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      Book one in the Immortal Ink series

      Beau thought Aaron was dead to him… Imagine his surprise when his former lover slinks into his tattoo shop.

      Eight months ago, vampire Beaudelaire Delacourte had it all. As a tattoo artist, he used his special ink and spells to permanently tattoo other immortals and spent countless hours feeding and indulging in BDSM with his human lover, Aaron. Then he asked to turn Aaron so his lover could join him permanently, but Aaron refused, not willing to give up his humanity. Since then, Beau has kept his head down and stayed in his shop, only interacting with his clients, who all come for his special brand of ink.

      When Aaron shows up on his doorstep, half-dead and apologizing, Beau is shocked to learn that his boy was turned at the local vampire club by Stephan, another vampire. Not only was Aaron turned, but his chest was torn open, his fangs were broken and he was left in an alley to die. Spurred by the need to see Beau one last time, Aaron has been hiding in an abandoned building until he found the strength to make it to Beau’s shop.

      Beau takes his boy in again, promising that Aaron will earn his place back in Beau’s bed, and vowing that he will take revenge on Stephan. Unbeknownst to Beau, Aaron is only the first in a long line of humans who Stephan has created then turned out to fend for themselves. As Beau discovers that this is only one of the old rules that Stephan has broken, he and Aaron are drawn into a web of intrigue that can only end in someone’s death.
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      Beaudelaire Delacourte zoned in on the buzz of the needle and the pattern he was drawing up on one paler-than-milk inner arm. The vamp had come in looking for a grim reaper with shining eyes. Lucky for him, Beau had luminescent paint that would indeed glow at night.

      He was almost done and the piece was going to be stunning.

      Of course, he thought his client was a bit of an idiot. Beau had explained that he used specialized ink, permanent on vamps, and given that sun and lasers were a no-no for creatures of the night, it would never fade, never go away and maybe, just maybe, a guy who lived in the shadows didn’t want permanently glowing marks that were in highly visible locations. It kind of messed with one’s ability to lurk.

      Johnny Stupid had insisted, though.

      Beau could have turned the doofus away, but this kind of stupid got under his skin. So he’d quoted twice his normal rate, and was making a pretty penny on this particular piece of ink.

      For a guy who made his reputation by his fangs, Johnny sure was whiny about the needles. Beau rushed the job just to get it done so he could usher the loser out of his shop. He should have said no and turfed the guy when he’d first walked in. Beau was smiling, though, when a nice fat wad of cash was handed over. He waved the guy off and stuffed the money into his safe.

      A slow night had turned into a good take, thanks to Mr. Glow In the Dark Vampire.

      The bell over the door rang, and Beau shook his head. Sunrise was near and he’d been shutting down the shop, pulling the heavy shutters across the windows and doors. “Sorry, we’re closed.”

      “Beau?” The voice was a sweet, soft tenor that reminded him of long nights of feeding and fucking. Aaron.

      Of course, Aaron had left him, what, eight months ago now? Calling Beau…an abomination and informing him that under no circumstance did Aaron want to become what he was.

      He looked up to tell whoever it was who’d shown up that he didn’t want what they were peddling, but what he saw made his jaw drop and the words freeze in his throat.

      Aaron was gaunt, milk-white, full blond hair gone limp and dull.

      “A…Aaron? Is that you?” He wasn’t quite sure he believed it. His Aaron had been robust, tanned, hair like a romance cover model’s. His Aaron had been alive.

      “I…I came to see you.”

      “Satan’s balls, I barely recognize you.” He could feel the dawn like a specter breathing down his back. He had to lock up. “The sun will be up soon, you should go home.”

      “Okay. You’re beautiful, still. I should have told you yes. Forgive me.” Aaron pulled his hoodie up and slipped out of the door, silent as a wraith.

      What?

      Aaron always did have a flair for the dramatic.

      Beau went to the door and called out after the figure fading in amongst the shadows. “Unless home is within a block or two, you’re going to be incinerated. Get back here and help me with the damned shutters.”

      “I don’t have a home anymore.” Aaron stopped, but didn’t turn around.

      Beau pondered his next move quickly. He could let Aaron slip away to whatever hole he was staying out of the sun in, or he could invite the man in and get answers to the questions bouncing around in his head. If he let Aaron go, he had a hunch he’d never see the man again.

      He sighed and cleared his throat. “Get back here, A. And help me close the shutters.”

