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      “What are you doing?”

      Sam sighed. This was the fifth time today their visiting gargoyle had asked him that. Three weeks had passed since it had decided to stay at the house and wait for Sam to find it a master. And those three weeks had lasted a very long time.

      “Taxes,” Sam muttered. The same answer he’d given every single time he’d been asked.

      “I don’t like math,” the little gargoyle said. He waddled across Sam’s desk, leaving small muddy footprints on a neatly filled-in form. Sam couldn’t even muster the energy to get angry.

      “Are you going to tell me your name yet?” Sam asked. He placed his pen on the desk and leaned back with a stretch, eying the small gargoyle against the hulking monstrosity that sat immobile on the corner of his desk. They were so dissimilar, in size and expression.

      “You know I can only tell my master.”

      “I can’t keep calling you the little gargoyle. I’m going to have to give you a name.”

      The little gargoyle turned in a circle to face Sam, then squatted into a pose with his mouth open in a snarl. It looked pretty mean, and Sam edged back.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      The gargoyle’s expression changed back to the one he usually had; that of a dopey baby.

      “Nothing, I was just giving you my fierce face so you can give me the right name. I’m not having you calling me Sunshine or Cutie. I want something strong like Zephariel Angel of Vengeance.”

      Sam couldn’t help the snort of laughter, then immediately felt guilty when the gargoyle’s expression fell. “Sorry,” he apologized. “It’s just, uhm, that name is taken. How about Leo, like a lion, a brave, strong lion.”

      The gargoyle tilted his head in contemplation, then nodded. “Leo, I like Leo. I’m done with you now. You already have a gargoyle. I’m going to find my true master.”

      That decided, he jumped down off the desk and waddled over to the door, sidestepping awkwardly when Smudge slunk in with intent in every step. In a leap, Smudge was up on the desk, sitting right on the tax forms and staring straight into Sam’s face.

      “What are you doing?” Smudge asked telepathically.

      “Taxes,” Sam answered. He didn’t add a sigh this time.

      “You should be tracking down what kind of other your uncle’s pet gargoyle is.”

      Leo, the newly named visiting gargoyle, had declared that the old paperweight on Sam’s desk that looked like a gargoyle, walked like a gargoyle, and was stone like a gargoyle, wasn’t actually a gargoyle at all, but other.

      “Where do you suggest I start? And why can’t you tell what it is, oh powerful familiar.” Sam couldn’t help the sarcasm. Smudge was capable of putting souls back in bodies and using heavy magic, but he couldn’t track down what kind of paranormal had been transformed into an ancient crumbling gargoyle paperweight?

      “I’ll forget you said that,” Smudge said condescendingly. “I’ve been busy.”

      “With what?” Sam asked. Privately he thought Smudge spent too much time cleaning himself with his paws up in the air and his tongue⁠—

      “I can hear you,” Smudge warned. “And who else do you think can keep your attic spider infestation at bay?”

      Sam shuddered. He didn’t like small spiders at best, let alone the giant ones Smudge had suggested lived only a few floors up. “Good work,” Sam praised. “And as to our paperweight friend here—” Sam tapped the solid stone thing on the head with a stapler. “—I’ve put out a request to everyone I know as to who may be missing someone. I used the ParaGoogle to see if anyone knows anything. Not sure what else I can do at this stage.”

      Smudge gave a feline version of a huff, deliberately washed himself on the desk for a good five minutes, then disappeared out of the room. Sam shook off the fur that had fallen on his paperwork. This needed to be done and, unless he finished it soon, he’d have the authorities fining him all over the place.

      A knock on his office door jerked Sam from his sad contemplation of the bills he had to pay. Although he’d earned some money recently and he owned the building where he worked and lived, the flow of money going out far exceeded the money rushing into his pockets.

      Taxes were a bitch.

      “Come in!” he shouted.

      Sam lifted an eyebrow at the sight of the dark-haired man entering his office. The strangest part of his visitor was his apparent ordinariness. The man’s eyes didn’t glow with vampire ire, he didn’t growl with pent-up werewolf angst, and his average height and weight could only be explained one way. Human. He must be lost.

