
        
            
                
            
        

    
Brush with Catastrophe

 

By Tara Lain

An Aloysius Tale

 

Sammy Raphael is a crappy witch, and on top of that, he can’t seem to get a boyfriend. Where other supernaturals can bring down lightning and manifest wealth, Sammy can paint. Granted, the “prophetic” paintings he creates at night always come true, but they never predict anything important. Sammy feels like a total loser with a worthless ability.

One night he paints a gorgeous guy who turns out to be his secret crush, the human Ryder, but Ryder’s changed so much he’s almost unrecognizably beautiful. Then Sammy paints an angel who turns out to be a witch. But is that witch also a devil—a devil who can bring down Sammy’s whole community and everyone he loves? And why the hell does Ryder keep changing? Aloysius, the black cat familiar, always backs a winner. So why is he backing Sammy?
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Chapter One

 

 

“THANKS, I had a great time.” Sammy grinned down at the pleasant-looking guy and pulled his keys from his pocket. “Want to come in?”

Arnold smiled, but it seemed kind of… weird. “Uh, no, thanks. It was fun.”

Sammy paused opening the door. Was the guy uncomfortable because he didn’t know how to ask for a kiss? Should I make the first move? Maybe if he puckered up a little? Hells, it had been so long since he’d had a boyfriend, he was out of practice. “Maybe we can take in a movie next weekend?” There, that should show Arnold he really liked the evening and wanted to do it again.

Arnold looked down at his feet. “Yeah, maybe. So you’re friends with Chen, right?”

“Yeah.” Everybody at Manhattan University knew that Samlyn “Sammy” Raphael, Jimmy Janx, Marvin Chen, and Alvin “Alvish” McMasters were best friends.

“Does he have a boyfriend?”

Sammy frowned. “Chen’s straight. But I don’t think he has a girlfriend, unless he got one over the summer. Why? Who wants to know?”

Those feet were really interesting. “I guess I did. He’s so handsome, and I knew he was your friend, and I thought maybe… I guess I hoped.”

Sammy’s heart stopped beating for a second. Or at least that was how it felt. “I see. So you took me out for burgers to ask about Chen? Figured he must be gay too?”

“Yeah. That’s okay, isn’t it? I mean, he’s your friend and all. It’s not like we were on a date or anything.”

Sammy sighed. “Yes, we’re great friends. I’m a great friend. Like I said, he’s straight. See you at school.” Sammy keyed open the door and pushed inside.

He heard Arnold say “Thanks” as he closed it in his face.

Sammy pressed his back against the door. Rude. He wasn’t usually rude. No, au contraire. He was the best fucking friend on the planet. So good a friend that nobody could see him any other way. Gods, he was tired of it. He was tired of a lot of things.

He negotiated in the dark across the crowded single room past his painting corner. He stepped around the easel and the taboret where he stored his paints to the bed behind the screen. He flipped on the light beside his bed, went into the small bathroom, brushed his teeth and peed, then pulled off his jeans and T-shirt and crawled into bed.

Fuckity fuck! What had he been thinking? He ought to be ashamed. He didn’t even like Arnold that much, but when the guy had asked him to go out, he’d been flattered. He wanted a boyfriend so bad. Well, actually he wanted a specific boyfriend. Alvish. But since Sammy was stupid enough to have the hots for his BFF, who happened to be straight and in love with every big pair of tits at the university, Sammy deserved every disappointment he got.

He flipped over on his side and punched his pillow. Oh yeah, and Alvish also happened to be human. Which, though Alvish didn’t know it, Sammy was not. Nor were Chen and Jimmy. They were witches. But, of course, Chen and Jimmy were great witches. And Sammy was a crappy one.

So while he was laying his litany of disappointments before the gods, he might also mention his… powers. Or lack thereof.

Jimmy Janx? Now there was a witch with power. Jimmy had gotten married to Lavender Karonoff after he’d helped Killian Barth, the Witch Master, save the whole damned witches’ community. Together they’d overcome the conniving Witches’ Council that had been lying to the coven for years. Without Killian and Jimmy, the witches’ race would be well on its way to extinction. Jimmy was powerful. Jimmy was married. Jimmy was everything Sammy wasn’t. Sammy didn’t begrudge his friend one ounce of his success, but it was hard not to measure himself against Jimmy and come up very short.

No boyfriend. Crappy powers.

Some witch he was.

He flipped off the bedside light.

 

 

OUCH. SAMMY rolled over and winced. His bony hips pressed into the hardwood. Not again.

What had he painted this time? He started to open his eyes to look at the easel but shook his head and settled back on the floor. No need. He didn’t want to see. He’d probably drawn Mrs. Henderson from the guidance department dying her panties blue or a local softball team winning the state finals. Sure, his picture would come true—it always did—but no witch would be impressed, and it wouldn’t help anyone. One more useless prophetic painting from good old Sammy.

He was so sick of waking up nude and shivering on the old wood floor in front of his easel to find some dumb painting done in a style different from his own. The prophecies were realistic to the last detail. If they were going to be useless, couldn’t they be in his style? Maybe at least he could turn them in as assignments.

Oh crap. He might as well look. He rolled up on hands and knees, head hanging, then did the yoga cat pose a couple of times to get the kinks out and managed to make it to his feet. He wobbled. Jimmy once said Sammy was constantly surprised by his own height. Must be true. He stretched his slim frame to its full six foot two and looked over his shoulder at the easel.

Wow. At least the subject matter was an improvement. The large canvas on the easel he’d stretched yesterday for a new expressionistic composition now featured a lifelike picture of a stunningly gorgeous man. Edible was the word that came to mind. Tall and lean with long, glistening brown hair that hung nearly to his shoulders. Strange, though; the guy looked really familiar. And yet Sammy knew he’d never forget that face with the high-bridged nose, deep green eyes, and perfectly carved mouth. In the picture the man was walking forward with a smile, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt.

This prophecy would happen to someone somewhere, the lucky duck. Who wouldn’t want to meet this dude? Why didn’t his prophecies ever happen to Sammy?

He glanced at the clock. School. He didn’t want to be late for the first day of his new semester at the university, even if he did feel like somebody had beaten him with a stick. He took one last look at the painting. Man, gorgeous.

The hot water felt good on his back. Spending half the night on the floor was not fun but increasingly regular. Maybe he should go talk to Killian about what it all meant. But the Witch Master had his hands full trying to integrate the pureblooded witches and the half-breeds like himself.

Sammy turned to the front and let the water hit his face. What would his life have been like if he’d gone on thinking he was a human freak, not knowing he was a witch? It was amazing, the chances Killian had taken to prove that mixing human and witch blood made the children more powerful, not less. Now most of their community was made up of half-human witches. Of course, Killian was the most powerful male witch in ten generations. Sammy? Not so much. Sammy’s so-called power didn’t seem to have any significance at all, so it wasn’t fair to bother Killian about it. The predictions of his paintings were so damned mundane.

But Mr. Gorgeous over there could show up on his easel anytime.

Sammy pulled on his jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt and scarfed down a hard-boiled egg to hold him until he could get coffee. His tackle box full of art supplies sat on the wooden chair by the door. He grabbed it and headed out, down the stairs of the three-story walk-up, and onto the busy street, still hot from leftover summer in New York City.

A quick three-block walk and he pushed into the coffee shop he and his friends favored.

“Hey, Sammy.”

Sammy looked toward the back booth where they usually hung out and saw Chen—nobody dared call him Marvin except his father—waving at him. Seeing that handsome face made Sammy think about last night. At least Arnold had good taste.

“Hey, Chen.”

Sammy got into the order line, and Chen came over, carrying his coffee. “I’ve hardly seen you. How was summer?”

Sammy stepped forward as the man in front of him reached the cashier. “I worked like a crazy man. I wanted to save enough to afford the rent while I was in school.” He got to the front of the line, ordered a latte, then looked at Chen as they walked toward the pickup counter. “How was yours?”

Chen sipped his coffee. “My father had me in math tutoring all summer.”

“Hell, you’re already the best math student at Manhattan University. What more does he want?”

Chen gave a tight smile. “He wants me to be the best math student at MIT.”

“MIT? Gods, are you transferring in your senior year?”

“No. PhD. I’m supposed to go straight into an MIT doctoral program at the end of the year.” Chen’s dark eyes gazed into space.

The counter guy served up Sammy’s drink, and he grabbed it like a lifeline. Caffeine. Drug of choice. He took a sip, closed his eyes as the bitter flavor slipped down his throat, and walked out of the shop with Chen. “MIT. Is that what you want?”

“Doesn’t matter what I want. My father’s a tough witch to move. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about that. What’s up?”

Sammy grinned and took another swig of latte. “Arnold asked me about you last night. He sure was disappointed when I told him you’re straight.”

Chen frowned. “I thought you were going on a date with Arnold.”

So had Sammy. “No. It was just hanging out.” He’d had a nonexistent date and a nonexistent night’s sleep. Oh yeah, the painting. “Hey, have you seen any new guys around? Really handsome. Tall with long hair.”

Chen started to laugh. “You have been out of it, haven’t you?”

Sammy stared at his friend. “What do you mean?”

“Speak of the devil.” Chen nodded down the sidewalk.

Sammy turned. Coming toward him, smiling exactly like the painting, was a guy. Mr. Gorgeous. In the painting he’d been tall and lean, but in motion his walk was like music in human form. His baggy jeans tightened over hard thighs as he moved, and they outlined a package that looked better than a birthday present to Sammy. How-dy.

The guy waved. “Hey, Sam. Hi, Chen.”

What?

The painting guy got closer, and the wind caught the nearly shoulder-length hair and tossed it back from his perfect face. Ears! Pointed ears. Only one guy had ’em. “Alvish?” It couldn’t be. But those ears didn’t lie.

Alvish, the BFF who only two months before had been inches shorter than Sammy, now looked down on him by an inch or more. “Hi, guys. How was summer?”

Sammy knew his mouth was hanging open. “Summer, hells! What happened to you?”

Alvish shrugged, flexing his muscular shoulders. “I kind of had a growth spurt.”

That was an understatement. “I didn’t recognize you. I mean, aren’t you twenty? Who grows that much at twenty? You only came up to my chin last semester. And”—Sammy waved at the masterpiece in front of him—“and weren’t your eyes brown?”

Alvish smiled. “I know. Weird, huh?”

No damned fair. Sammy had fought his attraction to his friend every day of their acquaintance, but Alvish used to be a skinny, short guy with big, pointed ears. Hence the nickname. Now Sammy wanted to start at Alvish’s toes and lick his way to the tops of those ears in one huge orgy of oral gratification. This new Alvish was so hot Sammy held his art case in front of his crotch, trying not to spill the beans… or whatever else was inclined to spill. And this transformation was also damned strange.

Sammy started to walk toward class again. He needed to get his brush in his hand and forget everything for an hour. Alvish and Chen fell in beside him. Chen was in his class. The guy loved to paint, even if his life was planned around numbers. Alvish studied history and was Dr. Barth’s fair-haired boy. But the history building was on the way to the art department, so he hung with them.

Chen looked past Sammy toward Alvish. “So, Alvish, what did it feel like growing so fast? Even your hair grew, man.”

“It was interesting. Hey, could I ask you guys a favor? I guess I never told you. I don’t much like the name Alvin. And since I kind of grew into my ears, I thought I might change to my middle name. Would that be okay?”

Chen shrugged. “Sure. It’ll be tough to get used to, but I can try. What’s the name?”

“Ryder.”

Sammy stopped. Bloody fucking hells. Pictures of the new, improved Alvish riding his ass with what was likely his new and improved cock almost sent Sammy into an orgasm.

Alvish call-me-Ryder looked at him. “You all right?”

Sammy started to walk again. “Sure. I thought of something I need to do later.” That would be to get away from this dream walking, can’t-ever-have-him friend before he blew in his jeans.

They came up on the history building. Alvish/Ryder stopped. “So I’ll see you guys in Dr. Barth’s class, okay?”

Sammy waved. “Laters.”

Chen nodded toward Ryder and kept walking with Sammy. “Can you believe it? Man, if I didn’t know he was human, I’d think that change was downright supernatural.”

“Yeah. Me too. But if he was a witch, Killian would know. Hell, you’d know.” Sammy wouldn’t know, since he couldn’t discern a witch from a groundhog.

Chen gazed up at Sam. “How’d you know about him changing? You didn’t see him.”

“One of my paintings.”

“No shit?”

Sammy nodded. “First time the prophecy ever applied to me. But even this prophecy was no great shakes. I would have seen Alvish—I mean Ryder—as soon as I got here anyway, so what difference did painting it make? Except to wreck a night’s sleep.”

Chen grinned. “I think it’s cool.”

“Cool and useless. I might as well be human.”

Chen grinned. “Human like Ryder? You still got a crush on him?”

Sammy walked into the big open art studio. He loved the smell of paint, turpentine, and linseed oil. He looked at Chen beside him. “Like I said, useless.”

Two hours later, after a life class where Sammy got to stare at a fat guy’s penis and realize it was the only one he’d seen in months except his own, he walked into the History of Mystical Practice class with Chen. Ryder waved from the fifth row, and they moved down the steps to join him. This was as close as any male could get to the front row, since all the young females flocked forward to sigh over the mystically beautiful Dr. Killian Barth. Even now, when all of them knew that Dr. Barth was gay and married to Dr. Blaine Genneau, they couldn’t resist mooning over him. Yep, he was that pretty.

Said professor was currently pulling some papers out of his briefcase at the front of the class, his waist-length, dark blond hair lying in a tail over his shoulder. Prancing around the long table beside the lectern, circling Dr. Barth’s motorcycle helmet like it was some kind of Druidic ceremonial stone, was a black cat. Not just a cat, of course, but the most powerful witch’s familiar on earth. Aloysius, inseparable companion of the Witch Master.

Aloysius fascinated Sammy. Knowing the beast looked like a cat but was actually so much more played with Sammy’s mind. While he hadn’t seen it himself, he’d heard reports of Aloysius screaming down the lightning from Killian’s shoulder when they defeated the head of the Witches’ Council who was trying to control the future of witchery through deceit and manipulation. Total feline scariness.

Killian stepped up to the lectern. Sammy glanced back at the rows and rows of students who had filled in behind him. Dr. Barth sure was popular.

“Good morning, and welcome to the History of Mystical Practice. Is everyone in the right place?”

One girl sighed “Oh yes,” and everyone laughed.

Killian smiled. “Please put your notebooks down, place your feet flat on the floor, rest your hands in your lap, and close your eyes.”

Sammy glanced at Ryder and Chen, who both looked as mystified as Sammy felt. Sammy closed his eyes.

Killian’s voice sounded soothing. “Take a deep breath in through your nose and out through your mouth.”

Much wushing and hissing filled the room.

“And another one. Now keep your eyes closed but look upward, as if you could see the spot between your eyebrows. Stare at that spot. If your mind wanders, just bring it back to that spot.”

Light. Wow. Like somebody had turned on a bulb in Sammy’s forehead. No, more like a candle, because it felt warm. The warmth spread up through his head until it reached the top of his skull. Then it seemed to reverse and started to pour like oil down over his brain. Gods, it felt so good. Silky, sweet, soothing. He let the heat fill his head, comforting every cell. Light sparkled behind his eyes. The sparkles and the oil meshed into a blanket of iridescence that stretched on and on and on….

“Sammy. Psst.”

What? He opened his eyes, and Chen was staring at him. At the front of the class, Dr. Barth was lecturing away. What happened? He smiled at Chen. “Sorry.”

Chen whispered, “No problem. I was worried when you didn’t wake up. Did you actually go to sleep?”

Sammy shook his head. “Not exactly.” He turned his attention back toward Dr. Barth, but out of the corner of his eye, he could see Ryder staring at him. Sammy went to take a note. What the hells? On his notepad he’d drawn a picture of himself with Aloysius, the familiar, on his shoulder. Every detail was sketched in pencil down to the silken texture of the cat’s fur. Had he done it while he was asleep? No, he hadn’t been asleep, just… somewhere else. But maybe wherever he went was enough like sleeping that his prophetic painting had kicked in. Was this scene going to happen? Weird.

Sammy flipped the page and took notes, trying to focus on Killian, who was telling the class they would have the chance to practice many techniques in their journey through the history of mysticism. Sammy wasn’t sure what to make of the practice they’d just done. Maybe he was tired from his midnight art frenzy.

Finally the class was over. Food seemed like a good idea. He’d only had the egg and latte this morning, and last night he hadn’t eaten much of his veggie burger because he’d been nervous about impressing Arnold. What an idiot. Anyway, lunch. He was light-headed.

Sammy shoved his notepad in his backpack and stood beside Chen. Ryder waited behind him.

“Mrwar.”

What? Sammy looked around, then felt pressure on his shins.

“Mrwar.” Aloysius did figure eights, rubbing his silky blackness against Sammy’s jeans.

“Hi, fella. Hey, good to see you.” That was kind of true, even though the cat made him nervous.

Aloysius jumped up on a seat. The crossed blue eyes stared up at Sammy. “Mrwar.” And in one fluid leap, the cat soared through the air and landed smack on Sammy’s shoulder. Just like in the drawing.

“Whoa.” Sammy staggered back two steps and felt Ryder’s hands settle on his shoulders. The grip was strong and warm.

“Mrwar.”

Ryder laughed, but all Sammy could feel was the heat and pressure of those hands.

Ryder laughed again. “He’s licking me. His tongue is scratchy!” Sammy glanced back and saw the cat scraping his long tongue over Ryder’s fingers. There was something about the power of Aloysius’s tongue that Sammy ought to remember, but the synapses in his brain weren’t firing. The synapses in his cock, however, ran rampant. Every one of Ryder’s long fingers on his shoulders seemed to have a direct connection to Sammy’s balls.

Too soon, Ryder moved his hands. Would that they had traveled to Sammy’s butt, but no such luck. Ryder looked at Sammy. “You okay?”

Sammy cleared his throat. “Fine. Aloysius startled me.”

“Has he ever done that before?”

“Nope.” Sammy reached up tentatively and patted the cat’s head. Aloysius pushed into Sammy’s hand, and he giggled. “What do you think he wants?”

“Mr. Raphael, Mr. McMasters, Mr. Chen.” Killian stood in the aisle, leaning into their row. He was always formal in class. It suited him. Plus Ryder was human, so Killian couldn’t reveal too much familiarity. Killian smiled. “Al seems to have taken to you, Mr. Raphael.”

Alvish, now Ryder, looked up. “Al? Do you mean me, sir?”

That made Sammy’s heart do a double take. He wished Alvish had taken a liking to him.

Killian smiled. “I call Aloysius Al, but perhaps I should call him Al Number One.”

Ryder shook his head. “No, sir. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to be called Ryder. It’s my middle name.”

Killian leveled his gaze at Ryder. “A new name to go with your metamorphosis, I gather?”

Ryder nodded. “Something like that.”

Killian reached out a hand to Aloysius. “Come on, Al. We have places to go.”

The cat circled Sammy’s neck like a winter scarf and began to purr. Sammy reached up to dislodge him and got teeth, gently but firmly, placed in the pad of his thumb. “Uh, Dr. Barth….”

Killian raised one fair eyebrow. “A new regime, I see.” He looked at Al. “Are you sure, Al?”

The cat released his teeth from Sammy’s flesh and purred louder.

“All right, I’m sure he has his reasons. Enjoy your guest cat, Mr. Raphael.”

“What? But, sir… I don’t know how…. What in hells am I going to do with a cat?”

Killian laughed. “Anything he wants.”

 

 

SAMMY STOPPED outside the coffee shop. Purring in his ear. Hmm. This wasn’t going to work. He craned his neck to the side so he could look at the cat’s silky black face. “Hey, Al, how about you stay out here while I go in with the guys?”

One side of the soft lip rose, exposing a white fang. Terrifying so close up. “O-kay. I guess we’ll get thrown out together.”

Sammy wrapped the cat tighter around him and followed Chen and Ryder into the shop. The owner waved at them with a big smile. Interesting she wasn’t yelling about “no cats in the restaurant.” He knew from Jimmy that Killian usually bespelled the cat so he wasn’t visible to humans. Sammy hadn’t done that. Didn’t know how, in fact. Good grief. Maybe Aloysius bespelled himself? Sammy looked at the cat quietly sleeping on his shoulder. He sure didn’t look like some big witchy deal.

Sammy slid into the back booth next to Chen. Ryder sat across from them. Mistake. Looking at that beautiful face was very bad for the concentration. He’d found Ryder compelling when he’d looked like a normal human. Now? Devastating.

Sammy nodded toward the empty space beside Ryder. “Sure seems strange not to have Jimmy here.”

Ryder glanced up as Mrs. Potorsky, the owner, delivered their usual—a cup of black coffee for Ryder, iced tea for Chen, and iced coffee with milk in it for Sammy. They ordered sandwiches.

Ryder smiled. “Thanks, Mrs. P.” She returned the grin and went back to the counter. He looked at Sammy and Chen. “Have you heard from Jimmy?”

Sammy nodded. “I got a couple of e-mails. He and Lavender are, uh, visiting friends in some places in Europe.” He didn’t say they were on a diplomatic mission for Killian to the old-world covens. The incident with the kinky witch Moran, who had tried to dominate Killian, had the Witch Master worried about what might be going on in Europe.

Ryder sipped his coffee. “Doesn’t Jimmy have to start his new job soon?”

Sammy nodded. “I think they’re giving him some time for a prolonged honeymoon.” Of course, Jimmy was going to work in a high-tech firm owned by a witch, so he got lots of leeway, but Sammy couldn’t tell Ryder that. Sometimes having one human in their group felt awkward, but when they’d first become friends, none of them knew they were witches. It was before the unification.

Mrs. Potorsky brought their sandwiches. Sammy dug into his tuna on wheat. As soon as Mrs. P. left, Aloysius slithered down onto the table and made a quick round of the selections. After a sniff of Sammy’s tuna and Chen’s BLT, he focused in on Ryder’s turkey and swiss. With scalpel-like precision, he grasped the edge of a piece of turkey sticking out of the bread and whipped it from between the multigrain without disturbing so much as a leaf of lettuce.

“Hey! Did you see that?” Ryder laughed. “I’ll bet he’s a master of the tablecloth trick.”

Sammy smiled. From what he heard, Aloysius was a master of any trick he wanted.

Ryder reached out as Aloysius chewed and started scratching his head. Sammy stared at those long-fingered hands. God’s balls. He wanted to stretch out his head for similar treatment.

Aloysius finished chewing and flopped over on his side, then rolled to his back, legs straight up in the air.

Chen laughed. “Now that’s what I’d call an undignified position.”

Ryder started stroking the silky fur. “Want a belly rub, boy? Jesus, will you look at those balls? This dude is hung. He must be the most popular tomcat in town.”

What was going on? Sammy felt like every stroke on the cat’s belly landed a lot closer to home. He watched Ryder’s fingers get near the cat’s balls and felt his own tingling as his cock rose slowly and steadily in his jeans. He shifted to the left, trying to get comfortable. More tingling. Good grief. He shifted again to the right.

Chen moved over to get away from him. “You okay?”

“Fine.” Sammy tried to choke down the last of his sandwich. This was crazy. The cat’s body parts seemed somehow connected straight to Sammy’s. Every stroke of Al’s black fur could have been a caress of Sammy’s nether regions. Or was the connection with Ryder? Would it have happened if Chen were doing the petting? Whatever. It was too much!

Sammy grabbed the cat from the middle of the table and got a squall for his trouble as he flipped Aloysius back onto his neck.

Ryder stared at him.

“Sorry. Just thought Mrs. Potorsky might be looking at Al.”

Aloysius licked Sammy’s neck. Gods, more torture. Finally the cat settled down and purred himself to sleep. Sammy chewed a last bite and washed it down with iced coffee. He took some deep breaths. His cock twitched, gave up hoping, and went back to sleep.

Ryder chewed what was left of his turkey sandwich. He leaned forward. “Did you guys see that new chick with the double-Ds in the front row? Those things have to be fake, don’t you think?”

Chen shook his head. “No way. She was a little chunky, so I think they’re real.”

“But they didn’t move….”

Shit. Just like that, Sammy was back in Alvish hell. The guy might have changed his name and his appearance, but he retained his 100 percent fascination with every tit in the greater New York area. Sammy sighed. How fast could he get out of here?

“Mrwar.”

Yes, good excuse. He slurped the last of his coffee. “Hey, guys, I have to go to the store and get something for Aloysius to eat, or he’s going to be stuck with cold pizza tonight. I’ve only got a few minutes until my last class. See you tomorrow.”

Chen looked up. “Oh, okay. See ya.”

Ryder grinned. “See you, Sammy. See you, Al.”

Sammy picked up his check, paid at the counter, and pushed out the door into the afternoon sun. “Thanks for the excuse, Aloysius. I don’t think I could take one more tit. And I really do need to get you some food.”

He walked toward the convenience store. He’d painted a prophecy of Ryder’s arrival. So what? Like all his other prophetic paintings, it was insignificant and had nothing to do with Sammy, at least not in any way that was important. It was time to quit mooning over his friend. Ryder wanted tits, and Sammy didn’t have any. He needed to find a gay witch who liked tall, thin, nice guys. He was tired of being everybody’s pal. Sammy was on the market.




Chapter Two

 

 

“OKAY, FUR ball, this is the best I can do.” Sammy shoveled some canned salmon into one of his small, chipped bowls and put it on the floor.

Aloysius stared at him like he’d lost his frigging witch’s mind and scaled the height to the small kitchenette’s counter in a smooth leap. There he crossed one paw over the other and waited.

“I see. I guess we have other plans.” Sammy set the bowl on the counter. Al licked both paws, sniffed, and began to daintily eat.

Sammy glanced at Al and got a sharp blue-eyed look, so he grabbed a piece of cold pizza and a beer from the fridge and went into the living space to sit on the rickety couch. The last few hours of constant feline attention had made him both more scared of Aloysius and less. The cat was so smart he might as well be human. No, that might be an insult to Al. The cat was clearly a supernatural being with great self-awareness. At the same time, he was quirky, funny, and approachable. He loved having his tummy rubbed, to be scratched behind the ears like any cat, and had people he adored and those whom he abjured. He was a very familiar familiar.

They’d shopped with Al on Sammy’s shoulders. Nobody commented. Sammy had gone to his advanced art theory class with Al as his fur scarf. Again, not a word. Obviously the cat made himself invisible to humans, but oddly, Ryder could see him. Selective invisibility?

Sammy flipped on the television. The cable subscription was his one indulgence. Other witches had money because their powers allowed them to affect the physical world, understand people, and even predict the outcomes of the stock market with some accuracy. Since Sammy’s power was so wimpy, he had no money. Simple equation. He came from a family with little wealth. His dad was a teacher and his mom a public defender. They served the community and struggled to support their eight kids. Though his dad was a witch, he seldom used his powers. Of course before the rejoining Killian had inspired, bringing the half-breed witches and pureblooded witches together, Sammy’s dad hadn’t been recognized as a witch. Even now he seemed happy living as a human. Sammy loved his family and tried to be independent enough not to be a burden. Scholarships helped, and he worked his ass off all summer and a lot of nights.

He leaned his head back, dodging the lump in the middle of the couch, and flipped through channels. Maybe he’d watch that dance show. There weren’t any straight guys visiting who would moan and ask to watch sports. Oh yeah. Watching shirtless guys with zero body fat was Sammy’s idea of a good time.

“Mwar.”

“Hey, Al.”

The cat jumped onto the couch, stared at Sammy until he uncrossed his legs, stepped onto the now available lap, circled three times, and settled into a black cat ball. Sammy tentatively petted the silken head. “What the heck are you doing here? You’re this powerhouse feline who helped save the world for witchery. What could you possibly want with a no-talent witch like me?”

No response.

“I hope you like dancing.” Sammy chewed the pizza, sipped his beer, and sank farther down on the couch as he watched gorgeous men leap around the stage. Whew. If Al weren’t on his lap, he’d be jerking off. He really needed a boyfriend. The new and improved Ryder filled his mind. Shit, no. Think about something else.

Trying not to disturb Al, Sammy set down the beer bottle, kicked off his flip-flops, and put his feet up on the table. Gods, he was tired. Doing prophetic paintings all night took it out of him. Ooh. Cute guy doing hip-hop. Sammy’s eyes closed. Jerked open. Cute guy. Closed again. Hells. He’d rest for a second.

 

 

“ERRRRRRRRRR. ERRRRRRRR.”

What the hells? Weight on his chest. Terrible pain in his back. Strange sound and vibration rumbling through him. What was going on? Slowly Sammy opened his eyes. Cat butt. Let’s see. He was lying on his back, so the fuzzy ass in his face certainly explained the weight on his chest. The pain in his back? Not again. He was lying in the middle of his floor with something damned uncomfortable pushing into his vertebrae and a ten-pound cat on his chest. The vibration? Aloysius was growling like a motorboat. This situation did not bode well.

Usually after a painting episode, Sammy was safe for a week or two. But his prophecy of meeting Ryder—big fucking deal—had been the night before last. And now here he was again. Obviously Aloysius wasn’t too impressed with his so-called powers either. His growl sounded like a thumbs-down to Sammy.

What did he do this time?

“Excuse me, fella.” He sat up, forcing Al to move forward onto his lap. Once there the cat stayed standing, staring straight ahead.

“Errrrrrrrrrrr.”

Sammy followed Al’s line of sight to the easel. Sweet bloody gods. Sammy had thought Ryder was beautiful. On a big canvas, Sammy had painted an angel with the most beautiful male face he’d ever seen. No, the most beautiful face he’d ever seen, male or female. Ethereal, radiant. Huge light blue eyes, a small nose, full lips, arched brows, pink cheeks, and a halo of pale almost-white hair. Dear gods, he was even more beautiful than Killian. Impossible. This couldn’t be a real being. But Sammy’s prophecies always came true, and this painting showed the creature smiling at him. Still, maybe it was metaphorical. Like he had a guardian angel, and the dude was watching over him. It was meant to make Sammy feel better about his mediocrity. Yeah, that must be it.

“Errrrrr.”

Sammy smoothed his hand over Al’s silky black spine. “It’s all right, boy. I do this all the time. Don’t think anything of it. Like, no big deal.”

“Errrrrrrr.”

Maybe the cat didn’t like angels. Oh well, another tough night, and he had to get to school. The TV blared behind him with some news show. “Move, boy, so I can get up.”

Al turned and gave Sammy a direct stare with his crossed blue eyes. He jumped off Sam’s lap, flicked his tail, walked over, and leaped up on the couch.

“I’ve got some more salmon for you.”

Aloysius curled into a ball on the faded cushions.

“I said you weren’t going to like being here with me.”

Nothing.

“It’s not too late to go back to Killian. I’ll bet he misses you.”

More nothing.

Sammy sighed. Man, he was tired. Dealing with a temperamental familiar wasn’t on his agenda for the day. He took a quick shower, dressed, grabbed a hard-boiled egg and his paint box, and started out the door.

Whap! A flying fur scarf attached itself to Sam’s neck, just about knocking him over. He looked sideways at the blue eyes staring at him. Weird, but a message floated across his mind. You go nowhere without me, witch. He shook his head. Losing it.

Chen was waiting for him in the coffee shop. Sammy waved and grabbed his latte. Chen led the way outdoors. Summer was hanging on, though a few yellow and brown leaves floated down from the trees.

Chen grinned. “I see you still have a cat.”

“Yep. Though he doesn’t seem very happy to be with me. Where’s Ryder?”

“I saw him earlier, but he said he had something historical to do.” Chen laughed at his own joke. “Hey, you going to the dinner?”

Sammy looked around. No one nearby. “The young witches thing?”

Chen nodded.

Sammy shrugged. “I plan to go. You?”

“Yep.” He smiled. “I enjoy seeing some of the others.”

Sammy gave him a sideways look. “Any particular others?”

Chen grinned, but his olive cheeks got rosy. “No. Not in particular.”

Sammy laughed. “I have to pay attention, I think.” He took a sip. “I can’t believe it, but I did another frigging painting.”

“No shit? What was it?”

“A male angel. Most gorgeous creature I ever saw. I think it might be a guardian-angel message or something.”

“Really?” Chen screwed his mouth like he did whenever he doubted something.

“It’s my theory anyway.”

“Errrrrrrr.”

Chen stepped back from Sammy, staring at Aloysius, whose head was on the Chen side of Sammy. “What’s wrong with him?”

“I don’t know. He’s been this way since I woke up on the floor.”

They walked into their abstract painting class—Sammy’s favorite. Chen’s too, he thought. Too bad Chen’s family couldn’t see how much he loved to paint. They were all about the numbers. Sensible, but Sammy thought it made Chen sad.

“Hi, Sammy. Hi, Chen.” Tiffany, who sat beside Sammy in the studio, waved.

Sammy smiled. If he couldn’t have a boyfriend, at least it was nice to have people who liked him.

He set out his paints, ripped off a palette paper, opened his turpentine, and went to work gessoing the big canvas he’d left there the previous class. By the time Mr. Woodard, the instructor, walked in, Sammy was running an old hair dryer over the canvas to dry the acrylic base coat. When the base coat was dry, he could begin applying the oil paints. Aloysius curled under the easel, and nobody but Chen seemed to notice.

Sammy liked Mr. Woodard. The guy was a good adviser and a great teacher. Also he was a pretty decent artist himself. The man had paintings hanging in some renowned collections, but it was tough living on art alone. Teaching must help pay the bills. From all his great comments and special instruction, Sammy knew he was Mr. Woodard’s fave, which pleased him a lot. While he knew he was popular, he wasn’t really the top pick of many people or witches.

Sammy took a deep breath and felt the paint. It wasn’t a witch thing, more an artist thing. What color resonated with his being today? Turquoise. He mixed a little of the brilliant pthalo turquoise with white, grabbed a palette knife, and made a slash down the center of the canvas. Yes. A thrill like a miniorgasm shot through him at the sight of the color cutting through the white. Not that he remembered his orgasms all that well. Focus, Sammy.

He pulled his secondary colors and let his hand flow around the canvas. Brush, palette knife, and back to brush. Wild and free, that was the way he felt creating his art. So different from his prophetic paintings. Deeper and deeper he flowed into the work. The voices in the classroom dissolved into white noise as he heard his own breathing, like the paint was applied by his exhalations.

“Sorry to disturb you, class. But I have someone I’d like you to meet.”

Sammy heard Mr. Woodard’s voice on the edge of his brain. He also heard Aloysius’s low growl. He shook his head and looked around frantically. Could anyone hear the cat?

No chance. Every eye was riveted on the front of the painting studio. Wally, the human on Sammy’s left, had his mouth open. Tiffany held on to the back of her chair as if she’d fall down without the support. Maybe Sammy didn’t want to look.

“Errrrr.”

He glanced to the front and looked away fast. This was not happening. His gaze crept back to the scene at the front of the classroom. The angel was here. The painting hadn’t shown it, but he was tall, delicately thin, and graceful. Perfect in every way.

Mr. Woodard held up a hand. “Everyone, I want you to meet Lucien Eshel. He comes to us from Europe. I’ve seen his work and think he’ll fit well into this class.”

My gods. The angel was going to be in his class. This was so not fair. He not only got to drool over the new and improved Ryder, but he also had to see this guy four hours a week.

Mr. Woodard took the angel—Lucien, right?—to an available easel, and the guy opened a professional-looking paint case, all wood and metal. No tackle box for him.

Sammy glanced up and saw Chen staring at him. When Sammy caught his eye, Chen mouthed, Is that the guy?

Sammy nodded, and Chen mouthed, Holy shit! That about summed it up.

Below him, Sammy heard “Errrrrrr.”

 

 

LUCIEN GLANCED around the class as the students gathered their supplies in preparation for the end of the session. Someone popular. Yes, that was what he needed. But not just any someone, obviously. A witch. Preferably one without too much power but a lot of energy.

There were two witches in the class besides himself. The handsome Asian boy, Chen, and the tall, thin young man with the auburn hair and pretty face. “Sammy,” he heard someone call him. Many people seemed to know him. But Lucien was unconcerned with humans. What did they matter?

He would bide his time.

 

 

SAMMY WALKED up to the door of the restaurant, Aloysius wrapped firmly around his neck. He hoped Al could work his invisibility mojo on the proprietors of this place like he did on the coffee shop owners. The monthly gathering of the young witches of the community was one of his favorite events. He’d only been a part of it for a few months, since the unification, but being with other witches—other “freaks,” as he and Jimmy had called themselves before they learned the truth—was both fun and comforting.

He pushed open the door and was pulled inside by Chen, who hurried him over to a spot by the coat-check room, which was unused on this warm night. “Sammy, you know Lucien?”

Sammy sighed. “You mean the guy I’ve been trying not to stare at constantly in practically every painting class I’ve been to in the last two days? That Lucien?”

Chen glanced toward the restaurant. “Yeah, yeah. Well, he’s been asking about you.”

“What?”

“Remember, I told you he’s a witch?”

“Of course.” Chen’s revelation had been another reminder of Sammy’s wimpiness. He hadn’t been able to see for himself that Lucien was a witch, though the supernatural beauty alone should have told him.

“He’s here.”

“Here here?”

“At the table. And I’ve heard from a couple of guys that he asked about you, and he’s been digging around for information again. He just asked Estera if she knows you and if you’re as nice a guy as you seem.”

“Errrrr.”

“Shut up, Al.” Sammy swallowed. “What did she say?”

Chen grinned. “Don’t worry. She said you were an ax-murdering pain in the ass.”

“Seriously?”

Chen punched his shoulder. “She said you were great. What else would she say?” His voice got singsong. “I think he likes you.”

“What would an angel like that want with me?”

“Errrrr.”

Chen glanced at the cat. “C’mon, Sammy, you’re great. I mean, I don’t exactly notice guys that way, but I’m sure if I did, I’d notice you.”

“Thanks a bunch.”

Chen grabbed his arm. “Let’s go. Time to meet him.”

Sammy pulled back. “Maybe I shouldn’t. I’m bound to be a disappointment.” His throat went dry.

“C’mon.” Chen yanked and Sammy followed. Sweet gods. What was he doing?

Aloysius’s low growl vibrated against Sammy’s ear. He ignored it and said, “Give the guy a chance. I know you think it’s weird that I painted him, but that’s what I do. No worries.”

The gang was gathered. About twenty young witches sat around the table. There were more in the community, but it was tough to get everyone together, what with school, work, and family. Friends waved to Sam.

“Hi, Sammy.”

“Hiya, dude.”

“Hey, bro.”

“Hi, darling.”

He bumped fists and shook hands around the table, but it was tough to concentrate with that angelic face staring at him.

Estera stood up from the seat next to Lucien. “Hey, Sammy. I have to go to the little girls’. Why don’t you take my chair, and I’ll sit over there with Chen, okay?” She grinned. Sammy had to hand it to her. It was no small deal to give up a seat next to that walking dream. But he suspected she might have a thing for Chen, so maybe it wasn’t such a sacrifice. Plus Lucien could very well be gay, which was kind of exciting.

“Thanks, Estera.” Sammy circled the table and pulled out the now empty chair. He saw Estera glance over her shoulder as she retreated toward the front of the restaurant. She winked. This was embarrassing.

