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          Ten Years Ago

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, faggot!”

      Laurence dipped his head and picked up the pace. If he was quick he might make it to the doors, and beyond them he could just about see the tantalizing glimpse of yellow that meant none of the school buses had left yet.

      “Hey, sissy fag! I’m talkin’ to you!”

      He’d never doubted that, but just to confirm it, the speaker’s hand landed heavily on Laurence’s shoulder and grabbed so tight that he almost spun on his heels.

      Freedom just got a whole heck of a lot further away.

      Laurence’s gut sank. His hands trembled, so he shoved them into his jacket pockets as fast as he could.

      This wasn’t the first school he’d been bullied at. But this was the first where the junior high students shared buildings with the high schoolers, and Laurence was tall for his age. Twelve years old and he was already taller than his mom, but that just meant he was like cream to cats where the jocks were concerned.

      The only question now was what form his torment would take today.

      “I think he’s ignoring you, bruh.”

      “Yeah. Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      Finally it came. Laurence was smashed face-first against a wall. The constant flow of footsteps and chatter passed behind him as everyone pretended he wasn’t there. His upper lip got trapped between his teeth and the wall, and he felt it split under the pressure.

      He didn’t know the name of the weight against his back. They were always Brad or Troy or, on occasion, Jase. It didn’t matter. These boys could pick him out of a crowd, like they had the scent of blood in the water. Wherever he went.

      It wasn’t ever going to stop.

      He tried so hard not to cry. Crying gave them what they wanted, which wasn’t so bad, but it always made them hurt him more once they got their reward. The longer he could put off the tears, the longer he had for someone to save him from what was to come.

      Someone.

      Anyone.

      Please.

      “Dude, I think he’s pissed himself.”

      Guffaws rippled at his back.

      “Maybe he’s cum in his pants. Little homo queer fag that he is.”

      “Eww, man, that’s gross!” The voice in his ear came with hot, fetid breath. “You like this, you sick fucking homo? Did you just cum in your pants from me touching you?”

      He was a deer, pinned by headlights. Any answer was the wrong answer. Goddess, had he pissed himself? He couldn’t even tell. Only babies peed their pants, and he wasn’t a baby any more.

      “I said—” The boy behind him slammed him against the wall again “—did you just cum in your pants, fag?”

      Laurence barely understood a word of it. Whatever cum was, whether he’d done it or not, was it better or worse than pee? Which one would get him more derision around school when news of this crap spread the way he knew it would?

      Which one led to darker bruises?

      His whole body shook as he took a breath. “No?” The word came out in a tight squeak, so quiet he barely heard it himself.

      “What was that? You pissed yourself, huh?”

      The laughter billowed around him like fog, and Laurence wished he could disappear. Not forever. Just long enough to get away.

      How come nobody ever wanted to save him?

      “I say we teach this pussy a lesson!”

      “What lesson’s that, Troy?”

      Oh yeah. Troy. Of course.

      “Teach him not to be such a little baby queer!”

      When the first punch landed in his side, he knew he was going to miss the bus.

      By the time the fifth punch hit, he couldn’t hold back his tears any more.
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      It took him until well after sunset to walk all the way home.

      Everything hurt. One eye was almost swollen shut, and his lip was the size of a finger. He could only shuffle along because lifting his right leg made a weird kind of stabbing pain through his back. He’d cried until nothing else came out, and nobody even looked at him as he struggled past them on the street.

      It was like he was invisible. People just didn’t want to see him.

      Both Mom and Dad were on the doorstep when he got home. Mom’s eyes were filled with worry, and Dad looked like he knew what had happened before Laurence opened his mouth.

      Of course he did. Laurence looked like crap. Even though he was twelve now, he couldn’t put up a fight.

      His chest stammered and he felt like he was going to cry all over again, but his throat was too sore to make a sound, and his eyes too dry to bring tears.

      “Hey, Cricket.” Dad swooped forward and wrapped Laurence in his big arms, then hefted him right off the ground. Dark eyes swept back and forth over Laurence’s features.

      “Dad,” Laurence whispered.

      “Little dude.” Dad gave him a slow, soft smile. “Wanna hear a joke?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “What’s brown and sticky?”

      Laurence sniffled into his dad’s shoulder. “A stick,” he croaked.

      “Aw, man! That was my best one!” Dad turned and carried him into the RV. “Okay, why do chicken coops only have two doors?”

      He heard his mom let out a groan behind him. “Um.”

      “Because if they had four they’d be chicken sedans!” Dad crowed with triumph. “Oh, oh, I got one! I used to work in a calendar factory, but I got fired ’cause I took a couple of days off!”

      “Eric, that’s terrible! Bambi, don’t you listen to your father—”

      “Why doesn’t Dracula have many friends?”

      Laurence hiccuped. “I don’t—”

      “Because he’s a pain in the neck!” Dad guffawed as he set Laurence down on the couch.

      Laurence hiccuped again. He tried so hard not to laugh, and it was getting in the way of his weak sobs so that all he was left with was the hiccup his dad called him Cricket for.

      “Oh, now we’re going places!” Dad rubbed his hands together then pushed them through his thick, dark blond curls. “You know, I really like watching chickens. Especially when they’re all, like, runnin’ around.” He paused for effect. “It’s kinda like… poultry in motion!”

      Mom’s groan was louder this time.

      Laurence’s hiccups gave way to weak, breathless laughter.

      “What did the pirate say when he turned 80?” Dad put on a really bad pirate accent and added, “Aye matey! Oh, man, I’ve got another pirate one! Why couldn’t the pirate go see a movie? Because it was arrrrr rated!”

      Laurence’s tension ebbed as he laughed, helpless. Goddess, Dad’s jokes were bad.

      But they always helped.

      “Hey. There you go, Cricket.” Dad smiled and sat beside him. “They got you pretty good today, huh?”

      Laurence bobbed his head a little.

      “I think we should homeschool, Eric.” His mom wrung her fingers together.

      “Maybe. Or maybe we should just settle down.” Dad looked to Mom and shrugged his broad shoulders. “Can’t be easy, moving around all the time. Maybe he just needs to be in one place so he can make some friends.”

      Her frown deepened. “I don’t know…”

      So Dad turned to face Laurence, and looked him in the eye. “What do you reckon, huh? You wanna settle? Maybe we could give your mom that flower shop she always wanted? Turn the house into a farm, maybe even get a dog?”

      Laurence looked between them. He had no idea whether going to one school and making friends would stop bigger kids from picking on him, but things couldn’t get any worse than they already were.

      “Okay.”
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      He tore through scrub and shrub alike. Those that would not bend of their own will bent to his instead. The scent trail of his prey was bright and fresh, and the plant life it thought would provide cover would instead offer only betrayal.

      Leaves rustled as trees reshaped themselves for the hunter. He was one with them, for they knew that nutrients left from his kill would sink through dry earth and nourish their roots. The cycle would remain unbroken.

      Laurence stilled. The scent was strongest here. His prey had left spoor up and around the trunk of a tree, but that was a mistake which was to cost the beast its life.

      This was the wrong night to trust a tree.

      Laurence raised his head and commanded the tree to release its fugitive, and it did so without hesitation. Boughs shook. Red leaves fell like blood-touched snow.

      The squirrel clutched at thin air as the tree rejected it.

      It was too soon to allow himself to feel triumphant. His prey was worthy, and the hunt was not yet over, so Laurence sprang, his hands forward to snatch the creature from the air while it was still vulnerable.

      It gave a high-pitched squeak, but Laurence wasted no time. His hands turned like he was opening a jar.

      The squirrel’s neck snapped.

      Now he could let the triumph take hold.

      Laurence hunkered down with his back to the tree and used the shrubs for cover as he tore into the meat with his teeth.
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      Laurence jerked awake with a muffled yell.

      Goddess, it was cold. Maybe he’d kicked the sheets off.

      Where was Quentin?

      His thoughts were a mess. The dream had been so real he swore he could taste blood.

      “Quen?”

      There was something in his mouth. It felt like dog fur. Damn stuff got everywhere. He spat it out and wiped his eyes with the backs of his hands, but that only got another strand of fluff right up against one eyeball, where it scratched and irritated and made his eye water.

      Laurence growled and tried to swing his legs out of bed.

      Dry leaves crinkled beneath his naked legs.

      Startled by the unexpected, he lost his balance and fell against the parched earth. Faint moonlight filtered through the almost-bare branches overhead, and slowly the world came into focus.

      His fingers were spattered with darkness.

      The grisly remains of a squirrel lay discarded by his side.

      It took a second for his gut to react to the news, but when it did, Laurence crawled onto all fours and started to heave.
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      How the hell he’d made it all the way to the shop without getting caught was beyond him. He didn’t care. He kept his head down and sprinted like his life depended on it, because the last thing he needed was pictures of his naked ass all over the internet.

      In the alley behind the back door he was safe.

      But he was still butt naked and didn’t have the keys.

      “Shit. Shit, shit shit, shit.” He peered in through the glass of the door and hopped from one foot to the other, then looked around for something to break the window with.

      All he could see were the store’s dumpsters, and diving through those didn’t appeal to him, so he looked into the back room and searched for anything remotely living. It was dark, but his eyesight was getting better now he and Quentin were, well…

      He bit his cheek. Now was not the time to get a hard-on.

      “C’mon. Come onnnn!” He held his hands up to prevent the moonlight from reflecting off the glass so he could see through it better.

      There.

      A row of bouquets for the morning’s deliveries were lined up on a shelf by the sink. Something with roots would be better, but these would have to do, and Laurence concentrated.

      Burgundy peonies twisted and flowed from their vases. Dahlias pushed free as their stems grew. Roses provided scaffolding as the bouquets stretched and contorted themselves across the sink. A couple of vases fell over as the weight dragged them forward.

      All so that a red ranunculus could coil itself around the window latch and force it free.

      Laurence let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d held, and the plants insinuated themselves between window and frame until he could get his fingers into the gap and heave it open. He propelled himself up onto the sill and slithered through the space as he made the plants withdraw to save from being scratched by thorns, and once he landed on the cold, hard floor inside, he turned toward the sink.

      A brief flicker of a tiny red light over his head made him pause.

      The alarm.

      He hurried over to tap the code in and disable the alarm before the cops showed up to find him naked in his own store, then closed the window and washed his hands. He didn’t need to turn the light on to know that the crud on them was blood.
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      He grabbed a couple of pot plants from the store to help him break into his old apartment upstairs, and his first stop was the bathroom.

      Laurence’s reflection was a mess. There was dirt in his hair and dried blood down his chin. He looked like a raccoon after it had ransacked a trash can.

      This was gonna take some explaining, that was for sure. He didn’t remember getting out of bed or traveling to Balboa Park, and he couldn’t have gone by foot, surely? It was like twelve miles away. Quentin might be able to run that kind of distance without dying of a heart attack, but Laurence flagged way sooner than that.

      He’d have to look back at the night to figure out what happened, but not before he’d cleaned himself up. He squeezed toothpaste onto his finger and did what he could to clean the taste of meat out of his mouth, then rinsed with water and cursed not leaving a spare toothbrush behind for emergencies. At least he still had toiletries here. Quen owned more than enough for two guys to keep themselves clean for ten years.

      Once he couldn’t feel muck on his body any more he got out, wrapped himself in a towel, and went through to his bedroom to check the time.

      05:27.

      Laurence swore under his breath. Quentin would wake up soon, and Laurence had no way of texting him, so he grabbed the phone and dialed, then left the best voicemail he could come up with.

      “Hey baby. I’m okay. I’m at the store early. I, uh. Left my phone. And keys. And, uh. Probably the truck. Seriously, I’m okay. I’ll explain after work, okay? I love you.”

      He scrunched his eyes shut as he hung up. If his goal was to stop Quentin from worrying, he wasn’t sure that message was gonna cut it, but it’d have to do for now. He needed some answers.

      Laurence patted himself dry enough to at least pull on some briefs and grabbed one of the now-overgrown pot plants on his way through to the lounge.

      He had no tools. No altar. All those things were at the mansion now, up in La Jolla. He didn’t need them, but he sure preferred to have them around him for protection as well as comfort.

      You’re just gonna look at yourself. No big deal.

      Still, he settled down where his altar used to be and set the pot plant down in its place. A little wriggle and his legs were crossed, and he rested his hands on his knees.

      “You know,” he muttered, “I could maybe use a little guidance here. Or help. I dunno. I’m only gonna see what, right? Not why.” He drew a breath and held it until his lungs ached, then released it in a puff and sucked in another as he closed his eyes. “Herne, master of the wild hunt, king of the forest, great hunter, ancestor of mine… if you can hear me, please just… just listen, and maybe let me know what you think when you’re done, okay?”

      He allowed his shoulders to relax as his breathing slowed. He caught a faint scent that smelled a little of lemon, and which was followed by an undercurrent of cedar. It distracted him a moment.

      “I hear you,” a deep voice rumbled by his side. “And I will listen.”

      Laurence took a sharp breath. His eyes snapped open.

      He wasn’t in his apartment any more.
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      The woodland was like none Laurence had seen before, but he could name every plant within it. None of these trees or shrubs were native to California.

      They were British.

      Here and there stood great, ancient oaks and wych elms. Between them, the bright red berries of Midland hawthorn, and the darker red of rowan berries. At ground level lay a mixture of plants whose summer flowers had already passed, and whose fall blooms were springing to life: common dog violet, honeysuckle, and ivy were almost everywhere. Tree trunks were coated with a mixture of lichens, a couple of which Laurence was sure were on the verge of extinction. Their presence marked the sheer age of this forest.

      It wasn’t possible. He couldn’t have been transported five thousand miles.

      He turned slowly until he could see the source of the voice at his back.

      That wasn’t possible either. He wasn’t possible.

      Laurence recognized Herne in an instant. How could he not? He’d seen the god in a dream, and the guy had Laurence’s eyes, his hair.

      It was Herne.

      Antlers like those of some great stag rose from the god’s curls. There was a glint of gold around his neck from a thick rope-twist torc. His beard was full but well-kept and led Laurence’s eye down a broad and densely-muscled chest toward the most rudimentary of leather loincloths, below which the hunter’s thighs descended to cloven feet.

      It was Herne.

      Laurence scrambled to his feet so that he could turn toward the god and bow deeply. “Herne!” His voice cracked and shook. “I’m sorry—”

      Herne’s laugh was deep, warm. “For what?”

      “Er. For… everything?”

      “Ah. Everything.” A heavy hand clapped against Laurence’s back and almost toppled him. “Stand up straight, my child. Let me see you.”

      Laurence pulled himself up and risked a glance up toward Herne’s dark eyes. The god towered over him the way Laurence stood over most other guys, and he got a sharp reminder of what life had been like before his dad died.

      “It’s been far too long,” Herne mused. He patted at Laurence’s hair and then parted his lips to examine his teeth like he was assessing a horse. “My children do not speak much anymore. I am pleased to see that my blood still holds strength in the world of mortals.”

      Laurence felt heat rise to his cheeks as a god referred to Laurence as his child.

      “What is it that made you reach out to me?” Herne moved back and gestured for Laurence to follow.

      Laurence looked down so that he could pick his way through the dense undergrowth without treading on anything too sharp. “I… I thought I had a dream,” he breathed. “But when I woke up it wasn’t a dream, and I kinda…” He drew a deep breath. “I was scared. I hoped you could help in some way.”

      “What was this dream?” Herne looked up toward the canopy and made a circling gesture with one hand. Something rustled high above, but Laurence couldn’t make it out through the leaves.

      “I was hunting prey. A squirrel. I caught it, and I ate it.” He swallowed, but his stomach seemed to have already made peace with what it had been given earlier.

      “A squirrel?” Herne grinned down at him as though a small child had just presented him with something adorable. He even ruffled Laurence’s hair. “Your instincts are strong!”

      Laurence narrowed his eyes and tried to work out whether Herne was throwing shade at him. “Uh huh.”

      “If you are hunting without conscious control, however, it is because you do not heed those instincts.” Herne clutched Laurence’s shoulder, albeit gently. “The veil between worlds grows stronger with each passing century, so it does not surprise me that children born your side of it do not listen to their hearts. You are strong. Too strong to ignore who and what you are. You must hunt, or you will seek to sate that need elsewhere.”

      Brittle twigs snapped underfoot as they walked. Herne somehow managed to avoid snagging his antlers in any low-hanging branches without even seeming to try, and Laurence realized as he watched that the trees gave way to the god and then closed in again behind them.

      “I can’t just… go hunt random stuff.” Laurence paused. “Right? I mean… I might get arrested or something.”

      “Humans are fond of their laws,” Herne agreed. “But surely that makes it even more important that you hunt of your own accord, lest you be ‘arrested’ for doing so without your conscious mind’s agreement?”

      Laurence grunted in agreement. “Yeah. I kinda ran off butt-naked and managed to go like twelve miles without getting caught, but I can’t count on getting away with it again.”

      Herne laughed at that. “Twelve miles? An impressive feat! You should be pleased to cover so much ground unnoticed. You will make a fine hunter. Perhaps you should set your sights on something bigger than a squirrel, though.”

      Laurence bit back his response a fraction of a second before it made it out of his mouth. This wasn’t his mom or any of his friends. This was a god. This was Herne the Hunter, who commanded and deserved his respect. “What do you suggest?” he finally said.

      “Ah, a fine question.” Herne slowed as they entered a clearing and gestured Laurence toward a log. “Please, sit.”

      Laurence lowered his bare ass to the fallen tree. It wasn’t as cold as he’d expected, and he rested his elbows on his knees. He heard rustling among the leaves, and this time when he looked up he counted at least ten ravens that hopped along branches and settled down as if to watch.

      Herne hunched down by his side. “Tell me which of your gifts have manifested.”

      “Which…” He blinked slowly. “Does that mean there are more that haven’t?”

      “Possibly. It is long since I have spoken with one of my children. Things may have changed in the centuries that have passed.”

      “Okay, well.” Laurence puffed out his cheeks. “I can see through time. Past, future, possibilities. Uh. My senses are really good. I can make plants grow and move how I want.”

      Herne watched him as though he expected to hear more.

      “It, uh.” Laurence ran a hand through his curls. “I seem to be more powerful when I’m, you know. Having sex. Not, like, right in the middle of the sex, but uh…” He trailed off.

      “Of course!” Herne grinned at him. “And it will grow strongest at Samhain, when the veil between worlds is at its thinnest. Especially your ability to uncover time’s secrets. It is a time for fortunes to be told and evil to be unmasked. You must also be able to pass unnoticed, if you were not seen on your hunt.”

      “I…” Laurence bit the tip of his tongue a moment. The dreamlike hunt was a vague memory, but he was sure he remembered hiding in shadows and using plants to shield him from sight. When he’d thought that was all part of a dream it hadn’t crossed his mind that maybe he’d done those things. But it wasn’t a dream. “I think so?” he said softly. “I haven’t ever done it intentionally.”

      “And what of your magic?”

      Laurence froze. “I, uh. You mean, like…” He squinted as he tried to work out how not to sound like a total idiot. “Actual magic? You mean… spellcasting?”

      Herne’s head dipped in agreement. “Yes.”

      “I’ve never—” He broke off. “Is it even—” He stopped himself again. “I wouldn’t even know how! I mean, I’ve done, like, spells. But I haven’t, I don’t know…”

      “Ah.” Herne raised his head. “I remember what it is that humans call ‘spells’. Mostly they are prayers, yes? Polite requests for circumstance to fall in the desired way?”

      “Yeah.” Laurence nodded. “Like, a spell for good luck, a spell for a good harvest, that kind of thing. That’s a normal part of my faith. We ask gods for their favor, and if they’re kind enough to bestow it we are grateful, but if they don’t it’s not a problem. They don’t owe us anything.”

      Herne laughed again. “You know that isn’t true, my child. We owe you our very existence. But it is true that we cannot answer every request, not even those we do hear. The veil keeps us too far apart for minor wishes to be granted, and major ones can cause such ripples that they too are often not worth the risk. That is not magic, though. Not truly.”

      “Then no. I don’t think so.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t even know how to try.”

      “You have it within you. I see it in your eyes.” Herne flashed his teeth in a wide smile. “But that must wait. You must find prey first, or you will continue to hunt without agency.”

      Laurence stared at him. The god had basically tossed a live grenade into his lap then told him to ignore it, and Laurence was left reeling from knowledge he had yet to absorb, let alone understand.

      Magic.

      It wasn’t possible. He wasn’t a magician, a sorcerer, whatever he wanted to call it. He was a demigod, descendant of Herne the Hunter, capable of so many wondrous things, but not magic.

      Why would Herne lie?

      “Look into the stream,” Herne continued. He didn’t wait, and his words almost escaped Laurence’s notice altogether. “Choose your fish.”

      Laurence sat back and stared at the god. Herne used the same metaphor that Jack had, and he couldn’t figure out whether that was a coincidence.

      “Take your time,” Herne said in a dry tone.

      “Sorry. Uh. Sorry.” Laurence tore his gaze away and closed his eyes. He took deep breaths and tried to push his chaotic thoughts aside.

      I’m in Britain. Or maybe the Spirit world. But I’m here with Herne the Hunter, who heard my prayer. And I can do magic.

      Time wasn’t going to share a damn thing with him if he couldn’t focus.

      Maybe I’m not here in person? Maybe I’m just dreaming all this? Goddess, if this is just another fucking dream I’m going to be pissed.

      “Bambi,” Herne rumbled.

      Laurence grunted softly and gripped his knees as he did his best to meditate. He listened to the gentle rustle of leaves above his head, and the occasional soft chatter among the ravens. He felt the hard wood beneath his ass, and smelled the faint perfumes of late-blooming flowers until his thoughts stilled and he could observe the passing of time itself.

      I am the hunter.

      Visions bubbled past. Some were clouded, others gave up glimpses of their contents, but he waited. He was familiar with this aspect of his gifts now. He trusted that the right vision would call to him, lure him in and demand to be seen, just as it had with a vision of Kane once.

      Now, as then, after what felt like an age, a moment in time bobbed to the surface and lingered tantalizingly close. Laurence peeked into it and — in a heartbeat — recognized Quentin.

      He dove for the vision and immersed himself within it.

      “Margaret was a dreamer.” The man at the head of the congregation had a deep, sonorous voice. His gray eyes were fixed at some midpoint in the crowd. “The eldest of three sisters, heir to the Dovecote family’s legacy, and the most beautiful woman that I ever had the good fortune to meet. Mother to three sons of whom we could never have been more proud.”

      Laurence stood by the speaker’s side. He’d expected to be by Quentin, but Quentin was down there in the front row, skin pale as ice. Goddess, he only looked eighteen.

      Freddy was there, too, his blond hair a contrast to Quentin’s. And then there was a younger boy, whose hair was sandy-brown and who sniffled and sobbed without the ramrod-straight postures of Freddy or Quentin. That had to be Nicholas, then, the youngest brother. He barely looked old enough for junior high.

      Which meant the man to Laurence’s right was their father.

      The Duke of Oxford.

      Laurence scrutinized the duke. He was tall, around Laurence’s own height, and had a medium build beneath his expensively-tailored black suit. Those colorless eyes were the same as Quentin’s, as Freddy’s.

      He looked away and found a coffin to his left, draped in some kind of heraldic flag.

      “Oh, shit,” he breathed.

      A breeze whipped through the church. It snatched at the duke’s jacket, then tore the cloth free from the coffin and sent it fluttering to the stone floor.

      “You killed her,” Quentin said.

      “Quentin.” The duke’s features were drawn tight with sympathy, and disappointment lingered in his voice, but his gaze hardened.

      The wind howled. A brazier clattered to the floor, and a woman several rows from the front squealed in surprise.

      “You killed her!” Quentin screamed. “You liar! You killed her!”

      “Quentin!” The duke gripped the podium as the gale threatened to push him off-balance.

      Quentin launched to his feet. Goddess, he looked so frail, so thin.

      Freddy grabbed Quentin’s arm, but Quentin wrenched himself free, and Freddy had to stand to grab him more tightly.

      People behind them were shouting. Yelling. Panic was taking hold. Those who stood found themselves struggling to remain on their feet as the force of the tornado pushed and pulled without remorse.

      “You’re a murderer!” Quentin screamed at his father.

      The duke stared down at Frederick. “Get him out of here,” he snapped.

      “Come on.” Frederick dragged Quentin bodily toward the doors. And then, as though his strings had been cut, Quentin sagged in his arms, so Freddy tossed his brother over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry and strode stiffly toward the exit.

      The wind cut out as briskly as it had appeared. The duke surveyed the damage and then, without another word, turned to recover the fallen cloth and drape it over the coffin. It seemed so light in his hands, yet the material was thick with embroidery.

      Laurence had seen Quentin employ that trick, to hide his telekinesis with the use of his body and make it seem as though it was merely natural strength at play.

      He watched more closely, but if there were any other clues that the duke shared Quentin’s gifts, he didn’t reveal them. Instead the older man retook his previous position and cleared his throat, then announced with a steady voice, “Forgive the boys. They are distraught.”

      Nicholas broke into a fit of sobbing, but remained in his seat.

      “I first met Margaret when I was seventeen,” the duke continued. He didn’t raise his voice. He just went on as though nothing were amiss, as though his eldest son hadn’t just accused him of murdering his own wife at her funeral, and soon the assembled mourners began to quiet down.

      Laurence surfaced with a gasp. His eyes flickered open, and it took him a moment to recall why he was in a forest instead of at home.

      The ravens surrounded him now, heads cocked in curiosity, beady little dark eyes fixed on him. They were dotted across the forest floor or perched on the log he shared with Herne, and Laurence found it more than a little bit creepy.

      “No,” Herne said. “That fish is too big. You cannot land it.”

      Laurence tried to muster his thoughts. “What?”

      “You lack the skill and the training to hunt that prey. Find another.”

      “You can teach me.” Laurence bit his lip. “Right?”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” Herne’s lips twitched into a sympathetic smile. “Now, again. Find another fish. And this time, do not aim so high.”

      Laurence flexed his jaw and closed his eyes.

      But what if I want that fish?
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      It was an odd thing, to grow so accustomed to sharing his bed with another in such a short span of time. Odder still to find himself genuinely perturbed at Laurence’s absence when he awoke. Quentin had cast around for any sign that Laurence had merely headed for the bathroom or even breakfast early, but his side of the bed was cold, the sheets thrust aside and abandoned.

      The dogs wagged their tails as Quentin eased out of bed, and he beckoned them closer.

      “Where is Laurence?” he murmured as he fussed them both.

      Pepper tilted her head and glanced toward the bedroom door.

      Quentin frowned. There was no use asking when Laurence had gone. Dogs had little understanding of any time other than now or before now. He crossed to Laurence’s side of the bed and checked his bedside table. Wallet, cellphone, keys. Everything Laurence would take had he left the house was sitting on the little table beside a half-empty glass of water.

      Perhaps Laurence had merely gone downstairs, then. Quentin resisted the urge to run off and search the house from top to bottom, despite the trickle of fear that chilled his gut.

      Laurence wouldn’t have left.

      No. Absolutely not.

      He pursed his lips and returned to his own side of the bed, easing his feet into slippers once he was there. His fingers closed around his own phone and he thumbed at it to wake the screen.

      Voicemail from Jack in the Green, was the only message there.

      He tapped and listened.

      “Hey baby. I’m okay. I’m at the store early. I, uh. Left my phone. And keys. And, uh. Probably the truck. Seriously, I’m okay. I’ll explain after work, okay? I love you.”

      Quentin blinked. He even replayed the message, but it made no more sense the second time around. He was about to try and call the shop, but it was half past five in the morning, and he hesitated.

      Pepper nuzzled his thigh, and broke him from his reverie.

      “Yes, yes,” he murmured. “I’m sorry. Let me get dressed.”
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      When Quentin got downstairs there was little sign of movement. It wasn’t unexpected. Most of the youngsters Kane had held here against their will had gone home to their parents, and some who didn’t wish to go home had moved into apartments of their own closer to employment. He was left with only a few of the children now. Kimberly and Soraya insisted that they stay, as did Clifton and Felipe. Lisa, the last addition to the odd household, only stayed when she felt comfortable doing so; otherwise she remained with Myriam out at the farm. Mia was around more often than Sebastian, but that was understandable: the old soldier, it turned out, had a wife and children to go home to.

      The house was as good as in pieces at the moment. Freddy wanted it refurbished, and Quentin couldn’t blame him, but it meant that some rooms were currently without furniture, or midway through the redecoration process. The kitchen remained intact, but that was about it for the ground floor. Everything else, from Kane’s former office to the living room, had walls stripped bare of paper and carpets torn up.

      He filled water bottles at the sink while the dogs went to wait by the front door.

      The last thing he could have anticipated hearing, here of all places, was his father’s voice.

      “I expected better.”

      Quentin froze. The dread that clawed at his insides was made of ice and tore through him like a tornado. It pulped his muscles and ruined all self-control.

      The bottle fell from his hand and clattered around the sink. Water billowed free from it.

      He barely held himself upright, propped against the worktop for stability.

      You imagined it!

      Dear God, please. You imagined it.

      His fingers grappled with the tap until he found his grip and managed to turn it off.

      Don’t turn around.

      Idiot, you imagined it! There’s nothing there!

      He braced his hands against the worktop until he was reasonably certain he was able to breathe, and then he pushed off and turned around, ready to face the fact that he might well have gone bonkers overnight.

      His father stood only five feet away.

      Quentin’s breath left him, and he sagged back against the sink.

      The duke looked older. Of course he did. Strands of gray flecked his temples. Lines creased the edges of his gray eyes. His lips seemed a little thinner than they once had been. But his suit was perfect.

      He was watching Quentin with nothing but disappointment.

      Quentin’s lips formed a word, but no sound came out.

      “Stand up straight,” the duke barked.

      Quentin jerked upright. His thighs burned with the effort.

      Christ, he felt ten years old all over again.

      He had to be asleep. He had to be imagining this. Hallucinating. He’d finally snapped. Being clinically insane would be better than the alternative.

      Father couldn’t be here!

      It couldn’t be over.

      “You have duties, Quentin.” The duke’s gaze never wavered. There wasn’t an ounce of respite on offer. “You will return to them.”

      “No.” It came out of him like the last gasp of a dying man.

      The duke snorted. “You are a not a child any longer. You will cease to behave as one. Come home, Quentin. I shall not repeat myself.”

      He swallowed. His throat stuck, and he had to cough to clear it. “Or?” he croaked.

      “Don’t be so naive. There will be consequences. There always are.”

      With feet of lead, Quentin took a step forward. That was as close as he dare get. “If you harm—”

      The duke’s gaze grew dark as he cut in. “Think through your next words with care, boy.”

      Bile burned the back of his throat. He coughed. Tears pricked his eyes and made them itch. “You can’t be here,” he whispered.

      “You would be so much more powerful if you had simply stayed home and learned,” his father countered. “Instead you are still a child. I am not unkind. You have affairs here. I shall give you two weeks to get them in order, then I expect you to report to my office. No more delays.”

      The duke drew his hand through the air and disappeared.

      There was nothing left behind of him. No smell. No footprints. No evidence that he had ever existed, or that Quentin hadn’t imagined the entire exchange.

      He took another step. God alone knew how much time it took him to do so. He reached out with a shaking hand and swept it through the space in which he was so damn sure his father had stood.

      Nothing.

      He choked back a sob and backtracked until his arse hit the sink, and then slid slowly to the floor.

      It wasn’t a dream and he hadn’t made it up.

      He knew magic when he saw it.

      Father had found him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Laurence

          

        

      

    

    
      “It eats children.”

      Laurence stared at the witch. “Are you sure?”

      The witch sighed and pushed the heavy book toward Laurence. “See for yourself. It strips the skin and wears it, then devours the flesh. It’s bad.”

      Laurence stared at the book. The picture wasn’t pleasant: an old woman with elongated fingernails and blue skin, draped in what looked like little patches of leather. Her hair hung to her waist in rat-tails.

      The text was no better.

      “So how do I kill it?”

      The witch stared at him. “It’s a daemon, Laurence.”

      Laurence sniffed. “I’ve killed a god, Rufus.”

      Rufus grabbed the book and snapped it shut. “You’ve got no idea what—”

      Something buzzed.

      “—or who sent—”

      That damn buzz again.

      Laurence felt like the sound pulled on his very soul. It dragged him out of his vision. It drew him past Herne and through the forest, and it sucked on him until his eyes opened and found nothing but blank wall inches from his face. Cool air touched his naked skin. The scent of the flowers downstairs permeated through the floor of his apartment.

      The phone continued to ring.

      He gripped his thighs and squeezed until it hurt. Either he was really back in the apartment over the shop, or this was one heck of a trip.

      The ringing stopped as the voicemail picked up. “Hey, this is Laurence. I’m not home right now. Leave a message, and I’ll get back to you once I hear it.”

      “’Sup Laur! You’re not answering your cell, dude.”

      Laurence swore and untangled himself. His ass was numb, and when he tried to rub life into it, he felt the indentations of the carpet imprinted in his flesh.

      “Anyway, gimme a call—”

      Laurence snatched the phone’s receiver. “Hey! Ethan!”

      “Oh, hey!” Ethan laughed. “There you are!”

      “Yeah.” Laurence patted at his hair while he tried to find a clock somewhere. “What time is it, man?”

      “Get the fuck outta bed time. I dunno, like, nine thirty or something.”

      “Shit!”

      “Anyway, if you’re upstairs, you maybe wanna come down here and do some work?” Ethan chuckled at him.

      “Asshole.”

      “Great! See you in a minute!”

      Laurence hung up and ran into the bedroom to find some clothes, cursing the whole way.
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      “I’ve only got one question, dude.”

      Laurence eyed Ethan as he entered the back room. “What is it?”

      “How the fuck’s Maria supposed to deliver without a truck?”

      Maria tapped her foot impatiently. “Have you wrecked it? Have I gotta borrow Myriam’s?”

      “No, I didn’t wreck the truck!” Laurence eyed the table full of deliveries that weren’t even loaded yet. “But, uh. Yeah. We’re gonna need to use Mom’s.”

      Myriam appeared through the bead curtain as though her name alone had summoned her, and chuckled as she held out her keys. “It isn’t even the weekend, Bambi.”

      Laurence grabbed them and hurried for the back door. “I wasn’t drunk. C’mon, let me help load the truck.”

      Between the four of them, they had Maria ready to go in only a quarter of an hour, and once she’d left, Ethan clapped a hand on Laurence’s shoulder. “You got plans this weekend?”

      “Uh. Work?” Laurence eyed his mom as they went back inside, and — as he’d expected — found her half-smiling to herself already.

      “Nuh-uh. Baja, man. You, Quentin, me, Aiden. Cookout, camping, some R&R after all that shit with Kane, yeah? Plus—” he wagged his finger almost up Laurence’s nose “—you guys have been stripping wallpaper and selling furniture, and that’s boring. You need a break. Say the word, and we’ll come pick you up this evening and drive straight down there.”

      “Rodger and I can handle the store for a weekend,” Myriam added. “I can ask Maria if she’d like some overtime, too.”

      “She’s got four kids, Mom.”

      “We’ll make it work, dear.”

      “And Quentin has dogs—”

      “They can stay at the farm with Lisa and me.”

      “And—”

      “Bambi,” she cut in. “Ethan’s right. You need a break. So take one.”

      He looked from one to the other and flexed his fingers, then huffed. “Fine. I’ll talk to Quentin.”

      “You know where the phone is, dear.” She gestured toward it.

      Ethan laughed and grabbed his own keys, waving to Myriam on his way out the door.

      “Right now?” Laurence reached for the phone.

      “And then I need the hydrangeas down from the greenhouse.” She turned and pushed her way back through the curtain.

      Something was up, that was for sure, so it was with some wariness that Laurence dialed Quentin’s cell.

      Quentin picked up after a few rings. “Hello?”

      “Hey, baby. It’s me.” Laurence leaned against the wall and cradled the phone against his ear. “You okay? You sound kinda distracted.”

      “I, um.” There was a pause. “We just got back.”

      Laurence frowned faintly. Quentin was a lousy liar, but if the Brit was upset about Laurence’s disappearing act, he obviously didn’t want to talk about it right now. Maybe one of the kids was within earshot.

      “Okay, well. I’m at the shop, and I’ll be home later on. I’ll get a cab or a ride from Ethan or something. I just wanna apologize for leaving in the middle of the night. I’m okay. Better than okay, actually. I’ll tell you about it later, yeah?”

      “Oh!” Quentin’s exhale sounded briefly against the mouthpiece of his phone. “Of course, darling! So long as nothing is amiss!”

      “No, no.” Laurence crossed his legs and grinned into the phone. “Anyway, Ethan’s invited us to go camping with him this weekend, and Mom’s given us all the time off work, if you’re interested?”

      “Camping?” Quentin’s voice was filled with doubt.

      “It’ll be fun! We’ll have a cookout, sleep in a tent, have a campfire on the beach. You know! Camping!”

      “Hm. Do you own a tent?”

      “Er.” He ruffled his hair as he tried to think. “Maybe? I’ll check at lunch, and if not we can pick one up. It’s no big deal. Mom’ll look after the girls, we can ask Sebastian if he’ll take care of the house. It’ll be fun!”

      “It sounds positively awful.” Quentin’s laugh was a weak thing.

      Laurence frowned again. “Baby… are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” Laurence insisted. “I’m completely safe. I met Herne! Like, actual Herne! He came to me and we talked about some stuff. It was really good!” He twirled his fingers around a lock of hair and tugged on it.

      Quentin paused. “Herne?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is that why you vanished?”

      “Yeah!” Now it was Laurence’s turn to lie, but at least he was good at it. Quentin would have a fit if he ever found out Laurence had killed a squirrel, and Goddess knew how he’d feel about Laurence eating the damn thing raw. “He wanted to kinda talk to me about who and what I am, you know? Just, like…” he trailed off a second. “Hunter stuff.”

      “Oh. Well.” Laurence heard Quentin click his tongue. “So long as you are safe, darling.”

      “I am. I’ll bring dinner in with me, yeah?”

      “I would appreciate that. Thank you.”

      “Any time. Love you, baby.”

      “I love you, Laurence.”

      Laurence’s skin tingled at the intensity of Quentin’s answer, and he pushed away from the wall as he hung up. Damn the man’s dominant streak that came and went like the sun peeking out from behind clouds. Laurence could never tell when Quen was gonna get pushy and when he was gonna back down, but those last words burned.

      Was Quentin jealous that Laurence had run off into the night with Herne? If he was, did that mean Laurence was in for an evening of being manhandled while Quentin asserted himself?

      He coughed as his cock began to swell with hope, and hurried for the stairs.

      “Hydrangeas,” he muttered. “Hydrangeas.” It was as good a mantra as any to try and focus on something other than his pants.

      It was only as he made it up onto the roof that he realized he hadn’t told Quentin where they were actually going.
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      Two weeks.

      What was he supposed to achieve in two weeks? The house was in a state, he couldn’t find homes for the children in that time, and he certainly couldn’t leave Laurence…

      But he could take Laurence with him.

      Quentin tapped his passport against his thigh as he stared at the bedroom wall. Unlike Laurence’s, his passport was a distinctive oxblood red, and stamped within its pages were his visas, which enabled him to remain in the United States for a couple of years at a time. The little document was, without a doubt, the most valuable item in his possession, but it only had three years left, and then he would require a replacement.

      If he took Laurence home now, the expiry date became moot. Their positions would be reversed. He had to find out how long Laurence could remain before a more permanent solution was sought.

      No. It was a dreadful idea. Whatever Father wanted would be rendered a hundred times easier if he had Laurence there to use against Quentin.

      You would be so much more powerful if you had simply stayed home and learned.

      He swallowed.

      Did Father want Quentin to learn magic? He felt nauseous at the thought of it.

      But it certainly explained how the man could have killed mother without laying a finger on her, and without even being in the same area as her when she died.

      Two weeks.

      How could he even begin to discuss this with Laurence? I think my father is a sorcerer. No, no proof. I just know.

      There was a light knock at the door, and he straightened up. Laurence couldn’t be home already, surely?

      “Yes?”

      Kimberly’s voice was muffled by the door. “Can I come in?”

      Quentin looked around and tidied the room from his panicked packing, then rose to his feet to open the door. “Of course.”

      The dogs followed her inside, both investigating the suitcase propped beside the bed while he led the way toward chairs that overlooked the sea.

      She eyed the bag as she sat. “Are you going away?”

      “Just for the weekend,” he said quickly as he sat facing her. “How may I help you?”

      Kimberly kicked her heels against the carpet and shifted her gaze to her knees. “How do you…” She stumbled to a halt and her cheeks flushed pink.

      Quentin crossed his legs and folded his hands together in his lap. The girl seemed rather more shy than usual, so he chose not to intervene. Instead he remained silent, and waited.

      She cleared her throat. “How do you know if, um.” Her fingers plucked at her skirt. “If someone likes you?”

      He had, to his credit, learned some aspects of the American version of English, and so he tilted his head and murmured, “Do you mean like, or like?”

      Her cheeks turned bright red. “Um. The, um. You know. Second one.”

      “Ah, well.” Quentin glanced to the door and tried to figure out a remotely appropriate answer. “From what I understand, they tell you.”

      She peeked at him from behind her long, curly hair, and blinked. “They do?”

      He chuckled softly. “Kimberly, I am the worst person to ask. The only relationship I have ever entered into is with Laurence, and he certainly told me how he felt. Repeatedly. Until I was ready to listen.”

      “Oh.” She gave a slow sigh, like the release of a pressure valve. “Right.”

      “But if you are asking whether Soraya likes you, then the answer is yes.”

      Kimberly jumped to her feet and scurried toward the door. It was her turn to say nothing.

      Quentin blinked. “You were not spoken about behind your back, if that is your concern.”

      She paused, one hand on the door handle. “Then how—”

      “Because I can see how she cares for you.” He eased from his chair and idly straightened his shirt. “But you cannot allow that to interfere with your feelings.” He pursed his lips. “Unless you like her also. And if you do, then the very best thing you can do, I imagine, is to tell her.”

      Kimberly gaped at him. “Just… like that?”

      “Of course.” He sniffed. “These are not feelings to be trifled with. Honesty is the only way forward.”

      She rubbed her nose with the back of her hand, then huffed. “Fine.” Then she glanced up at him. “Thanks.”

      “You are most welcome.”

      Kimberly hurried from the room and closed the door after herself with a soft click, and Quentin regarded the bag he’d packed.

      He couldn’t leave these children. Not now, and not in two weeks. They needed someone to talk to, to care for them, to help them. They needed the parents they didn’t have, and Quentin was the next best thing.

      That was settled, then.

      He would not leave.
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      “Baby?”

      Quentin blinked and tore his attention from the countryside to look to Laurence. “Mm?”

      Laurence nudged shoulders with him and made a point of getting some eye contact. “You okay?”

      Quentin looked toward the front of the vehicle, where Ethan and Aiden sat. Apparently this rickety old death trap belonged to Ethan. He called it an RV, as though that term had meaning, and so far as Quentin could tell it was designed purely to kill whomsoever was foolish enough to sit in the back. There were no seatbelts here, only understuffed sofas and a kitchen area so tiny that Quentin wasn’t certain it would be viable to produce food in.

      He thought his time was best spent ensuring that no other road users gave them cause to regret the lack of safety features. If all else failed, he would be able to use his gifts to cushion Laurence and himself from any impact, but it was best if he had some advance warning.

      “Quen?”

      He regarded Laurence. “How far is it?”

      “Only a couple hours, hon. Ethan knows this tiny little beach, and he reckons it’s usually pretty empty this time of year.”

      Quentin felt his eyebrows rise so far that they creased his forehead. “The height of summer?”

      Laurence shrugged. “Tourists go to the resorts. Surfers go further south. I dunno. If you don’t like it we can go straight home again, okay?”

      It went beyond dislike and well into the realm of discomfort, but he knew that Laurence was aware of that. Everything about this trip was beyond Quentin’s boundaries. They had crossed into Mexico. They were in the back of an unkempt vehicle with deplorable safety standards. They intended to sleep in a tent on a random beach in the middle of nowhere so that Ethan and Aiden had the privacy of the RV to themselves. They would be eating whatever was stocked in this little kitchen, probably cooked over an open fire by drunk men. Ethan had even talked about teaching Quentin to swim.

      All in all, this somehow managed to seem worse than the thought of just going home to whatever it was his father wanted of him.

      “Agreed,” he conceded.

      Laurence slid an arm around his shoulders and squeezed. “It’ll be great. Trust me.”

      He eyed Laurence, and the florist laughed.

      “Anyway, I gotta tell you about Herne!” Laurence’s laugh eased into a broad grin. “It was awesome.”

      “You ran off in the middle of the night without any clothes,” Quentin said.

      “Eh.” Laurence waved his hand. “I run around a lot without any clothes, baby. Just say the word and all of this—” he gestured down to himself “—comes off in a heartbeat if you want it to.” He winked.

      Quentin’s cheeks grew warm. “Darling!” He shot a look toward the front, but neither Ethan nor Aiden seemed to have heard.

      Laurence waggled his eyebrows in a manner he clearly thought to be suggestive.

      “You are awful!”

      “You know it, baby!” Laurence traced his fingertips up the back of Quentin’s neck and into his hair, then down again.

      It had the most immediate effect on him. Which was why, of course, Laurence did it. His touch was light, yet the warmth from his skin spread beyond the contact and through Quentin’s entire body. It made his shoulders sag, his head droop, his breath slow. A mere handful of seconds more and he was devoid of thought or will, captive to Laurence’s caress.

      Laurence let out a throaty chuckle and leaned in to breathe against his ear. “You’re so fucking sexy.”

      It was all Quentin could do to issue a wordless mumble of protest.

      “Uh huh, you are.” Laurence’s fingers came to a halt at the base of his neck, then he shifted his hand to Quentin’s shoulder as he leaned in to kiss his cheek.

      The spell was broken, but the relaxation remained. Quentin managed to lift his head, and he rubbed his eyes with care. “Herne,” he prompted.

      “He says I need to hunt,” Laurence murmured. “Like, it’s an instinct, and if I don’t pay attention to it I’ll run off in the middle of the night to hunt stuff.”

      Quentin eyed him, and Laurence looked a little sheepish.

      “Anyway, I think it might kinda be why I got into drugs, too, you know?” Laurence’s dark eyes sought his, and the amusement faded from them. “I just knew I needed something. There’s no way I could’ve known what it was.”

      “I understand.” He laid his hand on Laurence’s thigh.

      He understood all too well. Perhaps not through identical experience, but similar enough. He’d had his own run-ins with morphine now and then, and the mindless bliss it brought about, as though problems merely melted away. If heroin brought peace and quelled demands Laurence could not understand, then Quentin could see the appeal, at least.

      Laurence was quiet for a moment, but then his smile crept back into place, the haunted look in his gaze swept away by it. “He says I can use my gifts to look through time and find prey. You know. People who do bad stuff. Like Jack, like Kane. Get a head start instead of waiting for them to come to us, you know?”

      “And then..?” Quentin frowned. Bad enough that Laurence had killed Kane, but was he truly about to suggest that they kill people who had yet to commit any crime?

      Laurence shrugged. “Then we can keep an eye on them, you know? Be in the right place at the right time to stop them hurting anyone. Try to find out what they want and fix it so that nobody’s caught in the crossfire. And, yeah, maybe if they don’t quit it, we might have to put a stop to them more permanently.”

      Tension returned to Quentin’s muscles. He straightened in his seat. “You mean kill,” he said quietly.

      “Yeah.” Laurence gave a sharp nod. “I do. As a last resort. Quen, you know Kane wasn’t ever gonna stop, don’t you?”

      Quentin pressed his lips together.

      “He put those kids in danger. He sent you away to try and get you killed. He tried to kill me and Freddy. He tried to kill a senator, and he didn’t care who else died on that yacht. And he sent Sebastian away to assassinate that senator’s aide. He killed each and every kid who so much as upset him at school. He was a murderer, Quen. He had blood on his hands. The blood of children. And he wasn’t ever going to stop killing. Goddess, baby, he knew what was happening to Lisa and he didn’t send anyone to save her. He sent you to die and used her as bait. He was pure fucking evil, and you know it.”

      “I concur,” he said softly.

      “I get it,” Laurence insisted. “I really do. You don’t wanna hurt anyone. Not even a monster like him. But you don’t have to. That’s what I’m for. I’m here to protect you, and to step in when you can’t go any further, okay?”

      Quentin stared at him and couldn’t pick apart whether he felt horror or relief. This man, this beautiful and kind creature, was offering to do what Quentin couldn’t. What he wouldn’t.

      Did Laurence see that as another kindness? He seemed to earnestly believe that he was relieving Quentin of some burden, taking the onus of killing away from him and onto himself. He spoke as though killing was inevitable.

      “You need some time?”

      He nodded. That offer was a relief. There was too much to unpick, and the thought of trying right now was almost overwhelming.

      “Then just relax. We can talk it over whenever you’re ready. But for now, how about we just chill out with friends on our little vacation and forget the world exists, yeah?”

      Quentin swallowed and gave another nod. “All right,” he breathed. “Thank you.”

      “Oh man. Don’t thank me now.” Laurence’s eyes gleamed. “Thank me later, once I’ve got you all to myself.”

      His fingers returned to the back of Quentin’s neck, and nothing else mattered.
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      The beach was bathed in the dark gold of a late-summer sunset by the time they arrived. They emerged onto rough sand that shifted only slightly underfoot, and almost as one, they drifted toward the water to gaze at the long line of the sun’s glow as it stretched toward them across the ripples.

      “Wow,” Aiden breathed.

      “Stunning,” Quentin agreed.

      “Told you!” Ethan clapped his hands together and broke the spell. “Okay, Laur, you want help with your tent, or have you got it?”

      Laurence watched the soft halo of gold that caressed Quentin’s cheek and gave his hair an ethereal outline. It bounced across the earl’s irises and reflected from them in a way that left them tinged with flame, but then Quentin blinked, and the moment was gone.

      “I think we can handle it.” He took Quentin’s hand and tugged on it. “C’mon, baby. Let’s get it up—” he ignored Ethan’s snicker “—before the sunlight’s gone.”

      Quentin turned his back to the ocean and his features fell into silhouette. “I haven’t a clue how, darling.”

      “Don’t worry. It comes with instructions.” Laurence dragged him toward the RV and hefted the tent bag out of the back. “And I don’t see anyone else down here, so you might as well put your gifts to good use.”

      He caught Quentin scrutinizing the beach as he hopped back down to the sand, but didn’t care to point out that his senses were sharper. If checking the area for himself gave Quentin reassurance that they were safe, it meant the guy could relax. And Laurence wanted him to relax.

      He had plans.

      He grinned and leaned in to kiss Quentin’s cheek, then strode to a spot where the beach met the base of the hill that led back up to the road. The hillside was shaded with scrub plants, so the sand here was firmer and the hill offered shelter from wind. “Here should do great.”

      Quentin still looked adorably confused by the whole idea, and he watched Laurence upend the bag like he was observing major surgery.

      Laurence sniffed. The tent didn’t smell moldy, which was a good start. He’d dug it out of the back of a closet, but he hadn’t had time to check it over before Ethan collected them.

      “Right. How does this shit work?” He grabbed the instructions and peered at them in the fading light.

      He hadn’t set the tent out in years. Not since Dad died. But as he sifted through the poles and consulted the dog-eared instructions, it came back to him in little snatches of insight and memory, and he was able to guide Quentin until they had the poles laid out in order.

      “Okay.” Laurence gestured to the material. “Now that goes flat over the ground, shiny side down.”

      “Very well.” Quentin took the tent in his hands and flicked it.

      The material unfurled in a way that almost looked natural. Almost.

      Laurence stared as the present blended with the memory of the duchess’ funeral, of how the duke had returned the heavy material to her coffin with a similar, almost lackadaisical gesture. One simple motion and the job was done.

      “Darling?”

      He took a deep breath. “Huh?”

      “Is that all right?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, just…” He grabbed the bag of tent pegs and offered them to Quentin. “Drive one of these through each of the eyelets. Uh. The holes, around the base, okay? All the way into the ground.”

      He stepped back as Quentin got to work, and only half paid attention.

      The duke had to be telekinetic. And that meant he might be pyrokinetic too. If Laurence could unearth whatever else the duke might be capable of, Quentin could well share those abilities.

      But not tonight. Tonight was a gift of a different kind.
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      The fire crackled. Its orange glow replaced the missing sun, both for light and warmth, and Ethan slid another chunk of wood into the flames.

      Laurence could smell the faint thread of Ethan and Aiden’s beers across the deeper odors of smoke and wood oils. There were notes of oud wood and vanilla from Quentin’s hair, and the scent of sea salt underlined it all.

      “Hey, how ’bout tomorrow we teach you to swim?” Ethan gestured across the fire toward Quentin with the neck of his beer bottle.

      Quentin shifted a little in Laurence’s arms. The play of muscle and bone beneath his shirt was invisible to the naked eye, but Laurence felt it against his chest and biceps. “I’m not sure…”

      “You’ll be totally safe, dude. The water’s shallow here; tide doesn’t ride high. And there’s a cove just over there—” the beer changed direction “—if you want even safer water.”

      Laurence smoothed his fingers through Quentin’s hair. “I’ll be right there, baby,” he murmured. “You’ll be okay.”

      Quentin shifted to glance up at him, his brows drawn together with worry. “I don’t wish to,” he huffed.

      “It’s okay.” Aiden grinned. “I don’t want to either. We can paddle and watch these two make fools out of themselves.”

      “You don’t wanna swim?” Ethan gasped like Aiden had just spat on his shoes.

      “Oh, don’t get me started!” Aiden gestured to his own ear. “You have any idea how much these cost?”

      “Leave them in the RV!”

      “Then I can’t hear you screaming when the sharks get here!”

      “Well, Quentin can make the sharks leave, right?”

      Quentin sat up. “I don’t know. I haven’t tried to communicate with a shark. That seems reckless at best, and—”

      “I think he’s joking, baby,” Laurence chuckled.

      “Maybe.” Ethan finished his beer and sat the bottle to the side. “Hey, Laur. I saw you sneak your guitar on board. You gonna sing us some campfire songs?”

      “Sure, if people wanna hear my shitty playing.” He eased free of Quentin and pushed to his feet, patting sand from his pants once he was up. “I’m not gonna take requests, though. You’ve just gotta put up with my choices. Deal?”

      “Seems fair.”

      Laurence leaned in to steal a kiss from Quentin before he fetched his guitar, and as he slung the strap over his shoulder on his way back to the fire, he was struck by a deep sense of how perfect it all was.

      A quiet beach. An evening with friends and the man he loved. The gentle rolling of the ocean and warmth from the fire.

      Everything else was a world away.
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      The half moon was bright enough to see by. Where the beach had been drenched in gold an hour before, it now lay draped with silver. Quentin had relaxed at last, until he lay on his side and watched Laurence play the guitar with rapt attention, and the moonlight painted him as some fey, ethereal creature too beautiful for the mortal world.

      That, or Laurence had downed one too many beers.

      Aiden stretched his spindly arms above his head and yawned. “Okay. I need to call it a night.”

      Ethan eyed his boyfriend, then let slip a dirty grin. “Yeah. Me too.” He leaped to his feet and offered Aiden his hands. “Gotta keep you warm, am I right?”

      Aiden’s laugh bubbled out of him, infectious and bright. “Oh, absolutely!”

      “You wanna put your guitar in the RV overnight, Laur?” Ethan coiled an arm around Aiden’s waist, then reached toward the instrument.

      “Yeah. Thanks, man.” Laurence looped the strap over his head and offered it up.

      They continued their goodbyes and goodnights as Ethan all but carried Aiden off to bed, and once the door closed, Laurence stood and grinned down at Quentin.

      “Hey, baby.”

      Quentin fussed with brushing sand out of his pants as he stood. “I suppose it is quite late,” he murmured.

      “Yeah. Maybe. I guess. You want a hand with that?” He stepped in and began to run his hands over Quentin’s ass, trying — and failing — to hide a smirk.

      “I’m not convinced that you are even trying to help,” Quentin murmured, his own lips twitched into a wry smile.

      “Oh, I’m trying, baby.” Laurence squeezed. “Is it working?”

      Even in the low light, he could see the darkness that flourished across Quentin’s cheeks, and the earl’s eyes flitted toward the RV. “Laurence!”

      “Shh. Do you trust me?”

      “Of course!”

      “Then let’s go for a walk.” He took Quentin’s hand. “Can you see okay?”

      “Reasonably well.”

      “C’mon, then. Let’s go check out this cove!” He tugged gently until Quentin began to follow, and they picked their way across the sand together.

      The further they got from the RV, the looser the sand became underfoot, until it was shifting almost an inch with every step. The strip of beach grew thinner as the scrubland hill curved around and became its terminus. The cove had to be on the other side of that hill, though if there was no way to reach it on land, he might need to convince Quentin to take his shoes off and go for a paddle, at least.

      “I don’t know a great deal about geology,” Quentin murmured as they drew nearer to the sea, “but is not the very definition of a cove the fact that it cannot be reached by land?”

      “Well then, you can just fly us round there, right?” Laurence squeezed his hand, then laughed at the incredulity on Quentin’s face.

      “Don’t be absurd!”