      “Sorry, I knocked on the front door but no one answered. I hope you don’t mind me letting myself in.” The man indicated the entrance with a vague wave.

      “No. Of course not.” Sam would have to learn to either lock his outer door or get an alarm of some kind. The doorbell had stopped working a few days ago, and Sam suspected their water heater might be ready to explode at any moment. Bob swore it would be fine, but it gurgled at Sam the last time he went to the basement to get the laundry. He might have to give in and hire a handyman. Neither he nor Bob were very useful around the house.

      “I’m Abbott Williams. I heard you were a detective.” The man held up a flyer as if that explained his presence.

      Sam stood to shake hands. “I’m Sam Enderson. Nice to meet you. Yes, I am a detective.” He accepted the yellow paper Abbott handed over. It listed Sam’s detective agency, their location on a little map, and little else. It did have a nice picture of the building, though. “I don’t remember having any flyers printed up.”

      Abbott shrugged. “I found it at the bar down the street. Anyway, I need you to follow my boyfriend around. I think he’s cheating on me. Are you interested in the job or not?”

      Sam tossed the flyer on his desk to study later. Bob probably made them and forgot to tell Sam about it. “Break up with him. That’s what I did.”

      “Some guy cheated on you?” Abbott made it sound as if he couldn’t imagine such a thing happening.

      “Yep. But I got over it.” At least that’s what Sam kept telling himself whenever he thought of his ex’s betrayal. Bob usually pulled him out of the bad memories with a blowjob. Worked every time.

      The young man’s mouth tightened in annoyance. “I can’t just break up with him.”

      “Why not? If you really suspect he’s cheating on you, he probably is.” Sam knew from his own experience that glossing over problems in a relationship didn’t improve the situation. “You’re better off without him.”

      “I don’t want to be without him. I love him.”

      “If he loved you back he wouldn’t cheat,” Sam said flatly. He’d hate to be the one who had to tell Abbott he’d been right about his boyfriend.

      “I can pay,” Abbott insisted. He pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket and tossed it on the desk. “I don’t want you to do anything else. I want to know the truth. Just find out if he’s cheating. After that, I can decide what to do.”

      The man’s desperate words struck a chord with Sam. Of course, so did Abbott’s nice crinkly stack of bills. “Have a seat and tell me all about this boyfriend of yours.”

      What could it hurt to do a little surveillance? After all, hadn’t Sam gotten into this business to help people? Surely hunting down one human and taking some pictures would be way easier than the other stuff he was always tangled up in. Bob should be happy that Sam finally got a non-supernatural case. At least this time no one would be trying to set him on fire.

      Once he’d settled in the chair opposite Sam, Abbott handed over a photo. “This is Greg.”

      Sam took the picture Abbott handed over. A dark-haired man with green eyes looked back at him.

      “He’s cute.”

      “I know,” Abbott said.

      “Okay,” Sam began. “I’ll take the case, but the usual proviso is that if I find something you don’t like, the End Street Detective Agency can’t be held responsible.”

      Abbott nodded. “I understand.”

      Sam pushed across the requisite forms and disclaimers, which Abbott signed. They shook hands, and then Abbott gave some extra details about places and dates and where Sam might find the philandering boyfriend before he left.

      Sam counted the money; easily enough to cover the bills for the next two weeks.

      A quick, easy job for good money.

      Now this was what being a private detective was all about.
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      Bob stared at Sam as if he’d turned green and grown two extra heads.

      “You took a cheating partner case, the kind of case which you despise and once likened to a devil’s ass, just because the client is human?”

      Sam rolled his eyes. Dealing with his vampire boyfriend sometimes took more work than anything else in his life. Bob tended to dislike any decision Sam made without him.

      “It’s a job, and besides, the guy he’s looking for doesn’t look human.”

      “A job that sends you to a questionable location,” Bob argued, ignoring Sam’s statement. He folded his arms across his chest and glared down at Sam.

      “If you’re scared you don’t have to go with me,” Sam said.

      Bob growled. “If I hadn’t come home in time you would’ve been out there on your own.”

      “I would’ve been fine.” It wasn’t as if Sam couldn’t take care of himself. He might not know how to use them most of the time, but he did have magical abilities.