Unbelievably, Lucien stood as Sammy started to sit. Really? Double embarrassing. He reached out a hand. “Hello, I believe you’re Sammy. I’m Lucien.” His voice was soft, with some kind of lilting accent Sammy didn’t recognize.

Sammy shook his hand. Sweet gods, his skin was so soft Sammy could barely feel it. “Glad to meet you.”

Sammy sat down. Lucien sat too and leaned toward Sammy. “It’s amazing we haven’t met until now. We share so many classes.”

“Uh, yeah.” Come on, Sammy. You can do better than that.

“And who’s this?” Lucien reached toward Aloysius, and Sammy jerked his neck back. Could lose a hand that way.

“Uh, this is Aloysius. He’s finicky about getting touched sometimes.”

“I see. So they let you bring your cat in here?”

“He’s not a cat, he’s a familiar. He makes himself invisible with a little help from me.”

“I see. You have your own familiar.”

“Not exactly. He really belongs to the Witch Master, but for some reason he’s attached himself to me.”

“Extraordinary.” Lucien stared at Al like he was a snake instead of a cat.

“Errrrr.”

Damn. Sammy reached up and gave Aloysius’s head a little smack, then smiled at Lucien. “So you’re an art major?”

Lucien dragged his eyes from Aloysius. “Yes, though my skills are quite moderate compared to yours. I have taken the liberty of looking at your pieces after you left the studio.”

Damn, that was flattering. “Well, if Mr. Woodard says you’re good, you must be really terrific, because he knows what he’s talking about.”

The waiter came to take their orders as Estera returned and sat next to Chen. Sammy saw his friend blush. Yep, something going on there.

Lucien leaned in. “What’s good here?”

“I’m not sure. This is only the second time the group has come here, and I missed the last one. We go to a lot of different restaurants.”

Sammy ended up ordering lasagna and noticed that Lucien did the same.

Lucien smiled, displaying straight white teeth and dimples Sammy thought he could lose the tip of his tongue in. Sammy about passed out from the impact. The angel nodded at his menu. “I thought I’d follow your lead. The lasagna sounds hearty.”

Sammy nodded. “I try to eat hearty food when I’m out because I forget to eat at home, and I’m so skinny I need the calories.”

“I’m not exactly obese myself.” Lucien laughed, and the sound could have been wind chimes.

“But on you it looks good. I’m a redheaded scarecrow.”

“You are adorable. And wasn’t the scarecrow the smartest of them all?”

What in the hells should Sammy make of that statement?

“Errrrr.” Sammy glanced at Aloysius and sighed.

Maybelle Revere, who stepped up as leader whenever Jimmy and Lavender were gone, cleared her throat, and Sammy looked toward her. Anything not to have to figure out what to say to the dream-come-true beside him.

Maybelle smiled, her round face crinkling. “I know our get-togethers are mostly social, but I did want to do a couple of things tonight. First, I’d like to extend a welcome on behalf of the young, uh, community”—she looked around to be sure no strangers were listening—“to our new friend, Lucien Eshel.” Her voice sounded breathy as she said his name.

Lucien half stood, gave a little nod, and smiled. “I’m very happy to be here.” Even the guys looked awestruck. Man, he was something else.

“Yes, uh, well, I also want to mention the party that Killian and Blaine are having to celebrate their first anniversary. It will be at Killian’s family house and”—she clapped her hands—“we’re all invited. I was thinking we could all go in together to get them something great. To show our appreciation. Anyone have any suggestions?”

“What about a book?” Bilden Massery ducked when he said it. He was so shy.

Sammy shook his head. “They love books, but they have so many. It’s hard to know what they’d want.”

Maybelle stuck up a finger. “An e-reader. Bet they’d love that.”

Sammy shrugged. “You know how Killian loves gadgets. They have two or three e-readers, I think.”

As the conversation continued, Lucien leaned over to Sammy. “You seem to know the Witch Master and his spouse quite intimately.”

Sammy shook his head. “Not really. But one of my best friends is close with Killian, so I got to know him some, that’s all.”

“Is that the famous Jimmy I’ve heard about?”

Sammy looked up into Lucien’s ice-blue eyes. “Yeah.”

“I’ll look forward to meeting him and his lovely wife.”

“They’ll be traveling for a while.”

Lucien smiled.

Everybody burned out on the gift discussion, and Maybelle appointed two of the group to investigate presents. Their food arrived, and Sammy turned to his right and talked to Maybelle as he ate. His skin tingled where his arm rested close to Lucien.

When Sammy turned back for his last bite of lasagna, Lucien asked, “Would you like to share a hot fudge sundae? I’ve never had one, but I’m told you can’t be truly American without eating one.”

“Uh, sure.”

Lucien ordered, and when the waiter brought the giant dish with heaped whipped cream and two long-handled spoons, all Sammy’s friends started grinning like idiots. He didn’t know whether to slip under the table or kiss Lucien’s pink, pouty lips. But he sure knew which one he wanted to do.

Sammy must have stared at the dessert too long, because a spoonful of white-and-brown confection suddenly appeared in front of his lips. Lucien’s soft voice danced around Sammy. “Here. Be my taster and tell me if this is a really good sundae, so I will know how to judge it.”

Sammy glanced at his friends, who had, practically to a person, stopped talking and riveted their attention on the ice cream about to drip from the spoon. God’s balls. He leaned, opened his mouth, and slurped the ice cream with zero finesse or romance. Damn. Brain freeze. Try not to make a bigger fool of yourself. Breathe. Good. The pain receded, and he swirled the taste in his mouth. Wow. It might have been the best hot fudge sundae ever. Or it might have been the company. “It’s really good. Try it.”

He watched, as did everyone else, as the same spoon scooped up more ice cream and slid between the universe’s most perfect lips. Lucien’s blue eyes closed. “Oh my.”

Oh my, indeed. Sammy’s cock sprang to full attention.

“Your turn.” Again Lucien loaded the spoon and flew it toward Sammy’s mouth like a fudge airplane. It was silly but kind of cute. Sammy grinned and opened to accept the spoon.

“Is everyone enjoying themselves? Has your dinner been satisfactory?”

Sammy knew that voice. He stopped with his mouth open and looked to the side. Hells’ bells. Ryder. Sammy sat back, leaving Lucien to eat the bite of ice cream before it melted. “What are you doing here?” Funny, he felt like he’d been caught with his hand in a jar of spells.

Several of the young witches smiled and waved.

“Hi, Alvish.”

“Hi, Ryder.”

Ryder smiled at Sammy, but he glanced toward Lucien. “I work here. You remember, I told you I was in food service?”

Sammy eyed Ryder’s black slacks and dress shirt. “I thought you meant you served tacos at fast food.”

Ryder shook his head. “No, I’m a quality manager for the food chain that owns this place and a bunch of other restaurants.”

Chen smiled. “Hey, good for you, Ryder. That’s a cool job.”

“I get to go from restaurant to restaurant, check out the quality of the food and service, and make suggestions. It works great with my school schedule.” He walked around the table and stuck out a hand to Lucien. “Hi, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Ryder.”

Lucien stood and took Ryder’s hand. “I’m Lucien.”

Odd, but Sammy felt tension between them, even though they were clearly just meeting. “Lucien’s an art major.”

Ryder nodded like that was somehow an explanation for why Lucien was with Sammy. It felt strange to be here with all these people Ryder knew, and yet he hadn’t been invited. Ryder wasn’t a witch, but Sammy couldn’t exactly use that as a reason for him being left out.

Lucien sat down. Sammy glanced back and forth between the two men who had been the subjects of his prophetic paintings. His powers sure had good taste. He couldn’t imagine two more mouthwatering dudes. Lucien was ethereal, almost otherworldly in beauty. Ryder’s stronger, more masculine gorgeousness was reflected in his prominent cheekbones, carved lips, and arched brows. Of course, Ryder was straight, while Lucien appeared to bat for Sammy’s team. Didn’t matter to his cock, though. Sammy felt as if the darned thing were swinging between the two men like a dowsing rod looking for water. The saddest part was that even with Lucien as a distraction, Sammy couldn’t stop lusting after his friend. But it was time to wake up. Lucien appeared interested. Ryder never would be. Still, it hurt his heart.

Ryder seemed to drag his eyes from Lucien. “Give me an official report. How’s the food? How’s the service?”

Maybelle bobbed her head with her mouth full. “Umph. Good. The waiter’s been terrific.”

Chen stopped chewing for a second. “Attentive but not too hovery.”

Ryder smiled. “Good, glad to hear it.”

Lucien looked up and wiped his lips. “The lasagna could use a touch more oregano.”

Sammy glanced at him. What the heck did oregano taste like? Maybe just a little too discriminating.

Ryder’s smile didn’t break. “Thanks. I’ll tell them in the kitchen.” His gaze kind of lingered on Sammy. Sammy shifted in his chair, and Ryder looked at the group. “Guess I better get back to work.”

Chen laughed. “Hey, you’re working. You took our official report.”

“Yeah.” Ryder glanced again at Sammy and walked back toward the kitchen.

Sammy’s shoulders slumped. “That was awkward.”

Chen nodded.

Maybelle put a hand on Chen’s arm. “Sorry, you guys. Who’d have thought Ryder would work here? The owners are, uh, part of our community. So he works for”—she lowered her voice—“witches.”

Lucien looked around at all the young witches. “I must be missing something. Why was it awkward?”

Sammy sighed. “Ryder is one of my best friends. Chen’s too. Actually he’s close to most of us. But we’ve been friends since before the reintegration of the half-breeds with the full bloods. When we first became friends, Chen and I didn’t even know we were witches. Anyway, for him to see us all together and not to have been invited must feel odd to him.”

Lucien shrugged. “Now that you know about your true nature, no doubt your friendship will naturally die away. You have less in common.”

“No!” Shit. Sammy felt like someone had hit him with a hammer. “I mean, no. Ryder is a good friend, and we have plenty in common.”

Lucien’s gaze speared Sammy. “Ah, I see. A romantic liaison, perhaps.”

He frowned. “No. Ryder isn’t gay. He’s my friend. That’s all.” Sammy glanced at the others. Probably some of them suspected he had the hots for Ryder. Their expressions looked compassionate. He wanted off this topic. “Maybelle, is there any other group business?”

“Nope. Somebody suggested we could go bowling next month. Shall we?”

Everybody got into a hot discussion of the pros and cons of tossing balls at pins. Lucien leaned in. “I didn’t mean to offend you about your friend. I must confess it was a bit of a fishing expedition on my part.”

“Really? Why?”

Lucien smiled. Like a sunrise. “I guess I wanted to know if you were homosexual.”

Sammy raised a shoulder. “Now you know.”

“Do I?”

“I am.”

“I’m so glad.”

“So that must mean that you are—”

“Homosexual also.”

Sammy couldn’t keep from grinning. “I guess I’m glad too.”

“Will you have dinner with me tomorrow night?”

Lucien was really asking him out. The angel and the scarecrow? Really? His heart beat like a drum at a Samhain ceremony. But taking someone to dinner was a big commitment for a college guy. “Sure. I’d love to. We can go dutch. Shall I meet you somewhere?”

Lucien smiled. “Ah, but I am not Dutch, you see, and therefore I am pleased to pay the bill. I would also be happy to pick you up at your home.”

Wow. “Thank you. My apartment’s not much.”

“But it’s yours.”

Well, hells. The guy understood. The apartment was meager, but Sammy was proud of it. He’d managed to scrape together enough money from his part-time job at the art store to afford it. “Yes, it sure is. I’ll write down the address.”

“And I’ll pick you up at seven.”

Sometimes—rarely, but sometimes—Sammy did get what he hoped for.

“Errrrrr.”

 

 

RYDER STOOD near the back of the restaurant and watched his friends walk out the front door. No, make that friend. Sammy. Who the hell was the guy with Sammy? He looked like an angel. Was he one? Something in those glacial blue eyes made Ryder uneasy. But Sammy looked so happy. Ryder’s stomach clenched. Who wouldn’t be flattered to have that guy hanging on him? And he sure did hang on Sammy. Ryder didn’t have any right to intervene, did he? Sammy was his friend, but they seldom talked about their love lives. Besides, what was his motivation in warning Sammy about the angel-faced man?

Ryder turned and walked back in the kitchen, where cooks were still rolling out a line of hot plates. He knew exactly what his motivation was in trying to keep Sammy apart from other men, and nobody would be happy about it. In fact, his father would freak out. Still, this angel with the icy eyes bore some investigation.

Ryder needed to keep Sammy safe.




Chapter Three

 

 

SAMMY SWALLOWED another mouthful of chicken. The dish had a fancy name, but he thought of it as “divine chicken.” The best thing he ever tasted.

Lucien drank wine and watched him with a sweet smile on his face. “I think you like that dish.”

Sammy nodded and took a sip of his sauvignon blanc. He was old enough to order it, barely. He’d never had wine before. An acquired taste for sure, sort of dry and wet at the same time. A little bitter and a little sweet, but he kind of liked it. “This is the best chicken on earth.”

Lucien laughed, that tinkling-bells sound. “I’m delighted you’re enjoying it.”

Sammy glanced around the elegant restaurant, with its red banquettes and white tablecloths. “This place is awesome, but you didn’t have to bring me someplace so fancy.” He lowered his voice. “It must cost an awful lot.” He was glad Lucien hadn’t agreed to split the check. His meager budget couldn’t have stood it.

“It’s all right. My family is rich. I enjoy spending money on you. But your family must be supernatural. Are they not wealthy?”

Sammy shook his head and swallowed again. “No. My dad’s, you know, special”—he glanced around to be sure no one was close enough to hear—“but he lived as a regular person for so many years, I think he likes it. He’s a hardworking guy with a lot of kids to raise. I try not to be more of a burden.”

“I’m sure you’re not.”

Sammy shrugged. “I’m a pretty sorry excuse for a witch. I can’t do anything worthwhile that might help the family. So I got some scholarships for school, and I work to pay for my other expenses.”

Lucien leaned forward. “That’s admirable. But surely you have talent.”

“I paint.”

“Yes, and very well, but I meant supernatural talent.”

“Me too. I’m a prophetic painter. I paint stuff, and it happens. I painted you.”

Lucien’s blue eyes widened. “Me?”

“Yes, I painted you walking into art class, and the next day, there you were. The stuff always comes true, but it never amounts to much. No earthquake predictions or villains apprehended. I can’t figure out what it’s worth.” Sammy sipped his wine. It was tough admitting what a crap witch he was.

Lucien laughed. “Ah, I see. Not to worry. You’re an excellent painter. That will be your path to greatness.”

A strong sneeze sounded from the third chair. Aloysius putting in his two cents. The cat was cracked on the subject of Lucien.

Lucien stared at Aloysius with a raised eyebrow. “He does have very definite opinions. What do you suppose he wants with you?”

“No idea, honestly.” He shrugged. “He’s nice to have around, though.”

They chatted their way through the flambéing of the cherries jubilee. Sammy really enjoyed Lucien’s stories about life in the “old country,” where a lot of humans still believed in witchcraft. “We have to be very careful not to be found out.”

Sammy swallowed the last of his dessert. He could barely believe he was eating so grandly. “In my witchcraft class, Killian taught us that hundreds of thousands of people were burned or drowned as witches during the heyday of the witch trials. But he told the young witches confidentially that very few of the people killed were actually witches. Mostly humans killed each other.”

“You actually have a class on witchcraft? How extraordinary.”

“Yes, Killian is a terrific teacher. He teaches the class as history, and none of the humans really believe it. It’s fun for them and kind of titillating. Plus Killian’s really popular with the students, so I think the university lets him teach whatever he wants. The class is guaranteed to be a sellout.” Sammy grinned. “Of course, a lot of that is girls who want to sit in the front rows and drool over him. He’s gorgeous.”

“And he’s gay, I understand.”

“Yep. Married to a physics professor.”

Lucien’s beautiful brows rose. “That must be a story!”

“It is.”

“How about I pay the check and you tell me on the way home?”

“Deal. You sure I can’t pay?” Sammy held his breath.

“No, thank you. It’s my pleasure.”

Sammy laughed. “I’m pretty sure it’s mine.”

Lucien hailed a cab. A half hour later, they were standing in the hall outside Sammy’s apartment. Hmm. He was almost afraid to ask after his strikeout with Arnold. “You want to come in?”

Lucien smiled, and Sammy swore his teeth gleamed in the dim light. “I was hoping you’d ask.”

“Like I said, it’s not much.” He turned the key in the lock, flipped on the lamp on the side table by the door, and stepped aside for Lucien to enter.

Aloysius slithered off Sammy’s neck and huffed his way to the sleeping area. Lucien walked a few steps into the room and gazed around. The beautiful, impeccably dressed man made the surroundings look even shabbier.

Sammy walked over to the little kitchenette. “Can I get you something to drink? I’ve got some iced coffee. Sorry. No wine. I don’t usually drink it.” Usually? Try never.

“Iced coffee would be lovely.” Lucien went to the couch and sat. Sammy hoped he missed the lumps.

Sammy grabbed his two best glasses, washed them for the occasion, and poured some cold black coffee into them, then filled the rest of the glass with milk and ice.

He carried the glasses back to Lucien, who patted the space next to him. Okay, things looked promising.

They clinked glasses. Lucien sipped. “Nice. Quite refreshing.”

“Glad you like it. I’m kind of a coffee-holic.”

Lucien put an arm behind Sammy on the back of the couch. “I’m very anxious to see the painting you say you made of me.”

“Oh, okay.” Sammy felt a little weird. He didn’t usually show his prophetic paintings to anyone, except once to Killian. He set his glass on the rickety coffee table and went over to the stack of canvases he had propped in a corner. He moved a couple aside.

“Hey, what’s that one?”

Sammy looked down at the picture of the gorgeous human he now knew was Ryder. “My friend Ryder.” He held up the painting.

“The man we met last night?”

Sammy nodded.

“That’s not your usual painting style, is it?”

“No. My prophetic paintings are done in absolute realism, as you can see.”

“Oh. I didn’t understand that this was a prophetic painting. What is the significance?”

Sammy sighed. “Like I told you, none at all. My friend changed a lot during the summer, and this painting showed me that. BFD. I saw him in person an hour later.”

Lucien smiled. “Don’t be discouraged. The painting is quite beautiful.”

Sammy pawed through the stack. “Here’s yours.” He held up the painting.

“Amazing. You painted this before we met?”

“Yep.” He chuckled. “I thought I had a guardian angel come to look after me.” A soft growl sounded from his bed. “Shut up, Al.”

“Your cat, uh, familiar seems very temperamental.”

Sammy flashed a look at the ball of fur. “Yeah.”

Lucien nodded his golden head toward the painting. “Didn’t you paint that recently? Is it already dry?”

“The prophetic paintings dry immediately, like they want to make the prophecy permanent.”

“Fascinating.”

Sammy set down the painting and went back over to sit beside Lucien. He picked up his coffee. “It is interesting. I wish it was good for something. I mean, I get this for a power, but I can’t do a lot of other stuff witches do. I can’t discern when someone else is a witch. I didn’t know you were one until Chen told me. I can’t call lightning, although I know most witches can’t do that. I can’t make Aloysius invisible, although he does a good job of that himself.”

“So what is Killian’s familiar doing with you?”

“Answer that and you win the grand prize. None of us knows. Except Aloysius, I guess.”

Lucien slowly sipped. Watching those full lips on the edge of the glass made Sammy’s cock sit up and wave.

Lucien put down his glass and leaned back on the couch. “I love that you thought I was your guardian angel.” He reached out a slim, impossibly elegant hand and touched Sammy’s cheek. “I’d like it if you thought of me that way. I feel very protective of you. I’d like to shelter you from everyone—except me.” His laugh was soft and low, making nerves in Sammy’s groin tingle.

Lucien slid two slim fingers from Sammy’s cheek to his lips, where Lucien touched very gently, then smoothed his way back and forth, back and forth. Boy, maybe that long-awaited kiss might happen.

The angel leaned in toward Sammy. He slipped his hand from Sammy’s lips, around his head, and pulled firmly so Sammy met those perfect lips halfway—and then they touched. Sammy now had a new definition of sweetness. Soft, just a tiny bit cool, with a flavor like strawberries. No kidding. Actual strawberries. Was it flavored lip moisturizer? Too real.

Lucien caressed Sammy’s lips with his tongue, and the tingling flashed straight to Sammy’s cock. Of course, he was so sex deprived, it didn’t take much to get him going. Still, for a guy who hadn’t been kissed in months, he’d leaped straight into the advanced class.

Lucien tangled his fingers in Sammy’s hair and slanted his head. His lips might be cool, but his tongue blazed like a hot brand and demanded entrance into Sammy’s mouth. Sammy wasn’t fighting. He parted his lips, and Lucien dived inside, pulling him tight against his lean angel’s body.

Sammy felt more than heard his own moan. The smell of strawberries and sex filled his head, and Lucien slipped his tongue in and out of Sammy’s mouth, mimicking the exact motion he’d like to have performed on other parts of his body.

Whew. This was moving fast. Sammy’s head felt muddled, but his body screamed for sex.

Lucien slid his hand down to Sammy’s crotch, and he cupped what had to be one giant bulge in Sammy’s jeans and started to squeeze. Holy crap! Each grip sent hot flashes straight to the boiling mass of cum in Sammy’s balls.

Lucien pulled back and stared into Sammy’s eyes. Sammy tried to look alert, but his lids felt really heavy, like he was on the world’s best drug. Lucien grinned and kept squeezing where it did the most good. One more minute and Sammy was going to come. His balls tightened and readied for a big blow. Have to get a grip.

Lucien whispered, “I think you need to be sucked. That penis feels very neglected.”

That was so true. Being sucked sounded like the best of all possible activities. Sammy wanted it. He needed it. Why was some little voice in his head chanting No, no, no, no?

“Errrrrrrr.” A growl echoed from behind him.

Damn the voice. Damn the cat. Sammy grabbed Lucien’s head and pulled him in for another hot kiss. Their tongues tangled, and Sammy felt tugging on his zipper. He reached down to unbutton his fly and… shit. He felt weird. Like he was cheating or something, which was stupid and a leftover pipe dream. His inner being might be conflicted, but man, his cock was not. That rod wanted it bad. Ooh, cool air on his little witch. Wow. Hot breath. He opened his eyes and saw the pale gold of Lucien’s hair draping over his lap. Lucien seemed anxious. It was a good thing witches didn’t need condoms. The breath got hotter and moister. This was it. Oh, wow….

Sammy’s body jerked as Lucien’s wet tongue connected with his cockhead. In one move, Sammy backed up two feet on the couch. “Sorry. I… I think I shouldn’t do this. I mean, I think it’s too soon. You know? I mean, I want it a lot. But I just met you and….” What in hells was he doing?

Lucien’s arched brows drew together over his pale blue eyes. His chest rose. Then gradually his face returned to its luminous, beatific expression. “Of course. I understand completely. I didn’t mean to rush things. But it’s your fault, being so very irresistible.”

Not that Sammy had ever noticed. “Thank you. Thank you for understanding.” Especially when Sammy didn’t understand himself.

“I should go, or we are likely to wind up right back in that position, don’t you think?”

Talk about torn. Sammy’s cock screamed at him not to be an ass. The most gorgeous witch on earth had tried to suck him off, and he was demurring. Completely nuts. “Okay, I guess so.”

Lucien stood, his beautiful black slacks slightly tented over his erection. Sammy’s mouth watered. He loved sucking. The feel of smooth, hard flesh stretched under his tongue did it for him. Lucien was European, so he would be uncut. Sammy could work his tongue under the foreskin and—shit, he had to quit this. Decide what you want, idiot!

“Errrrr.” Damn the cat.

Lucien started toward the door, and Sammy stood. Maybe to call him back. Apologize. Sammy might never get to see Lucien again after this stunt. He hurried after him.

Lucien turned at the door. Sammy almost bumped into him. Lucien touched Sammy’s cheek with a graceful hand. “May I see you again soon?”

Whew. “Yes. I’d love that.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow in class with a proposal for our next date, all right?”

Sammy grinned. “That would be great.”

Lucien leaned in and kissed Sammy softly on the lips. “I respect a man who respects himself. After all, we are not animals. Thank you for reminding me.”

Yeah, well, Sammy felt pretty much like an animal right now. His cock would not give up, and his one pair of good gray slacks looked like the center ring at Barnum & Bailey. “See you tomorrow.”

Sammy closed the door behind Lucien and stood there staring at the floor. Or it would have been the floor, except his damned dick was sticking out in his view. What in hells had come over him? After complaining for months that he didn’t have a boyfriend, here came the most luscious guy on earth, just begging to give Sammy the orgasm of his life, and what did he do? Sheeee-it!

“Merwar.”

Sammy stared at Al. “Did you have something to do with this? Did you make me feel weird?”

“Merwaooowr.”

“No use denying it, cat. You don’t like Lucien.” Sammy threw his hands up. “Oh hells, I’m talking to an animal.”

At least it sounded like he might get another chance to go out with Lucien. Next time he would not blow it.

Sammy shook his head, turned out the light by the door, and wandered over to the bed. He stripped, then hung up his good pants and shirt in the tiny closet. A glance down showed an intruder in his view. Hard to ignore that the old dick monster hadn’t quit hoping. He sighed, crawled into bed next to Aloysius, and pulled a bottle of lube out of the drawer. “Sorry you have to see this, fella, but desperate issues require immediate measures, and I suspect my condition is all your fault.” He squirted the juice into his hand, lay down under the covers so Al didn’t have to watch too closely, and closed his eyes. At least he could imagine Lucien sucking him off while he spanked his monkey.

“Merwaor.” Al jumped off the bed and padded out of the sleeping area. Clearly not a voyeur.

Sammy grabbed hold of his cock and started to stroke. It was cool to imagine Lucien kneeling in front of him, those carved lips wrapped around his cockhead and tongue circling. Good. Some more strokes. Lucien licking up one side and down the other while he squeezed the head. Better. Oh yeah, going to come. Picture that gorgeous face. Coming. Look at that long brown hair sweeping around the pointed ears. Coming…. What the hell? Oh! Jism spurted from his slit into his hand, filling it with hot, sticky cum, as the vision of the most beautiful man in the world leaned over to kiss him. But in this picture, that beautiful man was not Lucien. Hells and damnation. Even with Lucien as a possible fantasy, Sammy was still jerking off to Ryder.

When Aloysius jumped back up beside Sammy, his purr vibrated the bed.

 

 

RYDER LOOKED up from the history book he was studying on his e-reader and saw Maybelle Revere sort of floating down the sidewalk in front of the history building. Maybe a new boyfriend? “Hey, Maybelle.”

She turned her head toward him. Man, was she on drugs? Finally her eyes seemed to focus. “Hi, Ryder. How ya doing?”

He held up the reader. “Trying to get ready for my Chinese history exam.”

“Ooooh, gooood.” What was wrong with her?

“Is everything all right? What’s new?”

Maybelle adjusted her cardigan sweater over her ample chest. “Oh yes, everything is fiiine. Have you met the new boy?”

Ryder frowned. “Which new boy?”

“Lucien. Have you met Lucien?”

“Yes, briefly. When I saw you all at the restaurant the other night, remember?”

Her eyes unfocused again. “Oh yes. Did I see you? Yes. Isn’t he wonderful?”

“I can’t say. I only met him for a minute.”

“A minute is all it takes.” Maybelle walked away from him, completely oblivious to his existence as far as he could tell. This was weird.

He jumped off the stone wall he was sitting on and fell in beside her. “Is everything okay, Maybelle? You seem a little distracted.”

She frowned. “I do? I said everything is fine, Ryder. It’s perfectly fine.” She marched away from him with purpose and went up to another girl Ryder knew a little. They started to talk, and Maybelle seemed more normal. At least she wasn’t alone.

Okay, he had to finish studying. He walked back to the wall and leaned, opening his e-reader again. Han Dynasty. Divided into commanderies. A giggle made him raise his head. Not just any giggle.

Sammy walked down the sidewalk toward the art building beside none other than Mr. A-Minute-Is-All-It-Takes. Ryder scooted back under the branches of the tree overhead. He didn’t want Sammy to think he was spying. Not that the guy would even notice Ryder. Sammy looked totally besotted, staring up into Lucien’s glacial eyes like they couldn’t freeze the ass off a Siberian husky. Sammy’s fingers intertwined with Lucien’s as they walked, and Sammy glanced shyly up through his eyelashes. Ryder felt his chest contract and heat press behind his eyes. Why did this whole thing feel so wrong? Why did that guy get Sammy?

Damn. Ryder forced his eyes back to the e-reader. Study, do the test, and then find Sammy. The Han was founded by the rebel leader Liu Bang, who became known as…. His phone rang. Well, shit. He wanted to ace his test.

He grabbed the phone, glanced at it, and sighed. His parents were totally enamored with calling him on the phone. They’d even learned how to text.

Ryder pushed Accept. “Hello.”

“How are you feeling, son?” His father’s deep voice.

“Well, sir. I think I’ve stopped growing for the moment.”

“Such changes can be quite overwhelming.”

“Yes, but I’m doing okay.”

“How are your friends taking it?”

“Surprised but nothing more.”

“Good. And how is everything?”

“All right, but there’s a new student here who is, um, concerning. He has befriended Samlyn.”

His father’s voice sounded gruff. “Perhaps that’s a good thing. You can pull back without a problem.”

Ryder’s heart squeezed tighter. “He’s my friend.”

“And too close a friend, your mother and I believe. You know that.”

Ryder frowned. “My friendships have been useful.”

“Yes, that is true. But maintain perspective. You will have to separate soon. Your time there is almost over.”

No, damn it. The pressure in his chest hurt. “Yes, sir. I must go. I have to study.”

“Very well. You take your responsibilities at school very seriously.”

“Yes.”

“Remember which community is yours.”

“Yes, sir.”

The phone clicked off. Ryder stared at it. Shit. He had to study, but his hands were shaking so hard he could barely hold the damned e-reader. Almost over. Over.

Sammy.

 

 

SAMMY GAZED into Lucien’s eyes as they walked the last few steps to the art building. Of course, the twitching of Al’s tail kept getting in the way.

Lucien squeezed Sammy’s hand and sent a zing of fire straight to his cock. “Do you like the idea? We’ll meet for an early dinner and then go shopping for a gift for the Witch Master and his spouse.”

Sammy nodded, but it felt a little weird. He wanted to go in on the group present with the other young witches; he didn’t have a lot of extra money for an individual gift. “I guess that will be okay.”

Lucien squeezed again. “And don’t worry about the cost. It will be my delight to purchase something for so great a leader, but we will make it from both of us.”

“You don’t have to do that….”

He held up a hand. “I want to, Sammy. Truly.” He smiled his glowing, angelic beam that lit up whole rooms. How could Sammy say no to that?

“Thanks.”

They unlinked hands to go to their individual easels on opposite sides of the large classroom. Sammy grabbed a partially completed abstract of a vase of flowers he had started in the last class and set it on his easel. He’d used a picture he’d seen in a magazine for inspiration but had taken off from there. The picture had been photographic quality, but his painting was abstract. More about the essence of the beauty and color than the thing itself. It was going well. For today’s class the instructor had set up a still life in the center of the room with a table, some books, and bottles. Hmmm. Sammy really wanted to paint the flowers. Maybe he would get to the bottles and books later. Bottles were a great challenge because of the transparency of the glass.

As Sammy arranged his paints, he glanced over at Lucien. Pale eyes gazed back at him. Wow. How cool was it to have such a beautiful man look at him like he was dinner? Lucien winked, and Sammy smiled. It was tough to believe after all this time without a boyfriend that a guy like Lucien would be interested in him.

The cat had taken his favorite place on a chair by the window behind Sammy. He didn’t seem to like Lucien any better, but at least he’d quit the constant growling.

Okay, deep breath. Sammy stared at the partially completed flower painting and plunged in. Plunged was the right word. For him, painting was a lot like diving into water. Sounds became muffled, his breathing slowed, but his sight became sharper, more focused. Almost on its own, his brush picked up paint and began to deepen the shadows inside the flower petals. But a viewer would barely be able to tell they were petals. The painting was more like “flowerness” than an actual flower.

The edges of Sammy’s vision blurred. Soft, warm oil poured over his brain and out through his brush. Dark, dark. Then light, light. People came in the class, students asked questions, the instructor walked around and gave encouragement. Sammy heard it all from a distance. He breathed underwater in a world of light and shadow. Red, pink, white, white. Purple, blue. He could almost smell the sweetness, feel the silky petals. Then dark. Whoa. Deep. Away. Like night. He was drowning in the water. His throat closed on a shout. This hadn’t happened before. Where was he? Panic crawled up his spine. Couldn’t catch his breath.

Help.

“Sammy, that’s extraordinary.”

Like a light shining into deep water. “What?”

Mr. Woodard’s hand gripped his shoulder and pulled him from the depths. “You always do fine work, but this is brilliant. Your best yet.”

Sammy tried to focus his eyes. His heart beat so fast he thought he was having a heart attack. “Really?”

Mr. Woodard cocked his head. “You okay?”

No. Yes. “Fine, thanks.”

The instructor smiled. “I shouldn’t have disturbed you, but I believe it’s finished, Sammy. Don’t gild the lily, literally.” He laughed.

“Oh. Yes.” Sammy looked at the painting and finally saw an abstract storm of color and dark out of which exploded pure flower essence. “Thanks.”

“It’s about time to clean up anyway.”

“It is?” He looked at the clock above the door to the studio. Over an hour had passed.

Mr. Woodard walked away, giving the class instructions for the next session. Something about learning to make thick white paint. Sammy shook his head. He couldn’t get the smell of flowers out of his nose, even with the turpentine he was using to clean his brushes. Where had he gone? Too scary.

Sammy loaded his tubes of paint, brushes, and palette knives back into his case. Lucien came up beside him. “I agree with Mr. Woodard. That is a great piece of work.”

“Thanks.”

“Amazing how you captured the colors of the flowers so exactly without actually creating the form of the flower.”

“What colors?”

“Of the flowers you were painting.”

“But I don’t have the picture I took the painting from anymore. What do you mean?”

Lucien nodded toward the still life many of the students had been using. “You captured the colors in the bouquet perfectly.”

“What bouquet?”

“Are you playing a game? The one on the table in the arrangement Woodard did. Sammy, are you okay?”

Sammy stared at the still life. The one he’d examined when he came in the room and decided to paint later, the assemblage of books and bottles on a table without flowers. There hadn’t been flowers, had there? He was sure there hadn’t been flowers. But now there were. Flowers exactly the same colors as the ones in his painting. His heart beat fast again. Whap. Aloysius landed on Sammy’s shoulder, and he reached up and petted his head. Sammy whispered, “Were there flowers there before, Al?”

“Mwar.”

Sammy shook his head. Mr. Woodard must have brought them in while he was painting. He’d been so absorbed he hadn’t noticed, but he’d observed the colors. Yes, that was it. Someone had brought the flowers. Maybe it was like when he fell asleep. The dark place he went to had allowed him to predict the flowers would be brought into the room. Predict? He’d started the painting last week.

Lucien took his hand, and Sammy looked over at his beautiful face. Sammy would like to paint his angel sometime when he was actually conscious. Lucien gave him a squeeze. “I have another class, but I’ll pick you up tonight, and we’ll have dinner and go shopping, okay?”

Sammy swallowed. “Yes, that will be great.”

“See you at six, all right?”

Sammy nodded, and Lucien walked off in his elegant stride toward the door. Sammy gathered his tackle box and scratched Al’s neck. The soft fur soothed him. “Let’s go get coffee.”

Yeah, coffee would save him. He double-timed his way to the coffee shop and pushed inside. Nobody seemed to notice Al, so he wasn’t worried. He peered through the crowded room toward the back table he and his friends favored. No Chen. Just Ryder. Gods, he hated feeling uncomfortable around the man, but those were the facts.

Deep breath. He walked over, stroking Al for moral support. “Hi, Ryder.”

His friend looked up, kind of startled. “Oh, hi, Sams.” His eyes looked red.

“You okay?”

Ryder picked up his coffee, and it sloshed a little on his hand. “Yeah. I had a history exam.”

Hmm. Did that explain anything? Sammy sat across from Ryder. Aloysius immediately jumped down, crossed to Ryder, and started licking the coffee off his hand.

Ryder scratched the cat’s neck with his other hand. “Thanks, boy. That feels good.”

To make Ryder feel good, Sammy would gladly lick him all over, but he didn’t want to go there. The man seemed so down. “Was the test a bitch?”

“No. I think I did all right.”

“So what’s wrong, buddy? You seem really depressed.”

Ryder shook his head. “Just my parents.”

Ryder had parents? “You never talk about your family much. What did they do?”

He sighed. “They want me to come home after I graduate and, uh, join the family business.”

“You don’t want to?”

“No, I want to stay here.”

“They live in the South somewhere, right?”

“Um. The South. Anyway, I have a while before I have to worry about it.”

Sammy smiled. “But I can hardly believe we’re seniors. We have to make plans to do something with this life.”

Ryder sipped his black coffee. “I’d like to stay here, get a PhD, and teach like Dr. Barth.”

“Sure. You could have your own harem of adoring females.” Did he sound bitter?

Ryder shrugged. “I guess.”

Boy, the guy didn’t even rise to the bait. He must be upset.

Ryder sipped his coffee, then stared into it. “Sams, what do you know about that new guy? Lucien?”

Why did he want to know? “He’s from Europe, he’s an art major, and his family has money.” And he’s a great kisser, but better not say that. “Oh, he’s gay.”

Ryder’s gaze flipped up. “Really? The girls sure do love him.”

“Well, who wouldn’t? The guy’s gorgeous. It’s like with Dr. Barth. All the women know he’s gay, but they still stare and drool.” Sammy’s stomach clenched. “Why, what girl’s been talking about him?”

“Maybelle. She was practically sleepwalking, she was so smitten.”

“Really?” Funny, she wasn’t that way the other night at the young witches’ dinner. She’d stared at him and been admiring but certainly not smitten. “Odd.”

“I thought so too. Could he be dating her?”

An ice pick stabbed his gut. “Hell, no!” Ryder looked stunned. Sammy took a breath. “I mean, he’s seeing me. Like I said, he’s gay.”

Ryder reached out and put a hand on top of Sammy’s. Dear gods, he did not need this confusion. Ryder stroked Sammy like he did Al, and every caress went to all those embarrassing places. “It’s okay, Sammy. I believe you. I just hope you’ll be really careful. None of us knows him at all.”

Sammy needed to pull his hand away, but he couldn’t. Ryder had touched him so few times in their three years of friendship. No way was he passing up this experience, no matter how much his chest hurt and he couldn’t breathe.

Aloysius, who had been quietly lying beside Ryder’s arm, started to purr so loud the table vibrated.

What had Ryder said? Oh yes, be careful of Lucien. Well, hells. Lucien was no man of mystery. Not compared to Ryder, now that Sammy thought of it. What did he know about Ryder, really? “Look, I’m just dating the guy, not getting married or anything.”

“Still….”

Ryder stroked his thumb back and forth on Sammy’s hand. Sammy might promise him anything if he’d keep doing that. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good.” Ryder’s deep green eyes gazed at him softly. “I want you to have such a great life, Samlyn. I want you to have everything that’s good and true and beautiful.”

