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Chapter One

Theo

Clueless dumbass idiots. I can’t understand how people get themselves into so much shit and then need to be rescued. What the hell ever. I’m sure that stupid mind mage and his baby vampire boyfriend will either be okay or the cyber fae will experiment on them. Kinda don’t care.

I’m taking Kat and Robbie to my place in Maui until the heat is off. And now I have more pressing matters—Thanksgiving—and I’m somehow hosting! How that happened, I haven’t a clue. It was supposed to be just the three of us. How did it blossom into the three of us plus Robbie’s cousin, her new husband, and her aunt? It’s been a couple years since I’ve been to the house I acquired in Wailea when I was eighteen—a foreclosed investment just as the market was recovering. Bad for them, nice for me. I’d been on my own for three years and had established myself pretty well in my chosen profession—that of cyber thief. Made a few million by that time and thought real estate was pretty solid, so I picked up a half-dozen properties, in different names, around the world. I now have most listed online for rent.

This one in Maui is a four bedroom, three and a half bath with private beach. Fully furnished and stocked at all times, I have a property manager who takes care of the landscaping for the four acres of manicured lawn, maintenance, and housekeeping, so it’s pretty sweet to just arrive.

“This is really nice, Teddy,” Kat said, her skin shimmering in the afternoon rays. She pushed one of her long red dreads over her shoulder as she took in the estate before bouncing through the door with her usual exuberance.

Originally hailing from somewhere near Batswana, my two-hundred-year-old great-great-great grandmother is a force to be reckoned with. She looks like she’s my age, so we say we’re cousins. I guess being a blood mage has its perks.

I smirked, used to the nickname she gave me when I was born. “Thanks, Kat. There are two guest rooms upstairs for you to choose from. I suggest the one with the lanai because it’s got the better view, and you won’t hear Robbie cry out in ecstasy when I’m fucking him.”

I didn’t have to look. The heat radiating off my partner’s face could light the house for a year, and his embarrassed gasp made me chuckle.

Kat took everything in stride. For her, sex was an essential part of life. She was the first one I came out to when I was thirteen. Well, the second. My best friend who I had sucked off the night before was the first. Kat was the one who taught me about the many cultures through the centuries and how the “zeitgeist” of religion and politics influences societal and cultural thought. Polynesian culture has always been a lot more accepting, despite various religious influences trying to change it, and it continues to be fairly inclusive despite those would-be haters. Much more so than many regions of the mainland and other areas of the world. Shame, but not something I care about. I like to fuck dudes. And fuck the hell out of them. I make no apologies.

“Good suggestion.” She winked at both of us while carrying a bag up the stairs. Shooting me an incredulous look, Robbie scrambled to haul her second one and one of ours up after her. Kat is very self-reliant and has often laughed off Robbie’s attempts at being chivalrous—not something he even thinks about consciously. His twisted upbringing made him practically a slave to his messed-up mother and aunt. Kat and I had helped to rescue him from over a year ago.

Robbie’s smile is my kryptonite, the sounds he makes a drug. I cannot seem to get enough of either and will do anything to make sure we both get more. Both are reserved just for me, which may sound conceited but is definitely the truth. The way his jade eyes glint when he sees me never ceases to give me pause. It’s as if I’m the only person in the world, even though I royally messed up and almost lost him because of my insecurities this past June.

I observe him with others. He’s always so reserved, sometimes even showing a hint of fear, although that has faded a lot since his mother died this time last year. It’s been a year of helping him to learn how to be in the world and unlearn some other things—like not making eye contact with women who I swear he still believes are his superiors. We’ve been working on that. I think his going to college has probably helped the most. But having Mrs. Gomez, our housekeeper, and Kat around has also helped. He no longer completely shuts down when they’re in the room. In fact, I’ve seen Kat get him to laugh more times than not. Not the full belly laugh he gets when we’re alone, but it’s good to see. I think I heard him offer an actual opinion the other day when she asked him something. And Kat, may all the Gods love her, is the absolute most caring and patient person I’ve ever met. I know in her own subtle way she has been trying to get him out of his shell. And he’s taken to helping Mrs. Gomez in the kitchen because while his major is accounting, he added a culinary arts minor just this past semester. I’m a really lucky guy and willing guinea pig.