      “Don’t ever take a case without me again.”

      Sam sighed. Bob’s earnest expression cut him deep. He could ignore the vampire when he became bossy, but the endearing concern in Bob’s eyes twisted the guilt-formed knife in Sam’s chest.

      “I’m not completely helpless, and I’m not going to ask permission. I’m a grown man.”

      “A grown man who could be heading into a setup.” Bob slid a strand of Sam’s hair back behind his ear.

      “What are you talking about?” Had he missed a chunk of conversation somewhere? He thought they were discussing his recklessness in taking a case without Bob’s approval. Now they were talking possible double-dealings. Had Bob been watching Sam’s old detective movies again?

      “You have made some enemies, Sam. The sirens alone would love to get their hands on you. You can’t assume everyone is going to tell you the truth.”

      “He wasn’t lying.” Sam didn’t know how, but he knew Abbott had been sincere. “Let’s go and find his boyfriend.”

      “Where’d you get the camera?” Bob asked when Sam pulled it out of the camera bag on his shoulder.

      “I found it in the file room closet. I’m hoping it works. I don’t think my smartphone will zoom in enough to get a good photo in this light.”

      “Does that one still use film?” Bob frowned at the camera.

      “No. It’s not that old. It’s digital.” Sam didn’t know why but he’d felt compelled to bring the camera with him. His old camera had died a few months ago, and he hadn’t replaced it. Finding this one in the file room closet had seemed fortuitous.

      “Take a picture of me.” Bob stood up straight and struck a pose.

      “Why?”

      “To test if it’s working. Besides, then you’d have a picture of me.” Sam didn’t ask if cameras worked on vampires. Bob tended to take offense when Sam asked innocent questions like that. As if Sam should have some deeper knowledge of vampires just because he was mated to one.

      Sam shrugged. He took off the lens cap then shot a picture of Bob. He checked the viewfinder for the picture and froze as he stared at the image. “That’s weird.”

      “What is it?” Bob asked, wrapping an arm around Sam. He peeked over Sam’s shoulder to get a look.

      “Somehow I got in the picture.” Sam showed the camera screen to Bob. It revealed a misty outline of Sam standing beside Bob.

      Bob took the camera. “Let me test something.”

      Before he could refuse, Bob took a picture of Sam. He waited as his lover examined the screen.

      “Well?”

      Bob shrugged. “I think there’s something weird with this camera. Maybe it’s enchanted.”

      He turned the camera, and Sam saw Bob standing beside Sam, again in a misty shape.

      “Huh. What do you think it means?”

      Bob handed back the camera. “I don’t know. It could be a soul camera.”

      “It took my soul?” Sam gasped. He should’ve known better than to touch his dead uncle’s things. Nothing he’d known about his uncle had turned out to be true.

      “No. It shows a person’s soul mate. That would make sense, since it showed us each other,” Bob concluded, with a smug expression.

      “Hmm.” Sam refused to support such a stupid theory. “I’ll take some more pictures later and see what happens.”

      Bob rolled his eyes. “Don’t try to overthink this. We were meant to be together; the camera proves it.”

      “Yes, but it won’t help me with my current case. Abbott isn’t going to understand if I send him pictures with some shadowy shape next to his boyfriend. How am I going to explain that?”

      Bob pulled a small digital camera from his pocket. “We can use this one.”

      “Always prepared, aren’t you?”

      “I try. I wouldn’t want you to blow your first human case.”

      Sam didn’t say anything. He hated that Bob had to constantly save him from his mistakes.

      “It’s not like that, my love.” Bob kissed Sam’s cheek. “Consider me one of those essential accessories.”

      “Like a Swiss Army knife?”

      “Yep, you should never leave home without me.”

      Sam raised an eyebrow. “I think that’s a credit card ad.”

      Bob shrugged. “It’s still true.”

      

      They walked to where Abbot had said Greg hung out after work. It turned out the café was only a few blocks from the detective agency. True to Abbot’s statement, Greg was meeting a man at the café down the road from where he worked.

      “Shh.” Sam spied the man in Abbott’s picture. Greg. “There he is.”

