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      One last anthology with a remarkable group of gay own voice authors. These have been a source of joy for me in a time when joy felt difficult. The times we live in are scary. Laws against our LGBT brothers and sisters happening all over this country again is terrifying.

      When we got the right to marriage - I thought… Hey, is it over. Can I stop fighting? Things look like they are better than they ever have been.

      But it was just a lull in the battle that we have to fight day after day.

      This is one of many reasons that Pride is important. But sometimes we just want a nice love story. Here are 10.

      Remember that our fight is never over. Love those around you and hold them close.

      Shane
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      “You look fine. Now, will you please stop fussing and get on stage?”

      Letting out a long, exaggerated sigh, Ravi glanced up at his mirror. The standing man behind him looked amused, a state better than anger, yet he suspected his brooding lover’s good mood wouldn’t last. He held his posture tight, his arms crossing his chest, and when Caelen did this, it symbolized the tight hold he kept on his own behavior. 

      Vampires. They never knew how to loosen up.

      Amber-colored eyes returned to his self-assessment, with Ravi pursing his lips in thought. “I don’t know,” he said, lifting a hand to tousle his nearly black hair. He lifted a makeup brush and dusted his bronze cheeks with foundation. “Our drag show has been putting me to shame lately, and the Pride Gala is only a week away. What if I’m losing my spark?”

      He frowned exaggeratedly. As he looked at Caelen’s reflection once more, he saw his boyfriend roll his eyes and chuckled as Caelen stepped forward to put his hands on Ravi’s shoulders. “You’re fishing for compliments,” Caelen said, lowering to place a light kiss on Ravi’s neck.

      A pleasant shiver ran up Ravi’s spine, his senses all too aware of their ever-present lust for each other.

      “Then compliment me,” Ravi said. “And I’ll consider getting on stage.”

      Caelen chuckled lightly, his nose brushing against Ravi’s skin. While Caelen was cooler and much paler than Ravi, something about the chill made his senses run wild with anticipation. “If it’s all the same to you,” Caelen said, his breath caressing the back of Ravi’s ear, “I’d like to save my compliments for later. When we’re alone. And you’re on your knees, naked in front of me.”

      Ravi groaned. The more Caelen’s lust crashed into him, the more his own hunger escalated. As blood threatened to rush to his crotch, he grinned and reached to touch one of Caelen’s hands. “Good boy,” he said. “I’ll stop being a diva.”

      With a laugh, Caelen stood straighter and took a few steps back. “Dear, you’re never going to stop being a diva. You were one when we met, and you’ll be one until we’re dead.”

      “Since you know me so well, pick out which coat I’m wearing. Let’s see if you can guess what kind of mood I’m in.”

      Slowly, Ravi stood. He looked at Caelen, sticking out his tongue, which prompted Caelen to laugh and turn toward the wardrobe. It gave Ravi a moment to relax, allowing the sensual assault a chance to ebb out of his body. Adjusting the thigh-highs he wore, he double-checked the hooks securing them to the corset he wore. Satin from his underwear caressed his thighs, and not another stitch of clothing covered his flawless body. Truth be told, he didn’t need anyone to tell him he looked good.

      But it always felt nice to hear Caelen say it.

      Caelen walked over with a long, sequin coat containing the same color as Ravi’s corset. “Perfect,” Ravi said, waiting for Caelen to hold it open before sliding his arms into the sleeves. As Ravi turned to face him, Caelen adjusted the material on Ravi’s shoulders, looking down from their small height difference. He bent and Ravi lifted onto the balls of his feet. The two exchanged a short, lurid marriage of tongues and lips.

      “You’ve been in rare form lately,” Ravi whispered.

      “It’s Pride Month,” Caelen whispered back. “I think the crowd’s energy is just rubbing off on me.”

      “Fantastic choice of words. We’ll see how well when you fuck me later.”

      Ravi winked, but as he walked toward the dressing room door, he sobered and slipped into his own form of focus. Giving his coat one last adjustment, he slipped into his high heels and reached for the sequined top hat that completed his look. The sound of the crowd forced him to take a deep breath, but not out of nerves; no, never.

      No, because the rush of lust from the horny masses would nearly knock him off his feet. 

      Opening the door, he braced himself, walking up to the edge of the stage while waiting for their emcee and stage manager, Paloma, to finish their monologue. They always knew how to warm up the crowd, and it gave Ravi another moment to steady himself as they continued to have the crowd eating out of their hand. Caelen and other performers were in the background, reminding Ravi that his magic extended beyond the audience.

      It’s what made him what he was. And what made him The Velvet Lair’s most popular act.

      Nobody ever knew. As Paloma called him onto the stage, Ravi strolled toward the middle and smirked as every eye in the house focused on him. Music played over the speakers, and Ravi paused in his normal position, waiting for his cue before he could sing. During normal nights, he fed like a king. But this was Pride Month, and the elation of every soul filling the room ensured he’d go to bed satisfied.
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        * * *

      

      Caelen couldn’t love him more, even if he tried.

      As he watched Ravi perform, his mind took a quick stroll down memory lane, to the wild night when The Velvet Lair was born. Transported nearly twenty years into the past, from the thrum of a nightclub to a street party in Center City Philadelphia, rainbow-colored lights and streamers adorned South Street across several blocks. While the block party’s energy paled compared to The Velvet Lair, Caelen and Ravi had yet to learn how wildly they could stoke a crowd’s lusts.

      They had only moved into their new apartment a few months beforehand. It hadn’t been their first outing in the city, but the energy of Pride gave them their first taste of potential. Caelen remembered the feel of his arms around Ravi, Ravi’s back resting against his chest, and both of Ravi’s hands holding onto him. “God, I don’t know where to start,” Ravi had said, leaning back to be heard over the cacophony of music and people. As if he’d forgotten how Caelen’s vampire hearing worked. “We could fuck our way across the street and be satisfied for a week.”

      Caelen had chuckled. The satin from Ravi’s shoulder wrap touched Caelen’s cheek, and his warmth paired perfectly with the heat of a June evening. “Well, then, I guess we pick one person and go from there,” Caelen said.

      “No.” Caelen didn’t need to see the devilish smirk painting Ravi’s lips. He could already envision it from the hundreds of times he’d already seen it. It had been what lured Caelen to the beautiful man in his arms almost half a century before that. Ravi didn’t even need his succubus nature to attract anyone’s interest. Having it only made the game that much sweeter. “I want to work the crowd. See who’ll take the bait.”

      “Of course you do.” Caelen laughed. “And how are you going to do that?”

      “Simple.” Ravi gestured toward the other end of the block. “There’s a DJ over there. I’m going to get him to help me.”

      Ravi spun out of his arms as Caelen raised an eyebrow. Not leaving him any room to question it, Ravi grabbed one of his hands and guided him through the crowd to the source of the block party’s music. Between two speakers, a man had set up his booth, lost in working switches while bobbing along with the beat. A faint thought drifted through Caelen’s mind, noting the tempo of the DJ’s pulse and how it thrummed nearly in time with the music. As his instincts twitched and his fangs ached, Caelen took a steadying breath.

      Mercifully, Ravi didn’t seem to notice. He let go of Caelen’s hand several feet away and walked to the DJ booth alone. Caelen felt for the signet ring on his hand, brushing a thumb over the amethyst as if clinging onto a lifeline and allowing the small surge of energy it produced to ease his mind. The ache subsided, and the pounding of the DJ’s pulse faded again, allowing him to concentrate on Ravi’s interaction. 

      Not even his vampire hearing could cut through the cacophony. But Caelen saw the DJ’s body posture shift and watched him melt when Ravi ran a finger along his shoulder. The DJ nodded, which earned a kiss on the cheek from Ravi.

      The way Ravi’s eyes sparkled when they found Caelen again remained burned in the vampire’s memory.

      To say he looked delighted didn’t capture the sheer intensity of his pleasure. Caelen mirrored his smile and watched as Ravi’s commanding presence took over, feeling amused when Ravi centered himself between the two speakers and placed both hands on his hips. One song faded into another, and as the new song surged to life, so did Ravi. Within seconds, he had a captive audience. 

      Ravi’s movements flowed like a gentle river at first, turning more technical the longer he danced. His shoulder wrap became a streamer that he whipped around his body and twirled, only making him look even more gorgeous. Caelen’s eyes feasted on the work of art his lover became, as captivated as the humans surrounding them, and continued to take in the show while Ravi danced from person to person, draping himself against one and teasing another with his shoulder wrap. He lip-synced to the music and finally spun onto his knees in front of one man.

