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Arthit Konkaeo

November 1860

Candlelight flickered beside the bed, casting us in shadows. My beautiful husband stripped, giving me a show. I took him in, from the top of his soft brown hair, down his face that always had a joyful smile and warm brown eyes twinkling with mischief. He turned that grin on me and shimmied.

Everything about him was perfection, from his slim, toned body to the honeyed color of his skin that was steadily losing its tan now that winter was nearly upon us, making the days shorter. The way the candlelight played off his skin made him appear to be a golden fairy, his muscles shifting under that smooth skin as he stalked toward the bed like a jungle cat scenting prey.

I loved being his prey. Especially when he got that look in his eyes. The one that promised delicious, filthy things. Oh, yes. We were about to have good fun.

“Do you know what today is?”

I played dumb, drawing him down to the bed when he came near enough. “Loy Krathong? I mean, we did just return from the festival. You still smell of the incense because you didn’t wash your hair when we bathed.”

Grinning, I kissed the tip of his nose as he slid under the covers next to me. “Are you growing forgetful in your old age, I wonder? You must be.”

Kit pursed his lips, but his eyes still smiled, telling me everything I needed to know. My husband had an agenda.

“You know what I mean.”

“I fear I don’t.” I gave him my best innocent look, which he rolled his eyes at. “Is it a special day?” I teased. “Like the anniversary of the day we met, perhaps?”

His grin lit up the room, chasing the shadows into the abyss of the night and making my dick twitch. He was ever more lovely when he smiled like that, the joy taking over his entire face, making him appear boyish and carefree. “I knew you wouldn’t forget.”

“Never,” I murmured against his lips.

Then I had my arms full of amorous lover as he tackled me. I flipped him easily, putting him under me. His laugh echoed in the room before he tumbled me back over, pinning my wrists against the bed and leaning in, touching noses with me.

“You are a naughty husband,” he said, his tone as smoky as the sweet incense still clinging to him, tickling my nose. “You shouldn’t tease me. Not with the plans I have for you.”

I groaned as Kit licked my nipple. I knew exactly where this was headed, and I wasn’t about to deter him. If my husband wanted to spoil me, I had no qualms with this plan. His delighted chuckle told me he knew my mind as well as I did, and he nipped his way down my body like he’d done hundreds of times since we’d first made love twelve years ago. We’d only been married for seven, but it felt both like we’d been together and in love forever and like it was still new, like we were just now consummating our marriage. I would never get enough of him or how he laid his hands on me as if I were all he needed to live and be happy.

That sentiment went both ways. Kit was my home and my heart. I truly thanked the gods and everything in this world, the next, and the one before that this hyper, adorable man had found me. I thanked them thrice for making my husband persistent, as it had taken him ages to convince me his love was true.

And now he looked at me as if I’d hung the moon tonight at Loy Krathong, the Lantern Festival where I’d met him thirteen years ago today.

“Someone is in a sentimental mood,” Kit murmured against my stomach.

I squirmed and grinned down at him, returning to the present, and threaded my fingers through his soft, shiny hair. “I wonder who?”

His rolling chuckle got my dick harder than stone, and I rolled my hips in a not-so-subtle demand for more attention. “And you are just as bad as me with your unsubtle ways of interrogation.”

Kit looked up at me with a wink and moved lower. He pressed a kiss just above the thatch of dark hair surrounding my sex and looked up at me through his lashes. That look always tried to kill me. I might’ve combusted.

“You like it when I’m unsubtle.”

“I do,” I mused. “I must, because I—”

“The Mahia!” Ezra shouted into the night. “They are here! To arms!”

The air split around us, shaking the entire building. A gargoyle’s craggy bass voice crying out in agony made my blood run cold. The sound of shattering stone got us both moving. Kit bounded out of bed with me a mere second behind him; our ardor immediately banked as we threw on clothes as fast as we could, with me nearly falling on my face in the process.

We’d battled the Mahia Clan for years with no end in sight. They were determined to overrun and destroy the library our magic master had created. Kit and I had been part of the defense for it ever since we’d joined on as apprentices. Tonight was not the first time we’d run to defend the library.

We sprinted into the hallway as the others raced toward the front of the library. Master Declan traded his usual smile for hard eyes, his mouth set into a tight, grim line as he matched our speed. He trailed closely behind the group, tucking his grimoire into his breast pocket, and said rapidly in lightly accented Thai, “Hurry. The gargoyles are calling for help.”

He’d created animated stone gargoyles as the first protective barrier around the library’s building. They were funny, silly creatures until provoked. I personally never wanted to fight one as they knew no mercy. If they were calling in for help, this battle was off to a devastating start.

Kit and I nodded and bolted, though it felt like my soul momentarily left my body as another gargoyle cried in agony before shattering, louder than any crack of lightning I’d ever heard strike a boulder during an elemental mage’s training.

We gathered in the main room of Master Declan’s sentient library, Kassandra, where the others stood around, tense as bowstrings, their grimoires already on their persons and intricate spells flying even as we all looked to Master Declan for orders. We all wore haphazard clothes except Divya, who looked like she hadn’t slept yet. And with the recent attacks, she most likely hadn’t. It was why we’d slept in the library rather than our homes tonight.

Declan looked around him, his face contorted with worry for us and his beloved library, who might as well have been his child, as he’d created her. Kassandra shivered with anxiety, her floors vibrating with it and the shelves creaking as books rearranged themselves. It hurt my heart to feel her fear vibrate up through my feet. I patted one of her bookcases before joining Declan, resting a hand on his shoulder.

He reached up and squeezed my hand in thanks for the support before barking orders. “Arthit, guard the door. Let nothing and no one past you. Ezra, Roman, you two guard the rear. Divya, keep track of and double the building’s wards. Kit, protect the books. Don’t let them hurt Kassandra.”

Kit pulled me to him in a fierce kiss. His lips shivered against mine, betraying him as I’m sure mine betrayed me. I returned his kiss and clutched his shirt, holding him to me for that one precious second. We both needed the reassurance as we knew we were sorely outnumbered in this fight. Prepared, yes, but it might not be enough.

With great reluctance, I pulled back from Kit, and we pressed our foreheads together in a brief prayer. First, to Phra Angkarn, the Thai god of war, for our victory. Then, I begged the Thai god of love, Phra Trimurti, to protect my husband. When our prayers finished, Kit gave me a feral grin. “Battle well. And if I have to rescue you, understand I’ll never let you live it down.”

It was so like him to joke with me, to ease some of the moment’s tension, and I forced a smile in return. “You assume I won’t have to go rescue you.”

“Ha! Not happening.”

With another kiss, I stepped away and ran to the door to reinforce the wards.

No one said a word; we just bent to our task and raced to our stations. Most of our people were already outside, battling in the courtyard by the sounds coming from that direction. When I reached the door, I dared sneak a look just in time to block an attack against Somchai. If I could keep him alive, we might have a chance of winning this. But as I scanned the scene before me, my heart sank. Bodies littered the street and garden on our side of the gates. Rubble from dead gargoyles littered the ground. A head lay near the door, its mouth forever open in a silent scream, eyes open and staring at me accusingly as if I had personally murdered him.

I shuddered and turned my attention back to the fore.

The battle raged on as one after the other of our clan fell, no matter how they or I tried to shield them. Something, someone, was blowing right through our shield spells, and I failed again and again. Guilt tugged at me. I ruthlessly shoved it down as I cast over and over, my magic depleting as time slipped by without notice, my attention focused so hard on the battle that I panted each breath, and sweat ran down my face, stuck my clothes to my skin, and made my hands clammy.

I put as much power behind the door’s wards as possible without sacrificing my safety. We could not fall. I could not fail. If I fell and Kit died…

Shuddering, I shoved that thought down and started casting strike spells as fast as possible.

My heart thundered so hard that the only things I could hear for long moments were my blood pounding through my ears, my shattered gasps for air, and the sharp bang followed by a roaring whoomph of another explosion. The haze of smoke and blood coated my throat, making me choke on my sudden shout as a strike spell blew my closest friend’s head from his shoulders. Somchai’s head rolled two feet before his body toppled, the attack so precise it had to have come from Griselda. Unfortunately, the Mahia Clan’s tactician lived up to her name, meaning “gray battle” in her native tongue. Griselda grinned at me with a wicked light in her eyes just before blowing the gate off its hinges, sending it flying into the building with such force I heard books tumble free of their shelves behind me.

The flood of the Mahia advanced like a tidal wave and slammed against the building’s wards. I blocked breaker spells as fast as they cast them. My breathing came in staccato pants as my mind blanked out, focusing solely on casting the next spell, on blocking the next attack.

Something cracked. The next moment, the ward exploded inward, knocking me flat and sending me skidding a foot from the impact.

“Breach!” I shouted behind me, even as I renewed my attack, tossing up another ward to give my clan—my family—the time to patch the defenses.

The world seemed to slow. Another deafening crack resounded before the ward shattered again. I looked back, craning my head to search for Kit. He ran for me, his mouth open, shouting something I couldn’t hear, his lips forming the word “No!” right before a spell shot past me and hit him in the chest.

I’d failed.

Kit was dead because I had failed.

I tried to cast again, only to realize I had no magic left.

Horror filled every fiber of my being as I looked up into Griselda’s stark gray eyes. Her sneer was the last thing I saw before her spell sent me into oblivion.
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Darkness enveloped me. Nothing existed except the chains of guilt weighing me down, dragging me into depths unknown. And then I heard Declan’s voice as he spouted off a spell. A tether jerked me to a stop, halting my progress just long enough for him to shout, “Someone get his grimoire. He’ll need it in the next life!”

Then, I was lost.
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Kittichat Konkaeo

Iwas awake.

I should not have been.

Those two realizations crashed into each other, spinning madly off and leaving me confused. I forced my eyes fully open, taking in everything around me. I was in my bedroom, the feeling of the mattress and pillows familiar to me. The bed curtains had been drawn back and tied to the posts, which was unusual; I normally had those closed at night to keep the mosquitos off.

Something was off. Something was wrong. I just couldn’t put my finger immediately on what. My whole body felt different like I’d been changed fundamentally. Scents were louder, if that made sense, sharper in my nose. My body felt stronger, too, which made no sense. After the battle I’d just fought, I should have felt drained—

Battle.

Arthit. Where was Arthit?

I frantically turned my head, looking for my husband. He wasn’t in bed with me, which was strange. Normally, if one of us was injured, the other stayed nearby. To not have him in the room with me upset me.

I tossed back the light blanket. Or at least, that’s what I intended to do. Instead, it ripped right along the edge. I looked down at it with blank confusion. I hadn’t put any strength into that motion, so why…? It was almost like I had a vampire’s strength.

From the hallway, I heard footsteps rapidly approaching. Ivy appeared in the next second, and I could tell in a second flat that time had definitely passed. She looked clean and somewhat rested, her black hair in a single plait over her shoulder, wearing the plain clothing she preferred. Not someone fresh from a battle.

“Arthit,” I demanded of her. “Where’s Arthit?”

A slight wince crossed her face, and she didn’t immediately answer, instead coming to sit at my bedside on a low wooden stool there. “Kit, how are you feeling? Don’t try to get up fast, you’ll need to adjust—”

Panic rose in me hard and fast. Why wasn’t she answering? “How bad is he? Can Master heal him?”

She took both of my hands in hers, stopping me from trying to rise from the bed. I studied her face, needing answers, not understanding why she was hesitating. Ivy was one of the bluntest women I knew; if she was holding back like this, it couldn’t be good news.

“Kit.” Ivy took in a breath, eyes closed for a moment in what seemed like grief and pain. “Arthit is gone.”

The words made no sense to me. Gone? Gone where? Arthit would never leave me; it was unfathomable. So, where could he possibly have gone—

The logical side of my brain, the one that calculated energies, magic, and mathematics, provided the answer long before I was emotionally braced for it.

My husband was dead.

No.

Please, gods, anyone listening, no.

Her hold on my hands tightened, eyes snaring mine. “We almost lost you too. It was a damn near thing. I managed to turn you in the nick of time. Ezra tried with Arthit, but…”

She didn’t need to finish the sentence. Arthit had been too far gone before the vampiric change could take hold. I knew my adoptive brother would have done everything in his power to save Arthit. I knew that.

What I didn’t understand was, “Why did you save me, then? If he was already gone, why the hell would you save me?”

Ivy flinched. “Kit—”

I ripped my hands from hers and scrambled out of the bed. Pain hovered in the wings, ready to strike, and fell me on the spot, but it was outrage and anger that drove me right now. “No. No, I’m not living without him. I refuse. Do you understand me?! I fucking refuse!”

Ivy’s vampiric speed kicked in as she rounded the bed, trying to catch me. “Kit, please, just calm—”

I didn’t hear her. I didn’t even try to understand what she was saying to me. Some part of me understood she didn’t want to lose me, too. But the rest of me rebelled at living even a second more. Outliving my husband? Absurd. My heart couldn’t stand the idea. It would have been less painful if she’d pierced me in the heart with a dagger and twisted.

Even as my emotions churned in me like a summer storm, the logical side of me calculated and schemed. I might’ve been a vampire now, but that didn’t mean I was impossible to kill. Just harder. A simple knife slash to my throat wouldn’t do it; I’d need something more drastic. I had to get out of this room first; there was nothing here to aid me.

“EZRA, ROMAN, HELP!” Ivy shouted through the doorway.

Oh, hell no, she was not calling in reinforcements. I stood a chance against her alone, but three vampires against me? I wouldn’t make it.

I darted for the door, determined to escape, but Ivy blocked me. Forcibly, she wasn’t pulling punches.

“Kit, I’m not letting you commit suicide!” Ivy tried to latch onto my shoulder, voice rising in desperation. “I’ve already lost one brother; I’m not losing you too!”

She already had. I was just a walking corpse; didn’t she get that?

I wasn’t interested in arguing with her. The pain swamped me in waves, growing higher and brighter, crashing into me like a tidal wave gone rogue. It felt like I couldn’t breathe under the force of it. There was absolutely no way I could calm enough to hear her out.

Alright, fine, if the door wasn’t an option, window it was. I whirled like a dancer, charging the wooden slats and throwing myself at them. With my heavier, stronger self, I went through the latched window shutters without any issue.

The momentum was jarring, and I didn’t land gracefully on the paved courtyard outside. In fact, I rolled and fetched up rather clumsily against one of the ornamental trees. Shaking it off, I got my bearings, scrambling to my feet. I had no idea where to go right now. Over the garden wall, that I knew, as I had to get far away from here. My family would do their best to stop me.

In the next second, another body flew through the window. Then a second. Ivy and Ezra, Ezra’s bulky form barely fitting through the window, his braids swinging behind him.

Shit. I had no time to plan or organize my thoughts. Run. Run, now!

My bare feet slid on the damp paving stones, finding questionable purchase, so I barely got more than two feet before hard hands clamped around my waist. I grunted and squirmed as I was hauled back against a firm chest. Shit, Ezra had caught me all too handily.

I slammed an elbow into his ribs and kicked at his shins, trying my best to get free. He grunted in pain but held firm. Dammit, where was my grimoire? If I had the right magic, I could’ve gotten free in an instant.

Ivy grabbed my head with both hands, forcing my eyes up to hers.

“You’re not dying on us.”

I looked back at her, the anger still clawing up my chest like heartburn. But with it was this feeling of a gaping hole where a heart should be. The feeling gripped me so intensely that I wouldn’t have been surprised to find an actual hole there. Grief threatened to overwhelm me completely, to rob me of words and sense, but I had to get through to her. I had to convince her to let me go.

“You expect me to just, what, keep living?”

“Yes. I do.”

My throat was so tight I had to force words out of it, speaking around the raw ball of pain lodged there. “He has my heart. I didn’t keep anything back when I fell for him, Ivy. You expect me to live without a heart?”

Her eyes were bright with unshed tears, but her voice never wavered. “We loved Arthit, too, Kit. We’re grieving just as hard in our own ways. I know if he could talk to us, he’d beg us to save you.”

He likely would. But for once, I wasn’t interested in honoring my husband’s wishes.

Ezra’s low voice rumbled next to my ear. “He died protecting you. I won’t let that death be in vain.”

I didn’t care if it was in vain. I could not live in this kind of pain. I refused. Living held no meaning for me if Arthit wasn’t with me. Time without him was not time to me.

A voice I knew all too well rang out from my bedroom window. “Heavens, see your child—”

Fuck! Master was on the scene and determined to save me. His magic had always been formidable, and right now, without my grimoire and with Ezra pinning my arms down, I didn’t stand a chance against him.

I turned my head to snarl at him, “Don’t you fucking dare!”

“—we call upon the powers of the universe to draw him into loving arms—”

A deep sleep, healing spell on top of that? I doubted that would work on me long term, but it would knock me out for a solid week and give them time to come up with a plan for how to contain me.

Desperation fueled me. I fought some more, futile as it was, trying my best to get out and away. No.

Nonononono—

“—until what is broken is healed. So mote it be.”

Deep lassitude stole over me like a heavy blanket from my head down, and I couldn’t fight that. I wanted to, but the rest of me succumbed within seconds, leaving me sagging in Ezra’s arms.

With my last bit of strength, I glared up at Ivy. I tried to form words but failed, as my mouth was too far gone.

She stroked my hair from my face, her smile sad. “There’s still a future for you to live, Kit. You’ll see.”

I fucking would not.

On this point, I was very much determined. And they were about to find that out the hard way.
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Kit

August 29, 2022

Iwas absolutely not stalking him.

I was just keeping an eye on him. Signing up to attend the same university as he did, in the same major, was the easiest way to do that. I could casually bump into him from time to time. I could see him without it being weird.

Hacking the school’s system so I could match three of his classes was just, you know, necessary.

I stopped mid-stride and sighed. I was totally stalking him, wasn’t I?

For that matter, I had been stalking him for months. Ever since Master had told me that my husband had reincarnated. I’d found him—Gun was his name now—and shadowed him. Learned about his interests, his family. He was very different from the husband I’d known, but not. As confusing as that sounded. I could only observe so much from a distance, and that distance was killing me by degrees, so I was desperate to get closer to him.

Hence, I signed up for college courses I could probably teach.

The university campus was abuzz with students walking in all directions, either going to class or coming out of one. The campus was a nice one, most of the buildings a light gray stone, with plenty of trees and planter boxes to break it up and make it look pretty. As expected of a town with money, the campus at Ann Arbor had all the latest and greatest. It felt strange to be here, to be back in “student” status. I hadn’t been a student in more years than I cared to count.

Not that anyone could tell that by looking at me, partially ’cause of the baby face.

Partially because of, you know, me being a vampire.

My phone rang in my pocket, and I slid it out, hoping that, for once, it was a spam call about my car’s extended warranty. No dice. I answered with a wince. “Ivy.”

“Kit. What the hell are you doing?”

“Currently walking.”

“Don’t sass me, you idiot. Did you seriously sign up for college?”

I don’t know why I tried to bluff her. The words just slipped out. “I’m bored, and it’s a way to pass the time?”

“By what, signing up to study a subject you could teach blindfolded?”

I know, right? Wait, don’t agree with her. “Hey, now, technology is advancing very quickly in this generation. Some of the textbooks actually had things I didn’t know. And it’d be nice to give Kassandra a voice—”

“Kit, please stop acting like I don’t know you or how you work. He’s on that campus, isn’t he?”

“He, uh, might be?” I winced. I knew what was coming next.

“Did we not agree that you would leave him alone until he hit twenty-one?”

“I am totally leaving him alone. I haven’t talked to him once.”

“So, you’re, what, stalking him?”

“Stalking is such a harsh word. I’m just keeping an eye on him.”

There was a long sigh. It was the sigh of a woman nearly out of patience with my crap.

A little shame faced, I muttered, “Okay, even I can admit I’m borderline stalking him. Can you blame me? I’ve been waiting for him for so long already.”

“Over a hundred and fifty years.”

“One hundred and sixty-two years, three months,” I corrected instantly. It had been a very, very long time. I’d felt every second of it. Waiting for my husband to be reborn has been the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, bar none.

There was another sigh, this one resigned. “I suppose I should be grateful you’re just stalking him and not trying to seduce him outright.”

“Come on, even I know better than that. It’s not like he has any memory of who I am. Of course, I’ll have to take this slow.” I started walking again, as I really did have a class to get to. The professors were brutal on students who were late. “Heh, it’s actually kind of funny if you think about it. I had to chase him the first time too.”

“Do you even remember what you did to win him over?”

“Uhh… to be honest, I never figured out what did the trick. He never would confess to me just what it was about me that caught his attention. But I figure if I repeat the things I did while courting him the first time, surely something will work?”

“It’s as good a game plan as any. Alright, I’ll leave you alone. But Kit, for the love of anything holy and unholy, please be patient. I know you’re really excited right now to have him back. But he’s not really back, okay? Remember that.”

“I know, I know. I honestly have no intention of approaching him. I just want to keep an eye on him. Humans can be so incredibly fragile, after all.”

“I’ll believe this when I see it. What time will you be back?”

“Three o’clock or so.”

“Alright. Dinner is on you, then.”

Despite being vampires, we all enjoyed food. It held little nutritional value for us, hence why we still had to consume blood regularly, but food was a luxury we indulged in. “Text me your order. I’ll stop by the grocery store on the way back and pick up anything we need.”

“Will do.”

My classroom was on the second story, so I had to go up a flight of stairs, and they were packed. I was shoved around going up but didn’t fight it or put my weight behind anything. I could so easily knock over a human if I didn’t watch it. It was easier just to put one foot in front of another and focus on going into the right room.

Like most university classrooms, it didn’t have much to it. Whiteboard on one wall, rows of desks taking up the bulk of the floor space. I chose a back corner desk, so I had the best view of the entire room, the better to see Gun with. Without, you know, being ridiculously obvious about staring.