      A man with strawberry-blond hair stood way too close to Abbott’s boyfriend. They paused outside the café to kiss. Sam watched the kiss with clinical detachment. Greg was attempting to clutch the blond but was being held at arm’s length as he tried for a close embrace.

      The blond looked around him, along the empty street, and Sam saw his hands began to glow.

      “What is he doing?”

      “Absorbing Greg’s energy,” Bob answered.

      “He can't do that!” Sam stepped forward to interfere.

      “No.” Bob clamped a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “We don’t know what he is. He could be dangerous.”

      “So we let him suck the other guy dry? What if he’s an incubus?”

      “He’s not.” Bob’s firm grip prevented Sam from running to help. With his other hand, he offered Sam the small digital camera. “Quick, take a picture.”

      Sam’s hands shook as he lifted his uncle’s large camera instead. Lining up the shot, he took a photo of the blond. Sam glanced at the result. “Oh, wow. Wait, this doesn’t make any sense.” He shook the camera like that was going to change what he saw on the screen. When he peered at the image again he realized shaking it hadn’t cleared up one single thing.

      “What?” Bob glanced at the camera’s screen and for once appeared to have nothing to say.

      Sam didn’t know why but if Bob’s theory about soul mates was right, the mysterious blond belonged to someone no one would expect. The gargoyle that sat on Sam’s desk.
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      Bob followed Sam into the office and watched as Sam poked the gargoyle sitting on the desk with his keys.

      “He doesn’t like to be poked,” Bob offered helpfully. He’d seen Sam’s expression when he’d looked at the photo, and it wasn’t one he understood.

      “How can a stone creature be the soul mate of some emotion-sucking incubus,” Sam said as he poked at the gargoyle again. “Sometimes I don’t get this whole world.” He sounded so confused that Bob’s protective nature surged forward.

      He moved behind Sam then wrapped his arms around Sam’s waist and pulled him close. “I don’t understand this any more than you do,” he began carefully.

      “It’s all bullshit,” Sam snapped and wrenched himself out of Bob’s hold. “All I wanted was money, so this heap-of-shit building doesn’t fall down around our ears. I thought a human case would be safe, but all I got was a mess of something I don’t know if I want anything to do with.”

      “Baby—”

      “Don’t do that,” Sam interrupted, setting down his keys. “Don’t tell me it’s nothing to worry about or that it’s okay.”

      “I wasn’t⁠—”

      “And don’t tell me a soul camera matching this blond and the gargoyle is a good case for us.” Sam picked up a pen and tapped the gargoyle on the head. “Wake up,” he ordered loudly. “Freaking paranormals and their problems. Always fucking with human lives.”

      Sam’s sharp words cut Bob deeply. He knew Sam had issues with the world he’d been thrust into, but Bob didn’t know Sam still held so much anger inside. He saw Sam turn to him with guilt in his eyes. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean you.”

      Bob wanted to laugh it off, sweep Sam off his feet and take him to bed, but hurt and self-pity swamped him. “It’s okay, I know how you feel about paranormals.” His calves hit the sofa when he stepped back. He sat down in an uncoordinated tangle of limbs right on top of Smudge, who had been lazing on the cushions. Smudge yowled, and Bob considered the moment complete when Smudge climbed him using his claws and hissed in Bob’s face before leaving the room.

      “Bob, I’m sorry.” Sam dropped inelegantly to a crouch so he could be at Bob’s level. “I wish sometimes a case could be straightforward. Just once.”

      Bob looked into Sam’s soft brown eyes, and love washed over him. He didn’t include Bob in his condemnation of the general paranormal population, nor Danjal, or Hartman, or come to think of it, one angel and some dragons; any of the people they’d met and come to know.

      I’ll get a job and bring in some money, if we need more than what’s in my bank account, Bob thought.

      Sam stared right at him, and then Bob saw the corners of Sam’s mouth twitch, and before he knew it, Sam was laughing. “As what?” he said with a laugh. “Freelance scaring services.”

      Bob liked it when Sam laughed normally, but this laugh had an edge of hysteria. Sam couldn’t know that Bob had held some high-level jobs in his life. He’d been the parliament liaison for the coven he was no longer a member of, and he’d been a senator in the vampire parliament itself for over fifty years. He’d never shared that old part of his life with Sam. He couldn’t. There were too many secrets that he shielded in his thoughts, so Sam would never know.