      “I didn’t come to be a bother.”

      Like Aaron wasn’t the biggest bother of his life already.

      “You’ll help me close the shutters. There we go. Not a bother.”

      He rolled his eyes and shut the door as soon as Aaron was through it. After locking it, he pulled down the heavy metal that blocked out the sun. “Get the windows, A.”

      “‘Kay.”

      God, he was burning with questions. Burning.

      They got the shop locked up tight and Beau pointed to the chair. To his credit, Aaron sat.

      Beau took the stool. “So what were you looking at getting?” It wasn’t the burning question driving his curiosity, but it was familiar, comfortable. Besides, the ink—it had a way of making a man talkative.

      “I… I was…I keep… Honeysuckle.”

      He’d once fucked Aaron  under a honeysuckle bower in the full moon, bound his lover’s hands with the vines.

      His eyebrows went up, but he could see it already, the vines wrapped around Aaron’s wrist just like they had been that night, a couple of flowers hiding among the leaves.

      Beau began grabbing ink and filling his little pots. “You trust me to do it freehand?”

      “I can’t pay you.”

      Beau looked up, meeting Aaron’s eyes. “You can pay by answering my questions.” It wasn’t like he needed the money. Aaron’s story, however—that, he was pretty sure he needed to hear.

      Aaron nodded, eyes burning in his skull.

      Beau hooked the machine up and stepped on the pedal, the buzz soothing him immediately. That sound was his blood, ink flowing through his veins. “Hold still.”

      “Okay.” Aaron’s eyes were nearly clear now, barely any green there.

      Beau watched them a moment longer, then turned to his work, touching needle to skin, punching the ink beneath the surface.

      Aaron watched him, still and silent as the dead.

      It looked like Beau was going to have to draw his former lover—and former live dude—out.

      “When did it happen?”

      “Six months ago. I was at the club and… It was stupid. I know I shouldn’t have gone without protection, but I was looking for… It doesn’t matter. Someone decided to claim me.”

      Beau’s nostrils flared and his knuckles went white around the machine. He had to bite his lip to keep from snarling that Aaron had already been claimed. “If you weren’t interested in being turned, why were you at the club?”

      “I was looking for someone.”

      Beau took a few deep breaths and applied needle to skin again. “Oh?”

      “You. I missed you like crazy. I fucked up. I wanted another chance.”

      “So you went to the club on your own?” Beau nearly snarled the words out. Stupid, stupid move. Aaron knew better. “You know better than that.”

      “I was hoping you were there. My skin didn’t fit, I couldn’t eat, and it was Monday. You always went on Mondays.”

      “I stopped going after we…” After Aaron had left him.

      He inked in another vine, putting a knot in it at the side of Aaron’s wrist.

      Aaron fell silent again, but Beau felt the man’s eyes on him.

      “So you went looking for me…” And he refused to take blame for this—Aaron knew better than to go to the club without being under someone’s protection. Not unless he wanted to be fed upon, used or worst, turned against his will.

      “I did. Stephan decided that I’d treated you poorly and he turned me on stage so that I could pay for my mistakes.” Aaron wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I came to apologize. I mean, I’d come to apologize before, but now, too.”

      Beau snarled, foot leaving the pedal, and the sudden quiet felt loud. “Stephan turned you? He had no right. He knew you were mine.”

      Stephan was fucking lucky there was nothing but daylight out there right now, or Beau would go rip him to shreds this very moment.

      Aaron unzipped his jacket, the scars where Stephan had drained his blood brutal and ragged. This had been no loving thing, or even a sexual one. Aaron had been subjected to the most pain possible.

      “Fuck. Fuck, Aaron. Nobody tried to stop him?”

      Stephan was a dead man. As brutal and painful a death as Beau could devise. Payback was a bitch.

      “I deserved it. I was scared and stupid.” Aaron zipped back up, hiding in the heavy fabric. “The honeysuckle is beautiful.”

      “I take it Stephan didn’t take you under his wing?” It wasn’t really a question. If Aaron had belonged to someone, he’d be thriving now instead of looking like the walking dead.

      Aaron shook his head. “At least I knew to get out of the sun. They took my wallet, my clothes, broke my teeth and wished me luck. I found an attic in a little office building. I stay there. Insurance agents.”

      Beau got up and began to pace. “I’m going to kill him. I’m going to take his fangs and throw him in a pit and then I’m going to let the sun take him, piece by piece.”