I hadn’t been a student in a good century or so, but I knew how to play the part. I pulled out my notebook, the digital textbook for the class, and my pencil case. I also put my phone on silent so it wouldn’t give me away later. Ivy would absolutely not keep my location to herself, and I was bound to be bombarded with phone calls and texts soon.

I didn’t pay much attention to who sat around me. In hindsight, this was stupid. I glanced up and found that the minute I wasn’t paying attention, the man I had followed to this campus had chosen to sit right next to me.

Ever have those moments when you’re so startled that your soul tries to leave your body? Mine tried to exit right through my chest.

Gun! Why the hell was he sitting next to me like it was the most common occurrence in the universe? And holy hell, he was looking at me? Why? Was I acting weird? I was probably acting weird. I tried to act normal.

What was normal, again?

My brain gibbered in panic, but still, I couldn’t help but be wistful. Damn, he even looked like his past self in so many ways. He was taller this time by a few inches, a bit broader in the shoulder. His thick dark hair still liked to curl over his forehead, and that aquiline nose was pointed and sharp. He was as handsome as ever, my former husband, this time with penetrating gray eyes—instead of brown—that still made you feel like he could see right through you.

“Have we… met?” he asked uncertainly.

It wasn’t a pickup line. The sincerity in those words was unmistakable. I swallowed around a dry mouth and fought the urge to say, yes, we have, in a previous life. Don’t you remember me, my love? Of course, he didn’t. I went with the safe answer. “I’m Kit.”

He held out a hand. “Gun.”

I took it. Felt the warmth and strength of those long callused fingers folding over mine. Fought to pull him in closer because that would just scare him. “Nice to meet you, Gun.”

“You weren’t in this major freshman year, were you?”

“Oh. No. I transferred in.”

“Ah, makes sense. It’s a small major; we all know each other, so I wondered. Which, uh, country are you from?”

Even after being in the United States for a good hundred years, I had a noticeable accent, so I wasn’t surprised by this question. “Thailand. I immigrated here many years ago, though.”

“I’ve never been there. Do you—” He cut himself off as the professor entered, calling us to order. The way Gun’s brow compressed for a second signaled his annoyance at being interrupted.

We had no choice but to pay attention at that point. Well, I faked paying attention, as Ivy had been right. As a technomage, I could probably have taught this class blindfolded. We weren’t yet at the exciting classes for me. Soon, but not yet.

I was fascinated by artificial intelligence and thought I might use it to aid my nonverbal friend and give her a voice. Only, you know, with voice actors who get paid for their time, enjoy transfer of rights, and receive royalties for their time as agreed upon by the actors, managers, and their lawyers.

I sighed at the thought. AI would be incredible when everyone involved got compensated fairly. I may not have been able to change the industry, but I could at least rest easy knowing that my hopefully soon-to-be-verbal friend would one day have an ethically sourced voice.

This class, though, was teaching the basics of computer systems. I’d only signed up for it because a) Gun was in it, and b) it was a prerequisite class I couldn’t get around.

Now that the euphoria of being so close to Gun had faded a touch, I found his behavior a little odd. Arthit—Gun, that is—was the most introverted person I’d ever met. He just didn’t go up to people and introduce himself, not unless something propelled him to do so. His behavior didn’t make sense to me.

Or was I comparing him too much to his previous self? Maybe this incarnation was more outgoing and friendly? He didn’t have that vibe about him; he still had the mannerisms of his previous self, but was I projecting?

Argh, dammit. I didn’t know anymore.

But he’d come up to me. He’d initiated a conversation, introduced himself, and chosen to sit next to me. All of that made me incredibly happy. Here, I’d thought I’d have to silently follow him about for the next few years before I could really approach him, and instead, he’d chosen to engage with me on the first day. If I played my cards right, we could be friends. I would’ve loved to start off as friends.

Before I seduced him and made him fall madly in love with me.

People wondered why I was so fixated on Gun. In truth, it was simple. I’d never met someone who fit with me as well as he did. Arthit had loved me without any reservations. I’d been able to love him back with a freedom I’d never found in anything else. I missed it keenly. I wanted him back. And yes, I did realize Gun wasn’t Arthit, but his soul was the same, and I couldn’t help but wish for some part of our relationship to come back to me.

Dammit, I wished he’d told me why he’d fallen in love with me the first time. I needed an instruction manual. A hint. Something. Whenever I’d asked in our previous life together, he’d just given me this secretive little smirk, kissed my forehead, and skipped off. Which had been annoyingly endearing at the time and now was just annoying. Why hadn’t I smacked him until he told me?

I regretted past me’s actions. Deeply.

Class was an hour and fifteen minutes long. Which meant I had an hour and fifteen minutes to debate the wisdom of asking if he wanted to have lunch with me. There was no harm in that, right? People had lunch together. Eating. With company. It was a thing.

I did note something of interest. Gun was using a reMarkable to take notes with, his textbook open on a Kindle. I could’ve possibly been reading too much into it, but he’d had a wood and paper aversion in his previous life. The touch of it had made him crawl out of his skin. I wondered if that still lingered in his system, hence all the electronics?

Or it was just a sign of this modern age where people no longer carried hardback textbooks anymore.

The professor ended class with instructions to read the next four chapters in the textbook (no thanks, that’d bore me to tears) and then left as nonchalantly as he’d come in.

I turned to Gun, still not sure of the wisdom of this, but dammit, I’d kick myself later if I didn’t ask him. Worst he could say was no. He used to tell me no a lot; I was used to it.

Gun gave me a half-smile, and it looked a little shy. “Are you hungry? Want to grab lunch?”

I… words. I had words. Gun did not just ask me to join him for lunch. Holy fuck, he did. Either this version of Gun was super outgoing, or I’d somehow become sexier than I’d realized. Fuck it, I didn’t care about the reason. I tried to sound natural as I answered. “Sure. Um, what’s good on campus?”

“Depends on what you like?”

“As long as it’s not still moving while I put it in my mouth, I’m good.”

“That was… oddly specific.”

“Eating live octopus is a thing in some places. All I’m saying.”

His eyes crinkled into a smile—god, he was sexy when he did that—and he picked up his backpack’s strap, prepping to stand. “Chinese?”

He could have offered me roadkill, and I would have smiled and said yes. “Lead the way.”
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Gunnar Sutherland

OMG.

Did I just ask the hottest guy on campus to lunch? Me? I was normally tongue-tied around attractive men, barely able to get coherent answers out of my mouth, and here I’d invited someone to have lunch?

Fuck.

I looked over at Kit and felt little flutters in my stomach, and wasn’t that some shit? The lurch in my chest could knock it right off, though. I would not have a panic attack because I had the attention of someone whose smile made my knees weak and my dick have opinions.

Oh, no. Kit caught me staring. I smiled, and he grinned back. And fuck. He had a baby face and a smile that made me unable to do anything else, so I grinned helplessly like a moron.

Way to be cool, Gun.

What do I do? Act normal was the obvious answer, but what was that, again? Let’s start with breathing steadily and not staring; that should help.

His hand brushed mine.

What was happening? Was that an accident? Surely, it was an accident. I was reading too much into it. Sometimes, I had a hard time differentiating between my gaydar and my please-be-gaydar. Right now, the odds of the signals getting crossed were really, really high.

Something about this man just called to me. I couldn’t explain it. I wanted to know him better. I wanted to… something. I couldn’t quantify this need I felt to be with him or explain why, as I’d never felt like this about another human being before. It was like I looked at him and some part of me just knew I’d found my person.

Look, I wasn’t a romantic at heart, so that idea felt odd even in my own head. I found it impossible to deny the feeling, though. Hence, I was doing things way outside of my comfort zone, like asking a relative stranger to have lunch with me.

Someone bumped into me, and I fell against Kit. He wrapped an arm around me, but I still had my face planted in his neck and a hand on his waist, and fuck, he smelled good, and…
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“Breathe, Gun,” Kit said softly. He helped me regain my footing and smiled at me again, and I almost choked on my spit. What the hell was wrong with me?

“Yeah. Sorry. I had a rough night. Stayed up working on a project until about three a.m.”

His sculpted brow lifted as he tilted his head. “Do you do that often?”

Wincing, I ruffled the prickly fuzz on the back of my head from my recent haircut, the fade a little shorter than I liked.

He’d just asked me something. Damn, he smelled good. Wait, what was the question?

Focus.

Then I winced. Yeah. I really shouldn’t have had that espresso.

“Are you okay?” Kit asked, his brows furrowed with genuine concern, making my breath catch. Yeah, he was definitely sexy when he looked at me like that. It made me wonder what he’d do if I came down sick.

Must. Stay. Focused! Sex-on-legs was worried, and I was spacing out. “Sorry. Just scatterbrained. I think I forgot breakfast this morning.” My stomach let out a petulant squeal, and I sighed. “I did, dammit.”

This seemed to amuse Kit, and I was glad because I was a disaster, and if he found that endearing, I might be golden.

Nothing made sense anymore. I led the way to my car because, as large as the Ann Arbor campus was, it was almost impossible to reach places without a vehicle or other transportation, and I was starving. My stomach would eat a hole through me and then devour Kit if I didn’t feed it soon.

Though, eating Kit might be fun…
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We made it to the Chinese restaurant, and the moment we opened the door, my stomach did that embarrassing thing where it made all kinds of awful noises like it was possessed or I was about to give birth to an alien or something.

“We’ll get you fed soon,” Kit said with a chuckle.

And when we settled down with food in front of us, I inhaled half my plate before I was fit for conversation. When I came up for air, I glanced up at Kit, and that feeling hit again.

I knew Kit from somewhere.

He was so familiar to me that I could almost swear we had been friends once, but I knew I’d never seen the man in person before. I’d have remembered being in this person’s personal space for more than a passing glance.

Wouldn’t I?

What had happened to me that, upon seeing this man, I barely hesitated before walking right up to him, brazenly sitting at his desk like I belonged there (I did, dammit), and introducing myself? I didn’t do stuff like that. If Finn learned about this, I’d give my older brother a heart attack. He’d keel over and expire. And when he inevitably resurrected himself, I’d never, ever live this down.

But at least the food was starting to counteract the four espresso shots I’d poured down my gullet this morning on an empty stomach. If I kept this up, I’d develop an ulcer, and Finn would punish me with a thorough ass-kicking when we sparred next—the bastard.

We chatted as we ate, talking about the course load we’d signed up for and comparing schedules. Turned out we had a lot of classes together, which wasn’t much of a surprise. It was a small major, with only so many classes offered in a semester. I was secretly thrilled because even if Kit wasn’t interested in me, at least I could make a friend in the course.

We finished eating, and since he was in my next class in a couple of hours, Kit suggested letting our lunch settle in one of the courtyards around campus. I really had to stop staring. I was starting to freak even me out.

“You keep staring at me,” Kit teased gently. “Do I have something on my face?”

Fucking hell, me, reel it in. “No, sorry, I just feel like I know you from somewhere. But I can’t place it, and it’s slowly driving me crazy. Well, crazier.”

Kit’s brown eyes seemed to sparkle. “Oh. I thought it was because I’m handsome.”

“I’d call you more cute, personally.” Mouth. Mouth, why you betray like this? I thought we were friends.

Kit’s smile widened into a soft laugh. He’d liked that answer. “I accept the compliment.”

That smile hit me right in the feels. Kit was stunning when he smiled. Okay, calm down. What was that trick to calm down again? Imagine everyone naked? I imagined Kit naked. Oh no, he was hot.

If I could get it together at some point today, that’d be stunning. I raked my fingers through my hair and fought back the urge to groan at myself. Why did dealing with people have to be so much harder than dealing with machines? I could understand machines. They were easy and intuitive and didn’t have feelings I could screw around with.

Thankfully, Kit seemed to cotton on to something and gave me a moment to get my collective shit together before I imploded. I gratefully took that space to do a little mental cleansing with a short meditation.

Did it matter that the meditation was doing mechanical diagrams in my head? Unconventional, yes. Problematic? Probably also yes. Did it help calm me down? Absolutely.

Once I was fit to hold a normal conversation, I took a deep breath to settle the rest of my nerves and turned to find Kit staring at me with this sappy grin that had me warm all over and wanting to touch him. Muss up his hair. Touch his face where his skin looked soft. Libido, let’s take it down a notch before we go into Creepy Land.

My mental slide halted when my phone pinged with a text message. I slid the device out of my pocket to find a text from my little brother, Mason. It read, “I have to bring a professional to class for a show-and-tell type thing. You game?”

I blinked at it and replied instantly. “You don’t have a big enough allowance to bribe me. Ask dad.”

“… Fine. Be mean like that.”

“I’m not even a professional, bro. I’m still in my junior year of college.”

“Uh-huh.”

I didn’t reply to that and slid the phone back into my pocket with a silent apology to Kit, which he seemed to interpret as well as Finn always could. Only Finn knew my subtle body language enough to read it, but Kit acted like he knew me better than my family.

Something about that made me relax more than my meditations, and I gave him a slight smile. “Sorry about that; my younger brother was asking for impossible favors.”

“Oh, you’ve got siblings?”

“Yeah, three.”

“Where are you in the lineup?”

“Second. How about you? Do you have siblings?”

“Only child.” Kit scratched at his chin. “Well, kind of. I have found family. Two brothers and a sister.”

I liked getting details from him. I felt strangely hungry to know more about him, and while I couldn’t explain why, I couldn’t dismiss the feeling. “Found family, eh?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure who adopted who. I just woke up one morning to Ivy sassing me and Ezra trying to teach me how to physically fight without dying, and realized I had siblings.” Kit’s smile went crooked. “Something of a learning curve, being the only child, but I’m not complaining.”

“Siblings are both awesome and terrible. Depending on the moment.”

He held up a fist to bump. “Preach.”

I bumped the fist, grinning at him. He was just so likable and so easy to talk to. I felt like I’d known him for ages but, again, couldn’t place from where.

I could see it right now. This would keep me up for a week straight until I figured it out. It was like this scab I kept picking at.

More than the sense of knowing him, every time I looked at him, I felt something. It was like I was seeing into the past or future—somewhere I had seen him before, experienced that closeness with him, and it made me want to scoot closer, lean in, and see what his clothes smelled like.

I was used to my brain not making sense some days, especially if I was low on blood sugar, but this didn’t feel like that. It felt instead like I was missing a piece of the puzzle. Like I’d forgotten something very important that would make sense of all this.

The question was, what was I missing?
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Kit

Iwas floating on cloud nine as I made my way to the library, a bag of groceries in hand. Spending a full day with Gun was just… words failed me. I couldn’t be happier than right now. Well, I could, but I wanted to take today as a win.

I would have to throw my initial game plan out the window. Not that I was complaining, not one bit; I’d just assumed it would take a bit longer to approach Gun. The first time we’d met, if not for the fact we’d trained under the same master, I’m not sure if I’d ever have won him over. Gun—Arthit back then—had been incredibly shy and wouldn’t even eat with me for the first three months I’d known him. The Arthit of then would never have acted like this, being friendly and inviting.

Today had taught me something, something very important. I’d thought I’d known this, but obviously, I’d only intellectually known it. The man I’d known and loved wasn’t the same man I was seeing today. Were they similar? Of course, they had the same soul. But Gun had grown up in an entirely different environment, in a different culture, and all that had shaped him. Gun came from a large, loving family in a world where he didn’t have to fight for every meal. He was far more confident because of it. It would behoove me to learn the man of this incarnation and try to keep the comparisons to a minimum.

He didn’t look the same, he didn’t act the same, he didn’t think along the same lines. That was all obvious from today’s observations. There were similarities still—some of his mannerisms, for instance. But this man was someone I didn’t really know. I expected that thought to hurt, but somehow, it was more exciting, like I had the chance to learn him all over again. Really, who wouldn’t want to relive the feeling of falling in love with someone again? To feel that exhilarating thrill? I certainly wasn’t complaining.

I wanted to love Gun for Gun. I didn’t want to love him because I was clinging to a past only I remembered. That would be a grave disservice to both of us.

I didn’t envision doing this would be hard. Not on my part, likely not on his. Gun was clearly intrigued by me. He’d stopped several times and stared hard like he was trying to figure me out. I reciprocated that intense study as I learned this man anew.

Honestly, I looked forward to it. I nearly vibrated with excitement, in fact.

Although, how I was going to explain to him that the world wasn’t as black and white as he assumed it to be, that was the question. Or that he himself was a mage. Yeah… I had no clue how to manage that. I’d never in my life been in the position of convincing a modern thinker not only that magic existed, but that they could wield it.

Maybe a certain sentient library could cough up a how-to book on that.

Didn’t hurt to ask?

I pulled up to the warehouse that disguised Kassandra, patting the dashboard of my car as I did so. My car’s name was Sally. As in, Sally Forth?

I knew it was a terrible pun. I’d yet to regret it. Mostly because Ezra groaned from his soul every time I used it, as if my sense of humor pained him. But what else were friends for, am I right?

“Sally,” I told my car, “I’ll give you a good wash after I cook dinner, alright?”

The car flicked her in-dash radio at me in a quick yes. She was a bit too excited about this. Then again, the birds had gotten her while parked on campus, and I knew how much bird poop irritated her.

I got out with the grocery bag in hand, not bothering to lock the car behind me despite the area we were in. It wasn’t the best location in Detroit; we were right on the outskirts of a heavy crime area. This particular neighborhood wasn’t bad, but the one next door was. We’d gotten the warehouse for dirt cheap because of it. Frankly, with Master’s spending habits on books, we pinched pennies where we could. Anyway, I didn’t bother to lock Sally as I headed for the main door. No point; no thief could get into her or drive her off anyway.

There were advantages to being a technomage.

I’d barely rounded the building when I saw something I really, truly, didn’t want to see.

Oh god.

He’d found Prime.

There, sitting stacked up in multiple haphazard piles, were smiley boxes. Boxes upon boxes upon boxes with random packages thrown on top like confetti. I didn’t like the look of this. I didn’t for one second think anyone else had ordered things to be delivered here. I didn’t for one moment believe there could be something innocuous like batteries or shampoo in all those boxes.

No, I knew what was in there.

I knew who had done it, too.

Growling out a few choice curses, I used a leg to shuffle boxes to the side so I could actually get to the door, only to find that the boxes were stacked inside as deeply as possible.

What, had it taken an entire truck to get his order here?

I got the door open by a minor miracle, set the groceries down right there at the doorstep, and went hunting for the culprit.

“Declan!”

“Back here!” my master called back, sounding happy as a magpie. I said magpie because his hoarding was on that level or worse.

I followed my ears to the back rows, somewhere along the far wall.

In the almost two hundred years I’d known Declan, the library had taken many forms. It had started as something smaller, as books had been pricey and rare in the olden days, and only kings or priests could afford them. Or read them. Even then, Declan had collected everything he could lay his hands on, but the lack of availability had curbed his magpie tendencies. Back then, the library had been something we could fit comfortably in a cart.

Then, it took two carts.

Then, a small building.

And then it had gone up to a three-story building almost overnight as printing presses made books far more readily available. Not to mention cheaper. It had been a downhill slope ever since.

Now, the library was the size of a grand football stadium. Rows upon rows of bookshelves stretched to the ceiling, necessitating a library ladder on every row to reach the uppermost shelves. The warehouse, of course, housed the collection, but we’d had to layer in several pocket dimension spells to give it the size we needed; otherwise, Kassandra would never have fit. Not in a million years.

The familiar scent of leather bindings and paper, and the coziness of the mellow lighting enveloped me as I strode along the stacks. This place felt more like a home to me than the one I currently lived in. Then again, Kassandra was a lifelong friend and companion, too.

One that might team up with me against Declan if he didn’t behave soon.

Even as I laid eyes upon Declan, my ears fully picked up on the argument in progress.

“Now, Kassandra, let’s be a good girl. There’s no room for the rest of the series here, so let’s move everything over to that other shelf, and then I can put—”

Declan barely got a book to touch her shelf before she spat it back at him, hitting him square on the forehead.

I had no sympathy for him. “You deserved that.”

Declan turned pained eyes to me, rubbing at the red mark on his head like a petulant child. “Why does she always argue with me about how the books should be arranged?”

“You ask me that like you don’t remember that ten-year stretch where you changed your mind on how things should be categorized every year and were constantly rearranging her shelves. She no longer trusts you.” I gave it a beat before adding, “I’m on her side on this, by the way.”

Declan made a face, nose scrunching up. “You’re as bad as she is.”

“I’m about to be worse. Master, why the hell are there a thousand and one packages at the front door?”

“Oh, did those arrive already?” He lit up, worse than any child staring at an East Asian money-filled red envelope, rubbing his hands gleefully. “Help me get those in.”

I followed him. I had no intention of helping, no siree. That would enable this man, and I put my foot down before crossing that line. “Answer the question. What did you possibly order?”

“Oh, all sorts of things! Did you know that you can buy books online? They ship them straight to you! So convenient. And that way, there’s a record of what I’ve bought, so I don’t order duplicates. Kassandra hates duplicates.”

That she did. Considering the state of her already crowded shelves, I didn’t blame her one whit. “You did stick to your book budget for the month, at least?”

He stopped and gave me this perplexed look. I could see the wheels and cogs churning, but no answer was forthcoming.

I sighed. I already knew the answer but, for some reason, asked anyway. “You forgot you had a budget, didn’t you?”

“I remembered!” he said defensively. Then, he paused again. “What was the amount?”

Forget it. That was a battle I’d already lost. No point. “I’ll take it out of your other expense account.”

“Oh, yes, do that.” Declan almost turned back to the packages at the door but stopped abruptly. “Wait. Ivy mentioned something earlier about you meeting Arthit today.”

“His name in this incarnation is Gunnar, Gun for short, and yes, I did.”

A smile leaped to his face, lifting the crow’s feet at his eyes. “How is he? I miss that boy.”

To Declan, we have always been his sons born of another set of parents. It's why, no matter how much his book-buying habits drove me insane, I never wanted to leave his side. This man was my true father. It was to my father that I answered, my own exuberance bouncing back. “He’s remarkably similar to Arthit for all that he’s very different. He’s more outgoing, for one. He actually approached me and introduced himself.”