      “I don’t know,” Bob finally said, not able to keep the hurt from his voice. “Something I can do while watching you,” he added. He couldn’t accept a job that would take him away from Sam.

      Sam stopped laughing as suddenly as he’d started. He crawled onto the couch to straddle Bob’s lap. His expression was serious as he spoke. “I’m sorry, Bob, I think the last few months have messed with my head.” He snuggled into Bob’s hold and, in that instant, the balance was restored. For a second everything had been far too serious for Bob’s liking. He’d been too close to talking about his past and putting Sam in danger for no reason.

      “I’m sorry, too,” Bob offered. He wasn’t entirely sure what he was sorry for, but whenever they argued both always apologized. Anything that made Sam happy was worth a few words to restore the peace between them.

      Sam sighed against him. “Nothing for you to be sorry about.” They snuggled close and exchanged kisses and only stopped when there was a knock on the office door followed by someone entering. Bob looked over Sam’s shoulder. Abbott Williams stood in the doorway, waiting to be acknowledged. He looked from Bob and Sam to the ceiling, then the floor as if embarrassed to have caught them making out.

      “I got your text,” Abbot said.

      Sam wriggled off Bob’s lap then brushed himself down.

      “Your suspicions were right.” Sam showed Abbott the photo on the camera that showed the illicit meeting in the best light. The gargoyle was a hazy image behind the couple.

      “What’s that?” Abbott pointed to the gargoyle.

      Sam shrugged. “A temporary art installment.”

      “Oh.” Right in front of them Abbott crumpled into tears, and Bob leaped to his feet to guide Abbott to the sofa. Sam passed over a box of tissues and waited along with Bob for Abbott to speak.

      “I knew it.” Abbott sniffed. He blew his nose and pushed himself shakily to stand. Visibly pulling himself together, he pocketed the used tissue and nodded at Sam and Bob. “Thank you, send me a bill for any outside expenses,” he said. Without another word, he left.

      “Poor guy,” Bob offered.

      Sam huffed a laugh. “He’s better off out of a relationship where he can’t trust his lover.”

      Guilt hit Bob low in the stomach. Sam frowned as if he sensed Bob’s emotions through their connection, but didn’t comment. Bob forced a smile onto his face. “Do we have enough money to get the boiler fixed?”

      Sam opened the small safe in the wall. He pulled out an envelope and counted the money inside. “Yes, and just in time. I swear that freaking boiler was in full meltdown mode this morning.”

      “It’s never really recovered from the pipe damage after the dragon-siren battle.”

      Sam sat back in his chair. “We should bill the dragons.”

      Bob imagined a dragon paying any kind of account. “Good luck with that,” he muttered. “You’d have better luck collecting money from sirens.”

      Smudge walked back into the room and jumped onto Sam’s desk He rubbed himself against Sam’s arm, spreading his scent.

      The noise of stone against stone broke the quiet scene. “Who’s that?” a gravelly voice asked.

      The gargoyle moved in shaky groaning increments to stand upright to its full twenty inches or so. He was looking down at the soul camera that lay screen up on the desk.

      “Now you come out,” Sam said. “You realize I poked you three times.”

      The gargoyle normally snarked back. He wasn’t known for his ability to say anything much in the way of nice. Bob didn’t like gargoyles unless they were inanimate and on the walls of a church. The lack of expression on the gargoyle’s face as it silently stared at the camera was freaky.

      “Why do you have… is that…” In a sudden motion, the gargoyle crouched back into its stone shape and stilled.

      “What the hell?” Sam poked it again with the same pen as before. No movement, none at all. “Is it just me or did he looked shocked.”

      “He doesn’t have expressions,” Bob offered in support of why he hadn’t noticed.

      Sam looked up at him disbelieving. “Yes he does, didn’t you see…” He trailed off. “Don’t tell me, I’m the only one that saw the shock and grief on the gargoyle’s face.”

      Bob shrugged. “All I saw was stone and lidless eyes.” He shuddered. He hated those lidless eyes.