      “Oh, come on! You can lift me up like I weigh nothing. Hell, you pick up tractor engines and don’t break a sweat, Quen.” Laurence shrugged at him. “You telling me you can’t lift yourself off the ground?”

      Quentin frowned at him. “But—”

      “Nobody’s here. No one will ever see it.” Laurence leaned in and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “C’mon, baby. It’s sexy.”

      One delicate eyebrow arched. “It is?” Quentin sounded unconvinced.

      “Oh, yeah. It really is.”

      The earl glanced around, then sighed and scooped Laurence into his arms. “Very well.”

      Laurence leaned in against his warmth and wrapped his arms around him as Quentin began to cross the outcrop of hill. He peered down over Quentin’s shoulder, but found them barely an inch above the plants, if that, and Quentin did everything in his power to make it look as though he was walking.

      Even now, even with Laurence’s assurance that they couldn’t be seen, Quentin wasn’t about to take that risk.

      Laurence laid a hand over Quentin’s collarbone as he was carried over ground, which gave way to rocks, and finally sand once more. This close, he could almost hear the man’s heartbeat as it thrummed in time with his own, and the churning vortex of energy that seemed to always tug on Laurence’s core was strong and seductive. As Quentin set Laurence down with care and the invisible hold of his telekinesis released him, Laurence had to grip his lover’s arm or risk falling against him as his legs turned to jelly.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” He peeked past Quentin and saw a thin strip of sand that delved beneath an outcrop of rock. The water here was calm and quiet.

      It was perfect.

      He tugged Quentin deeper into the cove. The moon at their backs cast inky shadows ahead, and soon they were almost entirely in darkness.

      Without a word, he guided Quentin to the sand and lowered himself to straddle his lover’s lap.

      “Still trust me?” he breathed against Quentin’s lips.

      “Unreservedly.”

      “Good.” Laurence leaned forward and pressed Quentin down against the sand. Their lips met. He felt Quentin tense beneath him, and then unwind.

      He couldn’t rush this. But he wouldn’t put it off any longer.

      “You’re safe, baby,” he whispered. “I promise you. I’m not gonna hurt you. I’m never going to hurt you. Okay?”
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      He could barely make out where Laurence ended and the night began. Stars were nothing but faint, twinkling dots, and the moon itself was only half present.

      Whatever Laurence intended, he wasn’t ready. He wasn’t.

      But what did Laurence have in mind? Good God, he’d asked Quentin to trust him several times, and each and every instance had Quentin insisting that he trusted Laurence implicitly. And he did. He would swear an oath to it.

      So why now, with the florist pressing down on him, lips hot and wet against his own, was he unsure?

      I am not a coward!

      He did it all. He counted down from ten. He took slow, measured breaths. He coerced and cajoled his body to relax, to let go of the fight it had prepared itself for.

      “You’re safe, baby,” Laurence whispered. “I promise you. I’m not gonna hurt you. I’m never going to hurt you. Okay?”

      Quentin gave a faint nod. Perhaps too faint to be seen. “I know,” he croaked.

      “If you want me to stop, just say the word.”

      “Mmhmm.” His fingers found their way to Laurence’s shirt and plucked at it, until it rode up his back and they could spread across his skin.

      Muscles worked beneath his hands. Laurence’s body was toned and powerful, and it grew ever more familiar to him. He knew how to play this instrument now, but he was not so arrogant as to believe he had mastered it yet. Still, he had learned, and one of the things he had learned was that Laurence did so enjoy it when Quentin’s fingernails grazed his flesh.

      He did so now as he drew Laurence’s shirt higher. His reward was a wordless moan, and Laurence writhed in his arms as his lips met Quentin’s with a desperate force.

      There was something intoxicating in being able to render Laurence helpless like this. It was power that was shared freely, not taken without care or permission, and Quentin had given up attempting to understand why it gave him so much pleasure.

      His hands reached Laurence’s shoulders. The beast in his arms growled softly and pushed away from him so that it could pull the shirt off overhead and toss it aside, then Laurence’s hands fell to Quentin’s buttons and tore at them.

      “Goddess, you don’t know how sexy you are,” Laurence rumbled. “You drive me crazy. It’s like we’re made for each other, and every time you touch me I can’t resist you. I don’t stand a chance. But you never let me touch you. And you’re missing so much, baby. You don’t even know what you’re missing. I want you to know what you do to me, how you make me feel, what it’s like to be completely, madly out of your mind. I wanna show you, Quen. Let me show you.”

      Firm hands pushed the material of Quentin’s shirt aside and exposed his skin to the cooling night air, only to warm it again with firm palms against his ribs.

      His skin threatened to itch, to spasm, but it didn’t know where to begin. Laurence’s hands were on him, and he could only tell where because there was so much contact between them. Where skin pressed against undamaged skin, the messages from his nerves could be trusted, and those patches helped fill the gaps from the parts of his body that lied.

      Laurence’s hands didn’t move; they didn’t roam and explore. He knew better. But the tips of his fingers found Quentin’s nipples, and began to draw slow, lazy circles around them. He dipped his head to Quentin’s neck and trailed firm kisses down toward his throat.

      Quentin’s world swam. Words evaporated and left him helpless. He clung to Laurence’s shoulders in part to assure himself that this was Laurence, that he was completely safe in this man’s arms, and in part because he felt that if he let go he would be washed out to sea.

      He tried to focus, to concentrate. How could Laurence do this to him? How could lips and fingers turn a man into a slave?

      Laurence’s hands were elsewhere now. Had they moved? Quentin struggled to remember. It was as though they had gone from his chest to his waist with nothing in between.

      Had he blacked out?

      He gasped and tried to raise his head. It felt heavy. His body was weak. A dark shape crowded his legs, and all he could see of it was its outline as it blotted out the stars beyond.

      “Laurence?” His voice barely came.

      “Yeah, baby?” Laurence’s hands stilled on Quentin’s stomach.

      Quentin gasped in relief.

      I’m still here.

      “Nothing,” he breathed.

      Laurence chuckled and lowered his head. He placed a kiss to Quentin’s stomach, which tickled and made him laugh briefly. “You sure?”

      “I am.”

      “Good.”

      Laurence took his hands to Quentin’s trousers and unbuttoned them. Then Quentin heard the rasp of his zip, and felt the loosening around his hips.

      His heart thudded in alarm.

      But he didn’t say the word.

      He would not say it.

      That was the coward’s way. That was who he used to be. That was who had almost died twice, because of his fears and his inability to handle them.

      “Goddess.” Laurence’s voice was distant and hoarse. “You’re beautiful. I wanna touch you. Please? Quen?”

      What was he to do with that? There was no right answer. He needed time, he needed to evaluate his options and figure out which one led to the safest exit.

      Laurence made a wretched keening sound. It was faint and frantic, and it begged for a reply.

      He did so enjoy listening to Laurence beg.

      “Yes.” He couldn’t bear it any longer. One way or another, this had to end.

      Heat enveloped him. It stole his breath and his mind. It was wet and soft and tight and it made absolutely no sense, yet it blinded him and made him weak all at once.

      He didn’t dare try to look down. Somewhere, deep inside, he thought he had some inkling of what Laurence must have done, and he didn’t want to see it. The idea that Laurence could have put his mouth on—

      That he had taken—

      That his mouth—

      Surely Quentin was mistaken!

      A ripple of pleasure made his hips quiver. It set his insides on fire. He gasped in shock, but the ripple was chased by another, and then by a wave.

      His hips jerked.

      Was this real? Were they here? No, it had to be a dream, surely. Nobody would put their mouth around that.

      How absurd.

      Laurence’s moans were muffled, as though he were gagged.

      Quentin dug his fingers into the sand and found cold beneath the surface. It was a jolt to his senses, and suddenly he was more than present. He was alive.

      He raised his head to try and see Laurence in the dark, but all he could make out was shadow.

      And then his gut knotted tight.

      “Laurence!” The word choked out of him as he fell back. His body was no longer his to control. Taut, on an invisible edge, destined to fall forever and never recover. Yet he felt desperate to draw nearer to that inevitable fate, to plunge into the unknown and to hell with the consequences.

      He cried out. It was as though something reached inside his lungs and tore the air free. His body bucked.

      He needed with all the urgency of a drowning man, and the need chased through his body like water crashing over rocks. It had no name and nothing could compare to it, and within moments, the need was chased by fulfillment, by quivering aftershocks, as an explosion ransacked his very being.

      For a split second he was utterly convinced that he would die, and the relief that  flowed in the aftermath of his eruption was so acute that — for a fleeting moment — it was as though the entire universe suddenly made sense.

      And then it was gone, and all he could do was gasp for air.

      There was nothing left of him but weakness and peace. As though every last voice in his head had been blown away, silenced at last, leaving him free.

      Weight moved against him and then lay by his side. Nothing was said, not for a long time.

      “You’re loud,” Laurence finally chuckled. “We must’ve woken half of Mexico.”

      Quentin’s eyelids felt like lead. He blinked, but it was sluggish. “What?”

      “Was it good, baby?”

      Good?

      He laughed. He couldn’t help himself. The very idea that any of that could be described merely as “good” was ridiculous.

      Laurence’s laugh mingled with his own. “I know that look. You’re trying to pick the right word, aren’t you?”

      With some gargantuan effort, Quentin managed to tilt his head toward where Laurence must be. “You can see me?”

      “Quen, sometimes you’re all I can see.” Fingers sifted lightly through his hair. “When everything else is dark, there you are, shining bright. Guiding me home.”

      He wanted to come up with something witty in response. Or at least acknowledge how thoroughly beguiling he found Laurence to be. But his epiphany had faded, and with it went all of his strength. It was as much as he could do to keep his eyes open, and even that was growing increasingly difficult.

      “I love you,” he managed to say.

      And then he was gone.
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      Song woke him.

      Laurence listened a while to the chatter of unfamiliar birds. There was no salt in the air, no seagulls overhead. When he opened his eyes, it wasn’t to canvas or to open sky, but to ancient forest.

      He took a deep breath as he sat up.

      Quentin lay to his right, an image of moonlight bouncing from dust that didn’t seem to fit with the world around him. Laurence reached out, but his fingers broke the surface of the illusion and set the motes of light swirling in chaos, and he snatched his hand back in shock.

      “Herne?” He looked past the ghostly not-Quentin, then cast his gaze wider until he saw the god emerge from the trees.

      “Bambi.” Herne picked his way across the clearing and sat cross-legged on the forest floor, his fawn-furred legs folding together with ease. “You grow stronger yet.”

      Laurence bit the tip of his tongue briefly, then bowed his head and turned to face Herne properly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call to you or anything. If I did, I apologize. I… thought I was asleep. I mean, last thing I remember was—” He gestured to Quentin.

      “I know.” Herne’s laughter made the leaves around them flutter. “You are awakening one another.”

      “This is—” Laurence blinked. “Is he here? Is this him?”

      “No. Not truly. This is his shadow. The mark he casts across the veil, nothing more.”

      “Why is he here?”

      “Because you are connected. Your spirits are entwined. Neither loveless sex nor sexless love are for the Hunter, but you have begun to walk your true path. You are making love, and everything that you are will begin to fall into place so long as you continue to allow your heart to guide you.” Herne’s eyes gleamed with amusement. “Although you would need to go further if you are to unlock your fullest potential.”

      Laurence stared at the god and could have died of embarrassment on the spot. “How do you know what we’re, uh… what we’re doing?”

      Herne chuckled and waved to the translucent body between them. “I am not watching, if that is what you fear. I see your spirit, and I see his.”

      “And it doesn’t matter that he’s, you know—” Laurence licked his lips. “A man? Like, there’s no fertility rules or anything?”

      “I am not a fertility god.” Herne shrugged at him. “Your souls are a match. It cannot be helped what bodies those souls are within. You are the Hunter, and he is the Warrior.”

      Laurence laughed himself. “No offense, but Quen? He plays the piano. It’s, uh, it’s a musical instrument,” he added as Herne tilted his head. “It takes a lot of skill. He couldn’t hurt anyone to save his own life, and when I kill, he acts like it’s worse than just letting someone get away with murder. I love him to pieces, but he’s not a warrior.”

      Herne’s legs unfurled and he rose to his hooves in a single, smooth motion. “The Warrior is an artist, just as the Hunter is. If the modern world has forgotten that the Warrior is also a poet, that does not make it less true. It is in the heart of a true Warrior to question the fight, always. Once a Warrior believes they can never be wrong, they have fallen. They become the Tyrant.”

      Laurence stood, careful not to disrupt Quentin’s shadow. He didn’t know whether doing so could influence Quentin in any way, but he wasn’t going to take that risk. “Okay. So what about the Hunter? Is he super cool and awesome?” He raised his chin and planted his fists on his hips, then dropped them again somewhat sheepishly.

      “Obviously,” Herne said dryly. “Your souls are in balance. Together, you protect one another from becoming tainted by the darkness. The Hunter is also an artist. It is within the heart of a Hunter to trust his instincts, to cut through deception and misinformation to the heart of the matter. Once a Hunter disregards the truths of the world, they have fallen. They become the Scourge.”

      Laurence bit his lip as he walked around the softly glowing body on the ground. “Scourge doesn’t sound great,” he muttered.

      “It is not,” Herne agreed. “Once a Hunter is corrupted, they are a blight upon the world. A Scourge creates nothing but woe and misery. All in its path suffer.”

      “It’s happened before?”

      Herne bobbed his head. “Yes. And I would prefer it not happen to you.” He beckoned Laurence toward the trees. “I cannot spend much longer with you. The veil weakens, but it does not fade. You must learn to pass without trace.”

      Laurence glanced to Quentin one last time as they stepped beyond the edge of the clearing and into the forest. “If he’s here, does this mean I’m in Mexico right now, not in Britain?”

      “Your body sleeps.” Trees gave way to Herne, lifting branches away from his antlers so that he could pass. “There is great skill in this, my child. If you are able to master it, then there may be other facets of my gifts for you to call upon, but from what you have described to me, this seems the most likely. Here.” He held up a hand and drew to a halt. “Show me how you would proceed without drawing attention to yourself.”

      Laurence stared up at Herne. “I… wouldn’t.” He huffed. “Like, I know how to get people to look at me, okay? I’m not ashamed of it. I’m pretty damn fine.”

      “Fine?” Herne’s lips curved into a grin.

      “Okay, sure. It’s all genetics. My ancestors make me hot.” Laurence snorted, but Herne laughed warmly and gripped his shoulder. “Point is, I’m not, like, used to trying to sneak around places.”

      “And yet you covered twelve miles without notice.” Herne squeezed. “You have the gift. Think it over. Tell me how you would do it.”

      Laurence drew a breath and held it. He tore his gaze from Herne and looked around while his thoughts tried to string themselves together into a coherent answer.

      This was a gift Herne possessed. He had antlers on his head, and he could pass through a forest without alerting his prey. Were the antlers camouflage? Did deer mistake Herne for one of their own?

      He turned back to face the god and looked him over slowly. There were powerful, furred thighs that led down to cloven hooves. A broad chest with a light covering of blond hair, that darkened beyond his belly button as it turned into that fur. The curls on his head were wild and unruly, and his beard broke up his outline a little.

      “Move slowly,” Laurence thought out loud. “Check my footing, make sure I’m not gonna stand on anything that makes a sound. Stick to darkness. Act natural, like I belong. Dress dull, nothing branded, nothing that rustles. Cover my hair. Get plants to help me hide, if there are any around.”

      “Good.” Herne nodded and released his shoulder. “It is a start. You must also know your prey. Some prey do not pay attention to things on the ground or in the air. If your prey expects danger at ground level, climb a tree and it will not think to look up to find you. Break up your silhouette. Do not disturb animals or birds, for they may alert your prey to your presence. Remain downwind. Be patient, and wait for your prey’s attention to lapse or be elsewhere. Test every step before you commit to it.”

      “Patient,” Laurence deadpanned.

      “Mm.” Herne eyed him with a smirk. “You have waited until now to bed your Warrior, have you not?”

      “I’m not gonna say I did it patiently, though.”

      “You were patient enough, I would say. He has not run from you.” Herne pointed into the forest. “Move silently.”

      Laurence took a breath, only to realize that he’d have to release it slowly if he was to avoid it making a sound. Every little thing required focus, even breathing in and out.

      He lowered slowly into a crouch. It made stepping forward easier to drop his center of balance. This way, he didn’t have to shift his weight until he was ready to commit to the step, even if that step was only a few inches ahead. Though the patch of ground he’d chosen looked clear enough, he tested it with his toes and the ball of his foot before lowering his heel into place — and only then did he move.

      He heard nothing but the birdsong.

      Three more steps. They seemed to take hours, but he couldn’t hurry them.

      “Good,” Herne rumbled. “Do not forget to pay attention to your environment. Do you know which way the wind is flowing?”

      Laurence could feel it against his skin. The breeze was faint, but it touched his right shoulder and thigh before passing across his back and chest. He slowly raised his left hand and pointed with the flow of the air.

      “Excellent.” Herne sighed. “Come, it is time for you to leave soon.”

      “Already?” Laurence turned as he stood straight. “Thank you, Great Hunter. I will practice more.”

      “I expect nothing less.” Herne picked his way toward the clearing as though he knew this prehistoric forest by heart. “I have something for you before you leave.”

      Laurence’s breath quickened as he hurried after the god. “It’s not a quest, right?”

      Herne’s warm laughter echoed around the clearing. “No. After Samhain, the veil will be too strong to reach across unaided. If you wish to speak with me, I may not be able to answer until the following year.” He passed Quentin’s ghostly outline and reached upward while, simultaneously, a tree lowered one of its branches for him so that he could pluck something from within.

      Laurence passed the not-present body and watched Herne. Whatever the god took from the tree, he handled with immense care, cupping it in his huge hands as he turned and offered it to Laurence.

      Laurence stepped closer and peered into Herne’s outstretched palms.

      It was an egg.

      The egg was spattered with brown spots, like freckles, across the cream-blue shell. It seemed tiny and frail in Herne’s grasp, and when he passed it to Laurence, it felt as though he had been handed the most precious thing in the world.

      It was warm and smooth. Only slightly smaller than a chicken egg, but the texture of it was completely different.

      “Ravens are messengers,” Herne murmured as he closed Laurence’s hands around the egg. “He is yours. Bound to you. Your companion. Your familiar. Take good care of him, and when you need him to, he will reach me on your behalf.”

      Laurence gazed down at his hands. Awe coursed through him, but it was chased by confusion. “How do I take him across the veil?”

      “You must give him a name.”

      His mind raced. A name? In, what, a matter of seconds? How long did he have? How could he come up with a name for something as priceless as this?

      “Ravens,” he muttered. “England. The… tower. Where they killed the princes. Royalty. Castles. Uh.”

      The forest was fading. Its colors darkened into night.

      Laurence gasped and clutched the egg to his chest. He was out of time. He needed a name, fast, and whatever word came out of him next would have to damn well do.

      “Windsor!”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Laurence

          

        

      

    

    
      He heard a crack, and the fear that he might have broken the egg jerked him awake in a flash. He sat bolt upright and looked to his hands in time to see a tiny little triangle of eggshell break free.

      “Oh Goddess! Quen! Quen, look!”

      Quentin roused reasonably quickly, considering they had spent the night on a sheltered beach in the middle of nowhere. A quick glance confirmed that the Englishman had obviously woken in the night. That, or his magnificent cock had zipped itself back into his pants.

      Laurence’s attention lingered on Quentin’s crotch. Damn, the man had a serious piece of hardware hidden away in there. He was almost proud nobody but him had gotten to see it, let alone put their lips around it.

      The shell cracked again, and Laurence dragged his mind out of the gutter and back to the impossible creature he held.

      Quentin patted sand from his hands before he wiped at his eyes with care, then pushed glossy black locks from his eyes and leaned in. “What on Earth… is that an egg? Where the devil did you find an egg?”

      “Herne gave it to me. Oh, shit!” Laurence stared as a tiny little pink beak pecked away at the shell. “What do I do? I don’t know how to raise a bird! What the hell do they eat when they’re this small?”

      Quentin’s eyes narrowed as he peered at the baby. “I’m not terribly familiar with American species. Is it some sort of corvid?”

      “How the hell do you know that just from the egg?” Laurence stared at him.

      “The speckling, the size, color, the shine.” Quentin shrugged. “Raised in the countryside, darling. Bugger all else to do but play the piano and learn about animals.”

      Laurence snorted. “Well, it’s a raven. If it can get out of this shell. Should I help him?”

      “No, he should be able to manage. But we’ll need to keep him warm and feed him often.” Quentin clicked his tongue and glanced around, then his eyes widened. “Good God, did we spend the night out here?”

      A sly grin crept across Laurence’s lips. “Uh huh.”

      He watched as Quentin looked off into the distance. It was an expression Laurence was fully familiar with now.

      Quentin was searching his memories to work out how he’d got here.

      Laurence waited, and was rewarded with a deep red blush from Quentin as his gaze sharpened.

      “Uh huh,” Laurence said again.

      “Oh my goodness!” Now Quentin had gone from cute to adorably flustered as he surreptitiously checked himself over. “Did we… did you… good God, Laurence, was that…”

      “Woah. Hey. One question at a time.” He chuckled and glanced to the baby bird as it pecked more of the shell away.

      Quentin scrunched up his features, and Laurence suspected the older man was on the verge of poking his tongue out, but it didn’t happen. “Was that—” he broke off, then leaned in and hissed as quietly as he could, like he was worried the sea might hear them “—sex?”

      “No. Well. Kinda. Yes.” Laurence shook his head. “It’s complicated. But did you like it?”

      If the burn in Quentin’s cheeks was anything to go by, Laurence knew the answer before it came, but he wanted to hear it anyway.

      “Mhm.” Quentin bobbed his head quickly, like he was admitting to some guilty pleasure. “It was… amazing! I’ve never known anything like it! What was it? You didn’t really, you know—” he hushed himself again “—use your mouth, did you?”

      “You bet your fine ass I did!” Laurence smirked.

      “Dear God, you’re positively filthy!” Quentin bounced to his feet and fidgeted like a kid outside the principal’s office.

      “Yeah, you’re damn right I am.” Laurence stood, careful not to drop his precious cargo. “Want me to do it again?”

      The sudden shift in Quentin’s gaze, from shock to a deep, dark hunger, made Laurence’s insides tie themselves into a knot and his cock throb with hope.

      “Okay, but later.” Laurence bit his lip to force himself off the idea of tearing Quentin’s clothes off right now and falling to his knees. “We better get Windsor to safety first.”

      “Right.” Quentin’s voice was faint, then he blinked. “Windsor?”

      “I had to give him a name or he wouldn’t be able to cross the veil with me. It was the first thing that came to mind.” Laurence cleared his throat. “You know, like the castle?”

      “I know it.”

      “Is that, like, you’ve been there, or…”

      “Only once, as a child, during Easter Court.” Quentin shrugged it off as though this was a completely normal thing that all people did. “Come along, we had best figure out what to feed him. I’ve never hand-reared a chick. You may have to look such things up on the internet.”

      Laurence snorted and cradled the hatching chick to his chest as they made their way out from under the rocky shelter and into the morning sun. “You were stunning, you know,” he admitted as he followed the earl.

      “I doubt it,” Quentin grumbled.

      “You’ll have to do it to me sometime. Then you can see what I mean.” He risked a glance toward Quentin.

      “Laurence!”

      He tried so hard not to laugh at the scandal in Quentin’s voice.

      “Any time you want, baby,” Laurence crowed. “Or I can suck you again. And again.”

      Quentin sounded like he was choking on something.

      “Okay, okay. No more, I promise. I’ll be good.”

      “Darling, I doubt you even know how to be good.”

      “I know, I know.” Laurence feigned a sigh. “I’m just so awful! C’mon, baby, carry me home.”

      Quentin huffed as he scooped Laurence into his arms, and Laurence kissed his cheek without hesitation.

      The new life in his hands made the most adorable little squeak.
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      He was an ugly-ass little thing out of his shell, that was for sure. Laurence watched the bald little pink baby gape its tiny beak in the hope of food, and did his best to spoon-feed it some egg that Ethan had beaten for him. He’d found some British website about hand-rearing abandoned crow and raven chicks, and of their list of disgusting crap the birds would eat, egg was the only thing they had in the RV.

      Windsor gobbled down drops of egg and flapped his little featherless wings.

      “I guess we better head home early, huh?” Ethan lounged on the couch and trailed his fingers over Aiden’s shoulders. “If you’ve gotta feed that thing every half hour, it doesn’t really mesh well with hanging at the beach all day.”

      “I’m sorry. You can drop us in town and we can get a cab?” Laurence offered.

      “No way. You can’t take a live animal over the border in the back of a cab.” Ethan snorted at him. “We’ll go in the RV. Keep it hidden. With any luck, they won’t think we’re harboring tiny baby birds in here.”

      Quentin frowned at that. “Are we in danger of arrest?”

      Laurence groaned. Not this again. Quentin’s fear of being extradited back to England was like some sort of highly tuned survival instinct.

      “Naw.” Ethan shook his head. “Just act cool, dude. We’ll be back in San Diego in no time.”

      “But if this is illegal—”

      “Quen.” Laurence set the spoon down and raised his hand to cup Quentin’s cheek. “Stay calm, baby. You’re not going home, okay? I won’t let that happen.”

      Something crossed Quentin’s eyes. It flickered through his gaze like a specter, and it lingered even after Quentin composed himself. Laurence couldn’t put a finger on what exactly it was.

      It wasn’t panic; it wasn’t his undefined dread at going home. It was something with more understanding, more comprehension, and for a moment Laurence wondered if it was disagreement: whether Quentin had some reason to believe that he would return to England.

      “Baby?” He frowned. There was a truth here that Quentin was hiding from him. He could feel it, like a loose tooth his tongue wouldn’t stop probing now that he’d found it. “What’s wrong?”

      “I will not go home,” Quentin hissed.

      “Why don’t we make sure we’ve cleaned up all our trash?” Ethan took Aiden’s hand, and they evacuated the RV in record time.

      Laurence eyed them both as they pranced across the sand and made a whole lot of fuss over checking for litter, then turned back to Quentin. “You’re not going home, hon. You know I wouldn’t let that happen.”

      Quentin’s cheeks tightened. He spread his fingers across his thighs and then gripped them.

      Laurence waited. If Quentin was counting down, it was better to stay quiet.

      “What if they do find Windsor, though?” Quentin’s hands relaxed, and he finally made eye contact.

      “It isn’t going to happen. He’s tiny. We’ll put his nest box in a cupboard just until we’re across, and by then we’re almost home anyway. They’re looking for drugs and guns, not baby birds.”

      Windsor cheeped in what felt very much to Laurence like agreement.

      Quentin arched an eyebrow at the bird. “And what would you know about it? You’re barely an hour old!”

      Windsor flapped his spindly little wings and opened his beak for more food.

      “You’re doing that thing you do,” Laurence murmured as he returned to spoon-feeding Windsor. “Where you’re not telling me something because you haven’t processed it yet. It’s okay,” he continued before Quentin could butt in. “But I want you to know that, when you’re ready to talk about it, I’m ready to listen.”

      “I—” Quentin flexed his hands, then let out a slow breath. “Let’s get home,” he murmured. “Once this—” he waved vaguely at Windsor “—is safely dealt with I will be more able to focus my energies on other concerns.”

      “Or if you wanna just relax tonight and I’ll suck your cock again, that’s cool.” Laurence kept a straight face as he threw it out there, and was rewarded with an immediate shift in Quentin’s posture from tightly-wrought to flustered. “You’ve got an amazing cock, baby. I wanna kiss it.” He leaned in until his shoulder was against Quentin’s. “Run my tongue along it,” he purred. “Lick your slit. Make you say my name like you did last night…”

      “For God’s sake, Laurence,” Quentin hissed. But his body leaned in and pressed against Laurence’s side, and his head dipped as he hesitantly took one hand from his own thigh and laid it to rest on Laurence’s.

      “Oh, you’re dirty,” Laurence chuckled. “All this time you’ve been holding out on me, but you liked it, didn’t you? You want me to do it again, baby?” He tilted his head so he could snare Quentin’s earlobe between his lips and suckle on it softly.

      The whimper that escaped Quentin was a helpless little thing, yearning and desperate and not remotely restrained. He squirmed in his seat, and Laurence had a clear view of the bulge growing in his pants.

      He trailed hard kisses down the side of Quentin’s neck. “I could just suck you now,” he growled. “Before they get back. You want that, baby? You wanna watch me do it?”

      “Sodding hell!”

      A breeze tore through the tiny RV. It shook the windows and slammed the door.

      Laurence chuckled and ran his palm across the hard bump in Quentin’s pants as he backed off. He feigned complete innocence and began to search through cupboards for a safe spot to tuck Windsor while the bird was cupped to his chest in one hand. He whistled to himself while Quentin struggled for control, and wondered how much teasing he could get away with on the way home.

      If it took Quentin’s mind off border control, it would all be worth it. And there was absolutely no other reason to tease him for two hours.

      Nope. None whatsoever.
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      The border wasn’t an issue. Laurence had Quentin so distracted that he almost forgot what the word passport even meant, and by the time Ethan dropped them off at the mansion, the poor guy didn’t seem to know which way was up.

      “Keys?” Laurence prompted.

      Quentin huffed and fumbled through his overnight bag until he could find them, but by the time he did, Sebastian had opened the door.

      “You’re early. Something wrong?” Sebastian looked them both over as he backed away from the door.

      “Nah. Got a baby bird to care for.” Laurence stepped into the cool shelter of the lobby and tipped the box in his hands toward Sebastian slightly so the pyrokinetic could see inside. “Not so easy to do on a beach.”

      “I’m not even gonna ask.” He shut the door after Quentin, then gestured to the earl. “What’s up with him?”

      Quentin shuffled his feet and looked mildly affronted. “Nothing!”

      “Oh jeez.” Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Okay, well, if you guys are home and the world isn’t ending, I’m gonna get moving. Is that acceptable?”

      “Hundred percent.” Laurence grinned at him. “Thanks, man. We owe you.”

      “Not by a long shot. You’ve got my number. I’ll stop by during the week anyway.” Sebastian flipped a casual salute and smothered a smirk as he eased past them and out the door.

      “Okay. You wanna take our stuff upstairs?” Laurence raised his chin so that he could look down at Quentin. The difference in height was only slight, but he was going to get Quentin into bed if it was the last thing he did. “I’ll feed Windsor and set him up somewhere quiet, then meet you up there.”

      Quentin’s head bobbed like it was hung from elastic, and he scurried up the stairs without a word.

      Windsor chirped suggestively.

      “Uh huh,” Laurence agreed. “You’re damn right I am.”
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      He closed the bedroom doors and locked them, then leaned his shoulders against the solid wood and surveyed the bedroom.

      Quentin had failed to unpack. The bag sat by the door, still open, but otherwise abandoned. Instead, Laurence could hear the shower running, and the uneven splashes of water as Quentin bathed.

      He smiled to himself and nudged his shoes off. Quentin wanted to be clean after a night spent asleep on a beach. Laurence could understand how a man so obsessive about cleanliness and appearance would want to wash up if he thought he was gonna get his dick sucked.

      Laurence’s own urge was to strip naked and join him, but that could make Quentin feel cornered. He hadn’t waited all these months to see it all go up in flames. Every knock-back, every look of disgust, each and every time Quentin had looked at him with nothing but fear… no. He couldn’t go through all that again. They’d worked hard to make it this far.

      Goddess, it was unbelievably good to see Quentin want him, though. To see lust in his eyes, need in his posture, to see him look at Laurence as though Laurence was worth something.

      He never, ever wanted that to go away.

      So he stayed by the doors. He counted the seconds as they limped past. He waited as Quentin turned off the shower and put lotion on his scars, the faintly wet sounds of the moisturizer as it squeezed from the tube and was applied to damp skin as familiar to him now as his own pulse.

      Quentin’s footsteps approached the bathroom door, and when it opened, it disgorged him into the room in a puff of water vapor. The towel around his waist hung to his knees and left absolutely nothing above his navel to the imagination.

      Laurence let out a low whistle of appreciation.

      Quentin started in surprise, and his hands gripped the towel.

      “I’ve seen it all before, baby,” Laurence murmured. “Doesn’t make you any less beautiful, each and every time.”

      Quentin huffed softly, but he stood his ground. “Nonsense,” he mumbled.

      Laurence raised his chin a second. “Why don’t you get comfortable?” he offered. “Tell me when I can come closer.”

      “But—”

      Laurence held up his hands. “Words.”

      The tip of Quentin’s tongue peeked between his lips, and his brows drew together in consternation, but he gave a mild incline of his head and moved to the bed. Laurence watched as he turned slowly on the spot as he seemed to assess which way would best get him into bed without putting too much of himself on display, and then Quentin just took the towel in hand and flung it aside as though it were the root cause of his logistical problem.

      Laurence took a good look at his ass. Why shouldn’t he? It was a damn nice ass. Firm as hell from all the running Quentin did. The scars that marred it conformed to contours, an indelible part of the landscape, but they were every bit as much a fundamental piece of Quentin as his sharp jawline or his glasslike eyes. Laurence didn’t get to pick and choose. Quentin wasn’t a buffet. He was a human being, one who had chosen to accept a junkie for a lover.

      Quentin sat slowly, his back still to Laurence. He plucked at the sheets a moment, then took a deep breath and lay on them rather than between them.

      “All right,” he said.

      Laurence smiled and took a couple of steps into the room. “Do you think you can watch me undress?”

      Fingertips pinched the sheets, and then Quentin’s head turned, but Laurence waited until the earl’s presence of mind seemed to be in the same direction as his face. He wasn’t going to let Quentin nope out of this to his happy place. No fucking way.

      “Yes.” Quentin cleared his throat, then sat up a little and pushed his shoulders back. “Please continue.”

      “You like telling me what to do, don’t you?” Laurence dipped his head so that he could watch Quentin through lowered eyelashes. “I like it too. When you take charge. When you let me know that you want me.” He trailed his fingers slowly up his chest. “What should I take off first?”

      The tips of Quentin’s ears turned as pink as his cheeks, but he sat up even straighter and lifted his head.

      That’s right. C’mon, baby. Engage.

      “Your shirt.” Quentin nodded faintly. “Remove it.”

      “Whatever you want.” Laurence slid his palms back down and then grabbed the hem and drew it up slowly. He knew how to strip tease, how to seduce by withholding as much as he gave, so he took a deep breath and arched his back to best show off his stomach as he exposed it inch by inch. He twisted to catch the light from the windows and give Quentin an eyeful of taut abdominals before he finally revealed his nipples. From there, he tugged the shirt up until it obscured his own face, and he held position for a beat before he was free of it altogether and the cotton fell to the floor.

      He didn’t lower his arms. Instead, he laced his fingers together and stretched them up. He dropped his head back to expose his throat, and was rewarded by a faint gasp from the direction of the bed.

      And there he stayed. A statue. A work of art. As much as he yearned for more, he was going to make damn sure Quentin was paying attention.

      “Take off your trousers.”

      “Yes, sir.” He ran his hands down his body, caressing it for Quentin’s benefit, and traced every contour until he reached the waistband of his chinos. He unfastened the button with ease, and turned slowly as he unzipped his fly. He continued to turn while he pushed them down over his briefs so that by the time his hands roamed down his thighs, his ass was to Quentin, and he bent forward as he eased them down past his knees.

      He stepped free of his pants once they were down all the way, and didn’t hurry to stand. Instead, he smoothed his hands up his legs as he straightened, running them around to the backs of his thighs and up to his ass. Finally, he peeked over his shoulder and waited for instruction.

      “Socks,” Quentin said thickly.

      “Of course,” Laurence murmured. He teased his way back down, touching his skin every inch of the way, until he could roll the socks off and toss them aside, but this time he waited, bent double, fingers coiled lightly around his ankles.

      He remained in place and kept his breath even. Goddess knew how long he’d be down here.

      “Remove your underwear.” Quentin’s voice trembled faintly.

      Laurence moved with care. Quentin was pushing himself, but it did neither of them any good if they went too far, too fast, so once he had his thumbs hooked into the elastic waistband, he did a slow twirl. It gave Quentin a view from all sides, but it also gave Laurence the chance to look at him properly and check that he was okay.

      Quentin was actually looking at Laurence’s briefs. But even better, Laurence caught sight of his cock, and it was already half hard.

      He grinned as he showed Quentin his ass again, and he unveiled it as though it were top prize at a raffle. He pushed his briefs down without pause, and flung them aside once he was free of them.

      “Bloody hell,” Quentin whispered.

      “Uh huh.” Laurence went back to flexing and posing. He locked his fingers together behind his neck and arched. “Where do you want me, baby?”

      For a split second, he thought Quentin wouldn’t answer.

      Should’ve gone slower with the briefs, you idiot.

      He bit his lip.

      “Come here.” The waver had gone.

      Laurence knew better than to turn around and flash his cock at Quentin. Instead he backed toward the bed until his calves tapped the soft sheets. “Do you want me to touch you?” he breathed. “Lick you? Suck you?”

      He heard the sharp intake of breath that preceded Quentin’s answer. “Yes.”

      “Which one?” Laurence’s lips quirked.

      “All of them.”

      “Yes, sir.” He kept his back to Quentin for as long as he could as he turned to face the bed, then bent over, hiding his own erection as he drew closer to Quentin’s. He crawled onto the bed and prowled his way up Quentin’s legs. Past his unmarked calves. Over his thin knees. Along the spiderweb of scars that faded into life across his thighs. Closer and closer to his prize.

      He raised his eyes as he straddled Quentin’s legs.

      Look at me!

      Quentin’s features were rigid, but his eyes were dark and urgent.

      “Just the same as last night, baby,” Laurence whispered. “I promise. Nothing else.”

      Quentin gave him a sharp up-nod. “Do it.”

      Laurence groaned. It was more than just permission.

      It was an order.

      He pressed forward until his nose brushed over dark, silken hair and took a deep breath. He drew Quentin’s fresh, subtle musk into his lungs and lay kisses along the edges of his thighs. He smoothed his cheek along Quentin’s length before peppering it with lighter, softer kisses.

      Quentin wasn’t cut. That was a British thing. Clean as a whistle, sensitive to the faintest wisp of breath, silken from base to tip. Laurence ran his tongue along him, and then took Quentin into his mouth. He looked up as he did so. He wanted to watch what it did to Quentin, to invite Quentin to watch him in return.

      There was nothing more exquisite — absolutely nothing — than the way Quentin’s lips parted, the way his gaze smoldered with lust, the way his slender form twisted in pleasure, and the soft moan that broke free from him as he stared down at Laurence, directly into his eyes.

      Laurence shivered. Gooseflesh ran the length of his body and curled his toes. He sank further down Quentin’s shaft without so much as blinking, and felt every thickening throb as it pumped itself toward the back of his throat.

      He worshiped it. He lavished attention, suckling and tonguing, curving his back so that he could open his throat and take Quentin in so far that his lips nestled against Quentin’s groin. He spared one hand so that he could slip it down between them and grip his own cock, then worked both in tandem, so far from each other and yet in perfect unison.

      Quentin’s moans began as faint, restrained sounds that eked out of him as though they were rationed, but the more Laurence worked, the less his lover held back. Like a flower revealing itself to the sun, Quentin opened up to him until his fingers were entwined in bedsheets and his howls of rapture were loud enough to wake the dead.

      Goddess, Quentin was everything Laurence had dreamed of. The sight of him, the sounds he made, the pure unmitigated ecstasy as he squirmed around and thrust his hips were a thousand times more potent in the flesh than they ever could have been in his imagination.

      He came hard. It took him almost by surprise. His hand pumped his own cock and he stared up at Quentin as the orgasm coursed through him. Pleading. Offering. Gasping around the thickness in his mouth.

      Quentin’s hands fled from the sheets and he drove his fingers into Laurence’s curls. He gripped them so tightly that Laurence could barely move.

      And then he roared.

      Laurence swallowed. He made damn sure not to look away and he swallowed as thick, hot cum slammed out of Quentin and into his waiting mouth.

      Quentin’s collapse was total. His fingers slipped free of Laurence’s hair and his arms lay where they fell. His breath was ragged and hitched. He landed against the pillows and gazed blankly at the ceiling.

      But nothing in the room was out of place.

      Laurence gently slid free and moved one of Quentin’s arms, then lay down alongside him. He rested his cheek against Quentin’s shoulder, coiled a leg around Quentin’s thigh, and ignored the wet patch as his knee slid across it.

      “Still with me, baby?” he breathed.

      Quentin’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. His lips moved a little.

      Laurence chuckled weakly. “Good enough.” He traced the tips of his fingers tenderly over the side of Quentin’s neck. “You’re magnificent. Any time you want me to do that again, say the word.”

      A feeble laugh passed Quentin’s lips. “Shh.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Laurence cranked the truck’s radio up loud and bellowed along with it as he drove into work.

      Goddess, what a weekend! No wonder Mom had insisted he take the time off.

      He yelled the words he did know, and substituted laalaaalaaa for the ones he didn’t, and when he stowed the truck next to his mom’s in the alley behind the shop, he sat and finished his artistic re-imagining of Poker Face before he killed the engine and bounced into the back room.

      “Holy shit, you got laid!” Ethan said within three seconds of Laurence’s entrance.

      “Fuck you,” Laurence laughed as he tossed his keys down on the table for when Maria arrived. He grabbed her manifest and looked at the arrangements lined up, to work out which ones to carry out to the truck.

      “You deserve a gold medal, dude!” Ethan propped the back door open. “You ain’t gonna tell me a damn thing about it, are you?”

      “Nope. None of your business!” Laurence dropped the manifest and gathered up the first four boxes.

      “But it was good, right?” Ethan followed, and together they began to fill the truck with the morning’s deliveries.

      “Oh, shit yeah.” Laurence snorted. “But that’s all you’re getting.”

      “All right, all right.”
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      Once both trucks were loaded, and both Aiden and Maria were out, Laurence settled into creating arrangements for the afternoon deliveries, while Ethan manned the front of the shop and Myriam flitted between the two. Occasionally, he paused to exchange texts with Quentin — some to remind him to feed Windsor, and some definitely to tease him. Mostly, he just popped his earbuds in and danced away to himself while he worked.

      He pulled out of his own little world when Myriam set a mug of tea in front of him, and tugged out the earbuds. “Hey, Mom. Thanks!”

      “You’re welcome, Bambi.” She perched on a stool with her own tea, and gave him that all-knowing Mom smile.

      “Don’t even go there.” He grabbed his tea and sat, then grinned like a teenager. “It’s like he’s a totally different guy all of a sudden. He wants to touch me. Hold my hand. Put his arms around me. Constantly. It’s amazing!”

      “That’s wonderful.” Myriam cradled her mug in both hands as she blew on the tea within. “It makes me so glad to see you both happy, dear.”

      “I wouldn’t be if it wasn’t for you, Mom.” He rested his elbows on the table. “Can I ask you something?”

      Her hazel eyes sparkled. “You know you can.”

      “Herne spoke to me.” He licked his lips. “Came to me in a dream. He taught me some techniques for moving with stealth. And he gave me an egg.”

      Myriam’s smile widened. “A gift?”

      “Yeah.” He gulped down some tea. “A raven. It hatched, and it’s totally ugly-cute, you know? But he’s there if I ever need to contact Herne after Samhain. I think winter’s the wrong half of the wheel for him, you know?”

      “I do.” Myriam nodded, then brushed her mass of curls back over her shoulder.

      “He says Windsor’s my familiar. That we’re linked.” Laurence nibbled his lip briefly. “He says I can use magic, Mom.”

      “Does he now,” she mused.

      Laurence waited, but it seemed she wasn’t going to say more without prompting. Instead, Myriam just sipped on her tea and looked wistfully toward the window.

      “Yeah. But I need a teacher.”

      She nodded at that. “That was Eric’s gift,” she murmured. “Not mine.”

      Laurence almost dropped his mug, and he forced himself to lower it and let go before it slipped from his fingers. “What?!”

      Her gaze flitted to his, then she turned to face him properly. “Eric had true magic. He was a child of Herne, Bambi, just as I am. We didn’t know it when we met, of course, and by the time we knew we had already had you.” She squeezed her mug as though doing so reassured her. “That’s why we never had another. It seemed… odd. Oh, I know if you go far enough back, almost everyone is probably related, but to know that we both came from Herne?” She sighed. “Eric didn’t have the dream until after you were born. He couldn’t control plants, he didn’t see the future or the past, but he could read people like no other, and his songs were the sweetest I ever heard. And his magic…” She sighed. “I lack that gift. The blood flowed through us in different ways.”

      Laurence flattened his palms against the table. “Dad was descended from Herne,” he echoed.

      “He was.”

      “That’s why—” He cut himself off and dug his nails into the wood.

      That’s why I look like Herne.

      I look like Dad.

      “Then why didn’t he listen?” He stared at her. “If he knew what you were, if he knew you could see what was coming, why wouldn’t he listen to us?”

      She shook her head faintly. “Dear, I could tell you that heroin would almost kill you, but you would not have stopped using it. We are still human. What we crave does not suddenly listen to logic. Your father knew his life would be cut short, but he would not change who he was. And that was who I loved, so I did not blame him.”

      “But—”

      “Bambi.” Her eyes were glossy. “Please don’t.”

      He ground his teeth, but said nothing more. It wouldn’t change the past, and he knew Mom was right: Eric wouldn’t have taken up an exercise regimen or cut back on the chocolate. He was every bit as addicted to food as Laurence had become to heroin.

      But if Dad was descended from Herne, then maybe that was why Laurence’s gifts were so strong. He was the culmination of two completely divergent bloodlines both from the same god, and it had had some kind of doubling-down effect on him. Mom’s gifts, more potent than hers were, and Dad’s magic.

      Which meant the only teacher he could’ve had was already gone.

      He swallowed tea and tried to work out where the hell he could go from here.

      “You know pretty much everyone in the Pagan and Wiccan communities around here, right?” he finally said.

      “I would say yes,” she answered. “And if I don’t, I most likely know someone who does.”

      Laurence nodded. “Do you know a guy named Rufus? About my age? Kinda hot?”

      “Rufus,” she mused. Her fingernails tapped the sides of her mug while she looked to the window again. “Rufus.” Then her back straightened, and she frowned. “Oh. Possibly.”

      He watched her as she seemed to wrestle with something. There was sadness in her eyes, and her lips pressed together briefly before she drew breath to speak.

      “Paula and Todd’s little boy was called Rufus.”

      Laurence’s eyes narrowed as he tried to place the names, but he shook his head in defeat.

      “No,” Myriam mused. “You were both young. Paula and Todd lived in Carlsbad. They died something like… Goddess, it must have been almost ten years ago now. Got into a wreck on the interstate. Rufus was the name of their little boy. That’s the only Rufus I know.”

      “Okay.” Laurence nodded to himself. “Carlsbad. What’s his surname?”

      “Grant.”

      He plucked his cellphone from his pocket and tapped away at it, but his search for Rufus Grant threw up completely random results, most of which were obituaries from all over the country. He tutted to himself and searched for Paula and Todd Grant, then immediately wished he hadn’t.

      The articles came with pictures. Twisted metal. Detritus thrown across the road. Emergency vehicles. No gore, but more than enough ancillary details for his imagination to join the dots.

      “Yeah,” he said thickly. “Just under ten years. Okay. Uh.” He closed his browser and rubbed his forehead. “Do you know anyone who’s likely to be in contact with him? Like, friends of the family who might’ve looked out for Rufus after his parents died?”

      “Possibly.” She clicked her tongue while she mulled it over, then nodded to herself. “Amy. Amy Jenkins. She’s a priestess in Encinitas. She comes down to San Diego sometimes. I have her address somewhere. She might know where Rufus is now.”

      “Okay.” He slid his phone away. “Where’s the address?”

      “Oh, it’ll be in my address book on the farm. But we should make sure I’m not sending you off on some wild goose chase and wasting everyone’s time.” She bustled off her stool and off through the bead curtain, only to return two minutes later with her tarot deck in hand.

      Laurence drained his tea and took their mugs to the sink. “I could just look,” he offered.

      “Sure you can, dear.” She gave him a wry smile as she shook the cards out into her palm. “But when you look, you see. You get no nuance, no feel. You can only watch.”

      “I guess.” He rinsed the mugs, then left them full of water to soak.

      His mom had a point. When he looked through time, he was literally seeing events unfold. It told him nothing about why or how. Myriam’s abilities were far more empathetic in that regard: she had a feel for events without watching them take place. Maybe she could figure out whether this Rufus was the same one Laurence had seen and whether he’d be willing to teach Laurence a damn thing.

      “Come,” she said as she settled back down. “Take a seat.”

      Laurence returned to his stool and reached for the cards, but he waited for her to nod before he touched them. He took the deck in hand and began to shuffle, and let a question coalesce in his thoughts as he did so.

      Will Rufus Grant teach me magic? No. Maybe. Or how about, is Rufus Grant the right person to seek?

      He mulled it over as his hands riffled the cards together.

      Am I going the right way?

      His hands stopped, and he cut the deck, then passed it back to Myriam.

      “Your question?” she murmured.

      “Am I going the right way?” he answered.

      Myriam considered, and then gestured to the deck. “Three cards. Your left to your right.”

      Laurence reached for the deck and turned over the top three cards. There wasn’t any need for a more complex reading, and there was little use in him attempting to interpret the cards himself: his mom could be using any one of twenty or thirty different three-card layouts, and only she would be able to read the cards he lay down.

      Myriam favored a Celtic-themed deck with earthy colors and everyday scenes. It was almost Rider-Waite in symbolism, but the artwork was beautiful, and steeped in Pagan themes and tradition. As Laurence turned the cards, their colors seemed to reflect those of the flowers that surrounded them.

      The Ace of Wands. The Eight of Pentacles. The High Priestess.

      Laurence pursed his lips. The temptation to read a trio of pretty positive cards as a wholly beneficial result was inherently foolish, especially without any understanding of the layout. So he tore his attention from the cards and looked to his mother instead.

      “Rufus will teach you,” she surmised as she regarded the cards. “This is the right way. He will accept you as his apprentice. But you must listen to your instincts when you are with him, for his goals do not align with yours.” She gestured to the Ace of Wands with a rueful smile. “For once, your tendency to rush into things is the right way for you.” She tapped the table by the Eight of Pentacles. “It’ll be hard work, though. You’ll need dedication and focus, but don’t lose sight of the bigger picture.”

      Laurence nodded as he listened. “Got it. When can I go?”

      Myriam chuckled as she gathered up her cards. “As soon as Maria returns the truck. Let me call Lisa and see if she can find my address book.”

      “All right!”

      Myriam shuffled off through the bead curtain, and Laurence popped his earbuds back in.

      Things were going great! He’d got Quentin into bed, Herne had given him a familiar, and now he was gonna go find himself a teacher and learn some serious magic skills.

      What could possibly go wrong?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            Quentin

          

        

      

    

    
      Quentin couldn’t get Laurence out of his mind. Usually, that wasn’t an issue; but usually, what was lodged in his thoughts wasn’t the sight of Laurence doing…

      It wasn’t Laurence with his…

      Windsor squawked, and Quentin shook his head. “I apologize,” he murmured as he managed to drag his brain out of the gutter for just about long enough to feed the bird.

      Windsor gobbled down the mush. It was a mixture of eggs, wet cat food, fruit, and some water, and he seemed to be growing at a ridiculous rate. From the tiny creature Laurence had woken him with on Saturday to the fat little pink ball Quentin had before him now, the chick must have gained at least sixty grams in two days.

      God, Laurence’s eyes had burned when they looked up at him. He’d all but squealed with delight whenever Quentin gave him an order, and when he—

      Someone cleared their throat, and Quentin almost dropped the spoon.

      Mia swept past him and poured herself a coffee. “Hey,” she said.

      “Good afternoon.”

      She gestured to him with her cup. “You’re cute. What happened over the weekend? Laurence pop your cherry?”

      He blinked slowly at her. The words all seemed to be English, yet the sentence was gibberish. “Pardon?”

      “Well, all this blushing and mooning.” She chuckled. “You’re off on some other planet. You’re behaving like a kid who just lost his virginity.”

      Horror sliced through him like a hot knife. “What?” he gasped.

      Mia’s eyes widened, and then she put her cup down. “Oh my God. How old are you, Quentin?”

      “I fail to see what bearing that has on the matter!”

      “Shit.” She grabbed the cup and sat next to him. “You’ve seriously never had sex before now?”

      Heat crawled up his cheeks. Perhaps if he said nothing, she might leave him be. Or let him die quietly in a corner.

      “Huh. Well, it’s good you’ve gone for it at last, then. There’s nothing wrong with it. I mean, you enjoyed it, right?” She eyed him.

      “Mia!” Quentin’s voice came out as an alien thing, strangled of life.

      Why was she doing this to him?

      Why!

      “And if you both enjoyed it, and both went into it willingly, then it’s okay to have fun, Quentin. There’s nothing wrong with it. And nothing to be all embarrassed about.”

      The edges of his vision were growing dark. This wasn’t a place he wanted to be in, nor a conversation he should ever have to be a part of. All he had to do was tune out and it would be over soon.

      “Quentin?”

      “Hnnh?”

      “I said is that your cell?”

      He blinked slowly. It was like coming up for air. A clamoring noise came into focus.

      His phone was ringing.

      “Oh. Yes. Would you excuse me?”

      “Sure.”

      He grabbed it out of his pocket before she could say anything else, and answered without even checking the screen. “Hello?”

      “Icky! There you are! I thought you were going to let voicemail handle me!”

      Quentin blinked again. The darkness crept away to hide in the corners of the kitchen. “Freddy?” He frowned. “Isn’t it late over there?”

      “Almost ten,” Freddy said with a ridiculous amount of cheer. “Been at the office all day. Only just got home. I thought I’d drop my second-favorite brother a call and see how he was doing!”

      “Oh, bugger off.” Quentin pursed his lips and only noticed Mia’s exit from the room once she was halfway through the door. Then he sighed faintly and added, “I must commend you on your timing, though.”

      “Mm, sticky wicket, eh? I shall send you an invoice for my rescue services post haste. And speaking of services, how’s my lovely new house faring under your ministrations?”

      Quentin shifted in his seat so that he could lean on the counter. “Quite well,” he said. “We’re taking it one floor at a time to minimize disruption, so we’re focusing on the ground floor at the moment. Most of the rooms are stripped down, and I have a few catalogs of furnishings to wade through.”

      “Try not to pick anything too ostentatious. I know your taste runs to the flashy, but really, something clean and modern will do perfectly well.”

      “Freddy!” Quentin did nothing to hide the dismay from his voice.

      “No. Absolutely not. You can’t go stuffing it to the gills with antiques. You don’t have the budget. And besides, what if one of the teens spills beer on some fussy Georgian rug? It’ll be ruined. And not to even start on trying to get those dogs’ hairs out of everything. Keep it simple, Icky. Affordable. Replaceable.”

      He huffed. “But—”

      “No. I swear to goodness, you are the worst project manager I have ever hired.”

      “You haven’t hired me!”

      “Effectively,” Freddy said.

      “How many project managers do you employ?”

      “That isn’t important right now.”

      Quentin laughed softly. “You are an arse.”

      “As are you, dear boy. But so long as things are proceeding apace, I’m sure you can handle them.” He paused. “Out of interest, does Laurence have a passport?”

      “He does, as it happens.” Quentin offered a spoon of mush to Windsor. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, I can’t be zooming over there every five minutes to see you both. Sooner or later, you’ll have to fly to Blighty, and that means making sure your darling florist has the means to do so. It would be poor form to make assumptions. And it would be nice of you to visit Nicky at some point, wouldn’t it?”

      Quentin tipped the spoon as Windsor gobbled the mush, then he frowned at the phone.

      This was all too convenient.

      “Did Father tell you to contact me?”

      Freddy sighed. “Yes. Yes, he did. I would have, sooner or later, to check up on the house, but… yes.”

      Quentin swallowed and carefully put the spoon aside. “How does he know?”

      “I don’t know. I may have aroused suspicion by being gone for too long. It’s possible my wealth manager said something to him about my recent investments over dinner at the club. There are any number of ways he might have worked it out.” Freddy clicked his tongue. “It is wholly possible that he’s merely calling my bluff and testing me. And now that I’ve called you, I’ve tipped my hand.” He groaned at that. “I’m sorry, Icky. I’m a bloody fool.”

      “No,” Quentin murmured. “You really aren’t, Fred. It’s best that you don’t draw his ire.”

      “What would he do?” Freddy asked. “Really, the very worst action he could take would be to put a stop to my allowance, and I’ve been operating under the assumption that he would do that sooner or later for years. I have a diverse portfolio that he cannot touch. If he wishes to divest me of my title, he would have to seek Her Majesty’s approval, and she won’t give it.”

      “He could ruin your career,” Quentin said simply. “Drop a word into a few ears, make you utterly unemployable. And that’s only the beginning. He could wipe value off your portfolio, whether through rumor or direct sabotage. Whatever you have invested in could see its stocks plummet. If he chose to, he could leave you destitute, and make it happen overnight.”

      “He can do his worst,” Freddy scoffed.

      “But I would rather he did not,” Quentin murmured. “Freddy, it’s all right. If he asks, simply tell him the truth. Tell him that you got in touch, and I refused to go home.”

      “And if that displeases him?”