Sammy’s heart broke. Did Ryder really say that? When Sammy knew so well that what was good and true and beautiful was sitting right in front of him.




Chapter Four

 

 

SAMMY FLIPPED on the light inside his front door as Lucien walked in like he owned the place, carrying a large package wrapped in silver and white. He set it on the small table by the kitchenette wall. “Do you really like the tea service?”

Hells, what’s not to like? Pure silver in an exquisite Danish design, all simple lines and elegant balance. Lucien had wanted something more traditional, but Sammy convinced him that Killian and Blaine were informal and eclectic. Elaborate curlicues weren’t going to cut it.

Lucien practically jumped up and down at his gift. “I have some wonderful sweets I’ve ordered from home, which I plan to present to the Witch Master along with the tea service. Since you’ve assured me he loves tea, I think these sweet biscuits will delight him and his husband.”

Sammy grinned. “I’m sure he’ll love it all.”

Lucien crossed to Sammy and took his hands. “And I hope you will plan to let me escort you to the party.”

Wow, it’d be cool arriving there not looking like the sorry, lonely slob. “Yes, I’d love that.”

Lucien caressed Sammy’s cheek and leaned in. Time to get some kissing on. Lucien had been so caught up in the gift buying, they’d barely held hands. The angel cupped both palms around Sammy’s face and gently pressed his cool lips right where Sammy most wanted them. Well, one of the places.

The kiss went from cool to hot in one second. Sammy opened wide, and Lucien explored the recesses of his mouth. Oh man, need sex so bad. He slipped his fingers into Lucien’s silken hair and pulled.

“Errrrrrrrr.”

Shut up, Aloysius! Shut up, you stupid cat.

Sammy rocked his hips madly, and Lucien grabbed his ass and pulled even tighter. Lucien ripped his mouth from Sammy’s. “You want something, witch? Let’s see if we can’t accommodate you.”

He picked Sammy up, which definitely required witchery, and carried him to the bed.

Aloysius hissed and flattened his ears.

“Shut up, Al.”

The cat jumped away, and Lucien laid Sammy on the bed, pulled off his shoes, and unfastened his jeans, then dragged them off in one movement. He kicked off his own shoes, unwrapped his sweater from his shoulders, and threw it on the chair. Then he dived. Onto the bed and onto Sammy’s cock. Oh sweet gods, finally!

“Samlyn, watch me.”

Sammy stared down his body. Erect cock pointed right at Lucien’s mouth.

Lucien’s pale eyes gleamed. “Watch me giving you what you want.”

Lucien never broke eye contact with Sammy as he ever so slowly licked the mushroom head. Somehow watching made it twice as sexy, and Sammy riveted his gaze on his dick as it disappeared into Lucien’s hot, wet hole. “Yes. So great. So great.”

Lucien began to suck deeply, still staring into Sammy’s eyes. Sammy wanted to keep his lids open, but the heat spreading like a lava flow through his body wouldn’t let him. His eyes closed, and his whole mind began to slide toward that spot where his energy poured out through his cock.

Wait, no fair. He’d gotten goodies twice. I have to repay him. Sammy began to wiggle his body until he got a hand on Lucien’s hip. He pushed until Lucien, still sucking, got the idea and flipped his body, allowing Sammy to maneuver over him with his cock pressed into Lucien’s mouth. Cool. Sammy could bob his hips and fuck Lucien’s mouth. That idea did it for him. Hells, better back off so as not to come until he could get his sixty-nine going.

Lucien tried to talk around Sammy’s cock. “Wha’ ah ya ’oing?”

“It’s too good. I don’t want to come until I can suck you too, okay?”

“Nah. Nah need.”

“But I want to.” He unfastened Lucien’s belt, undid the button, and slid his fly down. Then he pushed the pants and black briefs down Lucien’s legs.

Out it popped. Sammy gasped. Hells, shouldn’t have done that. He glanced down at Lucien, who appeared to be fixated on Sammy’s cock. Sammy didn’t want to make Lucien self-conscious, but what an odd dick. Long—really long—and slim. Uncut like he expected, but the foreskin actually flared like a sort of hood around the bright red head. Altogether it looked like a snake. Some kind of exotic cobra.

Maybe witches in Europe had cocks like this? Or maybe Lucien was embarrassed about it. He was awfully quiet right now, lying there, gently licking Sammy’s cockhead.

What would it taste like? Okay, swallowing the cobra cock feels weird. But I got into this, so I better go through with it. Tentatively he reached out his tongue and touched the head. Wow, strawberries. That was where the scent Sammy had smelled when they kissed came from. Like licking the top of shortcake. Sammy worked his tongue under that flared skin and smoothed it over the silky head. Lucien moaned. Good. Sammy closed his mouth over the hard, snaky rod. It felt strange but not bad, really. Just different. Like a flower in his mouth.

Sammy sucked harder and got a bigger moan. He also fell into the black hole of sucking as Lucien doubled his efforts. Holy gods. Sam’s cum boiled in his balls. The witch was not kidding. Sammy returned the favor and—holy shit, the flare seemed to get wider as he worked, filling his mouth. It almost gagged him, and he pulled away, but his balls didn’t care if he suffocated. All they wanted was to come like a fire hose. Lucien shoved Sammy’s cock deep into his throat. Oral sex must be one of his powers because, man, he was good. Heat screamed up Sammy’s spine. The first big squirt gathered to explode. Not going alone. He pulled his mouth back far enough to keep from running out of air and sucked that snake like a mongoose.

Lucien yelled around Sam’s cock, swallowed, and that was it. Fire! Sammy’s balls gave up their first load as a stream of hot strawberry juice hit the back of Sammy’s throat. But he could barely taste it because his whole brain rushed to the next big pump of cum that shot into Lucien’s mouth. And again. And again. When had he ever come so much?

He swallowed some more strawberry and felt the steaming track of it down his throat. It felt like it entered his bloodstream, and rivulets of fire crept through his whole body. Strange feeling. Not altogether pleasant. Sammy dropped his head against Lucien’s hip and breathed. Better shift his hips so he didn’t smother Lucien. He rolled to the side.

Lucien’s voice murmured from beside Sammy’s hip. “Gods, what did you do to me?”

Sammy laughed. “Same to you.” He closed his eyes. Someone let the sand out of his hourglass. Probably because he hadn’t had sex with anything but his hand for ages. Sex usually energized him, but this time—whipped. The taste of strawberry sizzled on his tongue, and little blazing trails seared through his limbs. “How do you do that strawberry thing?”

Lucien chuckled. “We all have our little powers.”

Best not mention the cobra between Lucien’s legs in case the guy was sensitive about it.

Slowly Lucien sat up. Sammy turned onto his back and gazed at Lucien’s beautiful face. Funny, Lucien had bright pink in his cheeks. Usually he was pale as an alabaster statue. “Have you been getting some sun?”

“Me?” He shook his head. “Not if I can avoid it. I’m positively an indoor animal. Why?”

“You look rosier is all.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “It must be the effect of having you in my life. Look what kind of circulation you improved.” He laughed his wind-chime sound.

“Must be it.” Sammy sat up. “Whoa.” He caught himself before he pitched off the side of the bed. “Dizzy.”

“All this sex too much for you, darling?”

Sammy raised his eyes to Lucien. “That’s a terrible thought.”

“Yes, for both of us. I was hoping to get access to your beautiful ass this evening.” Dimples popped into Lucien’s pink cheeks.

Man, that ought to sound good. But it didn’t. He shook his head. “Weirdly, I think I’m going to have to call it a night. I really feel drained.”

“Hmm. I’m so sorry. We’ll take a rain check, as you say.” Lucien got off the bed and pulled up his briefs and trousers.

“Yes.”

“Can I get you anything before I go? Tea, water?” He pulled the sweater around his shoulders.

“That’s okay. I’m sure I can get it.” Sammy slowly slid to the side of the bed and put his feet on the floor. His limbs actually felt heavy. Up. He stood; the room whirled for a second as he breathed, then seemed to stabilize. He looked up and smiled. Lucien had readjusted his clothes and appeared impeccable, as usual. Sammy grabbed his jeans and pulled them on commando. Going to the door bare-assed beside Mr. Fashion Plate? Not cool. He walked with Lucien to the door. Fortunately not a very long trip.

“Shall I give you tomorrow to rest?”

Right now that sounded good. “I have to work, but maybe I should go to bed early.”

“Can I see you Sunday? We could take in a film.”

“Great.” Sammy nodded, and the room spun again. Whew, get back to the bed.

Lucien kissed his cheek. “See you Sunday. Get lots of rest.”

“Will do.”

Sammy opened the door and watched Lucien go down the steps. He turned back and waved. Sammy waved. The second Lucien was out of sight, Sammy closed the door, flipped off the light by the door, and staggered back to the sleeping alcove. He ripped off his T-shirt, managed to get to the toilet to pee, and then fell into the bed. Gods, he didn’t remember ever paying such a price for great sex. Of course, he hadn’t had too much of it.

As he turned off the bedside light with the room spinning around his head, he felt silken fur slither up beside his shoulder. A rough tongue licked his arm and then his neck. Strange. Like every lick sent waves of energy into his brain. “Thanks, Al. That feels great.” He closed his eyes, and the spinning stopped, replaced by the vibration of a resonant purr.

 

 

DOWN BY the sidewalk, Lucien flipped open his phone, dialed, and listened while it rang.

“Hello.” Her voice was sleepy.

“Hello.”

“Oh, Lucien.” Breathless.

“What are you doing?” Certainly she’d been sleeping.

“Uh, nothing. I mean, do you want to come over?”

“That would be lovely. Can I be there in fifteen minutes?”

“Oh yes. Wonderful.”

“See you then.” He hung up. Smiling, he dialed again. “Hello, Bilden.”

“Lucien?” Breathless.

 

 

RYDER SIPPED his iced tea and tried to focus on the history of the Middle East. No use. He closed the book and looked up at the people milling around the food court. Why did I think the mall would distract me? I’m so damned uncomfortable—like my skin doesn’t fit. Of course, it practically didn’t. With all his changes, he had to reintroduce himself to his arms and legs. There would be more transformation, but hopefully he could finish the school year. Then he’d have to go.

He rested his cheek in his hand. This is so fucked. Don’t want to go. Yeah, well, people in hell want ice water. Everything I want feels impossible.

Ryder watched a couple of girls from the university walk by, laughing and sipping giant soft drinks. What was the fascination with beverages so large you could bathe in them? Two young guys, probably too young, like high school age, got up from their tables and followed the girls. Good luck with that, fellas.

Another guy wandered slowly across the walkway, past the food court. Ryder caught a glimpse of the side of his face. The really shy one who barely talked, with the odd name. Bilden. Right. Then Bilden turned, and Ryder saw him full-on. That same spacey, unfocused look he’d seen on Maybelle and a couple of the other girls. Too weird. Was there a drug epidemic?

He was on his feet before he realized he was moving. Shoving his book in his backpack, he walked quickly up behind the guy. “Hi, Bilden.”

The guy kept walking. Ryder gripped his shoulder. “Hi.”

Bilden stopped and for a second stared straight ahead, then slowly turned his face so he gazed at Ryder’s hand. Finally he looked up into Ryder’s eyes. “Do I know you?”

Ryder stuck out his hand. “Sure, Bilden. We go to school together. You’re in my History of American Democracy class. I’m the TA. Ryder. You know, Alvish, but I changed my name to Ryder. I guess I kind of changed a lot.”

“Yes. I see. Hi.” The guy didn’t seem to see much of anything.

“How are you doing?”

“Just wonderful, thank you.” He started to walk again, like Ryder wasn’t there.

Ryder caught up. “Hey, can I buy you a soda or iced tea or something? We can catch up.”

“I guess that’s okay.” The guy just stood there, so Ryder took his arm and led him to a table.

“Hang on, I’ll get some drinks. What would you like?”

Bilden shrugged.

Ryder hurried over to one of the food vendors and ordered two orange sodas. Not sure why orange, but what the hell. He paid and walked back to Bilden with the drinks. He hadn’t moved, but stared into space with a little smile on his lips. Ryder put down an orange soda in front of him, and he still didn’t even blink.

“Hope you like orange.”

Bilden glanced at the drink. “Oh yeah, thanks.”

“So what’s new?”

“Not much.” That smile again.

“How are you liking the class? Mr. Wempel’s pretty cool, huh?” He sipped his soda. Good God, what was I thinking? He put it down.

“Yes, I suppose so.”

Okay, go for the jugular. “Have you met the new kid?”

“New?” Bilden’s brown eyes widened.

“You know, Lucien. The one who looks like an ice god.”

Bilden stared into space as if seeing a vision, and the small smile reappeared. “Yes, I know him. I’m his favorite.”

Ryder frowned. “His favorite what?”

For practically the first time, Bilden’s eyes seemed to focus on Ryder. “What? Nothing. I didn’t mean anything.”

“You two are friends?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“But you said you’re his favorite. Do you mean, like, boyfriend or something?”

“I didn’t mean anything. Thank you for the soda.” Bilden got up and walked quickly away from the table in the direction of the escalators.

Hell. That made two people who seemed obsessed with Lucien. Was Sammy taking Ryder’s advice? Was he being careful with Lucien? Oh man, have to get Sammy away from that creepy icicle.

His father’s voice rang in his ears. “Don’t get involved. You won’t be there long.”

That might be true. But he was already involved, and Sammy would live in his heart forever.

 

 

SAMMY BUTTONED up one of his three semigood shirts. If he were going to a show with anyone else, he’d wear a T-shirt. But with Lucien? He had to hope Lucien didn’t appear wearing a suit. Sammy took a deep breath. He’d slept a lot of yesterday. He’d called in sick to work and hardly left the bed. Even now he wasn’t totally energetic. You’d think it was his first orgasm. Of course, it had been a good one. Maybe next time he’d give Lucien access to his ass. He smiled. Oh yeah, this is the next time.

He fastened his jeans and grabbed a sweater in case the theater was cold. But he also had Aloysius to keep him warm. Man, the cat had been great yesterday. He’d licked Sammy and purred in his ear like a little motor, trying to restore Sammy’s energy. It worked. By nightfall, he’d been up and around and planning for today.

A tap on the door made him look up. Lucien was early? Odd. He was usually punctual to a fault and seemed to think arriving early was as rude as arriving late. Sammy skirted the edge of the bed and squeezed past his easel to get to the door. He opened it.

“Hi, Sam.”

“Hi, Ryder.” Whoa—more beautiful every day. Actually that wasn’t just a figure of speech. Literally, Ryder’s green eyes looked more brilliant than last time Sammy saw him, and his skin reflected the soft light from the lamp by the door. “I’m going out soon, but you want to come in?”

“Sure. Thanks.” Ryder walked into the small space. He’d been there before, but not often. They usually met at the coffee shop. Aloysius bounded across the room and rubbed against Ryder’s leg. Ryder leaned down, scratched him under the chin, and then picked the cat up and wrapped him around his neck. “Hi, guy. Good to see you.”

“Mwrar.”

Ryder glanced at Sammy. “So, you going out with Lucien?”

“Yes. To a show.”

Ryder nodded and walked to the easel. He smiled at a painting Sammy had been working on that suggested a black cat in a lightning storm. “Is this Aloysius?”

Sammy laughed. “Yeah. He sure does get under a guy’s skin.”

Ryder cocked his head. “You’re so talented.”

Gods, Sammy’s heart had to slow down or he’d pass out. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

Ryder looked up with a soft expression. “You mean coming from a dumb historian who doesn’t know a palette knife from a fork?”

“No, I mean coming from you. My friend.”

“Don’t go out with Lucien, Sammy.”

What the fuck? “Why? Come on, Ryder. Sure, I don’t have a background check on him, but I probably know as much about him as I do you.”

Ryder looked at his feet. “Point taken.” The green eyes flashed up. “But I think he’s cheating on you.”

“What?”

Ryder walked over to the kitchen counter, picked up a glass, filled it from the faucet, and drank.

Sammy wanted to beat him over the head. “Come on. Tell me what you mean. Stop stalling.”

“I can’t prove it, but I’ve talked to a couple of people who seem to have a relationship with him and seem to think they’re somehow special to him.”

Sammy couldn’t catch his breath. “Well, we’re not exclusive or anything. I don’t have any claims on him.”

Ryder scratched Al, who was purring so loudly that Sammy could hear it clearly. “Is that true? Or has he implied that you’re his boyfriend?”

“Not exactly.”

“I think you deserve better, Sams. I think you can do better.”

Well, shit! Sammy threw up his hands. “That’s real easy to say when you have an unlimited supply of tits to drool over.” Sammy crossed his arms. Maybe they’d protect his heart. “I haven’t had a real boyfriend in over a year, and even that one wasn’t serious. I’m lonely, damn it. I want to be with someone, and Lucien is smart and funny and charming, and he seems to like me a lot.” He spread his arms wide. “Is that so unbelievable? That a gorgeous guy like that could actually go for a skinny scarecrow like me?” He could feel his ears getting hot, and hurt stored over years poured out of him. “Maybe that’s why you think he’s cheating. You can’t believe he could want me!”

Ryder stared at him, his eyes shiny. “That’s not true. I’d never feel that way. I think anyone with a brain would want you.”

“Then there must be a lot of dumb people!” Sammy’s breath came hard. Shit, he was attacking his best friend. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I know you don’t think that.” He ran a hand through his hair. He probably really looked like that scarecrow now. “Look, he’s going to be here soon. I promise I’ll ask him. I will. Okay?”

Ryder frowned. “I’m worried about you.”

“I know. I don’t understand why, but I know you are. I’ll talk to him.”

“Okay.”

“You better go unless you want to ask him yourself.”

“No, I’ll go.” Ryder walked to the door and turned. He extricated Al from his neck and handed him to Sammy. “I care what happens to you. I care…. I wish…. Hell, be careful.” He opened the door and walked out, then closed the door behind him.

Sammy collapsed onto the couch, still holding Al against his chest, and threw his head back. “Why the fuck does this have to be so hard? Why can’t I just have a boyfriend?”

Okay, breathe. Who did he trust: Ryder or Lucien? Stupid question. He’d trust Ryder with his life. Lucien? Sammy wanted to believe him, but he had no reason to trust him or not. I don’t know him well enough yet. But why would Lucien go to the trouble of deceiving me? It made no sense. If Lucien wanted someone else, he just had to go get them. He had no obligation to Sammy and no reason to seek his good opinion. I’m a no-talent witch with red hair and too little meat on my bones. Lucien’s a powerful witch who looks like an angel. The only question is, why does Lucien want me at all?

Sammy set Al in his lap and leaned forward. Yes, that was the question. He’d been so caught up in the flattery of Lucien’s attention that he hadn’t made that all-important query. What did Lucien see in him? Seriously. He wasn’t being hard on himself, just realistic. So it was time to ask. He might not want to hear the answer. He liked Lucien, and he liked the idea of having him for a boyfriend, but he had to know the truth.

He glanced at his watch. Two o’clock. Lucien should be here. Sammy heard a knock on the door. Whew. He hadn’t had time to figure out how to handle this whole deal, how to broach the subject of cheating and boyfriends. He’d have to wing it.

It was hard to prepare for the impact of Lucien’s beauty. Sammy opened the door and felt his breath catch. Lucien beamed, and that smile made Sammy’s heart stutter. Lucien leaned forward and kissed Sammy on the cheek. “Ready? We’re right on time for the show. We can walk from here.”

No talking time now unless Sammy wanted to miss the show. “Okay.” He bent for Al to leap around his neck.

Lucien sounded impatient. “Does the cat have to go everywhere?”

“He goes wherever he wants, and I told you, he’s not a cat.” Lucien looked startled. Must have sounded sharp. “He’s attached to me. I have no idea why, but then I’m a bit in the dark on a lot of matters.”

Again Lucien looked surprised but didn’t pursue the opening. “Let’s go, or we’ll be late.”

They walked out of the old apartment building and into the afternoon sunlight. A quick five-minute dash brought them to the art film theater that Lucien favored. For two hours Sammy pretended to watch a bunch of people dissecting their dysfunctional family in French. He couldn’t concentrate. What should I say? When should I say it?

Finally the French ordeal ended, and they walked out into the twilight. Lucien smiled. “Did you enjoy it?”

Sammy sighed. Should he lie? “I don’t think I was in a French family mood. Maybe I should have suggested a testosterone-laden shoot-’em-up.” He grinned.

Lucien stared at him, then laughed. “I would likely have enjoyed it more. This was a bit dull, wasn’t it?”

“A bit.”

“Shall we get dinner?”

Sammy shook his head. “I’m kind of tired.” That was the truth. “I’d like to sit over on that bench in the park and talk for a couple of minutes.”

Lucien frowned. “Ah, this sounds sort of ominous.”

“Not really.” He took off across the street to the little pocket park and heard Lucien behind him. Sammy sat on the bench and adjusted Al so he was draped equally on both sides of his neck.

Lucien sat next to him. They were both quiet for a few uncomfortable minutes.

Okay. Do it. “Lucien, what do you want with me?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re a gorgeous, powerful witch who can have anyone. Why would you want me?” Sammy looked over at him, and Lucien’s pale eyes practically glowed in the dim light.

“I enjoy your company. You’re smart, attractive, and talented. A far greater painter than I will ever be. Perhaps I’m the one who should be asking you that question.”

Gods, the witch sure has a silver tongue. “So if it’s true that you enjoy my company, why do I hear you have other lovers all over town?”

A pause. “Who told you such a thing?”

“That doesn’t really matter. Is it true?”

“No.”

“Errrrrr.”

Sammy put a hand on the cat’s silky head. “Shut up, Al. So it’s not true?”

“No.” Lucien gazed down at his hands. “What I have observed is that I am unfamiliar with American interpersonal rituals. If I am gracious to someone, they seem to assume a greater interest than I have.”

“Have you been, uh, ‘gracious’ to a lot of witches?”

Lucien spread his hands in a gesture that looked like the French people in the movie. “Perhaps more than I realized.”

Sammy sighed. “I don’t have any claim on you whatsoever. I don’t even understand why you’re interested in me.” What the hells. He’d say it. “But here’s the deal. I enjoy our dates. You’re interesting and charming. But I’m not comfortable with a lot of casual intimacy. I know it’s old-school, but that’s how I was raised. I enjoy sex, but I want to have it with my boyfriend, not someone who’s being ‘gracious’ to the whole town.”

“We haven’t had sex.”

“Where I come from, my cock in your mouth and yours in mine is sex.”

“But—”

Sammy held up his hand. “It doesn’t matter. I have no control over you, but I get to say how I want my life. And that’s how I want it.” Am I crazy? “Anyway, thanks for the movie.” He started to get up.

Lucien grabbed his arm, and Aloysius growled. Lucien released him, but Sammy sat back down. Lucien frowned. “I don’t know why you think that I am having sex with a lot of people, but believe me, it’s not so. Some people may have misunderstood my interest in them, but the witch I am genuinely interested in is you. I hope you’ll let me demonstrate that to you.”

“How?”

“Well, I’d most like to come home with you and make love to you all night.”

Hang on. Was the guy only interested in the sex? “No way. I—”

“But I understand that is not, how do you say, in the cards. So allow me to woo you. I shall make my position absolutely clear to anyone who doesn’t understand it. I am your boyfriend—if you will have me. And no one else is in the picture. I shall wine and dine you, and, of course, I shall make my intentions clear to the community by escorting you to the Witch Master’s party next weekend. Does that suit?”

“You don’t have to—”

Lucien pressed a finger against Sammy’s lips. “Come, come. Do not equivocate. You have stated your desires, and I have met them. Be gracious in victory.” Lucien’s white teeth flashed straight into Sammy’s heart.

He smiled. “Okay. Thank you. That sounds great.”

“I would still love to have sex with you all night….”

Sammy frowned.

“But we shall make that the icing on the cake of our romance.”

“Yes.” Maybe.

“So now I shall walk you home while stopping to get carryout so that you have something to eat while you are resting.”

Yep, the witch was sweet.

 

 

SHADOWED IN an alley across the street, Ryder watched the beautiful man come out of Sammy’s apartment. He sure didn’t look upset. Quite the contrary. He looked like a cat with a canary in its paws.

The guy pulled out his cell phone, dialed, and then looked up like maybe he suspected someone was there. Ryder pressed himself against the dirty brick wall. Lucien put the cell to his ear and spoke, smiled, returned the phone to his pocket, and walked away.

Ryder slipped out of his spot and followed, staying close to the buildings on the other side of the street. Damn, I’m not too inconspicuous anymore. Lucien moved straight down the sidewalk with purpose and turned into an alley between buildings. Ryder hurried.

He moved across the street from the alley and kept walking past, only glancing into it. It looked like several people were down there. He ran across the street and doubled back. When he got near the alley, he slowed and crept up to peek around the corner. Damn, was that Maybelle? And Bilden? Another young woman and a guy who looked familiar also clustered in the middle of the dirty alley. But the person who wasn’t there was Lucien. The alley was short and apparently a dead end, but Lucien had vanished. What the hell?

Ryder wanted to listen, to catch some hint of their reason for being there, but the small group wasn’t talking. They stood there, looking at their feet. He backed away, turned, and ran to the end of the street and around the corner. He pulled out his phone and dialed.

“Yes, Ryder.”

“There’s something seriously wrong here. The new one I told you about. He’s not what he seems. There may be danger.”

“How are you?”

“I’m good. Holding up.”

“You can continue to observe?”

“Yes, but what if more is required?”

“That is unlikely. They must work out their own problems.”

“But—”

“You know what to do and not to do.”

Ryder sighed. “Yes, sir.”

The phone went dead. Was there danger? If so, he couldn’t identify it. A bunch of students standing in an alley with a missing leader did not a conspiracy make. I’m working on hunches. No proof. Sammy’d never listen to a hunch. Ryder needed some proof that this angel was a devil. Where the hell am I going to get that?




Chapter Five

 

 

SAMMY WAVED at Chen and grabbed his coffee. He skirted through the people in line to get to the back booth. “Hi. How’s it hanging?”

Chen grinned. “Hangin’ low, my friend.”

Sammy scooted into the booth and sipped his latte. He almost had his energy back. Al hopped off Sammy’s shoulder and down onto the seat.

Chen nodded at the cat. “I guess he doesn’t like me as much as Ryder. No tummy rubs or big balls.”

Sammy laughed. “I don’t think he likes me as much as Ryder.”

“Do you have any idea why he’s hanging around?”

Sammy looked at Al. Do I? “Not really, except I’ve been a little under the weather lately, and he seems to be working to make me feel better. I call it purr therapy.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yep.” Sammy stared at Al.

“He’s relieving your cat-atonia?” Chen grinned.

“Yep. And trying to keep me from cat-astrophe.” They both laughed. “But he sure hates Lucien.”

“No kidding.”

“Which is weird because Lucien has always been nice to him. He even brings him cans of organic salmon. Aloysius won’t eat them. He knows which cans came from Lucien and turns up his nose.”

“Are you going with Lucien to the party?”

Sammy smiled. “Yeah.”

“That should be a scene. I think a lot of witches want to get their hooks in him.”

Sammy looked up. “Why do you say that?”

“It makes sense. He’s about the most beautiful thing on earth. But I’ve heard a couple of rumors that there are some tongues hanging out for him.”

Sammy’s heart sped up. “Ryder said that too.”

“Like I said, it makes sense. You can’t expect people not to envy you a boyfriend like that.”

Envy him? Wow. That would be different. “I suppose.”

“Guess what?”

Chen had a big smile on his face, and Sammy had to smile back. “What?”

“Estera agreed to go out with me.”

“I knew you had a thing for her!” Sammy slapped the table. “That’s so cool. She’s great.”

“Gorgeous too, don’t you think?”

Sammy winked. “I don’t exactly look at girls like that, but if I did, I’m sure I’d think she was gorgeous.”

Chen laughed.

Sammy nudged him. “Yes, she’s gorgeous, dummy, and nice and smart too.” He lowered his voice. “But she’s not Chinese. What’ll your parents think?”

“Damn, I’m so tired of measuring everything by their opinion. I have to go to MIT. I can’t study art, only math. I can only date Chinese girls. Sick of it.”

“Are your parents coming to the Witch Master’s party?”

“No. They’ll be out of town. But if Estera will go with me, I’m going to take her. Hells, I’m an adult, even in China.”

Sammy put his hand on his friend’s arm. “I know how important it is for you to honor your parents, but it’s your life. I, for one, want to see you happy.” Sammy remembered Ryder’s words to him about being happy, and they pushed at his heart.

“Thank you, Sammy. But you know my parents. They’re old-school. My father was powerful before he was acknowledged as a witch. Now he’s a master. He’s tough to buck.”

“You may find a Chinese witch you love yet.”

Chen shook his head. “No, Estera’s the one.”

“Seriously? I mean, you’ve never been out together. How can you know?”

His dark eyes got misty. “I loved her the first time I saw her, and nothing’s changed my mind.”

Sammy swallowed his doubt. “I’m really happy for you, buddy. Truly.”

“Thanks.”

“So what are you going to wear to the party?”

 

 

“GODS, YES!” Killian pressed his cheek against the door as Blaine hammered his ass, striking his prostate on every pass. “Oh baby. We’re going to have to clean the woodwork again if you keep this up.”

“Get out the spray cleaner, darling. No way I’m stopping.”

Thunder vibrated through the room.

Blaine laughed. “Playing our song, are you?”

Killian gasped as Blaine bit his neck and pummeled his hips. Sweet gods, he never got enough of his beautiful husband. “More. Yes, more.” Lightning crashed so close it might be in his balls. Hot cum bubbled, ready to explode.

Blaine panted against his ear. “Baby, you’re too good. I’m going to come. Are you ready?”

“Always. Always ready for you, my darling.”

“Oh God, yesssss….” Blaine froze against Killian’s back except for tiny little jerks of his hips as he came. Killian let his mind focus on the hot spurts inside his body. Bliss. Blaine reached around and started to crank Killian’s cock. “Come now. Come for me.”

Heat blazed into Killian’s balls. Crash. Lightning lit the room, and cum exploded out of Killian’s cock as his every cell filled with joy.

Killian listened to Blaine breathing hard against him. “Happy anniversary, my love. I wrote it for you in cum on the door.”

Blaine kissed his back. “Maybe one of these days I’ll manage to wait for you to get to the bedroom before I fuck you, husband.”

“What? You mean become a stodgy old married couple?”

“God forbid. But I guess it would be easier on the woodwork.”

A half hour later, after a very fun shower, Killian sipped tea in the entry hall while Blaine scrubbed the door. “I hope all our chicks behave well at the party tonight.”

Blaine glanced over his shoulder. “You still think it was the right decision to mix our humans and witches?”

“Absolutely. They all commingle every day. Besides, some of our favorite students are human. I wouldn’t want to exclude them.”

“Yeah. I know how fond you are of Ryder.”

“Can you believe his transformation? Gods, I barely recognized him, and I think he’s still changing. Pay attention tonight. See if you don’t think he’s gotten taller and even more handsome.”

Blaine took a last swipe and stood up, holding the sponge. “Should I be jealous of this beautiful human?”

Killian stepped closer and kissed Blaine’s lips gently. “There’s no one, human or witch, for me, darling, except your beautiful self.”

Blaine nipped Killian’s bottom lip. “Okay, I’ll let him live.”

“Actually, Ryder’s transformation is so extreme, I have to assess tonight if I could have missed his origins. I could swear he’s not a witch, but he no longer looks completely human.” Killian turned and walked toward the kitchen to put his cup in the sink. “And speaking of beautiful, I understand we have a new member of the community. Many of the young witches are in a stir about him.”

Blaine came in behind him and rinsed the sponge. “If he’s a witch, shouldn’t he have presented himself to you by now? Witchy protocol and all that.”

“Yes. He should have. If I were more of a stickler for rules, he’d have been called on the carpet. But I understand he’s coming tonight, so perhaps that will make up for his lack of etiquette.” Killian unfastened his bathrobe, letting his waist-length dark blond hair fall down his bare back. “What shall I wear?”

Blaine grabbed his shoulders and slid his hands down Killian’s chest, leaving a trail of goose bumps. “I get to choose.”

“We have to get to the closet first.” Killian laughed and took off down the hall toward their bed.

 

 

SAMMY LOOKED up at the rap on the door. Hmm. It was a half hour before Lucien was due. Could it be Ryder surprising him like last week? That made his heart beat fast. Hells, why couldn’t he quit mooning over Ryder?

He walked to the door, buttoning his second good shirt as he went. He opened the door a crack, and Lucien rushed in carrying a garment bag, a paper sack, and a box all done up in silver ribbon.

“Hello, darling. I’m so excited about the party, I couldn’t wait another minute. I brought you a present.”

Lucien looked resplendent. His light gray suit would have made Armani drool. Like a jewel-box setting for that halo of shining hair, Lucien’s usually pale cheeks glowed pink, and his eyes sparkled.

“Hey, it’s just a party.” Sammy laughed.

Lucien set down the box and kissed Sammy’s nose. “Yes, but you see I am very remiss in my protocol. I should have paid a call on the Witch Master when I first arrived and didn’t do so. I got so caught up in school and such. So this is an official visit as well as a party for me.” He clapped his hands. “The special sweets arrived from my homeland just for him. I’m so looking forward to presenting them along with our tea set tonight.”

Sammy had to grin at his enthusiasm. Lucien was usually so together. “I’m sure he’s going to love both gifts.”

“Perhaps we can all enjoy one together. I want you to taste it too.”

What a sweetie. “Sounds wonderful.”

“And this is for you.” Lucien held out the garment bag.

“What? Why for me?”

“Open it.”

Sammy slowly lowered the zipper on the bag. Inside was a deep navy blue suit so elegant he’d hardly ever seen anything so beautiful. “This is amazing.”

Lucien clapped his hands again. “You like it! I was in a gentlemen’s store yesterday and saw this suit. It simply said your name. That deep blue color with your auburn hair and gray eyes are meant to be. I couldn’t pass it up. I believe it will fit you, but if not, I’m sure a little witchery will manage the alterations.” He laughed. The guy was positively giddy.

Sammy shook his head. “Lucien, this is wonderful, but I can’t accept it. It’s too much.”

“Not at all, my dear. You must indulge me, because I won’t take no for an answer. Plus I had the suit altered to what I believe to be your measurements, so it is not returnable.”

“Wow.” Sammy stared at the dull sheen of the gabardine. “Thank you so much.”

“Put it on. Put it on.”

Sammy carried the garment bag over to his sleeping area, unzipped the bag all the way, and took out the gorgeous suit. “White shirt, I guess, huh?”

“Yes, perfect.”

Thank gods he had one. He took off the green shirt he had on and put on his white one. This shirt was pretty crisp since he saved it for special occasions.

Lucien leaned against the dresser. “Do you have a tie?”

“Yes. I have two. Tell me which one to wear.”

Lucien walked over to him, carrying the paper bag. “I think you should wear”—he whipped a tie out of the sack—“this one.”

The tie was almost as beautiful as the suit. No boring stripes or polka dots, it was an explosion of abstract color in deep blue, purple, and yellow. “It’s a work of art.”

“I thought so too. And so appropriate for a great artist.” Lucien stretched out the tie and wrapped it around Sammy’s neck. With a flourish, he tied a Windsor knot. “Brilliant. It’s perfect, if I say so myself.”

Man, Sammy felt special. He pulled on the trousers and tucked in his shirt. “They fit great. How could you possibly have guessed? I’m so skinny.”

Lucien gave him an exaggerated frown. “You’re not at all skinny. You have excellent musculature. You simply have an adolescent slimness, which is very attractive. Stop thinking you’re too thin.”

Sammy could feel himself blushing. “Thank you. Thank you for everything.” He shrugged on the jacket, and it fit just as perfectly. He turned and looked in the cheap mirror he kept on the back of the bathroom door. Wow. “I can’t believe it.”

“You see. Not at all too thin. You could be a fashion model, you look so beautiful.”

Sammy wouldn’t go that far, but he did look pretty damned good. He grinned. What fun to get to walk into the center of witchery looking sharp with this guy. Not good old Sammy tonight. Cool. There’d even be humans there. Too bad Arnold wouldn’t see him, but the guy didn’t have any classes with Dr. Barth or Dr. Genneau that Sammy knew of. He breathed out. But Ryder would be there.

He looked at Lucien. “Don’t forget, there will be a lot of humans at the party tonight.”

Lucien nodded. “Ah yes, we must all be on our best behavior for the little humans, mustn’t we?”

Not the best attitude for this community. “Actually the Witch Master loves humans. He’s half-human, remember?” Sammy cocked his head. “And so am I.”

Lucien nodded briskly. “Yes, yes, of course. I meant no disrespect. But they become so caught up in their petty problems sometimes.” He waved his hands. “Anyway, you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, well, I haven’t noticed any lack of pettiness among witches.”

“Ah, that is so true, my dear. Now, look at yourself again. You are a masterpiece, and everyone will envy me my escort this evening.”

Sammy looked and smiled. Pretty damned cool.

 

 

KILLIAN HELD Blaine’s hand as they sat on the couch in the huge living room and accepted the congratulations of students and friends. Their home was actually in Blaine’s former apartment above an antique store, but the party was being held in Killian’s family home—a mansion on the Upper East Side where his mother still lived. The big room they were sitting in, with its formal couches and antique tables, was supposed to be able to hold a hundred, and it was likely to test that theory tonight, since all of his and Blaine’s students planned to come. Yes, the students truly did want to congratulate the happy couple, but he guessed they were also curious as hells about where and how the two men—uh, one man, one witch, though many of his students didn’t know that—lived.

Blaine leaned over. “I’m glad we invited all the students, not just the witches.”

“Me too. I wish Jimmy and Lavender were here.”

“Yeah. Are they doing okay in Europe?”

“Yes, although Jimmy’s extended their stay. He’s convinced the covens in Prague are hiding something from him. He’s a little worried.”

Blaine frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I just heard before we left the apartment. It’s probably nothing. Jimmy’s a new witch and only used to our community’s ways. The old world is sure to seem hidebound and reserved to him.”

Blaine shook his head. “But Lavender’s Russian and no dummy. If she’s concerned, I’d say there’s something to worry about.”

“Hi, Dr. Barth.” Two pretty blonde girls who frequented the front rows of Killian’s history classes stopped in front of them.

Killian nodded. “Ms. Harding, Ms. Anton. Have you met Dr. Genneau, my husband?”

The taller girl giggled. “No. I’m not much for quantum physics.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m happy to meet you, Dr. Genneau.”

The second girl also shook his hand. “Happy anniversary.” She flashed a big smile. “You take good care of him, okay, Dr. Genneau?”

Blaine coughed into his hand, clearly to cover his laugh. “I promise, Ms. Anton.”

“Thanks again for inviting us to this great party.”

Killian smiled. “You’re most welcome. Enjoy yourselves.” Killian nodded to a group of young guys over by the window. “It looks to me like they need someone to rescue them from themselves.”

The smaller girl glanced and giggled. “I think we can manage that.”

As they walked away, Blaine leaned in to Killian. “I gather should I fail in my duties of caring for you, they’ll be happy to step in.”