      Caelen quickly glanced at the man. As Ravi slithered to a stand, using the man as a prop, Caelen took in what appeared to be a tall, dark-haired and dark-eyed visual treat. He didn’t know what about the man had caught Ravi’s attention, except to say that even Caelen felt a particular draw to him. He seemed enraptured by Ravi, his eyes dilating and breathing becoming shallower. As Ravi placed his hands on the stranger’s hips, the stranger reached for Ravi, obeying Ravi’s direction without a second’s delay.

      Ah, we have our snack for the night.

      With a forceful push, Ravi propelled himself away from the man, starting a new sequence of actions, though the choice had already been made. And when Ravi finished, the man drifted toward them and paused in front of the couple, dutifully beckoned by Ravi’s mere presence.

      If they’d asked for his name, Caelen couldn’t immediately remember it. The night lost itself to entangled bodies, and lips seeking purchase everywhere they could reach. At the height of orgasm, Caelen had sunk his teeth into the man’s neck, and Ravi had opened himself up to the potent sexual energy the three produced. It had been heady; Caelen wouldn’t ever forget that. So heady that he remembered Ravi drinking a little deeper than usual from their mortal snack. The stranger passed out cold, and as he slept off the experience, Caelen and Ravi lay beside him, utterly sated.

      “I had fun,” Ravi said, his cheek pressed against Caelen’s bare chest. “Maybe a little too much fun.”

      Caelen laughed. He glanced at their sleeping guest while his fingers combed through Ravi’s hair. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you that hungry.”

      “It wasn’t just him. I’ve forgotten how easy it is to get an entire group of humans riled up. By the end, I wanted to suck them all dry.”

      “In more ways than one, I’m sure.” A lazy grin traced across Caelen’s lips. “What stood out about him?”

      Ravi hummed. “I don’t know. But I’ll have to lure a few of them back with us next time.”

      “Or fill a room with them. You wouldn’t even need to fuck them to get a contact high.”

      “What if I want to fuck them, anyway?”

      Caelen laughed. He bent enough to place a kiss on Ravi’s head. “Icing on the cake, then, right?”

      As Ravi continued humming, Caelen let himself slip into silence. Warm blood filled his body, and with his needs fully met, his mind walked a meandering path from one idle thought to the next. He barely noticed he’d spoken one of them out loud. 

      “I’ll bet we could fill a nightclub with your performance alone.”

      When Ravi lifted his head, he looked Caelen in the eyes as if searching his soul. “A nightclub?” Ravi asked. “Normally, we don’t go to those. Not with how you can... get.”

      “I know.” Caelen resisted the urge to touch his signet again. “The ring helps, though. Enough that I’d be willing to test its limits. You looked as if you were in your element.”

      “I do like being the center of attention.” Ravi sighed and laid his head back down on Caelen’s chest. Pensive silence settled between them, but Caelen could sense Ravi turning the idea around in his head. “Maybe that’s why we landed here,” Ravi had finally said, his voice soft and dreamy. “Maybe it’s kismet.”

      With a wide smile, Caelen had glanced back at their unconscious bedmate. “I think it might be,” he said. “There’s only one way to find out, though. It’s time to take a leap of faith.”
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        * * *

      

      The crowd applauded, and the air felt thick with their collective ecstasy. Slowly, Caelen returned to the present and lent his clapping to the noise which followed Ravi’s performance. As Ravi glided from the stage, he looked at Caelen seductively and immediately closed the distance between them once he was backstage again. 

      Both hands ran up Caelen’s chest, his lips impatient to capture Caelen’s in a kiss. After a tempting exchange, Ravi reached to whisper in Caelen’s ear. “You better take me upstairs and fuck me blind,” he said. “I want to share this energy with you.”

      Caelen chuckled, almost tempted to sweep Ravi into his arms. Instead, he let Ravi pull him toward the back of the dressing area, toward a locked door which led to their apartment stairs. He kept his focus intent on Ravi, so much so that he only noticed the man who approached in his periphery.

      The man touched his hand. And in one fluid movement, he removed Caelen’s signet from his finger.

      Pausing in alarm, Caelen spun to confront the thief as he took off running. Caelen released his grip on Ravi, giving chase the entire way to the club’s back door while dodging around a sea of bodies and tables. The thief barreled through every obstruction, nearly knocking several people to the floor, and clasped the ring in both hands as if to keep it safe.

      Just as Caelen was about to grab him, the thief made it to the back door. He turned to make eye contact with Caelen and caught Caelen off guard when he threw the ring back and slammed his body weight into the crash bar. In the time it took for Caelen to catch the ring and slide it back onto his finger, the man had made it outside and taken off running. 

      Ravi jogged to his side and placed a hand on Caelen’s shoulder. “I’ll help you find him,” Ravi said while Caelen adjusted the ring. “Asshole’s going to pay.”

      He motioned for the door, but Caelen reached for his arm. “Wait,” Caelen said. Ravi raised an eyebrow, and Caelen sighed. “We can’t yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I need a minute for the magic to stabilize again. As it is, I’m suddenly aware of everyone else in the club.” 

      It had taken a moment to feel the bloodlust rushing upon him, but it was true. The pulses of the entire room surrounded him, threatening to drive him mad. Ravi frowned, and Caelen took a deep, steadying breath, trying to manage a reassuring smile for Ravi’s sake. 

      “I’ll be okay,” Caelen said. “Take me upstairs. You’re all I need.”
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      Portland, Oregon - Twenty years earlier

      It had been getting worse. As much as Caelen tried to ignore it, age had done nothing to dull his desires, and this time, he’d finally realized his worst fears.

      “How many years removed from your maker are you?” the cool, but deep voice of the elder vampire standing before him asked. “I’ve been told you aren’t a neophyte.”

      “No, I’m not,” Caelen said with a sigh. 

      He paused for a moment, glancing around at the ornate meeting room, where one of the most important vampires of the West Coast had detained him for the past few hours. Caelen could still smell the blood on his clothes, and though he’d dulled his hunger for the time being, shame still overwhelmed him. His gaze jumped from a collection of bookshelves lining the wall to the long, glossy table where he sat. When it settled on the man presiding over his interrogation, he frowned.

      “I’m a century removed from him,” Caelen said, finally addressing the question posed. As much as he realized he’d surrendered his freedom earlier that evening, a small part of him hoped he might walk away from this unscathed. “We separated under normal circumstances.”

      “By that, I’m assuming you mean you both had the urge to separate.”

      “As is customary with us, yes.”

      “Then you’re going to have to explain what happened tonight.”

      With a sigh, Caelen met the eye of Mitchell Livingston, a vampire nearly seven hundred years older than him. The Archon of this area, you idiot, Caelen added mentally. Although he barely looked twenty years old, Livingston wore those centuries deep in his eyes, which held Caelen in them, unwavering. “I’ve struggled with this as long as I’ve been a vampire,” Caelen said.

      “And you’ve never killed a human in public like this before?” Mitchell asked.

      “Not since leaving my maker. I’ve been lucky, I guess. I usually have a companion with me, but tonight...”

      As he trailed off, Mitchell raised an eyebrow. “Tonight he what?”

      “Tonight, he wanted to go out to a nightclub. I don’t go with him to avoid the crowds, and usually I stay in the apartment if I feel the urge coming. But it took me by surprise. Before I knew it, I had that man’s neck torn open and his blood spilling all over me.”

      Mitchell frowned. Though it was nearly an imperceptible downward tilt of his mouth, Caelen saw it anyway. “Vampires with your condition shouldn’t ever leave anything to chance,” he said. “If you have a companion to oversee your actions, you need to stay with them constantly.”

      “I know, but it had...” Caelen’s own frown deepened. “It had been a long time. And Ravi deserved this. He deserves better. I don’t know why he bothers with me.”

      When Caelen looked away, the room fell silent. Those last words escaped before he could stop them, laying his insecurities bare. Mitchell surprised him when he stood and, rather than looking at him with derision, he maintained the unwavering, indifferent expression which had been there all night. “The people who brought you in claim that you didn’t resist,” Mitchell said. “And even if I find the explanation lacking, you’re telling me the truth. That said, I need to confer with my seneschal before I decide your fate.”