Declan reeled in shock. “No! Truly? I thought the world would end before that introvert would approach someone voluntarily.”

“I would have said the same, but he did exactly that today with me. Even sat with me in class and threw out some friendly lures. I see in him the same intelligence, and I think the same sense of humor. This life has been far kinder to him, though. He’s happier, more confident.”

“Well. I’m happy to hear it.” Declan got that teasing twinkle in his eye. “Maybe you’ll stop whining now.”

“I’d like to remind you,” I stared at him dead in the eye, remembered irritation rising in me, “that you forgot to tell me he reincarnated. For twenty years.”

Declan put a wounded hand to his chest. “I’m old; it’s only natural I forget things!”

“And yet you’re smart enough to figure out how to order books and have them delivered.”

“That’s a different thing.”

“Clearly.” I’d forgive him in the next life for this little slip-up of his. I’d also use it as leverage to slow down the book buying because everything I could do to mitigate that was a win.

Declan bounced back from the scolding like it had never happened. “Help me get the books in.”

“Why would I enable you like that?”

His face fell. “You won’t help?”

“Uh, no. Why you would even think I would help is beyond me.”

He switched tactics with no more than a blink. “Then help me convince Kassandra to rearrange the shelves a little.”

“Wow, you really went from a possible task to an impossible one. Still a hard no.”

Declan gave a high-pitched whine in the back of his throat. “But there’s no more room!”

“If there’s no more room, why did you buy more books?” I arched an eyebrow at him and waited for that to sink in.

His chest puffed up in all his righteousness. “I had to complete multiple series.”

Uh-huh. And pigs fly.

You know what, I chose sanity. I headed for the grocery bag I’d abandoned near the door, ignoring the man causing complications. There was a secondary building built onto the back where we had a kitchen and some bedrooms, and that was where I headed. I had dinner to make and a car to wash. I refused to be pulled into that nonsense.

Declan called after me, “At least help me bring the books in first! Kit! Dammit, I guess I’m on my own. Kassandra, just one bookcase. I’m just asking for one teeny, tiny—”

All lights behind me abruptly went out.

“Turning off all the lights on me won’t stop me. You know that, right?”

I hid a laugh as I exited the main room. Good luck, Kassandra. Keep fighting!
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Gun

Nothing made sense. People in strange clothes shouted in an unfamiliar language. I knew no one, but everyone seemed familiar. An explosion rocked the building to the foundation, and I leaned against the door as I shouted something behind me.

Even though I didn’t know the language, I somehow understood every word. My heart lurched as another explosion made the doors I was pressing my entire body weight against shudder. The impact made electricity run through me in a painful wave.

I couldn’t breathe. Something constricted my chest. Then, a familiar voice said some kind of incantation, and that feeling disappeared.

“Hold the line!” that same voice shouted. “Hold!”

I couldn’t hold. The door blasted open, and I skidded on my back before someone stood over me. I looked up just in time to see Kit racing toward me.

Failure as intense as losing a limb washed through me. I’d failed. These people, this family, had trusted me to keep them safe. And I had failed.

I craned my head back to find Kit running toward me, the word “No!” on his lips just as a beam of light hit him in the chest. Crying out in agony, I looked up with hate at the person who stood over me, murder in her eyes.

I screamed. Unable to stop, my agony barreled through me.

Kit was dead. I wanted to die too. I had to join him.

“Gun!”

What was that?

“Gun, goddamnit, wake up!”

I couldn’t stop screaming, but it was louder, and my throat felt raw, the taste of blood coating my mouth.

“Gun, I swear to all the gods, if you don’t wake the fuck up, I’m calling an exorcist on your ass!”

Finn. That was Finn’s voice. Someone shook me, and Kit, the library, that family, and our murderer were all gone, already starting to fade into the dream haze.

Another shake, and I opened my eyes to find my eldest brother sitting on the edge of my bed, his black hair a rumpled mess and his silver-gray eyes shining with worry and relief as I fully woke.

Shooting into a sitting position, I clutched at him, sobbing for breath. It honestly felt like I’d lost half of my soul; the pain was that gut-wrenchingly intense. I could barely breathe around it. And it made no damn sense why a dream would rock me this badly. The only explanation I had for it was that it felt real. Like I’d been there. Like I’d lived and died in that moment.

And why was Kit’s face now prominent in these dreams when everyone else was still faceless?

Subconscious, I did not need more confusion added to this mix of craziness, thanks ever so much.

Finn held me hard, not letting go, grounding me in a way I desperately needed in that moment. My brother’s scent of body wash, sleep sweat, and family filled my head, and that helped ground me, too.

“Finn?” Mom’s worry vibrated in her soft whisper. “Is he okay?”

“Another dream,” he replied. “I’ve got him.”

This time, her voice held a fond smile. “You always do.”

“Can I help?” Mason asked.

Finn nodded against my head as he rubbed my back in soothing strokes. “Some chamomile and ginger tea. Two teaspoons of sugar. Cool it with a half teaspoon of crushed ice.”

Mason made an affirmative noise in the back of his throat before I heard his footsteps running down the hall and disappearing down the stairs.

A feminine sigh came from the doorway before my younger sister, Delaine, murmured, “This one was bad. They’re not usually like this.”

“Ugh, sorry, even I can’t explain this.” I thought about sitting back. Nope, couldn’t do it quite yet. I felt too emotionally fragile.

“You’re fine.”

“I am freaked out, insecure, neurotic, and emotional,” I agreed on a long groan.

“If he’s being sarcastic, he’s definitely okay. Del, he’s fine.” Still, he didn’t object when I pulled back just long enough to clear my nasal passages.

What was wrong with me? These dreams had never been this bad before. I’d never woken screaming like this. And now I couldn’t stop crying while my chest felt like an elephant had plopped down for a nap.

“You are safe,” Finn stressed. “Safe and loved.”

I nodded because I knew Finn would keep me safe no matter where I was. And I knew without a single doubt that my family loved me. None of that, sadly, was helping me at the moment. I couldn’t seem to find the words to explain to them that I’d lost something. Lost something vitally important, and the hole it had left behind was this raw, gaping wound I could almost physically feel. It ached in a dull throb, and I kept reaching up with my hands, pressing over my heart as if assuring myself I was whole.

But I wasn’t.

And I had no explanation for why I felt this way.

“Anything I can help with?” Dad’s gruff, sleep-slurred voice asked from the doorway.

“He’s okay, I think,” Finn murmured.

Shuffling, then I heard Dad lean against the wall inside my door. “Need me to call his therapist?”

“Nah. Don’t wake her.” Finn squeezed me tight, and I’d never been more grateful for my family. Just having their unconditional love surrounding me helped me regain control of my emotions enough to sit back and blow my nose again with the tissue Mom gave me. She placed the box on my lap and caressed my cheek.

Mason came in with a steaming mug in hand. The aroma hit me. Already, it had my shoulders releasing their tension, and I relaxed against the headboard as I gingerly accepted the cup and took a sip. Good, he’d followed Finn’s instructions. I gave my baby brother a grateful smile and squeezed his hand. “Thanks.”

“Yeah.” He frowned and rubbed his eyes. At sixteen, he still had some childish quirks, one of which was rubbing his eyes when stressed or about to cry. “You okay?”

No. I wouldn’t be okay until I found out why I’d been dreaming shit like this, why Kit was in my dream, why he died. Why his death rattled me like nothing else ever had.

“You scared me.”

“Sorry, Mace. Trust me, even I want to know why these dreams scare the shit out of me.”

He shrugged. “Don’t care about me so long as you’re okay.”

Gods love my family. I leaned in and gave him a quick hug around the shoulders. “I’m okay. It was just a bad dream and hit me like a truck.”

He didn’t say anything else. Just curled into my side with a sigh and wrapped an arm around my waist in silent support. I looked around and flushed to see my entire family in my room, blocking my powder-blue walls and weird art. “Love y’all. Thanks.”

Dad smirked at me and tilted his head toward the door. “Why don’t you finish your tea and go rinse off in the shower? Your bed is soaked. Finn and I will strip your bed and flip the mattress so you have fresh sheets. It’s only two a.m.”

Yeah. I couldn’t stay awake. It’d been a miracle I’d gone to bed before midnight, but Finn had been a bastard and prodded me until I gave up and got in bed. Then the tired had hit, and I was gone. Now, I’d be lucky if I got back into a REM cycle before my alarm for school went off.

With a grunt, I nudged Mason aside and squeezed him and Finn before getting up and hugging everyone. Then I took my soggy ass to the shower to rinse off. But then I smelled myself and decided to take a full shower with soap and shampoo to get the gross off me and clear my sinuses with water as hot as I could stand it.

When I felt more human, I dried off and smiled. On the counter were a pair of pajama pants and a soft t-shirt—Finn’s shirt. I always liked having my big brother’s scent wrapped around me when I was upset, and seeing this made my constricted chest loosen just a little more.

“You okay?” Dad asked from the hallway.

“I’m okay.” I stepped straight into his beefy arms, glad for his strength as it helped settle me the rest of the way until fatigue caught up with me.

“Go on to bed,” he murmured into my hair. “Finn’s still in there, and everyone else has gone back to sleep.”

Nodding, I hugged him back. “Thanks. Love you.”

“I love you too, son. Good night.”

“Night.”

With a gusty sigh, I pulled away from his warmth and headed back into my room, where I promptly fell face-first onto the mattress, only to smell fresh, clean sheets and Finn’s t-shirt wrapping me in comfort.

Everyone had gone off to bed, but Finn lingered, sitting on the side of the mattress. “Care to talk about it?”

Did I?

Not really. Talking about it meant dealing with it and reliving the terror, defeat, and grief all over again. I felt scraped clean, unable to deal with the emotions that still coursed through me, unable to face the fact I’d let this family in my head die because I was too weak to protect them like they’d trusted me to.

With a shudder, I whispered all this to Finn, who frowned. “It’s just a dream, bro.”

“It doesn’t feel like that, though,” I stressed. “Why did it feel so real this time? Why did it feel like I was there? Like I died? The pain was…” I shuddered again, bile creeping up my raw throat. “I’ve never felt anything like it and hope I don’t ever again.”

“It’s okay.” He smiled at me. “I may not understand, but I don’t have to. It felt real, and you’re feeling real emotions, and those emotions are valid. But it’s time to calm down now, ’kay?”

“’Kay.”

Finn grabbed my fists and massaged them until they relaxed, then worked to get the kinks out of my fingers and get the circulation flowing again. “Need me to camp out in your room tonight?”

He hadn’t done that since I was nine. Not since these dreams first started. Not since I started therapy because I had been inconsolable from them. Part of me wanted that very much, but I was a twenty-year-old adult, for fuck’s sake. I shouldn’t need my big brother to cuddle me to keep the nightmares at bay.

“Nah. I’ll be okay. Thanks, though.”

“If you change your mind, just come crawl in with me.” He leaned forward and kissed my temple. When I settled under the covers, he rubbed my side for a moment before heading out to his room, turning the lights off and shutting my door on his way out.

I wrinkled my nose as I stared into the darkness. My phone’s screen lit up with a social media alert. What confused me more than anything else was why Kit had suddenly been in my dream. When I’d had them before, I could hear voices but couldn’t make out faces. Kit’s face had been crystal clear this time, and it had felt like he was the number one person I wanted to defend. That I was the most scared for.

Was this some kind of prophetic dream? Was Kit okay? Did he have these dreams, too?

I had no clue how to ask him about any of this without sounding borderline insane. Still, I felt this strong urge to do so. It made me wonder if those bright smiles and flirty winks would still be there when he learned I had anxiety and recurring nightmares that not only had him in a starring role but also had him flying back with a burn mark on his chest, falling dead at someone’s feet right before I died too.

Those needed to be thoughts for daylight me. Wee-hours me was too exhausted to keep freaking out. Sleep was needed so I wouldn’t go to class looking like a panda who had been hit by an angry orangutan.

Thank fuck today was Wednesday. I at least would get to see Kit in a few short hours to put my mind at ease.

Come on, morning. Hurry up. I need my Kit fix.
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Kit

Iasked the universe this question in all seriousness. How can a person possibly be so different and yet so much the same in a different incarnation?

No, seriously. How? For all that Gun was radically different in many ways in this incarnation, there were instances where he was so much like his old self that it amused me. Like now.

Here we sat in class, side by side, because that happened without either of us discussing it. Neither of us paid the least attention to the lecture because… well, I found it tedious, and Gun was far more interesting. To be perfectly frank.

Gun couldn’t pay attention because his mind was going off in about five directions at once.

I knew that look, that expression, all too well. In a previous life, my husband had been one of the most intelligent men I’d ever met. Gun retained that intellect, and watching ideas flit across his face, the light bulb moment when things all connected, was always a pleasure. I loved seeing that busy mind at work.

This moment right here wasn’t him on the verge of a breakthrough, oh no. This was just him bored, and so his mind was giving him one idea after the other without anything to stop it. I saw him flip between one page on his reMarkable to another, then back again, only to swipe to a fresh page and start something else. The lecture, apparently, could not hold Gun’s interest.

If he started a fourth idea, though, that would be my cue he’d forgotten to eat breakfast again. Low blood sugar meant lack of concentration powers for Gun. I’d have to sneak him a snack at the very least, or his afternoon classes would be doomed before they could start.

Hmm. Maybe I should start packing snacks for him. Yeah, that’d be the safer method.

Look at him, though, all engrossed in this latest idea. His nose kept scrunching up, just a touch, a sign of vexation. Whatever he had in his mind’s eye was refusing to be translated on paper.

Uh-oh, he was chewing on his bottom lip now. Really struggling with this idea, huh? He would swipe to a new page and start over at this rate. What was he drawing, anyway?

I finally glanced down to see the screen.

And just about fell out of my chair.

The hell?!

He should not remember that!

My eyes grew wide as I stared at the half-drawn magical seal coming to life under Gun’s stylus. It wasn’t entirely correct—he’d gotten two of the symbols swapped, and the arrow indicating energy flow wasn’t connected in the right spot—but holy shit. I knew precisely what he was drawing.

Okay, my desire to ask Gun about him possibly knowing he was reincarnated just went up a thousand percent. How, exactly, had he retained this kind of magical theoretical knowledge from another life? No one did that! Er, that I knew of.

Shit. Seriously, every time I thought I knew this man well, he did something else to yank the rug right out from under me. I’d have accused him of doing it on purpose, except I knew better.

How the hell could I get him to open up to me about all of this, though? Without sounding batshit insane. Well, insane-er, no one’s ever accused me of having sanity.

Uhhh… when all else fails, just ask?

I flipped to the back of my notebook and penciled in the question.

What are you drawing?

Then I poked him before pointing at the question.

Gun glanced over, flicked his eyes up to mine, then down again in a strangely shy manner.

He flicked to a new page on his tablet and scrawled out an answer.

Something I dreamed.

Dreamed? Oh. Oh my, that opened up a world of possibilities. I knew very well these couldn’t be your typical dreams. Maybe memories? I caught a whimper before it could escape. Yes, please.

Calm down, me. Focus. Ask more questions before you get all excited by yourself. Let’s also start this ball rolling and see if I can get him to open up to me by encouraging this.

Looks kinda magical to me. Like a seal.

Gun went from shy to super interested in point two seconds. He may have wet his lips with the tip of his tongue before hastily writing a reply.

You’ve seen something like this?

Answer very carefully, me. Veeeeery carefully.

I’ve seen things like this carved into doors and walls in Thailand. Back in the old days, they believed in magic. Seals kinda like that were used to defend against other magic, bad spirits, etc.

Oh, I definitely had his full attention now.

Really? Like this?

In answer, I pulled out my phone and pulled up a few pictures of one of our old buildings. It wasn’t in Thailand, of course, but the picture wouldn’t show it was in the wrong country. It would show seals like this one, though, and that was what I needed.

He took the phone from me and studied the first image hard. It was on the front door for Kassandra, something I’d finished staining and taken a picture of to show Ezra. With the stain and the failing light, it wasn’t obvious that this was a recently done carving.

Gun’s eyes kept darting between the phone’s screen and the thing he’d been drawing. The similarities were obvious and undeniable. His expression went from curious to excited all in a flash—only to settle in confusion. He didn’t understand how he could dream of something that was in actual reality.

I did, of course. I was also capitalizing on this as much as possible.

There was the rustling of papers all around me, and I realized with a start that class was nearly over. Dammit! Loss of a good chance, and I wasn’t sure how to broach this again outside of this moment. I growled a few mental curse words, beyond aggravated. How could I get Gun to open up to me about this again? This strangely felt like one of those moments it was hard to get back once lost.

The professor didn’t care that I was vexed and thinking of curses to aim at him. He blandly announced to the class, “Everyone, remember to grab a partner before Friday. I expect the project’s initial premise to be submitted by then, and you must have a partner’s name listed when you submit it.”

What project?

The projector was still on, and in bold letters was the outline of our class project for the semester.

Oooh, that project. I really should’ve tried to pay better attention in class. Not that it mattered for me, but it would for Gun, who clearly wasn’t paying attention at all.

Partners, though, meant a great chance for me to keep him even closer. I turned to him brightly and asked, “You’ll partner with me, right?”

Okay, that came out more like a demand. Oops. I’d try to feel bad about that later.

Gun, though, seemed relieved I was taking the lead on this. “Yeah.”

Could I pinch his cheeks and kiss him? At least pinch his cheeks. Male friends did that, right?

Dammit, okay, I knew I couldn’t; I just really, really want to.

We gathered our stuff, shoved it into bags, and shuffled out with all the other students. I kept pace with him easily enough in the hallways as we headed outside.

“Are you hungry? I want to grab a snack or something before we head for our next class.”

Gun blinked down at me with that blank expression that heralded nothing good.

“You’re trying to remember the last time you ate, aren’t you.”

He nodded slowly, black brows compressed into a line now. “I think it was last night?”

My love, you really do need a keeper. I volunteer my sexy self. I’m nice that way.

“Well, you’re definitely not going to survive this afternoon if you don’t eat. Alright, your options within walking distance are Korean, Jamaican, the Bar and Grill, or pub food. What’s your poison?”

“Korean,” he said decisively.

“Good choice.”

“You like it too?”

“I told you, as long as it’s not still alive and fighting me off, I’m good.”

“You’ve got to tell me the story. I feel like you actually did put something in your mouth once that wasn’t quite dead.”

“I’m far too sober for that story. Try asking me again when I’m wasted. Drunk me can handle the memory far better.” I was not kidding. There were many memories in my head I never voluntarily remembered, and that one made the top ten, thank you.

We hit the outside, and I hid a wince. Vampires weren’t made for this whole daylight business. It wasn’t like we burned to a crisp in sunlight—Hollywood had that entirely wrong—but strong daylight wasn’t comfortable for us. Draining, in fact. Most of the time, if left to my own devices, I would choose to sleep from noon to three, during the heat of the day.

Unfortunately, Gun was not a morning person and had chosen to sign up for many afternoon classes. Ergo, I was awake at this ungodly hour of the day. It was a sacrifice I was willing to make, though.

I caught him staring intently at the side of my forehead and froze for a moment. Um? “What?”

“No, sorry, I just realized you have three gray hairs in your temple. The sunlight hit you just right.”

Argh, dammit. Because of my baby face, I could blend in with the twenty-year-olds without too much trouble. I hadn’t been twenty-something when I was turned, though. I’d been mid-thirties, in fact. Little things gave me away, like those gray hairs lurking at my temple. If I’d stayed human, I might have been one of those men who turned prematurely gray.

To deflect his curiosity, I joked with him. “Every time I get a gray hair, it's my body saying the working conditions here suck, and I am done. Management has created a toxic work environment.”

“But you’re management,” he pointed out, eyes crinkling up in a laugh.

“That’s precisely the problem. Don’t focus on my wisdom highlights; we have food to get and about an hour to get it in.”

“True. Um, so we should brainstorm ideas for our project.”

“Considering the project theme is due Friday, and it’s currently Wednesday? Yeah, that’s probably wise. Now, where do you want to brainstorm?”

He thought about it as we hit the crosswalk and paused there, waiting for a green light. “I would say my house, but… we’d get constant interruptions. My siblings don’t know how to leave me alone when I’m home.”

It was a complaint, but I heard the love and affection in his tone. Aww, look at him being a good brother. I was dying to meet his family but couldn’t swing an invitation this soon after meeting him. I’d have to try for it later.

I did want to introduce him to my world, though. If he was dreaming of magical seals—as I suspected he was—I wanted to entice him further in. If I could convince him that magic was still alive and kicking, I’d have a far better chance of explaining everything else. Baby steps.

“Well, why don’t we meet up at my place?” I offered with a winsome smile. “I’ve got a huge library we can access and lots of reference books.”

“Oh yeah? Quiet place to work in?”

“It can be. Most of the time, people don’t bother me when I’m working.”

“Cool. Let’s meet there, then.”

I was enormously pleased with myself for about three seconds. Then we crossed the street, and the warning bell in the back of my brain, the one that was supposed to cue me up to potential disasters? The one that utterly failed at its job and didn’t choose to pipe up until after I’d opened my big fat mouth? That bell. That bell finally decided to put a word in.

Master.

If I brought Gun back to the library, I’d have to distract Master somehow, and he was a pro at saying the wrong thing at the wrong moment.

Aw, fuck.

Gun asked me as we crossed the street, “Can we meet up after last class today, then?”

“Sure,” I answered like I didn’t have the care in the world. I did, in fact. I had many.

I was a reasonably intelligent vampire with about four hours to figure out how to distract a being older than dirt before he could spill the beans. Totally doable.

Maybe.
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Kit

Alright, me, let’s review the rules.

Rule 1—no touchy. Not yet, anyway. That was further down the grand seduction plan.

Rule 2—be easygoing and don’t scare him.

That last rule was conversely more challenging because the urge to glom on and not let go was powerful. Especially with Gun right here in my house.

