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Chapter 1

	Late 17th Century

	A small town in what will become Italy

	Alessandro looked down at the young boy plucking at his arm, and smiled. "Sí, yes, my little man?"

	"Please, Signor Slayer, the padre wants to see you in the church. As soon as you can, he said."

	Ruffling the boy's hair, Alessandro gave him a silver coin that made the boy's eyes shine. "Run back to the church and tell the padre I'm on my way."

	"Sí, signore. Grazie, signore."

	Watching the boy run, graceful and nimble despite the old, uneven road, Alessandro laughed. The laugh quickly became a sigh. If the padre wanted to see him, chances were good that he wouldn't be going home like he'd planned. Dear God, I'm tired. Tired of being the Bishop's Sword. The bishop needed a younger man to clean the world up for him. Alessandro was in his late thirties now, old for a slayer. I miss my José. At least this little part of the province was safe once more.

	In times past, Alessandro would never have thought to question his bishop or the wishes of the church. Now...now he'd seen and done things the church would condemn him for. He'd made allies of those he was expected to destroy--and let them walk free.

	A soul deep sigh escaped him. I can't even cleanse my soul by confessing I let those they'd see as their enemies go free. At the very least, he'd be accused of possession. Alessandro couldn't risk the church naming him a traitor. They wouldn't only kill him, they'd slay José too.

	Ambling through the town's cobbled streets, loath to reach the padre and find the message was another mission, Alessandro headed for the church and went inside. Walking the length of the aisle, Alessandro studied the small stained glass windows as he waited.

	"Ah, Slayer, You got my message. Good." The padre's voice was still strong, commanding, despite his bent body and lined face.

	"Indeed, Padre. What can I do for you?"

	The old man pulled a scroll from the sleeve of his robe. Alessandro recognised the insignia on the wax even before he accepted the missive.

	"The messenger came urgently. I'm sorry, Slayer. I know you must be weary, but I think His Excellency has need of your services once again."

	Offering the padre a half-smile, Alessandro broke the seal and scanned it quickly, then again more slowly. There was danger back home. I never expected a preternatural to strike at my home town. Particularly given most I've dealt with don't seem overly interested in humankind and give slayers a wide berth wherever possible.

	Alessandro was also concerned for José, but his lover was both intelligent and skilled in self-defence, so should be safe enough until he returned. "Well, at least I'm heading home. Even if I will have work to do once I get there."

	"Ah, I remember your town from my youth." The padre smiled, his eyes taking on a distant look. "The way the town is perched on the hill, crowned by the church and its glorious golden dome. That beautiful harbour, the traders with their silks and spices, such colours and smells; I've never experienced anything like it." The padre smiled at Alessandro in fond remembrance. "I used to climb the hills and watch the shepherds tending their flocks. Such carefree times."

	"Sometimes I forget how blessed I am to live there." Alessandro nodded. "Although I worry about the people if evil is abroad. While the town's walls are mostly robust, the northern side has almost crumbled away, making them easy prey, especially at night. The Duke hates to spend coin on anything that doesn't directly affect him, which our little town does not. I'm sure he feels the money is better spent impressing his many visitors with lavish parties."

	"Ah, yes, Bishop Mattia's uncle. Does His Excellency still visit the Duke frequently?" The padre gave Alessandro a sideways look, his pursed lips suggesting he disapproved of such politics.

	"Quite regularly, as I understand it. But they are family, Padre, so it would be unusual if His Excellency didn't visit the Duke." Alessandro shrugged. Even here, in this remote village, it didn't pay to criticise the Duke too vocally. Lazy and self-indulgent as the man may be, the Duke had eyes and ears everywhere.

	"Sí, sí. Family bonds are of great importance." The padre patted Alessandro's arm. "Come, my friend, let us go and get you some supplies to replenish your saddlebags for your journey home. Perhaps I may find a torta or two, since you are so fond of the little pies."

	"Grazie, Padre." Alessandro smiled more openly. Torte would be a sweet treat on his ride back and a change from the normal dried food he carried on his travels.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Reining in to halt his horse, Alessandro took a moment to gaze at his town. From his vantage point Alessandro looked out over two large villas that belonged to local lords of the state, and the smattering of small farms they owned but leased out to local peasants. To the east was the forest owned by the Duke, the bishop's uncle, whose palace lay out of sight.