“I’m sure they’d make the sacrifice.” Killian laughed and kissed Blaine lightly on the lips. He looked around the huge room with its traditional furnishings. The crowd was growing rapidly. His mother was greeting people as they arrived. After all, this was her house. But she also wanted to help. She and Killian had restored a tentative affection after the big blowup with the council last year, and she seemed to enjoy being a part of their celebration.

Killian nodded toward the entry. “My favorite student.”

Blaine glanced over at Ryder. “He is a dish.” He laughed.

“Yes, but like I told you, he changed so much over the summer, he’s barely recognizable as the same person.”

“Boys do that sometimes.”

“Yes, but this is quite unusual.” He lowered his voice even more. “I sense something strange about the boy, but I can’t say what exactly.”

Blaine’s eyes widened. “Really? You can’t read him? You couldn’t read Jimmy very well, but he’s a powerful witch and was guarded by his father, another powerful witch. Ryder’s human.”

Killian waved at Ryder, who smiled and walked over to the two of them. “Hi, Dr. B.” He stuck out his hand. “Hi, Dr. Genneau. Great to see you.”

“Hi, Ryder.” They shook hands.

“Congratulations to you both.” He glanced at their empty glasses sitting on the coffee table. “You’re not drinking. Can I get you both something?” His luminous green eyes twinkled. “I hear this party has a great bar.”

Killian nodded. “That would be wonderful. We haven’t been able to get up from here much. I’d like some champagne, please.”

Blaine nodded. “Make that two.”

Ryder walked off toward the bar. Blaine looked at Killian. “What do you sense?”

“No malevolence, certainly. If anything, the contrary.” A rise of noise toward the entry made him look up. One of the young women clutched her chest. Through the crowd, like a knife through butter, marched Sammy Raphael. Well, how about that.

Blaine chuckled. “Looks like our cute frog has turned into a handsome prince.”

Sammy’s tall, lean body looked like the cover of GQ in a suit he could never have afforded in the past. His chin-length auburn hair gleamed. The kid looked amazing. A couple of other young witches raised their hands and gave Sammy high fives.

But the general rise in excitement continued. Sammy turned with a smile, and out of the crush near the door walked the most beautiful creature Killian had ever seen.

Blaine murmured, “Sweet Jesus.”

So this was the inspiration for Sammy’s fashion statement. “I suspect that this is our witch visitor who’s not reported in.”

“Hell yeah, babe. Nobody human looks like that.”

The exquisite stranger greeted the people around him, some of whom seemed especially fawning. Then he turned and clearly spied Killian. Their eyes met. Shit. Power. Tamped, covered, protected, but formidable. The face looked twenty-one, but the soul seemed much older. Who is he? Why is he here?

Blaine whispered, “What the hell does that guy want with Sammy?”

“That, my love, is one of a minefield of questions.”

The tall, slim witch walked purposefully across the room and proceeded to drop to one knee in front of Killian. “My sincere apologies for taking so long to introduce myself. I am Lucien Eshel of Prague.”

Killian smiled and gestured upward. “Lucien, you’re creating a bit of a spectacle in a mixed group.”

The witch glanced around and stood. He gestured to the chair beside the sofa. “May I be seated?”

“I think that’s wise.”

The man sat. “I did not mean to offend, Wi—sir. I should have introduced myself earlier, but I became so caught up in classes and meeting the young people of your community, I was remiss.”

His accent could be Czech, but it seemed sort of general European. Interesting, appealing, but not specific.

“I’d heard you were here and wondered when you’d pay a call.” Might as well let the kid sweat. He’d been guilty of a serious breach of protocol, and there was nothing about this witch that suggested ignorance of appropriate behavior.

Lucien dropped his pale gaze. “Yes, sir. I am truly sorry for my rudeness.”

Killian smiled. “But this is a party and my anniversary, so much is forgiven. We shall consider this your official welcome. Please enjoy yourself, Mr. Eshel.”

Lucien smiled. Dear gods, a weaker witch would have melted to butter. “Thank you, sir. My sincere congratulations to you and Dr. Genneau. It is so refreshing to come from traditional ways and find people of my persuasion”—he cocked his head—“enjoying such a wonderful life.”

Blaine smiled. “You’re very welcome here, Lucien. Make yourself at home.”

That was kind of funny considering the house was about as homey as the atrium of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, but the sentiment was there.

Lucien stood. Sammy, who’d been talking to his parents and a couple of his siblings, seemed to have been watching and took this as his cue that the diplomacy was done. He walked over, and Lucien took his hand. Interesting. Not a match one would predict.

“Hi, Dr. Barth, Dr. Genneau. Great to see you. Congratulations.”

Killian smiled. The young witch was easy to love and a favorite of everyone. “Thanks so much, Sammy.”

Aloysius leaped from Sammy’s neck straight onto Blaine’s lap. He laughed. “Hey, guy. Great to see you. I’ve been missing you something fierce.” The familiar proceeded to do his imitation of a fur rug on Blaine’s lap. Killian smiled. Aloysius tolerated Killian, but the cat adored Blaine.

Sammy smiled. “Looks like he’s back home.”

Killian shrugged. “He’s inscrutable.” He looked up at Sammy. “You two have a good time this evening.”

Lucien glanced at Sammy with a look that was positively conspiratorial. “Sammy and I wish to present you with a gift.”

Sammy shook his head. “I think everyone’s kind of planning a big present-opening time.”

A brief cloud passed over Lucien’s sunshiny beauty; then the smile returned. “Ah well. We shall wait, then.”

“Here are your drinks.” Ryder stepped up to the table and placed two glasses of champagne in front of Killian and Blaine. Ryder straightened and stared at Lucien. The other male met his gaze. Quite something. Two more beautiful creatures could scarcely exist, and the energy between them? Pure animosity. Hmm. What’s the issue? Ryder glanced at Sammy. Pain. Just a flash on Sammy’s pretty face but still apparent. How interesting. Ryder wasn’t gay as far as Killian knew, but then there was a lot he didn’t know about his favorite student.

Lucien smiled, though it looked strained. Ryder didn’t even try to disguise his dislike. There was challenge in his stare. Then he nodded to Killian and Blaine and walked off. Even more interesting, Sammy’s gaze followed Ryder, and there was no hiding the longing. Killian had heard that Sammy had a crush on his friend, and it seemed even the attentions of the European angel couldn’t eliminate that desire. Killian squeezed Blaine’s hand. Those humans did have their attraction.

 

 

SAMMY WALKED to the bar holding Lucien’s hand. He took a deep breath. He’d expected to see Ryder, but he couldn’t ever prepare for the impact of the guy. Especially not in his new transformation. If I get a chance, I might ask Killian about Ryder, but as far as I can tell, every witch I know thinks Ryder’s human.

Lucien stepped up to the bar. He looked at Sammy. “Champagne?”

“Sure. Why not?”

Ryder didn’t like Lucien, but damn it, Ryder wasn’t Lucien’s boyfriend. Lucien was good to Sammy. And walking into this party with him had been breathtaking. People had stared at them. Paid attention. Envied Sammy his date. His mother was even impressed. That so never happened before. Lucien was kind and a great kisser. He gave blowjobs like a master, even if they had wiped Sammy out for three days. Still, Ryder’s contempt for Lucien kind of took the fun out of it.

Lucien handed him his champagne, and Sammy sipped. Now that’s good. They walked into the dining room where food was laid out. Sammy’s stomach growled.

Lucien laughed. “I think we better feed you. Did you forget to eat again?”

Sammy nodded. He grabbed a plate and loaded some turkey and roast beef and salad onto it. Lucien nibbled at a couple of finger sandwiches. “When will the gifts be given?”

Man, Lucien’s anxious. “After everyone’s gotten some food, I guess. Estera seems to be organizing it. She came with Chen. Did you see? So cool.”

Lucien’s gaze flickered toward the attractive young witch standing over on the other side of the table with Chen. Sammy smiled. Chen was really hooked. He stared at that witch like she’d dropped from heaven.

Lucien pointed. “Let’s go say hello.”

“Oh. Okay.” Now he decided to be social?

They crossed around the table and approached Chen and Estera. Sammy grinned. “Hi, guys. Having fun?”

Chen beamed. “Oh yeah. Great party.”

Estera smiled at Sammy, but her glance kept sliding up toward Lucien. “Yes, it’s a great party. Are you enjoying it, Lucien?” Her voice had a breathless quality. Chen looked from her to Lucien and frowned.

Lucien turned on his million-dollar smile. “I’m having a lovely time. One favor, though.”

“Of course.”

“I so want to present the Witch Master and his husband with a gift, but I know Sammy has been tired recently and may not want to stay too late. Could you arrange for the gifts to be presented soon?”

Actually Sammy hadn’t said anything about being tired, although he kind of was. But man, Lucien was so excited about his tea service. Gods, in a house like this, Killian must have ten of them.

Estera nodded. “I’ll get the gift-giving arranged right away, okay?”

Lucien leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”

Chen’s frown deepened. Lucien didn’t seem to be making any male friends tonight. Was this more of his being “gracious”?

Estera bustled off toward the sitting room where the presents had been deposited. Lucien turned to Sammy. “Excuse me for a moment. I need to find the restroom.”

Sammy pointed toward the entry. “We passed it on the way in.”

Lucien nodded and walked off.

Chen moved closer to Sammy. “Was he coming on to Estera?”

Was he? “I think he was being his European charming self. He’s gay, after all.”

“I sure as hell wish he’d act like it. I never saw you kissing any girls’ cheeks.”

Sammy laughed. “No worries, buddy. He’s harmless.”

Chen narrowed his eyes. “If there’s one thing that guy isn’t, it’s harmless.”

Estera did an efficient job of gathering the guests for the present opening. Though the invitations had specifically said no gifts, almost everyone had at least brought flowers. Some of the students sat on the floor in front of Killian and Blaine while older people and witches took chairs. Sammy, Lucien, and Chen stood in the back, and Estera passed packages and wrote a list of who gave what for thank-you notes. The girl was organized.

Killian opened the wonderful antique book on witchcraft that the young witches had found to buy for him. Sammy had contributed, as had Lucien.

Killian beamed and held the book to his chest. “I said no gifts, but I’m happy you didn’t listen. This is marvelous, you guys. Thank you so much.” He passed it to Blaine, who admired the book and kissed Killian’s cheek.

Sammy smiled. Seeing the two of them together made his heart swell and hurt just a little. How wonderful would it be to have that kind of love in his life? He glanced at Lucien. The witch seemed restless, impatient. He must really want his gift to be opened.

Finally Estera presented the two silver boxes. Killian looked at the cards. “From Lucien and Sammy. Thank you, gentlemen.” Killian smiled, and his beautiful face lit up.

The gift thing felt a little weird since Sammy hadn’t actually given any money, but he had picked out the style of the tea set, so at least he’d made a contribution.

Killian and Blaine each took a side of the big bow and tore off the silver paper. Killian opened the box and looked in. “Ah, I see this was selected by someone who knows us well.” He pulled out the contemporary pewter teapot and removed the white tissue. “Beautiful. I adore tea, as my students know, and this style is clearly the selection of two artists. I’ll enjoy it immensely.” Lucien squeezed Sammy’s hand.

Blaine grinned. “He’s even converted me to tea. Sometimes. Thank you both so much.”

Lucien cleared his throat. “There’s a companion box.”

Killian picked up the small silver package. “Ah yes.” He pulled off the paper and cocked his head. “Hmm. What have we here?” Blaine reached in and lifted out a glass container full of dark brown squares of food that looked like fudge or brownies, maybe.

Lucien smiled. “It’s a special delicacy from my homeland I had shipped just for the occasion. Rather like a cross between candy and pastry. I hope you like it. It can be served cold or warm.”

Killian smiled. “I’m sure Blaine and I will enjoy this very much.”

Lucien beamed. “It can be served in very small amounts because it’s so rich, so perhaps you’d like to give everyone a sample?”

Killian looked steadily at Lucien. What was the Witch Master looking for?

Blaine leaned over and loosened the container lid. “Personally, I love chocolate. Shall we dig in?”

“Yes, wonderful.” Lucien clapped his hands together as he did whenever he was very excited.

Blaine smiled at Estera. “Can you give me some napkins, please?”

She produced a big stack of paper napkins and helped Blaine portion out the squares into small servings for anyone who wanted to try the confection. She handed a square to Sammy and then held one out to Lucien.

He held up his hands. “I don’t want to take any away from someone else.”

Killian held his rather larger square on the napkin in his lap. “I insist, Lucien. You must share in the pleasure with us.”

Sammy glanced at the Witch Master. Was there some challenge in that polite demand?

Lucien smiled slightly. “I’d be delighted.” He took the proffered napkin, picked up the small brown square, and raised it in a salute to Killian. “To happiness.” He bit, chewed, and swallowed.

Hmm. If Killian had thrown down a gauntlet, Lucien had picked it up and put it on.

Blaine took a big bite of his square. “Wow. That’s delicious. Like spicy chocolate. What’s it called?”

“It is called kouzla, which means ‘magical’ in my country. The taste is magical, yes?”

Killian took a bite and chewed. He smiled. “Delicious.” His nose wrinkled. “Oh, the spices go to my head.”

Lucien smiled. “Yes, it’s part of the effect. Try a little more.”

Killian gazed at Lucien again. It really seemed like the Witch Master was trying to read his visitor from Europe. Killian gave a little nod and took another bite, then swallowed, but with difficulty. “I think the spices must not agree with me.”

Blaine snapped the kouzla out of Killian’s hand. “Ah, more for me.” He laughed and chewed it up.

Voices rose at the back of the crowd by the entry. Killian and Blaine both looked up. Sammy stared over his shoulder. He saw people moving about and recognized Maybelle and Bilden walking through the crowd. Wow, they seemed kind of weird, both of them. Their eyes looked too wide and really shiny. Maybelle was usually quite neat, but now her cardigan appeared rumpled. Were she and Bilden on a date? Were they a couple?

Lucien murmured, “What are they doing here?”

Sammy shrugged. “I’m sure they were invited, just like the rest of us.”

“They’ve disrupted everything.”

Sammy glanced at Killian and Blaine, who had set aside the now nearly empty container of kouzla and gotten up, ready to greet the newcomers. Killian frowned at Maybelle and Bilden, but then he turned to all the guests still gathered around the couch. “Thank you for all the wonderful gifts, everyone. We’ll open some more later. I’m sure everyone wants a break for more food and drinks.”

People nodded and started moving into the dining room and back to the bar.

Lucien leaned in to Sammy. “Dr. Barth didn’t seem to like his sweet.”

Sammy smiled. “Blaine certainly did.”

Lucien’s pale eyes stared after Killian and Blaine. “Yes. That’s wonderful.”

Sammy looked at Killian, who was now talking to Maybelle and Bilden. He couldn’t hear what Killian said, but Maybelle’s voice rose. “We’re great, Dr. Barth. Really. Sorry we were late. We didn’t mean to disrupt the party.” Even though she looked strange, she seemed to be making sense. Still, her voice sounded different. Forced. Like she was on a stage.

Killian and Blaine nodded and smiled, and Blaine shook hands with Bilden.

“Do you think they seem a little—” He glanced up at Lucien. He was staring at the group with the intensity of a laser. Was he watching the Witch Master, or Bilden and Maybelle?

Lucien flicked his eyes at Sammy. “Sorry? What did you say?”

“I wondered if you thought those two were acting weird.”

“Weird? No. Rude, yes.”

Hmm. Maybe they just seemed weird to him, but across the room Ryder stared at Maybelle and Bilden and frowned.

Sammy spotted one of his younger brothers over near the bar. “Hey, want to meet my family?”

Lucien’s eyes seemed to tear away from staring at Maybelle and Bilden. “What? Oh, certainly. But do you feel up to it? Families can be so exhausting.”

For whom? “Sure. Come on.” Sammy took Lucien’s hand and threaded through the crowd to where his mother and father were nibbling on some cheese and crackers. His mom had worn a suit, since that was her best outfit, and his dad had on a sports coat with his pressed jeans. Fancy for him. Sammy thought his parents were great-looking. Sammy was tall like his dad, but his mom had the red hair. Of course, on her it was long, silky, and auburn. “Hey, Mom, Dad, this is my friend Lucien Eshel. Lucien, this is my mother, Anna, and my dad, Marius.”

His mother’s eyes widened. That was easy to understand. Lucien’s beauty was almost unreal.

Lucien took her hand and turned on the charm. “I am delighted to meet you, Mrs. Raphael. I see where Sammy gets his beauty.”

His mother’s steady gaze rested on Lucien. “My son’s unique, brilliant, and talented with no help from me, Mr. Eshel. I’m glad to see you appreciate that fact.”

Wow. As the third oldest of eight, Sammy didn’t get tons of praise from his parents. They didn’t have time. He’d store those words in his heart forever.

Lucien looked a little startled but recovered and shook hands with Sammy’s dad. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Raphael.” He wasn’t pressing his luck with the charm this time, it seemed.

Sammy’s dad smiled, but he was a laid-back guy, and after teaching high school for eighteen years in a tough inner-city neighborhood, there wasn’t much that fazed him. “You’re an artist also, I understand.”

“Nothing near as good as Sammy, but yes.”

“Planning to make a career of it?”

Lucien’s eyes widened. “Career?”

Anna nodded. “As in work?”

Sammy smiled. They were so human.

Lucien shrugged elegantly. “I expect I will manage my family’s holdings and investments and paint as a hobby.”

Sammy’s mom’s sharp eyes narrowed. “I see.”

Poor guy. Sammy’d better rescue him. “Great to see you, Mom and Dad. We need to go say hi to a few more people. Have a great time.”

His mother kissed his cheek. “Have fun, darling.” She nodded at Lucien. “Good to meet you, Lucien. Perhaps we’ll see you again.”

He gave a little bow. “I shall look forward to it.” He shook hands with Sammy’s dad.

Sammy took Lucien’s hand and led him away. He looked a little shell-shocked. “I should have warned you. They’re essentially human. Their lives are based on hard work and service. That’s what they understand.”

Lucien cleared his throat. “Very admirable, I’m sure.”

Sammy laughed. “It’s okay. More than one of my boyfriends has felt like they were raked over the coals.”

Lucien raised his eyebrows. “But I do not wish to be just another boyfriend.”

Sammy shrugged. “Then you may have to take a public service job.”

Lucien’s pale eyes got huge, and Sammy threw back his head and howled. “I’ve never seen such a picture of horror. Don’t worry. We’ll see if you can’t win them over with your boyish charm.” He didn’t say that was not likely.

They stayed a little while longer, but Lucien seemed to lose interest in the party. Finally Sammy got tired of trying to entertain him and found Killian to say good-bye. Lucien went to wash his hands.

Sammy stuck out his hand to Killian. “Thank you so much, sir. It was a wonderful party.”

“Glad you could come, Sammy. You and our new member seem to have struck up a friendship.”

“Yes, sir.” Sammy hoped he wasn’t blushing too much.

“You like him?”

“He’s very kind to me, sir.”

“That’s good to hear. You’re very special to us, Sammy.”

Wow. Did the Witch Master really say that? “Thank you.”

“I hope you’ll come and see me soon. I’d like to talk with you about your life and progress.”

“Thank you. I’d like that.” Maybe Killian could help him sort out his weird lack of powers.

Lucien walked up. “Thank you so much, Dr. Barth. This has been a lovely party.”

Killian smiled and shook Lucien’s hand. For a second Sammy felt a tingle of something like electricity. Strange. Sammy never felt such things. Killian drew back his hand. “Thank you for your generous gifts.”

“I wouldn’t have been able to select them without Sammy.”

Killian nodded and gazed at Lucien. “I’m sure that’s true.”

“Merwaor.” Aloysius padded over, brushed against Killian’s pant leg, and then leaped all the way to Sammy’s shoulder in one fluid jump. Killian laughed. “It seems he was only on loan to us tonight. He belongs to you, Sammy. At least for the present.”

“It seems so, sir.” Sammy reached up and petted Al’s head. Funny how glad he was not to have lost the cat.

Sammy said good-bye to friends and got some cheerful ribbing about his “splendiferous” appearance and beautiful date. It was the first time he ever remembered being looked at as a sex object, and it was damned fun.

He stopped inside the door as Lucien went out to hail a cab. Sammy glanced up and saw Ryder gazing at him. Sammy smiled because it was so wonderful to look at Ryder. Ryder smiled back. Sammy wished it was for the same reason.

“Sammy, cab’s here.”

Sammy gave one last look to the friend he was trying not to love and walked down the steps.




Chapter Six

 

 

RYDER WATCHED Sammy walk down the stairs. A shiver went up his spine. Sammy was going to be alone with that scary guy, and yet Sammy refused to be scared. Hell, I’m scared enough for both of us. He looked across the thinning crowd for Maybelle. Answers. Time to get them.

Maybelle stood next to Bilden over by the entrance to the dining room. Ryder didn’t want to take them on at the same time. He grabbed a mineral water from the bar and waited. Finally Bilden walked away from her, in the direction of the bathroom. Good.

Ryder had started across the room when Chen stepped in front of him with the pretty dark-haired girl Ryder knew from a couple of his classes. “Hi, buddy. Where you been? You know Estera.”

Ryder smiled but glanced up toward Maybelle, who was staring into space. “Yes, hi, Estera. Will you guys excuse me for a minute? I need to tell Maybelle something. I’ll be back.”

Chen laughed. “No hurry. She is attractive.” Chen widened his eyes significantly.

What? He glanced at Maybelle. Oh, of course, the chest. He grinned. “Right. She does measure up. But that’s not my target. I just need to talk to her. See you in a few minutes.”

He threaded his way through the crowd and stopped in front of Maybelle. “Hi.”

She glanced up, looking confused. “Oh, hi, Ryder.”

“Hey, could I talk to you for a minute?”

“I guess so.”

“I brought you a mineral water.” He handed her the glass.

She made eye contact. The first time he’d seen her do that in a while. “Thank you. That was very nice.” She sipped the water.

“I know you’re good friends with Lucien.”

She smiled dreamily. “Yes, I am.”

“I thought you might be able to tell me about him. I’m a great admirer, and I’d like to be friends with him, but I thought it would be good to know more. Perhaps I’ll get him a gift.” Ryder hated to lie, but she was so gone on Lucien, he couldn’t think of a better way to approach her.

She nodded. “I’m sure he’d love a gift from you. He’s very generous. He always brings me something when he comes to see me.” She held out a small angel charm on a chain. “He gave me this. Isn’t it beautiful?”

“It’s lovely. Does he see you often?”

She frowned. “Not as often as I’d like, but he has so many responsibilities. I have to wait my turn.”

“Your turn?”

She glanced up, frowning. “Yes. Do you really want to buy him a gift?”

He nodded. “I’m thinking of it. But I also thought he and I might be better friends.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m sure he’d like you a lot. Strong, handsome guy like you.”

He smiled to suppress his shudder. “I’ll bet you guys have fun when he comes to see you.”

“You’d bet right.” She sipped more water.

“You’re so attractive. Even though they say he likes guys, I’ll bet he can’t resist you.” He laughed and nudged her.

“He’s bisexual.”

“Really? How do you know?”

She lowered her voice. “Because he fucks me every chance he gets, and believe me, it’s not something you’d want to miss.”

Ice water poured through Ryder’s veins. “Oh?” He could barely breathe.

“It’s like being plugged into an inferno.” Her eyes went blank, and the glass dropped from her hand.

 

 

THE CAB pulled up in front of Sammy’s apartment. Sammy smiled at Lucien as he held the car door for him. Gods, he was tired. It had been a week since their confrontation and Lucien’s promise to “woo” Sammy. He’d done a great job. Flowers, dinners out twice, another movie that Sammy picked this time. Plus Lucien had really wanted to go to the party with Sammy. Now the party was over.

Sammy unlocked the door and turned to Lucien. “It was fun. Thank you for taking me. And thank you for the suit. I’m going to try to repay you for it.”

Lucien frowned. “Why would you do that? As your boyfriend, I should be entitled to buy you gifts from time to time.”

“Errrrrr.”

Sammy reached up and petted Aloysius, and the cat stopped growling and started purring. Lucien had been a perfect boyfriend this past week, and powerfully attractive. Just looking at Lucien made Sammy’s cock sit up and say howdy. But—yeah, but—he felt weird. Uneasy. Maybe Aloysius and Ryder were getting to him? “You know, I hate to not ask you in, but for some reason, I’m still really tired. Maybe it’s all the excitement.”

Lucien’s frown deepened. “Oh, I was hoping to hold you all night.”

What do I want? Al’s purr filled his head. “I feel like a squashed helium balloon.” He smiled at Lucien’s beautiful face. “Don’t be mad. We have lots of time for holding and all the rest.”

Lucien’s perfect lips tightened, then relaxed. “I’m not mad at all. Just disappointed. But as you say, we have time. Can I see you tomorrow?”

“I’d like that.”

“Good. I’ll call you first thing.” He lowered his head. His soft lips caressed Sammy’s and then his tongue quested for entrance. Sammy opened and let that hot flesh enter his mouth. His cock gave an exploratory wiggle and leaped to full attention. Lucien did know how to kiss.

Lucien moaned and pulled Sammy tight. Maybe I’m not so tired. He threaded his fingers through Lucien’s silken mane and let his tongue explore. Strawberries again. Amazing. Should I relent? His ass ached for penetration.

“Purrrrrr. Purrrrrrrrr.”

Lucien pulled back. “You are irresistible, little witch. Please let me fuck you.”

“Purrrrrrr. Purrrrr.”

Gods, Sammy felt ripped in half. “No, I’d best get some rest.” He laughed. “Last time you made me come, I didn’t recover for a week.”

Lucien’s eyes widened.

“Hey, I’m kidding. It was a great orgasm. I’m just out of practice.”

Lucien kissed his neck. “What you need is more practice.”

“Purrrrrrr.”

Sammy’s mind raced and his heart beat fast. “No, I’ll take a rain check.”

“Very well. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Lucien turned on his heel and marched down the stairs.

Hells, what am I doing? Lucien said he was Sammy’s boyfriend, the very thing Sammy said he wanted. Now I’m fighting him off. Why? Yes, the fact that Ryder and Aloysius didn’t like Lucien mattered. He respected them both, but respecting them was not getting him any cock.

Shit.

Sammy walked inside, and the tiredness took over. Whoa. He wobbled a little, and Al leaped down to the floor. Self-protection. “I’m okay, guy. Not going to fall.” It had been a long day.

He carefully removed his suit, glad that Aloysius’s fur was black and wouldn’t show on the navy. It had been so kind of Lucien to get this for him. How did I show my appreciation? One damned kiss. He knew how girls must feel when their dates took them out for an expensive meal or bought them a gift and their only way to say thank you was with their bodies. It felt crappy.

He hung up the suit with his few shirts. It made everything else look shabby. What could he do to show his appreciation to Lucien except fuck him? That gift shouldn’t be a payment. He stopped. Paint him. I could do a portrait. Cool.

Sammy crawled into his sweats. Maybe he’d get started. It was such a great idea, and he’d wanted to paint Lucien anyway. Hells, who wouldn’t?

He grabbed a prepared canvas he’d been planning to take to class and set it on his easel. Aloysius padded over and sat in the middle of the floor, looking at Sammy.

Paints practically leaped into Sammy’s hands. Green. Deep green and a silvery brown color he mixed from three tubes to get right. He slashed the brush across the canvas just to wake it up. Deep breath. Let it happen. The edges of his vision blurred. Warm oil flowed over his brain and down into his hand. Wait. He shook his head. I need white and gold paint, don’t I? Deep. Dark. His hand moved, curving, looping, slanting down for the nose, long and slender. To capture the essence of the man. Not his form. The heart of his beauty. The wide eyes crowded by those high cheekbones…. No, they should be soft and round. Strong jaw. What? No. Green. Brilliance of green, shimmering like emeralds.

“Purrrrrrr.”

The vibration echoed through him. Beauty, truth, deep into the darkness.

Hells’ bells! He shook his head. What’s going on?

“Merwaor.”

Sammy stepped back when he heard Aloysius meow. The portrait wasn’t nearly complete. But even so, there was no chance that was Lucien staring back at him. No chance at all.

He frowned at Aloysius. “Did you make me do that?” Sammy gazed at the shining green eyes and long brown hair with pointed ears peeking out. Al didn’t have anything to do with it. Most amazing was the look in Ryder’s eyes. Even incomplete, they shone with something very much like love. Talk about your wishful thinking.

Sammy sighed, pulled off his sweats, brushed his teeth, and crawled into bed. He ought to be the happiest guy around. He had a doting boyfriend and some appreciation and respect from the community for once. Why did he feel like crap? Maybe he should have had sex with Lucien. That would have made them both happy.

 

 

HEAT. BUBBLING, boiling. Hells, what kind of dream was this? Turn over. Reset. Sammy shifted but couldn’t move from his back. Wait. Breathing in his ear. Not Al’s. Shit, his cock was on fire! Sammy shot to the edge of his bed and sat up. His cock throbbed. “Hells. What the fuck is going on?”

Lucien beamed at him, lying on his side on the bed, fully clothed. Had the guy been jerking Sammy off? “Ah, my dear. I knew you regretted our not having sex, so I thought I’d do something to relax you.”

“What the fuck? How did you get in here? What is this?”

Lucien laughed as he reached out his hand and grabbed Sammy’s cock. “Don’t pretend you don’t want it, darling. This hard-as-a-spike penis of yours tells a different story.”

Gods, his rubbing felt good—but somehow not in a good way. Sammy’s body wanted to surrender, but his brain screamed at him. I didn’t ask for this! He summoned what will he could and pulled his body back against the headboard. “Look, I get that you might think I want sex, but that doesn’t mean you can break into my place and force yourself on me. Go home and call me tomorrow, like you said.”

Lucien sat up, and his eyes narrowed. “Perhaps I made a mistake. But since I am here now, with cock at the ready, why don’t we just fuck?” He dived toward Sammy, who skittered off the edge of the bed and hit the wall hard with his back.

“Have you lost your mind? Get away from me.” His heart beat fast, and his cock had definitely given up any desires and was in full-flight mode with the rest of Sammy’s body.

Lucien came up on his knees. “You need more persuasion, little witch?”

“No!” Was Lucien being cute? Maybe he was turned on by violence, like that other witch who had come from Europe and tried to seduce Killian.

Lucien began a low, mumbling chant. Then Sammy heard a shriek from the bathroom. Aloysius. “Al!” The damned witch had locked the familiar away. Shit, how much power did that take?

The chanting got stronger. Sammy felt like energy was flowing out of his fingertips and forming a puddle on the floor. Soon he’d be that puddle. He inched away from Lucien, his naked back still to the wall in the narrow space behind the bed.

Lucien gazed at him, and his blue eyes shone. “Stop being silly, Samlyn. Let’s just have sex and get it over with.”

“If you’re trying to woo me, asshole, you sure have a funny way of showing it.” But his knees felt like rubber.

“Merrrrrwaorrrr.” The shriek echoed through the room. Sammy’s neighbors were pretty private, but somebody had to hear that cat. Surely they’d report it.

Lucien walked on his knees across the bed toward Sammy. Sammy wanted to run, but no body part cooperated. Lucien beamed. “Let me get that lovely penis back in action. I can make you come until you black out from pleasure. You know I can.” He mumbled the chant.

“No, Lucien, no!”

Lucien’s brilliant beauty darkened. “Now you’re just being silly, aren’t you? Say you’re being silly.”

“Merwaaaaoooowr.”

Lucien spat, “Shut up, you fucking cat.”

“Merwaoooowwwwrrrrrr.”

The caterwauling shrieked through the room; Sammy’s ears hurt, and Lucien cringed like it pained him too.

Lucien raised the decibels on his chanting, and Sammy flowed to the floor like his bones had dissolved. The witch leaned over him, grasped Sammy’s hair, and pulled his head back. “Time to fuck, little witch.”

Have to fight. Have to. This witch would not force him. No!

“Merwaooooowrrr. Merrrwaoooorrrr. Merwaowrrrrr.”

Lucien unfastened his fly and pulled out that unfurled cobra cock.

Sammy’s brain screamed. Shit, no. Not in me!

Lucien shoved Sammy until he fell sideways with his ass twisted toward Lucien. The strange dick that got scarier-looking by the second pushed against his ass. Sammy took a deep breath and managed to raise a leg high enough to slam Lucien back hard onto the side of the bed. Lucien’s golden head cracked on the footboard.

“How dare you?” Lucien rose back up. “It’s time to stop playing.”

Playing? Is he nuts? Sammy scooted along the wall until Lucien grabbed his hair. Ouch! Hells.

Lucien’s chanting got louder, and that reptile cock came straight at Sammy’s mouth.

“Merwwwwwaaaaaowwwrrr.”

Are the walls shaking? Gods, blackness washed over him like a thick, musty blanket…. Can’t fight. Going under. Giving up feels good. Give up.

Every particle of energy, every spark of volition poured from Sammy. Darkness filled his head and oozed down his body like old oil.

“Merwwaaaaaoooowwwwrrrrrr.”

Darkness.

Fire. Like a brand on his chest. Did I black out? He opened his eyes. Can’t move. A heap against the wall. But….

Am I alone?

Take stock. Check the ass? Not violated. I’d know, right? No pain there. But he felt like a blazing poker pressed against his neck. He tried to raise a hand to soothe the burn. No luck.

Where the hells is Lucien?

“Merwaor. Merwaor.” A soft feline whining came from behind the door. So Lucien had been able to keep Aloysius locked up but not quiet. Interesting. His powers weren’t quite all that.

What had the guy done to Sammy while he was out?

He raised his head, and pain stabbed through it until his sight vanished in a flash of white. He dropped back to the floor. “I have to get up. Somehow.” He tested scooting his feet a few inches. Nausea washed over him and he heaved twice, but witches couldn’t vomit. Why did he feel so bad? It didn’t seem like Lucien had forced him while he was passed out, and Al had to be the reason. That last shriek would have wakened the dead, literally. But gods, how could Lucien have caged Aloysius? Sammy thought he knew, and the facts made him more exhausted. Aloysius was a familiar. Beyond some basic power over his own form, he could only magnify the powers of the witch who held him. Sammy had little power, so Al had nothing to magnify. A tear slid down Sammy’s cheek. Useless.

He stared at his phone, a lifetime away on top of his dresser. He summoned power and tried to lift it. Shit, nothing. Not a quiver. Even less power than he usually had. Besides, who would he call if he could get the damned phone? His mom and dad didn’t need this grief, and he didn’t really want to tell them what happened. Chen couldn’t get out of his house easily at night. He could call Killian, but it was his anniversary. Plus it would get Lucien in tons of trouble. Shit, it should! But maybe Lucien really thought Sammy wanted this. Maybe Sammy had wanted it and sent the wrong signals? His skin burned like fire around his neck.

Tears dripped off his chin and flowed into a river. Stupid, useless witch. Can’t even keep a decent guy.

The door slammed open. Shit. Is Lucien back? He tried to sit up. Need protection.

“Sammy? Sammy, where are you?”

Ryder rushed around the screen that separated the sleeping space from the rest of the apartment. Sammy cried harder.

“Sammy. God, what’s wrong?” Ryder squatted down on the floor and reached for Sammy.

“N-no. Can’t move. Too sick.”

“What can I do? I’ll call an ambulance.”

Sammy shook his head and regretted it instantly. “No, please. I don’t think I need a doctor.”

“You sure look like you do.” Ryder grabbed a cover off the bed and tucked it around Sammy’s naked body.

Sammy murmured, “Would you let Aloysius out of the bathroom?”

Ryder frowned. “How the hell did he get in there?”

Should he tell him? He had to tell someone, but he didn’t want Ryder to think less of him. “Long story.”

Ryder got up and opened the bathroom door. Like a furry missile, Al leaped out, landed beside Sammy’s collapsed body, and immediately padded up to his head and started licking him on the forehead. “Hey, that feels good.” Like that warm oil when he painted.

Ryder sat back down beside Sammy. He reached out one long-fingered hand and brushed Sammy’s hair off his face. Then he began to gently caress Sammy’s cheek. Between Al and Ryder, light and warmth shone through his body. The burning on his chest and neck lessened. “That’s so nice.” His eyes closed.

“Tell me what happened, Sam.”

“I can’t.”

“Please. It has something to do with Lucien, doesn’t it?”

Sammy nodded. Wow. It didn’t even hurt so much to nod. Ryder’s hand kept up its gentle stroking.

“I actually came here to warn you about him.”

“I should have listened to you before.”

“This is a bigger warning. I found out that he’s having sex with both Maybelle and Bilden. There may be others. I came to beg you not to sleep with him. People who have sex with him seem weird. Did you notice how strange Maybelle and Bilden have been acting? I don’t know if the two facts are related, but I don’t think you should take the chance.”

Sammy started to cry.

“Oh God, what’s wrong, baby?” Ryder leaned over and put his hand under Sammy’s head, running fingers through his hair—something Sammy had dreamed about for years. And now? Hells.

“He tried to have sex with me. He really pushed it, but I think Aloysius saved me. Still, I feel like I’ve been violated in some way. I can’t explain it.”

Ryder pressed his head against Sammy’s neck. “Stay away from him, Sams. He’s bad news. I feel it.” He chuckled softly. “Aloysius seems to agree. He’s licking me.”

Sammy snuffled. “I didn’t want him here, exactly.”

“What do you mean?”

“He broke… I mean, I must have left the door open and he came in and I woke up and he was jerking me off, and I tried to get away. Now I feel like he sucked my blood or my energy.” He sobbed.

Ryder sat up. “Shit. I’ll kill the bastard. I’ll kill him.”

Sammy grabbed Ryder’s arm. “No. No, he could hurt you.”

“That wimpy bastard? I don’t think so.”

He had to keep Ryder away from Lucien. Lucien was a powerful witch. “I think he believed I wanted him to do it. I kept putting him off, but he said he knew I wanted it.” Then why in the hells did he feel so bad?

“Did you say no?”

“Yes. A lot of times, but he just kept coming.”

“No means no, even in Czech.” Ryder’s jaw clenched.

“Please don’t.” Al started licking Sammy’s forehead like crazy.

Ryder took his hand. “I’m not doing anything except taking care of you. First I’ll see if I can get you in a bathtub and wash that bastard’s smell off you. I’m making you some tea and a little something to eat. Then we’ll get you cozy in bed with Al.”

Sammy raised his eyes. “Tea? Really?”

Ryder laughed, and that felt good. “Keep licking, Al.” He went into the bathroom, and Sammy heard the water start. Then he came out to the little kitchenette. “Can’t give you coffee. Not good for you right now. Have you got any tea?”

“I think I got some for one time when Dr. Barth came over.”

Sammy heard rustling. “Got it. Hope it’s not ancient.” Pans rattled. Sammy closed his eyes. How nice to just lie here, snuggled under the covers. Gods, his neck burned. He shifted his head, trying to get more comfortable. Al’s tongue kept scraping across his forehead. Soothing.

Maybe he drifted off, because next thing he knew, he was floating through the air. Wow. Like a powerful witch. Wait. He opened his eyes. Ryder was carrying him wrapped in the blanket. “Uh, how are you doing this?”