      Caelen nodded. Mitchell turned to leave, but Caelen stood and spoke before he could. 

      “Can someone send word to my companion?” Caelen asked. “Either way. It’s been hours, and while I know a man of your stature is busy, I don’t want him to think something happened to me.”

      “Something did happen to you,” Mitchell said, raising an eyebrow. This time, Caelen didn’t find his lack of visible reaction comforting. “We’ll see what verdict I reach first before I decide on anything else.”

      The Archon turned to leave again. Caelen reckoned nothing would’ve stopped him this time, and being returned to the purgatory of waiting only made him more uneasy. In the moments that followed, a hundred thoughts ran through his mind. Whether he’d live to see another day. How he’d explain to Ravi what he’d done and how he’d been caught. He knew the human he’d bitten had died, and could only guess at how much containment Mitchell had undergone before deciding to speak to Caelen. His heart broke as he considered how guilty Ravi would feel.

      Mitchell returned faster than Caelen expected, though, and with a small box clutched in one hand. “Lucky for you, I’m feeling generous,” he said, sitting where he had been previously. “I have an idea that might spare your life. But I will still need to make a public example of you.”

      Caelen glanced at the box. “How will you do that?” he asked.

      “Banishment. You and your companion will need to pack your things and prepare to leave. I want you gone within a week.” Before Caelen could respond, Mitchell slid the box toward where Caelen sat. “My determination is conditional, though. You’ll have to wear this for as long as you continue to exist. I don’t want to release you only for you to have another incident.”

      Mitchell’s gaze became more severe. “Don’t make me regret my clemency,” he added. The implication hung heavy in the air: if Caelen made another public spectacle, it would reflect on Mitchell. And the Archon was not about to have that. 

      Caelen had no choice but to agree.

      Opening the box, he saw the pewter ring with the inlaid amethyst and considered it for a moment. Looking up at Mitchell, he furrowed his brow. “What does it do?” he asked.

      “Put it on and see.”

      With a nod, Caelen took out the ring and studied it. Already, something about it made his fingers tingle, making it obvious this wasn’t an ordinary signet. He hesitated only for a moment before sliding it on his left hand, but the moment he settled it into place, an overwhelming feeling washed over him. 

      For the first time in over a century, Caelen felt inner peace.

      He blinked, awed by the absence of bloodlust. As the chaos within him subsided, the world outside felt more vibrant, as if regaining a lost brilliance. It took several moments for his focus to return to Mitchell Livingston again, but the Archon waited patiently and even smirked when they made eye contact.

      “Don’t ask me where I got it,” Mitchell said. “There are some secrets I wish to keep to myself. But if you’ve fought for this long, you deserve a chance to try again.”

      He leaned closer, his smile fading. “Now, find your companion and collect your things. And I better never see you again.”
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        * * *

      

      Caelen looked upset, and Ravi’s heart felt heavier watching him examine the signet for the fiftieth time that night. Though Ravi had done a good job keeping Caelen distracted, the hum of afterglow quickly gave way to restlessness, bringing them from the bedroom to the living room. Settling into his plush, oversized chair, Ravi curled on top of his legs and fanned out his silk robe to cover them.

      “At least he threw it back at you,” Ravi said, sipping from a tea mug he clutched with both hands. When Caelen didn’t respond, Ravi frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Any of the times I’ve taken this off, it’s been by choice,” Caelen said. “Or by an accident that I caused. Nobody’s ever tried to steal it from me.”

      “No, but I guess we shouldn’t be surprised that someone finally did. It was bound to happen.”

      When Caelen didn’t respond, Ravi fought the urge to stand and sit beside his lover. Caelen remained in the middle of their couch, wrapping his arms around himself in what looked like an effort to stop staring at the ring. It called Portland to mind, with all the things Caelen had told him about his punishment, and things Ravi had figured out in the intervening years. Ravi remembered the struggle of decades, often sated with both feeding together so he could soothe Caelen’s inner monster. 

      Not having to weather that had been more than a gift for Caelen. It had been a miracle.

      “Babydoll, it’s going to be okay,” Ravi said. He set his mug on a side table. “Nothing’s going to happen to you, or to us. And even if you faced that problem again, I’d be there like I was before.”

      “I know,” Caelen said, his voice soft. “But I never want to go back to that.”

      Fair, Ravi thought. He folded his hands on his lap and pursed his lips in thought. “Well, we don’t know how the Archon got the ring in the first place, but we know it’s possible for it to exist. There are people we can talk to.”

      “What would they even want?”

      “Who knows? But it would be worth it for this.”

      Caelen looked up at Ravi, his eyes brimming with tears. Seeing his usually composed lover on the verge of crying broke Ravi’s heart. He finally walked over to Caelen and curled beside him, placing both hands on Caelen’s shoulders. “Come on,” Ravi said. “Come back to bed so I can comfort you again.”

      Ravi ran a finger between Caelen’s shoulder blades. With no need to use any of his influence, he could sense Caelen slowly relaxing into his ministrations, shutting his eyes as Ravi played with his hair and leaned in to place a kiss on Caelen’s neck. “You’re the devil,” Caelen whispered.

      “I’m your devil,” Ravi said, nipping at Caelen’s earlobe. Caelen groaned and Ravi smirked, his hand now moving up and down Caelen’s back. He felt his lover relax into the touches while leaning in to be kissed and taunted. You want to be distracted again, Ravi thought. I know you too well. It’s what you want every time your mind runs to dark places.

      Caelen didn’t need to know his thoughts to respond in kind. As if realizing what Ravi intended to do, Caelen seemed to flip a switch in his head, reaching for Ravi with both hands and pulling him onto his lap. Ravi laughed at how suddenly Caelen pushed Ravi against him and buried his nose in the nape of Ravi’s neck. 

      “Do you need to take a bite, lover?” Ravi asked, exposing more skin to Caelen. 

      “I want to fuck you senseless first. Then, we’ll see how you taste.”

      Ravi’s eyes rolled back at the sheer notion. As he clutched onto Caelen’s shoulders, he ground against him, becoming harder while feeling Caelen’s body have the same reaction. His need for sex and sexual energy might have never come close to mirroring Caelen’s bloodlust, but each brief surge tangled its way through him with delicious temptation. 

      “I need you to fuck me,” Ravi said breathlessly.

      “Did I leave you lacking before?” Caelen whispered.

      “As if I could ever get enough of you.”

      Before he knew it, he found himself on his back. Caelen planted his lips against Ravi’s mouth, probing inward with his tongue the moment Ravi allowed him entrance. The hunger in his kisses turned downright manic, as if they hadn’t already taken a tumble in the sheets. When Caelen nearly tore Ravi’s robe to part the fabric Ravi laughed even harder. 

      “Keep that up and you’ll have to buy me another one,” Ravi said.

      “Done,” Caelen said, managing that word before the predator within took hold. 

      His vampire strength tore at anything that stood between their naked skin. Ravi could feel the points of his fangs scrape against his throat when Caelen kissed downward, and tensed in eager anticipation when Caelen continued down to his chest. His fingers tangled into Caelen’s hair, grabbing handfuls, and when Caelen’s mouth reached his cock, Ravi let out a long, drawn-out moan.

      “God, I want you to devour me,” he said.

      His length disappeared within Caelen’s mouth, touching the back of his throat before Caelen lifted upward to plunge back down again. The sharpness of his fangs teased Ravi, almost painful against such a sensitive part of Ravi’s body. Ravi couldn’t get enough of it. He panted and begged while Caelen continued to suckle on him, and whimpered when Caelen moved to taunt his opening with the slickness of his tongue. 

      Abruptly, Caelen stopped what he was doing to flip Ravi onto his stomach. Walking away for only a moment, Caelen returned with lube-coated fingers he thrust immediately inside Ravi’s ass, his heightened desperation becoming contagious. Every encouraging word and sound Ravi could make spilled out of his mouth, and when Caelen took him by force, Ravi’s eyes rolled back.

      Oh god, he needed this.

      His earlier performance and their first round of sex had both sated Ravi and made him want more. With every violent thrust and the sound of flesh slapping together, Ravi felt that beautiful build toward what would be a supernova. His entire body expected it, anticipating all the sexual energy that would come ebbing his way in mere seconds.

      But something strange happened.

