



[image: Cover]





Quiet. That's how he likes life, no drama to clean up…

 

Tai Xen-Vorsy leads a straightforward life: work, time at the local clubs where shapeshifters like him can play without fear, and the comforts of home with a cat that's more than half attitude. After breaking up with his last submissive, he's even taking a break from Dom duties.

 

Meeting Gates changes everything, and when Tai's childhood home is destroyed, his simple life goes up in flames.

 

The Callensdale haven was his refuge as an orphan, a hideaway that saved his life. Now it's time to return the favour. Bringing in the Fluff Brigade Brotherhood would make all the difference… if he could just get them back together. Tai won't give up—he's not that kind of unicorn. But can he reunite the brotherhood and keep his new relationship with Gates kindled at the same time?

 

 

The darkness is dragging him into the shadows, one case at a time…

 

Helping others is all Gates Colfaethe wants to do, being mostly unicorn shifter with a splash of Faerie. But years as an agent on trafficking cases leave him fearing just how far he'll lose himself in the job before he burns out completely.

 

A random hookup with Tai might be the very change he needs. A new Dom means new rules and the chance to create safe distance from work—until his worlds collide in a twist Gates should leave well enough alone. What he knows is bad enough, but running headlong into danger could kill him.
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CONTENT NOTES, WARNINGS, AND DISCLAIMERS

————

 

 

Fate in Suspension contains explicit content, including BDSM scenes and activities, all of which is meant for adult readers and takes place within safe, sane, and consensual guidelines.

 

This story also touches on matters related to mental health, including PTSS/PTSD. There are references to death and murder, references to the death of a character's parents, mentions of various sorts of trafficking, and references to missing persons, captivity, and torture. There is some physical violence and depictions of the aftermath of a violent attack. There is also the use of blood in a magical way.

 

The BDSM activities in this story include bondage and discipline with physical implements, spanking, and orgasm denial.

 

Please note the story uses gender-neutral pronouns for certain characters. These are not mistakes; they are the deliberate pronouns of those characters.


 

 

 

 

 

For Sam D.

Once upon a time, there was a birthday, and upon that birthday, you shared photos of a cheerful (and utterly tasty-looking!) unicorn cake with its multitude of colours and unicorn ice cream. Funnily enough, the muses also enjoy cakes and ice cream and unicorns, so much so that these birthday treats inspired not only this entire book, but the whole Horn & Haven series. This wouldn't have happened without you!

 

And for Peter S. Beagle and your most-beloved Last Unicorn that has captured the hearts of so many around the world, including mine. She's here still, burned into memory as the first unicorn I ever knew, and as the heart of the very first fantasy movie I ever remember watching as a child… and there was MUCH watching, over and over, to the point of nearly wearing the videotape out. Thank you for her story, and for Schmendrick, Molly Grue, and that butterfly telling us all to "Listen! LISTEN!"
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— Before the Fall —

 

 

[Intro, vocalist only, softly spoken]

Twist

Turn

Take all I've got

 

Lie

Lose

I won't kneel for that shot

 

 

[Enter band; full-band instrumental: guitars, bass, drums]

 

 

[Verse 1]

Fear of the darkness short-changing (Fear the dark)

Truths that were never mine (To lose)

Waiting for the watchguard to turn (To fail)

Trick's on me this time,

This time

 

 

[Pre-chorus]

Peeling the rust off, dealing full down

I'm bringing the ashes to this fight

 

 

[Full-band instrumental]

 

 

[Verse 2]

Been here long enough to know the chase (Around)

Blame low-balling doubt to the core (Low blow)

Lie to me once, I'll take the loss twice (No more)

Got you figured out this time,

This time

 

 

[Chorus]

And it's up in flames before the fall

Bringing me closer, taking it deeper

You're not taking me for the fool this round

I've got the game on my side

A flash of time to steal the noise

Hitting me harder, pushing it further

Deal me in on bringing the ashes

Until time just stops

 

 

[Verse 3]

Twist me (Into the loophole I've found)

Turn me (And I'll come right back around)

Lie to me (The truth is coming due)

Lose it all and it's coming for you,

For you

 

 

[Chorus]

And it's up in flames before the fall

Bringing me closer, taking it deeper

You're not taking me for the fool this round

I've got the game on my side

A flash of time to steal the noise

Hitting me harder, pushing it further

Deal me in on bringing the ashes

Until time just stops

 

 

[Bridge]

Not looking to change the past 'cause it makes me

Not looking for a perfect future, however it fakes me

Doesn't matter if I'm going up or falling way down

It's all the same when you're the line in between

 

 

[Chorus (modified)]

And we're up in flames before the fall

Bringing us closer, taking us deeper

I'm not taking me for the fool this round

I've got the game on my side

A flash of time to steal the noise

Hitting you harder, pushing me further

Deal me in on bringing the ashes

Until time just stops

Just stops

 

 

[Outro]

And we're up in flames, up in flames

I won't kneel for that shot

Not kneeling, no

Oh, come on and lie to me, lie to me

I'm not giving into to you, to you

I'll be bringing the ashes

Playing off that game

Deal me down, deal me in

Until time just stops, just stops

Just stop…

 

— Delsie Naturno, Helle Velt


 

 

 

 

 

————

CHAPTER 1

————

 

 

 

Goddesses, bless. If his neighbours were willing to put up with the noise, Tai could've wrangled up a fine court of the sexy dancing fae in front of him and taken them all home, the nightclub forgotten. Estrel would just have to put up with it, him and that damned snotty You're still here, slave? look of his.

Ha. Right.

Tai could wish until he popped an artery. There were rules to follow, apartment building guards to avoid, and Estrel's habit of pissing on Tai's bed. Still, he could watch. Dance alongside. Admire from afar. Shifting Sanctuary was the best nightclub in Keikei City—the safest too, with Ratchet "Don't Break Nice Things" Morilea running it. Though tonight, the Sanctuary offered too much beauty to ignore… and Ratchet could seriously go screw himself, because the bastard's choice in events was messing with Tai's head.

Faerie Ball, he said. Tai snorted. Clearly short for "Eye-fuck your brains out; wings are for free."

Walking the edge of the dance floor, Tai was careful not to touch the dancers, the heat off the packed crowd all the interaction he needed. Heart-thumping bass beats reverberated the floor, the latest EDM hits playing out at the expert hands of the club's other owner, Mika Barderin. Whoever had done the lighting hadn't held back, and not just in terms of dragging out every possible colour of gel—no, someone had raided the AV suppliers for anything that lit the place up and reflected it back. If Ratchet and Mika had been aiming for hallucination-by-rainbow and glitter nightmare, they'd succeeded.

Not that Tai expected any less from a unicorn shapeshifter and his dragon counterpart. Ratchet and Mika threw shiny to the floor and let the people sort it for themselves, keeping identities quiet while serving up liberation, and Tai loved them both for it. Without them, he'd be stuck in some half-assed hole of the city and cursing every moment.

With a quick step around a bartender cleaning up shattered glass at the corner of the dance floor, Tai glimpsed the bar, peeking through the gaps between people gathered around the tables. Ratchet was there somewhere, hiding—

Nope, check that: he was at the other end of the bar, chatting up a pair of patrons wearing metal wings and chains for days, barely a scrap of fabric on either one of them.

Tai hummed behind his smile. Yeah, he saw the glimmer in Ratchet's eyes; that slip of gaze downwards, lingering a little too long. Ratchet was window-shopping again.

That's it. The guy needs a new sub. Ratchet's last submissive had quit four months back, saying something about a closed marriage that'd forced a choice between needs—a conflict Ratchet had lost without any actual chance of competing. Now Ratchet seemed bored with life, which never looked good on him, not like committed relationships did.

"Aeons' buds, I'm doing that sentimental crap again," Tai muttered. A waft of perfume laced with sweat and alcohol passed over him, snapping his attention to the closest dancers. Flimsy yellow wings swung by in a blur, nearly catching his cheek.

"Sorry!" a dancer in hot-pink bra top and shorts shouted over their shoulder. They tossed up their hand at Tai before dragging their friend through the crowd. Layers of multicoloured metallic ribbons trailed behind them from opalescent wings, the tangled ends almost caught under more than one set of heels.

"No harm done." Tai drew a hand through his dark hair—

Fuck, was his hand shaking? What the fires was that about?

Sure, he was on edge. Something of a shadow was creeping up his back, possibly from the long work week he'd just finished. His day at the warehouse had left him irritated, and his neck still ached after he'd yanked some new guy back from a collapsing shelf at last minute.

Then again, perhaps the club's sound system was the culprit. It was louder than normal. Or maybe he simply felt the fool, forgoing the wings and glamour everyone else was buried neck-deep in. He'd gone with black faux-leather pants and matching motorcycle jacket instead, the jacket kept open to let air flow over his bare chest. Though he'd also added body glitter this time around—his polite screw you to the idea of trudging around with some awful set of fake wings he hated every version of. He wasn't like Ratchet, happy to play the part with anything on hand, and he certainly wasn't like Wisp, their haven brother, whose airy wings came and went like his pride. Tai was happier to buck the pretend, settling for smoky, dark eyeliner with metallic-blue flecks, clear lip gloss, and a glittery green touch-up to the black polish on his nails. He'd also worn his rainbow-tinted chains, all four of them draped over his right hip. If anything, they calmed the Dom in him. Just the thought of chaining someone down for the night…

He was going to kill Ratchet. All this damned eye candy at every angle didn't help. He loved the vibe, the shine, the whimsy—

Except for the voice in his head wanting him to shut up because it couldn't tell what was wrong.

