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            QUENTIN HEART VAMPIRE CONSORT

          

        

      

    

    
      Quentin thought things were finally settling down. He had a teaching position, a hot vampire boyfriend, and no zombie dogs were following him anymore.

      

      Life was great.

      

      Until he woke up looking a little different, his boyfriend started talking about Quentin being his consort, and his necromancer friend freed a demon.

      

      Sometimes magic was the only thing in Quentin’s life that made sense.
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      Were his eyes more silver?

      Quentin tilted his head from side to side as he examined his image in the bathroom mirror. A ring of silver glowed around his pupils.

      That was new.

      “What the fuck?” he whispered.

      “Are we indulging in my favorite pastime?” His lover’s whisky-warm voice rolled through him like the perfect summer’s day. Jaks’s handsome face reflected in the mirror as he wrapped his arms around Quentin from behind.

      “What’s that?” As far as he knew, Jaks didn’t have any hobbies.

      “Admiring your beauty?” He flashed a sharp-toothed smile at their image, distracting Quentin from his inspection and drawing his gaze to his lover. Damn sexy vampire.

      “I think I’m changing,” he admitted, returning his attention to his eyes. His silver-ringed pupils glowed slightly in the dim lighting as if ignited by his inner magic. He didn’t know how else to phrase it, but he looked different.

      He didn’t want to admit that lately he’d been feeling different, too. Stronger, more magical. His power came smoother than ever, but with a weight and density it had never held before. If he had more time and interest, he’d worry, but he was tired of life’s bullshit, and his day was already full.

      “In what way?” Jaks propped his chin on Quentin’s shoulder, pulling him out of his thoughts and back into the conversation. “We look good together.”

      Quentin laughed. “You’re so vain.” He reached back and lightly patted Jaks’s cheek. “Good thing you’re pretty.” He sighed when Jaks didn’t respond to his teasing. “See that silver in my eyes.” He pointed at the mirror. “That wasn’t there yesterday.”

      Jaks dug his chin into Quentin’s shoulder in mild retaliation. He admired their reflection for a minute before speaking. “I see I was wrong. You can get prettier.”

      An irritated shoulder jerk displaced his lover’s chin. “I’m not pretty.” He bulldozed on to put off any argument about his looks. Jaks’s belief that Quentin was the epitome of human beauty was frankly ridiculous,© and he wasn’t in the mood for that discussion again. “What do you think it means?”

      Jaks spun him around to get a closer look. He brushed a kiss across Quentin’s cheekbones, one, then the other, distracting him from his concerns. It was several minutes later before they continued their conversation, and by that time, Quentin’s lips were puffy and his mind fuzzy.

      “If you are truly concerned, you might want to ask your mother about it… or better yet, your father. It could have something to do with your fae heritage.”

      “Why would it be showing up now?” he snapped, then winced. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to take my temper out on you.”

      Jaks laughed. “You’re like a kitten taking on a cougar.” He kissed the tip of Quentin’s nose, then inhaled deeply. “You smell slightly different, too.”

      “Do I? What do I smell like?”

      “Spring flowers, honey, and magic,” Jaks replied without hesitation. His vampire senses had no doubt cataloged Quentin’s smell in seconds.

      “What did I smell like before?”

      “Lightning, but now it’s mixed in with other more nature-drenched scents.”

      Quentin wrinkled his nose. “Sounds too sweet.”

      “Let’s see if you taste as sugary as you smell. I wasn’t paying enough attention last night.”

      Before he could comment on his lover’s lame excuse, his mouth was taken in a passionate kiss that was definitely more spicy than sweet. Heat curled in his stomach as he pressed closer, trying to merge with the vampire who was quickly becoming essential to his well-being. This he could get behind, or in front of, or in whatever position Jaks preferred.

      Long minutes passed before they separated. It took Quentin three deep breaths before he could regain his voice. “What’s the verdict?”

      “You taste the same.” Jaks leaned closer to speak directly in his ear. “Delicious.”

      “Idiot,” Quentin scolded, trying to brush off the tingles running down his spine from Jaks’s hot breath. “I still want to know why this is happening now. I haven’t heard from Lars since he regained his human form and left with his brothers. Maybe mom has a way to get hold of him.” He scratched the back of his head. “If nothing else happens, I won’t bother.”

      “You should try to contact him anyway. As much as he wasn’t there for your childhood, I suspect he would’ve shown up if you were injured or in danger. You can’t avoid him forever,” Jaks chided.

      That was patently untrue. He could hide forever if he liked.