      Rather than pummeling him with energy, the orgasm that followed filled his body with bliss and nothing more. Caelen grabbed hold of him tighter, his strength even more pronounced than usual, making Ravi yelp from sharp jabs of pain. If Caelen noticed it, he gave no sign. Instead, he seemed lost in his climax, ending only when he leaned forward and bit Ravi.

      Ravi shuddered, but even Caelen’s excitement toward feeding didn’t resonate with him. When their bodies parted, and both men settled into the couch cushions, a foreign form of worry overcame Ravi.

      Caelen gathered him closer. Silence followed, lingering until Caelen finally asked, “Are you all right?”

      Curling closer, Ravi nuzzled Caelen’s shoulder. “I’m perfectly fine,” he said, knowing it was a lie while also not wanting to alarm his lover. Ravi couldn’t remember the last time he’d left sex feeling unsatisfied; something he didn’t even know was possible for a succubus. “How do you feel?”

      “Strangely charged. It’s been a weird night.”

      “I think so, too.” Ravi frowned, and though he felt the inclination to come clean, he let Caelen carry him to bed instead. Restful sleep followed, and though Ravi felt oddly hungry the following evening, he consoled himself, knowing that it was Saturday night. And Saturday nights at the club were always full of excitement.

      Without further thought given toward the night before, Ravi dressed in his dressing room and shared similar tempting nibbles and pecks from Caelen before walking onto the stage. Fluffing out a feather boa, Ravi focused on the crowd with an evil smile on his face. 

      Going to make so many of you bastards come, he thought. Papa’s famished tonight.

      And so Ravi went all out, sparing no effort. He drew from his own energy reserves, seeking to whip the crowd into enough of a frenzy that he could bathe in the perfume of their lust. That would be enough, Ravi told himself, for him to weather the night and figure out what had happened with Caelen later.

      As the performance hit its crescendo, Ravi opened himself up again, casting a net to collect what his efforts had yielded. As he did, though, it felt like the opposite happened. Something drew whatever he had within him out, siphoning it into the air and toward something or someone on the edge of the crowd. It happened so quickly that Ravi blacked out.

      His knees gave out. Though he only lost consciousness for a moment, it brought him crashing down onto the stage floor. Suddenly, the music stopped, prompting a shared gasp from the audience as Paloma, the stage manager, hurried to intervene. As they pulled Ravi onto all fours, he blinked and realized he felt dizzy and considerably weaker. Before he could take stock of what had happened, he saw movement near where Caelen usually stood.

      Ravi all but forgot about his own plight the moment he laid eyes on Caelen. Clutching the wall, Caelen looked to be fighting his way toward the back with what seemed to be difficulty. Ravi accepted help on his feet, but focused more intently on the doorway where Caelen quickly disappeared. 

      “What happened?” Paloma asked.

      “I don’t know,” Ravi said, steadying himself. Though the faintness had passed, the weakness lingered. Still, he pushed away from Paloma when they motioned to support Ravi’s weight. “Take care of the crowd; I’ll be fine.”

      Paloma looked skeptical, but didn’t fight Ravi when he insisted. Quickly, Ravi managed toward the same back exit, grabbing his robe along the way and putting it on while opening the door to the alley. The humid June air hit him, a sharp contrast to the air conditioning from inside the club, and Ravi’s head threatened to spin again as he adjusted to the change.

      Where the fuck did you go? Ravi walked as quickly as possible, looking for where Caelen might have disappeared. It took the muffled sound of someone screaming for Ravi to locate him and when he found him, Ravi gasped at the sight. 

      Caelen, covered in blood, held an unfamiliar woman against his body. The wet, sloppy sounds of Caelen’s lips on the woman’s neck stopped as he pulled away, revealing his fangs, now dripping with dark crimson staining his face. Ravi brought both hands to his mouth to muffle the surprised noise he made, but it had been loud enough to capture Caelen’s attention.

      When Caelen looked at him, he looked utterly drunk. His gaze didn’t focus at first, but Ravi saw the moment Caelen reconnected with his mind and body. The woman, now a corpse, fell to the ground, and Caelen looked at her in horror.

      Ravi chanced a few steps closer. When Caelen looked at him again, Ravi shook his head.

      “Oh, god, Caelen,” Ravi said. “What have you done?”
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      As Ravi’s act reached its crescendo, something indiscernible changed about the air surrounding Caelen. Everything felt electric; his senses flared to life in ways that even vampirism hadn’t done to him before. And as a rush of energy poured into him and shot through his veins, the first thing he noticed was the noise.

      Namely, the pulses.

      They surrounded him, beating rapidly from excitement and pounding from the effort of dancing, sweating, and writhing. Bodies everywhere. Humans, with blood flowing from head to toe, rushed to parts of them which bloomed with the sweet aroma of sex. Caelen became all too aware of his fangs, sensing an urgency in his instincts he hadn’t experienced in years.

      His hands itched to grab the nearest dancer and drown inside the tidal wave of their lust. He barely registered the urge, fighting it with every ounce of effort he possessed, but a loss of control loomed imminent. He didn’t have the time to ask what happened, and certainly not to wonder if something had happened to his ring. 

      All Caelen knew was that he had to get out of there. Immediately.

      Controlling his own body felt like steering a ship through a thunderstorm. He slid against the wall and reached the connected hallway while trying to ignore every concerned look that turned in his direction. As his fangs strained, their tips descending, he hid his face as much as possible. Somehow, he made it to the back exit without losing control.

      But what little control remained melted away rapidly when he walked outside. The city exploded into a cacophony of pulses. So many people occupied the neighborhood, with so many celebrations taking place in more than just The Velvet Lair. Before he knew it, his feet gained a life of their own.

      The chorus of pulses reduced to one, becoming a beacon leading his surging instincts. With great speed, he rushed up to a woman, knocking away her cigarette and plunging his teeth into her neck to bathe his lips with her life essence. Caelen drank as much as he could manage, not caring about the cascade of blood staining his face and getting all over his clothing. His apathy lasted only until he regained enough of his senses to be aware of another presence.

      Dropping the lifeless body, Caelen spun around to face the witness to his white-hot sin.

      Ravi stared at him, looking bewildered, which brought Caelen’s focus to his appearance. He stared at the crimson on his hands and collapsed onto the ground as Ravi addressed him in a soft tone. “What happened?” he asked.

      The ring on Caelen’s finger almost mocked him as he studied it. While it registered as anything but impotent, Caelen couldn’t figure out why its magic had failed. “I don’t know,” Caelen said. “But there’s something wrong.”

      “We need to clean up this mess and get home quickly before anyone sees us.”

      Caelen nodded, too lost in the haze of confusion to say anything else. With Ravi’s help, Caelen covered the bite marks, pushing away thoughts of the woman’s identity and the potential harm he might have caused her loved ones. Someone would find her corpse at some point, hopefully long after they left, but Caelen knew the guilt would linger for a while. It always did when he lost control.

      He thought he’d left that all behind.

      The depressing thought lingered while he stripped his ruined clothing and stood in the shower, scrubbing himself clean until the water had turned cold. He couldn’t pinpoint when he’d started crying, but the realization only intensified his tears. Even when he eventually turned off the water, Caelen remained in the shower and lowered himself onto the cold tile floor. 

      A knock preceded Ravi entering the bathroom, but Caelen failed to stop him. He didn’t even look up at his lover when he opened the shower door, though he leaned against Ravi’s embrace when he sat beside him. Ravi stroked his shoulder with small, reassuring sweeps of his fingers. 

      “It was a mistake, babe, you know that,” Ravi said.

      “I know,” Caelen managed. “But I thought it was under control. It has been under control for twenty years.”

      “You’re right. And I can’t imagine how you must feel.” Caelen shut his eyes when Ravi placed a kiss on his head. “A lot of weird things are suddenly happening, and I don’t like it. Especially so close to the Gala.”

      Caelen winced. The Pride Gala was only a few days away. “I don’t even know what’s wrong to fix it,” he said, opening his eyes again.

      “Dry off and come into the bedroom,” Ravi said before placing another kiss in Caelen’s hair. He then stood. “I’m going to make some coffee.”

      With a nod, Caelen looked up in time to see Ravi leave the bathroom. Something about the way he walked away looked pained; Caelen had never seen it before and remained perplexed. As Ravi walked back into the bedroom with two mugs of coffee, Caelen finished putting on a t-shirt and sat in their small reading nook, wearing only that and a pair of pajama pants.