It’s so strange too. I was more than happy living on my own, but now I can’t imagine not having him here. Hell, having the whole house full. I was living on my own in California and then Kat claimed one of my guest rooms for her own. Then, after seeing what a slob I am, she insisted on adding Mr. and Mrs. Gomez, our live-in housekeeper and landscaper. And now Robbie lives with us. I guess not much about it is negative except me having to remember to throw on some underwear when I go downstairs. Otherwise, the house is clean and usually smells great.

We’d been like this, all living together with Robbie in Santa Rosa, California, for almost a year, when the shit hit the fan last month. Yeah, instead of getting to celebrate our anniversary like I had planned, we had to get the hell out of the San Francisco Bay area. I somehow got mixed up with this clueless mage and his neonate vampire boyfriend, and Kat got kidnapped by some goddamned vampire about whom no one can give me a good answer if he’s still alive or not. While the companies Impetus and Paradigm are on my forever-shit-list, at this time the most prudent action is recon. So, I packed off the Gomezes to their family in South America for the holidays, and then Kat, Robbie, and I made it out here to Wailea, Maui, to one of my little homes away from home. Robbie asked if we could fly out his cousin Abi and her new husband for a sort of second honeymoon, and who am I to say no? Then, of course, Maggie—Abi’s mother and Robbie’s therapist—had to come. Fuck me if the whole goddamned gang won’t be here soon.

“What are we going to do when Abi and Maggie get here?” Robbie asked, quietly coming back into the kitchen, his tone dripping with bashful concern. I was digging around in the fridge for sandwich fixings and stewing about the upcoming festivities and for a full five seconds couldn’t fathom what he was asking. Then I all but fell over laughing. You see, Robbie’s loud. In bed only. Everywhere else he is soft-spoken, almost reverent. But the octaves I can coax from him are musical.

Catching him around the waist, I whispered, “Ball gag,” before nibbling his ear. Boy, I like where the man’s mind is.

He wrapped his arms around me as he perched his lithe athletic frame atop the counter to do battle with my tongue. I began grinding gently against him, and his legs had just wrapped around me when Kat came in. She was behind him, so I just gave her a thumbs-up and kept kissing him. Guess it was the noise of the sandwich making that clued him in. She had three started, with bread out and mayo added, before his head whipped up in surprise, and he choked, falling off the counter and spinning around in my arms.

“You like all the veggies, Robbie?” Kat asked, nonplussed.

I pulled him back, wrapping my arms around his waist as he laughed softly and said, “Yes, please.”

“You don’t like raw onions,” I reminded him gently, unable to keep myself from kissing his reddened ear and working hard to contain the mix of emotions I always had when I felt his flight response rear up.

“But…no onions, please.” He squirmed, and I gave him a reassuring hug.

Maggie Koch, his aunt, told me it’s something called “exposure therapy.” She encouraged me to have him interact with as many women as possible in healthy ways, and to encourage him to advocate for himself so he could see the benefits. Or some psychobabble. Though…it did seem to be working. He would have just eaten the onion without complaint.

“Okay, honey. And you, Teddy? Meat and cheese, yeah?”

“Yep. Thanks. Don’t want to catch a vitamin and die.”

Over lunch Kat said, “So, I know Vinnie isn’t invited to dinner…”

“Kat, Dad doesn’t even know we’re on the island, let alone about this house. If you’re sayin’ we should visit, we can, but I don’t want him here—or him even knowing about this place. I’ve set up his accounts so they are never overdrawn, and he doesn’t have to worry about money, though I doubt he’s ever looked in the account. You know how he is.” My father…a useless, happy Italian drunk. He plays the guitar for various groups to entertain tourists and locals alike, gets free booze at the gigs he works at, and lives a very simple life. I check in on him whenever I’m in Maui, which is to say every few years. We have some beers, laugh, play music, but there’s just not a lot we have in common, and I guess I’m not as interested in drinking myself into a stupor each night.

“Honey, you know I say what I mean. It’s not about visiting your dad. In this case, I’ve been making headway with the whole scanning thing. The last of my tomes were stashed at your mother’s house after you left the island. I asked Vinnie if I could leave the books, and he said sure. I’d like to retrieve them so we can scan the rest to PDF and the cloud. You mind coming with me?”

