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​Prologue
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Marcellus smiled as he removed the crystal on its leather thong from the bejeweled box. He watched it turn, its many facets catching the light from the firepit behind him, throwing rainbows across the Great Hall.

“I’m still having a hard time believing I’ve finally reached this point,” he said. The small crystal suddenly felt very heavy.

“This has been a long time coming, my friend,” the person sitting with him answered. Nuru, the head of the demon Council, was someone Marcellus had always been comfortable with, despite their status. “You deserve this, and the Council is in agreement.”

Marcellus stared at the crystal, feeling nervous. “What if he rejects me?” 

“He won’t,” Nuru assured him. “You have followed him through many lifetimes. His soul knows you.”

“What did the Council say about restoring my memories?”

“Marcellus, we won’t. It was a fitting punishment for your crime.” Nuru placed a hand on his friend’s arm. “And you know it.”

“But the others . . . how am I supposed to help them if I can’t remember?”

“Your primary concern is your counterpart. Concentrate on him and everything else will fall into place.” A wry grin crossed Nuru’s face. “Don’t forget your responsibilities here, prince. Have you officially appointed a second yet? You’re long overdue for that.”

“Aridane will be my second, of course,” Marcellus advised, filling Nuru in on the preparations he had made, unaware that someone was close by, listening in on their conversation.

~*~*~*~*~
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RED-TINGED EYES NARROWED from the shadows as he listened to them talk.

‘So, the prince is up for redemption, is he?’ he thought, hatred darkening his features. ‘Maybe it’s time I did the same. The Council has been offering it to me, but now, I think I will take it. It shouldn’t be hard to find my counterpart. I know he’s been born.’

He watched as throngs of demons approached Marcellus, congratulating him, and wishing him luck on his bid for redemption. It sickened him, the way they treated the former prince. Marcellus was only the Master of the Fourth level of the Hellscape. He, Jovian, born of peasants, was Master of the Seventh, and the most powerful of them all.

Well, maybe not all.

His eyes narrowed further as he watched Nuru. There was so little he knew about that one. Head of the Council, able to use magic not accessible to anyone else. There were stories of Elven blood, though Jovian thought that was highly unlikely. Rumored to be the oldest natural-born demon in the Hellscape, they were the only one without a human counterpart. Nuru’s counterpart was a shapeshifter, as ancient as Nuru themself was thought to be, and as untouchable.

If he was going to use this opportunity to exact his revenge on Marcellus, he would have to pretend the two were friends; he couldn’t risk the Council suspecting otherwise. No one knew Jovian and the prince had a history. Not even Marcellus himself. There were certain advantages to Marcellus having lost most of his memories as punishment for the crime of interference.

‘That’s what you get for keeping your counterpart’s former self from getting killed,’ Jovian thought, a sneer curling his lip. ‘Fucking idiot.’

Jovian pushed away from the pillar he had been standing behind, and approached the remaining cluster of people grouped around the huge firepit in the center of the Great Hall. Satisfaction filled him as several of them stepped back at his arrival, fear in their eyes. They should fear him.

“I hear congratulations are in order, Marcellus,” he said, smiling and extending his hands to his enemy.

“Thank you, Jovian.” Marcellus took Jovian’s hands in his, giving them a light squeeze. “I will admit to a certain amount of trepidation, however.”

“I’m sure everything will work out as it should,” Jovian replied, fighting the urge to scrub his hands against the legs of his pants. “When will you approach him?”

“Soon. A few things need to be woven first, and then I must speak to the Council.”

“I wish you luck,” Jovian said, trying to sound sincere.

Marcellus smiled, making Jovian want to punch him in the mouth. Jovian turned away, eyes narrowing at the few people who stood between him and the exit. They quickly scrambled to get out of his way.

He strode toward the portal at the end of the Great Hall without a backward glance, heading for his home to set his plan in motion. Stepping through the magical barrier, there was a moment of disorientation, then found himself standing outside his home.

Jovian felt the familiar tingle of his warding as he stepped over the threshold, slamming the door behind him. Most demons didn’t protect their homes with such magic, but Jovian trusted no one but his second. Viduus was the only one who could breach that magical barrier without suffering the consequences. 