      Ravi passed Caelen one mug and adjusted his silk robe as he curled up beside Caelen. Caelen wrapped one arm around his lover and held the coffee cup with the other. It took a few moments of contemplative silence for Ravi to speak, but when he did, the entire story came out. 

      He told Caelen about the night before and what had happened to him on stage. “That happened right as that rush came over me,” Caelen said, blowing on his coffee and taking a sip. He shook his head. “So, basically, something funneled the energy you reaped to me.”

      “What could have done that?” Ravi asked. But both men seemed to have the same answer at the same time. As Ravi touched Caelen’s ring, Caelen lifted it and studied it. A subtle magical shift became more apparent. 

      “I think something happened when that man tried to steal it,” Caelen said. “Granted, I don’t know how its magic is supposed to work, but maybe being manhandled knocked the spell out of whack.”

      “Maybe.” Ravi hesitated, looking skeptical. “That seems too obvious, but I don’t have any other ideas.”

      “I should take it off until I can find someone who knows their way around a few spells. They can help us fix it.”

      Saying the words out load made Caelen wince, but he had to admit handling his bloodlust paled compared to weathering another onslaught. With a sigh, he set his coffee cup on an adjacent end table and removed the ring. After placing it beside his coffee, Caelen flexed his fingers, feeling naked without it. “All the same, I shouldn’t be out in the crowd until we can get it fixed.”

      “No, I agree. As much as I love you watching me.”

      Caelen buried his nose in Ravi’s hair. “I know. And I love watching you. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      Ravi snuggled up closer, but even Caelen felt the absence when their cuddles didn’t escalate into their usual erotic tenor. He seemed spent and passed out quickly when they retired to bed. Caelen, however, stared at the ceiling until the sun rose. 
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      Ravi still looked weak when Caelen rose at sunset, but walked around their apartment, determined not to show it. Caelen knew his lover all too well by that point and saw the telltale wearing around the edges when Ravi continued to muscle through his usual nightly routine. At least you’ll eat well tonight, Caelen thought, giving Ravi a sympathetic smile that Ravi immediately rolled his eyes at.

      “Get dressed,” Ravi said, “and walk me down to the club, so I can get ready to perform.”

      After a nod and a lingering kiss, Caelen considered the clothes in his closet before selecting his outfit for the night. He thought a conservative shirt and pants would help him go unnoticed, reserving his more striking and flamboyant attire for the Gala. Ravi dressed in his usual tight-fitting and partially revealing clothes, which planted the first seeds of lust within Caelen.

      He could ignore it, he told himself. Tonight, he wouldn’t lose control.

      The ring remained upstairs, and the duo descended into the club before quickly disappearing into their respective corners. Caelen shut himself inside the office he barely occupied, switching on his computer to busy himself with paperwork that usually waited until the end of the month. It kept his mind off his appetites as music played and kicked off the night’s normal festivities. He didn’t want to admit it, but thinking about the crowd only increased the desperate yearning within him.

      You’d think I hadn’t consumed a whole person last night, he thought with a sigh.

      Caelen tried to keep his mind focused on numbers and spreadsheets. He didn’t notice when the aching started until the first wave of pain racked him, seeming to come out of nowhere. His fangs nearly descended, and it took every ounce of willpower for him to keep them at bay.

      What the hell is happening? It didn’t even feel like his usual war against bloodlust. He yearned for something as if it had become a need, and the longer he went without it, the deeper the pain became. While the noise from the crowd became louder, so did his desperation.

      Something primal wanted to emerge; an undistilled version of his instincts that wanted to transform him into a mindless killer. Caelen stumbled away from his desk to the small refrigerator he kept in the office, secured shut with a digital lock. His hands shook while he fumbled with the keypad, needing three attempts to punch in his code. Relief flooded through him when he could open the door, but was very short-lived.

      Caelen reached for the blood bags he kept stored inside and ripped one open with his teeth. Lustily, he gulped down the contents before reaching inside for another one. The more he tried to eat, though, the worse the pain became until he dropped the third blood bag onto the ground and collapsed beside it.

      Distantly, he could hear the club’s music and the rhythmic cadence of so many pounding hearts threatened to drive him mad. Even when the temptation to feed from one of them became palpable, Caelen couldn’t pick himself up from the floor. 

      Is this what dying feels like?

      With a grimace, Caelen managed onto all fours and dragged himself to the leather couch on the other side of his office. He climbed into its comforting embrace, but the pain wouldn’t abate no matter how much time passed.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      Fuck. Caelen couldn’t tell who stood outside the door. Pulses still screamed at him, making each one indistinguishable. “What do you want?” he called out toward the door, surprised when his voice echoed in his ears. He sounded wounded, as if the act of speaking was entirely too difficult to manage. 

      A pause preceded the voice of their stage manager.

      “Caelen?” Paloma called back. “What’s going on in there?”

      He shook his head as if they could see the action. “Don’t come in. Not right now. It isn’t safe for you.”

      “Isn’t safe?” Caelen winced at their tone of voice, laden with offense. The doorknob twisted, and Caelen groaned as another sharp wave of pain assailed him. His fangs remained extended, and he could feel the blood drying on his chin, but trying to stand yielded no result. Paloma opened the door and saw him laid out like the mess he was.

      Their eyes widened. Immediately shutting the door, they ran toward the couch, bringing the sweet bouquet of their blood with them. “Fuck, what’s going on in here tonight?” they asked. “First Ravi, and now you.”

      Ravi? He wanted to ask, but lacked the ability. Instead, he gestured toward the door impotently. “Go to my apartment,” he said. “As quickly as possible. You remember the passcode, right?”

      Paloma nodded. Caelen’s eyes rolled back as he caught another draught of their scent and wanted to lunge for them. Focus, asshole. Something’s wrong with Ravi. Caelen took a shaky breath. “The ring I usually wear,” he continued. “I need you to fetch it for me.”

      “Is this the right time for accessories?” Paloma asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Please. I can’t...” Caelen struggled for his next words, but smelled Paloma again and felt reason leaving him. When he hissed at Paloma, they stumbled backward several paces and then turned to leave. Caelen had no way to hope for their return.

      He inhaled again, as if his undead lungs somehow still needed air, and a soft groan rose in his throat as his exposed fangs felt the strange tickle of his own breath. With the next brutal surge of pain, Caelen cried out, a shudder wracking his frame as his awareness faded. He didn’t know if he’d fall into another blind frenzy like the night before, and that lingering dread stayed with him as consciousness faded.

      I’m going to make an even bigger spectacle of myself than I did in Portland, he thought. And this time, they’re going to kill me for sure.
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      Ravi had never seen Caelen like this before.

      Despite the pain wracking him as well, and the faintness from yet another failed attempt at feeding, he still felt better off than Caelen. Sprawled out on his office couch, Caelen twitched and slept in fits, not regaining consciousness long enough to converse with either Ravi or Paloma. Ravi perched on a small empty portion of the cushion and reached to run his fingers through Caelen’s hair.

      “You’ll have to forgive me, but I’m not coming anywhere near him right now,” Paloma said.

      Ravi nodded, extending his hand without looking at them. “Give me his ring and I’ll put it on him,” he said. “I can defend myself better than you can if he attacks.” As the cold metal of Caelen’s signet settled in his palm, Ravi entertained a morbid thought.

      At least, I’m pretty sure I can. We’ll find out in a moment, won’t we?

      Mercifully, Caelen didn’t move when Ravi lifted his hand, and as he slid the ring back onto Caelen’s finger, Ravi frowned. Sure enough, the pulses of pain that had been afflicting him slowly wore off, leaving the weakness still for Ravi to contend with.

      “Did it work?” Paloma asked, bringing his attention to them. They remained at a distance, but looked between the two men eagerly. “I’m glad he didn’t rip out your throat at least.”

      “So am I,” Ravi said with a sigh. “He was right, though. The pain’s going away.”

      Looking back at Caelen, Ravi resumed stroking his hair, watching Caelen settle without waking up. He wasn’t sure what to say, lost in the thought that one solution had only made the problem worse. Slowly, Paloma closed more of the distance between them, hesitating outside of reach but gradually letting down their guard. Ravi remained silent, observing them from his periphery.

      “There’ve been a lot of times I’ve questioned whether I should continue working here,” they said. “Meaning, after I found out what you guys are. But neither of you changed the way you treated me, so I’ve stayed put.”

