicky slapped him on the shoulder and then nudged him in the right direction. “There’s no path, but follow me through the underbrush.”

“At your six.” 

They slipped unobtrusively through the trees, Wicky unerringly guiding the way through and up a slight slope. It wasn’t that far a distance, maybe five hundred yards, before they broke out into a clearing, a semi-circle with thick, uncut grass laid out like a carpet, welcoming him to the cave’s entrance. 

It didn’t really look all that official at first glance. The rock face rose abruptly from the ground, most of it covered in moss and lichen, with some bare rock peeking out. The entrance itself was sort of rectangular in shape, sitting squatty and low, but tall enough for a truck to drive into. Just past the shadow of the rock face there was the hint of a very stout door. 

The door was hard to see beyond the layer of all the spells. Not all spells were visible to the naked eye, but Nico could see the overlap of two red, one orange, and a few white spells. He saw what Wicky meant about the warning spells. The setup was such that he could just run past it. He wouldn’t get in far enough to trigger the really bad wards. He didn’t think. 

“Am I counting coup?” he asked. 

“Touch the door and come back,” Wicky confirmed. 

Nico took a second to stretch. He didn’t want to pull something. More limber, he requested of Wicky, “Time me.” 

“How long do you think this will take?”

“There and back? Ten seconds.”

“Get out. What are you, an Olympic sprinter?”

“Nah, I’m only almost that good.” Nico did another little shimmy, limbering up a bit more, waiting for Wicky to get the stopwatch on Mobius going. The familiar displayed the timer in bold white numerals, amenable to helping with their experiment.

Then Nico was off like a shot. The wind flew past him, caressing his skin and hair as he passed through the cave entrance. His muscles were already warming under the demand, and it felt good. Nico hadn’t gone full speed like this in ages. 

The wards were on him before he could brace for them. They made no sound, but their light intensified, becoming brighter and more saturated. Nico didn’t pause, didn’t try to study them. It would only cost him precious time, and that would surely get him caught. He hit the door with a thud, the wood rough under his hand, rebounding and using it to propel himself back in the other direction. 

As he raced back the other way, he realized that Bel and Garen had caught up at some point. Bel was watching him with open-mouthed surprise and Garen did not look happy. Oops. Damn, he was hoping to do this before they realized. 

Momentum took him straight to Wicky, and he actually passed the man before slowing and looping back. 

Wicky looked at him with pure respect. “9.8. Damn, Nico, I think you could be an Olympic track runner if you wanted to. And I was right, the wards didn’t have a prayer of engaging before you were out of range again.” 

“You did not send him in there just to test that.” Bel marched straight to Nico, looking at Wicky as if he was tempted to beat sense into him. He grabbed Nico’s arm in a firm grip, obviously torn between yelling sense into him and relief that nothing had happened. At least, the bond told Nico Bel was torn between relief and frustration, so yelling was probably on the table.  

  “No,” Garen corrected with a long sigh, already out of patience. “This was something else. This sounded dangerous to Nico, which meant it sounded fun. That’s why these two did it.”

Hoping to mitigate the trouble Nico suddenly found himself in, he pointed out hopefully to Bel, “Not a scratch on me. I’m perfectly fine.” 

Bel did not look either relieved or pleased by those words. In fact, he looked ready to kill Nico himself. “Nico.”

“Right here.”

“We’re literally going to be battling this cave for days. Maybe all week. That isn’t enough fun for you?”

“Well, it is, but…” Nico looked at the door with a sort of longing. He really did wonder if he could do it even faster, now that he was more warmed up. 

“It’s like denying a child an amusement park ride.” Bel wiped a hand over his face. “Alright, let me phrase this in a way that you’ll get.”

Nico suddenly worried for himself. 

Bel slipped both hands around Nico’s head, drawing him in so that he could only look at Bel. Before those blood-red eyes that saw all, he had no secrets. Or at least, that’s how it felt. Nico may have internally squirmed a little. He liked being this close to Bel, though. His hands might have found those slender hips and stayed there, enjoying the almost cuddle. 

“It will be devastating to me if anything happens to you.” Bel spoke with true sincerity, every word ringing with it. “I’ll not only be heartbroken, but impacted because your pain will be mine. I’ll feel it along the bond.”

“Oh shit,” Nico exclaimed breathily in horrified realization. “Will you really?”

“It’s a faint echo, but I’ll be able to feel it, yes. So from now on, I want you to ask yourself the question ‘Would I let Bel do this?’ And if the answer is no, please, for the love of all that’s unholy, don’t do it.”

That sounded fair. And Nico really did better adhering to those kind of yardsticks to measure things by. He nodded vigorously. “Absolutely. Got it. I’m sorry. Spank me?”

“I’m not rewarding you for this, so no. And I’ll forgive you in this life.” Bel gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. Then he sighed, taking a half step back, and looked at the cave as if it sparked no joy.

Nico mourned the loss, as he wanted a hug just then. Dammit. 

Bel glared dead ahead and growled, “Alright. Let me get an idea of just how painful this is going to be.”
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The hotel was typical government standard, neither particularly luxurious or terrible. Just average. Garen had no expectations of it as they checked in, just getting his bearings as they took the elevator up two floors. It was all clean, relatively quiet despite the other guests, so they’d sleep well at least. That’s all Garen really cared about. 

Right up until they entered the room. 

Why…did they only have a king-sized bed in here? What happened to the usual arrangement of two queen beds? Was this on purpose or was it more a matter of, that was what was available? 

One look at Bel’s face, the smug little smirk there, and Garen had his answer. He’d done this deliberately and was enjoying Garen and Nico’s confusion immensely. 

Nico, never one to leave a question unvoiced, immediately asked, “Just one bed?”

Bel patted his chest, smirk widening. “As fun as those leg-wrestling matches are to watch, I didn’t see any reason to keep doing them. We’re all going to end up sharing a bed with each other, right? Might as well just get a king and skip the argument.”

It was all logical and sound except it didn’t match Bel’s expression at all. There was mischief there, dancing in those blood-red eyes. Mischief and something else, an insecurity as if Bel expected disagreement. Or something. Garen couldn’t quite put his finger on it. 

He wanted to take that bed as a positive sign, though. A signal from Bel of what he wanted, of what he was okay with. Garen really hoped he was reading him right and not just reading into the situation what he wanted to see. 

So when Bel made noises about talking something over with a cousin, and everyone else discussed dinner options, Garen seized his chance. He snagged Nico by the elbow and told Bel, “I think he and I will go for a quick run while we still have daylight. Catch up with you later.”

“Oh sure,” Bel agreed, shooing them on. “I’ll probably just order something in. I’ll be in the room.”

“Okay.” Garen did appreciate that Bel was aware enough of his habits, and Nico’s need to know where Bel was, to just volunteer that information. It would be painful otherwise. 

The hotel sat on a quiet street, just off a main intersection. Plenty of sidewalks wrapped along the road, leading further up and into quiet neighborhoods. Garen pulled on running shoes and Nico was already out the door before he could get his own laces tied. Damn run-aholic. 

They hit the sidewalk, not quite in stride, Nico a little ahead. Or at least he was until he adjusted to match Garen’s slower pace. It felt good, matching pace with him like this. Garen used to run often with Nico, whenever they were both in the same place. Running side by side, taking in the fresh air, brought a pang to the heart. Garen had missed the little moments like these. 

When they hit the end of the street, Nico abruptly stopped and turned, giving him an arch look. 

“Now, what was it that you wanted to talk about?”

Garen huffed a quiet laugh. “You really do know me too well. Although I do like running with you.”

“I know you do. But that’s not why you dragged me out here.”

“No, it’s not.” Garen reached out, snagged him by the waist, and hauled him straight in. Nico landed in his arms with a slight oof sound, hands catching on Garen’s shoulders for balance. This close, they were almost in kissing distance. Garen kept his eyes level on Nico’s startled face. “I’m staying, Nico. So answer me.”

The wind ruffled Nico’s dark hair, drawing some of it over his forehead, just kissing his brows before moving back again. For some reason, Nico looked a little scared. Those hazel eyes were a touch too wide in his lean face. But also determined. His eyes closed for a moment, and he sucked in a breath before they popped back open. “I love you. I want to get back together.” 

Garen’s relief was a hard beat, pounding in his chest. As much as he wanted to revel in those words, it wasn’t all that Nico had to say. He could also tell that wasn’t the full answer. “I love you too. I hear a ‘but’ in that statement, though.” 

“I’m also falling in love with Bel, and, um, how do you feel about a poly…?”

The relief this time was so strong it sent Garen straight to the ground. His hands found Nico’s hips, holding on for dear life for balance, even as he sank onto his haunches. “Thank fuck.”

Nico demanded, “Wait, you too?! You’re falling in love with him, too?”

“How can you possibly not?”

Nico bounced a little in place. “YES! I knew it! All the forehead kisses, and the snuggles, you literally never do that unless you want someone. MUWHAHAHAHA!”

Garen looked up into that triumphant face and felt like his joy was reflected back to him. Finally, finally having Nico back was the stuff of daydreams and fantasies. Garen had prayed, hoped, and schemed for this very thing for two years and counting. To have Nico back filled his heart to the point of overflowing. 

The happiness was too much; he had to do something to express just how happy Nico had made him. He stood again, catching Nico’s mouth with his own in a hot, open-mouthed kiss. Nico kissed him back, just as hungry, his hands finding Garen’s ass and pulling him in tight to his body. It was perfect, like no time had passed since they’d come back to each other. Garen felt old aches in his heart dissolve as he properly had this man back in his arms once more. 

Nico disengaged only to hug him hard, so hard that it felt like he wanted to attach Garen to him. “If I’m ever stupid enough to say we should break up, just slap me and ignore it, okay? Because damn, it feels good to have you with me again. How did I ever forget how good this is?”

“See? Listen to me next time.” Garen let his head rest on Nico’s shoulder. He needed that moment to regain his balance with this man once more. His heart shuddered with relief; he had his lover back and he wanted to indulge and wallow in it for a while. 

Another hundred years should do it. 

“Garen.” Nico kissed the side of his neck before speaking low. “As much as I’m enjoying this, I also want to sex you up.”

“God, yes, please.” 

“But on the other hand, Bel.” 

That was a very good point. And question. All wrapped into one. Garen lifted his head and looked back at Nico, seeing the same concerns on his face. 

“I know you’re totally on board with this—” Nico started. 

Garen nodded firmly, no question there. He loved both of them, he wanted both of them. That wasn’t in any way in doubt. 

“—but we have no idea how he’ll feel about this. In the beginning, when he figured out we used to be together, he encouraged me to get back together with you. So…yeah.”

“He did the same with me, or at least I think he was trying to.” Garen frowned a little, recalling that conversation. “I told him that basically, we suck at staying together. If not for Bel, we wouldn’t have managed to do it this time.”

“Yeah, he’s definitely our glue.” Nico chewed on his bottom lip, thinking hard. “But he also liked seeing us together, that one time he interrupted us.” 

“That’s true, he did. Uh…I’m not sure what he is? Not straight, that much I got.”

“Gay, he told me that.”

Good info. Garen did appreciate the confirmation. “I’m not being egotistical when I say this, but we’re both reasonably attractive men—”

Nico snorted. “You’re the definition of sexy, and you know it.”

“—thank you, my love, I feel the same way about you. But the point I’m trying to make is that if us two attractive men approached Bel and said to him, ‘hey, we really love you and want to be with you, how do you feel about that,’ I don’t think we’d get a no.” 

“In his shoes, I certainly wouldn’t say no. I’d strip and jump you.”

“Bel’s more straightlaced than you are, though.” Garen cocked his head in thought. He really wasn’t sure how Bel would react. But their little mage was so openly affectionate with both of them, Garen gave it good odds he would at least be flattered. If not outright agreeable. “I still think we have a good chance.  It’s obvious he likes both of us.”

“Same. Alright, how do you want to play this?”

“Let’s walk back and talk about this. We’re running out of light, and I’m hungry.” 

Nico shrugged in agreement and they turned, walking back. It wasn’t that far; they hadn’t gone even a quarter of a mile before Nico had stopped them. 

Garen reached for his hand, smiling as Nico laced fingers with him. He’d always loved holding hands with Nico. And being able to do it again, openly, brought a smile to his face that wouldn’t stop. 

“I’m not even sure if we should try to say something to him right now.” Nico gestured vaguely ahead. “He’s already stressed out about that cave. I’m not sure if he’s in the right mood, y’know?”

“That’s a good point. He might not be very romantically inclined right now.” Garen rubbed at his chin, thinking that one through. Maybe after the job? After Bel had a day or two to relax. Assuming they had time to relax before the next thing hit them. Man, this would be tricky. “Then do you want to try feeling him out first?”

“Hmm, I’m of two minds on that. Part of me feels like maybe being honest with him might go over better, but part of me really wants to sound him out on this. First question for you, though, is do you want to let on that we’re back together in front of him? Or wait until we know where he stands?”

Garen didn’t even need to think about that. “There’s no way in hell I can keep my hands off of you. We’ll screw up in five minutes, you know that.”

“I blame my sexy self.” Nico sighed, mock-mournfully. 

Garen pinched his ribs, just because he was being a smartass. 

Yelping, Nico skittered sideways, but there was a grin on his face, too. Such a tease. 

“I say we’re honest about this, at least.” Garen shrugged. “Might as well be. And I think he’s been hoping that we’d get our act together. At the very least, he’ll be relieved at this news.”

“Yeah. Yeah, as long as he doesn’t assume that knocks him out of the running. I wish people came with signs. An ‘open to poly’ sign would be really handy right now.” 

They breached the hotel doors and fell silent for a moment as they crossed the tiled foyer and walked through to the elevators. Garen went in ahead of him, still holding Nico’s hand, punching the second-floor button. 

In another minute, they’d run out of time to talk about this openly. They’d be at the room very shortly. And they didn’t really have an answer. For that matter, he wasn’t sure if there was a right or wrong answer. He just didn’t know Bel well enough to guess. Even Nico had been a question mark for him, despite knowing him so many years. Maybe this was just a hard thing to know unless you asked a person directly. 

The elevator door chimed open and they stepped out. Garen eyed the room door, so clearly visible, and slowed Nico down before they actually reached it. He kept Nico just outside, two feet away, and spoke in a low tone. 

“Nico, we need at least a basic game plan before we go in there.”

“I know.” Nico rubbed a hand over his head, mouth taut with stress. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m weighing in on the side of sounding him out a little first. I think if we both put a few moves on him, we’ll be able to figure this out before really making things awkward.”

“And you don’t think that us being obviously together, but making moves on him, will come off as awkward? Because that sounds hella awkward to me. Wouldn’t it be better to just ask him if he wants to be with us?”

“Eh…maybe? Am I wrong to want to test the waters with Bel first?”

“I think you’re maybe a little scared. I certainly am. But my gut is saying be honest with him. Because otherwise, he might misinterpret it if we both try coming on to him.” 

“Yeah…no misunderstandings, please. Those suck.” Nico’s eyes searched his. “But maybe after the caves? Because I don’t think he’s in the right mindset for us to seduce him.”

“After the caves,” Garen agreed, glad Nico saw the sense in that. “Now, come here for a minute, I want to kiss you some more before we rejoin him.”

Nico reeled him in, grinning. “You know I’m always down for a hot make out session.” 

“Damn straight,” Garen breathed over his lips before sinking into Nico’s arms. 
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Bel had never been in a single hotel, no matter how nicely decorated, that didn’t have paper thin walls. This hotel was no exception. Despite sitting in the chair, not even all that close to the door, he could hear Garen and Nico talking outside. 

Every. Word. They. Said. 

He’d been writing down a basic plan of attack after speaking with Naamah about what he’d seen at the cave, putting down notes while it was all fresh in his mind and killing a little time until the boys were back, as he felt like eating with them. In no way was he trying to eavesdrop. 

Holy fuck, was he ever so glad that he had. 

They wanted him. Both of them had not only finally pulled their heads out of their asses but they’d decided, somehow, that they both wanted Bel, too. And had every intention of seducing him. Bel was completely shook by the idea. He’d never once thought they’d so easily come around to his way of thinking. Bel had hoped, strongly, that he could maybe talk them into giving it a try. But for them to decide on their own that’s what they wanted, well. It made the world sparkle, no lie. 

Although why the hell they decided that they couldn’t romance him now beat Bel. Yes, the caves were highkey stressful, but he wouldn’t turn them down because of that. Silly idiots. 

For a minute, Bel thought about letting them set the pace on this. Then immediately rejected it. Knowing they wanted him, he’d have no patience to wait for them to get things rolling. Better to make a move himself, get it through to them that he wanted them, too. And this waiting business was utter nonsense. 

And never mind his libido, his bond was clamoring for Nico now that it had a green light. There was a reason why most human familiars ended up as either spouses or lovers—the bond liked intimacy. The closer it could draw familiar and mage, the happier it became. Bel was more than happy with giving in, no question. He’d love to do wicked, wicked things to Nico. 

Garen, too, now. 

But how to do that? They’d said ‘need to seduce’ and ‘test the waters’ so they really had no idea that Bel wanted both of them. If he just came right out and said ‘I overheard you, I want you both,’ would he give them a heart attack? 

Maybe?

Maybe it was his generation that was quick to jump ahead? Bel wasn’t sure on that point. Did he need to seduce them a little to ease them into this? The fact they thought they needed to seduce him first was kind of telling. 

Perhaps he should strongly hint and see if he couldn’t get them used to the idea a little before springing that on them. Yeah, okay, a little patience might be called for here. But only tonight; if they didn’t get it tonight, Bel would just jump them both tomorrow. He wasn’t going to let this crazy situation string itself out. 

Right. What to do first? Bel looked down at himself and grimaced a little. He did not look very seductive right now. Nor felt it after multiple days on the road. Maybe a shower would help. Freshly washed skin was always enticing. He’d clean very thoroughly, too, just in case he got lucky. 

Dropping what he was doing, he went immediately for the shower. Bel realized belatedly that he didn’t have clothes in here, almost went back out for PJs, then thought better of it. 

Show. He had to show he wanted them and trusted them like this. 

Starting up the water, he dove in, washing up every inch of himself, and feeling that excited flutter of nerves in the pit of his stomach. And he may have sung a little tune while under the water. It was just so hard to contain the happiness. Finally, finally, he had a prayer of getting what he wanted. 

A fantasy of what it would be like, to have both of their hands on him, sidetracked him a little. Garen’s big hands would be warm and tender, Nico would voice filthy suggestions in his ear even as he pressed in close. Bel would finally get his hands on both of them, watch their eyes roll into the back of their heads as Bel took them over the edge. Oooh, could he convince them to take turns fucking him? Bel loooooved being fucked, and that would be amazing. 

Whoops, bit of drool, there. Damn, he’d gotten sidetracked and he could hear the room door open, the guys coming in. 

“Where is he? Oh, I hear the shower.” 

“He was working on something, though. Whatever that schematic of numbers and squiggles mean. I don’t see any sign that he ate. Was he waiting on us?”

“Maybe. We’ll ask him when he gets out.”

“It’s still amazing to me he just got one bed. I’m not sure whether to be amused or turned on by that.”

“I’m both. Also hoping it’s a sign from him.”

“Shit, yeah, me too. We should capitalize on morning snuggles.”

“Trust me, I’m counting on them.”  

That was Bel’s cue. He shut the water off and wrapped a towel around his waist. Plan A, commence. He might have been a little nervous, shyness undermining his determination as he stepped through the door. He’d not really shown his hand like this before to another man. Much less two. If he hadn’t known for a fact they wanted him, Bel might not have been able to get out of the bathroom at all. 

But he did and had a grin on his face as he moved. “Hey, you’re back.”

They were both settled on the edge of the bed, Garen with an arm around Nico’s back, cuddling a little. When they saw Bel, both of their jaws went a little slack, eyes sweeping from head to toe and back again. And it was obvious they liked the view. 

Bel wasn’t anything noteworthy, really. Slender and wiry muscle, not super built. But he did preen under their admiring eyes. That was heady stuff, there. 

Dare he say Plan A had succeeded? 

Acting as if he normally pranced out of a bathroom with only a skimpy towel around his waist, he asked them innocently, “What do you want to eat? I decided to wait on you.” 

“Yeah, food,” Nico answered absently, eyes glued to the towel. He seemed to be mentally willing it to drop. 

Garen had to clear his throat and force his eyes up before he managed something sensible. “I’ll pull up a delivery app, see what’s available.”

“Okay.” Bel went for his bag, at the foot of the bed, and pulled out boxers and pajama pants, then strolled back to the bathroom as if that was his goal all along. But on the way back, mischief struck. He let the towel drop, as if the knot had ‘slipped,’ exposing his ass for both of them. “Oops.” 

Then he sauntered the rest of the way into the bathroom without a care in the world. Or at least he tried really hard to pull that off. He may have been blushing right past his hairline, but it would be totally worth it if it worked. 

There was a loud smack in the room, as if someone had taken a flat palm to someone else’s back. 

“Breathe, Tig,” Garen murmured in a low tone. 

Nico whimpered in a breath. “Do we still have to wait until after the caves? Because I want to eat that ass.”

Oh god, yes. Bel thrilled from head to toe at that mental image. His dick might have also perked up with obvious interest at the mental picture. The bond made happy, hopeful noises, chiming in with its two cents. All of that, please.  

“Yes, we still have to wait. Although I’m glad to see that he’s gotten that comfortable around us.” 

Shit. Plan A did not succeed. Well, partial success, maybe. 

Problem was, Bel didn’t have an immediate Plan B. 

Maybe if he made it clear he knew they were back together? Couldn’t hurt. 

Bel threw on clothes, blow dried his hair a little just so it wasn’t dripping wet—never a pleasant sensation—and went back out. They hadn’t moved position any, although Garen now had a phone in his free hand. He pointed to the two of them and asked, “If you’re sitting like this, can I assume you’re finally back together?”

Nico gave him a broad smile. “We are.”