Jovian walked across the main room, entered the bedroom, and stood in front of one of the two windows. He stared out into the twisting, inky blackness that thrummed with magic, completely ignoring the sharp contrast of the sunshine coming through the other. ‘Fuck him. I’ll make him pay. I’ll get to my counterpart first.’

He heard the front door open. “You called, Master?”

“It’s time. Find him—immediately.”

“Yes, Master.”

He didn’t acknowledge the other’s departure; he hadn’t even turned from the window. Dark thoughts chased themselves in his mind, making his stomach twist.

Revenge would soon be his.
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​Chapter One
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A frown crossed Will’s face as he tried to figure out where the buzzing noise was coming from.

He and Darren had finished setting up their tent, with Ashton and Daniel’s help, and now he was unpacking the cooking utensils while the others went for water and wood.

Dropping a pot next to the fire, he made his way over to the other tent set up closer to the path. The noise was coming from Ashton’s backpack, sitting outside the tent flap.

Is that his phone? Will wondered, reaching for a side pocket. The second he touched the bag, he felt the vibration. I didn’t think we got service out here. It stopped buzzing as soon as he pulled the phone out, and he looked at the still-lit screen. Who’s Bruce?

Shrugging, he stuffed the cell phone back into Ashton’s bag and went back to unpacking.

By the time the others returned, he had most of the campsite set up.

“Ash, can you give me a hand?” Daniel pushed his strawberry blond hair out of his eyes and nudged the cooler at his feet. “It’s kinda heavy.” 

Each grabbing an end, Ashton and Daniel carried the cooler to the fireside. Daniel pulled four cold bottles out of the cooler, handed them around, and joined Ashton on the log across from Will and Darren.

“Enjoy it while it’s still cold,” Darren said, holding his bottle up and winking at the two seated across the fire.

“Gonna be too warm to drink in a couple of days,” Will laughed. He tugged Darren’s hair, ever kept back in a ponytail. “Considering you’ll drink maybe two.”

“Who’s hungry?” Ashton asked, receiving a chorus of affirmative replies.

Ashton reached behind him and produced several packs of hot dogs and buns, condiments, and four sticks that Daniel had whittled into long roasting skewers. 

Will smiled as everyone set to cooking their supper. The conversation came easily, as it always did. Will was constantly amazed at how effortless their relationships were. There had never been any tension or awkwardness, not even in the beginning. It was like they had known each other their whole lives. The open honesty amongst them was what made them best friends. It was almost magical.

Speaking of open honesty.

“Hey, Ashton,” Will began, suddenly remembering. “Who’s Bruce?” 

“What?” Will watched as Ashton’s face flushed red, his deep brown eyes widening. “What are you talking about?”

Interesting reaction. Will couldn’t help the grin that crossed his face. I think I know exactly who Bruce is.

His eyes briefly met Darren’s, a communication born of years of deep friendship passing between them. Across the fire, he saw Daniel duck his head, grinning.

Darren piped up. “Is he your new boyfriend?”

“Boyfriend? I . . . I don’t have a boyfriend.” Ashton’s denial was immediate, and his blush deepened. “I’m not—”

“Oh, sure you’re not,” Will cut in. They’d all been hanging out together for over seven years, and as private as Ashton was with his personal life, Will knew gay when he saw it. “C’mon, Ashton, we all know.”

Will immediately regretted his teasing, as fear filled Ashton’s eyes and his voice dropped to a whisper. “No one was supposed to find out.”

Daniel put his arm around his best friend and Will noticed the concern on his face. Maybe he should have left well enough alone. Considering Ashton’s ultra-conservative, hyper-religious parents, who still had a chokehold on their son despite him being in his late twenties. Will could see why his friend sought to hide it.

“Ashton,” Daniel said before Will could even open his mouth. “It’s okay, really. You’re safe with us. I mean, you’re kinda surrounded.”

Ashton looked up, confused. “What?”

Will nodded when Darren looked at him, answering a silent question.

“Well, I’m gay and so is Will,” Darren stated with complete confidence. “And we’ve been . . . I mean, we’re not a couple, per se, but we’ve been doing the friends-with-benefits thing since we were teenagers.”

“What? You’re . . . I had no idea.”

Daniel snickered, giving Ashton a squeeze. “What? Thought you were the only one? Not like I’m not sitting over here, being all bi and shit.”