Kat’s magical abilities have to do with life magic, specifically related to blood and predominantly completed through ritual magic. At one point, she had more than a hundred handwritten tomes, scrolls, books—you name it—stashed all over the world. An enormous library for blood magic. When I found out, after I had a cow, I told her she needed to scan stuff into digital format. Books get old, destroyed, lost! Digital is forever. It took a little convincing—and first teaching her how to use a computer and reasoning with her that even though I’m a technomage, you don’t have to be a wizard to use a frigging computer.

I partially credit Robbie for Kat’s transformation. Before him, she was rather set in her ways. But when I was teaching Robbie about technology, Kat would often sit and listen. Together, Robbie and I did most of the scanning for the first dozen books or so; then we got her a great scanner and taught her how to do it herself. Now she has scanners spread out across the world and this past year she has been going from country to country and saving everything into three different cloud-based systems I set up for her that she can access anywhere, with backups. Once she got used to the technology, she got excited to be able to access it from anywhere in the world. It was pretty neat to see her awakening. Kind of like watching Robbie’s.

“Nah, I’ll come. Probably best I check up on the old man anyway. Hey, Robbie, wanna meet my sperm donor?”


Chapter Two

Robbie

Meet his father? I felt a little flutter in my chest.

“Of course,” I said evenly, trying to keep myself from gushing.

First off, I’ve read enough stories to know meeting a boyfriend’s family is a big deal. And even though I had met and been living with (some of the time) Kat for the last year…this was his Dad! I’ve never met anyone’s father before. In my family, many of the Nüwa chose artificial insemination and their bodies rejected any male embryos. I’m the anomaly. It happens in very few cases. I’m not too sure how many male Nüwa have existed. But apparently the male Nüwa have always historically been treated like stud stock. Slaves. Because every one of the children we impregnate a Nüwa with will be a full-blooded snake shifter, as opposed to those just carrying the genes. Fewer and fewer full Nüwa are being born, and I was taught since I was thirteen that it was my “duty” to well…you know.

But as irony would have it, I’m gay. The thought of meeting Theo’s dad, even though Theo didn’t think too highly of him, gave me such joy I grinned.

Theo and Kat had continued talking, making plans to head out after lunch so Kat would have more time with her books. I was wrapped up in the terrified exhilaration of wondering what Theo’s dad would be like, if he would like me, how I could impress him—I’m not very impressive. A nineteen-year-old who hasn’t actually been anywhere Theo hasn’t taken me, who went to college for accounting, which I’m told is really boring to most people; still, I’ve always found numbers fascinating. I can play the piano and violin; however, I won’t play the violin again if I can help it. Theo says I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to ever again so that’s something I’ve chosen to leave in my past, having had to play almost nightly for Mother and my aunt throughout my childhood. But Theo’s dad is a musician. Maybe I could talk to him about the piano.

After lunch we cleaned up, and Theo took Kat and me on a brief tour of his gorgeous home. I’ve seen three of his homes so far—his penthouse in Tribeca, New York, where we went for Christmas and New Year’s last year, the one in Santa Rosa, California, where we normally live, and now this one in Wailea, Maui, on the beach. The home’s open floorplan downstairs allowed everyone to see the gourmet kitchen, small dining room, and living room that overlooked the hot tub, porch, and sweeping views of the bluest water. I was thrilled to see the kitchen where I was going to cook my first Thanksgiving dinner. That is, if my cousin Abi didn’t take over. A bedroom with en suite and a secondary half-bath were downstairs, and three bedrooms with two baths were upstairs. There was an attached garage that had Theo’s SUV in it, and he set the thumbprint readers for Kat and me so we could get in and out of the garage if needed.

After Kat went to snag her purse, I asked, “Theo, why aren’t we staying in the bedroom downstairs?”

“Still worried about all the noise you make?” He knew the most provocative things to say and just chuckled that low sensuous laugh of his when he saw me blush. “The bedroom upstairs has the master bath, which I like better, but if you want to move downstairs, sugar, we can. I don’t really care.”