      One more poke and Sam dropped the pen on the table. He returned to idly scratching Smudge behind his ears. Smudge purred, and Bob knew, given half a chance at having Sam scratching his ears, he’d probably be purring as well.

      “Let’s have a closer look at this.” Sam rummaged one-handed in his drawer and pulled out a couple of cables. Examining them, he finally found one that slotted into his uncle’s camera then he pushed the other end into the ancient computer on his desk.

      As the PC whirred and spluttered to life, Bob leaned over and pressed a kiss to Sam’s lips. “I love you,” he said.

      Sam answered with a kiss of his own, and with Smudge twisting between them trying to find a comfy spot to park his furry butt, Bob kissed Sam with the same intensity as he had the first time.

      

      Sam was so sorry he’d lost it with his whole “paranormals are bad” speech. He didn’t mean it anymore, not since he’d fallen in love with Bob, but he still couldn’t fully embrace the fact that he may have something inside him he couldn’t explain.

      Lately, he could swear Bob had blocked their mental connection. Sam constantly wanted peace where he could think what he wanted without Bob hearing, but, before, Bob never stopped Sam from hearing everything he thought. Everything, from what they were having for dinner to Bob’s protracted thoughts about which black pants he was going to wear when he got dressed. But for the past few weeks the thought stream had slowed to a trickle. Why would Bob block him? And why did Sam feel this overwhelming sensation of guilt from Bob?

      His bracelet knocked against the calculator on his desk with the clear ring of crystal and the deeper thud of gold. The weight of the jewelry reminded him of the path he and Bob had traveled so far. Bob wouldn’t block him. Bob loved him.

      I’ve never loved anyone as I love you, Sam thought.

      Bob pulled back with a grin on his face and opened his mouth to say something, but Sam held up a finger. Out of the corner of his eye he had caught sight of the photo rendering on the computer monitor.

      “Look,” he said, and pointed at the screen. Bob moved around to stand next to him and peered over his shoulder at the image forming line by line. “Look at the blond’s face.”

      Sam knew exactly what he was looking at. Superimposed over the blond man’s utterly perfect features was a pattern he recognized. It wasn’t ingrained into the skin, merely a suggestion, an overlay similar to the image of the gargoyle. The shapes were like the ones he’d seen on only three people before. The fae triplets. His first case at the agency—twins looking for their missing third. The markings and tattoos on the man’s right cheek, silver threading through his hair, and a pronounced widow’s peak were all similar to the triplets’. The only difference was that this fae had long hair, and the triplets had short hair.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Sam said, startled. “I thought fae kept to themselves and didn’t interact with humans because of some unknown horrific complication.” He air quoted the word complication, much to Smudge’s dismay as the cat hissed at the loss of the scratching fingers.

      Bob sighed. “This can’t be a good thing. Our gargoyle’s soul mate is fae.”

      Sam joined in with a sigh of his own. He didn’t have anything against fae as such, they were a peaceful race unless provoked, but a gargoyle and a fae? That sounded like the kind of provocation the fae needed to come visiting and cause Sam trouble.

      Great.
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      Idris managed to give the latest guards the slip. He was used to it by now. He’d been on the run from expectations and rules for almost three years. He’d thought his last fake death had been enough to remove him from the fae radar. Something had given him away, and he would bet his life on it being Greg. That had been his last defense: hide among the humans and grow stronger from their freely given love, preferably during sex. The last one, Greg, had been soft and caring and doted on Idris to the point of obsession. He’d miss him.

      Idris slipped into his apartment on Fifth Street near the para shelters and shut the door behind him. As soon as he was inside he dropped the glamor that hid his true appearance from the rest of the world. Not his features, not his nose, or his silver eyes, but the tattoos and lines that marked him as fae had to remain unseen. One wrong glance from a paranormal with the sight and he would be found out. He peered at his reflection in the mirror by the front door and sighed at how pale he looked. He hadn’t actually topped up his emotions since Greg, and that had been two days ago.

      You wouldn’t have this issue if you could find your fated lover. He could almost picture his mother as she threw these words at him the last time he’d been found and unceremoniously carted home. He’d had to use every single ounce of his powers to get away that time, and here he was, three years later, on the run like a criminal and no closer to finding his lover than he had been when he’d reached maturity at eighteen.