“Finally. I was about to bash both of your heads together. The sexual tension between the two of you can be lethal sometimes, I hope you realize.” 

With a wink, Garen drawled, “Thanks for your patience.”

Seeing them with their laps open gave Bel another idea and he ran with it before he could overthink it. He went straight for them, sitting on both of their legs so he straddled their laps. “Here, I’ll hold the phone so we all can see.” 

They startled—he felt them both tense under him—but neither objected. Nico even put a hand around his waist to encourage him to lean back, get comfortable. Bel immediately did so, pleased. 

Garen handed him the phone, tucking his head in a little closer so that it almost brushed Bel’s, but didn’t quite touch. It felt like an embrace on both sides, which made Bel beyond happy. Maybe he was getting through this time? 

They went through the app, talking possible food options, and settled on a barbecue chain they all liked. 

Nico’s hand brushed through Bel’s hair. “You really should finish drying—oh. Ruby, your ears are pointed?”

Bel felt his earlier confidence spin away and he sort of folded in on himself. He’d always been teased, mercilessly, about his ears. It was why he wore this shaggy cut and never put his hair up unless he was alone. He hated how people reacted to his ears. Eyes on the floor, he muttered, “The demon blood is stronger in me than most of my family. The ears are part of it.” 

“Yeah? Are they sensitive?” Nico didn’t wait for an answer, just leaned in and blew a soft puff of air against them. 

Bel just about came out of his skin. He was off the bed, hand clamped to his ear, feeling both embarrassed and turned on, and not sure what to do about either. 

Both of Nico’s brows rose, and it was obvious the man filed away that reaction with great interest. “Super sensitive. I seeee.”

Garen smacked him in the stomach. “Will you stop messing with him?”

With no idea how to gracefully extract himself from the situation, Bel chose flight instead—“I’ll finish drying my hair.” 

—and ran for the bathroom. 

Dammit. Shit. That was not the plan…why did Nico have to hone in one of his weaknesses? Why? Why, universe?

His running unfortunately started a frustrating downward spiral. Even after Bel calmed down and came out of the bathroom, he couldn’t seem to find the right magical timing or idea to get any flirting in. And dammit, he tried. But those two had set it in their heads that they couldn’t do anything with him until after this mission was complete. (Why? Seriously, why?)

Bel started to think that this whole ‘easing them into it’ was a shit idea and he should never have tried it. 

They went to bed that night with Bel no closer to getting these two to jump him, which made him cry inside. It was so much worse because they put him in the middle of the bed—Garen on the left, Nico on the right—and he was somehow supposed to sleep between two men that were not only stunningly attractive, but into him. 

Bel had clearly not only failed to make the proper sacrifices to the Gay Porn gods, but had offended them, too. He had no other explanation for why he was in this situation. 

He did not sleep well, no surprise. He was too hyperaware of Garen’s steady breathing behind him, the solid heat the man radiated. And Nico took ages to settle, as he normally did. Bel hated Garen for falling asleep so quickly. Seriously, he counted down, five, four, three, two, one. Bam. Snores. That took Bel three hours, a potty break, seven hundred position changes, and a sacrifice to the old gods. 

Somewhere in the wee hours of the morning, well past the witching hour, he finally fell asleep. Bel didn’t sleep deeply, not like normal; it was more a heavy doze than a REM cycle. Still, he rested, which was more than he anticipated being able to do. 

He awoke with Garen wrapped around his back, spooning him, Nico sprawled out and barely six inches away. Nico had Bel’s hand tucked up on his chest, lightly holding it, as if even in sleep, he wanted to be touching Bel in some way. It was nice, waking up gradually with both of these men in the bed and realizing that Bel could have this again in the future. That this would become normal and not something he had to manipulate or fight for. 

Assuming he could get it through to them that Bel was all for being poly. 

You know what? Screw the whole subtle adjustment plan of yesterday. Yesterday’s Bel was stupid for even thinking it. Time to seduce these two openly. 

Garen’s breathing changed a little, no longer sounding like a sleeping, purring panther. He was waking up. Bel could feel distinctly that some part of the man’s anatomy was already up and pressing hard against his ass. Felt sizeable, too, and Bel had high hopes for it this morning. 

He slid his free hand up and around, catching the back of Garen’s thigh, then pressed his ass firmly into the man’s groin. Even half asleep, Garen responded, grinding back. 

And then froze, as if he was suddenly wide awake and realized what he’d just done. 

“Don’t stop now,” Bel purred. “That feels amazing. Unless you’re finally ready to get me out of my pants.” 

Garen startled all over again. “Either I’m dreaming, or…”

Bel twisted a little so he could look into those gorgeous green eyes, caressing a firm jawline with a gentle sweep of the thumb. The hint of stubble against his thumb was a fun texture Bel indulged in. “I promise you this is reality.”

Garen’s eyes flew wide and for a moment he was perfectly speechless. “Bel. Are you saying you want me?”

“You and Nico both.” Bel held his gaze and waited. 

Not for long, just a nanosecond. Garen only needed a nanosecond to process before a victorious, stunningly bright smile lit him up. He closed the distance between them, meeting Bel’s mouth in a kiss. A little tentative at first, both of them learning each other, then more consuming as they sank into the moment. Bel’s hand snuck up around Garen’s neck, bracing himself there even as Garen’s lips pressed against his again, harder, their lips parting, the kiss deepening naturally. Garen’s hand trailed lightly down his back, pressing Bel a little closer, their groins snug against each other in a way that made every nerve in Bel’s body spark with pleasure and happy anticipation. 

Bel wanted to crow, he was so happy. Finally, finally, he had Garen on the same page. And mmm, Garen’s hands were delightful on him, as expected. 

They pulled back from the kiss, and Garen murmured, “Hold that thought,” then reached over and poked Nico. “T. Nico, up, it’s time to sex up Red.”

Nico snorted awake, then rolled in against Bel’s back. “Hmm? Oh, is it time to seduce him already?”

“No, he wants to seduce us, that okay?”

“Hmm, yeah, sure.” There was a beat. Then Nico went from sleep-talking to awake. “Wait. I heard that wrong. What?”

Bel rolled again, just enough to put himself on his back, caught Nico’s head, and pulled him strongly in. Nico had no chance to react before he kissed his startled familiar, firmly, without any shyness. As surprised as Nico was, he still kissed Bel back readily, his soft lips slowly moving over Bel’s, making him feel hot and tingly, the stubble on his cheeks a rasping contrast. Bel felt his breath shorten, his body heating up under all the attention, and he wanted to linger, but he needed to sort Nico out first. He also tried, as he kissed Nico, to push that feeling of desire along the bond. It was too new still for nuances, but hopefully something got through. 

Pulling back an inch, he looked into Nico’s startled face and stated plainly, “I’m seducing both of you.”

“Oh,” Nico breathed, mouth parted in delight. “Thank fuck.”

Feeling like this might be a good moment to be honest, Bel tacked on, “I overhead you two plotting to seduce me and have a relationship with me, by the way. And I’m on board with this plan.”

Nico busted out laughing. “So much for our plan, then. You’re making me super happy, Ruby. We weren’t sure if you’d go for this.”

“I’ve been trying to get you two onboard for five days now,” Bel said with considerable asperity. “And neither of you were taking any of my hints. Apparently, I need to just use a clue by four from now on.”

“Apparently,” Garen agreed. “We’ll talk about how idiotic we were later. Right now, we’re all wearing too many clothes. And while I know I’m ready to rumble”—his hand slid down Bel’s stomach, finding his half-hard dick and giving it a loving squeeze—“I think you need a little love and attention.” 

Bel arched into that hand, a whine caught in the back of his throat. It had been ages since he’d had sex, and Garen was touching him in all the right ways, and yes please. He turned his head, kissing Garen hard, mouth hungry on his. 

Nico, may blessings be upon his head, took that moment to throw back the covers, hands on Bel’s pants to help yank them off. Yes, please get pants off—

There was a loud knock on the door. “Come on, let’s go, we need to be out the door in half an hour!”

Shit. What time was it, anyway? 

Garen lifted his head, eyeing the clock on the nightstand, and grunted sourly. “It’s nearly eight. Shit. We’ll be down shortly, Zia!”

That satisfied the woman. “Okay.”

Bel felt like crying. Noooo. He finally got these two where he wanted them! And it wasn’t a situation where he could tell people to leave him alone for the day, that having hot monkey sex took priority. Dammit. Had he used up all of his luck for today while getting these two on the same page? It sure looked it. 

Ever practical, Garen told Nico calmly, “Nico, go shower. I’ll be kissing Bel while you’re in there. Then we’ll switch.” 

Nico shrugged. “Okay.” 

“What the hell? Are you seriously sched—mmph.” Bel melted back into the kiss, enjoying it even more when Garen rolled on top of him. The man’s weight was perfectly delicious. 

Actually, making out until it was time to go was a-okay by him. Maybe Garen was a genius after all for suggesting it. 
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Nico was not at all happy to be interrupted this morning. No one would have been, in his position. On the flip side, he was over the moon to finally claim both of these men as his. It had been something of a long road with both of them, for different reasons. And he may have been a bit high with it all, and fantasizing even while on the job. 

On the plus side, the bond was practically giddy. No matter what Bel had tried to convince him of, the familiar bond wanted to be fully loved and invested with its mage. Having that declaration this morning from his sweet mage had made him all sorts of happy, and the bond reflected that. 

They stood outside the cave now, and Bel was in serious mode, talking through the approach with Zia, Matt, Victoria, and Garen. Nico and Wicky were supposed to be listening, too, but he had a feeling Wicky wasn’t caffeinated enough for the conversation yet, and Nico couldn’t understand most of what they were saying. It was a lot of blah blah blah math, blah blah blah magic. Some promising ‘dangerous’ mentions, which sounded fun, but not much else made sense. It probably went over Garen’s head, too, but he was better about pretending to listen.

Ah well. They’d break it down into layman’s terms for Nico eventually. Until then, he could sit on the grass right here, ostensibly stretching and warming up, and stare at his men with hearts in his eyes. 

They were just so sexy. 

Bel still looked a little mussed, like he’d been rolling around in bed with someone (he had), thrown on clothes, and hustled over here. It made Nico’s hands itch to muss him up some more. And Garen might look cool as a cucumber right now, but he wasn’t fooling Nico. That look in his eye was a clear indication he was planning things. Deliciously fun things. 

Nico was reasonably sure that he’d have energy at the end of the work day to haul them into bed. He truly hoped the other two would, too. Because he was anticipating getting his hands on them very, very much. Maybe he could fuck Bel while Garen fucked him from behind. Ooh, there was a nice image. 

Wicky plopped down beside him and sipped from the very large thermos in his hands. He stared at Nico as if something perplexed him, but he didn’t have enough caffeine to really get words formed. He slurped some more before asking Nico seriously, “Did you know that ‘just fuck me up’ is not a proper coffee order?”

“I’m not allowed to drink coffee so that’s news to me. Long night, Wicky?”

“I opened the air conditioner panel in the hotel room, and it looked like a face, and after I saw it like that, I couldn’t unsee it. I may have ended up staring at it for far too long.” Wicky paused a beat. “The hotel air conditioner has seen things. Horrible things.”

“How much sleep did you get?”

“Not enough, my guy.” He slurped some more, looking marginally more awake than he had before. “I’m asking, because I’m not convinced I’m seeing things right this morning, but you’re looking at Bel and Garen like, in a possessive way?”

“We decided to all be in a relationship this morning.” Nico eyed him sideways and waited. He didn’t think he’d have trouble from Wicky about this. Wicky just wasn’t the type. But you never knew sometimes. Nico had thought that before about someone and been proven wrong. 

Wicky blinked, drank more coffee. “So you’re all in multiplayer mode?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s cool. You look super happy about this.”

“I am. Garen and I…well, I probably never should have broken up with him from the start.” Nico really regretted that now. Although it had worked out in the end. “All we needed was the stability, the assurance that we could be in the same place, to give us the excuse to get back together. But we both fell for Bel along the way, so it was a relief when our little mage informed us that he wanted us, too.”

“Good. You don’t think Garen will get jealous?”

Nico blinked, not following. “Of what?”

“The fact that you two are magically tied together and he isn’t.”

Nico blinked again. Oh damn. He had not thought of that at all. To him, Garen was just as fully invested, emotionally speaking, as Nico was. It hadn’t crossed his mind to question any of that. Shit, would that become an issue? “I hope not? I’m not even sure if there’s a way to get around that. It’s not like Bel can unsummon me as a familiar. That’ll be…no.”

“Not suggesting it,” Wicky promised him, patting him on the shoulder. “It’s just something you three might want to talk about? Because you don’t want that festering, if it is a problem.”

“That was really good advice from a man who’s not entirely caffeinated yet.”

“I’m more awake now. Mostly. Sorta.” Wicky stared down at his cup with a mournful expression. “Maybe I should have asked for more than four espresso shots.”

Nico had a wiseass crack for that but didn’t voice it as Bel came back to him, sitting down on his haunches to put himself on Nico and Wicky’s level. “Slight delay with going in this morning, sorry. I did a quick analysis spell of the area, and there’s a problem over here that needs to be sorted out first. You see that mushroom-lined trail over there, the one that heads deeper into the woods?”

Nico turned to see where Bel pointed. Oh, yeah, there was one. A slender trail, just wide enough a hiker would choose to walk it. It looked rather pretty, the white mushrooms in stark contrast to the rich greens of the forest plants and trees around it. It didn’t look ominous, but then, Nico wasn’t exactly versed in magic, either. “Yeah?”

“That’s a fairy portal opening. Why the hell it’s here, we do not know, just that we have to put a ward up around it to prevent stupid and ignorant people from going down it. Zia and I can tackle it, but it means a half hour of prep on our part, as we need to do a permanent ward.” 

“Okay. I can sit here and look pretty while you do that.” 

Bel eyed him as if Nico was not trustworthy. For some reason. It might have had something to do with Nico testing the wards yesterday, but, in Nico’s defense, he’d been left unsupervised then. 

“Let me put this in very clear terms for both of you.” Bel had his Serious Face on, and he spoke in very simple words. “Do not go down that path. If you go down that path, you will wake up in a thousand years, and everyone you know will be long dead. Is that clear enough for you?”

Wicky blinked at him, then stared at the trail as if it was suddenly more interesting. “But do I get a thousand-year nap?”

Bel’s look could cut a man in half. “That is not the intended use.”

“But I get a thousand-year nap out of it?”

“One man’s bug is another’s feature,” Nico commented rhetorically. He had no intention of trying it, though. It didn’t even intrigue him because it meant separation from his men. So to him, the trail was a no-go. 

But for some reason, Bel didn’t seem to trust that his warning had hit home. He looked briefly frustrated, then calculating, before snagging Nico’s chin and leaning in, kissing him with a slow heat. 

Nico hummed, happily kissing back and wishing he could do more. Damn audience. 

Pulling back, Bel whispered right above his mouth, “I have many, many plans for you this evening. And you will get none of my attention if either you or Wicky go down that path. Because I’ll be negotiating with the Fae to get you back, which will take days. Your higher priority is?”

“Nookie,” Nico answered promptly. 

“As expected of my familiar.” With a wink, Bel smacked one more kiss on his mouth before rising. “Now, sit tight, I’ll get that ward up so we can get back to the real reason why we’re here.”

“Okay.” Nico watched him go, that very fine ass perhaps sashaying a little, and his thoughts went straight into the gutter. Plans, eh? He couldn’t wait to see what sort of plans went through that naughty little head. Especially after the nice kiss that gave him all sorts of tingles.  

Wicky seemed to realize the inevitable. “No thousand-year nap?”

“Nope,” Nico said, popping the P.

“Damn. I at least get a cat nap.” Wicky promptly lay down on the grass, pillowed his head on his arm, and settled. Which was fine. It wasn’t like they could do much until Bel and Zia were ready to go, after all. 

Garen came over to join them, plopping down on the grass and watching along with Nico as Bel worked his magic. Literally, in this case. Casually, he mentioned, “You missed it. You should have seen the forest ranger’s face when Red informed him the pretty mushrooms marked a Fae portal. I’ve never seen someone turn white that fast.” 

“I bet.” Poor guy. At least Bel was here to help fix it. “Bel Bel has plans for us, by the way. He promised me so.” 

“Plans, eh?” Garen got a rich leer on his face. “I like the idea of plans very much.”

“So do I.”

He and Garen shared an equally filthy grin.  

“What are Matt and Victoria doing?” Nico asked with a jerk of his chin toward the cave.

“Warding for blowback spells is what they told me. They’re setting up to protect the area in case something ricochets.” 

“Ahh. Probably a good idea.”

“I thought so. I also figured I was in the way, hence why I joined you.”

“You can totally keep me company, I don’t mind.” 

“So generous,” Garen drawled before smacking a kiss on his mouth.

Nico really should sit on the grass more often. He got such nice kisses from it.

It really didn’t take more than a half hour, and then Bel came back with Zia. Their mages both looked exasperated. 

“I mean, really, who does this?” she asked Bel, shooting a dark look over her shoulder at the now-warded portal. “Who thought putting a portal here, near an already problematic cave, was a good idea? In a well-populated human area, no less. I know they like to put their portals in questionable places sometimes and apologize for ‘the nuisance,’ but in this situation it’s like saying Godzilla has been a minor nuisance to Tokyo.”

Bel shrugged. “No argument here. We’ll need to report it. I’m not a big enough fish to negotiate its removal.”

“Thank god. I don’t want to be that big a fish, either.” Zia cracked her head from side to side, like a fighter getting ready to go into the ring. “Right. Let’s get back to business. Wicky? Someone kick him awake.”

Nico shook him awake instead, as he was a friend that way. “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey.” 

“Lies,” Wicky muttered. “You’re waking me up to go to work, aren’t you?”

Zia didn’t have as much patience and grabbed his arm, hauling him up to his feet. “Come on. I bought you two coffees for a reason.” 

“You’re an angel, that’s why.” Wicky stifled a yawn, looked at his coffee cup, then grimaced. “Which I apparently finished off at some point. Still, feeling awake enough to deal with an evil cult’s cave. Alright, what’re we doing?”

Bel held out a hand to both Garen and Nico, helping them up to their feet and maybe copping a quick hug in the process. Nico certainly took advantage, planting a kiss against soft hair. It got him a pleased smile in return. That look made Nico want to pinch Bel’s cheeks for some reason. 

“I think let’s first tackle the repulsion spells,” Bel said. He gestured behind him toward the cave’s entrance. “They’ll be easy to deal with, as they’re not as complicated as the rest. The next ones in line look to be the offensive spells—”

“There’s offensive spells in there?” Nico asked, intrigued. “I ran through those?”

Bel gave him quite the look. “Why do you think I was on the verge of having a heart attack? You were legit in danger of losing life and limb running through there.”

Whoops. His bad. Although Nico wished he’d known that before. It would have made it more fun. 

“And the last layer I see are the locking spells. They’re also the toughest of the lot. There’s no way for us to handle them all at once, and I think we’d exhaust ourselves trying.” Bel shrugged. “It might take us most of the day just to get through these, honestly. But the park rangers have promised to bring lunch up to us, and we can stop midday for a rest if we need one.” 

“So you have no intention of going past the front door today?” Garen asked. 

“Hmm, I think we can at least poke our heads inside and get a visual on what’s ahead of us. But I don’t know if we’ll have the energy to do much more than get past the front door today.” Bel stared at the problem child in question with a grimace, as if the door had done something to personally insult him. “That’s a really tangled weave of magic ahead of us.” 

Zia winced in agreement. “Yeah, I’m super glad you’re here for that reason. It’s just a jumble of colors and magic to my eyes, that’s how tightly packed together it is.”

“It’s not much better for me, sadly. Alright, we might as well get this over with. Garen, Nico, stand at my back and if I say duck, kiss dirt.”

“Got it,” Nico promised. 

They didn’t position themselves right in front of the door. Rather, they were about fifteen feet away, which was apparently close enough to work magic. Victoria was on Bel’s right, Matt on his left, a usual configuration for them. Their familiars stood on either side of them, but facing the other way, guarding from the rear just in case. Wicky and Zia joined in on either side, and Bel filled them in on the spell they’d use to remove the first level. 

Or tried, until Zia objected, “Are you seriously trying to make me use ‘yeet’ in a spell?”

Bel didn’t even blink, just drolly responded, “Spellcraft is about intent, and the wording of a spell is often the product of the vernacular at the time, therefore using ‘yeet’ in a banishing spell is perfect acceptable. Thanks for coming to my TED Talk.” 

Wicky laughed outright and gave Bel a high five for that speech. 

Zia rolled her eyes, resigned, and flapped a hand as if to say ‘whatever.’ 

Objection to diction aside, it did work. They worked through the first set, and even to Nico’s eyes, he could tell the difference. The area looked less muted, more intensely red as the second level of spells showed through. Not to mention the third, white-hot and intense, locking spells that clung to the ancient wood frame of the door. 

After the second round, they took a break, eating the nice sandwiches and chips the rangers had brought them. Nico walked the short distance to the public bathrooms right down the road, then walked back, needing to do something physical to get the wiggles out. He caught up with Matt on the way back, who didn’t seem to quite know how to look him in the eye. 

Nico wasn’t one to let things fester, so he prodded the man with an elbow. “What?”

Matt blew out a breath. “Bel told us just now that you two are…that you three are dating each other. I’m trying to reconcile the shy teenager to the man confident enough to take you both on.”

“Brain cramping?” Nico asked with some sympathy. He’d had younger siblings also send him mentally for a loop a few times. 

“So much.” Matt eyed him sideways. “You, I expected him to go for. Especially with the familiar bond between you. You’re the charming, outgoing type he is normally attracted to. Garen, I didn’t see coming.”

“Garen’s the sane one. We needed one person of sanity in with us.”

“Is that how it is? Huh. Well, regardless, I’m not going to give you a shovel talk. Victoria might, but I’m not. No point. If you piss Bel off badly enough, he can disintegrate every bone in your body.”