Chaos. He hated it.

Is it the club? Tai scowled. Couldn't be. He'd never been averse to the club, not ever. He always supported Ratchet's businesses, going so far as working events as a general labourer.

Is it work? The two employees almost crushed today?

Maybe. Working with food storage had its hazards, but he already knew that, having worked at the company for ten years. These days, he spent most of his time staring at screens, making phone calls, and keeping everyone moving. Except things weren't usually chaotic enough for troubles to sink razor-sharp claws into his back and threaten to tear him to shreds if he didn't pay attention, not like this. Besides, the warehouse hadn't had a serious accident in six months, not since people had lost their shit over real-life dragon sightings—dragons that had mysteriously disappeared within weeks, never to show again.

No, that wasn't it, at least not the work part. He'd left that set of worries behind for the weekend.

Fuck, whatever the problem was, it messed with him worse than the soapy bubbles suddenly floating down from the ceiling. Several bubbles clung to his jacket, gleaming pink and blue in the flicker of white and gold lights, the lanterns above him easily stealing his attention. They were old-style copper and brass lanterns, going back about seven hundred years—maybe eight hundred, because screw his inability to keep historical facts sorted. Not that it mattered next to his measly thirty-three years of kicking around in this lifetime. His main concern was getting from one day to the next, not turning the past into a hobby.

The decorative throwback didn't stop there, however. Someone—Ratchet—had wrapped garlands and flowers around the railings of the staircase leading up to the private lounge on the second floor, a room completely enclosed in glass walls with frosted-glass shielding around the bottom. A private party was up there by the looks of it, bodies alight beneath strings of the same fairy lights that hung across the walls of the main floor.

But all the flowers…

On the walls, the staircase, the tables—a real in-the-garden feel he'd just clued into. And were those swings on the stage, up by Mika's soundtable? With the troupe of dancers the Sanctuary kept on payroll, dressed up like elaborate Faerie royalty, dripping in riches?

Shit, he'd missed all of that. He was so much worse than he thought, that damned trembling in his hand coming back with a bitey vengeance.

Another glance at the bar found Ratchet missing for real.

Fine, the Lare it is. Thumbs hooked through his thick chain belt, Tai pushed through the crowd, headed for the back doors. Both doors were wide open, flanked by two security guards on the inside of the entryway with two more on the outside. He didn't stop to talk, only nodded at Jamej, the guard he knew best, and stepped out into the courtyard.

Things weren't much different outside: someone had nearly suffocated the courtyard with decorations and extra lights. Petals were strewn across the four brown-gold stone paths, joined by statuettes with translucent wings. At the centre of the courtyard, where the paths intersected, the fountain in the middle of the circular garden plot flowed as usual, the splash of water lit up with alternating colours: red-purple, blue, then a soft orange that gave way to gold. The dragon-head lantern posts were particularly bright, burning as though they were truly on fire instead of running on electronic candles—Mika's magic, most likely. He always did prefer everything on that side of ash and flame. The hotter, the better.

Off to Tai's left, the wrought-iron gates at the front of the courtyard gave a view of the curved driveway that led up to Shifting Sanctuary and Dragon's Lare, the BDSM club next door that was also another of Ratchet and Mika's shared properties. The gates were open, elegant unicorn and pegasoi designs lost beneath floral wreaths and garlands. Even the iron fence that extended from the gates was decorated, and with as much tenacity as the regular metal fences that ran the courtyard's perimeter.

Of it all, the real beauty was Sensin Bay, its calm waiting in the dark distance across the road, behind Ratchet and Mika's third property, the Glenny Bay, a tavern and grillhouse close to the water's edge, not far from the closest lighthouse. Beyond that, further along the horizon, the Sensin Bay River split their province, Nabose, from Aberchas, the next province over.

Tai breathed in. The scent of the bay clung to the air, chasing after the haunting sense of missing something… someone.

The peaceful moment passed, snatched up by the chatter and laughter filling the courtyard. He carried on, sidestepping everyone else, the clink of glasses giving him pause. No real reason for it, merely something trying to push through his memories and failing.

Once he stopped at the locked doors of Dragon's Lare, time dragged on, sluggish like blocks weighing him down. Something foul crept over his skin, pinching and prodding—a threat. Instincts ran hot, the pull to drop his human form daring him to run. And for no reason whatsoever.

So why did it feel as if his heart was about to be ripped out of his chest?

Sparing a glance at the security guards on either side of the entrance, Tai pressed his club card to the scanner at the left of the doorway. The chip took, the scanner bleeping obnoxiously as its neon-green light flashed purple. After jabbing his password into the keypad, the scanner yelled at him again, flashing red for "get your ass in here and shut the damned door."

He didn't look back at the Sanctuary. The Lare had him now, and he'd pace the floorboards to dust if he didn't find a distraction—something pretty, because fuck the ugliness cuddling around his middle and the fact he hadn't worked a sub in more than a year.

Tai made his way through the quiet back corridors, the light burgundy walls and black baseboards a familiar comfort. They looked freshly painted with a faint metallic sheen, no different than the last time he'd been there. The silver-framed artworks remained the same, mostly modern with a touch of historic, and the vast majority were portraits of shifters he'd never known, presented in the softest light. The crystal chandeliers were fully lit but kept at a dimmer setting, giving everything a golden glow.

The decorations, however, weren't the usual, though they didn't have the same throw-it-everywhere aesthetic as in the Sanctuary. Lush green garlands and strings of tiny rainbow lights draped over the black-framed mirrors instead of creeping over the walls, and the corridors smelled like a field of flowers that'd been dumped on with a truck's worth of fruit salad, sweet scents bleeding out.

Turning the corner took him to the main hallways where partygoers milled about, more than one at the end of a leash or a set of cuffs. A quick glance-over found all of the subs in wings while their Doms had either embraced the theme or opted out.

Tai almost laughed. If Ratchet and Mika hadn't been busy running the event, Mika would've worn the most massive orange wings to exist, and Ratchet would've likely set fire to the pair Mika suggested he wear. And Mercy…

The urge to laugh died. Mercy wouldn't have gone with wings, just that Did you ask for ten lashes, 'cause I think you did look he gave everyone. If Mercy hadn't been Ratchet's best friend, Tai would've completely avoided him. Tai wasn't into the games Mercy played, and he wanted nothing to do with mages like him.

Right then, though, maybe having Mercy with him would've helped—Tai didn't recognize anyone he passed. Apparently he'd been away from the club too long. Since his split from Kabe a year and a half ago, he hadn't bothered with the scene. He'd mostly spent time at home or in the Sanctuary, keeping company with Ratchet at the bar.

Tai scowled at the floor. Time with Kabe had killed more than their on-and-off relationship. For two years they'd made a go at it, lust burning fire-hot in the beginning. By the end, they'd been all wrong for each other, happier apart than together. They'd let the charade die and walked away. Now Kabe had a new Domme and was thrilled with the match, or so Kabe's last email had said three months ago.

And that's good. He'd wanted Kabe to move on. That was all that mattered, even if Tai still floundered with the loss. Work kept him busy, though it wasn't the biggest pain in his everything. No, that honour went to Estrel, who only got mouthier every passing year. Gods alive, that cat was like having a keeper, one who spoke the single language of asshole and lived to shred Tai's apartment to scraps.

Treats not served on time? Whoops, there goes the pillowcase. Food not warm enough? Ah, hey, there goes your favourite pants. Haven't bothered to give me a scratch? Hmm, how about I climb up this shelf and knock all your stuf—oops, did you need that vase? So sorry. Now worship me.

Tai snorted. He still loved the little furry bastard, though sometimes he wondered what he'd been thinking, rescuing Estrel from the ugly little rainy street in the city's west end.

Because he was thrown out like the trash I found him in, frail and abandoned, just lying there, crying out and shivering and looking for an escape from the night?

Yeah. There was that. And where abandonment went…

It took everything Tai had to keep moving through the first of three posh lounges on the main floor, sticking close to the wall, away from the groups on the black leather couches and chairs. This wasn't the time to dwell on bad times. His past was gone, and he'd paid the price for the loss. By all Wisle's curses, his whole family had paid an even worse price, save his cousin. They were the only ones left, not an answer to be had, no matter how hard he'd searched. No names, no faces—

Dammit, no. He did not need this shitty trip down memory lane, and the sooner his head learned that, the better everything would be.

Tai hurried from the lounge and up the stairs to the second of the three main floors, doing his best to ignore the dungeons in the subbasement and the cages on the rooftop. The second floor wasn't as open and free like below, most of it taken up by dozens of rooms that were already in use, or so the bright red lights on the door panels suggested. The spacious lounge in the centre was as packed as the one downstairs, glitter littered everywhere on the shiny black floor, red petals strewn in what he supposed used to be spirals, gauging from the few curves that were still intact.

The swanky aesthetic from downstairs continued through the corridors, tying back to the club's glamourous atmosphere. As usual, Ratchet and Mika kept it looking like a hideaway for the wealthy and famous, touches of blood-red giving the club a rougher bite. They catered to clientele from across the spectrum, from the I-don't-do-peasants influencers to the under-the-radar workers—all legal, professional, and high-end… but ultimately dangerous, secrets playing a human façade. If the wrong people knew who played in the Lare's halls, there'd be shit to shovel.