      Quentin would’ve liked to believe his father would’ve come if needed, but the cynical side of him, who grew up fatherless, was holding a grudge. “We’ll see.” He refused to commit to anything. As much as he had said he wanted to get to know his father, it still hurt that it took a supposedly powerful fae this many years to attempt to reconnect with his son and had only done so because he needed help himself. Deep down, Quentin believed that if his father really wanted to see him before, he would’ve.

      Jaks kissed Quentin’s forehead. “It could be that prolonged contact with your father is now calling out your fae heritage. That was the most contact you’ve ever had with him, right?”

      “Yes,” he replied sourly.

      “Then maybe it was the proximity to him calling out his genetics.” Jaks ran soothing hands up and down Quentin’s arms.

      “Is that a thing?” He didn’t know much about fae magical development benchmarks. “I’m old enough that any fae abilities should’ve shown up by now, shouldn’t they?”

      “I’m not sure. You’re definitely old enough for your human magic to be fully in, but the Fae age more slowly and live longer. You might be just the right age for their magic.”

      A cold pit formed in his stomach, like a polar ice storm. Power never came without cost. Even his human magic took a toll on his body. One of the reasons he got the tattoos on his hands was to help channel it. “Great. That’s just great.”

      As much as he enjoyed inventing and playing with magic, Quentin wasn’t a fan of odd things happening to him. He liked his routine and his current power level. It had taken him years to learn to control the large amount of magic coursing through his body. He didn’t like the idea of having to start again from scratch.

      Jaks’s lips curled in subtle amusement. “Don’t worry about it now. Don’t you have a class to get ready for, professor?”

      Quentin pressed his head against his lover’s collarbone, groaning. “I don’t think I can do this.” His first class was going to start in twenty minutes, and he was woefully unprepared. “I’ve only taught one seminar. Why would they think I could teach an entire class twice a week?”

      Smooth laughter answered his angst. He didn’t growl at Jaks only because his lover took that moment to slide his long fingers through Quentin’s messy hair and rub soothing circles against his scalp.

      He melted.

      “You have nothing to worry about. They wouldn’t have hired you if your last seminar hadn’t gone so well. From what you told me, Dean Mearson was thrilled with your teaching style.”

      He sighed against Jaks’s chest. “That’s the problem with success. You do well once, and they expect a repeat performance. Maybe I could have you turn me before my class starts. They wouldn’t want a vampire teaching.” He lifted his head and batted his eyes at his lover. “What do you think, handsome?”

      Jaks remained unmoved by Quentin’s theatrics. “It would be more convincing if I didn’t happen to know you have no interest in becoming a vampire. I’m beginning to think you’re stalling, Dr. Heart.”

      “Ugh. Don’t call me that. I sound like a late-night DJ who gives bad love advice.”

      “That’s oddly specific.”

      “I’ve had nightmares, and that’s all I’m willing to say.”

      Jaks’s soft laughter eased some of Quentin’s anxiety as he clung tightly to his comfort vampire.

      Jaks pressed a kiss to Quentin’s forehead, then his nose, ending with a luxurious kiss on his mouth. After several minutes of this pleasant activity, Quentin was firmly set away with a gentle push to his shoulders. “You’d better go now if you don’t want to be late.”

      “How do I get myself into these situations?” He wasn’t whining, he wasn’t. Well, maybe a little.

      “I wondered about that when you absentmindedly walked into a vampire lair and arrested the leader without a hint of fear.”

      “Good times.” Quentin snuggled back into his lover’s arms, his laughter muffled against Jaks’s shirt as he hugged him, not wanting to admit defeat and leave.

      “It was the most bloodless coup of any vampire clan I’ve ever seen. You are incredible.”

      A soft kiss pressed against the top of his head had Quentin offering up his lips again.

      “You’ll do great.” Jaks’s breath mixed with Quentin’s, leading to another, more heated kiss.

      “I hope so. I don’t want Dean Mearson to regret granting my degree or be embarrassed because I can’t teach some kids magic. Rendell would love to claim I’d only gotten the job due to favoritism.”

      “Rendell is a jealous twat. Don’t believe anything he says.” Jaks hugged Quentin hard, then released him and stepped back. “Now go and show them why you’re the youngest person ever to get a doctorate in spell creation.”

      “Only in the US. I think there’s someone in Japan a few years younger than me.” He couldn’t recall the person’s name, but he was pretty sure he was right. He shook his head after failing to remember, which wasn’t surprising considering his memory issues. “Never mind. I’d best get going.”

      “Come find me when you’re done. Today is going to be filled with boring meetings without my cuddly lover.”

      “Poor thing.” He kissed Jaks’s cheek in commiseration.

      Jaks smiled, then gave him another hug. “Don’t stress. You’ll do great. If you don’t, you can spend your days with me instead of being stuck in your stuffy lab. Hmm, maybe I shouldn’t wish you good luck after all.” He tapped his chin thoughtfully.