Ryder’s glistening green eyes looked down at him. “Because you don’t eat enough, and you’re light as a feather.”

Sammy snuggled his head against Ryder’s shoulder. He smelled like vanilla. Sammy loved vanilla. “I forget.”

“Well, I remember, and you’re going to get fed.”

“By who?”

“By me. Shh. Just rest.”

With pleasure. But before he could snuggle back into Ryder’s neck, he was set on the toilet seat, unwrapped from his blanket, and lowered into a warm bath—bubbles all around. “Mmm. Nice.” The water smelled good but not as good as Ryder.

Sammy took a deep breath and scooted down another couple of inches into the warm, sudsy water. He felt a sponge on his arm. “You gonna wash me?” He couldn’t keep his eyes open.

“Yep.”

“That’s the best thing ever.” The sponge moved slowly over his shoulders. So nice. Down his arm. Mmm. Other arm. Then warm water sluiced across his skin.

The sponge started on one foot. Sammy giggled.

“Ticklish.”

“Mmm.”

Up his calf, knee, thigh. Oops. He was way too exhausted to move, but nobody told his cock. The beast was rising like a seeking serpent, and the tip pushed through the bubbles. Sammy moved his hands down to cover the thing. “Sorry.”

“No problem.”

Quiet surrounded Sammy. Only the ripple of the water as Ryder gently washed his skin. “Sam.”

“Hmm?”

“Did he hurt you?”

Sammy opened his eyes. “I don’t think so. He tried, but Al was screaming really loud. Maybe he got scared and figured the cops were going to show up or something.” He closed his eyes again. Then opened. “The real problem is I feel weird. Exhausted, you know? So tired I can barely move.” He shifted his head. “And my neck hurts. Burns.”

“Where?” Ryder slid his hand up to Sammy’s neck and stopped. “What’s this?”

“What?”

Ryder’s hand rose out of the water holding a golden object. “This charm. I don’t remember you wearing this before. I didn’t notice it when I was carrying you because the chain is so thin.”

Sammy reached up and felt a metal charm on a tiny chain around his neck. “I don’t know what it is. It’s not mine.” Chills ran through him despite the warm water.

Ryder frowned big-time. “The charm is an angel. I saw one once before.” He dropped the metal back against Sammy’s skin. “On Maybelle. She said Lucien gave it to her.”

Sammy grabbed the chain and yanked. It dug into his skin. “Damn. I don’t want it. Get it off me.”

Ryder fingered the chain and rotated it around Sammy’s neck. “Good grief, there’s no clasp. It’s a continuous chain.” He pulled on it with two hands. “And it’s strong. I can’t get it off.”

Sammy took a deep breath. No need to panic. It was only a token. But the gold felt heated. “He probably likes to mark his lovers in some way, the bastard.”

“But how could he have put on a chain with no clasp?”

Sammy knew it would be easy for Lucien, but he couldn’t say that to Ryder. “Probably some heating device or something. I must have fallen asleep, and he put it on.” Passed out was more to the point. Hells. “I’ll get someone to take it off when I feel better.”

“Yeah. I’m sure a hardware store can do it.” Ryder reached down and lifted Sammy under his arms to help him stand. Whoa. Shaky. But not too bad. Ryder wrapped the towel around Sammy’s skinny, dripping body, stuck an arm under Sammy’s knees, and up he went.

Sammy grinned. “You’re really good at that.”

Ryder grinned. “Thanks.”

He walked out of the bathroom and set Sammy on his feet beside the bed. He dried Sammy off, which sent his cock into another meet-and-greet session, then pushed him back on the sheets until Sammy’s head hit the pillow next to Aloysius. Ryder scooted Sammy over and covered him. “Rest while I get you some soup.”

More pans. Must have drifted again. Sammy opened his eyes when Ryder put an arm behind his head and helped him sit up. He propped a couple of pillows behind Sammy and pulled over a tray with soup and the advertised tea with some milk in it. A soup spoon was heading to Sammy’s mouth before he got half a wit together. “I can do that.”

“Humor me.”

Sammy took a mouthful of chicken and rice, the only soup he’d had in the cabinet. “Um, what time is it?”

Ryder looked at his watch. “A little after one thirty. You guys left the party early.”

“It feels like a lifetime ago.” He took another mouthful. “Tell me how you happen to be here again?”

“I thought Maybelle and Bilden were acting strange. I kind of fabricated an interest in Lucien”—he shuddered—“and asked her about her relationship with him. She proudly told me he’s bisexual and fucks her every chance he gets. Bilden told me practically the same thing, except for the bisexual part.”

Hot tears pressed behind Sammy’s eyes. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

“Nothing about that guy is good that I can see.”

Sammy looked down into the soup. “That’s the only kind of guy who would ever be interested in me. A cheating rat.”

“Sam, that’s not so.”

His voice shook. “Why the hell do you think he even bothered with me to begin with? What would he want with a stupid loser if he was planning on cheating with half the fucking college?” The tears squeezed out and started to drip down his cheeks.

Ryder put the tray on the dresser and wrapped Sammy in his arms. “You’re not a loser at all. You’re one of the finest people I’ve ever known. You’re kind and funny and so smart. You paint like a master. Even if you do pick strange subject matter sometimes.” Ryder chuckled and nodded toward the painting on Sammy’s easel.

“You saw that?” Sammy snuffled. Maybe if he didn’t move too much Ryder would forget to let him go.

“Hard to miss that painting in a room the size of most closets.”

Pretty embarrassing. But compared to having had your energy drained by a cheating pig and your neck chained by the selfsame bastard while you were blacked out, painting a picture was small potatoes in the shame department.

“Ready to sleep?”

No. “Yeah.” Sammy pulled the pillows out from behind him and lay back down. Al crawled up next to him. His eyelids felt weighted. “Thank you so much for taking care of me. I’ll rest tomorrow, and I should be able to go to school on Monday.”

“Yes, you’ll rest tomorrow, and I’ll see that you do. I’m not going anywhere. I want to make sure that asshole doesn’t come back. I’ll sleep on your couch and be here to take care of you in the morning.”

Sammy shook his head. “No way a human can sleep on that couch. Aloysius won’t even do it. It has lumps the size of Everest. I’ll be fine. Really.”

“Not leaving, so forget about it.”

Sweeter words were never spoken. I don’t want to be alone. He opened his eyes a slit. Ryder gazed down at him. That expression. He remembered it—from the painting. His deep eyes. So soft. So much like love.

A thick fog of exhaustion rolled over Sam, and his eyes wouldn’t stay open. “Sleep in the bed with me and Al. We don’t move much. Sleep here… prommmmissse….”

 

 

RYDER WATCHED Sammy sleep. He’s in danger. I know it. That charm was no lover’s knot. God, Ryder wanted to pick him up and run where no one could harm him. He wanted to hold him safe.

Aloysius stared up at Ryder and seemed to be asking What are you going to do?

What was he going to do? His head hammered with the litany Don’t get involved. Don’t get involved.

Fuck it. He was already involved. Had been for a long time. But what were his options? Not damned many. Not much time left. He could feel it.

Ryder’s heart hammered. He pulled the long-sleeved T-shirt over his head, then unzipped his jeans. With a deep breath, he pushed his pants down and stepped out of them. Wearing his briefs, he walked over to the lamp and turned it off, then crossed around the bed in the faint moonlight. As he sat on the edge, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror on the back of the bathroom door. A faint glow reflected off his chest. Not much time.

Aloysius moved above Sammy’s head like he was making space for Ryder. He crawled into bed and lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. Sometimes a big mistake felt so right.

 

 

THE THICK black smoke surrounded him, crept into his eyes and nose, coating them with soot. The cloud slithered down his throat into his belly, and he gagged. Can’t breathe. Too thick. Putrid, acrid. Need breath.

Light. Like a blade cutting through the dark letting sweet air in. Breath, life. Yes, thank you. Yes.

Sammy’s eyes flew open. What the hells? Warm, safe. Yes, safe like in the dream. He took a breath and felt his back press against satiny smoothness. Skin. For an instant he froze. But no. He knew when he was in heaven.

Ryder had wrapped both arms around Sammy. Sammy could feel the hard muscle of Ryder’s thighs against his legs, and yes, the stiff rod of his erection pressed to Sammy’s ass. But judging by those deep inhalations, he was sound asleep. Oh man. Have to get out of this, or I’ll die of pure horniness.

He shifted a little to the right. That rigid rod, covered only in a thin wisp of cotton, slid to the side until it fit perfectly into the full length of Sammy’s ass crack. Shit. His whole body felt like it had been beaten with a stick, but his cock was willing to stand at attention. Maybe this wasn’t heaven. Having Ryder that close to the promised land and not being able to do anything about it felt a lot more like hell.

Uh, why is Ryder hugging a guy in his sleep? Sammy’s head was going to explode. Too many questions, not enough answers. He took a deep breath. A warm tingle, like fizzy champagne was being pumped out of Ryder’s skin and into Sammy’s body. Nice. Might as well enjoy this. It was his only chance. He scooted tight against Ryder, appreciated the lean, hard muscle and silken skin for a moment, sighed, and fell back asleep.

 

 

MORE POTS and pans. Sammy turned over, but no Ryder. These two ideas are connected. He opened his eyes. Light flooded in from the small window, and it didn’t even hurt to look at it. He moved tentatively from side to side, then tried to sit up. His muscles followed his commands and barely hurt. His neck still burned but not as much.

“Merwaow.”

Sammy reached out and scratched Al’s head. “Thanks, buddy. I think some of this is your doing. I feel pretty good.”

A deep voice came from behind the screen. “That’s good news.” Ryder walked into the sleeping area. He looked like breakfast, dressed again in his jeans and long-sleeved, dark blue T-shirt. His brown hair fell around his shoulders in a curtain, and his creamy skin stretched across the architectural bones of his face like marble. He also looked embarrassed. Okay, that meant he’d woken up with his cock pressing into Sammy’s ass and probably leaped to the other side of the apartment trying to get away. Humiliating. Gods.

Ryder smiled, though his cheeks were a little too pink. “Ready for some breakfast?”

Sammy nodded. Try not to think of what you’d like to eat. “I’m going to try to get up.” But he was nude. Damn. He glanced up at Ryder. It had been so easy and comfortable last night. Now he’d like to crawl under a rock.

Ryder didn’t meet his eyes. “Uh, need help?”

“No, thanks. I’ll try it on my own. If I have trouble, I’ll call, okay?” Call, as in from a distance.

“Great. I’ll finish breakfast. Make sure you call if you need me.” He scampered away like a scalded cat, no insult to Aloysius.

The screen didn’t cover much. Sammy slid his bare legs over the side of the bed. No nausea or spinning. Good. He felt like he could sleep for a year. The angel charm banged against his chest like a monstrous whisper. Just what he needed, a reminder of the bastard.

Sammy pushed up from the bed, made it to his feet, and grabbed the dresser for support. Of course, he was bare-assed. He grabbed a rumpled shirt from the floor where he’d dropped it last night and put it on and then hunched so it covered his dick. Must look pretty funny. He made a dash for the bathroom and closed the door.

Weird. Ryder washed me last night, and today I don’t want him to see my bare butt. Of course, if Ryder wanted to see it, that would change things a lot. Fat chance.

He brushed his teeth, peed, and washed his face and hands. Clothes? He’d left some jeans in a heap on the floor sometime yesterday. Rumpled, but they’d cover the bottom half of his birthday suit. He put them on commando, then peered into his hamper for a less rumpled shirt and swapped it for the one he’d worn into the bathroom. Deep breath. Tiredness blurred the edges of his vision, but he had a little energy. Mostly due to Ryder and Aloysius—he’d be in really bad shape if it weren’t for them.

When he opened the bathroom door, the smell of toast made his stomach growl so loudly it practically echoed.

Ryder laughed. “That’s a good sign. Let’s get some food into you.”

He’d set two places on the coffee table, Sammy’s only eating area. A cup of coffee with cream already sat at one of the places, and black coffee sat at the other. Sammy swallowed his saliva. Ryder carried over two plates with scrambled eggs and toast with peanut butter. Gods, it smelled so good. “I’m really hungry.”

Ryder put down the plates, and Sammy sat on the couch edge, in front of the place with the creamed coffee. Ryder sat across from Sammy on a cushion on the floor. “Dig in.”

Sammy picked up the coffee cup like the answers to the mysteries of the universe lay at the bottom of it. He sipped. Oh man. Bitter and sweet at the same time.

“Taste good?”

“Drug of choice.”

He set down the cup and dug into the eggs. In about one minute—gone.

Ryder sipped his coffee. “Want some more?”

“Is there more?”

“Yep. I made extra just in case.”

Fifteen minutes later he’d consumed another plate of eggs, two pieces of toast, and two cups of coffee. Aloysius had half of Ryder’s eggs and sat on the floor washing his paws, then climbed on Ryder’s lap and curled up. Sammy leaned back on the lumpy couch. “Man, I feel better.”

Ryder smiled. “Good.”

“Because of you. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“No reason to thank me. I wanted to help.”

The word leaped out of Sammy’s mouth. “Why?”

Ryder looked surprised. “You’re my friend. I value you.” His jaw set. “And I won’t let anyone hurt you if I can help it. I wish I’d been there earlier. I wish I could have stopped him.” Tears glistened in his eyes.

“There’s nothing you could have done. I was the idiot for trusting him. You tried to warn me.”

“I should have tried harder.” Ryder stared down into his coffee cup, the brown mane falling around his beautiful face. Sammy wanted to paint him just like that.

The silence stretched out to a minute. The giant sleeping-together-in-the-near-nude elephant took up most of the space in the room. No way Sammy was bringing it up. But hells, he wanted to know why. Why had Ryder done it?

Ryder emptied his cup. “Guess I better go and get ready for class tomorrow. I have some studying for Dr. Barth.”

“Okay, yeah. Sounds good.”

Ryder looked up. “Unless you need me. Do you?”

Hells, yes. Sammy needed Ryder to hold him and press his silky skin against him and kiss his hair. “No, I’m good.”

“You sure?”

No. “Yes.”

“I’ll just clean up.” Ryder nudged Aloysius aside. The cat gave him an annoyed look and jumped onto the couch as Ryder got up and started carrying plates into the kitchenette. Sammy grabbed his plate and cup and followed Ryder, who was running water into the sink.

Sammy scraped a crust of toast into the garbage can. “You don’t have to do that. I’m up to it, thanks to you.”

“No problem.”

Aloysius watched them with a “see the funny humans” expression.

Ryder washed and Sammy dried. There were only a couple of plates, so it was a quick job. Ryder wiped his hands and looked around. He dropped the towel, went into the sleeping corner, and started straightening the bed.

Sammy laughed. “Hey, my bed will die of shock if it’s not messy.”

Ryder smiled but kept on pulling sheets. Could he be stalling? Finally the bed looked neat, and Ryder stood there staring down at the blankets, some kind of war being waged. But what was the battle?

Ryder raised his head. “Guess I’ll go.”

“Okay.”

Ryder walked around the screen and stopped in front of the canvas with his portrait on it. “Why did you paint this?”

Tough one. What should he say? The truth will out. “You’re beautiful, Ryder.”

Ryder’s head snapped up. Sammy heard his intake of breath. “Thanks. Well, see you at school.” Without a pause, he walked out the door.




Chapter Seven

 

 

SAMMY SANK to the floor in front of the easel, and Aloysius came over and started licking his hand. It felt like someone had stuck a butter knife in his heart and was turning it slowly.

“What the hells just happened?”

“Merwaor.”

Sammy hung his head between his bent legs. “Why did he come here? He could have warned me at school. Why did he care for me and sleep with me? Oh gods, Al, why did he hold me?” Heat pressed behind his eyes. “I never wanted anyone else. Not even Lucien. Even if Lucien had been the most faithful boyfriend on earth, I didn’t really want him. I’ve always wanted Ryder, and that’s stupid and useless like everything. And now he’s made it worse.” Sammy collapsed on his back, holding his stomach. “Why did he do it? Why did Ryder—”

The front door flew open with a crash against the wall, and in two steps Ryder stood in the middle of the room. “Am I beautiful to you? Am I, Sammy?”

Sammy sat up. He couldn’t catch his breath. “Yes. You always have been.”

Ryder stared at Sammy, his green eyes like emerald lasers. In a big step, he cleared the space between them, reached down for Sammy, and pulled him to his feet. “Good, because I’m sick of pretending you’re not beautiful to me.” He dropped his head and covered Sammy’s mouth with his perfect lips.

Sammy’s mouth fell so far open in astonishment that Ryder’s tongue slipped right in. Does he know what he’s doing? Has he lost his friggin’ mind? Do I care? Hells, no. He wrapped his arms around Ryder’s neck and sucked that sweet tongue into his throat. No strawberries. Just Ryder deliciousness. His new favorite flavor.

Somewhere in the background, Aloysius began to purr so loud the neighbors must have heard him.

Sammy let his tongue dance with Ryder’s. The man really knew how to kiss, but the idea that it was Ryder he was kissing practically made Sammy faint. His cock stood at full attention, but he tried to keep his hips away from Ryder. Didn’t want to scare him.

Until Ryder gripped Sammy’s butt with strong hands and pulled him tight against a rigid pole in his jeans. Oh yeah, he recognized the cock he’d tried so hard not to feel last night. But now he’d gotten a full-on invitation. He raised a leg and hooked it over Ryder’s hip to get closer. Ryder grabbed his calf and pulled Sammy even tighter until the ridges of their cocks were rubbing together hard and hot. Sammy pulled his head away from the kiss. “Is this really happening?”

Ryder pressed his lips against Sammy’s ear. “Believe it. I could barely keep my cock out of your ass last night. I wanted to fuck you so bad I was hard all night.”

“I thought you were sleeping.”

“No, dreaming of pushing my dick inside you. Can I, Sammy? Can I?”

“How fast can we get to the bed?”

Ryder picked Sammy up. “Last night I was practicing.” He laughed. It only took a few steps to get to the bed. Ryder laid his burden gently on the straightened covers, unfastened Sammy’s fly, and dragged the jeans down his hips. Then he stopped and stared. “I’ve dreamed of this moment for so long. Seeing your cock.”

“You saw it last night.”

“But I didn’t think I could have it then.”

Sammy’s head was going to explode. “I had no idea you wanted it. Aren’t you straight?”

Ryder grinned. “Never.”

“Then why in hell have you been drooling over every pair of tits in New York?”

“It’s complicated. Can I fuck you now and explain later? My cock hurts.”

“Mine too.” Whatever the explanation was, would he regret not knowing sooner? Hells, no. “Fuck me, Ryder.” Three words he’d previously only said in his dreams.

“Have you got supplies?”

“Top drawer.” Sammy waved at the dresser.

Ryder rummaged around and came up with some condoms and a bottle of lube. He looked at them with wide eyes, then sat on the edge of the bed. Sammy’s cock stuck up like a flagpole through the flaps of his shirttails, and Ryder eyed it and licked his lips. “Truth is, I haven’t done this a lot. Maybe I should ask if you top or bottom.”

“You said you wanted to fuck me. Do it.”

Ryder looked serious. “Are you sure you won’t be bothered by, you know, him?”

For a minute Sammy had forgotten about “you know, him.” “No. I want your light to chase his darkness.”

“You’re sure?”

Am I? He did feel damaged, but it didn’t dampen his passion to be with Ryder one iota. “Yes, I’m sure. The best way to get rid of a nightmare is with a dream come true.”

Ryder smiled. “Thank you for saying that.”

The front of Ryder’s jeans was as tented as the stiff fabric allowed. He stood up and pulled his T-shirt off over his head. Gods. The skin on Ryder’s chest glowed with a pale, almost silver tracery twining like leaves and vines around his torso. A garden of beauty.

Sammy cocked his head. “When I said light, I didn’t know I meant literally. What kind of tattoos are those?”

“They’re kind of a traditional thing in my family. Tribal, sort of.”

“Amazing. I’ve never seen that color before.”

“A regional art.” Ryder unfastened his jeans and slid them down his narrow hips. He wore black briefs, with a nice big lump in the front. He pulled them off. Wow. The vine tattoo twined around a big stiff cock that stuck up straight onto his belly. And no hair. Not a strand. His balls looked lighted from the inside. Must be my month for wildly unusual cocks. But while Lucien’s had been scary, Ryder’s was full-on beautiful. “Are you going to put that gorgeous thing inside me?”

Ryder smiled shyly. “If you want me to.”

“Man, do I ever.”

Ryder sat, then lay down on his side next to Sammy, the big decorated cock stretching up above his belly button. He tossed the supplies on the mattress and caressed Sammy’s cheek with two fingers, then leaned in and pressed their lips together. Soft, sweet.

Sammy’s cock wasn’t into sweet. He reached a hand around Ryder’s head, buried his fingers in hair like silk, and pulled Ryder hard until their mouths ground deeply into each other. Sammy pressed his tongue into Ryder’s mouth and got a low moan for his trouble.

Hot. He scooted his hips closer until his cock touched Ryder’s, like a dick kiss. Sammy pulled his hand out of Ryder’s hair, wrapped it around their two cocks, and began to pump hard.

Ryder threw his head back. “Oh my God. That feels so good.”

“Just the beginning.”

Great friction. Skin and veins rubbed.

Ryder gasped. “Whoa. Careful, or I’ll blow.”

Sammy let go and rolled over. With a touch of exotic dancer, he rose onto his knees and waggled his butt at Ryder. “Why don’t you put that thing where it will do the most good?”

Ryder’s grin was mischievous. “Deal.”

Sammy watched over his shoulder as Ryder squirted lube into his hands. It sure would be convenient if Sammy could slick his hole with a thought like real witches could, but this would have to do. Ryder extended a hand and wiped some lube on Sammy’s pucker. Sammy gasped. Gods, if he felt that way with a touch, what would happen with the real thing?

Ryder slowly slipped a finger inside and twisted it. Zing! Straight to the balls. Sweet gods, this is Ryder. He could barely believe it. More lube and another finger stretched Sammy’s hole to perfection. In and out. In and out. Ryder swiped a finger over Sammy’s gland and sent a streak of lightning up his spine. He jumped. “Enough. Give me the real thing.”

“Okay. Yes.” Ryder rose up on his knees; Sammy felt a big, blunt object at his ass. Underline the word big. Could he take that much? He felt pressure, not unpleasant, and pop, in it slipped, right past the ring of muscle in a rush. The pleasure zipped to Sammy’s head and about blacked him out—right to the happy land. And man, was it happy. Ryder’s cock stretched and expanded Sammy like it was creating a new home. Yes, home was the word. I’m finally home. He breathed out on a long sigh, and soft light filled his head.

Ryder gasped. “God. You feel great. Better than I ever imagined, and I imagined a lot.”

Sammy moaned, and Ryder took the cue. Deeply he pushed in and pulled out, sending a riot of electricity through Sammy’s balls. Sammy reached down, grabbed his cock, and started pumping it in time to Ryder’s thrusts. Ryder pushed his big cock deeper on each foray, and the light in Sammy’s head blazed brighter and brighter until the sun had left the sky and took up residence in his brain. Heat. Fire. In, in, in. Ryder might not have much experience, but he learned fast.

Sammy never wanted this to stop.

Ryder’s deep rhythm began to falter. “I’m gonna come. Too soon, but I’ve waited so long. God, Sam, it’s coming…. Oh God!” He froze over Sammy’s back. Sammy thought of the hot jets shooting into the condom in his ass from the man he’d adored for his whole college life. That’s it. Too good. He cranked his cock twice more, screamed loud enough to alert the NYPD, and squirted cum all over his sheets in pulse after pulse of pure joy.

Sammy collapsed onto the mattress, and Ryder fell onto his back. A welcome weight. He could sleep like this, with Ryder on top of him, his cock still deep inside Sammy’s body. He could live like this. He’d just made Ryder McMasters come. There must be gods after all.

Too soon Ryder rolled to the side, his softening cock pulling free. Oh well. Living in that position would have been hard to explain at the coffee shop. They both lay there, breathing hard.

Ryder murmured, “That was amazing.”

“That’s what happens when you have sex with the right gender for you.”

They breathed a little more.

Sammy rolled to his side, facing Ryder. “Will you explain why you’ve been pretending to be straight for so long?”

Ryder flopped an arm over his eyes. “I never actually said I was straight or had a girlfriend or anything.”

Sammy pushed up onto his elbow. “No. You just admired every damned pair of tits over an A cup at the university.”

The grin under Ryder’s arm looked sheepish. “I learned quick that if I admired girls’ boobs, everyone assumed I was interested in females.” He shrugged. “I actually do think their breasts are pretty.”

Sammy sat up. “But shit, Ryder. I’ve been mooning over you for years! We could have been together.”

Ryder pulled his arm away and sat up opposite Sammy, his cock soft and lying on the bed. The tattoos were less evident now that he wasn’t erect. Ryder stared at his long-fingered hands. “I know. I’m so sorry. I’ve wanted to tell you so many times.” He looked up. “It’s because of my parents. I told you they want me to come back home as soon as I graduate. When I started school, it wasn’t clear if I’d even be allowed to stay for one year, much less four. So this whole time, I’ve thought I might be leaving at the end of each semester.”

Sammy frowned. “Well, hells, uh, hell, we’re in college. I wasn’t asking you to marry me, for crap’s sake. Couldn’t we have been, like, boyfriends?”

Ryder’s green eyes got misty. “I care about you, Sam. No way I want to fuck you and leave you.”

How can I feel happy and sad at the same time? “So what changed?”

Ryder twisted his beautiful face into a scowl. “Seeing you with that asshole, I guess. I realized you weren’t always going to be unattached, and I couldn’t stand it.”

“I guess I have to thank Lucien for something.”

He shook his head. “No way.”

Sammy took a deep breath. “But you still have to leave?”

“Yes.”

“You’re an adult.”

“It’s complicated.”

Yeah. Just like Sammy’s life. Was he prepared to tell Ryder he was a witch? A lot of humans and witches got together, but it sounded like Ryder’s parents would be tricky to win over. “I know what you mean.”

Ryder leaned over and pressed his sweet lips against Sammy’s mouth. “But having you now means everything to me. I’m sorry I was such an idiot. I’m sorry I wasted all this time. But I’ll try to make it up to you, if you’ll let me.”

Would he let Ryder make it up to him? Could he be happy having Ryder for the rest of the year? He grinned. “Hell, yeah.”

Ryder tackled him and hauled him down to the mattress. “We need to make up for lost time.”

Sammy laughed. “Get started.”

Al’s purring vibrated from the couch.

 

 

LUCIEN WALKED over to the window and looked out into the early morning sunlight. He pulled out his cell phone. Behind him, Maybelle was organizing something. Gods, the woman loved to tell people what to do. But it served him, so he let her do it. He dialed. It rang twice.

“Hello?” Sammy’s voice sounded inquisitive. Lucien had never shared his cell number.

“Hello, Samlyn. I was thinking perhaps I could meet you after our painting class today and take you to lunch.”

Dead silence.

“Sammy?”

“Have you lost your frigging mind? Why the hells would I want to meet you anywhere?”

Lucien stared at the phone. What’s going on? “Surely you expected me to call you.” The witch should be compliant.

“What the fuck? Do you have no idea what you’ve done?”

“None whatsoever. Sammy, I didn’t force you. Your cock was as hard as a rock.”

“That tends to happen to males when someone is rubbing it, you idiot.”

“But—”

“Look, I get that you maybe don’t understand. The fact is, in this country, no means no regardless of any other evidence. I’m not going to tell Killian.” What the fuck? Surely this sorry excuse for a witch was not taking this tone with him. “He’d be furious, and I won’t ruin your chances of fitting into this community. But stay away from me, Lucien. I don’t want to see you again. When I get this damned chain taken off, I’ll leave it at your easel in class. I’m sure it’s valuable.” He hung up.

What happened? He’d bespelled Sammy and chained him. He’d had to bolt before he could force the sex, but the witch should be putty in Lucien’s hands. Sammy should be begging to see Lucien. Was it that hellish familiar pulling Sammy away? Or someone else?

Lucien took a deep breath. He wouldn’t worry. He had many more sources of energy to increase his power. When the time came, Sammy would be there.

And getting off the chain? What is that American expression? Oh yes. Good luck with that.

 

 

SAMMY WALKED into class and immediately glanced toward Lucien’s easel. Empty. No supplies, no artist. Had he backed out of class? Because of Sammy? Good. Don’t want to have to face him.

He waved to a couple of the other students, then set up his canvas and put out his paints and brushes. The idea for a new painting had blazed in his head all morning: Ryder in the moonlight from the window, the glow of his skin lighting the room. The image seemed embedded in his cells. It pulsed in his blood, and it had to come out.

He squeezed out some paints onto his palette paper. His hands began to move. Dark, deep blue, Payne’s gray for the shadows—like the depths of the ocean. A field of darkness spread across the canvas. A darkness he could sink into.

The blue filled his mind, his vision, and the warm oil poured across his forehead. Shadows, each only a bare shade deeper than the plain of darkness. Deep, deep. Until the light, the light. First a glimmer, a shine, a glow. And then the outline of form emerging from the black. A body of light pressing against the darkness. A ray, a hope, the light.

“Good work, Sammy.”

“What?” Sammy shook his head. He waited for his vision to clear, then looked up at his teacher, who was staring at him with a small smile. “Oh, hi, Mr. Woodard.” Sammy ran a hand over his eyes, trying to clear them. Where did he go when he painted?

“You’re doing some of your finest work this year. You’re growing right before my eyes.” Mr. Woodard put a hand on Sammy’s shoulder. “I’m very proud of you. This piece and your flowers last week are nothing short of brilliant.”

“Thank you, sir. That means a lot.”

“You’ve found your style—not that it won’t change many times in your career. But you have an original voice. Keep it up.”

Mr. Woodard walked away, and Sammy stared at the painting. The bare outline of a glowing form against a sea of sinuous, undulating light and dark. I can’t take credit for it or the flowers. I don’t know who painted them. Was this his style or some witchy intervention? It’s kind of scary. I lose myself—or maybe become myself. Like slipping through a black hole into a different universe. Hard to cope. Why does the guy at the other end of the black hole get to be more talented than I am? No, wait. Is that like saying I’m more talented than me? He shook his head. Gods, I say I want a power, then complain when it interferes with my art. But this style was neither the strict realism of his prophetic paintings or the wild abstraction of his usual work in class. This was something new.

Sammy reached out to add a little more dark to one shadow. The paint was dry. What the fuck?

“Hi.”

Sammy turned and the light came on. “Hi, Ryder.”

Ryder cocked his head at the painting. “That’s gorgeous.”

“Thank you.” Sammy looked into Ryder’s bright green eyes. Ryder didn’t know that was him? Why? It was clear to Sammy. I guess it’s very abstract. Less embarrassing.

“Ready for Dr. Barth’s class?”

“Let me get my stuff.”

Aloysius leaped from his chair onto Ryder’s shoulder, and Ryder lifted one beautiful hand to scratch the feline’s chin.

Sammy clicked the tackle box closed. Ryder moved up behind him and whispered, “I can’t stop thinking about last night. My cock was half-hard all the way through the History of the Byzantine Empire. And believe me, that takes some doing.”

Sammy chuckled. “Happy to have that effect.” Happy didn’t begin to describe it. Amazed. Blown away. In bliss? He could barely believe he stood beside his boyfriend—the man of his dreams. His, at least for now.

They walked outside and down the block to the history building. When they entered the lecture hall, Chen stood up and waved. Ryder started down the steps to the row where Chen sat, and Sammy followed.

He grinned at Chen. “Hi.”

“Hi, you guys. I had to fight off six ravenous females for these seats.”

Sammy and Ryder settled in. Aloysius jumped off Ryder’s shoulder, stalked down the remaining stairs to the dais, leaped up onto the table where Killian kept his materials, seemed to nod at Killian, who was organizing some notes, and started giving himself a bath. The students, especially the girls, all giggled. Clearly Aloysius must be doing a visibility thing today.

Killian gave Al a quick pet and started the lecture. He lowered the lights enough to project some images of the Jains and symbols of their practices from his laptop.

Dr. Barth’s musical voice explained the idea of nonviolence against all living things the Jains avowed. Sammy was jotting down notes when he felt Ryder’s thigh press against his. He pressed back. Ryder’s fingers slid down by his leg and caressed. Oh man, what those hands could do.

Sammy glanced toward Chen on his right. He was busy taking notes. Did Sammy dare? He grabbed an extra notebook from his pack and slipped it down on his lap. Oooh, naughty boy. He looked at Ryder, who flicked his gaze toward Sammy’s cover-up and smiled.

Hard to take notes while holding your breath. Seconds passed before Ryder insinuated his hand under the notebook in Sammy’s lap. What felt like a knuckle began to rub gently against the bulge that had come up in Sammy’s pants. Tantalizing but not enough. Sammy pressed up with his hips, pretending he was adjusting his seating. Ryder pressed harder. Yes, better.

Back and forth, Ryder explored until he found the prominent ridge on Sammy’s cockhead and ran a finger around it. Holy crap, that feels good. The rubbing fingers moved up higher. No, not the right spot. Ryder grasped his zipper. Oh my gods. Was he…?

The zipper slipped down, and Sammy coughed to cover the noise. Ryder’s finger dug into his briefs, found the opening, and connected with bare skin. Sweeeet! So sexy he could barely breathe. Sammy wanted to hump into that hand, and he couldn’t. He peeked over at Ryder, who stared straight ahead, his eyes glassy, his mouth slightly open. In his lap, his big cock was stretching the denim to its limits.

Ryder found Sammy’s cockhead and began a slow circle. Shit. Boiling balls. The fingertip connected with his piss slit and pressed in. Sammy tried to keep his breath even. He cleared his throat to cover the moan that he couldn’t quite control.

Sammy glanced at Chen again, and his friend looked back. Sammy froze with a smile on his face; then he began to madly take notes, although he had no idea what he was writing. Ryder caressed and tantalized, and Sammy knew that precum must be spilling around it. Gods, he needed to come.

Dr. Barth asked them all to close their eyes to practice a Jain meditation. Perfect. Sammy glanced quickly toward Chen and watched his eyes close. Ryder shoved his whole hand into Sammy’s pants and gripped his cock. Oh, sweet! Sammy let his hips thrust harder, since no one was likely to see, but they could hear, and he wanted to scream as flashes of heat about tore his balls loose and sent them into outer space.

Sammy thrust up once, twice, three times. Hot cum shot out of him like a fire hose, and pleasure made him light-headed. Ryder looked at him intensely. He pulled his hand free as Sammy’s cock softened, then slowly brought one finger up and licked the sticky goo from it. Wow, that human is sexy.

Dr. Barth announced “Open your eyes” as Ryder pulled a tissue from his pocket and wiped his hand. Sammy shifted in his chair as if he’d been quietly meditating, zipped himself up, and stared at his paper. The name Ryder was written all the way down the page. Sammy looked over to see Ryder’s lips turned up in a soft smile, and he drew curlicues on his page. In his lap, the cock bulged just as huge as before. Man, how fast can I get him home?

The rest of Dr. Barth’s class dragged. Sammy loved his teacher and the subject, but this was an extenuating circumstance. Finally the professor gave them an assignment and set them free. Ryder slid out of the row, holding the tablet he’d been using in class in front of his erection. Just looking at the thing made Sammy’s mouth water. Sammy reached in his pocket, palmed his apartment key, and slipped it to Ryder. He got a big grin in return.

Outside, the sun was giving up and sneaking toward the horizon. Chen came out behind Sammy. “Hey, you guys going for coffee?”

Sammy shook his head. “No, I’ve got some studying.”

Ryder nodded. “Me too. See you tomorrow, though. Bye, guys.” He walked off, and Sammy knew right where he’d find him.

Chen looked surprised. “You sure? Not like you to give up caffeine.”

Sammy laughed. “True, but I need to pick up some stuff for my assignment, so I may get coffee on the way.” That wasn’t totally a lie. He didn’t like lying to Chen, but he and Ryder hadn’t talked about how to handle their relationship around others, so he didn’t want to do a full disclosure. They’d need to discuss that tonight. After Sammy got fucked.

Chen waved. “See you tomorrow.”

“Deal.”

Sammy took off at a jog. Should he stop for coffee? Hells no. He made it to his apartment in half his usual time. Sammy turned the door handle and stepped inside. “Yoo-hoo.”

“In here, having trouble not jerking off because you are the sexiest creature alive.”

Sammy laughed and started pulling off his clothes. By the time he took the few steps to get around the screen, he was hopping on one foot, yanking at his remaining tennis shoe, his pants open and his stiff cock bobbing as he hopped.

Ryder was propped up with his elbows behind him, stark naked, that huge cock stuck up like a flagpole. He stared at Sammy’s circus act. “I don’t know whether to laugh or come.”

“Let’s see if I can persuade you.” Sammy finally got the shoe off, pulled the sock, ripped off his pants and briefs, and matched Ryder’s nakedness. He dived onto the bed like an Olympic swimmer and swallowed down as much of Ryder’s cock as he could get into his throat.

“Holy shit. Warning is good.”

Sammy licked up one side and down the other, pursed his lips around the rosette head, and sucked while he pushed his tongue into the slit.

“Oh God, Sammy, oh God.” Ryder bucked his hips bronco-style.

Sammy pulled away, still pumping Ryder’s cock with his hands. “That secret jack-off in class was the most frustrating, sexiest, awe-inspiring sex I’ve ever had. Choose how you want your reward. Sucking or fucking?” Sammy held Ryder’s cock and licked it while staring at him. “Because I don’t think this thing is going to last long either way, and I want you to get maximum pleasure, baby.”

“Fuck. Let me in that ass.”

Sammy grabbed the lube bottle off the dresser, left over from their last session, and tossed it to Ryder; then he lay on his back and pulled his legs up beside his ears. He grinned and pointed. “In case you had any doubt, this is your designated target.”

Ryder chuckled as he sat up and popped open the lube. Sammy held out his hand, and Ryder squirted some into it.

Scooting on his knees, Ryder moved over to where he could grab a condom from the dresser. He ripped open the package with his teeth, pulled on the sheath, and began lubing it.

Sammy pushed lube into his hole. Yes, that felt good. He spread his hole wide with his other hand and shoved in two fingers.

Ryder pushed his hand aside. “Don’t have too much fun there, boy child. I’ve got better equipment.”

“You can say that again.” Sammy used both hands to spread his asscheeks.

Ryder pointed that delightfully dangerous weapon at the target and shoved.

“Yes!” Hot and deep in one push.

Ryder bent over Sammy and kissed his lips gently. “I’m kind of desperate here.”

“Go for it, baby. My ass has been aching for you since class. Hells, since forever.”

Staring into Sammy’s eyes, Ryder pushed his upper body into a plank and thrust his hips, pressing that cock in even deeper, right onto Sammy’s gland. Sammy’s mouth hung open. “Wow.”

“Good?”

“Yes, right there.”

Ryder closed his eyes and snapped his hips—over the prostate each time, switching on Sammy’s gland like a bolt of lightning. Streaks of white light flashed through his head with every pump. He grunted and reveled in the sound.

Ryder dropped his knees from his push-up position and held Sammy’s legs back as he thrust and thrust. “Oh yeah, close. So close.”