Shivers raced down Tai's spine. "Trust starts at the moment you step on our welcome mat, and safety goes home with you," Mika always said, Ratchet echoing the same whenever someone questioned their businesses. Above all else, they served shifters, sorcerers, and anyone in between that lived inside the lies, afraid to be shipped off to some lab in the middle of nowhere. It was even more important now, having a safe place to play. To exist.

Thanks to those damned dragons, Tai almost muttered. Their ugly show in the autumn had dragged attention to holes no one should've been looking in. They'd made shifting more dangerous than usual, what with people expecting something else to show up. In the ruin of hours, the world had gone from believing dragons didn't exist to wanting so much more from bastards that'd disappeared as quickly as they'd arrived.

Tai had never been so thankful for the Lare, or for Mika's hoarding tendencies and his ridiculously stuffed financial accounts. Ratchet and Mika gave people what they needed, including a protected place for magic to run as wild as the shifters. The club boasted the latest technology to make any wish happen and the best of holosuites—any program, any setting, and any kind of custom work for a reasonable fee. In those suites, creativity was the only limit. They'd even introduced holographic stories before any other club in the country, designed to unlock chapters as the players fulfilled scenes to their very ends. The levels were endless, the games ongoing, and they were as popular as the escape rooms on the third level, every one of them BDSM-focused with every tool available.

Hiding in plain sight, they'd taken the scene to the kinkiest high-tech extravaganza available, and people were noticing. Not a month went by that Mika didn't mention some interview or journalist pushing him to stay at the top of the game. Ratchet was merely content to stay on the floor, serving drinks and managing.

Which is totally why he's up here right now.

"Hey," Tai called out. "Hair guy."

Ratchet popped out from behind the open door he'd just snuck through: Tech Room 3, according to the nameplate. "Oh, hey, give me—" He ducked into the room again, his gravelly voice muffled. Someone else responded with a high, feminine pitch, followed by a snorted laugh as Ratchet chuckled.

A moment later, Ratchet slipped back out into the lounge and closed the door behind him. All smiles, he drew Tai in for a hug. "Bro, 'sgoing?" Ratchet clapped Tai's shoulder and pulled back. "You made it. Thought you'd punt this one." His bright cerulean-blue eyes gleamed behind thinly striped contacts as he grinned, narrow white lines passing over his irises like tiger stripes. Thick black eyeliner only made them that much harder to look away from. "Too fancy and not nearly dirt-deep enough."

Tai snorted. "Left the dirt in the courtyard since someone threw up his idea of gaudy deco everywhere."

Ratchet laughed. "Yeah, says the one who could use a little gaud hanging of his tip, right?"

Humming while he peered at something behind Tai, Ratchet drew his hand through his hair. Usually both sides of his head were shaved with a length of hair styled down the middle, the strands of rich purple, black, and midnight-blue hanging to the base of his neck. Right then, however, the tattoo on the side of his head was visible, but he'd covered the other side with shoulder-length extensions in a mix of dark hues, almost like a rainbow trapped under translucent black paint. Among the extensions hung narrow chains of silver links decorated with tiny wings and crystal charms, matching the chains cuffed to his ears.

If those didn't stop someone in their tracks, his ever-growing tattoos could. Ink covered his arms and sprawled over most of his light tan skin beneath his alt-metal look: black cargo pants weighted with buckles and belts, black t-shirt, huge black boots, and the tiniest damned wings strapped to his back with thick chains. For all Tai knew, the wings were nothing more than wire hangers and foil, probably something Ratchet had thrown together at last minute.

Well, shit. He's really living in this one.

"It's looking good, though," Tai added, if only to keep Ratchet smiling, a habit from when they were children, growing up together.

"Right? Both clubs are full, and the Bay's just as packed." Ratchet frowned before pulling his phone from his pocket. "Damn," he muttered, thumbing the screen. "Hate to run, but—" Ratchet slipped the phone back into his pocket. "You're on the hunt, I can tell, so lemme save you a few steps." He pointed upwards, his smirk deserving a playful smack. "Check the exhibitions, second in particular. It'll be enlightening."

With that, Ratchet was gone, rushing towards the closest elevator, shouting, "Happy horning," over his shoulder.

Exhibitions. Code for the exhibitionists playing freely, not giving a damn who saw.

Tai took the stairs up to the next level, mulling over his options. The usual suites would be open, set on various holoprograms to give as wide a landscape as possible. At least two of the non-holosuite options would be open as fully stocked cells.

But second? What's he playing at?

Trust.

Ratchet had never led Tai wrong, not even once since Tai first met him, back when he'd been a terrified five-year-old. He needed to trust Ratchet now.

The third floor was quieter than downstairs, its lounge half full. Most of the furniture was taken up by subs without leashes, naked and playing mercilessly while Doms watched from a distance, occasionally barking an order or stepping in to make an adjustment. There was a hint of music in the background, past the moans and whines offering a soft welcome home as he turned down one hall.

He glimpsed into the first holosuite he encountered, drawn in by the sound of a waterfall, its rushing waters as realistic as any he'd seen. The group frolicking in the water at the waterfall's base certainly agreed with him, sunlight bright on their bare skin as they laughed and splashed around on the dark grey rocks jutting out of the river, wings and costumes discarded on the lush green banks. Not far from them, a pack of black wolves padded along the bank, the distinct flavour of shifter magic teasing Tai's senses from their direction. Not quite on the prowl for a good lay—more on guard, watching for trouble.

That may have had something to do with the two members of the group at the heart of the water pool; the ones that didn't need costumes or to turn their furs. Those two were Faeries at play, their delicate, gleaming wings as nature-blessed as the rest of them, everything about them currently wrapped up in bliss. Any distance given by the wolf pack wasn't one of toying desire but of reverence, and there wouldn't be any coming between them and those they protected. Not that night.

Except that was room one, not two, taking him further down the hall to the next open suite.

He expected to find some kind of castle or palace inside, given how much Ratchet loved their architecture. Instead, room two displayed a massive city park, full of shadows and moonlight. Modeled after the park in eastern Keikei, the smooth brick paths wound between trees and bushes, partially lit by fanciful park lamps. Patches of wildflowers rested in the darkness, and well-pruned hedges loomed in the shapes of wolves, bears, and dragons with a pegasoi in the background, wings outstretched. Leaves rustled in the distance, as calming as the constellations stretched across the night sky.

One step took him onto the grass. Another three ushered him onto the closest path, one he walked carefully, curious about the breathy voices on the other side of a hedge wall almost as tall as him.

Past the hedge, bodies moved together, entwined on a modest garden of leaves and crushed flowers, overshadowed by the BDSM gear abandoned on a towel at the garden's edge. Three forms kept his attention for the time it took to sort who was pleasuring whom, only to lose him with a wail that broke through the moans and whines.

Grinding his teeth, Tai looked away, tempted to stay to see how long the scene lasted—

Or he could die right there, gaze glued to the beauty across the way.

The swing… it wasn't more than a hard seat on thick chains, tied to the old tree thirty feet to his left. Back and forth, creaking quietly, the swing's constant rhythm kept time with the threesome to his right.

None of that mattered with the gorgeous face peering back at him. Under the glow of pale blue fairy lights, the guy on the swing may as well have been naked: there wasn't much to his shiny little shorts and black ankle boots with their narrow heels, though they were nothing compared to the wings strapped to his back. Big like a butterfly's, the dark tips of the wings reached above his shoulders, fluttering with every swing, their bottom edges nearly grazing the ground.

Breath—fuck, was Tai ever out of it, thoughts silenced as he watched. The beauty on the swing was glammed up, bright and pretty with a silver glimmer to his pale skin, dark blond hair pulled back just enough to keep the wavy locks out of his eyes…

Eyes that kept Tai still, threatening to rip his guts out if Tai didn't just breathe. The gentle movement back and forth was hypnotizing in the least, damned frustrating at the worst, and that sculpted jaw he could nip at for days, the hint of scruff teasing his skin… entirely too tempting.

They locked gazes, tension ready to burst into flame—

Only to kill Tai the next moment as the guy looked away, uninterested.

By the fires, that was cruel. Tai fell back a step, disappointment punching down. He hadn't expected the guy to jump off the swing and run to him or anything, but some acknowledgement would've been nice.

And yet…

Tai stepped back again, closer to the hedge, its sharp ends scraping his jacket. Watching was allowed, or so it seemed, what with the swing still going, wings tapping against the guy's back. Beautiful and elusive, he may as well have been a butterfly sent to torment Tai with denial.

Fuck, he'd nail that pretty creature to the floor and beyond if he had the chance.

To the sound of groans and whispers carrying on behind him, Tai watched and waited, willing Butterfly to grace him with another glance. He wouldn't force it. The trespass had been his: he'd interrupted something, Butterfly's attention having been on the threesome on the ground as they enjoyed their romp. That attention might never be Tai's to have, but if he waited, if Tai's patience did the asking, maybe he'd earn a bit of interest.

The last thing Tai expected was the hand that drifted across Butterfly's chest, a careful crawl across his breastbone that took Tai's curiosity with it. So casual. Deliberate.

With a grip still on the chain on the other side, Butterfly played his fingers down his chest, slipping over his nipples on a meandering path of caresses that journeyed down his waist and to his lap. Not once did he glance at Tai. He denied that gift, keeping it out of Tai's reach. But that hand…

The touches continued down Butterfly's thigh, then up the other before sliding between his legs. A subtle grab flowed into a glide of the fingertips up to his waistband, only to get lost inside his shorts and stay there, muscles flexing as he stroked—

Tai nearly choked. Gods be cursed, Butterfly was working himself, fist moving slowly but surely. He swung slower while he played, still denying his glance. Still in control. The waistband of Butterfly's shorts inched down, freeing both his hand and his cock as he rubbed his tip with his thumb, body contracting with the touch, lips parted.