We were ostensibly here to think about a project for school, after all. Gun’s mind was no doubt on coding and possibilities, not realizing he had just waltzed into my lair and initiated Protocol One. Still, would I waste an opportunity like this?

Not on your life.

Having him here in my space was harder than I’d imagined. The urge to reach out, gather him close, was so intense I could almost viscerally feel his skin against mine. Physical memory lingered in my fingertips like a phantom sensation.

And yet, he was so different from the husband I’d known. He was more open, for one. Not nearly as closed off and guarded as the Arthit I’d first met. Sweeter, more gentle in nature. Not to mention, he was physically very different. Gun was taller and thicker in structure, and he frankly didn’t look much like his first incarnation. He had more of a Caucasian look to him. I certainly didn’t mind; he was handsome either way, but it did make my brain do a double-take sometimes.

Gun moved around in my living room, setting down his bag and getting things out so we could get started. I sat on my couch and watched him take it all in.

My house was very Western in style. People who knew I came from Thailand often expected something else entirely, and it was true I’d grown up in a more traditional-style house, but why they expected this of me here in the States, I did not know. It wasn’t like the housing market had houses like that, to begin with. This one, especially, was of an older time, when Detroit was still known to house the large car factories. It was a Craftsman style, with its snug, cozy rooms and the wood trimwork everywhere. I liked it because it had a comfortable vibe.

The couch usually only saw use if I was watching TV, and I drew the coffee table in closer so Gun could set stuff down on it. There, that should work.

In our last life together, I had found that certain things worked well with Gun. Food, definitely food. He was a man who fell in love through his stomach. Touch, as he loved hugs, had to wait until he was more comfortable with me. That was a trust thing with him, letting someone into his personal space, so it wasn’t something I could do right now—

As if to prove me a liar, Gun came and plopped right down onto the couch, his hip brushing up against mine. Personal space? What’s that?

I froze for a second.

Great Buddha, he smelled good. That irreverent thought swam through my brain even as I zeroed in on the sensation of warm male pressed up against my side, his arm brushing mine. I loved the sensation of it more than words could express. My entire body tingled where he brushed up against it. I felt like a live wire at that moment, charged beyond belief. The struggle to not turn, grab him, haul him further into my lap was… cat owners struggling to get a pill down their cat would appreciate the willpower and restraint I had at this moment.

Gun gave me that shy smile of his that had kickstarted many a fun night in bed in our previous lives, which did not help, dammit.

Okay, me, breathe and think about this. Not the horny think, the other think. Gun was clearly more open in this incarnation, and I had to stop treating him like all the old rules still applied. Apparently, they didn’t. I was dealing with an entirely different man, and the sooner I got that through my head, the better. I’d get right on that as soon as I got over the fact he was touching me of his own accord.

He settled in like he had absolutely no intention of shifting away, reMarkable balanced on one knee. “So, where did we leave off? Or should we start over?”

Words. I might have words. I ostensibly spoke several languages, but damn if I could utter a single syllable right now.

He just felt so good against me. It had been two hundred years since I’d had my husband close, and I wanted… I just wanted. Even a hug would do. Hot damn. Can I put my hands on him? Pretty please?

My hand found its way to his arm, a light touch, before I could check it. I tried to cover it with some other action, but my brain froze, and I couldn’t think of what else to do to make it look natural.

It didn’t matter. Gun gave me a bone-melting smile and hnnng. That smile should’ve carried a criminal sentence, dammit. Look at what it was doing to my willpower.

I smacked my libido down before it could seize my common sense and run off with it. Somewhere, somehow, I summoned words and even got something that might’ve been a smile pinned on my face. It felt a little forced, but dammit, Gun had just sent me spiraling for a loop. I needed more than a second to recover.

“Sure. Alright, what are you thinking?”

Gun said something in response; I honestly lost half of it. It was hard to focus on things like school projects when the man I desperately wanted was basically in my lap.

But I could do this.

Maybe.
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I was on campus without Gun at my side for once, as this class wasn’t one we shared. I’d been walking to my car, finished for the day when I scented fresh blood. My eye almost skipped over her; that was how hidden she was behind the concrete wall. It was my nose, detecting fresh blood, that made me pause. Someone was hurt. Not badly—the scent wasn’t strong—but they were very close to me.

I’d always been the type to help if I could, so I followed the scent around the corner and toward the base of the sidewalk’s stairs. I’d seen more than one person trip on these stairs as they were a bit hazardous, so it didn’t surprise me to find someone crumpled at the base of them.

I was surprised by who it was.

Gun’s sister.

Delaine was beautiful by anyone’s standards. Long brown hair that fell to her waist, currently half in front of her face and disheveled looking. She was in shorts and a flowery pink top, and neither had done anything to protect her knees, elbows, or hands from being scraped up. She was currently touching her ankle gingerly, prodding at it as if trying to verify how badly she’d been hurt.

I set my backpack down as I approached her, coming in to rest on my knees. “Ouch, that looks painful. How hurt are you?”

She looked up, blue-gray eyes blinking at me from a heart-shaped face. “I think I twisted my ankle. Otherwise, just scrapes. The stairs got me.”

“The stairs have gotten a lot of people. I’ve seen that play out.”

“I may have been able to catch myself, but my hands were full.” She looked ruefully at the stack of books near her, splayed out over the concrete.

“Here, let me take you to the campus clinic,” I offered. No one else was stopping, and I couldn’t just leave her here.

“Oh, thank you. I wasn’t sure how to manage it alone, and my brother isn’t answering his phone.”

I couldn’t tell her that he was still in class. It would sound really, really wrong as I wasn’t even supposed to know who she was. “I’m Kit.”

“Del, nice to meet you.”

“Here, put your things into my backpack for now. It’ll make this easier.”

We sorted her books and pencil bag into my backpack, which was a tight fit, but we managed. I put that on forward, over my chest, then encouraged her up onto my back.

She paused with a hand touching my shoulder, looking me over doubtfully. “Are you sure? We’re about the same size.”

We were, in fact, I barely had an inch of height on her. People were much taller in this day and age. (That sounded better than I’d always been short.) I gave her a reassuring smile, trying not to sound arrogant. “I’m stronger than I look, trust me. I can manage a piggyback ride.”

“Well, okay, if you’re sure.”

“I promise to scream and fall to the ground if you get too heavy.”

She snickered and finally relaxed enough to put both arms around my shoulders.

I got both hands under her knees and lifted her easily onto my back, rising without too much effort, although I tried not to let on just how effortless that was for me. She momentarily tightened her grip on me, then settled into my hold.

“Wow, you are stronger than you look. You’re one of those guys who doesn’t visibly bulk up, aren’t you?”

“That’s me, which is a rotten shame. I’d like to look like a bodybuilder some days. But I’m resigned. It won’t happen in this lifetime.”

“Well, you’re definitely my hero. Thanks for stopping to help. I could have managed getting to the clinic, but it would have been slow and painful, and I wasn’t looking forward to dragging myself there.”

“You are more than welcome.”

She leaned her chin closer to my shoulder. “I saw engineering textbooks in your backpack?”

“Yeah, I’m studying AI engineering.”

“Oooh, touchy subject these days.”

I hummed an acknowledgment. “I can’t prove anyone wrong on that subject until I master it. Then, I can only model and be an advocate for correct and respectable behavior. AI won’t go anywhere, but its future doesn’t have to be full of angry voice actors and stolen material. I plan to pay an advance and royalties to those who make my projects come to life, and I plan to advocate for others to do the same.”

Del squeezed my shoulders. “That’s awesome. Thank you.”

I grinned. “Enough about me. What about you?”

She took the segue in stride. “Automotive design. My brother’s a robotic engineer major.”

“All the engineering genes in your family, huh?”

“Apparently. We get it from our dad. Hey, maybe you know my brother. Gunnar? Goes by Gun most of the time?”

I feigned surprise (hopefully credibly). “Oh, sure, I know Gun. We met at the beginning of the semester.”

“He’s super quiet, right?”

“Um, he talks to me plenty?” I knew most people found Gun quiet, but that was because he chose not to talk to them. Me, he liked to talk to. I was very flattered by it, too.

She paused on that a beat. “Wait. Wait, you’re him, aren’t you?”

Now, I was lost. I didn’t have to feign confusion this time. “I’m sorry?”

“You’re the one he talks to. The one he’s been texting all the time and hanging out with at lunch.”

“Oh. That’s probably me? We do eat lunch together pretty regularly.” I could not express how happy that made me, either. I rarely initiated those conversations or invitations for lunch. Gun did it the majority of the time. I loved that he wanted my company so much.

“Oh my god, it’s really you. Wow, this is a coincidence. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get to meet you. Gun’s been kinda secretive about you for some reason. Well, Kit, I’m delighted now that you stopped to help. Ha, I’m going to rub this in that I got you all to myself for a while.”

Part of this didn’t make sense to me. “He’s been secretive about me?”

“Probably because me and Finn would tease him,” she admitted cheerfully. “It’s rare Gun finds someone he likes, someone he clicks with, and he always goes through this stage of caution like he’s afraid that person will disappear. He’s almost possessive of them. We tease him about it.”

“Ah. Prerogative of a sibling.”

“Precisely.”

Gun wrestling with fears did and didn’t make sense to me. He was the type to make friends slowly, or at least his first incarnation had been like this. But why the fear of… oh. Shit. If he was dreaming up magical symbols, he might’ve been remembering more of his past life too. If he’d dreamed of the day he died, then… shit, shit, shit. Those dreams might’ve had a more negative impact on him than I’d realized.

How could I prove my theory? That was the real question.

Del’s phone rang in her pocket, and she pulled it out to answer. “Oh, now you call me.”

I could hear Gun’s deeper voice clearly. “You texted me three times and called me twice. What’s the emergency?”

“I fell on the stairs and may have done a number on myself?”

I could hear his protective instincts engage at warp speed. “Where are you?”

“I’m on my way to the campus clinic.”

“Wait where you are. I’m coming.”

“No, I’m okay. Kit has me.”

There was a pause. “Kit?”

She put the phone to my ear. “Say hi, Kit!”

“Hi,” I dutifully responded. “Gun, relax, I’ve got her. Why don’t you meet us at the clinic?”

“How do you have her?”

“Stumbled across her on the way to the parking lot. She’s mostly fine, just a sprained ankle and some scrapes. I swear to you, I’ve got her.”

“Hng, alright. I’m on my way.”

“Okay.”

Del hung up and then let out a low whistle. “Holy hell, he trusts you.”

I preened a little internally. Gun did indeed since he’d just taken this at face value and hadn’t insisted we stop and wait for him. Was I smug about this? Absolutely. Gun did not trust people easily, not with something or someone precious to him.

“Awww, look at that smile. That made you super happy. Tell me, do you have a thing for my brother?”

I cast her a wry glance from the corner of my eye. “You’re now going to tease me, I take it.”

“Uh. Duh. If my brother trusts you, that means you must be super trustworthy and a good person. If he’s hanging out with you regularly, he will keep you. Gun doesn’t let go of anyone once he decides to keep them. So, you’re going to be part of my life, too. Ergo, you are now my friend, and I must tease you.”

“Your logic almost hurt my brain.”

“You’ll get used to me.” She gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Now, answer my question. Do you have a thing for my brother?”

I almost didn’t answer truthfully. I knew that this day and age wasn’t always as accepting of same-sex couples as it should be. A quick, glib statement poised on the tip of my tongue. I instantly thought better of it. For one, I didn’t want Del repeating something to Gun and scaring him off, thinking he had no chance with me. Like hell would I give him grounds to think that. For another, I needed to know where Del stood on this. It seemed as good a moment as any to test the waters. “He’s that sexy, and you’re asking an obvious question?”

Del cackled. Outright cackled. “Yaaaas. Good answer. Well, you’re cute and nice, and Gun obviously likes you, so you have a chance? I hope you succeed.”

“That means a lot, Del.” I couldn’t quite control my voice; it turned a bit husky there at the end. “Thanks.”

Her arms tightened for a moment, clearly a hug. “I’m firmly an ally. And really, Gun told me years ago that he feels like his life partner will be a man. I already knew I wouldn’t get a sister-in-law from him.”

She was just full of interesting information. I couldn’t help but take advantage since she was so forthcoming. “Why did he say that?”

“He said he dreams, sometimes, of a man he loved. They were both mages or wizards or something. He said they would do magic spells together. They’re amazing dreams, like a fantasy movie. Get him to tell you about them sometime, okay? I’ve been riveted ever since he told me of them.”

I almost stumbled to a stop. The implications hit me all at once. Gun was dreaming of the past. There was no other explanation, not with what she’d told me. So, he really was remembering whole scenes from his previous life! Not just flashes. Damn. This was excellent intel, and it meant I might have a far easier time talking to him about him being reincarnated than I’d initially hoped.

Anticipation and longing twisted and ricocheted through my system like a live wire. I couldn’t help but wish I could talk to Gun about this sooner rather than later. I’d waited so long for him already. Waiting any longer felt like honest-to-God torture.

I kept my voice steady somehow, not giving away just how ecstatic Del’s information had made me. “Really? He dreams like that?”

“He said they’re amazingly realistic in some ways. Like, he feels he was there. His lover was a man, someone he protected and was protected by. Gun’s never questioned his sexuality because of those dreams.”

I became, impossibly, even giddier. While waiting for my husband to be reborn, I had never once suspected he might dream of me. That something of our lives together would carry forward to this reincarnation. I hadn’t considered that at all. I’d always planned out my approach with the assumption he wouldn’t remember a damn thing. But he did, and my brain was churning out whole new ideas and fantasies at high speeds. My heart was threatening to burst, too, with hope.

Even as I mentally reeled, the analytical part of my brain kicked in with an observation. If Gun was dreaming of us, then it explained so much. It explained why he’d approached me that first day, inviting a complete stranger out to lunch. I’d always thought that out of character for Gun. He wasn’t the type to reach out first. But if he’d recognized me from the dreams, it all made sense. Curiosity alone would’ve compelled him. I also had a firm explanation for those magic seals he doodled in class. It also might have been why he was so touchy-feely with me.

My husband remembered me. I felt like crying; I was so happy.

I couldn’t let on to Del, though. She’d wonder why I was acting so strange. I buried the feeling to revel in later.

“I’ll ask him about them,” I promised her. Oh god, would I ask him about them—every single detail. I needed to know precisely how much he was recalling through those dreams.

We reached the clinic, and while it had a few people in the lobby, it didn’t seem too busy. The receptionist took Del’s name and immediately showed us into a room so I could set her down.

She sat on the table, the paper crinkling under her, and made a face at her hands. “This will take forever to heal. Dammit.”

I wished I could offer her the quick remedy—I had three at my disposal—but didn’t dare reveal so much of myself. “Sorry.”

Del just made a face.

Another nurse came in and looked her over, cleaning out the scrapes and bandaging them up, then wrapping her ankle with orders to stay off it for a good week until it healed and soak it in hot water with Epsom salt when she could.

We were almost done when Gun entered, face flushed and breath a touch quick as if he’d run most of the way here. Knowing Gun, he likely had.

His eyes took in Del from head to toe in a quick sweep, a frown immediately gathering between his brows as he came in. “You really did fall good.”

“It was a spectacular face plant,” she admitted with black humor. “I will never, ever just carry my books into campus again. If I’d had them in a bag, I may have been able to catch myself on the banister. Thankfully, Kit stopped to help; otherwise, I’d still be hobbling my way here.”

Gun shot a warm smile at me. “Thanks.”

I may have melted a little under that smile. “Happy to help. Del’s all done, actually, and ready to go. You carry her and I’ll bring her books along?”

“Sure.”

Del had no issue with another piggyback ride and immediately raised her hands like a toddler asking for upsies. Gun didn’t hesitate to gather her onto his back like I had done, and we left the clinic with me hauling her books and mine. It was a neat excuse to hold on to both Gun and Del a little longer.

“Did you know that Kit carried me all the way to the clinic?” Del asked her brother as she rode along. “He’s crazy strong, not to mention cute. I’m going to marry him, okay?”

She was already in teasing mode. I hid a snicker behind my hand, trying not to give the game away.

“Del,” Gun said patiently. “You can’t marry a man you just met.”

“Spoilsport. Ooh, Kit, can you cook?”

“Uh, sure? I’m not a gourmet chef or anything, but I cook pretty regularly.”

“A man who can cook,” she said with satisfaction. “Yup, I call dibs.”

Gun caught my eye, expression wry. “Sorry, she’s just like this. All of my siblings are a little crazy.”

“Oh, she fully warned me she would tease you the minute she figured out who I was.” I gave Del a wink and got one in return. “I know she’s not serious.”

“He is the one, right? The one you’re constantly texting and sighing over.” Del poked at her brother’s cheek. “I’m pretty sure it's Kit.”

Gun sighed, deeply, as if regretting all of his life choices. “And to think I was worried about you.”

“It’s because you’re the bestest big brother a girl can have. It’s okay if you want to leave me to Kit, though; we can have an absolutely fascinating conversation without you.”

“Like hell am I leaving you alone with him. You probably already told him things you shouldn’t have as it is.”

“It’s okay, he still likes you.”

I bit down on more laughter. Aww, this was sweet. Gun had been an only child before, so I’d had no idea what he’d be like with siblings, but he obviously loved his sister—even if he was currently tempted to shake her. It was nice seeing this side of him.

“Oooh, Kit, if you’re strong enough to lift me, can you lift my brother?” Del blinked down at me as if this question burned for an answer.

I had no idea what she was plotting. But I was always game for an excuse to touch Gun. “Probably? Gun, you’re about, what, a hundred and sixty pounds?”

Gun gave me that considering look again, pausing at a crosswalk and waiting for the light to turn green. “Somewhere around there. You really think you can lift me?”

I didn’t get a chance to answer. Del sounded gleeful as she chimed in. “Oh, I know he can. He didn’t even struggle taking me to the clinic, and that was a ten-minute walk. And that’s with both of our books, too. I really want to see this now. As soon as we get to the car, Kit, try lifting him. I’ll buy you dinner if you can manage it.”

“I think you already owe him dinner for helping you,” Gun chided her.

“Dinner with dessert,” she countered immediately.

“Why are you so invested in this?”

“Because I’m really curious. I know you’d rather pick him up,” Del gave a mock sympathetic pat to his chest, “but bear with me.”

Gun let his head drop for a second. “If I weren’t such a good brother, I’d leave you right here.”

“You love me.”

“Fortunately. For you. Kit, she wasn’t doing this to you the whole time you were with her, was she?”

I just laughed. “It’s fine, Gun; she’s a fun person. People who can tease are my kind of people.”

“Kit’s now my friend too,” Del informed her brother. “Which means you have to give me his number later.”

“No way in hell.”

Del was not deterred. She whipped her phone out. “Kit, what’s your number?”

Mostly to mess with Gun—Del was right that teasing him was fun—I rattled it off. “Don’t text me often, though, okay? Your brother will get jealous.”

“What if I only text you when I want to make him jealous?”

“That works.”

Gun groaned. “I regret immensely that the two of you met. I knew that wouldn’t be good for me.”

“You were right.” Del kissed his cheek and beamed. “How dare you hide such a fun person from me.”

Del was officially one of my favorite people. I hadn’t been sure at first how his siblings would take to me, but Del, at least, would very much be in my corner. I couldn’t have been more relieved.

We reached Gun’s black Lexus, and I opened the passenger door so he could slide Del inside. Then I braced my backpack against my thigh to retrieve her things and hand them to her.

Del took the backpack from me entirely and shooed me on. “Alright, bet time.”

I was perfectly alright with that. I turned to Gun and found him looking a little shy. Still, he readily put both arms around my shoulders. I got my hands around his back, bent to get one under his thighs, then easily lifted—

—a memory slammed through me of our wedding night. Arthit had lifted me into a bridal carry like this, carting me through the door even as I’d teased him with kisses. It felt so real that I could almost feel the humid night air surrounding me. Then I blinked, and the impression was gone, nothing more than smoke in the wind.

I blinked again, firmly back in this moment, with Gun in my hands, a surprised look on his face.

Del unabashedly took several pictures in a row, laughing. “Told you! Kit, you are definitely stronger than you look.”

“Yeah,” Gun said, the word strangled. “You are.”

He’s blushing. I’m not imagining this, right? He’s blushing right now. Oh my god, I think I just turned him on by picking him up like this. If Gun likes to be manhandled, I can absolutely do that. No hardship, truly.

I couldn’t just keep holding him up like this, sadly. It was going to get awkward soon. Even though I didn’t want to, I gently set him back down.

“Well, you definitely won the bet.” Gun didn’t seem at all upset about that, either.

“Let’s coordinate later on when’s a good time for you,” Del offered. “You can come over for dinner and help me tease Gun some more.”

“Sounds like fun to me.” I winked at Gun to show I was kidding. Mostly. “I’m pretty free most evenings, so pick a day that works for you.”

“Okay.”

Gun reached out, fingertips light on the back of my arm in an almost caress. Sincerely, he spoke in a low tone. “Thank you, really.”

I very much wanted to hug him. So badly. I had to check the impulse twice, keeping my feet planted. “I’m happy I stopped, trust me. Get her home and let her soak that ankle, okay? I’ll talk to you later.”

“Can I drop you off at your car?”

“No need, I’m literally three rows over.”

“Then I’ll see you later.”

“Yeah.” I gave Del a wave as I walked away, trying to tamp down on my glee. This day had gone well, giving me another chance to be around Gun and get closer to him.

The dreams, though, were something I hadn’t reckoned on. I would definitely ask Gun about those. Hopefully, he would be as forthcoming with me as he was with Del.


[image: Chapter 8]


Gun

“S


oooo…” Del beamed at me, her shit-eating grin saying absolutely nothing good would come from the conversation we were about to have. “Have you kissed him yet?”

I swerved, getting a sharp honk from the car beside me. I winced and waved at the driver in apology. “Damnit, Del. Don’t say shit like that while I’m driving.”