Ryder pressed his body down against Sammy’s, capturing his cock between them. Every thrust produced friction of the best kind.

Sammy moaned. “Don’t stop. That’s perfect.”

“No stopping. I don’t want to stop ever. Ever.”

Holy hellssss! Hot cum squirted out of Sammy’s squashed cock and rubbed into their skin as Ryder kept hammering until he froze and yelled.

Wave after wave of thrills shuddered up Sammy’s body from his cock to his head. “You’re so perfect. So perfect.”

Ryder lowered his full weight onto Sammy, letting Sammy’s legs fall outward. He pressed his soft lips to Sammy’s cheek and then his mouth. “You’re the perfect one, my darling. Perfect in every way.” Ryder rolled to the side and clasped Sammy’s hand. “I can’t imagine how I can ever live without you.”

Sammy sighed. And yet somehow Ryder would live without him. Or so it seemed.

Ryder got up for warm washcloths and bathed Sammy’s chest and his own. It was still early, but Sammy didn’t care if he ever moved again. So damned content. Well, the weight and burning heat of the angel charm on his chest stole a little of the pleasure, but right now, not much. He’d have it taken off soon.

Ryder turned off the light and curled up next to Sammy. Perfect. Perfect.

 

 

LIGHT? MORNING? Sammy opened his eyes, staring at the dresser beside his bed. Light reflected off the old wood. Not sunlight. More like moonlight. Was tonight the full moon? Oh well. He closed his eyes again.

Sammy scooted his butt backward so he could feel Ryder’s skin next to him. His new favorite way to sleep. Uh, no skin. He edged a couple of inches farther. Just cool sheets. Ryder? His eyes flew open, and he turned on his back.

Dark. Pitch-black around the window. Dead of night. But the room was filled with a soft glow. On the edge of the bed, the outline of a person glowing in the darkness like hope in the midst of despair. Holy gods, the dream. The vision Sammy had felt compelled to paint. Ryder was sitting on the bed, his body surrounded by a soft nimbus of light—exactly like the painting Sammy had done in class. Even the abstraction was duplicated by the wavering gleam of a halo. Halo? Ryder looked like an angel. A real one.

Can’t breathe. Make a sound and it might go away. Scared and in awe at the same time, he gazed as the light ebbed and flowed—an aurora borealis of Ryder. Then he heard a deep sigh. Ryder got up and moved beside the bed. Sammy clamped his eyes shut and tried to sound like he was sleeping.

The covers rustled, the mattress moved, and Ryder pressed tight against Sammy’s side. Sammy rolled over, and Ryder curled around Sammy’s butt and gradually his breath became slow and steady.

What in hells did I see? Ryder glowing in the dark? Yes, Ryder’s skin was luminous, but enough to actually produce light? Couldn’t be. The moonlight must have come in at an angle so that it shone on and reflected off Ryder’s body. I just couldn’t see the moon from my position. Yes, that made sense.

But what about the scene? He’d painted it down to the last detail. The painting in class was dry when he touched it, just like his prophetic paintings. Was that what it had been? Had he sleepwalked his way into a prophecy in class and predicted this moment when Ryder would sit beside him on the bed? Maybe he didn’t have to be asleep to paint prophecy? Well, duh. Obviously.

Just one big fucking problem with this theory. Never did he have any previous inkling of one of his prophetic paintings. No hint he was about to create one. He just woke up on the floor and found the paintings on the easel. But this painting of Ryder had been a dream. A dream that pressed at Sammy’s brain until it finally demanded an exit. It hadn’t just happened. No matter how he sliced it, Sammy had thought up this scene. Either his skill with prophecy was changing, or somehow he’d created the event he just saw.

 

 

KILLIAN SIPPED from his teacup, then sat back on the couch and leaned against Blaine.

“Good tea.”

“Yeah, it actually is pretty good.” Blaine generally preferred coffee, but when Killian made his own favorite brew in the beautiful tea service Sammy and Lucien had bought them, even the coffee lover was willing to try some Darjeeling.

Killian stared at the TV—and sighed. The home network was a favorite, since they both loved decorating, but even the design competition couldn’t keep his mind from his worries about the rumbles of unrest in Prague. He stared at the teacup. “I should invite Lucien Eshel over sometime soon and question him about the situation in his home city. He’s bound to know something. Even a young witch would have heard rumors of unhappiness, don’t you think?”

Blaine glanced up from his teacup. “That’s assuming Lucien was ever a young witch. God, the guy seems ancient, even if he only looks twenty-one.”

“Yes. I thought the same thing when we met him. He’s an odd one—and quite powerful. Although he’s well shielded, and I wonder what those shields are hiding.”

“Are you worried about him?”

“A bit, since he comes from Prague. In my communications from Jimmy and Lavender this morning, they say the coven there is very arrogant right now. They seem to be hiding something. I can’t help but think that Lucien knows what it is.”

“So have him over soon.”

“Yes.” Killian sipped. “Maybe I’ll call him tomorrow and make a date to meet him at Mother’s house. I’d rather he not come here.”

Blaine nodded. “Besides, your family home is so Witch Mastery. Guaranteed to leave any obstreperous witch shaking in his magic slippers.” He laughed. “Want some dessert with your tea?”

“Ah, you know I’ll never turn down a sweet. Especially you.” He pecked Blaine on the lips.

Blaine pulled Killian in for a deeper kiss, then sat back. “I actually had cookies in mind, but I’d rather have you any day.”

“Hey, we can have cookies too.” Killian laughed and got up from the couch. “I’ll go see what we’ve got.”

He stood. Whoa. Dizzy. He reached out a hand to steady himself.

Blaine looked up. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. I got up too fast, I imagine.” He padded barefoot into the kitchen. The apartment was Blaine’s masterpiece. He’d decorated it in a wonderful combination of modern design and exquisite antiques, producing an eclectic and comfortable result they hadn’t changed much since their marriage. The kitchen was all modern.

Hmm. Cookies. He opened the built-in refrigerator and peeked in, but the room started spinning. Hells. He stood back up and took a deep breath. Could he be sick? Witches weren’t prone to many illnesses. Subsiding. Good.

Another glance in the refrigerator showed they’d eaten all the Fig Newtons. He pushed aside the cottage cheese. Aha. He discovered peanut butter brownies. Good thing they were stashed in the back, or Blaine would have finished them off days ago. Killian pulled out the package, opened it, and displayed the brownies on a plate. They looked a little like the sweets Lucien Eshel had given them at the party. Blaine loved them, but they were too pungent and spicy for Killian. They’d made his nose burn. Peanut butter’s better. He grabbed a couple of strawberries and decorated the plate, then carried the plate back into the living room. “Hey, guess what I found.”

Blaine looked over the back of the couch. “What?” The soft light from a table lamp shone on his handsome face. Handsome human face…. Blaine made all the pain and stress of being Witch Master bearable.

“Peanut butter brownies.”

“Yum. Wish we still had some of that stuff Lucien and Sammy gave us. I really liked it.”

“Most people did. It went fast after we opened it.”

Killian set the plate on the table and lay back down with his head in Blaine’s lap. His stomach felt weird, and the dizziness wasn’t quite gone.

Blaine put a hand on Killian’s forehead. “You still feeling strange?”

“A little, but I’m sure it’s nothing.” He rolled to the side and grabbed his teacup. “Nothing a cup of tea can’t fix.” After a sip, he snuggled into Blaine’s lap and pointed at the TV. “I like that girl’s room design the best. I think she’s going to win.”




Chapter Eight

 

 

SAMMY WAITED with Aloysius on his shoulder outside the history building. It had been two days, and he and Ryder needed to talk about how they wanted to present their relationship to others before things got even more awkward.

Ryder walked down the steps. Sammy’s breath caught, and his heart beat fast. Ryder got more beautiful every time Sammy laid eyes on him—and that wasn’t just love’s eyes talking. Anyone would have noticed the change. He wished he could ask Killian about Ryder. Hells, he wished he could ask Killian about a lot of things. The Witch Master had said he wanted to talk to Sammy. Maybe he could make an appointment soon.

Ryder smiled as he came up beside Sam. The cat sprang from Sam’s neck and landed on Ryder’s shoulder. “Hey, guy.”

Sammy laughed. “He sure does love you.”

Ryder scratched the rubbing head. “Of course, he has excellent taste.”

“He hated Lucien.” Saying the name made his mouth taste bad.

“Like I said.” Ryder stroked Al, and Sammy leaned in. There did seem to be a connection between Al’s pleasure and Sammy’s. Ryder looked at Sammy. “Want to get some food before we go home, or shall we pick up stuff to cook?”

“Let’s eat at the coffee shop.”

Ryder laughed. “Feeding addictions is not the same as nutrition.”

“Hey, I’m addicted to you.”

“And I’m very nutritious.”

Sammy laughed. “The food of the gods.”

For a second Ryder got a funny look; then he laughed. “So food, then?”

“For sure.”

Ryder extended his hand.

Sammy stared at it. “Okay, let’s discuss this. Do you want to tell our friends and, well, everyone about us?”

“Yep. Why not?”

“I don’t know. You were so careful for so long.”

“True, but not anymore. I’m your boyfriend, if you’ll have me.”

Wow. He’d heard that statement before, recently. But this time, gods willing, it was true. For a while.

With a glance toward the heavens, where a lightning bolt might come down and strike him, he slipped his hand into Ryder’s. What a way to go.

Sammy adjusted his stride to Ryder’s long steps. They were almost the same height—Ryder was maybe an inch taller. They both had long-fingered hands that fit together like puzzle pieces. How funny his dream man had somehow grown into a being who matched him so well. He sighed. But that match would only last for a little while. Fuck that train of thought. No way I want to wreck the present with the future.

Sammy scratched a hot spot on his neck and felt the chain. “Do you think we have time to go to a hardware store and get this damned necklace off?”

“Sure. We can go now.”

He grinned. “And miss coffee? I have my priorities.”

Ryder laughed and held the door into the coffee shop.

Inside, Ryder took Sammy’s hand again. Nice. Chen waved from their table. His hand went up, then stopped in midair. Yeah, Ryder and Sammy must have been an interesting sight. Two tall men, laughing, joking, and holding hands. One black cat wrapped around Ryder’s neck.

Ryder squeezed Sammy’s hand. “I’ll get in line, get the coffee, and order food. What do you want?”

“A veggie burger with some salad.”

“No fries?”

Sammy grinned. “You twisted my arm. Sweet potato fries too.”

Ryder nodded toward their table. “I’ll order it. Go say hi to Chen. I imagine he’s very curious.”

“Yeah.” Sammy walked over to the table.

Chen leaned forward and whispered, “Were you holding Ryder’s hand? What the hells? Isn’t he straight? Did you turn him?”

Sammy shook his head. “You can’t turn somebody gay. He already was—is—whatever.” Damn, how much personal data did Ryder want to reveal? “Best to ask him for details.”

“Wow.” Chen’s face cracked open in a huge smile. “That means you get the guy you’ve always wanted.” He put his hand on Sammy’s forearm and squeezed. “That’s so great, Sams. Man, I’m really happy for you. But what happened to Mr. Angel Face?”

Sammy shuddered. “I think he’s more devil than angel.”

“Hells, I could have told you that. But I’m really happy about you and Ryder.”

Sammy gave his friend a gentle punch on the arm. “You’re a great friend, buddy. That’s so generous of you.”

Ryder and Al walked up to the table carrying coffee cups. Actually Ryder did all the carrying, and Al did all the purring. “What’s generous?”

“Chen was saying he was happy for us.”

Ryder set down the cups and took the chair next to Sammy. He covered Sammy’s hand with his own. “Thanks so much. Kind of surprised?”

Chen nodded. “How many times have we discussed some girl’s tits? I guess you were trying to throw everybody off. But why?”

Sammy gazed at Ryder’s beautiful face. Yes, why exactly?

Ryder sipped his coffee. “Like I told Sammy, it’s complicated. My parents never wanted me to stay here for college. They’ve been pushing me to come home practically every semester. And they really didn’t want me to get, uh, personally involved and put down roots here for that reason. I was respecting their wishes”—he looked at Sammy and caressed his hand—“until now.”

Chen smiled. “I sure understand about parents and their wishes. What made the change for you?”

Ryder shrugged. “I guess I’d had enough pretending. I watched Sammy and knew I would hate myself forever if I lost the chance to tell him I care for him.”

Chen smiled. “That’s so great.”

Sammy put down his latte. “What’s happening with you and Estera?”

A big crease popped out between Chen’s dark eyes. “I wish I knew. She seemed kind of into me at the party, but ever since she’s been evasive and distracted. I’ve hardly seen her.”

Ryder really frowned. “Have you seen her with Lucien?”

Chen practically spat. “At the party, but not since.”

“That’s good, anyhow.”

“Why?”

Ryder turned his cup. “People around him get weird.” He glanced at Sammy. “Except for Sammy.”

Gods, it even hurt to think about Lucien, the bastard. “That’s because I have you. You took care of me.”

Ryder reached up and petted Al’s black fur. “Me and Al. I swear, he’s the best cat ever.”

Sammy glanced at Chen, who raised his eyebrows an inch. If Ryder only knew.

Mrs. Potorsky brought their food, and Sammy dug in. Good sex made him hungry. Maybe if he stayed with Ryder long enough, he’d put on some weight. Hell, forever wasn’t long enough to be with Ryder.

They ate and chatted with Chen for a while. Finally Sammy leaned back and patted his stomach.

Ryder laughed. “Have you filled that bottomless pit yet? Want to go to the hardware store?”

Chen cocked his head. “Why hardware?”

Sammy pulled the angel out from under his shirt. “Lucien left me with an unwelcome gift. Somehow this charm is on a continuous chain. I can’t get it off. So we’re going to cut it off.”

Chen stared at the charm like he’d seen a serpent. “Estera has a charm just like that. I saw it the last time we went out, when she started acting weird.”

Ryder looked at the charm too. “Shit.”

 

 

SHAKING. WANT this creepy thing off!

Ryder held the door, and Sammy walked into the mom-and-pop hardware store. They’d probably get more personal attention here than in the big-box stores. He couldn’t get this thing off fast enough. Hearing about Estera weirded him out. Why was Lucien handing out expensive gold charms like penny candy?

A white-haired man approached them. “Can I help you boys?”

Sammy tried to smile through his anxiety. “Yes, sir.” He held out the chain. “I’d like to get this cut off.”

The man studied the chain. “This is a lovely piece of jewelry. Why does it need cutting? Is the clasp broken?”

Ryder smiled. “Actually, sir, the chain’s sealed. Sort of a boyish folly, if you understand my meaning.”

The gentleman nodded. “Ah, I see. And later we regret, yes?” He gestured toward the back of the store. “Come along. This should be the work of a minute.”

That sounded good. Sammy followed the man, and Ryder came behind with Al on his shoulders. Funny that Ryder never wondered why people didn’t yell about Al. He’d never said a word.

At the counter, the hardware man went into the back and came out with a small pair of wire cutters. “This should do the job.” He gestured Sammy close to him, grasped the chain, and slipped the cutters under it. With force, he pressed the handles together.

Sammy couldn’t see the clippers so close to his neck, so he watched the man. The guy’s smile faded, and his eyes got wide, then narrowed as he pressed down on the handles even harder. “This must be some special alloy. Let me get something stronger.”

Well, shit. Ugly ants crawled up his spine. Sammy stared at Ryder’s frown, and they waited.

A minute later, the gentleman returned with a pair of industrial-strength clippers. Those things looked like they could cut the wires on the Brooklyn Bridge.

“Lean forward, young man.”

Sammy leaned. The chain tightened on his neck as the cutters slipped under it.

The man squeezed, pried, and pressed until the chain cut into Sammy’s throat. The man looked perplexed. “I don’t understand it. For some reason, I’m simply unable to cut this chain.”

A cold snake wound itself up Sammy’s neck and squeezed.

Ryder reached out a hand. “May I try?”

“Certainly.”

Ryder took the clippers and stepped close to Sammy. He smiled, but it looked strained. “Put your fingers under here, Sams, so the chain doesn’t hurt you.”

Sammy slipped two fingers under the chain and felt its heat. Ryder’s green eyes narrowed, and his jaw clenched. The chain pulled taut against Sammy’s hand, but it didn’t release. It didn’t release. Trapped.

Panic clutched at his throat. “I… I want it off.”

Ryder put his arm tight around Sammy. “It’s okay. We’ll find a way. This doesn’t make sense. The chain has to break. We’ll find a way.”

But it made perfect sense to Sammy, and he was in a hell of a lot of trouble.

 

 

SAMMY WALKED into the apartment with Ryder behind him. I need to call Killian. He glanced toward Ryder. Tough explaining to a human why he wanted to call his history teacher about getting a chain off his neck. Still, the Witch Master must know about this—and fast. Sammy knew of two or three other people besides himself who’d been essentially bound by Lucien. It could be the conceit of a two-timing witch, but it felt bigger. Worse.

Ryder wrapped an arm around Sammy. “We’ll figure out something. The bastard can’t have found some unbreakable metal. We’ll get it off.”

Sammy nodded. Now that he knew he couldn’t cut it, the thing felt like it was choking him. He took a deep breath. He wouldn’t panic, but he had to call the Witch Master. He stared at Ryder. Hells, what am I thinking having a human boyfriend? I’m crazy. Yeah, crazy about Ryder.

Ryder peed, changed into his sweats, and went to sit on the couch to watch TV. Essentially, he’d moved in during the last couple of days. Funny, Sammy had never been to Ryder’s place. Ryder brought a few clothes and his toothbrush to Sammy’s. No way Sammy was complaining.

“Hey, I think I’ll take a quick shower.”

Ryder looked over his shoulder. “Want company?”

Sammy laughed. “Glutton.”

“Always.”

“No. I just want to get the hardware grime off me.”

Ryder nodded, and he looked so understanding Sammy almost cried. Before he bawled like a baby, he grabbed his cell phone and hid it in his pocket, then went into the bathroom, started the water, and dialed Killian’s number.

Blaine answered.

“Hi, Blaine. This is Sammy. Can I talk to Killian?”

“Sorry, Samlyn, he’s on a conference call that will go on for at least another hour. Can I help?”

“I need to come see him. Do you know his schedule?”

“He could see you tomorrow, early afternoon.”

Sammy took a deep breath. He’d worn the damned thing this long. What the hells? “Okay, that would be great.”

“One o’clock?”

“Good.”

“He’ll be at his family home, where the party was held. He has some earlier appointments.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll see you there.”

“See you.”

Sammy put the phone back in his pocket, undressed, and hopped under the water. He needed to be wet. He now knew the charm was bespelled, and getting it off felt like the world’s highest priority, but in truth, nothing had changed. He’d had the charm on for a few days and was none the worse. Killian needed to know what was happening, but there was a solid chance it was all just the hubris of a playboy witch who wanted to show off his conquests. Sammy shuddered. I wish I believed that.

After a quick rinse off, he dried himself, slipped on his sweats, and went to sit next to Ryder on the couch. “Hey, you like dancing shows too?”

Ryder slipped his arm around Sammy and pulled him close. “You kidding? All those half-naked guys with zero body fat? What’s not to like?”

Sammy laughed and snuggled into Ryder as Aloysius jumped up on his lap. He kissed Ryder’s cheek. “Yep, you’re gay all right.” Gods, he was so happy.

What were the chances it could stay this way?

 

 

“UNHHH.” SHIT, his back hurt. Sammy turned over, and his cheekbone cracked against wood. Oh no. Seriously?

Wait. Things had changed. This painting was not likely to be about Mrs. Henderson’s knickers. Chills ran up his arms as he slowly sat up. Morning light filtered around the shades on the windows. He turned his eyes toward the easel. Holy shit!

He jumped to his feet and moved closer. The painting showed Killian lying on the floor with Lucien standing over him. The Witch Master’s eyes were closed. Lucien’s expression was unreadable. Gods, what did it mean?

“Sammy, what’s going on?”

Ryder. What could he say? No thoughts came to mind. Nothing. He stared at Ryder with his mouth opening and closing like a fish. A caught fish.

“Did you paint this?”

“I woke up, and it was here.”

Ryder frowned. “How can that be?”

Oh hells. The day had finally arrived. “Because I painted it.” He sighed. “You may want to sit down.”

“I’m fine.” Ryder stood there with his bare chest glowing in the light, tattoos twining, and a pair of sweats covering his lower half.

“I’m not.” I’ve got to call Killian. “Give me a second.” He ran to the dresser, grabbed his cell phone, and dialed. It rang and rang. No answer. Shit!

When he walked back to the living area, Ryder stood in the same place, his arms crossed, staring at the painting. “Is that Dr. Barth on the floor? And is that Lucien?”

“Yes and yes. Please sit down.” Ryder took the couple of steps to the couch and sat. Sammy practically fell down on the floor across from him. “I sometimes paint stuff at night when I’m asleep. I never remember doing it, but I wake up on the floor, and in the morning there’s a painting on the easel.”

“That doesn’t look like your style.”

“It’s not. These paintings are realistic, as if someone else painted them, but there’s no one here but me.”

“How long have you been doing this?”

Interesting question. “A couple of years, I guess.”

“Have you told anyone?”

What to say? “A few people know.”

“Why do you think you painted this picture? Are all your pictures odd like this?”

“Not exactly. I painted you once. Right before I saw you after summer break.”

Ryder frowned at the frightening image. “What do you think this painting means?”

That was what had Sammy scared shitless. “Don’t know.”

“Maybe you subconsciously think that Lucien is trying to hurt the professor. Or maybe the professor represents something to you about yourself?”

“Maybe.”

A frantic hammering on the door made them both look up. Sammy clambered to his feet and opened the door. Chen rushed in, saw Ryder, and stopped dead.

Sammy gripped Chen’s arm. “What’s wrong?”

“Uh, I just heard. Professor Barth collapsed. He’s in a coma, they say.”

“Holy shit.” If he’d gotten through when he tried to call, maybe he could have stopped this. Why didn’t I go there first thing? Shit! “I have to get over there.”

Ryder stood up. “Now?”

“Yes.”

Chen nodded. “He’s at his family home.”

Sammy ran to his sleeping area, ripped off his sweats, and pulled on jeans. Ryder appeared beside him. “I’m going too.”

“No need for both of us—”

“I’m going.” He also grabbed his jeans as Sammy yanked a T-shirt over his head and picked up a Windbreaker.

By the time Sammy got to the door, Ryder was behind him. Sammy looked over his shoulder. “You want to come, Chen?”

“I can’t. I have a meeting with my father. Will you call me?”

“Yes. I promise.” Sammy had started out the door when the flying fur missile attached to his neck. He ran out and down the steps with Ryder hot on his heels. He glanced back and saw Chen close the door after himself. Sammy and Ryder rushed down the street, into the subway, and grabbed a train right before its doors closed. Sammy gasped for breath and tried not to focus on the burning heat of the charm on his chest. Al stayed still and silent.

Ryder frowned. “What could have happened to Dr. Barth? He always seems so fit and vital.”

Sammy shook his head. If he opened his mouth, he might scream.

“Why do you think he’s at home? Shouldn’t he be in a hospital?”

“Uh, they’ve got so much money I think he can have doctors brought in.” Gods, I’m babbling.

They dived off the train at the stop nearest the professor’s home and ran the three blocks to his house. Sammy knocked on the big front door.

A woman in some kind of maid’s uniform answered the door.

Sammy gasped, “Is Dr. Genneau here?”

“May I tell him who’s calling?”

“Sammy Raphael. I have to see him. Right away.” He pushed past the woman, feeling bad because he was seldom rude, and ran straight for the big living room they’d been in for the party. No one. “Dr. Genneau?”

“Here. Sammy?”

Blaine’s voice came from down the hall. Sammy ran and found him in a more casual sitting room. The handsome woman he knew was Killian’s mother was huddled in a chair crying, and Blaine was walking toward him, his eyes very red. Sammy extended a hand, and Blaine took it. “Hi, Blaine.” Sammy felt Ryder come up behind him. “Can I speak to you alone, please?”

“Sure, Samlyn. Ryder, please make yourself comfortable.” Blaine walked Sammy farther down the hall and into an office. He closed the door and reached over to pet Aloysius’s head. “What’s up?”

“How’s Dr. Barth?”

“He’s unconscious. The doctor’s with him now, but”—he took a deep, shuddering breath—“he hasn’t moved at all. Oh shit, Sammy.”

Sammy stepped in and put his arms around Blaine. Al licked Blaine’s forehead. “What could have caused it? Do you have any idea?”

Blaine shook his head. “No, I’ve thought and thought. He hasn’t done anything different that I know of. At least not anything that I didn’t do too. But he was feeling odd last night and now this.”

“What does the doctor say?”

“He hasn’t suggested anything yet. But Killian lies there like a stone, and my heart’s with him.” Tears filled Blaine’s eyes.

Sammy took a deep breath. “I think there’s a chance that Lucien Eshel has something to do with Killian’s illness.”

Blaine pulled back, and Sammy released him. “Why do you say that?”

“Has Killian ever told you about my paintings?”

“The prophecies?”

“Yes. Usually they don’t mean much, but last night I painted Killian lying on the floor with Lucien standing over him. It freaked me out. I tried to call this morning but got no answer.”

“I couldn’t answer.”

“Of course. Anyway, I thought I needed to tell you right away, so I came over.”

Blaine smiled softly. “Thank you so much. Actually your painting was right on the money.”

“Really?”

“We came to the house this morning because Killian had an appointment with Lucien. He wanted to ask him about Prague. Killian was in this office, and when Lucien arrived, I sent him in. He found Killian lying on the floor. He shouted seconds after he got in the room. When I ran in, I found Lucien standing over Killian’s prostrate body—like in your painting you described.”

Aloysius growled.

What to feel? Gods, talk about mixed emotions. “So Lucien found him? He didn’t have anything to do with his illness?”

“I don’t see how he would have had time to do anything. It was literally seconds.”

“Gods, I’m so sorry to have rushed in here and upset you for nothing.” Sammy felt like an absolute idiot.

“No, you were right to be concerned. Killian doesn’t really trust Lucien either, so I know if I had seen your painting, I would have assumed the same thing.”

Blaine was trying to make Sammy feel better. Gods, I’m an idiot. A no-talent fool. “I’m still sorry.”

At a gentle tap on the door, Blaine walked over quickly. Killian’s mom was in the hall. “The doctor is back and wanting to talk to us.”

“Yes. Thanks, Sammy.” He ran from the room.

Just breathe. Sammy walked out of the room and down the hall. He saw Blaine and Mrs. Barth in deep conversation with the doctor. Just what the family needed, an idiotic interruption by Sammy. He stuck his head in the sitting room. Ryder was staring into space. Sammy pointed toward the door. “Let’s go, okay?”

Ryder got up, followed him to the grand entry and out the front door. The maid stared at Sammy as he left. Yep, 100 percent nitwit.

Out on the steps, Ryder took hold of his arm. “Tell me what’s happening.”

Sammy frowned. “Dr. Barth’s in a coma, and I made it worse.”

“How?”

“I thought my painting was some big premonition or something. Turns out that Lucien was the one who found Dr. Barth, so I came in and stirred everybody up for nothing.”

“But your painting was a premonition. You just didn’t know how to interpret it.”

“Yeah. But I could have been a little cooler about it.”

“You have reason to dislike Lucien. You’d assume the worst. And the fact that you did the painting was amazing.”

“I suppose.”

Ryder put a strong, warm arm around Sammy. “Give yourself a break.”

Gods, he’s so great. Lying to him’s the crappiest thing of all.

They rode the subway back to school, shared a quick kiss, and Sammy went off to his History of Modern Art class with Al on his shoulder. Sammy usually loved the class, but today there wasn’t any concentrating for him. He borrowed a couple of sheets of paper from the girl beside him, sat in his chair, and watched the professor pace the stage. He couldn’t keep lying to Ryder. He cared about him—deeply. Even if they only had this year—maybe because of that—he didn’t want to wreck it with lies and dissembling. But how do you tell the man you love you’re a witch?

The teacher started talking about Matisse. Sammy sighed. If only he could ask Killian how to tell Ryder. Killian had told Blaine he was a witch, and it nearly split them up. Shit. That thought brought tears to his eyes. He loved the Witch Master. He was a great, caring witch who’d done so much for all of their kind—like Sammy, who’d grown up not knowing why he was different and weird. He scribbled notes. Matisse was originally considered a wild beast in the art world but later was hailed as upholding the classical tradition. Wild beast. Sammy smiled. He remembered a conversation with Jimmy Janx about them both being freaks.

If only Jimmy were here. Surely Blaine had called him. With Killian unconscious, there was a real lack of leadership in the community. Killian had pretty much wiped out the powerful Witches’ Council and instituted a much more laissez-faire structure, but the hierarchy that would eventually exist wasn’t yet fully established. Killian ran everything that needed running, with Jimmy and Lavender to help him. Sammy swallowed hard. Killian’s out of it, and Jimmy and Lavender aren’t here. Blaine’s a great man, but he’s human. Gods, this could be serious if something goes wrong. I can’t help feeling something’s about to go very wrong. Hells, it already has.

He had to tell Jimmy.

“Excuse me.” He got up, and stooping to be less noticeable, scooted past the three people in his way and made it to the aisle of the lecture hall. He slipped out the door, down the front steps of the building, and onto the city street. A quick dodge across the side street, and he ran into the library and back to the computers students could share. After putting in his code, he opened an e-mail and addressed it to Jimmy. Quickly he typed In case you haven’t heard, Killian is in a coma. Too horrible to talk about. Really need you home. Miss you. Love, Sams.

He took a deep breath. That made him feel better. Now to figure out how to talk to Ryder.

With a soft ping, the e-mail to Jimmy bounced back.




Chapter Nine

 

 

RYDER LAY on the lumpy couch and looked at his watch. Sammy was late getting home, and after the day they’d had, it made Ryder nervous. This was a day when their schedules didn’t coordinate, so they hadn’t met after class. But God, he worried so much when Sammy was out of his sight. Shit was hitting fans. There was no way around it, and somehow Sammy was involved. The latest blow—taking out Killian Barth—could not be a coincidence. Two more minutes and he was going after—

His cell rang. Sammy! He clicked on without looking. “Sams?”

“No. This is not Sams.”

Shit. “Hello, sir.”

“You haven’t reported in.”

“I know. I’ve been trying to figure out the nature of the threat. I was going to call.” Sometime.

“There is no need. We have someone else in line to take your place. Make arrangements to return home immediately.”

Ryder’s heart hammered. “Sir, a new person is not going to understand the situation and will not be accepted. I have to stay, at least until we know what’s happening.”

“You are too well accepted, in my opinion. And far too involved. You are not the only observer there, as you know. I receive reports on the extent of your… attachment.”

Ryder sighed. “Yes, sir, I’m sure you do.”

“I am far along in negotiations for your partnering.”

Ryder’s hammering heart stopped. “No.”

“You knew this was coming, Ryder.”

“No.”

“Do not defy me, young. Your ceremony will represent a significant alliance.”

Ryder shook his head. This could not be. No. He hung up. He stared at the phone in his shaking hand. Good God. He’d just hung up on his father.

 

 

RYDER, YOU see, I’m a witch. You know how I painted that picture? Well, it’s because I’m a witch. Ryder, have you ever seen movies about witches? They may not be just fantasy. Sammy walked slowly toward the apartment with Al asleep around his neck. No combination of words worked in his mind.

Hells, I’m such a crummy witch that maybe I don’t have to admit anything. We could move away. Maybe go south and run Ryder’s family business, and I’d never have to say I’m a witch. He stopped walking. Wow. That actually made sense.

He shook his head. No. He had to tell Ryder who and what he was. Then, if Ryder could see them being together, they could make plans. The thought of losing Ryder made him want to vomit. Except witches never did.

Slowly Sammy walked up the steps of the apartment. Outside his door, he inhaled deeply. “Okay, Al, here we go.” He opened the door and walked in. Ryder was sitting on the couch with his head in his hands. “What’s wrong?” He pushed the door closed, crossed to the couch, and sat, wrapping Ryder in his arms. Al jumped down and started rubbing against Ryder.

Ryder looked up and smiled, but it was strained. “Family troubles. Just your regular.”

“This seems worse.” Icicles floated in Sammy’s blood.

Ryder sighed so deeply it sounded like his chest would crack. “Yes, they want me to come home. Now.”

Everything in Sammy froze. “No. I thought—”

“They want me to get married.”

It wasn’t so hard to kill witches after all. “Oh.”

Ryder clenched his fist. “I’m not going to do it, Sammy. I’m not marrying someone else. I won’t.”

Heart beating again. “Yes, we can go away. Just the two of us. Leave it all behind. But wait.” He inhaled and let out his breath slowly. “I need to tell you something about me. It’s going to be hard to believe, but I need you to know before we plan anything.”

Ryder was smiling at him with such huge sadness. Gods, it felt like despair. “That you’re a witch?”

Sammy rocked back on the couch. “Holy shit! You know? Wait. How the hells could you know? Who told you?”

“I’ve known for a long time. I knew you and Jimmy and Chen were witches before you did.”

“What?” Sammy knew his eyes were bugging out of his head.

“My family knows about witches. I’d always heard about them, and when I came here and met you guys, I knew you must be witches. I could barely believe that you didn’t know.”

“Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“I knew you didn’t share your secrets with humans. I waited to see if you would ever tell me.”

“And I finally did.”

“Yes.”

A glimmer of hope. “So you must not object to witches, right? You don’t care that I’m a witch? I mean, you can, uh, care about me anyway?”

Ryder grabbed him and held him in a death grip. “Care about you? God, dummy, I love you. I’ve loved you so long, it’s like you’re a part of my blood and skin.”

“Oh, Ryder.” Tears trickled out of the corners of Sammy’s eyes. It felt like he’d lived every day of his life until now just to hear those words. “Do we need to go now? Can we wait to graduate, or shall we pack up and go?”

Ryder’s head moved against Sammy’s neck.

“What?”

“I can’t stay for long.”

“What? What the hell? You just said you love me.”

He sat back, and his eyes were red. “I’ll never marry someone else, but I have to go back soon.”

“No. No. We’ll find a place where no one knows us.”

“I can’t explain fully, but there are traditions and rituals in my culture that have to be followed. They aren’t optional. They’re built into us. I have to go home.”

Can’t breathe. He’d been given everything in one word—love. Now it was all being taken away. “Then I’ll come with you. We can run the family business together.”

Ryder shook his head slowly, and every shake was like a death knell. “They wouldn’t let you.”

“Because I’m a witch.”

“Yes.”

Sammy frowned. “So you know about witches because your family hates them?”

“Doesn’t mix with them at all. Never has.”

“But there are so many witch/human couples.”

“Not my family.”

“I don’t get it. Not at all. Not at all.” Shit. Sammy started to cry.

Ryder gathered him into his arms. “If I could think of a single way around it, I’d take it. I haven’t given up, but I have to tell you, there’s not much hope.”

Sammy cried harder. “Not fair.” He sobbed. “I only just got to have you. Now you get taken away. Thought we had until at least June.” He gave up words for tears.

Ryder rocked him and cried just as hard.

 

 

SMOKE. SOOTY, twisting, winding through his entrails. Sick. Witches didn’t vomit. Sammy’s eyes flew open. Awake. I’m awake. What?

Eyes stared at him. Glowing. Calling. Sammy looked down. He was naked in front of his easel in the morning light, painting a picture. A picture of Lucien. The angelic face gazed at him, dark and twisted like the smoke in his dream. The eyes glowed.

Go to Lucien. Go now.

The angel charm blazed as brightly as a star and burned as badly.

Shit. No way. “Ryder!”

“Merwaorwr.” Aloysius shrieked and landed on Sammy’s shoulder, slashed out a paw, and ripped a stripe through the middle of the painting. Black dust oozed from the cut.

Strong hands gripped Sammy’s shoulder. “Sams, what’s happening?”

Sammy turned and hurled himself into Ryder’s arms. Al lithely stepped from Sammy’s shoulder to Ryder’s. “I don’t want to go. Don’t let me go.”

“Go where, sweetheart?”

Sammy nodded his head toward the painting. “To him. I think he’s calling me or something.” He clutched tighter. “The worst thing is, some part of me wants to go.”

“No way.” Ryder picked Sammy up easily and carried him back to the bed. “Al, do your thing.”

The cat jumped onto the bed, wrapped himself around Sammy’s head, and went to work with his scratchy tongue.

Sammy smiled. “I don’t know why that feels so good.”

Ryder lay down beside Sammy and scratched Aloysius’s head. “Because you’re a magic cat, aren’t you, fella?”

Sammy looked at the gorgeous man next to him. “You know that too?”

“I figured it out after he started hanging around with Dr. Barth all the time.”

Sammy sighed and gazed at Ryder. Did he really get more gorgeous every day, or did Sammy just love him more all the time? Was it his imagination, or did those vine tattoos actually glimmer? Last night rushed back. Ryder’s leaving. They’d cried themselves to sleep.

Whoa. A cramp clutched Sammy’s stomach, and Lucien’s eyes filled his mind. “Shit. He’s doing some witchy stuff.” Another cramp and Sammy rolled in a ball. “Damn. Owww.”

Ryder pulled Sammy up from the bed and kissed him hard. Oh yeah, that’s good. When he pulled back, Sammy gasped. “More. That’s so good. Just what I need.”

“I know what you need.” Ooh, was that growly voice his Ryder?

Ryder grabbed the lube from the dresser. “He put his darkness in you. I’m going to drive it out.”

He squirted lube in his hand and began pressing the sticky juice into Sammy’s hole. Sweet gods. Great. “Yes. I want that, please.”

Ryder plopped a little lube in Sammy’s hand. “Keep working. This is going to be a hard ride.”

Hells, that sounded good.

Ryder slicked his cock, which stood at proud attention, ready for service. Sammy shoved a little more lube in his hole, but watching Ryder was so sexy, he couldn’t concentrate.

Ryder scooted forward on his knees, cock in hand. “We don’t have to pretend you can get a disease, or that I can get one from you, so bareback. Besides, I want to come in you.”

Sammy’s cock hurt, it was so hard. “Oh yes.”

Ryder positioned his big mushroom head right at Sammy’s pucker. “Ready?”

“Forever.”

Ryder inhaled and pushed, exhaling as he leaned into his deep thrust. His decorated cock pressed in like the proverbial hot knife through butter, sending sizzling zings of electricity into Sammy’s balls. When Ryder’s lips got down as far as Sammy’s ear, he whispered, “You’re mine. He can’t have you. You belong to me.”

That dark little piece of Sammy’s mind murmured Not for long, but Sammy pushed it away and reveled in the hot, stretching pleasure of the intruder.

Ryder pulled out and slammed back in. “You’re mine.” Again. “Mine.”

Ryder propped his arms on either side of Sammy’s head and pistoned his hips like a jackhammer. Ecstasy. Every deep push connected to Sammy’s gland—and his heart. I want this forever. His body under Ryder, their hearts joined. Their souls united. Why couldn’t that be? Why? Gods, please. Yes. Yes. A flash of white light blazed through Sammy’s head like a bolt. He sucked in a breath. “Ahh.” Juice shot out of his cock onto Ryder’s belly. Jet after jet as Sammy’s body shook.