Nico took that in with a blink. “Can he really? That’s not just a figure of speech?”

“He really can. He chooses to not actively use much magic—it’s easier on him if he doesn’t—but that doesn’t make him incapable of using it. Bear that in mind, Nico.”

“That’s damn sexy.” Nico was very proud of his little mage. Since Matt looked worried about this reaction, he explained cheerfully, “I adore dangerous men. Gets my blood pumping.”

“You are one strange cat, Nico.” Matt grunted a laugh. “And thank god for it, as Bel apparently needed that. Be happy. That’s all I want for you three.”

“That’s the goal.” Nico felt better for having this conversation. He hadn’t known what to say to Matt or Victoria, although he knew Bel would want to catch them up to speed first. He was glad the man could take all of this in stride. 

But then, after worrying about Bel for so many years, even this unique situation was probably a relief. The one thing Matt didn’t need to worry about anymore was Bel’s safety or happiness. 

They returned to the others and found them setting up to work on the last set of spells—the locking spells on the door itself. It was such a complex system that they ended up banishing the door the spells were tied to, forcing the spells to collapse without any support structure in place. Zia now seemed amused that she had to use ‘yeet’ once again in a spell. 

Bel took point, Garen and Nico flanking him as he tentatively edged toward the door. It was so dark inside that Garen pulled a flashlight out of his bag to shine inside, letting Bel get a good look at the interior. 

And the skeletons that were strung along the wall like puppets with their strings currently tied up. Just like they were waiting for the moment someone was stupid enough to pass them. 

“This is some Indiana Jones level shit, right here.” Nico craned his neck around to look at the nearest skeleton. “That’s obviously not some graveyard-stolen skeleton. It’s clean, there’s no meat or skin hanging off it, and the sword is pinned to its hand. This skeleton was placed here deliberately. Has it got animation spells?”

Bel just sighed. From his toes. “Yeah. Quite a few. Every single one of them does. And the wall curves—it goes further than you can see.”

Garen put a soothing hand to Bel’s back. “Let’s put a ward of some sort on the entrance for now, call it quits for the day. We’ve only got about three hours of daylight left, and all you mages are looking a little tired. You’ve worked a lot of magic today.”

“Yeah. Quitting for the day sounds good.” Bel turned and walked the short distance back to everyone else, shaking his head no. “Not going further than this today. The hallway ahead is lined with skeleton guards.” 

Zia made a face. “Oh hell no.”

Victoria pointed at her. “What she just said. How far down?”

“I’d say some two hundred feet or so.” 

“Shit.” Victoria wiped a hand over her face. “Yeah, let’s stop for the day. I don’t have the energy to deal with that nightmare. Let’s put a warding spell up for now to keep anyone from actually going in and call it quits for the day. Matt, help me.”

“Sure. Everyone go on. We’ve got this.” Matt waved them to the cars. 

Didn’t have to tell Nico twice. He more or less speed-walked to the car, dragging Bel and Garen along with him. 

Nookie, nookie, nookie!
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They got takeout on the way back to the hotel and ate in the car, as none of them wanted to let their fries get cold. Garen drove, as he normally did, but he kept an eye on the other two. Neither of them looked ready to just roll into bed and watch TV for a while, to say the least. The sexual tension in the truck was thick enough to slice and serve. And while acrobatic sex sounded fun, Garen had a few things he needed clarification on first before they actually reached the hotel. 

Clearing his throat, he asked, “Am I the only one who thought to pack condoms and lube?”

There was a digestive pause. 

“I certainly didn’t,” Bel answered, tone lilting up curiously. “You did?”

“I had high hopes of sexing up Nico at some point. And you, if the stars aligned properly. Nico?”

“I have nada. Trust you to be prepared, though.”

“I’m not sure how prepared I am. It’s a travel size of both, as I didn’t have much room in my luggage.”

Nico considered that. Then immediately shook his head. “Walgreens ahead, pull over. I’ll get us a few things.”

Garen pulled into the parking lot and was barely stopped before Nico was out and heading for the sliding glass doors. “I love sending him into the store,” Garen admitted cheerfully. “He does it in half the time I would.”

“Is there anything he does slowly?”

“Make love. That’s about all I’ve seen him take his time on.” 

“Well, that’s good to know.” Bel had a leer in his voice. 

Twisting in his seat, Garen took him in, this man he’d flipped his world around for. Sometimes, he looked at Bel and saw innocence. Sometimes, he looked at him and saw someone jaded with the world. Bel was something of a contradiction. There was an eleven-year difference between them, and yet Garen often forgot it because of how mature Bel was. Right now, Bel didn’t look anything other than what he was—a nineteen-year-old with two new boyfriends, who was excited about having sex with them for the first time. 

Garen took joy in that, knowing Bel could be so eager to be with him. But it also brought up a few questions. 

“Bel, in all the time I’ve known you, no one’s brought up your dating history. So you’ll understand if I ask, what’s your experience?” 

“Not a virgin,” Bel assured him. “I have dated a few guys, not that I had sex with all of them. The most steady boyfriend I had was about three months. I’ve had sex maybe a dozen times? So it’s not that I’m innocent to any of it, I just don’t have a ton of experience. I will tell you this.” He leaned in and whispered it like a naughty secret, expression one of pure mischief. “I’m totally a bottom. I love, beyond all else, being fucked.”

Garen’s pants became very tight all of a sudden. 

“And one of my fantasies right now is that you and Nico will take turns fucking me most of the night. Do you think you’d be interested in doing that?”

He actually did look hopeful, as if that was even a question. For some reason. Garen had to use considerable constraint not to just launch himself at the mischievous blond in the back seat. “Are you seriously teasing me right now when I can’t even properly get my hands on you?”

Bel laughed, snapped off the belt, and slid between the front seats so that his butt was on the divider. It was awkward, definitely cramped, but he leaned in and met Garen with a heated kiss that promised all sorts of things as soon as they got to a bed. Garen got both hands on him, tangling one in that fair hair, and dearly wished Bel had told them that at the hotel when Garen could properly do something about it.

The passenger door opened, and Nico demanded, “Stop that, you’re making me all hot and bothered just watching you. Garen, sally forth to the place with four walls and a bed! We have a young mage to despoil.”

Laughing, Garen broke the kiss and shoved Bel back toward his seat. “Our mage has requested we take turns fucking him. Turns out he’s a dedicated bottom.”

“You bet I am,” Bel replied comfortably. “Any dedicated tops or bottoms in this car, or is it just me?”

“Mostly just you,” Nico answered as Garen got the car started up again. “G does tend to top more than I do, but that’s because he likes the control. Really, we’re both pretty flexible.” He cocked his head at Bel. “It didn’t hit me until I was in the store, but did I even need to get condoms? I mean, you can see if we have something, right?”

“I can, and no, you didn’t. I didn’t get a chance to get a word out before you were in the store.” The plastic bag between them rustled as Bel rummaged through it. “Hmm, okay, good selection of lube. And whipped cream. Really?”

“Whipped cream and Garen are a very fun combination. Trust me on that.” 

Garen’s pants got even tighter as he remembered, vividly, the last few times Nico had used whipped cream on him. Damn, that had been fun. Sticky, but fun. 

Should he be concerned by the complete lack of sleep they were going to get tonight? 

Nah.

The hotel seemed to take a dog’s age to actually reach, but they did get there. Garen might have been walking a tad stiffly through the hotel lobby, and Nico was visibly bouncing up and down on his toes waiting for the elevator to arrive. As soon as the elevator doors chimed shut behind them, Garen snagged Bel by the waist and yanked him in, prompting Bel to laugh and then groan, the kiss hot and hungry. 

Garen heard the chime of the elevator arriving and broke off reluctantly, as he didn’t need to give anyone else a show. Nico was already out and ahead of them, unlocking the door and waving them impatiently through. Not that either of them needed the encouragement. 

Bel tugged off his shirt just inside the door, tossing it aside carelessly, toeing off shoes and trying to tug Nico’s shirt off all at the same time. It was satisfying to see Bel’s eagerness, to know he wanted them just as much as Garen and Nico wanted him. Nico got his shirt off before he became distracted, kissing Bel instead, both of them plastered together. It was an amazing visual, hotter than any porn Garen had seen. Bel was all slender muscles and porcelain skin, Nico’s darker hands painting trails of pure sin over his back and then finding and flexing over Bel’s ass as he lifted him up. The two of them were obviously tonguing each other, the kiss hot enough that Garen could swear steam came off of them. 

Well. He had to get his hands on that. 

Garen stripped off his shirt and shoes too, then plastered himself against Nico’s back before grinding his groin into that bubble butt. Nico broke the kiss with Bel on a groan, head coming back. 

“Shit, that feels good. Why the hell are we all still wearing pants?”

“No idea, but I need them off,” Bel panted. 

Leaning in, Garen murmured, “Yes, Nico, take his pants off. I’m in the mood to eat that fine ass before we fuck him senseless.”

Bel may have whimpered, expression both hopeful and desperate. 

Nico’s hands were at Bel’s waistline with lightning speed. 

Bel’s phone went off. 

They all stopped, eyes going to where it sat in his pocket. 

“That’s not your usual ringtone?” Garen asked, having a sinking feeling in his gut. This didn’t herald anything good. 

“It means it’s not a number of a friend or family.” Bel yanked it out of his pocket, took one look at the screen, and looked ready to cry. “Park ranger. Shit. Hello?”

Whatever was said—Garen couldn’t catch every word—Bel looked ready to commit murder. But he grunted an acknowledgement. 

“Fine. We’re on our way back. ETA twenty minutes. Yeah, okay.” Bel hung up. And then let his head thunk against Nico’s chest. “I hate people.”

“What’s going on?” Garen demanded. He did not like the idea that their sexy time was being interrupted like this. 

“Some idiot hikers went past all the warning signs and are now thoroughly entangled in the warding at the cave’s entrance. I’m the only one they’ve been able to reach so far. We’ve got to go pull them out. And then reset the ward.” 

Duty called. Garen could feel the dark cloud amassing above their heads. Left to their own devices, they might well have chosen to leave the stupid people caught in the ward overnight. Just for the principle of the thing. 

Sighing, Garen let go of Nico—his hands protested this movement very much—and bent to retrieve shirt and shoes, putting them back on. He saw Nico hadn’t moved; he was just standing there with his arms extended on either side, head tilted back toward the ceiling. 

“What are you doing?” Garen asked, knowing the answer was going to be a doozy. It always was with Nico. “Praying for patience?”

“Trying to summon a fuck to give.” Nico gave it a beat. “Still nothing.”

Bel yanked his shirt hard enough that a seam popped. “Let’s just get this over with. Quickly.”

There wasn’t really any other option. 

As they went once again for the elevator, Bel made two phone calls, frowning with both of them. “I can’t reach either Matt or Victoria. Maybe they’re in a loud place and can’t hear their phones?”

“Maybe. Try Wicky and Zia.” 

“I’ll try Wicky,” Nico volunteered. “You try Zia.”

“Okay.”

Garen went through a mental checklist. Keys, wallet, patience—well, two out of three wasn’t bad. He could at least get them to the scene, although his two lovers might well choose to strangle the people they were supposed to rescue. 

Both answered their phones, and Bel and Nico gave them the rundown. Even over the phone, Wicky sounded ready to kill someone. 

“Okay, Wicky is moving and said wait on him,” Nico relayed. “He’s here at the hotel, just needs to throw shoes back on.”

“Zia was out getting dinner. She said she’d meet us there,” Bel relayed. “Alright, we should be able to manage with just us. It’s not that complex of a ward.” 

Garen slung himself into the driver’s seat, starting the truck up while waiting. His ardor had cooled considerably, but the frustration level had definitely risen. His mind wandered to a happy place where he could throat punch people and there were puppies and cupcakes after. 

Wicky came out looking only marginally more happy than they were, slinging himself into the backseat without hesitation, sitting next to Nico. He barely had himself settled before he announced, “I’m not saying it would fix anything, but I would feel better with an enchanted sword.”

Bel sighed, and it didn’t really sound like disagreement. “But we’re not allowed to kill anybody.”

“More’s the pity,” Garen muttered as he backed the car out. 

“Do we even have the full story of what happened?” Wicky asked. “I just have ‘stupid tourists are tangled in ward, help.’”

“That’s about the gist of what I got.” Bel twisted in the front seat to look back at him. “The park rangers got a call from a very frantic woman saying her boyfriend had tried to go spelunking in a cave and was now stuck, somehow, and they couldn’t get him out. And now she’s stuck in there with him. Or at least partially.”

“What kind of ward did Matt and Victoria set? I didn’t stay long enough to see.”

“Probably a catch-variety ward.” To the other two, Bel explained, “There’s a wide variety of wards. Depends on what magical training you have, what magic type you use, etcetera. There’s a million variations, it feels like. But Victoria and Matt both favor catch-variety wards, the type to snag anyone who tries to enter and detain them, like a spiderweb would a fly. They’re simpler to set up short-term, take less magical energy, and don’t do any lasting damage. Most wards either repel someone—at the intruder’s cost, as it’s not gentle—or act like a brick wall. You can’t get past it.” 

Interesting. Garen filed the information away. “So is this something you can untangle them from easily?”

“Should be able to. The other reason they favor catch-type wards is that they’re easy to release and take down.” Bel paused, a frown gathering on his face. “There’s just one thing that concerns me.”

“What?”

“We left a lot of residual magical energy lying about today.”

“Oh shit.” Wicky groaned. “Shit, we did at that. You think the ward will absorb it?”

“Good possibility. Very good possibility, really. I was tired earlier, and focused on getting back to the hotel, so I didn’t think of it. I wonder if Matt and Victoria did? Cleansed the area before they set the ward?”

“I sure hope so. Otherwise this will take longer than fifteen minutes.”

That didn’t sound promising. 

They didn’t speak much beyond that until they arrived at the site. There was a park ranger’s truck off to one side, a ranger stood nearby looking tired but she perked up visibly when she saw them pull up. Garen didn’t recognize her, but they’d only met one other park ranger before this. It stood to reason there was more than one for a park this size. 

Bel marched through the tree line, into the clearing where the cave sat, looked the situation over, and swore. Viciously. With feeling. 

Garen winced and looked over to see that angry expression. That bad, huh. 

Nico came up behind Bel, an arm sliding around his waist. “One a scale of one to ten, one being ‘crap,’ ten being ‘fuck this,’ how bad is it?”

“Fuck this,” Bel bit off. 

“Ouch.”

“I can’t see it as clearly as he can,” Wicky observed, mouth set in a very unhappy line, “but that doesn’t look good even to me. The ward has not only absorbed the residual energy left here, but it’s now warped in such a way that it’s not really a proper ward anymore. It’s functioning like one, sorta, but it’s also twisted in on itself and embedded into the rock. I did not anticipate it could do that.”

“They really, really should have cleansed the area before setting the ward.” Bel ran a hand over his face. “I blame me, I didn’t think of it either, and my eyes can see what a mess this place is. It’s my job to warn them of things like that.” 

Wicky waved a hand to indicate the people still trapped. “Blame game aside, we got to fix this. This is gnarly, Bel.” 

“Truly.” Bel shook it off and headed for the park ranger. “Hi, I’m Bel Adams, MAD. Can you help me sort this out so we can all go home before midnight?”

Garen let him go, shaking his head as he followed. They’d be lucky to get back to the hotel before midnight, huh? Good thing they’d already eaten dinner, then. They’d need the energy. 

And sex, apparently, would need to wait another day. 

Dammit. 
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Bel woke up in a hazy cocoon of warm skin and soft breathing. It was so delightful, and he was so comfortable, that he couldn’t figure out why he’d woken up. He was once again smack in the middle of Garen and Nico, Garen wrapped around his back in a perfect spoon, Nico stretched out on his back, dead to the world. 

This was the moment Bel had wished for—and feared never having. Ever since he was really old enough to understand what his future would entail, having a familiar, he’d had this vision in his head. Of sleeping next to a man who loved him, who he loved just as much in return. Waking up next to him like it was the most natural thing in the world, able to turn and cuddle in, knowing he was both safe and wanted. Especially after his parents shuffled him off to Victoria and Matt, the idea had cemented in his head. One day, he’d have someone who would love him and would never leave him. 

It might have taken a false start, but Bel had it. He had his Nico, for once still and quiet at his side. Fate had been kind and given him Garen, too. Bel couldn’t imagine not having these two together. Even though he’d tried in the beginning not to fall in love with either, his heart was full of love for them now. Damn near overflowing with it. Bel was so glad that his heart had ambushed his fears and made him reach out to both of these amazing men. 

He could not imagine any future different from this, without them at his side. 

Feeling so loved, safe, and secure kept a content, sleepy smile on his face. Really, it was such a nice morning that Bel felt he should fall promptly back to sleep. But his mind nagged at him, keeping him awake. 

Oh. Oh damn. He had tomorrow today. 

Shit.

Animated skeletons and whatever magical booby traps lay beyond the curve awaited him. That’s why his brain was already kicking into gear. 

Bel felt like crying. Noooo. He didn’t want to go out of this room and deal with that. He wanted Garen to roll him over and fuck him. He wanted to get his hands and mouth on Nico and make his very verbose familiar beg for more. He had plans, dammit. And he wanted to enact them all. Not go play with dusty skeletons. 

They’d come back to the hotel at nearly one in the morning, exhausted and swearing off people. Aside from taking a shower, Bel hadn’t the energy to do anything else and had tumbled into bed. 

A glance at the clock confirmed he had five minutes before the alarm went off, and they had no time to do anything fun this morning, either. 

He’d definitely done something to offend the porn gods. Bel would get on that and fix the situation as soon as he had the time to research appropriate sacrifices. 

What did one sacrifice to porn gods, anyway? Dildos?

Garen’s breathing changed, and he could feel the man wake up. Bel turned his head so that he could plant a kiss against the man’s square jaw. 

“Mm, morning,” Garen rumbled back. He hugged Bel closer for a second. “Damn shame we have to go to work this morning.”

“Isn’t it? And I think today’s going to be worse than yesterday. The wards on the front entrance were a warning more than anything. The farther in we go, the more dangerous it’s going to get. I really don’t know if it’s a storage room they didn’t clear out or if it’s guarding something important. Could be either, but the wards are going to be worse today. That I can guarantee.”

Garen rumbled a noise that could have been either dissatisfaction or curiosity. “Which one would you bet on?”

“I think it’s going to get worse. I think something very important is in there and that’s why the security on the place is so high.”

“Lovely.”

“I didn’t say it was a good thought.”

Nico shifted, eyes fluttering awake. “Oh, are we up?”

“Basically.” Bel leaned over, smacked a kiss good morning on his mouth, and then got up, climbing out of the bed. 

Nico whined, flailing after him. “Get back here. I want a proper good morning kiss.”

“If I stay in that bed and give you a proper kiss”—Bel turned to look over his shoulder, not at all kidding—“then we’re all going to get riled up and frustrated because there isn’t even time for a good hand job, and that is not the mood you want me in going to deal with dusty skeletons.”

“Man makes a good point,” Garen told Nico. “But come here, I’ll kiss you.”

Nico was just as happy with that and closed in. 

Bel let them do whatever. He was serious. He wasn’t going into work sexually frustrated this morning. Well, any more than he already was. 

Despite his warning, Garen and Nico got themselves a little too riled up and both had to take cold showers. (Bel only said ‘I told you so’ once. He was incredibly mature that way.) They managed to get out the door on time and coffee from the downstairs machine. Even breakfast, although Bel couldn’t handle more than a yogurt. It was too damn early for real food. 

Wicky shuffled along with them, climbing into the back seat as if it was natural for him to be there. Bel certainly didn’t mind. The man did not look awake enough to be driving, that was for sure. His eyes weren’t even open and it was obvious he had slept on wet hair, as it was sticking up in some pretty interesting angles.  

“Wicky?” Bel felt like he should actually check if his teammate was properly awake for this. “I know we all got in late last night. You up for today?”

Wicky lifted his head, blinking a little and getting one brown eye open. “I can do all things through spite, which strengthens me.”

Bel held out a fist to bump, as he felt that right down to his marrow. Wicky bumped knuckles, then slurped on his coffee some more. 

Garen drove them back to the cave, and none of them were really in the mood to talk much. They parked close to the little gravel parking spot, then walked in past the warning signs, back to the cave entrance that they’d spent far too much time at already. 

Victoria and Matt were already there, conferring with Zia, and they looked up and paused as the others joined them. 

“Sorry we missed your call last night,” Victoria said with an apologetic smile. “I put my phone on the charger before leaving the hotel, and Matt’s was on vibrate, so we didn’t even realize we’d missed a call until this morning. But you handled things well here, it looks like.”

“We did,” Bel confirmed. “And I might forgive you in the next life. It was not pleasant undoing all of this.”

“So Zia said. Sorry. We’ll take the next crazy situation.”

“Don’t need to twist my arm.” Bel looked at the ward they’d had to replace and was satisfied to see it hadn’t even caught a fly overnight. Good. It would be easy to take this one down, as he’d cleared all residual energy out of the area first before resetting the ward. Bel did not believe in repeating mistakes. “Alright, if someone will do the honors of taking the ward down? Do we have a gameplan for how to get past the skeletons?”

Zia cleared her throat. “About that. I think we can handle this without banishing them. Banishing would take far too much energy and wouldn’t leave us with much to tackle what’s past this point. What about a sticky spell? We can magically glue them to the walls so they can’t move—”

Nico let out a high-pitched whine like a dog being denied a promised treat. 

They all looked at him and Bel would swear on any holy book that if Nico had a tail and ears, they would have been depressed and low, that’s how wounded he looked. 

“You were really looking forward to fighting the skeletons, weren’t you?” Garen guessed, tone wry. 

Nico’s bottom lip quivered, pouting and upset. “Zia, aren’t we friends? How can you do this to me? Fighting skeletons is the most fun thing to ever fun and you want to shut them down?”

Rolling her eyes, Zia looked at Bel as if to say ‘your familiar, you deal with this.’ 