      Quentin snorted into the phone. “Nothing pleases Father. I am not about to start bucking that trend. But at least his ire will come at me, not at you. You’re probably best as far away from him as you are able to put yourself.”

      Freddy clicked his tongue again. “This is a ridiculous situation. It cannot go on forever.”

      “And what do you propose?” Quentin checked that Windsor’s bedding was still clean, then returned the baby bird to the warm spot on the counter, beneath a heat lamp they’d set up yesterday.

      Freddy was silent for a long while.

      “Yes, well.” Quentin shrugged. “We know what he wants. What he’s always wanted. I’m no more likely to give it to him now than I was seven years ago.”

      “But the bloody estate, Icky!”

      “We’ll work it out between us if it ever comes down to that. There must be records, financials, books, that sort of thing. It isn’t all in his head.” He idly pushed a stray hair back from his forehead. “I would much rather that you kept yourself safe, do you understand? Don’t make a target of yourself.”

      “All right, all right,” Freddy grumbled. “God, you fuss as much as Mother used to.”

      They were both quiet this time. Quentin coiled an arm across his stomach and leaned against the counter.

      It was Freddy who broke the silence. “What I want to know,” he said quietly, “is why. Why is he so hell-bent on it being you?”

      “I wish I knew,” Quentin breathed. “You would be far more suited to managing the estate.”

      “Then it has to be something else.” Freddy sighed. “Stay safe, all right? Don’t go hurtling yourself into a wildfire or whatever else is happening over there at the moment.”

      “I am on my best behavior, I assure you.”

      “Good. All right. But it really would be nice if you could see Nicky. We’ll just have to figure out a way to make it happen without Father catching wind of it.”

      Guilt gnawed at his chest. Freddy was right. Quentin hadn’t seen Nicholas in years. Their younger brother had been a child when Quentin last spoke with him, and now he was a young man who had joined the RAF.

      For heaven’s sake, Nicky was an adult now.

      He pursed his lips, then nodded. “We shall work something out, I’m sure.”

      “Excellent. I must go, dear boy. I require my beauty sleep.”

      “I’m not sure you will be able to hold down a job if you nod off for five years,” Quentin chuckled.

      “Arse,” Freddy laughed. “Speak soon.”

      “Take care.”

      Freddy hung up, and Quentin weighed the phone in his hand as he watched Windsor settle down to rest.

      Father had found him, which was bad enough; but it seemed that Father also knew that Freddy knew where he was, or at the very least how to contact him. That was a different kettle of fish altogether.

      Did Father expect that a phone call would work, when Freddy had failed to bring Quentin home so many other times? No. Quentin very much doubted it. There was no reason for the same old technique to suddenly work.

      What made considerably more sense was the slowly-dawning idea that Freddy’s call was a message of an altogether different type.

      It was a threat.

      I know, the duke was saying. I know that you are in contact with one another. I know that you care. And now you know that I can reach you.

      What was it that the apparition of his father had said? There will be consequences.

      His father had sent him a message, and used Freddy as the courier.

      A knot of fury slowly coalesced within him.

      How dare he?

      How bloody dare he!
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      Laurence stuffed the post-it note into his wallet and took the stairs up to his old apartment two at a time. Maria should be back within a couple of hours, so he had time to make himself some lunch and then have a shave. If Amy Jenkins was around his mom’s age, she might be more likely to talk to him if he neatened up a bit.

      He took a bagel from a packet in the freezer and threw it straight into the toaster oven, then checked the butter for any signs of mold; it seemed okay, so he slapped some on the bagel once it was done and stuffed it into his face as quickly as he could.

      The reading said that finding Rufus was the right way to go. Herne had told him to listen to his instincts.

      But his instincts weren’t comfortable.

      Why didn’t Rufus show up on a Google search? Just about everyone in the world did, unless they just didn’t want to be found. People left data all over the place like dead skin, and even after losing his parents in a horrendous wreck all those years ago, Rufus still wasn’t a first-page result. That meant he either didn’t use the internet, or he made efforts to do so anonymously, and if the latter, it meant he valued his privacy.

      The privacy that Laurence was about to invade.

      Yes, Rufus would teach him. And yeah, apparently it wouldn’t go smoothly. Was that because Rufus would resent him for barging into his life?

      He swallowed the last of his bagel and licked a smear of butter from his fingers.

      His instincts said a lot of things. Things he’d been intentionally pushing back against, burying, because he didn’t want to hear them.

      You have a gift, Freddy had said, and none of us can prevent you from using it.

      Laurence growled and kicked at the carpet as he began to pace the cramped apartment.

      Do you have the stomach for what you will see?

      “What if I’m wrong?” he snarled. “Did you think of that, Freddy? What if I’m wrong!”

      The apartment didn’t answer. It left him with nothing but the awful Catch-22.

      If he was right, the evidence would be too horrific to bear.

      But if he was wrong, he was tarring an innocent man with the worst brush imaginable.

      “Fine!” He kicked the ratty old couch and howled as his toe smacked into the wooden leg. He hopped back to the kitchenette and grabbed a handful of sage from an herb pot, then dug out half a box of matches from a drawer.

      If Herne was right — and why wouldn’t he be — it should be easier to see through time during this season of the year. It wasn’t Samhain just yet, but the wheel continued to turn, and he only wanted to look a few years into the past. Best to try and get it over with as quickly as he could.

      He sat down on the spot where his altar had been and struck a match, then set the sage alight. He waved both match and sage until they were extinguished, and closed his eyes.

      He needed to calm himself, and to work out when and where he wished to search the stream.

      Birthdays.

      Quentin had said it already. Accidents always came on or near his birthday. All the way through his childhood, until he was eighteen.

      Laurence took slow, deep breaths. He gently passed the sage back and forth to help cleanse the space. He didn’t have his athame, but he also didn’t intend drawing down any energies. All he needed was peace.

      Stillness.

      Time.

      He focused his thoughts on Quentin and began to trace that one fish back through the waters.

      “What is it, Higson?” The woman who spoke was truly beautiful. Her hair was bright and blond, piled on her head in loose ringlets. She had pale blue eyes, and skin like fine china. Her lips were soft pink, full and supple. She wore a tailored suit with a skirt that stopped at her knees, understated but flawless, in a shade that matched her eyes.

      The man at the door was also in a suit, but it wasn’t something to wear in public. It was old-fashioned, like a butler’s uniform, and he had pristine white gloves on his hands. “The Duke calls for Master Quentin, your Grace.”

      Margaret’s expression faltered. Her gaze flickered from anger to resignation. “Must it be today?” she breathed.

      Higson said nothing.

      She smoothed her skirt and turned from Higson to the boys playing by the fireplace. The vast marble carvings that surrounded the grate were filled with cherubs and clouds, but the flickering light from below suddenly cast them in a more macabre glow. They loomed ominously over the twins.

      “Tintin,” she said.

      Both boys looked at once. Quentin with his glossy black hair, and Frederick with his shiny blond.

      “Your father wishes to see you.”

      Frederick immediately scrunched up his face. “I want to go.”

      “No. Today is Quentin’s birthday. Tomorrow is yours.”

      Laurence approached the fire and crouched by the twins. They were so small. So precious. They couldn’t be older than five, and the little suits they wore were the cutest thing he’d ever seen.

      Quentin stood and trotted to Higson’s side. “I won’t be long,” he said to Frederick. “Then we can play outside.”

      Frederick stood, but his pout remained. “All right.”

      Quentin reached for Higson’s hand, and the butler offered it up without complaint.

      Laurence tailed them through the vast hallways. Easily wide enough for five or six adults shoulder to shoulder, and not a scrap of space was allowed to stand without adornment or decoration. There were statues. Paintings. Tapestries. It was like passing through a museum, except none of the exhibits were roped off or behind glass. The arched ceiling was so high that even if Laurence stood on Higson’s shoulders, he wouldn’t be able to reach it.

      Quentin ignored it all as though he were far too used to it to pay it any mind. Instead, he looked eagerly up at Higson as he trotted along at the adult’s side. “Did my father say what it was he wanted to see me for?”

      “I’m afraid not, my Lord,” Higson murmured.

      “Is it about my birthday?”

      “I could not say, my Lord.”

      “Hm.” Quentin’s little face pinched in thought, but he didn’t ask any more questions.

      The corridor stretched on until Higson stopped at a pair of heavy, ornately-carved oak doors, which he rapped his gloved knuckles against only once before he opened them and led Quentin through into a tall library about the size of Laurence’s living room. There was another set of the carved doors opposite where they had entered, and Higson nodded Quentin toward an antique chair. “His Grace wishes for you to wait here, my Lord.”

      Quentin released Higson’s hand and hopped up into the chair. “All right.”

      Higson bowed his head and withdrew. He closed the doors almost silently.

      Quentin swung his legs as he looked idly around the library, and Laurence crouched down beside him. He couldn’t sit by Quentin on the couch. He wasn’t here. The best he could do was observe.

      The books were interspersed with trinkets and ornaments. Some gave off soft, subtle glows, as though lit from within, but none of them seemed to hold Quentin’s attention very long.

      Laurence rose and paced around the room. Most of the books had no titles on the spines, or they were marked only with Roman numerals, or in languages Laurence didn’t recognize. The closer he got, though, the more he realized that even some of the books had a glow about them. There was a range of colors in those impossible lights. Some even seemed to glow with blackness, a dark so profound that it consumed the shelves around it.

      They waited ten minutes before a voice from beyond the second set of doors bellowed, “Come in.”

      Quentin hopped from the chair and had to put his shoulder to the door to push it open enough for him to slip through, then he heaved against it to close it again.

      Laurence walked through the thick wood.

      The office was the size that the library had been, and was dominated by a vast, ancient desk. The duke sat behind it, younger than the last time Laurence had seen him. His hair was sleek, black. His eyes were storm-gray. He was a man with broad shoulders, although not as broad as Frederick’s would become later in life, and he bore only a slight resemblance to the son who stood before him. It was as though Quentin had received most of his looks from his mother, and Frederick from his father.

      “You are five,” the duke mused.

      “Yes, Father,” Quentin mumbled.

      “Today.”

      Quentin nodded.

      The duke sighed. “This day has come too soon. Remember that, Quentin. We never have the time we think that we will.”

      Quentin shifted his feet and frowned. The poor boy looked like he didn’t understand a word, but suspected it was bad somehow.

      “You have a destiny, boy. It begins today.” The duke shook his head and opened a drawer. He withdrew a small astrolabe, the size of a dinner plate, and set it on his desk. It was a thing of exquisite manufacture, made of brass and gold, with cogs and rings all nestled neatly within its outer circle.

      Quentin leaned forward to peer at the device, his eyes wide. “What is it?”

      “Yours,” the duke said. “One day.” Then he switched to some language Laurence couldn’t understand. It felt like he should know some of the words, as though it were close to English but not quite there.

      The astrolabe gave off a cold golden light.

      The duke placed his hand on it and twisted, and Laurence felt the ground turn beneath his feet, yet the world beyond the office windows remained still.

      “Follow me.”

      The duke stood and circled his desk. He strode to the doors, leaving Quentin to hurry after him, and Laurence had to move quickly to regain his equilibrium before he could follow.

      The doors did not open out onto the library.

      “Holy shit.” Laurence gaped. He’d only passed through them a couple of minutes ago.

      Where the fuck had the library gone?

      Quentin blinked. He stopped on the threshold and stared back into the office, then into the room that was not the library. “I don’t—” He broke off.

      The duke didn’t wait. He strode into the dark and swept his hand forward.

      Fire blazed into being. A tiny speck of flame, eight feet in the air, and as it grew Laurence could see that it was a candle.

      The duke’s hand continued in an arc. The flame leaped from one candle to the next, lighting each in its path until the entire circle that surrounded him was alight.

      Quentin’s eyes were wide. “Wow!” Then he hurried into the room, darting between two tall candelabras. “Is this magic?”

      “Only in part.” The duke reached for the doors, six feet away, and dragged them closed with a flick of his wrist.

      Laurence almost leaped out of his skin as they slammed at his back.

      Quentin squealed in delight. “Are you going to teach me?”

      The duke nodded. “Yes. But it will take a long time.”

      “How long?”

      “Thirteen years.” The duke sighed. “Until you are ready to learn.”

      Quentin’s nose scrunched up, and then he looked irritated. “Why can’t I learn now?”

      “Because you didn’t feel the planar shift.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The duke shrugged his jacket off and hung it somewhere beyond the light. Not even Laurence’s sight could make out where it landed. “Enough,” he said. “You must know this, Quentin. What I am about to do…” He drew a deep breath, then began to unfasten his shirt. “It is for your benefit. For the benefit of the bloodline. For the future. And one day, when you have your firstborn son, you will bring him here, and you will tell him what I am telling you.” He peeled the shirt away and threw it after the jacket, where it flew with far more force than light cotton should have been able to.

      His torso was littered with scars.

      Quentin gasped in horror as he saw them. He recoiled, backing toward the door, only suddenly he wasn’t moving any more.

      The duke continued to undress. His trousers, his briefs, everything was thrown away until he was naked as a babe in front of his son.

      Tears began to crest Quentin’s cheeks as he struggled against the invisible hold. “I don’t understand!”

      “I know. Silence now.” The duke flicked fingers at Quentin, and fire licked at the boy’s clothes until they were fragile enough to be torn away, and then a blast of icy air extinguished the flames.

      Quentin stood, bare, his porcelain skin flawless as a newborn’s. Sobbing wracked his form, but he barely moved.

      He couldn’t.

      The duke reached into the darkness and something thin and black came to him. A long rod, like a riding crop, but without the leather popper at the end. It was almost like a wand, with a handle that nestled into the duke’s palm.

      Laurence sucked in a breath. He’d seen enough, right? If he backed out now, he’d be okay.

      The duke began to speak. Laurence couldn’t even tell whether it was the same language as before, but he could see the flicker the words brought about in the circle of candlelight that surrounded them.

      Quentin’s body dragged itself to the center of the circle, and his arms jerked over his head.

      He screamed.

      The duke ignored him. He spoke words rich with intent and meaning, none of which made a damn bit of sense to Laurence.

      And then the duke’s arm came down.

      The rod cracked across Quentin’s chest.

      Quentin screamed.

      Laurence yelled.

      He launched himself at the duke, only to pass straight through the man. For all that it seemed real, it was too long ago, and there was nothing Laurence could do as the duke struck his own son again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Quentin’s screams were like nails on chalkboard. They made Laurence’s skin crawl, and when they broke out into sobbing pleas for his father to stop, Laurence fell to his knees and joined him.

      “Stop,” he croaked. “Goddess, stop this…”

      When the crop broke Quentin’s flesh, a line of blood cut through the air. It drew an arc across the duke’s bare chest.

      When the duke dropped the rod to the floor, Laurence gasped with relief. It was over. He didn’t know how long he’d been here, but he couldn’t have left Quentin’s side. But finally, it was done.

      Except it wasn’t.

      The duke stepped closer.

      Quentin’s body shuddered. He’d stopped crying, stopped begging. Stopped everything. His features were blank, eyes staring off into the darkness.

      By the time the duke lay down with his son and turned the boy onto his front, Quentin had already shut down, and when he spat into his own hand, Laurence wished he could fucking shut down too.

      Laurence’s gut convulsed, and he did all the screaming that Quentin could no longer do for himself.
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      The acid stench of vomit assaulted him. It was up his nose, on his tongue, in his throat, and no matter how much he spat and coughed it didn’t go away.

      Laurence propelled himself to the kitchenette and ran the faucet. He clung to the sink, as his legs refused to hold him, and doused his head under the water to wash away the stink, the tears, the mess.

      There were images burned into his retinas that he couldn’t wash away.

      Everything hurt. His throat, his eyes, his chest, his legs. He swore he had blood on himself, yet he couldn’t see a single speck of it.

      Rage coursed through him. He wanted to tear the duke’s insides out and paint the walls with them, the way the man had—

      Laurence heaved again.

      He couldn’t take this. He couldn’t live with this.

      Goddess, he’d watched the duke mount his own son and—

      Laurence retched as he slid to the floor. He slammed his fist against the cupboard door so hard that the thin wood cracked, and when he hit it again, the skin over his knuckles split, but he couldn’t cry. He was out of tears.

      The pain was maddening, and it wasn’t even his. How could he be so angry, so upset, so hurt, over something that hadn’t even been done to him?

      He couldn’t keep this all in his head. Couldn’t handle the images that flashed into view with every blink.

      If he could just take a break, put them on hold, find some way to make them stop for a few hours…

      There was only one way to do that.

      He crawled up the cupboard until he could turn the water off, then stumbled to the door and tried to make it downstairs without falling over his own feet.
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      “Bambi?” His mom was right there at the bottom of the stairs, features curved into a deep frown. “What’s wrong?”

      “I gotta go out,” he mumbled. He tried to push past her, but she stepped into his way. “Mom!”

      “Maria isn’t back yet.” There was a warning in her tone.

      “I know,” he groaned. “I know. Please, Mom, you’ve gotta let me go! I’ll be back. I need fresh air!” The lie came so easily.

      They always did.

      She sighed softly and stepped aside. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

      “Ha. Haha. Like I would.”

      He darted out the back door before she could stop him.
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      He ran.

      It wasn’t like he chose to go. He didn’t think. He didn’t say to himself you know what you need right now?

      Heroin.

      Heroin’s what you need.

      It was just something he knew, like a reflex. Like breathing.

      He needed Mikey. Even though the fucker had left him in an alley to die. Even though the last time they’d met had ended in a fistfight.

      Even though Laurence had started to believe he might be over all this shit.

      He ran all the way to Grant Hill on auto-pilot. Entering the area was like traveling through time. The transition from the Gaslamp Quarter’s neatly-manicured streets to broken asphalt and overgrown parkway threw him back three years, and he was outside Mikey’s house before he even truly recognized his intention to go there.

      The area was horrible, though that could just have been taint added by his memories. Steep hills, iron fences, sun-bleached walls and weed-filled yards were everywhere; but one house stood out like a blot on the landscape, because no one ever tended to it, and the cops raided it so often they practically had their own key.

      He pushed open the terra-cotta-colored gate, climbed the uneven, cracked steps to the squat, crooked mobile home, and banged on the door.

      It swung in, creaking as it went.

      Laurence frowned and stepped into the gloom. The place smelled of decay, like food had been left to rot somewhere deep inside. He gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the miserable interior lest he step on any discarded needles, then went further inside.

      “Mikey? Are you home?”

      He heard a snort from beyond the dismal living room with its rat-eaten couches and burn-scarred table. Laurence sniffed, and caught a faint whiff of what smelled like piss and sugar.

      Whoever was here wasn’t using heroin. They were on meth.

      Laurence snarled and kicked the bedroom door so hard that one of the hinges broke. He shoved it out of his way and stormed inside.

      There was only one person here. Thin — thinner even than Quentin — and lying on his back on the sunken, filthy mattress that passed for a bed. It was hard to tell his age after the damage the meth had done to him. He might be anywhere between twenty and fifty, so far as Laurence could tell.

      “Where,” he snarled at the stranger, “the fuck is Mikey?”

      “I dunno,” the stranger said after some consideration. “He’s gone.”

      “Where is he!” he screamed and lunged for the other man, grabbing him by the shirt and attempting to haul him to his feet, but the guy’s t-shirt ripped, and in the end all Laurence had was a fistful of repugnant stains. “Tell me where the fuck he is!”

      “I don’t know, dude!” The guy flailed his arms vaguely, attempting to fend Laurence off, but missing entirely. “He ain’t here. He packed up and went a month or two ago. They reckon he went to TJ on a run and got caught.”

      “Bullshit!” Laurence grabbed again, and this time managed to grip one scrawny arm, so he used that hold to wrench the man to his feet. “Mikey’s not stupid enough to get it himself! He gets it off a bigger dealer! Where the fuck is he?”

      Mikey wasn’t here. Mikey hadn’t been here in weeks.

      Laurence blinked, and all he saw when he closed his eyes was blood, and an innocent child, and the man who’d destroyed it all.

      He howled and swung a fist and, once it landed in the other guy’s gut, punched him again.

      “Jesus fuck, dude!” A fist slammed against Laurence’s shoulder, and then a head-butt came for his nose, and only a quick jerk back made it miss and hit Laurence’s jaw instead.

      “Where!” Laurence snarled. “Who sells it now? Where are they?”

      “I don’t know! I don’t use H!”

      Laurence threw the guy down onto the mattress and stormed out into the blistering afternoon heat.

      The stench of meth and rot followed him.

      He knew other users, other people who had to have some idea where to score a hit. Hell, thanks to Narcotics Anonymous, he’d met at least thirty of the fuckers. One of them had even claimed to be his sponsor, way back before he’d gotten fucking arrested for dealing.

      Some fucking sponsor he was.

      He slammed the gate shut and grabbed his phone, searching through his contact list.

      Quentin.

      He saw Quentin’s name. Just for a second. He scrolled past it so fast, yet it stuck with him.

      Goddess, what the hell would Quentin think if Laurence shot up and noped the fuck out of reality? Sure, he’d said he wouldn’t ever leave, but he’d never seen. He didn’t know what it was to deal with a using addict.

      And Quentin deserved better. After everything he’d been through, everything done to him, he damn well deserved better than Laurence.

      Laurence coughed up a spot of bile and spat it out. It sat dark and wet on the sidewalk, but dried within seconds.

      That, or it was minutes, and Laurence had lost track of time.

      He scratched his elbow, then checked it with his fingers. There were plenty of usable veins in there. Nothing was collapsed. He was good to go.

      Quentin, his brain repeated.

      “Shut up,” he hissed. He swiped through his contact list until he was back at Quentin’s name, though.

      “He’s overdosed.” Myriam’s gaze was soft. Sad, but understanding.

      Quentin sat on the edge of the bed and clung to Laurence’s hand. There was a quiet desperation about him as he maintained his composure in the hospital room.

      Laurence was pale. Sweaty. Wires and IV tubes were dotted all over his upper body.

      “He mustn’t die,” Quentin breathed.

      “He won’t, dear.” Myriam squeezed his shoulder. “He’ll come back. It’s just going to take some time.”

      “You don’t understand. He must not die.” Quentin’s knuckles were white. His eyes glinted like diamonds.

      “Oh, I understand,” Myriam whispered. “I do. He will come back.”

      Laurence gasped and shook his head. The vision fell apart.

      He jabbed Quentin’s name.

      “Baby! Baby, I need you! Goddess, Quen, I need you.” He babbled into the phone, unsure of whether Quentin had even answered. “Baby, where are you? Help me. Please.” He hiccuped. “Please, I need you!”

      “Laurence!” Quentin’s voice was a lifeline. “Where are you?”

      “Langley,” he sobbed. “Langley and Island. Please. I can’t wait.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No! No, don’t you understand? Listen to me!” He squeezed the phone in frustration, but sweat made it slippery, and it fell from his fingers.

      When it hit the ground, he heard the glass crack like the snap of a whip against flesh.

      Laurence fell to his knees and dry heaved as he began to drown in memories.
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      The call cut off, and Laurence was gone.

      Quentin tapped the button that should — in theory — call Laurence back, but it didn’t even ring. The call landed at the gates of Laurence’s voicemail, so he hung up once more.

      “Langley,” he muttered to himself. He hurried through the house in search of pen and paper, the dogs at his heels, but after three rooms with nothing but ladders and tins of paint, he forced himself to stop and get a bloody grip. He thumbed at the phone and called the Jack in the Green instead.

      “Good afternoon,” Ethan answered, “this is the Jack in the Green. How—”

      “Ethan. Quentin. Where is Langley?”

      “Uh.” Ethan made some sort of sucking sound. “Like, Langley Road? Or are you talking, like, Virginia?”

      “Langley and Island,” Quentin answered, praying fervently that made some sense to Ethan.

      “Oh. Oh, fuck! You mean Grant Hill? Where’s Laurence at? Is he there?”

      Quentin blinked swiftly. “Yes. He sounds in a terrible state—”

      “I’m on it. Myriam,” Ethan called, “I gotta go out. I need your truck. It’s urgent. Thanks!”

      Quentin heard a door slam, then another. “What is it? Is Laurence all right?”

      “I fucking hope so, dude. I gotta hang up. I’ll get back to you, okay?”

      Quentin nodded, numb. “All right.”

      Ethan ended the call without another word, and Quentin stared at the phone in his hand.

      What on earth had just happened?

      Then his eyes narrowed.

      First the apparition, then a call from Freddy. Now this. Only a fool would think the events unconnected.

      If Father had harmed a hair on Laurence’s head, there would be hell to pay.

      Except that Father had given Quentin two weeks. There was no cause to interfere with Laurence until the time was up, surely. All it did was increase the risk of Quentin flying home in anger rather than out of cooperation. And Ethan had seemed to know exactly what was going on, the moment Quentin gave him the address Laurence had mentioned.

      So perhaps, just this once, his father was innocent.

      He snorted at the idea and forced himself to go make tea, if only to avoid shaking the downstairs study to pieces.
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      Forty-two minutes.

      He counted them. Each and every bloody one. He sat in the kitchen, fed Windsor twice, and looked at his phone the entire time.

      Forty-two minutes.

      Then his phone rang, and he snatched it up. “Laurence?”

      “Chill. It’s me,” said Ethan. “I got Laurence with me. I need you to open up the garage.”

      “One minute.” Quentin hung up and raced through the house, down the corridor to the garages, and through the door that led into them. There was one truck there, a leftover from Kane’s thievery, but the remaining bay was free, and Quentin darted to the front of the space to hammer at the button that opened the door. It rose so slowly that he fought the urge to tear it out of the way.

      He backed away to give Ethan space to drive in, but all his attention was on the figure in the passenger seat.

      Laurence looked like hell. Pale, curled in on himself, he was very clearly in shock.

      He heard the grind of handbrake and ran to Laurence’s side of the truck, pulling the door open before Ethan even cut the engine. “Laurence?”

      Laurence jolted and stared at him, then recoiled in horror. “No. No…”

      Quentin froze. He looked to Ethan in the desperate hope that the man had some answers.

      “I don’t know, dude.” Ethan shrugged helplessly. “He hasn’t taken anything. He swears he hasn’t. And I can’t find a mark on him. But he reeks like he’s been hurling.”

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and hopped out of the truck, then came around to the passenger side and reached across Laurence to release him from his own belt. “C’mon, man, get outta the truck. You’re making it smell bad.”

      Quentin stepped out of Ethan’s way and watched helplessly as the other man dragged Laurence from the truck. Once Laurence was free, the stink of vomit was unmissable. “Taken anything? Such as?”

      “Drugs. He hasn’t taken any drugs. He went to his old dealer. That’s what’s at Langley and Island. Mikey’s house.” Ethan patted Laurence’s cheek. “I think he might be in shock, though. He’s cold as fuck.”

      Nothing made sense. Laurence had been absolutely fine when he left for work. Better than fine! Happier than he’d seemed in a long while! And now here he was, having visited his dealer, a wreck who needed a hot drink and a blanket and possibly a nice, warm bath.

      “Why?” he breathed.

      “No idea. C’mon, Laur, let’s get you inside.” Ethan half-carried Laurence into the house, then looked to Quentin. “Where to?”

      “Up the stairs. But it’s all right. I can carry him from—”

      Laurence looked sick the moment Quentin approached him.

      Quentin halted. “Up… the stairs,” he said numbly. “There is an elevator, but it is rather small.”

      “Stairs is fine,” Ethan grunted. “C’mon, buddy. Up we go.”

      Quentin dawdled after them as Ethan hauled Laurence up the wide staircase. Panic churned his insides. He had absolutely no idea how to deal with this situation. Oh, Laurence had warned him, but Quentin had waved it off. How bad could it possibly be? If Laurence used drugs once in a while, that meant he was still Laurence all those other times, yes?

      But this was some sort of limbo state. Laurence hadn’t taken any drugs — allegedly — and yet he was visibly distraught. Could he be in withdrawal? Did that strike at random, or was it provoked?

      He swallowed tightly. He really did know absolutely nothing that could help. His first aid training largely covered calling an ambulance when it came to narcotics, as there was nothing a first aider could do in that situation.

      “Is it withdrawal, do you think?” he asked softly as Ethan steered Laurence into the bedroom.

      “Not unless he used recently. Though it could be PAWS.” Ethan glanced to Quentin, then added, “Post acute withdrawal syndrome. Withdrawal comes straight after use, but PAWS can hit any time. Makes you want to go find some H as soon as you can. Causes all kinds of symptoms.” He sighed. “You just gotta sit through it with him, I guess. If he’s still bad tomorrow, take him to a doctor.”

      “Why not take him to a doctor now?”

      “There’s nothing they can do. They’ll just keep him in for observation and bill you for the pleasure.” Ethan shrugged. “You gonna be okay, Quentin? Or do you want me to stay?”

      Quentin locked his fingers together and stared down at Laurence, who wouldn’t even look him in the eye. “I shall be all right,” he murmured.

      “Okay. You’ve got my number. I called you from my phone earlier, so if you need me just call. I’m gonna go get Aiden, we’re gonna make sure all Laurence’s work at the store gets covered, then we’ll see how he is in the morning.”

      Quentin nodded faintly. “All right.”

      Ethan squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll let Myriam know what’s going on. You just stay here and look after him, got it?”

      He nodded again. “Thank you, Ethan.”

      “No problem.” Ethan sighed. “He’ll be okay. I’ve seen him way worse than this, all right? I promise you, he’ll be okay.”

      Quentin nodded faintly, but it wasn’t easy to believe Ethan when Laurence sat shivering on the bed and staring fixedly at the wall.

      “All right,” Quentin whispered.
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      Quentin saw Ethan out of the house before he returned to the bedroom.

      Laurence still wouldn’t look at him.

      He sat slowly by Laurence’s side and reached for his hand, but Laurence snatched it away and curled his arms around his legs.

      “Darling,” he whispered. “It’s all right. You’re home. Do you—” He licked his lips and tried to work out how to manage the situation. Or even to work out what the situation was. “Would you like to talk?”

      Laurence shook his head.

      It was like a knife to the gut.

      Quentin dipped his head. “That’s all right.” It wasn’t. But adding pressure would help no one. “I’ll run a bath for you. You are in shock, and you must warm up. Stay here.”

      Laurence didn’t argue. He didn’t say anything, so Quentin eased to his feet and moved through to the bathroom. He worked quickly to plug the tub and fill it with warm water, and he added a dash of lemon-scented bubble bath to help counteract whatever bodily fluids Laurence had all over himself.

      He had never anticipated how much this might hurt. The way Laurence withdrew from him, as though Quentin were responsible for his present state somehow, was gut-wrenchingly awful. All he wanted to do was help, to make Laurence feel better, to make him smile and be safe, but every look or touch was met with fear or disgust. If Laurence had taken nothing, did that mean that this was how Laurence truly felt when he looked at Quentin?

      It couldn’t be. It had to be this PAWS thing Ethan had talked about. Because the alternative was too horrible to contemplate.

      He dipped his fingers into the water and adjusted the taps slightly. He wanted warm water, not too hot. Enough to help Laurence’s extremities, and hopefully bring him safely out of shock. Once the bath was filled, he turned them off and returned to the bedroom.

      “The bath is ready, darling.”

      Laurence nodded weakly.

      “Would you like me to leave you to it?”

      “Uh huh,” Laurence croaked.

      “All right. I shall fetch some tea.” He backed out of the bedroom and closed the doors.

      Pepper and Grace stood up the moment he appeared, and he patted their heads. “It’s all right,” he lied.

      They didn’t believe him. He couldn’t blame them.

      He took himself off downstairs in a daze. It was as though he had switched off. He moved on a pre-programmed path, from bedroom to kitchen, and thought of nothing, because that made the pain go away. He filled the kettle and turned it on, added teabags to cups, took milk from the fridge, all while looking blankly through the world he inhabited.

      “Okay, I don’t know what that phone call was about, but you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      He blinked slowly. The water in the kettle began to boil. He could hear it bubbling violently as vapor emerged from the spout.

      “Quentin!” Mia nudged his arm. “Are you in there?”

      “What do I do?” he said. He didn’t choose to. His mouth operated without his permission.

      “You put the water in the cups. Or do you mean on a philosophical level?” She paused, then took the kettle and poured the water herself. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. I think Laurence may be having some sort of withdrawal, or relapse, or… something.” He frowned as he watched her. Wasn’t the tea his job?

      “Ah.” She put the kettle back and dug out a teaspoon. “You just gotta let him ride it out, then. Make sure he doesn’t hurt himself. Make sure he doesn’t get his hands on any drugs. He’ll come out of it, then you can talk.”

      He saw her take out teabags and add milk. “Why didn’t he talk to me?”

      She carried the milk to the fridge and slotted it back inside. “Maybe he couldn’t.”

      “No.” He shook his head. It felt numb. “Earlier. Before he ran off. He has lectured me endlessly on improving communication, on not running off without staying in touch, on not endangering ourselves—”

      The numbness was crumbling. Pain and hurt curled around each other until all that was left was anger.

      The cupboard doors rattled.

      “Hey. Stop. Right now.” Mia gripped the teacups to stop them from spilling everything. “Quentin, this is not about you.”

      Windsor squawked.

      Grace whined.

      Mia took his hand and dug into the flesh between his thumb and fingers. The pain was incredible, and it shot through him like lava, melting up his arm and into his brain.

      The world became sharp.

      Real.

      He gasped. His body twisted reflexively as he tried to free himself from her grasp. Tears sprang to his eyes.

      But the rattling stopped.

      “Bloody hell, Mia!”

      “And you’re back in the room!” She let go of him and fetched a tea towel to mop up the drops of tea on the counter.

      He rubbed at his hand and eyed her. “What the hell was that for?”

      “You were zoning out.” She shrugged. “You take care of Laurence. I’ll keep an eye on the kids. Go. Take the tea. I’ll feed the bird and walk the dogs later.”

      “Are you absolutely certain—”

      “Yes! Shoo!” She all but put the cups in his hands, and he had to grab the handles before she tried to attack any other pressure points. “He needs you.”

      Quentin pressed his lips together and nodded. “Thank you, Mia.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      He drew a deep breath and straightened himself up, then carried the tea upstairs.

      It still ached. The way Laurence looked at him was too familiar, too close to the way that he looked at himself, but he had to find a way to cope with that for now, and then, if things were not better by morning, he would speak with the one person who knew Laurence better than anyone else.

      He would talk to Myriam.
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      There was no way Laurence could sleep.

      He’d soaked in the bath until his skin was like the Grand Canyon, and forced down the tea if only to save himself having to interact with Quentin in any way, but the warmth he’d absorbed did actually help. He shook less. He sweated less. Quentin had tucked him up in bed and sat over by the window reading, to give Laurence peace and distance, but eventually night fell and Quentin had to come to bed.

      And now he lay by Laurence’s side, and he looked so peaceful and beautiful, and he had no fucking clue what Laurence had been witness to.

      Laurence couldn’t tell him. Goddess, he couldn’t ever tell him. It would destroy everything.

      Quentin wouldn’t ever let Laurence touch him again. Not if he knew.

      It was better this way. Whatever problems Quentin had, whether it was blackouts or depersonalization or whatever else he had going on in his head at times, they were worth it if they protected him from the truth.

      Goddess, no wonder he’d blacked out when Dan talked to him. When Jack had threatened to rape him. Whenever anyone so much as intimated they would use his body without his permission.

      His brain was protecting him the only way it knew how.

      And there he was, convinced that he was a coward.

      It was obscene.

      But whenever Laurence closed his eyes, he didn’t see the adult in his bed.

      He saw the child.

      He saw blood.

      He hoped if he lay by Quentin’s side long enough, that he would go beyond tired and just pass out altogether; but it didn’t happen, so he slipped free of the sheets and grabbed a bathrobe, then stole Quentin’s phone and sneaked from the room in total silence. Not even the door hinges gave him away.

      Laurence slipped through the house and past the sleeping dogs in the kitchen. He paused only to peek into Windsor’s nesting box.

      Damn, the bird was getting big!

      He petted it lightly on the head with one finger, and it wriggled a little, so Laurence took the box with him. “C’mon,” he whispered. “Let’s go sit outside.”

      It was almost child’s play to sneak off into the back yard without disturbing anyone. With Windsor’s box clutched to his chest and Quentin’s phone in hand, Laurence made his way to the chairs by the pool and settled down.

      The outside world was gloriously warm. The sun had set some time ago, and the moon was a sliver of light overhead, but the humidity was down and there was a light breeze coming in off the ocean. Laurence settled Windsor in his lap and began to fidget with the phone.

      Quentin had virtually nothing installed on it. He didn’t really grasp the concept of apps or what they could be used for, and he sure didn’t see the point of playing games on his phone, so all he did with it were the absolute basics: phone calls and text messages. Laurence had to dig around to find a browser, then try to remember his damn Facebook password.

      Quentin’s father needed to fucking die. If Laurence had ever been sure of anything in his life, it was that. And if Herne was right — if the duke was too big a fish for Laurence to land — then Laurence needed to seriously up his game.

      Man, the duke had been using magic. He’d made the entire world go away with that astrolabe. Maybe he had killed Quentin’s mom. Laurence couldn’t go up against that. He wasn’t ready. He wasn’t trained.

      He had to find Rufus. And that meant finding Amy Jenkins.
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      It didn’t take too long to find a couple of Facebook groups for Encinitas’ Pagan communities. What really took the longest was waiting for someone to approve his requests to join them, so in the meanwhile, he dinked around in the San Diego groups just in case Amy was a member in any of them.

      He found her profile and sent a friend request. There wasn’t much on her public profile he could see until she added him, but what he could see was pictures of kittens and puppies, interspersed with photographs of mugs and bowls, like stoneware.

      She was a potter.

      He blinked when he realized these were things she had made with her own hands. Her profile had a link to her website, where even more handmade goods were on display. Even better, there was a picture of her.

      Amy Jenkins was a larger woman, around his mom’s age, with such a huge mass of bright red curls that she could’ve been a Disney princess as a child. Her smile was stunning and infectious. Even this one photo of her radiated warmth and happiness that lifted Laurence’s spirits.

      Looking at her picture did kind of make him feel like a stalker, though, so he switched back to Facebook, hoping to find anyone online this time of night who might be connected to Amy, only to discover that he’d been approved to join one of the Encinitas groups at last, so he went straight there and posted.

      Hi everyone! I’m Myriam Riley’s son. We live down in SD, but I thought I might visit Encinitas, and it’d be nice to meet up with Pagans in the area. Blessed be!

      Now all he could do was wait.
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      There were, it seemed, way too many people awake through the night in Encinitas. It seemed like when one person he chatted with went to bed, another woke up. He exchanged messages with people who were up late, then one guy who couldn’t sleep, and eventually a couple of people who woke up super early to do yoga together before their prayers. It was all so normal.

      He didn’t show his hand, didn’t mention Rufus to anyone. Instead, he led with chatting about what his mom was up to lately, and her preparations for Samhain. He talked about life as a florist and what kind of flowers sold well this time of year. Getting people to talk to him didn’t require that he be in the same room as them. Charming was his core skill, and he could apply it anywhere. Even online at four o’clock in the morning.

      He didn’t push, either. Instead, he bided his time and chewed the fat with whomever was willing to talk to him. He’d litter questions about the local community across different chat windows, sprinkled in among information offered about San Diego’s Pagans and Wiccans. Part of giving out that gossip was a subtle hint about the kind of information he wanted in return, and he could string together a better picture of Amy from each and every little tidbit he accumulated over the course of the night.

      She was a potter. He’d already gleaned that, but it was good to have confirmation. Everyone he spoke to loved her, and was willing to chat at length about how friendly and kind she was, or how she would most likely be the first to greet Laurence when he visited Encinitas. All that was good: it meant that the address his mom had for her was still viable, plus — hopefully — it meant she’d be willing to talk to Laurence when he appeared out of the blue on her doorstep.

      Mostly, though, it gave his brain time to settle. He managed to pass whole chunks of time without his vision haunting him. It would come back every few minutes to begin with, but once he got talking on Facebook it dropped away to resurface only every half hour or so. It smacked him in the face whenever he realized he’d gone without seeing it for a while, but trying not to think about it was like trying not to yell if he stubbed his toe. He yawned and stretched, careful not to wake Windsor, but at some point he dozed off for a while.

      “You’re growing, huh?” he murmured to the chick.

      Windsor cheeped faintly. His pink skin had gotten darker, and there were hints of darkness along the top of his beak, too.

      “Yeah. You’re gonna get big and strong, don’t you worry. I know I have to go to work, but once you’re big enough you can come with me. Would you like that?”

      Windsor peeped again, and Laurence snorted at him.

      “You can’t possibly understand what I’m saying already. You’re, like, three days old. Or you will be in a few hours.”

      Windsor just laid his head down and fell asleep.

      “I’m talking to a baby bird.” Laurence shook his head, then took a deep breath and released it slowly.

      Except Windsor wasn’t just a baby bird. He wasn’t even strictly a bird at all. He was born of the Otherworld and gifted to Laurence by a god. Windsor looked like a tiny little raven chick, but he was a creature of pure spirit — one that was bound to Laurence.

      His familiar.

      As the first rays of sunlight began to cast shadows across the garden, Laurence cleared his browsing activity off Quentin’s phone, then held Windsor’s box to his chest and made his way back inside.

      It was time to go pretend that he was a functioning human being.
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      Quentin woke slowly as light broke around the curtains. Normally his alarm would have sounded before the sunlight was quite so strong, and he cast around on the bedside table for his phone.

      It was gone.

      He brushed hair back from his face and turned to Laurence, only to find that Laurence had also disappeared.

      He was out of bed within seconds, cursing to himself. He was supposed to be keeping Laurence safe, but the fellow had made it off on another of his nocturnal jaunts.

      Or he’d managed to sneak off to find something to imbibe.

      Quentin hurried into jogging clothes. Didn’t even stop to brush his teeth. So long as he was presentable enough to find Laurence, that would do for now. He ran down the stairs.

      Why hadn’t the dogs come up to wait outside the bedroom?

      He flew from the bottom step and toward the sound of chatter in the kitchen. “Laurence?”

      The room was half full. Pepper and Grace barreled over to him as he barged in, and beyond them were Laurence, Mia, Soraya and Kimberly. Kimberly was feeding Windsor while Soraya watched her, and Laurence seemed to be making an industrial quantity of scrambled eggs.

      “Hey,” Laurence said. He didn’t take his eyes from the pan. “Want eggs?”

      Quentin blinked. The table in the center of the kitchen was already arranged with plates, fruit juices, tea and coffee, and Mia was busy buttering toast.

      “Certainly.” He counted the spots at the table. There were enough laid out for Felipe and Clifton should the lads choose to join them, though they were rarely up so early.

      “Great. Take a seat. I’ll bring ’em over.”

      Quentin settled at a place with tea by it and eyed Laurence. The fellow’s shoulders were hunched, and his head bowed forward. His skin was a trifle pale. He looked tired, but not anywhere near in as bad a state as he had been yesterday. “How do you feel this morning?”

      “Eh.” Laurence shrugged. “Better. I’ll be okay.” He took the pan off the heat and transferred the eggs to a bowl, which he carried to the table as Mia brought the toast over. “Everyone help yourselves.”

      Quentin waited for the others to finish taking toast and eggs from the selection on the table. “Would you happen to know where my phone is, darling?”

      “Yeah.” Laurence stuffed toast into his mouth, then fished the phone out of his bathrobe pocket. “Sorry, babe. Mine broke yesterday. I dropped it on the sidewalk when I was talking to you.” He slid it across the table and his hand was gone far too quickly for Quentin to touch. “Gonna cost a fortune to get it repaired, if it even can be.”

      “Well, why don’t we pop out and buy you a new one instead, hm?”

      “Oh, hey. I need a cellphone too!” Soraya grinned.

      “You already have one.”

      “I could break it!”

      Quentin pursed his lips at her, and she shrugged as she chewed on eggs.

      “Sure,” Laurence said. “Eat something, Quen.”

      Quentin did his best to hide a grimace, and took a piece of toast and a spoonful of egg onto his own plate. “Would you mind awfully giving me a lift to the shop when you go?”

      Laurence shrugged. “Okay, but I’ll have to use the truck in the garage. Mine’s at the store.” He gulped down coffee. “Can I walk the dogs with you before we go?”

      Quentin lifted his chin and smiled. “Of course. You are always welcome.”

      Laurence didn’t answer.
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      They ran. Or, more accurately, Laurence ran, and Quentin was forced to run to keep up with him.

      The American was pushing himself too hard, especially over treacherous sands. Initially, it had seemed as though Laurence wished to rush through the walk, but as it continued, Quentin grew ever more convinced that what Laurence was running from was him. There was no eye contact, no conversation, nothing. From the southern tip of Windansea Beach, across the corner of Neptune Place, and up Fern Glen until they were able to rejoin the beach at Sea Lane, Laurence pushed himself so hard that his body was painted with sweat, and his hair was so saturated with it that it was dark and limp.

      “Laurence!”

      Laurence growled, “What?”

      “We should slow down.”

      “Why?”

      Quentin huffed and wiped sweat from his own forehead before it could trickle into his eyes. “Because you might do yourself an injury, darling. You’re pushing rather hard.”

      “I’m fine.” Laurence shook his head so hard that wet flew in all directions. “And if I pull a muscle, it’ll heal.”

      “Perhaps. But in the interim, you would need to hobble all the way back home and then drive to work after.”

      Laurence stumbled to a halt and bent double, hands on his thighs as he gasped for air.

      Quentin stopped by his side and fished a water bottle from his bag. He offered it without a word, but Laurence waved it away, so he sipped from it himself before pouring the rest into the girls’ pop-up bowl.

      Laurence watched the dogs as he straightened up. “I’m gonna get a head start. Meet you back home.” He thumbed over his shoulder.

      Quentin nodded softly. “All right.”

      He seemed to be saying that a lot lately.
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      He chose not to run fast enough to catch up on the way home. Instead, he jogged at his regular pace. The sun was up too soon this time of year, beating down without mercy, and it was too hard on the dogs to make them run in it.

      By the time Quentin reached the house, he had added Laurence’s morning behavior to the list of things to discuss with Myriam. With luck, she might be able to shed some light on the current circumstances, or at the very least offer some aid in coping with it all, because he wasn’t sure that he could take much more of this.

      It was the weekend. Deep down, he knew it. Somehow, despite all Laurence’s insistence that Quentin could never hurt him, he’d done so. He didn’t know how, but he had warned Laurence from the start that sex was harmful, and now look at where they were.

      Laurence was hurt, and it was Quentin’s fault.

      Worse, it had seemed so good at the time. So good that Quentin wanted to do it again, and maybe that was where the true danger lay. Like heroin, it was addictive. And like heroin, it lured men to their downfall.

      God, he’d been such a damn idiot.

      He led the girls through to the kitchen, but it was empty now. Hollow. The only sound came from the dishwasher and the dogs lapping at their water bowls. He waited until they were done, refilled them, and washed out his water bottle, then headed upstairs.

      Dread settled deep inside him as he approached the bedroom door. It felt as though he didn’t belong there. It wasn’t his space any more. He certainly had no right to barge on in as though he owned it, so he stopped to knock.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me.”

      Laurence paused. “Then why’re you knocking?”

      “May I enter?”

      “Sure.”

      He eased into the bedroom in time to find Laurence mid-way through pulling a t-shirt over his head, and he averted his eyes. “I shall be as quick as I can with the bathroom.”

      “Okay.”

      Quentin passed through and locked the door after himself before he undressed. The mirror was already clouded by vapor from Laurence’s shower, so that saved him from having to look at his own reflection just yet, and he shut himself in the shower cubicle before the clear patches in the corners could spread. He turned the water on as hot as it would go and planted his palms against the wall.

      This was neither the time nor the place to lose control.

      He had to talk to Myriam. She could explain everything. She’d watched her son go through addiction, withdrawal, and relapse. She would know what to do. She would help.

      All he had to do was get to her.

      The heat dug through his skin and brought nothing but pain to his flesh. He washed as quickly as he was able to get out of it, but taking care of his scars afterward took time. It was not a task to be rushed, or his future mobility could become severely impaired. The doctors had impressed that on him time and time again over the years.

      He wiped only enough of the mirror clean to be able to shave. He couldn’t stomach the rest. Not today.

      Once he was done, he patted himself dry and then wrapped a towel around his waist. He could dress himself in the walk-in closet, but he still had to reach it first.

      With a deep breath, he unlocked the bathroom door and strode from it.

      Laurence glanced up from where he sat by the window, then jerked his head away like he’d just been slapped.

      Cold coursed through Quentin. Despite the scalding heat of the shower, no matter how the moisturizer trapped that warmth inside his skin, he felt like his heart had been frozen.

      It was the scars.

      Oh, God. All this time.

      He’d been a bloody fool.

      All this time, Laurence had insisted that the scars didn’t matter, and Quentin had almost come to believe it. But there was no hiding the look of disgust on Laurence’s face as he turned away. Laurence had seen them in the light on Sunday, and the very next day, he’d tried to find his dealer.

      And now they repulsed him.

      Quentin buried himself in the closet and wished he could stay in it forever, but he couldn’t. He had to sit next to Laurence for the duration of the trip to the Jack in the Green, burdened with the knowledge that everything about him sickened the only man he’d ever loved.
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      It took almost half an hour to reach the shop.

      Half an hour of tense silence as Laurence navigated the tail-end of rush hour.

      The awkward strain between them was worsening, and Laurence couldn’t fix it. Why the hell hadn’t he listened to Freddy’s warning? But no. Now he couldn’t so much as look at Quentin. Not his scars. Not his eyes.

      He was functioning on maybe an hour’s sleep, and his ability to fend off flashbacks was non-existent.

      The moment they reached the shop, he excused himself to take the first delivery he could get his hands on. It turned out to be Maria’s, as Aiden had already left on his rounds.

      That was good. Maria’s deliveries were scheduled so that she could be back at the shop mid-afternoon, and home in time to collect her kids after school. It’d keep Laurence out of the way for several hours, and with any luck, Quentin wouldn’t be there when he got back.

      Goddess, what a horrible thought to have.

      None of this was Quentin’s fault. None of it. But that didn’t make it any easier to be in his presence.

      Laurence needed space, that was all. Maybe a day or two, and he’d be able to face the man without seeing the boy. But not yet.

      He put on his best fake smile as he followed the manifest, taking flowers to homes and businesses, to smiles and tears. With funeral arrangements, his smile adopted a veneer of sympathy, and for missives of love he injected a shallow sparkle. It was easy to take a back seat and allow his face to do all the lying for him.

      By lunchtime, he was almost settled. The routine of deliveries had a calming effect and gave him something to focus on besides his worry, so after he grabbed a sandwich from a drive-through, he stopped off at a store in Mission Valley and sat in the cab, setting up a new phone while he ate. It was three hundred bucks he couldn’t afford, but it was that or be without a cell, and as tempting as that sounded, he figured it was pretty damn foolish to run off to find a magician without a lifeline.

      Once he logged into Facebook, he found not only that Amy Jenkins had accepted his friend request, but also that she was online, so he opened Messenger.

      Hey. It’s Myriam’s son Laurence. Bright blessings!

      Best to leave it there for now. He chewed as he waited, but didn’t have to wait long.

      Blessed be, Laurence! How is your mom?

      He wiped his fingers off onto his shorts as he began typing in earnest, and soon, after some cheery back and forth, he dropped the bomb.

      I’m actually in Encinitas this afternoon. Do you wanna meet up for coffee?

      Amy replied. Oh no! Just come to my house. Your family is always welcome here.

      Great! I’ll be there by 4!

      He was almost ready to drive off when he remembered to ask for her address. Otherwise, it’d be pretty obvious what his intentions had been all along.
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      The last of the deliveries was finished by half past two, so he drove up to Encinitas at a leisurely pace. The traffic was pretty forgiving, so he couldn’t stretch it to more than 45 minutes without earning the horn from more than a few other drivers, but at least he wasn’t ridiculously early when he finally found Amy’s house.

      There were a lot of mobile home and RV parks in Encinitas, and he drove past a couple on his way; but from Amy’s website, he knew she didn’t live in one of those, and the GPS led him about as far north as he could go without leaving the city limits before he turned into a suburban street with speed bumps and a 15 MPH speed limit. The sidewalks were well maintained, and lined with a variety of non-native trees. There were oaks, ashes, and even a handful of willows. The local palm species were still dotted around, but very much as a background tree.

      It was a wealthy area. Oh, sure, nothing like the mansion he lived in, but these homes had to be the top end of six figures at the very least.

      How did a potter make that kind of money?

      He pulled up onto the drive in front of the white-walled double garage, slipped from the cab, and approached the door.

      It opened before he could knock.

      Amy Jenkins was shorter than his own mom. She couldn’t have been any taller than five foot five inches, and that was including her jumble of bold red curls. There was a pleasing plumpness to her, as though she were built for comfort, and she wore patchy old dungarees over a pale lemon t-shirt. There were stains and blotches over both garments, and he could see a faint terra-cotta tint to her fingers and palms.

      “Bambi Laurence Riley!” She bustled out onto the doorstep and wrapped her arms around him. “The last time I saw you, you were — what — six years old? Seven? Now look at you! Almost as tall as Eric!”

      “Hey—”

      “Don’t stand out here all day. Come in! I’ve baked muffins!” She ushered him over the threshold and into the cool, air-conditioned interior. “Do you prefer chocolate or blueberry?”

      “Uh.” He blinked as his eyes adjusted away from the glaring sunlight. “Chocolate, please?”

      “You have his sweet tooth too, huh?” She chuckled and guided him through to a kitchen the size of Laurence’s entire old apartment. “Take a seat. Coffee? Soda? Herbal tea?”

      “Ice water?”

      “Sure thing, honey!” She fussed him into a comfortable chair at the dinner table, then brought over a plate of chocolate muffins, each of which was bigger than his fist. “Help yourself; don’t worry about crumbs.” Another whirl around the kitchen, and she returned with a tall glass of water with chunks of ice floating on top. “Now, what can I do for you today?”

      “Do?” He lifted his eyebrows at her as he took a muffin from the plate. “Well, like I was saying on Facebook earlier, I was in the area, and—”

      She laughed. It wasn’t a mean thing, but something certainly amused her, and she plucked a muffin from the plate herself. “Just like Eric,” she said. “You’re a wild one, honey, and no mistake. But you can’t pull the wool over my eyes. Don’t get me wrong, it’s wonderful to see you. It’d be nice to see you more often, in fact, but I know you’re usually covering at the store so your mom can stay active.” She peeled half the muffin cup away, then broke a chunk of the top off and popped it into her mouth. “Mmm, they’re so good when they’re fresh, aren’t they?”

      Laurence began to peel the paper from his own, and watched her while he did so. “Okay,” he said. “Honestly?”

      Her head bobbed, and her curls bounced with aftershocks.

      “I need to meet Rufus Grant.”

      “But does he need to meet you?” Amy gave him the most infuriating smile he’d ever seen.

      Laurence stared at her. “Does he—” He stopped himself, then pursed his lips. “I guess not, no.”

      Her smile softened. She sipped her water and ate another chunk of muffin, leaving Laurence to stew until he had nothing to do but eat another piece himself.

      It was a damn good muffin, though. The chocolate chips were still gooey, and the muffin was moist.

      “Well, then,” she said. “At least your journey wasn’t wasted.” She gestured to the muffins. “Take some home with you. I have a box you can have.”

      Laurence set his muffin down and tried not to drop pieces of it onto the table. He didn’t succeed. “I really need to meet Rufus.”

      “Honey, wars have been fought over what men think they need, and nobody’s better off for any of them.”

      He narrowed his eyes and bit the inside of his cheek. “Maybe I could tell you why I think I need him, then?”

      “If you think it would help?”

      He bit so hard that the taste of blood slipped across his tongue, and he reached for his water to wash it away. “I have to learn magic,” he finally stated. There was no use lying to her. She’d already made it clear she saw right through him. “And I know Rufus can teach me. In fact, I know that he will teach me. It’s foretold. It won’t be a perfect match, we won’t see eye to eye on everything, but he’s going to be my teacher, and I will be his apprentice.” He watched her as her eyebrows climbed and her eyes grew wide. “I’m capable of learning it. Herne the Hunter has seen it in me. And I have to learn, because I intend to hunt and kill a man who is the very definition of evil. I will not tell you what he has done to earn my enmity, because it is not my secret to give, but he will defeat me if I do not learn to protect myself from him.”

      “Herne the Hunter,” she echoed.

      Laurence nodded slowly.

      She squinted at him, her bright blue eyes reduced to sapphire chips. Her short nails tapped against the table surface. After a minute, she rose without a word and breezed from the kitchen.

      Laurence ate his muffin.

      Amy came back when he was halfway through the monstrous dessert, with the chain of a necklace wrapped around her fist. A bright yellow pendant hung from it, and it glowed with the softness of the setting sun. She held it inches from his nose.

      “What do you see?”

      He wiped his fingers on his shorts and focused on the pendant. The center was a glass sphere, and it was that the glow came from. Threads of gold curled around it, top and bottom, to secure it to the chain.

      “Glass,” he said. “Gold. Looks like sunlight in a marble.”

      “That’s because it is.” Amy huffed. “So you do have Eric’s gift.”