And a look. Goddesses, that look.

He couldn't have thrown Tai a hotter gaze—a dead-on stare that slammed into Tai, tearing through him like a thousand cuts.

But then—oh, bloody fuck, right then—Butterfly bit down on his lip, worrying it as he tilted his head back, throat exposed, open for the tasting.

An invitation.

Wasting none of the offer, Tai crossed over the grass and walked around the swing as Butterfly kept moving at a cautious pace. The glory of his wings came into view, a glossy mosaic of neon blues, vivid purples, and pale golds with thick borders that appeared black under the soft blue light, narrow metal strips keeping the smooth film sheets in place.

As the swing completed its fall back, the wings brushed up against Tai's chest. He gave Butterfly a gentle push, sending him forward again. This time, Butterfly lifted his feet higher off the ground and grasped both chains, the fingers of one hand glistening with what looked like pre-come. Tai's second push was harder, lower. Butterfly leaned into the press on his lower back before swinging away again, ankles crossed.

On the return, Tai grabbed the chain and jerked the swing to a stop.

A slide of touch down the warm chains brought their hands together, Butterfly's grip staying… waiting, so much steadier than his breaths. He shivered under Tai's gaze, looking ahead but never behind.

You'll have to wait a little longer, beautiful.

Wafts of vanilla scented the air, cut with nutmeg and honey—scents that clung to Butterfly's skin, urging Tai closer. The metal edges of the wings swept over Tai's cheeks as he pulled Butterfly back, both fists still around the chains, keeping him balanced. Up close, Butterfly's hair was a mix of metallic-red highlights and white-blond strands among the dirty blond, all fastened back with a simple rose clip. His earrings were just as simple, the silver studs and small hoops ensuring the rest of him would be seen first.

And seen he was, down his toned body and over the tattoo on his back, hidden beneath the wings. The tattoo took up its fair share of skin: another pair of wings, stunning in their hints of more.

If he'd had any say, Tai would've ripped off those damned fake wings to get at that artwork.

A groan had him snapping his head up. Butterfly's fingers were back on his cock, rubbing his tip mercilessly. Head tilted to the side, Butterfly leaned back, wings crushed to Tai's chest.

Chain links dug into Tai's palms as his fists tightened. Butterfly was all but presenting himself, holding his thickened shaft just so, giving Tai the perfect view of what he offered. What he wanted. He was close, too, ragged breaths chasing after the need to come.

Tai released the chains and walked around the swing. Nudging Butterfly's legs open, Tai stepped between them to grab Butterfly by the cock.

Butterfly stilled, breath hitched as he kept his gaze downward, unmoving, trapped in the silence between them.

Slipping his free hand along Butterfly's jaw, tracing the roughness, Tai lifted Butterfly's chin. "No," he commanded quietly.

Butterfly's glance flicked up, throwing Tai off guard. Bright fuchsia eyes held him there, irises flashing purple—a fine wine hue accentuated by lighter shades of glittering eyeshadow and eyeliner. As Butterfly's glossy lips parted, Tai returned his stare, letting havoc wreak its way through him. Part of him expected a Dom to come stomping in, ready to tear him a new one for touching what was theirs without permission…

Tai brushed his cheek along Butterfly's. Nipped his throat. "A drink," he murmured, drawing his lips over Butterfly's ear. "A drink first, then we play."

He stepped back, hand held out in offering—and smiled as Butterfly accepted, allowing Tai to pull him up. Maybe tonight doesn't suck so much after all.

If only everything were that easy, like laying waste to the feeling that he was in the middle of a loss he couldn't name. By all Wisle's curses, he was asking for something. He just didn't know what.
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Tai had never been so tempted to destroy his infuriating door.

After a single drink at the club and the briefest of chatter—enough to confirm there wasn't another Dom to worry about—he and his pretty find had ended up here, in front of Tai's apartment, about ten seconds from fucking in the empty hallway if Tai didn't get the door open.

Click went the lock, and relief took over. The hot breaths racing down Tai's throat were even better, lips roving over his skin, the drag of tongue sending shivers down his spine. He could almost forget the headache clambering to take him down.

"Butterfly," Tai muttered. The door cracked open, and he slid a glance to the fuchsia eyes so close to his, all mischief and promise. At least he had a name now: Gates Colfaethe, though seeing Gates as anything more than a butterfly or glimmering Faerie was a challenge Tai was absolutely failing at.

Gates drew back, one blond brow arched. "Too much?" A smirk pulled at his lips, most of his gloss gone—but only because it was plastered to Tai's neck and lips, the taste of candy lingering on the tip of his tongue. "Or not enough."

Fingers traveled over Tai's waist, just above his pants, then slipped inside—

Tai snorted, refusing to move as Gates's fingertips found his cock. "Gorgeous, I was just gonna welcome you in." He pushed the door open further. "Bed. Now."

Gates's grin dug Tai ten feet closer to the Halls of Eternal Bliss. "Well, if you insist…" He withdrew his touch and brushed past Tai, the tip of one wing catching Tai's jaw—a gentle reminder of what Tai intended to do with those damned frustrating things.

Without asking for directions, Gates wandered through the foyer and into the softly lit living room, never once faltering. His heels clicked a slow, constant rhythm across the wood floor as he headed for the hallway to the right of the living room. Gates said nothing, seemingly unfazed by the state of the apartment, not that it was trashed or left to shambles—merely lived-in and functional, nowhere near fanciful. Tai didn't care if anything matched, and Estrel didn't seem to hold any opinions either way, save for what cushion was comfiest and how much of the second-hand couch his bony ass wanted to share.

Speaking of which—

Tai glanced around the apartment, locking the door behind him. Usually Estrel spent his nights lounging in the living room, spread out on the slate-grey couch or sprawled in one of the blanket-smothered armchairs. Right then, Estrel wasn't anywhere to be seen, though his toys were scattered over the rugs. One of his mauled chew toys perched on the edge of the low table in the centre of the room, while a shredded cardboard box lay close by, looking like it'd been flung at the vidscreen in the wall.

Tempted to peek into the kitchen, Tai started towards the doorway at the other end of the living room, expecting to glimpse a fluffy grey tail sticking out from around the corner.

"Expecting someone?"

Gates's sultry tone jarred Tai, but it was the sharp clack that had Tai snapping his head towards him.

Goddesses. On. Fucking. High.

Gone were Gates's shorts, his nakedness on display, but the way Gates posed in the doorway made it worse. Leaning back against the doorframe, one wing on either side, Gates waited with one foot up on the opposite side of the frame, bearing everything. Poised and ready to go, cock flushed dark red up against his stomach, he'd left Tai with little to remove. Just those sleek ankle boots and crushed wings.

Gates stroked himself, a creep of fingers and thumb up his shaft that left Tai cursing silently. "Or maybe I'll stay here, model it for you, hmm?" He tilted his head, gaze locked on Tai's as he pressed harder against the frame and grabbed his cock. Caught in the tightening hold of his fist, Gates rose into the touch, muscles tightening from abs to chest. The doorframe creaked, joining his quiet hiss. "The longer you look, the longer I'll play, if that's—"

Tai snapped his fingers—loudly, crisp enough to sting. "Bedroom. Now. Don't make me tell you again."

Oh, the look that got him, intensity burning up the silence.

Gates smirked and lowered his leg. "Don't leave me waiting." He turned into the hallway, only to stop and peer back over his shoulder. "I'll flutter right the fuck off if you lose interest, boss. Can't keep me locked in forever."

You—

Tai stalked across the living room. Hard. With intent. Gates moved further away, ear turned towards Tai as he stepped slowly, shuffling deeper into the hallway. By the time Tai caught up to him, Gates had already reached the other side of the hall and pressed against it. Chest flat against the dark blue wall, legs spread, Gates rested one palm up on the wall, keeping steady.

Slipping in behind him, Tai slapped his hand to the wall, just shy of Gates's fingers, loving how Gates's breath hitched as Tai leaned in.

"Baby, I don't need forever," Tai murmured, "only tonight." He forced his knee between Gates's legs. "Really hard to lose interest with this—" Tai slapped Gates's ass and got a gasp in return. "—out in the open. So get it into my room and kneel it down, because that mouth of yours needs a good fucking." With the crawl of a touch, Tai drew his fingertips down the crunched film of Gates's wings and followed their centre line down his back, into the small of his spine.

Gates moaned and arched into the wall, grinding against Tai, shifting into his caress.

"After that," Tai continued, "we'll see about taking care of this." His hand went lower, sneaking into the crease of Gates's ass. He pressed into Gates, gently working the tip of his finger through the tightness. "How about that, hmm? Think you're just gonna flutter away now?"

Breaths shallow, Gates shook his head. He groaned, clawing marks down the wall as he pushed back into Tai's hand.

"Yeah, that's what I thought." Tai kissed the back of Gates's head and pulled his hands away. "I'll be right there."

Gates shot him a frown over his shoulder. "Bed or floor?"

"Your choice."

With a nod, Gates was off, wobbling on his heels before catching himself and heading down the corridor towards the bedrooms.

As Gates disappeared into Tai's room, Tai rubbed his forehead and let out a deep exhale. His headache flared at the contact, and it'd only gotten worse since he'd stepped into the apartment.