If Nico didn’t get to play with the skeletons, Bel would never hear the end of it. He could see that clearly. And besides that, they hadn’t let Nico run in two days. The man’s pent-up energy could fuel a rocket into space. The skeletons looked like a prime target for Nico to unleash all of that energy on. 

Bel didn’t even need to think about it. “Do you have your lightsaber on you?”

Nico lit up, bouncing on his toes. “I do. Can I, can I?”

“Yeah, go, I don’t care. Have fun.”

Wicky immediately perked up as well. “I’m going too!”

Bel eyed him askance. Wasn’t this man doing the zombie shuffle like three seconds ago? “I thought you were sleep deprived.”

“I was sad so I drank enough caffeine to kill a god, and now I’m sad but faster. Letting me whack the skeletons will make me happy again. I want to play with the skeletons too!”

“That logic hurt my brain,” Victoria muttered. “Go, Wicky. Nico probably shouldn’t be in there playing alone anyway.”

“YAAAAS.” Wicky high-fived Nico. “Okay, stretches first.”

“Right.” 

Absolutely. Because if you were going to fight animated skeletons a good chunk of the morning, it was important to not pull a muscle. 

Because Bel didn’t want to make assumptions, and Garen did have his crazy moments, he asked his other boyfriend, “Do you want to go in too?”

Garen immediately shook his head. “I’ll stand guard with you just in case something gets past them. It’s fine, let them play.”

“Okay.” The saner answer, as he half-expected. 

Zia did the honors of taking down the ward so they could enter. Even though she looked exasperated doing it. 

Stretches took two minutes—how was that even a proper warm-up?—and then Nico and Wicky charged into the cave. Literally charged, swords swinging. 

“Come at me, knave!” Wicky bellowed. 

The skeletons rattled into motion, the sound of bones clattering as they came off the walls eerily like a haunted house coming to life. Bel watched, beyond amused, to see two grown adults acting like they were in some kind of fantasy RPG, swords swinging. 

“Vrãu, vrãu,” Nico sang as he spun, slashed, and hacked his way through the skeletons. 

“Vrãu, vrãu,” Wicky parroted at his side, acting as if he had been trained to do this very thing in some Jedi temple in a galaxy far, far away. 

Garen pulled out his phone and played some epic sounding battle music, like something from an actual video game. 

“Wicky, we have our own soundtrack!” Nico exclaimed, even more excited. 

Wicky laughed maniacally and kept slashing. 

“Remind me,” Bel noted to Garen, “the next time Christmas or his birthday rolls around, that the thing I need to get him for a present is a cave full of animated skeletons.”

“We’d never get him back out of the cave if you give him that.” 

Bel snorted. That was likely true. 

Garen tacked on, “Just so you know, all I want for Christmas is to be off the car warranty call list.” 

Bel eyed him sideways. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” 

The slashing noises abruptly stopped. Nico’s voice echoed along the stone. “Hey guys, found a door!”

“Ahh, so it is option A after all,” Bel muttered, moving forward. 

“Option A?” Zia joined him, kicking a femur out of the way as she moved. 

“Yeah. I had two theories on what was in here. Either it was a storeroom for relatively important things no one actually came back to clear out—that was option B—or there’s something very, very important in here with a lot of protections to guard it.”

Zia pushed her dreads back into a low pony tail, thick lips pursed as she considered that for a nanosecond. “I think I want Option B instead.”

“You and me both, sister.” Bel rounded the corner and saw what Nico meant. There was indeed a door, with the same kind of wards and protections as were on the front door of the cave. Well, sort of. These wards were more offensive than defensive. 

And Bel did not like how close either Nico or Wicky were to those. “Gentlemen, come back to me a little. You’re dangerously close to spells that can take your head off.”

Nico looked intrigued. “Really?”

“Carus, as fast as you are, not even you can outrun these. They’re instantaneous. Be a good familiar. Come back to me.” Bel held out a hand and didn’t relent until Nico actually took it. And then latched on. He didn’t trust Nico in this mood. Nico, despite having to fight fifty skeletons to get here, wasn’t even breathing hard. That had barely qualified as a warm-up, apparently. 

Bel looked the wards and protections over very carefully and kept wincing at what he saw. Jeez. These people had meant business, alright. 

Matt pointed to one in particular. “I’m seeing three hack ’em spells.”

“Oh, there’s more than that. The variations of the other two are probably throwing you off. I see five.” 

“Hack ’em?” Zia repeated curiously. 

Turning his head, Bel explained to her and Wicky, “That’s what we call them. There’s so many offensive spells that operate like this, intending to take out anyone who approaches, that there’s no official term to refer to all of them. So we just call them hack ’em spells.”

Wicky snorted. “It’s apt, at least. Get too close, you’re losing either a limb or your life. It’ll literally hack you to pieces. What’s that orangey, angry-looking spell lurking under the others?”

“That’s what I’m staring at currently. It’s a little hard to make out past the others. I think it’s…this is going to sound strange.” Bel stared harder, the lines and numbers of the spell coming together in his head to form an overall picture. “It’s a locking spell, but not one to keep us out. It’s meant to keep whatever is past that door in.”

There was a pregnant pause. 

“I don’t think I want to know what’s in there,” Victoria finally said. 

Zia immediately thrust up a hand. “I’m with her.”

Matt lifted a hand. “I third this motion. Bel, can we just blast this thing silly?”

“If by ‘this thing’ you mean all these spells and the chamber beyond the door, no.” Bel grimaced, wishing he could give a different answer. Oh god, did he ever. “I wish. Seriously, truly, I wish. But the spell incantation just to get us through the door is going to be a bear. I might actually split it up into two parts, that’s how lengthy it’s going to be. There’s a lot of spells all crammed into this area.”

“I’m so glad Wicky called for you.” Zia gestured toward the door with a sigh. “I can’t even untangle, visually speaking, what I’m looking at. It’s just a gnarled mess of magic to my eyes. Bel, let’s take this in stages, so as to not kill ourselves. We don’t even know what’s past this door, after all.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m in total agreement. Alright, give me a second. Let me portion out what we can handle in one chunk.”

“Sure,” she agreed. 

Bel had his bag on him, and he pulled that around to grab a notebook and pen. It took him several minutes to write it out and for everyone to figure out how to translate it into their spell languages. Then they got through the first wave, taking the hack ’em spells off completely. It left the locking spell in place. Which was really a chore all by itself to remove. 

Bel wrote out the next incantation, repeating the process, but this one came with an air of caution. They didn’t know what would happen when that spell came off. Would whatever was inside immediately take advantage and burst through? Would they have a minute to brace themselves? Was anything in that room even still active after being trapped inside for decades? 

All questions with no answers meant it was an all worry, no disco situation. 

Garen stood solidly, half in front of Bel, ready to take on whatever came through, both a magical shield and gun in his hands. Nico was just ahead and to the right, ready to charge whatever came through, his lightsaber up and ready. Every familiar was braced near their mage, ready to either dodge or attack. It was a tense moment, everyone on the balls of their feet, ready to move. 

The locking spell faded into residual energy as it was banished, and they waited. 

Nothing. 

Okay, this was possibly a good sign? 

“I’m stupid enough to open the door and see what’s past it,” Wicky declared as he shifted forward, carefully opening the door a crack and getting an eyeball around it. 

Bel could feel the change in the air as the energy in the next room came abruptly to life. Uh oh. Had opening the door signaled something? 

Wicky took that one, long look, then abruptly slammed the door shut again and dove for Nico, hiding behind the man as if for protection. 

“What, what?” Nico demanded in alarm. 

Wicky sounded like he was crying as he answered, “Mummies.”
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“Okay, let’s make a quick plan here,” Zia announced, cracking her neck. “How about I go first, put up a shield for all of you? I can hold individual shields on everyone so you can work without maintaining it.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Wicky agreed, already putting Mobius into his front pocket for protection. 

Garen surveyed the scene. “Zia, are these for magical or physical attacks?”

“Mostly magical, although it’ll stop projectiles like bullets or arrows. Why?”

“Just wondering if I need to go stoney or not.”

When everyone but Nico and Bel gave Garen blank looks, Garen lifted an arm in demonstration, turning the forearm to stone. 

Victoria let out a low whistle. “Well, shit. Bel mentioned you were part gargoyle but did not say you could do that.”

Wicky pointed at him half-teasingly. “We will ask all the questions later, when the evil mummies aren’t beating at our door. I’ll flank left with Victoria and Matt, yeah? You three take the right.”

That sounded as good a plan as any. Nico shifted to stand just ahead of Bel, trying to stay out of his line of sight, although that would be challenging in these tight quarters. 

Zia opened the door and took two steps into the room, her voice starting the incantation, no doubt needing the room to get the wards up around everyone. Unfortunately, it was two steps too many. 

When Nico had heard ‘mummies,’ the first thing to came to mind was the really bad Tomb Raider type movies with shuffling bodies wrapped in toilet paper. The reality actually wasn’t much different. Well, not toilet paper—they were properly wrapped in some kind of aged cloth, and they moved better than a zombie shuffle. Actually, they moved rather well. They were all on guard next to a coffin that sat squarely in the middle of the room, forming a defensive ring. 

But what Wicky had totally failed to tell them about were the dogs. 

Hellhounds, really. 

Picture a wolf, make it more elongated, give it lines of fire all along its torso, with little tufts of flames coming out of its paws with every step, and that was a hellhound. Seriously scary looking beasts. Even their drool dripped and hissed flame, like acid. 

They turned as a unit, saw the people that had just breached the door, and their eyes lit up with delight at seeing prey. Nico got the impression of a pack of twelve or so before his instincts kicked in and sent him forward, not wanting these things anywhere near Bel or his friends. 

Or that was his intent before Bel pulled him sharply back. 

Bel snapped, “Everyone behind me!”

Nico obeyed, although he had no idea what his little mage was up to. He shoved everyone back as well, into the tunnel where the skeletons had been. It didn’t sit well with him, his familiar instincts going haywire, wanting to protect Bel. Bottled lightning sparked in his chest, demanding movement. Nico gritted his teeth, struggling under the order. Bel better know what he was doing—

The dogs charged right at Bel, then skittered to a stop.

And flopped at his feet, whining for attention. 

Uh. What?

“What the hell?” Wicky demanded incredulously. “Did you just stop hellhounds with the power of your mind?”

Bel snorted in amusement. “Ha. No. I’m part demon, remember? They recognize me as a master. Hi, yes, hi, come here for belly rubs. Be good doggies.” 

The hellhounds, known to terrorize lesser mortals and haunt nightmares, were currently fighting for Bel’s attention and whining when they didn’t get it fast enough. They kept bumping up against his thighs and stomach, giving him looks of absolute adoration. 

It was ridiculously cute. 

Aside from the flame drool, y’know.

“Apparently, having hellhounds guarding this place is a lucky break for us.” Zia shook her head in amusement. “Although I didn’t see that coming. Uh, Bel, what can we do about these guys? They might be friendly to you but I doubt they’d show anyone else mercy.”

“You’re right on that. I’m going to try to send them back to Hell. Easy peasy if they’ll go.” Bel got his serious face on and pointed at them all sternly. “I command thee back to Hell.”

The hellhounds whined and demanded more pets, flopping at his feet and presenting bellies. 

“No dice, huh,” Garen muttered. “Okay, Bel, what’s Plan B?”

Bel looked at the dogs and groaned. “Fuck it. I’ll call Grandpa. He can deal with this lot.”

Nico perked up with interest. The demon who had sired Bel’s line? Nico had never even heard the demon’s name before, as the family all just called him Grandpa, so he had no idea who Bel would call in. And should he be nervous about finally meeting some of Bel’s family?

Bel looked at the tableau awaiting them further in and grimaced. “Let’s take this outside and do this. I don’t think there’s enough space for it here.”

It was a bit cramped, no matter where they went. The hallway was confining enough but the room ahead wasn’t much better. The room had eight-foot ceilings, more or less, and it was definitely wide enough to hold the coffin, three mummies, and a dozen hellhounds, but only at a squeeze. The mummies had become unanimated for some reason, but Nico didn’t think that would last long. It would get to be standing-room only pretty quickly if they started calling in more people. 

Bel led them back out, the hellhounds trotting happily at his heels like pampered lapdogs. Nico watched this play out with vast amusement. His boyfriend never failed to do something outside of the norm. It was one of the reasons why Nico was so fascinated with him. He just never knew what Bel would get into next. 

Once outside, Bel snapped and pointed to a particular patch of earth. The dogs nearly tumbled over each other obeying that silent command to sit and wait right there. (Really, the comfortable way Bel ordered them about begged the question, how many hellhounds had Bel been around?) Only once they settled did Bel put both palms over his heart and say in a solemn tone, “Belphegor, Blut meines Blutes, ich rufe nach dir.”

Who…did he just…Nico wasn’t up on his demonology but that name rang a very strong bell. Was Belphegor someone important in Hell? He might have to look this up later.

The earth in front of Bel started churning, burning in a perfect circle. Out of the smoke and flames appeared a male figure, dressed in a fine black suit, and there was no question of who this was. He looked extraordinarily like Bel. Gleaming red eyes the shade of blood, silky blond hair that lay in a long frame around his face, with snow white skin. He was handsome, no question on that, like an icy prince who enjoyed the control he had over humans. He practically radiated arrogance. 

His eyes fell on Bel and he lit up like a proud grandfather, dismissing that first impression completely. “Bel, my lovely child, how are you?”

“Hi, Grandpa.” Bel closed in for a hug, one readily returned and not quickly released. 

When he said ‘grandpa’ he truly did mean someone that he cared for, someone who loved him just as much. Nico rocked back on his heels, a little surprised to see this strong of a connection. Wasn’t Bel like the eighth or ninth generation removed from the first child Belphegor had? But he clearly kept track of his grandchildren. 

Nico was heartily glad to see it. Family was always better when there was love. 

“I heard that you have a good familiar this time?” Belphegor inquired as he released Bel. “Is it one of these fine men I see?”

“It is. Well, really, I have a familiar but also another man who’s agreed to be mine, too. I want to introduce you to both.” Bel turned and gestured them in closer. “Grandpa, this is Garen Dallarosa and Nico di Rocci. Nico’s my familiar, but Garen functions as one too. They’re my boyfriends. This is Belphegor, my grandfather.” 

Nico held out a hand and wasn’t at all surprised by the strong grasp in return, or the evaluating light in the demon’s eyes. He didn’t think Grandpa would have a problem with Bel being gay or poly, not with him being a demon, but he was clearly evaluating Nico to see if he were worthy of Bel or not. “Hi. I’m really happy to meet you. Bel always talks about you with such obvious affection.” 

“I’m pleased and relieved to meet you, Nico.” Belphegor gave him a nod, as if Nico had passed some sort of test. “And you, Garen, you’re a surprise to me. My grandson didn’t call you, but you chose to remain by his side anyway?”

 “I couldn’t even contemplate leaving these two, not when they hold my heart,” Garen answered simply.

“An excellent reason.” Belphegor visibly relaxed, his smile becoming genuine. “I’d heard good things from my granddaughters, but you must understand my relief at meeting both of you. I’ve worried about my grandson ever since his first familiar chose to leave. There’s a special place in Hell for him.”

Nico had the suspicion that wasn’t just a phrase, but a promise. He was just evil enough to be delighted by that. “Good.”

Belphegor turned, taking in the others. “Oh, we have quite a few people here. Hello Matt, Victoria.”

A round of hellos and nice to meet yous started, as of course Belphegor hadn’t met either Wicky or Zia before. Zia looked a little wide around the eyes at meeting a demon from Hell, but she took it mostly in stride. Wicky thought it was great, judging from the shit-eating grin on the mage’s face. 

Turning back to Bel, Belphegor said, “You don’t normally call me during one of your jobs. Do you need help with something, child? And why did you summon so many hellhounds?”

Bel shook his head and corrected, “No, these are why I called you. A cult inhabited this place a few decades back, and they summoned and left hellhounds here as a guard. I can’t get them to go back to Hell. They want to follow me around for some reason.” 

“Oh my. Well, I can see why. They’re likely starved for attention after being trapped in there for so long.” Belphegor called for them with two hands, giving the hellhounds some good head scratches. The dogs loved it, leaning up against him as if he were the best thing ever. “Such good hounds you are, yes, sweet things. You shouldn’t have been trapped in there, now should you? Don’t worry, I’ll punish whoever did this.”

He did look mad enough to track them down, whoever they were, and dole out some Biblical-type punishments. 

Garen cleared his throat and said, “This place has been here for so long, I think whoever summoned them is long dead.”

“Oh yes?” Belphegor cocked his head, thought it through, then nodded. “Even better. Odds are they’re likely in Hell. We can track them down easily. Bel, I don’t want to take the hounds down just yet. You say they were here to guard something. What?”

“There’s a coffin in the middle of the room. We don’t know what’s in it—or rather, who.”

“Hmm, then I’ll stay for a while. The hellhounds aren’t going to do anything without my command, so it’s safe enough. I’d like to see who that is. And have dinner with all of you.”

Nico was all for it. Dinner with gramps would be an absolute kick. 

To his lack of surprise, Bel immediately agreed, “Sure. Alright, let’s go back in. We have mummies to deal with before we can open that coffin.” 

“Any chance we can send the hellhounds back in to deal with the mummies?” Wicky asked hopefully. 

“Stop whining,” Zia commanded with a roll of dark brown eyes, already marching back toward the door. “You’re such a baby, Wicky.”

“Mummies are evil,” Wicky insisted, reluctantly following her. “EVIL.”

Nico couldn’t let this be. “Wicky, care to share with the class?”

“I had a bad experience,” Wicky answered shortly. 

“Oh yeah? Do tell.”

“I said I had a bad experience. What part of that makes you think I want to share?”

Zia answered over her shoulder, “He fell into an Egyptian crypt once. Every mummy in there had animation spells on them, and he was trapped underground with no light for about thirty minutes before I could get to him.”

Well, that would scar anyone for life. Nico put a comforting hand on Wicky’s shoulder and promised, “I won’t let them get you, man.”

“At least I have one friend here.” Wicky glared at Zia’s back, clearly thinking along the lines of revenge. 

They returned to the door, and the mummies came back to life as they got close enough to trigger the spell. Which only made sense, why waste the magical energy to keep them moving when no one else was here? Nico eyed the situation, already lighting up his lightsaber. A little hacking, take a few limbs off, all would be well. 

Bel put a hand on him, holding Nico back from just charging in. “The entire floor is booby trapped. I don’t know precisely how, as I can’t see the full function—it’s too tangled up and compact to read. But I think it’ll trigger flame spells and possibly flying arrows?”

Nico felt a zing of adrenaline surge so strongly his nerves sang. “You promise?”

His mage took one look at his expression and guessed wryly, “And now you want to run all around the room. Don’t you.”

Nico gave him the best smile, the one that guaranteed he got his way.

Turning to Garen, Bel asked, “Is he going to pout if I tell him no?”

“He’ll be impossible to live with for the rest of the afternoon. Besides, if you can’t read the spells very well, doesn’t that mean you’re going to have a hard time banishing them?”

“Heh. True. Alright, Nico, go. Do not get injured. I will have no sympathy or let you live it down.” 

Nico barely heard the words. All he heard was, ‘go.’ No need to tell him twice. 

Victoria tried to catch him before he went, her words rapid. “Wait, Nico, a personal ward—shit, he’s gone.” 

He was out of the doorway in a split second, one eye on the floor, the other on the mummies. His intent was to sidestep any part of the floor that looked questionable, get to the mummies, quickly take them out, and then return to Bel. 

Well, you know what they say about plans. 

He managed to get five steps in when the traps under his feet engaged, sending bursts of flames up and through little pockets in the floor. Nico yelped, twisted and spun like a prima ballerina, and dodged the next one before it could hit him. 

“NICO?!” Bel and Garen demanded in alarm. 

“I’m okay, I’m okay!” he called back in assurance even as he moved further into the room, dodging more flames. Holy crap that was hot! 

It was the sound more than anything that sent him down, rolling and springing up to his feet with his back closer to the wall. The psst of something small splitting through the air at high speeds, like an arrow. His eyes tracked the sound, and he saw that his ears had not lied to him—it was an arrow. 

Flames. And arrows. Meaning he had things to dodge from above and from the ground. 

Nico couldn’t have planned a better day than this if he’d had ten years to do it. 

A shit-eating grin split his face as he kept moving, dodging and turning, trying to position himself to at least reach one of the mummies before Wicky completely lost his shit. But no matter how he struggled, it wasn’t possible to get close enough to engage and do damage before he had to dodge something else. 

Mildly frustrating, but Nico thrived on a challenge. They had to run out of arrows sometime, right?

“Kill it! KILL IT!” Wicky demanded. “They’re coming for us! I don’t like this timeline, I didn’t agree to mummies!” 

“I’m trying! I can’t get at them and dodge everything else!”

Wicky was clearly out of patience. He bit off, “Fuck this. I’ll deal with them.”

He spat out some sort of spell—Nico understood none of the French used—and next thing he knew, there were flame tornadoes attacking all three mummies. Which definitely amped up the level of danger in this room, as those flames meant business. They were mostly white and blue, they were that hot, and they disintegrated the mummies at first touch. Nico had to move fast to stay out of their range, pushing his muscles to the absolute limit, which he hadn’t done in a while. It was exhilarating. Seriously, nothing compared to this moment. 

“Isn’t that overkill?” Victoria demanded. 

“No,” Wicky snarled back. 

“Alright, Wicky, chill, all three mummies are dead,” Garen soothed. “Take the tornadoes down before you hit Nico. There’s a good crazy mage.”

The tornadoes died down, the traps looked all sprung on the floor, and the fun was abruptly over. Awww. Nico returned to Bel, breathing a little hard, sweat pouring down his temples and the small of his back, a wild grin stretching from ear to ear. Adrenaline was still pumping through his system, and he felt wildly alive like at no other moment. He could tell that Bel wasn’t entirely happy with the danger he’d just been in—the bond communicated agitation to him—but he wasn’t complaining either. Nico chose to take the win and not mention it. 