      Crossing to the small kitchen, he poured a glass of water and almost dropped the glass when there was a knock at the door. Frantic, he looked toward the window. He could get out that way if he didn’t mind a two-story jump. There was no way he could use magic; he was growing too weak. He had used the remnants of his power to hide his distinctive marks from the public. In fact, it was hard enough to raise the glamor to hide his features should he have to open the door.

      Drawing back his shoulders, Idris decided he might as well face whoever was at the door. He checked through the peephole. He didn’t recognize the man on the other side, although upon opening the door he certainly felt the punch to his nose and the accompanying crunch.

      This was no fae guard. This was a human.

      “You bastard,” the man shouted as he pushed Idris back into the room. “I loved him, and you took him.” Another punch. Idris was too startled to duck, although he did manage to turn a little, so the punch hit his cheek rather than his nose again.

      “Who?” Idris managed to get out before the visitor tackled him to the floor and straddled him, punching randomly at Idris’s chest and stomach.

      “Greg. My boyfriend. The only man I ever loved, and you took him.”

      Hell. Idris was usually so careful, always checking to see if a man was free, but recently he’d grown desperate, as the time between refilling his magic grew longer and longer.

      “I’m sorry,” he shouted as he gripped the man’s fists and attempted to twist the larger man away from him.

      “He called me, told me he’d fallen in love. I trusted him.” Tears flowed freely from the man’s eyes. Idris absorbed the stranger’s passion. The emotional energy refreshed him enough so he could flip their positions and pin his attacker to the floor. He glanced at the door, and with a thought he closed it. He didn’t want witnesses to this or to what happened next.

      “What is your name?” Idris asked gently.

      “Abbott,” the man said brokenly.

      Idris pushed a little of his calming magic toward Abbott and watched as Abbott began to relax. Bit by bit, Abbott settled, and finally Idris released his hold. He sniffed back the blood in his nose and wiped the remainder on his sleeve. Slowly, he backed away from Abbott, then stood. He extended a hand. Abbott looked confused. Like he couldn’t remember why he was even there. He took the hand, and Idris helped him to stand upright before making a show of brushing the man down. He couldn’t, in all conscience, take more emotional energy from Abbott, but he’d received enough of a boost from Abbott’s anger and passion that he felt stronger.

      He could leave it at that, suggest that Abbott go home, but guilt suffused him, and he knew instinctively what he had to do. Gently he pressed his hand to Abbott’s forehead.

      “You need to find Greg. Okay?”

      “Find Greg,” Abbott repeated.

      “Find Greg, hold his hand, and tell him you love him.” He made sure the right spells were in Abbott’s blood so that they only worked on Greg. Luckily he had the essence of Greg inside him. Otherwise this wouldn’t work at all.

      “Hold his hand. Love him,” Abbott repeated with the ghost of a smile on his lips.

      Abbott’s eyes were glassy as the last vestiges of Idris’s energy filtered from him and into Abbott.

      “When you touch him, he won’t remember me, you won’t remember me, you will just remember love.”

      “Touch. Remember. Love.”

      “Go now. Find Greg, tell him what I said.”

      Abbott shook his head a little but left without another word. Idris shut the door behind him. How had a human found his home so easily when he’d been able to avoid palace guards? He slumped on the sofa and lowered the glamor hiding his face. Sleep began to pull him under. He was going to have to go home soon, just to be able to stop running. Then he’d have to face whatever marriage arrangement his mother had made.

      Politically sound, it would be a marriage of fae clans, certainly not love.

      He was the son of the fae queen, a prince with centuries of responsibility ahead of him, but all he wanted was love.

      Just to find the one.

      He’d thought he’d found him, but that had ended in betrayal and the death of the man he’d loved.

      Why was this so hard?
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      Sam moved uncomfortably in his easy chair. It wasn’t the seat with the fluffed up pillows that caused his discomfort. No, it was more the unease created by the two guards, with blades out, standing between him and Bob, and staring down at Sam like he was a brain in a specimen jar.

      “You didn’t tell me it was going to be like this,” he thought.

      “It’s like they think I’m going to do something.”

