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Chapter One

 

Beau Thompson, bassist of Rage of Angels and novice mage, hissed in pain as the bullet was removed from his shoulder. He tried to remain still, but he couldn’t stop shaking. In the last forty-eight hours, he’d endured a road chase involving men trying to murder him and his friends, breaking into the old courthouse to cross a portal to another world, and recruiting a mixed army of mages and vampires to join him and his friends in a shootout with a vampire mafia, where he’d acquired said bullet.

Despite all that, Beau couldn’t be happier. Here he was, sitting bare-chested in front of the man he’d been crushing on for months. And his crush was touching him! Okay, only because Artavian was a healer, and it was his duty, but still.

A thousand flirtatious remarks bubbled on Beau’s tongue, but he couldn’t bring himself to voice them. Because even after all these months of covertly drooling over the guy, Beau still hadn’t built up the nerve to ask which way the guy swung.

Why was he still torturing himself with the question? Every time before, if a man caught Beau’s eye, he’d find a discreet way to determine whether the hottie was possible to pursue as quickly as possible.

But when it came to Artavian Calla, all of Beau’s usual seduction strategies had been thrown out the window. At first, because the day Beau had met him was right after Xochitl had killed Artavian’s former master and fell into a coma.

Nightmares of that cataclysmic day continued to haunt Beau. With him, Aurora, and Sylvis joining Xochitl in playing one of their favorite songs, Xoch’ had banished a cloud of despair from the magical world of Aisthanesthai and brought back a sun that had been obscured for four years. At first, the cost seemed too high, with the prospect of losing one of his best friends and being stranded in an alien world.

When Artavian had joined Beau and his bandmates, along with Zareth, Xochitl’s husband, Beau hadn’t paid much attention to the blue-robed mage because he was more focused on whether or not Xochitl was going to live or die. But once they’d returned to Zareth’s tower and Xochitl’s condition had stabilized, Beau’s breath halted when he noticed Artavian’s otherworldly beauty. With waist-length hair the color of mahogany, elfin, delicate features, and glittering blue eyes, Artavian was so pretty that it hurt to look at him for too long. But Beau didn’t even consider feeling the guy out to see if the attraction was mutual. Not when his best friend was comatose, and while Artavian was split between efforts to heal Xochitl and establish his role as Zareth’s new apprentice and seneschal. That wasn’t anywhere near the ideal one-night stand situation. And as for something long-term? Even less ideal if Beau was looking for that sort of thing—and he most certainly was not. The only long-term commitments he needed were that of his friends, the only ones who’d been there for him when his own family had not.

At first, Beau had wondered if it was a good idea to take in someone who’d served the enemy, but after talking with Artavian, Beau learned that the mage had been traded off to Stefan against his will. Chattel for an alliance.

As far as Beau could tell, Artavian was human, not one of the myriad other magical creatures who inhabited Aisthanesthai. On Aisthanesthai, everyone was magical to some degree. Beau had recently learned that not only did he possess a spark of magic, he also shared some ancestry with the most powerful creatures known to exist. The luminites. Winged beings that were like a cross between angels and Greek muses, the luminites had reigned in all of the known worlds for thousands of years. They were incapable of fear and truly immortal. Their only weakness? Luminites could only create. They could not destroy. Xochitl was half-luminite, and yet she’d killed Stefan. Hence, her coma.

Artavian had been the one to explain these important details to Beau and his bandmates while Zareth was beside himself with worry for his new wife. Art had done enough hand-wringing himself during Xochitl’s coma. “I’ve studied luminites since I learned to read. I’ve studied healing nearly as long, at the risk of my father’s wrath. But I can’t figure out how to awaken the Queen.”

The guy had been so distraught that Beau had pulled him aside, for once not to try to get laid, but to offer comfort.

“Look, man. You’re doing the best you can. And Xoch’ is gonna make it. I feel it deep down.” To his surprise, he did. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.” Beau had led Artavian to one of the comfortable couches in the solar, a sort of living room area in Zareth’s tower. “Tell me more about yourself. Why didn’t your father want you to study healing?”

“Because in Wurrakia, only the women are supposed to use magic, and solely for healing.” A bitter sneer had curled Artavian’s lips.

Beau had sat frozen in fascination as the mage described a patriarchal culture of knights and maidens and conquest that could have been inspired by tales of King Arthur. But despite the fantastical story, he found common threads of his own childhood with Artavian’s. Expectations thrust upon him that went against his heart and soul.

Zareth had interrupted that first conversation to assign various duties to Artavian, but Beau sought the guy out whenever he had the chance. At first, it was simply the pleasure of spending time in the company of a beautiful man that motivated Beau, as well as to determine whether or not it would be safe to flirt with him. But before Beau realized what was happening, he found himself growing close to him, becoming his friend.