      “That was five years ago,” Ravi said.

      “Six, but who’s counting?” 

      Ravi glanced at them in time to catch a wry smile. Slowly, it faded while they gestured at the sleeping vampire. “I’m going to need you to come clean about whatever the hell this is, though,” she said. “People are noticing, and I’m running out of excuses for the customers and my coworkers.”

      With a frown, Ravi withdrew his hand from Caelen, using both hands to pull his robe closed. Crossing his legs, he struggled to think through the persistent hunger gnawing at him, which seemed to have gained volume now that the pain had subsided. “We’re not sure yet,” he finally said. 

      “Obviously, it has something to do with that ring.”

      Ravi winced. He looked at Paloma and raised an eyebrow. “If I tell you anything about that ring, I’ll be in trouble. Caelen keeps it secret for a good reason.”

      “I get that. But if you don’t know how to fix this yet, then you might need some extra help.”

      “Honey, you’re good, but you’re not that good,” Ravi said with a grin. “Just because you know what we are doesn’t mean you know anything about -”

      “Magic?” Paloma asked. “Try me.”

      When they didn’t waver, Ravi sobered. Paloma crossed their arms against their chest while Ravi took a deep breath. “The ring’s magic,” Ravi began.

      But Paloma interrupted him with a laugh. “Yeah, no shit,” they said. “What kind of magic?”

      Ravi gave them a look, prompting them to shrug. He shook his head. “Well, all right, you cheeky bitch. Skipping the basic stuff, it helps keep his hunger under control. Somebody tried to steal it, though, and it’s been acting haywire since then.”

      “Haywire in what way?”

      “Whenever I try to... well, eat... something about the ring seems like it interferes.” Ravi struggled to explain, but putting it into words seemed also to connect several dots for him. “It seems like it takes all the energy I draw and blasts it into Caelen. It makes his bloodlust skyrocket.”

      “So, it’s starving you and making him go vampire-crazy.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      Paloma frowned in thought. “Okay, I’ll give you one thing. I don’t know enough about magic to have any clue what’s making the ring do that.” They glanced away, looking sheepish. “But–”

      They trailed off. Ravi blinked. “But what?” he asked.

      “But I’ve been dating this interesting... person.” Paloma paused, biting their bottom lip. “I know I haven’t told you guys about it yet, so forgive me for how sudden this is. But she has a lot of stuff in her house that’s witchy.”

      “Witchy how? I don’t think someone who only deals with crystals and incense would know what to do.”

      “She does a lot more than that, but it’s hard for me to explain. I just know she has a lot of witchy stuff in her apartment.”

      Ravi frowned. Looking at Caelen again, he winced at being the more levelheaded of their duo. Something had to be done, though. He felt completely exhausted, as if something more than just a lack of food was the cause.

      “All right,” he said, looking back at Paloma. “Caelen won’t be up for any adventures before he’s rested anyway, so I’m in favor of closing the club tomorrow night.”

      “Is he going to be okay with that?” Paloma asked, gesturing at Caelen.

      “He’s going to have to be. This has gotten serious enough.” 

      With a sigh, Ravi nodded. “Tell us where to meet you,” he said, “and we’ll be there. Right after sunset.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Caelen fought every urge within him to complain at Ravi as they walked toward their designated meeting place. He’d slept through most of the previous night, waking only in time to walk upstairs and have Ravi explain what had happened. The rapid arrival of dawn left him with no choice but to agree, and as the sun’s light urged him to sleep, the first of many concerns crept into his mind.

      We can’t let anyone else know about us. Exposing ourselves might literally cost us our heads.

      But he didn’t voice that thought. Not even after he woke again. Ravi knew that and wouldn’t have placed them in trouble unless things had really become that dire. And although Caelen hated being closed any night during Pride, it could have been worse. It could have been the Pride Gala. 

      It won’t do us any good to throw an enormous party if one of us ruins it, he thought while giving Ravi’s hand a little squeeze. Ravi glanced at him, worry still weighing down the look he gave him, even while trying to offer calm reassurance. He looked far less vibrant than Caelen had ever seen him, which would have been enough for Caelen to give in to this meeting.

      “Are they sure this woman can help?” Caelen asked.

      The question broke a prolonged and uneasy silence, and Ravi seemed happy merely with the excuse to talk. “Paloma didn’t promise me anything,” he said. “But I checked in with them a few hours ago and they insisted we come. Wouldn’t tell me what all they said to her, but—”

      “Yeah, but it had to have been enough. It’s not like Paloma to waste our time.”

      “No, it isn’t. So, let’s see what they’ve got.”

      Caelen nodded, and though he fell silent again, the mood lightened a little. Enough to carry them to the cafe where Paloma had asked to meet. He spotted Paloma standing outside, clutching an iced coffee in both hands, and paused with Ravi when they walked to make up the distance between them. 

      “Hey, you two,” Paloma said once within earshot. They paused long enough to give both men a hug and then coaxed them to continue walking. “Rochelle is fine with us all meeting, but I’ve got the feeling she’s getting nervous.”

      “Probably best not to keep her waiting, then,” Caelen said. 

      “That’s what I thought.” Paloma sighed, not missing a step. After crossing the street, they recounted every detail they had shared with their girlfriend, filling the walk with their story.

      Rochelle hadn’t been told what beings they were, but didn’t need to be told, it seemed. She had enough wherewithal to make her own silent connections and wait for their meeting. With great confidence, she told Paloma that she would determine what had happened to the ring. 

      “I’ve got to say, you’ve shown me a side of her I didn’t even know existed,” Paloma said as they slowed in front of one of the neighborhood’s many row homes. Reaching into their pocket, they produced a ring of keys. “She got intense when I told her you might have a cursed ring. I don’t know what she knows about that sort of thing, but it’s a lot more than she’s letting on.”

      Before Caelen could reply, Paloma opened the vestibule door, leading them into an entryway that held three boxes, one designated for each apartment the house had been partitioned into. A keypad locked the next door, which opened to reveal hardwood stairs going up. Paloma’s apartment, the topmost, occupied what must have been the house’s attic at one time. 

      When the stairs dead-ended at their front door, Paloma rushed ahead of them and led them inside.

      Paloma lingered by the door while Caelen and Ravi entered the apartment. Once inside, Paloma shut the door behind them and called out toward the other side of the tight entry area. “Hey, sweetie, I’m back with the guys,” they said. “I’m going to bring them into the living room.”

      Nobody responded, and when they walked through the threshold into the first room, an unoccupied living room lay before them. Ravi and Caelen walked toward one of two couches and sat together, facing a powered-down television bearing their reflection. Caelen averted his eyes without knowing why, and felt better when Paloma walked past.

      “I’m gonna make some tea and see where she is,” Paloma said. “You wait here.”

      Both men nodded while Paloma disappeared into the next room. When Ravi reached for Caelen’s hand again, he laced their fingers together, sensing his lover’s apprehension as if they had a blood bond. 

      Before he could ask about it, sounds from the kitchen preceded an unfamiliar woman walking into the living room. With hair dyed a striking pink and arms covered in a collection of tattoos, she also sported several piercings and an expression filled with doubt. Though she first glanced at Ravi, Caelen seemed to hold her attention more when she looked at him. She spent an extra moment studying him in silence. 

      “You’re the one with the ring, right?” Rochelle asked. When Caelen nodded, Rochelle hummed a noncommittal response and walked toward the other couch. “It’s been a while since I’ve met one of you. I’m afraid to ask what you’d have to wear a magic ring for.”

      “One of us?” Caelen asked, which prompted an immediate warning look from Rochelle. “Okay, let me rephrase that. Explain what you mean by that because I can’t just lay out all my secrets in one meeting.”

      Rochelle sighed. “Okay, I guess that’s fair,” she said. “I’ll have a little patience for the guessing game, but at a point, we have to play our cards. After all, you know what I am.”

      Caelen studied her in silence, watching her sit in an adjacent chair, leaving another free for Paloma. Rather than sit with both feet on the floor, she folded her legs underneath and sat perched on top. “You’re a vampire,” Rochelle said, then gestured at Ravi. “Not sure what you are exactly, but I know you’re not human.”

      “I’ll let you know if it becomes relevant,” Ravi said, with a hint of sass in his voice that reminded Caelen of why he loved him. Rochelle shrugged, and when her attention shifted back to Caelen, he straightened his posture. 