Bel just shook his head before tilting up on tiptoes and giving him a quick kiss. “Glad you had fun. Can I dismantle all the traps now? I think you only missed setting off, like, three. Are you good?”

“Lovebug, I’m better than good.” A pleasant fatigue settled in his muscles, the aftermath of a good workout. Nico hadn’t felt this centered and happy in his own skin in a while. He kissed Garen, too, just because he wanted to, and felt the man smile a little against his mouth. “You could have joined me?”

Garen just gave him a look. “I realize you had fun, but you do understand that to the rest of us, that looked insane?”

“Isn’t that why it’s fun?”

Belphegor let out a low chuckle. “I understand now why Bel’s magic called for you.” 

Nico couldn’t let that one go. “Really? Why? Because that’s seriously never really made sense to me. If anything, I feel like it should have called for Garen. His skills are better suited to it.” 

“No, I’m inclined to think Bel’s magic knew what it was doing. Part of it is that the magic will reach for the person who has the right skills. You do have those. You let no danger anywhere near my grandson, and that speaks volumes. A human familiar must also be someone who is not sworn or beholden to another. But part of it, too, is your attitude. Every human familiar I’ve ever met was a little crazy. They found danger fun.” Belphegor considered it for a moment before giving Nico a sly wink. “That attitude I agree with. It is immensely fun.”

Nico had the feeling that he and Belphegor would get along just grand. The demon was his kind of people. 

Belphegor turned his head, evaluating Garen. “That said, I do think it a waste that Bel has not properly bound you as a familiar. You’re a fine man, Garen. Do you not wish to be?”

Garen’s expression looked a little torn. “I…is that even an option?”

In that moment, Nico realized that Wicky’s question to him earlier was dead on. They really should discuss this with Garen. Because he wasn’t as cavalier about not being magically bound to Bel as Nico had assumed. There was apparently some part of him that yearned for it. 

It didn’t look like Bel was paying much attention to the conversation going on behind his head. He was focused on the job at hand, now that flaming tornadoes and Nico were out of the way. Bel held up a finger to them all, staring intently at the floor. “One more minute, then I can tell you how to dismantle it all in one fell swoop. There’s something mechanical controlling it all. Yeah…okay, we can do this. Everyone gather around.” 

The mages put their heads together, like a football huddle, got all on the same page, and then worked their magic. All of the fun, lovely traps in the room were destroyed in a minute flat, which made Nico sad. Ah well. 

With nothing left but ash and a stone floor, they could finally enter the room safely. Belphegor strode past the rest of them, opening the coffin lid without compunction or hesitation, then frowned down at the contents. “This person, too, is mummified. I have no idea who it is.” 

They all took a peek. Well, all but Wicky, who stayed at the door and wasn’t budging. But nothing about the interior gave any sort of hint. Bel took a picture of him, then a close-up of the signet ring resting on the man’s finger. “That might tell us something. Alright, close this back up for now. For Wicky’s sake, Matt, put a binding spell on it? And let’s peek into the next room. That door looks very, very locked but it also has a window, so I’d like to see what else is going on in here.”

The window was just a narrow rectangular strip at the top. It looked like someone’s front door that had been repurposed, really. Nico followed Bel to the door, where his mage had Nico give him a boost up so he could see clearly through it without touching the door itself. 

Bel took a solid five-second look before tapping Nico’s shoulder, indicating he wanted back down. “I am done todaying for today.”

Nico looked at him hopefully. “Next room is fun too?”

“Fun for you, not for me. I definitely do not have the energy to deal with that room today. And I want to do a little research on this guy before we go any further.” Bel started herding people back out. “I’m done. Let’s all go get an early dinner.”

“Yes, thank you,” Wicky said with relief, already speed walking out. 

Belphegor fell into step with his grandson, asking hopefully, “Can we get Chinese?”

“Why do you always want Chinese?”

“You can’t get good Chinese down in Hell. It’s a problem. I might need to corrupt a good Chinese cook.”

Nico should probably have a shower before going into a restaurant, but Chinese sounded good to him. 

All in all, it had been a fantastic day. May tomorrow be even more fun, amen. 
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Dinner was fun and lighthearted. Nico was clearly enthralled with meeting some of Bel’s family and asked for all sorts of outrageous stories. Garen tended to hang back a little and watch, but he was smiling throughout the meal, clearly enjoying the show. 

When it came time for Grandpa to leave, the other two went ahead, giving Bel a moment with him. Bel didn’t need to ask, it was pretty obvious, but he wanted to hear the words anyway. 

“You like my men.”

“I do.” Belphegor gave him a smile that was mostly relief. “I know it was something of a struggle for you to find the right people, but I think you’ve exceeded expectations with those two. They both clearly adore you. And I’m proud of my grandson for taking two men on at once. How are they in bed?”

Of course he’d ask that. Belphegor had no filter. “I sadly haven’t had a chance to find out yet. Crap keeps hitting that pulls us away from a bed. Maybe tonight.”

A naughty smile crossed his grandfather’s face. “Do fill me in on the details.”

“That will happen on the twelfth of never,” Bel assured him dryly. “Are you going to stay up here a while?”

“I don’t wish to waste the moment. I want to check in on the twins, see if Naamah needs my help re-sealing their eyes.” 

“She’d love that. I think she’s bored to tears anyway. Maybe you can keep her company for a while.” Bel was actually quite sure on that point. “Oh, and Grandpa, instead of taking the dogs immediately, maybe leave some of them here for now? Stupid people keep ignoring the ‘keep out’ signs, but they won’t cross the dogs.”

“Certainly. I’ll take about seven or so down, leave five in place until you’re done. That should be enough.” Belphegor kissed his forehead. “Keep me posted, child. And do consider taking Garen on as a familiar, too, alright?”

Bel really didn’t know why his grandfather thought that was possible. It wasn’t like you could call on a specific person as a familiar. He didn’t think, anyway. But he had seen something earlier that made him aware he needed to talk to Garen about this. When his grandfather had mentioned it before, Garen had looked so incredibly hopeful. Bel didn’t want him to feel left out.

“I’ll talk with him,” Bel promised, as that was the safe thing to say right now.

“Good.” Belphegor gave him another hug, then stepped back and oriented himself, a portal of fire opening up underneath his feet. In seconds, he was spirited away—likely to Naamah’s house. 

Bel headed for the truck with a lighter step, as he was always happy to see his grandfather. Slinging himself into the backseat, he settled in. “Grandpa’s going to leave the hellhounds to guard the cave until we’re done, so we shouldn’t be getting anymore stupid people crossing the signs.”

Garen snorted, a subterranean chuckle in his chest. “I’ll say. Back to the hotel?”

“Please and thank you.” Bel wanted to start planning hot monkey sex, but he had one last piece of business for today before he could let his mind go straight into the gutter. The mummy needed to be identified. If he could report that to the right department tonight, with the pictures, they might have an answer by tomorrow. 

He logged into the MAD portal, so he could submit a request to the research department and upload the pictures he’d taken earlier. He typed up a quick summary of what they knew—which frankly wasn’t much. They still had no idea which cult this even was. It took ten minutes and then he was able to submit it. Bel was officially off the hook for the rest of the evening. 

He almost logged out but a notification marked as high priority caught his attention. Bel tapped on it, praying this wasn’t some other emergency. 

It was worse than an emergency. 

Bel’s eyes grew wide in horror, his stomach dropping out as he read through the very official letter. 

After due evaluation and consideration, Garen Dallarosa was not allowed to stay with Bel. 

Nico twisted quickly in his seat, sounding alarmed. “Bel, what is going on, my bond is going haywire!”

Oh, it would. Bel was panicked enough to set Nico’s familiar bond off. “Garen,” he rasped, on the verge of tears. He had to swallow, force his eyes up to Nico’s face. “I got an official letter saying Garen can’t stay with us.” 

“WHAT?!” both men demanded, voices going up several decibels. 

Bel seriously wanted to cry. Just curl up in a ball and cry. The idea of not having Garen at his side was unfathomable. 

“Let me see,” Nico demanded.

Bel passed his phone up, not fighting it, as he didn’t want to look at it anymore anyway. His heart felt like it had just been sucker punched. Why, why, why would the higher-ups deny him Garen? They’d done everything right, they’d submitted every bit of paperwork on time, so why would the higher-ups decide no, in the end?

Garen’s old super might have more pull than Bel expected. Damn her hide. He couldn’t think of any other reason for this. 

Bel could see Garen’s profile from this angle, and his boyfriend was not happy. Garen’s expression was set in stone, his grip on the steering wheel threatening its integrity. Bel thought of what the last few days would have been like if Garen hadn’t been with them. Of how Nico would have been forced, time and again, to do things against his nature in order to safeguard Bel. Of how stressful that would have been. It was because Garen grounded them that Bel and Nico could freely move. It was because they had that security that things like mummies didn’t faze them. 

On a professional level, losing Garen would hurt. 

On a personal one, Bel couldn’t even imagine letting go of him. Not having the man wrapped around him every night, a solid wall of warmth along his spine. Not having those sweet kisses that melted Bel; not having Garen’s chuckle in his ear when Nico was doing something crazy—just the idea of losing that drove Bel a little mad. 

He bent over, putting his head between his knees, honestly feeling like he might throw up from the stress. After years of not having his familiar, of finally meeting the two men that completed him, he was supposed to give one up?

Because of a damn job?

“Shit,” Nico breathed. “Yeah, they’re making it official, alright.”

“What does it say?” Garen demanded. 

Nico twisted in his seat so he could rub a soothing hand over Bel’s back even as he read the email aloud. 

“Bunch of official language, blah blah blah, important bit is: Garen Dallarosa does not fulfill the requirements of a member of a MAD team. Without magical skill or connection to a MAD mage, it is not possible to grant this request. Due to the nature of the team, and his own position as Secret Service, it is requested that Garen Dallarosa report back to his employer before the end of next week.” 

Garen swore, loud and long. “Fucking shit on a stick. In other words, there’s no way for me to fight this. Not without some magical connection to Bel.”

“That’s how it sounds. I’m confused, though. Victoria and Bel seemed pretty confident you’d be a shoo-in. So why this sudden reversal? You don’t think your old super gave them grief, do you?”

“I bet she did. She’s ruthless about getting what she wants. Normally, I was on her good side, but me leaving would definitely have her calling in favors. I was one of the few people she could throw into any situation. Losing me would hurt.” 

The truck slowed and pulled around, as if they had reached the hotel parking lot. Bel pulled his head up by sheer force of will, confirmed that was the case, and forced himself to open the door and swing his legs out. He couldn’t sit here the rest of the night. He had to come up with a game plan. 

It was just hard to think with his heart screaming at him. 

Garen immediately pulled him the rest of the way out of the seat, hauling him in for a hug, folding enough that his head could rest next to Bel’s. Bel needed that, he needed to hold onto this man. His hands clenched in Garen’s shirt, tears dripping onto Garen’s shoulder. 

“I can’t lose you,” he whispered, the words choked and raw. “I can’t, I just can’t.”

“Shh, my heart, we’ll figure this out. We’ll get around it somehow. I am not losing you either, okay? I’ll fucking quit and work for you for free. You can be my hot, younger sugar daddy.”

Bel choked on a laugh, as that was quite the mental image. Although it might come down to that. 

Nico was quick to come around to their sides, his arms circling both of them. “Breathe, Ruby. We will figure this out. Hell, if it comes down to it, I’ll help financially support him. Garen’s expensive. His taste in shoes is just ridiculous. You’ll need the help. But let’s go up to the room and talk this through, yeah?”

That was probably a better choice than the hotel parking lot. Bel nodded and forced himself to let go of Garen, hard as that was. 

Garen brushed his mouth with a gentle kiss. There was fire and steel in his eyes, though, and he was clearly livid. “You go on up. I’m calling up a woman who thinks she can jerk me around. I’m quitting permanently. Either way this shakes down, I’m not leaving you.”

Bel did feel better hearing that. He kissed Garen back, then wiped away a tear that escaped. “If she tries to give you grief again, I’ll rip her a new one.”

“That’s the spirit.” Garen gave him another kiss, then Nico, before swatting Nico’s ass. “Go on. I’ll be up in about five minutes.”

“I’ll come down to collect you in ten, so make it snappy,” Nico warned. 

Bel put one foot in front of the other, heading into the hotel. This had shaken him more than he’d thought possible. But really, it wasn’t much of a surprise, either. Bel knew precisely what it was like to not have Garen and Nico. To be alone and not have the support he needed. After having them for the past few weeks, having something to compare and contrast, it was obvious how much he needed them. How poorly he’d gotten along without them. 

Losing Garen was not an option. And he was glad Garen was willing to do whatever it took to stay with them. Sanctioned or not, Bel wasn’t letting this man go. 

Nico took his hand, holding onto it as they got into the elevator. “Don’t stress, Bel Bel. He’s not going anywhere.”

“I really, really hate that they’re trying to force him back, though. I mean, seriously, what the hell?”

“Could not have said it better. I can kinda see why his old super is fighting so hard for him. But there’s a line, and she didn’t just cross it, she tap danced over it. Then did a booty dance for good measure. I don’t give three folds of a fuck what she wants. She can’t have our man.”

“Damn straight.” Bel was shook, no lie, but he didn’t have time to let emotions consume him. He had to think. He knew the restrictions, rules, and regs better than Nico or Garen did. It was up to him to think of a good way around this. Garen’s joking about him being a sugar daddy aside, Bel felt there had to be a good way to keep Garen officially recognized as part of the team. 

He maybe needed to calm down first. Scratch that, he definitely needed to calm down first. Then he’d be able to think and work through this problem. 

Nico let them into the room, and he was barely inside when he said, “I want to read that letter again. Something about it bothers me. Or more like, I can feel something teasing at the back of my brain.”

“Give me your phone. I’ll log you into the portal and you can read it.” 

Nico promptly handed it over, and it took only a moment for Bel to pull it up again. He’d probably read it again himself in a minute, because he didn’t read it properly through the first time and he needed to be firm on what their objection was. But first, he really had to put himself in a better headspace. 

Bel went for the bed, as Nico was reading and pacing, and squirreled himself into a ball at the headboard. He pulled up a favorite fanfiction website on his phone, scrolling through stories he had bookmarked. Just a short porny one, and he’d be in a happy space. And then maybe he could focus and read that letter again without feeling the urge to kill things.

He read through one, then a second one, feeling calmer after both. 

Garen returned to the room, immediately coming for him. He scooted in, putting an arm around Bel’s shoulders and drawing him into his chest. “Are you okay?”

“Are you okay,” Bel repeated flatly, looking up at him. “Amasio, I’m looking on AO3 for fanfiction from my comfort ship when I was twelve. What do you think?”

“Oh yeah? Which one?”

“Spideypool, and do not distract me. How did that conversation go?”

“There was a lot of yelling. Maybe some cussing. I basically told her there was no way I was coming back to work for her, no matter what strings she pulled. I don’t think she properly grasped just how invested I am in you two until I cussed her out.” Garen shrugged. “Not excusing her, just saying.”

Nico abruptly stopped pacing. “It’s this line. It’s this line that makes that tingle in the back of my head do the wiggles. Garen, remember what Grandpa Belphegor said? He asked why Bel hadn’t made you a familiar, too.”

Garen nodded slowly. “He did. And I wasn’t quite sure how to answer him.”

Bel looked into that face and once again saw the longing there in Garen’s expression. He wanted it, that was clear. Bel put gentle fingertips to Garen’s chin, drawing him back around so he could look into the man’s eyes. “Amasio, are you…does it bother you that you’re not my familiar?”

“I think it does on some level.” Garen paused, visibly struggling to put it into words. “It’s just, Nico has a bond with you that I don’t really understand. And I see the way you two react to each other because of it. I just wish I could feel the same, have the same connection with you.”

“I think he should.” Nico tapped his phone against his hand, looking at them shrewdly. 

Bel started to see where Nico was going with this. “They can’t object to him being on the team if he’s my familiar. That’s what you’re thinking? I agree, it would completely nip the argument in the bud. But listen, I don’t know if that’s the right reason to do it.” 

He was also a little worried about how Nico might take this, even though he was the one suggesting it. Bel went to Nico, cradling his face with both hands. “I do not want you to feel like I’m replacing you.”

“I promise you I won’t feel that. I know that’s not what you’re doing.”

That reassured him, some. Bel still felt he needed to get something else across to him, as he didn’t want Nico ever in doubt again about where he stood with Bel. “I love you. You’re everything my angsty teenage self wasn’t sure I deserved. My magic blessed me when you came to me.” 

Nico’s eyes turned bright with unshed tears and he leaned in, kissing Bel softly, the kiss lingering for a long moment. “I love you, too. I’m so glad I was the one who came to you. Our paths would never have crossed, otherwise.”

“It’s a scary thought. Especially since we’d not have our Garen with us, if you weren’t the one summoned.” Bel turned in Nico’s arms, a hand held out to Garen to bring him in closer. Nico he’d reassured, but what of their lover? “Garen, aside from the practicalities, what do you want?”

“I love you,” Garen answered with a warm smile, coming over to them. His eyes were locked on Bel’s as he answered, the sincerity strong in every word. “Call for me, Bel.”

Bel’s eyes burned a little with unshed tears. His heart overflowed, seeing how much this man loved him. “I love you, too.”

Garen kissed him, and as those lips moved across his own, a warm, soft, tingle spread through him. Garen’s kiss spoke of love, of an inherent need to be Bel’s—and Bel felt that same love reflect back to Garen, his body reacting to having Garen’s solid warmth pressed up against him. Bel had needed this moment, this sweet moment where they could both reassure the other.

Pulling a little away, Garen rested his forehead against Bel’s.

A little breathless, Bel promised, “And I damn well will call you as my familiar—but honestly, I literally have no idea how to do this. Magically speaking, no clue. I don’t think in the history of ever has someone called a specific person as a familiar. And I don’t really want to roll the dice, just do a normal familiar summoning, and end up with some other random person.”

“Yeah, no, let’s not do that,” Garen agreed vehemently. “We have enough trouble as it is. But Red, your grandfather asked the question as if this was obvious. As if it was possible. Even if you don’t know of a single instance, he may have seen this done before. He had something to base it on, at least.”

That was a good point. Actually, that was an excellent point. Belphegor was one of the oldest demons. He’d forgotten more than Bel had ever known. Before Bel assumed something wasn’t possible, maybe he should ask? And if it hadn’t been done before, maybe Bel could figure out how to do it. 

The summoning for a familiar was a pretty simple spell. Straightforward, the language not complex. But if it was tweaked…if there was a specific clause….

“I can see the wheels turning from here.” Nico bounced a little in glee. “He’s figuring it out already.”

“Half-figured it out,” Bel corrected absently, the idea spinning in his head as he looked at it from an entirely different angle. “And I think I need to talk this through with someone. Time for a family discussion.”

“You mean with your grandfather?” Garen asked. 

“Him, and Naamah, and Chantelle. I think between the four of us, we can figure this out.” Bel closed out the story he’d been reading and pulled up the family group chat. He typed into the message bar: I need a conference call. I need to call Garen as my familiar.

In seconds, Chantelle called him, voice rising with incredulity. “Why are we doing this?”

“They’re trying to take Garen away from me,” Bel explained, heart in his throat. “The only way I can keep him on the team is if he’s magically tied to me.”

“Shit. I hate the higher-ups some days. Okay, we’ll figure this out.”

Another call notification from Naamah popped up and Bel added her to the call. 

“Ooh, and why are we asking this question, hmm?” his other cousin asked teasingly. 

“It’s not a good reason, unfortunately,” Bel corrected her. No doubt with what grandpa said, she’d think it was for another reason entirely. “They’re trying to take Garen away from me, send him back to the Secret Service.”

Naamah’s tune changed immediately. “Shit. Grandpa, get on the phone with us. Bel’s in danger of losing Garen.”

“WHAT?!” Belphegor bellowed hotly. 

As soon as Bel was sure he was listening, he asked urgently, “Grandpa. Your suggestion earlier, was that based on something? Have you seen someone call for a specific person as a familiar?”

“I have, although it’s been centuries.”

“So this has been done.” Bel blew out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. Thank fuck, so it was possible. “Do you know how they did it?”

“I’m sorry, child, I do not. I wasn’t privy to the actual summoning. I just saw them together and heard the story. But it’s obviously possible.”

Bel looked into one pair of hazel eyes and one pair of green, seeing the absolute faith that both of his men had in him, and swallowed hard. He couldn’t afford to let them down. For their sakes. And his own. “Alright, everyone, get your thinking caps on. We’ve got tonight to figure this out.” 
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Bel thought he’d been nervous summoning Nico. But it didn’t touch his nerves over summoning Garen. On the surface, he was cool as a cucumber. On the inside: squirrel in traffic.

God, please do not let him screw this up. Please, oh please. 

They had to go into the back parking lot to do it, as there was no room anywhere else in the hotel. And the summoning circle had to be drawn in chalk, which was impossible to do on carpets. Parking lot cement was chosen by default. 

Bel had filled in Victoria, Matt, Wicky, and Zia on what was happening. They all came out to not only show support, but to boost him so that he could call for Garen without magically wiping himself out afterward. 

He really had great friends. 

Right now, he had great friends and frayed nerves. Bel stood at the edge of the summoning circle, in exactly the right spot, and sucked in a breath. It didn’t steady his nerves any, or his cramping stomach, but he tried another one anyway. 

According to his family, and the very quick magical research they’d done, there was a way to summon a specific person. It was a matter of telling the summoning spell precisely who you wanted and giving an exact area to call from. It was foolproof that way, and Bel wouldn’t accidentally summon some other random dude. 

Probably. 

But the only way to do this was to try. And deal with the aftermath if he was wrong. Bel really hoped he just got Garen and that this would be easy, but he knew better than to say that aloud and jinx himself. 