And that was the next impediment from pursuing Artavian sexually. Beau hadn’t had a close male friend since middle school. He’d forgotten how wonderful such camaraderie could be. No way in hell did he want Art to turn away from him with revulsion like his last friend. So instead, he tried to control his attraction to the gorgeous mage and appreciate the long conversations and exciting exchanges of knowledge between their two different worlds.

Then, Xochitl’s mother, Kerainne Leonine, had walked into Zareth’s tower, back from the dead, because it turned out that luminites didn’t really die. After a terse explanation as to where she’d been for the last four years, Kerainne revived Xochitl from her coma.

Things got crazy after that. Delgarias, a faelin high sorcerer who was the Keeper of the Prophecy, alternated between enigmatic smiles as he checked in on them and furtive, frantic whispers with Xochitls’s mom. Zareth decided that it was time to start training Beau, Aurora, and Sylvis in using their magic. Sometimes Artavian and Xochitl got to join the lessons, since they were both Zareth’s apprentices. But not often, since they were lightyears ahead of Beau and the others in training and talent.

With Xochitl recovering, Aurora had noticed Beau’s interest in Artavian and teased him mercilessly.

“I can’t believe you haven’t made a move on him yet!” Aurora had elbowed him before rolling a joint with weed from Zareth’s kingdom. “You’ve never hesitated before.”

“Things are different.” Beau had pointed at the two moons in the sky and then down at Xochitl, who was learning to fly with her newly sprouted wings. “Really different.”

Aurora had shrugged before lighting the joint and taking a hit. “Point. But still, maybe you could at least try a little flirting, see if he responds.”

But Beau didn’t get the chance because Xochitl had figured out how to open portals and had abruptly driven through one, with Aurora jumping in after. Zareth had taken Beau and Sylvis back to Coeur d’Alene in pursuit, where they’d discovered that all of their closest friends in their hometown had been vampires all along. While adjusting to that mind-fuck, Rage of Angels also had to deal with a lawsuit for breach of contract for their disappearance, which had led to the mafia war.

The fact that there was going to be an even bigger war—with an even more powerful enemy—was not something Beau wanted to dwell on.

Especially when he was finally back in Artavian’s presence. They’d reunited the night before the battle, but Beau hadn’t had a moment alone with his friend until now. Art had been a legend during the fight, running fearlessly into the stream of endless bullets, throwing up shields, and carrying the wounded out of the line of fire. Beau had been a mess, dizzy at the onslaught of chaos and bloodshed, trying to focus on shooting the enemy and trying not to rush to Art when the bullets came too close. Ultimately, a bullet had found Beau.

To his surprise, it didn’t hurt right away. His shoulder seemed to collapse, numb in some places, burning in others. Then Artavian had swooped in like Batman, his blue robes flowing in the wind like a cape. He’d lifted Beau carefully, with an effortless strength that Beau hadn’t expected from such a lean guy. Beau’s dizziness increased, but whether it was from the shock of being shot or from the sensation of being carried in Art’s arms, he didn’t know. He could only rest his cheek against the warm velvet and inhale Art’s scent of sweat and herbs. Despite the growing pain in his shoulder, Beau had to fight off a fresh surge of arousal.

Art had muttered some words in the language of magic, and everything had gone black. When Beau had awakened, the battle was won, the surviving mafia vampires had knelt before Xochitl and acknowledged her as their queen, and they were on a bus back to Central Park to go through the portal back to Aisthanesthai.

Now, Beau was seated on a cot in the room Zareth had given Artavian to study and practice his magic. The room was cozy, with a warm fire crackling in the hearth, the scent of dried herbs and candle wax permeating the room. Birds chirped outside the window, and Beau caught frequent glimpses of them, robins and finches, hopping on the sill as if interested in the proceedings inside.

Another spike of pain drilled into his bone as Art worked the bullet.

“It’s almost out,” Art’s accented voice soothed Beau. “You’re doing very well.”

Instead of surgical pliers, Art was extracting the bullet with some sort of magnetic wand. The energy of the thing hummed in Beau’s teeth and raised the hair on his forearms. But that wasn’t nearly as unnerving as the sensation of the bullet squirming against his muscles and tendons. Beau didn’t risk looking down at the procedure. Instead, he focused on the face that haunted his dreams and thoughts for months. The potion Art had given him helped too; giving him a haze of euphoria and a floaty distance from the gory operation.

At last, the bullet popped out, accompanied by a gush of wet heat from the wound. The metallic clang into the tray that Art held below echoed in Beau’s ears like Aurora’s cymbals.