Ashton froze at Daniel’s confession. “I didn’t know you told anyone but me.”

“Oh yeah, we knew. I think you were in Vegas for work and we all got a little too drunk and Daniel told me he thought I was hot,” Will said, laughing and dismissing Ashton’s concerns.

The laughter quickly died when he saw how uncomfortable Ashton was becoming. He had always lacked self-confidence with anything personal, thanks to his parents. Will felt a bolt of irritation shoot through him at the thought of them. The last time Will had seen them, he had ripped a strip out of Ashton’s mother for making a racist remark about his uncle’s best friend, Taro Tetsuya, to whom he was also very close.

“Ash,” Will said, handing his skewer to Darren and setting his beer on the ground. “Come help me get some more wood.”

“Good idea. Then we won’t have to go for the rest of the night, probably.” Daniel untangled his arm from his friend and shot Will a grateful look.

“Um, yeah, okay.”

Will and Ashton walked from the campsite, stepping carefully through the foliage as the light from the fire grew dim. There was a clearing filled with downed trees and dead brush, about ten yards from where they had set up their tents. They had chosen this campsite because of the proximity to this particular area, and the quiet bend in the river just over a small hill. It was their favorite place to spend time together.

“Give me a hand.” Will moved over to a dried-up shrub that was half uprooted.

Ashton followed, saying nothing as he reached down and began ripping the deadwood from its tenuous hold on the earth.

Will reached out to stop him, frowning at the violence with which Ashton pulled on the shrubbery. “Hey, you okay?”

“No,” Ashton mumbled, not looking at his friend.

“I’m sorry, Ash. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“How did you find out?” Ashton turned to him, and Will realized he was crying, silvery streaks running down his angular features. He had only seen Ashton cry once before: two years ago, when his grandfather had died. 

“Your cell phone rang while you guys were gone. I was trying to figure out where it was coming from and I saw the name on the screen.”

Ashton sighed and the tension seemed to drain out of his body. “I didn’t think we’d get reception here.”

“Yeah, I thought the same thing,” Will replied. “I didn’t mean to invade your privacy.”

“You didn’t,” Ashton pulled Will into a hug. “It’s okay, really.”

Will hugged him back, hard. “I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

“If my parents find out . . .”

Will gave Ashton another squeeze as he trailed off. “Come on. Let’s haul this back. It’s getting dark.”

Ashton nodded, moving away from Will and giving the shrub one last yank to break its hold. He led the way from the clearing, dragging it behind him, Will trailing after.

As they approached the campsite, they heard the music: Daniel playing his guitar and Darren, his flute. 

Will sat down opposite Daniel and Darren on the other side of the fire as Ashton dropped the decimated bush a safe distance away from the flames and, after dusting off his hands, joined Will.

Will sat next to him, handing him a beer, and grinned when Ashton put an arm around him. Ashton was always very physical with his friends, something he had obviously learned from his grandparents, whom Will had only met once before they passed. Will loved that about him.

Will sighed with contentment as his gaze fell on the two blonds on the other side of the fire. Darren was an extremely talented musician, able to play pretty much any instrument within a few minutes of laying his hands on it. He radiated such peace when he was playing, making his somewhat plain features seem almost angelic.

Will was glad the news about Ashton’s sexuality was out in the open. He knew how freeing it was to shed that particular weight. Hopefully, Ashton would be more relaxed about it now; at least around his friends.

Will let out a satisfied sigh—it was going to be a great weekend.

~*~*~*~*~
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DARREN ZIPPED UP THE tent and flopped down next to Will. “It’s hot in here.”

“It is.” Will pushed the top of their shared sleeping bag down, kicking it toward the door of the tent. “Too hot for that.”

“Not too hot to cuddle, though,” Darren grinned, snuggling in and laying his head on Will’s bare chest.

He smiled as Will’s arms came around him, and they said nothing; just enjoyed the comfortable quiet that only their kind of shared intimacy brought.

Crickets chirped outside the cloth walls. Darren murmured as Will began running his fingers through his ponytail. He turned his head inward and softly kissed Will’s smooth chest, provoking a response from the man beneath him. Will returned the gesture by kissing Darren on the top of his head. 