      “I didn’t come to make trouble. I came to see you, literally. I just wanted to look.”

      “So you still don’t want me?” Beau was stung, he really was.

      He’d thought the big reason why Aaron had dumped him was because the man hadn’t wanted to give up his humanity, and that wasn’t an issue anymore.

      “I want you more than anything, but I’m broken, Beau. Ruined.”

      “I’m kind of a collector of broken things, Aaron.”

      He went back to his stool and picked up his machine again, stepping on the pedal to fill the room with the buzzing. He let it encompass him, let it soothe him and bent back to his task.

      Aaron sat beautifully, and Beau inked the life back into the milky skin. He wrapped the honeysuckle vines around Aaron’s wrist, then filled in a few light-colored flowers.

      He sat back when he was done and grinned. “That’s my mark on you now.”

      “It’s beautiful.” Aaron stared into him, so intense. “I was wrong, Beau. I went to the club to say I was wrong.”

      He reached for Aaron’s cheek, cupping it. “You’re so skinny. How have you been surviving?” Had Aaron’s fangs grown in at all? Was it even possible with his teeth knocked out when he’d been made? Stephan had some nasty payback coming his way and Beau would make sure he paid it.

      “Rats. The building has a rat problem.”

      Six months. His lover had been living on rats for six months.

      “And your fangs?” Because having to squeeze out the blood would make it even worse.

      Aaron exposed his teeth. The human teeth were there and whole, clearly grown back in thanks to the regenerative abilities of vampires, but the fangs were barely long enough to push past them. Feeding would be possible, but a bitch until they finished growing back out. “It took time to be strong enough to come see you.”

      Beau touched the baby fangs. “You need a protector. You need a teacher.” Aaron needed him.

      “I think. I think he should have killed me. It would have been kinder than this.” A single bloody tear slipped down Aaron’s razor-sharp cheekbone. “I’ve been so frightened.”

      If Aaron had shown up at his doorstep the day after Stephan had done this, Beau would likely have hesitated, still hurt from Aaron’s rejection. But eight months had passed and he could feel the pain Aaron had suffered, could see it.

      He wrapped Aaron in an embrace. “You don’t need to be scared anymore—you’re mine now.”

      “I’m not worth saving.”

      He would have spanked Aaron if he’d thought it wouldn’t have knocked him over. “You made a mistake. I’d say you’ve paid for it.” He stood. “You can be the shop apprentice for now. Cleaning up, running errands. I’ll show you how to clean the machines.” He wasn’t ready to offer more at the moment.

      If only Aaron had accepted his offer in the first place. Of course what ifs could drive you crazy, he’d lived long enough he knew that.

      Aaron nodded. “I can clean.” The too-big hoodie went up, Aaron hiding his lean face again.

      “There’s living quarters in the back. You can sleep at the foot of my bed.”

      He got a silent nod. They tidied up, then he led Aaron back to the room where they’d made love so many times. Aaron sat on the floor at the foot of the bed, looking like a pile of discarded clothes.

      Beau tugged a box out from under the bed and pulled a thick comforter from it, handing it over.

      Then he took a pillow off his bed and gave that to Aaron, too.

      “Thank you.” Aaron disappeared in the blanket, hiding from the world.

      What a waste. Aaron had been a lovely, vibrant boy, eager to know everything.

      Beau went to the fridge and grabbed a bag of blood. “Heads up.” He tossed it over.

      Aaron looked at him, confused. “I’ve never…”

      “You’ve never what? Fed from a bag?” That was hardly a shock, if Aaron had been living off rats.

      Aaron shook his head and handed the bag back. “I’m okay.”

      He crouched next to Aaron and handed the blood over again. “You clearly haven’t looked at yourself recently, because you look like shit and you need to feed.”

      “I haven’t been out of the building until today.” Aaron reached for him.

      Beau let Aaron hold onto him, snaking an arm around the too-skinny body. “You can’t live on rats. You need this.” Aaron didn’t even need to use his fangs on the bag, it had an easy drip line.

      He brushed his fingers over Aaron’s eyelids, closing them. Then he brought the drip line to Aaron’s lips. “Suck.”

      When Aaron didn’t immediately do as he’d been told, Beau squeezed the bag, forcing the blood down the tube and into Aaron’s mouth.

      Aaron’s eyes went wide, the green flaring back in them. That was better already. Beau leaned in and said it again, “Suck.”