Beau almost tipped over on his side, but Art grasped him by his good shoulder, steadying him before he went to work on the wound, cleaning it with a bubbling, stinging solution that reminded Beau of hydrogen peroxide. Only this stuff was blue and hurt a little less.

“I’m going to seal the wound now.” Art’s voice went low and hypnotic. “I need you to remain still and quiet. It may feel strange.” His eyes met Beau’s, crystalline in their intensity before darting away. “Ah, you may hold my hand if it gives you comfort.”

“Fuck, I hate stitches,” Beau tried to keep his voice light. But hell yes, he’d hold Art’s hand. It could be the only chance he got.

“I’m not going to be stitching you,” Art said, his voice suddenly husky. “I’m going to do something else.”

 


Chapter Two

 

Artavian swallowed before finishing his explanation. “I’m going to perform a healing spell that will knit your damaged flesh back together.”

Beau’s hazel eyes widened before he chuckled. “You know, after months of seeing you, Zareth, and Xochitl do all sorts of magic, it still blows my mind that you’re able to do something like that.”

The admiration in Beau’s voice warmed Artavian all over. After facing such disapproval from his father and Wurrak society for practicing magic, Beau’s approval meant more than he could know. Heat flushed in Artavian’s cheeks at the close proximity to his new friend.

Even bloody and ragged from battle, Beau Thompson was inexplicably handsome. The musician had fascinated Artavian from the day he first laid eyes on him, playing his electric bass guitar on a wagon along with his band as Xochitl Leonine sang the song to bring back the sun. Magic had emanated from him and the others, potent and swirling in a tangible bond that formed an ache deep in Artavian’s heart.

“Your magic is impressive as well.” The words came out breathy. “And your powers have grown since you returned from Earth.”

“Really?” Beau’s enthusiasm made Artavian smile. “Like how?”

“I’ll tell you when I’m done healing you.” Artavian forced the stern tone he reserved for reluctant patients. “Now, keep silent and still, and let me do my work.”

As Artavian placed his hand on Beau’s wound, the man’s square jaw clenched and his good hand reached out for Artavian’s free hand.

When their fingers laced together, Artavian had to bite his lip to keep from releasing a gasp at the electric spark that erupted from the contact. He hadn’t expected Beau to take him up on the offer to hold his hand. Most men were too concerned with maintaining a façade of strength to accept even the slightest offer of comfort. But if he were to be honest with himself, he was more surprised at how pleasurable Beau’s grasp felt. Perhaps because Artavian enjoyed feeling strong and powerful enough to grant comfort to another person.

Releasing his pent-up breath, Artavian focused on his task. Summoning his power, he imagined a blue orb of light forming in the center of his chest before migrating up his shoulder, down his arm, and at last through his palm and into Beau’s open wound. In moments, the light became real, illuminating the chamber with a soft, sapphire glow.

Beau gasped and squeezed Artavian’s free hand tighter, but Artavian could no longer fully enjoy the contact as he closed his eyes and focused on seeing the damaged muscles. Once they were fully visualized, he willed the muscles and tendons to repair themselves and fuse back to their proper structures. He had to be careful at this stage, not only at maintaining a steady stream of power, but to recall every detail he’d studied on human anatomy, lest he cause something to fuse the wrong way. Even the slightest misalignment could result in Beau’s arm losing its function. If Artavian made a mistake that impaired Beau’s ability to play his bass, he’d never forgive himself.

Slowly he worked, cell by cell, thread by thread, restoring Beau’s flesh to where it belonged. Sweat beaded on his forehead, but Artavian couldn’t risk moving to wipe his brow, even if his free hand wasn’t in Beau’s tight grip.

Artavian didn’t know how much time passed, only that by the time he finished, stars spun before his eyes, and he nearly collapsed. This time, Beau had to pull him forward to steady him. Except, Beau pulled so firmly that Artavian’s chest collided with Beau’s. For a moment, Artavian allowed himself to sag against that strong surface, taking comfort that his friend would not allow him to fall.

Beau’s newly healed arm wrapped around Artavian’s waist for a moment before he patted him on the back. “Are you okay?”

Artavian nodded, noting that under the not unpleasant scent of sweat and exertion, Beau smelled like a spring breeze. He couldn’t explain how exactly; it wasn’t like the man smelled of flowers, but there were notes of crispness and light that reminded Artavian of just that. His dizziness abated, and he drew back in shame. His mother would have chided him if she’d seen him. A mage never collapsed after performing a spell, no matter how much the magic took from them. A mage should never reveal weakness.