      Quentin gave Jaks his best glare, earning him a grin. “With that, I’m leaving.” After a fake indignant sniff, he teleported to the alcove between the spell science and technology buildings. It only had enough room for one person, which was convenient since Quentin didn’t have the patience to drive to campus or the fortune to pay for a parking pass. Despite Jaks’s willingness to foot Quentin’s bills, he preferred to live within his means, which were currently budget-tight. Teaching one class twice a week didn’t provide a living wage. Good thing he’d recently sold some of his capture orbs to the bounty hunters for a nice fee. They wanted to keep him on retainer, but the contract was still in progress. He didn’t wish to spend all day manufacturing orbs. Maybe he could find a group to make them in bulk. Surely there must be magical manufacturing companies.

      His mind whirled over logistics as he entered the spell creation wing. Spotting the long line of students lounging outside his assigned classroom, he almost turned back around. He sighed as he moved through the mass of academics. They were propped against both walls, as if modeling for a student life magazine. He brushed past them to unlock the door, then turned to address the crowd before entering.

      “I know only twenty-five students are enrolled in this class. If you aren’t registered, please wait here until I’ve checked in my assigned students. Only then will I know if there are any openings.”

      Cue the disappointed groans. He felt for them; he did. Having recently been a student, Quentin could commiserate, but that didn’t change the limit he had purposely set for the class. “I know it’s upsetting not to get into a class you want. However, there are good reasons why this session must remain small. While spell theory can be done on a larger scale, casting requires individual guidance.” He didn’t owe them an explanation, but hopefully that would cut back some of the complaining.

      He simply couldn’t have a large class if he wanted to keep accidents low. If it were strictly a lecture class, it wouldn’t matter, but the practical portion demanded a limited number of students. Unless he had two different lab times, he couldn’t accommodate all the students who wanted to attend, and he wasn’t going to bring it up with Dean Mearson. He had other things he wanted to do, no matter how much money it would bring to the college. He’d already had that fight with the administration.

      They had wanted twice the capacity Quentin was willing to allow.

      He had to go to the dean before they stopped harassing him. If they were willing to give him an assistant, he probably could’ve pulled it off, but as a junior professor, it would have angered the senior faculty, who still didn’t have any help in their larger classes. He didn’t want to start his career off by making enemies. Or at least no more than Professor Rendell.

      There was nothing he could do about that asshat.

      Ignoring the groans and muttered backtalk, Quentin unlocked the classroom and went inside. He left the door open behind him. It only took a cursory glance to realize Rendell had assigned him the shabbiest space in the building, possibly the school. If this didn’t reflect what his department head thought of him, then his lover wasn’t a vampire.

      As the head of his department, Rendell oversaw classroom coordination and had complained loudly and often that Quentin didn’t deserve a teaching position. Since the first year he’d entered the college, Rendell had been envious of Quentin’s talent and tried to take credit for anything he created. Unfortunately for Rendell, Quentin kept detailed notes to ensure that all the patents were in his name and that all his research was tracked from inception. It was hard to claim someone else’s research if you couldn’t say how you came up with the idea or explain what it did.

      Given the janitorial staff's excellent reputation, the classroom’s condition implied it had been so severely damaged that it could no longer be scrubbed clean by hand or magic. The furnishings appeared to have been dumped there when they were no longer usable. Slanted shelves were filled with what appeared to be random supplies. A jar of incense sticks and three purified water bottles were snuggled between two piles of precariously stacked battered cauldrons, neither of which Quentin would need for his subject.

      Quentin’s fascinated gaze followed the scorch marks covering the walls. There were streaks from floor to ceiling in uneven intervals, leaving him wondering what class had been there before and whether there had been any survivors. At the front of the room, a metal teacher’s desk squatted in all its aged, semi-beige glory. Quentin pulled out the accompanying squeaky chair and sat down on its hard surface, trying to ignore the questionable rocking motion his actions caused. Good thing he’d be standing for most of the class.

      As the students shuffled into the room, all wide-eyed and eager, Quentin pulled his laptop out of his backpack. A few clicks later, he accessed the student roll and began calling out names, trying to match faces to the list. More than one student had an alternate name they preferred, resulting in three shortened and two dead names that were completely different. Quentin made careful notes next to every change.

      After he had checked off the last of his students, he closed his laptop. “Well, that’s everyone. I'll go give the bad news to the others.”

      He didn’t acknowledge the smug looks exchanged between those fortunate enough to snag a coveted spot. The entire situation baffled him. He had no idea how his class had become a prize to be won. This was his first time teaching it. Surely his reputation hadn’t grown over one seminar.