      Aaron keened, pulling hard, the dying body trying to come back to life.

      Beau bet he’d need to go on a blood run soon, and Aaron was going to be surprised by how much better he’d feel when he woke up.

      Aaron began to sink into the covers, clearly fed and safe enough to feel the weight of the sun urging him to sleep. Beau nodded and went to climb into bed. He stopped himself, though, going to the door and bolting it closed. Then he went to bed.

      It never hurt to take extra precautions.
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      Aaron slipped beneath the bed, curling up between the boxes before he felt safe enough to rest. He couldn’t stay with Beau, but the urge to look at him, to see him, had been too much to resist.

      He wasn’t a good man. Not even close. He was weak and frightened and ugly now. Worthless to anyone. Nightmares chased him endlessly, driving him and not allowing him rest, even in sleep. Forever, the nightmares whispered. This will be forever.

      He walked up to the club, knowing that it was Beau’s night to attend, knowing that he had made a terrible mistake, but hoping against hope that Beau would grant him an audience. He had panicked like a child being told that summer would never return. He wanted both worlds, but he needed Beau and he would sacrifice the sun to please his lover.

      The club was crowded and noisy, the smell of cannabis and blood strong. Lights flashed, lighting the faces of the club’s patrons, twisting them into monsters.

      Please, he prayed. Please, Beau. Master. Please.

      He went to his master’s table, careful not to make eye contact, and was immediately felled by a single, sharp blow across the face. He gasped loudly as he found himself hitting the floor, the strength of the blow telling him it was a vampire who’d hit him.

      “If it isn’t the little slut who dared to walk away from one of us. Are you here seeking another master, whore?”

      “No. No, I came to see Be…”

      Another blow landed, this time from an Italian loafer that cost more than he’d ever make and his head spun.

      “You don’t get to speak, bug.” The laugh was nasty. Scary. It was followed quickly by a hand in his hair drawing him up to his feet, higher so he dangled, so his body was stretched for the dull pain of one blow after another, shattering bits inside him.

      He sobbed softly. Surely his master wasn’t watching this, approving this. Surely not.

      Or was he? Did Beau hate him now? A dull, sick horror filled him and he whimpered Beau’s name.

      A hand wrapped around his arm and he screamed, drawing into a tiny ball to protect himself.

      “Boy. Stop that shit right now.” Beau shook him hard enough that his nightmare shattered. Then Beau growled at him, shook him again.

      “I’m sorry. Forgive me.” Aaron scrambled out from under the bed, the huge expanse of space in Beau’s bedroom unnerving after months in a space too small to stand in. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “You didn’t mean to what?” Beau demanded.

      He shook his head. He didn’t know. “Cause offense.”

      Beau snorted. “You didn’t. You caused awakefulness.”

      “I’ll go into the shop and clean.” That was what he’d been told to do, right? What his purpose was now?

      “You need your rest or you’re never going to get strong.” Beau pointed at the foot of the bed. “I want you at my feet.”

      “I’m sorry?” He moved, though, immediately, without thought.

      “Stop apologizing. Words mean nothing without action behind them.”

      “Yes, Sir.” He didn’t even know what that meant, but he knew better than to argue.

      They both settled down, and Beau rested his feet against Aaron’s back. After a moment, Beau asked, “What was it about?”

      Aaron didn’t pretend not to know what Beau was asking him. “The night I went to the club.” When I was looking for you.

      “When you were turned against your will.”

      Aaron would swear he could feel Beau’s finger, tracing the scars on his chest, though he knew it couldn’t be. Beau’s hands were up there, his feet on Aaron’s back. “Yes, Sir.” When I was begging for forgiveness.

      A low, angry growl came from Beau. “He had no right.”

      How was Aaron supposed to respond to that? Beau said he hadn’t been there, but how hadn’t anyone known? How had not one person told Beau?

      “There’s a lot of people who have a lot to answer for. Starting with that dead man walking,” Beau told him.

      “I’m sorry. I wanted… I’m sorry.”

      “What did I just say about you saying you’re sorry?” Beau grumbled. “Rule—you don’t say you’re sorry to me about this again or you will be punished. I will spank you every time I hear those words coming out of your mouth.”

      Oh, how Aaron wanted to be worth rules, worth loving punishment. Worth loving. He could barely think those words, barely give power to them now.