      Laurence leaned back in his seat. “But nobody to teach me how to use it,” he murmured. “Please. Dad would’ve taught me, but he isn’t here.” He was good at doe-eyes, but he didn’t overdo them now. There was no point. “Unless you can?” He sat forward and raised his head.

      “No. I don’t practice what you seek.” She lay the pendant in her other hand and coiled the chain around it, then set it on the table and returned to her muffin. “Nor will I teach it. Not even to a Riley.”

      “So it has to be Rufus.”

      “If he’s willing.”

      Laurence gripped his own knees as he tried to stay calm. “I had a vision. I was with Rufus. He was teaching me. I know it’s going to happen. I can see the future. But I don’t wanna turn up out of the blue. It’s a hell of a rude way to introduce yourself to a guy you hope will take time out of his schedule to teach you, you know?”

      Amy drank some of her water. “You want me to introduce you.”

      “Yeah. If you would. I’d really appreciate it.”

      She put the glass down. “You need to know something.”

      Laurence raised his chin. “What is it?”

      “I raised Rufus like my own son after his parents died. Everyone wanted to get their hands on that boy. Only child, wealthy parents, suddenly everyone was on him like flies on shit. Eight years, I was all but mother to him. I watched him grow up. I protected him. And if you bring any darkness to his door I will break you, Riley or not. You get what I’m saying?”

      He swallowed. Jenkins had gone from jolly hostess to fearsome mom, and she was a fearsome mom with magic at her disposal.

      “One hundred percent, ma’am,” he stated.

      “Don’t ma’am me. I’m not that old.” She headed for a cupboard and pulled out a Tupperware container, then began to fill it with muffins. “I suppose we’d better go before the traffic gets too bad.”

      Laurence washed his hands and moved the glasses to the sink, then carried the Tupperware to the truck while Amy returned the pendant to wherever she’d gotten it from.

      This was it. He was going to learn magic.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that this could only go badly.
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      Everywhere Quentin put himself was invariably in somebody’s way. Even when he perched on the stairs, Myriam required access to the roof. The shop was hectic, especially as Laurence had taken Maria’s deliveries, and in the end, Myriam had Maria man the front of the store so that she could put Ethan to work learning how to assemble some basic bouquets.

      “I think Aiden would totally love to do this,” he said as he broke a stem. “I’m not good with my hands.”

      “You tended a bar,” Myriam chided him. “And the tips were good, so you didn’t spill everyone’s drinks, did you dear?”

      Ethan shot Quentin a look of pure help me, but it was all Quentin could do to shrug.

      “You okay, dude?”

      “No.” He held his breath a moment. “No, I cannot say that I am.”

      Myriam laid her hand on Ethan’s arm. “Perhaps you could give us a moment.”

      “Oh, you want me to put the flowers down now?” He grinned. “You are on like Donkey Kong!” He scurried out through the bead curtain without looking back.

      “Join me,” Myriam said. She beckoned to Quentin and opened the back door.

      He rose from his perch and followed, until they were in the alley with the door closed. There was nothing back here but the two of them, the black truck, and a few dumpsters, all shaded from the sun by the buildings that surrounded them.

      “What’s eating you, dear?”

      Quentin paced between the truck and the back door. “I would very much like to speak with you at some juncture,” he murmured, “when it is convenient to do so.”

      “We’re here now. Seems convenient to me.” She tilted her head as she watched his slow march.

      He fussed with his sleeves. It really was too hot to wear long sleeves, but what else was he to do? He had no choice in the matter. Short sleeves often cut off halfway down the bicep, not at the elbow, and then everyone would loathe him the way that Laurence did.

      “Quentin?”

      His feet stopped, so he just stood there. “May I ask…” He licked his lips. “Laurence has been through withdrawal before, yes? And has relapsed?”

      “Ah.” She approached him until she could rest a hand on his shoulder and peer up into his eyes. “You poor thing. You haven’t seen this before, have you?” When he shook his head, she squeezed his shoulder. “It’s all right to be worried. All you can do is be there for him. He will need you, once he’s feeling better.”

      “But what if he finds somewhere to buy from?” He searched her gaze, desperate to find some scrap of hope. “What if he finds a new dealer?”

      “If he really wants to, we can’t stop him, dear.”

      His lip jutted forward. “I bloody well can.”

      “And have him resent you for it?”

      “If that is what will happen.” He swallowed. “He already loathes me, Myriam. What is the worst that could happen?”

      She frowned, and her hazel eyes grew dark. “He loves you with all his heart, Quentin. What could possibly make you think that he doesn’t?”

      He swallowed tightly. His throat felt dry. “He can’t stand to look at me, Myriam. He can barely tolerate a moment in my presence. You saw how he rushed off once we arrived this morning! He’s been like that ever since—” His voice shriveled and died.

      Myriam withdrew her hand and crossed her arms. “Since when?”

      Quentin paced away from her. “The weekend.”

      “Baja? Quentin, stop running away! What happened over the weekend?”

      “We—” He halted again.

      How on Earth was he to discuss that with anyone, let alone with Laurence’s mother?

      “Had sex?” she prompted.

      The words shocked him almost as much as the casual way in which she said them, and he turned on his heel to stare at her as wind whipped along the alley.

      Myriam glanced toward the cloudless sky, then to him. “He was practically bouncing off the walls when he got to work yesterday. He spent the morning singing, dear.” She chuckled. “It was obvious the two of you had shared some intimacy.”

      “Obvious?” he echoed.

      One of the dumpsters began to shake itself across the alley. She turned and looked to it, then back at him. “Yes, dear. Does that bother you?”

      “He despises the sight of me.”

      “He loves you,” she repeated as she came closer. “Do you believe that something bad could have come of sharing a bed?”

      “Of course!” He stepped back in case she tried to touch him.

      What was it with the Rileys? How could they not see how absolutely abhorrent sex was? How insidious and painful? Without even so much as a hint that it had done damage, it had already torn Laurence from him, and now Myriam was about to insist that there was nothing wrong with it, the way her son always insisted the same thing.

      “Quentin.” She said it in a way that only a mother could, with her eyes filled with love and amusement, and her lips twitched into a smile that bore no trace of mockery. “Where do you think babies come from?”

      “That’s—” He rolled his shoulders, then huffed at her. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

      She just gave him that mother stare.

      His shoulders sagged, and he stuffed his hands in his pockets, before he remembered that adults did not do such things and pulled them free once more. Bloody hell, she even had him behaving like a child.

      The dumpster trundled to a halt as it bumped into a wall, and the breeze died down.

      “Now, am I going to claim that all babies are born of love?” She tutted at him. “Nobody’s that naive. But most are, Quentin. Most come from something more beautiful than sex. They come from lovemaking. And when two people make love — and it doesn’t matter whether they are men, women, fluid, non-binary, or however else they identify — it transcends sex. It is intimate. It is love personified. It doesn’t even have to be tender, yet it always is tender. Even if there’s a kink involved. Even if you’re playing games. If you make love, dear, it connects hearts and spirits in a way that mere sex never can. Now look me in the eye and tell me, dear: was it sex, or was it lovemaking?”

      He didn’t understand half of what she had said. Much if it simply made no sense whatsoever. But the rest? He pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to focus on the question. This was, after all, what he had come to the Jack in the Green for. He would not receive Myriam’s wisdom if he could not even speak with her.

      “I do not know,” he whispered.

      “You do know.”

      “How—” He blurted in frustration, but immediately moderated his tone at her unimpressed sniff. “How am I supposed to know? I’ve never—” He clasped his hands together, then went back to checking that his shirt sleeves were straight. Neat. Perfect. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, Quentin.” She sighed at him. “You poor dear. If it was not lovemaking, you would not be so distraught now. When you were together, did you feel like you were one? A single soul? Connected on a level so fundamental that you could almost feel his thoughts, and he yours?” She chuckled. “Or was it just really nice and you’d like to do it again sometime?”

      “I…” He frowned slowly. “It was… as though we were connected.”

      “That,” she breathed, “is lovemaking. It’s a beautiful thing, dear. The only way we simple mortals can ever transcend our selves. When two hearts are linked as one, there is nothing you cannot face together.”

      He itched to begin pacing again, but she’d only tell him off for it, so he forced himself to stand still. “But he—” He flexed his fingers. “He finds me abhorrent. He’s seen…” He gestured half-heartedly toward his own chest.

      “Your scars?”

      Heat rose to his cheeks.

      “Dear, I was there after Jack tore you to pieces. Who do you think cleaned all the blood off you?” Her hand came at him at last, and brushed against his forearm. “If Bambi cared enough to be so disgusted by them, do you think he would have stayed with you so long?”

      Quentin bit his lip, but had to shake his head faintly.

      “No,” she agreed. “If he was so turned off by them, do you think he would have wanted to be intimate with you?”

      He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then shook his head again.

      “Do you not think, then, that perhaps something else could be to blame here?”

      “He won’t look at me, Myriam!”

      “But not for the reason you think, dear.”

      “Then why?” He had to pause to count down from ten as the wind whipped at his hair once more.

      Myriam waited until he was settled. “I don’t know. He was happy all morning, and then he stopped for lunch. After that he ran off. He wouldn’t tell me where he was going. Once you called Ethan, I went up to the apartment and found that he’d been sick. I had to clean it up, but there was no evidence of drugs up there. He’d been burning sage, nothing more.”

      Quentin fidgeted with his shirt front and looked down to the ground. “Sage. Do you think he may have been praying?”

      “Most likely.” She paused. “Or searching for some other form of guidance. Whatever it was—”

      She cut off abruptly as the back door flew open and Ethan rushed out into the alley.

      Quentin straightened up almost impulsively and let his hands perform their self-guided routine as they checked his cuffs yet again.

      Ethan raised his hands, his eyes widened so far that Quentin worried he might injure himself. “Ohmygod,” he blurted. “You’re never gonna guess who just came into the store!”

      Myriam tapped her lips with a fingertip.

      Quentin shook his head in confusion. “How should I—”

      “Neil fucking Storm!”

      Quentin blinked.

      “Neil! Fucking! Storm!” Ethan waved his hands frantically. “Is here! In the shop!”

      “You know, if you keep that up, I’m gonna have a hard time believing my middle name isn’t actually ‘fucking’.” Neil’s silken baritone flowed through the door as easily as the man himself.

      He looked good. More tanned than before, and with slightly longer hair, but happy. Healthy. And every bit as sanguine as ever.

      “Neil!” Quentin struggled to switch gears from his conversation with Myriam to the sudden reappearance of his oldest friend. Well, the only one who still spoke to him, anyway. “I thought you were touring?”

      “I was!” Neil grinned and clapped his hand against Quentin’s shoulder. “And now I’m not. Why are we all sweating out in an alleyway? Who wants me to sign their junk? Hey, Myriam! Still the most beautiful lady in my life, I see!”

      Ethan turned bright red. Myriam chuckled behind her hand like a schoolgirl.

      Quentin allowed himself a small smile.

      “Whassup, guys?” Neil waved a hand as though unveiling a rabbit from a hat. “Miss me?”
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      Laurence drove to Carlsbad and followed Amy’s directions rather than the GPS. The traffic got heavy as they caught the start of rush hour, but they avoided the worst of it.

      Amy guided him past seaside resort homes and elegant mansions until they reached an empty lot.

      “In here,” she said as she pointed at a derelict wooden fence.

      “You’re kidding, right?” He looked to his right and caught a cheerful grin. “How do the neighbors even tolerate this hole? Surely the land’s worth a fortune?”

      “People get used to an eyesore over time.”

      He pulled off the street and hopped out of the truck to move the fence so that he could drive past it, pausing once he’d shifted it a few inches.

      There was a line on the ground, directly beneath the fence. Dull, like old gold, at first he thought it might be a line of dirt, but it didn’t move when he swept his foot over it. He crouched and ran his fingers across the strip and found cold, hard metal. It was only a few millimeters wide, and the closer he got to it the more he was able to see greenish patches along the line, like mold.

      It was brass.

      Weird. He stood and put his back into moving the fence aside, and as he stepped across the brass line he felt the world shift. He clung to the fence for support and stared into the empty lot.

      It wasn’t empty.

      There was an entire mansion there. A cream-walled Spanish Colonial house with subtle shimmers around each and every window and door. Laurence squinted at them, then back at the brass line.

      A sheet of brassy shimmer rose into the air from it, tinting the truck and everything beyond it with a faint touch of gold.

      “You gotta be kidding me,” he breathed.

      Rufus had taken an entire mansion out of reality. It seemed crazy, but in truth Laurence had no idea whether or not that was easy to accomplish or cost power, resources, or both. It could be something most sorcerers did, or it could be insanely powerful magic only a few possessed. His total lack of knowledge on the subject hit him like a hammer.

      He was as good as powerless. He had no idea what anyone in this world was capable of. Among psychics he was basically a demigod, but what was he to Amy and Rufus? A threat? A gnat? An amusement?

      He hurried back to the truck and got in it. He needed Amy in case Rufus fireballed him or some shit.

      “I think the muffins have gone cold,” Amy lamented of the box in her lap.

      Laurence stared at her. “Muffins?” he squeaked.

      “Let’s get inside. You don’t want to sit here too long.”

      He put the truck in drive and rolled it forward until they were through the gap. “Why not? In case we get turned into frogs?”

      “No. In case the neighbors wonder why you’re delivering flowers to an empty lot.” She chuckled. “You couldn’t have come in a more subtle vehicle, honey?”

      “Yeah, I’m not exactly overburdened with an entire garage of cars to choose from.” He killed the engine and jumped out to go push the fence shut, then gestured to the windows. “What’s all this? Wards of some kind?”

      Amy held the Tupperware in both arms as she strode toward the doors. “You can see wards?”

      “I guess?” He locked the truck and followed her. “If that’s what they are?”

      “Interesting.” She elbowed the doorbell, and it jingled harshly somewhere deep inside the house.

      Laurence held onto his response for now. It could wait. He tilted his head to listen, and was soon rewarded with footsteps from the far side of the door, which took another ten seconds to reach it.

      Then the door opened, and Laurence knew he was in the right place.

      The man who faced them was the witch from his vision.
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      “Ru!” Amy bustled forward and thrust the Tupperware into his arms. “I made muffins!”

      Rufus took them, but he was looking at Laurence every bit as much as Laurence was examining him.

      The witch was a couple of inches shorter than Laurence, and he was lean like an athlete. His cheekbones were like knives, and his eyes were the color of burnt wood. His auburn hair was a short mass of unruly curls. If Laurence weren’t spoken for, Rufus would be all over his radar if they met in a bar.

      “You brought someone here,” he eventually said as he took the box.

      “Eric Riley’s boy. One of the Children of Herne. He can see your wards. Come along, out of the doorway.” She all but pushed past him, and fussed over the collar of his shirt as she went. “At least you managed to dress yourself today!”

      “The whole point of being a goddamn recluse,” he muttered, “is not having to put pants on every day. Come in, why don’t you?”

      Laurence shot him an apologetic shrug as he followed Amy inside. “So they are wards?”

      Rufus shut the door and whispered a word to it, then pulled away. “Eric, huh?” He withdrew across the vast, sparse lobby. “He was a good guy. Terrible jokes, though. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “I’m sorry for yours,” Laurence countered.

      “Uh huh. Guess that makes us even.” He waved at them to follow and padded through a tall archway. “Drink?”

      “Oh, no, I’m good, thanks.”

      “Coffee,” Amy said, “please.”

      “Coming right up.”

      The kitchen was every bit as vast as the lobby, but seemed to be stuck in the nineties, with its wood-paneled cupboards and beige-tiled backsplash. The fridge was relatively new, though, and huge.

      “Rufus,” Rufus said. He glanced to Laurence.

      “Laurence.”

      “Pleasure to meet you.” He poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Amy. “Why’s he here?”

      “Because he needs a teacher. And you need to contribute to the world.”

      Rufus snorted and breezed out of the kitchen with his coffee.

      Laurence eyed Amy, and she shook her head at him, then hurried after Rufus. Laurence chased after her through a short corridor and into a sparse living room, which overlooked an overgrown garden and the ocean itself. The yellow tint came between garden and sea.

      “We’re on another plane, right?” He winced even as the source of that knowledge came to him, and sat heavily in an antique leather couch.

      “See? He doesn’t need a teacher.” Rufus lowered himself into a matching armchair, nursing his coffee.

      “Educated guesses aren’t the same as education.” Amy sat by Laurence’s side.

      “Why me?”

      “Because I’ve seen the future,” Laurence stated. “And you were in it. Teaching me. So I came to you.”

      “He’s a Child of Herne,” Amy said. She paused to blow on her coffee before she took a sip. “He might be able to find their killer. It would be a mutually beneficial partnership.”

      Laurence rested his elbows on his knees as he leaned forward. “You think your parents were murdered?”

      “I know they were.” Rufus’ eyes hardened to coals. “Can you find out who did it?”

      “Maybe. But I’ve gotta warn you: I can see the past, but I’m not gonna up and volunteer to watch a fatal auto crash. Not right now. I’ve seen…”

      Quentin stood, bare, his porcelain skin flawless as a babe’s. Sobbing wracked his form, but he barely moved.

      Laurence launched himself from the couch and hurried to the window to hide his face and to focus on something beautiful, so that he could sweep the unbidden image back where it came from.

      “Seen what?”

      “Too much,” he breathed. “I can’t. I can’t look at any more. Not yet. I need time.”

      The garden was wild and overgrown. It hadn’t been tended to in years, and dead husks of old plants were nestled among weeds and grasses. Trees provided shelter, and they seemed healthy enough, but the rest needed help.

      “Let me fix your garden,” he said.

      “It doesn’t need fixing.” Rufus grunted. “Who cares about a garden?”

      Laurence shrugged. “The roots can get into the foundations of the house and damage it. Cause subsidence. If you don’t intend to ever let a gardener in here — and let’s face it, you aren’t ever going to let regular people in here — then you’ve got to preserve the property as best as you can, right?” He glanced over his shoulder. “So let me fix it, and then we can talk about you teaching me.”

      “I haven’t agreed to—”

      “But you’re going to.” Laurence bared his teeth for a second. “You wanna know why?” He didn’t give Rufus time to answer. “Because we want the same thing, man. You and me, we both want justice. I can help you find yours. You can help me get mine. I can catch a killer, Rufus. I’ve done it before. I’ll do it again. Nothing can stop me doing what I was born to do. Now you don’t ever have to leave your lair if you don’t want to, but we need each other. You’re going to teach me, because what else are you gonna do with your life? Hide away from the world and watch the sea?”

      Rufus rose from his chair and put his cup down on a small side table. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “I think I’m Bambi Laurence Riley,” Laurence said with all the patience he could muster. “Son of Myriam and Eric Riley. Child of Herne the Hunter. Prince of the forest. God-killer.” He placed his palm flat against the window, and the garden beyond began to bow to his will. “Pretty sure I’m going to earn a few more titles over time, and I really want to do it with your help.”

      Rufus’s mouth hung open and he stared past Laurence, out through the glass.

      Laurence turned his attention to the yard. He had stronger plants combine their efforts to uproot weeds and dead matter alike. All the trash was passed from stem to stem to make a pile in one corner, ready for composting. The grass was coaxed out of the borders and back to the lawn where it belonged. He did nothing to shorten it when a mower would do the job perfectly well.

      In the end, the finished result looked just as wild, but more pleasing to his eye in its new state, and less able to damage the house now that weeds weren’t going to force the tree roots further afield for nutrients and water.

      “That’s not magic.” Rufus hesitated. “Is it? No incantation, no relics, no sigils or bindings… how did you do that?”

      “I’m psychic,” Laurence murmured. “It’s how I see the past and the future. It’s how I control plants. It’s how my senses are more acute than anyone else’s.”

      Amy gasped from the couch. “How you can see the wards?”

      Laurence shrugged at her, then regarded Rufus. “So, what do you say. My services for yours. I’ll find the truth of your parents’ murder if you help me avenge a different kind of wrong.”

      Rufus crossed his arms, then sighed. “I think you’re gonna need to understand the scale of what you’re asking. You don’t just pick up a spellbook and start casting. Do you even speak Latin?”

      Laurence shook his head. “No—”

      “Ancient Greek, then? How about Sumerian? Enochian?”

      Laurence sucked on his teeth. “No.” He jerked his chin upwards. “What’s important? The spell, or the language it’s cast in?”

      Rufus’s hands fell to his hips, and he raised his own chin. “You’re clever.” He glanced to the garden, then offered Laurence his hand. “Okay, deal. I’ll teach you.”

      Laurence let slip a wolfish grin and shook Rufus’ hand. “Thanks, man.”

      “Yeah. Just don’t ever make me regret it.” He withdrew his hand and headed for the door. “C’mon. Library’s this way.”

      Amy stood and set her cup down beside Rufus’ and smiled cheerfully. “There we are,” she announced. “Was that so hard?”

      Both men eyed her as they left the room, but all she did was laugh as she tailed them.
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      “C’mon, my balls are sweating harder than an actor in a drug bust.” Neil dragged the door open and — with a grand sweep of his arm — dove back inside.

      Ethan hurried after him like he was on a short lead, and Myriam eyed Quentin.

      “We shall have to continue this later,” he murmured to her.

      “Agreed, dear. Come on in.”

      He tailed her and drew the door shut after himself. “Are you in the area for long?” he asked of Neil.

      “Yeah, until February now, then we’re touring Europe. I’ve gotta somehow produce ten tracks between now and then, so I thought the best way to go about that was to pretend I didn’t have to do it and come catch up with you guys instead.” He gave a lazy smile and eased onto a stool. “No Laurence?”

      “He’s out making deliveries,” Myriam said. She put her hands against Ethan’s shoulders and began to steer him toward the bead curtain. “This is Ethan. He’s just heading back out front, since Maria has to leave soon.”

      “Hey, Ethan!” Neil waved. “Nice meeting you!”

      Ethan laughed weakly, and the beads clattered around them both until they were gone.

      “Tea?” Quentin gestured toward the kettle.

      “Hey, yeah, that’d be awesome.” Neil planted his elbows on the table and rubbed his stubble with the palm of his left hand. “I heard you were in the hospital recently. Everything okay?”

      “Mm.” Quentin turned to the sink to fill the kettle, and fetched enough mugs for everyone. “Fell off a horse and hit my head. Quite a nasty dose of concussion. Had to rest up for a couple of weeks. Perfectly all right now, though.”

      “Right on.” Neil sprawled across the table and stretched before he straightened up again. “You okay? You look like someone ran over your dog.”

      “Oh, I shall manage,” Quentin sighed. “I’m sure I’m fretting over nothing, as seems to be the usual sort of thing I do.”

      “You do worry a hell of a lot about shit that doesn’t matter,” Neil laughed. “Hey, since you’re here, I wanted to ask you something.”

      “Me?” He glanced back at Neil in surprise. “Of course.”

      Neil shifted until he was propped on one elbow, and he rested his chin in his hand. “You remember that Valentine’s party you invited me to here?”

      Quentin pursed his lips and distributed tea bags. “How could I forget?”

      “Ha, I know, right? There were some serious hotties all over me, I know!” Neil’s grin faded, though. “That night got trippy as shit. Like, I’m sure I remember some dude was kissing me at one point, but I don’t bat for that team, so I dunno what that was all about.”

      Quentin poured the tea. There was nothing he could say to derail this conversation.

      “A whole bunch of people are saying the drinks were spiked, but I dunno, man. I’ve taken everything out there at least once in my life, and I don’t think there’s a drug on the market that felt like that.”

      “Milk?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Sugar?”

      “No, thanks. Look, Banbury, if it was drugs, just tell me.”

      Quentin stirred the tea until it was ready, then fished out the bags and dropped them into the bin. He added milk and placed a cup before Neil, then completed the others. “One moment.”

      “Sure, so long as you ain’t gonna bail on me.”

      “I would not,” Quentin assured him.

      He used what little time taking cups out to the front of the shop afforded him to desperately try and come up with a plausible lie. A new drug, perhaps, or simply a party that was already out of hand before Neil and his entourage arrived. By the time he returned to the back room, nothing plausible had landed in his thoughts.

      More to the point, why should he lie to Neil? The man had protected him from paparazzi, fended off gold diggers, and been a confidante who had proved more than capable of keeping Quentin’s secrets to himself.

      Laurence had told Ethan, Aiden, and Freddy. And while Quentin’s self-preservation instinct was strong, it would also be a great relief to have someone he could talk to who wasn’t connected to Laurence.

      “Very well,” he murmured as he sat. “There was a god at the party.”

      “Well, yeah.” Neil cracked a knowing grin. “Thanks for noticing, yo.”

      “Ah hah,” Quentin deadpanned. “No, an actual god. A deity. The Green Man. He called himself Jack.”

      “Ooo-kay.” Neil straightened in his seat and pulled his tea closer. “You’ve never struck me as the kinda guy who just makes shit up, but if we eliminate the possibility that you’re a big fat liar, then the only remaining option is that you’re telling the truth. Or you were drugged too?” His voice ended on a hopeful upward tilt.

      “I’m afraid to say that I was not.” Quentin placed his hands flat against the table. “Laurence summoned Jack wholly by accident, and things escalated from there. Sadly, the party was the point at which Jack decided he’d had quite enough of his time wasted.”

      Neil knocked back half his cup of tea before he belched loudly. “Sorry. So, wait up. This god rocks up to the party because Laurence summoned him? I feel like I’m missing something crucial. Like the part where we find out gods are real and that it’s possible to summon them.”

      Quentin raised his hands briefly in a gesture of surrender. “I knew none of this at the time,” he murmured. “I was not even aware that—” He blinked quickly, then huffed. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I was not aware that I was psychic.”

      “You’re psychic.” Neil sucked on his lip and his eyes danced. “Okay. What am I thinking?”

      “What?” Quentin snorted at him. “No. Not in that regard.”

      “Which beggars the obvious next question…”

      Quentin inclined his head and glanced toward his tea, elevating it several inches above the table surface while his hands remained flat against the wood. He didn’t spill a drop.

      “Oh, that’ll be useful.” Neil grinned. “Now you don’t need to find a butler!” He reached for the tea, though, and waved his hand around it with care. “Seriously, though. How’re you doing that?”

      “Telekinesis.”

      “Yeah, but, is it with wires? Mirrors?”

      “Telekinesis.”

      “Okay, okay.” Neil dropped his hand. “You don’t wanna give away how it’s done, that’s cool.”

      Quentin sighed deeply and rolled his eyes. “It’s bloody telekinesis, Neil.” He reached for the cup with his hands and plucked it from the air, then took a sip.

      “Cool, cool.”

      Quentin eyed him, then held one palm upright toward Neil and formed a tiny flame cupped in his hand. It took more effort than to simply light combustible fuel, but after seeing Sebastian use this exact trick against him in a fight that had very nearly cost Quentin his life, he’d been willing to experiment.

      “That telekinesis too?”

      “Pyrokinesis.”

      “Cool.” Neil stuck his finger into the flame, then whipped his hand back and his eyes grew wide. “Jesus fuck, Banbury! That’s…” He drifted to a halt as he sucked on his fingers.

      Quentin extinguished the small fire and leaned against the table. There was little point in offering an answer. He could see from the slow hardening of Neil’s features that the man was finally beginning to believe him.

      What if he’d made the most God-awful error? If Neil didn’t believe him that would be one thing, but it could go far worse than that. What if Neil were afraid?

      What if that fear became loathing?

      Everything Freddy had suggested people would do if they discovered psychics in their midst came back to haunt him. What if, after fighting so hard to keep themselves hidden, he’d just blown a bloody great hole through all their efforts? Neil was famous. He had a global platform from which he could disseminate information if he so chose.

      Neil took a deep breath, then lazed against the table. “Okay. What else you got?”

      “Else?” Quentin arched his brows. “Is that not enough for you?”

      “Oh come on. You can move stuff without touching it. Start fires. Put fires out. What about the other end of the scale? Can you freeze stuff? Oh, man, think of the puns you could use with that!”

      “No. No, I don’t freeze things.” He sipped his tea. “Not that I am aware of, that is.”

      “Why not? It’s gotta be easier than creating fire.” He smirked at Quentin. “On a pure physics level. I mean, I dunno if what you’re doing has any bearing on physics whatsoever or whether you just go right ahead and break the entire universe, but energy can’t be created or destroyed, only moved around or transformed. How are you making fire outta nothing?”

      “Er.” Quentin set his cup aside. “It may sound odd if I try to put it into words.”

      “You’re good with words. Try.”

      He pursed his lips and lay his hands against the table. “I become one with my environment,” he murmured, “and am able to influence it as I might command my own limbs. Fire comes into being because I wish for it to do so. It is more difficult without a natural source of fuel — it’s quite draining if it is sustained for too long — but igniting a flammable substance is reasonably simple.”

      “Right,” Neil said slowly. “If it’s draining, then that energy must be coming out of you. It’s like using your muscles. The more energy you expend, the more tired you get. You’re literally burning your own energy away.”

      Quentin narrowed his eyes. “Is that so?”

      “Hey, this is basic high school physics right here, man. Everything is energy. Movement is a conversion of energy. Heat can’t exist without movement. Like, literally, the faster atoms move the hotter they get. The less movement, the colder things are. All the atoms stop giving off energy and everything cools right down.”

      “I see.” Quentin wasn’t sure that he did, but he was more certain that he wouldn’t be able to follow a more in-depth explanation.

      “Look. Basically, if you start a fire, you take your own energy and extrude it beyond your body, right?”

      “Possibly?”

      “Great. So to make stuff cold, you take external energy into yourself!”

      “I’m not sure that’s entirely—”

      Neil smacked his hand against the table. “Banbury, so help me, let a man deal with this ridiculous bullshit whatever way he chooses, huh? If I wanna theorize about this insanity until I find a way to make it make sense, that’s what I’m gonna do!”

      Quentin sucked in a quick breath, then nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “You’re quite right.”

      “Damn straight I am.” Neil nodded. “Okay. So what happened to this god, anyway?”

      “Ah, well. That in and of itself is quite a long story.”

      “I got nothing but time right now. Holler at me, kid. And by that I mean tell me the story.”

      Quentin risked a glance to the bead curtain, then rolled his shoulders.

      His conversation with Myriam would have to resume at another time.
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      The room Rufus led them to stirred uncomfortable connotations for Laurence.

      It was a library.

      Several of the books or objects inside bore a certain kind of glow, as though they were lit from within.

      It wasn’t the dark, windowless library the duke had, stuffed from floor to ceiling in an anteroom like an aggressive display of magical power, but that didn’t make the likeness less real. Rufus’ library was on the second floor of the two-story house, and overlooked the waves without the garden blocking the view. The center of the room was dominated by a long wooden table, with six chairs interspersed around it so that anyone who sat had plenty of space to themselves. There were three vintage desk lamps spaced along its surface, brass fixtures and green glass hoods pointing downward.

      The library itself must have taken up most of the house’s footprint. It was at least eight meters long, and if the shelves at either end were deeper than they looked, then the room was even bigger than that. One wall was interspersed with windows whose shutters were wide open to allow sunlight in, but the other three were crammed full of shelves, and those shelves held all kinds of books and trinkets.

      Laurence gaped at it all. He walked along shelves and peered at the spines of books, but didn’t touch. It seemed invasive to put his hands on any of this.

      Some books were obviously ancient: spines clothed in cracked and peeling leather, or stained cloth. Others were less easily assessed, and could have been brand new or well cared for. It seemed like the older the book, the less likely it was to have any text stamped into the spine, which made a kind of sense to him. When people were being hanged for witchcraft, the last thing they might want sticking out from their other books would be an overtly magical tome.

      “There’s no such thing,” Rufus said as he began plucking books from shelves, “as an innately magical language. All words have power. All ritual has power. What do you do with an Oreo?”

      Laurence dragged his attention from the shelves and watched Rufus. “You twist it apart and dunk it in milk.”

      “Ritual,” Rufus answered in satisfaction. “It’s what you’re taught, and you continue it as a kid to fit in, but when you have kids of your own, you teach it to them. Spells are a combination of language and ritual, and together they combine to manifest your will.” He placed a small pile of books on the table. “For example.” He pointed past Laurence. “You see that vial to your left? With the amber liquid in it? Could you pass it to me, please?”

      Laurence turned and looked for the vial. It was only a few inches to his left, ornately decorated like a Victorian perfume vial, with delicate gold ornamentation and pretty enamel flowers along its length. Inside he could see that it was almost full of liquid the color of clear honey, and he took it from the shelf, then turned back to Rufus and offered it to him. “Sure. Here you go.”

      “Perfect.” Rufus took it with a grin. “See? Magic. I use words, I follow the correct ritual, and I get what I want.” He waggled the vial in the air between them.

      Laurence frowned slowly. “You asked me to get you something.”

      “And if I’d said ‘Hey, jerkface, give me that vial,’ would you have?”

      Laurence crossed his arms and shifted his weight. “Maybe.” He watched Rufus. “Probably not.”

      “No,” Rufus agreed. “Because the correct ritual in our society is to ask for things in a certain way. But the way I just asked isn’t the only way to achieve the goal of you handing me this vial. If I had a gun, for instance, I could point it at you and be like, ‘Hey, asshole, give me that vial or I will kill you,’ and you’d probably hand it over, right?”

      “Uh huh.” Laurence’s frown deepened. “You don’t have a gun, though, right?”

      “Right!” Rufus offered him the vial. “So sometimes we need tools and we don’t have them, so we have to find another way. You follow me?”

      Laurence unfurled his arms and reached for the little glass container. It felt fragile, and he returned it to the shelf just in case Rufus sprang any surprises on him. “You’re basically saying that there might be several spells that have the same goal, they might use different rituals and tools, but in the end the result is the same?” He hesitated. “And you might break a few eggs along the way if you use more forceful spells?”

      “Are you sure you aren’t already a witch?” Rufus grinned. “Nailed it! Of course there are some goals that can only be hit by brutal means, and others that would never respond to force, but for the most part there’s a thousand ways to get what you want, and what defines you as a witch is which ones you choose to use.”

      “Then what was all that crap about Latin and Greek and all that other stuff?” Laurence snorted at him.

      “It helps. Seriously. Sometimes the right words to do what you want aren’t in English, and that’s not just because the spells are old. Sometimes the ritual’s culture demands it. Like…” Rufus tapped his lips as he thought a moment. “Okay, so. Your basic sentence structure in English is subject-verb-object, right?”

      “Uh.” Laurence moved to a chair and pulled it out from the table, then sat cautiously. He glanced to Amy for help, but she just smiled. “Sure?”

      “You know. The subject of a sentence is literally that: what or who the sentence is about. The verb is what’s going on, and the object is the thing it’s being done to. So if I say ‘Laurence eats sausages,’ Laurence is the subject, eats is the verb, and sausages is the object.”

      “Uh huh.” It was all coming back to him now. All the English classes he’d mostly ignored as boring. “So?”

      “So other languages do it in a different order, or they lack subjects and use agents instead, or they’re purely contextual and don’t need subjects or agents at all. Japanese goes subject-object-verb: Laurence sausages eats. Arabic is object-subject-verb: sausages Laurence eats.”

      “I got it,” Laurence said. He sat back in his chair with a little more confidence. “Like in Spanish, it’s still Laurence eats sausages.”

      “You speak Spanish?” At Laurence’s nod, Rufus beamed. “Great! So I’m teaching you to suck eggs here. All right. So let’s imagine you’re speaking Spanish, but you use the wrong grammatical construction. Say you come out with ‘eats sausages Laurence.’ Everyone in Mexico is gonna look at you like you’re some dumb gringo, right?”

      Laurence snorted. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Now imagine that the someone you wanna get along with is the universe. The universe works in its own little ways, and if you go barging in like a crazy gringo it’s gonna give you the stink-eye then ignore you. Or take you down some back alley and kick the shit outta you if you’re super offensive to it.”

      “The universe,” Amy murmured, “is shaped by us, just as we are shaped by it. The world does not exist in a vacuum. Just as we have created many thousands of gods through the power of our beliefs, we have shaped our world through words and definitions, and as time moves onward, the world accepts those rules and incorporates them into itself.”

      He ran a hand through his curls, then patted at them to try and get them under some semblance of control. “So if I discover something that nobody’s ever done before, I get to set the rules on how everyone after me has to do that thing?”

      Amy chuckled. “Isn’t that how the world works?”

      “You mean all of this—” He twisted so that he could point to the shelves “—is how other people have figured out how to reach a goal, and then laid down the rules for it?”

      “Perfect!” Rufus clapped his hands together. The sound reverberated in the large space. “It’s totally possible to cast spells without ever learning the languages. So long as you can pronounce the spell correctly and perform the associated ritual, the universe will understand you. The most crucial component of any spell, though, is you.”

      “The universe has learned to only listen to certain people.” Amy folded her hands together. “To protect itself. Too many of our rules conflicted with each other and created whorls and eddies that damaged reality. In the modern age, you must have the gift of magic, or the universe will not heed you no matter how well you follow the motions and say the words.”

      Laurence nodded slowly. “So…” He stood and crossed to the shelves at his back, then pointed at a book whose soft green glow peeked out between its pages and reflected from the shelf above it. “People without the gift won’t see this, right?” He looked to Amy. “That’s why you asked me to tell you what your pendant looked like? Regular people can’t see the magic in it?”

      “That’s right.” She smiled as she bobbed her head. “Only those who can perceive magic are able to use it. The universe won’t listen to anyone else.”

      “Well, unless you get hundreds of thousands of people to believe what you want them to. Then you can dictate,” Rufus said. “But that’s another thing entirely. What matters for now is what you want to learn.” He gestured to the shelves. “Pick a topic. Any topic.”

      Laurence looked around the shelves. Even if he spoke all the languages these books might be written in, the thought of sitting down to read each and every one was terrifying. There were thousands! Where was he supposed to begin?

      “Basics, I guess?” he sighed. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Good choice.” Rufus spread his small pile of books around himself, and flipped open the smallest of them. “Okay, from the top, then.”

      Laurence wriggled in his chair to get comfortable, and leaned in to pay attention.
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      Quentin sat and waited for Neil to digest everything. It was, now that he’d gone to the effort of recounting it to another, an awful lot to take in, especially in a single sitting. Whereas Quentin had had the advantage of living through it over several weeks, Neil had no such luxury.

      Had he made the wrong choice? Could entrusting Neil with this have been a dire mistake? There were many people Quentin had been foolish enough to think of as his friends in the past, and it wasn’t impossible that he’d made the same error in judgment again. It was notoriously difficult to grasp who could be relied upon and who would eventually leave him in the gutter.

      Laurence had managed to find a friend who stuck by his side through a heroin overdose. Quentin’s had all run a mile the moment his father threw him out.

      Neil sat back as he took a deep breath, and Quentin lifted his head in readiness.

      “Damn,” Neil said.

      It was hardly conclusive, so he awaited more.

      “That’s a lot for a guy to take in.”

      “I realize that.” He pursed his lips. “You did ask.”

      “I did,” Neil agreed. “I did.” He chewed his thumbnail a few seconds, then shrugged. “Well, I guess it’s all pretty weird. And it’d make a great basis for a concept album, but I’m not a prog rock kinda guy.”

      Quentin all but felt the rush of air as Neil’s words flew over his head.

      Neil smirked. “What I’m saying, you lovable snob, is your weird life’s secrets are safe with me. I’m assuming this shit is a secret.”

      Quentin dipped his head faintly. “Yes.”

      “Good. I mean, don’t get me wrong, man. I’m all for a good riot. Gets the juices flowing, know what I mean? No, don’t answer, I know you don’t.” Neil laughed briefly. “Just don’t involve me in any of it, okay? I mean, I’ll listen if you want to talk, but I can’t go fighting gods and dealing with magic plants or whatever. I’ve got an album to write. I gotta record it, too. Then there’s all the networking, parties, promo tours, the actual tours, and if any of this stuff gets me a reputation, it could knock me clean off the A-List.”

      “I thought you already had a reputation,” Quentin murmured dryly.

      “The right kind of reputation! Not the Tom Cruise jumping on a couch kinda deal.” Neil stretched his arms out and yawned, then seemed to notice his mug for the first time in half an hour and drained it in a single swig. “Eurgh. Cold tea. Shoulda asked you to heat it up.” He snorted. “You can do that, right?”

      “I, er…” Quentin shook his head.

      “Oh come on! What are you doing with all these superpowers, huh? Are you even trying?”

      “Neil, I only found out about them a few months ago!” He huffed, chagrined. “I thought I had done quite well with it all!”

      “What you need, old buddy old pal, is someone who pushes you.” Neil stretched an arm toward the sink. “Pour a cup of water.”

      Quentin scowled softly, but placed his hands against the table and lowered a foot to the ground, ready to dismount from his stool.

      “Oh come on, you’re not gonna walk over there, are you?”

      To begin with, Quentin didn’t grasp the meaning of Neil’s question. Walking was, by and large, how he got around. But Neil’s wide eyes and raised eyebrows didn’t go away, and suddenly it clicked.

      Neil wanted another demonstration.

      It seemed so silly, so ridiculous, to use his gifts for such a menial task, but he clicked his tongue and glanced toward the cupboard to do as Neil implied. The door opened, and a cup withdrew, seemingly of its own accord. He guided it to the sink and held it in place as he turned the tap and filled it, then closed the cupboard and drew it to the table. He placed it down between his hands without moving them to touch it, and drew his foot back up onto the stool. “Now what, pray tell, was the purpose of that? Other than to be extremely silly.”

      “How often do you practice the piano?”

      “Every day.”

      “How often do you practice your superpowers?”

      Quentin ran the tip of his tongue along his teeth as he narrowed his eyes at Neil. Damn it all if the insufferable man didn’t have a point. “Very well,” he conceded. “But please stop calling them that.”

      “Oh, you’ve got some fancy word you wanna use?” Neil grinned.

      Quentin shrugged. “I prefer to call them gifts. It is considerably less ostentatious.”

      “Yeah, but you’re British.” Neil flicked his fingers toward the mug. “Boil the water and I’ll call ’em whatever you want.”

      “How?” He couldn’t keep the scathing tone from his voice. “One can hardly set it alight!”

      “Oh, we’re back on ‘one’ now, are we?” Neil feigned a wince, and clutched at his chest. “My heart! C’mon, asshole, boil the goddamn water so we can go out and talk about how awesome my tour was.”

      Quentin grit his teeth, then closed his eyes a moment. Whether he could do as Neil asked or not, he required more calm than he currently possessed, so he slowed his breathing until he felt his shoulders unwind, and only opened his eyes once he was settled.

      He gazed at the mug.

      “I really don’t understand,” he admitted.

      “Okay, okay.” Neil pulled his gigantic phone out of the back of his jeans, then poked at it swiftly. “Heat,” he intoned. “Here we go.” He was quiet a while, and when Quentin glanced at him his eyes were flickering back and forth as he read. “Okay. That’s a lotta shit. Let me translate it into British. Heat is a kind of energy. Everything has it, even ice. Stick with me here. Hot stuff has a lot of heat energy, cold things have less of it. Stuff stores heat because it’s made of molecules and atoms that are constantly bumping around.”

      Quentin frowned at that. “They are?”

      “Yeah. Technically, something like 99 per cent of your body is empty space, but let’s not get into that. That’s weird shit. Just trust me on this. Things that are solid are made up of tiny things that are always in motion.”

      This sounded like total nonsense, but Quentin chose not to argue further.

      “The more heat, the faster those tiny things move around, until eventually the heat overcomes what holds them together and they fall apart. Water turns to steam, metal turns to liquid, all that good stuff. The less heat, the slower those things move around, until they basically stop altogether. Water turns to ice. With me so far?”

      He could almost feel his brain slipping around the subject, as though it were ice. As though his mind were blind to the kind of thinking required to absorb this information. He tried as best he could, but he was starting to feel like a schoolboy all over again, and that had been bad enough the first time around.

      “It’s no use,” he said quietly. “Nothing sticks, Neil. I’m not especially bright.”

      “Hey. You’re a virtuoso. That takes genius, man. Think of it like this. There’s four basic parts to making music, right? Melody, rhythm, harmony, and bass.”

      Quentin nodded. Neil was using a language he understood at last, and his relief began to slowly nibble away at his doubts.

      “Everything is made up of music. Sometimes the tempo’s high, right? More notes, more aggressive rhythm, more complex harmonies all lead to a piece of music that moves you.” Neil thumped his fist against his own chest. “It makes us laugh or dance, it makes us think, or cry. It’s not a physical thing, but it travels through the air and it changes us while we listen. Yes?”

      He dipped his head softly. “Agreed.”

      “What you wanna do is make the water dance. Give it music that fills it with energy and joie de vivre! Or if you wanna cool it down, make it mellow out, man. Give it something to chill to. Like, there’s literally a reason we call relaxing music ‘chill-out.’ Just like we’ll say a dance track is ‘hot.’ It’s all about the energy, yo. Go on, try it.”

      Quentin sighed softly. He wasn’t wholly convinced by Neil’s analogy, but there would be no harm in doing as he asked, and the potential benefits were… well, he wasn’t wholly certain of any way in which the ability to boil water without the kettle could be of use, but he could see an application for cooling things down, especially in the wake of a fire. His tolerance for flames seemed quite high — certainly the fight with Sebastian hadn’t burned him in the slightest — but if he had been able to reduce the heat as he fought a wildfire, he would have been considerably better off.

      Make the water dance.

      He eased his hands forward and wrapped them around the mug. His preferred arrangements were hardly what Neil might call music to dance to. Even a waltz might be a little too downtempo for this. Making music for dancing, however, was Neil’s entire career, and Quentin had read the music to several of his latest songs. He did his best to remember some of those harmonies, and once he’d picked one he considered suitable he replayed it in his mind as he gazed at the water.

      Neil reached out and dipped his finger into the cup. “Whatever you’re doing,” he said, “it ain’t working.”

      “No,” Quentin murmured. “That would be too bloody easy, wouldn’t it?” He sighed softly and shook his head a moment.

      Neil’s music wasn’t what he would dance to. Quentin had learned classic dances. The waltz, tango, and a variety of other modern ballroom dances were all well within his expertise, and all required connection with one’s dance partner; communication between the dancers, both physical and visual, which enabled the lead to broadcast his intent to his partner without a word spoken.

      He needed to form a connection with the water.

      Quentin allowed his shoulders to relax. His eyelids lowered and he dipped his head forward. His fingers spread gently.

      Dance.

      Khachaturian’s Waltz from the Masquerade Suite filtered through his thoughts. It was sufficiently bombastic, as many of the great Soviet composers were, and he tilted his head as he listened.

      His chest warmed as the familiar music flowed through him. As though in a waltz, he communicated his intent through his fingers with the lightest of pressure.

      “Fuck yeah!” Neil punched the air with his fist. “Keep going!”

      Quentin blinked quickly and looked to the mug in time to see the first bubbles break the surface. The water simmered for a second, then began to boil.

      He gasped softly, and lost concentration. The boil passed and faded back to a gentle simmer.

      “Nice! Now go the other way!” Neil clapped him between the shoulder blades.

      “I shall see what I can do,” he murmured.

      Pachelbel’s Canon in D seemed the obvious choice, and he withdrew warmth from the mug, urging the water to stillness and calm.

      Little by little, the water at the surface froze. Frost crept along the mug’s surface from his fingertips. His breath clouded when it passed over the ice.

      “Ha! What’d I tell you?” Neil leaped off his stool and made some absurd motion as though he were playing the guitar. “I’m available as a personal trainer for as little as a hundred dollars an hour. Call now for a free taster session! Oh, hey, who’s this?”

      “Mm?” Quentin snatched his hands back from the mug and looked toward the back door. Outside, in the alley, Maria had parked her truck and was approaching the door. “Oh. Maria. Myriam hired her after the fight with Jack.”

      “Does she—” Neil snatched the mug off the table.

      Quentin shook his head quickly.

      “Nice.” Neil made it to the sink just as Maria opened the back door, and he thrust the mug under a stream of hot water. “Hey! Wow, this store’s just full of beautiful people today, huh? I’m Neil!” He flashed teeth so white they almost shone. “What’s your name?”

      Maria stumbled to a halt and her mouth fell open. Her eyes grew wide. “Neil Storm?”

      “That’s my name. Don’t wear it out, baby! Oh, hey!” Neil turned the tap off and whipped a pen out from one of his pockets. “Ready to sign wherever you want me to, sweetheart! What’ll it be?” He grinned and stepped closer. “Arm? Thigh? Cheeks? Your choice of which cheeks, of course. Boobs? I sign a lot of boobs…”

      Quentin was mortified. He stared in horror as Maria’s cheeks turned a dark red. “Neil!”

      Maria giggled like a small girl and offered the palm of her hand. “My oldest boy will be so excited!”

      “Ah, gotta sign it somewhere you can show the kids, huh?” Neil winked as he scrawled on her skin. “Maybe some other time with the other places, then!”

      Maria laughed again, and snorted softly into her hand, then looked horribly embarrassed. “Oh my God, just wait until I tell them.”

      “Great!” Neil pocketed his pen, then reached over the table and grabbed his phone. “C’mon, Banbury, let’s go catch up on what’s been going on, and I can tell you all about this chick I met in Kyoto!”

      Quentin stood hesitantly. “Laurence—”

      “Hey, he can join us when he gets back, right?” Neil turned his charming smile on Maria once more. “Would you tell Laurence we’ve gone to Altitude?”

      She nodded quickly. “Okay!”

      “Great!” Neil hooked his arm through Quentin’s and hauled him toward the bead curtain. “Hey Myriam! I’m stealing your son-in-law. They’re married already, right? Hey, Banbury, you make an honest man of that florist, or so help me I won’t come to the wedding!”

      Quentin was ushered out into the street with his thoughts a complete jumble, and he didn’t know which ones to try and sort out first. Should he dwell on his new-found talents, or on the word-bomb Neil had so casually thrown at Myriam on their way out of the shop?

      Marriage?

      “Bloody hell,” he whispered.
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      Laurence’s brain was melting out of his ears. Rufus and Amy took turns explaining what they considered ‘basic’ principles of magic, and now it was like trying to cram cheese into a bucket that was already full. It was squeezing out in all directions, and he sprawled across the table to plant his forehead against the cool, smooth wood. He let out a groan.

      “I guess that means we take a break, huh?” Rufus sat back and stretched. “Or is it just too much theory and you wanna get putting it to use?”

      Laurence blinked slowly and raised his head enough to peek at Rufus. “I can do that? Like… now? Cast a spell?”

      “Sure.” Rufus tapped his nails against the table. “What is it you want justice for?”

      The question made Laurence sit up sharply. “I’m not ready to talk about that.”

      Rufus shrugged slender shoulders. “Not to pry, but to figure out who your enemy is and what kind of magic we should focus on. You said you were a God-killer, so that isn’t what you need magic for, right?”

      “No. And I don’t wanna make a habit of it anyway.” He slipped from his seat and paced around the tables until he stood in front of one of the windows. “My prey’s a… what do you call them? Magician? Sorcerer? Witch?”

      “Whatever word they use for themselves,” Rufus said. “I call myself a witch.”

      “Nothing defines a difference between them?”

      “Nah. Usually the kind of person they are, the beliefs they have, will shape what and how they choose to learn, and also what they choose to call themselves. I’m Wiccan, so I chose earth-based magics and I call myself a witch. You’ll get some Golden Dawn types who call themselves magicians. Like everything else in magic, it’s all down to personal taste and will. What kind of person is this prey of yours?”

      Laurence’s lip curled. Words seethed to the surface, jockeying for position like children squealing pick me, pick me at a pantomime.

      “Probably a warlock, then,” Rufus said softly. “Well, you sure know how to set your sights high.”

      “I didn’t say a word.” He glanced over his shoulder toward Rufus.

      Rufus met his gaze, then swallowed. “Man, you didn’t need to! Nobody who ever has a run-in with a magic user should have that look in their eyes. They shouldn’t even realize.” Rufus hesitated. “You’ve seen darkest magic, haven’t you?”

      “If there’s any darker than what I saw,” Laurence breathed, “I don’t ever want to know.” Revulsion clawed at his throat, and he wiped at his eyes as he turned back to the window. He was starting to regret eating nothing but a muffin for several hours.

      “Then I guess the best thing to start you on is protection.” Rufus stood and headed to a drawer among all the shelves. “If this asshole ever figures out that you’re on to him, he could launch an attack from half the world away and you’d be dead before you knew what was going on. Basic personal protection is all it takes to stop yourself getting dead in the middle of your day.” He pulled the drawer open and rifled through the contents. “Do you have a belief system?”

      “Pagan.” Laurence turned to watch Rufus move.

      “Paleo, huh?” Rufus plucked something small from the drawer, then dug again. “Does a pentagram suit you?”

      “As a symbol of protection?” Laurence nodded briefly. “Yeah.”

      “Great.” Rufus shut the drawer and came back to the table. He held a small brass pentagram, a cheap thing an inch wide with a loop to make it a pendant, and he leaned his ass against the edge of the table while he threaded a plain strip of leather through the loop. “You’re gonna turn this into an amulet of protection. It’s not a spell that can bite you in the ass if you get it wrong. Super simple stuff. It’s in Latin, because..?” He looked to Laurence.

      “Because…” Laurence crossed his arms and wracked his brains trying to remember what Rufus had told him only an hour or so earlier. “Because the Romans were really keen on laying down laws and organizing stuff?”

      “Spot on. You want to have rights and safety? You gotta have laws. And Latin?”

      Laurence nodded. “Is a rules-dominated language.”

      “Great!” Rufus laid the pendant on the table and headed to a shelf. He plucked a thick book from it and placed it on the table beside the pendant. “Okay, so. Because Latin’s inflective, the universe is really picky about pronunciation. That’s going to be the tricky part here. Let me go get a notepad and pen and we can walk through it. I’ll go over pronunciation, then you can try casting, okay?”

      Laurence unfolded his arms and smoothed sweating palms down over his pants. “Okay. Sure.”

      He bit his lip as Rufus scurried from the room, and glanced to Amy.

      “You’re doing fine,” she chuckled.

      “I feel like a fucking moron,” he grumbled.

      “Don’t. Everybody is a newbie when they start something new. You can’t compare yourself to anyone but yourself, honey. And you already know more than you did this morning, isn’t that true?”

      Laurence rubbed at his eyes. A weariness settled about his shoulders and made them feel heavy. “It’s not enough.”

      “Oh, it’s never enough.” Her smile faded. “This warlock hurt someone you love, didn’t he?”

      A chill sank down his spine. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I know. But let me say this.” She cracked her knuckles. “An amulet isn’t going to be enough. It’s a start. It’ll give you breathing room to learn more. But don’t you dare go rushing in just because you’ve got this.” She pointed to the pendant. “It is not enough. Not against an experienced warlock.”

      “Yeah.” Laurence nodded to her. “I think it’s gonna be a while before I’m ready. But I will take this asshole down, even if it kills me.”

      She pursed her lips at him, but said nothing further.

      Rufus wandered back into the room, notepad and pen in hand, and slapped both down on the table like he was totally unaware of what he’d just returned to. “Okay,” he breezed, “from the top.”

      Laurence reached for the pen and flipped the notepad open.
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      He lost track of time. There was still sunlight outside, but it dwindled as the sun kissed the ocean and the yellow tint of the separation between this plane and what Laurence thought of as reality added to the already-golden sunset.

      Learning to pronounce the words of this one spell was a painstaking process. Laurence took seemingly endless notes for a spell that was only eight lines of text in the book. Every single time he misspoke, Rufus stopped and corrected him, then they would repeat that single word so many times that it started to sound even weirder. Rufus made him start the spell from the beginning after that, until Laurence was sure he’d recited it a thousand times and it was damn near burned into his brain.

      “From the top,” Rufus demanded.

      Laurence flicked back to the start of his notes, even though he was sure he knew this by heart now. “Tuere me ab omni damno…” Rufus nodded briefly, so Laurence continued. He read slowly, picking each syllable with care, one eye on Rufus the entire time. He expected the witch to cut him off at any moment, but he reached the end without interruption.

      Rufus nodded. “Perfect! Now the ritual component.”

      Laurence let out his breath slowly. “Tell me that’s not as complicated as the words?”

      “It’s not as complicated as the words.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Are you lying?”

      “Oh, you’re gonna love this.” Rufus chuckled. “Okay, so. The Romans loved to have strict rituals and guidelines for just about everything, and that included talking. The Ars Oratoria are deeply ritualized. Before you begin, you need to bring your hand up like this.” He stretched his arm to the side and held up his palm like he was stopping traffic. “This signals to the universe that you want it to stop and listen to you. C’mon. Raise your hand.”

      Laurence rolled his head and cricked his neck, then followed Rufus’ lead.

      “Great. Perfect. Then your first line comes in. Drop your hand on damno…”
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      He was ready. Or at least Rufus seemed to think he was.

      Laurence looked down at the unimpressive little brass pendant on its leather thong. How that was supposed to protect him from a man like Quentin’s father he wasn’t completely sure, but his understanding of Rufus’ explanation was that the amulet would be in tune with Laurence’s own energies, and use them to reflect incoming magic back on the caster. That made it a double-edged sword: if the duke ever attacked Laurence, Laurence would be protected, but the duke would also know without question that he was facing another sorcerer.

      What it didn’t tell the duke was that Laurence wasn’t yet ready to defend himself against a power more learned and experienced than his own, but Laurence hoped he could bluff that part if necessary while he learned as much as he could.