“I’m fine.” Artavian straightened his spine, ignoring the spots that returned in the corners of his eyes. “I overextended myself.”

For a moment, Beau almost looked sad. Then he stretched and looked down at his healed shoulder with a look of wonder that Artavian would never tire of seeing. “I don’t even have a scar. And I don’t hurt anymore!” He paused and shook his head with a lopsided grin. “I mean, duh. Of course it doesn’t hurt. The wound is gone. Sorry. I’m loopy from the drugs you gave me.”

Embarrassment reddened Beau’s cheeks and the tips of his ears. And yet he still looked charming. Artavian laughed. “Yes, although you don’t need the drug anymore, it was necessary when you were in pain. Unfortunately, I have no way of purging it from your system.”

Beau laid back on the cot, resting his head behind his hands. “That’s okay. I don’t mind riding it out.” His crooked grin held an edge of wickedness as if he meant something other than waiting out the drugs. Artavian’s stomach dipped at that smile. Then Beau shook his head again. “I’m sorry. I just—”

“Need rest,” Artavian said, having a feeling he was missing something in this conversation. “I do not know why you keep apologizing for naught.”

“I love it when you talk all old-school, Art,” Beau murmured. He reclined back on the cot, his broad chest hairless and firm with muscle, his abdomen flat and chiseled. Although leaner than the most popular warriors, the musician’s physique would still be admired in Wurrakia.

Now it was Artavian’s turn to redden. It was unseemly to stare. “You say the strangest things sometimes. Now, your muscles will have some stiffness for a few weeks, and you will need to exercise your fingers to regain your previous dexterity, but the process should go fairly quick. If you experience any pain or have remaining difficulty with your range of motion after a moon’s turn, you must tell me immediately.” He stood and rubbed a spot on his lower back that was sore from the bent position he’d held during the healing. “I’ll fetch you a blanket, and we’ll retire for the rest of the day.”

“Together?” Yet again, there was something in Beau’s tone that made Artavian’s chest tighten.

“Ah, yes. I will be in my bed over there.” He pointed at the curtains that partitioned off his bedchamber. “So that if your shoulder feels off, you can call for me.”

“Oh.”

Did Beau sound disappointed at the prospect of sleeping here instead of in his own chambers? Artavian turned back to look at him, but the musician had rolled over onto his side to face the wall. The muscles of his bare back gleamed in the light from the ceiling globes. With a shrug, Artavian strode to the cabinet to fetch a blanket. Several birds hopped on the windowsill, pecking at the glass. Odd. Jays and robins generally detested one another.

As he crossed the chamber back to Beau’s cot, his heart thudded against his ribcage with a peculiar sense of excitement.

“Thanks,” Beau said when Artavian tucked the soft wool blanket over him.

Still struggling with this unreasonable sense of awkwardness, Artavian bowed. “It is my honor to attend to a friend of the Queen.”

When he dimmed the light globes, removed his robes, and slipped into bed, Artavian found himself too excited to sleep. But why? He’d slept in the same room with patients countless times to monitor them. He’d even taken shifts sleeping near the Queen’s bed when Zareth and the members of Rage of Angels had exhausted themselves with their vigils. But for some reason, Beau felt different. In the time that they’d spent getting acquainted in Zareth’s tower, they’d spent many late nights together in the solar or the library, passing a bottle of wine or a pipe of sugar bud and talking, but they’d always retired to their own chambers afterward.

Talking. Maybe that was it. Artavian had missed those conversations with his new friend in the month that Beau had been back on Earth, handling business with his band and getting entangled with the affairs of vampires. A combination of habitual distaste and rabid curiosity swirled through his mind at the thought of those creatures.

“Beau?” he called.

“Yeah?”

“I cannot sleep. That battle…going to Earth…It was…” Artavian sighed with self-disgust at his inability to describe how he felt. “It was overwhelming to my senses.”

Beau made a tsking sound. “Don’t worry, I get it. I’ve never been in a shootout before. Have you?”

“No, but I have seen battle.” And he hadn’t enjoyed it like he was raised to.

“No wonder you were such a badass on the field.” There was a rustling sound as Beau rolled over on his cot. Then his voice became clearer. “Was that your first time on Earth?”

“Yes. And the first time I’d seen vampires.” Artavian fought to keep the learned distaste from his voice. “All my life, I was taught that they were the enemy. Horrific monsters created by Mephistopheles to destroy us all. But they’re friends of yours and the Queen’s, and now to be our allies. It is a lot to digest.”

And those vampires were under this roof now. Artavian shivered. The creatures needed blood to survive. How would they be accommodated when they awoke at sunset?

Beau’s mischievous laugh rumbled across the chamber. “You handled the adjustment better than Zareth. He tried to kill Silas the first time they met.”