I quickly shook my head, understanding. Theo loves showers and baths. He claimed it was because he’s a big guy, six foot four and over three hundred and fifty pounds and needs to work harder to stay clean. I love his smell, which is quintessentially male, whether fresh out of the shower or having gone the day without. And when he wraps me in his huge arms, I never feel safer. I’m also quite enamored with the tickle of his chest hair and his long coarse black curls, which he usually wears loose, but for some reason, that day he had caught it back in a low ponytail. I don’t have very much body hair myself, and it’s really nice to run my fingers through his.

Another thing I adore is bathing with him. He makes even the most routine things so much fun. In my whole life, a shower was just a place to get clean. But with him, it’s a sensuous and sometimes playful adventure with both of us lathering each other up, shampooing each other…and bubble baths! I noted the master bath was enormous. It was a room unto itself with a double-sized tub next to a custom shower, which took up the back wall, with several nozzles and a built-in ledge that gave me many rather creative ideas.

“Okay, boys, you ready?” Kat asked, and I had to fight the urge to immediately separate from Theo’s embrace.

In the beginning, I had. Any time we were cuddling and watching a movie or something, and Kat or Mrs. Gomez came into the room, I would bolt, only to have Theo forcefully pull me back and remind me to breathe. He does that a lot—calms me down, assures me everything is all right. I once asked him if he was tired of it, of me and my reactions, and he said, “There are no stupid questions in this world, but that borders right on the edge. I’ll never get tired of taking care of you.” It had been right after he broke up with me and I had been convinced it was because I had offended him. It turned out Theo had come to some strange conclusion that I didn’t need him anymore. I learned it wasn’t my insecurities that scared him. It was my growing more confident and independent and his own insecurities—a revelation for me—how someone so strong and confident could also be so beautifully vulnerable. We had worked things out, and it seemed to strengthen our bond on so many levels.

We piled in the SUV, with Kat insisting I ride in the passenger seat so she could point out interesting attractions, describing Wailea as one of the nicer parts of Maui with some great homes and tourist accommodations. We went through a very touristy area with many shops, restaurants, and places to rent boats, parasailing tours, bikes, surf boards and more, to more open roads with Kat chatting all the way about watching “Teddy” grow up as a wild child on the island. She described how much he loved to surf as a kid, how they could usually find him hanging out at the beach instead of in class, and how cute he was in his childhood school productions. She had done a lot of the babysitting for young Theo when both of his parents were working and seemed thrilled to brag about his learning how to read at a very early age and how she knew from before he was born that he would be a mage because she could see the power in him developing even when in the womb.

Kat’s beautiful descriptions of Theo made me grin, knowing he was so loved his entire life, and laugh a little when she described his antics. I also felt a mild pang of something else. A yearning? Something I would never, could never have had. I had never been wanted…well, at least not when my gender was known. And throughout my childhood everything was regimented with the only reprieves I got being weekly visits with Abi and a few monthly visits with other cousins. Those were the only times I had been allowed to play.

Kat explained Theo’s family owned a small plot of land in Haiku that had belonged to his mother’s side and transferred to his father when she had died. Both of Theo’s maternal grandparents were dead, and while he had a few distant family members, he was not close with any of them. He also didn’t know much about his father’s side of the family except that they were still in Italy. Vincent Russo had stowed away on a ship in order to find adventure in a new land and found himself in Maui years before meeting Theo’s mother. Kat described their meeting, falling in love, and marrying. She didn’t go on to talk about Mr. Russo’s alcoholism or general dysfunction, but I had heard bits from Theo. Enough to piece together.

The drive to Haiku was serene, the entire island having some sort of strange calming effect on me. I mentioned how beautiful and tranquil everything was, and Kat explained that was aloha, a feeling of serenity, goodwill, and acceptance that everyone on the islands felt. She explained that it was more mystical than simply a cultural phenomenon as the entire area could be found on a ley line and many nature-based mages had found themselves calling one of the islands home. The strength of their magic reinforced the aura so even nonmagical people could feel it, making it one of the greatest tourist destinations in the world.

The main road had turned into a smaller two-lane street leading to another breathtaking view of the water. Theo turned away from the water down some bumpy less-well-paved roads that led up into a lusher countryside covered in large tropical foliage.