“Darren?” Will’s soft voice broke the peaceful silence.

“Mmm?”

“Do you ever think you’ll get married?”

“That’s a weird question,” Darren said, lifting his head to look at his friend. He could just make out the green of Will’s eyes in the dim light of the battery-powered lantern.

“Well, I mean, neither of us can seem to keep a boyfriend,” Will continued. “Hell, except for that one date, you haven’t gone out with anyone in over a year. Doesn’t that bother you?”

“No, not really. I figure someone, someday, will make it worthwhile. I just haven’t met him yet.”

“I don’t want to be alone.”

Darren bit the inside of his lip, tears springing to his eyes at the tone of Will’s voice. He knew how much his friend was afraid of not finding someone to spend his life with. Darren was sure it came from losing his parents at such a young age. Darren still had his father, even if he lived in another country, and they barely spoke.

The air felt heavy, and Darren thought he heard Will sniffle. He beat back his own tears and propped himself up on his elbow until he was hovering over the redhead. He leaned down, kissing him gently.

“Tell you what,” Darren said. “If we’re not married by the time we hit thirty, we’ll get married.”

Will’s eyes lit up with amusement and he laughed. “Not giving us much time, are you, old man?”

“What?” Darren mock-gasped, grateful he could turn the mood. “I’m only twenty-six!”

“And almost a whole year older than me,” Will snickered, pulling Darren down on top of him, kissing him harder.

Darren pulled away before Will could deepen it further. “Not to change the subject, but . . . I’m worried about Ashton.”

“How so?” Will frowned.

“Well, he’s dating that guy. What if his parents find out?” Darren tried to keep the worry out of his voice as he settled back down, his head cradled in the hollow of Will’s shoulder. “Everything Ashton owns, except his car, his parents have their hooks in. His name isn’t even on the lease of his apartment. They could toss him out in the street. You know what they’re like.”

“You know my uncle wouldn’t let Ashton be on the streets, and if that happened, we’ve got an extra room.” Hearing these words made Darren feel better. He needed to make sure their friend was safe. Ashton was the big brother he had always wanted. The man had a heart bigger than he was and if he cared about you, he made sure you knew it. “Besides, it’s time Ashton stopped hiding. I mean, I get it that he’s uncomfortable about coming out, but the only ones who would have a problem with it are his parents.”

Darren reached for Will’s hand and squeezed. “Not necessarily. His boss is his father’s best friend. I think he’d find himself without a job, too.”

Will sighed defeatedly. Darren knew this wasn’t the time to talk about this, and the only thing they could do was to support him as best they could if Ashton’s parents did react badly to their son being gay.

“I know you’re worried, but all we can do is stand with him if something goes sideways,” Will said, voicing Darren’s thoughts. “Besides, it’s up to him if he tells anyone besides us and, knowing Ash, if he does, it’s going to take a while. I wonder how he even met this Bruce guy. Dating app or something?”

“I dunno. Maybe, but you’re right. I’m sorry,” Darren apologized, lifting his head and kissing Will’s chest again.

“Well . . . I do know a way you could make it up to me.” Will’s voice turned playful, and he ran his fingers down Darren’s back, then slid beneath the waistband of his pajama pants.

“Devil,” Darren laughed, reaching back and yanking Will’s hand away before throwing one leg over Will, climbing on top of him, and pushing him flat on his back. “You’d better be quiet about it.”

”Me? Loud?” Will said sarcastically. The duo burst out laughing.

“No screaming, or I’m cutting you off,” Darren said, lowering himself enough to kiss Will’s neck.

“Can’t be having that now, can we?”

“No. We cannot.” Darren reached over and turned off the lamp, plunging the tent into darkness.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two
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Jovian paced his bedroom, unable to relax.

Viduus had been gone for days, hunting down and observing Jovian’s counterpart. Yes, time moved much more slowly here, and his second had only been in the Earth realm for a day or so, but the waiting vexed him.

Even more grating were the thoughts filling up his head.

Jovian’s counterpart was only a means to get to Marcellus and finally get his revenge. Nothing more. He wasn’t interested in redemption. Other demons might see it as the end-all, even if no one had ever been able to tell him exactly what it was. It was the one thing they were all supposed to strive for. It never made sense to Jovian and frankly, he preferred his life as it was now.