      “In your own time,” Rufus said quietly.

      He eyed the witch, but found the man doing nothing more than smiling patiently, so he propped his notebook against one of the table lamps and took a few seconds to clear his thoughts. Then he launched into the spell. He raised his hand and began to speak.

      The moment he did, stillness descended. His own energy swirled into motion, but beyond his skin the universe seemed to hold its breath. His voice sounded dampened, muffled, as though it wasn’t traveling much further than his outstretched hand. “Aliis non noceret mihi…” He raised his hand again, this time with his pointer finger skyward as he continued. “Locutus sum, sic erit.”

      He lowered his hand to the pendant as he spoke the final word, and the universe became a vacuum. It tugged on him, pulled at his breath and his energy. His life flashed from heart to fingertips, and he saw whorls of green flow from his fingers and into the pentagram.

      Then, as quickly as it began, it ceased. The world turned on its axis once more. Air moved as it should. His breath returned to him.

      The pendant glowed with a gentle emerald light.

      “Goddess,” he whispered. “It worked?”

      “It worked!” Rufus scooped the pendant from the table and tied the ends of the thong together, then looped it over Laurence’s head. “Don’t take it off.”

      Laurence nodded. “Thank you. I really mean it. I know it’s been a lot of work, and we came here out of nowhere and sprang this on you, but seriously, thank you.”

      Rufus puffed out his cheeks. “Let’s see if you’re still saying that in six months’ time.”

      Laurence’s heart sank. “You think it’ll take that long?”

      Rufus laughed at him. “Have you seen how many books are in this library?”

      Laurence rubbed his jaw and looked around. “Man,” he said, “where do we even start?”

      Rufus clicked his tongue. “Sooner or later, I’m gonna need to know more about this warlock of yours if I’m to answer that one.”

      That wasn’t a pleasant thought. Laurence shook his head briefly. “Not yet. When do you want me back?”

      “Tomorrow. Ten A.M.. Bring food.”

      He looked down at the soft glow that rested against his chest.

      “Deal.”
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      Laurence hauled the fence back into place and hopped up into the cab of the truck. Once he reversed it out onto the road, he paused there to look up at the seemingly-vacant lot. “How’s it done?”

      Amy sighed. “Not a spell I know. Occultation was Paula’s specialty. Rufus’ mom,” she clarified. “I’m sure the spell’s in the library somewhere.”

      He nodded to her. “Thanks for all of this. I know I got in touch out of the blue, and you didn’t have to help me.”

      “Oh, there’s no telling what trouble you’d get into if I didn’t.” She frowned at him. “But I don’t want Rufus hurt.”

      “I totally understand.” His phone buzzed, but he ignored it.

      So it buzzed several more times.

      “Uh, excuse me. I think I’ve got some missed calls or something.” He wriggled in his seat so he could get the new phone out of his pocket.

      “Calls, texts, emails.” Amy looked apologetic. “That’s the problem with being cut off from this plane. No signal.”

      “Shit.” He scrolled through his alerts. Emails, tweets, nothing important there. Two missed calls from his mom — that was more serious. Then one from Quentin, who didn’t even know Laurence had a working phone right now, so why the hell was he calling?

      He swallowed quickly. How could he think like that? Quentin called him!

      “Do you mind if I—”

      “Go ahead, honey.”

      “Thanks.” He hit the voicemail button and listened to all three messages.

      “Bambi, I thought you might like to know that Neil Storm is here. Bright blessings, dear.”

      He exhaled with relief. If that was all it was, the world hadn’t ended.

      “Bambi, Neil and Quentin have gone to Altitude. Maria asked me to pass that on to you, as she’s had to leave to collect her children. Take care.”

      “Shit.” He started the engine and propped the phone between ear and shoulder as he began to drive.

      “Problem?” Amy buckled her seatbelt.

      “Maybe.”

      Why the hell had Quentin gone to a bar? Goddess, if he’d been drinking since that message was left, he’d be totally shit-faced by now. He fixed his eyes on the road and waited for the third message to play.

      “Hey, Laurence!” It was Neil’s voice this time. “I know this call’s from Banbury’s number, but — haha, you’re gonna love this — he says you hate him and never wanna see him again. He might be a tiny bit drunk, but I thought the very least you could do was tell him to stop being a fucking idiot, am I right? Anyway, we’re at Altitude if you wanna come get your lovesick boyfriend. Snoochie boochies!”

      “Shit!” He threw his phone into the cup holder between the seats and hit the accelerator.

      Amy gripped the sides of her seat. “What’s wrong?”

      Where could he even start with that? I ignored my lover all day and now he’s out getting drunk with a rock star. Or possibly, Oh, did I mention he’s a raging alcoholic? Maybe he could go with He needs me, and I’m an hour away.

      In the end all he said was, “I gotta get home.”

      Amy watched him, then nodded. “Might be best if we live long enough for that, honey.”

      He grit his teeth and tightened his hold on the wheel.
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      He dropped Amy home and waited until she unlocked her front door before racing off to the interstate. Getting into Encinitas had cost him precious time, and returning to the 5 sliced a few more minutes out of his journey, but he didn’t dare get pulled over, so he stuck to the limit until he reached the familiar bright lights of San Diego. Once past the downtown banks, though, the lights dimmed once more, and he hauled the truck off at the 10th Avenue exit.

      He stuck with 10th past gas stations and new apartment blocks, then veered right down F Street until he was able to cut across traffic to pull left onto 6th. He didn’t dare look at the time. The sky was so dark overhead that he couldn’t see it beyond the street lights and the windows of increasingly tall hotels as he dove into the Gaslamp Quarter.

      Before he reached K Street, he could see the line of people trailed around the block. And once he turned onto it, the No Parking signs were out in force.

      “You’re fucking kidding me,” he snarled.

      He knew better than that. He was a damn Gaslamp resident, or had been until recently. He knew the streets were mostly off-limits around the nightclubs, and he’d gotten here late at night, when people were willing to queue for the view over Petco Park. This was the wrong time of year to try and get in after eight. It was warm, the sun didn’t set until at least nine, and the city was overflowing with tourists.

      Laurence slammed his brakes on by the parking attendant and grabbed his cellphone.

      “Valet parking?”

      “Yeah.” Laurence tossed his keys. “I won’t be long.”

      “It’s fifteen dollars for the first—”

      Laurence blotted him out as he ran toward the crowd, then melted into it. He slowed himself right down and began to slip between people and the hotel wall.

      He had to get inside, and he didn’t have an hour to stand in line, or risk the bouncers turning him away.

      It wasn’t easy, trying to sneak unnoticed past a hundred people. He looked as nonchalant as he could, like he was just searching for a friend who was already in line waiting for him, until he slipped behind a bouncer at a door and eased his way through the lobby and into the elevator. He adhered to the back as it ascended, filled with a fresh batch of club-goers, and only once he was disgorged out into the fresh night air on the roof did he finally allow himself to relax.

      He’d done it.

      Herne was right. He could pass right through the herd completely unnoticed if he focused on it, but he didn’t have time to dwell on his achievement. He had to find Quentin, assuming he was even still here.

      Laurence darted past tables and chairs, looking left and right as he hurried along. There was a row of lamps to either side of him, which only added to the light pollution, so he slowed and listened. He took deep breaths and tasted the air.

      Alcohol. Mint. Orange. Whiskey. Bourbon.

      Oud wood.

      He heard squeals of delight and drunken laughter. Faintly, below that, something familiar.

      He broke into a run and shoved his way through the crowd, following the traces of Quentin on the air. They were almost colors to him, like the spoor of the squirrel, and the closer he drew the brighter they became.

      There!

      A quiet corner, away from the view, tucked behind the bar. Laurence plunged toward it and saw a figure he would recognize anywhere. Short, inky hair. Thin body. Impeccable dress sense. He bared his teeth in triumph.

      He had found his prey.

      By Quentin’s side, Neil Storm. Good. Neil was still here. Maybe he was keeping Quentin safe, waiting for Laurence to come. Maybe he was being a friend.

      Though a friend wouldn’t have brought Quentin to a damn bar, of all places.

      He strode up to the two men and walked around their table until he could see their faces and confirm it was them. Once he was certain, he laid a hand on the back of an empty chair. “Hey. What’s going on here?”

      “Hey, Laurence!” Neil swooped to his feet and wobbled, then fell heavily to his seat again. The reek of whiskey sours rolled off him. “Banbury loves you! He wants to marry you! Why’d you leave him, bro?”

      “Leave… what?” Laurence crinkled his nose. “I didn’t… wait, he wants to what? Quen? What’s going on?”

      Quentin frowned in the general direction of Laurence’s knees, and Laurence winced. Goddess, he smelled even worse than Neil.

      Laurence’s skin itched.

      Damn it, not now!

      “C’mon, baby.” Laurence sighed. “Let’s get you home.”

      “Y’don’wnn’,” Quentin mumbled.

      “Yeah, I really do. Come on, it’s costing me a fortune to park here, and I already had to drop three hundred on a new cellphone.” He circled the table and leaned down to loop his arm under Quentin’s. “Up you get, baby.”

      Quentin muttered something incoherent as he turned to nuzzle against Laurence’s chest.

      Then his body turned rigid as a corpse.

      “Quen?” Laurence tried to make eye contact, but Quentin was staring in horror at his chest. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

      The wind that broke across the rooftop sent drinks and glasses flying, and overturned tables. Quentin lashed out, and before Laurence could see it coming he was thrown over the table and slammed into the safety glass between him and certain death.

      “What the fuck! Quen!”

      Quentin jerked to his feet. The wind coalesced around him. Glasses flew like arrows. He was still staring at Laurence’s chest.

      Laurence looked down, but the only thing he could see was the amulet, softly glowing against his t-shirt.

      People had started screaming.

      “Shit.” Laurence tried to stand, but the wind buffeted him against the glass barrier.

      He heard a crack.

      “Neil!” he screamed. “Stop him!”

      Neil sprang to his feet and jabbed his elbow into Quentin’s face, and Quentin dropped like a rock. Then Neil fell into his seat again, looking bemused.

      The wind died out immediately, and Laurence ran over to check on Quentin.

      “What the hell did he do that for?” Neil groaned. He picked a napkin off the floor and held it over a cut on his arm.

      “Beats me, man.” Laurence shook his head, then squinted at Neil. “How’d you know it was him?”

      “Oh, we’ve been talking about it all day, yo. The Valentine’s party. Other stuff. He’s figured out some cool shit.” Then he laughed like that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “Cool. Get it? Oh wait, no. You will. It’s awesome.” He rubbed his stubble. “Anyway. Why’d he do that?”

      Laurence shook his head slowly as he propped Quentin up and slipped an arm around his waist. “I dunno,” he breathed.

      But he slipped the pendant away inside his shirt, just in case.

      He had too many questions. If Quentin reacted to the amulet, that meant he could see it. And if he could see magic…

      “C’mon,” he hissed to Neil. “Help me get him to the truck.”

      Together they dragged the unconscious earl toward the elevator, and Laurence prayed nobody put two and two together.
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      Everything swam.

      He was reasonably certain that he was upright, although he wouldn’t like to place bets. His head felt as though campanologists had set up shop inside it and were ringing in the new year. And he seemed to be strapped down. Or in. Or otherwise restrained.

      Quentin risked one eye, then the other, but their information wasn’t much use. It was dark, and blurry, and also dark.

      He managed to convince his hands to at least feel for whatever it was across his chest that held him tight, and it turned out to be a strap of some sort.

      Seatbelt, you bloody imbecile. It’s a seatbelt.

      Yes, that seemed about right. It ran from his right shoulder to his left hip. But that was a silly way for it to go, because he couldn’t drive.

      “Amm’drrv?” He smacked his lips. His mouth wasn’t working right. Bloody typical. Nothing ever worked right.

      “You’re awake?”

      Oh. He knew that voice, didn’t he? It was a beautiful voice, full of laughter and light and… American… ness.

      He felt his own mouth curve upward, and he rolled his head toward the voice on his left. A sea of yellow waves hove into view. “I looooooove you,” he slurred.

      “I know, baby.” Laurence, that was his name. Laurence. Would he be Laurence d’Arcy, or would he want to keep his original surname? “How much have you had to drink?”

      “Eeehhh.” Quentin waved a hand, and accidentally punched the dashboard. “Ow.” He nursed his knuckles. “Where’re we going?”

      “Home,” Laurence sighed. “I’m sorry, Quen. I had to go out, then I was gone way longer than I expected, and my phone was out of range. I can’t believe you went to a bar, though!”

      “Sorry.” He wasn’t wholly sure what he’d done wrong.

      You agreed not to drink, a little voice hissed at him.

      Only with Laurence around, he argued.

      “It’s okay. I just…” Laurence huffed. “It would really help me if you didn’t drink, okay? I know I’m asking a lot here, but… I can’t see you get this drunk, baby. You understand?”

      “No,” Quentin mumbled. “Not really.” Then he blinked. “You’re not leaving me?”

      “No!” Laurence’s breath was loud. “Let’s just get home, okay? You sleep it off. We can talk in the morning.”

      “Oooh.” Quentin sagged against his seat.

      Sleep sounded great.
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      It felt for a few seconds as though his mouth had been glued shut. His tongue adhered to the roof of his mouth, and his jaw didn’t quite work to pull the two apart. When it finally did, there was a god-awful shluup that shocked him into sitting up, only the sudden movement then made him queasy. He wondered whether he might be coming down with something.

      No. This is drunk, remember?

      He groaned and pinched his nose. He hadn’t been this drunk in months. Waking up sober was a new and interesting experience, and one he rather missed now that he wasn’t doing it. He squinted as he peered around the room, but he was alone. No Laurence, no dogs.

      He wasn’t ready for today, so he rolled over and went back to sleep.
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      The second time he woke was far more successful. He felt less sick, and almost sober. The dogs were asleep on the floor, and Laurence sat by the window with Windsor’s nest box cradled in one arm, like he was holding a baby.

      “You’re up, huh?” Laurence dropped an unfamiliar phone onto the small table to his side, then placed Windsor’s box beside it. “About time.”

      An uneasy sensation brewed in his chest. It was uncomfortable and shameful and he didn’t like it.

      Guilt.

      He sat with care and pushed his hair back into some sort of semblance of acceptable. Laurence was dressed, and his hair was damp from a shower that Quentin must have slept right through.

      “I walked the girls,” Laurence explained. “Called Mom, told her I couldn’t come in. Aiden stopped by to swap trucks. Kim fed Windsor all day yesterday. Lisa’s here, she came yesterday afternoon and stayed the night. And apparently Neil’s back in town, and you two thought it’d be a great idea to go get drunk together.” He bared his teeth a moment.

      Quentin shrank back against the headboard. He looked down and found he was wearing pajamas under the sheets, but he pulled the sheets up defensively anyway. It felt like Laurence was telling him off.

      “I spoke to Mom when I called her earlier.” Laurence’s shoulders sagged as he sighed. “Baby, I’m not leaving you. Why would you think that?” Then he held up a hand and shook his head. “No, I know. I treated you like crap yesterday morning. I’m sorry. I had a bad dream, and I didn’t wanna talk about it, but that wasn’t your fault. And it wasn’t because we did stuff over the weekend either.” He pushed himself from the chair and approached the bed, then sat by Quentin’s side and took his hand. “I love you, Quen.”

      Quentin blinked sluggishly and looked to Laurence’s hand as it wrapped around his own. It was so strong, so rugged, with faint callouses from daily labor and a warm, almost honey tone from the California sunshine. It made his own slender, bony, pasty-white hand all the more ghostly by comparison.

      “I didn’t hurt you?” He whispered it with caution, lest Laurence be hurt all over again by the very question.

      “How?” Laurence snorted softly and leaned in to ease his free arm around Quentin’s shoulders. His lips brushed against Quentin’s ear. “You could never hurt me, baby. Never. And I’m never going to let anyone hurt you ever again, okay?”

      He began to sag against Laurence’s firm chest. It felt as though he were leeching heat, vitality, from the man’s very presence, and his mind began to clear. “Nobody hurt me, darling,” he breathed.

      Laurence squeezed tight. “Jack,” he growled. “Kane. Doesn’t matter who, baby. They’ll never touch you. Not with me here. I promise.”

      Quentin nodded a little. “Or you,” he murmured in return. “I won’t let anything hurt you.”

      There are always consequences.

      He sat back sharply as that guilt flared in his chest again. His heart, having soared so briefly, began to sink once more. “We must talk.”

      “Yeah.” Laurence withdrew himself, but retained his hold on Quentin’s hand. “Baby… what do you know about magic?”

      There was a thud, chased by another. At first Quentin didn’t realize it came from his own heart. The blood pumping through him rushed in his ears and made him dizzy, and the hammer in his chest almost took a back seat to it as every muscle in his body coiled and primed itself.

      “Whoa! Whoa, baby, it’s okay!” Laurence’s hold on his hand became almost painfully tight. “Deep breath. Count down!”

      “No. No…” Quentin shook his head in desperation. Why was everyone obsessed with magic lately? Kane had grilled him on it, now Laurence wanted to know.

      “Quen!” Laurence’s teeth flashed again. “Calm. Down.”

      He screwed his eyes shut and retained Laurence’s hand to center himself around.

      Ten. Nine. Eight.

      Had Father contacted Laurence?

      Seven. Six.

      Hurt him? Was that why Laurence had been sick suddenly?

      Five. Four. Three.

      If Father had attacked Laurence and Quentin wasn’t there, that already made his promise to protect Laurence a lie, didn’t it?

      Two. One.

      Cold seeped through him. Dread. Loathing. Terror. His heart raced and his hands trembled. Numbers weren’t going to help. Father would kill Laurence.

      Just as he’d killed Mother.

      “Baby?” Laurence’s voice was distant, like it came through tar. “Shit, baby, please…”

      You’re going to kill Laurence yourself if you don’t take control.

      The thought was a sledgehammer to his panic, and he counted down from the top, crushing fragments of panic back into their bloody box. They’d have to stay there. He didn’t have the luxury of allowing them to run around unchecked.

      Fingers lay against the back of his neck and brushed tenderly over his skin. Up into his hair, then down to ease just below the collar of his pajamas. Up, down, up, down.

      It was hypnotic, and he latched to it. His breath fell into step. His head drooped forward.

      “Shhh. Shhh it’s okay.” Laurence kissed his forehead. “Are you okay?”

      “Mmhmm.” He drew a slow breath, then released his death grip on Laurence’s hand. “Are you?”

      “Yeah. Okay.” Laurence kissed the side of his neck, then withdrew, and Quentin swayed toward him. “Look at me.”

      The tingle that flickered down his spine made him want to touch Laurence in all sorts of ways which would most likely be under-appreciated at this very moment, and Quentin licked his lips before he lifted his head. He blinked a few times until he was reasonably sure he was paying attention.

      “Wow.” Laurence smiled a little, but his eyes were creased with sadness, not amusement. “Okay. I’m gonna need to talk to you about this. I know you can do it, Quen. We talk about sex, don’t we?” This time his smile reached his eyes. “And you like the dirty stuff, right?”

      That certainly didn’t help. It just made him want to draw Laurence into his arms and—

      Laurence was waiting.

      He cleared his throat and bobbed his head. “Mmhmm.”

      “We’ve gotta talk about magic.”

      “No, we—”

      “Yes, we do!” Laurence sprang to his feet and paced toward the window, and the dogs slunk around to the other side of the bed to avoid him. “Take all the time you need, Quen, but we are going to have this conversation. I will wait until you’re ready. But not in a month. Not next week. Not tomorrow. Today. And I’m not leaving this room until we do, so do what you gotta. Calm yourself. Meditate if you have to, but we have to talk.”

      Quentin scowled and flung his sheets aside and swung his legs out of bed. He was halfway to the bathroom before Laurence called, “And don’t lock yourself in there all day, either!”

      He didn’t answer. But he did lock the door.

      If he couldn’t stay here all day, he could at least bloody tidy himself up before they started talking about this sort of thing.
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      Much of last night, it seemed, had become a blur. He recalled arriving at Altitude with Neil, and settling into a nice discreet little corner. Neil had regaled him with stories of his tour across Asia, and there might have been a drink or two to accompany their afternoon as it slowly turned to evening. They'd ordered dinner, and of course some drinks to go with it, but really, all was well right up until Neil asked how Quentin and Laurence had been.

      Then it had all crashed down. He tried not to talk about it, but Neil teased it out of him little by little until he’d poured his heart out and made a complete arse of himself.

      After that, who knew what had happened? He vaguely remembered being sozzled in the truck, but the rest was gone.

      He’d been growing accustomed to remembering things. To doing things worth remembering, too. And now it felt as though there’d been a backwards slide, like a glacier edging down a mountain. His control had wavered, and it had to stop.

      He used the bathroom perfunctorily, going about his business while his thoughts began to line themselves up more neatly. By the time he moisturized, he was reasonably settled. Once he shaved, he was a picture of calm.

      The image in the mirror regarded him with an expressionless gaze, then nodded with him.

      He was ready.

      His fingers settled on the towel around his waist. Could he go out like this?

      Laurence has seen you. Several times. He put pajamas on you last night.

      You can do this.

      You must do this.

      One last glance to the mirror. One last look at the cross-hatching of scars over his body. There was nothing appealing there, nothing. But that was who he was.

      He tore himself from his reflection and re-entered the bedroom. Without looking to Laurence, he crossed to the walk-in and began selecting clothes. Something casual, loose-fitting, so that he did not melt in the summer heat should he go outside. He plucked cream-colored trousers and a white shirt from the rails and set them aside, then fussed with his underwear and socks until satisfied. Once dressed, he braced himself and drew his head to his full height.

      His armor was in place.

      Prepared for battle, he breezed through to the bedroom and took a seat by the window. The girls huddled around his feet, and he petted their heads. “All right,” he said, with more confidence than he felt. “Let’s talk.”

      Laurence sat on the other side of the table and dipped his fingers in to pet Windsor’s head. The little bird’s skin was darkening day by day as feathers formed beneath it. Soon they would break through, coiled in little pins, and he’d look like a tiny black hedgehog.

      “I think,” Laurence said with care, “that you can see magic. And I’d like to test that.”

      Quentin settled back in his chair and rested his elbows on the arms. He crossed his legs and folded his hands together in his lap.

      He was not a coward. But he was cautious. That was only to be expected. It was sensible, in fact.

      “How?” he asked.

      “By showing you something magic.” Laurence’s lips clamped together a moment. “I got it yesterday. It’s not dangerous—”

      “It is,” Quentin snapped.

      “No.” Laurence stopped petting Windsor and lifted his chin. “It’s for protection against dangerous spells, Quen.”

      Quentin frowned slightly, but held himself in check. This conversation would happen, and he was stuck here until it did.

      “Are you ready?”

      “As I will ever be,” Quentin grumbled.

      “Good.” Laurence raised his hands to his own neck, and his fingers slid to the leather thong around it. He tugged as he bowed his head, and a moment later he lay the entire thing down on the table between them. A simple thread of leather, with a magic talisman hung from it.

      Quentin recoiled and kicked his chair back from the table until it bumped against the wall. The talisman was only an inch wide, a simple pentagram made from metal, but the fact was that it glowed. It gave off a pale, greenish light that shouldn’t have been there.

      Metal did not glow.

      “What do you see?” Laurence said.

      “Where did you get it?” Quentin didn’t even want to use his gifts to push the bloody thing away. That still placed him in some sort of esoteric contact with it, and he didn’t fancy that in the slightest.

      “I’ll tell you in a minute. But I need to know what you see.”

      “It’s green.” Quentin’s lip curled. “It glows. What more do you need to know?”

      Laurence exhaled softly. “Shit.” He sucked his lip slowly and put the thong back around his neck, then tucked the talisman under his shirt so that Quentin couldn’t see it any more, but it didn’t help much. “Okay. We’ve got to talk.”

      “So you’ve said.” He didn’t mean to be so snippy, but it was out now. All he could do was check that his shirt was neat, that the seam of his trousers was straight.

      “Yeah.” Laurence cleared his throat. “Baby, if you can see magic, you can do magic.”

      His hands froze. “No.”

      “Yes. Don’t fight me on this. I’m not saying that you do use magic. I’m not saying you have to use magic. But you have the ability to, Quen. The universe listens to you.”

      “Rubbish!” The word dripped scorn. Quentin gave up trying to hold back his scathing tone. “What do you know about magic?”

      Laurence sucked air through his teeth and sat back in his chair. “I made the amulet, Quen.”

      Then he said the worst words Quentin had ever heard.

      “I’m a witch.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          
            Laurence

          

        

      

    

    
      It was like throwing a grenade into a concrete bunker. Laurence all but had the pin in his hand when he tossed his words between them, and all he could do was hope that Quentin would stay with him, because if everything blew up Laurence would have to repeat this whole damn conversation over and over until he found a way to have it that didn’t lead to Quentin blacking out and forgetting it all.

      Quentin stared at him like he’d grown a second head. The poor guy looked about ready to leap out the damn window.

      He’d pushed too far, but if he moved now, Quentin’s survival instincts might kick in and shut him down while his telekinesis horribly murdered Laurence.

      Laurence didn’t really picture his day getting any better being torn to shreds by his lover, so he remained still as a tree stump.

      Quentin was the first to shift position. He uncrossed his legs with deliberate care, then eased to his feet and stepped around the dogs. He made it as far as the bedroom door before he stopped.

      Laurence bit his lip.

      “How long?” Quentin croaked.

      “Yesterday. That’s where I was all day. I found someone to teach me and he showed me how to make the amulet, but that’s all. That’s the only spell I’ve ever cast, Quen.” He spoke with all the calm he could muster. It was a miracle that Quentin was still speaking, and he didn’t want to make the situation any worse.

      Quentin seemed torn between whether he should be furious or terrified. He stood with his back to the doors and his lips were drawn back in a grimace, but his gaze flitted slowly back and forth between anger and fear with subtle shifts in his cheeks and eyebrows as whatever went on between his ears crashed around.

      Last week, Laurence might have lost his own temper. He might have argued that there was nothing scary about magic, just like he’d tried to tell Quentin that sex was great.

      But now he knew.

      He knew why Quentin was so utterly scared of both things, and he couldn’t ever forget. Goddess, he’d been an ass, pining after Quentin like a horny teenager. He’d asked whether anyone had hurt him, yeah, but how could he have known the reason Quentin insisted he’d never been assaulted was because he didn’t know?

      It wasn’t fair. But he couldn’t let that line of thinking overtake him right now, or he’d lose his shit and break furniture.

      “Why?” Quentin’s question was so faint that Laurence wasn’t sure most people could have heard it.

      He sucked his teeth a moment, then sighed. “Because Herne told me that I could.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you should!”

      Laurence bit back his natural answer. Defending himself would make the situation worse. So instead he said, “I agree.”

      That seemed to throw Quentin for a loop. His shoulders sagged faintly, and he leaned back against the doors. “What?”

      “I agree,” Laurence repeated. “It doesn’t mean that I should.”

      Quentin eyed him like he was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      Laurence risked a small shrug, then murmured, “Neil said last night you wanted to marry me?”

      Now Quentin blinked rapidly, and a delicate pink rose to his cheeks. “He… he said that?”

      He hid his satisfaction at moving Quentin onto a lower-risk subject. Hopefully it would sap the energy out of his fear and enable a more productive conversation. “Yeah. Don’t you think it’s a bit soon for that kinda talk?”

      Another blink. “It wasn’t me! I didn’t… that’s not to say… I mean… Neil started it!”

      Goddess, he really was so fucking adorable when he was flustered. Laurence fought not to smirk. “Uh huh. Mind you, he also said I hated you, so he’s full of crap.”

      Quentin’s ears had turned pink now.

      “And he said you’d worked a few things out. Said it was cool, like that was supposed to be a hint.” Laurence finally allowed himself to move, leaning back in his chair. “What’d you figure out, baby?”

      The earl got his gear-change face on, where he’d look at some point on the wall and tip his head slightly while he tried to keep up with the conversation. Once he was done, he stepped into the room and stopped by the foot of the bed. It was still a couple of meters from Laurence, but it was better than nothing. He raised a hand, palm towards the ceiling, and frowned faintly.

      Laurence waited. Was he going to speak? Drop to one knee and propose? Was this some weird British way of asking him to stand?

      He exhaled, and his breath clouded in the cold air.

      Laurence stood quickly. The temperature had plummeted, and every breath he let out turned into a puff of condensation. He shivered and watched as the condensation turned into the tiniest snow particles and drifted toward the carpet.

      “You’re—” His teeth chattered. The only way to get this cold was to head up into the mountains in the depths of winter. “You’re doing this?”

      He could’ve kicked himself. What a dumb question. Of course Quentin was doing this! He wasn’t standing there showing off his newfound origami skills, was he?

      Quentin adjusted his stance slightly. He stood tall and dropped his hand a couple of inches, and the temperature rose.

      And rose.

      Sweat began to bead Quentin’s forehead moments before it did Laurence’s, the Brit’s temperature tolerance far lower than Laurence’s. But then he lowered his hand and took a step back, and the warmth faded away.

      Laurence grabbed his t-shirt and dabbed the sweat off his face. “Damn. That’s…” He didn’t know what to say about it. It seemed pretty useless, all things considered, but at least it wasn’t more fire. “That’s pretty awesome.”

      “You think so?” Ah, there was the old Quentin at last. He might be vain, but Laurence found it cute that this amazing, sexy man came to him for validation.

      “Yeah.” Laurence shrugged. “Maybe it’s all connected, you know? We’ve been looking at your telekinesis and pyrokinesis as two different gifts, but what if you’re just… I dunno… psychokinetic? Like, maybe you just flat-out control your environment, whether that’s where things are or how hot they are or…”

      “Or whether they are on fire?” One of Quentin’s eyebrows arched.

      “Yeah.” Laurence grinned. “I mean, sometimes you really don’t want everything to be on fire, right? That’s a pretty important consideration in life.”

      “That is true,” Quentin agreed. Then he sighed and perched on the edge of the bed. “There is something else.”

      “Oh?” Laurence headed toward him with caution, but Quentin didn’t recoil this time, and when Laurence sat, the man even leaned against him, so he slipped an arm around Quentin’s waist. “What is it, baby?”

      Quentin took a deep breath, then closed his eyes as he exhaled.

      “My father knows where I am,” he whispered.

      The words sank in slowly. Laurence wondered whether he’d heard them in the wrong order, or maybe misheard some of the important bits altogether, but Quentin looked like a beaten man ready to surrender, so he had to assume what he’d heard was exactly what Quentin said.

      But what it meant? Laurence bit the inside of his cheek and worried at it. The duke knew where Quentin was, but what would he do with that knowledge? Mostly all the guy seemed to want was for Quentin to go home. One question rose to the fore, though, and he frowned slightly. “What makes you think that?”

      “He was here.” Quentin’s words rasped in his throat. “Not in person. A projection, an… apparition, I suppose. He…” he hesitated, then sighed. “It was magic.”

      “Shit.” Laurence tightened his hold, and turned to kiss the top of Quentin’s head briefly. “When was this, baby?”

      “Friday. I’m sorry. I wasn’t ready to tell you, and when you had news of your own I just…” He shrugged. “I couldn’t. You were so happy, and I couldn’t ruin that.”

      He nodded faintly. He’d known Quentin was hiding something, that it would take a while for him to bring it up, but he really wished it hadn’t been something as big as this. “Then I’m really proud of you, Quen,” he said, lips brushing across silken hair.

      Quentin withdrew enough to lift his head and look Laurence in the eye, his own creased in confusion. “Proud? How?”

      “Because you’re here.” Laurence chuckled and raised his hand to cup Quentin’s cheek and brush his thumb across it. “You didn’t run, baby. You stayed right here.”

      Quentin’s soft lips pursed. “I packed a bag.”

      “But you didn’t run,” Laurence reminded him.

      “What would be the point?” Quentin laid a hand across Laurence’s thigh and lowered his head again. “If he uses magic to find me, then nowhere is safe. I have wasted so much time running away, so convinced that he found me through connections or media, and it transpires that he has known all along how to locate me.”

      Laurence rested his chin against Quentin’s head and closed his eyes. “This amulet… I made it to protect myself from other magic users. I don’t know if it’ll only work for me. I’ll ask, and if I can make you one too, I will.” He hesitated. “The spell seemed kinda personal, though. You might have to cast it yourself.”

      “No.”

      He knew that voice. The depth Quentin brought about when he was stamping his foot down, the demarcation of a line he would not cross. At least, not right away. If Quentin was ever going to learn magic, it wouldn’t be any time soon. It had taken half the year just to get him to accept a blowjob.

      “Okay, baby. It’s all right. We’ll find a way.” He kissed Quentin’s hair. “Did he say anything?”

      “He wants me home,” Quentin muttered.

      “Mm. Same old, huh?”

      “He gave me two weeks.”

      A slow and sure sense of impending doom coiled around Laurence’s heart. “Or what?”

      “He did not elaborate.” Quentin sat up and squared his shoulders. “Only that there would be consequences.”

      “Yeah, well. Two weeks from Friday, huh?” Laurence nodded as he tried to sound confident, but all he could think of was the sheer size of Rufus’ library and the fact that it was already most of the way through their first week.

      Time was not on their side.

      “I’m gonna need to study my ass off,” he said. “Maybe I can ward the house, protect it from him, stop him getting in here. And if I can make you an amulet too, then he can’t touch you when you go outside. That should hold him off for a while, until I can learn something more useful, right?”

      Quentin licked his lips, then bit the tip of his tongue before he inclined his head. “It would be churlish of me to disagree.”

      “Yeah,” Laurence chuckled. “Just a tad. Look, magic isn’t inherently evil, okay?”

      Quentin eyed him.

      He held Quentin tight and ran fingers through his hair. “But your dad is, and I’m not gonna fucking let him lay a finger on you.”

      Quentin nodded gently, and Laurence allowed himself time to imagine pulling the duke’s guts out through his skull.
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      Laurence had the entire evening to prepare for what was to come. Sooner or later they would go to bed, and Quentin would swap back to pajamas, and when he did Laurence had to lie. He had to pretend that he was absolutely fine with Quentin’s scars. And in fairness he was. They were a part of the man he loved.

      It was just that they were also a memory he wished he could erase.

      Quentin eased between the sheets, and Laurence joined him moments after. So far, so good.

      Please, Goddess, don’t make him horny.

      He was pretty sure he wasn’t ready for that yet. The idea of it turned his stomach. All it would take to ruin everything would be one single flashback, and that would be it.

      Quentin wriggled until he lay alongside Laurence, then he rested his head on Laurence’s shoulder, and eased an arm around his waist. But that was all.

      Laurence smiled softly and looped his arm around Quentin. “So if we got married,” he said offhandedly, “would I be like a countess or something?”

      Quentin sat up immediately, his features pink in the darkness. “You said—”

      “Too soon, uh huh.” He waved a hand airily over his own head. “Do I get a crown?”

      “Goodness, no! Crowns are for royalty. It would be a coronet—” Quentin broke off, then huffed and lay back down. “You are toying with me.”

      “Maybe,” Laurence teased with a lazy grin. He wrapped his arms around Quentin and lightly stroked his hair. “Run the whole thing by me in a year or two. I might have changed my mind.”

      “Might have?” Quentin snorted.

      “Hey, you’re supposed to be the one wooing me, remember?” Laurence laughed. “Last I saw, you ain’t doing much wooing, baby. It’s all on me. Never mind. I’ll give you the month off, since we’ve got stuff going on.” He yawned, then closed his eyes. “I’m gonna go see Rufus tomorrow, okay? Learn some more things. His house hasn’t got any cell coverage, but I’ll text you when I’m leaving, okay?”

      “All right.” Quentin spoke softly, and he snuggled in closer, making himself comfortable. “Thank you, darling.”

      Laurence smirked. “What for this time?”

      “Oh,” Quentin murmured. “For being you.”

      “Ha. I can do that for the rest of my life, baby. Just you watch me.”
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      He parted ways with Quentin in the morning, a kiss and a hug before he took the truck. He wanted to hit the road before rush hour, and just hoped Rufus wasn’t the kind of guy who disliked early guests. He had the seatbelt hold Windsor’s box steady against the passenger seat, and the bird stayed asleep the whole way. Still, he left the windows open a couple of inches as he stopped off to grab some food and snacks from a grocery store.

      By eight, he reached the abandoned-looking lot, and he heaved the fence aside and drove in as quickly as he could, then grabbed nest and supplies and hurried to the shade of the front porch.

      The door opened a moment after. Rufus was in a bathrobe and his hair was a mess, but he didn’t look half-asleep. “Hey. Come in! Oh, you want a hand with that?” He reached for a couple of the bags. “What’d you bring? A week’s supply?”

      “Got a lotta learning to do,” Laurence said as he carried the rest through to the kitchen. “Pretty fast, too, apparently. This amulet—” he tapped his chest, but the pentagram was beneath his t-shirt. “Can I make one for someone else, or do they need to make it themselves?”

      “They’re personal items.” Rufus found a box of cookies as he was unpacking the bags, and eyed them with keen interest. “Attuned to our personal energies. There are ways to make ones that anyone can use, but these are quicker and easier.” He glanced across at Laurence. “You want to protect someone else?”

      He sighed and put the tub of Windsor’s mush in the fridge. “Yeah. My partner, Quentin. His dad’s the warlock we were talking about yesterday.” He shrugged. “Well, not so much talking as—”

      “Hinting, yeah.” Rufus set the cookies aside. “Well, that’s easy to solve, right? I mean, if the father’s a warlock, odds are the kid is too. It runs pretty strong in families.”

      Laurence bit his lip and added soda to the fridge. “Is it possible,” he said slowly, “for someone who wasn’t born like this to develop it later in life?”

      Rufus snorted. “No. Well, not naturally. There’s a handful of really fucking horrible ways to force the universe to listen, though.”

      Laurence sat heavily on the nearest available stool. “Oh.”

      Goddess, he’d been so excited that Quentin could see magic. But that was the secret, wasn’t it? That was why the duke had the same scars.

      Hell, how long had this been going on? Father to son?

      He felt sick. His hands shook, so he clasped his knees. The realization had sprung to him like the solution to a crossword puzzle, but the ramifications were slower to percolate.

      “Oh Goddess.” He swayed and leaned against the counter.

      Rufus slowly lowered himself into a seat and faced Laurence. “You’re shitting me,” he breathed.

      Acid burned the back of his throat. He belched, and it tasted of bile.

      “No wonder you wanna fucking kill him.” Rufus sighed. “You gotta know… none of these methods are fast. And they’ve all got to be done before the…” He paused. “Before the, uh, recipient’s eighteenth birthday.”

      “He’s…” Laurence rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “He’s given Quentin two weeks to pack up and go home. He wants Quentin to…” He couldn’t finish that sentence.

      He wants Quentin to take over the family legacy.

      The duke wanted Quentin to have children. And to…

      Laurence leaped from his stool and roared in impotent rage. Was this how the d’Arcy family gained power and prestige? By mutilating their own children? How long had it been going on? How many of them had been beaten and raped by their fathers?

      It stopped here. It had to. Quentin would be the last, and if that meant the end of their precious fucking bloodline or whatever, then maybe that was for the best.

      “I’m going to fucking kill him,” he spat. “I’m going to rip him apart. And if you ever tell Quentin what his dad did to him, I’ll pull your fucking head off too.”

      Rufus narrowed his eyes. “He doesn’t know? How can he not know?”

      Laurence stalked toward him, murder on his mind.

      “You know what?” Rufus stood. “I don’t need to know. You pack everything away and calm the hell down. I’m gonna take a shower.” He rocked his jaw, then walked out of the kitchen with his head high.

      Laurence snarled at Rufus’ back, but then Windsor peeped from his box, and the anger bled from him.

      He had a baby to feed, and a handful of days in which to learn everything he possibly could. Pissing Rufus off wouldn’t get him too far.

      “Yeah,” he agreed as he walked to the fridge to fetch Windsor’s food. “You’re right.”

      There was a time and a place, and this was neither.
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      Once Rufus was clean and dressed, Laurence had cooled his heels. He’d also fed Windsor twice, so the witch must’ve taken at least half an hour.

      They sat together in the library and Rufus picked through a stack of books he’d liberated from the shelves. “Okay,” he said. “If you’ve got a warlock who’s willing to do some seriously nasty shit, then I think we’re going to need to throw you in at the deep end and put some major wards up around your home. Either of you go anywhere else regularly?”

      Laurence nodded. “Yeah. I’ve got a job. I can ward the place if necessary, though. Mom knows what I can do, she’ll be okay with it.”

      “Great.” Rufus picked out one book at last and passed it to him. “There are a whole array of wards to apply, and they all need sigil components inscribed in order at certain intervals depending on the size and use of the area we’re protecting.”

      Laurence blinked at him. “We?”

      Rufus shrugged. “You don’t have time to learn all of this and apply it. We’ll go through the basics of how it works, then I’ll come with you and we’ll get your house protected first before we hit up where you work.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say. Did this mean Rufus was willing to put himself in harm’s way just because of what he knew Laurence faced, or was there some deeper motive?

      His parents.

      Laurence hadn’t yet begun to look into the cause of Rufus’ parents’ deaths. Protecting Laurence increased the odds that Laurence would live long enough to return the favor.

      Was Rufus that mercenary? Laurence couldn’t know. He’d met the guy yesterday, after stalking his friends and family and basically coercing them into revealing details about him. It wasn’t the best foot to get started on, but his mom had also warned him that their goals weren’t going to be in alignment, and that alone was enough for him to be wary.

      But Rufus was right. Laurence couldn’t ward a mansion and a shop and still have time to learn how to kick the duke’s ass. Not when it had taken him all day yesterday just to create a simple amulet. He didn’t speak the languages, he understood only the most basic principles, and the duke had at least thirty years’ practice and tuition on him. Hell, he might even have learned a whole bunch of spells off by heart and not need his books to hand Laurence his own innards on a platter.

      He didn’t have the luxury of saying no to Rufus’ offer.

      “Thanks, man.” He exhaled in a little puff of air after he spoke. “Latin again?”

      “Protection, so yeah, you got it.” Rufus grinned and tapped the book. “Let’s crack ’er open and get started.”

      Laurence ran his hands across the rough surface of the cloth-bound tome. It was a faded green, like it had sat out in the sun for most of its life, and it was warm to the touch. He eased it open and the thick pages splayed beneath his fingers. Some text gave off the lowest of glows, and so he stopped on a spell at random and cast his eyes over it.

      Rufus eyed it. “As good as any. Okay. Here’s where things get interesting.”

      Laurence made himself comfortable. Whenever teachers announced things were about to get interesting, they universally meant boring, so he might as well make sure his ass wasn’t gonna go numb.
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      Quentin ran with the dogs after Laurence’s departure. It gave him the opportunity to clear his head and try to think things through properly, without anyone else’s opinion to cloud his judgment.

      Laurence used magic.

      That was an uncomfortable fact to come to terms with, and if it had come a few months earlier it would have been the end of their relationship, without a shadow of a doubt. But that could have, in the longer term, led to the end of Quentin’s freedom, for without Laurence to protect him from his father’s magic, he would have no choice but to return home.

      To where his father waited.

      His father, who wanted to teach him.

      There was no question in his mind about that particular subject. He would not learn magic, and that was that.

      Could this be why Father refused to teach Freddy how to operate the estate, though? Was it all interwoven? If that were so, did it mean that Freddy was incapable of magic, or was Father merely so tied up in tradition that only the first-born son would do?

      If his father were to encounter resistance to any attempt to force Quentin to return, what action would he likely take from there? He would not walk away, but he might at least take another few years to think things through and plan his next move, which could give Laurence more time to improve his skills.

      It was hardly the most robust plan, but it would have to suffice for the time being.

      Satisfied that he had at least some way forward, he turned the dogs and began the run home.
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      He let the girls go ahead as he re-entered the house, and they wagged their tails as they entered the kitchen, which meant someone was in there. Someone they knew.

      Quentin followed, and was taken somewhat aback to see both Mia and Sebastian at the breakfast table. If they had been eating it would seem innocent enough, but they were not. They each had mugs of what smelled like coffee, and were watching him.

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Good morning. I didn’t know to expect a visitor, Sebastian, or I would have returned sooner.”

      “I didn’t expect to be here. Mia called.”

      Quentin turned his raised brow to Mia while he poured fresh water for the dogs. “Is everything all right?

      Mia shrugged. “It’s nothing bad, if that’s what you’re thinking. But we do need to talk about Lisa. Do you wanna go get your shower out of the way first?”

      He eyed them both. “Is she all right?”

      “Go shower,” Sebastian said. “It can wait until you’re done.”

      Never had the promise of a conversation sounded so ominous, so Quentin excused himself and hurried off to shower as swiftly as he could.
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      He fetched himself a cup of tea before he settled at the kitchen table. “All right. What is it that we need to discuss?”

      “Lisa,” Mia said. “She’s gotta get back into society. I chatted with her yesterday and she hasn’t been to school in two years. I think, if you’re really interested in helping her, you’re gonna want to get her a private tutor for a while so she can catch up on everything she’s missed out on.”

      “Oh.” Quentin relaxed back against his chair. He hadn’t known what to think, but he certainly hadn’t expected it to be something so simple. Thank goodness for small mercies. “If that’s what Lisa wishes for, then I shall look into it.”

      Mia shrugged. “In the end, whether she wants to do it or not, it’s not fair to her for you not to. Sooner or later she’ll need to go out into the world, and she’ll be better off if she has a high school education under her belt.”

      Quentin sipped his tea as he listened. So far everything made sense, but that didn’t explain Sebastian’s presence at the table. The man had taken time out of his schedule to be here, which potentially meant a loss of income, and that meant there was more at stake than finding tuition.

      “She’s still afraid the cops are gonna arrest her,” Mia continued.

      Ah, here it comes. He set the tea down in the center of a coaster and regarded her across the table.

      “I think we should look at a fake ID for her.” Mia raised her chin.

      He frowned slowly and looked between them. “Presumably this is where you come in?” he asked of Sebastian.

      “That’s right.” Sebastian gave him a curt nod. “These things ain’t as easy as they used to be, but fixing a fake driver’s license isn’t too hard, so at least she can offer it up to a casual observer without any hassle. It’s when you wanna get into constructing fake identities that’ll stand up to investigation that it starts to get tricky. I can do it, but it means paying a lot of money to all the right people.”

      It didn’t take a great logical leap to grasp what that meant. “It’s illegal,” Quentin surmised.

      “Yeah. But if it gives Lisa the peace of mind to get on with her life?” Sebastian shrugged. “Up to you. It’d be your wallet. We can do it all in cash, so nothing gets traced back to you; that’s no problem. And we’re close to the border, so there are a lotta people around here who are damn good at faking identification. I’m not gonna say it’s easy, but it’s doable.” He smiled briefly. “The easier option is to go with her to the cops and she can tell them what happened. It’s justifiable homicide, Quentin. Self defense. She didn’t even mean to kill the fucker, but even if she did, do you have any idea how many people die from their own firearms? It’d be pretty easy to pass it off as a hundred percent accidental.”

      “Easy?” Quentin blinked. His fingers curled around his cup and the warmth from it penetrated his flesh. “Sebastian, he… it cannot be easy for her to talk about what he did to her, especially not to people she does not know. And how often will she have to repeat her story? If it goes to court, she could be faced with telling an entire room full of adults what happened, and then being called a liar by the defense.” He paused. “I presume there will be some form of defense, despite the defendant being dead?”

      “She’d have defense. The city would be charging her, so she’d be the defendant.”

      Quentin sat up in horror. “That sounds considerably worse!”

      “Not gonna lie,” Sebastian muttered. “It wouldn’t be a walk in the park.”

      “And it could drag on for months.” Quentin narrowed his eyes. “No. I won’t ask her to put herself through that. She’s a child. Even should they find in her favor, that’s several months of trauma she does not need to endure.”

      “I get it,” Mia said softly. “It’s bad enough when we put adults through it, but kids?” She puffed out her cheeks. “I gotta say I’m with Quentin on this one.”

      “Okay.” Sebastian bobbed his head. “I gotta get going, but I’m gonna need some photos of Lisa to get the ball rolling. When you’ve got the time, can you get those arranged?”

      Quentin nodded. “Of course. I’ll speak with her and find when suits her best.”

      “Great.” Sebastian stood and offered his hand across the table. “Call me when you’ve got the photos, and I’ll take it from there.”

      Quentin shook his hand — or rather, handed his to Sebastian to have it almost wrenched from his arm — and smiled a little. “Thank you, I shall.”

      The bodyguard nodded to Mia and marched from the room.

      Quentin rubbed his hand with care and looked to Mia. “Where might I find a reliable tutor?”

      “That’s the easy part. There are companies online that you can hire teachers through, or you can even homeschool online. Where’s your computer?”

      He cleared his throat. “I do not have one.”

      She stared at him. “Your phone, then?”

      “Ah, I have one of those.” He produced it and laid it on the table between them with a mild flourish.

      Mia snorted as she grabbed it. “Do you even know where to get Lisa’s photos taken?”

      “I believe the phone has a—”

      “Nuh uh. Don’t even finish that sentence.” She rolled her eyes, then started typing. “You’ve got no security on this, either. You could at least use a password if you aren’t gonna enable biometrics.”

      Quentin just frowned at her.

      “Oh, jeez,” she muttered. “Okay. Let’s get this done before the builders arrive, then I’ll see if Lisa wants me to go get pictures with her.”

      “Very well.” Quentin offered a brief, warm smile. “Thank you.”
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      They worked through lunch. Laurence itched in his seat and tried not to voice his concern that they were wasting time, but the longer they drew into the afternoon, the more irritable he became.

      “No,” Rufus said for what felt like the thousandth time. “Like this. You’re shortcutting this curve here.” He took his pen and redrew the sigil on Laurence’s notepad.

      “What does it matter?” Laurence threw his pen down and flexed his hands. “You’re gonna be the one doing them for now, right?”

      “But you still need to learn to recognize them,” Rufus said. “Even if you don’t cast the wards today, you still have to be able to spot them when you find other people’s. You need to be able to tell what kind of spell is in place, whether it’ll redirect onto you or diffuse your magic away harmlessly, whether there are alarms to notify the caster of interference—”

      “The longer we do this, the less protected Quentin is.” He pushed the notebook away and scowled at Rufus.

      “We have over a week.” Rufus ran a hand down his shirt as he looked toward the ceiling. “Fine. Let’s go do the wards now, and we can get back to study tomorrow, okay?”

      “Yes.” Laurence surged to his feet, then huffed. He was being an ass to the guy who had agreed to teach him in exchange for a price Laurence had already said he wasn’t going to pay anytime soon. “Thank you,” he added. “I’m sorry. I just think I’ll be able to focus way better once I know he’s safe.”

      Rufus looked confused, and it dawned on Laurence that the man might not have had to think about other people for a hell of a long time. He lived all alone in this huge house, which was very literally cut off from the real world, and all he ever had to worry about was reading whatever books he wanted to, as and when he chose.

      Laurence leaned against the table. “Where do you get food from?”

      “The store?” Rufus smiled hesitantly. “That’s where people get food from, right?”

      “Most people don’t live on their own personal plane, though.”

      “Yeah.” Rufus shrugged as he got to his feet. “One day you’ll have to learn how to make a sanctum. It’s way safer than relying on wards for everything.”

      Laurence picked up Windsor’s box and his little tub of food mush. “Seriously? ’Cause I can just drive right into this place. How is that safe?”

      Rufus snorted at him. “Most don’t try. I only have to pay attention to the ones who do.”

      “But you must sleep, yeah? What if someone just walks right on in here at night?”

      “You know, if you paid this much attention to your lessons you’d be the one doing the wards today.” Rufus headed for the door.

      Windsor peeped in agreement, and Laurence eyed the bird.

      Herne never said his familiar would be a smartass.
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      He drove down to La Jolla while Rufus cradled Windsor in his lap. It was better than resting the box on a seat, even with a seatbelt.

      “So he’s from the Otherworld?” Rufus peered into the box. “Fascinating! How did you bring him across the veil?”

      “I had to give him a name. And he was only an egg at the time. I don’t know if that made it easier.”

      Rufus looked out the windshield a while. “Probably,” he eventually answered. “Gestated in the Otherworld, but born here. Huh. You’re a very special little bird, aren’t you, Windsor?”

      Windsor cheeped his agreement, and it sounded a little smug to Laurence’s ears.

      “Why are there twigs and shit in here with him?”

      Laurence shrugged. “It’s something to do with his feet. Ravens and other perching birds need something in their nest to start perching on when they’re old enough, or their legs don’t learn to hold them up properly, and they just sit around on flat stuff on their belly all the time. In the wild, they’d naturally have nests made out of twigs, but when you’re hand-rearing you gotta provide them yourself.” The website he’d found had turned out to be a goldmine of information, especially tidbits like that.

      “When do his eyes open?”

      “Tomorrow, maybe. It’s a week to ten days, I think. He’s growing fast, so I’m hoping it’ll be soon.” He couldn’t help but grin with pride. He’d never raised a living creature before, and it was an awesome and terrifying responsibility; to have Windsor doing so well was both a relief, and reassurance that he could be trusted with something so precious.

      “Awesome.” Rufus stretched his legs. “Just how far is this place?”

      “Maybe another five minutes?” Laurence shrugged. “Not used to being away from home this long, huh?”

      Rufus snorted at him but didn’t say anything, and Laurence’s lip curved upward at the corner.

      Seemed like all the rich kids he met were total shut-ins.
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      There were two large trucks parked outside the house when Laurence arrived, and one blocked the garages, so he had to strand his own truck a few meters away.

      Rufus peered out at the street. “Seems nice,” he offered, like nice was an insult.

      “It’s okay.” Laurence hopped out and crossed to Rufus’ side so he could take Windsor from him. “It’s quiet, private, and we don’t have to pay for it.”

      “Huh.” Rufus followed him to the gate and eyed the other trucks. “And those?”

      “We’ve got builders in, remodeling. Quentin’s brother owns it, but when he bought it the place was super badly dated, so in exchange for living here we’re getting it fixed up.” He tapped the code into the pad by the gate, then nudged it open with his foot when he heard the lock click.

      “I’m not going to work with civilians watching.” Rufus followed him and shut the gate after them.

      “It’s fine. They’re only on the first floor for now. We can do the second and third, then come back to the first once the builders have gone. They should disappear at around five.” Laurence unlocked the front door and led Rufus into the cool, air-conditioned interior. He loved the sun as much as the next guy, but Windsor was already spreading his little wings and holding his beak open in the heat.

      He heard industrious sounds from several rooms. The swoop of wet brushes was most prominent, though he also made out some banging, and when he peered in on the study, he found a workman fitting new baseboards around the space; but there was no sign of Quentin, even in the kitchen. He headed up the stairs in time to catch the gym door swinging open, and Pepper and Grace loped out of it, followed at first by Kim and Soraya, but then also Mia and Quentin.

      Laurence stopped at the top of the stairs and smiled at the girls, then looked to Quentin. “Hey, baby. Sparring?”

      Mia chuckled. “If you could call it that.” She nodded in greeting to Rufus, and continued off to her own bedroom as the girls disappeared upstairs.

      “I don’t think she’s terribly impressed with my progress,” Quentin murmured. He leaned in to kiss Laurence’s cheek lightly, as though concerned his sweat might leap across the gap and contaminate the florist, and stood back with a look toward Rufus, waiting.

      “Hey, give it time.” Laurence also leaned back, then nodded to Rufus. “This is Rufus. He’s gonna ward the house for us.”

      “Is he.” It wasn’t a question, and it dripped with disdain.

      Laurence shot a be nice look at him, but he doubted it’d make any difference.

      Rufus extended his hand. “Nice to meet you too.” The snark was unmissable. “You must be Quentin.”

      “Yes.” Quentin regarded Rufus’ hand, then eased his fingers into it. “I must be.”

      “Baby,” Laurence said in a low voice, “he’s here to help us.”

      The two maintained physical contact for only a second before they parted. “Please excuse me,” Quentin murmured. “I must shower.”

      “Sure.” Rufus turned away to peer into the gym.

      Laurence sighed. If that was the worst he was going to get out of these two, then he supposed he was pretty lucky Rufus hadn’t decided to turn around and go home.

      Quentin headed for the bedroom, girls at his heels, and Laurence gestured to the next set of stairs. “I guess we start at the top and work our way down, huh?”

      “That’s probably best,” Rufus drawled, “if we’re going to give him enough time to get out of our way.”
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      Watching Rufus work was a kind of magic all of its own. He knew the relevant spells by heart, didn’t have to stop and consult books, and drew his sigils as confidently as Laurence wrote English. They warded the attic first, then came down to the windows and rooms of the third floor. It wasn’t a long process per ward, but each room took at least ten minutes as Rufus checked for any gaps in the protection he’d laid down.

      By the third room, Laurence cleared his throat.

      “What’s up?”

      “Why windows?” Laurence pointed. “Can’t magic come in through the walls?”

      “Warding the room takes care of that. Warding the windows is to prevent scrying.” Rufus clicked his tongue. “The wards prevent that too, but any witch worth his salt is gonna try to scry just outside your windows and peek in through them, so this is like adding a one-way mirror. It bounces scry attempts back out.” He shrugged. “Just makes sense to include it.”