      The students waiting outside perked up at his appearance. “I'm sorry to tell you, but this class is now full. Unless someone drops out, no one else will be admitted.”

      “When are you offering this class again?” someone called out.

      Quentin ran a hand through his hair, ruffling his carefully combed locks. “I’m not sure. Dean Mearson wants to ensure I can teach one class before worrying about signing me up for more. This is my trial run.” He offered a thin smile at the collective groans. “You can start a petition to get another class added. If they know the need is high, they’ll probably be open to adding another session. I can’t be the only teacher available.” Oddly enough, his words didn’t appear to appease any of them. He’d only seen faces that sad on Professor Rendell’s assistants.

      Before anyone else could interrogate him or complain, he quickly returned to the classroom and closed the door firmly behind him. He wasn’t hiding. He was ensuring that he didn’t waste class time.

      Shut up, conscience.

      “All right. Let’s start with the basics. What spells do you combine for a fire whip?”

      Complete silence.

      “Well, let’s break it down. How is a spell created…”

      

      Two hours later, the students shuffled out of the classroom, still discussing Quentin’s presentation.

      He smiled at their excited chatter. His first class had gone smoothly. The students were bright, engaged, and receptive to constructive criticism. A few challenged his ideas, but they listened when he explained his theory and seemed excited that he was willing to answer their questions.

      With his laptop securely in his bag, Quentin headed out.

      He made it two steps out the door before he encountered his least favorite person.

      “Professor Heart.” Rendell’s tone turned snide at the word ‘professor’.

      “How can I help you, Professor Rendell?” he replied in his politest voice. The one he’d seen his mother use when she talked to someone she particularly disliked but couldn’t be rude to. Two could play that game. He offered his most innocent expression as if he didn’t have a clue about how much Rendell hated him.

      “I came to check on how your first class went. Did you have any difficulty controlling the students?”

      Considering Rendell’s assistants constantly burst into tears. He doubted Rendell had any insightful tips that wouldn’t get Quentin banned from the program or arrested.

      “The students appeared to enjoy it.” He kept his tone neutral and his dislike hidden, mostly.

      “And did you?”

      Quentin shrugged. “We’ll see. It’s hard to judge after just one class. The students were motivated to learn, so that helped.”

      The truth was, he had enjoyed it more than he’d expected. He’d also stab himself in the eye with a stake before admitting he liked anything to this man. If he didn’t appear eager, Rendell might leave him alone. Experience had shown that Rendell hated anyone having fun, especially Quentin.

      “Hmm. I guess we’ll see. It takes more than one class to tell whether you can cut it as a professor. Right now, you’re new and shiny. Wait until you return graded work.” With those inspiring words, Rendell stomped off.

      “Asshat,” Quentin muttered. A giggle behind him revealed the hallway wasn’t as deserted as he had thought.

      Oops.

      He didn’t turn around to confront the eavesdroppers. Instead, he staged a strategic retreat. He was already late for his long-awaited nap. Hanging out with nocturnal leaning creatures was hell on his sleep cycle.

      As he stepped outside, Dean Mearson appeared from around the corner, blocking Quentin’s escape. Had someone pinned him with a location spell?

      “Good afternoon, Dean Mearson,” he greeted her politely.

      Her delighted grin did nothing but send shivers of apprehension down his spine. “Professor Heart, just the man I was looking for. How did your first day go?”

      He didn’t sigh, but the urge was strong. He knew he should be happy that she bothered to ask about his teaching, but he was pretty much done for the day. He wanted his vampire and cuddles. All the stress before teaching had left him exhausted. Worrying was an energy sucker.

      “I think it went well. Not much has happened yet. I took roll and explained the foundations of spell theory. Nothing too exciting.” They had to know the basics before they could move on to casting, despite their enthusiasm.

      “Good. Good.” She patted him on the arm. “If this works out, we might make it a permanent class. Let me know if I can do anything to help.”

      “Thank you. I will.” He kept his opinion about being a full-time professor to himself. As much as he was enjoying teaching so far, it wasn’t where he saw his career heading. He’d rather be inventing spells than explaining them. For now, the extra money was nice, and a teaching position on his resume, even for one semester, would lend him extra credibility when he finally branched out independently. He almost mentioned the students’ request for an additional class, but held back. She might assign it to him if he spoke up.

      Never volunteer for anything. That was his personal motto.

      That reminded him he still needed to clear out his lab. Rendell had been getting far too nosy about Quentin’s projects. As much as he liked the security of his college lab, it wasn’t truly secure if the one person trying to steal from him had access. It wouldn’t be impossible for Rendell to break Quentin’s safeguards if he were dedicated enough. Right now, Rendell was trying to be subtle and cautiously poked at Quentin’s wards, but not hard enough for him to complain to the higher-ups. By the time he could lodge an official complaint, Rendell could have made off with his research.