Zia was on one side, her hand on his shoulder channeling magic directly into him. Victoria was on the other, doing precisely the same thing. Bel couldn’t be any more ready or prepped than this. He turned his head and gave Garen a nod. “Ready. Step directly into the blank circle in the middle.”

“Okay.” Garen walked there as if he had faith this would work. As if he had no worries whatsoever. It was a lie, of course, The tension was easy to see in the lines around his eyes and mouth. But he stood in the circle, facing Bel, and gave him a reassuring smile. 

Bel couldn’t betray that faith. He sent up another prayer that this worked smoothly, and then tried to steady his nerves. 

Magic wasn’t just formulas. It was intent, too. And he was banking on the intent this time more than he ever had before. His magic surely understood that all he wanted was Garen as a familiar. The words Bel spoke next were to give his magic not only direction, but a path to open a bond between the two men. Nothing more. 

“Ruf den Mann aus dem Kreis.”

Summon the man from the circle. 

“Beschwöre den Mann namens Garen Dallarosa als Vertrauten.”

Summon the man named Garen Dallarosa as a familiar. 

Last line. This would actually activate the spell. Bel spoke firmly, directing every trace of energy and intent at Garen. 

“Ich rufe dich Vertrauter.” 

I summon my familiar.

The summoning circle lit up brightly, activating as it should. Bel was relieved to see it. As quickly as it lit up, it faded again, Garen still standing in the same place. 

“Did it work?” Matt asked anxiously. 

A smile grew on Bel’s face, matching the one on Garen’s. There was no question of it working or not. Bel could now feel Garen as much as he felt Nico. It was a strong connection, a tether that tied his heart directly to the other man’s. 

“I can feel you,” Garen breathed, looking downright giddy. 

Bel ran the four steps to him, throwing himself into Garen’s arms, immediately getting caught up in a strong embrace. He was so relieved he almost cried. Bel pulled back only to kiss Garen, tasting the same joy and relief on Garen’s mouth. 

Garen’s eyes were a touch bright as they looked into his. “Thank you.”

“That’s my line, amasio.” Turning his head, Bel looked at Nico and winked. “He’s ours now, Nico!”

“Thank fuck.” Nico strode the distance to them, getting an arm around each before kissing both soundly on the mouth. “Seriously, I realize we did this because our arms were being twisted, but really Garen should be just as tied to you. So I’m glad we did this. How you feeling, boo?”

“Ecstatic that worked,” Garen admitted. “Relieved. Ready for hot monkey sex.”

Bel nodded vigorously. “Took the words right out of my mouth.” 

He let go and went to hug everyone who supported them, thanking them profusely, as he wouldn’t have had the energy to do anything if not for Victoria and Zia backing him up. 

Every familiar there also came up to greet Garen, and it was sweet for them to look at him and say, hey, welcome to the club! Mobius played “We Are the Champions” as a victory song. Bel watched it play out with a sappy grin. Garen took it in stride, thanking them each for the welcome. 

Zia gave Bel a pat on the arm, urging him on. “We’ll clean the circle up. Go on. Go spend time with them. You need that now, especially as we’ll be back to work tomorrow.” 

“Thanks, Zia.” Bel was fairly itching to spend time with his men. 

He wasn’t entirely smooth in how he pulled them out of there, judging from Nico’s cackling. And people’s indulgent smiles. Bel was past caring. He’d been trying to get his hands on these men for days. This had gone past the point of ridiculousness. 

The elevator seemed to take ages, like someone had to actually invent and build it before sending it down. Bel shoved both of his familiars inside, punched the doors shut and the floor number, before reeling Garen in and slanting a hard kiss over his mouth. 

“He’s so hot when he’s demanding,” Nico commented. 

Then promptly stuck a hand down Bel’s pants, giving his dick a loving squeeze. 

Bel’s head tipped back in a whine, because yes, thank you, gay porn gods. Finally. 

The elevator dinged open. 

“I’ve got the door.” Garen let go of them and speed walked to it. 

Just as well, as Nico had to get his hand back out of Bel’s pants, and neither one of them wanted him to do that, so they needed a second for willpower to kick in. Only the possibility of being interrupted, again, motived Bel into the room. 

And, you know, lube. 

He got inside, Nico shutting the door promptly behind them. Bel wasted no time in getting his own shoes and shirt off before tackling Nico’s. He wanted them all naked. Pronto. 

Nico was just as enthusiastic, helping with the shirt, kicking off shoes too, then reeling Bel in for a kiss. They ate at each other’s mouths, Bel groaning because the feel of bare skin against his was sublime. 

Large, warm hands went around his waist, undoing the button and zipper, pushing pants and boxers down. Bel shivered a little, pleasure dancing lightly across his skin as a hand wrapped around him, getting his half-hard dick fully up to hardness in two thorough strokes. 

Oh damn, Garen really did know what to do with his hands. 

A husky voice whispered in his ear, “Still want us both to fuck you, Bel?”

Bel broke the kiss to gasp, “Are you kidding? You must be kidding.”

Garen chuckled, the sound more felt than heard along his back. “Just checking. Nico, I have this lovely idea. Why don’t we prep our Bel, and then you can fuck him while I’m fucking you from behind?”

“Your ideas are amazeballs,” Nico assured him, desire shining on his face. 

He had to agree. That sounded great to Bel. He immediately tackled Nico’s pants, as those had to go. 

Clothes went in every direction as people shed layers. It was Garen who actually got them coordinated enough to get into the bed. Bel was too lust-struck to have the focus, and Nico was too excited and kept getting distracted kissing them both. Only Garen could seem to keep things on track. 

Bel’s back hit the mattress, and he eagerly spread his legs as Nico fell between them. It felt good, to have the larger man’s weight on him, and he kissed Nico, both hands playing in the man’s hair even as he wished he’d grabbed lube on the way here. Dammit. He blamed both men’s sexiness, that’s why he was so distracted. 

The top of a bottle popped open, and that was a promising sound. Bel liked that sound. He didn’t like that Nico shifted to the side, breaking off the kiss. At least, he didn’t until he realized Garen had started fingering him. 

The bliss on Nico’s face, the pleasure he felt, was captivating to watch. Not to mention feel, as the pleasure he took in that moment carried perfectly along the bond. Bel enjoyed the echo effect immensely. 

“Oh, he likes that,” Bel murmured. 

“Nico loves being fingered,” Garen commented. 

“Damn right I do.” Nico sighed, then growled in demand, “But I want more than one finger, dammit.”

“So demanding. Red, shift a leg up, and I’ll prep you too.”

Fuck yes, please. Garen really had all the good ideas tonight. Bel shifted and rolled his hips up, getting one leg over Garen’s shoulder. The man winked at him as he got a finger right at Bel’s ass, then pushed steadily in. 

It had been a while since Bel had had sex. Frankly, it had been a good two years. And Garen didn’t have small fingers. So there was some burn going in, and Bel was not complaining. One of the best parts of bottoming was that sting of stretching, pushing Bel right to the edge of pleasure and pain. 

Garen fell into sync, fingering them both, stretching them, a grin on his face that suggested he very much enjoyed what he was doing. Bel lay there, felt the brush against his prostate, knew that he’d be fucked by Nico very soon, and nearly came just from that stimulus alone. What Garen was doing just felt too good, like he knew precisely where to hit all of Bel’s buttons. 

Desperate to get Nico in him before he came, Bel dropped a hand to the man’s dick and started working him up to full hardness. Not that it took much. Nico groaned, turning his face into Bel’s shoulder and panting. 

“You’re both killing me. G, you’ve got three seconds to finish prepping me. I’ve got no patience left.” 

“Neither do I.” Garen panted, looking absolutely past his limits. He was a little wild around the eyes, breath coming in short spurts.  

Bel whined when Garen pulled his fingers free, but only a little, because he very much looked forward to what was coming next. His body was just impatient and clamoring for release, and Garen’s fingers had felt amazing. 

Nico lost no time rolling into position, gathered up Bel’s legs, and pushed them up to grant him entrance. He pushed in, expression one of bliss as he breached Bel’s ass. 

Oh shit, Nico was…damn, that felt bigger than Bel expected. And he’d just been jacking the man, too. Bel’s eyes fluttered shut, and he tried very hard to relax and breathe through it as Nico pushed in, seating himself right up to his balls. 

Okay, that did smart. Little sparks of pain flared up his spine. But on the other hand, Nico was rock hard and hot inside of him. He filled Bel perfectly and it was this feeling he craved. It was beyond perfect. He’d hurry the man along, except he could see that Garen was just now shifting into position, too. 

Nico kept Bel’s legs over his arms, holding him wide, his own head tilted back a little as Garen pushed in. 

“Damn,” Nico said reverently. “Damn, I forgot how good that feels. G, I swear your dick is bigger.”

Garen huffed a laugh. “It isn’t, but I thank you for the compliment. You are definitely tighter than I remember.”

“Haven’t had anyone since we broke up,” Nico admitted, then sighed in satisfaction. His eyes blinked down and focused on Bel’s, and the grin on his face was pure naughty pleasure. “He feels amazing, Bel Bel. Wait until you try him on for size.”

“Can’t wait,” Bel answered honestly. “But will you both move? You’re killing me.”

Nico found this amusing, judging from that grin, and he pulled back a little, fucking into Bel. “Like this? Oh shit. Fuuuck that feels…” 

He trailed off, fucking in and out of Bel again, body shuddering a little. 

“I think he just went speechless.” Garen abruptly fucked in harder, thrusting with more force. “That too good, Tig? That too much for you?”

“Shit,” Nico breathed, then shuddered again and started fucking into Bel harder too. 

It felt wonderful just receiving. Bel could only imagine what it would be like in Nico’s position, getting that stimulus on both ends. Maybe they should try this again, with Bel in the middle. He really wanted to know how this felt. He didn’t think anything could make Nico speechless prior to this. 

Bel fought between two different instincts. He wanted to close his eyes, just focus on the sensation of Nico fucking him. But he couldn’t seem to do it. His eyes devoured the expressions of the men over him, the bliss and pleasure on their faces. Artists would be hard pressed to capture the beauty of these two men moving together. The contrast of their skin tones, the way their eyes fluttered shut with bliss, the gleam of their skin as sweat dewed it. Bel’s eyes traced curves and faces, soaking in every detail even as his own body shuddered with pleasure. They were so wholly into this moment, and the familiar bonds in his chest were happy with the physical connection, which fed into it even more. Bel was seriously in danger of happiness overload. 

Nico’s movements became frantic, losing their rhythm as he drove hard into Bel, two, three times before abruptly coming, his head hanging between his shoulders. Bel held him close as he came, smoothing a hand up and down his spine. Mm, that was good. 

Garen stopped thrusting, pulling out carefully and giving Nico the room to pull out and flop onto his side next to them with a blissed-out expression. The endorphin rush was apparently strong. 

While Bel was happy for Nico, he really wanted to come, too. His body was begging for release at this point, his dick so hard it was painful. He lifted up enough to catch Garen’s shoulders, urging him closer. 

Garen didn’t need much of an invitation. He closed in, lifting Bel’s hips up with one hand and thrusting smoothly in. He was a bit wider in girth than Nico, a little larger, and the size difference was enough that Bel clenched instinctively around him, his legs folding up around Garen’s waist. Sparks danced behind his eyes, and Bel had to breathe for a second. Shit, that was unexpected. He thought he was loose enough to take in any dick without issue. Not the case. No wonder Nico liked being topped by Garen. 

“Alright?” Garen murmured against his ear. 

“Move, please move,” Bel urged him, hands scrambling over his back. 

“So needy.” Garen’s hips snapped in and out, his weight balanced on his forearms as he stayed poised over Bel, caging him against the bed. “This what you need?”

“Yes, yesyesyes.” Bel loved the fullness, loved the hard, hot length pushing into him with such demand. Garen’s stomach just grazed his dick with every thrust in, and that wasn’t enough to make him come, but he didn’t care just then. It was a dream come true to have Garen like this, too. 

A hand snaked between them, grasping Bel’s weeping dick, and gave it a good stroke. Nico was apparently recovered enough to participate again. Bel thrust out a hand, blindly, latching onto the man’s upper arm and gripping it even as he enjoyed the dual pleasure he received. 

So close. His orgasm was building strongly. He could feel it do so, and he wanted to linger in this moment, to enjoy it more, but he also needed to come now more than he ever had in his life. 

“He’s close, Garen,” Nico murmured. “Are you?”

“So fucking close,” Garen gritted out between clenched teeth. “Nico, I need—I need to feel you too.”

“Yeah?” The bed shifted a little under Nico’s weight and he asked again a moment later, “How’s this?”

The sound of lube and skin against skin sounded in Bel’s ears. Ah, fingering Garen?

“God yes,” Garen choked out. “Bel—Bel—”

“Come,” Bel urged, even as his own vision darkened, the full force of his climax right at the tipping point, trying to take him under. “Come with me, come—”

They climaxed more or less in the same second. Bel clenched around Garen, shuddering under the force of it, actually feeling lightheaded like he might pass out. Garen roared as he came, slamming hard into him, then collapsing over Bel’s chest, breathing hard as he came down from the high. 

Bel lay there, trying to get his breath back. That had been beyond intense. And he didn’t think it was just because they’d had days of anticipation building up to this moment, either. Their chemistry was just that off the charts. He turned his head, looking at Nico with a dopey smile that the other man shared. 

“That,” Nico announced with supreme satisfaction, “was fucking hot. We need to do this, again, as often as possible.” 

Bel lifted the man’s hand to place a kiss in the palm. “I agree.”

Nico found his legs first and went to the bathroom, coming back with a towel to clean them up. Bel enjoyed the care and attention, ending up snuggled against Garen’s chest while they waited for Nico to join them. He did snag his phone from his pants, though, and typed out a quick message to family, as he knew they were all waiting and worried about whether he’d succeeded or not. 

He kept it simple: It worked. Garen’s my familiar. We’re enjoying hot monkey sex now. Will give you details tomorrow.

There, enough for the night. He tossed his phone back onto the nightstand and propped his chin up on Garen’s chest, meeting those gorgeous eyes with a smile of his own. 

“So. What’s your recovery time look like?”

Garen chuckled, eyes crinkling up in a smile. “Are you normally this insatiable?”

“For you and Nico, I am.”

“Good answer.” Nico sauntered back to the bed, wholly unbothered that he was naked. “Should I bust out the whipped cream?”

Ooh right, they had whipped cream. “Absolutely.”  

“We’re not getting any sleep tonight, are we?” Garen guessed as if he already knew the answer. 

“Nah,” Bel and Nico agreed in perfect sync. 

Why sleep when he had two smoking hot men to have fun with? Sleep was for the weak. Sleep deprivation tomorrow was not a strong enough incentive to make Bel behave now. 
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Garen might have been a bit giddy the next morning. Possibly. Finally having Nico back was cause for celebration all by itself. But being properly bound to Bel, that was a fantasy he’d not thought would come true. It was something he’d felt selfish for even wanting sometimes, because he didn’t know that it was possible to even have two familiars. Even hinting at wanting that felt like a disservice to Nico. 

Waking up this morning to both men wrapped around him, feeling Bel on an entirely different level, had been both welcome and a touch strange. Nico had tried to explain this to him, how it felt. But experiencing it was an entirely different thing. Garen felt Bel. It was an awareness in the back of his mind, a feeling in his chest right where his heart was. He could pinpoint at any time exactly where Bel was. He could tell you, more or less, how Bel was feeling. Not exact emotions, just a general overall sense of his well-being. Nico said that if Bel’s emotions ever ran truly high—like they had yesterday in the car—then he would feel that. It was strong enough to carry through the bond. 

But just having a sense of someone else riding along in his head was strange. Garen would definitely need a few weeks to get used to it. 

Bel glowed a little, too, in his sight. That would fade in time, according to Nico, which was just as well. Garen had more than enough to adjust to, he didn’t need a glowing lover on top of it. 

They were all moving around at their own paces this morning, taking showers and such, trying to wake up. Bel had kiboshed the idea of getting to the caves early and refused to show up before ten o’clock. Really, summoning a familiar normally gave a mage six weeks off automatically so the familiar had time to get used to things before being thrown into the deep end. Asking for an extra two hours was understandable, and everyone assured him they could take longer if necessary. 

It might be necessary. Bel did not look awake. They’d had far too much fun into the wee hours of the morning and while no one regretted it, they were paying for it now. Only Nico seemed to have anything approaching energy. 

Garen settled at the small desk in the hotel room and sucking on the coffee he’d gotten in the lobby, trying to focus enough to type. Opening his laptop, he waited a second for it to wake up. He had to do some official business this morning before they went back to the caves. He wanted this dark cloud hanging over his head gone, so it meant officially notifying people he’d been called as a familiar. 

He was Bel’s now. They could not have him. 

Pulling up his work portal, he went to log in, only to be prompted for a password reset before he could go further. Garen sighed, staring at the screen with aggravation. They made everyone change their passwords every three months and frankly, he was running out of ideas for passwords. 

Bel came closer and pressed a kiss against his temple, snuggling into his side. “You notifying people now?”

“If I can think of a damn password.”

“Ah, the mandatory password resets. I do hate those. What’re your requirements in this system?”

Garen snorted. What wasn’t a requirement? “Password must contain a symbol, a number, an emotional arc, a centralized theme, an epic soundtrack, a male lead struggling with inner demons, and a strong female character.” 

“Wow, just that, huh,” Bel deadpanned. “Try smushing my name and Nico’s together with last night’s date.”

Now that wasn’t a bad idea. Garen promptly made use of the suggestion, and the system liked it, letting him in. Excellent. He could finally get this over with. 

He found the right form for resignations first, filled that out, then went to his inbox and emailed Caine directly, as he wanted to make sure she didn’t try to pull something else. He kept the email short and sweet. 

 

Caine, 

 

Bel Adams called me as his familiar last night. I’m now magically bound to him. You cannot recall me, you cannot overturn my resignation, and I’m not returning to you. I’ve filed the official paperwork to be released from the Secret Service. I’ll send in my badge and gun once I’ve returned to DC. I’ll let you know what day that will be. 

 

Garen Dallarosa

 

Nico came over to stand on the other side of his shoulder, reading this through. “Oooh, I like it, telling the old boss off. I feel like it’s missing something, though.”

Bel nodded agreement. “Right? It’s missing something, especially after what she tried to pull. How do you say ‘Fuck off’ professionally?”

“Hmm. Not sure, never had to say that in an email before.” 

Garen looked between the two of them, shaking his head. They were both being ridiculous. His email was fine; it got the point across, didn’t it?

“Right.” Nico nodded, confident in his own conclusion. He picked up the laptop and typed something quickly before hitting send with a dramatic motion, like a conductor in front of an orchestra. 

Knowing the man as he did, Garen protested, “Nico, what did you just do?”

He yanked the laptop back and opened the email back up, scanning through it, only to find that before his signature, Nico had added na na na na na-na!

On an official email.

Garen groaned. There was no taking it back now. 

Nico patted him on the shoulder, smiling winsomely. “You’re welcome. Alright, we’re all showered, you two are caffeinated, I want a large breakfast, and then shall we go play in the cave once more?”

Might as well. 

They were out of the door and waiting on the elevator when Bel’s phone rang. He picked it up, looking at the screen with an interesting expression before explaining to the other two, “My super.”

Oh. Bel had notified his higher-ups this morning too. But a call already, really? He’d only sent that email in thirty minutes ago. 

Answering it, Bel stated simply, “Good morning.”

The voice on the other end was loud and incredulous, the female tones going into tea-kettle range. “Bel Adams, did you seriously call a second familiar?!”

“I did, yes.”

“And you actually got the spell to hone in on one person in particular? My god, man, you—I’m speechless. Tell me how the hell you did that.”

“First, assure me that I’m not going to have any more trouble keeping Garen with me.”

“Well, really, the only objection was that he wasn’t magically tied into you. I personally have no problem with it. You’re one of our specialty mages, and honestly if you want more protection with you on a job, I don’t think anyone can argue against it. I certainly have no interest in doing so. Just let me meet both of them soon, okay? And get them properly trained after this so they’re not walking into something blind.”

Bel smiled, looking relieved. “Sure, I can do that. After this job, which should wrap up soon.”

“Good. But seriously, how exactly did you do this?”

Garen listened to the answer, not understanding a word. The magical lingo went straight over his head. But he listened, and smiled, reassured they wouldn’t get any more trouble from MAD, at least. And that was a good way to start the day. 

He drove them to breakfast, where they lingered for a while at the table. Nico called his family to touch base with them on the way back to the caves, and Garen could hear the excitement that Nico had landed both of them as partners. Also some confusion, as apparently the poly bit was throwing his mother for a loop. Garen had met her on several occasions and they both liked each other, so he had faith that once she met Bel, Nico’s family would welcome him just as readily. 

When they finally did pull up in the small gravel area in front of the cave, it was to a very interesting sight. Wicky had a stick in either hand, and as Garen watched, he threw both of them, the hellhounds immediately turning and chasing after them. 

He was playing fetch. With the hellhounds. 

Seriously?

Bel snorted at his side, already laughing. “You know, Wicky has got to be one of the most adaptable people I’ve ever met. Look at him.”

“How did he even get them to do that?” Garen seriously wanted an answer. 

Nico was already out of the car, calling out in excitement, “You trained them to fetch?”

“Get over here!” Wicky called back. “I only have two arms. They’re wearing me out. This is apparently the most fun game ever.”

Nico immediately scooped up two sticks on the way to him, getting the attention of one of the dog’s and then throwing a stick. The hellhound let out a happy bark before giving chase. 

“Annnd of course he just joins in.” Bel shook his head, not even surprised. “How much do you want to bet that after this, he’ll be begging to keep one?”

“I don’t take sure bets,” Garen drawled. 

“That’s fair.”

It was like herding cats, but they got Nico and Wicky to finally let the dogs go play on their own, and Bel kept them moving toward the cave entrance. 