“No,” Jovian growled, throwing himself down on the bed, glaring at the ceiling. “I don’t need, or want, it. Not now, not ever.”

Attempting to slow his thoughts, Jovian turned over onto his side and focused on the photograph on the bedside table. Most demons would never keep such a thing. But he wasn’t most demons. There were just some mortal things he refused to give up. Like revenge. His eyes flickered to the undulating emptiness outside the dark window. He couldn’t touch that. Those memories were too painful.

Reaching out, he picked up the golden frame, the tips of his fingers lightly outlining the face of the man in the photo. He could almost feel his skin, warm and smooth, even though it had been centuries since they had last touched.

Why? Why focus on him now? Jovian’s plans for Marcellus had nothing to do with those bittersweet memories.

A knock on his door interrupted his thoughts, and Jovian jumped from the bed. “Enter!”

The door opened, revealing Viduus, looking weary.

“Master—”

“You found him?” Jovian interrupted, eagerly approaching his second, desperate for information.

Viduus nodded. “I believe I have gathered enough for you to approach him.”

Jovian frowned, beating back the jittery feeling engulfing him. He couldn’t tell if it was excitement, nervousness, or even why he was feeling it. Jovian stormed into the main living quarters, Viduus trailing behind. He turned to his second, opening his mouth to demand his report, when he noticed how tired the other demon looked.

“Sit.” Jovian pointed to the couch in the center of the room. He crossed over to the table against the wall and poured two goblets of wine from the earthenware jug.

He sat next to Viduus and handed him a drink. Jovian leaned against his second, relaxed in a way no one outside this room would ever believe he could be. He felt Viduus put his arm around him, and he shifted, getting more comfortable. Still, Jovian said nothing. He had missed the other demon, though he would never admit it out loud.

“Would you like me to tell you about him?” Viduus said, his deep, husky voice resonating through the room. Jovian nodded and patiently awaited the information.

“His name is Darren Snow,” Viduus began. “He’s a very quiet man; self-conscious, and it’s painfully obvious he does everything he can not to stand out. I’ve observed him with a group of other men his age with whom he appears to be quite close. He is very accepting and loving. His friends all appear to care deeply for him.”

“Show me what he looks like,” Jovian said, taking both goblets and setting them aside so he could look into Viduus’ eyes.

Viduus cupped Jovian’s face in his hands and the demon watched as a deep red cloud engulfed his irises then slowly crept out to envelop the whites of his eyes. He knew Viduus was seeing the same in his eyes. Jovian felt the pull of his second’s mind, and allowed himself to sink into it, seeing what Viduus had witnessed.

He took his time, shifting through Viduus’ memories, watching what he had seen as if he had been the one standing there.

His counterpart wasn’t as young as he thought he’d be; maybe mid-twenties, but it was unmistakable how he physically reminded Jovian of him. Jovian immediately ceased the thought, not wanting Viduus to be aware of the comparison.

Having seen enough, Jovian pulled Viduus’ hands from his face, breaking the connection. Within seconds, the other demon’s eyes had returned to their customary dark blue. Jovian clenched his teeth, trying to bring his emotions under control.

How was he supposed to deal with this on top of everything else? How could he concentrate on his revenge if every time he looked at Darren Snow, he saw the one being he had allowed himself to love?

“Master?” Viduus reached back up, his fingertips brushing close to Jovian’s still blood-red eye. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” Jovian replied shortly, looking away. He would not let his second know what was bothering him. He didn’t want to talk about it, or deal with it.

“Yes, he looks like Rhian,” Viduus said, confirming Jovian’s fear. He should have known better. “He reminded me very much of him, not just in appearance, but in manner as well.” Viduus twined their fingers together. “He will be the perfect mate for you.”

Rage ripped through Jovian at Viduus’ words, and he exploded from his seat with a snarl, whirling around to face his second, teeth bared. “Get the fuck out! Now!”

“Master—”

“Now!” Jovian took a step forward, his hands clenched. “Before I rip your throat out!”

Viduus scrambled from the couch, backing away. Jovian saw the fear in his eyes, but, in that moment, he didn’t care if he scared Viduus; he was trembling, fighting to hold himself back from doing what he had threatened. His canines ached from the need to sink into flesh.