      He’d already decided to accept the lab space Jaks offered him last week. He was just dragging his heels on packing his stuff.

      No one enjoyed packing.

      The vampire manor would be more secure because the vampires wouldn’t care enough about his research to sabotage anything, and even if they wanted to, his new rune design would keep them out. He’d modeled them after his necromancer friend, Grevin’s. Due to their lethal nature, the university wouldn’t allow them, but Jaks had agreed to let him have as many security features as he wished on his manor lab. Some days, it helped to have a sugar vampire.

      Unaware of his thoughts, Dean Mearson gave him a cheerful goodbye before scampering off, undeterred by her three-inch heels.

      He’d never understand women.

      She had barely left his sight before an oddly familiar perfume of old roses and mint wafted through the air. Spinning around, he saw nothing nearby to explain the scent. It triggered a vague memory, but for the life of him, he couldn’t recall where he’d last smelled it. Not surprising with his crap memory.

      Brushing off the scent, he changed trajectory and headed for the lab. He could safely hide here for a few hours before Jaks started to worry.

      Sometimes, he just needed to get away from it all.
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      After sucking down an energy drink he bought from the hall vending machine, Quentin got to work. It would take several hours, if not a few days, to carefully pack everything. The less breakage, the better. As a professor, even a junior one, Quentin could technically keep his workshop space, but a nagging feeling in the back of his mind told him to grab everything that didn’t belong to the college and run with it.

      He rarely ignored his instincts. The few times he had didn’t end well.

      Quentin suspected his mother had some magic in her family tree because she also had uncanny flashes of intuition. As far as he’d been able to uncover, the Fae didn’t have that ability. However, there weren’t many books that mentioned the Fae. He suspected that the best research sources lay in the Fae realm and beyond human reach.

      He didn’t blame them. No one wanted their weaknesses exposed to potential enemies. However, it did make it challenging to learn about any powers he might inherit. If more than pretty eyes happened, he’d talk to his mother about contacting his fae king father, Lars. He didn’t want to bother him over little things. Despite what Jaks thought, he wasn’t avoiding his father…much.

      Lars was a ruler after all. He didn’t have time to stop by to answer his estranged son's random questions.

      Two hours after he started, Quentin dropped into his desk chair. A gentle kick sent him spinning around. This was going to take longer than expected. He’d forgotten how much junk he’d accumulated for his experiments.

      “And here I thought you stuffy science types used your lab for work, not to play spin-the-chair?”

      Quentin dragged his chair to a stop with his heels and gave the interloper a narrow-eyed glare. “Glenn? How did you get in?”

      “Rendell’s latest assistant just quit and was more than happy to let me into the highly protected lab. I think he was hoping I was a disgruntled student and planned to trash the place.”

      Given that Glenn showed up in torn jeans, a grunge rock T-shirt, and a new nose piercing, he probably had the right of it.

      So much for security.

      “When did you get the piercing?”

      “Last night.” Glenn grinned, a carefree expression Quentin hadn’t seen since his friend had been bitten and changed into a vampire against his will.

      “I thought you’d want to avoid this place.” Glenn had been attacked just outside the lab building and transformed into a vampire soon after.

      Glenn nodded. “I did, but my new therapist thought it would do me good to revisit the sight of my trauma. Something about confronting my fears and all that.” Dismissing everything he didn’t want to discuss. “What are you working on?”

      “I was packing all this up to take with me.” He waved his hand to indicate the partially empty room. “I don’t trust Rendell, and Jaks offered me some space at the manor. I’m going to take him up on that.”

      “Good idea.” Glenn turned in a circle to take in the room. “You haven’t gotten very far.”

      Quentin sighed. “It’s been a long day.”

      Glenn checked his phone. “It’s barely two.”

      “Really?”

      Glenn nodded.

      “It seems later.”

      “That’s because it’s exhausting being the hottest new teacher.” Glenn’s mischievous expression had a bad premonition crawling up Quentin’s spine.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Before I came here, I was walking around campus. Imagine my surprise when I heard a group of students talking about sexy Professor Heart. More than a few of them talked about the effect you had on their hearts.”

      Quentin wrinkled his nose. “Ugh. Just what I need, amorous students.”

      Glenn smirked. “They don’t realize your high standards exclude all of them from the running. I mean, if they aren’t a disgustingly rich, supermodel vampire, they don’t have a chance.”

      “You aren’t as funny as you think you are.” Quentin nudged a pile of handwritten notes into his bag. It would set him back quite a bit if they were lost.

      “Why don’t you just magic everything into your spell balls?”