Victoria, Zia, and Matt had not been idle while waiting on them to arrive. They’d cleared out the energy and the skeletons from the first room to make a clear walkway. Smelled better, too. Not nearly as musty or like rotting death. The only thing still in place was the coffin with the mummy, not that they had any clue who it was. Garen was only slightly creeped out being in there with it. 

Victoria shifted Wodge over to the crook of her elbow, the cat going easily, and went straight for Bel. She looked much more awake than he, her blonde hair perfectly in a bun, makeup subtle around her blue eyes. She made Garen feel less than professional despite the fact he was properly dressed. He even had pants on.

Bel’s foster mother gave him a firm hug, rocking for a moment before letting go. “You look so much happier.” 

“And relieved,” Bel agreed with a bright smile. “Thanks for helping me last night. We’re really in such a better situation now because of it.” 

“You’re welcome, as always. Garen, how are you? I realize this is something totally new for you.”

Garen appreciated she checked in with him and tried to answer honestly. “It’s a little strange. I can’t claim otherwise. I’m aware of him, always, and it’s going to take some getting used to. I’m not complaining, mind, it’s just…”

“Weird,” Nico tacked on, giving him an understanding smile. “Yeah, was for me too. It’s not bad, it’s just you’re used to being alone in your head. And suddenly you’re not. You’ve got the awareness of another person crowding in there too. Nothing can really prepare you for how that feels.” 

That was precisely it. “Time is all I really need. I like it, though, knowing where he is at all times. It’s just an adjustment.”

“Good.” Matt looked relieved to hear it, but then, he was also very invested in how things turned out. He’d been watching over Bel for years like a father. 

Nico’s expression turned shrewd as he looked Garen over. “I think, if anything, you’re going to be the problem child this morning.”

What the hell did that mean? Garen frowned at him in confusion. “What?”

“It’s your protective instincts,” Nico answered as if everyone understood what he meant. “I’m pretty protective of Ruby. But you, you’re in a different league. Your instincts run deeper than mine. And the familiar bond doesn’t like it at all when our mage is in danger. I feel sorry for anything that even looks at Ruby funny this morning. It’ll promptly go squish.” 

Oh. Oh shit, Nico made a very good point there. He looked at Bel, saw the same awareness in Bel’s expression, and…yeah. This would be a problem. Garen was honest enough with himself to admit he was probably going to have overprotectiveness issues until he figured out how to wrangle the bond. 

“I’ll only smack you a little if you go overboard,” Bel promised him, eyes crinkling up in a smile. 

“Thanks. I think.” Garen shook his head, already resigned. “Let’s get this over with. I want downtime with my mage, and I’m not getting it until we’ve got this resolved.”

“I also want this over with,” Zia agreed. “Bel, we looked at the door several times but the seals escape us. Something fun for you to note, though. While we were cleaning up in here we ran across a few symbols. Checked with the research department, and I think I know which cult this was. Ordo de Libertate.” 

Bel blinked at her. “Wait. Order of Freedom? The ones that like to run around naked and keep mixing satanic rituals with Christianity?”

“Them,” Matt confirmed with a nod. 

Garen did not follow this. “Uh, who?”

“They’re not active now,” Victoria explained to him. “I think they died out in the eighties? Nineties? They did some mass suicide bombing against a government building—naked, of course—and basically all of them blew themselves to hell. But we keep running across little remnants of them, like this cave. They believed clothes were something man created, something that kept them blocked from divinity, so they were hardcore nudists. They did everything naked.

“And their beliefs were…let me just say, it must have taken some interesting mental gymnastics. They routinely did satanic rituals to boost their magical powers, but claimed to worship Christ.”

Nico rubbed at his head. “Yeah. I don’t even want to try to figure that one out. Bel, what does that mean for our next room?”

“It means…I think I know what this was for.” Bel turned and looked behind him, then ahead again at the door. “This whole thing smacked to me of being a safe deposit, if you will. They wanted to put something securely here, and they put as many safeguards in place as possible. You only do that if you’ve got something very, very important back here. Like a magical power source. The mummy in this room, he was meant to be an alarm and guard for whatever is in that room. Because of the protections we destroyed getting into the room, he didn’t activate.”

Wicky muttered, “Thank ever loving fuck for that. Three mummies were bad enough.”

Bel did not look entirely pleased by his own deductions. “You realize what this means?”

“Probably a demon in the next room.” Zia sighed, already looking fed up with this day. She’d gone for a sensible outfit of black jogging pants and high, lace-up tennis shoes, a bright red shirt emphasizing her curves under the black MAD windbreaker. “They called something here as a power source. I did wonder how the spells were still so active, considering the casters are long dead. It would explain a lot.”

“Yeah.” Bel rubbed a hand over his face, also looking tired. And Garen didn’t think it was because he’d been up most of the night having fun. “Mobius, can I borrow you?”

Mobius sent out a chime of agreement from Wicky’s pocket. 

Wicky handed him over, querying, “Whatcha need him for?”

“I need his camera. I want to get a really good look inside that room before we go breaking the protections on it.” 

“Ah. Smart.” 

Bel put the familiar up against the window and panned it as much as he could from one corner to the other. Then he brought it back down, with Mobius pulling the footage back up and replaying it for their benefit. 

It looked just as much ‘fun’ as this room had been. There was a coffin in the center of the room, tied down with chains and with several sigils burned into the dark wood. On both sides, two stone golems stood, arms resting on swords that stood upright. They didn’t seem all that large, maybe eight feet in height, but they no doubt hit hard. It wasn’t quite clear, from how they were stationed, if they were meant to keep whatever was inside the coffin there, or if they were to protect it from anyone trying to get to it. Maybe both? 

“Stone golems.” Nico looked hopeful, pointing to himself with a finger. “I can has?”

“No can has,” Bel denied immediately, “and do not pout at me. These things are brutal. They’re fast, they hit like a Mack truck, and you can’t even properly fight them. Even your lightsaber won’t do much more than carve little niches out of them. This calls for some real magical attacks. We can’t do anything through the door’s protections. But as soon as it’s down, we’ll need to fire immediately from the doorway and take those things out.” 

Wicky lifted a hand, drawing their attention to it. “Why don’t you leave them to your friendly neighborhood fire mage? Zia and I have this move where she’ll block something up in a shield to protect the rest of the area, and I put concentrated fire inside to melt the problem.”

“Even stone golems?” Bel asked, brows rising. 

“Yeah. I mean, even stone can be destroyed, if the fire is hot enough. And I can get it plenty hot.” 

Judging from the other three mages’ expressions, that was impressive. Garen had known, intellectually, that Wicky had to be a very good mage. He’d never have made MAD otherwise. But he was such a goofball most of the time, it was easy to think of him as the jokester. 

Bel handed back Mobius, eyes on Wicky in an evaluating way. “I’ll leave them to you and Zia, then. Thanks for the help, Mobius.”

Mobius sang out a little ditty in response. 

“You can use your words,” Wicky scolded. “I bought you how many voice packages, and you’re still doing this?”

Mobius stoutly ignored him. 

“Matt, Victoria, let’s handle the door. Leave the stone golems to them.”

“Works for me,” Matt agreed. 

Garen stood at Bel’s shoulder as they worked out the spell necessary to banish the door’s protections. Nico was angled in from the side, ready to dart ahead, as always. Garen really didn’t want him going into the room if the stone golems weren’t something he could effectively fight. But try telling Nico’s instincts that. 

They conferred, coordinated, and spoke their incantations in that strange overlap of different languages. It seriously gave Garen a headache trying to listen to three languages at once. In five minutes flat, the protections were down. Bel went to open the door, and that was when Garen’s familiar instincts went haywire. 

Without thought, he snatched Bel back, hauling him several feet from the door before he could stop himself. Bel squeaked at the manhandling, although he didn’t fight Garen’s hold, just latched onto his arms and rode it out. Shit, shit, and he’d been on guard for this kind of reaction. 

Nico was there between one blink and another, his hand rubbing up and down Garen’s spine. “Breathe, G, breathe, He’s fine. He’s nowhere near danger.”

“Shit,” Garen said with a groan, already mentally kicking himself. 

Bel twisted in his arms and looked up at him, and it felt in that moment as if those blood-red eyes could see all. “It’s because I said it’s impossible to fight the stone golems, isn’t it? You didn’t want me near something you couldn’t combat.” 

“Nail on the head.” Garen mentally kicked himself a few more times. It wasn’t like Bel even intended to enter the room. So why had his familiar bond immediately kicked up a fuss with him just opening the door? 

Bel framed his face with both hands, bringing Garen’s forehead down to touch his. “Shh. I’m fine. Take a second. Don’t beat yourself up about this.”

Garen rested there, trying to get his bond to stop kicking up such an unreasonable fuss. Damn thing was squirming in protest. 

The others weren’t waiting on him to get his shit together, thankfully. Wicky and Zia were already at work with a very enthusiastic “Pilier de flamme!” on Wicky’s part. Even from here, Garen could feel the heat. Zia’s shields were apparently being taxed to the max withholding Wicky’s attack. 

Knowing the danger was being dealt with, Garen could calm down a little. He let go of Bel with a sigh, a wince still on his face. “Sorry.”

“We knew this would be hard on you.” Nico hugged him around the shoulders, kissing his temple. “And it’s really not fair that you had to come in today. I got time to adjust. Trust me, I know how needed that was. After this, we’ll make sure it happens, okay?”

Bel kissed him softly, expression warm. “I’m not mad. Nico’s right, you need time to adjust. Let’s get this over with, yeah? And then we can go home.”

“Yeah.” He did feel better knowing that no one was blaming him for that slipup. He just was aggravated he didn’t have better control over the bond. 

Bel turned but kept a hand on Garen’s, anchoring him with the touch. “Right. Time to figure out what demon they stupidly called and locked up here.” 
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Bel went to the coffin, keeping an eye on Garen as he moved. His poor lover was really wrestling with some serious instincts, and he didn’t want to do anything to set Garen off again. He was embarrassed enough about the first time. The protections in this room were destroyed, so it was safe enough to enter. The only things left were the chains and seals wrapping around the coffin to keep whoever it was imprisoned. 

Bel normally could just look through a wooden casket and see who was inside. But this casket was protected against scrying and covered in a layer of spells to prevent Bel’s eyes from doing just that. Really, it was like a sushi-coffin, that’s how many layers of spells wrapped around it. He targeted the anti-scrying spells, dismissing them with a succinct, “Weg damit.”

The spells splintered and dissipated, fading into magical dust. He was able to finally see through the wood, and it only took a minute for Bel to figure out who this was. Really, the appearance was so distinct that it didn’t take much of a guess. With three heads, one a serpent, one a cat, and one a human head, it was pretty obvious. 

Aim.

Bel grimaced. “Aw shit. They had to pull up the annoying one.”

“Care to share?” Wicky prompted with a smile. 

Bel half-turned to address them all. “Great Duke of Hell, Aim. For those of you not up on your demonology, he’s in charge of setting things on fire. Castles, cities, the big things. He’s also supposed to make men witty, but Grandpa said he’s basically a walking reservoir of dad jokes, so take that with a grain of salt.”

“Huh.” Nico pointed at the coffin. “And he’s been here how long without anyone noticing he’s missing?”

“They were probably glad for the silence.” Bel looked down at the coffin in consideration. “I know we can’t leave him here, but I’m not at all inclined to wake him up. He’s probably going to be pretty pissed and might just start setting everything on fire.”

“Call your grandfather,” Victoria suggested. “He can handle it.”

“Oh, I’m going to. This is definitely above my paygrade.” Bel stepped a little to the side to give his grandfather room to enter, then decided to call his cousin, as surely Naamah would know where he’d gone. 

The phone was answered on the third ring with a cheery, “Bel! We’re glad the summoning went well. How are things this morning?”

“Kind of a mixed bag. Personally, we’re doing great. All three of us are pretty happy about how things worked out last night.” 

Naamah’s voice went naughty. “So they’re amazing in bed?”

“If the sex had been any hotter, the bed would have caught on fire,” Bel deadpanned. “But I didn’t call you for a sex talk.”

“Damn shame.”

“We’re back at the caves—”

Naamah squawked. “YOU DID NOT DRAG YOUR BRAND-NEW FAMILIAR BACK INTO THE FIELD!”

“Nam, not much choice. I had to finish up here, and do you really think me telling Garen he had to wait for us at the hotel would have gone over well?”

“Ah. Shit, yeah, no. He’d have had heart failure at just the suggestion. Still, Bel…”

“Trust me, we’re all aware. But the danger has passed. As soon as I finish up here, I can give him the time to adjust and train up, like he deserves. But I need Grandpa. They sealed a higher demon back in here.”

She whistled low. “Did they really. Who?”

“Aim.”

“Aw shit. The annoying one.”

“You know, that’s exactly what I said?”

“Well, fortunately for you, Grandpa’s here. He’s currently indulging himself in a triple layer chocolate cake. Hey, Grandpa! Bel found Aim in the back of that cave.”

Even from a distance, Bel could hear his grandfather swearing. Then the phone abruptly changed hands. 

“You’re sure it’s Aim?” Belphegor demanded. 

“I mean, I’m seeing a human, cat, and serpent heads on one body. Who else can it be?”

Belphegor sighed from the depths of his dark soul. “I’d hoped he’d found some black hole somewhere and tripped into it. Not that lucky, eh? Alright, don’t move. I’ll be there in a minute to deal with him. And for the sake of everything unholy, don’t bust him out.”

“I am not tempted, I promise you. See you in a minute.” Bel hung up and pocketed the phone. “Right, Grandpa is coming. He’ll deal with this. In the meantime, let’s catalogue what else needs to be dismantled in this cave.”

They did just that, but only for about fifteen minutes before Belphegor appeared. And he did look fit to be tied. He wasn’t in his usual three-piece, bespoke suit, but instead was in all black—black button down, formfitting jeans, and half boots. He looked like a fallen angel. 

Everyone kept working, clearing out the remnants of magical energy, cleaning up the remains of the charred stone golems, but Bel splintered off to speak with his grandfather.

Stalking to the coffin, Belphegor glared down at it like the contents were a personal affront, then growled. “What if I accidentally drop him into a volcano?”

“Mount Doom him, huh?” Bel came up and hugged his grandfather around the waist, as he looked like he needed a hug just then. “I know you said he’s terrible to deal with, but is he really that bad?”

“It’s not so much the terrible dad jokes. It’s just that’s all he does. One joke after the next, never-ending, and he says them all in this monotone voice with no pitch or delivery, and ugh…” Belphegor’s head dropped. “I really have enjoyed the peace in Hell since his absence. Only hearing the cries of the damned has been peaceful in the mornings.”

It probably had gotten tedious, the same jokes over and over in a monotone voice. Bel could see why his grandfather was not willing to bring the demon back. “You can always just leave him sealed. Take him back down to Hell and stick him in a random junk pile.”

“Oooh, I like that idea.” Belphegor turned his head, tilting down a little as Bel was a good five inches shorter, and beamed. “Where did you get such sparkling intelligence from?”

“You.”

“Your flattery is appreciated.” Lowering his voice, Belphegor whispered with a devilish light in his eyes, “Your cousin said things went well last night?”

Knowing what he was after, Bel decided to mess with him a little. “The summoning went perfectly. Not even a hitch. It took less than a minute once the summoning circle was drawn and then presto, Garen was my familiar.”

“You know very well I want the details of what happened after that,” Belphegor scolded. “Such fine men as those, I’m sure they’re delicious between the sheets.” 

“In more ways than one,” Bel admitted cheerfully. It was fun being able to say blatant things like this to at least one parental figure. “We used whipped cream on Garen last night.” 

Belphegor cackled like the demented soul he was and hugged Bel hard. “My lovely grandchild is all grown up. I’m glad. Life is so much more fun when you have a lovely male animal at your beck and call.”

“You’re so prone to taking male lovers, I do wonder how you managed to end up sleeping with my multi-great-grandmother?”

“I do like variety from time to time.” Belphegor paused before admitting, “We may have both been a wee bit drunk.”

“Ah. The truth comes out.” Bel was glad that Belphegor had taken full responsibility for the child he fathered. He was many things, but a deadbeat dad wasn’t one of them. And he was amazing as a grandfather. In many ways, he was better than the human grandfathers that Bel had. 

Belphegor gave him one more squeeze before letting go. “Alright. I’ll deal with this so that you can finish up and take your men home. I know you’re all itching to do that. Summon me when you have more time, won’t you? I want to spend time with all three of you and get to know your men better.”

“Sure. Maybe by next weekend.”

Belphegor glared at the coffin, a growl in the back of his throat. Then his head lifted sharply. “Oh, I almost forgot the dogs. I should take them too.” 

Nico heard this and whined, “Can’t I keep one?”

“Me too, me too!” Wicky joined in, coming in closer to make his case. “They’re awesome.”

Belphegor regarded them with a lazy blink. “You. Like the dogs?”

“We got them to play fetch with us this morning,” Wicky explained brightly. 

The demon blinked at them again, nonplussed. “We’re speaking of the hellhounds held hostage here, correct?”

“They’re not hostages, they’re collateral friendships!” Wicky corrected, still with that thousand-watt smile on his face. 

Before this got ridiculous—because Belphegor was totally the type to just give someone a hellhound for shits and giggles—Bel interceded. “No. Hellhounds go back to Hell. Do not pout at me, either of you. You know very well that you can’t keep one. I’m not writing up the paperwork for that, so don’t even try it.”

“Spoilsport,” Wicky muttered. 

Belphegor grinned at them, amused, then hugged Bel once more. “I’m off, child. I’ll take them all with me, don’t worry. Tell Naamah to summon me again in about four hours so I can finish the cake with her.”

He had no intention of staying in Hell, eh? Bel suspected his grandfather was going to drop Aim in some dusty corner of Hell, ‘forget’ him, and then go back to playing with family up here. 

Belphegor moved to stand next to Aim’s coffin, then whistled for the hellhounds, who came charging through the tunnels like dogs on a lark, demanding pets and scratches immediately, which he doled out. Then he summoned a large circle of fire under their feet, drawing them all down and into the portal. In minutes, he was gone. 

Well, all the major problems were wrapped up. Bel couldn’t be more relieved. He turned to look and see what else needed to be done, what other cleanup kept them here. It looked more-or-less good, though they’d just need to clean some more of the lingering energy out, as there were still traces of it. 

Should they dismantle the doors, too? A question for the park rangers. They might choose to put a historical plaque up and let people tour through here with the crazy story of how a cult put a demon in here for safekeeping. Who knew? 

Bel’s phone rang and he looked at it with distrust, as it wasn’t a number he knew. Answering it cautiously, he said, “This is Bel Adams.”

“Hello, Mage Adams,” a male voice greeted smoothly. “I’m Jack Yoshikawa, of the MAD Magical Theory and Research Department. I’ve got two things I need to discuss with you.”

Bel had expected a phone call from this department and was not surprised by it. “Sure.”

“First, you submitted a report with a ring on it, found on a mummy in a cave? I have an answer on who that is. Levi Bruno, a cult leader belonging to the Ordo de Libertate.”

“Ohhh. I figured he had to be connected to the cult somehow. He was part of the protections to the last room in this cave system. We just figured out that they had summoned the demon, Aim.”

There was a pregnant pause. “Are you perfectly serious?”

“Yeah. We don’t have to worry about the demon. I summoned Belphegor to deal with it. He’s taken Aim and the hellhounds that were also stationed here back to Hell.”

“I cannot express to you my relief in hearing that. So you have confirmed that the Ordo de Libertate cult were the ones who set all of that up?”

“I mean, we’ve found several of their symbols all throughout the caves. And this smacks of their MO. I’ve had to clean out their caches before.”

“If you could write a formal report and turn in what you’ve found to my department, that would be very helpful. CC me on the report and package, if you would. I’m unfortunately over things of this ilk.”

Poor Yoshikawa sounded like he needed booze. Or a vacation. Preferably booze on his vacation. “Absolutely, consider it done.”

“Thank you. Second question. I understand that you’ve summoned a second familiar?”

“I have, yes,” Bel answered cautiously, not sure if he was going to get grief over this or not. 

“Do you mind also writing a report on that and submitting it? Just for our archives in case this comes up again. I don’t know if this is documented anywhere else.”

“Ah. It kinda is? My grandfather was a witness to a throuple who had done this. I can get him to write down what he saw, if that’ll help.”

“Please and thank you. I also—sorry about this—need at least three witnesses to sign off on the fact that you have actually called a second familiar. It’s red tape we need to cut through on our end. Your supervisor forgot to pass that request along and asked that I do it while I had you on the phone. You’ve got a team of people with you right now, correct?”

“Correct.”

“Any of them will be fine. We just need outside verification.”

All things considered, Bel couldn’t blame them for that. It was a pretty unique situation. “Sure. They won’t have a problem with that.”

“Thank you for being so reasonable. Once I have that verification, I’ll forward it on to your supervisor, and we’ll get your new familiar properly processed. And, of course, you’re due for six weeks leave after you’re done there. You all have training to get through before we can clear you for field work again.”

“Trust me, no need to twist our arms.” Bel looked at his two familiars, both so diligently working to get them out of there. He was looking forward to something simple, like training, and giving them all a chance to find their feet. 

“I didn’t think so. Thanks in advance, Mage Adams. I look forward to those reports.”

Bel grinned, meaning it when he said, “If nothing else, it’ll provide you with some entertainment. This one makes for some interesting reading.” 
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Nico could not express how glad he was to be home. Yeah, he still had a moving truck to unpack and get into Bel’s—his—new house. And paperwork to do. But that was an over-the-next-few-days problem. 

He’d woken up at his usual dawn hour, slipping out and then going for a run, leaving the other two curled up and snoring away. Really, it was a good thing he and Garen had Bel now. Garen was the type to like morning cuddles, and Nico had always been too energetic and antsy for them. But Bel moved at a snail’s pace in the morning, so morning cuddles were right up his alley. 

After a good ten-mile run, Nico was much more relaxed and ready to face the day. Also sweaty, hence why he’d started the shower. Partway through throwing off clothes, Bel stumbled into the bathroom, looking bleary-eyed and not entirely awake. 