She snickered. “Don’t want you messing up your baby.”

I patted my girl’s dash lovingly. “I spent way too much of Dad’s money on her. She doesn’t deserve abuse.”

“You mean Dad spent too much of Dad’s money because you mooned over her and said she called to you,” she pointed out with a roll of her pretty eyes. “I swear, if I didn’t know you liked guys, I’d be scared.”

Then she got a sly grin again. “And speaking of guys you like…?”

I sighed. From my soul. Del with a secret was worse than a dog with a bone. She didn’t bury it. She gnawed until she got all the marrow, and nothing was left but splinters and drool. There was no tea spilling in our house. It was always treated like a fucking three-course meal.

“We’ve just been studying. We’re partners for a project for Mr. Minden’s class.”

She smirked and turned around so she was sitting sideways in her seat and stuffed the seatbelt under her arm and boobs. Once she got herself situated, she poked me repeatedly in the shoulder. “Tell.”

Defeated, I broke like a dropped glass.

“He’s hot,” I moaned. I felt like a damsel in distress for a second. The urge to swoon was strong. “The way he smiles at me seriously destroys all my common sense. And he smells nice. He’s so comfortable, too, like I’ve known him all my life, like we grew up together, but I’d never seen him until we met on the first day of school.”

“But your dreams?”

Ugh. I really, really wished Finn and I had been quieter when I first told him. My family loved me, so when I freaked out, they hovered even when they were supposed to have gone back to bed. Finn, though, was my rock, and I told him everything. But now, I guess I was forced to dish because if I didn’t, she’d annoy the ever-loving shit out of me until I caved.

With another soul-deep sigh, I shrugged. “Kit only started starring in them when I met him.”

That was when I’d started truly understanding what people were saying in the dreams, too. That was when I’d started understanding my own thoughts in those dreams. With every touch between Kit and me, my dreams became more real. They felt more like memories than dreams now, especially upon first waking. Not only was that freaky, but it was unsettling. I always woke up frantic to call Kit but never did, not wanting to wake him up. All I wanted in those first moments of waking up was to hear his voice or feel his hands on me, anything to make sure he was alright.

I turned down our road, my heart still confused and full of questions. For once, Del seemed subdued, too, quickly picking up on my mood. She knew when to give me space. Finn had coached the entire family on how to help when I started getting overwhelmed or stuck in my head.

She didn’t say a word until I parked. I came around to haul her out of the seat and into my arms once I had my bag with our books on my back.

“You okay, Gun?” Del asked softly. “The dreams are getting intense again.”

I nodded and briefly leaned my forehead against her temple. That earned me another squeeze. Delaine didn’t let up until I reached the door so she could unlock and open it for us. I took her straight to the kitchen’s dinette and sat her down so I could ditch the books on the floor against the kitchen island. Then, I got the foot soak tub and Epsom salt and got a warm bath for her ankle prepared.

My family spoiled me. I never, ever let an opportunity pass by to return the favor for any of them. Especially my younger siblings and mom.

Once I had Del situated, I set her books on the table next to her and took my bag to my room to deal with later. Since Del would need to soak for a bit, I quickly washed my hands and face, puttered around in the bathroom to get the school funk off me, grabbed a towel for my sister, and trekked back to the kitchen.

She was still where I’d left her, so I asked, “You hungry?”

“Snacky.”

I, too, was snacky-hungry. “Options?”

“Uhhh…” She gave me a blank look. “No clue. You?”

I also had no clue, so I searched the fully stocked cabinets and fridge until I came up with tuna. I made a quick snack of tuna salad dip with minced dill pickles and salad dressing, with some saltines for dipping. Del reached for the bowl, taking it from me while I got us cucumber water and wax-coated compostable plates. Then, I could finally sit down, settling across from her and handing her a plate.

For an eighteen-year-old, Delaine was above average. It showed when she was among her peers. At home, though, she let herself be less of a queen and more my little sister, reminding me every day after school that she was still my favorite. She did this in little ways, like propping her ankle on my leg or finding other ways of touching me. Our family was always very hands-on and very loving. It sometimes felt strange, as if I’d come into this family from some other world where I was touch averse and touch starved until someone had come along and started me on this path.

I rubbed her good ankle while we munched, settling our stomachs before she nudged me in the gut with her toes. “So. What do you plan on doing with Kit?”

Instead of answering, I thunked my head on the table and groaned.

“Don’t you ignore me, Gunnar Killian Sutherland!”

I winced on impact. “Ouch. Not the full name.”

“Then spill.”

Groaning, I shoved another cracker piled high with tuna goodness into my mouth and chewed, giving myself a moment to gather my composure. I liked to have my thoughts organized when speaking. Otherwise, I preferred to converse through any written format. Writing or typing let my brain slow down enough to make sense to others without me having to constantly stop to explain. Del didn’t push, but she didn’t back down, either.

“I don’t know what it is, to be honest.” I glanced out the window, only seeing what was playing in the back of my mind. Kit speaking lovingly to me in a strange language. Kit getting hit in the chest with some type of energy weapon. Kit making love to me.

“I’ve never felt like this before. The second I met him, I trusted him. Instantaneous, no question. Which is very, very strange. But everything he’s done since we started hanging out has only reinforced that it was the right decision. Plus, he’s seen my quirks and just rolls with it.”

Del whistled. “That’s impressive. Normally, you get a lot of questions on your autism and why you can’t handle paper.”

“I know. But it’s like Kit knows this, or he’s observed it somehow, and he compensates for me. He does it so naturally; it feels like he’s been at my side for years. And every time he does it, I feel my heart softening for him that bit more.”

“That’s not all, right?”

I snorted because that wasn’t even the tip of the iceberg.

“And he’s hot,” she prompted.

I nodded without looking at her. “He’s scorching hot.”

“And you haven’t asked him out… why?”

“I literally have no idea how, and I’m afraid of sounding like an idiot,” I mumbled glumly.

“So?” That incredulous tone made me wince again. “Don’t make me have to do it for you. Kit thinks you’re hot, too!” Leaning in, she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial, salacious murmur. “His exact words when I asked if he thought you were hot were, ‘He’s that sexy, and you’re asking an obvious question?’ So…” She leaned back and splayed her hands out in a “Do you see my point?” gesture. “You going to ask him out?”

“Nope.”

“What?” Her lower lip came out in a fierce pout. “Why not?”

“I’d die, Del—flat-out stop breathing, turn three dozen shades of mortified, and expire before hitting the ground.” She rolled her eyes, and I shrugged. “Not even joking, sis.”

“Gunnar, you will ask him out tomorrow, or I will ask him for you!”

“Uhhh, no, I won’t.”

“Coward.”

“Yup,” I agreed, popping the P. Why lie?

“What are you afraid of?”

Nope. I wasn’t gonna answer that question, either.

Del narrowed her eyes at me and tapped the tabletop with a manicured nail. “Are you telling me you’ve never even hooked up with a guy before?” When I couldn’t meet her eyes, she sighed a lifetime’s worth of sighs and slouched. “You’re seriously a virgin? Fuck. I’m not even a virgin, bro.”

I sat up so fast and straight that three vertebrae popped. “What?”

My baby sister rolled her blue-gray eyes and folded her arms under her breasts. “Do not get sidetracked. We have to get you a boyfriend. Operation Initiate Kit into the Sutherland Family engaged. The first step is you need to ask him out.”

“Nope.”

She leaned forward, her hand dipping into her back pocket. When she brought it back out, she lightly slapped me in the face with a string of four condoms and dropped them onto my empty plate. “Make. A. Damned. Move!”

Oh, fuck. That was the “Mom voice.” The same one our mother used to get every man’s ass in the Sutherland household moving. The same one she used when she was at the end of her patience. That voice. The one no child, big or small, ever wanted to hear because it meant she had ammo and a loaded metaphorical gun and wasn’t afraid to pull the trigger on any harebrained scheme she might come up with.

“Do I have a few days?” I begged plaintively.

The steel came out of her spine, and in point-two seconds, Delaine was back to being my sweet little sister. “You can take your time so long as I know you’re actually going to ask him.”
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A knock sounded on my door before the handle turned, and Finn stuck his head in. “It’s almost midnight, Gun. You okay?”

I rubbed at my gritty eyes and squinted at the clock in the corner of my laptop screen. Fuck. Finn was right. I normally tried to be in bed by ten-thirty p.m., but this project had consumed me. I wanted to have a decent chunk of the concept’s schematics sketched out before bed. I was almost done, though, and was at a good stopping point. There was enough there for Kit to make sense of it. Kit would come up with a concept as well, and we’d look at them both, adjust, refine, combine, and see what worked when all the pieces settled, so this wouldn’t be a wasted effort, even if he had something totally different. We thought a little alike, or he seemed to read me enough to know how I thought, so I didn’t anticipate any problems.

“Bro?” Finn’s hands landed on my shoulders, digging into tension knots. “Go to bed, okay?”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “Thanks.”

“Always.” He hugged me from behind and stepped away. “Good night.”

“Night.”

I saved my work and powered down my laptop before heading to the bathroom to brush my teeth and do my nighttime skincare routine. If Mom had done nothing else, she’d drilled the importance of thorough dental and skin care routines into our entire family. It meant I had killer skin. It was one of the reasons I was more confident when meeting new people. I knew I looked good. Mom and Del had ensured I had a wardrobe that flattered me. And Dad had introduced me to a perfumer who custom-made cologne for me that wasn’t overwhelming to my senses and complimented my natural odor.

As I massaged my nighttime moisturizer into my skin, I looked myself in the eye through the mirror and started to plot. How the fuck was I going to ask Kit out? I was shit at approaching guys for anything other than normal day-to-day introductions, hence why I didn’t do it.

I seriously needed to learn how to stand my ground with Delaine. She bulldozed me way too easily. But I’d agreed. I couldn’t back down now.

And I still had that string of four connected condom packets on my desk because the little snot wouldn’t take them back. Del liked pussy more, anyway, she’d said.

Good to know? I honestly was on the fence about that. Like, my sister being bi or a lesbian or whatever was fine, but I wanted no details. Ugh. Like I needed to know about my baby sister’s sex life.

But she was right. If Kit liked me, I needed to make a move. He didn’t seem the type to hesitate to grab what he wanted, so it proved to me he was paying attention. Kit was letting me come to him in my own time, knowing I was an introvert. That meant I needed to pay him back by not making him wait fifty years.

Maybe.

Groaning, I finished quickly, patted my face dry, and tossed my headband into my bathroom drawer before cleaning up my mess and heading back into my bedroom. Stalling wasn’t going to get me anything except bags under my eyes when I showed up for class tomor—fuck, today.

I glanced at my Echo Dot’s clock with a sigh as I climbed into bed. Twelve twenty-five a.m., and I had to be at school at eleven a.m. for a meeting with one of my core professors about testing out of as many courses as possible. If I could do that, it would free me up to take more fun classes or graduate early.

Come on, brain. Stop it. It’s time to fucking sleep, not stall.

But my asshole brain decided right now was the best time to plot out strategies for asking Kit to date me.

Should I ask him to date me or to go on a date? Was there a difference? It sounded like there was. One was a commitment to me; the other was an event—two completely different things.

“Alexa, wake me up with Pain by Three Days Grace at nine a.m.”

“Alarm set for nine a.m. to Pain on Amazon Music.”

“Alexa, good night.”

“Sweet dreams,” Amazon’s AI cheerfully said, then started into the night routine of fun news snippets and tomorrow’s weather, ending in a random sleep podcast to fall asleep to. But my mind was whirling too much, too fast. I needed to figure out how to ask him out. Where would we go? What would we do? What did Kit like? What did I like?

Fucked if I knew.

I was screwed.
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Gods, Kit was handsome. The old couple had finally stopped dispensing their advice and vacated our marriage bed, closing the door behind them. It was an endearing tradition, but I wanted my husband.

Kit seemed to think the same as he came in close and kissed the side of my neck while I played with his sai kor thap suang, the decorative necklace that held an ornate pendant symbolizing a breastplate. The red jewels and gold beads making up the artifact gleamed in the candlelight and suited his sun-bronzed skin.

“You are being sentimental,” Kit teased. His eyes softened as he leaned our foreheads together. “You are finally mine.”

“I have always been yours,” I whispered against his lips. It took a moment, but I finally got the belt off after fiddling with the panneng, the ornate belt buckle having given me trouble because I hadn’t been paying enough attention. How was I supposed to pay attention when I had a sexy man being adorable and playing with my ass?

My brain halted mid-thought as Kit took over, undressing us and removing clothes in such a sensual way that my soul cried with it, and I ached to touch him.

Finally, once he divested himself of his chut ratcha pataen—the outfit we’d both worn for the formal event—I had my hands on acres of smooth, soft skin over hard, lean muscle. Shivers raced across my flesh as I pressed myself against him. And only when Kittichat wrapped his arms around me did they settle. “Kit?”

He chuckled, a low, warm sound as he pressed kisses into my neck. We were nearly the same height, but I was still a little taller. It felt strange, as if there should be a few more inches difference between us. “What is it, teerak?”

I grinned, burying my nose in his soft, fragrant hair, and relaxed into him. It always made my soul flutter when he called me his beloved. “I’m nervous.”

“We have made love many times since you finally let me into your heart,” Kit teased. “What makes this different? You still know my body, as I know yours.”

I couldn’t explain it, even to myself. Something held me back. Everything felt so large that it was hard to contain it. Instead of answering, I took a moment to draw my husband to the wash basin, kissing the three dots of white paste on his forehead before gently washing them away.

His smile turned understanding as he took the rag from me to return the favor. “You are overstimulated.” When I nodded, he pecked a kiss on my lips and cupped the back of my neck with both hands. “I apologize, my love. I try not to forget how overwhelmed you become by crowds and lack of control, but it happened today, and for that, I beg your forgiveness.”

Every time I felt unmoored or uncertain, Kit could deduce within moments what was wrong and why and set into motion a plan to overcome the obstacle. My husband was a master at reading me, and I was almost as good at reading him.

A smile touched my lips, and I let him pull me into a tender kiss that comforted me and set me aflame. Kit didn’t twitch when I idly played with the sai sin around his wrist, the multitude of white string bracelets meant to bestow us with good luck for our future. They provided me with something to fidget with and kept me in the moment when I could so easily become lost in my own head. He almost always wore something for me to toy with. Something discreet that I could use to calm myself down, a habit he’d adopted within the first few days of courting me when he saw how I constantly fidgeted in public when overwhelmed.

At first, it was a flower, a gift he would bring me daily for three days until he saw how distraught I became at destroying them with my constant handling. Then, it went to tokens. Finally, he gave me a beaded bracelet, but as the days wore into months, I played with his matching one more than mine.

We had taken those off for the wedding, but these sai sin worked just fine for now, enabling me to blank out my mind to everything except the smell and taste of my husband, the feel of his hands roaming my back and sides, the feeling of his arousal poking me in the hip, his chest rising and falling against my own.

Kit stepped closer and herded me back toward the bed. Thank the gods, we had set all the lucky items aside, tucking them under the pillows since we had to sleep with them for three straight days. When we tumbled onto the bed, laughing like children, eyes dancing, they still managed to clink together, the sound joyous and charming.

“Are you trying to murder me already?” I teased. “Or break our bed?”

The thin, plush mattress on the intricately carved squat platform wouldn’t be prone to breakage, but my tailbone might. When I shifted and winced, Kit went from playful to concerned in a fraction of a second, cupping my face. “Teerak?”

I winked at him. “You’ll have to pamper my ass now.”

That playful grin returned. “Oh? As if I don’t pamper your ass every night?”

“Mm.” I lay down, spread my legs, and rolled my hips. His eyes instantly shifted to all pupil and went to my cock, transfixed, and I grinned victoriously. Mission accomplished. My husband had a preoccupation with my cock even though I never used it on him. Instead, he’d often suck it, but tonight, all it received were intense stares, a hot hand stroking me to full hardness, and a shuddering breath before his eyes, black with desire, fixed on mine. He gave me a feral grin.

Oh.

Oh, tonight was going to be fun. The “we’re not going to bed until well past daylight” kind of fun.

That was the type of look that would get me pregnant if I had those organs. But, gods, he looked starved.

He was taking too long, so I pulled my knees up to my chest and whined. Kit abruptly snapped out of it, his grin widening further before he reached under the pillow and drew out the fragrant oil he preferred, slicking up his fingers. “Look at you begging for me,” he murmured. Then, leaning in, he rasped his teeth over the shell of my ear and whispered against it, his breath making me shiver as he slid a finger into my tight opening. “I’m going to wreck this hole, teerak. By morning, it will be red and puffy.” Kit purred, licking and nipping the side of my neck as he worked me open. He added a second finger and pumped fast and deep until I writhed beneath him, my breath coming in short, hoarse pants. “My cum will still be dripping from your ass long after I’ve fucked you into fatigue, long after you fall asleep in my arms.”

Kit tapped my prostate, and I convulsed, my body tingling. “I love how responsive you are,” he said hoarsely. “Gods, you’re perfect.”

I loved how Kit loved to praise me. Every word etched itself into my soul, taking me higher until our souls merged in a silent promise that we would find each other always, in this life and the next. I was dizzy with it, and the scent of him filled my senses with bliss until I clutched at him, pulling him closer. “Enough. Please, husband, fuck me!”

Kit’s breath caught, but he didn’t deny me. Instead, he slicked himself up with warmed oil, nudged his cock against my opening, wiped his hands on a conveniently placed towel, and thrust.

That first jolt always burned so deliciously. Not enough to hurt, but it fired up every nerve inside me until I felt like a candle’s flame, lighting up the entire room and reflecting in Kit’s eyes.

He inched forward slowly, keen dark eyes tracking my expression for any signs of discomfort until he bottomed out with a deep groan of satisfaction. He rested his weight on his forearms to either side of my head, breath coming harshly against my lips. “Need a moment?”

“Mm.” I wrapped my arms around him, holding onto his shoulders and pulling him closer to mutter against his lips, “If you don’t move, I’m going to flip you over and ride you.”

Laughter danced in his eyes, but he kept a solemn expression. “As you wish, teerak.”

I snorted, followed by a moan as Kit snapped his hips forward and drove into me. It forced me to release him with one hand so I could slam it against the headboard. Otherwise, he’d shove me into it with his power, and I preferred to stay conscious and not piss off the neighbors, thank you very much. No one wanted a sprained neck or concussion on their wedding night.

“Mind on me,” Kit demanded. He rolled his hips before shifting slightly to slide a hand between us and grip my dick. He stroked me in time with his thrusts until my brain shut down, until it could think of nothing but us, until I could do nothing but trust him with my pleasure and feel.

“That’s it,” he praised. Kit kissed me, tongues tangling until we both needed air. He shifted until his next thrust pegged my prostate.

My back arched sharply. “There! Right there.”

Kit’s chuckle reverberated as he adjusted himself on the bed and urged my legs around his waist. “Your wish is my command.”

Then he made me see stars. We lost ourselves in each other, breath mingling, tongues lapping up salty sweat fragrant with incense, harsh breaths loud in the quiet room lit by only a single failing candle.

The room started darkening—or were my eyes just closing?

“I love you,” Kit murmured against my ear. “Always and forever, I love you.”

Some stranger sang in my ear.

A harsh melody cut through the din, jarring and angry.

Wait. I knew that song.

The dream fled, leaving me gasping and sweaty, my cock harder than granite.

“Fuck.”

Glancing over, I moaned, “Alexa, stop.”

Once she shut the music off, I lifted the covers and stared at my purple dick. “Yeah, buddy. I’m angry, too.”

And hot. And horny. And why had I dreamed of Kit again?

Wrapping my hand around Gun, Jr., I gave him a stroke because we both deserved something after that dream. But it felt hollow.

I pumped my dick harder, faster. I needed to come. I needed—

Stars exploded in my vision. I came harder than I ever had, curling halfway off the bed with the force of it, clenching my jaw against the scream so I wouldn’t wake my family.

Holy. Shit.

I went limp while my brain tried to reboot.

Only when the dizziness went away, and I could see straight, did I open my eyes again. I had that meeting today, so I had to get up. After that dream, I didn’t want to go now. My soul felt stretched thin and my insides scraped raw. I rubbed my chest, but it didn’t ease the ache in my heart or do anything to stem the tears.

But I sat up, cleaned myself off with tissues from my nightstand drawer, and covered my face with both hands.

Part of me wanted to reschedule the meeting and skip my classes so I wouldn’t have to see Kit today. Because let’s face it, that was going to be hella awkward. But the bigger part of me wanted to see him, needed to feel him next to me, to breathe the same air and prove he was real and not a figment of my imagination.

Yeah, I’d go. Shower first.

Hopefully, Del or Mom had something to hide the red eyes.
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Kit

Anyone who knew me could tell you I was terrible at being subtle. Like, really terrible at it. I had to try my damndest this morning, though. I had things I had to verify with Gun, and it wasn’t like I could outright ask him. Not yet, at least. Hopefully, we’d reach that stage sooner rather than later.

I met up with him on campus, bringing food with me. He’d had an early morning meeting with a professor and a class we didn’t share, so I’d offered to grab food on the way in so we wouldn’t be stuck with the same old choices.

The table he’d chosen was under the shade of an awning, and it was such a perfect day to be outside I was willing to suffer through being awake and upright at this ungodly hour. Vampires the world over could tell you that our sleepy time was from noon until about three or four in the afternoon. It was nearly eleven now, and I was definitely feeling the desire for sleep, but on the other hand, I wasn’t about to miss any time with Gun. Just no.

Gun was already there, phone in hand, backpack on the ground next to him. He looked like he hadn’t slept well last night. Uh-oh, had he gotten wound up in a project and forgotten to sleep? He used to do that all the time. I had to pull him out of his head often so he didn’t completely trash his sleep cycle by enabling Kassandra’s deep-seated desire to give him research books he mentioned in passing.