      “Oh, okay.” He nodded. “Can I try it?”

      Rufus eyed him. “It took you all day yesterday to get to grips with a protection charm, and we’ve got three floors and then an entire other building to do. Today.”

      Laurence curled his lip. He hated feeling so impotent, but Rufus was right. They had to get this done so they could get back to studying,

      “Fine.” He huffed. “I’m gonna go feed Windsor.”

      “Sure. Oh, and if you see your super hot boyfriend, tell him not to kill me, huh?” Rufus smirked. “Never seen someone look at me like that before. It was interesting, but I could pass on a repeat showing.”

      Laurence raised his chin. While he agreed that Quentin was super hot, he wasn’t sure how he felt about someone as drop-dead stunning as Rufus noticing it.

      “Sure,” he said flatly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He headed off to the stairs, and couldn’t help but suspect he’d be better off giving Rufus what he wanted sooner rather than later.
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      He didn’t like it.

      Bad enough trying to sleep in it, but when he did finally nod off, waking up in it was somehow worse.

      There was magic on the walls.

      The soft turquoise glow was all the more ominous at night, when all other light sources were eliminated. It was watching him, he was quite certain.

      Waiting.

      Waiting for him to fall asleep, to take his eye off it.

      When he woke and the glow was still there, it made the darkness color his vision. He had to leave the room quietly so as not to wake Laurence, but it was in the hallway too. And the stairs.

      The dogs padded sluggishly at his heels, half asleep, not entirely sure why they were awake at such an early hour.

      Quentin made his way to the study on the ground floor and stopped at the patio doors there to regard the outside world.

      If he went out, there would be no magic.

      But he would also be beyond the wards’ protection.

      His teeth ground. His scalp itched.

      How long would he be forced to live like this? A prisoner in his own home, caged in by bars that, apparently, most people couldn’t even see.

      Quentin snorted. It wasn’t even his home. Who was he trying to fool here? He lived at the largesse of his brother because his father had cut him off. He had to face the simple yet incredibly painful fact that he was not as independent as he liked to pretend. He lied to himself every single day and, in doing so, lied to all those around him. Laurence. The children. They all relied on him to be something that he was not.

      There was a way to become what they needed of him. He had run from it for seven years, but all he had to do was go home, and that would be that. He would learn whatever it was father had to teach him, even if that included magic, and in exchange he’d gain the fiscal means to care for everyone he loved.

      When he looked at it like that, it didn’t seem so bad a deal.

      “Hey baby. Can’t sleep?”

      Laurence’s voice came out of nowhere, and Quentin almost leaped out of his skin. He turned on the balls of his feet and Laurence was only inches away.

      “Sorry,” Laurence mumbled. “Creeping around trying not to wake everyone else.”

      Quentin laid a hand over his heart and drew slow, calming breaths. “Good God, darling, you almost gave me a heart attack.”

      Laurence slipped in close and coiled arms around his waist. “You okay?”

      “Mm.” He rested his hands on Laurence’s hips and kissed him on the lips. It helped relax him further, and stirred some other interest. One which Laurence had awakened this past weekend, and then left as though he were suddenly bored with it.

      Laurence returned the kiss slowly, still half-asleep. He pressed against Quentin’s body and murmured wordless encouragement against his lips.

      A flush of heat thrummed through Quentin. It swept the cobwebs away and dampened all his worries and fears, replacing them with certainty. He pushed against Laurence until the taller man took a step back, and used his hands and chest to guide the American to the wall, where he pinned him as he slowly deepened the kiss.

      This he liked. It was power and pleasure all coiled into one. This ability he had to reduce Laurence to jelly was not to be taken lightly, but now that he had an understanding of what it was to have this done to oneself, his desire to do it to Laurence had only increased, and he had been almost an entire week without.

      “Quen.” Laurence’s whisper was hoarse, and it almost drowned as it was fed into the kiss.

      Quentin spared a glance toward the door and nudged it closed while his hands were occupied with tugging Laurence’s t-shirt up to expose his stomach. It felt unbelievably good when his hips brushed against something hard in Laurence’s boxers, so he pressed them together tightly and began to trail his kisses past Laurence’s stubble and down his neck.

      Laurence groaned. It was helpless and eager and it seemed to rush straight from his lips to Quentin’s groin.

      He ran his tongue along the crease between throat and shoulder, and Laurence’s hips ground against his own. The hardnesses between them pushed and pressed together, and his own hips rolled in response, as though they bore instinctive knowledge of what would feel good.

      Quentin ran his fingers up beneath Laurence’s shirt. He knew this body now, knew how best to make it obey his wishes. Like all instruments, it required learning and practice; but he was no novice, and as he traced the outline of muscles and ribs, he was rewarded with an increase in pitch as Laurence’s sounds blended from helpless into needy.

      What was it Laurence had said? You could do anything to me, and I couldn’t stop you. He'd said it often enough that it crossed the line from observation to hint.

      Quentin drew his hands from Laurence’s body and placed them around his wrists, then used that hold to gently push Laurence’s arms up above his head. It took a few seconds for Laurence to cotton on to what Quentin wanted of him, but then his resistance melted, and he lifted his hands up high and moaned as his head pressed back against the wall.

      Quentin brought his own hands back down, but held Laurence firmly in place. He cocooned the man’s arms, held his head against the freshly-painted wall, and applied pressure around his chest to keep him completely still. Trapped by an invisible force and unable even to wriggle.

      Laurence’s eyes grew wide. He licked his lips. “Oh Goddess,” he whispered. “Quen. Fucking hell.”

      Quentin didn’t answer. Not with words. He pressed his lips to Laurence’s neck, then scraped his teeth lightly across the exposed, dampened skin while his palms rolled over Laurence’s marble-hard nipples.

      “Oh.” Laurence shuddered. “Oh fuck, Quen. I’m… I’m not dreaming, right? We’re awake?” His eyes rolled back a second as Quentin’s fingers trapped his nipples and pinched gently. “Oh fuck. Don’t stop, please, don’t stop.”

      “I’ve no intention of doing so,” he growled. “You aren’t getting away from me, Laurence.”

      Laurence whimpered when Quentin dipped his hands into his boxers. He gasped when the material was shoved down past his hips.

      The hardness between them was hotter how, freed from one cloth barrier.

      Would it feel good to remove the other? To have bare skin in contact? To have their penises pressed together with nothing between them?

      The thought itself was almost enough to drive him to distraction. He had no idea how he could have gone from the fear of touching Laurence’s member to having his own rub against it, but now that the idea was in his head he wanted nothing else.

      He stepped back and raised his chin as he regarded Laurence.

      The man was pinned securely to the wall. His prick was thick and red, and it bounced in the air without anything to brush against, which seemed to be torment to poor Laurence, if his rapid breath and pleading eyes were much to go by.

      There was something about the sight and sounds that satisfied him immensely. Laurence was begging, though he hadn’t spoken a word. Every fiber of the man’s being was focused on Quentin, and nothing else mattered to him.

      Quentin reached his decision swiftly. He pushed his pajama bottoms down and stepped out of them, then moved in before Laurence could finish the gasp he’d begun.

      God, that felt good!

      He slid his prick against Laurence’s until the heat of their balls pressed together. His hands stroked down Laurence’s hips, then slipped between him and the wall to cup his arse, and he squeezed in time with each slow thrust against Laurence’s cock.

      “Oh… oh, Quen, Goddess, don’t stop… oh… fuck… I can’t… I can’t take much more of this…”

      Quentin didn’t want to stop. He sure as hell didn’t want to break physical contact. How could something so simple feel so wonderful?

      Laurence whimpered, and Quentin forced himself to pull back, which only made Laurence cry out as though he’d been torn from the edge and thrown far from it.

      But Quentin wasn’t yet done, and he didn’t wish for this to end before he was ready.

      He sank to his haunches, crouched before Laurence, and rested his hands on the man’s thighs.

      That put an end to Laurence’s cry.

      It put him eye to, er… well, there was no way to evade the sight.

      Laurence’s prick seemed absolutely enormous. How the devil was he to…

      Quentin steeled himself. Laurence had done this, so he could do it.

      He leaned in and tentatively pressed his tongue to it.

      “Oh, shit!” Laurence bucked, so Quentin extended his telekinetic hold down to Laurence’s hips and legs.

      It wouldn’t do to allow himself to be distracted right now. If he lost control at this juncture, all would be lost.

      He had come too far to let his infantile fears stop him.

      Quentin drew a deep breath, then took Laurence’s prick into his mouth.

      The effect on Laurence was immediate. He howled like a caged animal. But Quentin had to focus. The flesh in his mouth was hard and yet soft, as though it bore an inner core of steel beneath the skin. The taste was not unpleasant, like an intense amplification of Laurence’s natural scent.

      He had no idea what he was to do now. His mouth was full, and that was surprisingly nice, but there ought to be more to it than this. Bloody hell, if only he’d paid more attention to what Laurence was actually doing with his mouth, he might have more of an inkling now.

      His head had moved, hadn’t it? Yes, he was sure it had.

      Quentin moved with caution. The action was quite difficult. If he didn’t hold his lips firm and even suck a little, then all kinds of sloppy, awful noises broke free. It required a surprising amount of concentration just to suckle on something that wasn’t going anywhere, and he made a right pig’s ear of it for a while, if Laurence’s frustrated whimpers were anything to go by.

      But this was Laurence’s body and, like the rest of it, Quentin would learn to master it or bloody die trying.

      The pitch of Laurence’s sounds shifted as Quentin managed to maintain a seal at last. He flattened his tongue along the underside of Laurence’s prick and suckled slowly but was firm with it, and that seemed to bring about the desired change in response.

      Laurence began to beg and curse in equal measure. He pleaded for Quentin to go faster, to suck harder, to do all kinds of things Quentin preferred not to think about. The prick in his mouth grew harder still.

      This part, he knew. He knew how it felt to have Laurence in his hand when the man was ready to spill. It was a mark of success, a matter of pride, and when Laurence’s prick jerked and spat, Quentin only had a second to figure out what on Earth he was meant to do with all the ejaculate.

      He knew what Laurence would do.

      So he swallowed.

      It was hot. Salty. There was a sharp aftertaste to it that was overcome by more mouthfuls of the substance. He swallowed one after the other.

      How much would Laurence produce? This seemed excessive! Not that he had anything to compare it to. Perhaps he was worrying too much, fretting over nothing.

      Another swallow, and the job seemed done. Quentin glanced up and saw that Laurence was a quivering, sweating wreck, still pinned to the wall with his arms above his head and his mouth hanging open.

      Quentin pulled away slowly and brushed the back of his hand across his lips to dry them. He rose to his feet and stepped in close again, and his own prick dug at Laurence’s softening member while he leaned forward to trap Laurence’s lips between his teeth.

      Laurence’s chest rose and fell heavily. His eyelids fluttered. “Quen—”

      “Shh.” Quentin gazed into his eyes.

      This was magic.

      “If I release you,” he breathed, “can you stand?”

      Laurence’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Yeah.”

      “Good.” He released Laurence’s arms first, and then his head. A couple of seconds later, he gave Laurence back his body, his legs.

      Laurence sagged against him and threw his arms around Quentin’s waist. “Goddess.” His voice was hoarse. “You’re amazing, baby. And filthy. Fuck. How’d you know…”

      “You have mentioned it on more than one occasion,” Quentin chuckled.

      Laurence grunted against his collarbone. “I guess I have.” His fingers flexed against Quentin’s back, then he began to sink slowly down Quentin’s chest. “Let me return the favor, baby.”

      “By all means,” he rumbled.

      Laurence sank to his knees and took Quentin into his mouth without hesitation.

      Quentin thrust an arm against the wall to steady himself. He looked down, and for a moment all he saw was the top of Laurence’s head, nothing but unruly curls, but then the man looked up at him with the most worshipful, adoring gaze, and he was doomed.

      He didn’t know whether this was sex. Laurence hadn’t clarified that at all. But he knew he bloody well liked it.

      He thrust into Laurence’s eager, skillful mouth until he was undone, and then sank to his knees and took Laurence into his arms.

      They remained there, their breath heavy and loud, their bodies wrapped together, until the first rays of the sun peeked in through the patio doors.
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      They showered together. It was everything Laurence could have hoped for, and he was too drained to allow pesky thoughts to intrude into his bliss. He leaned against the wall as Quentin ran shower gel over his body and swept it into a lather, and then he washed his hair as Quentin cleaned himself.

      Having Quentin use his gifts to tie Laurence down was every bit as hot as it was in his imagination. More so, because Quentin had actually done it, and Laurence had figured it was one of those things that’d only ever stay in his head.

      The earl was more than just dirty. He was kinky.

      Laurence bit his lip and eyed his lover. “You got any plans today?”

      “I thought perhaps that I should speak with Lisa about her preferences for her future.” Quentin tipped his head back to wash shampoo from his hair, and Laurence eyed the curve of his throat. “Whether she would like to attend a school, or to undergo an education here. I will need to bring in tutors for a while, but at least we should start thinking about the longer term.” He stepped past Laurence to squirt conditioner into his palm. “And it would not be an altogether bad idea to offer schooling to the others, especially as Kimberly is also Lisa’s age.”

      Laurence grinned. “Look at you, being a proper dad.”

      Quentin’s eyebrows arched.

      “Hey, don’t argue. It’s sexy.” Laurence chuckled at him. “Okay, so you don’t want a ride anywhere before I leave for Rufus’?”

      “Oh, no. If we do head out, it will only be locally.”

      “Great.” Laurence let a lazy smile roll across his lips, and he reached out to grip Quentin’s ass. “You know, anytime you can’t sleep, you’re welcome to wake me up for some more of that, baby.”

      Quentin’s look of scandal was adorable, mostly because Laurence knew that beneath it lay a mind that looked like it was even dirtier than his own. “More of what?”

      “You know.” He stepped in until their suds-limned chests slid against one another. “You suck my cock, I’ll suck yours. I can do other things, too. You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, hon.”

      Quentin’s eyelids drooped, and his lips parted.

      Goddess, he was so fucking hot.

      “We shall see,” he whispered.

      “Oh, yeah,” Laurence chuckled. “We will.”
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      “Is there any chance you’re gonna pay attention today?”

      Laurence stifled a yawn, then gave up trying to hide it, and stretched as it broke free. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t get a whole lot of sleep last night. I got back so late after you warded the store, then Quentin was tossing and turning, and we were up super early.”

      Rufus snorted. “Oh, I’m sorry. Maybe you’d like the afternoon off?”

      Laurence gave him the stink-eye. “There’s no need for that, Ru.” He yawned again, and stretched, except raising his arms over his head made him flush with heat as memories of the morning came rushing back. He cleared his throat and adjusted his pants. “I’m sorry Quen was rude to you. He’s not usually that bad. It’s just his thing about magic, that’s all.”

      “I guess I can understand that.” Rufus shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it, but it’s not his fault, or mine.” He gestured to Windsor’s box. “I didn’t think ravens had blue eyes.”

      “Only when they’re babies.” Laurence grinned and offered his pen to Windsor, who pecked at it. “Isn’t he beautiful? I think his feathers are gonna start breaking outta their sheaths sometime next week.”

      “And Herne said he was your familiar? He actually used that exact word?”

      “Yeah.” Laurence looked away from the bird to scrutinize Rufus. “Why?”

      “Because that suggests that you’re bonded.” Rufus tapped his fingernails against the table thoughtfully.

      Laurence nodded. “Yeah, he said that, too.”

      “So you can feel where he is? See through his eyes? Understand him?”

      Windsor cawed in agreement.

      Laurence blinked at the bird. “Yeah?” Windsor waggled his darkened little wings, and Laurence laughed, then looked to Rufus. “Yeah, apparently so.”

      “There’s a whole load of applications for that kind of connection. Make sure your enemies never get their hands on him. Especially not a damn warlock.”

      Laurence frowned as he leaned against the table and popped open the pot of mush to spoon-feed Windsor. “Like what?”

      “Like the bird’s a sympathetic magical connection to you. Like blood or semen. Some spells require something connected to a target to be able to affect that target. Stuff like location spells is really dependent on sympathy.”

      Laurence watched Windsor gobble down the foul-looking food. “So the duke could’ve found Quentin by, what, using his brother or something?”

      Rufus shrugged. “It’s good, but the brother would notice if he’d been used in a finding spell.”

      “So the duke has some of Quentin’s blood or something?”

      “If he found Quentin through magic, blood would be the best choice. It’s the easiest material to obtain, and it doesn’t have to be fresh. It could be years old and still totally viable for magic.”

      Laurence narrowed his eyes. Had the duke really retained some of Quentin’s blood after all these years, just in case he needed to find his son? If so, why had it taken so long? How was it he’d only tracked Quentin down once Freddy had?

      “Oh… oh, you have got to be kidding me,” he breathed.

      “Well, this is ruined. I shall dispose of it.”

      Freddy wouldn’t have taken Quentin’s shirt back to their father, would he? Why? After everything they’d been through with Kane, why would he turn around and betray his own brother like that?

      Unless Freddy didn’t know why the duke wanted the shirt. Or maybe Laurence was being paranoid.

      “Can you give me a second?” he said to Rufus.

      Rufus nodded. “Okay. Do you need me to leave the room?”

      “No, it’s fine. I just need a moment.”

      Laurence closed his eyes and followed his own thread back. The stream came readily to him, and the vision he sought wasn’t one that was far from him either in time or distance.

      A glimmer of Freddy’s gleaming blond hair, and Laurence lunged for the vision.

      “Will he be all right?” Freddy lowered Quentin to the bed and laid the back of his hand to his twin’s forehead, frowning deeply.

      “Mia says he will.” Laurence shut the door. There wasn’t anyone out there to peek in on them, but it seemed weird to just leave it open. “I should get him out of these clothes. Maybe wash him. He reeks of smoke.”

      Freddy nodded. “I’ll fetch pajamas. I’d best have his dogs brought here, too. That way they won’t be left to starve until you’re able to go home.” He withdrew to the door.

      “Thanks, Freddy.” Laurence began to remove the bloody, tattered shirt from Quentin’s body.

      The other Laurence — the one watching unseen — followed Freddy through the hotel suite to another bedroom. Freddy picked through his own pajamas, but tutted softly. “Far too large,” he muttered, then pulled his cellphone and tapped at it.

      “Yes, I need fresh pajamas. 32-inch waist, 34-inch inside leg, 36-inch chest. Also, I need for you to come fetch some keys off me and then go to an address to collect a couple of dogs. Thank you.”

      Freddy hung up and pocketed his phone, then wandered back to the bedroom Quentin was in. He rapped on the door. “Are you decent?”

      “Yeah, just about,” Laurence called from within.

      Freddy eased his way in and frowned worriedly at the sight of Quentin hastily covered by sheets, then he eyed the ruined clothes Laurence had tossed on the floor. He scooped them up and emptied pockets out. “Well,” he said, “this is ruined. I shall dispose of it.”

      “Thanks.” Laurence smiled at him.

      Freddy backed out of the room and drew the door closed. He carried the clothes through to his own room and laid them out on the bed.

      There was a whole lot of dried blood encrusted on the once-white shirt.

      Freddy crossed his arms and regarded the clothes. He bit his thumb as he paced, deep in thought. Then he huffed in frustration and stormed out of the room.

      Laurence followed as Freddy darted down the stairs and fetched a Ziplock bag from the kitchen. He paused as the doorbell rang, and exchanged keys and Quentin’s old address at the door with a young lady in a neat suit. And when he ran back up to his bedroom, he folded the shirt and eased it into the Ziplock bag, then sealed it and buried it in a drawer.

      “I have no idea why the hell you want this,” he muttered to himself, “you crazy old bastard. I swear to God, if I get arrested trying to get it through customs, you’d better make sure I get out clean.”

      Laurence sat bolt upright. “Oh. Shit.”

      Freddy had taken Quentin’s shirt. All the blood on it was in the duke’s hands. It had to be how the asshole had suddenly tracked Quentin down after all this time. Maybe even how he’d managed to send Quentin a vision, too.

      Freddy had betrayed them.

      Laurence couldn’t even begin to fathom how deeply that hurt. He’d trusted Freddy with his life, with Quentin’s, with virtually everything. And now they lived in a house Freddy owned.

      “Shiiiiit.” He leaped from his chair and paced the length of the table.

      Did it change anything? Right now, did this make any difference? The damage was already done. The duke had Quentin’s blood. From the sound of it, Freddy didn’t even know why his father wanted it, but he’d obviously had his orders.

      If Freddy hadn’t gotten his hands on the shirt, how far would he have gone to do what was required of him?

      “What is it?” Rufus stood with his hands on the table.

      “I’ve gotta go out.” Laurence pointed toward the door. “I’ve just gotta get some cell coverage so I can call Quentin and tell him something. I’ll be right back.”

      Rufus nodded. “Okay, sure.”

      “Thanks, man. I’m really sorry about all this.” Laurence gently patted Windsor’s head with a fingertip. “Back soon.” Then he jogged from the room and broke into a sprint through the sprawling house until he barreled out the front door and onto the driveway.

      He shot across the drive and heaved the fence aside enough to slip through, then he hopped from one foot to the other with his phone in hand waiting for signal.

      Four bars appeared.

      And then the missed calls.

      And then the voicemail.

      All were from Quentin, so he tapped for the voicemail and held the phone to his ear.

      “Laurence?” Quentin’s voice was blind panic. The fear in that single word made Laurence’s heart thump with terror. “I need you. I need you. Lisa’s gone. Laurence, please, pick up. It’s taken Lisa!”

      The voicemail ended with a click and Laurence’s blood ran cold.

      What the hell had happened?
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      He checked over the delivery manifest as workmen unwrapped the new furniture for the living room. Three sofas, a coffee table, a couple of side tables for lamps to sit on, and a chest of drawers. He wasn’t sure what they might use a chest of drawers for, but it seemed to be the sort of thing people should have in a living room, so he’d gone ahead and ordered one.

      Pepper and Grace were sleeping off their run in the corner of the room, but Quentin eyed them now and then to ensure nobody was about to step on a tail. Soraya came and went, too, eager to poke her nose in, but not so eager that she was willing to stick around when there were far more interesting things going on in the world of her mobile phone.

      Quentin peered at each item of furniture as it was unwrapped, checking it over to ensure it was what he’d ordered and that there was no damage, and only once he was satisfied did he sign for receipt of the goods.

      The study furniture wouldn’t arrive for a few more days, and new lighting would be here next week. Everything was almost on schedule, albeit with a day’s delay here and there, but so far nothing had overlapped and caused a problem.

      He showed the delivery fellows out of the door. The only workmen in the building now were the ones stripping wallpaper and carpet from the stairs, and Quentin nodded politely to them as he and the dogs hurried up to the first floor. Or what everyone but him called the second floor. It was all awfully confusing.

      Quentin eased open the door to the gym and found Mia and Clifton sparring while Kimberly and Lisa jogged on treadmills. He guided the dogs to a corner, then closed the doors.

      “All done?” Mia gasped as she threw Clifton to the mat.

      “Mm. Indeed.” Quentin winced, but Clifton rolled easily to his feet and straightened his clothes. “And the delivery chaps have gone.”

      “Still strangers on the stairs, yeah?” Lisa’s arm was still in a sling, and she held it to her chest while she jogged at a light pace. Firing her father’s shotgun had broken her collarbone, and she was still on the mend.

      “Indeed. I shall let you know when they are gone.”

      She flashed him a small smile. “Thanks.”

      “You are most welcome. Once you are finished in here, would you be so kind as to join me in the living room? I would like to discuss education options with you. You also, Kimberly,” he added to the other young girl.

      “Sure.” Lisa nodded.

      “Okay,” Kimberly mumbled.

      “Very good. My apologies for the interruption.” He beckoned to the dogs and let them out of the room, then stepped out after them.

      A second before he closed the door, he heard the screams.

      “Stay,” he barked at the dogs. He turned on his heel and threw himself back into the gym and into utter chaos.

      The screams came from all three teenagers as they ran away from the creature that occupied the centre of the room. Mia stood before it, her hands raised.

      Quentin shut the door lest the dogs try to follow him, and approached to put himself between the children and this… thing. His brain wanted to categorize it as a woman, but it refused to for several reasons.

      The creature’s skin was blue-tinged. Not wholly blue, as though made from plasticine, but more as if a blue light shone on her from somewhere else. Her white hair was tied back in a scruffy bun, wisps of it broken loose and hanging like rat tails around her wizened face. If she were human, she had to be at least eighty years old, but Quentin had trouble considering her as a human being due to the elongated, iron-black talons her fingers mutated into. Blood and gore dripped from the talons, and small flies buzzed around her hands.

      She wore a mixture of rotting lace and what very much seemed to be equally rotten swathes of flesh. Her shriveled body was, at times, indistinguishable from the filth she was hidden within.

      Hell, no wonder the children were screaming.

      He could still see the wards in place around the edges of the room and across the windows. If this thing had broken in, it was not through the use of magic. Nor could he see magic on its person, although that was a more difficult proposition at the best of times.

      Quentin cleared his throat and eyed the creature. There was always the slim possibility that it actually meant no harm. “Who are you?”

      She hissed at him, tearing her gaze from the teenagers to do so. “I am the Scourge,” she snarled. Her voice was like nails on a chalkboard, and had an east English accent. “The eater of children. The Black Virgin. The Face of Winter. I am Annis, Warrior, and I have come for a child.”

      He wasn’t sure whether “warrior” was part of her long-winded set of titles, or her means of addressing him. Regardless, the rest of her words sounded distinctly hostile, so he raised his head and turned side-on toward her so as to reduce his profile. “You may not take any of them,” he stated.

      “You cannot prevent this, Warrior. I only come during the day as a courtesy to you. I will take a child, and one week from now I will eat it.” She raised talons to point beyond Quentin, to where the teens had huddled by the wall, and Lisa wailed in terror. “I will take a child every day. First I will take those closest to you, and if we should run out of them, then I shall take those who are strangers to you.”

      A wave of nausea swayed him on his feet. He had to swallow and focus, but this creature was threatening to eat children.

      Eat them!

      He drew a breath, but the air smelled foul now that she had wafted her arm in his direction, and it hardly helped settle him. He gagged slightly and held his breath briefly.

      This couldn’t be coincidence. Why would this bizarre creature come to his house to take children, and then tell him she meant to eat them in a week’s time?

      Everything in his stomach turned to lead all at once.

      “Father sent you,” he whispered.

      She reached down among her collection of rotting clothes with spindly fingers and plucked free a fragment of cloth. It was cut neatly along two edges, but the third was torn, and most of it was covered in brown stains. “Your blood brings me here,” she said with glee. She raised the cloth to her nose and inhaled deeply. “Bright like the sun, but with darkness in your heart. The child will be unharmed until I eat it. Choose which one I will take.” She tucked the cloth away and eyed him with a gleaming, darkened eye.

      Quentin’s heart pounded, but he held himself rigidly still. “I will not make such a choice. Leave and I won’t harm you.”

      She cackled before he could go further. “You cannot harm me, Warrior. And if you will not choose, then the choice is mine.”

      Annis lunged forward with unbelievable speed. It was as much as Quentin could do to take a step aside before she made contact with him, but it wasn’t him she was aimed at.

      He lashed out with every ounce of his telekinetic ability to grip her and stop her going any further, but his hold slipped around her before falling free completely. It was like squeezing jelly through his fingers. She oozed out of his grasp with barely a pause in her stride.

      Lisa and Kimberly screamed and ran, and Clifton bolted the other way from the girls, arms over his head.

      Quentin grit his teeth and sent a gulf of flame at Annis’ back, but it licked around her and continued on to hit the wall as though she weren’t even present.

      Mia spared him a glance, then shot after Annis, her hand outstretched. Quentin heard a crack and smelled ozone, but Annis was closing on Lisa and Kimberly and Mia’s jolt of electricity didn’t even slow her.

      It was as though Annis wasn’t even really here.

      He ran for the girls to intersperse himself between them and the hag, and swept a barrier between them that should have prevented anything passing through, but Annis squirmed past it, and he felt her form like liquid in the numb hold of his telekinesis.

      Kimberly wrenched open the door and held it for Lisa, and slammed it after they both ran through.

      Annis passed through the door.

      “Shit,” Mia growled. “What the fuck is she?”

      “I don’t know.” Quentin tore the door from its hinges as he chased after Annis. “I can’t hold her!”

      “I can’t shock her. I touched her, I swear I did, but she felt like Jell-O!”

      He had no idea what that was, but he understood what she meant.

      If they couldn’t touch Annis, they couldn’t bloody stop her.

      And if they couldn’t stop her, she was going to take one of the children.

      He roared with fury and barreled straight into Annis’ back. The stench made him retch, and for a moment he felt as though there were some contact between them, but then he passed through her body and fell to the ground. He barely had time to twist into a breakfall to protect himself before he hit the carpet. The dogs scattered, and Grace let out a nervous whimper.

      “This one is weak,” Annis cackled. “It will be culled first.”

      Quentin rolled to his feet and launched forward. He couldn’t hold Annis, and she wouldn’t burn. But if Neil were right, if time and movement and temperature were all connected, then perhaps he could simply stop her.

      He reached for Annis and drained the warmth from around her. It came painfully slowly at first, but as he grew accustomed to redirecting the energy into himself, he was able to pull faster. Ice spread along the carpet and spidered up the walls. Puffs of breath hung in front of his own face, and those of the children and dogs.

      But not Annis’.

      He grit his teeth and tried to focus on the stillness that this particular gift required. The very air itself seemed to freeze.

      Annis slowed. Her talons stretched toward Lisa, and her features twisted in a snarl of triumph.

      Kim grabbed Lisa’s good arm and pulled.

      Annis’ talons sank into her sling and tore it free.

      Lisa screamed as her arm fell and tugged on her shoulder.

      And then Annis’ talons scraped across flesh, and both she and Lisa disappeared.

      Mia darted into the ice-lined space Annis had occupied a second ago and her arms closed on absolutely nothing. She screamed in frustration.

      The panic that had been bubbling up inside Quentin began to break loose.

      He fumbled for his phone. He was sure he meant to call Laurence, but didn’t remember doing so.

      He’d failed to protect Lisa, and now she was gone.

      And Annis was going to eat her.
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      Laurence delved back between the gap in the fence and ran for the house. “Rufus!” He bellowed the name as loudly as he could. “Rufus!”

      He didn’t have time to waste. Laurence threw the front door open and screamed, “Rufus!” into the building.

      Rufus came clattering down the stairs, face red with the sudden exertion. “Where’s the fire?”

      “Quentin’s in trouble. Sounds like one of the kids is, too. I don’t know what’s going on. Can you take care of Windsor for me?” Laurence turned for the door.

      “Whoa. Wait, what?”

      “I don’t have time, Ru!” He scrambled out of the house and back up the drive, where he had to stop to heave the fence open wide enough for the truck to pass through.

      “La Jolla is half an hour away, assuming no traffic!” Rufus strode toward him. “You think taking a minute out to run through what’s happened will change anything?”

      Laurence swore at him, then grabbed his phone and offered it to Rufus. “Listen to the voicemail,” he snapped. “That’s all the information I have!”

      He heaved the fence aside as Rufus passed through the gap and listened to the message. Despite the witch not having the phone on speaker, Laurence could easily pick out Quentin’s fear from three meters away. It was a voice he was so keyed in to, and his stupid super hearing didn’t help.

      Goddess, how could one day turn to shit in the blink of an eye?

      “Sounds bad,” Rufus mused as he stepped back into the black spot of the driveway. He held out the phone to Laurence with a frown.

      “Quentin doesn’t scare easy.” Laurence grimaced as he stuffed the phone into his pocket. It wasn’t strictly true. Quentin could scare pretty damn easy if something hit one of his buttons, but he was getting better at identifying and managing those.

      This sounded different. If Lisa had been taken by something or someone, then it made sense for Quentin to sound so distraught. But what the hell could have taken her that Quentin couldn’t fend off, unless he wasn’t there when it happened?

      “Maybe I should go with you?” Rufus didn’t sound too thrilled with the idea.

      Laurence couldn’t blame him.

      “No. Stay here, take care of Windsor. If the shit’s hit the fan down there, I can’t take him into it. He can’t even fly yet.” Laurence tugged the truck door open and leaped up into the driver’s seat. “Shut the fence after me, yeah?”

      Rufus gave a grim nod, and Laurence floored the gas pedal.
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      Once he hit the interstate, he returned Quentin’s call.

      “Laurence?” The Englishman’s voice was shaking. “Oh thank God. Where are you?”

      “On the way, baby. What’s going on?”

      “It came in here and took Lisa,” Quentin babbled. “I couldn’t stop it. Neither Mia nor I could get a hold on it. It ran right through our fingers and took her!”

      Laurence bit his lip hard. “What did, hon? What was it?”

      “I don’t know. It looked like… like an old woman, but blue, and… God, it was grotesque. It said…” He heard Quentin’s sharp intake of breath. “It said it would hold her and then eat her in a week. It said it would take a child every day until then, and then eat them all. It’s going to eat her, Laurence!”

      Quentin’s panic was rising again, and Laurence had to nip it in the bud or everything around the earl would get wrecked. “Baby, calm down. Count to ten.”

      He waited.

      Quentin sighed faintly. “I apologize,” he murmured.

      “No need, baby. When did this happen?”

      “Perhaps ten minutes ago? Fifteen?”

      “Gotcha.” Laurence drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. “Are the others okay?”

      “Mm. It didn’t take anyone else. Kimberly and Clifton are rather shaken.” His breath was heavy against the phone. “She said she was the scourge. That her name was Annis.”

      Laurence felt something tighten in his chest. “Scourge?” he echoed. “She specifically called herself that?”

      “Mm. She kept calling me warrior, too.”

      Laurence bit his tongue. Those were Herne’s words. Scourge. Warrior. If this Annis used them, then did that mean she was from the Otherworld?

      Did it mean she was a god?

      It might explain why neither Quentin nor Mia could get hold of her or stop her doing whatever she damn well pleased. Jack could appear and disappear at will, so maybe other gods could too, but beyond that he figured their powers reflected what they were gods of, which meant he needed to know who and what Annis was if he was to figure out a way of finding and beating her. He couldn’t do any of that at the mansion. But he did know a guy with a library stocked to the gills with books on exactly this kind of subject.

      If he drove home and back that was an hour wasted, if not more, and there was nothing Laurence could do there but comfort Quentin. Not that comforting Quentin wasn’t important. But Lisa’s life was on the line.

      He ground his teeth and pulled toward the exit ramp. “Okay, Quen,” he said. “Here’s what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna high-tail it back to Rufus’ and find out what this Annis is. Hopefully from there we’ll figure out how to find it and get Lisa back. You sit tight and take care of the others, and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “All right.” Quentin’s voice was strained. “Perhaps we can use my blood to track her? Is that possible?”

      Laurence blinked and hauled the truck back onto the northbound ramp. “Did she take some of your blood? Are you hurt?”

      “No, no. But that’s how she found me. I don’t know how. She had some material. It was bloodstained. She said she used it to track me, and she still has it.”

      Laurence snarled. “Motherfucker!”

      The duke.

      Damn it, the duke must’ve given Annis a piece of the shirt Freddy stole, and she’d used it to track Quentin halfway around the globe.

      One shirt had done all this damage. One simple, ruined shirt.

      “Baby,” he growled. “I need to tell you something.”

      “Mm?”

      Laurence took a breath to try and calm himself. “Freddy took your shirt after we got you back to his hotel from the yacht. You were still out cold after Mia restarted your heart. He said he was gonna dispose of it, but…” He rolled his neck and it let out a series of cracks. “He gave it to your dad, Quen. I don’t know if he understands what he’s done. I think the duke just told him to get something with your blood on it, and he took the shirt when he could. We need to face the possibility that he’s screwed us.”

      Quentin was quiet so long that Laurence was about to ask if he was still there.

      “Frederick,” he finally said.

      “Yeah.”

      “All this is because of Frederick?”

      Laurence winced. From the cold anger he was picking up through the speaker, Freddy better consider himself lucky he was a continent away. “It’s not his fault, Quen. Not really. He’s just doing what he’s been told to do.”

      “I’ll wring his bloody neck!”

      “That’s not going to solve a damn thing, Quen. Stay home, take care of the kids, make sure they’re okay. They’ll be scared. They need you, hon.”

      “And I need you, Laurence!”

      Those words tore at him like claws, hooking into his gut and ripping it apart. The truck wobbled, and he almost strayed onto the shoulder. “I don’t have time,” he gasped as he pulled the wheel. “The faster I find out what Annis is, the faster we find Lisa, and Lisa’s gotta be scared to bits right now.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Quen. I know you’re scared and upset, but Lisa’s alone, and if you were me you’d do the same thing, wouldn’t you?”

      Quentin groaned softly. He sounded pained, but when he spoke, his voice was flat. “You are correct,” he murmured.

      “I’ll call you as soon as I’ve got something, baby. Just hold tight, okay?”

      “Be careful.”

      “Hey.” Laurence faked a smile, even though Quentin couldn’t see it. “When am I not?”
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      By the time he made it back to Rufus, the trip had cost him almost ten minutes. He dragged the fence back into place and banged on the door, then followed Rufus inside once the witch answered.

      “That was quick.”

      “Nothing I can do.” Laurence hurried past him and made for the stairs. “You’ve got a ton of books, but not even half of them are magic, right?”

      “That’s right.” Rufus’ footsteps clattered up behind him. “Most of the others are for context. Cultural texts, lore, dictionaries—”

      “Lore,” Laurence cut in as he burst into the library. “Quentin said what took Lisa was something called Annis. Is that familiar?”

      Rufus passed him and went straight to the shelves. “Black Annis?”

      “Maybe?” Laurence leaned against the table and reached out to pet Windsor’s head, more to calm himself than the bird.

      “It’s the only Annis I can think of, unless there’s a mispronunciation somewhere.” Rufus tugged a book from the shelf and laid it on the table, then flicked through it at speed until he found what he was looking for. His dark eyes flit back and forth as he scanned the page, then he sat slowly. “It eats children.”

      Laurence stared at him across the table. It was one thing for Annis to have threatened to eat Lisa, but that could’ve just been a bluff. “Are you sure?”

      Rufus sighed. He turned the heavy book and pushed it across the table. “See for yourself. It strips the skin and wears it, then devours the flesh. It’s bad.”

      Laurence lowered his eyes to the book. The left page was taken up by a faded painting of what looked at first to be an extremely old woman, but with blue skin and ratty hair that hung down to her waist. But the closer he looked the worse the details became. Her fingernails were long and black, claws rather than nails, and she wore what looked like small patches of leather. The text to the right seemed like it might be English, except it had random non-English characters littered through it, and only half of it made sense. He picked out words here and there that — taken together — agreed with Rufus’ assessment.

      The creature ate children and wore their skin.

      He pursed his lips and looked at Rufus. “So how do I kill it?”

      Rufus stared at him like he’d gone mad. “It’s a daemon, Laurence.”

      Laurence sniffed like that was no big deal. “I’ve killed a god, Rufus.”

      Rufus reached for the book and snapped it shut as he dragged it back toward himself. “You’ve got no idea what a daemon is, do you? Or who sent it here? It’s British. It won’t have come all the way to the New World without good reason.”

      Laurence blinked swiftly, but he didn’t have time to dwell on the deja vu. “I know who sent it. It’s Quentin’s father.”

      Rufus scowled. “Okay, well. That makes sense, I guess. But sending a daemon away from its home grounds like this is powerful magic. And a daemon,” he added without pause, “is a lesser god.”

      “Lesser?” Laurence lowered himself into a chair. “So we can kill it?”

      The witch sighed at him. “Not everything comes down to killing.” He sat too, and looked to the book beneath his hands. “The likelihood is that Annis is an embodiment of the Wild Hunt, corrupted by something. Christianity demonized wise or elderly women when it overran cultures who actually listened to what their women said, because it ran contrary to the monotheistic, masculine Christian world. It’s likely Annis was a product of this twisting of Pagan cultures. Gods are reflections of our beliefs—”

      “And if everyone started believing she was a child-eating old hag,” Laurence whispered. “That’s horrible! You mean gods have no control over who or what they even are?”

      “Eh.” Rufus shrugged. “Some of them talk to their followers and can tell them exactly what to think. But most are just creations of human belief, and we shaped the monsters we needed.”

      Laurence grimaced. The idea that Annis could once have been like Herne, but was warped through the clashing beliefs of an invading force through no doing of her own, horrified him. It made her as much a victim as each and every child she ate, and placed the responsibility for those deaths at the feet of the men who had twisted her.

      That it wasn’t the dog’s fault for being rabid didn’t mean it shouldn’t be put down, and he raised his head. “Okay. Then we’ve got a week to find her, and work out how to kill her.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Do you wanna see crazy?” Laurence flashed his teeth. “’Cause if you do, I’ll go home right now and tell Quentin you’re the reason that innocent children are gonna die. He parted a wildfire with his mind, Ru. For eight hours. And he’s gonna blame you.”

      Rufus hesitated, and his gaze slid toward the book.

      “Fine,” he muttered. “But if I get killed and eaten by a daemon, that’s on you.”

      “If we don’t stop her,” Laurence countered, “she’ll be the least of your worries.”
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      Quentin watched his phone for a long time, but it didn’t ring again.

      Mia cleared her throat.

      He looked to her, though it seemed unnecessary. He knew what he would find there. Disappointment. Expectation. All the usual things he found when he met people’s eyes. And there they were in hers.

      Everyone expected him to be a leader. He couldn’t blame them. It was essentially what he’d been born and bred for, even if the aristocracy did very little actual leading these days.

      Mia looked pointedly to Kimberly, and Quentin followed suit.

      Kimberly had her arms wrapped tightly around herself, and she huddled against the wall, her eyes reddened and her shoulders slumped.

      Hell. Laurence was right. Mia was right.

      He had to pull himself together for the sake of the children.

      Quentin slid his phone away and squared his shoulders. He approached Kimberly and dipped his head to make eye contact with her as he reached for her shoulder.

      “Kimberly?” He said it softly.

      She sniffled and wiped the back of her hand against her nose. “What?”

      “We are going to save Lisa.” Now that he had said it, it had better be bloody true, or she would never trust a word he said again. It was a weight that settled over him, and he lifted his head again to help bear it. “It may take us a few days, and I need your help.”

      Kimberly blinked rapidly up at him. “Me?” she squeaked. “What can I do?”

      He rocked his jaw a moment. “Annis will return. She said as much.”

      Kimberly let out a tiny wail and shrank back against the wall.

      “You call that reassuring?” Mia grunted.

      Quentin shook his head. “Not to us, no. But if Annis returns, if she takes you,” he said to Kimberly, “you will be able to pass a message to Lisa, and to comfort her. She is alone at the moment, and she will be for a whole day, until Annis comes to take another.” He gave her elbow a gentle squeeze. “I know I ask a lot of you. I know you have been through so much. But together, you will be able to hold against Annis, and we will come for you, Kimberly. Soraya can find you wherever you are. Laurence has magic. He will find the right way to defeat this monster, and then we will do so. Do you understand?”

      She shook in his grasp, and another tear rolled down her cheek, and then she rushed against him and clung to his chest. “You promise?”

      “Oh, Kimberly.” He hugged her tightly. “Yes. Yes, I promise. I promise you that we will not stop until we have you all safe and sound back here where you belong.”

      It was a promise he knew that he could make, because in the end, all he had to do was go to an airport and board a flight for London. It might not be his first choice, but if Laurence could not solve this by Wednesday, it would be the only option that remained.

      He would not allow these children to be harmed. Not if simply going home could set them free.

      Kimberly cried against his shirt, and he supported her as her knees sagged. He held her to him as though that alone could protect her from the evil at their door. He had to. That was the duty he’d accepted when he chose to take on this house and its occupants. They were children, and he was an adult, and it was the job of adults everywhere to keep children safe from harm.

      No matter the cost.

      “She might not come,” he whispered to her. “If she does, I will do what I can to stop her. But we have to be ready for the worst.”

      She sniffed and pulled back, then nodded bravely, and his heart broke.

      “I’ll be ready,” she declared.
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      “You did good there, you know.” Mia handed him a mug of tea.

      Quentin shook his head as he took it. “I gave her hope,” he said softly, “and with luck she will be able to share that with Lisa.”

      She nodded and grabbed her coffee, then headed for the back door and sauntered out into the early evening sunshine. It was still intolerably humid outside, but at least once they were under the shade of a parasol it was not so hot.

      “You’re a good guy,” she said as she sat. “But it’s gonna take more than that to beat this thing. That ice. Was it you?”

      He nodded as he eased into his seat and set his phone next to his tea on the table. “Yes.”

      “How long’s that been in your bag of tricks?”

      “Since a friend suggested I might be able to do it earlier this week.”

      “Damn.” Mia nodded. “Would’ve been useful with the wildfires, huh?”

      “Indeed.” He turned to look at the ocean as it rolled gently below the cloudless sky. “Incredibly so. Still, it is what it is. I think it will only slow Annis. I cannot stop her without rendering the area deadly to the rest of us, I suspect.”

      “Yeah, I guess everything stops at zero Kelvin, huh?”

      He nodded absently as though he knew what a Kelvin was. Context alone suggested it was a unit of measurement. “Where is Soraya?”

      “She’s been hitting the public library pretty hard. Doing a lot of reading.”

      “Ah, my utmost sympathies.” Quentin reached for his phone. “Would you excuse me a moment? I have a few calls to make.”

      “Sure.” She smiled softly. “You want privacy?”

      “Oh, no. I don’t think there’s any need for that, but thank you.”

      Mia nodded. “Go right ahead, then.”

      “Thank you.” He tapped at his phone and scrolled through his slowly-growing list of contacts, then poked at it.

      It would be around two in the morning in London. Manners dictated that he should call tomorrow, but he was in no mood for manners, so he pressed the button and raised the phone to his ear as he leaned back.

      It rang and rang, and then went to voicemail. So he hung up and called again.

      On the third time, the ringing ended early. “What? Bloody hell, Icky, do you have any idea what time it is?”

      Quentin ran the tip of his tongue along his teeth, then murmured, “Yes. Do you have any idea what you have done?”

      “Done?” Freddy sounded utterly bewildered. “What? God, it’s two o’clock, Icky!”

      “You took my shirt,” Quentin said, speaking with care, “and you gave it to Father.”

      There was deathly silence on the line.

      “Laurence,” Freddy finally said.

      “Tell me why.” Quentin reached for his tea and wrapped his fingers around the hot mug to ground himself, keep his brain from locking itself away in rage.

      “God, it’s just a bloody shirt, Icky! He called me, all right? Once he found I’d been out of the country a while, he called me. He guessed that I’d found you. Pretty bloody obvious really, otherwise why would I disappear in the middle of starting my internship? If you hadn’t got that damn concussion, I would have been home so fast he wouldn’t have spotted it, but you know what he’s like with the it-crowd in Town. He knew I was gone, and he knew I knew where you are, and he told me to bring home some of your blood. He said it didn’t need to be fresh, said it could be dry if necessary, but he said if I didn’t do it he’d cut me off just as he had you.” Freddy swore under his breath. “Who knows what he wants the damn thing for, but where was the harm, Icky?”

      Quentin ground his teeth.

      Frederick was a pawn.

      “The harm,” he grated as calmly as he could, “is that Father has access to magic, and through it and the possession of my blood has engaged the services of a creature that has tracked me down and taken one of the children.”

      Freddy swore more loudly this time. “No. Jesus, Icky, I swear to God I didn’t know! Who is it? Where are they? Let me get on a flight, I can be there in sixteen hours—”

      “It’s Lisa.”

      “Fuck!”

      Quentin drew his tea close and gulped some down. It was too hot, and the jolt sharpened his senses and helped him remain in the here and now.

      “She’s the first.” He slammed the mug down on the table. “The creature will return tomorrow and take another, until we have no children left, and then it will take innocent children from the area until — next Friday — it will eat them all. Because of a shirt, Freddy! A goddamned shirt!”

      He thought he heard Freddy choke back a sob. And then he definitely heard a low groan.

      “You know what you have to do?” Freddy’s voice was barely a breath.

      “I have to go home,” Quentin snapped.

      “You have to kill him,” Freddy said.

      Quentin blinked. He hadn’t expected that in the slightest. “What?”

      “If he’s controlling this thing, if he’s sent it to kill children, Icky, you have to bloody kill the bastard!”

      It was like a bucket of ice water to the head. Freddy said it so simply, as though it made the most perfect sense.

      How could anyone discuss murder so lightly?

      “You won’t do it, will you?” Freddy sighed. “Then all I can do is apologize. I’ll get on a flight first thing if you think there’s anything I can do, but if you’re coming here anyway, it seems pointless.” He paused. “You are coming, yes? I presume that’s what he wants of you?”

      Quentin huffed. “It is.”

      “Then if you won’t kill him, at least negotiate for Lisa’s freedom. Don’t just bloody hand yourself over like some prize turnip. Make him set her free, Icky. You have everything he wants. Agree on a deal. Do you want me there to negotiate for you?”

      The idea of Frederick being there struck him as so absurd that he almost laughed. After causing the damn problem in the first place…

      But no. It wasn’t Freddy’s fault, and Quentin couldn’t go blaming him for what had occurred.

      “No,” he sighed. “Thank you, but no. Just… stay away from him, Fred. Keep yourself safe.”

      “All right. I’m sorry, Icky. I had no idea. Honest to God, I thought he’d gone bonkers at last.”

      Quentin nodded. “I suspect he went bonkers some time ago. Get some sleep. I’ll call you when I have news.”

      “Thanks, Icky.”

      Quentin hung up and tossed his phone to the table.

      “No more calls for now?” Mia eyed him.

      “I think it would be wise,” he said, “if I were to calm myself before the next one.”

      Otherwise, he might discover whether it was possible to reach through the phone and throttle his father to death.
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      He was ready.

      Well, as ready as he would ever be. Quentin picked up his phone and had to open the keypad if he was to call Father. This was not a number he had stored in the device, but it was emblazoned into his memories with a cattle brand. He knew it as surely as he knew his own bank account numbers.

      He spared a glance to Mia. She didn’t say a word. All she did was offer him a faint nod.

      Quentin tapped out the number, then waited for it to connect. The ringtone changed, and then the phone was answered.

      “Castle Cavendish switchboard, how may I direct your call?”

      “This is the Earl of Banbury. I wish to speak with my father. I am aware of what time it is.”

      The pause was only momentary, but he noticed it. “Yes, my Lord. Please hold.”

      “Of course.”

      He finished off his tea while he waited. It had cooled, but not gone entirely cold, so was therefore still palatable as far as he was concerned.

      “My Lord, I regret to inform you that His Grace is unavailable at this time.”

      Quentin arched an eyebrow. Of all that he had been expecting, from quiet hostility to outright screaming, that his father would refuse to even accept the call wasn’t on his list of potential outcomes.

      “May I take a message?” She sounded deeply apologetic.

      “Yes.” Quentin pursed his lips. “Inform him that this was his one chance to speak with me. Thank you for your time.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      He hung up and placed the phone on the table, then stood and began to pace in anger. It took him out from under the shade, so he wrapped cool air around himself with barely a thought, hardly even noticing how easy that had become until he had passed the parasol for the third time.

      “Refused to talk, huh?” Mia’s head swiveled back and forth as she watched him.

      “How dare he?” Quentin seethed.

      “Don’t sweat it.”

      He eyed her, and she smirked at him.

      “You wanna hear a story?”

      “Not especially?”

      “Stop being such a baby.” She wriggled into her seat and put her feet up on his vacated chair. “You ever heard of Miyamoto Musashi?” As he shook his head, she continued. “Figures. Okay, so this guy was a samurai about four hundred years ago. In Japan. Samurai were the warrior class. Kinda like British aristocracy, I guess. You had to be born into it. Anyway, I’m getting off-topic.” She chuckled. “Musashi was a big guy, especially for the Japanese, so he pretty much towered over anyone he dueled, but he used other psychological tricks to his advantage. And one of those—” she pointed to the phone “—was forcing his opponents to wait for him. It angered his opponents so much they were usually too irate to fight well. Musashi never lost a single duel in his damn life.”

      Quentin slowed to a halt and tilted his head to the side as he looked to her. “Are you suggesting that my father is intentionally provoking me by refusing to speak with me?”

      “Refusing to speak on your terms, yeah. Okay, so. Man, there are so many great Musashi stories. One of the best was when the guy was just a kid. Thirteen years old. He responded to an open call for duelists posted in public. This other guy — Arima — was traveling around honing his skills, and he wanted to test himself against the locals. This was a pretty common thing back then. Warriors would go on pilgrimages across Japan to practice and learn and teach each other. So anyway, this thirteen-year-old Musashi goes and writes his name on the list. He’s all about testing himself too. Did I mention he’s thirteen?”

      Quentin nodded. “It had been alluded to, yes.”

      Mia laughed. “Great. I wanted to make sure we didn’t miss that part. So anyway, Musashi’s staying at a temple with his uncle at the time, so when the messenger comes to tell Musashi that Arima’s accepted the duel, the uncle flips out and tries to talk Arima out of it. He points out the kid’s thirteen and an idiot for signing up to duel an adept, and Arima’s a total asshole about it. He insists it will damage Musashi’s entire family’s honor if the kid doesn’t show, but he’ll accept a public apology from Musashi in front of everyone at the appointed duel time.”

      Quentin frowned faintly. “That seems reasonable,” he said with some reticence, lest he be unaware of some cultural difference. “Musashi has wasted Arima’s time with a spurious response, has he not?”

      “Not really, ’cause Musashi genuinely wants the duel.” Mia chuckled. “So anyway, the duel time comes around, and the uncle turns up and he starts profusely apologizing to Arima. Not only has Musashi not backed down from the duel, but he’s also failed to even turn up on time, so the uncle is kowtowing like crazy to this sword adept because his entire family’s honor is on the line. And, of course, Arima’s getting pretty pissed by now.”

      “Understandable!”

      Mia stopped him with a raised hand. “Then Musashi comes out of nowhere, screaming a challenge, with a fucking six-foot-long quarterstaff, and Arima tries to defend himself, but he’s angry and pissed that he’s been messed with by this kid, and Musashi beats the living shit out of him. He smashes Arima right between the eyes, then once the guy’s down, he thrashes him to death in front of everyone.”

      Quentin gasped. The mental image alone was horrifying. Even as a tall child, Musashi was still only a child, and to show such savagery as to bludgeon a man to death was awful. But Musashi had won because his opponent underestimated him and allowed Musashi’s provocations to anger him.

      It was how Jack had beaten Quentin. How Mia and Sebastian had damn near killed him. They’d had the psychological advantage, and they were willing to use it.

      Quentin stepped back to his chair and sat once she moved her feet for him. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, fingers laced together so he could rest his chin on the arch they formed.

      “Where did he go from there?” he asked.

      “Oh, God.” She laughed. “I’ll have to get you a book. He got up to all kinds of crazy shit. He dueled one guy and crippled him, so the guy’s brother challenged him and Musashi defeated him too. He turned up late to both those duels, by the way. Pissing off his opponents was one of his key tactics. So these guys’ younger brother — he’s twelve years old — decides to challenge Musashi, but he’s not gonna fight fair or honorable. He sets up archers, swordsmen, and musketeers around where the duel’s going to be. Yeah, he sends guns to a sword fight. So Musashi? He turns up several hours early and goes around killing all these archers, swordsmen, and musketeers, then for good measure — and for being a little asshole — he kills the kid and escapes, and because so many of the kid’s supporters are trying to fight him while he gets away, he pulls his second sword and basically invents an entire new fighting style while he’s at it.”

      Quentin frowned even more deeply. “Were children especially violent at the time?”

      Mia shrugged. “If you were born into a Samurai family, you were trained in the arts and combat from birth, basically. The moment you could lift a brush, you were given paper.”

      “Brush?” Quentin sat upright. “Art?”

      “Musashi was a great artist and calligrapher. He wrote several books, which are still used as educational texts today. Jesus, Quentin, gimme your damn phone.”

      He handed it over and she fiddled with it for a good ten minutes.

      “Okay,” she finally said as she handed it to him. “This app’s for reading books. You’ll have to put your card details in if you wanna buy any, but The Book of Five Rings is available online, and so is The Way of Walking Alone, and all his other treatises on strategy and self-reliance. Just tap it and then pick the one you want to read.”

      He looked down to the screen. There was a sea of text waiting for him to dive on in.

      Quentin steeled himself, but nodded. “Presumably he has advice for facing someone like himself in battle?”

      “Yeah. It basically boils down to don’t lose your rag, but don’t be too relaxed either.”

      “Fine. Thank you.” He made himself comfortable and settled down to read.

      It would, at least, pass the time until Laurence’s return.
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      Laurence didn’t arrive home until almost midnight. Quentin had read and re-read the Book of Five Rings, but all that really stuck with him for now was an entire section devoted to timing, so it was somewhat ironic that he had completely lost track of time by the time the front door opened.

      He looked up from his seat in the living room, then rose to intercept Laurence on the way to the stairs, lest Laurence reach the bedroom and worry that Quentin wasn’t there. The dogs trailed slowly at his heels, half-asleep.

      Quentin halted the moment he saw Laurence. The florist had a stack of books piled up against his chest, and Windsor’s nest box was balanced on top of it all.