Maybe he should let Gates go, let him flutter off to someone who didn't feel like the spirits had gone five rounds of dropkicks on the soul. That awful wrong feeling burned like a brand on Tai's heart as memories floated closer to the surface. Something was throwing shit at him, but nothing was clear. It was as murky as the little he knew about Gates, other than how Gates wanted to suck Tai's face off instead of talking.

All things considered, he'd opt for the latter, because Tai didn't want to care about much else. His dick wanted Gates's lips around it, not unnecessary details. Besides, it was safer for Gates to stay. Instinct told him that much.

But where in the blessed curses was Estrel?

Brow furrowed, Tai wandered into the kitchen to find nothing but puddles of water and bits of food scattered around Estrel's dishes.

Okay… Tai returned to the hallway, checking every corner, then bypassed his bedroom in favour of peeking into the bathroom and guestroom at the end of the corridor.

Bright green eyes peered at him from the furthest corner of the guestroom, a dim wash of moonlight catching Estrel's silhouette on the desk chair by the window, his tail curled tightly around him—an unusual choice for Estrel so late at night but not unheard of. The guestroom was unoccupied most of the time, occasionally put to use whenever Tai's cousin, Molly Rey, visited. She'd been the entire reason why he'd rented the two-bedroom apartment to begin with, in case she needed a getaway from work. Given how monotonous her life at the haven could be, he made sure she had a place to run to. It was the least he could do to repay her for all the years she'd watched over him.

"Behave, Estrel," Tai muttered, rubbing at the searing pain behind his eyes. He could imagine the judgmental glare Estrel was giving him. "Let me get through the night. You can yell at me later."

Content with the silence in reply, Tai headed back to his room and closed the door. Folding his arms over his chest, he leaned back against the doorframe, admiring the sight before him.

Gates kneeled at the end of the bed, barefoot, hands behind his back. With his head down and rose clip gone, his hair fell in a messy tumble of blond and metallic-red waves around his shoulders. Only his wings remained, one strap pulled down his arm, his shoulder exposed. Everything about him waited at ease, submission caught in a stilled image, wrapped in the grace of knowing just what to do.

Tai was going to drill that grace straight into the bed, leaving nothing but a sweaty, whimpering mess.

Torturously slow, Tai shucked his motorcycle jacket and hung it in the closet, then slid the door closed with a drawn-out crawl over the tracks. Gates didn't move, his chest rising and falling a little faster.

Boots were next, abandoned by the nightstand as Tai focused on Gates's tattoo—a peek of ink just above the wing that'd slipped down, baring his shoulder blade. Such a shame he'd have to lose one pretty thing to get at the other—

Tai unclipped his chains and slammed them onto the nightstand.

Gates jolted, hard. His gasp startled the silence, the calm busted by tension. Muscles twitching from shoulders to ass, he struggled to settle, hands fumbling in their loose grasp.

Still, his head stayed down. His trust stayed at the edge of the bed, dangerously so as he parted his legs wider, fragile in his efforts to keep balanced. The strap of his other wing crept down his arm, more of him open for the taking. He couldn't have been any more beautiful if he'd tried.

Undoing the top button of his pants, Tai padded over to the end of the bed, straying close to the worn black dresser against the wall. A glimpse of Gates's reflection in the dresser mirror caught the secretive smile on his lips—a flittering thing that disappeared the moment Tai turned to face him.

Measured steps closed the gap between them, right up to the scrape of the bed frame on Tai's shin, Gates's forehead barely a finger's length away from Tai's chest. The stillness didn't waver even if the silence did. Gates's breaths were audible as his chest rose and fell in its careful, constant rhythm. Control at play.

Time to break that.

Tai dug into Gates's hair and tugged, Gates's head jerked back as easily as he'd been startled. No resistance, just those wine-purple eyes gazing upwards, desire waiting to be pushed over the edge.

"I'm not looking for a scene," Tai said, twining Gates's hair around his fist. A sharp pull on Gates's scalp earned him a wince, the flash of brighter purple in Gates's eyes urging him to do his worst. "Just looking for a good fuck, got it?"

"Couldn't be clearer," Gates said quietly with a notable huskiness. He smirked. "You're the one wasting time playing with a new toy, so when you're actually ready to fuck, you just let me know. Though if you're ever so inclined…" He tilted his head back further and to the side, revealing a faint scar along his throat. "I'm open to things. Many things. But since you're just looking for a fu—"

A grip to Gates's throat shut him up instantly, words lost to an exhale as he shut his eyes. Goddesses, the mouth on him.

Brushing a finger down Gates's cheek, Tai watched carefully—the way Gates gave in, leaning into the touch with his hands still behind his back, his cock hard, everything about him saying he wanted release. He was an image to appreciate, to soak up and destroy, simultaneous in their sweet torment. Because someone needed to be tormented right then, but Tai didn't know why, only that the strange feeling hadn't gone away… that crawl of a shadow biting down on loss, bathing in its grief.

"Consider the offer tendered," Tai said, hating the waver in his voice as he released Gates's hair. "If I change my mind, I'll let you know. In the meantime—" He dragged his thumb over the tip of Gates's cock and grinned at the moan that got him. "—I've got a list of wants, and your mouth is half of them. You protected?"

Gates nodded. "Fully chipped, vaxxed, patched through, in addition to my many charms." He smiled slyly. "I've got a few of those."

Tai snorted. "You definitely do." He drew his thumb over Gates's lips, letting him get a lick in. "But we're both CVP'd, and that's charm enough."

Kissing Gates came quickly—a solid crash of lips that brought Gates up against him, returning every breath and play of tongue. They'd made out in the nightclub, but this… He'd almost forgotten how Gates tasted, and it pissed him off.

Hands sinking into Gates's hair, he kept Gates where he needed him: head tilted back, lips wet, taking the assault of licks and nips. Gates dug into Tai's hips, pulling Tai closer, onto the edge of the bed, until Tai had to lean into the mattress on one knee to keep them both upright, their kiss deepening all the while.

He only wanted one thing, and just the once, even if the idea of Gates being with anyone else raised so many bad thoughts, Tai couldn't think straight.

Gates slammed reality back into him, impatience coming through as he undid Tai's pants and worked them down Tai's hips. One hand around Tai's cock, he explored Tai with his lips, glitter clinging to the moistened trail that Gates tongued up Tai's chest. There weren't any gentle bites, only Gates's teeth scraping over Tai's hardened nipples, then a tug on their tips, tongue sweeping around their edges.

Tai hissed and sank deeper into the mattress, his other foot barely touching the floor. The seizing ache in his cock wasn't any better, an agony that worsened the longer Gates rubbed him, fisting upwards before gliding his fingertips down.

Gates's touch traveling further nearly took Tai down completely, the tender prodding of his balls countered with the piercing pain of Tai biting the inside of his cheek. Fucking godsdamned fires on fucking goddamned fu—

He yanked Gates's head back. Held tight. Rammed a kiss against those glittery lips and tongued Gates so hard he could barely breathe.

Gates was on the floor the next moment, knees to the rug before Tai could stop him. There went his pants, tossed towards the bathroom, Gates not looking the least bit concerned as he sucked Tai's cock into his mouth.

Tai groaned his appreciation, but it was Gates's quiet laugh that made it torture, vibrations dancing through Tai's shaft. Gods, he'd missed all these sensations. Cock grazing the back of a throat… the slip of tongue… the addictive heat of a mouth, Tai's hands fisted to keep from coming. He'd avoided it for way too long.

But damn if Gates didn't look as though he was on a mission, wings flapping against his back, teeth raking Tai's cock with the occasional sharp nip. Tai should've been trying to get those wings off. Their straps strained around Gates's biceps, needing little more than a tug to snap them apart.

He didn't bother—he simply watched as the coloured films slapped Gates's back on each thrust forward, then released whenever he did, quickening with his pace.

"Fuck." Head falling back, Tai slipped his hold around Gates's throat to caress at the tightness there, his cock deep inside. Gates was almost too good, taking Tai exactly where he wanted to be. Any faster and he'd come shortly, but any slower and he'd be cursing himself for the worst idea ever, all but finishing it off on his own.

Help—

A chill swept through the haunting of shadows he'd shoved into the background. Tai lifted his head, suspicion kicking in with ugly whispers. A shudder raged through him, rattling every bone.

The mirror.

That damned bloody mirror.

And Molly Rey… in the damned bloody mirror.

Her murky image flashed in and out, darkness weaving through the glass—a void that clawed into the world between them, threads dancing around the edges. She looked like a walking disaster, her long diamond-pink hair dirty and messed up, ragged like the rest of her.

Gates grunted, mouth stopped halfway down Tai's cock. Tai caught Gates's annoyed gaze before looking back to the mirror.

The image was gone, his reflection staring back at him with the same confusion keeping him stuck there.

Shit.

Gates withdrew completely. "Sidetracked, huh?" He wiped his lips on his wrist. "Guess that's that for now—"

Tai hauled him close, knocking him off balance. Gates fell into him, hands hitting the mattress on either side of Tai's hips.

"You're not done till I say you are," Tai muttered against his lips, "and right now, you're going onto my dick, right where you belong." He pulled Gates onto the bed and slapped Gates's thigh. "You put the work in, you get the workout, so bend the fuck over."

Damn, that stunning smile he got in reply… sweet as honey candy and filthier than muddy hooves. Gates didn't say a word, only crawled up the bed and leaned over. Head resting on his folded arms, he spread his knees wide.