Viduus continued until he was pressed against the door. Jovian’s eyes narrowed, watching as he reached behind, grasped the handle and pulled the door open just enough to make his escape.

The second the door closed behind him, Jovian collapsed on the couch, the fight leaving him.

It doesn’t matter; he thought. I need Darren Snow to get to Marcellus. He’s just a means to an end. A tool for my mission. Others may come to love their counterparts, but I’m not like them. I’ll never be like them.

Rising from his seat, Jovian crossed the room to the table, and reached for the small, ornate box sitting next to the wine jug. His fingers stroked the bejeweled surface gently, and he thought about how he had felt when the Council had given it to him. He was supposed to have felt hopeful, excited, nervous even, in receiving this symbol of the first step in the bid for redemption. All he had felt was cold.

But now all he felt was angry.

He lifted the lid and retrieved the crystal. A shiver rippled through him as he connected with the stone for the first time. He watched as it dangled from the leather cord, mesmerized by the way it caught the light.

The air shuddered as he spoke the necessary words, and he watched as the flawless crystal clouded: tiny plumes of red exploding inside, furling out like blood. A small flash of light, and it cleared, leaving the scorched smell of Jovian’s magic.

Taking it with him, he re-entered his bedroom and gazed out the magical window, where past memories twisted like snakes in the ether. 

I promise you, Mother, Father, Zenobia . . . I promise you, Marcellus will pay for what he did.

Pushing aside his feelings at Darren’s resemblance to Rhian, Jovian strode across the room and yanked the door open. He half expected to find Viduus waiting for him, but there was no sign of his second.

Ignoring the sting of disappointment, Jovian steeled himself. 

Darren Snow. My counterpart. I’m coming for you, and you had better serve your purpose.

Closing his eyes, he honed in on the energies of his counterpart. They were easy enough to find after feeling them from Viduus. Very carefully, so as not to be fully pulled into the Earth realm, he opened his eyes to find himself in a clearing in a forest, two tents and a firepit taking up most of the space.

There. Darren was in that tent. He knew the mortal man was asleep, but there was someone else with him who was awake.

This mortal had better not interfere, Jovian thought, moving closer to his target. He waited, hearing movement inside the tent.

His eyes narrowed on the man who exited: not his counterpart. The redhead came within two feet of him, and Jovian felt a jolt of something familiar.

What the fuck? Why did this mortal feel like magic? A Watcher, maybe? Not a vampire, for sure. That he would have immediately recognized.

Shaking it off, Jovian moved to the tent and extended his awareness past the material barrier—a simple task—and found himself crouched next to his counterpart. Darren Snow. Taking a good, hard look at the man sleeping peacefully beneath the blanket, Jovian tentatively ran his finger along the stubble covering his jaw, and couldn’t help but focus on the similarities.

The light hair, the even paler skin of his lean chest, the shape of his cheekbones—he looked so much like Rhian. He wanted to lie next to Darren and feel the warmth of his body, just as he had lain next to Rhian. He wanted to brush away the stray hair that had escaped his ponytail.

A frown covered his brow. He was feeling something he hadn’t felt for centuries. Something he had only ever felt for Rhian. 

Attraction.

Rage filled him as he identified the emotion. Rage that felt familiar, almost comforting, and easier to deal with than wanting to touch someone the way he had once touched his love.

I will never allow myself to feel that for him . . . this . . . weapon I’m going to use to kill Marcellus, Jovian thought. 

Jovian tore his eyes away from Darren and searched through the bags lined up along the wall of the tent until he found the one that radiated his counterpart’s energy. Opening it, he dug down, moving clothing and other items out of his way until he reached the bottom. He slipped the crystal inside, whispering a minor spell that would ensure Darren didn’t find it until he was alone.

He couldn’t risk his counterpart calling him when his friends were present.

He turned to leave, but stopped instead, and moved closer to Darren.

Unable to help himself, Jovian brushed the hair off Darren’s face. Tears welled up in his eyes as he felt the warmth of his counterpart’s skin. Startled, he pulled his hand back, as if it had been scorched, and glared at the man who was asleep beside him.

Damn you. I will not.

He pushed himself, almost violently, from the Earth realm, and found himself outside his home, praying it would be empty.