“I’m yours, Sammy. Forever.” Ryder threw his head back. “Oh yes.” He froze, and then started a metronome of pulses with his hips as searing heat blazed into Sammy’s ass, flowed into his balls, spread through his belly, then blasted a trail up his spine and out the top of his head in a shower of energy.

His body vibrated with a cool, white light. He vaguely felt Ryder roll to the side and get up. A warm washcloth spread across his belly. Nice, so nice. A blanket covered him, and Ryder scooted up behind, wrapping Sammy in his strong arms. Purring tickled his ears.

Filled with light. Filled with Ryder. He slept.

 

 

THE PAINTING was gone. Sammy’s portrait of the horrible, beautiful Lucien had disintegrated into black dust. Sammy swept it up and carried it out to the trash. He barely saw the bright morning sun.

Call Blaine. Top priority. If Blaine agreed, Sammy would try to bring together the young witches for an update. They had to be freaking with the rumors.

Back in the apartment, Ryder was tucking in his shirt. He walked over and wrapped his arms around Sammy. “You okay? I don’t mind missing class. I’m happy to stay with you.”

Sammy shook his head. “I’m going to try to get the young witches together. It would be better if you weren’t there. I don’t think you want to explain to them why you know we exist.” Hells, Sammy didn’t know if he could explain it.

Ryder kissed his nose. “I’m scared Lucien will start his antics again.”

Sammy blew out his breath. “Hopefully I swept him out with the ashes.”

“That would be great.” He didn’t look convinced. “Call me instantly if anything weird happens, okay?”

“You mean anything else weird?”

“Yeah. See you after class.”

Sammy closed the door after Ryder and dialed Blaine’s phone number. He flopped on the couch as it rang.

“Hello.” Blaine sounded exhausted and defeated.

“Hi, Blaine. I’m so sorry to bother you.”

“No bother, Sammy.” His voice was so soft, Sammy had to strain to hear it.

“I was thinking of getting the young witches together and giving them a report so they don’t have to live on rumors. I’m worried that someone could take advantage of their ignorance.”

It was a measure of Blaine’s depression that he didn’t even ask who. “That’s a solid idea. Sadly I can’t give you good news. Killian’s being fed and hydrated intravenously. He keeps breathing but doesn’t open his eyes or respond in any way.”

Tears pressed against Sammy’s eyeballs. “I’m so sorry. So very sorry.”

“Me too.”

“Thank you, Blaine. Tell him we all love him.”

“That’s nice. I will. Bye.”

He hung up. How could Sammy convey this to the witches without making them give up hope?

He started dialing the witches’ phone tree.

Three hours later, after some quick straightening of the apartment and a call to Chen asking him to bring coffee and refreshments, Sammy welcomed the first of the young witches into his place. Twelve of them made it, which, considering school schedules and the short notice, was good. But Maybelle and Bilden weren’t among them.

Chen sat next to Sammy on the floor, letting the others take the seats available in the tiny apartment. He leaned over to Sammy. “I called Estera, but she’s not there. Gods, what’s happened to her?”

Sammy shook his head. “I’m afraid I know. I wish I knew what to do.”

Mitzi Elmer got down to business. “Sammy, do you know what the hells is going on?”

“A little, Mitz. That’s why I called everybody. I thought we should know facts instead of rumors. But the facts aren’t happy.”

Everyone talked at once. Sammy held up his hand. “Here’s what I know. The Witch Master has fallen into a coma. He’s alive and breathing but not responding. They’re feeding and hydrating him intravenously.”

Mitzi and another one of the girls started to cry.

Sammy nodded. “Yes, it’s terrible. The doctor doesn’t know what happened.” Okay, let’s see the reaction. “I’m told he had an appointment with Lucien Eshel in the morning, and when Lucien went into the office, Killian was lying on the floor, unconscious.”

Mitzi looked up. “Lucien found him?”

“Yes.”

She frowned but said nothing. Okay, she didn’t seem smitten with the angel face.

Sammy took a deep breath. “The doctor’s trying to find causes. I’m sure he will. We all know he’s a great doctor. I guess I just wanted us all to be steady and not start listening to hearsay or anything until we all know what’s going to happen. Jimmy and Lavender will be back soon.” He fervently hoped, but the e-mail situation didn’t look promising. “They’ll take over whatever the Witch Master needs of them. And….” He grasped at straws. “I’ll help them in any way I can. And some of our parents are good leaders too. So there will be plenty of witches to look after the community.”

Mitzi actually smiled. “That’s good, Sammy. It’s great to know that there are people looking after things.”

Paulie Peabody frowned. “But the Witch Master is the most powerful witch in ten generations. Who can fill his shoes?”

Chen cleared his throat. “Hopefully no one will have to. But we know Killian has said that Jimmy and Lavender are both extremely powerful. If power is required, they should have what’s needed.”

Good job, Chen.

“Merwaor.”

Aloysius leaped off Sammy’s shoulder into the middle of the room, big balls bouncing.

Sammy laughed. “I think you just got your answer, Paulie. Whoever Aloysius chooses to back is likely to win any contest of power.”

Cherry Alden cocked her head and said in her tiny voice, “But Sammy, isn’t Aloysius backing you?”

Everyone laughed. Even Sammy.

 

 

SAMMY STOOD outside the art building in the crisp evening air. Summer was giving up. Winter would be here soon.

“Sams.”

He looked up and waved at Ryder as he walked toward him from his last class of the day. His hair looked silver, not brown. The sunlight was weak, but still Ryder’s hair shone like it had been polished. Sammy remembered when he first saw Ryder at the beginning of the semester, after his big transformation. After Sammy had painted him. Was Ryder still changing? It sure seemed like it. Humans didn’t usually change like that, did they? Hells, Sammy was half-human, and he never had. Even witches didn’t transform practically overnight.

Ryder grinned. “Hi, sweetheart.” He leaned in and gave Sammy a peck. How cool that after all the time pretending to be straight, Ryder didn’t mind some PDA. Actually Ryder was cool in every way—except the leaving part.

They locked hands and started walking toward home. Home. Sammy’s place. Home for how long? Sammy squeezed Ryder’s hand. “How was class?”

“Good. China’s a pretty fascinating place altogether. You?”

“Good.”

“How was the meeting?”

“It went well. The group seemed willing to hang in there until Jimmy and Lavender get home and the leadership vacuum is filled. But Maybelle, Bilden, and Estera were missing and not accounted for.”

“Meaning?”

“They weren’t in class or away or anything we knew about. A couple of others might be missing too.”

“You think they’re with Lucien?”

“Yes.” Sammy took a deep breath. “Do you?”

Ryder frowned, and his silvery eyebrows pulled down over his crystal green eyes. “I’m pretty certain of it.”

“But why, is the question.”

Ryder looked over at Sammy. Yep, he was changing. Those tattoos. Sammy didn’t remember ever seeing them on his neck. A muscle in Ryder’s jaw flexed. “Don’t you think Dr. Barth collapsing is an odd coincidence just when all these guys are getting hooked on Lucien?”

“But how could it be related? Lucien might be a powerful witch, but hells, Killian is the Witch Master. How could Lucien have put him in a coma?”

“I don’t know. Wish I did.” Ryder pulled Sammy over under a tree, away from the passing students. “But wouldn’t it be possible for a really powerful witch to bespell Killian when he wasn’t expecting it?”

“I guess it’s possible. Killian’s trusting. He never thought of himself as powerful until he had to step up to the plate and save witchery. So maybe he trusted Lucien.”

They started walking again. “What about that candy crap Lucien got Dr. Barth to eat?”

“Everyone ate it, both humans and witches.”

“Maybe it was only poison to Killian?”

“It’d take some big power to be that selective. Not many witches have that much juice anymore.”

“What if Lucien is one of them?”

Sammy’s eyes got wide. “Maybe Lucien wants to start his own coven. That’s why he’s collecting followers.”

“Maybe.”

“Gods, that would be scary. He tries to hide it, but he doesn’t like humans much. Without Killian to guide them, a coven led by Lucien might not want to blend in with humans. They might want to make their differences known.”

“And that could start a literal witch hunt, I’d guess.”

“Yes, and we may be more powerful, but humans outnumber us a gazillion to one. Guess who’d win that fight?”

“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

They got home, made some dinner, and settled on the couch to watch TV. Sammy laid his head in Ryder’s lap. He tried to focus on the show where people bought new houses, but no luck. “Ryder, have you talked to your folks?”

“Nope.”

“When do you have to leave?”

Ryder sighed and looked down at Sammy. Gently he caressed Sammy’s cheek. “Soon. But I won’t marry someone else, Sams. I don’t care if they lock me up or even kill me—”

Sammy’s eyes widened. “Kill you?”

Ryder smiled slightly. “Not likely.”

Sammy sat up. “Why can’t we just go away?”

“I have to go home.”

“You keep saying that—”

Ryder grabbed Sammy and pulled him across his lap. He lowered his head, capturing Sammy’s half-open mouth and pressing his sweet vanilla tongue inside. Oh hells, quit arguing and enjoy what you have. Sammy wrapped his arms around Ryder and pulled him down until they stretched out on the couch of lumps with Ryder on top.

Oh good, good. Ryder’s big cock lump pushed hard against Sammy’s answering bulge. Their tongues twined, which sent thrills straight to Sammy’s balls and sent his hips into bucking fits.

Ryder pulled away. “Want to fuck you now.”

Sammy reached between them and unfastened the button on his jeans. Ryder sat back, unzipped Sammy’s fly, and pulled the pants and underwear down in one move. He jumped up to standing, shucked his sneakers, pulled down his own jeans, and flashed that beautiful cock. Man, beautiful was the word. The thing looked like it had been decorated in silver scrollwork, way more obviously than it had a few days ago. Sammy wanted to ask so badly, but fuck first and ask questions later. He rolled up so his butt was flashing and his legs were over his head.

Ryder leaned over and licked Sammy’s pucker.

“Holy shit. Where did you learn to do that, novice boy?”

“I’m a good improviser.” Ryder spread Sammy’s cheeks even farther and tucked his tongue into the hole a fraction of an inch.

“Oh, oh.” Keee-rap, that felt good.

Ryder leaned back and wet his finger in his mouth, then pushed it into Sammy’s hole. Just an inch at first, then another inch and out, then wham, all the way in and right over the gland.

Sammy gasped and pressed his hips up onto the questing finger. “Wow, so good.”

Ryder pulled out the finger and reintroduced his tongue. He circled round Sammy’s rim, soft and wet, then pushed it in. So different from the finger. So nice. Like a sweet pleasure versus a shrieking passion.

But the finger came back. Lightning bolts up the spine. Back to the tongue. Ripples of joy. Back and forth until Sammy lost track. His mind fogged and his body shook. Beyond wanting. Just one huge, exquisite nerve ending shimmering in the heat.

Sammy kind of knew when Ryder pushed in his cock, but it was another layer of perfect bliss. Ryder kissed his lips softly. Sammy tried to kiss back, but he was too busy breathing.

Trailing kisses over Sammy’s face and neck, Ryder pumped into his ass, each thrust pushing joy juice into Sammy’s balls… and heart.

“I love you, Sams. I always have. I want you to have a wonderful life. A life filled with happiness and family and art. I’ll never be far from you. Always watching, wishing you joy and love.”

Ryder’s tears dripped onto Sammy’s cheek and mixed with the ones running down his own face. How could a heart be so full and break at the same time? When Sammy came, cum jetted onto their chests and held them together, where their hearts beat as one.

 

 

LUCIEN RAMMED his cock harder and harder into the girl witch’s anus. What was her name again? Who cared, really? He just needed one or two more hits of life force and he’d have the vitality he needed. That damned cat and the other creature held on to Sammy like tractor beams. Not anymore. He rammed the young witch hard.

“Ow. Stop. That hurts.”

“The hurting is good. You love it, don’t you? You love me fucking your ass.”

“Yes, Lucien.”

“Good. A little more. More. Good. Yes.” Damn, it took longer each time to get him off. But soon he’d have Sammy. Yes. Think of that.

Wham. Finally cum shot out of him, and the girl shrieked as the hot lava soaked into her butt, but Lucien made her come anyway with nimble fingers. Better that way. More energy for him.

He pulled out and gave her a smack on the butt. “That’s all for now, my dear. I have work to do.”

Her glazed eyes stared at him. Good, she was under. “Yes, Lucien. Thank you.” She crawled off the bed, picked up her panties from the floor where he’d dropped them, and walked out of the room in the skirt and blouse he’d left on her. Too much trouble to wait for them to undress.

He stood and walked to the en suite sink. A quick wash and he pulled on his trousers, tucked in his shirt, and checked his hair in the mirror. Good as new. Better. Because now he should be able to break that boy free from the feline.

Lucien walked to the window and grasped the angel charm around his neck. “Time to come, little angel. Come now. Don’t delay. You’re mine. Come now. Come now.”

The door burst open. “Lucien?”

He sighed. “Maybelle, can’t you see I am busy?”

She sashayed across the room and grasped his arm. “Lucien.” He hated her whine. He had to focus or this wouldn’t work. Maybelle leaned against him. “You’re calling him, aren’t you? You don’t need him. There are enough of us. We can do whatever you need done. Why do you want him?”

“He is very popular, Maybelle. People like and respect him. They will do as he asks.”

She pressed her breasts against his arm. “Hey, I’m a leader among the young witches. I can get the group together.”

He shook her off. “No, we need Sammy.”

“All right. I suppose.” She turned and went back out of the room to the group gathered in Lucien’s living room. Soon he wouldn’t need them. But for now he had to feed. They gave him their power, meager as it was.

Focus. He gathered all his energy and pressed it against his third eye. Deep breaths pushed fire up his spine. That damned cat and the human worked against him, but they couldn’t stand against his power. Not anymore. The juice of seven young witches bolstered his magic exponentially. Nothing could prevail against him. Nothing conscious, anyway. He laughed. “Come now, little angel. Come now.” He smiled. He hadn’t mentioned to Maybelle that he also wanted to fuck Sammy. That would be the fun part.




Chapter Ten

 

 

SAMMY’S EYES opened. His chest burned. Shit! He pulled back the covers. The angel charm glowed. He touched it. Like fire or maybe acid. Burning. Lucien. Go to Lucien. What in hells am I thinking? Fight it. Go back to sleep.

Had to go. Go. Right. Like Ryder had to go home. He had to go to Lucien. Had to.

Aloysius pressed against his shoulder, purring. Sammy smiled. Not this time, fur ball. He reached up, grasped Aloysius around the middle, and slipped out of the bed as quietly as he could. He opened the bathroom door and tossed Al in. “Stay, Aloysius. Stay here.” He closed the door. Not a sound.

He tiptoed to the couch where he’d left his jeans and shirt, pulled them on, grabbed a jacket and tennies, and crept out the front door. In the hall, he put on his shoes and jacket. What was he doing?

Going to Lucien.

Why?

Because he had no choice.

 

 

RYDER OPENED his eyes. Everything’s different. He felt like he’d been beaten with a baseball bat. Dark. Cold sheets. Sammy’s smell, and something else. Like burning flesh. He listened. No breathing. Sammy’s gone! Was he in the bathroom? Where was Al?

Silence.

Why hadn’t he wakened? Where was Sam?

He threw off the sheets and jumped out of bed.

The room lit up like a Christmas tree.

His knees collapsed, and he fell to the mattress.

Shit! He was gasping like he’d run a race. He sighed. He had. A race to who he was. He stared at his arm and hand where they lay against the white sheets. Glowing vines twining like he was lit from the inside. Couldn’t he have had one more day?

He pushed himself to sitting, scooted to the edge of the bed, and put his feet on the floor. Had to be careful. Get his legs under him. Speaking of legs. He stared down at his calves. They were at least an inch longer than they had been when he went to bed. It made sense. His father was tall.

He stood, wobbled, and sat back down. One more try. Up. He balanced. Okay. Now for walking. He took a step, balanced again, then one more. Finally he got to the end of the bed, where he could see in the ratty mirror on the back of the bathroom door.

Hell. He wasn’t going to blend in with the humans anymore.

In human terms he must be six feet five. He was bigger all over, even his cock. His brown hair had turned fully silver overnight, but not like human hair did when they got old. This was tinsel. His body glowed with a thousand candlepower. When he was full-grown, he’d be taller still, and the candlepower would increase another tenfold. But shit, I’m ostentatious enough.

The vines. They’d curled up his neck and decorated his ears. His pointed ears. Oh, Sammy, I’m certainly Alvish now.

Sammy. Had he wakened, seen Ryder, and fled? That made sense. He’d know for sure now that Ryder had lied to him—or at least committed serious sins of omission—for years. Would Sammy forgive him?

Ryder sat down again. Maybe it’s better if Sammy doesn’t forgive me. It could make the break cleaner. Tears leaked down his face. How can I do this? How can I leave Sammy? But this is the day. He couldn’t go to another class or buy a cup of coffee in the coffee shop. He didn’t look human anymore.

They’d already know at home. They’d be waiting for his signal that he was ready, that his body was prepared to travel. Could he leave and not see Sammy?

He grabbed a handful of silver hair and pulled. This isn’t fair. He wanted to beat his fists against the wall until the building crumbled. Instead he took a deep breath. Time to grow up. That was a child’s thought, and he was no longer a child.

But even as a full adolescent, he had to pee, so he had better get this body to work.

He stood again and took a few steps. At least his people were like colts. Their bodies adjusted quickly. He hobbled the short distance to the bathroom and opened the door.

Aloysius sat on the toilet seat, one furry leg over the other, crossed blue eyes staring at Ryder. “Merwaowr.”

Shit! Sammy’s alone!

 

 

HIS BODY was walking. Sammy felt like he’d been hijacked and shoved in the trunk of a car, except the vehicle was his body. Locked in. He had no idea where he was going. He had no illusion that what he was doing was right. He knew that at the end of the journey, he’d see Lucien. But he didn’t want to see Lucien. He wanted to be in bed with Ryder and Aloysius.

Hells. He’d locked the world’s most powerful familiar in the bathroom. How did I do that? Lucien. Did that mean Lucien was more powerful than Aloysius? No. It meant Lucien was more powerful than Sammy, and as long as Al was familiarizing with Sammy, the cat was weak.

Sammy wanted to throw his head back and yell Shit, but Lucien was controlling his head, so he’d just think it. Shit! This whole thing was the ultimate indictment of Sammy’s total lack of power. He should have been human. Maybe Ryder’s parents would have accepted him if he’d been human. Water trickled down his cheek. At least Lucien, the bastard, couldn’t control his tears.

It might have been interesting to be so helpless, if he weren’t scared witless.

His body came to some brownstone steps and walked up. So this was where the SOB hung out. When Sammy got to the top step, the door opened, and Lucien stood there, looking angelic.

“Ah, Sammy. What is the human expression? Resistance is futile.” The bastard leaned forward and kissed Sammy on the cheek. Sammy tried to spit at him but only managed to drool from the corner of his mouth. Lucien smiled and wiped it with a handkerchief. “Come join the happy crew. But don’t worry, darling. You are far more dear to me than any of the others. They will come and go, but you are forever.”

Sammy’s brain shrieked inside its prison.

His body walked through the vestibule of the town house and into an elegant living room with ornate antique furniture. Maybelle, Bilden, Estera, and four other young witches he didn’t know well were seated on the brocade love seats. Maybelle was talking at great length about something having to do with kitchen schedules, and the others looked bored. Bored and hypnotized. They looked up eagerly at Lucien.

“My friends, you all know Sammy. His mind is still a bit, shall we say, naughty, so I am controlling him until he is more compliant.”

I’ll be compliant when all the hells freeze over, asshole. Frustrating he couldn’t say it.

Lucien waved at the group. “You all carry on while I put Sammy to work.”

Work? What the hell? His body walked beside Lucien down a hall and into what looked like an office, although the desk could have been a writing table.

“Sit here, Sammy.” Sammy sat in the chair behind the ornate desk. Lucien scooted a pile of papers in front of Sammy and pushed the phone closer. “I want you to call as many of the members of the Witch Master’s community as you can reach and have them gather at Killian’s mother’s house this afternoon at two o’clock. That should give everyone enough time. Tell them it’s an emergency, but you can’t give them any details yet. You understand, yes? Nod if you do.”

Sammy nodded instead of punching Lucien in the nose like he wanted to.

“I will be allowing you to speak, but you will only be able to say certain words. Be careful, Samlyn. I am watching.” He smiled, flashing the perfect white teeth and deep dimples in the pink cheeks. “Now why don’t you give me a nice kiss?”

Noooooo. No. No. Lucien’s lips got closer, and Sammy gathered saliva in his mouth. No. He imagined sucking in his breath. Lucien’s mouth descended, and Sammy spat. It didn’t go far, but it didn’t have to. Right on Lucien’s perfect turned-up nose.

Lucien’s ice eyes widened. Ha. Didn’t think this wimpy witch could do it, did you, asshole?

Lucien stared at Sammy and wiped his nose with the same handkerchief. The ice transferred to Sammy’s spine. “Do your job, and later we’ll see who has control of your tight ass.”

Gods.

Sammy felt his hand pick up the phone and dial the first number.

A female voice answered.

“Hello, Mrs. Barterman. This is Sammy Raphael. All of the community is being asked to gather at the Witch Master’s home today at two o’clock. I’m sorry it’s such short notice, but it is an emergency.”

“Sammy, is that you? You sound strange.”

I am strange. I need help. “Yes, ma’am, it’s me. Please be there today at two o’clock.”

“Okay, Sammy. If you say so.”

No, no, don’t do it. No. His hand hung up the phone. He dialed the next number. “Hello, Mrs. Chen. This is Sammy Raphael.”

 

 

RYDER PACED the tiny floor space of the apartment. His body worked now. Coordination almost back to normal. He just took up more room that he used to—and he didn’t need electricity for lighting. They’d called him once from home.

“How are you doing?”

“Uh, fine. Still adapting.”

Such a lie, but he wanted to see Sammy. At least, he had to know where Sammy was, and that he was all right.

The phone rang, and he grabbed it. “Hello.”

“Ryder?”

“Yeah, hi, Chen. I was hoping you were Sammy.”

“He’s not there?”

Ryder ran a hand through the silver hair. “No. He’s been gone since early morning. I don’t know what he’s doing.”

“I know what he’s doing. He’s calling the whole damned community and telling them to gather at the Wi—uh, Dr. Barth’s house today at two. My mom got his call and told me he sounded weird. I’ve been calling his cell, but no answer. I can’t get through to Blaine to find out what’s going on. I’m worried.”

“This doesn’t sound good at all. Are you going to Dr. Barth’s?”

“Yeah. Are you?”

“I wasn’t invited.”

“Oh.” Ryder could practically hear Chen trying to figure out a way to explain it.

He’d let him off the hook. “I guess he figures since I’m leaving that it doesn’t concern me.”

“Are you leaving?”

Big question. Huge.

 

 

FIGHT. CRAP. Fight. Sammy’s body followed fucking Lucien and his fucking slaves up the sidewalk toward the grand Barth mansion. They’d parked blocks away because of all the cars on the street. Most witches would have come by subway, but still, all the parking was taken.

Sammy knew. He knew what Lucien was planning. Somehow the bastard had caused Killian’s coma. That had to be true, because he was now going to insert himself into the power vacuum the Witch Master’s illness had created. Lucien had waited enough days for people to get really scared, and now he was taking over.

Gods, what would a witch world be like with Lucien Eshel at the helm? His disregard for life, human or witch, promised a world of war and devastation. But surely the combined power of the entire community could take him out. If only they would. The old power-hungry witch guard had either been defeated by Killian or had gone off licking their wounds. They would have loved Lucien. The rest of the community was made up of witches who were half-breed children, conservatives like Chen’s family, or married to humans. They were still learning to use their powers and still half afraid of them. Would any of them stand up to Lucien? What would happen to them if they did?

Lucien was powerful. He could suck energy from the people around him and plant his control in them through sex. Sammy shuddered at the thought of the bastard’s charm around his neck. He wanted to rip it off his skin.

“Don’t lag behind, Sammy.” Lucien stopped and waited for Sammy to catch up. “I want you to be your own charming, personable self. Think you can do that for me?”

Fuck you! He could yell all he wanted in his mind. No-go on trying to break away from Lucien’s control.

“There’s a good witch.”

They started up the steps. Oh crap, I want to stop. He wanted to leave. He wanted to die. Some tiny voice in his brain murmured That can be arranged.

Blaine walked out on the grand porch. Gods, he looked awful. Deep shadows bruised his eye sockets, and he hadn’t shaved. “Sammy, what the hell’s going on? Why have you called the community here? Killian can’t take this kind of chaos.”

Lucien stretched out a hand and rested it on Blaine’s arm. “Ah, Dr. Genneau, Sammy did the calls for me. I will explain as soon as we are all inside.”

Blaine stared at Lucien’s hand until the bastard removed it, then he looked at Sammy. “Are you okay, Sams?”

No. No. “Yes, sir.”

Blaine walked back into the house, and Lucien led his seven disciples inside. Sammy brought up the rear. When he got into the entry, he heard the soft voices of a crowd of people trying not to make noise coming from the grand living room.

Blaine walked toward the back of the house and left them behind. Sammy’s heart broke for him. He knew a little of what Blaine felt. Losing Ryder. Oh gods, losing Ryder. What could he be thinking now? That Sammy’d left him?

Sammy’s body carried him after Lucien into the living room. As he started through the entrance, a hand grabbed his arm. He looked behind him. Chen!

Chen dragged him back a few feet. Wow. Lucien must have been distracted or Chen wouldn’t have been able to do that. “What’s going on? What the hells is the matter with you?”

Sammy’s mouth worked. “I’m fu-fine.”

“Don’t give me ‘fine.’ You look like crap. And you’re acting strange. Why are you with Lucien? Have you seen Estera?” He threw his head back. “Is it because of Ryder? Because he’s leaving?”

Sammy stared at Chen and felt his soul crumbling. Ryder. “N-n-now?”

“What?”

“Leave? N-now?”

“What’s wrong with you? I talked to Ryder, and he said he was leaving. Shit, I’m sorry, Sams. But have you gone off the deep end over this?”

Now. Ryder was leaving. Gone? No good-bye? Maybe he thought Sammy left him. Maybe he thought Sammy was pissed and had walked out on him. Another reason to hate Lucien forever. Sammy felt the tears.

Chen grabbed his arm. “Sams, I’m so sorry, man.”

Sammy’s body suddenly snapped, like it woke up. Lucien must be paying attention again. Shit. Sammy shook off Chen and walked into the room where all the witches sat on chairs in rows around the perimeter. A big table by the back wall held flowers and fruit baskets people had sent in condolence. Some of the elders nodded to him, and friends among the young witches called out to him.

Chen walked over to his chair by the back wall, looking upset. No wonder. Sammy’d been really rude. Or his body had. Chen had clearly saved a seat for Sammy, because there was a vacant chair next to him. Sammy wanted to take that seat, but his body dragged him to a chair near the front.

Lucien stood in front of the group. He wore a black suit and suddenly didn’t look at all like he was twenty-one. “I know I don’t yet have a right to call you my friends, so I will simply say fellow members of the community. Though I am new here, I already feel a part of you, and together we have suffered a terrible and tragic loss. I know that our Witch Master still lives, but there is no sign of improvement. It may be that, at least for the present, his role as our leader may be beyond his capabilities.”

Low murmurs of sympathy and sorrow filled the room.

“I know that there are no leaders among you now.”

Chen’s voice broke the monologue. “Jimmy and Lavender are leaders.”

“Ah, yes. I have not yet had the pleasure. But”—he spread his hands out as if looking for the aforementioned witches—“where are they? Surely efforts have been made to get them to return, and yet they are not here.”

Mitzi Elmer, blessings on her, stood up. “Yes, but they’ll be back, and we’re enough of a self-regulating community to be able to survive quite nicely without additional leadership.” She glowered at Lucien. “Thank you very much.” She crossed her arms and sat. A few others in the room nodded.

“Right.”

“Yes, we can take care of ourselves.”

Lucien adopted a deeply serious face. “Not if we suffer an attack from the European covens.”

“Attack?” Chen’s dad looked horrified. “What are you talking about?”

“As you know, I’m from Europe. My contacts there tell me that the covens may take this leadership vacuum as an opportunity to grab power in the United States.”

Chen stood up. “How do we know that you’re not trying to grab power for them?”

“I am trying to take power.” The noise level rose, and Lucien flashed that angel smile. He held up a hand. “But not for them. For us.”

Sammy wanted to scream. A wise man once said, if you want to get rid of a problem, get a bigger problem. Lucien would create a threat and offer himself as the solution to that threat. Damn his angel eyes.

Mr. Chen waved a hand. “Explain yourself, Eshel.”

“You don’t know me well, but I am a uniquely powerful witch. That is not braggadocio. It’s true. I am one of the witches descended from the fallen angels.”

Mitzi whispered, “Lucifer.”

Lucien waved a hand. “Yes, well, he was simply the most well-known. But this lineage gives me special capabilities, which I believe no one in your coven—except the Witch Master, of course—possesses. I can call lightning and battle, should it be required. I have powers of, shall we say, control. And I offer myself as your champion.”

Sammy was going to burst a blood vessel in his forehead with the frustration.

Someone yelled, “How do we know that this so-called threat is real?”

Lucien put on his most worried face. The actor. “I deeply fear that the reason Mr. and Mrs. Janx are not returned is because they have been kidnapped and held hostage in Prague.”

“Gods, no!” The place went wacko. Sadly this was probably the only fucking true thing Lucien had said. Damn it, Jimmy and Lavender.

Lucien looked so worried, the bastard. “I believe we will hear from someone demanding terms very soon. I would like to reply with a serious warning of our own.”

Mr. Chen stood. He was a master witch. He might even be able to stand against Lucien with help, but he was way too scared to do it. He was used to having a powerful witch in charge of the community. He probably felt safer and more comfortable with Lucien stepping into the role than trying to take charge himself. “I believe your proposal is reasonable, young man, uh, witch. Of course, with the stipulation that all power will be returned to the Witch Master as soon as he has recovered.”

Several others murmured agreement.

Young Chen leaped up. “No, Dad. Can’t you see he’s a charlatan who enslaves people’s minds?”

Lucien took a step toward Estera. He put a hand on her cheek. “Her preference for me is not enslavement, Chen. Only good sense.” Lucien smiled, and a few people in the room tittered.

Chen blushed scarlet and sat down.

Mitzi called out, “What do you think, Sammy? You came here with him. Do you agree?”

Shit. No! He wanted to answer. He shook his head twice before his lips formed the words, “Of course. It’s our best option.” Crap. How could he tear out his tongue?

Lucien beamed at him. “Sammy has been a great friend and supporter from the beginning, as many of you know.”

A deep voice came from the entrance to the room. “Why don’t you let Sammy say what he truly believes, Lucien?”

Lucien’s head snapped around. More slowly, the other witches in the room looked toward the entry.

The very tall figure, dressed in a long-sleeved turtleneck sweater, a knit cap over his hair, and sunglasses, might not have looked familiar to most in the room. Sammy’s heart hammered. Ryder! He hadn’t left. And topping it off, Aloysius decorated his shoulder.

Lucien frowned. “What possible business is it of yours, human?” The words dripped disdain.

Ryder took another step into the room. “It’s my business because one of the witches you’re holding hostage is the man I love. You will set him free, and he’ll tell the community that you’re a lying son of a bitch who’s trying to overthrow the Witch Master and take over witchery.”

The noise increased as people voiced their fears, agreements, and contradictions. Lucien held up his hand, but this time it did no good. Some people stood up.

“Sammy, is that true?”

“What’s going on?”

Ryder came nearer. “And while you’re at it, Eshel, release Estera, Maybelle, Bilden, and the others from your thrall. You’ve fed on them long enough.”

Chen leaped to his feet. “Estera! You bastard! Let her go!” He ran toward Estera. Lucien raised a hand, and a wave that looked like shimmery light slammed into Chen and threw him to the floor.

Chen’s dad jumped up. “Son!” He threw up a hand as if to cast power and was slammed to the floor like his son. Mrs. Chen fell to her knees, sobbing beside her husband.

The other witches cowered now. Even Jimmy’s dad, who was no slouch in the power department, hung back. After all, these witches were family people with kids, not fighters, and Lucien was formidable.

“Enough!” Ryder’s voice rang out. “Pick on someone your own size, asshole.”

Lucien looked confused, then sneered. “Are you going to wrestle me to the ground, human? Shoot me with an AK-47 like the rest of your barbarian race?” His eyes rolled back, and he hurled a wall of power, blasting light straight at Ryder.

Sammy felt like he was wrestling his own body. No. Get away from him. Stop!

Ryder raised an arm, flicked his fingers, and the wall disintegrated.

Every witch gasped. What the…? Is Ryder a witch?

Ryder stepped closer. “Go back to Europe. Tell them to release Jimmy and Lavender or there will be hell to pay. And stay gone. You aren’t welcome here.”

“Who are you?” Lucien might have snarled it, but Sammy wanted to know too. So did everybody else.

“An interested observer.” He looked toward Mr. Chen lying on the floor. “Is he okay?”

Mrs. Chen sobbed. “He’s breathing. That’s all I can say for sure.”

“What about your son?”

“I think he’s all right.”

Lucien narrowed his ice-blue eyes. “Get out of here and stop interfering.”

Ryder smiled. “Not on your life.”

“It is yours that is in jeopardy.” Lucien’s body seemed to swell, and he flung a narrow bolt of light like a spear. Ryder ducked, and it sailed over his head, disintegrating behind him. Ryder gathered a mass of blue energy, like he was making a giant snowball, and hurled it toward Lucien. The fallen angel laughed and knocked it aside.

Again Lucien cast a golden beam, and Ryder slung a blue one to scramble it.

Lucien hurled light at Ryder’s head. As Ryder leaned away, Lucien cast again to the other side and caught him square in the chest. Ryder’s eyes widened in a look of pain.

No, Ryder. Hells! Where’s Aloysius? Why doesn’t he help? Sammy looked around. The cat had jumped onto a chair and watched the action but didn’t participate. Why? Of course. Because Al was Sammy’s familiar now. Not Ryder’s. As much as the cat loved the man, or whatever the hells Ryder was, Al couldn’t magnify his power.

Ryder staggered back three steps, then thrust forth his hands. Out of his fingers rolled a blanket of power that flashed and shimmered as it swept over Lucien. The witch blinked, and it was gone.

This didn’t look good. Why didn’t the others fight with Ryder?

Sammy looked at the stunned faces. Jimmy’s dad was glassy-eyed. Mitzi looked angry but unmoving. Chen was still on the floor, though his eyes were open. Was Lucien controlling all of them while battling with Ryder? How much power does the witch have?

Flash. Another blast from Lucien, and it clipped Ryder on the shoulder, spinning him against an armoire. Slam. Gods, that must have hurt. Ryder! Sammy reached out.

Wait. He’d moved on his own. Maybe the limit of Lucien’s power was reached. The fallen angel could dampen the motivation of the whole crowd, but he couldn’t control Sammy’s movements too.

A vibration echoed in Sammy’s ears. “Purrrr.” Aloysius! Was the cat helping break him free?

Sammy tested his other arm. Yes! His legs moved. He ran to Chen and shook him. “Are you okay? Can you move?”

Chen nodded and sat up slowly.

Sammy gasped. “You know I have no power. Can you throw a bolt at Lucien?”

Chen raised a hand. Screwed up his face. Nothing. He shook his head. “He must be blocking me somehow.”

“Hells.”

Sammy leaped up and ran toward Ryder. He threw his body between the two battling giants. “Lucien, leave him alone.” He raised his arms like a football player. Sure, for the scarecrow team.

Lucien shrugged. “Samlyn, I hate to hurt you. I am so looking forward to fucking that ass. Do not try my patience.”

Ryder screamed, “You son of a bitch!” and threw a huge bolt. It sailed past Sammy’s head, straight at Lucien’s chest. Sammy could actually see Lucien gather energy from the room and surround himself with it like a cloak. The bolt struck, scattered, and Lucien hurled another back at Ryder.

White lightning smashed Sammy in the arm. She-it! Pain seared straight to his head, the room fuzzed out for a second, and Sammy crashed to the floor.

Slam. He looked up in time to see the bolt strike Ryder full in the chest. “Ahhh.” His cry of pain hurt Sammy more than the bolt that had hit him.

Sammy held his head. “No. Don’t hurt him. Please.”

Lucien cast again, and again it hit Ryder, throwing him back a few steps. Lucien bore down on him, passing Sammy where he lay on the floor.

“Merwaor.” The cat leaned over Sammy, crossed blue eyes staring into Sam’s.

“Hi, fella. Can’t you help? Can’t you do something?”

Sammy heard the purr. The eyes gazed into his.

Paint.

The word appeared as if written on his mind. Paint what?

An image of the flowers he had painted in class.

Paint flowers?

An image of Ryder in the moonlight. Paint.

Shit. Paint. Paint!

Sammy sprang to his feet, and Al leaped to his shoulder. Paint how? He looked around frantically. Ryder was on the floor but still hurling bolts of power. Lucien stalked at him, flashing light from his hands and bolts from his eyes. Gods, help. Not Ryder. Nothing could happen to Ryder.

Sammy ran to Chen. “Have you got a pencil?”

Chen pointed to a pocket. Sammy reached inside and pulled out a piece of charcoal, like one an artist would use to sketch. Okay.

Canvas? In the corner, behind where many of the witches were cowering, was an expanse of wall. Sammy skirted behind the chairs and passed the table of flowers and fruit. Fruit. Yes. He grabbed some blueberries and oranges.

He looked around the crowd, toward the battle. Ryder was nearly prostrate, and Lucien was laughing. Sammy’s heart leaped across the room to Ryder. Shit, hurry. No. Focus. This was weird. Impossible. Beyond a long shot. All he had. Aloysius leaped onto a chair beside him. His blue eyes speared Sammy like a laser.

“Purrrrr.” Focus. “Purrrr.”

Sammy took a deep breath. Oil poured over his brain. Soothing. Cooling. He took hold of the charcoal and began to sketch. A scene. This room. A witch lying on the floor. Another victorious, powerful, winning. Sammy crushed some blueberries in his hand and colored the scene in shades of azure. Then some orange. He filled in the outlines with the deep charcoal. Paint your life. Paint for your life. Al purred and purred and purred. Cool, purr, soothing, purr, victory, purrrrrr.

Sammy stuck his hand out toward the cat. “Bite me, Al.” The cat stared at him for only a second, then sank his fangs into Sammy’s hand. The blood flowed red, and Sammy swiped it across the wall. Yes. He’d give his blood. He’d give his life. Aloysius leaped onto his shoulder, purring in his ear. Sammy’s hands flew over the drawing, his mind like a deep well of penetrating darkness.

Defeat! “Purrrrr.” Win! “Purrrr.” Win. “PURRRRR!”

“Angel, do you feel up to dealing with me?”

Sammy whirled. Oh gods!

Killian, as if he had never been sick, glowing, pouring power from his cells. His waist-length hair stood out from his body as if in a whirlwind.

Aloysius screamed. “Merwaoooooowrrrrr.”

He leaped from Sammy’s neck, sprang across the room in two huge bolts, and landed on Killian’s shoulder with his fangs bared.