Another glimpse at the mirror shook Tai into frustration, shock still clinging.

There was nothing but an average pane in an average mirror. No images, no Molly Rey, no point in worrying.

Except he did worry, doing his best not to show it as he rummaged through his nightstand for lube. He hadn't worked mirror magic in forever—not since twelve-year-old him had declared it a waste of time and left it to rot. Just because he and Molly Rey had the ability didn't mean he'd wanted it, especially if it got him disappeared. Then again, he'd sucked at using magic anyway, so no harm, no foul.

But he had been thinking of Molly Rey, so was it a hallucination? A figment of his headache? Maybe his post-traumatic stress was rearing its ugly head again. He had almost lost a couple of coworkers that day, and loss and him… they never got along. Ever. Every time it showed up, Tai always paid the cost with no kindness in the fallout.

There wasn't any reason to think he'd lost Molly Rey, though. She would've called him. Failing that, their brother, Colton, would've made the call—likely killing Tai's phone in the process with how many times he'd let it ring. Colton was family, another one of the misfit orphans that'd had nowhere else to go but the haven they'd called home. With Colton working at the haven as East Watcher, he wouldn't allow Molly Rey to get hurt, and neither of them would mess around with Tai, using the magic he hated.

Tai slammed the drawer closed. Screw it, he was making shit up. His headache wasn't going anywhere, and now it'd progressed to making him see things. Too much time at the clubs could've done that: there'd been an overwhelming taste of magic in both, all those Fae and magic users congregated for hours at a time. He was sensitive, that was all. Besides, he didn't even know what Gates was. He could've been a sex-powered siren for all Tai knew.

Caring about it, however…

Screw that. He didn't want to care. He'd sleep off everything else and let Gates go in the morning. Maybe even have a chat over breakfast before they parted.

Tai made it across the bed to Gates, the bottle of lube in hand. He lost himself in prepping Gates, working him open with one coated finger, stretching and twisting. Breaths coming in a shallow rhythm, Gates swayed and ground his hips as Tai nudged in a second finger, then a third. Gates buried a moan in the sheets, rocking with Tai's efforts and trying to get off.

Tai tossed the lube aside. "Butterfly, that's not it. Hold still."

Gates mumbled a curse and stopped, peering behind him.

"What? You deserve it, coming up here like that." Tai slid up the bed to lie in the centre. He stroked his cock, pre-come mixing with the lube still on his fingers. "So get your ass over here and take it. Either that or we'll do it the hard way. I bet it'll take two hours for you to get tired of wai—"

He laughed as Gates scrambled to get on top of him. Sinking down on his cock, Gates took him all the way, caught up in groans and fidgeting while he found his place.

"Mhm, figured as much." Tai gripped Gates's hips, nails leaving their mark. Gates hissed and shifted, rising up slightly before dropping again. "And for extra points—" Tai clutched Gates by the throat and drew him down. Nearly lip to lip, he pressed his thumb and middle finger into the flesh just below Gates's jaws. Gates's pulse beat hard beneath Tai's fingertips, Gates's breaths mixing with his own.

They eased into their kiss that time, going for the kind of life-sucking depth that left them both panting, foreheads pressed together.

Gates was up again in the next moment, riding Tai at a cautious pace. Fingers splayed over Tai's ribs, Gates quickened the rhythm, moaning as Tai stroked him and thrust up once, then again, driving harder into Gates each time. Again, those wings flapped, slapping Gates's back, sometimes sticking, sometimes catching the air a little more as Gates leaned back and dug into Tai's sides, eyes closed to everything else. Glimpses of colour waved in and out of Tai's sight, reflected in the mirror, a constant flutter—

Tai grabbed Gates around the middle and rolled him. Growling out his frustrations, Tai slammed Gates down into the bed and thrust into him as deep as he could. Gates cursed and clawed, tearing Tai's back open with stinging wounds.

"Well, fuck you very much," Gates bit out before moaning. He writhed, the wings crushed beneath his back. "All that work—ruined—"

After a sloppy, needy kiss, Tai fought with the straps of the wings. When that got him nowhere, he shoved Gates over and pinned him to the bed.

Beneath him, Gates laughed into the pillows. Ripping the wings off took all their combined effort. One strap, then the next, neither snapping off but needing to be slid down. Gates surrendered with another laugh, arms twisted behind him as Tai dragged the awkward frame down. The wings were torn, film panels shifting in his grasp before he tossed the wings to the floor.

Forget the remorse pushing to the surface right then—the ink taking up Gates's back was all Tai cared about.

Butterflies. Phoenixsorts. Wyverncast moths. All manners of wings spanned Gates's flesh, linked together by delicate tails and twisted, shredded ribbons. Colourful, twined, and turned about, the tattoo was a menagerie of life in art, painstaking in detail, right down to the fragility of the antennae.

Tai drew his finger down Gates's spine, Gates going still beneath him. What Tai had thought was a single butterfly at the top of Gates's back was far from it: four butterflies of various hues combined with one another in a clever collage, giving the illusion of a single entity with large, dark eyespots in the middle, as though an owl were peeking through. Bright indigos and emerald-greens mixed with lush wine-purples and golds, the details finely shaped with black ink, all over a shadowy bed of black-silver thorns.

Around and beneath the main piece, the rest of the menagerie consisted of smaller winged creatures that spilled over Gates's ribs and halfway down his backside in a mix of fiery and muted tones. The many-hued ribbons met at the small of his back, forming a ring inside the dip of his spine, its shadow work making it look as if the ring floated on his back.

Goddesses, the cruelty in hiding all that.

He kissed the ring first. Gates flinched, then let out a shaky breath as Tai traced the ring with his tongue, joined by the slow, tender stroke of the fingers he slipped inside Gates. Kiss after kiss, Tai worked his way up Gates's back, paying mind to every wing, each of them a moment caught in time. To the sound of Gates's quiet moans and contented sighs, Tai worked his touch downwards until he cupped Gates by the balls, rolling their heaviness in his palm.

Gates squirmed, face buried in the pillows. Hugging the soft mound close, he ground into Tai's hand, ass lifting to rub against Tai's cock, more insistent the longer Tai played. He shook with the struggle, muscles pulled tight, edging closer to release.

"I know, gorgeous." Tai kissed Gates's shoulder. "I've got you."

Tai went deep and dirty, taking Gates in a merciless fuck that left Gates crying out and clawing at the mattress. The bed frame creaked in protest, candle holders on the headboard rattling with the sharp snap of his hips.

Gates came first, spilling into his hand. Tai continued his thrusts through Gates's vulnerable shudder, his tearful whines with biting curses, and into Gates's final shove back, clamped tightly around Tai's cock.

The second Gates raked his nails down Tai's thigh, Tai lost it. Tumbling into release, he cried out against Gates's back, holding tight. Everything else sank into the unspoken, thoughts lost to the void. No memories. No pain. No reminders that he couldn't stay locked in climax forever.

Reality let itself in like the bastard it was, stealing away the weightless highs and swapping them for grounding lows. Tai's memories cycled through the names of his exes, with Kabe at the forefront, connecting to lost fragments of time he shouldn't have cared about—not with Gates right there, no comparison needed.

Except Gates was a one-time thing, and prior commitments stuck around like cracked glue, not quite ready to give up.

By the fires he was a right fucking jerk.

Tai pulled out and rubbed Gates's back, adding pressure as Gates settled flat against the mattress, a muffled sigh his only reply.

"Be right back." Tai kissed Gates's exposed nape, the unadorned skin slicked with sweat. Gates murmured in response, none of it words Tai knew.

It took minutes before Tai finally made it off the bed and into the bathroom tucked in the corner of the bedroom. After a quick wipe down, he returned to Gates with the moist cloth and cleaned him up, including the smear of glittery green eyeshadow under his eye.

"Good?" Tai rubbed Gates's ear, lingering along the outer edge.

"You tell me. Was I?" Gates grinned and propped himself up on his elbow. "I mean, are we looking at a dick count of ten stars or less, because if that rating's anywhere near one or tw—"

Tai crushed his lips to Gates's, sending him back down to the bed. "Piss off," he muttered before kissing Gates again, loving how Gates held the back of Tai's neck to keep him close. "Solid freaking twelve so shut up already."

Gates smirked. "Glad we got that settled, boss."

After a swat to Gates's thigh, Tai was up again and headed for the bathroom. He resisted the temptation to look back. Fuck, he wasn't that attached. Seeing Gates in his bed… it dragged up a brick of feelings he couldn't do anything with.

Too much to lose, lying in that bed; too much lost with someone who'd lain there two years ago. Not enough to fight for in the end, just the grief that clung to whatever-weres.

Seriously, this is how it's gonna be? Stuck on self-sabotage because complicated is so much better? Tai closed the door, but not without sneering at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. Gates would leave in the morning, nothing more to it, mostly because Tai needed him to. Anything else…

A heavy sigh screwed with his head as he washed out the cloth and hung it over the shower stall. Okay, so maybe he was reading too far into things. Gates no doubt belonged to somebody, even if they didn't know it yet. He was a beautifully trained sub, and while Gates had told Tai over their drinks in the club that he didn't have a master, that didn't stop someone from courting him the moment he left Tai's bed.

Even so, goddesses only knew how fast Gates wanted to get out of there and on to the next conquest. Butterflies didn't stay. They flew wherever they wanted, messed about however they pleased. Should they be caught, they'd be snatched up and fondled, bound in their beauty. For all he knew, Gates was as good as spoken for. He didn't need a master to be claimed.