      “So, what does a vampire need a witch for?” she asked.

      Caelen hesitated, under the guise of gathering his thoughts. The voice of Mitchell Livingston, as well as countless other immortals, joined the same chorus that always echoed in his mind whenever he stood on the precipice of outing himself. Rochelle waited patiently, and as Paloma emerged with their tea, he recalled when they had deemed Paloma worthy of knowing. 

      Finally, he took a deep breath and nodded. A summary of the past few days followed, weaving as concise a tale as Caelen felt comfortable sharing without outing Ravi as a succubus. Ravi fed from exuberant energy, Caelen said, considering sexual energy exuberant. Rochelle nodded, and regardless of whether she understood, it seemed enough for her to follow along.

      Once he reached the end, Rochelle sighed. Extending an arm, she beckoned with her hand. “Let me see this ring,” she said.

      Caelen balked. Exchanging a look with Ravi, who nodded, Caelen frowned but removed the ring anyway and placed it in Rochelle’s palm, expecting the pain to return the moment she closed her fingers around it. A wave of relief followed when everything remained calm, and as he relaxed, he watched what Rochelle did.

      She didn’t make a spectacle of her magic, but it was clear regardless. Shutting her eyes, she waved her other hand over the clasped ring, making several passes while muttering something under her breath. Caelen felt his skin tingle, sensing whatever spell she evoked while only becoming more curious by the moment.

      When she finally opened her eyes, he mirrored her frown. “You pissed someone off,” she said. “Who?”

      Caelen blinked. “I...” He glanced at Ravi, who shrugged. “I can’t think of anyone,” he said, looking back at Rochelle. “Why?”

      She shook her head. Extending her arm, she handed Caelen back his ring, which he promptly slid back onto his finger. “You were right. That’s definitely a curse. It has a distinctive darker edge to its aura. And based on what you’re telling me, I’m going to guess it’s a reflection curse.”

      “Please explain what that is.”

      “Exactly what it sounds like. That energy that he’s supposed to be enjoying–” she nodded at Ravi, “–is getting reflected to you and it’s making your vampire energy go haywire. So, while it starves him, it engorges you and pegs your bloodlust meter to eleven.”

      “Wouldn’t it make me feel fuller?” he asked.

      Rochelle shook her head. “No, it’s not that kind of energy. You said exuberant. That’s not the same as the life energy you get from blood. If anything, it’s more like giving your instincts a speed chaser than making you feel satisfied.”

      Caelen frowned. “Is there any way to break this curse?”

      “I have a few ideas, but it’s going to take a lot of magical energy to do. I’m trying to figure out how to conjure it.”

      While she thought, Caelen sipped from the tea Paloma had handed him and racked his mind for anyone who might have been angry enough at him to create this curse. Never in his immortal life had he made someone that upset, though. Not knowingly.

      “We need a night that’s special,” Rochelle said, bringing the focus back to her. “Like one of your normal feedings, Ravi, but especially charged and loaded. Something that might feel like the aftershock of one hell of an orgasm.”

      Caelen raised an eyebrow. He and Ravi exchanged a look, appearing to have the same thought at the same time. “The Pride Gala,” Ravi said, speaking for them. They both looked back at Rochelle. “That’s only four nights from now.”

      “Will you be able to hold out that long?”

      “Christ. Four more days without feeding?” 

      Caelen mirrored Ravi’s frown, taking hold of one of his hands. As he studied Rochelle, he looked for some sign there might be any other reprieve, but she remained quiet. Caelen shook his head, deciding to interject. “I don’t know what it takes to kill... one of his kind. But I’d like not to find out if it’s starvation,” he said. 

      “Four days won’t kill me,” Ravi said. He squeezed Caelen’s hand. “I don’t know how I’ll be able to help by then. I’m the one who draws out that energy, and if I’m too weak, I won’t be able to give your spell as much of a kick as it’s going to need.”

      “You need to get it started,” Rochelle said. “I promise if what I have planned works, you won’t need to give it anything more. Do you think you can do that much?”

      “I think I don’t have a choice.”

      Rochelle offered a sympathetic half-smile that disappeared almost immediately. She glanced at Paloma, then rose to a stand and walked away without another word spoken. It left the rest entangled in an awkward silence, with Caelen and Ravi still holding hands and Paloma fiddling nervously with the bottom of their shirt. It took several minutes for Rochelle to return, and when she presented them with two mirrors, Caelen took hold of them, not bothering to mask his confusion. 

      “I’m going to teach you what to do with them,” Rochelle said, sitting again. “Since I can’t be there. No offense, but I don’t want to get in the middle of some sorcerer’s grudge. I can explain myself up to this point. And in that light, I have one final warning for you, Caelen.”

      Caelen raised an eyebrow, and Rochelle held her gaze steady. “Your attacker’s probably going to be there,” she said. “Whoever they are. If they cared enough to cast this spell, they knew the Gala was going to bring it to a head. And they’re going to want to see it for themselves.”
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      The smallest trickles of arousal helped sustain Ravi through the next four days, taken in doses so that the ring’s curse couldn’t activate. By the time the day of the Gala arrived, though, he looked drained of everything but the barest spark of life. Caelen watched this with concern and anger, while also being embroiled in his own dilemma. “I can’t figure out who it could be,” he told Ravi several times, each after an extended period of reflection. “Nobody would gain anything by this. Not even revenge.”

      “Have you checked any of our security feeds?” Ravi asked. “Maybe you can spot someone who looks familiar. Or find the guy who snatched your ring.”

      While Caelen hated the thought of leaving Ravi alone, he broke away from his worried vigil to spend the night watching security footage. As he sat in The Velvet Lair’s office, sipping coffee and clicking away at screens, he scanned through hours of footage, mindful not to fast-forward through something important. Nothing from the main floor or the bar stood out to him, and his attacker had made no appearance before that night. He hadn’t been there after the attempted theft, either.

      But Caelen saw him on several screens the night his ring was taken.

      For as high quality as the footage was, Caelen couldn’t blow up the images close enough to recreate those seconds he’d looked the man in the eye. But even without that clarity, something continued to bother him about the sorcerer. Yes, he recognized him, but even staring at the closest, most visible image couldn’t make him remember how. That isn’t enough to ruin someone’s life, Caelen thought, frowning at the still image on his monitor. 

      If you hated me that much, I’d like to think I’d remember why.

      However, the approaching sunrise prompted Caelen to hurry back upstairs, avoiding the vulnerability of sleeping in his office. Ravi was already asleep when he got home, and watching him rest only intensified Caelen’s frustration with the situation. They curled up together, and a dreamless sleep followed, lulling Caelen away from his troubles until the next evening began.

      And then, the fateful night arrived. The night of the Pride Gala.
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        * * *

      

      Ravi couldn’t recall ever feeling so lethargic. Succubi didn’t suffer from colds like humans did, but as he rose, he wondered if this was how they felt in the throes of the flu. Trying to go through the motions of showering and preparing for the night felt like it took every ounce of effort within him. By the time they prepared to go downstairs, Ravi felt as though he could go back to bed.

      Of course, he didn’t let Caelen know. He could see well enough from what Ravi couldn’t conceal, and Ravi hated how worried it had made him. Despite how much Caelen tried to hide his own problems, Ravi could see the weight on his shoulders just as well as Caelen saw his. And until they had reached the other side of this, it would continue to be the same. Two lovers, alone in their turmoil. Each worried about the other.

      Caelen squeezed his hand as they approached the door together, and Ravi managed a small smile in return. Fighting back tears, Ravi desperately wished for their nightly ritual to return, but exhaustion only intensified his feelings of hopelessness. Don’t let this thing win, he thought when his mood threatened to bottom out entirely. This ends tonight.

      Ravi took several steadying breaths and worked up his persona by the time they reached the bottom of the stairs. It took some swift footwork for him to avoid too many questions on his way back to the dressing room, and though the club was already buzzing from the sheer size of the crowd, Ravi collapsed in his chair unmolested. The moment he saw himself in the mirror, though, revulsion jarred him upright. 

      Oh, honey, this won’t do.

      He looked even paler under the glare of makeup lights, with his eyes sunken and dark circles beneath them. Ravi tried to shake off the panic in favor of a more impartial assessment and reached immediately for his foundation. Maybe he’d live through tonight. Maybe he’d wither and die. But he was not about to do either without looking good.