“I can believe that.” Before Mephistopheles banished his creations to Earth, the vampires had attacked a village in Aisthanesthai, killing hundreds. And though Zareth wasn’t old enough to have lived through those times, his father, King Taranis, had been and likely raised his son on those horrific tales. “And is it true that Aurora is to be the Bride of the one who invoked the ire of those vampires we fought last night?”

“Tony?” Mirth continued to imbue Beau’s voice. “Yeah, but that clusterfuck wasn’t his fault. He’s a good guy, and he loves Aurora. So much that he was going to give up his law practice and sacrifice himself to them to protect her. But they were really after Xochitl more than him. And that backfired, so we now have the start of our army.”

The words of the Prophecy echoed in Artavian’s mind.

“And the Queen shall seek seven nightwalkers with seven brides to lead their brethren to battle the unholy father.

And they will be joined by kin of the Queen and those from allied worlds that hear her call.”

He didn’t want to think about the eventual war with Mephistopheles. The attack on Medicia, the last luminite kingdom of Aisthanesthai, had happened when Artavian was only five years old. He’d grown up hearing the gruesome stories of the massacre, had seen the tears of the healers, and heard the mournful songs of the minstrels, grieving the extinction of the world’s most treasured creatures.

But the luminites were no longer extinct. Kerainne had survived to give birth to Xochitl. Mephistopheles had quite literally sown the seed of his own destruction when he’d raped the luminite princess. The rest of the luminites who weren’t captured by the Evil One remained in their home realm, Luminista, but with both a princess and a queen in Aisthanesthai, perhaps they could be rallied to return.

Artavian shifted the topic to the present. To the question he’d been wanting to ask since he first saw Beau appear in the courtyard through the portal last night. “Do you think you’ll be staying here tomorrow, or do you have to return to Earth?”

“I don’t know.” Beau shifted on his cot as if trying to get comfortable. “We do have to go back soon to finish settling the lawsuit with our record company. And we need to tour to promote our newest album as soon as possible. Delgarias thinks that’s how we’ll recruit more vampires for the war.”

Blast it. More talk of war. Even worse, the confirmation that his friend would be leaving again.

Then Beau continued. “But I assume we’ll be going back and forth between the worlds. And maybe you can come with us. Visit Coeur d’Alene.”

Art’s breath caught. “I don’t know…”

“It’s nothing like New York, I swear,” Beau said quickly. “There aren’t as many people, for one thing, and for another, we’re surrounded by mountains and lakes. Zareth says there’s even more magic there.”

“It’s not that,” Artavian assured him, though truthfully, he was relieved at the prospect of not being surrounded by concrete and tall buildings. He’d even been uncomfortable when he was stuck inside his father’s castle for too long. “It’s that I have my duties as the King’s apprentice and seneschal. I don’t think I’ll be permitted to shirk them.”

 “I’m sure if we ask, Zareth can give you some time off.”

“No!” Artavian would never become accustomed to Beau referring to the Lord of Storm and Shadows and King of Aisthanesthai by his first name. “I do not want him to think that I am anything but dedicated to serving him. He could send me back to Wurrakia.”

“He wouldn’t do that. Not after you helped him and Xochitl when they were locked up by Zareth’s psycho half-brother. Zareth may be a little stern at times, but he’s not a heartless tyrant.”

 “I never said he was.” However, Beau wasn’t in the same position in the King’s circles as Artavian was. And Beau was blissfully innocent as to how things worked on Aisthanesthai and just how precarious Artavian’s own situation was.

“You’re really afraid of going back to your homeland, aren’t you?”

The question pierced Artavian’s heart like a blade. “Yes.”

“I know the feeling. I visited my mother when we first got back to Earth. With all she put me through, it was awkward.” The cot creaked as Beau shifted again. “And your dad is a warlord, and you defied his plans for your role in life when you became a mage instead of a warrior.”

Warmth suffused Artavian, not only at the empathy in Beau’s voice but the fact that with all the momentous and chaotic events that had occurred in the last few months, Beau remembered that brief conversation when Artavian had told him about his homeland and how he’d come to be the King’s apprentice.

“That’s not the only reason.” Artavian began to discuss the tense political disposition between his father and the King. After all, Wurrakia had supported Stefan’s claim to the throne, not Zareth’s. And Artavian’s father, Aylmer Calla, had invaded neighboring lands, violating treaties imposed by Zareth’s father. Zareth himself had retaliated by riding into battle with the Tolonquan tribes to liberate Laran. If Artavian was sent home, his father might get it into his head to rebel against the throne. As it was, Aylmer’s current loyalty was in question.