      Quentin sighed. “I was hoping to keep everything organized.”

      Glenn’s unimpressed expression had him groaning.

      “Fine. But I don’t have a spell ball that can hold all this. They aren’t the Tardis.”

      “Really?” Glenn raised his right eyebrow at him. “Because I’m pretty sure they aren’t big enough to hold an entire vampire, either, and yet, you had them do that.”

      Quentin froze. His mind went through the calculations needed to use a spell ball for storage. Could he tweak it so that the orb could suck everything into a compressed space, then reverse the process? “If I get this wrong, I could lose all my research,” he sulked, biting his lip as he considered the ramifications.

      “You have it all backed up, don’t you? I mean, a super researcher like yourself must have saved all their work on their computer at one point.”

      He pointed at Glenn. “Your sarcasm isn’t appreciated.” He groaned. Damn, he was becoming as dramatic as his students. “Most of it is saved,” he admitted. “Maybe I could put a few more folders in my bag, just in case.”

      “Whew! I was worried for a minute they gave you a vanity degree.”

      Quentin threw a stress ball at Glenn that he’d gotten at the last spell design conference he’d attended as a key speaker.

      Glenn dodged. “Vampire speed is good for something,” he beamed.

      “Idiot,” Quentin taunted. “How is that going?”

      “How is what going?”

      “Your adjustment to being a vampire. Drinking blood and all.” He’d only heard vague reassurances from his mother, but Trina Heart didn’t like sharing bad news and often glossed over negative subjects. One of the many reasons he didn’t quite trust that his father had tried too hard to see him over the years.

      “As well as can be expected. I haven’t attacked anyone recently, if you were concerned about that.”

      “I wasn’t, but maybe I should’ve been.” He cast a wary eye at the red tinge in Glenn’s eyes.

      Glenn laughed. “If your lover wasn’t the leader and more than happy to rip out my fangs, I might be tempted to take a little sip. I hear fae blood is delicious.”

      “I’m only partly fae, and Jaks never said anything about my blood tasting any better than anyone else’s. I think he’s worried I’d take offense if he compared my blood to others he drank from.”

      Glenn nodded. “Makes sense, it’s like comparing you to previous lovers. No one wants a critique even if it’s positive.”

      Quentin laughed. “True.” He grabbed a fresh spell orb from his desk drawer and began programming it for transport to his mother’s living room, well, his now. Damn, he’d packed up his apartment the hard way. Maybe he should’ve consulted with Glenn before. It would’ve saved him the time of packing everything. Luckily, Jaks had loaned him a few vampires for an afternoon and got all the boxes and furniture from his apartment stored in the house attic until he decided what to keep.

      His mother had given him the house as a doctoral graduation present after she moved into the vampire mansion. She wanted to live with her new clan but didn’t want to sell the house. The property had been in the family for centuries and rested on a ley line.

      He almost had to sell it to pay her medical bills, but luckily, Jaks had covered them before Quentin could put it on the market. He’d never been so happy to be a procrastinator before or since. Especially after he found out that, magically, he can’t sell it. The family magic was bound to that small bit of land wrapped in ley lines.

      “You also might want to research whether fae blood is addictive.”

      Quentin blinked and took his attention off the newly programmed ball. “What?”

      “Some blood can be addictive. You don’t want your boy to get drunk off your blood. Best find out if he can, half-fae or not.”

      “It can? I didn’t know that. None of the books mentions anything about blood type affecting vampires.” Maybe he should put some effort into contacting his father after all.

      “I’m sure it’s because vampires, like the fae, don’t advertise their weaknesses.”

      “That’s probably true.” Quentin pointed at Glenn. He’d only done minimal reading for the creature class he’d attended and then again for the bounty hunters, but that information would’ve stuck out. Now that he thought about it, the information on their habitat and feeding habits hadn’t been detailed. Mostly, ‘keep your neck out of their mouths.’

      Super helpful.

      “Yeah. I can ask around for more information if you’d like, but I don’t want to tip anyone off. There aren’t a lot of fae around here, and not everyone knows you have the blood.”

      He bit his lip, tugging at the peeling skin with his teeth. He really needed to get some lip balm. “Maybe hold off for a bit if you think it’s dangerous. I’ll talk to my mom. We never discussed my heritage before. Maybe Lars left her some information.”

      “Sure thing, Q. Just let me know if I need to start chatting up hot vampires for information. Anything for a friend.”

      “Will do. I appreciate the sacrifice,” Quentin said, amused. He began piling his papers into subject-organized stacks. “I’m afraid.” He finally admitted after ten minutes of silence. “I’ve fallen for him hard, and if my blood is addictive, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      “Talk to him. I’ve heard communication is the key to a healthy relationship,” Glenn preached in a snooty tone as if he were imitating someone.