	On the top of the hill, at the very pinnacle of the town, was the church with its golden dome. The dome, of real gold leaf, was His Excellency's pride and joy--he often referred to it as a jewel in his uncle's crown. Despite the constant attempts between the city states to outdo their neighbours in terms of art and magnificence, the dome's beauty did indeed stand out, bearing clear witness to Bishop Mattia's wealth and influence.

	"Time to go home. You'd like a nice rest in a comfy stable, wouldn't you? You can get fat on good grain while I get to work." The horse snickered and shook his head as if disagreeing with him. Alessandro urged his horse back to a walk. The real jewel, as far as Alessandro was concerned, lay in a tiny shop secreted on a small backstreet of the town. "Home to my beloved José."

	As he passed, contadini--farm workers--waved to him in greeting and he raised a hand to acknowledge them, though he had no intention of stopping until he got home. Few people became close to a slayer. Some feared his constant contact with preternatural creatures, as if their evil somehow rubbed off on him; others, the bloodlust slayers were renowned for. Those slayers are too swift to kill, and tend to be the type who take without a care of recompense. Alessandro, despite his job, tried to be the type of man God would be proud of.

	Having entered the town through gates too old and weather-beaten to close properly, Alessandro rode along the wider streets that led to the town square where the market bustled noisily. Here, Alessandro needed to lead rather than ride. Dismounting, he grabbed the ring welded to the horse's bit and led his horse along a narrow street to the stable the church paid to look after the animal. A stable boy ran out to him as he removed his saddlebags, and Alessandro slapped his horse's flank affectionately.

	"Take good care of him." Alessandro called out as the boy headed away, the horse in tow. "I'll let you know if I need him in the morning." He grinned at the boy's backward wave, then strode determinedly down the steep incline towards a small, out-of-the-way apothecary shop.

	The front door was closed, a piece of parchment with an arrow on it indicating that any prospective patients should go next door and leave a message there. Plucking the note from the door, Alessandro thrust it into his saddlebag. "If they're seriously ill, they'll knock loudly enough to wake the dead," Alessandro muttered. "Otherwise they can wait until the morrow."

	The front door would be locked--some of the herbs José kept were extremely toxic, others rare and expensive--so he walked around the corner of the small building to the gated wall protecting the garden behind the shop. Even with the gate locked--good, José remembered--the wall's six-foot height didn't deter him the way it would one of the townsfolk. In his line of work he often needed to access--or escape--far more secure places.

	Draping his saddlebags over his shoulder, Alessandro scaled the wall easily, dropping soundlessly to the ground on the other side. Standing still for a moment, Alessandro closed his eyes, inhaled deeply, and savoured the feeling of being home, something that happened far too rarely. His smile widened at the familiar scents provided by the immaculate, lovingly tended herb garden.

	Refreshed, Alessandro glanced up at the window of the living quarters over the shop, then over at the small workshop on the other side of the garden. It was far too early for José to have stopped work. If he wasn't in the shop, there was only one place he would be.

	When he entered the workshop, Alessandro flicked the lock into place behind him, leaving his saddlebags near the pallet on the floor before striding towards the inner room where José would be working. The room contained the herbs that lost their potency in daylight, and doubled as a tiny workshop where he worked on protection or weaponry for Alessandro. José's role as a slayer's intermediary was not a dangerous one but, at least as far as Alessandro was concerned, just as important.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	Busy grinding away with his mortar and pestle, José nevertheless heard the leather hinges creak as the door behind him opened. José whirled around to face the intruder, his light crossbow loaded and ready.

	The lethal-looking man striding towards him wore a long, dark leather cape, dusty from travel. The garment's age showed in its many creases and the fluidity with which it flapped around the man's, Alessandro's, shapely calves. Despite the dirt and dust on his lover's face, Alessandro still remained the most beautiful sight he'd ever seen.

	"Sandro. I wasn't expecting you so soon." The words were barely a breath of air past his lips as José placed the small crossbow in its place on the cluttered bench behind him. But then, Alessandro had a habit of taking his breath away.

	Closing the distance between them, Alessandro tossed his dark, wide-brimmed leather hat aside, the battered feather that trimmed it fluttering with the movement. José whimpered as Alessandro's long, chestnut hair tumbled free, reminding him of the way it felt on his skin.