A light snore interrupted Artavian’s recounting. Beau had fallen asleep. For a moment, Artavian felt hurt, then he remembered how long the musician had been awake and that he was drugged and recovering from a terrible wound. Guilt gnawed Artavian’s belly. Some healer he’d turned out to be! His friend needed rest, and Artavian had instead kept him awake with his prattling.

Beau wasn’t the only one who needed rest. Artavian couldn’t recall ever expending so much energy in his life. How many people had he healed this night? Ten. The most he’d done in one stint before was five.

Artavian didn’t recall falling asleep.

He awoke to Delgarias shaking his shoulder. Raw power prickled the air around the powerful sorcerer, and a faint, coppery scent emanated from him beneath the odor of dried herbs.

Shock jolted Artavian from his cot and down on his knees. “Revered one!”

Never had the Keeper of the Prophecy approached him directly. Not even during last night’s battle. With all the important personages that the ancient faelin sorcerer spoke with in this tower, Artavian had been beneath Delgarias’s notice. Until now. Artavian prayed this wouldn’t be a bad thing.

 


Chapter Three

 

Beau awoke to a weight sinking beside him on the cot.

Aurora’s voice gently tugged him from the black swirl of unconsciousness. “Rise and shine, sleepyhead. You’ve been down for almost twelve hours.”

“Art—” he groaned, struggling to sit up. His stiff muscles protested, his fingers barely able to move.

“He left with Delgarias at dusk.” Aurora leaned closer and whispered, “Did you make your move yet?”

“He was digging a bullet out of my arm, ’Ror. Hardly the time to ask which team he bats for.” Beau started to roll his eyes, then froze. “What do you mean, Art left with Del? Where did they go?”

“Some hella intrigue going on.” The drummer’s eyes lit with conspiratorial mischief. “Zareth received a letter from the Lord of Wurrakia requesting for his son to return for a couple weeks, but Zareth thinks Art’s dad is going to ask him to spy on Zareth. That’s why Zareth’s having Del escort Art. A blatant warning of who Wurrakia would be messing with if they decide to get treasonous.”

Artavian had been talking about the political tensions between his homeland and Zareth, but Beau had fallen asleep. Now he wanted to kick himself. How bad was it? Would Art be in danger? What if the Wurrak Lord refused to give Art back to Zareth?

“Damn it! Art was just telling me how afraid he was to go home.” Beau launched himself from the cot and ran out of Artavian’s chambers, only half-hearing Aurora jogging after him. “Zareth should have refused!”

By the time he got down the spiral staircase and reached the crowded solar, he was too out of breath to call out the King of Aisthanesthai. Even more frustrating was that he’d have an audience. Xochitl was beside her husband. Sylvis stood nearby with Kerainne, who cradled Silas’s and Akasha’s daughter with heart-wrenching tenderness. Then there were all the vampires filling the large room, their eyes glittering with hunger.

Dizziness nearly buckled his knees as an alien thought slipped through his mind. We’re almost all here.

“Beau?” Xochitl appeared in front of him, grasping his shoulders. “You okay?”

“Physically? Just fine. Art is a miraculous healer.” Anger restored the strength to his muscles as he jerked away from Xochitl and strode to her husband. “You shouldn’t have sent him back to his father.”

Instead of lashing out at him with kingly ire like Beau had seen during royal audiences in movies, Zareth only nodded. “I didn’t want to. But I do not want to risk an uprising.”

“Why not?” Beau crossed his arms over his chest, something he couldn’t have done if he’d been treated by a doctor on Earth. “You’re king of this entire world. You can raise an army and crush him. They don’t even use magic in battle.”

“For one thing, I would be a tyrant if I went to war over the loss of an apprentice.” Zareth sighed with impatience. “For another, I have no wish to slaughter Artavian’s kin. Though I’m even less fond of Aylmer than his son is, I do not wish to kill him unless I’m forced to.” Before Beau could respond, the sorcerer continued. “Artavian will return. Lord Aylmer didn’t demand him to be brought home permanently, just for one turn of the gold moon. And in case he ventures down that line of thought, Delgarias will be there to remind Aylmer of Artavian’s importance to me.”

“You could have at least let me go with him.” That way, Beau could have made sure Art was okay. And was Zareth saying that Art would be gone for a whole month?

Zareth shook his head. “Your presence would vex the Wurrak Lord further. You know why.”

Because he was gay, and Artavian’s country was a heteronormative dystopia. Though there was no judgment in the sorcerer’s voice, Beau cringed. “Why would you take Art back when you think his father wants to use him as a spy?”