      “Is that what you heard?” He smiled at Glenn’s accent. Glenn might appear flighty to some, but his sunny personality always cheered Quentin up when he began to spiral.

      “My therapist is big on self-awareness and communication, not to mention that fancy necklace Jaks gave you screams commitment.”

      “Who’s your therapist?” He decided to ignore Glenn’s opinion of his extravagant, possibly cursed, necklace. The Eye of Winter, with its giant diamond and platinum snowflake, could only be removed by his lover and was famous in vampire circles. It also placed a giant ‘taken’ tag around Quentin’s neck.

      “Dr. Wesson. He specializes in the mental and physical health of vampires. He’s great. Your Loverboy recently hired him for the clan. He was a doctor before he was turned against his will. He specializes in the trauma of converting to vampirism.”

      “Wow, that’s something. What happened to his attacker?”

      “I’m not sure of the facts, but rumor has it that the good doctor took his sire out with prejudice. Everyone is shaky about the details, but from everything I heard, it wasn’t pretty, and no one has challenged Dr. Wesson since.”

      “Huh, trust Jaks to hire a badass physician.”

      Glenn laughed. “ I’ve only had two sessions with him, but he’s really helped. I think having gone through pretty much the same thing helps him guide me through my issues.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it.” No matter how cheerful he appeared, Glenn had previously confessed to Quentin that he still had nightmares about his transformation. Maybe this doctor could help his friend.

      “Jaks told me that they’re still looking for ways to convict your sire once they get hold of him.”

      Glenn’s cheerful expression clouded. “Isn’t he still in the woods? Can’t they just go in there and get him?”

      “You would think so,” Quentin agreed. “But entering his territory unprovoked could start a clan war.”

      “Even though he turned me against my will?”

      “We can’t prove he did it unless we can get close enough to match the magical signatures. Since you weren’t one of Jaks’s people before the turn, he can’t attack after the fact.”

      “That’s a nice catch-22,” Glenn growled.

      “Right! I thought about sending in bounty hunters, but unless there’s an active bounty, they won’t risk their licenses to capture a vampire.”

      Glenn sighed. “Let’s finish packing and get out of here. Then you can tell me all the steamy, depraved things you do with your boyfriend.” He wiggled his eyebrows at Quentin.

      Quentin laughed. “I’m not going to tell you what I do with Jaks. He’d kill me.”

      Still bickering, they gathered all of Quentin’s things, and he spelled them into a dozen orbs, which he sent home with a pulse of magic. Hopefully, they went to the correct location. Just as he was getting ready to leave, he found a missed spell ball. He tucked it into his pocket to put away later.

      “Were you planning to go back to the manor?”

      Glenn nodded. “Yeah, wanna give me a lift?”

      “How did you get here?”

      “I took the bus.”

      He tried to wrap his mind around a newly turned vampire riding the bus, but the image soon twisted into a sitcom scenario. Instead of getting into what a bad choice that had been, he agreed. “I can do that.”

      They had to go outside for Quentin to teleport. The fields used to block magical interference prevented Quentin from teleporting from the lab. Once they were clear, they vanished from the front of the building and appeared in the vampire mansion’s foyer.

      “That’s crazy useful. I wish I could teleport at will.”

      Quentin smiled. “It takes a lot of energy, but it does save on car maintenance and parking fees.”

      “I bet.”

      With murmured goodbyes, they split up to continue their day. Quentin climbed the stairs in search of the space Jaks said he had reserved for Quentin’s workshop. He knew it was somewhere on the third floor to allow for natural light. Especially since an explosion in the basement could take out the mansion’s foundation. A fact he shared with his vampire when Jaks mentioned he was considering a basement lab.

      “What do we have here?” A silky, feminine voice spoke behind him.

      Great. Just what he wanted, confrontation in the afternoon. Not every vampire under Jaks’s authority appreciated his obsession with Quentin. However, they usually had more sense than to confront him directly.

      He turned around.

      Damn.

      There were two of them.

      Twins. Wrapped in purple leather and attitude. Black bustiers barely kept their breasts from spilling out, and their leather pants made Quentin question whether they could sit or if they just elegantly draped across the furniture.

      Jaks would look fine in pants like that. If nothing else came out of this encounter, now he knew what he was getting his lover for Christmas.

      The one on the right had a blue streak in her blond hair, the one on the left a purple one that matched their outfits. Their sparkling blue eyes screamed of mischief and danger.

      He didn’t groan, but it was close.

      Quentin tilted his head. “I didn’t realize there were vampire twins. Were you born vampires?” His scientific curiosity choked out his common sense like a WWW fighter.