	Finally able to galvanize his limbs into motion, José ran forward and leapt into Alessandro's arms, where he was crushed against Alessandro's powerful chest. Inhaling deeply, José revelled in the smell of dust and sweat and, beneath that, the musky essence of the man he loved. Wrapping his legs around Alessandro's hips and his arms around his lover's neck, José grinned when Alessandro's hands cupped his buttocks, holding him securely in place. His lover enjoyed holding him this way as much as José loved being held.

	José moaned softly into their kiss, and when Alessandro licked at his lips asking for entrance, José parted them eagerly. Alessandro's tongue plunged deep into José's mouth, he sucked on it eagerly. The deep rumble of Alessandro's pleasure vibrated through José and he trembled with a mixture of relief and burgeoning arousal. I will never get enough of Sandro. Even if he never left my side again.

	Already his cock, hard and eager, strained against his breeches.

	Their kiss ended and José continued to cling to Alessandro as he effortlessly walked them back towards the door. Taking advantage of his perch, José licked and nipped at Alessandro's neck while Alessandro kicked the door open--it often needed persuasion to move--and strode to the makeshift bed in the first room. Alessandro lowered José gently to the pallet and took his place between José's widespread thighs. Alessandro always made him feel treasured.

	José arched upwards, desperate for more contact against his erection, and groaned deeply when Alessandro obligingly ground down against him.

	"I've missed you so much. Oh, Sandro, I'm so glad you're home again. I love you."

	"And I you, bello. Each night I was away I prayed you would stay safe and that I would be able to come home to you."

	Crying out, José clutched at Alessandro's broad shoulders as his lover sucked at his neck, a particularly erotic spot for him. With a growl of impatience that always sent José's arousal spiralling, Alessandro jerked José's shirt open, sending buttons skittering. José groaned when Alessandro fastened his lips tightly to one of José's now exposed nipples, biting and sucking as though tasting José was essential to his very existence. While José gasped and writhed, stroking any part of his lover he could reach, Alessandro fumbled at the fastenings of José's breeches, pushing them down roughly and pulling José's cock free.

	All it took was a squeeze of his cock and a flick of Alessandro's calloused thumb over José's sensitive slit, paired with the impassioned suckling at his nipple for José to spill. Closing his eyes, José cried Alessandro's name softly as his essence coated Alessandro's hand.

	José opened his eyes as Alessandro eased from his spent body to stand by the bed and watch him. Already I miss his weight, the feel of him. Raising his head to see what Alessandro saw, José looked down at himself. His bared chest glittered from the pearlescent strands of his passion while his member lay quiescent against his groin, his breeches shoved partway down his thighs. I look thoroughly ravished.

	With a sigh and a shake of his head, José gazed over at Alessandro. Yet I would have it no other way. I know Alessandro loves to see me fall apart so swiftly at his touch.

	Apart from the flush to his cheeks and a smile as seductive as it was affectionate, Alessandro looked much as he had when first he entered their sanctuary. Then their gazes locked and José saw the heat of love and desire in his beloved grey eyes. He smiled.

	"You undo me every time." José flopped back down on the bed, still trying to catch his breath. At least Sandro is almost as breathless as I am.

	"The day I don't, I will fear I have lost your love."

	"That will never happen." Standing, José shrugged free of his shirt, tossing it aside. "It's your job to find the missing buttons. Did you know I found one outside on the path last time we did this?"

	Alessandro rolled his eyes. José grinned, then pushed his breeches down to his ankles, unlaced his house shoes, and removed his breeches, stockings, and shoes in one move.

	Looking up, he smiled shyly at Alessandro, who was still fully dressed apart from his cloak, which lay on the floor where Alessandro had dropped it. A part of José always felt vulnerable standing naked before his still-clothed lover but another, larger part thrilled at the undisguised desire that heated Alessandro's gaze.

	Beside Alessandro, José felt almost boyish with his slender build and pale, smooth skin. By contrast, Alessandro was everything that typified masculinity--broad of shoulder and chest, narrow of waist, and with muscular arms and thighs. Dark hair covered his chest and led to a thick bush of fur that haloed an organ of majestic proportions. José was the only person allowed to see both. Women--and men--aplenty had vied for Alessandro's attentions, yet José was the one Alessandro loved, the one he came home to. The knowledge thrilled José beyond words.

	"I love you." He needed to let Alessandro know.

	"I love you, too, bello. Come to me." Alessandro held out his hand.
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