“Because I have faith in Artavian’s loyalty to me. He risked his life to help me before.” Zareth reached up with his eerily long fingers to toy with a lock of his long black and silver hair. “This time, he’s in no danger and may be able to provide me with useful information as to which way the wind blows in Wurrakia. War is coming. I will need all of my people to be prepared, and I cannot have any kingdoms going against my decrees. Mephistopheles will sniff out those sorts of vulnerabilities and exploit them.”

Beau’s eyes widened as he grasped the unspoken aspect of the King’s motives. “You’re using Art.”

“If you wish to see it that way.” Zareth’s strange eyes narrowed. “I see it as Artavian fulfilling his duties. Just as you must see to yours. For example, my tower is overrun with hungry vampires who must go home for now. I am not yet ready to ask my people to provide for them. You will help with that delicate bit of diplomacy soon, but for now, I need your help opening a portal to return them.”

“My help?” Beau stepped back in confusion. “I barely have any magic.”

“You have more than you did when I first met you. Combined with that of your friends, you can supply enough power to be a great help.”

Despite his anger, Beau couldn’t suppress the flood of pleasure at Zareth’s words. An all-powerful sorcerer-king needed his help. Valued his magic. Entrusted him with a part of ruling an entire world. 

“Okay, I’ll help, but only if you bring Art to Earth when he comes back. When’s the last time you gave the guy a day off?”

Zareth frowned. “I don’t recall him ever asking me. He’s always been eager to learn from me and to assist me.”

“That’s because he was afraid you’d send him back to Wurrakia if he asked for a break!” Beau couldn’t keep the accusing note from his tone. “Which you did anyway.”

Kerainne interrupted, stepping between him and Zareth. “Beau, honey, I know you’re worried about your friend, but he will be fine. And if Aylmer doesn’t send Artavian home by the second moon-turn, I’ll go there and get him myself. The Wurrak Lord has more reason to fear me than he does Zareth or Delgarias.”

The certainty in her tone soothed Beau’s rampant panic. He leaned against her with a helpless sigh. “I wish you were my mother.”

It hadn’t been the first time he’d said that. Beau’s own mother had stood by and allowed her husband to beat Beau to a pulp and kick him out of the house. Xochitl’s mom had taken him in.

Kerainne ruffled his hair. Hair he hadn’t cut since Artavian had remarked that it looked good long.

Zareth led everyone out of the tower and into the courtyard. “Will all mages please come to me?” Xochitl blinked at him, already by his side as Kerainne joined them. Zareth fixed an amused stare at Sylvis, Aurora, and Beau. “I meant you three as well.”

When Beau approached with his bandmates, the sorcerer handed them each a violet crystal the size of a robin’s egg. “Stand behind the vampires and hold your crystals towards the moons. When I begin to chant, focus on a portal opening. One big enough for all of us to walk through. Also, focus on it staying open long enough for you to pass through.”

Whoa. Zareth was trusting them for the magic he used to open the portals? Xochitl had begged him constantly and eventually learned how to create a portal by herself. Maybe that was why he had relented and would now teach them. As everyone pressed together in a tight circle, Beau noticed Zareth struggling to conceal his innate dislike of the vampires. Dude had come far in overcoming his prejudice but still had a long way to go. Come to think of it, so did Art. But Art was such a nice guy that once he got to know Silas and the others, he’d be cool with them. Hell, he’d already helped vampires he didn’t even know on the battlefield last night.

Once more, Beau’s chest ached at his friend’s absence. Not only had he been unable to find out how Art felt about the prospect of a man being attracted to him, he hadn’t even gotten the chance to say goodbye.

Forcing the melancholy away, Beau focused on gathering his magic. Concentration was hard, being practically pressed against Razvan’s back. In his teen years, he’d had a little crush on the Romanian, never guessing the guy was a vampire. Now Razvan was married to a psychic woman, and Beau was pining for someone else. The proximity that he would have killed for five years ago was now awkward.

Still, Beau managed to concentrate, actually feeling the magic this time. A whooshing feeling in his chest coupled with a windy sensation across his skin. His crystal even seemed to glow, though maybe it was just reflecting the moonlight.

When the portal opened a glowing hole in the universe, and they stepped through onto the cool, grassy field around Fort Sherman Park in Coeur d’Alene, Zareth praised Beau and his friends with genuine pride.

After an agreement to meet back at Tony’s house, where they’d stashed their cars after the mafia attack, the vampires dispersed through the city to hunt. Everyone else walked to the Coeur d’Alene resort to call a cab and get something to eat.

“Sorry about Art,” Aurora said as she walked beside Beau. “I hadn’t realized that his home situation was so dire.”