      Most of the books glowed softly.

      “Hey, baby,” Laurence said. He kept his voice low. “Sorry, didn’t mean to keep you up all night.” He nodded toward the kitchen. “Just gonna put Windsor in his cupboard.”

      Quentin nodded, and tailed Laurence at a safe distance. Not that there was any such thing where magic was concerned.

      Laurence put the books on a worktop, then gently lifted Windsor’s box into the nice warm cupboard that the heating pipes ran behind. Once the door was closed, he picked up the books again.

      “Where do you intend to take those?” Quentin stepped out of his way.

      “Uh.” Laurence eyed him as he passed. “Upstairs. Rufus said I could borrow them.”

      Quentin pressed his lips together and followed Laurence to the stairs without a word. It was bad enough that the house was now dripping magic without there being magical bloody books under his roof, too.

      They hurried up to the bedroom and closed the door after the dogs. Laurence set the pile down on the table by the window and placed his hand on top of them.

      “And what are these books about?” Quentin gave them a wide berth as he headed for his pajamas.

      “British legends, monsters, that kind of stuff. Most of it’s in Middle English, which is kinda readable once you get the hang of a few different letters and if you assume spelling was something nobody bothered learning back then. I just gotta hope the stuff I need isn’t the stuff in Latin.”

      “I read Latin.”

      Quentin could’ve kicked himself the moment the words left his mouth. He had so few skills in life that the opportunity to actually be able to help for once had temporarily overridden his sense of self-preservation, and he’d bloody gone and done it now if the look of excitement on Laurence’s face was any indication.

      “You can?” Laurence winced. He’d been quite loud, so when he spoke again it was more quietly. “That’s awesome, baby! So much stuff’s written in Latin, and I can’t read a word of it! I mean, now and then there’s one word that is kinda similar to a Spanish word that means the same thing, but that doesn’t make it any easier. You got any other languages tucked away in there?”

      “Er.” Quentin turned away as he unbuttoned his shirt. “A little French. I would not suggest that I am conversational in it, though. My school was far more concerned with Latin and Ancient Greek.”

      “You speak Ancient Greek?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Father insisted that I focus my studies on Latin.” He tugged his shirt off and swapped it quickly for his pajama top. “Of course, I now grasp the reason behind this absurd insistence.”

      “That’s kinda useful information, though,” Laurence said. He sounded like he was trying to be reasonable. “I mean, Latin spells are all about law and order. Protection, wards, laying down rules and regulations. So that tells us the kind of magic he wants you to learn.”

      Quentin stripped and pulled his pajama bottoms on, then eased between the sheets as quickly as he was able. Perhaps if he fell asleep swiftly, this conversation would die quietly and leave him alone.

      “You could even—”

      “No.” He closed his eyes and rolled onto his side, tugging sheets up over his shoulder and bunching them under his chin.

      “But—”

      “I said no.” Quentin retained a soft voice. Perhaps he had absorbed more of Mia’s book than he’d thought possible. This was not the time to have an argument with Laurence about whether or not he would learn magic. This was a time for rest, and he bloody well intended to get some.

      Laurence grumbled. Quentin heard the sounds of him undressing, and then the shift in the mattress as Laurence joined him under the sheets.

      Quentin glanced to the light switch and flicked it with a glimmer of thought, and the room plunged into darkness.

      “Is Kim okay?” Laurence mumbled behind him.

      “No. But she is putting on a brave face. We anticipate that Annis will try to take her tomorrow.”

      The mattress shifted again, and Laurence’s feet hit the carpet. “Fuck. If she’s coming back I gotta read, I gotta find out how to stop her!”

      Quentin forced his eyes open and he sat up. His eyes had yet to adjust, so he followed the sounds of Laurence’s feet. “Darling,” he said firmly.

      “What?”

      “Come to bed.”

      For a moment, all he heard was Laurence’s breathing as he began to make out the dark shape of the other man by the windows. “Baby—”

      “I said come to bed.”

      It was a risk, giving Laurence an order when it wasn’t a remotely sensual situation, but he had to do something to cut through the panic Laurence was about to work himself into.

      “Yes, sir,” Laurence breathed. He hurried to the bed and slipped back into it.

      “Good. Now get some sleep. You’ll need it.”

      Laurence groused again, but at least this time he stayed in bed.

      Quentin turned away before he allowed his smirk to emerge. Laurence would only see it otherwise.

      Now if only he were able to follow his own advice.
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      When Laurence woke in the forest, it was far less jarring to him than the last time. The ghostly outline of Quentin was by his side, and Herne had perched on a fallen log by the edge of the clearing, skinning a rabbit. The sight should have made Laurence feel weird, but it didn’t.

      He stood and patted himself down as his thoughts slowly caught up to him. Why should Herne skinning a rabbit make him feel upset or ill or anything else? Meat was meat, whether it came fresh off the carcass or out of the cooler at the grocery store.

      Maybe it was more that it wasn’t a sight he was used to. Nobody in SoCal skinned their own meat. Most people there couldn’t even describe the shape of the animal their meat came off.

      “You haven’t eaten well,” Herne said as Laurence approached him. “I thought a meal was in order.”

      Laurence peered down to his own stomach. “Hey, I ate…” He tailed off while he tried to remember. “Bugles and Twizzlers…”

      Herne rolled his eyes. “You made those words up.”

      His stomach betrayed him with a rumble that percolated for several seconds, and Laurence sat on the log by Herne’s side. “No. But they’re not proper food,” he admitted. “How did you know?”

      Herne laughed warmly. “You know who is well-fed and who is not, my child. Start a fire.”

      Laurence huffed, but at least he knew how to do that. Plenty of years living out of an RV had taught him that much, so he got off his ass and started hunting for wood good enough to burn. By the time he'd assembled enough and dug out a pit to arrange it all in, Herne had collected stones for him, so Laurence hunkered down and laid the stones around the shallow pit before he added the twigs and broken branches. After that and a fistful of dead undergrowth for kindling, it was down to the hard work of rolling a stick back and forth between his palms against a splinter stuffed with dry grass.

      Herne said nothing. Instead the god disappeared into the forest and, by the time Laurence had gently blown the tiny spot of warmth into an equally tiny flame, he had two more rabbits hanging from one hand. He sat without a word and skinned them too while Laurence nurtured the fire.

      If Quentin were actually here, this would be a hell of a lot easier.

      Laurence glanced toward the shadow Quentin cast across the veil, then looked to Herne. “Does he cast a shadow because the universe listens to him?”

      “Very good.” Herne smiled as he peeled the skin off a rabbit and lay both across the log. “You are learning. You have found a good teacher?”

      “I’ve found a teacher. And I seem to be learning fast, so yeah. I’m not gonna pass comment on whether he’s good, like, as a person or anything.”

      Herne rubbed his hands clean with some grass, then went to fetch sticks to skewer the rabbits with. “Is that necessary for a teacher?”

      “It’s something worth bearing in mind in case he makes judgments,” Laurence mused. He fed a dry twig into the fire and was pleased to see it catch well. “A reminder to not assume that because he knows more than me his judgment is one I might agree with.”

      “Ah. Very wise.” Herne seemed satisfied with his sticks, and he pushed them through the rabbits one by one. “There. We must wait for the fire to be ready.” He wiped his palms on his thighs this time, and the fur there seemed to do a good job of getting the dirt off his hands. “How go your other skills?”

      Laurence puffed out his cheeks. He hadn’t really practiced anything, even though Herne had told him to. He’d been so busy with Quentin and Windsor and Rufus and now this shit with Annis that spending time creeping around wasn’t all that productive.

      He had managed to sneak into Altitude, though. That was a win, and he felt buoyed up by that memory. He’d done pretty damn good there, now he stopped to think about it.

      “Yeah,” he said slowly. “Yeah, they’re going okay. I managed to get into a really busy place in the center of the city without getting spotted.” He nodded as he thought it over. “There was something else, too.”

      “Yes?” Herne watched him earnestly.

      Laurence rested his hands on his knees. “When my gifts first manifested, I had visions of the future. Some of them have come to pass, but there’s one that hasn’t, and it made no sense to me for the longest time. But then when I got into this place the other night, I was looking for Quentin, and I, like…” He hesitated, because it sounded weird as shit. “I picked up his scent. Like a trail. I did with the squirrel in the park, too. It was almost as though I could see their scents. Does it work like that, or am I just imagining it?”

      “Oho!” Herne barked a short sound of amusement. It wasn’t quite a laugh, but it came close. “Yes! Exactly like that! That’s wonderful! An incredibly useful talent, and worth mastering if you can. You should be able to track your prey across much terrain if you have his scent!”

      “Huh.” Laurence rolled his neck as he thought over the vision he’d had all those years ago. There was no sign of Quentin in it, but something about it had already come true: the raven that flew overhead as he ran.

      It had to be Windsor.

      And in his vision he knew it was a man he hunted, so he doubted it was Annis. That likely meant that vision was still a ways off into the future for now, so he looked at Herne. “Can I ask something?”

      “Always,” the god rumbled.

      “Do you know the name Black Annis?”

      Herne’s features darkened immediately. He reached for the rabbits and stuck the sticks in the ground around the fire so that they made a teepee far above the flames. “The Scourge,” he growled. “You hunt her?”

      Laurence licked his lips and nodded. “I do.”

      “Worthy prey indeed. This will be a challenge for you. You must work with care.”

      Laurence nodded. “Some information would be useful. Anything you can give me might help. She appeared out of nowhere, and Quentin couldn’t touch her, he couldn’t hold her. If we can’t stop her taking kids, she’s gonna eat them.”

      “If she has not eaten them already.” Herne looked up to the trees, where ravens settled among the branches.

      Laurence followed the direction of his gaze, then shook his head. “I dunno. She says she won’t eat them for another week. She’s going to  take one a day until then, though.”

      “Then she is not acting of her own accord.” Herne faced Laurence again, and his dark eyes were almost black. “She is under compulsion.”

      “Yeah.” Laurence bit his lip. “Quentin’s dad sent her.”

      Herne grunted at that. “If you kill Annis without finding the children first, you may never find them. She usually hides her lairs within caves or the rotten stumps of dead trees, but within those lairs are gateways to here, and if you follow the wrong path you may become lost.”

      Laurence nodded. “So I get her scent and track it. Got it.” He gestured to the trees. “By here you mean Otherworld, right? Not this exact part of it?”

      “That is correct.” Herne dipped his head faintly.

      Laurence tapped his fingers against his knees. Becoming lost in Otherworld didn’t sound like a great idea. It was the kind of place that mortals didn’t belong in, and if he took the wrong path, he could stumble into any kind of legend that lived here, and that was before he even figured out whether Otherworld was a purely Pagan place or whether it encompassed local American legends. The last thing he wanted to meet was a goddamn Chupacabra, if they really existed.

      “Okay.” Laurence sniffed. The rabbit had started to smell pretty damn nice, even though it was only the outer layer that had begun to warm through. “Wait. Can we touch her here? Or is she just as slippery?”

      “Most gods and daemons may only have corporeal form if they choose to. It requires energy, power, and for most of us that is too precious to use on inconsequential actions. She will, if she is stealing children, be corporeal for as long as it takes to make contact before she disappears, but that is likely a scant second in which to act. Your reflexes must be sharp and true, and you will not gain a second chance.” Herne rubbed his hands together. “You will have more success with a weapon from Otherworld.”

      Laurence eyed him. There was the knife Herne had been using to skin rabbits, as well as the longbow that rested against the log.

      Herne laughed. “No. You may not take these. They will not survive the crossing.”

      The why was on the tip of his tongue, but then realization hit him. “Because they lack names given to them by someone like me?”

      “Yes.” Herne grinned proudly. “A child of both worlds must name the weapon and carry it across. Just as no unnamed weapon may come from the mortal world and have power here, so you cannot take anything from here with no name and wield it effectively there.”

      “So I can just… no, I guess from the way you’re looking at me, I can’t just give your knife a name, huh?” Laurence kicked at the earth by his toes and sent a little flurry of it away from the fire. “Let me guess. I’ve got to go on an epic quest through dangerous lands to claim some kind of sword with a name longer than my own?”

      “A quest is always a good idea,” Herne chuckled. “But no. One week is not enough time to guarantee success. Even a year does not guarantee it.”

      “What if I found a named weapon in the mortal world, then?” Laurence scrunched his toes in the dirt and felt the grains between his toes.

      Herne shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      Laurence bit back his frustration, but he stood and crossed back to Quentin’s shadow, pacing around it while he tried to think. If he couldn’t get a weapon here, and he needed to find Excalibur or something equally non-existent in the real world, then he was screwed.

      Except Herne hadn’t said that.

      Laurence narrowed his eyes and peered at Herne across the clearing. The heat haze from the fire distorted the Hunter’s form in waves. “You know someone who’s got one, don’t you?”

      “Ah!” Herne clapped his hands, and the ravens all took off as one into the dark sky. “There! You find truth. Excellent!”

      Laurence planted his fists on his hips. He was getting somewhere at last. “Okay. Awesome! Who do I need to speak to?”

      Herne chuckled. “Ah. This is where things become interesting.”

      Interesting was not Laurence’s favorite word, that was for sure. He returned to the log to sit so that he could at least brace for bad news, but all Herne did was pluck a stick out of the ground and offer it to him.

      “Rabbit?”
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      The rabbit, despite still being a little bloody in the center, was surprisingly delicious. Laurence didn’t think he’d eaten rabbit before, and he was idly curious about whether real rabbit tasted anything like what he’d just consumed.

      The ravens had scattered. Only two or three were overhead now, hopping along branches or gliding from tree to tree to follow the travelers below. Herne stopped at a small, clear stream so that they could wash their hands properly, and then they moved on through the forest.

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” Laurence asked softly.

      “Ynys Affalach,” Herne replied. “The Isle of Apples.”

      Laurence shook his head. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Ah. It has many other names.” Herne shrugged as trees parted for them. “Ynys Afallon, Insula Pomorum, Insula Avalonsis, Avalon—”

      Laurence stopped in his tracks. “Wait. What?” He stared up at Herne. “We’re going to Avalon?”

      “Yes.”

      “What—” Laurence licked his lips as he tried to form a sentence that didn’t sound totally ridiculous. “Wait. Are you saying we’re gonna go get Excalibur?”

      Herne laughed and clapped him on the back so hard that Laurence stumbled forward. “No. Only the Once and Future King may wield Excalibur. But he may be willing to loan us Carnwennan for a short while. We can but ask!”

      “Carnwennan,” Laurence repeated slowly. “I’ve never heard of it. Is it a sword?”

      “No. It is but a knife. Arthur used it to kill the Black Hag.” Herne idly adjusted the bow slung across his back. “We may ride to the mists, but from there you must travel on foot.”

      Laurence slowly folded his arms across his chest. He didn’t like the switch from we to you one little bit. “Let me guess. These mists are super dangerous.”

      Herne laughed again and continued on through the forest. “All of life is dangerous, Bambi!”

      Laurence huffed and hurried after the god. “Yeah,” he muttered. “I hear it’s a hundred percent fatal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They walked for what felt like an hour, but with no way to tell the time and with the sky overhead perpetually in starlight, all Laurence could go by was how sore his feet got and how tedious the walk became.

      The trees thinned as they reached the beginning of the forest’s edge, and in particular they gave way around a vast oak that was wider than ten men and so tall that Laurence couldn’t make out the top. Chains as thick as his forearm were coiled around the trunk, and they hung from the branches like grim tinsel.

      Herne stopped by the tree and placed one hand against the thick, ancient bark. His head tipped back and he gazed up into the branches.

      Laurence said nothing. It didn’t feel like the time to intrude. There was something personal about this communion between god and tree. This was sacred. He could sense the flow of the world around him slowly come to a standstill, motes of dust trapped in shafts of moonlight and held there for a second.

      And then everything was back in place. The air moved, the sacred silence had passed, and the tree disgorged two vast horses.

      “Whoa!” Laurence leaped back as one of the horses came his way. He was eye level with its shoulder, so the head of the beast was way above his own. Its coat was sleek and grey, darker at the stifles and shoulders than on the body. Where the coat was lightest, it seemed to shine silver in the moonlight. His face, luxurious mane, and the feathering that hid his fetlocks and almost swallowed his hooves all gleamed.

      The horse stopped, blocking his view of the other beast, and lowered its head so that it could eye Laurence up close.

      “Hey, horsey,” Laurence said weakly. This thing could kill him with a single kick, there was no doubt about that. It was a monster.

      He heard Herne chuckle. “Come. We have a long ride ahead.”

      Laurence stared at the horse, and then to its back. There was no saddle, no tack, nothing for him to hang on to other than that mane. Wouldn’t that be like pulling on its hair?

      Goddess, Quentin knew how to ride horses, and even he’d fallen off one trying to ride it bareback. How the hell was Laurence supposed to manage?

      He heard thudding steps, and the other horse eased into view. This one was even bigger, with a sleek black coat and midnight mane, and Herne straddled it as though born to it. The chestnut of his own furred thighs contrasted against the horse’s dark flank, and his hooves hung free of any stirrup or other support. “Hm,” Herne said. “He is a bit high. Humans are so small.”

      “Oh, yeah, thanks.” Laurence pushed hair back from his forehead. “Will he mind if I, like, jump up?”

      “I’m sure he won’t.”

      Laurence didn’t feel too reassured, so he turned and found a fallen tree, then stepped up onto it. “Okay,” he said to the horse. “Let’s try this.”

      The horse made a soft chuffing noise and swished its tail, then wandered over and presented its side. Laurence placed his palms against its back and vaulted up onto it, then swore like a sailor as he landed heavily on his balls.

      “Some clothes would be really fucking good around this place,” he wheezed when he could find the breath to do so.

      Herne just laughed and patted his horse’s neck. “Come, we have far to go.”

      Laurence gripped the horse’s mane as thick muscles moved beneath his spreadeagled thighs. “Saddles, too,” he groaned.
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      He lost track of time. They rode for so long that the ache in his balls was a long-distant memory and utterly superseded by the ache in his ass cheeks. The horse was a firm and constant sway of power beneath him, and he’d almost got the hang of it enough to let go of the mane, but whenever the animal moved down a slope or forded a stream he had to cling on again.

      Thankfully, the horse didn’t seem to care.

      Herne chatted with him about the mortal world, asking questions about modern life that led Laurence to believe that the last time he’d spoken at length with one of his children had to be at least a hundred years ago. Herne had heard of gaslight and trains, but not electricity or cars. He was fascinated by the idea of powered flight. And when Laurence told him just how many people were alive on Earth, he snorted with derision.

      “There cannot be,” Herne said. “That is too many.”

      “Yeah.” Laurence shrugged. “It is. We’re ruining the environment, making plants and animals extinct, all kinds of shit.”

      Herne shook his head. “Are the mortals out of touch with nature now?”

      “Pretty much, as a species.” Laurence looked to the stars above for a while. “Ethan says it’s a side effect of capitalism.”

      “Huh.” Herne scratched through his beard. “Who is Ethan?”

      “He’s a good friend of mine.”

      “And what is capitalism?”

      Laurence laughed. “Uh. It’s basically where an economy is run for profit. Pretty much everything is in private ownership, and you trade your goods for money. Money replaces barter, so rather than trading your sheep for furniture, there’s the third stage where you sell your sheep for money, then buy furniture with that money.”

      “I understand money.” Herne chuckled. “It has been around for a long time. A very clever system. Magic, in its own way.”

      Laurence tipped his head as he watched Herne. “Money is magic?”

      “I wish to trade for your highly valuable sheep,” Herne said. “But all I have are these tiny little pieces of metal. Would you give me sheep for scraps of copper?”

      Laurence blinked slowly. “Uh. I guess not?”

      “But somehow, when everyone is convinced that those scraps have inherent value, suddenly it seems a reasonable trade.” Herne grinned. “It’s ingenious. Mortals are very clever. And coins are so light. Far easier to carry than sheep!”

      Laurence frowned as he thought it over. Herne had a point. There was no way a dime could be made of metal that was worth more than the value of a dime, so logically it had to be worth less. And as for bills, they were just paper. Well, linen and cotton, but basically paper so far as face value was concerned, yet the number written on it was what people accepted as true even though they were all the same size.

      It was kinda weird, if he dwelled on it too much, how everyone just believed money was worth what it declared itself to be worth.

      “Huh.” He grinned at Herne. “I guess it is pretty clever.”

      Herne nodded, but before he could speak, a raven cawed loudly overhead, so he raised his forearm for the vast bird to land on. It swooped out of the sky and reached for the god’s flesh with its talons, then ruffled feathers and began to preen once it was steady. Its feathers were like an oil slick, black and blue and purple as light shifted across them.

      Laurence hoped it meant he could get off this horse soon. His ass felt like he was sitting on sandpaper, and every movement of the animal now risked going beyond discomfort and into actual pain.

      The bird finished preening, then began to chatter and caw softly. Laurence didn’t get that innate sense of understanding from the gibberish that he did from Windsor’s little chirps and cheeps, so whatever the bird relayed was beyond him. Instead, he waited for Herne to translate.

      “The mists,” Herne finally murmured once the bird fell silent. He faced Laurence. “They are ahead.”

      Laurence winced and tried to adjust his posture. “How far?”

      “Four, possibly five miles.”

      Laurence nodded. Who knew how far he’d have to walk once he entered them? As much as his butt was sore right now, he needed to save his energy for the potentially fatal trek through these mists.

      “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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      It only took them a short while before Laurence could see mist in the distance. It was eerily beautiful, pale and ethereal, as though it had been there forever. They rode in silence, the raven airborne once more, until they were only a couple of meters from the edge of it, and then Herne signaled for them to stop.

      Both horses halted without Laurence having to do anything, but it was one hell of a long way down. He wriggled his leg over the broad back and all but slid down its side until his toes met the earth.

      Goddess, his ass hurt. But worse than that, his hips were stiff and his back ached.

      He patted the horse’s neck, though. “Thanks,” he said to it. He was sure the animal understood him, and even if it didn’t, there was no harm in thanking it for carrying him all this way.

      The air against his skin was cool and damp. It soothed his skin and took the sting away. His toes curled into moist earth, and he took a deep breath of ozone-scented air.

      Every instinct told him that he was by the sea, but all he could see ahead was this impenetrable mist.

      Herne’s horse walked up to stand alongside him, and Laurence craned his neck to look up at the god.

      “I guess this is where we part ways, huh?”

      Herne nodded. His expression was neutral. “Trust your instincts, my child. If the Once and Future King does not wish to grant you an audience, you will not find your way to Avalon, but he will not harm you.”

      Laurence ran his tongue along his teeth and drew his shoulders back. “Okay. Then what’s the dangerous part?”

      Herne glanced to the mist, then to Laurence.

      “Morgan,” he said.

      Laurence’s heart sank. “You’re shitting me. Like Morgan le Fay? That Morgan?”

      “Le Fay, Morgaine, Morganna…” Herne chuckled. “She is quicksilver, Bambi. She is her own and no one else’s, and she is untransformed by the beliefs of mortals. None can guess at whether she will be friend or foe to you. Not even I can foresee this.”

      That sounded like either the most awesome or the most terrifying introduction Laurence had ever heard. With the knowledge that all gods and daemons were shaped by human thought, the idea of one who was untouched by it seemed to suggest a being of unfathomable power.

      And here he was, seeking to reach an island he couldn’t see, across a sea he could smell, to speak to a king who was dead, hoping that the immortal goddess hidden in the mists wasn’t going to turn him inside-out and wear him as a hat.

      He nodded to himself, then said before he left, “I am so fucked.”
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      When Quentin woke, it was to the sound of Laurence’s alarm. But Laurence didn’t turn it off. The blasted thing kept beeping like a harridan, so Quentin sat up and peered over at it.

      The bright red lights on it read 05:30. Quite reasonable, except Laurence would usually have turned it off without even waking up.

      Quentin leaned across Laurence’s slumbering form to hit it a few times until he found the right button, and then he looked down at the man beneath him.

      Laurence was sound asleep, curled around his sheets and hugging them tight to his chest.

      Quentin chuckled softly and brushed Laurence’s curls from his forehead, then leaned in to tenderly kiss his cheek.

      After that he slipped from the bed as quietly as he could and went to take the dogs out.
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      He was home again by 07:00, and led the dogs to water in the kitchen. There was evidence that someone had already had cereal, with a bowl in the dishwasher, but he had no way of telling who it had been.

      The morning routine was simple. He filled the kettle and prepared tea. While he waited for the water to boil, he checked in on Windsor’s cupboard, and since the bird peeped at him in greeting, he brought Windsor out and prepared the day’s mush for him, then fed him a spoonful.

      “You’re getting rather large, aren’t you?” He smiled softly as the bird chugged down mush. “And your feathers are starting to show. I think it may be time we moved you into a larger box.”

      Windsor snapped his beak and stretched his wings. The feathers had begun to unfurl from their sheaths, but he still had a smattering of pins among his plumage that had yet to set themselves free. Still, he was looking more like a bird every day, and less like an underdressed chicken.

      Mia stepped into the kitchen, freshly showered from her own morning routine. “No Laurence?”

      “Oh. I thought perhaps he had already left?” Quentin laid the spoon down and clipped the lid back onto the box of food. “I have yet to head upstairs.”

      “I could’ve missed him.” She fetched herself a bowl and poured Cheerios into it. “I think Kim and Soraya were up half the night. I heard them moving around at three in the morning.”

      “I cannot say that I blame them.” He sighed and planted an elbow on the tabletop. “Am I making the right decision, do you think?”

      “You’ve read the Book of Five Rings, right?” She tipped milk into her bowl and then joined him at the table, using a foot to draw a chair back so that she could sit.

      “Twice.”

      “Yeah, you’re gonna read it a lot more than twice, believe me.” She put her bowl down and dug her spoon into it. “Now is not the right time to attack Annis. And if we don’t stop her now, then she’s gonna take Kim. There’s no two ways about it. If she considers Lisa a child, well, Kim’s the same age. And if Annis picks on the weakest first, then again, Kim’s her next choice. I think you’re doing the right thing, but it’s gonna be hard on Kim.” She spooned a mouthful and ate it before she continued. “I’m gonna run out, go buy a few things. Annis took Lisa in everything she was wearing. Nothing got left behind. So we might be able to load Kim up with some supplies.”

      Quentin tilted his head. “Such as?”

      “A Camelbak, some jerky, honey, a first aid kit. Basic stuff to keep their strength up. We can’t assume Lisa has a fresh water source. Annis might let her die of dehydration long before she eats her.”

      He blinked in slow, dawning horror. Mia had a point. Quentin had assumed that Annis’ assurance that she wouldn’t eat the children until the following Friday meant that she would also keep them alive and well, but what if it literally just meant that she would not eat them until then, and their survival was wholly upon their own shoulders?

      “Good God,” he breathed.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.” Mia cast him a small smile. “You get Laurence out of bed. He’s gotta research his ass off, and time’s running out.”

      Quentin nodded. “All right. I shall meet you back here shortly?”

      She nodded, so he moved Windsor’s food to the fridge, then gathered up the bird’s box and hurried to the stairs.
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      Laurence was still asleep.

      Quentin set Windsor down on Laurence’s bedside table, then sat beside the American and lay a hand on his shoulder. “Laurence?”

      Nothing. Not so much as a twitch.

      Quentin frowned. He shook Laurence’s shoulder gently and raised his voice. “Laurence.”

      Laurence didn’t respond, but it was easy enough to see that he was alive and well. He was pink, so his heart was beating. His shoulder shifted rhythmically beneath Quentin’s hand, so he was breathing. Quentin leaned closer and saw Laurence’s eyes flit to and fro beneath his eyelids, so his brain was — in theory — engaged.

      Everything suggested that Laurence was dreaming, and yet surely if that were the case, he should have woken.

      Quentin frowned and sat up. “What do you think?” he said to Windsor.

      The raven chattered cheerfully and wriggled his little wings, but Quentin wasn’t so convinced that everything was fine. His father couldn’t have done this, as the wards still glowed all over the place, but Annis had shown that the wards were no impediment to her. If Laurence were in some sort of induced sleep, then it meant that the research required to stop Annis would not get done.

      Quentin eyed the stack of books by the window, then shook Laurence’s shoulder for good measure. “Laurence! Bloody well wake up!”

      Laurence stubbornly refused.

      There was little more Quentin could think to do under the circumstances, so he sighed and headed for the bathroom.

      He might as well clean himself up before he tried to figure out what the hell was going on.
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      There was no change when that was done either. Quentin showered, shaved, and otherwise undertook his morning necessities, and yet Laurence was still sound asleep. By the time Quentin had dressed, Laurence had not budged in the slightest, and yet there was absolutely nothing that Quentin could find wrong.

      He fussed with Laurence’s hair and felt his forehead, but even his temperature seemed fine.

      Utterly out of ideas, he headed from the room and hunted through the house for Mia, but she had already left. Kimberly and Soraya had huddled together in the living room, and the dogs were snuggled up on the sofa with them, but he very much doubted that the children had any particular medical expertise.

      He fiddled with his phone. Perhaps Freddy could assist. No, that was silly; Freddy was a world away. Sebastian? Myriam? 911?

      Jesus Christ, what if Laurence were in serious trouble, and all he was doing was dithering about with his bloody phone?

      He took the stairs three at a time as he sprinted back up to the bedroom.

      No change.

      Calm. You can help no one if you lose your temper.

      Quentin sat by Laurence’s side and ran fingers over his shoulder down to his neck, then dug out the talisman from below Laurence’s t-shirt, but it still glowed gently. Even if anything had breached the house, that talisman should have saved Laurence.

      Then perhaps whatever ailed him was not magic.

      He made up his mind and called the shop.

      “Good morning, welcome to the Jack in the Green. How can I help you today?”

      “Ethan. Quentin. Is Myriam available? It’s rather urgent.”

      “When isn’t it?” Ethan chuckled. “Give me a sec, I’ll get her for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      It was a little longer than a second. Quentin heard muffled words, and then Myriam was on the line.

      “Yes, dear?”

      Hearing her voice was like a balm. It instantly soothed his worry. Myriam was wise. She was experienced. She knew just about everything. She was, as all good mothers should be, exactly what he needed right now.

      “Myriam. Thank God. It’s Laurence. He’s breathing, but he won’t wake up, and I don’t know what to do.” He worked hard to keep the tinge of fear suppressed.

      “Does he have a fever?”

      “No. No, nothing like that. He really does seem to be fast asleep. There isn’t a bloody thing I can do to wake him.” He huffed softly, somewhat chagrined, as though Laurence not listening to his orders was the irritating thing here, and not the fact that Laurence would not wake up.

      The cold wash of panic stirred in his gut before he could tamp down on it, and he leaped from the bed to pace the room.

      What if Laurence never woke up?

      What if he was in a coma?

      Oh, God, he hadn’t considered that! Was this a level of comatose? Had he had a stroke in his sleep?

      “Quentin!”

      He gasped as Myriam’s voice snapped at him from the phone. “What?”

      “There you are. Good. Does he respond to pain?”

      “What?!” He gulped down air, then struggled to remember the first aid training Mia had given him. “I haven’t… I haven’t tried… Jesus, I didn’t think… one moment.”

      Quentin hurried to Laurence’s side and felt for his hand, then pinched the web of his thumb as Mia had done to him the other day, and Laurence flinched a little, but remained dead to the world. “Sorry, darling,” he said. Then into the phone he added, “That seemed to hurt him, but he hasn’t woken.”

      “Sounds like a coma, dear. I would suggest that you call 911 and let a paramedic assess the situation. They might want to get him to hospital to put him on a drip and keep him fed and hydrated. You do that, and I’ll do a reading to see whether I can work out how long before he comes out of it. I’ll call you back.”

      A few months ago, if someone had told him they would read tarot cards to determine the future, he would have snorted at it as hokum and let them know where the exit was. But he knew better now.

      “Very well. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. Try to stay calm, okay?”

      He nodded and hung up, then immediately dialed 911 and requested an ambulance.

      Suddenly the pile of books on the table didn’t look so bad, if his alternative was watching Laurence wither away in a damned hospital bed. He crossed to the window so that he would see the moment an ambulance arrived, and took one from the top of the pile.

      It was impossible to concentrate, though. All he could do, in the end, was watch Laurence and wait.
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      The mists seemed to swallow him. The moment they covered his head he could hear nothing, not even his own footfalls. All around him was the same dense, grey-white mass, and the longer he was in it, the harder it became to even focus his eyes.

      Laurence had heard about snow-blindness, but it wasn’t anything he’d ever experienced, not even when his folks had parked the RV up in the mountains. This was totally disorienting, and he wondered if this was what it was like to be surrounded by snow so bright and featureless that he wouldn’t be able to see. Except the fog really wasn’t dazzling. Or properly white.

      The more he worried at his analogy, the more he figured it was a really lousy one.

      The only traditional sense that didn’t seem to have abandoned him was smell. He still picked out that pungent sea-salt odor, yet he heard no water, and his feet remained damp at best.

      His ass felt better, at least. Small comfort, but he was willing to take it over no comfort.

      “Hello?” He called out, but the fog muffled his voice, leaving it flat and lifeless.

      “Trust your damn instincts,” he grumbled as he trudged onward. “I keep trusting my instincts, and where does that — ow! Motherfucker!” He snatched his left hand up as sharp pain dug between his forefinger and thumb, but he couldn’t see anything wrong with it. “What the fuck!”

      The pain faded to a thumping ache, and he rubbed his hand to try and ease it. It brought tears to his eyes, but they didn’t do anything to impede his vision.

      Damn it, he was blind, deaf, and getting random stabbing pains.

      All in all this was shit, and his instincts agreed with that assessment. He wiped his eyes and stopped.

      Trudging without a guide was a waste of time. He didn’t know where this Isle was, and even if he did he had nothing to navigate by. Never mind Morgan; the fucking mists themselves were his biggest hazard right now.

      He needed to stop wasting his time and wandering about with no way of knowing where to go. The blinding mist was a distraction, so he closed his eyes. The lack of sound was disconcerting, so he covered his ears.

      Laurence stilled himself and took soft, slow breaths.

      Words like Avalon meant very little other than mythological connotations, but Herne had called it The Isle of Apples.

      Could it be so simple?

      Laurence focused everything he had on his sense of smell. He parted his lips so that he could gather any taste information that could be carried by the air, and he breathed. He breathed like he had at Altitude when he searched for Quentin, except it wasn’t oud wood he sought now, but the crisp, clean scent of apple.

      He waited.

      There was no world, no mist, no time or space. There was only breath, and he picked over each and every one as he concentrated.

      The ozone of the sea masked far subtler scents. As he began to pick them apart, he could detect other strands of odor. The earthy waft of peat. The sharp salt of seaweed. The rich, delicious taste-scent of shellfish.

      The sharp twist of apple.

      Laurence honed in on it. The thread was weak and dull amongst all the others that threatened to subsume it, but it was there, and he breathed deeply of it as he latched on.

      He dropped his hands and opened his eyes; he could see the delicate hair-strand of golden scent, and turned to follow it with a wolfish grin.

      The hunt was on.
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      The thread grew thicker. Stronger. But Laurence did not rush. When another weird stabbing pain got him in the arm, he swore at it, but stuck with his target. His instincts told him to ignore the pains as nothing more than mild inconveniences, so he did so.

      He tracked the scent with care, testing each of his footsteps. There was no way to know whether he might fall right off a cliff edge or step onto treacherous ground, and charging in like a fool would ruin his chances of getting this weapon for good.

      Maybe even kill him.

      He grimaced at that. He didn’t doubt that he could die here, even though he hadn’t entered bodily. He wasn’t going to take any risks, especially not dumb ones like running just because he had a trail.

      Now he could smell apples. Not just the traces of them, but full-on orchard scent. The leaves, the fruit, the earth they grew in. There were red and green, though he couldn’t pick out specific varieties from the odors. All he could tell was that some were far sweeter than others.

      The ground beneath his feet began to ascend gently and, after a couple of minutes, he thought he saw some darker patches in the mist.

      Laurence snarled in satisfaction. The first stage in his hunt was almost complete. From here, he would need to locate Arthur somewhere on this Isle, and then see what it would take to borrow Carnwennan. Easy peasy. Unless the Isle was ten miles wide, and Arthur wanted to send him off to pick snot from a giant’s left nostril or something.

      The fog thinned to nothing, and he stepped from it like it was birthing him.

      He stopped the moment he could see, arrested by a landscape alien to him as a native Californian. For as far as he could see, the Isle was one large hill, with lower and more gentle slopes in the foreground. There were apple trees, ancient varieties he didn’t know the names for, but that smelled so sharp they were likely better for cider than eating raw. Other trees bore golden or reddish fruits that, while small, produced a sweeter scent. Farther in the distance, once the land became hilly, there were oaks and yew trees. He could see some buildings nestled between the trees. Most were made from stone, but a few looked to be constructed from wood, and the mist stretched around the Isle like a blanket.

      None appeared remotely run-down or abandoned, yet he couldn’t see people or livestock.

      “Yeah, this isn’t creepy,” he muttered.

      He glanced back to the mist, then began to approach the buildings.
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      He picked his way across soft grass and lush field until he reached the first of the trees, after which the ground became bumpier as their roots distorted it. There were stray twigs and leaves, patches of barer earth around each tree, a few fallen fruits, and the gentle buzz of the occasional bee.

      It was beyond idyllic. If this were a real place, he’d seriously consider dropping everything to move here.

      The climb wasn’t steep, but as it continued it became one hell of a slog, and the sweat began to trickle down his body in tiny rivulets. It tickled between his shoulders and between his ass cheeks, and made him wish he had something to wear for the second time today. Maybe everyone else ran around Otherworld butt-naked, but these people underestimated the joy of a moisture-wicking shirt.

      He reached the closest of the buildings. Those nearest to him were the wooden variety, whereas those made of stone were still a ways into the distance — maybe another half a mile, if his eyesight was right — but rather than go streaking through what could well be a populated village, he stopped at the edge and took advantage of his senses.

      There were certainly smells of life. He could pick out bread and fish, as well as all the apples. There were tiny hints of incense, or some other pungent aroma. And he could hear the gentle bustle of cloth or a splash of water.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth and called out. “Hello? Is anyone home?”

      After a moment, a few faces peeked from doorways. Women, mostly, of all ages. Many were white, but not all. Some of the older ones chuckled, while others eyed his crotch with raised eyebrows.

      Enough that Laurence risked a peek down at himself, but nothing seemed amiss. He sure hadn’t wandered up with a raging boner, thank the Goddess.

      “Hey.” He waved, but stayed where he was. “I didn’t want to just barge on through. Is it okay if I come closer?”

      People wandered from their homes now. A few chatted among themselves, while others nodded to him or beckoned for him to approach.

      His gaze flickered from one friendly, open face to the next. Their shoulders were relaxed, their postures without any fear or tension, and his instincts were to trust them, so he stepped between buildings and entered the open space surrounded by homes.

      One of the women approached him. She was older, with dusky light-brown skin and short, dark hair. Her eyes were green and piercing, and she wore a simple robe of cream cloth. “You speak English?” Her smile widened, and white teeth showed with ease. “I don’t recognize your accent. Are you from Otherworld?”

      “Me? No. Not really. I’m from the mortal realm.” He offered his hand to her. “Sorry about the nudity. I think I’m still dreaming, and apparently I didn’t dream up any clothes.”

      She laughed as she gripped his hand within both of hers. “We all have bodies. They’re nothing to be ashamed of. How can we help?”

      He squeezed her hand gently in return. He’d made it through the mists, and they hadn’t killed him yet. Now all he had to do was find Arthur, borrow a weapon, and wake up. Piece of cake!

      “There’s a daemon in my world,” he said to her as the crowd began to gather. A gasp went around it like a rolling wave. “It’s taking children, and they’re going to die if I can’t stop it, but only a weapon from here can help.”

      The woman gave a serious nod as she listened. “I suppose you come for Excalibur?”

      Laurence blinked, then laughed nervously. “Uh, no. I don’t think that’s mine to even think about asking for, you know? No, apparently I need something called Carnwennan?”

      “Ah. The white hilt.” She nodded to him.

      “I don’t need it for long.” He bit his lip. “Do you know where I can find it?”

      “Arthur has it.” The woman gestured toward the stone buildings. “But you can’t speak to him right now. He is the king who was, and the king who will be, but not the king who is. Perhaps Morgan can help you.”

      Laurence hesitated. He glanced around the crowd, but they seemed quite happy to have him here still, and they hadn’t turned mean or anything at the mention of Morgan’s name. “Do you think she would?” he asked.

      “You can but ask.” The lady shrugged at him. “You have come all this way, made it through the mists. Speak with her, and see.”

      “Okay.” He nodded warily. “How do I—”

      His voice stuck in his throat. He heard the beat of a hundred wings, and when he looked toward the stone buildings again, he saw a black cloud, dark as night. The closer it came, the more he was able to make out individual birds.

      Ravens.

      They covered the distance in moments and swirled into a small tornado, which melded together until it was a single shape, and then that shape took on color and meaning as it stepped toward him.

      She was around his own mother’s height, with pale white skin and a cascade of auburn curls. She wore a simple cream robe, like most others here, and if she hadn’t arrived as a storm of ravens, he wouldn’t have picked her out from the crowd. She was handsome and broad, and her skin was lined with middle age, while her cheeks were naturally rosy. Her bright blue eyes shone with amusement.

      “A visitor,” she said as she looked him over. “Welcome to Ynys Affalach. What is your name, Child of Herne?”

      He almost said Laurence, without so much as a thought, but his instincts flared up and choked the word off. “Bambi,” he said instead.

      “Ah. A true name. You do me a great honor.” She offered her hand. “I am Morgan. If you come with lies in your heart, I will destroy you.”

      He stared at her hand, then took it. How could he not? If he didn’t, she might take offense and kill him. Hell, if he squeezed too hard she might take offense and kill him. Hadn’t she frozen Merlin in a cave for hundreds of years or something? Or was he getting mixed up?

      “Okay,” he breathed.

      “Good. Let us talk.”

      Before he could answer, she started to break apart. Her skin and robe blackened, then gaps appeared in her form and wings broke free of it.

      And then Laurence’s own body split into fifty pieces too.
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      It was hard watching paramedics transfer Laurence to a stretcher. Harder still to see them carry him down the stairs and into the waiting ambulance.

      They would take him to Scripps Memorial Hospital. Quentin committed it to memory, then wrote it down anyway, and when they asked if he would like to accompany his partner, it was the most difficult thing he could imagine to say no.

      What else could he do? The paramedics agreed that it was a coma, they suggested relocation to a hospital purely for monitoring and hydration, and Black Annis would be here soon to take a child.

      What choice did he have?

      So he stepped away from the ambulance and watched it drive away, and felt the tug as it dragged a piece of his heart along with it.
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      He skimmed books as quickly he dared. Most of the Latin within them was ecclesiastical, rather than classical, so not quite his cup of tea, though the variations were small enough to be little more than a brief distraction until he realized why they existed. The rest was, as Laurence had said, Middle English, so not remotely difficult for him to whizz through. He skipped the spells themselves. They were a waste of time.

      Much like the books.

      Movement caught the corner of his eye, and he glanced up in time to see Mia cross the small courtyard below his window. He closed the book and collected Windsor from the table, then hurried downstairs to meet her.

      “Oh, hey!” She offered him a bag, and he took it from her without complaint. “Thanks. I think I got everything. Where’s Kim?”

      “The living room.” He nodded toward it.

      “Okay. I’ll go fill this and meet you there.” She lifted the bag in her other hand.

      He eyed it, but it made no sense, so he merely nodded and carried both bag and bird through to the lounge.

      Kimberly and Soraya were huddled on the couch, and both stopped talking as he entered.

      “My apologies,” he said softly. He placed Windsor on a table, then placed the bag on the ground beside it. “I hear you didn’t sleep too terribly well?”

      Kimberly shrugged.

      “What do you expect?” Soraya glowered at him. “This is really your plan? Seriously? To let this thing take her?”

      “It’s okay,” Kimberly mumbled.

      “It’s like the exact opposite of okay.” Soraya shook her head. “What if it was Laurence that was gonna be snatched?”

      Quentin pursed his lips and slowly sat facing them. “Laurence,” he said with care, “has just been taken away in an ambulance. But if the situations were reversed, I would be with you in that ambulance, and Laurence would face Annis without me.”

      “Bullshit!” Soraya launched from the couch and stalked toward him. “That’s bullshit and you know it!”

      “No.” He shook his head and gazed up at her. “You are both children. No matter how much you feel that you are not. I intend to stand here and defend you the best that I can, but we must prepare for the possibility that I may fail. I cannot just leave you both and rush off to the hospital with Laurence. But if he were here, if he were conscious, and Annis were to come for him, while it were you in an ambulance?” He took a breath. “I would not be happy to leave him here. But he stands the best chance of all of us of defeating her, and if he failed, he would be in her lair. With Lisa. And he would find a way home. But you would still be in hospital, and I would not have you be there alone.”

      Soraya did her best to tower over him, but the anger bled from her posture, and tears brimmed in her eyes. “Can you stop her? Annis?”

      “I don’t know. But I will do my bloody best.” He stood and offered his arms, and she resisted a second before falling into them and sobbing against his chest. “You know that I will. We’ll put a stop to all of this. We’ll find Lisa. None of you will be harmed.”

      “You can’t promise that,” Kimberly said quietly.

      “Yeah. He can.” Mia’s voice came from behind him, and her footsteps crossed the room until she entered Quentin’s field of vision. She carried what looked like a backpack, though there was a plastic tube coiled around it. “Okay, Kim. Put this on.”

      Soraya sniffed and pulled away from Quentin, wiping her cheeks like nothing had happened.

      “It’s heavy,” Mia added as Kimberly reached for the backpack. “Okay. There we go.” She helped the young girl get the thing on, then adjusted the straps until she seemed satisfied. “Is that okay?”

      Kimberly nodded numbly. “What is it?”

      “Water. You drink it from this tube.” Mia tugged the end of the tube free to show to her. “It’ll keep fresh for several days. Try to eke it out, okay? Lisa might be thirsty, so try not to let her drink it all in one. That’s the biggest one I could get.”

      “Is it enough for two people?” Soraya crossed back to Kimberly and took her hand.

      Mia glanced at Quentin, then sighed and shook her head. “Not for six days, no. But it’s a start, and we can send another with Soraya tomorrow.”

      The movement of Soraya’s hand caught Quentin’s eye in time to see her fingers close more tightly around Kimberly’s.

      He could stop this.

      “If you are taken,” he said quietly, “I will have you home within two days at most, I promise you.”

      Mia glanced his way with a sharp shake of her head and eyes wide, but he held up his hand.

      “We know what he wants. We know what it will take. Kimberly, if Annis takes you, I will go to my father and you and Lisa will be released. It’s really that simple. The only thing you will wait for is the length of time it takes to fly from here to the UK, that’s all.”

      Kimberly stared at him. “You’d do that?”

      He inclined his head.

      He would hate to. Loathe to. It terrified him badly enough when Laurence had been here, but now? Quentin couldn’t stop Annis. He knew he couldn’t. For all that his gift might slow her down, it was extreme arrogance to believe that he alone was enough to stop her. She was a creature of legend, and he was a man. If he did somehow succeed today, he could not guarantee to be present when she returned. Not unless he and the children sat here all day and all night, and by then Annis might move on to other children in the area and leave Kimberly behind.

      And those he could not protect. He didn’t know who or where they were, how close Annis would cast her net, whether those children would be old enough to understand what had happened to them… no. The longer this went on, the more inevitable the end.

      If Laurence didn’t wake before Quentin left, then Mia would have to care for Windsor until he did. And if he never woke at all, Quentin would make sure that his hospital stay was paid for. He would find the best doctors in the world and send them here. He would find magic, if he had to, to bring Laurence out of his comatose state.

      He could do nothing for any of them by remaining here. So he would stay until Annis came, and then he would head for the airport, regardless of the outcome.

      “Yes.” He raised his chin and gazed at Kimberly. “I would.”
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      They prepared as best they could. Windsor was tucked safely away in his kitchen cupboard, despite his squawk of complaint. The dogs were shut in the kitchen too. Mia chatted to the workmen upstairs and suggested they go to lunch.

      It was all very civilized, the way they prepared for the kidnapping of a child.

      Mia dug bags of jerky out of her shopping and sequestered them in Kimberly’s pockets, and lectured her about not eating too much of it and keeping it for when she was truly ravenous.

      And then they waited.

      When Annis appeared, it was almost without fanfare. She popped into existence in the room, and while Soraya squealed slightly, everyone else remained silent.

      Quentin eased to his feet.

      “I have—”

      “Come for a child.” He cut her off. “Yes, yes. We know.”

      Annis turned toward him, and her black eyes glinted in the light from the windows. “You are cocky today, Warrior!”

      Quentin didn’t answer. He felt for the energy around her, and then drained it from the area as fast as he could.

      Ice formed in a flash this time. It turned the ground at Annis’ feet to crisp, white flakes, and as he plunged her far, far below zero, she bared teeth like razors at him and raised her arms.

      Slowly.

      So incredibly slowly.

      God, was it working?

      He didn’t dare stop. There was still energy there to be taken away, still heat to be drawn on and taken into himself to store, even though the area was already ice. Her talons reached toward him so slowly that it was hard to even see that they were in motion, and he grit his teeth and redoubled his efforts.

      He could do this.

      He would do this.

      Hope flared, fueled by the vortex of fire in his heart. The more he drained from Annis the more he stoked his own power, until he felt utterly invincible.

      He risked a brief, cold smile.

      Annis blipped out of existence with a screech. But a blink away she reappeared.

      Beyond his column of impossible weather.

      The heat rushed from him to fill the void, and he started over, but Annis didn’t wait this time. She didn’t so much as look at him. One bone-thin arm lashed out at Kimberly, and then both she and the teenager were gone.

      Mia roared in frustration, and Soraya screamed Kimberly’s name.

      Quentin let out his breath and crumpled to the couch, head in his hands.

      It was over.

      It was all over. He had failed, and now he had to lose everything for Lisa and Kimberly to live.

      It didn’t hurt. He’d thought that it would, but if anything, there was a complete absence of any sort of feeling at all. He knew what to do. He would pack a light bag with which to travel, ensure that he had his passport and wallet, then be on his way.

      His freedom.

      His heart.

      His love.

      He’d lost them all.
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      Flight was terrifying, especially once Laurence realized he wasn’t in control of it. And when he saw the world as a jumble of conflicting images from a hundred eyes.

      They zoomed high into the sky, and he could see the Isle far below, surrounded by nothing but mist in all directions. It might have been awesome, if he wasn’t screaming in terror the entire time.

      Other birds flew around him, yet weren’t part of him. They had to be Morgan, unless some other birds had joined them for the fun of it, and when he turned and plummeted toward the ground, they fell with him, beaks down, wings outstretched, feathers splayed.

      He braced as well as he could, but in the end whether he died or not was in Morgan’s hands… wings… whatever, and all he could do was pray.

      Then his body knit itself back together, and he fell to his knees.

      Morgan crouched beside him and and chuckled. “I’m sorry. Did you not find it exhilarating?”

      Laurence panted and waited for the adrenalin to subside before he tried to answer. “Maybe it’ll be better next time,” he offered, “now I know what to expect.”

      “Possibly.” She offered her hand to him. “Here.”

      He took it and hauled himself up, then squinted at the building they stood before. It was carved from grey stone, rectangular, and only one story tall. The roof was thatched, thick with dense-packed straw, and the door and windows had wooden shutters with no glass. It wasn’t ornate, other than a carving of the Goddess above the lintel.

      He let go of her hand, and she pushed open the door. “Please, come in. Make yourself comfortable.”

      She stepped through the opening and into an interior lined with woven rugs and thick furs. The furniture was carved from wood, simple but well-made, and everything seemed to be in this one room. The bed was in one corner, behind seating, and Laurence saw no other doors.

      He eased with caution deeper into the house. If he had to run, he was limited to the one entrance, or diving through a window and hoping it was big enough. That didn’t fill him with comfort, but he sat anyway, his back to the bed. If a woman who could turn him into a flock of birds chose to kill him, he doubted there was anything he could do.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked. “Thirsty?”

      Laurence closed his eyes a moment, then opened them with a smile. “I am thirsty. If you’ve got water, I’d be grateful.”

      “I have water.” She walked to a cupboard and pulled a turned wood pitcher from it, and then she dunked it into a bucket on top of the same cupboard. Two wood goblets came from the cupboard when she was done, and she brought all to Laurence and handed him both goblets.

      He held them so that she could pour, and the water that came from the jug was clear as glass. When she placed the pitcher by his feet, he offered a goblet to her, and she took it as she sat by his side.

      “Thanks,” he said, and drank. It was as delicious as it was clear, as though it had come from a spring untainted by pollution or industry. “Whoa. That’s amazing!”

      “The waters of the Isle have healing properties.” She sipped from her own cup. “Not that you are injured, but for those who are not, it is simply refreshing.” She placed her goblet on the swept earth floor and then placed her hands in her lap and watched him. “Now, Bambi. Tell me of your quest.”

      “You, uh.” He winced. “Sorry. I’ve gotta ask. You’re not gonna kill me or anything?”

      “Are you going to give me a reason to?” Her lips twitched into an enigmatic smile.

      “I really hope not. But, well…” He sat up a bit straighter. There was no point dancing around it. “You’ve kinda got a bad reputation where I come from, you know?”

      “Ah, yes.” She winked at him and her smile became more relaxed. “When the new religion came to our lands, the old religions and old gods were swept aside. Lies were woven. The new religion only had one god, and that god was a man. His creators were men who wished their faith to reflect their new, city-bound way of life. They had gathered themselves into a society larger than ours, and rather than rule by wisdom and counsel, they preferred to rule with one leader surrounded by advisors and messengers. And so their god reflected this structure, for it was what they wished their subjects to believe in in the mortal realm.”

      Laurence leaned back in his seat as he listened. “You really lived through all that?” he breathed in awe.

      “I did.” She shook her head in resignation. “The Romans were confused at first. They found it absurd that we allowed our women to voice their opinions. They found it even more strange that we listened to them. When those people abandoned their own gods and took on the new, single god, they did so because it suited them. They had far too many women in their pantheon, and as such far too many women still held power in their lives. The new god’s followers strove to tear down all of the old religions, and they cast down or overthrew anything that came from them.”

      Laurence nodded slowly. “Like Black Annis?”

      “Ah, it is her death you seek?”

      “Yeah.” Laurence gnawed on his lip briefly. “She’s being used by a warlock who has sent her after the man I love. The warlock wants him to return home to England, and Annis has taken one of the children we look after. She’s given him a week and said she’ll take another one every day, then eat them all on the last day if he doesn’t go.”

      Morgan bowed her head a moment. “All things must end,” she said softly. “And perhaps it is best that she be put out of her misery. They killed her beloved and trapped her in her winter form, and then reshaped her believers until none trusted her as a huntress any longer.” She sighed. “It was easy to twist her. It was her duty to usher the spirits of those children too weak to survive to Annwn, but that made it a simple matter to paint her as a killer of babies. And why stop there, when they could claim that she ate them too? Men do not understand how they shape their world. If you are able to kill Annis, then perhaps she will be able to be with her beloved at last.”

      Laurence nodded slowly. “I’ll do my best to be quick with it, I promise.”

      She nodded. “Good. You were wise to seek Carnwennan. It is the right blade for the task at hand. It is Arthur’s hag-killer. He took the lives of several like Annis who had been warped by the new faith. The blade strikes true no matter how poor your aim, so long as it is thrown. And so long as it is thrown, it will kill whatever it strikes. It is not a blade meant for the world of mortals. Not anymore. I took many such things with me when I left, for they caused too much strife and brought too much death, yet that does not stop men from seeking them.”

      “We’re pretty crazy,” Laurence agreed. He lifted his chin. “Can I ask something?”

      “You may.”

      “Herne said you were untouched by changing beliefs. Can I ask how?”

      Morgan laughed and stood. “Because I’m not a god, Bambi. Nor am I a daemon. I was born like you, a child of the mortal realm and of Otherworld. Arthur and I both. It allows us to live as legends without the trap of being shaped by them, but we cannot leave Otherworld anymore or the years will catch us.”

      “Oh!” He rose with her and thumbed toward the door. “And the others?”

      “Those who follow the old religions sometimes find their way through the mists.” Morgan headed to the door and pulled it open. “Those who have suffered much, who need to heal. Sometimes their hearts lead them to where they may find peace. Many choose to stay, many more choose to return to the mortal world once they have healed. All are welcome, whichever path they take.”

      He followed out of the house. “It’s a refuge?”

      “Yes.” She offered him her hand. “I ask three things of you, young Hunter. If you swear an oath to all three, then I shall give Carnwennan to you.”

      “Really?” Hope swelled within him, and he pulled his shoulders back. His smile came easily now. “We don’t need to speak to Arthur?”

      Morgan squeezed his hand as she chuckled. “No. He sleeps. He was gravely wounded at Camlaan, and it is all the Isle can do to keep him at rest until he is needed once more. I watch over him so that no harm comes to him until the land calls.”

      “Oh.” Laurence wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He’d gotten himself all worked up to ask Arthur for Carnwennan, but on the other hand, it seemed almost too overwhelming a prospect. How did he ask a king, a myth, if he could borrow something like a named weapon? “Well. Okay.”