I slung into the chair next to his and put both my backpack and paper bag down. “Hey, you. Roast beef with mayo and cheese; here’s your drink. Oh, wait.”

I’d come prepared, knowing he couldn’t stand the touch of paper. I grabbed a steel travel tumbler from my bag and poured his drink into it before handing it over. I did the same with the sandwich, taking it out of its paper wrap and setting it on top of the aluminum foil I’d brought from home for this purpose.

Gun looked at me like I’d just hung the stars in the sky for him. I may have blushed a little under that look. Just this little, thoughtful gesture got such a reaction from him? Well, damn. I will definitely do it every time, then.

He took the tumbler and ducked his head, a smile on his face. “Thanks.”

“Anytime,” I responded, voice husky.

I took my own food, settled in with him, and tried for subtlety. “You don’t look like you got much sleep last night. Dreams keeping you awake?”

Wow, what a blush. I almost asked Gun if he needed an ice pack for it. Just what the hell had he dreamed?!

“Something like that,” he muttered, eyes fixated on the roast beef.

His expression hinted that it might have been one of those dreams, the kind of sex dream I had teased him about in the past. Before, you know, promptly taking advantage of them. Sadly, I wasn’t close enough to him yet to poke his cheek and tease him. More’s the pity.

I tried a different tactic. “Del mentioned to me you have these amazing dreams that are like a fantasy movie. Mages and magic and stuff.”

His blush eased a little, but he still couldn’t meet me in the eye. Even in his previous life, Gun had had trouble meeting people’s gazes, primarily focusing on the bridge of the person’s nose. “Yeah. Sometimes.”

Good, good, come on Gun. Talk to me. “Are they the kind of dreams that are super realistic to you? Or more like a movie you’re watching where you’re sad they end when you wake up?”

“More… the former.” Something made him glance up at me, just from the corner of his eye, before he focused once more on the roast beef. The sandwich was now considering selling tickets; that was how riveted Gun was to its beefiness.

Later, when I properly won this man over, I was revisiting this conversation and finding out just what he’d dreamed. From his expression, it must’ve been a doozy.

To my surprise, he tacked on, “I dream that I’m a mage. That my lover is a mage, one who works alongside me. Sometimes, we’re fighting inside a library of all places. They’re chaotic, they don’t always make sense, but they always feel like I’m living in that moment.”

Holy shit. Gun really was remembering the past! He remembered Kassandra. I wasn’t surprised the memories were chaotic and jumbled, but I was astonished he remembered anything at all. I nearly vibrated; I was so giddy with this confirmation. It took all I had to stay casual and not hug the stuffing out of him.

“I’m a little jealous. I never dream like that.” That part was the truth. If I dreamed, I rarely had any recollection of it upon waking. “Tell me more about them, okay? When you want to. I’d love to hear the details.”

That finally brought his head up, and his smile was shy. “Sure.”

I was going to be insufferable for the rest of the day. I could feel it coming on even now. My husband remembered me, apparently even had those kinds of dreams of us, beating all odds. There would absolutely be no living with me after this.

Del waved at me from the building’s doorway, catching my attention, and casually dropped into the opposite chair from her brother’s without a by-your-leave. “Hey, two of my favorite people. Ooh, lunch. Where’s my lunch?”

“You weren’t invited,” her brother reminded her pointedly. “Kit bought lunch for me on the way in.”

“Ehhh.” Del pouted a little. “Well, if I’d known you were going to meet up, I’d have put an order in, too. It’s fine, though; I packed something from home.”

“Safer to assume we’re going to be eating lunch together,” I informed her smugly. If I had anything to say about it (and I did), Gun would have lunch with me every day.

Del paused in pulling something out of her backpack and looked at me archly. “Oh, is that right? Staking a claim already, are you?”

“Yeah, duh.” I winked at Gun, startling a smile out of him. “You said he’s your favorite person, right? Well, he’s mine, too.”

Oh, now there was that blinding smile I’d fallen for. It lit Gun up, brighter than any sun. I felt my heart melt under the force of it. He was stunning when he smiled like that. He even met my eyes. It was brief, but that one look had me besotted.

Can I has? Please?

Can’t kiss the smile, can’t kiss the smile, can’t kiss the smile—

Fucking hell, this was taking more willpower than I’d given myself credit for.

Just a little kiss wouldn’t hurt, though, right? Right?

Dammit, I really couldn’t. Why did I have to be a responsible adult? What sin did I commit to fall into that trap?

Del cleared her throat pointedly. “Because it's you, Kit, I’m willing to share.”

I managed to turn back to her and smile, but it was damn hard to look away from Gun. “That’s very big of you, Del. I appreciate it.”

Proving Gun could tease in public, he poked at his sister. “Who says I’m willing to share him with you?”

“Suck it up, buttercup,” she advised, brow arched in amusement.

As expected of a sister. Ivy would have said something similar.

“Oh, hi, Kit!”

I barely recognized the voice. Turning, I looked at the girl now standing beside our table. And to be honest, I barely recognized the face. She was in my Intro to Coding class, I think? One of those classes I didn’t share with Gun. Cute girl, someone shorter than me, a pretty enough blond with perfect makeup and a blue sundress.

What was her name again?

She leaned in, hand on the table, and smiled a little wider at me. The lean was strategic to show cleavage, not that I was interested. Still, I recognized what she was doing. “I didn’t know you hung out here for lunch. Can I join you?”

I looked into her face, into those earnest eyes, and mentally froze.

I’m… being hit on.

By a girl.

What do I do? No, seriously, what do I do? This has literally never happened to me.

I know there’s gay panic, but is there such a thing as straight panic? Never mind, it’s a thing because I’m having all the straight panic right now.

“Uhhh…” was the intelligent thing that came out of my mouth.

A strong arm wrapped around the back of my chair and latched onto the side as Gun’s foot hooked the chair’s leg. He hauled me in closer with a screech of metal on concrete. I was abruptly tucked into Gun’s side. I blinked up at him, more than surprised at the possessive move. Gun was normally too introverted to do something like this, but apparently, she’d really pissed him off.

Gun looked her right in the eye and said, “No.”

Just that. No.

She blinked at him, then looked at me, then took in the two of us, and I could see the lightbulb moment. Del was no help right then; she had a hand clamped over her mouth and was trying (unsuccessfully) to cover a snicker. To be honest, I don’t think she was trying all that hard.

Me? I was no help whatsoever. Too busy internally screaming and jumping around for joy. Gun was still the possessive type, apparently, and saying I was happy about that would totally make the understatement of the year category. And win all the golds. I didn’t even hesitate; I just leaned right into him, unabashedly snuggling. He’d just told the world I was his, and I absolutely agreed.

Alice (finally remembered her name!) looked us over again, and this time she looked a touch crestfallen. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you were… yeah, sorry. See you in class, Kit.”

“Yeah, see you,” I managed. Somehow. Honestly, I was still surprised by Gun, and it robbed me of words. Also, maybe still celebrating internally.

I turned, looking up at him, and he looked steadily back. Maybe a touch defensive, his mouth was set in a mutinous way, but he also looked possessive and jealous as hell. Any more jealous and he’d be bright neon green with it.

“Who was that?”

Oh my god, how cute was he? So jealous of a girl I barely remembered the name of!

It wasn’t nice of me, but I was getting mileage out of this. So much mileage.

“Who? Alice?” I asked as if I didn’t know precisely what was going through that pretty head of his.

He impossibly got more agitated. “You know her well?”

“Share a class with her. One of those classes you’re not in.” It was like pouring lye into an open wound. Look at the jealousy bubble and fester.

“She flirts with you like that just because you share a class with her?”

Like you’re not doing the same damn thing. I decided to be nice and not point that out. Instead, I trailed a finger along Gun’s jawline and watched his jealousy stutter to a confused halt. Yeah, love, I’m not interested in anyone else but you. Never have been.

“I doubt she’s going to flirt with me again,” I murmured, head tilted up so I could have kissed him easily. “Not after you staked a claim so blatantly.”

The blush was back. With reinforcements.

I wasn’t about to let him retreat from me. I leaned in, tucking my mouth next to his ear, making this moment as private as possible in such a public setting. I couldn’t let this moment pass. He’d made a move, showed what he wanted. I had to respond.

“Date me,” I whispered against his skin.

Gun swallowed hard, shivering a little under my hand. He nodded several times vigorously.

Past words, eh? Still, I’d gotten a firm yes, and my heart was filled to bursting with it. My fragile willpower gave up the ghost. I leaned back just enough to brush a kiss against his cheek before retreating completely.

The look he gave me at that moment was beyond words. His expression was full of delight, of relief, like I’d opened the door to happiness for him and invited him to come through. I loved seeing the same emotions I felt for him reflected back at me. I never could explain just what it was about this man that ensnared my heart, but he did it every time without more than a look and a smile.

“Awww,” Del crooned. “So cute.”

Dammit, I’d forgotten we had an audience.

Gun startled, so clearly he had, too. He turned back to his sister and warned her, “Don’t start.”

“Too late, already have. So, when can I share the video I took?”

“Del!” His voice rose in horror like a tea kettle ready to go off. “You did not record that!”

“Of course I did. Do you realize how sweet that was?” Del brushed her hands together, a woman well satisfied with her work. “Moments like that should be recorded and celebrated.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, letting my head thunk against Gun’s shoulder. He might’ve been mortified by this, but it just made me happy.

Pointing a finger at her, he promised direly, “I’ll murder you for this later. Don’t share that yet. It’s too early for him to meet the family.”

I had to agree there. “We get to at least go on a few dates first. Give it a week, and then you can share. Oh, but send it to me first.”

“Can do.” Del happily picked up her phone again.

Gun complained, “Don’t encourage her!”

“It’s alright, love.” I lifted his hand and kissed the knuckles, grin a touch naughty. “I’m firmly on your side.”

Speechless again. This time, in horror at realizing he would be tag-teamed because Del and I were absolutely on the same page about this. He sighed in defeat and picked up his sandwich.

Resigned already huh? Good. It’ll save me the argument.

Not to worry, though; I’d reward him plenty for his patience later.

Excuse my evil chuckle.
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Gun

My poor, overactive brain was still serving me the 404: Brain Not Found error message. Kit had asked to date.

No, it was more like a polite, heated demand. But still. I was on a date. My first date. Sure, I’d hung out with guys before, but never romantically. And I wanted to be very romantic with Kit. This man was sex on legs, and I wanted to devour him.

Or wait. No. Nooo. I wanted him to devour me.

My libido just said, “Fuck yes!” and I agreed. Wholeheartedly. Kit needed to devour me. Hopefully, tonight, I’d get my first real kiss. Maybe. If I didn’t freak out and do something embarrassing. Gods, please let me not do anything embarrassing. My poor abused dick couldn’t take it, not even after jerking off twice today. It still ached because it somehow figured my hand wasn’t enough anymore.

Goddamnit. I wasn’t paying attention. Kit snickered at me and put another quarter in my video arcade game. He had asked me where we should go, and after radio static in my brain for the entire course of my classes, I’d finally come up with Marvin’s Marvelous Mechanical Museum in Metro Detroit. We’d spent about an hour touring the museum and laughing at some of the odder mechanical oddities, but now we were working our way through the arcade portion, beating high scores before moving on to the next game. It was proving easier than I’d expected with Kit’s and my reflexes and gaming capabilities.

I admit I was hyper-focusing on the game because I was getting high-strung from the noise as this place was loud. Games were going off everywhere. Almost all the mechanical wonders were making noises of some kind. People were having fun, excitedly shouting as they won prizes at the arcade games. Whole families loudly talked as they meandered through the aisles, exclaiming indecipherable things and laughing at the hilarity some exhibits exuded.

It was just pure chaos, and I was starting to feel my heart beating in my ears. Couldn’t hear it beating there with the noise, but my head was pounding, and my palms were starting to sweat. If I didn’t relax soon, I’d end up in a full meltdown, and I didn’t want to put Kit through that on our first date.

When I beat Frogger’s high score, Kit came in close and whispered next to my ear, “It’s a little loud in here. Want to go somewhere calmer?”

He rested a hand above my left hip, and suddenly my hyperfocus switched from the noise to the hot press of his hand and the subtle squeeze telling me he was calling me out on my shit without bringing attention to my discomfort.

Kit really was an incredible person. First, he’s turning my paper into thermoses and tinfoil. Now, he’s recognizing my stress signs and checking with me to see if I need to leave.

I did need to leave, so I gave a brief nod.

Squeezing my hip again, Kit pressed a kiss to my shoulder and backed away before taking my hand and using himself as a shield to get me out of there without becoming even more overwhelmed.

Can I marry him? Tomorrow isn’t too soon, is it?

Once the door closed behind us, the volume abruptly went from ten to two, and the pounding in my head swiftly followed suit. I squeezed Kit’s hand in gratitude, silently letting him know I was already feeling better.

Even more awesome? Kit smiled at me as if he knew what everything I did meant without words and what to do next.

“Is your stomach settled from dinner?” When I nodded, he smiled and motioned toward where he’d parked the car. “What do you want for dessert?”

I took my time to think about that. “Shatila Bakery is close, just a little north of here. Less than a mile and a half. Their Mamoul and Baklawa make my soul cry. And the Katayif Kashta-Asafeer is… mmmm.”

Okay, I may have drooled a little bit. The heated look Kit sent me at my moan said he didn’t mind, though. Good thing because if we went there and ate Middle Eastern goodies, he’d be hearing lots of them. I was a bit of a pistachio addict. It was one of my favorite safe foods.

I wondered what his sweet addiction was.

Hopefully, one day, I’d make it me. One day.

My phone pinged, and when I checked it, I saw a text from Delaine. “How is it going? Where did you end up?”

I loved that she checked on me, so I smiled, turned around, took a picture of the museum’s sign since we weren’t far from it, and then took one of Kit smiling after showing him the text. Once I sent the pictures and put my phone away, I glanced up and did a double-take.

Kit looked at me with this intense stare. Without hesitation, I quickly snapped a pic of that, too, before texting my sis, “We’re heading to get dessert. I’ll call you when we’re on our way home.”

“Okay. Be careful. Love you! <3”

“Love you too, sis.”

“And get you some of that. Guh. He’s about set the phone on fire.”

“Good night, Del.”

She sent me another heart emoji followed by an eggplant and water drops. I showed it to Kit, who snickered through a shit-eating grin, then I tucked the phone into my pocket.

“I like that your family loves you so much.”

“Me too. I lucked out with a pretty awesome family in this life.”

Kit tilted his head, giving me a look I couldn’t interpret, but said, “You really did.”

When he said things like that, it made me wonder if he felt he knew me from a past life as I did with him. As weird as that sounded, even in my own head, it just felt like he did. Maybe it was the dreams playing into that. I don’t know. Or maybe it was wishful thinking? I couldn’t make sense of how he was able to read me so well, and my brain kept coming back to this theory as a default. He seemed so familiar, and I wanted more than anything to be part of his life in this incarnation, too.

From the looks he kept giving me, my wishes may have been coming true.

Am I a fucking Pixar prince? I must be a Pixar prince. They actually had gay characters.

No, dumbass. We are not a character in a movie. This is happening in real life. We can do this, me. We got this. Pretty sure. Well, even if I don’t, I'm pretty sure Kit’s got me.

Kit squeezed my hand and tugged, getting me moving because my inner rambling had cemented my feet to the sidewalk. But with him holding my hand? I’d have followed him anywhere. Because just look at that fine ass. Mmm. Yes, please.

Now, my ass was wondering what his dick would feel like. Would it be girthy? Long? Graceful? Would it be perfect like it had been in my dreams?

Down, boy. Now was not the time to fantasize.

Since Kit was facing away from me, I adjusted my dick to a more comfortable position and ignored the girls giggling at me as they walked by.

As we passed an alley, a light flashed and streaked through the dimness between streetlights, barely missing Kit. He jerked to a stop, snatching his hand from mine, and growled a word I did and didn’t understand. I’d heard it before—something from those too-vivid dreams of mine. But with that growl, a different colored light shot from his palm.

I glanced around, finding us surrounded—one in the alley, one from the street, and one coming from each side of the sidewalk.

It felt, eerily, like I was in an action movie. All that was missing was the soundtrack with an eerie sound and a hard beat. I felt my adrenaline kick up, unease growing as those shadowy figures slowly closed in. I had no weapons on me, but I was trained in Aikido, so if those fuckers came any closer, I’d totally start throwing them around.

I could do it. I could protect Kit.

Oddly, they didn’t seem to care about me whatsoever. Every man was focused entirely on Kit.

What the hell?

Facing the one behind us, I fell into a fighting stance.

Then, suddenly, I went flying. Something cushioned my back and head, but my hips hit the alley wall. For a moment, I saw stars, but I was more stunned than hurt. I shook it off, scrambling to get my feet back under me. Kit yelped, and my head snapped around to look his way. I saw him and two of the guys trying to take him down with some kind of light show that made my heart lurch.

Magic.

They were using magic.

Just like in my dream.

Holy fucking shit.

A man and woman were trying to blow their way through whatever shimmering dome I was trapped in. I ignored them for the moment as I kept an eye on Kit. Why wasn’t he in here with me?

I tried to get through the glowing dome, but it kept me in place. I couldn’t reach him.

Damnit! I wasn’t a fucking damsel in distress!

But I also didn’t know how to use magic, either. I couldn’t get out of this.

Fuck my entire life.

“Where is the library?” one of the men shouted.

Kit didn’t answer, just flung off spells, right, left, and center. Our attackers deflected most of them with their glowing shields of magic, but a few got through, and the woman at least had to back off, cradling an injured and bleeding arm.

My Kit was quite the fighter, but still, we were significantly outnumbered. And possibly outgunned. Out-magicked? Something. My nails bit into my palms, and I wanted to fight with him so badly, but there was nothing I could do here. The frustration and fear ate a hole into my stomach, and my eyes were on Kit.

We were making a lot of noise back here. Surely, someone would notice. Surely, someone would call for help. I would’ve called, but I’d dropped my phone in the attack, and it was outside the dome.

Seriously. How were they not drawing attention from everyone around us?

Then I noticed everything that wasn’t in the alleyway shimmered as the shield did. And our attackers had corralled Kit into the alley with us.

Kit made a dodge and ran into the shield with me, panting. Sweat plastered his hair to his face and neck and stuck his shirt to his chest. He wiped a bit of blood from his nose as he pulled out his cell phone. After unlocking it, he handed it to me and said, “Call Ivy.”

I didn’t say a thing; I just scrolled through his contacts, hit Ivy, and put the phone to my ear. A woman with a slight Indian accent picked up on the second ring. “Are you having fun?”

“This is Gun. We’re in trouble. Some people are attacking us with magic, and Kit’s got us pinned to the wall with some sort of barrier.”

Her voice changed from teasing to taut. “We’re on our way.”

The three beeps in my ear made me look at the phone like it’d lost its mind. Did Ivy just hang up in my face?

Yes. Yes, she did. But at least that meant we would have backup soon. I hoped. I had no idea who that was, but if Kit said to call her, she had to be the calvary.

And I still felt like I was a fucking damsel in distress because everyone here had magic but me. And the four guys outside were bashing the shield with everything they had, each attack flashing different types of seals before fading while they geared up to try again. And all the while, Kit stood stalwart with his palm against the barrier, his hand glowing as he kept speaking in what I thought was Thai, as he’d told me that was where he was from.

No matter what I thought, I had no way of helping, so I did what I thought was best. I stayed at Kit’s back, lifted his shirt a bit to get to his skin, and pressed my hands to his sides, just above his hips.

“If you can use me,” I whispered near his ear, “then do it. I don’t know how this works or what you’re doing exactly, but if you can, use me.”

He didn’t answer in words but gave a minute nod. The next moment, I felt like a vortex was starting up in my chest and gut, but Kit stood a little straighter and breathed a little easier. This felt something like when I used magic in the dreams. Call me crazy, but I thought he was pulling magical energy out of me. Or maybe just energy. If I could do this one thing, if I could help him save us, then I wasn’t useless.

I had to protect him, too. That resolution was ironclad in my mind.

“Where is it, Kittichat?” the woman demanded. “Tell us where it is, and we’ll let you and your fucktoy go.”

I didn’t believe that for a single nanosecond.

“Where?” she screeched. “We’ve been trailing you for a week now that we’ve found you, and you never go there. Why? Tell me!”

“Go to hell,” Kit growled.

Then he stepped through the barrier, leaving me inside. Lurching forward, I bashed it with my fists. “KIT!”

“Stay there!” he shouted.

Magic flew in earnest. Had he used me as a recharge station to get back out there and fight? I’d thought I was helping him keep the shield up. But he didn’t look as flagged as he had just moments ago. Still, I beat against the shield, trying to get to him. “Kit, damnit, let me out!”

I couldn’t use magic, but I could beat the shit out of them while their backs were turned. I hadn’t been training in martial arts since I was a toddler for nothing. Well, I did it because Finn made me for my mental and physical health since I tended to zone and lose time at the computers, but still.

Three started focusing their attacks as one instead of randomly casting. The fourth, one of the guys, caught Kit off guard while his focus split. The spell caught him in the chest, sending him tumbling into the barrier at the mouth of the alley.

My breath stuttered before I took in a deep lungful and bellowed, “Kit!”

He slumped down the barrier as three more blasts caught him.

“Don’t kill him, you idiots,” the woman said, smacking one on the shoulder. “Get him up.”

“What about the other one?”

She glanced my way, meeting my glare as I seethed. “Get him once that shield goes down. It shouldn’t be long. Knock Kittichat out.”

Just then, I heard the screech of tires.

I spared a glance, found a dark SUV parked sideways at the mouth of the alley, still rocking from side to side from the abrupt stop. From the interior, people poured out, racing for us.

Hopefully, that was the calvary because we were neck-deep in shit as it was.

“Get that barrier down!”

Ivy? It sounded like her voice. Oh good, maybe this was the calvary. I prayed so because I had no means of defending myself, and someone had to save Kit right now.