“It’s okay.” It wasn’t okay, but there wasn’t a damn thing to do about it except wait.

Aurora seemed to read his mind because even though she should have been in the honeymoon stage with Tony, she immediately started cataloging all the work they had to do on Earth. There was still the lawsuit with the record company, new songs to write for their last contracted album, and a tour to set up since they needed to make up for the one they missed.
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Over the next month, Beau was grateful for the distraction. Keeping busy was exactly what he needed to avoid worrying about Art. They met with Tony’s law partner the next morning to learn where they stood on their case. Between follow-up meetings and reading correspondence, Beau worked through the stiffness in his hand and had weekly meetings with Dr. Greenbriar, Silas’s resident vampire physician. He couldn’t see a human doctor because not only could he not mention that he’d been shot, he also couldn’t tell them how he’d been healed. Greenbriar, on the other hand, was fascinated with Artavian’s work and asked hundreds of questions that Beau couldn’t answer.

“You’ll have to ask Art when he comes here for a visit,” Beau said for the hundredth time. He wondered when that would be. Six weeks had passed, and he hadn’t seen Art yet. Zareth had been busy working with the other high sorcerers to move the portal in Coeur d’Alene out from under the old courthouse to a water fountain at the park by the beach. Zareth had depressingly little information about Artavian.

“Delgarias collected him last week, but they have yet to return,” Zareth told Beau during one of their magic lessons. Since the Coeur d’Alene portal was now accessible, it was easier to travel between worlds. Aurora hardly ever visited Aisthanesthai, but Xochitl, Sylvis, and Beau went whenever possible.

And maybe that was why the lack of Art’s company was harder to cope with. Aurora was Beau’s closest friend, but she was now wrapped up in her man. For good reason, but still. And though Sylvis wasn’t bad company, the guitarist didn’t smoke weed, and she and Beau just didn’t mesh together the same way. The only time they were truly on the same level was when they practiced music together and during their magic lessons.

With Beau’s element being air and Sylvis’s being water, they had a fun time creating miniature typhoons in the stream that bordered Zareth’s garden of black roses. And Beau was impressed as hell when Sylvis managed to make the stream flow backward for a second. The coolest thing Beau had pulled off so far was to make a wind so powerful it knocked Xochitl down on her ass. He apologized even as she exclaimed how awesome it was. But the ability to knock people over would only go so far in a war against demons and other monsters. Artavian’s healing abilities would be more useful.

Damn it. He missed Art.

When they got back to Earth after their third visit to Aisthanesthai, Beau was relieved to smoke a bowl with Aurora again, even when she had bad news. “Our booking agent can’t get us a headlining tour put together with any of the good venues. Even worse, ten bands have declined to have us open for them. We may have won the lawsuit, but we’ve lost credibility all the same.”

“Wait,” Beau interrupted. “We won?”

“Oh, yeah. I should have gotten to the good news first.” Her lips curved in a sheepish smile.

“You always focus on the doom and gloom first.” Beau stared up at the three-quarter moon, obscured by clouds. “And our fans are stoked about our return. We’ll get a tour arranged soon enough. Someone will see the dollar signs in a comeback. Even if we weren’t gone that long.”

Honestly, Beau was relieved that they weren’t booked yet. The muscles in his shoulder hadn’t quite lost their stiffness. He practiced his bass every night, and though the missed riffs had declined, the fuck-ups continued to taunt him. Beau didn’t want to be anywhere near an audience until he’d remastered his bass.

Aurora seemed to have been cheered by his words. “You’re right. Our agent has more calls to make. So maybe we should practice so we’re ready to hit the road when he gets us a booking.”

That sounded like heaven. Working magic was slippery and intangible. But playing his bass gave Beau a sense of triumph and control. When they headed to Silas’s kitchen to tell Xochitl and Sylvis about the lawsuit, they agreed to keep quiet about the booking rejections for now. When Beau rubbed the taut tendon in his shoulder, Aurora halted. “Still bothering you?”

Beau nodded. “But it’s getting better every day. And Dr. Greenbriar said that if Artavian hadn’t worked his magic, my recovery time would be three times as long. The damage was that bad.”

“Thank fuck for Art then.”

Beau nodded. He should have been able to tell him in person. It had been over a month since Beau woke up in Artavian’s chambers to learn that he’d gone back to Wurrakia. 

Where was he?

 


Chapter Four

 

Artavian was free again. Out of Wurrakia and away from his father’s judgmental stare and treasonous talk at last. “I want you to tell me everything that King Amotken commands you to do,” Lord Aylmer had said just before Artavian made his farewells. “And I wish to be informed on the goings-on in his country, the delegations who visit him, and the preparations he is making for war.”
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