      Morgan laughed warmly at that. “Men,” was all she said. Then she released his hand. “Three things, Bambi. You may have Carnwennan for one week, and you must return it to me by the end of the seventh night. Do you agree to this?”

      He squared his shoulders. “Yes. I do.”

      “Good. Two: you may not use Carnwennan on anyone or anything but Black Annis. Do you agree to this?”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Good. Three: you will repay me when I ask it of you.”

      Laurence looked to her, but found no trace of humor in her eyes. “A favor?” he said with care.

      “A debt,” she countered. “No favor. When I ask for your help, you will give it. Do you agree to this?”

      “One debt?”

      “One.” She inclined her head. “I will not ask anything that is beyond you, or beyond the value of the debt itself.”

      He took a deep breath and looked down toward the village. Most people had retreated to their homes once more, but a few were out hanging laundry or picking apples.

      None of these people looked to be in pain. They had come here to escape that exact thing, and found healing and peace. Acceptance. Even happiness.

      What could Morgan ask of him that ran contrary to any of this? This was who and what she was.

      Laurence turned back to face her and nodded. “I agree.”

      She dipped her hand into her robe and withdrew a short dagger. The hilt was simple, carved from whitened bone, and the fittings were simple brass. It was sheathed in dark brown leather, and she lay it across both palms to offer to him. “By your word, Bambi, Carnwennan. Fail to uphold your word, and you will be branded oath-breaker for all time.”

      He sucked in air and raised himself to his full height, then reached for the dagger. “I won’t fail you, Morgan. If I fail in my task, I will have Carnwennan back to you before the end of the seventh night. I will use it on none but Black Annis. And even if I do not kill her, I will repay the debt I owe to you.”

      She released it to him and pressed her fingers lightly to his forehead. “Then go, Child of Herne. Hunt your prey. Give her peace.”

      His fingers closed around the smooth sheath, and Otherworld began to fade away from him.
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      “Get up.”

      He didn’t follow orders. He gave orders. It was what he had been bred for, what he'd been raised to do. The notion that anyone would ever dream of demanding that he did as they wished was anathema to him.

      Whoever they were.

      “Quentin, I don’t have time for this shit.”

      Such language, too. Did Americans believe that things would go their way if only they swore a little more? How absurd. The measure of a man was in his actions and his deeds, not how coarse his words could become.

      “Fine. Let’s do it my way.”

      The pain that shot up his arm was excruciating. The side of his face burned, and his shoulder screamed in agony. He tried to move, but was held fast by some external force.

      If he wanted to work out what it was, he might need to pay some attention to it.

      His brain resisted this idea for a while, but the pain had become an irritant, and if he wished to put a stop to it he had two options.

      He chose the second option.

      Everything came into focus. The carpet against his face. The body pinning him to the floor. The hands wrapped around his own, forcing it up between his own shoulder blades.

      Quentin winced, then grunted. “Get off me.”

      Mia’s face swam into view, upside down, and she gazed into his eyes. Then the pressure on his arm eased off, and the pain went away. “You’re back. Good.”

      He scowled at her. “One day that could go horribly wrong, Mia.” He turned onto his side and slowly rolled his shoulder, and it twanged in complaint. “Bloody hell,” he hissed, “I think you’ve torn something.”

      “I’ll tear you a new one if you don’t grow up,” she growled. “Get up.”

      Quentin pulled his knee up and used it to get his hips off the floor, then he rested his useless arm against the carpet and pushed away from the ground with the arm that still worked. Eventually he made it to his knees, and then to his feet, right arm cradled in the left.

      Soraya stared at them both. “The hell was that all about?”

      “Quentin here likes to shut himself off whenever things get too stressful. Sometimes you gotta pull him back down to Earth,” Mia said as she tugged her t-shirt back into place and then tidied her ponytail.

      “It is not my intention to do any such thing,” he muttered. “It is…”

      His words petered out. He had no real idea what it was, but he was reasonably sure it wasn’t as much of a bloody problem as Mia made it sound. After all, he was almost always safe after any given episode, was he not? And what Laurence had described of it all made it sound like quite the defensive mechanism, there to protect him when he could not protect himself, so where exactly was the harm in that?

      Other than the very real harm that he could do if his gifts perceived a physical threat while he was in that state, of course.

      He frowned as he tested his shoulder. It was neither broken nor dislocated, so it would heal up quickly enough.

      “You’re gonna get your ass to the hospital,” Mia said.

      He swallowed. “To what end? I cannot help him; I can’t do anything to bring him out of his coma, and I must catch a flight quickly to save anyone else from being taken! If I call ahead and notify Father that I am en route, then he may call Annis off right away.”

      “If he’s remotely intelligent, he won’t call Annis off until you’re under his roof and unable to get out from under it again.” Mia jabbed a finger in his direction. “Let me and Soraya try to work out where Kim is. You go to Laurence, and I’ll call you once we’ve got something.”

      Quentin looked at them, but they both had faces like thunder.

      “I had best call for a taxi, then,” he muttered.

      “You do that,” Mia snapped.

      “Asshole,” Soraya added.

      At this point he saw no reason to dispute her claim.
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      Scripps Memorial Hospital was a modern building, all straight lines and bland colors on the exterior. The inside was little better, so far as he was concerned. Checkered floors with inoffensive art prints and fluorescent tubes overhead. It appeared the architect had been a little too obsessed with curving walls and desks when they had designed the place, and the blue and cream color scheme did little to improve Quentin’s mood as he strode toward a desk.

      “Good afternoon, sir. How can I help you today?” The lady behind the desk had a warm smile and a gentle gaze. Her brown hair was neatly fastened into a bun, and her uniform was spotlessly clean.

      He placed a hand on the desk and did his best to return her smile, but he had to force it. “Bambi Laurence Riley. He was brought in by ambulance no more than an hour ago, comatose. Where might I find him, please?”

      “Let me find out for you.” She tapped her keyboard, then nodded. “ICU. Through these doors and on your right, sir.”

      He swept away from the counter so fast that he almost forgot to thank her.
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      Laurence looked so peaceful.

      God, that was horrible, wasn’t it? The man was unconscious, wired up to all the usual nonsense one was plugged into in these places, and all Quentin could think was how calm, how serene he looked.

      He sat by Laurence’s bed and held his hand. What else was there for him to do? Laurence couldn’t hear him, might never even open his eyes again.

      How utterly unfair. From all that they had endured together, to this: taken to hospital for no discernible cause, unrelated to anything else in their lives.

      Quentin planted his forehead against Laurence’s shoulder and closed his eyes.

      “You can’t leave me,” he breathed. “You promised you would not. What am I to do? If I don’t go home, people die. If I do go home, I may never see you again…” He caught his breath and squeezed Laurence’s hand.

      Ten. Nine. Eight.

      He absolutely could not allow himself to get upset. Not here. Other people’s lives were hanging at the end of all these wires too. A burst of wind, a cracked piece of glass, and he could do untold damage to innocent people. People who had come here for help.

      Seven. Six. Five.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      If he shut out the antiseptic smell and the hush of nurses and visitors, he could almost pretend that he and Laurence were home and safe.

      No. Even he was not capable of that level of fantasy.

      Four. Three.

      There. His breathing, his pulse, they all began to settle.

      Two. One.

      He raised his head and opened his eyes.

      Laurence was so beautiful. Truly, more than just his features or his body, his hair or his lips. There was an inner beauty too, a truth to him that he hid from others but shared with Quentin completely. Even now, as he lay on his back in a bland room covered by a sterile gown and mediocre sheets, he was more radiant than anything Quentin had ever seen in his entire life.

      Quentin raised Laurence’s hand and rested his cheek against it, his own elbows propped against the bed. “And I promised that I would not leave you,” he said softly. “Should I break that promise?” A sigh passed his lips and felt as though it drained him of his last scrap of will, so he fell into silence and sat there, Laurence’s hand held tightly in his own.

      He would wait. God damn it, he had waited all his life to meet this man. The least he could do was hold on just a little longer.
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      “Quen?”

      Quentin blinked quickly. Had he imagined the voice? Was his brain playing tricks on him? It wasn’t unusual, but this was a whole new way for it to misbehave on him.

      Laurence’s eyes were open. He looked bewildered. “Baby? Am I in a hospital?”

      Quentin sat up so quickly that his shoulder protested, and he winced. “You are. But it’s all right. You’re all right. Yes? You’re all right?”

      “Uh. Unless there’s something going on you’re not telling me?” Laurence raised his left hand and peered at it.

      He had a dagger clenched in it. A white hilt and leather scabbard, barely ten inches long in total.

      It hadn’t been there earlier. Quentin was quite sure of that.

      Laurence began to pick sensors and tape off himself as he sat up. “Goddess, Quen, how long was I out?”

      “You didn’t wake up this morning.” Quentin frowned and helped him with the tape. “I couldn’t rouse you, nor could the paramedics. They established that you were comatose, and suggested that you be brought here.”

      Laurence grimaced. “I was in Otherworld. Finding something that can kill Annis.” He stopped plucking at the wires and held up the dagger instead. “She’s screwed, Quen. I’m going to fucking kill her, then we’re gonna get Lisa back.”

      “Lisa and Kimberly.”

      Laurence’s jaw flexed, but he nodded. “Thanks for being here, baby. Now get a nurse to unplug me from this drip before I rip it out myself.”

      Quentin inclined his head and reached for the call button.

      There was no need to let Laurence know that he’d nearly not come. What mattered was that Laurence was here now.

      He was here, and he had a plan.
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      Laurence had been awake all of a minute and Quentin was already being shifty.

      He almost hadn’t come here, had he? The look in his eye when Laurence thanked him was enough of a clue. And the only place Quentin would go if not here was straight to his father, to save Lisa and Kim.

      Laurence bit his tongue as the nurse removed his drip and called for a doctor so that he could be cleared to leave. He dressed himself in the only thing he’d been wearing when they brought him in: his pajamas. That meant he’d be leaving here in boxer shorts and a t-shirt, but after spending hours charging around butt-naked, that was an improvement, and if anyone wanted to challenge him on it he’d be happy to snarl at them until they made themselves scarce.

      He was livid. Not that Quentin could have left, no. He understood that all too clearly. Laurence had been in a coma, and there was no way for Quentin to know why or whether he might ever regain consciousness, which left Quentin alone to figure out how to protect the children and rescue Lisa and Kim. And the only way Quentin could do that was to give his father what he wanted.

      No. What angered Laurence was that the duke had almost won. The man who had violated his own son just to bestow magical power onto a boy who didn’t have it had almost had that boy back in his clutches.

      One day, Laurence would fucking kill him.

      He eyed the dagger in his hand.

      Goddess, the temptation was great. He could kill Annis, and then tuck this thing into the hold and fly to England. If it never missed, then Laurence didn’t even have to get close. All he had to do was get into the same room, and justice would be done. Justice or revenge. They were the same thing here, so far as he could see.

      Bambi Laurence Riley. Child of Herne. Oath-breaker.

      He swallowed tightly. It was one thing to lie. But to break an oath? Not even Herne would ever trust him again after that. And what if Herne took Windsor away from him? What happened to the future Laurence had foreseen? When it came to that time, would his prey — whoever it might be — elude him?

      No. There were too many ramifications for giving in. There were other ways to kill the duke. The man was not a god, nor a daemon. Laurence needed no Otherworld weapons to kill him.

      He’d do it with his bare hands.

      He tucked the sheath into the elastic of his boxers and drew his t-shirt down to cover it. It would do for now, until he was out of the hospital.

      Quentin’s phone rang, and he blinked and looked at Laurence as he answered. “Hello?”

      Laurence tipped his head toward the phone so that he could eavesdrop.

      “Soraya sees Kim,” Mia said. “We’re gonna go find her.”

      “No,” Quentin said quickly. “Laurence is awake. We’re on our way home.”

      Mia paused. “All right,” she agreed. Then she hung up.

      Laurence lifted his eyebrows. That was brusque, even for Mia. “Everything okay?”

      Quentin sighed as he slipped his phone away. “Soraya is looking for Kimberly. Mia is…” he hesitated. “Angry with me.”

      “Why?” Laurence came around the bed and sat, watching Quentin.

      Quentin looked down and let his hands hang between his knees. “Because I am unwell,” he whispered.

      His choice of words made Laurence’s heart race. Was Quentin sick? He didn’t look sick!

      “What makes you say that?”

      The Englishman allowed his head to droop forward until his hair obscured his face. “Because of my…” He hesitated while he picked another word. “Episodes. Twice, she has had to intervene. She says that I…” He pushed his hands through his hair and rested his forehead against his palms. “Zone out. Those were her words. That I shut myself off.”

      Laurence shrugged. “You’ve got good reason to, baby.”

      “Do I?” He raised his head, and his hair was tousled by his departing fingers. It was so contrary to his usual pristine appearance that Laurence had to resist the urge to fix it for him.

      He shrugged it off like it was no big deal, cursing his big mouth all the way. Now would be a lousy time to get into this. Hell, it was better Quentin never know, and if that meant tolerating a few blackouts here and there, what was the problem? “Your brain’s just trying to protect you, that’s all. It doesn’t mean you’re sick.”

      “What if it does?” Quentin stared at him, and Laurence saw the horror plain on his face. “Darling, what if I’m ill?”

      Shit.

      Laurence eased from the bed and into Quentin’s lap instead. He draped his arms around the earl’s shoulders and leaned against his chest, and finally allowed his fingers to sift through that black, silken hair. He trailed nails over Quentin’s scalp and down the back of his neck, and felt each and every knot in the man’s body slowly unravel beneath him.

      “What if you are?” he finally murmured. He pressed his lips to Quentin’s cheek and lingered there a while. “I love you, Quen. I’m always going to love you. And I’ve known about your episodes almost since we met, and I still love you. Now, if you want to see a doctor, find out if they can help you, then I’ll be right there with you. I don’t care what the diagnosis is, if there’s one to be found. You are you, Quentin. You’re the guy I fell in love with. The one I want to be with for the rest of my life.” He laughed gently and nuzzled against Quentin’s cheek. “Listen to me, using words like an adult. You did that to me, baby. You’ve shown me how to express myself when all I could do was touch. And you’ve learned to touch, when all you could do was talk.” He raised his head so that he could kiss Quentin’s forehead. “We’re made for each other, baby. We might not be perfect, but we’re perfect together.”

      Quentin sniffed slightly and raised his head. “Speak for yourself,” he rumbled. “I am perfect.”

      Laurence laughed and kissed him, and felt the warmth of Quentin’s skin against his back as the other man slipped hands up beneath his t-shirt to hold him close.

      “And so am I,” Laurence chuckled as he pulled back. He gazed into Quentin’s silver-grey eyes and grinned. “Now, why don’t we go rescue some kids, and kick a daemon’s ass while we’re there? We can work the rest out later.”

      Quentin smiled a little, then looked down. “We can hardly leave like this, darling. You aren’t even dressed.”

      “Baby, I ran halfway to TJ butt naked. Nobody will see me. Trust me. All we gotta do is make it into a cab and we’ll be fine.”
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      Doctors wanted to keep Laurence around for some tests, which Laurence saw straight through to the heart of — to milk your insurance some more — so he grabbed his forms and left, then disappeared himself so that Quentin could flag a cab.

      It was only twenty minutes from the hospital to the Camino De La Costa, and while Quentin distracted the driver as he paid, Laurence slipped from the cab and tapped the code into the security keypad. By the time Quentin made it to the doorstep, Mia had already opened the front door, and she eyed Laurence with relief.

      “Thank God,” she muttered. “An adult.”

      “Hey.” He took the dagger from his boxers and tried to ignore the fact that he’d stuffed an ancient and powerful relic down his pants. “No need for that, Mia. Where’s Kim? Does Soraya know?”

      Mia shrugged at him and stepped aside. “So far it’s inconclusive. I’d hoped if we got in the truck, we could triangulate.”

      “Great. Let me go clean up, and we’ll head out. Grab something of Kim’s for me. I’ll need it to track her.”

      She gave him a curt nod. “Fine.”

      Laurence glanced to Quentin, then darted up the stairs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I need you to do something for me,” he said as he shed his pajamas and hurried to the walk-in.

      “Anything,” Quentin answered.

      Laurence grabbed the first things he could get his hands on, then stopped to think. Jeans were comfortable, but the sound of them as he moved could be pretty loud, especially as Annis had originally been a hunter. He swapped them for shorts instead, then rushed out to the bed and hopped on one foot as he got dressed. “I made a promise. Swore an oath, actually. I can’t use the dagger on anything or anyone but Annis.”

      Quentin averted his eyes as Laurence dressed, politely watching the wall as though it were fascinating. “Mm.”

      Laurence eyed him, then shook his head. Despite what they’d done together, despite how intimate they’d been already, now wasn’t the time to try and get Quentin to look at him, because he still wasn’t a hundred percent sure he could return the favor. He had to choose his battles.

      “If I miss, I need you to catch Carnwennan.”

      Quentin blinked owlishly, then turned to stare at Laurence. “That—” He swallowed, then stared at the dagger. “That is Carnwennan?”

      “You—” Laurence dragged a fresh t-shirt on. “Wait, who am I kidding. Of course you know what Carnwennan is.” He smirked and stepped in to kiss Quentin’s cheek. “So, if I miss Annis, you have to stop it hitting anything else, okay? It can’t hit a wall, never mind a person.”

      Quentin dipped his head. “I will do my best.”

      Laurence took his hand and squeezed it. “Okay. Let’s go get Lisa and Kim back.”

      He didn’t know whether he spoke with confidence or bravado, and he didn’t care whether that made a difference.

      His words had to be true, and he couldn’t afford for them not to be.
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      Laurence drove. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Mia behind the wheel, but Soraya seemed kinda pissed off at Quentin, so the ladies had the back seat and Quentin sat shotgun while Laurence was at the wheel.

      He was learning patience, at least. They covered miles up and down the coast, and Soraya did her best to say whether or not Kim was north or south of the truck, and then he repeated the procedure inland, zig-zagging across the county. They were in the car so damn long that they had to stop off for fuel and food, and Mia picked up bottled water while Laurence put gas in the tank.

      Quentin didn’t complain in the slightest. He remained quiet, pensive, looking out at the countryside as they traveled away from the city.

      They pulled farther and farther east, and Laurence grew uneasy. The sky was turning pink and orange, and they still hadn’t found where they were going. They had maybe an hour at best before sunset, and they were already in the middle of the desert.

      “Left,” Mia called from the back seat.

      Laurence glanced into the rear-view. Soraya’s features were slack, but her head was most definitely facing the left. She wasn’t as great at directions as Kim was, but she tended to face whoever she was scrying on whenever she did it.

      He groaned and looked ahead. This was bad news.

      It wasn’t called Hellhole Canyon for nothing, and they were here right at the tail-end of summer.

      Maybe the darkness would be a blessing after all.

      Mia echoed his thoughts. “Hellhole Canyon. Shit.”

      Quentin roused himself at last and looked back to her. “It sounds charming.”

      “Not really.” She’d missed his sarcasm, Laurence noted. “It’s baking hot, especially in summer. The grasses are crawling with ticks and rattlesnakes. There’s poison oak. And it’s massive, and you can’t drive through it.”

      Quentin frowned and turned to Laurence. “And Annis is in there?”

      “I’ll do a full loop, but yeah.” He nodded grimly. “It’s looking more and more likely.”

      “Splendid.”

      “Oh. Even better,” Mia said from the back seat, “apparently it’s closed all through August due to the heat. We’re gonna have to trespass.”

      Laurence caught the light from her cellphone in the rearview and grit his teeth. “You better take the truck once we get out, then.”

      She met his eyes. “Don’t be stupid. We’ve got the water. You get lost in there and you’re going to die, no two ways about it. It’s nearly two thousand acres!”

      “We’ll take all the water we can carry, but we don’t have a choice, Mia. We’ve gotta find them tonight.”

      “The water Kimberly has won’t last a day in this heat,” Quentin agreed. “Not between the two of them.”

      Mia scowled and crossed her arms.

      Laurence drove on, but his gut already knew where they were going. All he could do was hope Soraya could narrow down which end of the preserve was nearer to their target.
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      He found a dirt trail for one of the primitive campgrounds and pulled off the road onto it.

      The sky was dark now. Clear, too, and Laurence was weirdly eager to get out of the car and into the wilderness.

      Or maybe he was just itching to hunt.

      He checked the pocket of his shorts for Carnwennan. It was secure, padded by being wrapped in one of Kim’s t-shirts, so he glanced to Quentin. “Ready, baby?”

      This was probably the farthest away from civilization Quentin had ever been, but his head bobbed faintly. “Yes.”

      “Okay. Grab some water and let’s go. Mia, hole up at a gas station. I’ll call you when we need a ride.”

      She nodded, and Laurence picked up a couple of bottles, then hopped out of the truck. One of the bottles fit into the empty pocket of his shorts, and he’d just have to carry the other for now.

      The truck kicked up dust as Mia pulled away in reverse and then threw it into a J-turn, and seconds later all he could see of it was the dots of taillights as they shrank into the distance.

      Now all he had to do was stand in the middle of nowhere sniffing a teenage girl’s shirt.

      Goddess, there better not be any cops around.
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      The scent wasn’t easy to pluck from the shirt Mia had grabbed. She’d picked him a clean one, and it hadn’t had much of a chance to get Kim’s scent all over it, but Kim must have handled it a few times while searching through her clothes, because there were faint traces of a scent other than Mia’s on it.

      Laurence stood in silence as he allowed his senses to latch on and discard the other scents.

      Trouble was, Kim hadn’t been anywhere near the spot where he stood. The only place her scent existed here was on that shirt.

      “I can’t see a bloody thing,” Quentin grumbled.

      Laurence glanced to him as he folded the shirt back around Carnwennan and tucked both safely away. He buttoned the pocket shut just to be safe. “Give it a couple of minutes. There’s plenty of starlight.”

      They waited, but Quentin finally shook his head. “I can make out the scenery, darling, but no fine details.”

      Laurence clicked his tongue. Either Quentin stumbled around blind, lit a fire and risked alerting cops and Annis alike, or he stayed here.

      “Take hold of the back of my shirt,” he decided. “I’ll go slow anyway. Try to move quietly.”

      Quentin nodded and lightly took hold of the hem of Laurence’s t-shirt. “If you have to go on without me, darling, do so. I’m in little danger in this environment.”

      Laurence snorted at him as he set off along the dirt trail toward the canyon proper. “Baby, everyone’s in danger in this environment. If the heat doesn’t get you, the snakes will. If the snakes don’t, you could brush against a poison oak. If you don’t get a rash from that, you could get bitten by a tick and catch whatever it’s carrying. It really isn’t called Hellhole for nothing.”

      “As you so kindly made clear,” Quentin answered softly, “I can fly, and I will take silly over dead any day.”

      “It’s not silly, Quen.” Laurence snorted at him. “It’s awesome!”

      “Bloody ridiculous.”

      “Let me guess. Not the kind of thing aristocrats should get up to, right?” Laurence grinned to himself. “I love you, but you’ve got some pretty funny ideas, hon.”

      Quentin huffed, but the temperature began to slowly decrease around them until things were way more comfortable.

      Laurence blinked, then smiled, and he led them onward.
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      They hiked into the canyon. The descent was steep at times, more shallow during others, but Quentin kept the air nice and cool around them, which helped ration out their water supply.

      They were reliant on Laurence’s senses, so soon after they entered the canyon, they both stopped talking, and Laurence focused all his attention on spotting places where snakes might hide or identifying plants to make sure they didn’t stumble into anything toxic. He heard movement far ahead, and saw a mountain lion disappear into the bushes to avoid any encounter with the humans on her territory.

      Quentin’s footing was sometimes unsteady. Laurence heard the occasional scuff or twist from behind him, felt the faintest tug on his t-shirt whenever the Englishman had to recover his balance quickly, but he did it without complaint or noise.

      Laurence was impressed. He’d gone from the kind of guy who would get all prissy about his clothing in a place like this to someone who was willing to let himself be led near-blind through the wilderness. If they made it back out alive, Laurence was sure he could think of some way to show his appreciation.

      He smirked to himself. Oh, yeah. He’d appreciate Quentin all night long when they got back, that was for sure. But for now he had to stay on target, so he wiped the smirk from his face and doubled down on trying to pick up Kim’s scent anywhere.

      Two thousand acres was a hell of a lot to do on foot, but he knew the kind of terrain Annis wanted. She preferred to hole up in a cave with a tree outside it so she could hide in the tree and swoop down on passing children, and his best chance of finding that kind of terrain was down at the bottom of the canyon, ’cause there sure as hell weren’t any caves up by the road.

      Quentin’s foot slipped again, this time with a soft hiss of breath, but he caught himself without unbalancing Laurence. “Sod,” he breathed.

      Laurence stopped. “Are you okay?”

      “Just about. Bloody rock gave way underfoot. Twisted my ankle a bit.”

      He frowned and turned to glance at Quentin. “Can you walk?”

      Quentin tested his weight with care, then winced. “Slowly. Too bloody slowly. You might do better without me.”

      Laurence grit his teeth. “No way. I need you.” He turned his back to Quentin and crouched down. “Hop on.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Get on, hon. I’ll give you a piggyback ride, especially if you can take some of the weight out of the equation.”

      He heard a soft huff. “Are you suggesting that I am heavy?”

      “I’m suggesting I don’t wanna get tired out before we even find her. Now shut up and get on.”

      Quentin eased his arms around Laurence’s neck, then hopped up and coiled his legs around the florist’s waist, and Laurence looped his arms around Quentin’s thighs to hold him tight. Either Quentin had decided to comply with the request to lighten himself or he weighed a damn feather, but once the earl had settled against his back, Laurence picked up the pace and delved deeper into the canyon.

      If he’d thought of this an hour ago, maybe they’d have found the kids by now. Still, with Quentin on his back, he was better able to move at a decent pace and cover more ground, and Quentin could keep them both cool without twisting anything else.

      The moon was a thin sliver, high overhead, and the tiny amount of silver light it provided was more than enough for Laurence’s eyes. But he scoured the terrain for something else. Something that matched the scent in his pocket.

      It took him three hours to find it, and at first he almost missed it. It was barely a thread, drifting and dispersing into the night sky a hundred meters or so to his left.

      He got off the thin, rocky trail and started crossing the scrubland itself. While the path was treacherous, the land here was downright deadly, so he moved with as much care as he could muster. He picked each and every footstep, only transferring weight forward once he was sure his footing was safe.

      It took so long. He gave a wide berth to anything that could be hiding an animal. But the nearer he got, the more sure he was that this was it. This was Kim’s scent, pale lilac against the night, escaping from the cave as the air flowed from it.

      There was no tree outside the cave. Nowhere Annis could hide here, thank the Goddess, so Laurence paused at the entrance and peered to the inky black within.

      “Baby?”

      “Mm?”

      “Even I’m gonna need some light in here.”

      “Your wish,” Quentin said softly, “is my command.” He withdrew an arm from around Laurence’s neck, and suddenly a gout of flame burst into life overhead, casting dancing orange light down the cave ahead of them.

      Laurence’s eyes watered as light came out of nowhere, and he blinked quickly to clear his sight. Once he was ready, he stepped into the cave.

      This was it. Kim was in here.

      But Annis would see them coming a mile off.

      Laurence bared his teeth and pushed forward.

      He was ready.
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      The scent trail grew brighter the deeper Laurence sank into the cave. It was easy to follow now, and intertwined with other scents that, although Laurence was able to discern them, he chose not to latch on to. He had one target for now, and that would do.

      The fire above his head stayed at a steady size, so while the light flickered and jumped, at least it remained constant. So did the temperature wrapped around him, and he had no idea now whether the cave itself was stuffy or cold.

      He stopped every few steps to listen, but for a good half a mile there was nothing.

      “Baby?” he whispered.

      “Mm?”

      “If I put you down, do you think you can walk a little?”

      “I will do my utmost.”

      Laurence crouched and loosened his hold, and waited until Quentin slid down off his back before he rose again. He didn’t look back. He didn’t want to risk blinding himself even temporarily by looking at the fire itself. Instead, he unfastened the button and slid Carnwennan from his pocket, and his fingers curled around the leather sheath to hold it securely against his hip.

      “Good?”

      “Yes.”

      Laurence nodded and began to creep forward. He followed the trail and listened to the alternating-speed footsteps at his back that told him Quentin was moving with a limp, favoring one leg over the other. The Englishman would heal fast, though. They both did.

      The tunnel grew even darker ahead. The scent trail sank into it and seemed to stop altogether. Laurence frowned as they drew nearer and the firelight provided answers.

      The tunnel had ended. The wall that blocked their path was no rockfall, but a solid end that matched the rough walls around them.

      And yet the scent seeped from it, like the wick of a candle.

      Laurence stopped in front of the rock face and reached out to touch it. His fingers felt the rough stone for a moment, and then he felt warmth against his chest and glanced down.

      The talisman beneath his shirt glowed bright, and its energy whipped down his arm to snap at the wall. It coiled along him like a snake and struck with all the speed of one, and the sensation at his fingertips disappeared.

      “It’s magic,” he whispered. “I think it’s an illusion.”

      Quentin frowned and placed his hand flat against the rock, then looked to Laurence’s arm. “I would suggest that your talisman seems to agree,” he mused. “I feel solid rock.”

      “I don’t.” Laurence took Quentin’s hand. “C’mon. Follow me.”

      He pushed forward with his hand and moved on through the illusory barrier, dragging Quentin along behind him, but the moment he stepped through, he felt the world turn under his feet.

      A planar shift.

      Like Rufus’ home, Annis was hidden not only behind illusion, but also on another plane entirely.

      Did that mean she had magic? She hadn’t used it in any of her attacks previously, but she was a Hunter, formerly a god in her own right. Maybe her powers had been diminished, or maybe she only used them to hide in caves these days, but it made Laurence suddenly feel ill equipped to deal with her. He wasn’t Rufus, he hadn’t got half a library memorized, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to have time to cast any spells in the middle of a conflict.

      Quentin’s firelight popped into existence as he finished passing through the illusory wall, and Laurence’s attention snapped back into place.

      Lisa and Kim were huddled together against a wall only ten meters away. They stirred slowly, with Lisa the first to wake, and then she gasped.

      “Laurence? Quentin?”

      Laurence nodded. “Yeah. It’s us. Where is she? Where’s Annis?”

      Kim sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Oh my God, you did it? You really came?”

      “I don’t know,” Lisa said as she righted herself and adjusted her sling. “What time is it?”

      “Middle of the night.” Laurence took a few steps toward them, but he picked his way with care in case the teens were another illusion. “C’mon. We can get you out of here.”

      He felt Annis’ arrival a hairsbreadth before she screeched. The air shifted to make room for her body, and he released Quentin’s hand and threw himself to the floor.

      Her haggard form swooped through where he had stood only a moment ago and those bitter black talons tore the air to shreds as they sliced through where his heart had been. Quentin darted aside and into a more graceful roll, then up onto one knee.

      I gotta learn how to do that!

      Laurence pushed himself to his knees, but Annis rushed him again, and he threw himself aside. He landed on his shoulder, and the shock made his fingers twitch a moment.

      Long enough for Carnwennan to fall from his grip.

      Annis hissed as the hilt shone white even in the firelight. “Carnwennan!”

      He gazed up at her. She would move. She had to. They couldn’t stay in place forever. But whether she would lunge for the dagger or for him, he couldn’t yet decipher.

      She seemed to debate it, too. Her black eyes flickered between the two targets.

      “No,” Quentin said softly. “I don’t think so.”

      Carnwennan slid swiftly across the ground and into Laurence’s outstretched hand.

      He gripped it tightly and let loose a slow grin as he pushed himself to his feet. “Okay,” he said as he drew the blade from its sheath. “Where were we?”

      Annis bared her jagged, shark-like teeth at him, then flung a spindly arm toward the girls. “Take them,” she snapped. “They are yours.”

      “You must think we were born yesterday,” Laurence snorted. “What’s to stop you just taking them again tomorrow?” He gestured to Annis with the tip of the blade. “You’ve only promised not to eat them for another week, not to do them no harm at all.”

      She spat at the ground. “I will not take them.”

      “No,” Quentin mused. “But you will take others, will you not?”

      She sneered at him. “Be grateful that your father wishes you unharmed.”

      “Oh yes.” Quentin’s response oozed sarcasm. “So terribly grateful.”

      “Not so for him.” She turned her attention on Laurence.

      Here it comes.

      Annis lunged at him with her talons outstretched. Despite the dagger between them she made no effort to avoid it.

      Laurence brought his arms up reflexively. He had no idea how to use a dagger in a fight but he was pretty sure all you had to do was jam the pointy bit into your opponent, and when that opponent was charging directly at him, it seemed obvious that all he had to do was wait for her to get in close and jam it in her. He’d stabbed Jack, he was okay with jamming metal into gods.

      Her claws raked his chest as the blade sank into her stomach, and for what felt like an impossibly long time they were frozen, locked together. His blade in her flesh, her claws in his.

      But she was smiling, and he wasn’t.

      He felt wetness seep down his chest, and it was chased by the iron-salt scent of blood. Laurence glanced down and saw the darkness that spread across his own chest, and the fading glow of his talisman as it fell to the floor, the severed leather thong trailing like streamers in its wake.

      His fist was almost flush against her gut, deep among the rotten lace and flesh that hung from her wretched body, blade hidden inside her.

      Why wasn’t she dead?

      She cackled a brittle laugh and pushed forward until his entire hand was inside her. It felt like he’d plunged his fist into a bowl of Jell-O, cold and slippery, and he grimaced as she dug talons into him so that she could pull even closer.

      Her fetid breath made him gag. She reeked of decay, of meat left to putrefy and flesh gone necrotic. He drew his arm back and slashed the blade across her ribs, but it didn’t seem to do a damn thing.

      Annis drew one hand back and then drove it into his gut. She sliced into him with ease, and grabbed a fistful of his intestines, then dragged them out of him and stepped back so that she could unravel him from within.

      Laurence screamed. He dropped the dagger and clutched at his insides with both hands, as though he could just jam everything back inside himself and everything would be fixed. Could he heal this, or was it too much for even him to recover from?

      Something jerked him back so hard that he came off his feet completely, but he didn’t fall. It didn’t matter. He had to hold his intestines in and get to a hospital, so he focused on scooping the string of bloody meat back inside his gut and coiled his arms around himself to keep it there.

      Goddess, there was so much blood.

      Annis was moving forward again. Hadn’t she had enough? She’d already disemboweled him. What more could she—

      She held Carnwennan.

      Laurence sobbed weakly. He was going to die and be branded an oath-breaker. He couldn’t stop her killing him with it, and he sure as hell couldn’t return it to Morgan once he was dead.

      Fuck.

      Something stepped in the way and blocked his line of sight. The figure was stick-thin, but tall, and wreathed in flame.

      “If you want him, you must go through me.”

      Laurence heard a triumphant cackle. “No challenge at all, Warrior.”

      Flame leaped out from the figure, obscuring everything. It was too bright, too hot, and Laurence recoiled from it in primal terror.

      Shit, he really fucking hated fire.

      He ducked his head and made himself as small as he could, and something dark and tiny slid across the floor toward him, almost invisible in the blinding conflagration.

      His talisman.

      What fucking use was it now? The only magic here was the rock wall and the planar shift, neither of which mattered right now.

      Except that the rock wall was an illusion.

      Laurence hissed at his own naivety. Goddess, she’d almost won, hadn’t she? She’d almost beaten him with a damn child’s prank.

      He grabbed the talisman with blood-drenched fingers, and it tapped into his energy, meshing with him as it came into contact with his body. The greenish tinge returned, then raced along his arm.

      It swept away blood. Not all of it, but a whole hell of a lot. The coils of protective magic surged around him and destroyed the illusion he’d been trapped in.

      His gut was fine. He wasn’t leaking intestines all over the floor. Sure, she’d slashed him when she cut the talisman from around his neck, but those wounds weren’t so deep either.

      Laurence snarled as he gripped the talisman and stood. The wall of fire that Quentin projected was hiding him from Annis’ sight, but it wouldn’t stop her, so Laurence moved silently aside and held his breath.

      Annis passed through the wall of fire, blade outstretched, speeding toward where Laurence was no longer crouched, and in the moment’s confusion his disappearance caused, he leaped at her and closed his fingers around the hilt.

      That cold, clammy substance gave way to his grip, and he tore the dagger from her hand.

      Annis sneered at him. “You may have Carnwennan, but you cannot use it.”

      The fire to his side shrank down to nothing more than a light once more as Quentin turned to face them.

      Laurence shrugged. He gripped the talisman tight, but his hold on the blade’s hilt loosened as he took a step back from her. “Maybe not. It didn’t come with instructions.” His lie was a calculated risk. Herne had said that the Hunter who cut themselves off from the truths of the world became the Scourge, and while Annis’ situation was different from that, maybe her ability to perceive truths had been muddled too. He hoped it had, anyway.

      He remembered, now, what Morgan had said, recognized his mistake. Carnwennan wasn’t supposed to be used like a knife.

      It was meant to be thrown.

      He took another step back, like he meant to protect himself, but he needed the space. If she got in close, he couldn’t throw Carnwennan. He’d be reduced to stabbing her again, and that didn’t seem to achieve a whole heck of a lot.

      “What if I go?” Quentin said to her.

      Annis paused. Her attention shifted from Laurence to Quentin.

      “If I go home,” Quentin clarified. “Will you promise not to hurt him? To let him take the children and leave this place?”

      Laurence moved as stealthily as he possibly could. Each step was a slow, measured strain. He kept his breath even and soft as he slipped further away from her.

      “Yes,” she said. “The terms will be fulfilled. I will return to my home.”

      To his credit, Quentin didn’t even glance Laurence’s way. His gaze, his attention, was utterly on Annis while he distracted her.

      He trusted Laurence.

      Laurence raised his arm inch by agonizing inch. He daren’t move quickly, or it would break the stealth and give away his position.

      “Then I will do it,” Quentin murmured. “I’ll go.”

      “Give me your word, Warrior.”

      Quentin hesitated.

      It was only a fraction, but to Laurence it was a signal flare. Quentin couldn’t give his word to a lie, and if it were that obvious to Laurence—

      Annis screamed in anger and turned toward Laurence. Her black gaze searched the area for him.

      Laurence whipped his arm forward and let Carnwennan fly.

      The blade shone white as the magic flared into life. It was bright and beautiful, and it sang with pure joy as it was unleashed to do the one thing it had been crafted for hundreds of years ago. It crossed the distance, curving in a graceful arc through the air until it plunged deep into Annis’ chest.

      She looked every bit as startled as Laurence felt as she sank to her knees. White light coursed through her form and seemed to light her from within. As the light pushed through, it washed away the blue of her skin and shredded the rotten skin she wore.

      The black faded from her eyes. She had whites now, and irises of blue as bright as a summer sky. The rat-tails of her hair sloughed away and were replaced by pristine white waves.

      “You have killed me, Hunter,” she wheezed.

      Laurence dipped his head as he approached her. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Tears formed in her eyes and cascaded down her cheeks, but she smiled, and when she did, she showed a row of healthy white teeth. Human teeth, not the jagged knives of a shark’s mouth.

      He crouched and wrapped his hand around Carnwennan’s hilt. “Your beloved waits for you,” he whispered. “You are free. Rest now.”

      “Thank you.” She brushed her fingers across the back of his hand. “The warlock…”

      Laurence leaned closer. Her words were faint, and Annis was fading fast.

      “You must not…” Her eyes fluttered closed. Her skin was growing dark. At first Laurence thought it was Carnwennan’s magic dying down, but then he realized that her skin itself was turning to leather in front of his eyes. Age had caught up with her, as though she’d been in some sort of stasis ever since her beloved had died, and now that her winter form was stripped away, the years piled on.

      Her lips moved, and cracked. “The youngest son,” she whispered, her words fragile and patchy. “Do not…”

      Her body split and fell apart, turning to earth that tumbled across the ground. Moss sprouted from it, green and lush, but then that died too, leaving Laurence surrounded by clumps of mud and tiny dead leaves. The world turned on its axis as the planes re-aligned.

      He rested his fist against the pile. The straps of his talisman lay across the earth.

      This didn’t feel like a victory. It was less an event to celebrate, and more one to mourn. None of them could have saved her. Annis had been doomed centuries ago, and this was nothing more than a mercy killing, and an end to the terror she wrought on others. No more would suffer at her hands, least of all herself.

      A tear slipped down his cheeks and fell to the moss, and he wiped it away quickly with the back of his hand.

      “Darling?” Quentin lay a hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” It came out rough, so he tried again. “Yeah. Let’s get the kids and go home.”

      Laurence sheathed Carnwennan and returned it to his pocket, fastening it there securely to make sure he wouldn’t lose it. He had an oath to keep, and he wasn’t going to fail.

      The leather thong from his talisman was simple to repair well enough for now, too. He tied the cut ends together, and then drew it over his curls. It was tighter than before and took some wriggling to get his head through, but it would do.

      As Quentin gathered Lisa into his arms and Laurence took Kimberly’s hand, Laurence’s thoughts were trapped with an old, dying woman who had once been a radiant goddess.

      She’d tried to tell him something about the duke, and about Quentin’s little brother, Nicholas.

      They made their way through the cave, past the illusion, which had died with its maker, and all Laurence could think about was Annis’ unfinished warning.

      The youngest son.

      Do not…
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      It was already morning by the time the truck pulled into the garage. Lisa was sound asleep in Quentin’s lap, and Kim had fallen asleep against Laurence’s chest, so when Mia turned the engine off, Laurence picked Kim up as gently as he could and eased out with her in his arms. Quentin did the same with Lisa, while Soraya seemed torn between staying quiet or hugging Kim.

      Laurence sympathized. He’d held Quentin in his arms, as Quentin had held him in turn, both wondering whether the other would survive. This was horrible for Soraya, so he carried Kim upstairs to her room and laid her on her bed so that Soraya could care for her in peace.

      “She isn’t hurt,” he whispered to the older girl before he left their room. “Just exhausted.”

      Soraya nodded. “Tell Quentin I’m sorry?”

      He blinked. “What for?”

      “Eh.” She shrugged. “I called him an asshole.”

      Laurence pursed his lips, but nodded as he backed out of the room. Before he closed the door, he murmured, “I’ll tell him.”

      He descended the stairs quietly, all the way down to the first floor, and slipped into the kitchen to fetch Windsor from his cupboard. The bird was almost fully fledged now, but he was fast asleep in his box, so Laurence hugged the nest to his chest and carried him up to his bedroom.

      The dogs had sneaked in during all the people moving up and down the stairs. While Quentin was in the bathroom, they were curled together in a corner, perhaps hoping that nobody would notice them there. Laurence nudged the door closed and moved to the window seats.

      Rufus’ books were in disarray. Not only were they not how Laurence had left them, they were in two piles now, and in a completely different order. They weren’t damaged — he flicked through them quickly to check — so maybe someone had been nosing through them.

      Then he realized they’d been separated by language. Two books in Latin to the right, three in Middle English to the left.

      Had Quentin read them?

      Laurence smiled at the thought that Quentin might have forced himself to read at least some of these texts to help Laurence, and he set Windsor down between the two piles and petted his head. The bird dozed through the fuss.

      Everyone had pulled together to help. From caring for Windsor while he wasn’t here, to rescuing Lisa and Kim, the house had balanced the disruption between them, but it went beyond the house. His mom, Maria, Rodger, Ethan and Aiden, and even Neil Storm had done everything they could. Mom let him take the time off work. Maria, Rodger, Ethan and Aiden had covered for his ass when he couldn’t be there. Neil hadn’t hesitated to help Laurence get Quentin to the truck when Quentin flipped out at Altitude.

      And then there was Amy and Rufus. He’d waded into their lives out of nowhere, and they’d gifted him with their trust and their time. Without their help, Annis’ illusions would have left him completely defenseless. She could easily have killed him while he struggled to hold in intestines that weren’t falling out of him at all.

      He tugged his t-shirt off just to be sure. The blood from her scratches over his chest was dry, but his stomach was unharmed.

      And Quentin. Quentin, who was so afraid of magic, yet had allowed Rufus to smear it all over their home. Who had panicked at the sight of Laurence’s talisman, yet forced himself to deal with it once Laurence fell into a coma.

      Laurence breathed deeply and let it out nice and slow, and felt his shoulders unwind and his mood begin to settle.

      He was blessed. Truly.

      Three years ago, he'd almost died. Two years ago, he’d lost his father. And now he was surrounded by friends and family, and for the first time in his life, he started to believe that he could thrive and be happy.

      That life could be good.

      He heard the shower shut off, and moved to settle in front of his altar. Quentin would be some time yet as he took care of his scars and did whatever else hot British men did in bathrooms, and Laurence had something important to do.

      He rested Carnwennan across his lap, his left hand curled around it, and took up his athame with his right to begin the cleansing of his workspace.

      It was time to return the dagger to its caretaker.
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      He smelled apples.

      Laurence opened his eyes and checked that he still held Carnwennan. The dagger was there in his left hand.

      Now if only he could keep clothes with him when he did this, too.

      He walked through the village and exchanged smiles with anyone who popped their head out of their homes, then hiked up the hillside to Morgan’s home and tapped on the door. “Morgan? It’s Bambi.”

      The door opened, and Morgan stepped out into the early morning light. She smiled sadly as she rested a hand on his shoulder. “So soon?”

      “Due to success,” he assured her as he held up Carnwennan. “Not failure. Thank you, Morgan. I owe you a debt, but I do it gladly. I couldn’t have done this without your help, or the help of everyone else I’ve met along this journey.”

      She broke into a warm smile as she accepted Carnwennan. “Have you learned humility?” She chuckled and looked to the dagger in her hand. “You have done as I asked. You have used Carnwennan only for the agreed-on purpose, and you have returned it swiftly. You are welcome on the Isle of Apples whenever you have need of it, Bambi, and when I have need of you, I will call.”

      He bowed his head. “I’ll be there,” he said.

      “Would you like to stay a while?” She brushed her fingers to the wounds on his chest, and they faded beneath her touch. “Recover from your battle?”

      Laurence considered it. There was peace here unlike any on Earth, but he was needed there. All those who had helped him might require his help in return one day. Just because he hadn’t sworn an oath to it, didn’t mean he could abandon them.

      “No,” he said. “Thanks, but I’ve got to get back.”

      “Very well. Stay safe, Child of Herne.” She smiled as she raised her fingertips to his forehead. “Daemon-slayer.”

      “Stay safe,” he echoed as Otherworld faded from him.
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      A blink was all it took to return him to the mortal world, and he dispersed the energy around his altar and then rested his athame beside the antler wand, where it belonged. He looked down to his bare chest and wasn’t wholly surprised to find that Morgan’s touch had healed his body’s wounds, despite him not physically traveling to the Otherworld. The dried blood remained, but Annis’ scratches were nothing more than memories.

      Laurence’s gaze came to rest on the wand. It was part of his toolkit, something he’d felt a connection to the moment he saw it, and yet it wasn’t something he had found a purpose for yet. Its purpose was coming closer, though. He felt it. He knew it. It had waited for him all these years, and it would wait some more, but he was closer to uncovering what it meant to him.

      Would he use a wand at some point in the future, along his magical path? If so, for what? It didn’t feel like a weapon, but then, Laurence didn’t look like a killer. He wouldn’t write anything off until he could be sure.

      He uncrossed his legs and stood, then noticed that Quentin was sitting in bed, reading.

      “Oh. Sorry, baby.” He patted his hair sheepishly. “Was I gone long?”

      Quentin looked up, then chuckled. “No, no. But I thought I would wait this time, rather than fret.”

      “Okay. I’m just gonna get cleaned up, then I’ll join you.”

      Quentin nodded to him, and Laurence slipped away into the bathroom. The huge, fancy bathroom attached to the even bigger bedroom that was nestled within a house bigger than any he could’ve ever dreamed of living in.

      Yeah, he thought. I’m blessed.
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            Laurence

          

        

      

    

    
      He slept off and on throughout the morning. The dogs came and jumped all over them at one point, so Quentin sneaked off to walk and feed them, but then even he too came back to bed once that was done.

      Laurence vaguely remembered one or the other of them sneaking out of bed now and then to feed Windsor, too. If Windsor’s cheeps for food didn’t wake them, the tug Laurence felt across their bond did.

      It was unsettled, interrupted, and inconsistent sleep, but it was sleep nonetheless, and when Laurence was finally ready to face the day — or what remained of it — he sat and stretched, yawning loudly.

      Only then did he realize he’d been so exhausted that he’d fallen into bed without pajamas.

      Laurence swept curls back from his forehead and briefly considered getting his hair cut. Not trimmed, but actually cut short. Maybe it’d make him more adult, or at least make him look it. He kinda felt more like an adult, or rather what he’d envisioned adulthood meant: burdened with responsibilities and no time to fulfill them all.

      He chuckled dryly and looked to Quentin by his side. There was a man who hadn’t forgotten to put his pajamas on, for a start. Even his sleepwear was tailored and perfect, just like the rest of him, and with his eyes closed and hair sprawled across the pillow he looked like porcelain and ink, innocent as a newborn.

      The thought left a sour taste in Laurence’s mouth, and he drew his knees up so that he could curl his arms around them.

      What was he to do?

      He carried knowledge about Quentin that Quentin didn’t, and on every level that seemed wrong. If Quentin knew something this bad about Laurence’s past, Laurence would want to know. But if he told Quentin this, Quentin might never let Laurence touch him again. Just when they were getting past Quentin’s fears, Laurence could do irreparable harm, all in the name of assuaging his own guilt.

      And then there was Quentin’s dawning understanding that his blackouts and shut-downs weren’t normal. Laurence couldn’t blame Mia for that, though he suspected she hadn’t been delicate with it. Still, it was going to need to be addressed.

      If Quentin wanted to see a doctor or a therapist, the risk of his gifts being triggered in front of a regular person increased dramatically, and any scientist worth their salt was going to want to know more. And no amount of confidentiality agreement or legalese could stop information spreading once it was out there. What good would suing for breach of confidentiality do, once the world knew what Quentin was?

      Still, it was Quentin’s choice. And by withholding information, Laurence was hampering his ability to make the choice that suited him best.

      Laurence exhaled softly and ran through a silent prayer. He was going to need all the help he could get.

      He leaned across and placed a light kiss to Quentin’s forehead.

      Quentin stirred slowly at first. He had a reasonably predictable wake-up pattern, Laurence had noticed. First he’d tense up, then stretch his legs, and finally his eyes would drift open like he had all the time in the world.

      When his eyes opened, Laurence smiled down at him. “Hey, baby. I think it’s the afternoon.”

      Quentin yawned behind the back of one hand and arched his back, then sat as he lightly wiped at his eyes. “Good grief, already?”

      “Uh huh.” He leaned in for a kiss, and was rewarded with a slow, gentle one. He grinned as it ended. “Love you.”

      “Mmm. I love you, too.” Quentin’s cheeks flushed a soft pink as his gaze fell to Laurence’s chest. “Oh, I see.”

      “Huh?” Laurence glanced down, then chuckled. “See what, hon?”

      “That I am overdressed.” Quentin’s blush deepened, but he’d said it without pause.

      Laurence couldn’t help but laugh, and he leaned in again for another kiss. This time he kept it brief before he pulled back. “Baby, you’re always overdressed. It’s part of your charm.” He reached across and looped finger and thumb around the top button of Quentin’s pajama top, then threaded the button through the hole to unfasten it. “Can I say something?”

      Quentin blinked down at his fingers, but made no move to stop Laurence. “Of course you may.”

      Laurence brought up his other hand and worked on unfastening the shirt. “I think you’re beautiful,” he stated. “I know you are. And I know sometimes — a lot of times — you don’t agree. You think this makes you ugly.” He gently eased Quentin’s shirt open to reveal a strip of scars from collarbone to navel. “It doesn’t.” He lifted his eyes to seek Quentin’s, and waited for the other man to look at him.

      Quentin looked anywhere else for almost a minute, but Laurence waited, and eventually their eyes met.

      “It doesn’t,” he breathed. “Every mark you have here?” He dropped fingers to Quentin’s skin, but he didn’t move them. Quentin was too ticklish around his scars, and Laurence didn’t want to make him even more uncomfortable. “They come from something that hurt you. Sometimes that thing came close to killing you.” His palm rested over the scar Jack had carved across Quentin’s chest. “And you’re still here. Still strong. Still thriving. Every single one of these is a testament to your success, Quen. Your strength. Your will.”

      Quentin’s gaze tried to slip away, but Laurence could see him fight back, see the struggle in the crease of his brow and set of his jaw as he wavered.

      “You’re amazing, baby.” Laurence smiled at him with pure adoration. “And I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than in your arms. So next time you wanna discuss marriage, maybe bring it to me first, instead of Neil, huh?”

      Now Quentin turned flame red, and Laurence laughed.

      “Goddess, you’re so cute. Okay, c'mon. We can’t stay in bed all day. Someone’s gotta walk the dogs, and I really should talk to Mom and let her know we’re okay. And then maybe this evening we can talk about some stuff and make some decisions and tomorrow’s a bright new day, okay?”

      He slid from the bed and padded toward the bathroom, hands over his head as he stretched and walked at the same time.

      “Decisions?” Quentin sounded highly distracted.

      Laurence twisted his upper body to show himself off without confronting Quentin with his cock. “Uh huh. Decisions like whether you wanna pin me down again, what you wanna do to me, that kind of thing.”

      The flush spread to Quentin’s ears, and Laurence laughed as he slipped away to the bathroom and closed the door.

      They’d make other decisions in the future. Samhain was coming, and Herne said that was the best time of year to see the future. Laurence could test different paths and find out which one led to the best result for Quentin. He’d finally found the one person who wanted to save him, the one who would put himself between Laurence and anyone or anything who wanted to hurt him, and he was going to do everything in his power to make sure Quentin’s physical and mental health were safe.

      And then, if there was time left after that, he could figure out how best to kill Quentin’s father.

      He was the Hunter, and he would find a way.
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          Hieronymus

        

      

    

    
      The photographs spread across his desk covered it almost entirely. Why private investigators felt the need to print these things out in such a large format eluded him. Perhaps they felt the client was getting their money’s worth if the images were large enough to frame.

      Hieronymus certainly felt he had his money’s worth.

      He had three sons, but only two were troublesome. Nicholas at least brought no ill-repute to the d’Arcy name, but that was about all the boy had going for him. His other talents were far too dangerous to have around the house.

      No. His concerns lay with Quentin and Frederick. And so, therefore, did the investigators’.

      The photographs that had arrived from America were to his left. Those from London occupied the right side of the desk. Both sets had been, at his specific order, taken from incredibly long range, or from mobile phones while the investigator posed as a tourist or some other nonsense. He cared little for the detail of how such images were procured, so long as neither of his sons were aware that they were watched. Frederick, in particular, had a knack for knowing when strangers were observing him, unlike Quentin, who was largely oblivious to everything beyond the blond-haired commoner he had shacked up with.

      Worse, the male commoner Quentin had tumbled into bed with. Sooner or later, this Bambi fellow would have to be disposed of. There was no way to hide him as a concubinus behind the respectability of a proper marriage. That sort of thing was meant to be conducted with discretion, and neither Quentin nor this Bambi lad were remotely such.

      Quentin had to bear a son, and he wasn’t about to do that by sticking his prick up some American arse.

      Hieronymus turned his attention to the images of Frederick and sucked idly on his teeth while he mulled them over.

      It appeared this sudden rush of homosexuality was contagious. Frederick had disappeared off to California, liaised with Quentin for some weeks, and once he returned, he had picked up this red-haired bit of fluff. Worse, according to reports, the ginger was also American.

      The bloody children didn’t even share an egg. How the devil had they both turned out like this?

      He pored over the photographs. Quentin and Laurence in the San Diego sunshine, Frederick and his American in the dreary grey of London.

      There was a connection here. These twins of his, these fruits of his own labors, were turning against him. Oh, Quentin had turned long ago, but the cancer was spreading, and now Frederick had begun to help his brother and lie to his father.

      It would not do.

      They had both made egregious errors, however. And both of those errors left him with tremendous leverage.

      He lifted two pictures and held them side by side. Quentin’s boy of choice was startlingly pretty, were one inclined to view men in such a light. Sun-bleached curls of a color so close to Margaret’s that Hieronymus suspected them to be the root of his eldest son’s attraction to the lad. By contrast, Frederick had picked out something that looked rather Irish, with red curls and green eyes, freckles across his nose and cheeks. Perhaps if it were a girl, Hieronymus could see the appeal, but no. It had to go.

      They both had to go.

      He tapped the button on his phone and lifted the receiver.

      “Yes, your Grace?” Higson was prompt, as ever.

      “Contact Mr. Courser. Advise him that I wish to know the identity of this redhead.” There was no need for Higson to know which one. The investigator, Courser, would understand the message. “Full background check.”

      “Yes, your Grace.”

      “That will be all.” He returned the receiver to its cradle and tidied the photographs away into their respective folders.

      Annis was destroyed, and Quentin was not home, so he would resort to other means to protect his lineage; and if that meant setting his eldest sons at one another’s throats to break this ridiculous alliance they had formed, then so be it.

      He would win this.

      No other outcome was possible.
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