      Applying the makeup gave him an added sense of ease. Though he still felt frail while doing so, getting dressed into his corset and hooking his stays to a pair of thigh-highs brought back his sense of self enough for a genuine sense of euphoria to rush through him. That’s right, baby. If we go down, then we go down swinging. 

      “It’s almost time,” a voice said, interrupting his thoughts. As he glanced over, he saw Paloma standing near the stage door, looking concerned. “Are you ready?”

      “Well, I doubt it matters if I am, darling,” Ravi said, his painted lips curling into a smile. “Let’s do this, anyway.”

      Paloma’s look of concern faded enough for Ravi to stop feeling the crushing weight of pity on his shoulders. Walking toward the stage, Ravi paused just shy of the curtain blocking the backstage from sight. Reaching for the curtain, Ravi pulled it back enough to see and not enough to be seen, drinking in the sight as he scanned to make sure everything was in place. 

      An immense crowd danced along with the DJ set being played, straining the limits of their fire code. Everyone had dressed in dazzling colors, adorned in varying degrees of absurdity. They looked half-drunk already and primed for the taking, underscoring why this was always the most important night of Pride for The Velvet Lair. Clutching the gemstone Rochelle had given him, Ravi took a deep breath and reminded himself of what was about to happen.

      “There are two gemstones and two mirrors I’ll need to give you,” Rochelle had explained as she imparted the spell to them. “I don’t know how you both need to hold those stones when you begin your energy draw, but this won’t work otherwise. The ring needs to perform its curse. And you both need to pull back the energy it tries to manipulate.”

      Ravi remained at the edge of the stage, glancing upward at the mirrors Paloma had mounted. When Ravi ripped open the sexual energy in the room, anything the ring tried to steal would be drawn to the mirrors and reflected to him. “What happens if I can’t actually consume the energy?” Ravi had asked. 

      “Well, this spell serves two purposes,” Rochelle had said. “It’s giving you a chance to do that, sure, but the actual intention of this spell is to break the curse altogether. Basically? We’re going to overload this bitch and make it scream.”

      Glancing down at the stage, he saw the mark Paloma had made for him. Caelen also had a specific spot he would occupy, and from there, it was entirely a matter of hope and luck. Cramming the stone into the top of his corset, he took a deep breath, waiting for his announcement. Reassuring himself that they were going to beat this. The rest would be up to Caelen.

      I hope you find that bastard. I want them to watch their spell fail.
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        * * *

      

      Caelen sipped from his drink, trying to appear nonchalant. He’d waited until he arrived at the club to dress up and now stood at the edge of the dance floor near where Paloma had placed his mark. Concealing his face behind a rainbow-colored Mardi Gras mask, he wore a loose-fitting, sheer blouse and form-hugging leather pants, grateful in that moment that they had cranked their air conditioner to full blast. 

      The lack of sweat would’ve been a dead giveaway, and he wanted to catch their saboteur by surprise. 

      Sets of appraising eyes drank him in as they walked past, but mercifully nobody stopped to talk to him. He deliberately didn’t make eye contact with anyone, discouraging interaction, and constantly shifted his attention away from any one person in the crowd. So far, no one had stood out. But Caelen knew he’d recognize him the moment he saw him.

      He’d watched the security footage so many times he wondered if it was possible to wear out a digital file. His mind held onto every frame of the video, the phantom sensation of his teeth straining to rip his attacker’s throat overwhelming him. 

      I’ll not do it here, but I’m taking you somewhere else, he thought. And I promise you’d not going to live through the night after what you’ve done to us.

      Scotch ran down his throat and, all the while, Caelen thought, he’d rather be tasting blood. Even after the relative gorging that had taken place the past week, hunger crept up on him, making him especially tempestuous. His watch vibrated, though, breaking him from being consumed by that thought and bringing his attention to its digital face.

      Ravi would start his performance soon. Which meant it was time for Caelen to circulate.

      He slid into the crowd of dancers, moving to the music well enough to make his gradual immersion more seamless. The sea of people allowed him passage, treating him like one of the other dancers; some even moving with him before he continued through. His attention swung between where he needed to stand and who surrounded him. Still, he didn’t see anyone familiar.

      When he reached his mark, Caelen frowned, not content to take his place yet. Though he paused, he kept glancing from person to person, finishing his Scotch and glancing at one of the hi-top tables near the other edge of the dance floor. Ravi’s not on stage yet, he thought. There and back. Maybe I’ll see our friend somewhere in-between.

      Caelen started for the table. He made it there with little effort, placing the glass down with other discarded glasses and turning to take one more look around the dance floor. As he spun around, though, he collided with someone walking up to deposit a glass on the table as well. Caelen apologized, but his words got stuck in his throat. 

      Luck had granted him a gift.

      Eye-to-eye with the man he’d been searching for, he watched as his attacker motioned to apologize. However, recognition flashed in his eyes after a moment of their mutual gaze. Despite his racing heart, the mystery man wouldn’t avert his eyes. Until Caelen lunged at him.

      Caelen lunged for the man, but his hand only found the soft, yielding fabric of a silk scarf resting on the man’s shoulders. The mystery man readily surrendered the accessory, and as it unraveled, he pushed his way past people and chairs, heading in what looked like the direction of the back door.

      Oh no, you don’t.

      The sheer number of witnesses prevented Caelen from pulling out his bag of tricks. He allowed a little of his added strength and speed to season his movements, though, which got him within arm’s reach of the mystery man again. Grabbing hold of his upper arm this time, Caelen ensured he wouldn’t be going anywhere, even if it meant breaking the man’s arm.

      Much to his surprise, he didn’t fight Caelen. Though he looked defiant, he let Caelen drag him to the edge of the room, where Caelen pushed him against the wall. 

      “You owe me a goddamn explanation,” Caelen said.

      “I don’t owe you shit,” the man said. “Now kill me or do whatever the hell you’re going to do to me. I knew all along this was how it was going to end.”

      Caelen blinked. Still, skepticism riddled his mind. “I don’t know what fucking game you’re playing.”

      “I already played my fucking game. You both got what you deserved, so there. I don’t give a fuck what you do with me from here.”

      “You’re mental.” Caelen glanced around as the music faded and watched Paloma take the mic. “Listen,” he said. “I’m locking you in my office for now while we undo your goddamn curse. After that, we’re all going to have a talk.”

      Again, the man didn’t fight Caelen while Caelen dragged him to his office. Paloma introduced Ravi as they had done hundreds of times, while Caelen swore under his breath, struggling to hurry. Digging for his keys, he unlocked the door once he had them in hand and yanked the man all the way to the couch. 

      Pushing him onto the couch, Caelen glowered at him as he collapsed onto the cushions. “You’d better stay there if you have any hope of making it out of this alive,” Caelen said. “I don’t give a fuck what your fatalist bullshit tells you.”

      He didn’t wait to pivot away from his prisoner and locked him inside the office, as he’d threatened. As quickly as circumstances would allow him, he rushed back to the dance floor, seeing Ravi had begun his act. While Ravi looked concerned, he hadn’t yet tried to rile the crowd.

      Okay, great. Now... to get to that mark in time.
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        * * *

      

      Where the fuck are you, Caelen?

      Ravi went through the motions to mask his worry. Already, tendrils of desire had wrapped around Ravi, waking his hunger and threatening to make it insatiable. Though he continued to fan the flames, Ravi didn’t let himself sample the wisps of lust, no matter how tempting. 

      He needed to give it his all to make sure the spell broke.

      A room full of horny people hung on his every movement. As he refocused his efforts on the act, Ravi pushed away any recognition of his weakened state and the need clawing within him, threatening to turn him inside out. He slid onto the floor, writhing to the music and spinning on his knees before jumping to a stand. With each practiced movement, those tendrils became more pronounced.

      I need to do this soon, Caelen. Goddamn it.

      When he saw his lover break through the crowd, Ravi exhaled with relief. It took everything within him not to immerse himself in the crowd’s desire, but this meant they could finally undo the damn spell.

      Come on, babes. Give me everything you’ve got.

      Ravi reached within himself, to the last spark of energy he had left, and brought it forward. Opening the veil between him and the energy surrounding him took several more moments than he wanted. And even he felt panicked when it didn’t work at first. But gradually, the flood opened, with a chain reaction immediately taking place.