      “Do you understand?” Beau asked. When he nodded, Beau growled, “‘Yes, Sir.’”

      “Yes, Sir. I understand.” But he didn’t. He didn’t understand at all.

      Beau snorted. “Don’t parrot it back to me. Do you understand the rule?”

      God, always pushing. Always driving him. “Yes, Sir. I understand not to say I’m sorry anymore.”

      “And I’ll spank you if you do.” Beau looked so stern. Not mad, stern. And those impossible touches to his body seemed to continue. How could they continue?

      “Go back to sleep, boy. You need your rest.”

      He could feel the order pulling at him, like a physical draw.

      “Yes, Sir. Yes.” He didn’t want to dream—the nightmares waited for him like ghosts.

      He curled up at the bottom of the bed, and Beau’s feet landed on his back again. The touch soothed him, deep in his bones, melting him.

      “No more nightmares tonight,” Beau growled.

      Somehow, Aaron thought they just might stay away at Beau’s command.

      At least he could hope.
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      Beau put Aaron to work and ordered him not to leave or let anyone in. “You stay put. Got it?”

      He waited for Aaron’s, “Yes, Sir,” before he left, closing the door firmly behind him to prowl through the night. He needed to talk to Harrington and Marisa, find out what he could about Aaron’s turning. About why no one had thought to give him the heads-up.

      He didn’t want to go to the club. He wasn’t ready to confront the people there, to confront Stephan. He needed to have the whole story and to know that he had people at his back, because Stephan sure as hell wouldn’t be on his own.

      His feet took him to La Bianca, Marisa’s all-night coffee shop, and he slipped into the place, immediately feeling her presence. His oldest friend and confidant smiled at him, beginning to pull him an espresso without being asked. He pointed to the booth in the back, and she nodded. It was where they usually sat when he ventured out of the shop, which, admittedly, hadn’t really happened much in the last eight months.

      He slid into the booth and watched the other patrons, on alert. He didn’t recognize nearly as many people as he’d thought he would—this crowd was younger, much more human than he’d expected, much more vibrant and hungry.

      So many things had changed in the time he’d been basically hiding away. He’d been more than just stung by Aaron’s refusal to turn for him. It had hurt him deeply. Still, one of his friends should have told him what had happened. Marisa, in particular, knew where to find him and, he’d thought, had his back.

      He watched her approaching with his coffee.

      Lovely and butch, she was the epitome of hunger, her bright red hair shaved to a stubble, ink covering her neck, sliding up one cheek. “Beau. I thought you’d never come back out to see me.”

      “You knew where I was.” Licking his wounds, to be true. At least for the first while. “You could have come at any time to see me.”

      “I was allowing you your mourning, love.” She slid into the seat, bright green eyes alight.

      He remembered her from hundreds of years ago, when the mantle of aristocracy had sat on her shoulders, her pale skin the height of fashion for so many years. This modern incarnation suited her far better.

      He dismissed the subject of mourning with a flick of his finger. He would get back to that, get back to Aaron, once they’d observed the niceties. This wasn’t just some woman he knew, Marisa was his oldest friend. “How have the months treated you, Mar?”

      “Nothing changes here and everything is always different, you know? I’ve been trying to discover new amusements, but…” She shrugged, the motion all ennui, then the mantle broke as she giggled, offered him a wink. “Honestly, I need new ink and I’m so glad to see you. Life is always better with you around.”

      “You may not think so when you realize how angry I am with you.” He leaned forward, holding her gaze. He would have the truth, not evasions. “Why didn’t you tell me that Aaron paid a visit to the club?” he demanded.

      “I assumed you knew. You went into mourning…” The words were immediate and held not even the slightest hint of anything but confusion.

      “I was licking my wounds because he turned me down, refused to join me in eternity. I had no idea that he’d gone to the club. He went there because he’d changed his mind, you know? Looking for me to apologize and beg my forgiveness, beg me to join us together again and that…that…” He couldn’t come up with a word awful enough to describe Stephan. “That lowlife piece of scum took what he knew was mine!”

      She closed her eyes. “I thought… I worried that Stephan had overstepped, but then when he was dead and no one spoke, I thought our master had interceded.”

      “Terrance was there? He allowed this to happen?” Beau wasn’t sure if that should surprise him. Terrance had always held the opinion that humans were not worth their attention as more than food, and perhaps playthings. He’d always considered any attachments to be beneath their kind.