Nico kissed him, light and easy. “Good morning.”

Bel looked up at him as if it took a minute to translate those words. “Good morning?”

“I’ll give you a second,” Nico promised dryly, seeing that Bel really was not in the land of the living just yet. He shucked his boxers, tossing them at the hamper before stepping into the shower and closing the glass door behind him. 

The first time he’d seen Bel’s shower, it had struck him as an orgy shower, as it was plenty large enough to fit three people in it at a time. Nico’s opinion hadn’t wavered. The thought lingered in his brain as he reached for the bodywash, and it was his libido that made him take a second look at the bottle’s label. Something about ‘invite them in’ had caught his eye and Nico focused better to read it. 

How to use: If you really don’t know how, then we suggest you find someone you really like and invite them into the shower with you to demonstrate.

The bottle had a great idea, there. Nico decided to capitalize on it. “Hey, Bel?”

There was the flush of the toilet before Bel answered, “Yeah?”

“I’m not sure I know how to properly use the bodywash. It says if I don’t know how, I’m supposed to invite someone I really like in here to help demonstrate. Don’t you want to come in and help me?”

There was a pregnant pause. “Sure, Nico. Let me do that. I don’t want you to hurt something, after all.”

Nico snickered to himself. “That’s good of you, Bel Bel.”

For a man not properly awake, he sure got naked fast. Bel was in the shower in under ten seconds, looking eager as his eyes swept Nico from head to feet and back again. 

Nico had deliberately gotten wet before calling Bel in here, and he knew Bel liked the view. He might have turned and angled himself a little, showing off. 

The promise of sex seemed to have gotten Bel’s brain cells in high gear because he was much more awake now. He extended a hand for the bodywash. “Here, put a good amount in my hand. I’ll show you.”

“Okay.” Nico happily played along, squirting as much as Bel’s hand would allow before replacing the bottle in the shower niche. 

Coming to him, Bel started at his shoulders. “So, start here and work your way down. Down these lovely pecs, and the arms, hands, back up again, and you have to make sure to really pay attention to the abs.”

It felt good to have Bel’s hands on him, no question. Between bodywash and water, their skin was slick, and Nico liked it a lot. But he liked the teasing glint in Bel’s eyes just as much, knew his lover was having fun playing around. The thing Nico liked about Bel as a lover was that Bel really liked having fun with sex. It didn’t always have to be serious. 

“Okay, now turn,” Bel instructed. “Put your hands on the wall to balance and spread those legs for me.”

Nico turned without complaint and with a great deal of anticipation. Please, oh please let those fingers go fun places. 

Not that he was in any doubt about that. 

Bel’s hands started again at the shoulders—because he was a fucking tease that way—and it was half caress, half massage as his hands trailed down, working over the skin. He finally reached Nico’s ass after a year’s journey, cupping and giving both cheeks a squeeze before he spread them and stroked there, lighting up Nico’s world a little. 

Nico let his head rest against the cool tile of the shower, breath coming a little faster. Bel’s hands there were perfect. So hot against him, making anticipation tingle along his skin. Now if he would just—

A slim finger penetrated his hole and started teasing, fucking in and out. 

“Have to make sure this is thoroughly clean,” Bel said solemnly. 

Nico’s hands balled into fists against the tile, and he pushed his ass more against that finger. He loved it. The pull and press was thoroughly enjoyable, it just…more. Nico needed more. His cock started rising to the occasion, agreeing that more was necessary. 

Bel might be a dedicated bottom, but he could make an exception, right? 

Right?

That traitorous finger left Nico, and Bel pressed in close, his dick nestled against Nico’s ass, hands sliding around until they latched onto Nico’s half-erect cock. 

“Now,” Bel murmured against his back, hand sliding up and down, working the shaft, “You really have to wash this thoroughly. Don’t skimp on it, give it lots of love.”

Nico whined in the back of his throat. Either he had to be fucked, or Bel needed to let Nico fuck him—something had to happen, he was quickly reaching the end of his rope. 

“Think you got it?”

“Bel,” Nico whined at him. 

“Good. Then do me.” Bel released him and stepped back. 

Oh. Oh, was that how this game was going to be played? Nico turned, took in that mischievous grin on Bel’s face, the open posture that invited Nico to pin him against a shower wall. He was itching to be fucked, that was clear. 

Nico was only too happy to oblige. 

He squirted an amount of bodywash blindly into his hand, locking gazes with Bel. These tables could be turned, oh yes they could. Nico was happy to turn them. “So, start at the top, right?”

“Right,” Bel answered, grin widening into an outright smirk. 

“Alright.” Nico’s hands fairly itched to get on the little blond anyway. 

He started on the shoulders, as Bel had done, trailing down arms and hands, coming back to the chest and working his way down. Bel played along, and it was clear from the look on his face that he enjoyed the attention very much. Especially when Nico flicked his nipples, pinching them before moving on. 

“Alright, turn and spread ’em,” Nico directed. 

Bel did so, and damn, that was a vision right there. All of that pale skin in stark contrast to the blue and grey marble tile, water streaming down him like a caress. Nico might need to get Bel to do it again so he could take a picture and use it as a wallpaper on his phone. 

As much as he admired it, Nico didn’t pause. More bodywash, and then his hands once again started at the top and worked their way down. Bel shivered a little as Nico’s thumbs brushed the tops of his ass cheeks. Nico cupped them, massaging them with both hands, getting Bel all amped up. He didn’t quite whine, but Bel made a keening noise in the back of his throat, a get-on-with-it sound. 

Nico grabbed the lube they had stashed in the shower—thank anything Nico cared to name Garen had left a bottle in here—coating his fingers well before sliding a finger in, saw Bel shudder and sigh into it, as if Nico had just given him precisely what he needed. Such a natural bottom, this one. 

His ears detected someone coming into the bathroom. Having no doubt who it was, Nico called out encouragingly, “Hey, G!”

“What?” Garen did not sound precisely awake. 

“Ruby and I are figuring out how to use bodywash. You want to chime in with an opinion?”

There was a digestive pause. And then Garen stepped around the wall and into view of the shower door, where he could see in perfectly. His eyes took them in, Bel splayed against the wall, being finger fucked and loving it, Nico behind him, slowly driving the blond mad. 

In an almost visible movement, Garen abruptly woke up. “You know, that is something I have a very strong opinion about. I better join you.”

“I think you should too,” Nico purred. 

Bel turned his head, shooting Nico a pleading glance. “Carus, more than two!”

Nico obligingly slid a third finger into that tight ass, felt the grip of it, the heat of Bel’s channel. Oh, he was more than ready to be fucked now. “I feel like we need to get Boo Bear in here. I’ve got a wicked fun idea.”

Garen was certainly inside in record time, and he greeted Nico promptly with a kiss, ravaging his mouth even as his hand roamed over Nico’s back. Nico kissed him back, just as hungry, feeling like he was at his limits. Both of his men could push him over with no effort at all. 

“Is he ready?” Garen growled in his mouth. 

“Yeah,” Bel panted, head arched, eyes closed tight. “I’m more than ready. Someone get in me!”

Nico didn’t withdraw his fingers, not just yet. But his focus was on position. He had this crazy idea. “G. Work with me, I’ve got an idea. What if you hold him, so that his head is on your shoulder, and you’re supporting his weight by his thighs? And that way I can fuck him without any part of him touching the tiles.” 

Garen could support his weight, no question there. He looked Bel over consideringly before nodding slowly. “Yeah. Give him to me.”

Nico didn’t cackle. But it was a near thing. 

Amenable to the whole thing, maybe even more turned on by it, Bel cooperated perfectly while they got him up and into Garen’s arms. He twined both hands behind Garen’s head, not at all shy about the position. It displayed him completely, his cock and ass presented to Nico like a gift. 

And Nico liked the gift very, very much. 

He used a bit more lube on his cock, just because Bel would need this to be easy if he was going to take Garen on next. He angled and pressed in, saw the way Bel’s eyes fluttered, head turning into Garen’s neck as he took Nico in with one smooth, easy motion. Nico’s hands latched onto Bel’s waist as he slid out an inch, then back in, finding a rhythm. 

“That’s it,” Bel encouraged, breaths starting to come out in pants. “That’s it. That’s perfect.”

“Fuck yeah you are,” Nico groaned. So tight and perfect. The way he gripped Nico, as if he didn’t want this to ever end. The tightness caressed him as he fucked in and out. It was too good. It couldn’t last. 

“Fuck him harder, Nico,” Garen encouraged. There was a gravelly tone to his voice, his eyes glued to where Nico was pounding into their lover. “Damn, that’s sexy to watch. I’m getting hard just from the view.” 

Nico’s climax slammed into him, and his eyes closed in bliss as he poured himself into Bel. Ah, damn, yeah. That was amazing. His legs shuddered a little, but he kept his balance and breathed for a moment. Just a moment, as he knew that both of his men were rock hard and ready to go at each other. Slipping out, he retreated to the shower bench next to them, watching as Garen put Bel carefully down. 

And then promptly spun him about, picking him up again, and backing Bel right into the wall. Bel kissed him, nipping Garen’s bottom lip before they started tonguing each other. He only broke the kiss when Garen fucked into him, head coming back against the tiles on a whine. 

“Good?” Garen demanded. 

The size difference alone between the two of them made Garen cautious, always made him check. Not that he ever got no for an answer. 

Bel latched onto his shoulders, demanding hoarsely, “Don’t you fucking dare stop now.”

Garen groaned as he started thrusting up into that small body, pressing Bel against the tiles without mercy as he took his pleasure in him. 

Really, it was so hot that even though Nico had just come, he almost got hard again. 

Bel’s eyes met his, and Nico could see the dazed pleasure, the overload of sensory input, and knew Bel wouldn’t last much longer. Garen looked about done, too. And as much as he was enjoying the view, he felt like he wanted his hands on both of them, too. 

Nico stood, coming in close enough to give Garen’s ass a solid slap, which he knew the man liked now and again. Garen’s breath hitched, eyes cutting to Nico’s face. But Nico was really there to get a hand on Bel’s dick, encourage the little mage over the edge. He leaned in, kissing Bel, getting a very hungry response in return, one hand latching onto Bel’s neck even as Nico trailed a hand down to that pretty cock. 

Nico gave into an impulse, smoothing damp blond hair back and revealing those pointed, sensitive ears. He leaned in, nibbling gently along the edge. A strangled scream sounded in Bel’s throat, his grip on Nico’s shoulder borderline painful. Hot damn, Bel was definitely sensitive there and Nico really, really had to spend more time on his ears. 

He barely got three good strokes in before Bel abruptly came hard over his own chest. Nico smiled in satisfaction, backing off his ear and letting go of his cock, not wanting to overstimulate him. 

Garen let out a low roar as he came hard, slamming into Bel one last time before he bent, his head resting on Bel’s shoulder. 

“Here, give him to me,” Nico encouraged, knowing that Garen’s legs must be shaking. 

Garen pulled out carefully before passing Bel over, which he was happy to do. Bel snuggled into his arms as they retreated back to the shower bench, sitting in Nico’s lap with a satisfied purr. Garen joined them, stretching out, putting Bel’s legs over his own to join in on the cuddles. 

“I really like this brand of bodywash,” Nico noted to them, grinning. 

Bel didn’t lift his head from Nico’s shoulder as he said, “We’re definitely buying more when we’re out.” 

Garen just chuckled. 
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Three weeks later

 

 

Moving both Garen and Nico’s stuff into Bel’s house was…interesting. Garen hadn’t kept everything. He’d gotten rid of most of his furniture, as they didn’t need it at Bel’s house. Still, Garen was a man who had been on his own for a good decade now, so he’d accumulated quite a few things. Bel didn’t have a small house, by any means. It was three stories with a finished basement, over two thousand square feet in total. But trying to cram three men’s belongings into the space seemed to take some juggling. And many, many new shelving units. Nico’s collection of swords and all things pointy got relegated to the basement just for sanity reasons. Garen’s bookcases went down there as well, also for sanity reasons. 

It hadn’t taken long to pack Garen up and ship everything to Michigan, which he was thankful for. It hadn’t taken long to turn everything in and completely quit the Secret Service, either. Which everyone was very thankful for. He was relieved to be done with that part of his life, eager to start the next chapter. Training for field duty in MAD started on Monday. 

Which meant they had this weekend to figure out bedroom furniture and where to put all of Garen’s shoes. 

In Garen’s defense, he’d gotten most of those shoes half off. 

After sleeping together now for almost four weeks, it was very obvious that a queen-sized bed was in no way, shape, or form large enough for the three of them. Mostly because Nico was part cat and could take up half the bed without trying. It was fun at first trying to fit, but they all wanted a good night’s sleep, too. 

It was a unanimous decision that it was time to go bed shopping for something larger. They’d used the other bedroom on the second story as a sort of dressing room, with dressers for all of their clothes, and the bedroom for just a bed and nightstand. It was the only thing that made sense without trying to squeeze and cram everything in. 

Which was logical and all, but try taking three men with different tastes in furniture to a store and see what happens. 

This was the second furniture store they’d been in, and Garen didn’t give it good odds they’d find something here, either. Bel seemed to go more for the antique look, he himself favored something more modern, and Nico was adamantly against sleigh-style. It had to be something that they could use handcuffs with. 

Because, of course, that was the priority. 

Alright, maybe Garen was looking forward to tying one or the other up. Or being tied up. Priorities, right?

Bel walked alongside the saleswoman, smiling politely as she listed out the possibilities, and what beds could be ordered in a larger size if he needed it. He’d clearly hoped to browse on his own without someone hovering, but it wasn’t happening in this store. 

Garen hung a little ways back, looking over the wide, warehouse-sized room. All the furniture was arranged in little clusters, like miniature rooms, showcasing what was available. The lighting was mellow, too, for some reason. He’d have preferred it a little brighter, although the windows on the sides of the building helped. 

The saleswoman turned back, inviting Garen in closer with a smile. “Now, I think I know what Bel likes. What about you?”

“I’m more of a modern style,” Garen answered honestly. One eye was on Nico, who was already ahead of them, poking at something. He never could pace himself with a group, not even shopping, apparently. 

She stepped in a little closer. A little too close, really, more in his personal bubble than Garen cared for. Her smile went up a notch, head tilting just a touch. “It’s so sweet of you to shop with him. It’s rare for a man to be that…caring.” 

Was she…possibly flirting?

Garen stared back at her, perplexed. Was it not obvious that he was with Bel and Nico?

“Considering he’ll be sleeping on it every night, he’s got a reason to be invested.” Bel no doubt meant to be casual saying that, but the sharp way he eyed the woman showed how testy he was that she even dared flirt with Garen. 

She backed off immediately, blinking at the two of them. “Oh. Sorry, I thought you were with—the other man.”

“Nico? Oh, he’s mine too. Even if he can’t focus.” Bel took Garen’s hand, towing him along as he went ahead. “Nico! Not every bed comes in the size we need, you know.”

Garen sailed past her, trying not to laugh at the possessive, impatient way Bel claimed him. He felt bad for her, a little. It wasn’t like she’d been trying to step on toes. 

And she was now floundering in their wake, trying to wrap her head around all three men being together. Granted, polyamorous couples weren’t common, but it wasn’t like they were rare, either. Had she never met one before?

Was this a reaction Garen would be faced with often? Because as amusing as this was, he could see it getting old very quickly. 

Nico popped up much further across the room, waving a hand for them to join him. “I found our bed!”

“Really,” Bel deadpanned. “You found a bed that suits my style, and Garen’s, and has the cutouts in it you want?”

“Yup.”

“Now this I gotta see.” 

They rounded a wall of dressers and armoires, coming around to another setup of a display bedroom. Garen took in the bed that Nico sat on with a blink. Well. What do you know? He had chosen something Garen would like. 

It was more of a Craftsman style, a cherry wood in all lines and angles. The headboard was crossed lines that formed small squares and simple shapes, the footboard a simplified version of the same pattern. Garen rather liked the sleek look of it. 

Bel looked it over and nodded slowly, “Actually, I do like this. It fits my house, too. Garen?”

“I like it,” he said honestly. “And I think this size works for us. This actually is a California King, isn’t it?”

Nico flopped onto the mattress and spread-eagled, still not quite touching the sides. “Feels like it. This one?”

“Sure. Should we get the dresser and armoire that go with it? Since you left all your bedroom furniture behind, Nico.”

“Yeah, sounds great. I like the look of the suite.” Nico stuck his hands above his head, into the slots of the headboard, and waggled his eyebrows. “And I’m really hoping we can take this home today.” 

Garen turned to look at their saleswoman, who seemed pained behind that professional smile. Still, she rallied enough to answer, “We can, yes. I’m not sure if I have a mattress available that you’ll like in that size. But you can try several here in the store and the warehouse can get it to you by end of business day if you’re in town.”

“We’re one over,” Bel corrected. “We’re not in Canton, but Plymouth.”

“Oh. Close enough to deliver, that won’t be an issue. Come this way to the mattresses, then.”

Garen couldn’t tell where one small town ended and the other began, frankly. They were in a different town? Really? Since when? 

He followed her to the back corner of the store, Nico trailing along with them, pleased with himself that he’d found the right bed. That had taken something of a miracle, too. Garen was happy he’d spotted it and pointed it out. Otherwise, they would have been furniture shopping for the next week and stuck on a bed too small. 

Nico’s phone rang, and he answered it with a cheerful, “Wicky! What’s up, my man? Ooh. Ooh, wait, this sounds serious. Hang on. Bel, come back, Wicky’s propositioning us.”

“I hope not literally.” Bel came back anyway, standing in front of Nico. 

Actually, knowing Wicky, he might well be. Garen wasn’t entirely sure how Wicky swung, but he was fairly positive it wasn’t straight. He’d certainly taken the three of them in stride without a hitch in his get along. 

As soon as Nico had him on speaker, Wicky corrected, “I said I have a proposition for you. I know better than to proposition any of you. Bel would banish my bones.”

“That I would,” Bel agreed with a benign smile. “So, what’s your proposition?”

“Zia and I’ve been talking, and we really enjoyed working with you guys the past two times. We’re kind of at loose ends in MAD, you know. We don’t have a team of our own. But word on the street is, you’re trying to put a full team together. So, can we join?”

Garen’s heart rose in hope. That would be amazing. He trusted Zia completely; she was steady in personality and magic, and he had a feeling that if he just knew her a little better, they’d become great friends. Wicky was the only person he knew that could keep up with Nico. And he was a good mage himself. Crazy, but dependable. Garen looked at Bel, hoping he’d say yes. 

Bel didn’t even hesitate. He answered, “I would love to. And”—he looked up, first at Nico, then Garen, and grinned at their expressions—“it looks like both of my familiars are hoping you will.”

“Please do,” Garen encouraged. “I really enjoyed working with you and Zia, too.”

“Aww, Garen, you’re making me cry. I’m stupid happy right now that you’re so readily saying yes. I’ll pass the good word to Zia and tell her we’ve got a go. And we’ll start the paperwork on our end.”

“We’re buying a new bed—”

“Why, did you already break yours? You naughty children.”

Bel rolled his eyes and kept going. “—so I’m out of the house, but I’ll start the paperwork on my end when we get back home. These two start their training on Monday, so we can’t do anything in the field until they’re done, but I think we should do some training sessions together so we’re not figuring stuff out in the field.”

“Sounds like a plan. And after they’re trained, we go find trouble.”

Bel snorted. “More like, trouble will come find us.”

Nico nodded enthusiastic support at the idea of trouble. Garen snorted, reading that expression on his face all too easily. This one was so incorrigible, seriously. 

But he had to admit, he was looking forward to trouble a little bit himself. Because it meant having a challenge and working alongside these two men he loved to pieces. 

And really, what could be more fun than that? 

 

 


Thank you for reading A Mage’s Guide to Human Familiars! The boys are just starting their journey, and I hope you enjoyed them as much as I do. 

 

In the mood for more magic? Have you tried the series Jocelynn Drake and I created with dragons, mages and fated mates? Dive into an epic urban fantasy complete with castles, hoards, and secret clans! 

 

Origin

 

Want some ghosts in your life? FBI medium Mack Lafayette has plenty to share. No really, he’d gladly take any form of relief he can get. Thank god anchor-in-training Brandon Havili shows up to help. (And that’s he a giant teddy bear.)

 

Brandon’s Very Merry Haunted Christmas

 

PRE-ORDER  Mack’s Rousingly Ghoulish Highland Adventure out Dec 3!  

 

 

Looking for a funny (cracky, let’s be honest), slice of life read? Poor Ross is up to his ears in supernatural problems, which is what happens when you’re a PA for a supernatural clan. It’s a good thing his vampire boss is so sexy. And gives him hazard pay. That helps too.

 

The Tribulations of Ross Young, Supernat PA
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Gay 4 Renovations
Style of Love*

 

Jon’s Mysteries
Jon’s Downright Ridiculous Shooting Case
Jon’s Crazy Head-Boppin’ Mystery
Jon’s Spooky Corpse Conundrum
Jon’s Boom-Shaka-Laka Problem

 

Mack’s Marvelous Manifestations
Brandon’s Very Merry Haunted Christmas
Mack’s Perfectly Ghastly Homecoming
Mack’s Rousing Ghoulish Highland Adventure*


 

Unholy Trifecta
How to Shield an Assassin
How to Steal a Thief
How to Hack a Hacker

 

The Warden and the General
Fourth Point of Contact
Zone of Action

 

Short Stories
Marriage Contract

 

Single Titles 
The Tribulations of Ross Young, Supernat PA

 

 

Books by AJ Sherwood and Jocelynn Drake

Scales ‘n’ Spells
Origin
Breath
Blood
Embers

Wish (a Christmas novella)


*Coming soon
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Dear Reader, 

 

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book! (I won’t even complain if it’s 4 stars, honest.) 

 

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!
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AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan. 

 

In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She’s only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she’ll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

 

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group:  AJ’s Gentlemen!
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