Tai didn't spare a look at his reflection before he washed his face, scrubbing away his eyeliner and the gritty layers of sweat and body glitter. He'd feel better once he got sleep. Everything would—

Shit!

Agony slammed through him, exploding from ear to ear. No warning. No—

He doubled over, out of breath and paralyzed over the sink, gripping just to stay upright.

Scream for him. Scream for help—

Fuck, the mirror. Movement in the glass. Shadows creeping through, threading down the porcelain—

Tai!

That was Molly Rey's voice.

Molly, haven, so far away—

—But she was shouting as if she was close. So close she was inside him, punching his soul. Touch the mirror, now. Dammit, Tai!

Fires, his head. Was he dying, bleeding out without seeing a drop of it?

His hands—he could move those. And his neck. Just a bit. Raising his head, though, raising up through the hit…

The mirror. She was in the mirror.

Teeth grinding, Tai fought to raise his gaze, head slowly following suit. Molly Rey was caught in a fog—no, smoke. Surrounded by smoke. Flames—flames in the background, eating up the curtains… the darkness… taking away the darkness.

She wasn't alone: Natire floated by Molly Rey, a ghost of the in-between; a patron spirit of the haven. One of three. One of their protectors.

But the burning. That awful burning…

Molly Rey touched the mirror, her palm and fingers darkened, almost rotten. Tai! Now!

Tai slapped his hand to the mirror.

His fingers sank into the shadows, the glass hot to the touch. The past crashed through him, misery from top to bottom, searing on a deluge of memory. Blood magic—it coursed through their veins, his and Molly Rey's, the mirror a conduit to connect them. The magic dragged and stumbled, fighting him for every step, tying them together over the vast distance.

Emotions filtered through—panic at the top, on the boil with Molly Rey's anger, her desperation becoming his. And the stench. Gods, the stench of it all, bleeding through their connection, burning wood and ash as heat devoured the stone walls. Noise too, screams rising up in the not-so-distant distance… bangs… the crash of a beam behind Molly Rey—

Tai gasped, his hand burning where Molly Rey's hand was black as night. Hurt. She'd been hurt—

"Tai!"

Molly Rey's shout shook him with its violence. He nearly collapsed, her voice so loud in his head, it shamed amps on full blast even with the sink taps still on, water swirling down the sink.

"Tai, we're under attack. The fire—" Molly Rey startled. Peered behind her. Terror seeped through Tai—his or hers?

What sounded like a flashbang went off somewhere near her, its bright light caught in the corner of the mirror. She grabbed the gun strapped to her thigh and aimed at something in the background, her burnt hand still on the mirror. However awful she'd looked earlier in the bedroom mirror, she was the ultimate disaster right then, Tai catching the scent of soot and smoke clinging to her clothes and tangled pink hair.

"Dammit!" Molly Rey spat out. "The haven—it's destroyed. I repeat: destroyed. Taking hits—"

Tai froze.

The haven. Destroyed.

Fuck—no. Oh fucking no.

And Molly Rey stood in the middle of it, crying out, covering her head and ducking down as a beam crashed to the ground behind her, on the other side of the room. Her room? No, wait… the reading room? No, not that—

"I've been trying to get at you long enough." Molly Rey struggled to hold on to the mirror. "This is the last time I can do this. I'm getting out. Piss off, you goddamned bastards!" she yelled, face turned towards a barely muffled boom in the distance. The mirror shook, her hands no better off, fingers caught in a constant tremble. She was shutting down from the inside out, magic draining her faster than the fight.

Molly Rey turned back to the mirror. "Phones are down—someone's jammed them. All of our comms are dead. And where I'm going—" Her scowl chilled him to the core. "Don't know what I'll manage."

"Molly," Natire warned, xir raspy tone as comforting as a comb of nails scraping across a car. "Time to go." Natire's ghostly hand came up, fingers splayed. A wave of brittle magic danced around Molly Rey and Natire, pushing on the thin veil that popped in and out of visibility as it sucked in the reinforcing magic and blended into the darkness. "I can't keep this up, child. The dead aren't limitless."

Molly Rey's face fell so deeply, Tai would've given anything to pull her through the mirror and hold her tight. Someone had hurt her, and that was bad enough. For heartbreak to be thrown in her face…

"I'm going." Molly Rey shoved her hair out of her eyes with her wrist, the gun still in her hand. "Hiding. We're moving the children to someplace safe. And the wounded. The rest of the vulnerable. Colton's out there with them and the Watchers. Mages are on the defence. I'm just here to get help." She gripped the mirror with both hands. "Help, Tai. Please. We need—"

"I'm coming," Tai spat out. "Right now. Booking a flight."

"No! Dammit, no!" Molly Rey snarled and tapped the end of the gun to the glass. "You're not running into this. I want you to send help. Send. Get—" She growled, aggravation darkening her glare. Natire swept a touch over her shoulder, a whisper of doubt piggybacking on Molly Rey's magic. "I'm out. Can't wait anymore. Just help. But stay the fuck put. We need stuff, provisions, not you rushing in, getting your ass killed. That's it. Take the time you need but stay there. Zamera out."

Darkness fell, wiping the mirror clear.

The magic cut off—a clean splice, releasing Tai with a cold shove. Molly Rey was gone, torn away. Only the callousness of running water remained.

Shit shit shit. That was why he'd been feeling off. There she was, trying to cheat death, and he'd totally ignored it. Asshole. I'm such a freaking—

Tai held fast to the edge of the counter. How? How could anyone attack the haven? Callensdale had done nothing to no one. It offered safety to the shifters and other magical beings that'd needed hope, far from the threats that would've seen them turned in or screwed over. The haven dealt in life, giving everything to those who had nothing left. For someone to attack…

Terror shot through him, competing with a simmering rage like twin blasts of hot and cold tearing each other's throats out. He hadn't been this scared since he'd seen his parents murdered.

Ratchet. Need to tell him.

He turned off the taps and dried his hands, then returned to the bedroom. Gates hadn't left the bed, only turned over to lie on his stomach, face turned away from the bathroom, all of which suited Tai just fine. He wasn't up for explaining. Gates wouldn't understand anyway, so what was the point?

Tai opened the closet as quietly as he could and grabbed his phone from his jacket.

"Problem?" Gates's voice drifted over from the bed, soft and sleepy.

"No," Tai answered through gritted teeth, unable to look at Gates. "Go back to resting. I'll be back soon." He stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind him. The moment he was alone, he called Ratchet.

The connection went straight to voicemail. Twice.

"Dammit," Tai muttered. Ratchet was most likely passed out at home, sneaking in a quick nap since he'd be up early to deal with event matters. Either that or his phone was dead.

It was just as well—Tai didn't want to discuss anything over the phone. Not when he didn't know who was listening in. He wasn't a complete fool: after the dragon sighting, all sorts of agents would be up to their dicks in surveillance, especially in the city where it all went wrong.

The chime of Ratchet's voicemail pissed him off even more as he left his message. "Hey, asshat," Tai said, "thanks for not picking up. Need to see you, basically fucking now. It's almost three—wake your ass up and text me. I'll keep harassing you till you do."

He hung up, only to text Ratchet the same message. Everything else was just a matter of waiting.

Molly Rey had told him to stay. That he had time.

None of that made him feel better. The Callensdale haven had been their home for years, ever since he and Molly Rey had been whisked away to the haven's veiled location, hidden from whoever had killed their parents. They'd shown up on the haven's doorstep as bundles of paranoia and horror but left as mostly adjusted adults ready to see what the world offered, other than secrets. Between the Eightfold Watchers and the patron guardians, they'd never had reason to fear life on the haven's grounds. They'd been raised well. With care. Just as every child of the Dale was.

Now that compassion and kindness had been devastated, and for what?

Tai scowled at his phone, thumb poised over the Message button. He should go to Ratchet's place and bang down the door until someone let him in, except…

Gates.

Tai had gone rough enough on him. He wanted Gates to rest it off, at least for a little while, and he didn't need anyone else knowing his business.

Then again…

His fucking head. He wasn't fit to go anywhere, let alone drive. His insides felt as if someone had gone full-on supernova on his brain matter, then redecorated his skull with a sledgehammer. His sight was blurry and getting worse the longer he stared at his phone, details bleeding together—a reaction to the magic he'd completely forgotten about. If it was anything like when he was a child, the blurriness would last for at least an hour, maybe longer since he hadn't worked mirror magic in over twenty years. Molly Rey had always been the strongest at their shared ability, not him.

No, leaving the apartment was a bad idea, likely to get him killed with a fate far worse than what Molly Rey would deal out if he didn't obey her instructions, even if loyalty demanded he run to her. Staying put was already making his skin crawl.

Tai sighed and headed for the kitchen—

—Only to hit the ground, knee slamming down before he could stop himself from falling. His other leg buckled just as quickly, bringing him face-first against the wood floor.

Okay… not going anywhere.

Rolling onto his back, Tai hissed at the contact on his spine. He called Ratchet from where he lay in the corridor.

Voicemail. Again.

"Change in plans," Tai said in his new message. He stared at the ceiling, waiting for the doubled shadows to stop dancing. "Meet you at the club at eight. Morning eight. Have coffee."