Thunder rumbled, shaking the walls. Sammy felt the hair on his arms stand up as straight as the fur on Aloysius’s back. The whole room charged, like it was waiting.

Crash!

A bolt of lightning crashed through the window, striking Lucien straight in the chest.

The fallen angel fell back, clutching his heart. Killian struck him again. “Will you challenge the Witch Master, fool? Do you and your puny conspirators think you have the balls to overthrow me?” The walls shook, the sunlight dimmed, and lightning bolts slammed all around Lucien’s feet.

Holy crap. Jimmy had told Sammy that on the rare occasions Killian got his power on, Sammy wouldn’t recognize the unassuming college professor. Jimmy was right. This Witch Master was a super scary dude.

Thunder rumbled again. Sammy saw Blaine by the wall, smiling like an avenging spirit. Another bolt of lightning struck the ground at Lucien’s feet.

Killian stopped. The lightning stilled. The thunder silenced. Killian stared at Lucien, who was backed against the wall. The Witch Master’s voice came out so softly that Sammy had to strain to hear it. “I will gladly kill you, witch. Choose. Surrender or die.”

Lucien’s eyes widened. His chest rose and fell. Then the blue ice narrowed, and he threw out a hand.

Crash. Without a flicker of an eyelash, Killian brought the lightning down onto the beautiful witch’s hand, searing it off.

Lucien screamed. Aloysius jumped down and smelled the long-fingered hand lying on the Persian rug.

Lucien fell to his knees. “I submit. I never meant—”

Killian snapped, “You never meant to lose. That’s what you never meant. But you seriously underestimated the power of my community.”

Lucien looked straight up at Sammy.

Around the room, everyone seemed to be coming out of their trances. Maybelle stared at her arms like she hadn’t ever seen them before. Estera started to cry, and Chen was at her side instantly. Gold necklaces all crumbled to their feet. Sammy felt the angel charm release. Like the weight of a thousand chains, it fell to the floor and dissolved in a puff of black smoke.

Released. Free. All he wanted to do was go to Ryder. The man still lay on the floor in a heap against the wall. So still. Like death. No, gods. No!

No one looked at Ryder. No one had a thought for the strange creature who had forfeited everything to save them all. Sammy slithered behind the crowd to get to the man he loved.

Ryder lay silent and still, some of his clothing blackened and charred. Sammy slid his hands over Ryder’s wide, powerful shoulders. Tears pushed out of Sammy’s eyes, and he buried his face against Ryder’s motionless neck. “Ryder. My love. Please. Oh, please.”

Nothing. Not a quiver. Sammy leaned down close to Ryder’s mouth and put his cheek by the full lips. Oh gods. Was that air? “Ryder? Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

Sammy pressed his lips gently against Ryder’s. Eternal sweetness. Softly he let his tongue caress the seam of those beloved lips.

“Umm.”

Sammy’s head snapped back. “What? Ryder, speak to me.”

“Um-hm.”

A rain of kisses fell from Sammy’s lips onto that beautiful face. “You’re alive. Oh gods, you’re alive.”

Ryder’s voice was very soft. “I couldn’t leave you.”

“Yes. Thank you. Yes.” Sammy kissed him some more.

A hand gripped Sammy’s shoulder, and he looked up at Blaine. “Sammy, I think Killian would want you and Ryder to slip out. No need making this harder on Ryder.”

Oh crap. He hadn’t thought of that.

Blaine squatted down and put an arm around Ryder’s back. Slowly Ryder moved, sat up, and made it to his feet with Blaine’s help. Oh, thank gods, thank gods.

Blaine nodded toward the door at the far side of the huge living room. Sammy hurried over to it and held the door for them. Strangely none of the others except Chen seemed at all interested in their progress. Ryder had saved them all, and they didn’t even give him a round of applause.

Sammy closed the door behind Blaine and gently wrapped his arms around Ryder. “I can’t believe it. You saved us. You saved us all. And you didn’t leave and you’re here and I love you and—”

Ryder laughed. What a wonderful sound. He shook his head. “I didn’t save anyone, Sammy. You did.”

“What? Don’t be silly. But you got some ’splainin’ to do, Lucy.”

Blaine put a hand on both their arms. “I think it’s best if I take you both home. I’m sure Killian will want to see you later.” His eyes filled with tears. “Thank you both so much. I know it’s a much bigger thing you did, but for me, you gave me back the man I love, and that’s everything.”

Sammy grabbed Ryder’s arm. “Well, Killian gave me back the man I love, so we’re way even.”




Chapter Eleven

 

 

AFTER A ride in Killian’s electric sports car, where they defied physics by packing Sammy on Ryder’s lap in the passenger seat, Sammy followed Ryder into the apartment. It might be ratty, but after the day he’d had, this place looked like the Taj Mahal.

Sammy closed the door and turned. Ryder stood in the middle of the floor, his shoulders slumped. In this light, the black knit cap looked suspiciously like an old one of Sam’s, and that was definitely Sammy’s turtleneck stretched to breaking across Ryder’s newly widened shoulders.

Sammy nodded to the sleeping alcove. “Why don’t you lie down?”

Ryder shook his head. “But I will sit down.” He still had on the sunglasses.

Sammy went to the kitchenette, grabbed some iced coffee from the fridge, and poured two glasses. Funny, he half wanted to hurl himself into Ryder’s lap and half wanted answers.

He went back and sat beside Ryder. “Are you all right? It looked like he hurt you bad.”

“He did. But we heal quickly.”

Sammy sighed. “Okay, so answers before kissing.”

Ryder smiled. “No, kissing is far more important.”

“Oh, thank gods.” Sammy put down his glass and wrapped his arms around Ryder’s neck. Ryder dropped the glass in midair, and Sammy saw it float to the table as Ryder’s mouth closed over his. Yes. Ryder’s vanilla taste flooded his mouth, and the warmth of spirit that was Ryder soaked into Sammy’s skin.

Sammy pulled back. “I love you.”

“Thank you. I never thought in my life to have someone to love me. Someone I love more than myself, my people, my life.”

“Oh, Ryder.” Sammy held him tight. Never let go. Never let go. But he did. “So do you love me enough to take off the glasses?”

Ryder reached up and grasped them, then pulled them off. His eyes gleamed like emeralds in sunlight.

“Wow.”

He reached up and pulled off the cap. A curtain of shining silver fell to his shoulders.

“Double wow.”

With the sleeve of his turtleneck, he wiped a trail across something he had applied to his face, and underneath, his skin shone like moonlight.

“What do you have on your face?”

He grinned. “A mixture of calamine lotion and shave cream. It did the job.”

“So?”

“I’m elven, Sam. It’s so funny that you all used to call me Alvish. The first time you did it, I jumped a foot. My people live on an island in the Caribbean Sea. It’s isolated and on no maps.”

Sammy couldn’t catch his breath. “I’ve heard of elves, but I thought they were a myth.”

“We aren’t exactly elves as the myths portray them.”

“Obviously. You’re huge.”

“And I’ll grow more. I’m only an adolescent among my kind.”

“What? But we’ve had sex and—”

“It’s okay. We’re very long-lived, and adolescence is the time of our sexual maturity. The reason I’m inexperienced, however, is that we don’t express sexually until we’re going through our transition. The one I had this past summer. You said we wasted time by your not knowing I was gay. But actually I wasn’t ready to have sex with you. And my kind are happy with a male or female partner. We fall in love with the person, and that determines our orientation.”

Brain going to explode.

Ryder pulled off the turtleneck. His whole body glimmered like it was covered with living silver vines. “But this is why I have to leave.” He sighed. “When we’re young, we look human. That’s why I was sent here. Though technically we’re children, we’re mature and intelligent, but we don’t have much power. I was sent to, well, spy on your witch community. Since you guys mix in with humans so much, it’s a constant worry for the elven. We don’t want humans aware of supernaturals, because they may start looking for more. And here you all are marrying humans and producing children.”

“Like me.”

“Yep. I wasn’t supposed to get involved.”

Sammy sighed. “Like with me.”

“Right. But you made me want more in my life. Love, partnership, and a quiet life together.” Ryder ran his hands down his chest. “But I am as I am, and I can’t hide it anymore. I have to go.”

Sammy’s heart beat hard. “And I can’t go with you?”

Ryder’s forehead creased. “We mix with no one.”

“Especially not a witch.”

Ryder nodded.

Tears filled Sammy’s eyes. “It’s not fair. It’s horrible to finally have you and then lose you again. How can the gods do that to us?”

Ryder took Sammy in his arms and held him tight. “I know. If there was anything to do, I would. But look at me, Sams. How can I pass for human anymore? And I think my people would kill me before they’d let me reveal the existence of the elven to humans. Oh God, I can’t bear to leave you.” His big body shook as he cried.

Sammy sobbed as Ryder rocked him in his arms. He stared into darkness. Purrrrr. A sound vibrated through his head. Like Aloysius, but the cat wasn’t there. He was still with Killian. Sammy looked up at Ryder. “Do you hear that?”

“What?”

Purrrr. “It’s like…. Wait.” Purrrrrrr. The sound vibrated in his cells. The edges of his vision softened and blurred. Warmth flowed through his head and down over his body. His hands twitched.

Ryder gripped Sammy’s shoulders. “Are you okay? What’s happening?”

Purrrrr. Sammy looked up at the easel, though he could barely see the forms of objects around him. He could…. He turned to Ryder. “If you could stay, would you?” His voice sounded in his head like it came from a great depth.

Ryder’s eyes widened. “In a minute.”

“Are you sure?”

“I would stay, but how—”

Sammy put a finger to Ryder’s lips, leaned over, and kissed him, then got up. The world swam. He thrust out a hand. “Help me.”

Ryder stood and took his arm. “What?”

Sammy pointed to the easel where an empty canvas sat. “Take me there.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. Please.” Ryder walked with Sammy to the easel. “Thank you.” He looked at Ryder, and all he saw was a silver glow. “You’re sure?”

Ryder nodded. “But what…?”

Sammy waved a hand toward the couch. “Sit.” He was slightly aware of Ryder moving away. Sammy grasped a brush from the jar of turpentine where he’d left it. Deep breath. He closed his eyes. Ryderness. Dark, deep, flowing oil. Purrrrr.

The truth of the man—the elf—poured through Sammy’s veins. Beauty, goodness, strength, power, and love. Above all, love. Flowing. Purrrr. The clear green eyes, lovely creamy skin, soft brown hair. Long legs, broad shoulders, and that big, gorgeous cock. He sucked in the truth of it, breathed the beauty. The brush flew like it was possessed. Sammy had no control. The universe painted. He only helped. Truth. Purrrr. Joy. Purrrr. Love. Purrrr.

Slowly the oil stopped flowing. The darkness that was light lifted. Sammy could feel Ryder holding his breath. He could feel all the world holding its breath. Did he dare? He was afraid to look. His vision sharpened. He turned his head.

Ryder stood before Sammy as he had been only a few days ago, after his first transition but still looking like a human. Sammy’s heart swelled. So beautiful. Tall, luminous, strong, and powerful. “I hope that was okay.”

Ryder looked down at his own arms. Tears flowed out of his eyes as he ran to the mirror. “Oh my God, Sammy. You’re amazing. This means—” He fell to his knees and buried his hands in his hair. “I can stay. I can stay with you. I love you so much.” He looked up at Sammy, his cheeks red, but not a vine in sight. “You’ve given me my life.”

“You’re really happy?”

“I could not be happier.”

Sammy knelt beside him. “Me too. Ryder, I love you.” They rocked in each other’s arms until the warmth and joy started turning to heat. Sammy looked down at his growing bulge. “Want to try out that new and improved cock?”

There was a gentle rap on the door. Talk about crappy timing.

Ryder grinned. “Rain check.”

Sammy shrugged, got up, and went to the door.

Whoa. He stepped back and allowed Killian, Blaine, and Aloysius to enter. “Good evening, Witch Master. Thank you for coming.”

Ryder stood up and walked over beside Sammy. “Good to see you, professors.”

Killian looked him up and down. “How?”

Ryder nodded. “Sammy.”

“I see.”

Sammy watched the exchange like a tennis match. “Uh, please sit down.” He motioned to the couch. “Sorry about the lumps.”

Killian and Blaine sat, and Al jumped on the back of the couch, crossed to the end, and leaped to Ryder’s shoulder.

“Hey, hi, fella.” Ryder scratched the cat’s chin, and the purr could be heard across the room.

Sammy got one rickety chair for Ryder. “Would you like some iced coffee?”

Killian shook his head. “No, thanks. We can’t stay long. There’s a lot of catching up to do.”

Sammy sat on the floor. “What happened to Lucien?”

“He’s confined. I’ll take him with me when I travel to Prague to confront the coven there. I’ll judge if they have the strength to contain him.”

“How did Lucien poison you?”

Blaine frowned. “We’ve figured out it was that damned dessert he gave us. It was spelled so that it only poisoned Killian. We didn’t suspect the sweet, since everyone ate it and no one else was affected.”

Killian squeezed his husband’s hand. “Thank goodness. But I greatly underestimated Lucien. He’s powerful.”

Ryder scowled. “And evil.”

“Yes. It comes with his heritage.”

“I hate to think what would happen to humans if he’d taken over.”

Sammy shuddered. “To say nothing of what would have happened to witches. Being controlled by him in body and speech was the strangest, scariest thing I’ve ever experienced by far.”

Killian nodded. “But he didn’t take over, thanks to the two of you.” He scooted forward on the seat. “And that’s what I want to discuss. What are your plans?” He waved a hand at Ryder. “This retransformation is extraordinary, but is it wise?”

Suddenly the air in the center of the room began to waver, like somehow oxygen had turned to H2O.

Sammy scooted back. “What the hells?”

Ryder stood, completely at attention. Killian also got up. He didn’t look afraid, just very, very attentive. Aloysius jumped from Ryder’s shoulder back to the couch and perched there.

Uh-oh.

A body took form from the liquid air. Huge, at least six foot seven or more. And where Ryder’s elven form was silver, this being was gold—shimmering and iridescent. His hair fell to his waist like a golden curtain, around a face so exquisite it made Killian look plain. And that was one hells of a trick.

Ryder bent to one knee. “Father.”

The elf materialized fully, although it appeared his edges would always look less than solid. “Ryder.” He raised his head—a glorious bird testing the air. Sammy knew the moment his eyes met Killian’s. A ribbon of fire crackled across the room. The great elf lowered his head. “Witch Master.”

Ryder nodded. “Father, may I present Dr. Killian Barth, Master of Witches, and his husband, Dr. Blaine Genneau. And this is Samlyn Raphael, my dear friend. This is my father, Ondemion, Lord of the Elven.”

Holy shit. Ryder’s a prince or something.

Ondemion looked at his hand as if uncertain what to do with it. He extended it to Blaine. “Dr. Genneau.”

Then it was Sammy’s turn. Holy gods, those eyes were like chunks of topaz as Ondemion gazed at him. “Mr. Raphael. Yes.” Ondemion made a slow appraisal and extended his hand. Sammy inhaled and took it. Tingles like electricity ran up his arm.

The elf released him and turned to Ryder. “Since you were about to answer the question regarding your plans, I thought I should be present to hear it. But I am confused. I was told you had undergone your second transformation and were ready to travel. I find you still in first transformation.” He cocked his head. “Or at least, in appearance.”

Sammy took a huge swallow. “That was my fault, sir. I changed his appearance.”

Ondemion frowned. Okay, that’s scary. “How is that possible? Witches can change appearance for periods of time, but actual physical alteration? This is not within your skill set, as you say.”

Sammy shrugged. “I painted him.”

“You what?”

Killian pointed toward the couch. “Why don’t you sit down, and we’ll all discuss it.”

The giant elf stared at the lumpy couch. Yep, this was going to be a challenge.

Blaine scooted past Killian and grabbed the last straight-backed chair from beside the TV. “Please, take the couch.”

Ondemion slowly lowered himself as if he expected the structure of the ancient sofa to collapse. Sammy was pretty sure he was right, but the couch’s old bones held up as Ondemion sat next to Killian. Aloysius peered over his shoulder. The elf looked startled but delicately scratched under the cat’s chin. That reduced his scariness a little.

Blaine took the extra chair beside Ryder, and Sammy sat back on the floor. Here they were. One big happy supernatural family. Not a gathering he’d ever anticipated having in his living room.

Ondemion leaned forward tentatively. The couch squeaked but held. His edges had gotten firmer. Sitting on Sammy’s couch was a pretty “real” experience. “Please explain about the painting, Mr. Raphael.”

Sammy crossed his legs. “Well, see, I’ve always been a prophetic painter. I wake up in the morning, and I’ve painted something that always comes true.”

Ondemion nodded. “You predict the future.”

“I guess so, but nothing I painted was ever important. At least until I painted Ryder in his new body.” He looked up at the man he loved and smiled. “And of course, I painted the arrival of Lucien Eshel. But predicting his arrival didn’t help much.”

“But I don’t see what that has to do with Ryder’s current appearance.” Ondemion did not seem too happy about it.

“Recently I’ve noticed that as I paint, sometimes the things I paint happen. I mean, like I’m causing them, not predicting them. It’s hard to explain the difference.”

“Causing them?”

“Yes, like what I paint has to happen.”

Ondemion’s eyes got wide. He looked at Killian, who nodded.

The elf’s voice rose like a wind whispering through pines. “You’re telling me that this”—he waved a hand toward Sammy—“child can cause the future.”

Killian smiled. “Yes, that’s what I’m telling you. He changed the course of the world for humans and witches in the battle between Ryder and Lucien.”

Ondemion looked at Ryder. “Battle between Ryder and Lucien? That was the great pain I felt? Goddess, what have you gotten into? You are not supposed to become involved. And you don’t yet have your full power.”

Killian held up a hand. “But sometimes in cases of extreme injustice, heroes must arise.”

Sammy smiled at Ryder. “And Ryder is a full-on hero.”

Ryder kissed Sammy’s hand. “But I’d be dead or in chains if it weren’t for you.”

Ondemion’s head snapped around. “What?”

Killian nodded. “Ryder attempted to defeat a fallen angel. As you say, his power was not yet great enough, but Sammy saved us all by… painting a different conclusion than would surely have occurred otherwise.”

Ondemion rose. “I am speechless.”

Sammy shook his head. “Sir?” He turned to Ryder. “What are you talking about? You saved the witches and humans, not me.”

Ryder leaned down and took Sam’s hand. “Killian would still be lying in a coma if you hadn’t altered the future. You have the power to change reality. You’re the most powerful witch in the world. Possibly the most powerful supernatural being in existence.”

“What?”

Blaine laughed. He looked down at Sammy. “Sams, you’re a badass witch.”

He knew his mouth was hanging open. “But I don’t have any of the regular witchy powers.”

Ryder smiled. “No, just the extraordinary ones.”

Ondemion sat back down. “So I am to understand that you have saved my son’s life… and changed my son’s appearance by painting?”

Sammy got up and grabbed the portrait he’d done of Ryder, now completely dry. He held it up. “Yes, sir. But I can change him back.”

Ondemion stared—and then he laughed. A sound like the booming of a great drum filled the room. “I have never seen such power given to one with less conceit at having it.” He paused. “Perhaps there is a great lesson in that.” He turned to Ryder. “But now it is time to stop playing and get on with your life.” He nodded at Sammy. “I shall ask you to return my son to his appropriate appearance so that we can travel home.”

Ryder swallowed visibly. “No, sir. I plan to stay here with Sammy. That’s why he changed me. I love him, Father. And if I look human, there’s no barrier to my remaining.”

Those topaz chips looked more like thunderclouds before a lightning storm. “No barrier except disregarding all the plans I have made for your future.”

Ryder set his jaw. “I won’t marry anyone besides Sammy, so forget your damned plans.”

Sammy’s eyes widened. Marry me? Wow.

Ondemion rose from the couch, and the room trembled. “You defy me?”

It took metal balls to stand up to that creature. Fortunately Ryder’s were silver.

Ryder stood to his not inconsiderable height. “You can make me return home, but marriage is a voluntary agreement, and I will never agree.”

Ondemion looked at Killian. “You see the wickedness he has learned from your community?” Ondemion pointed at Sammy. “Change him back now.”

Hells! Sammy jumped up. “No. I’m sorry, sir, but Ryder wants to stay here, and in my world, you don’t have control of him.”

“In your world, puppy?” The words shook the walls. Sammy stared back at Ondemion. The great elf’s face changed as if some enormous light were dawning on him. His eyes widened. “You are threatening me?”

What? Sammy gasped. Am I? “I, uh….”

Killian raised a hand. “The boy barely knows his own power, Ondemion. I’m sure he meant no challenge.” But the Witch Master smiled a little.

Ondemion stared at Sammy like he’d turned into a snake. Sammy slowly sat back on the floor. Ondemion turned his gaze to Ryder. “Your time among witches has taught you to disrespect your family and defy your father.”

Blaine laughed. “Actually I think he learned that from us humans, just like the witches did.”

Killian nodded. “Our young are also very willful, thanks to the humans. I must confess, I’m one of them.” He grinned. “But I would suggest that Ryder has been and will continue to be very useful to the elven if he remains here. He can be your link to the outside world, so you don’t become too insular.” Killian smiled. “And rest assured, no one here knows what he is.”

Sammy cocked his head. “How’s that possible, Killian? Ryder was front and center in the battle with Lucien.”

“Because he was well covered thanks to his disguise, and the fallen angel did his work on the community. They were all bespelled, at least a bit. I think our witches will simply assume that Ryder is a half-human witch like many of us are.” He grinned. “Especially if we support that fiction. As for you, Sam, few witches actually saw you do the painting. It was behind the chairs, and they were riveted on the fight. If they did catch a glimpse, they’ll think you predicted the future, not created it.”

“Wow.”

“So assuming Ondemion agrees, you can have a future together.”

Sammy couldn’t breathe. “Hells.” He looked up at the huge elf.

Ryder sat down on the floor beside him. “Could this be real?” He also looked up at his father.

The walls practically vibrated with tension. Killian and Blaine held hands and looked amazingly serene. Serene? Shit. This was Sammy’s life.

Ondemion stared at Ryder. His son had the guts to stare right back. Ondemion frowned. “You have always gone your own way.”

Killian nodded. “May I suggest that his independence is one of the things that makes him a great leader? Well suited to guide your people into the future.”

“But he will be here… with him!” Ondemion pointed at Sammy. It was hard not to cringe.

“At the center of the world, from which he can report back to your community.”

Blaine grinned. “And married to the baddest supernatural being on the planet. Not a mediocre catch, I’d say.”

Wow. I’ve got to be dreaming.

Killian looked at Ryder. “What will you do if you stay here, Ryder?”

“I’d like to get an advanced degree and teach.”

Killian beamed. “That’s a splendid idea. But the question is, can we trust the two of you?”

Sammy looked up. “What do you mean?”

“This is especially directed at you, Sam. Ryder has been protecting his people and his incipient power for years.”

Ryder raised his eyebrows. “You knew that, sir?”

“No. Not completely. Your father’s power to shield is very great.” Killian smiled. “But even when you first came, those ears were not ordinary, and I suspected. The fact that witches don’t know about the elven protected you and will continue to do so.” Killian’s face got serious. “Sam, I have to be able to trust you not to use your power.”

“But, sir—”

Killian held up a hand. “For the most part, reality is as it should be. I believe this test was provided to reveal your power to me, but your power is awful. Too terrible to use.”

Sammy dropped his head on Ryder’s shoulder. “Holy gods. I just wanted to be able to tell if someone was a witch.” He took a deep breath. “Actually, sir, the state I have to get into to paint the future isn’t all that fun. It’s pretty scary. I wouldn’t be tempted to do it as a lark. But surely you’ll call on, uh, this power, if it’s needed.”

Killian looked serious. “It’s kind of like the Ring of Power in the famous book, Sam. All of us must control our desire to use it. Having control of the future could make a person forget to appreciate the present. So your power must remain unused. But knowing it exists will be, shall we say, an excellent deterrent to certain ambitious witches. After all, you could just paint them out.” He grinned.

Sammy smiled. “I’m glad I’m good for something.”

Ryder wrapped an arm around Sammy and pulled him close. “You’re very good for me.”

Sammy couldn’t stop beaming. “That’s all I really wanted.”

Ondemion stared at his son for a moment, then stood. Sammy took a breath. The elven king sighed. “The world is changing, and I suppose the elven must change with it.”

Sammy and Ryder struggled up from the floor. Ondemion cracked a tiny smile. “I will not try to impose my will. It takes a bit of force from my decisions when I know you could just paint the future some other way.”

Sammy grinned at him. “Of course I wouldn’t do that, sir. I wouldn’t think of it.” He peeked at Killian, who didn’t look too upset that Sammy was throwing his power around—just a little.

“Ryder, will you be coming home to visit?”

Ryder’s carved jaw set again. “Only if I can bring Sammy.”

Sammy shook his head. “Oh no, that’s okay. I’m a witch, and you should go—”

Ondemion lifted one finger. “I’m sure we can make an exception.” He paused and eyed Sammy. “For the most powerful witch in the world.” Faster than he had appeared, his form dissolved back into air.

Sammy stood there. He glanced up at Killian. “Uh, sir, that’s not really true.”

Killian laughed. Pretty soon they were all laughing.

Aloysius jumped onto Sammy’s neck and started to purr.

 

 

SAMMY HELD on tightly to Ryder’s hand as they climbed the courthouse steps. He blew out his breath.

Ryder bumped his arm. “Nervous?”

Was he? “Sure. Like every bride on her wedding day.”

“Oh, are you the bride?”

Sammy stuck out his foot. “I have on the white sneakers.”

Ryder laughed and put his arm around Sammy. “Want to wait and plan a big ceremony? We’ve got the license. It’s good for a while.”

“No. We’re supposed to stay low-key.”

Ryder stopped and turned Sammy to face him. “Sams, if you want a big wedding, I don’t care if my whole family comes in full elven regalia. You got it.”

His white shirt was too small for his expanding heart. “Gods, I love you.”

Ryder kissed his nose. A couple of humans walking down the steps frowned. Ryder grinned. “I don’t think they approve.”

Sammy growled, “They should change their attitude, or I might paint them out.”

Ryder burst out laughing. “You naughty boy.”

“Killian said I can’t use my powers, not that I can’t imagine using them.”

They linked hands and walked up the rest of the steps. After a couple of false turns, they found the room where marriages were performed, looked through the words of the ceremony, and chose what they wanted the clerk to say, then sat on a bench beside a human couple. The young man and woman went into the office, while Sammy held Ryder’s hand.

Sammy leaned against Ryder. “I want to tell my family first thing, okay? My mom will be excited. Dad too.”

“Definitely.”

“And Killian and Blaine.”

“Yes, them too.”

“Oh, we should call Chen. And I hear Jimmy and Lavender will be home soon.”

Ryder hugged him. “Yes, when Killian acquainted the European covens with the power of his secret Sammy weapon, they gave up pretty easily. They let Jimmy and Lavender go.” Ryder laughed.

Sammy gave a little smile. “It sure is weird being powerful for a change.”

“You were always powerful.”

Sammy looked up into Ryder’s green eyes. “True. I got you.”

A voice called, “Mr. McMasters, Mr. Raphael.”

Ryder stood and offered his arm to Sammy. “We’re up.”

Whoa. This is it. Sammy got up and took Ryder’s arm. They walked into the clerk’s office, where a pleasant-looking bald human waited, holding a book. Sammy looked down at his best pants and white shirt. He was ready.

Sammy and Ryder held hands in front of the man, and a middle-aged lady stood to the side. Witness, probably. The clerk said a few words about the importance of marriage, and then he plunged in. “Do you, Samlyn Raphael, take this man, Ryder McMasters, to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

Sam’s heart beat in time. I do. I do. I do. “I do.”

“Do you, Ryder McMasters, take this man, Samlyn Raphael, to be….” Did it count that neither of them was actually a man?

“I do.”

“Do you wish to present a ring as a token of your union?”

Oh gods. A ring. He’d forgotten.

Ryder reached in his pocket and pulled out a band of platinum set with winking emeralds. Just like his eyes. Ryder slipped the band on Sammy’s finger; then he put his hand in his other pocket and pulled out another ring just like it. He handed it to Sammy, who slipped it on Ryder’s long finger. Sammy smiled. Where does an elf get a ring? Anywhere he wants.

Ryder grinned. “If you don’t like them, you can change them later.”

“By the power vested in me by the State of New York, I now pronounce you a married couple. You may kiss the groom.”

Their lips touched. A spark of perfect love rippled through the universe. Sammy gasped.

Ryder peered at him. “You okay?”

“Yes. I didn’t think I could ever be more committed to you than I was, but this moment is so special.”

The clerk’s smile looked like it would crack his face. “Oh yes. Don’t you know? Marriage is magic.”

Ryder and Sammy laughed and hugged that sweet little bald human who knew so very much.

They walked out of the office, and Ryder pulled Sammy into his arms and kissed him deeply. “How about we celebrate at the best possible place?”

Sammy thought about the great restaurants of New York. Then he grinned. “Mrs. Potorsky’s coffee shop?”

“Of course.”

On the subway, Sammy leaned against Ryder and smiled.

As they walked up to the coffee shop hand in hand, Sammy wished Al were there to keep his neck warm. This was the place where it all started. The friendship of the four of them—him, Ryder, Jimmy, and Chen—learning they were witches, watching the Witch Master fall in love with his human, and most of all, Sammy’s passion for his new husband.

Ryder held the door, and Sammy walked in.

“Meeeerwaor.” A flying furry missile leaped through the air and landed on Sammy’s shoulder.

Ryder gripped Sam’s arms to keep him from falling over. “Al. Where did you…?”

“Congratulations!”

A cacophony of voices echoed the happy yell.

Sammy looked around the crowded room. “What the—”

His mom wrapped her arms around him. “Congratulations, sweetheart. We’re so happy for you.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Sammy’s dad hugged him, and seven brothers and sisters of various sizes came in for a group hug. When he finally extricated himself, he saw Ryder being embraced by Killian and Blaine. Tears filled Sammy’s eyes. All here. The whole community turned out. Maybe he and Ryder would be low-key tomorrow, but today they were a celebration.

“Sammy!”

Sammy looked up at a shining, handsome face. “Jimmy!” He raced to his friend and hugged him. Gods, he couldn’t hold him tight enough. “Are you okay?”

The big, handsome brunet smiled. “Yes, thanks to you, I hear. Sammy, it’s so great about you and Alvish—I mean Ryder. Somehow I always suspected there might be more to your relationship than smacking each other upside the head.”

“Where’s Lavender?”

Jimmy looked behind him and waved. The tall beauty, the most powerful female witch of her generation, crossed to her husband. “Hi, Sams. Thank you so much, for everything.”

Ryder smiled. “We missed you like crazy.”

Chen came over, holding Estera’s hand. He wrapped his arm around Sammy’s neck. “Thank you, Sams. In my life, I’ll never be able to say that enough.” He looked up, his arm still around Sammy. “You too, Ryder. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

Sammy patted his shoulder. “Hey, buddy. I didn’t do anything.”

“You saved Estera, and being so close to death convinced my father that life is too short to make me live by his rules. Oh, Sam, he’s going to let me go to art school instead of MIT.”

Estera held out her hand, showing a flashing diamond. “And he gets to marry a very not Chinese witch.”

Sammy hugged Chen until he begged for air. “Congratulations, you guys.” Sammy stepped back so Jimmy and Lavender, Chen and Estera, and Sammy and Ryder stood in a big circle. “Who’d have thought when we met four years ago that our lives would be like this?”

Mrs. Potorsky brought them all a tray of iced coffee. They grabbed the tinkling glasses.

Jimmy smiled. “I get this intense feeling we should all be yelling, ‘One for all, and all for one.’”

They laughed and raised their coffees high.

Chen patted Sammy’s shoulder. “Okay, you guys. Everyone wants to talk to you and congratulate you. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow in art class.”

Sammy laughed. “Yep. Just like every day.”

Aloysius purred.

 

 

SAMMY AND Ryder walked into the apartment hours later. Sammy laughed. “I’m tired but so happy.”

Ryder slipped his arms around Sam’s neck from behind. “Too tired for a little wedding-night fuck, Mr. Raphael-McMasters?”

“I’ll never be that tired.” He hugged Ryder’s arms to his chest. “Our hyphenated last names don’t exactly trip off the tongue, do they?”

“Nope. We could just use Raphael, since McMasters is made up anyway. No one could pronounce my real family name.”

Sammy smirked. “We could just use our first names.”

“What do you mean?”

“How about Ryder of Sammy?”

Ryder scooped him up and headed for the sleeping alcove. “Sounds like a plan.”

Ryder stood Sammy up beside the bed, took off his white shirt, and slowly ran his tongue over Sammy’s chest. “Hmm. I think you’re beginning to taste like an iced coffee.”

“Guess I’ll have to keep you awake at night.”

They took their time undressing each other and finally lay side by side on the bed.

Sammy slid his hand over Ryder’s shoulder. “I think I’m going to miss Aloysius.”

Ryder nodded. “Me too.”

“I think he loves you better than anyone, except maybe Blaine. I bet he’ll come to see you.”

“Hope so. You never know what that furry friend has planned next.”

Sammy dragged a finger down Ryder’s luminous chest. “How powerful will you be when you’re full-grown?”

“You saw my father appear and disappear. I’ll be able to do that.”

“Beam me up, Scotty.”

“Yep. And I’d be able to beat Lucien without too much trouble.”

“Wow.”

“Yes.”

Sammy breathed in Ryder’s vanilla scent. “And you’re still going to love a homely little witch like me?”

Ryder laughed. “No matter how old I get, Sams, I’ll never be able to control the future. Is it impossible for you to understand how powerful you are?”

Sammy shrugged. “If you can’t use a power, it’s pretty much like not having it.” He grinned. “But the real question is, am I powerful enough to get you to fuck me senseless?”

“Always.”

Sammy looked down at Ryder’s cock pressed hard against his abdomen. It glowed like a holiday bulb, and the twining silver vines twinkled like stars. Sammy caressed him.

Ryder laughed. “I guess I have to be careful if I go to the gym.”

Sammy smiled up into Ryder’s almost human green eyes. “I just couldn’t bring myself to change that one thing.”

Ryder laughed as he rolled onto his back with his huge elven cock sticking up in the air. “Care to take a ride, my husband?”

Sammy used the lube and then slowly lowered himself onto the one spot on earth he most wanted to be. Leaning down, he kissed Ryder’s lips, then started to raise and lower himself on his husband’s cock, bliss pouring from every cell.

Just two ordinary guys on their wedding night.

 

 

A COUPLE of miles away in Killian’s apartment, Aloysius looked at the moon. “Merwaowr.”
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A Aloysius Tale

 

When Killian Barth, history professor, meets Blaine Genneau, quantum physicist, they ignite their own big bang. But Killian can’t pursue a physics professor—or a human. As the most powerful male witch in ten generations, Killian must bolster his dying race by reproducing—despite the fact that he’s gay.

Even a fling with Blaine is out of the question, because Killian has been told sex with humans drains his power. But if that’s true, why can young human Jimmy Janx dissolve spoons with the power of his mind? If Killian can sort through the lies he’s been fed, he’ll still face his biggest obstacle—convincing rational scientist Blaine to believe in magic.

With his ancient and powerful cat familiar, Aloysius, on his shoulder, Killian brings the lightning against deceit and greed to save Blaine from danger and prove love is the greatest power of them all.
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

A “pumped up” version of the Volley Balls story, twice as long as the original.

A double dose of alpha male might be better than one.

Despite just getting out of an abusive relationship with an asshole alpha, David Underwood’s wandering glance lands on two hot members of the Australian volleyball team on Laguna Beach and gets him harassed again. Still, when the delicious Gareth Marshall proves his interest by coming out to his team, David succumbs to his attraction. But Gareth’s volleyball partner, Edge, who’s equally hot, makes the lovers’ lives miserable.

For Gareth, a lifetime of hiding his orientation—and his attraction—from his best friend, Edge, as well as everyone else around him, adds up to hurt and frustration. David’s the first man to ever compete with Edge for Gareth’s passion. But Edge has secrets of his own, and David’s ex-lover will never be happy without David under his fist. With everything stacked against him, can a gay Laguna man find happiness with an alpha male–or two?
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Renowned artist Rodney Mansfield stands five foot six, has pink hair, six earrings, a black belt in karate—and a desperate yearning for firefighter Hunter Fallon. But Rod, the Runtback of Notre Dame, knows he’ll never land the beautiful “straight gay” guy, so Rod musters his altruism and helps his more masculine friend Jerry attract Hunter. As if a broken heart wasn’t enough, Rod saves Hunter from a firehouse homophobe—humiliating Hunter in front of his dad!

Hunter lives a dream life—his father’s dream. While he’d like to teach literature in college, read poetry in the sun, and find a strong guy to top him, he fights fires for his dad. Hunter hates flamboyant guys like Rodney. So why can’t he resist him? Maybe it’s time to admit this is one flame he has no desire to put out.
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A Cowboys Don’t Story

 

Rand McIntyre settles for good enough. He loves his small California ranch, raising horses, and teaching riding to the kids he adores—but having kids of his own and someone to love means coming out, and that would jeopardize everything he’s built. Then, despite his terror of flying, he goes on a holiday to Hana, Hawaii, with his parents and meets the dark and mysterious Kai Kealoha, a genuine Hawaiian cowboy. Rand takes to Kai’s kid brother and sister as much as he drools over Kai, but the guy sports more prickles than a horned toad and more secrets than the exotic land he comes from.

Kai’s earned his privacy and lives to protect his “kids.” He ought to stay away from the big, handsome cowboy for everyone’s sake—but since the guy’s just a haole on a short vacation, how much damage can he do? When all of Kai’s worst fears and Rand’s darkest nightmares come true at once, there’s not much chance for two cowboys who can’t—or won’t—come out.
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A Cowboys Don’t Story

 

Cowboy Danny Boone—a name he made up one drunken night and has regretted ever since—harbors a big past and yearns for a small future. A short, bright career as a champion bull rider almost ended in his death when his homophobic father discovered Danny was gay. Now Danny longs for a plot of land he can build a ranch on, enough money to make up for some of the education he missed... and, secretly, a beautiful femme who likes to top—a combo rarer than a unicorn. 

Then onto the guest ranch where Danny works drives San Francisco decorator Laurie Belmont, a young man so gorgeous he makes the horses gasp, and so ballsy he almost kills Danny’s attacker. Laurie’s trying to find his way out from under the thumb of a domineering mother, helpless father, and rich, privileged boyfriend. But no matter the attraction, their lives are worlds apart, and cowboys don’t ride unicorns.
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“This story was sweet, and I liked the paranormal twist on witches and their familiars.”

—Hearts on Fire Reviews

 

“Tara created a beautiful story that had a lot of love and laughter. It was a great read and I definitely look forward to reading more by Tara Lain in the future.”

—Gay Book Reviews

 

“As expected Tara Lain gives us a fun and exciting HEA.”

—Alpha Book Club

 

“It is a fun, light, sexy little story that kept my attention from the start and kept it all the way to the end.”

—MM Good Book Reviews
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