It wasn’t.

“Master, come,” Viduus said, holding out his arms as Jovian closed the door.

Hesitating, Jovian pressed against the wooden portal. He wasn’t sure he wanted Viduus to comfort him, unsure he even deserved it. He preferred to hang on to the rage that carried him toward his revenge. Yes. It was much easier.

“You cannot sustain this, Master,” Viduus said, reading his mind as he always did. “There is no one here to see. You are safe.”

This time, Jovian didn’t deny the tears as they fell. He also didn’t deny Viduus as the demon wrapped his arms around him, holding him gently.

“Jovian, allow yourself this release.” Viduus’ voice was quiet and calming. “Allow yourself so that you can focus on your revenge again.”

Jovian’s arms came up, and he clung to his second, the tears winning.

~*~*~*~*~
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MARCELLUS SCANNED THE shoreline, looking for a place to lay the crystal where his counterpart would find it.

He felt the man approaching as he stepped closer to the shore, his gaze falling on a large, flat rock. The sun hit it just right, and the crystal glinted as he set it down.

Marcellus spoke the words, feeling the ground tremble beneath him and watched as the crystal rolled a few centimeters across the stony surface. He smiled as the emerald green mist blossomed inside the clear stone, then settled back into its natural state as the last of the spell fell from his lips.

Marcellus withdrew enough so that his counterpart wouldn’t be able to detect him when he arrived. 

A noise captured his attention, and he turned to the treeline, seeing the one he had been waiting for emerge from the foliage.

Will Robbins.

Ariadne had told Marcellus everything he needed to know about his counterpart, even shared her memories of her experience watching over Will, but it didn’t prepare Marcellus for the feelings that engulfed him upon seeing him.

He’s so beautiful. Marcellus instinctively stepped back as Will moved past him, heading for the river.

Will stripped off his shirt and tossed it to the ground. He raised arms over his head and stretched, bouncing on his toes, the smile on his face making Marcellus’ heart fill.

He watched as Will stopped short, seeing the glittering crystal lying on the rock.

Pick it up. Please, pick it up.

Marcellus let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding as Will scooped the crystal up off the rock and held it up to the light. Relief flooded him as Will slipped the thong over his head and adjusted it, his hand stopping to touch the crystal, now hanging just below the hollow of his throat.

Marcellus felt the tingle that passed through Will’s body as it came into contact with his skin and he closed his eyes, savoring the feeling.

Finally.

Opening his eyes again, Marcellus saw Will had continued to undress. He tried to tear his gaze away, but he couldn’t. There was something so familiar about the way Will moved, the way the sun glistened on his skin.

He reminded Marcellus of . . .

“Tabor.”

Will spun around, calling out as though he expected one of his friends to be near. Marcellus silently cursed himself and withdrew further. Damn. He didn’t realize Will could hear him if he spoke aloud. He’d have to be more careful.

Marcellus watched as Will headed into the water. He felt he was invading Will’s privacy, but found himself unable to go, struck again by the familiarity of the scene before him. He took a step forward, thinking it was time to make himself known, when his sight was ripped from him. Marcellus grasped his head in his hands as pain lanced through his skull and fell to his knees with a moan.

He was vaguely aware of Will calling out again, but he could do nothing about it. He was entrapped by what he had come to recognize as the surfacing of a memory that the Council had locked away during his punishment.

Marcellus looked up, squinting at the river, but no longer saw his redheaded counterpart. He now witnessed another time and place.

The river was there, though it looked different, as did the man floating on the water’s surface. It was nighttime; the sun replaced in the sky by a full moon. Another man also stood at the water’s edge; he was tall and thin and stood with his back to Marcellus and as naked as the man in the water.

Who was he? Something about him made Marcellus think he knew him as intimately as he had known Tabor, but he couldn’t place him. If only he could see his face.

Not now. Please, not now. Marcellus shook his head, trying to clear it of the memory forcing itself upon him. He needed to concentrate on his counterpart, who was floating away down the river.

Marcellus bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to break the skin, using that pain and the taste of his own blood to bring himself back into the present. The pain in his head immediately dissipated as the memory vanished.