      Bob peered around the guards. They weren’t staring at the big scary vampire, but at Sam. Bob didn’t seem at all fazed by their behavior.

      “There’s magic in the palace to stop vampires causing trouble,” Bob replied. “Come to think of it, there’s magic stopping any paranormal violence or incursion. I guess humans don’t visit the palace often.”

      “Not helping,” Sam sent back. “What can one human do against the fae and all these sharp blades? And whose idea was it to come here anyway?”

      “Yours, my love.” Bob chuckled, and the guard nearest him checked him out sharply.

      “Stop upsetting the soldiers before they stab you,” Sam suggested. He wished he could chuckle about this, or find it funny by any stretch of the imagination, but it was so not happening today. He’d woken this morning with no cases on his desk and the bright idea of checking in with the fae triad to see if they recognized the blond guy in the photo.

      He’d cropped the human out of the picture, and the gargoyle, so all that remained was the fae in an odd position, leaning to the left. When the photo printed, it didn’t show the marks on his face. The blond man was nothing more than an exceptionally pretty guy splitting up a couple with emotion-sucking kisses. Nothing unusual there, Sam told himself.

      The soft slide of material on marble had Sam checking out the sound and rising to stand when the triplet fae approached. They inclined their heads in absolute synchronicity, first at Sam then, very deliberately, at Bob.

      “You can leave,” one of them said to the guards.

      The guards didn’t argue and strode away into the shadows of the wide hallway.

      One of the triad spoke, although Sam couldn’t tell which. “You wanted to see us, Sam Enderson?”

      “And also you, Bob-the-Vampire?” The way they added Bob’s title was funny. Sam chanced a look at Bob, but Bob didn’t appear amused. He looked deadly serious and utterly focused. Sam made a small bow to the three fae and he sensed, rather than saw, Bob doing the same thing.

      “We’re working a case,” Sam lied.

      “It’s not really a case, is it?” Bob commented.

      “Shhh. Let me deal with this,” Sam replied. He continued talking to the fae. “This case concerns a man, and we think you may know him, or know of him.” Sam held out the photo and turned it around so the three fae could look at the candid shot.

      What happened next kind of surprised him.

      Well, in hindsight he shouldn’t have been surprised at all.

      He woke up in a cell.

      

      Dark iron bars covered one side of the cell from solid rock to solid rock, and there was nothing in the way of a window at all. Ambient light issued from shards of crystal in the wall and as he watched the brightness flicker, he acknowledged that his head hurt. Not just a headache, but an overwhelming band of agony that pressed on his temples. He moaned and shuffled on the hard place where he lay, then stopped moving when his forehead brushed material. He blinked up at Bob’s face peering down at him. There were tears in Bob’s beautiful amber and gold-flecked eyes. Sam had never seen his vampire lover cry before.

      “Wha’appenss?” Sam slurred.

      Bob touched a cool hand to his forehead. Sam realized he was cushioning his head on Bob’s lap. The sense of being held was comforting, the pain knifing behind his eyes, not so much.

      “I don’t know,” Bob answered softly. Those simple words made Sam wince. “Last I recall the triad looked at the photo, and the next minute we’re in here.” Bob sighed and continued the soothing massage on Sam’s temples. The effect was instantaneous, the pressure just enough to help the headache dissipate a little at a time. Sam lifted a hand to press against his eyelids and smacked himself in the eye. Startled, he realized why. He was missing the weight of the bracelet.

      “My charm bracelet,” he said. “They took it? How could they do that?”

      Bob shook his head. “I wish I knew.” His voice was low, but Sam could hear something in the tone of it. Something Bob wasn’t telling him?

      “Bob?”

      “I’m sorry you’re in here,” Bob offered. “I should never have become involved in your life. If I’d not walked into your home that first day, you wouldn’t be here.”

      “No,” Sam interrupted before Bob could say something he couldn’t take back. He lifted his hand higher and laced his fingers with Bob’s. “I love you; I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He squeezed Bob’s fingers and was rewarded with a smile. “We’ll get out,” Sam added. “We always do.”

      “You don’t understand, Sam,” Bob began shakily. “I can’t help you this time. No one gets out of the fae queen’s dungeons alive. Not even you.”
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