      “I don’t know, beloved. I wasn’t there and I haven’t spoken to Master Terrance in…years? At least years.” She took one of his hands and held it. “I made the assumption after hearing what happened. How else could Stephan have dared? Aaron was yours.”

      “Is mine,” he corrected her. “And Stephan will pay.” With this new information, though, he needed to proceed with caution, find out the lay of the land. That Stephan had done what he’d done without a single repercussion had to mean that he had many standing behind him. Beau never had played politics, and he would have to make sure that Stephan’s ability to do so wouldn’t supersede the old laws.

      “Is? Beau?” Her eyes went wide, so big he could see himself reflected there. “Truly?”

      Beau inclined his head in affirmation. “Is. He came to the shop just before sunrise this morning. He’s weak. He’s been holed up somewhere, squeezing the blood from rats to subsist. Stephan tore him open and broke his teeth, then tossed him out to die in the streets. Aaron didn’t, though. He has lived with the hunger, lived to be strong enough to come see me again and make amends to me.” Even mostly dead Aaron had known who he belonged to.

      “Who else knows, beloved? Who have you told?” Marisa asked.

      “Who do I have to tell?” Beau didn’t have sycophants the way many of the turned who were Stephan’s age did. He, like Marisa, came from the old days when they kept out of each other’s way and lived among the shadows, lived as legends and stories people told to frighten their children. Sure, he’d hung out at the club—it was the best place to find fresh blood, after all, and could be a fun way to while away the long nights —but on the whole he kept to himself, working his magic with his ink.

      “Good. Until I discover things, keep this quiet.” Marisa worried her bottom lip with her front teeth. “If he’s as weak as you say, he’ll be vulnerable to Stephan. Stephan believes him dead, so there’s not enough of a connection between them to hold, I hope.”

      “He’s safe at the shop—Stephan cannot pass over my threshold without my permission. No one can.” And he would reinforce his wards when he returned home. It didn’t hurt to be cautious. “You must let me know what kind of power Stephan has behind him. If I go to the club, I will not be able to hold back when I see him.” Even now, just talking about Stephan and what he had done to Aaron, Beau could feel the rage filling him, feel the need to avenge Aaron, to teach Stephan a very harsh lesson about keeping his hands off what was Beau’s.

      “I’ll make some discreet inquiries. Everyone comes through here at some point and I’m welcome enough in all circles.”

      That was her specialty—appearing eccentric and harmless when her mind was sharp as a razor.

      “And I shall continue to hone my rage while Aaron heals and grows stronger. When we know the lay of the land, then I shall make Stephan pay for what he has done.” His eyes narrowed as he imagined the weasel on his knees, begging Beau for his life. “I will kill him.” It was just a matter of when, and how.

      “And I will watch. You know how I love when you hunt.” She smiled for him, her fangs sliding down in pure lust. Evil woman.

      Beau adored her.

      He sat back and picked up his coffee, feeling far more settled in his bones now that he’d spoken with her, now that he had a plan. His anger at Stephan buzzed through his veins, humming loudly in his ears.

      He took a sip from his cup, the rich flavor coating his mouth. It was almost as good as blood. Almost—nothing matched the rush and power of blood. Nothing.

      “Still the best coffee you’ve ever had, beloved?” Silly woman, always fishing for compliments.

      “No one brews it as you do, my love.” He was sure she crushed the bones of innocents to include amongst the grounds, or something equally perverse. Whatever it was, he was happy not knowing.

      And she was happy with the deception. It worked for both of them.

      “So, my dear, tell me of your exploits in the last few months. I know you well enough to know that you’ve been enjoying at least one or two playthings. Tell me of your games.” He would sit and catch up with her for an hour or two before returning to the shop.
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      Aaron swept and washed floors and walls, and cleaned equipment and chairs. He kept his head down, his mouth closed, and his mind empty. He was safe here, in the shop, and he would work until he’d paid his debt to his beloved master.

      It had been two days and six bags of blood and he felt stronger every day, able to hold his head up and focus. Thank heavens.

      “You don’t get to have Heaven, little boy.”

      The voice made him spin around, confused and worried, sickness in the pit of his belly.

      The shop was empty-Beau gone for supplies, locking the door behind him. There couldn’t be anyone else here. There couldn’t. Beau’s magicks were vast, intense, keeping him in as easily as they kept others out, a blue haze of security.

      “I’m inside with you, child. Surely you know that.”