Moving as quickly as possible down the shore, Marcellus squinted through still-foggy vision and tried to get ahead of Will. He berated himself for allowing the feelings for what was possibly Will’s former self to overtake him. Nuru had warned him about this. The chances of his human counterpart being a former lover were high.

Nuru had left him with one piece of advice on the topic: concentrate on redemption. If a rekindling of their previous relationship was meant to be, it would be woven naturally. Under no circumstances was Marcellus to force or manipulate the situation. Nuru had even hinted that there would be unpleasant consequences if he did. This was why the demon masters didn’t contact their counterparts until they were working toward redemption: time was essential in order to build walls for protection.

A slight bend in the river came into view, so Marcellus shook the thoughts from his head, desperate to rid himself of the memory. He shed his clothes and entered the water, pulling himself back into the Earth realm enough so only Will could feel and see him.

Marcellus steeled himself as Will drifted toward him.

This was just the beginning.
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​Chapter Three
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Will opened his eyes to the sounds of the birds.

He stretched, smiling, as Darren grumbled and turned over. Darren wouldn’t wake up if you drove a tank over the tent. Not after last night.

A sly grin crossed Will’s face. He was the one who had to shut Darren up, not the other way around. Luckily, he hadn’t been loud enough for Ashton and Daniel to investigate.

Slipping out of the sleeping bag, Will decided to head down to the river and wash up. There was no way he was going to hang around all day without doing something about the stickiness. He was going to need to change his pants once he got cleaned up.

So worth it, he thought as he pulled on his pants and shirt. He exited the tent and put on his sneakers that had been left outside overnight, a decision he regretted immediately. Will had underestimated the amount of morning dew that would collect, and he groaned. Hopefully, they would dry while he was in the water.

No movement came from the other tent; Ashton and Daniel were still asleep. Grabbing his beach towel from the bush where he had thrown it yesterday, he headed down the path to the river. 

Breaking from the treeline, Will smiled at the river before him. He knew the water would be cold, but he needed it. He picked his way around the scattered boulders, making his way to the river’s edge. 

He was about to toss his towel on a flat rock close to the water when a sparkle caught his eye.

It was a necklace of some sort. A clear crystal, multi-faceted, and not quite the length of his thumb. It had a leather thong attached to it, the kind that could be adjusted in length with knots. Curiosity got the better of him; he dropped his towel at his feet and picked the necklace up. The leather felt strange, like nothing he had felt before. It had an almost waxy texture to it.

Will held the crystal up, watching the light glint off the surface. It wasn’t completely clear as he had originally thought, rather, it carried a smoky, emerald haze at its heart.

Without a thought to who might own it, Will slipped the leather thong over his head, pulling on the ends to shorten it. A tingle ran through him as the stone came into contact with his bare skin.

He brushed it off as nothing more than the breeze making him shiver. He rid himself of the rest of his clothes and waded into the water until it reached his shoulders. Will practically purred as the current caressed his skin, removing the sweat and grime from his body. He submerged himself in the cold water and scrubbed the roots of his hair. As much as he enjoyed camping, he would rather do it somewhere where he could shower every day.

Once above water, a sudden tension filled the air, and Will looked at the shoreline, squinting through the trees. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched. 

“Hello?” he called. There was no one there, but he could have sworn he heard someone speak. The voice was too high to be Ashton, not soft enough to be Darren. 

“Hello?” he called again. “Daniel . . . knock it off, man.”

Will stood still, listening for a response; any kind of response. His friends knew better than to play jokes like that on him. After a few minutes of silence, Will swam out to the center of the river and flipped over onto his back. He floated, letting the current carry him and concentrated on the warm sun on his face. Being an early riser definitely had its advantages. It was so peaceful here.

Suddenly, Will crashed into something solid and slipped beneath the water, swallowing a mouthful of water. He struggled to find the surface when hands grabbed him and hauled him back up.

He coughed and spluttered, all while trying to regain control of his body and wiped the water streaming down his face. “Oh, my god. Thank you. I . . .”

Will blinked and looked around. There was no one there.

“What the fuck . . .” he swore. “Hello?”

A shiver ran through him and Will knew it wasn’t because of the water. He turned in a complete circle and peered into the darkness of the river, desperate to find any explanation as to what was happening. “But . . . I felt . . .”
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