“What the hell?” Theo cursed, gawking at an area that had been cleared with an indication of new construction.

“Oh no…” I heard Kat mutter, and I glanced back at her questioningly. “Honey,” she reached past me, her small hand powerful in its ability to convey calm against Theo’s shoulder. “Just…just pull over up here. Let’s talk to some of the work crews. See how long this has been going on. Maybe we can find some of the locals, see where he went.” She then turned to me, her voice lowering unnecessarily as we were in a closed vehicle. “Theo’s childhood home used to be right here,” she explained.

Theo came to a stop along the side of the road, and the two got out. I debated if I should as well but opted to stay behind because I wasn’t sure how I could help. I watched as Kat and Theo talked to a couple of workmen.

“Three motherfucking years?” Theo fumed once they were back in the SUV.

He opened his laptop and did a few searches. I recognized when he magically entered the Interface and saw screens opening and closing at flickering speeds before he relayed that his father had sold the land three years earlier and had purchased a house in Hana. He explained that he learned that the new home was not only in his father’s name, but also in the name of his new wife of three years. A wife neither of them knew existed until then.

As we bumped along, Theo said, more to himself, “I was here three years ago! I talked to him, and he didn’t tell me squat about selling! Or dating!”

I had never seen Theo truly angry before. He occasionally got annoyed when sound checks didn’t work out quite right, or when traffic threatened his being on time for a gig, but those things he usually dealt with by magically taking control of the traffic systems or the sound systems, or really anything technological. His voice was getting quieter and quieter. “I can’t believe he did this.”

Kat remained silent, so I did as well, giving Theo the space to work through what he had just learned. As we headed east onto Route 360, I saw signs that read “Road to Hana” and then suddenly it was as if we were in another world. To our left were magnificent views of the ocean, reaching out to tickle the horizon, the blue of the sky and the blue of the ocean blending in the distance. To our right were sheer cliff faces decorated in plants and trees, vines, and flowers; occasionally highlighted by a hidden waterfall. Each spurt of water from hidden crevices tumbling down sheer cliffs seemed more forceful than the last, conjuring to mind the power of water. A force to be reckoned with.

I expected it to stop, for us to come on a town or city, but for over an hour, each twist of the winding path was more and more spectacular. The bright clear day ahead of us illuminated the hundred different shades of green all around. I thought that some of the day trips to Tahoe or the snowy Catskill Mountains of New York were gorgeous, but this was simply astounding. I had forgotten why we were driving around the switchback curvy road, at times stopping for oncoming traffic across an occasional one-lane bridge or slowing to a crawl behind other cars that were making their way to scenic overlooks, when Theo’s meaty hand covered my own, giving a gentle squeeze and coaxing me away from the spectacle. I realized I had to have been smiling and caught my lower lip between my teeth apologetically until I saw that the softness had returned to his eyes, and he had a lopsided grin. “Pretty, huh?”

“Unbelievable,” I breathed.

“Yeah, this is the Road to Hana. Can’t tell you how many times I’ve raced this on motorcycles while drunk as a skunk at midnight. Man, being young is to be dumb. Although I’d still like to race it again sometime, maybe sans the rum.” Theo had taught me to ride a motorcycle a few months before, and we had taken to racing each other all over his property and occasionally on the highway when he knew no police were in the area. On this road though, I wasn’t sure I’d want to. Many of the sudden turns led to immediate hundred-or-more-foot drops.

“I’m sorry about your childhood home,” I offered, capturing his hand as I laced my fingers through his.

“Eh, it’s okay. Seriously, it was a really crappy little hovel on an even crappier untended piece of throwaway land. It’s just that Vinnie has always been selfish. Just this stupid dopey fuck who has only really thought about himself. I’ve always made sure he’s had one of my phone numbers in case he needed anything. But he’s never called, not even to wish me a happy birthday or holiday. Or to ask how his fifteen-year-old son who had left his house for the mainland was doing. Not that I expected him to, but…” He shook his head and I couldn’t help but internally weep for the child I saw peeking out of Theo in that instance. A child whose mom had died of a heart attack and whose dad had been too self-absorbed to help him with his grief.