The enemy mages, or whatever the fuck you want to call them, wheeled in place to face the new people on scene. They started throwing up shields and spells, not that I recognized most of what they were doing. I had no attention to spare for them, really.

Kit was still down.

My heart was in my throat, hands pounding on the shield. Come down. Come down, dammit, free me up to move. I have to get to Kit!

Kit’s eyes opened to slits. In the next moment, he raised his hand, and rapid spells flashed as he cast with the last of his strength. They found their marks easily, hitting each enemy mage in the back with perfect accuracy. Gurgling in pain and covered in blood, each of them fell with a thud to the cracked pavement. When the four fell dead, Kit slumped again, and the next time my fists connected with the barrier trapping me, I nearly fell on my face.

With it down, I sprinted to Kit’s side as Ivy and a man I didn’t know came into view. They both had coolers in their hands. Ivy, a beautiful Indian woman with warm copper skin and long hair so dark it was almost black, wore a saree in crimson with gold designs and accents, henna designs decorating her hands and feet. The garment didn’t hamper her movement as she ran and elegantly dropped to her knees on Kit’s other side.

“Sit him up,” she commanded.

I figured that command was for me, and I quickly sat Kit up, bracing him against my chest. He was far too limp and cold to the touch. It felt like my heart was trying to climb into my throat from the worry.

The handsome African god of a man had thin dreadlocks hanging past his shoulders and pulled back with a crimson ribbon at his nape. He wore loose joggers and a t-shirt that showed off his powerful physique. He dropped a cooler next to me, and as I sat Kit up and held his weight, both of them started pouring what looked like blood bags down his throat.

Then the smell hit me.

Fuck. It really was blood.

“What is going on?” I demanded. “Is that blood?”

“You saw what’s going on,” Ivy said. “This is Ezra. Ezra, this is Gun.” Ezra waved with two fingers, distracted, and Ivy continued, “Yes, it’s blood. We’re vampires.”

Brain not responding. (R)etry (A)bort (F)ail?

“What?”

She looked up, and her features softened, giving off big sister vibes. “We’ll explain once he’s no longer in danger, okay? Just keep him up, hold his head back, and help us get the blood down his throat so he can heal.”

Healing? That sounded good. “So, the blood will heal him?”

“Yes.”

All I needed to know. At least for now. Kit looked like shit with blood everywhere, soaking his blue t-shirt and jeans. Closing my eyes, I nodded. Then I took a deep breath through my mouth so I wouldn’t smell the blood and buried my face in Kit’s lush black hair. He’d be alright. Ivy and Ezra would make sure of it.

After an indeterminate amount of time, I heard them closing the coolers, and I looked up as Ivy stood. “Let’s go.”

Ezra reached for Kit, but I shook my head and lifted him, cradling him against my chest.

I’d almost lost him.

I wasn’t about to let him go.
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Gun

My head was going to explode.

I held Kit in my lap in the back seat. He wasn’t actively bleeding anymore, but he wasn’t conscious, either. His normally creamy skin had a grayish cast, and his breathing was a little too shallow and labored for my liking. And all I could do was sit there helplessly and pray to whatever gods would hear me that he would be alright.

This was too much like the dreams. The dream where I’d failed to protect him, where I knew that if I went down, it would mean Kit’s death. It felt too real. Even though I could feel him breathing, see his chest moving up and down, the fear that this would end in death like in those dreams gnawed at my heart. Only watching him steadily breathe in and out kept me from panicking completely.

Ivy must have had mindreading powers because she glanced back from the front passenger seat. “If you want to do something, feed him more blood. The cooler to your left still has more units. Scissors are in the lid’s compartment.”

“Thanks.”

Honestly, I’d have done anything to help him, even if it weirded me out on some level.

My boyfriend was a vampire mage. No big, right?

Shit, I’d need alcohol and about a week of sleep to wrap my head around this.

Shivering, I forced myself to open the cooler. Kit needed me, and I wasn’t about to let him down because of his weird diet. Hell, I was the one who loved tuna-and-pickle salad sandwiches. We’d get through this.

It took some finagling, but I got us slid over to the door and locked it so I could lean him up against the window. It gave me just enough leeway to get the corner of a blood bag snipped off, and with a slight shift, his head dropped back enough that his mouth opened.

“Drink it down, Kit,” I murmured against his ear. “All of it, okay?”

He didn’t respond, but when I started pouring it into his mouth, he didn’t choke on it as I feared but started gulping on reflex.

Good.

I couldn’t focus on anything other than getting the next blood bag in him. Because if I started thinking about how close he’d come to dying, I’d lose my ever-loving shit. My eyes were already watering, and I did my best to blink the tears back because if I started now, I wouldn’t stop until he woke up, and I didn’t want to be a snotty mess when he next opened his eyes. I was stronger than that. He needed me to be stronger than that.

The ride went by in a similar vein, me feeding him the rest of the blood units and silently losing my mind until we pulled up in front of the library. Why they would bring us here was beyond me, but I wasn’t about to complain as long as they helped Kit get back on his feet. I’d have much preferred a hospital, but if they really were vampires, hospitals might be a bad idea. Or at least, that was my guess. Did vampires have dedicated hospitals? How did they get blood bags? Did hospitals or blood banks supply them, or did they steal what they needed? Did they prefer blood bags over humans, or was it an etiquette thing, or were there rules about eating humans? Did bagged blood taste different than getting it from the source? Did they care?

Did I care?

I needed answers.

“Come.”

Ezra opened the door for me and removed the cooler on the floorboard by the door so I wouldn’t end up in a heap on the ground. I tucked Kit against my chest again and carefully got out. No more injuries tonight. Not allowed.

Only answers.

Ivy opened the door and held it for me. Ezra edged around me to lead the way since I had no idea where I was going. He led me down the main library hall, and it took serious willpower not to marvel at the splendor. There was some seriously cool art on the walls, and the carpet was plush. But Kit was more important. I squeezed him, shifting so his head rested more comfortably on my shoulder.

Ezra flipped a switch when he opened a door at the end and waved me in. The hallway stretched to either side with doors lined up across from me.

“To the right. Third door.”

He didn’t say “third door on the left” since all the doors were on the left other than the one we’d just come from. When I reached the door, Ezra opened it for me and nodded inside, flipping a switch when he could reach it.

The entire room smelled faintly of Kit. But I knew he had a house of his own. This didn’t make sense. Glancing back, I frowned at Ezra.

“It’s his room in the library. We all have homes outside, but we also all have rooms here in case of emergencies. Like now.”

That made sense, so I nodded, padded to the bed, and waited. When nothing happened, I glanced back at Ezra. “Turn down the bed?”

He blinked at me like he hadn’t thought of that. Then he came over, turned down the bed, and stepped away. Then, it was only moments before I had Kit’s shoes off and his body laid out and undressed except for his black silk boxers. And when I finished, Ivy squeezed my shoulder and handed me a washcloth and water basin.

A washcloth.
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Kit was not my husband. Just because I’d dreamed it didn’t mean it was true, goddamnit.

Ivy gave me a nudge. “It’s just to get the blood off. He can take a shower when he’s conscious.” Then she winked at me. “Unless you want to go in and bathe him. I’m not about to stop you. He certainly won’t.”

Then my brain kicked in, and when I looked into his face, I saw family. I saw someone who needed me, someone I needed to protect and love until he was back on his feet again. So, I nodded to her and used the washcloth to clean the filth from Kit’s face and chest methodically and carefully until he no longer stank of blood and ozone as bad.

When I finished, Ivy took the washcloth from me and whisked it away with the basin of gross water, leaving me alone with Kit and Ezra. I pulled a blanket up around Kit as he still felt cold to me.

Then, I didn’t know what else to do except hover. “He’s going to be okay?”

“He’ll be fine,” Ezra assured me in his richly accented baritone. I didn’t know where the accent was from, but I’d ask him about that when my mind could focus on things other than Kit’s safety.

“You’re really vampires?” I didn’t even sound like myself, as if I was hearing myself talking from far away. The disassociation was full-on tonight. Which meant I was stressed out of my mind. “He’s been out in sunlight.”

Ezra appeared beside me and flashed a fanged smile that looked almost sad. Not gonna lie. It gave me the heebie-jeebies, but I was proud of myself for not flinching when my stomach swooped. They quickly returned to normal-looking teeth before he turned to Kit and rested a hand on his forehead. “We just get tired during the day. Sunburn more easily than humans. Midday is hardest for us, but we manage when necessary.”

That fit what I’d seen except—

“But Kit has classes during the midday hours…”

Shrugging, Ezra glanced at me with a smirk. “Because of you.”

When I just stared at him, he snickered and patted my shoulder. “I’ll let him explain later. And there will be a later. He’s recovering well.”

“How can you tell?” I demanded. Seriously, I’d seen no signs of improvement to make me believe that. Weren’t vampires supposed to heal insanely fast? Or was that also more myth than truth?

Ezra didn’t seem to mind. “Why don’t we go—”

“No.”

He perked a dark brow. “No?”

“I’m not leaving Kit. He will not wake up alone.”

After a moment of intense staring, Ezra gave a single nod. “Fair enough. I’ll grab another couple of chairs for Ivy and me.”

The room was simple, enough for an emergency like they had said—just a bed, chair, desk, and closet with what looked like a week’s worth of nondescript clothes.

The bed looked comfortable enough. The sheets were clean, if a little musty, from being closed up without use. And for right now, it was enough. So, I grabbed the lone chair and set it beside the bed so I could hold Kit’s hand and keep an eye on him. I barely registered when Ezra returned with two chairs and Ivy in tow.

“You have questions,” Ivy said in a no-nonsense tone once she’d sat and arranged her saree.

I snorted and cast her a wry glance. “All the questions.”

She shrugged. “Then ask.”

It took me a moment to get them straight in my mind. Neither Ivy nor Ezra rushed me. Instead, they sat with expectant looks but relaxed postures like they could wait forever for me to get my shit together and open my mouth. Just that little bit of grace let my shoulders relax so my mind could process.

“Soooo… magic?”

Ivy gave me a shit-eating grin. “Yes. Magic.”

“I have dreams like that. In a library like this. But I fail every time and die.”

Both gave each other speaking looks, but neither said a word. Then they both focused on me like they were sharing the same brainwaves. “Regardless,” Ivy said patiently, “what you saw was real. We are all mages. Including you. Though you desperately need to be trained.”

I blinked stupidly at them. “What?”

Ivy’s grin made sharks look cuddly. “You heard me.”

For a moment, all I heard was radio static. For all that their words startled me, I wasn’t actually surprised. It felt more like something clicked in my head, an acknowledgment of something I’d instinctively known. Really, how else would I have seen magic used? Or been scribbling out magical seals when bored unless I had magic in me?

It made sense. But at the same time, it raised so many other questions. As I thought, the anxiety creeping on me rose until I started flicking my fingers in my favorite stim, counting the flicks, keeping the rhythm. And when I found my center, I took a deep breath. Still, Ivy and Ezra sat there as if unbothered by it, waiting for me to ask more questions.

Kit’s hand spasmed in mine. Using that as an excuse to stall, I checked on him and threaded my fingers through his hair. When he relaxed and turned his face toward me, still unconscious, I spoke without looking at the other two. “When will he wake?”

“It depends, to be honest,” Ezra said gently. “He was gravely injured as well as magically and physically exhausted. Regardless, it’s a testament to his affection for you that his ward was still active after he’d lost consciousness until we could get to you. Otherwise, you might not be here, either. But seeing his ward around you when we arrived let us know that one, he wasn’t dead, and two, he wasn’t that bad off. He just needed emergency care.”

Swallowing hard, I didn’t trust my voice, so I only nodded and started flicking my fingers again, though not as urgently. Emergency care sounded right. That was all this was—a short emergency room trip, just not one at a hospital because the person who was quickly worming his way into my heart was a literal vampire.

My brain was still breaking over that, thanks.

My spasming brain aside, the unconscious trust Kit showed me by seeking me out when I did something as simple as brushing fingers over his forehead made me want to do something. It was sending my brain into a spiral of things that my parents and grandparents had done to ensure my siblings and I were cared for when we felt sick. But chicken soup and forehead kisses weren’t going to cut it here.

But one thing always did, no matter how bad I felt.

Standing, I toed off my shoes, tossed the covers back, and crawled over Kit’s body. It took a moment to settle the covers around us and get him tucked against me. But when he nestled his face into the curve of my throat with a sigh, I knew I’d made the right move—especially when, in the next moment, he went absolutely boneless. I’d thought he was resting before, but now I could see he’d still been incredibly tense. Now, he was resting.

And now that I had him plastered down the entire length of my body, I could pay better attention and peeked over his head of messy black hair to look into Ivy’s black-rimmed golden-brown eyes. She smiled at me like a mother proud of her child’s actions. “Settle in, Gun. All will be well soon.”

Ezra nodded and stood. “Grab a nap, and I’ll grab you some food. Italian okay?”

“Yeah,” I said softly.

Then my brain lurched. “Vampires eat regular food? I mean, Kit eats. But really?”

“Don’t need to,” Ezra specified.

“But we aren’t dead, and regular food is tasty,” Ivy added. “Why live forever if you miss out on the good stuff? Part of the best thing about being a vampire is traveling the world and eating yummy things.”

It made sense. Again, raised new questions, but that seemed to be the theme for tonight.

I nodded and yawned so hard my jaw cracked. Warm covers, a warmer Kit against me, plus the excitement and terror of the night made me tired. I had a lot of questions, but fatigue was quickly pulling me under. My curiosity was being shelved as a result.

Ivy herded Ezra out of the room and turned off the light. “Sleep, Gun. We’ll be in to check on you both hourly. Use Kit’s phone—it’s on the nightstand—to call me if you need anything. Just use his face to open it.”

“Thanks.”

She smiled and closed the door.

The next thing I knew, Kit’s rhythmic breathing against my neck made the darkness darker, and I let myself drift.
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Kit

Iwoke up to my Gun in bed with me.

I have to say, if presented with the choice, I’d absolutely go for this every morning.

His fingertips were soft as they traced over my cheek, and the touch hovered somewhere between a caress and checking for a fever. The sensation left little tingles on my skin in its wake. It was that, more than anything, which stirred my consciousness.

Gun. Gun was in danger. Had I defeated that danger? I must have; I was in a bed I knew, with blankets and Gun wrapped around me. The heat pouring off him was delicious. Maybe because I was mostly naked. There was something off about this picture.

Alright, me, time to get the eyes open. Left eye, go! There you go, progress. Right eye, come on, keep up. Alrighty, both eyes open. Wow, the effort that went into that was ridiculous. Just how drained was I?

I had a feeling the answer was “very.”

Gun propped up on one elbow, smile growing as my eyes came up to meet his. “You’re awake. Finally. How are you? What can I get you?”

It took only a second to get my bearings. Ah, my room in the library. So, Ivy had managed to get us both here safely. Trust my sister to get Gun and me out of trouble. Gun and I were alone in the room, although I didn’t expect that to last long.

While I struggled to get my tongue and mouth to cooperate, Gun tried again.

“More blood?”

Oh, fuck yes. I gave a tiny nod. Blood. Vital go-go juice. Can’t function.

Feeeeeed meeeeeee.

Gun was off the bed in a second, going straight for the fridge in the corner, and then was back again in a flash. He got me propped up with a pillow, opened a bag like a pro, and held it steady for me so I could drink it down. The first bag went like water down a parched man’s throat after he’d crawled through the Sahara. The second bag felt more like a normal feeding, although honestly, I could’ve used a third.

That must have reflected on my face because Gun guessed, “One more?”

“Yeah. Please.”

He went for the fridge again and returned with a third; this time, I was strong enough to hold the bag myself. Ahh, bliss. I felt a bit gluttonous, to be honest. On the verge of a food coma. I much preferred that feeling over the cavernous one I’d had before.

Gun took the bag away, tossed it in the trash, and then drew the blanket up a little more around my shoulders. “You’re not cold?”

“I’m alright.” Vampires didn’t feel temperatures unless they got extreme. I actually felt very comfortable.

My Gun was the type to look perfectly calm and collected during an emergency, while internally, his brain spun like a rabid squirrel on speed. He functioned great in a crisis and fell apart afterward. I’d just learned a few years ago that Gun’s quirks were on the low end of the autism spectrum. I hadn’t anticipated they would transfer over to a new body during his rebirth, but I was glad for it. I wouldn’t change him for anything, and for his sake, I tried to mitigate the crash.

“I’m past the oh-shit stage,” I promised him. “I’m feeling stronger every second. Give me a couple more hours; I’ll be good as new. How are you?”

“Not a scratch on me, thanks to you.” Gun latched onto my hand and pressed it against his chest, bending over it like he needed that connection just then. “You scared me. For a few seconds, I honestly thought you wouldn’t make it.”

“Takes more than that to kill me. Fortunately. It was you I worried about.” You’re far more fragile. I wasn’t about to say those words aloud.

I took stock of the situation, my brain coming more online now that I had blood to work with. Gun had just fed me three bags of blood without blinking, so he clearly knew something of my physiology at this point. He’d seen me work a great deal of magic to fight and protect him. In short, the cat was rather out of the bag.

That said, I saw nothing but questions in his eyes.

“Ask,” I told him gently. “Just give me the bullet points first. How much do you know?”

“You’re a vampire,” he answered steadily. “You’re all vampires. And you’re a mage. Ivy said I’m a mage. That’s about all they explained.”

I’d expected them to explain more than that, but they were apparently leaving it up to me.

“I knew you before,” Gun continued in that same steady, soft voice. “The dreams are real, aren’t they? Memories. I was a mage before and fought alongside you.”

I had no interest in lying, diverting, or making him figure this out alone. What was the point? I’d only taken it slow not to overwhelm him or come off as a crazy person. He’d seen enough now to know I wasn’t lying to him.

“Let me start from the beginning. Yes, we knew each other before. Roughly a hundred and eighty years ago in Thailand, we studied under the same master. We both learned magic from him and became technomages. We weren’t vampires then; we were human.”

I gave Gun a moment to absorb that. He seemed to be taking the information, slotting it in with what he knew or suspected, and filling in an overall picture. His expression suggested to me that his mind was whirling at high speeds. I had no doubt it was.

He spoke slowly, each word building a path forward. “We were close.”

“Incredibly so. I adored you from the start. It took you a bit longer to warm up to me. We were basically sons in each other’s families; that’s how intertwined our lives became.” Because I’d married him, but I wasn’t going to hit him with that bombshell. Not yet.

“What went wrong?” Gun’s eyes came back up to mine before they focused on the bridge of my nose, and I could see the remembered pain and sadness there. “We were attacked. I dream of that often. We were attacked, and I was defending the door. I knew if they got past me, you’d be a dead man. I was worried for you as I died.”

Aw, my love, I hate that you’re still reliving that moment. I reached out with my free hand, cradling his face. “You didn’t fail me. I promise you that. You bought us vital time. Because of you, we all survived that night. You were the only casualty.”

It was like I’d taken a weight off his shoulders. For the first time, he drew in a full breath. “Really? Of course, I didn’t know what happened after I died there, but… you were alright?”

“Well, I was badly wounded, but Ivy turned me in order to save my life. In the nick of time, too. It was you we lost. I raged about that for a solid year. I was not fun to live with. Even after Master promised me you’d be reincarnated, and the spell he used would guarantee you would be within a certain proximity to me, I still was a bear to live with.”

A slow smile stretched across Gun’s face. “You were that mad?”

“I was livid. I wanted to revive every enemy who attacked us so I could kill them again. Just remembering that night pisses me off. You’re far too happy about that.”

“It means you loved me that much.”

More than you know, beloved. “All I could do after that night was wait. Wait for you to be reborn. Master had an alarm set for when that happened. We moved several times, taking the library with us, eventually coming to America because it was safer here than there.”

“And then I was born. Did you track me from birth?” Gun seemed quite keen on the answer.

“Ah, no. I would have if I’d known, but Master…” I let out a groan in remembered aggravation. “Master forgot to tell me. Then forgot that he’d forgotten.”

“Uh… what?”

“You’ll learn that Master Declan is incredibly forgetful. The man would lose every limb if it weren’t attached. We have developed full protocols to make sure he actually functions daily and doesn’t accidentally blow himself up. If I didn’t love the man like a father, I’d have cheerfully strangled him by now.” Shaking my head, I gave a rueful smile. “He did get the alert that you’d been born. He was in the middle of something, though, so he chose to finish his project before calling and telling me. Well, by the time he’d finished the project, he'd gotten sidetracked with another one, and then didn’t finish that project before he decided to go buy more books, and you see where I’m going with this?”

Gun snickered a little, and it was good to see him laugh, to watch some of the tension drop out of him. “For how long?”

“Twenty years, more or less.”

Jaw dropping, Gun spluttered, “For twenty years?!”

“I told you the man’s forgetful. I wasn’t exaggerating.”

“So, really, you’ve only known for a few months that I was back. Is that why you signed up for the same major as me?”

“I wanted to approach you somehow.” I gave a shrug, as that was the truth. “I figured it would be more natural if I got to know you as a friend first. Besides, I had no idea what you’d be like in this incarnation. I really didn’t expect you to remember anything, to be honest.”

“Oh. I guess that would be unexpected.”

“I also liked the major you picked. Robotics interests me a great deal. It wasn’t a hardship to sit in class with you. Well, except for Coding 101. God, that class is dry.”

Gun rolled his eyes expressively. “You can say that again. Okay, so let me get all of this straight. You’ve been waiting all this time for me to return, knowing I probably wouldn’t remember anything but wanting me back regardless. Coming to college with me was just a way to meet up and make friends so you could slowly convince me I was a reincarnation of someone you’d lost.”

“Without sounding like a crazy person, yeah.”

“At what point were you going to tell me I was a mage?”

“I was playing that by ear. With all the magic symbols you’ve been doodling, I figured that might be easier to sell you on first. Knowing you were having the dreams, that you remembered something, that derailed my original plan. I was making it all up as I went along after that.”