      “Nope, changed by the same master,” the vampire on the left had a chipper undertone.

      “Your new doctor killed him,” the other said in an equally cheerful voice.

      “Did Jaks absorb your clan?” It was too much of a coincidence to have three new vampires from the same deceased leader.

      They nodded in unison, grinning—vampire politics at its finest.

      “Nice necklace.” The vampire on the right admired. “Very sparkly. Wait, is that the Eye of Winter?” Her excited gasp took away some of Quentin’s concerns about having to fight vampires inside Jaks’s mansion.

      “Yes,” he self-consciously fingered the ostentatious stone.

      “Then you must be Master’s Heart.”

      “I am,” he admitted, “and you are.”

      “Allea,”—she pointed to the blue-streaked vampire—“and Andrea,”—she pointed at herself—“Master Jakinson’s best fighters.”

      “And spies, sister. Don’t forget we’re very sneaky.”

      “And spies,” she added agreeably.

      Quentin was getting a headache from the banter, but they appeared delighted to see him, and it was better to make friends than more enemies. “Nice to meet you, ladies.”

      “You’re very pretty,” possibly Andrea said.

      “But not as pretty as your mother,” Allea offered.

      “Wait, you met my mother?”

      Andrea nodded. “She was kissing Braed.” She wrinkled her nose.

      “We don’t trust him.” Allea frowned.

      “Have you ever seen him do anything wrong?” Quentin didn’t want to cause any problems if his mother was happy, but he wouldn’t leave her in danger either.

      “No,” they said in unison.

      “Keep an eye on him if you can. I don’t want my mother hurt.”

      “Will do, consort.” Allea saluted.

      “As you wish, master’s beloved.” Andrea bowed.

      Quentin sighed, but he didn’t complain. He appreciated the extra protection for his mother, even if she wouldn’t. If they were as good as they claimed, she would remain safe and unaware under their watch.

      “Ladies.” Jaks’s appearance had Quentin perking up. Damn, he really was becoming conditioned like Pavlov’s dog at hearing his lover’s voice. “Come to give your report?”

      “Yes, Master Jaks,” they said in unison.

      “Go to my office. I’ll meet you there shortly.”

      They bowed and scampered off like children rushing to recess.

      Jaks turned to give Quentin his complete attention. “What are you doing up here?”

      “I came to check out the lab space you promised me. You said I had a room on the third floor?”

      Jaks flashed him a sheepish smile. “Ah, I moved you. Sorry, love, I forgot to mention it, but I know you’ll like the new location better.”

      Quentin’s shoulders slumped. It was a good thing he ran into Jaks. He could have been wandering for hours. “To where?”

      “We have an outbuilding that used to be the carriage house. I thought it would be perfect for your experiments. It’s stone. If you have an explosion, it should hold steady, or if not, be easily repaired.”

      It did sound perfect. “Great! Lead the way.”

      

      “Is this it?” Quentin eyed the stone cottage tucked between towering trees. Vines crawled up the outer walls, adding to its rustic charm. “I feel like I’m on a movie set and I’m either going to find dwarves or a serial killer inside.”

      Jaks’s laughter scared a flock of tiny birds. “I’m hoping you’ll like it despite its potential for serial-killer dwarves.”

      “Hmm, we’ll see,” he teased.

      Despite the old-fashioned look, a glowing screen was located to the right of the door.

      “Handprint security lock?”

      “Yes. It currently only has us programmed into the system. You’ll have to add anyone else you want to allow unrestricted entry.”

      He didn’t bother asking how Jaks got his handprint. Some things were better left undiscovered. “Thank you,” he said sincerely. His lover had put a lot of effort into protecting Quentin’s work. He’d have to make sure to thank him later properly, possibly enthusiastically.

      “I’m sure you’ll add your own magical protections as well. I thought a separate building would make that easier, considering some of the safeguards you mentioned before.”

      Quentin didn’t even try to hide his mischievous smile. “You know me so well.”

      “I like to think so.”

      The happy beep of his handprint’s acceptance had Quentin almost dancing through the door. His eager gaze took in his new space. “Nice, very nice. You did very well.”

      Jaks’s pleased smile warmed Quentin’s heart. Other than his mother, no one else had ever really taken the time to pay attention to his needs. His few relationships hadn’t lasted long enough to worry about likes and dislikes. For Quentin, a lover who knew him deep down was far more romantic than a roomful of roses.

      The workshop was as over-the-top as he’d been expecting after his boyfriend mentioned he had prepared a workspace for him. Jaks wasn’t the type to skimp on anything, especially when he was trying to keep Quentin focused on research instead of bounty hunter work. The gleaming counters, large whiteboards, and dozens of shelves filled with jars of ingredients were tempting bribes.
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