He let the phone slip to the floor by his ear, the clatter too loud to not wince at. Fine, if his body didn't want to move, he'd lie there for a bit, then try to get up and hobble back to bed, assuming Gates didn't find him first—or Estrel didn't sit on his face. The thud and click, click, click coming from the other room meant the furry bastard was already on the way, probably to loaf on Tai's chest and smack his tail in Tai's face, knowing Tai wasn't in any condition to stop him.

Maybe there was merit to Molly Rey's argument after all…
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Damn. On the one hand, he was awake. On the other…

Gates blinked, caught up in staring past the folds of pillowcase. What had Tai already half-dressed and sneaking about in the hazy light of dawn on a weekend morning? So much for a relaxing Perasdaye.

Tai cursed under his breath as he struggled with his belt buckle. Halfway across the room, he grabbed a white shirt from the smaller dresser and pulled it on, then fumbled with the buttons. Sexy, if not for the fact he looked preoccupied and jittery. Almost as bad as he'd been earlier that morning, before he'd finally gotten into bed and settled into fitful sleep, allowing Gates to cuddle close. He'd not wanted to talk about the problem then, and chances were he'd be just as obstinate now. It didn't help Gates hadn't done much but drift in and out of sleep since they'd finished playing. He'd obeyed Tai's command to rest rather than poking around to see if he could help, only to wake up confused as to what'd kept Tai away from bed for so long.

Gates frowned. He was reasonably certain he had nothing to do with whatever was freaking Tai out, all of Tai's stress and worry flooding the modest apartment with a touch of darkness. It was enough to have Gates itching to cleanse the place. Tai's cat—Estrel, if he recalled correctly—kept some of the bad things at bay, but not nearly enough.

Not my apartment, not my fight.

Still, the urge was there, that run towards balance forever in his blood. If he could just—

A clatter startled him. The ache in his ass flared up at the interruption, leaving him groaning.

"Shit," Tai muttered. Frozen in the bathroom doorway, Tai glanced over, his phone on the floor. He winced as Gates returned his gaze. "Sorry. I just—" Tai scooped up the phone and rubbed it on his shirt. "Didn't mean to wake you." He swiped the screen, his other hand dragging through his dark hair, the longer sections on top messier than the night before, his scruffy look still in play. "I was gonna give it a half hour," he mumbled.

"It's fine." Gates sat up and wiped his eyes. "Was awake anyway."

Tai slipped his phone into the back pocket of his loose, dark cargo pants. "Probably my fault. Can't seem to just fucking dress—"

He looked away. An awkward sidestep took Tai into the bathroom, followed by another that hid him behind the wall before the sink tap came on, the water saying more than Tai had.

"Guess that's my cue to get out, huh?" Gates dragged his legs across the bed. Aches followed his every move, not letting up even as his feet found where rug met cool wood floor. Goddess, it'd been a long while since his last good fuck. Totally worth it.

"What?" Tai peered out from the bathroom, towel in hand as he dried his face.

"Said I'm off, then?"

At least Tai grimaced at that. "Yeah, sorry. I—" He scowled and yanked his phone from his pocket to glance at the screen. "I need to be somewhere, pretty much as of yesterday." The phone went back into his pocket. "Not that last night wasn't good—"

Gates waved the apology away. "It's fine. I probably should've left right after." He flashed Tai a simpering smile. "Your bed was too comfy, boss."

Tai snorted and threw the towel aside. "Should be. Cost me six months of overtime." He padded out of the bathroom. "Listen…"

"Hey, no explanations needed. You've got someplace to be and I need to piss, so can I…?"

Now there was a sound worth hearing: Tai's laughter, soft and relaxed with a smile to match. "Of course. Sorry. It's all yours." Tai motioned behind him. "Whatever you want, just use it. Shower's usually pretty good on the pressure. Watch the knobs, though. The hot's a bit ficky."

"Thanks." Gates hurried to the bathroom, a whiff of Tai's smoky lavender cologne catching him on the way. At the last possible step before the bathroom tiles, he turned to glimpse at Tai—a move that threw Tai off, going by his startled look, a faint blush spreading across his cheeks. Seemed he'd caught Tai staring at his tattoos again, and that was fine by Gates. He'd never wanted to hide them anyway. His ex had done the job perfectly, and she'd only gained more clients at her shop after Gates had paraded about enough, showing off her talent.

Tai moved on quickly, saying nothing as he left the bedroom. Instead, a barrage of angry meows greeted him on the other side of the doorway. After a heated exchange of meow, "screw you," meow, "yeah, yeah, five fucking seconds, cat," and something of a grumble, Estrel bounded into the bedroom and pounced on the bed.

Gates grinned at the fluffy grey and black mass stalking across the sheets, glaring at Gates with big green eyes. "You," he said, pointing at Estrel. "Behave, fuzzy floof. Let me clean up, and you'll get scratches."

Apparently content with the deal, Estrel plopped his butt on the bed where Gates had been lying. Tail swishing, he watched Gates, unblinking.

Looks like everyone's on a schedule here except me. Gates shook his head and took care of the morning's business, catching a glimpse of himself in the mirror as he washed his hands.

Yeah, that was deserving of a wince. His makeup was smudged, eyeshadow probably all over the pillows, and his hair was tangled up in itself. Nothing a shower couldn't fix, thankfully, even if it was a quick in and out with an even quicker towel-down. Parts of him were stiff with an overuse he missed more than he'd realized, and the hot water only threatened to take that sensation away. Not so helpful when he wanted to enjoy it a little longer.

By the time he finished, Estrel was curled up on the bed, ears perked up as Gates drew near.

"Hey, kitten." Gates reached out, giving Estrel the chance to sniff him—only to get a headbutt against his hand and a rub of face across his fingers. With a laugh, Gates scratched Estrel's ears and rubbed his cheeks. Estrel's purrs grew louder as Gates caressed his chin. "Yeah, I know. You probably don't get many like me around here, do you?"

Estrel's eyes fell closed, his mouth opened slightly, a rumbling purr his only answer.

"I can't stay, though. Your companion's got other plans." Gates ran his touch down Estrel's spine, smiling at how Estrel flexed, claws coming out in warning.

The scrape of metal on glass sounded from the distance, and Estrel was off like a shot, racing out of the room towards what was likely breakfast.

Gates chuckled as he set about finding his things. If his work weren't so demanding, he'd have cats of his own—a household full, as many as his Faer family could handle.

Instead, he'd settled for an overworked desk job. Though one day…

He snatched up his shorts and keys from where they'd landed on the armchair beside the window and got dressed. There was always going to be that one day, stuck between maybe and not likely. For now, he'd have to deal with having credentials and a computer system that cost more than his house, all while living with his cousins twice removed.

Complicated. Life was always so damned complicated.

Sighing, Gates gathered up his boots and socks, still in their place beside the dresser, neat as could be. Normally he wouldn't have bothered keeping that tidy, preferring the kind of night where everything got thrown in all directions, overshot and sloppy, rubbing in the morning after with an even worse sting. Last night, however, he'd been on his best behaviour. He'd gotten the sense Tai had wanted him badly, maybe even needed, and Gates hadn't wanted to disappoint either of them. That'd been his only reason for being there. On a one-night stand. After being alone for years.

Gates fell back onto the bed and frowned as he pulled on his boots. This wasn't his protocol, going all in for a hookup, but last night…

Could've been a hundred times bad. Instead, I got exactly what I wanted, gave enough to knock him out soundly, and his cat likes me. I've had worst dates that lasted all of fifteen minutes.

On the other hand, his wings had seen better times.

He dragged the wings off the back of the armchair. They'd ended up crushed and creased, the corners torn where the blue and purple films had separated from metal frame—nothing he couldn't fix. They'd been perfect while they lasted, though. He'd almost told Tai to record their movement on camera while Gates was riding him, but considering he'd only known Tai for an hour before that point…

Gates rolled his eyes and wandered from the room, heels clicking across the wood, echoing through the corridor to the living room.

"So, hey," Tai called out, "you want me to drive you home? I'm headed back—" He turned the corner and almost smashed into Gates. "Aeons' tips," he spat out, catching Gates before either of them tumbled over. "Sorry." Face flushed, he flicked his glance down Gates, the thick black rings around his brown irises more obvious in the early-morning light. His long lashes could've put anyone's to shame. "Right, you're kind of…"

Tai cleared his throat and pressed his palm to Gates's chest. He withdrew his hand just as quickly. "Stay here."

Gates obeyed, happy to watch Tai's ass as he disappeared into the bedroom. Last night had been sexy, fuck-me Tai. This morning was a crisper version, the type Gates could take into his office and do things with that would probably get him banned from government grounds.

"Here." Tai returned with a black shirt in his hand. "Try this."

"So wait, first you want me naked and now I'm supposed to be proper?" Gates hummed as he traded Tai his wings for the shirt and pulled it on. The soft t-shirt fit well around his shoulders and waist, falling to his thighs, just above the hems of his shorts. "Wasn't in the welcome package."

Tai smirked. "Yeah, well, rules come and go, baby. Suck it. Oh, wait—" He grinned wickedly. "—you already did."

"Mm, and I certainly didn't hear complaints, just some tepid cries." Gates played a sigh and took back the wings. "Suppose I should do it again and see about making you scream."

Tai's darkened gaze crawled down Gates and up again. "Maybe, if you can hack it. I hear butterflies are delicate—wouldn't want to ruin you in the process."

Gates moved close enough to ghost a kiss over Tai's cheek. "Never said I was delicate, boss," he whispered, a chill racing down his arms before he pulled away. "But you've got someplace to be, and I'm dressed now, so what's your call?"
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