      “Leave me alone. I can’t hear you.”

      “Little liar.” Along with the words came mocking laughter. Aaron hadn’t heard laughter like that since…that night. Had it only taken one night for his world to go to hell so thoroughly? It had felt like weeks of agony, of pain that never stopped. Even now, there was an ache that he couldn’t fight, couldn’t avoid, and he rested his head on the top of the broomstick. He would never cease to be tired.

      He looked at the door, wishing that Beau would come back and chase away the ghosts who haunted him.

      “I’m no ghost and you know it.”

      It was a ghost. He’d survived, no matter what anyone had believed. He’d survived and returned home to Beau. Now he wanted Beau to forgive him.

      “That will never happen, little betrayer. You will never be whole or forgiven.”

      “I will, too!” he snapped.

      No. I know it and you know it. You’d better come to me. I’m your maker and you’ll always belong at my feet.

      Aaron shook his head. No. No, he belonged to Beau. Besides, Stephan had left him for dead. And even if Stephan hadn’t, his soul was Beau’s.

      A wave of fury hit him and he shrugged it off. Truth was truth.

      “Truth is you’re mine. Come to me, little boy, before I come for you.”

      The words were like living things inside him, pulling at him, and he found himself at the door, looking through the glass in it, out onto the street.

      No. He’d been there and he’d learned all it could teach him. Now he intended to stay and accept his punishment, his penance. He would spend a thousand lifetimes doing whatever Beau asked of him in order to earn his forgiveness. A thousand thousand lifetimes, and the ghost-voices of another would have to wait until he was done.

      The thought comforted him, eased him, and he started sweeping again, the sound rhythmic. He got lost in it, the movement and the sound of it. Maybe that was why it startled him so badly when that voice came back, ringing out through the shop like its owner was right here with him.

      “Come to me, child.”

      He dropped the broom, the sound like a shot. “No.”

      “You don’t have a choice. Come to me now.”

      The words weren’t just words now, they were imbued with a pull that felt physical, calling to him.

      Aaron headed deep into the shop, away from the window, away from the sounds, into the bathroom where there were no mirrors, no windows, no access.

      “You can’t hide from me, child. And you can’t deny me.”

      Stephan needed to stop. He needed to shut up and leave Aaron alone.

      No matter what, he would never betray his Master again. Never.

      “Then I’ll come and tear the place to rubble, and leave little pieces of you mixed in with the dust.”

      The menace in the words was horrifying, and the only thing keeping him from crying out was the undeniable knowledge that Stephan could not. No one except a master could attack Beau in his lair. Beau had explained that many times, countless times.

      “Come to me, or I’ll ruin him and make you watch.”

      “Leave me alone.” Aaron hit himself, square in the cheekbone, the skin splitting.

      “That’s it, child. Tear yourself open for me.” The nasty laughter was back, sending shivers down Aaron’s spine.

      “Please, Master,” he thought, in the pit of pain where his soul had been. “Come home.”

      “He can’t save you. No one can. You’re mine. Come to me. Don’t make me come to you.”

      Aaron closed the door and turned the lights off, before curling into a small ball beside the sink, hiding away, his heart barely beating. He heard the sound of glass breaking from the front of the shop, glass hitting cement.

      “No,” he whispered. No. No, not his Master’s lair. He forced himself to uncurl, forced himself to stand on legs that barely held him. He forced himself to stand tall, to walk out and defend his Master against Stephan, only to find an unbroken pane of glass, silence.

      It was impossible, and yet not a single pane of glass was broken. Nothing had been disturbed. Insane. Aaron would be more worried on that front, but his mind had shattered when Stephan had reached into his chest and broken off the tip of one of his ribs. Sometimes insanity was the only solace.

      “Not now. Now I’m inside.”

      He whipped around, tripping over the fallen broom and crashing to the ground. He caught his arm on the edge of the chair and ripped the skin off, blood dripping from him. The pain beat at him, echoing the pain of that day, reminding him of it.

      “Leave me alone.” He was so fucking tired and where the hell was his Master?

      “Right here.”

      “You’re not my Master! You’re not Beau!”

      “HE’S NOT YOUR MASTER.”

      The words roared, filling his head, filling the shop, anger flooding everywhere.

      Aaron wrenched the door to the basement open and fell headlong down the stairs, his head connecting on the floor at the bottom, the pain flaring before blackness and silence covered him like a blanket.
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