He suddenly shook his head as if ridding himself of any emotional turmoil and forced a smile. “Damn good thing I’ve had you, eh, Kat? Can you imagine what kind of fuckup I coulda turned out to be?” He shot a glance back, and Kat responded with a hug around his shoulders and a sloppy kiss against his round cheek.

“Wouldn’t have it any other way, umntwana othandekayo, beloved child.”

“All right, so as I was saying, this is the Road to Hana. It’s a popular tourist destination, both the road and Hana itself. Goodness knows why. We just left the best surfing spot in Hookipa Beach. But there are resorts and plenty of rentals out near Hana, good hiking, I guess, if that’s what you’re into. Dad used to get as many gigs in Hana as he did in other areas of the island, so I can imagine that’s probably why he moved. Doesn’t matter. All that matters is tracking his sorry ass down and getting Kat her books back. Then—” He shrugged, twisting his head from side to side and working out a kink in his neck. “Then we head back and get dinner. I’ll take you to Mama’s for some A’u ku for me and surf and turf for you. Man, nothing better than fresh fish in Maui. Might even find some fish you like, though there’s always lobster.” He gave my palm an affectionate squeeze, and I knew if his mind was on food, he was feeling better. In the last year, the only time Theo lost his appetite was when I sprained my ankle and he had to rescue me from freezing to death on Windham Mountain. Well…also when he broke up with me for a few days before I literally refused to let him.

“Actually, I have a pretty good friend I’d like to drop in on. If he’s around, I might even stay for a few nights.” The sultry teasing tone in Kat’s voice made Theo groan.


Chapter Three

Theo

My father is such a jackass. I remember when I was small and thought he was the funniest guy around. He was rarely home, but when he was, we played a lot. He would make Mom mad with his messes, and we would both laugh at her, Dad making fun in a teasing way and then grabbing her and kissing away her hurt expressions. But as I got older I realized that his silliness accompanied by his deep sleep was fueled by alcohol, and his teasing was not always kind, no matter how much he tried to get her to think that it was. I saw how hard she worked, often covering double shifts because of how erratic his gigs were.

Kat helped with childcare, but Mom was too proud to take her money. I grew up hustling to pay for stuff I wanted, knowing it would be too much of a burden to ask Mom for it and inheriting the pride gene so not asking Kat for anything either. Dad had been lost in his own little intoxicated bubble. He loved us in his own way, but the booze kept him at an emotional distance and being constantly pickled kept him from caring too much. At least he wasn’t abusive, well, not in the physical way. I’m pretty sure Kat would have killed him if he was. And I do mean that seriously.

Kat had been the spiritual leader of her people, the Kwena, for several generations in Batswana, helping them to establish settlements and give up their more nomadic ways before the missionaries came into their lands and tried to pervert their beliefs. She hadn’t told me much about her people, only that war and change comes to all, and even though she was renowned as a sangoma, or healer and leader, she could not protect them all, despite how many battles she’d won, and eventually had to flee her home. She had learned much from other cultures and had grown strong in her own rituals and use of magic. But magic wasn’t revered by the British, who had brought their own gods and beliefs, and so she moved on. She has lived all over the world and speaks so many different languages I’m sure she’s even forgotten them all; always carrying a reverence for different cultural beliefs, as long as it was not harmful to their people. She had made sure I knew about both my mother and father’s peoples and cultures, but then encouraged me to find my own way.

I was lost in thought when the GPS indicated we were getting close to the turnoff for the piece-of-shit property Dad had bought. I get it. He traded in one crap lot for another, making out like a bandit in the meantime and possibly even getting enough to live on for the rest of his life. What I didn’t understand was the newly erected marble cross that greeted us as we turned into the drive. Nor the sign that adorned it that read: “Church of All Souls.” The pictures I had pulled up from the sale of the property had shown a run-down, three-bedroom, two-bath, single-family unit on a two-acre lot far enough away from the water to be worth bupkis. What stood in front of us was a run-down looking church with a new paint job and gaudy cheap-looking cherub statues, which I’m sure someone thought looked like angels, on either side of a gravel-lined path leading away from a shoddy parking lot that took up the better part of what might once have been a front yard. The house had been elevated, due to this definitely being a flood zone, so there was a new ramp and refurbished stair leading up four feet to the ridiculous artificial-turfed lanai.
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