“Ah.” Gun sat back an inch or so. He no longer clutched at my hand like it was a lifeline, instead letting it fall into his lap. One thumb drew idle circles over the back of it. It felt nice. I let him do it not only for that reason but because I knew he needed some form of fidgeting while his brain kicked into overdrive.

“Why the attack that night?” Gun’s eyes sought mine again. “Why was I killed?”

A perfectly fair question and one I’d ask too in his shoes. “Kassandra. The library we sit in, that’s the reason. She is a sentient library.”

Gun’s jaw worked as he tried to find words and finally ended up squawking, “Get out. Seriously?”

“Cross my heart. There’s a faction of mages who are terrified of her. Kassandra hoards knowledge like a dragon would gold, and they are convinced Master created her because he has some scheme in mind. They’re so paranoid about it at this point that they will stop at nothing to destroy her.”

“Even murder,” he murmured in a low, sad tone.

“Even murder,” I agreed, my tone matching his. I ached to think we’d lost him to protect Kassandra, but we couldn’t just give her over to their hands, either. I had no idea what that clan would do with her once they got their hands on her, but I knew it wouldn’t be good.

I could more or less guess his next question. I wanted this out in the open, too, as much as it would kill me to say it.

“Gun. I’ve waited for you to come back, that’s true, but you’re under no obligation to stay with us.”

His head popped up, eyes flaring wide. “What?”

“The life we live isn’t exactly safe; you’ve seen that for yourself. You also have scattered memories of before. You can choose not to come back into this world. I won’t blame you—”

“The hell?! No!” Gun growled, clutching my hand to him. “No. You’re not leaving me. I’m not leaving you. Don’t you dare say that.”

Relief flooded me. After tonight, I didn’t know how he’d feel about it all. He’d lived a sheltered life this go around, and being exposed to that much violence all at once would rattle anyone. I couldn’t have blamed him if he’d wanted to step back and re-evaluate it all.

I should have expected him to double down instead. It was so very Gun.

His expression turned mulish. “You’re not pushing me away.”

“I spent over a hundred and sixty years waiting for you. Trust me, I don’t want you to go away. I just felt like I had to give you the option.”

“While I appreciate the intention, I will decline it with a very firm no fucking thanks.”

I had to hug him. I just had to. I drew him in, my head next to his, and held him with my eyes burning from unshed tears. I’d really, truly missed him more than words could ever express. Knowing he’d chosen me again filled my heart to the bursting point.

Gun held me in return, his arms just as firm around me.

“Kit.”

“Yeah.”

“Start training me. The next time shit goes down, I absolutely do not want to be the helpless damsel in distress.”

Neither of us was built to stand on the sidelines when shit hit the fan. I wasn’t surprised by his attitude. “We’ll start tomorrow. I can give you a primer course to read through.”

“Okay.”

“For tonight, stay here?”

“I’m not leaving tonight.”

Good, he wasn’t going to argue about it. I relaxed my hold enough to see his face. Gun looked down at me with gentle eyes, but there was an evaluation there, too.

“You’re still really exhausted, aren’t you?”

“I could use more sleep,” I admitted. I had absolutely no shame in asking, “Sleep with me?”

Gun nodded without hesitation.

Oh good, cuddles! I didn’t even have to maneuver him into it. Well, this night had been shitty in many ways, but it was ending well. Those damned bastards had almost done me a favor. At least everything was out in the open now.

Well, almost everything. But I would explain about our being married later. Much later. Gun’s brain was likely in danger of overload with everything I’d told him tonight. I’d let the poor man sleep on the information and absorb it before I threw anything else into the mix.

We rearranged ourselves back under the covers. Gun wasn’t shy about pulling me in against him so that my head was pillowed on his shoulder. Ooh-la-la. Even better cuddles than I’d hoped for.

I breathed in deep, inhaling the scent of him into my lungs. It had been over a century since I’d been able to lie in this man’s arms, and the feeling of being restored to him once more was sweet indeed. I let my eyes drift shut, the sound of his heartbeat steady under my ear.

The last thing I remembered was his hand coming up to cover mine where it rested on his chest. The gesture made me smile on some internal level, and the security of being safe with him sucked me right into dreamland.
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Gun

“T


he fuck happened to you?”

I grunted as I stepped into the kitchen and gave Finn my most intense “I have not yet had coffee, so stop talking and make me a latte” look.

He was a good man. Finn hopped to it and started up the espresso machine without a word. While he did that, I fixed myself a bowl of oatmeal. Once it was cooked, I tossed in a tablespoon each of yogurt, quartered green seedless grapes, strawberry chunks, flax seeds, chopped pecans, pumpkin seeds, chia seeds, hemp, and honey, plus two of chocolate protein powder. Mixing it up with a splash of milk after the oatmeal was no longer nuclear always looked gross, but it tasted so good and felt great on an empty, angry belly. And after last night, I needed the protein and carbs… and the comfort.

“You making love to your breakfast again?” Finn teased. He set a frothy latte in front of me and a double espresso shot next to it.

I sipped the espresso first and let out a sigh of gratitude. It hit the spot, and Finn had made it perfectly, pulling a stunning shot and adding just enough simple syrup to make the flavors come out to play for me.

Yeah… maybe I was making love to my breakfast, but at least I didn’t drink blood.

Yet.

A shiver coursed through me. Had my subconscious really just told me we were going to become a vampire without discussing it with me first?

Fuck.

Hokay. Breakfast. I needed fuel. I needed more than fuel to get through the morning. For the other shit, the brainy shit—you know, the shit that comes when your brain isn’t ready to process something important and life-shattering?—I might’ve needed hard liquor.

None in the house, though. And I had to drive. Well, I didn’t have to. But I wasn’t staying away from Kit longer than necessary.

It was bad, you know? Like, I could barely stand myself. I’d woken up with Kit wrapped around me like the wrapping on a birthday present. I’d wanted to stay. With all that I was, I had wanted to stay and breathe him in. I’d wanted to pet him until he woke so I could see his sleepy face.

But when I’d gotten up to leave, he was still dead to the world. Waking him would have been cruel because he was still recovering from the attack. I’d stood there staring at him like a creep and marveled at the warm sensation that filled my chest and made butterflies dance in my gut. I’d wanted to cuddle him. Kiss him awake. Pet his hair, nuzzle behind his ear, and whisper soft words of comfort and adoration against the shell.

And it had scared the shit out of me on some level, bothering me but not making me want to stop.

Was this how creeps started? I thought this was how creeps started.

When I couldn’t handle it anymore, I’d brushed the hair from his forehead and leaned down to breathe him in one last time before leaving. And now that I was sitting there at the table eating my breakfast, I could still smell him. His scent had infused my skin and clothes.

My lizard brain liked it. Now, I never wanted to bathe or wash these clothes again.

I wouldn’t ever follow through with that. I disliked smelling myself, and I wanted to smell good for Kit.

And what the actual fuck was wrong with me that I was having these urges? I knew I really liked him, but this went way past “like.”

Groaning, I shoved another spoonful of warm, milky goodness into my face and chewed thoughtfully.

Finn just stared at me. “You okay?”

I grimaced. “Not really. Shit went down last night, and I’m still reeling.”

My brother’s eyes sharpened, and he sat heavily in the chair next to me and gave me his full attention. “What happened?”

His tone brooked no argument, so I gave him the sanitized version. “Kit and I went on a date last night. Some people attacked us. Kit took care of them, getting hurt in the process while I was immobilized against my will and unable to help him, forced to watch him get the shit kicked out of him.”

Finn’s face turned into a granite mask as his gaze sharpened further, looking me over for any signs of distress or hurt. I gave him a lopsided grin, leaned into him, and hugged him for all I was worth. “I’m okay. Not a scratch on me. Promise.”

He hugged me back. “At least I’ve been teaching you to fight since we were small. That makes me feel better in case something like that happens again.”

Nodding, I sat back and turned my attention to my oatmeal and latte. “It pissed me off because Kit wouldn’t let me help. He treated me like I was incapable of protecting myself.” I shrugged. “I mean, watching them, they were definitely out of my league, but I was stuck.”

“And you felt useless,” Finn guessed. “Kit did the right thing,” he said gently. “If they were out of your league, as you say, then he did the right thing. He did what I would have done in his shoes, and I can’t fault him for that, and neither should you.”

He sighed and rubbed my back as if he couldn’t help but touch me to assure himself I was okay and whole. “I’m not saying your feelings aren’t valid. But Kit’s are, too. It’s healthy for you both to feel the need to protect each other. It shows he really cares about you.”

I smiled around my spoon, swallowing before looking at him. “You think?”

Finn snorted. “Yeah. You’re not besotted at all. The look you gave me was all hopeful puppy, and your voice was all kid-at-Christmas. You got it bad, bro.”

Sighing, I gave him a helpless grin. “I really do.”

“How’s Kit doing?”

“He’s recovering nicely.” I shrugged and stared into my bowl as I stirred the remnants of my breakfast. “I stayed with him last night to make sure he’d be okay. I only came home because I need to do homework and my stuff is here.”

Finn gave me a shit-eating grin, and I punched his arm. “Nothing happened! He was hurt!”

“Uh-huh.” The shit-eating grin got impossibly wider. “But you got to cuddle your crush all night. I know you. That was almost better than sex for you.”

I blushed to the roots of my hair. “Shut up.”

He snickered and let me eat my damned oatmeal in peace after that.

Well, external peace. Internally, my brain was all over the fucking map. My talk with Kit last night had helped, no question there, but I was still trying to wrap my head around it. To be fair, I’d been hit with a lot at once. Sleeping on it had only helped one iota. Maybe two iotas.

On the one hand, I felt like my dreams were finally being validated. Finally, finally, I could make sense of them.

On the other hand, I was a mage? A fucking mage?!

On the other other hand, I knew Kit had held something back from me because he’d said we were “very close” when I knew for a fact we’d been lovers. At the very least, we’d been that. While I appreciated he was probably trying not to hit me with too much at once, I wanted that confirmed. Before the next sex dream, if anyone’s listening.

When I finished, Finn took my bowl away from me to wash it while I enjoyed my drinks, finishing up the espresso before starting in on my creamy latte.

“You okay?” Finn asked once he’d finished drying my dishes. “You’re doing that eye-twitchy thing.”

The grimace that screwed my face up almost hurt with its intensity.

“That’s the face of someone who is seriously overthinking things.”

I took another sip of my latte. Finn really was great at making them perfect every time. Yes, I was stalling, thanks for asking. “I am not overthinking; I am analyzing. It’ll pass.”

“No, your analyzing face and your overthinking face are different. What’s up, bro?” he asked softly.

I stared into the bubbles of my yummy froth and frowned. “I dunno, to be honest. I’m still emotionally reeling from last night. Not only from the attack but also from the tenderness I felt for Kit as I nursed him back to health, you know? I’ve never felt like that before, and it’s making me go insane because I remember feeling like this before.”

“From your dreams.”

I gave a curt nod. “Yeah. From my dreams. I knew him, Finn.”

Finn lifted both hands in a placating gesture. “It’s okay, bro. I’m not saying otherwise. Your feelings are valid whether they make sense to me or not. And they do make sense, okay? It could be anything from ESP to reincarnation memories to your brain being great at turning recurring dreams into what feels like memories because you found an obsession who started starring in those dreams.”

Squinting, I poked a finger at him. “You think it’s the latter.”

He shook his head. “I trust you to know your mind better than anyone else, Gun. I just threw out random things. I’m leaning toward ESP,” he said with a lazy grin. “It could explain why you’ve had them since childhood.”

“So could reincarnation.”

He shrugged. “True.”

I groaned. It was bad enough that I was still wrapping my brain around the magic aspect of what had happened and the fact that magic existed at all. But to have to deal with that on top of everything else? My brain was legit going in circles. Squirrel on speed on a wheel; that was what my brain was like right now.

Finn knew me well. “Want to spar after your food settles?”

Did I?

With a deep sigh I said, “Yes, please.”
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Sparring with Finn left me loose enough to do my homework without trying to crawl out of my skin. It let me calmly call Ivy for updates since Kit wasn’t yet answering his phone. (Bless her for going back to the alley and retrieving my phone. I’d completely forgotten it in the madness.) When that calmed me further, I relaxed enough to attempt sleep. Or so I thought.

In hindsight, I probably should have had some chamomile tea or something. I settled in for bed, exhausted because I’d barely slept more than forty-five minutes the night before. And the moment my head touched the pillow, the nightmare started.

“Kit? Kit!”

All I could see was Kit flying through the air, his chest smoking. He landed with a meaty thud that made my heart stutter. I couldn’t pay attention to him, or I’d end up the same. Mages slung spell seals around like lightning bolts while I stayed out of the fray, tossing up shields around combatants whose shields failed. I had to have my head on a swivel, my eyes sharp, and my attention honed to a fine point so I wouldn’t fuck up and let someone die. I’d already let Kit get a direct hit while I was protecting Ivy.

It made my heart hurt.

“I’m okay!”

That first full breath after those two words righted my world and enabled me to get back into the fight with a calmer mind.

Then something flashed. My eyes burned. I screamed, my throat hoarse as I fought to regain my sight. I couldn’t let my friends die. Not here.

Then, I wasn’t on the battlefield anymore. I heard Kit’s voice. Someone else was barking orders. When my eyes opened again, I looked back at Kit with my heart in my throat, the library around me in chaos.

The ward on Kassandra’s front door exploded inward, knocking me flat and sending me skidding a foot from the impact.

Déjà vu overtook me. I watched everything in slow motion as it all went to shit.

Kit ran at me, his mouth forming the word “No!” right before a spell shot past me and hit Kit in the chest.

And my world ended.
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I woke up in a cold sweat and searched for my phone with shaking hands.

Kit answered on the first ring. “Hi, Gun.”

Hearing his voice was such a relief that I sucked in a ragged breath and sobbed it back out. Kit’s voice took on a worried edge. “Gun?”

“I watched you die again,” I whispered. “But the dream was different.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

When he hung up, I stared at the phone, tears making it blurry as I did my best to calm down.

I could’ve called for Finn. But I didn’t need Finn like I needed air.

I needed Kit.
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Kit

It felt like it took forever for the Lyft to get me to Gun’s house. He had not sounded good on the phone. His words had been raw with emotion, mostly pain, and I understood. God, did I ever understand that feeling. I’d relived his death for years after I woke back up as a vampire. I hated that his subconscious was doing this to him. He’d work through it; I knew he would, and I’d be there for him every step of the way.

Once I arrived at the house, I considered logistics. The house looked beyond dark. Of course, everyone was likely asleep; it was past midnight at this point—nearly one a.m. I didn’t want to wake the whole household.

There was a bedroom light on, and through the window I could see Gun’s silhouette. He’d been watching for me. Well, that would be the easiest route in. I popped out of my car and headed swiftly in that direction. It took a bit of a running jump, but I got a foot against the brick side of the house and latched onto the bottom of the windowsill.

Gun yanked the window open, letting me squeeze through and roll in, coming lightly back up to my feet.

“You did not just Romeo your way through my bedroom window.” Gun managed a smile, although it looked strained around the edges.

I turned back to him, hugging him to me. “Needs must. How are you?”

“Really glad you’re here.” He curled in against me, ducking down by a lot because of our height difference, and rested his head on my shoulder. “It makes the dream a lie.”

I figured just showing up would help. That said, I wasn’t doing a drive-by, either. If the dreams were plaguing Gun this hard, I wasn’t budging. He did need sleep, though. I turned my head and kissed his jaw. “How about I stay tonight?”

“Yeah.” He blew out a breath, the sound relieved. “Yeah. That’ll be good.”

“Okay.”

I pulled away long enough to toe off my shoes, leaving them near the window. Now that I wasn’t focused solely on Gun, I got an impression of the rest of the room. It was just so… Gun. Schematics were pinned to the walls instead of posters, bookshelves full of models lined the wall around his bed, and his desk on the far wall was neat and orderly. I felt strangely at home despite having never been in this room before.

I shucked my jeans but kept my boxers and t-shirt on before climbing into bed with him. Gun pulled me into him, settling his head on my chest like he had every right to do so. He did. I was just happy he seemed to know this already.

“Why is my brain being such an asshat,” Gun grumbled against my chest. He fisted his hand in my shirt for a moment as he sucked in a deep breath and let it out. When that grip eased into idle fidgeting, I relaxed.

“Hey, now, I had all the time in the world to process the trauma and come to terms with it. You’re mid-process. Cut yourself some slack.”

“But this dream, you were the one that died. Not me.”

“Okay, that’s just mean.”

“Right?”

I couldn’t fix it, but I was game to help any way I could. “Let’s give your brain something happy to think about. You know that doodle you did the other day in class?”

“Uh, yes?”

“You were, like, maybe five strokes of a pen away from having a live sigil.”

He froze for a second, voice rising an octave. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. What I found interesting was you were writing a stabilizing sigil, something we used when transporting fragile goods, and the lecture that day was about delivery systems.”

Gun snorted in amusement. “Woooow. Talk about my subconscious playing tricks on me. What else have I drawn?”

I had to think on it for a second before going back to the very first one I saw from him, detailing it. We fell to talking in soft tones, and the more we discussed magic, the more I felt Gun unwind. His voice grew huskier, slower, until it stilled altogether.

Fast asleep. When Gun got rattled like this, he couldn’t always settle enough to fall asleep again, so I was quite pleased with myself just then. I turned my head and kissed his forehead gently. “Sweet dreams this time, my love.”

I settled in a little more securely myself and let my eyes drift shut. Tired as I was, sleep came quickly.

It felt like ten minutes had passed when a phone nearby started very rudely ringing. I groaned, flopped out a hand, and snatched it up before it could wake Gun. Without really looking at it, I swiped accept and growled in a low tone, “What the hell are you thinking? The birds aren’t even properly awake yet.”

There was a pregnant pause on the other end. “So,” said a male voice I didn’t know, “someone has either killed my brother and snatched his phone or shown him a very nice time last night. Which is it?”

I pulled the phone from my face and blinked. Oh, shit. This was Gun’s phone. Shiiiiit. I gingerly replaced it. “Um. Hi. I’m Kit. Gun’s sound asleep.”

“So, it’s the fuck-option, huh? Wow, go, big brother. Hi, Kit. I’m Mason. I called to see if Gun wanted anything from Tropical Smoothie for breakfast. How about I take your order instead since I can pretty much guess his.”

The awkwardness of this situation threatened to get to me, but I chose to man up. “Tropical Smoothie, you said? A mango sunrise, please.”

“Sure thing. See you in a bit.” Mason might have cackled a bit before hanging up.

I put the phone down before letting my head flop back on the pillow. Well. That just happened. The ringtone wasn’t even mine, so why had I just automatically answered it? Half-awake me was a dangerous creature who was not to be trusted.

A soft knock sounded on the door before someone opened it and poked their head in. I had two seconds of panic before my eyes caught his.

Then we got to stare at each other awkwardly.

Uh, hello, person I’ve never seen before. That said, he had to be related to Gun somehow. He had that same silky black hair and chiseled features, the sole difference being his eyes were a penetrating gray instead of almost silver. Well, and he was a bit older.

“You,” he said with a growing smile, “must be Kit.”

It was all well and fine for him to know who I was, but seriously, who was he? “I am. Um, morning?”

“Morning.” His smile was from ear to ear now. “I’m Finn, Gun’s elder brother. I never thought I’d see the day my baby brother snuck his boyfriend into his room. I’m going to get so much mileage out of this. I came to wake him up as breakfast is coming soon.”

“I’ll wake him.” It was wholly unfair Gun was sleeping through all of this, damnit.

“Sure. Stay for breakfast, Kit. The whole family will want to meet you.”

Eeek. Yeah, okay, sure. That’s fine. I insist on a shower first, though. Oh, am I ever insisting on a shower first.

Finn backed out and closed the door. Then chortled evilly. I heard it clearly through the wood. Why was the whole family like this? Why?

You know, the first time I met Gun’s—Arthit’s then—family, it had all been very polite and proper. I’d brought a gift, greeted the parents first, and sat down for a nice dinner with them. It had gone swimmingly. Had I used up all my luck on the first go-round?

I shook the thought off and put a hand on Gun’s shoulder. “Gun. Gun? Wake up, sweetheart.”

He groaned and tried to nuzzle in closer, which would have been a neat trick if he had managed it as he was plastered to me as it was.

I tried again. “Gun. Breakfast is coming. Up.”

Gun pried open an eyelid and regarded me. “Mornings. No.”

“I completely agree and understand, but you’ve already had Mason call you, and Finn just checked to make sure you’re awake, so you have no option but to move.”

He blinked at me, then blinked again, like synapses weren’t firing properly. “You know both my brothers’ names. Why?”

“You’re really impossible to talk to before coffee, you know that, right? Up.” I scooted out from under him, pulling at his arm to get him moving. “Shower. I’ll tell you the story before we go down for breakfast.”

“Mm. Fine.” He yawned as he got out of the bed.

If he was moving, I was content. I headed for the en suite bathroom to get the water heating. Was it too soon to suggest showering together? It was probably too soon, huh? Rats. Well, I probably shouldn’t suggest it anyway. A naked Gun would absolutely send us down a naughty path, and I wasn’t sexing him up right before meeting the family. We didn’t need to up the awkward factor.

A phone rang, and this time, I recognized the ringtone as mine. I stepped out to answer it—

“Hello?”

—only to be beaten by Gun. Because us answering the wrong phones was a thing this morning, apparently. I hissed at him, “Gun, that’s my phone!”

He regarded me like I was speaking gibberish, then looked at the phone in his hand, a classic “oops” on his face. “Um. Hi, Ivy.”

Vampiric hearing allowed me to hear every word she said without issue.

“Why hello, Gun.” There was a purr of laughter to the words. “Imagine you picking up Kit’s phone. He’s with you, I take it.”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Just checking where he went. Everything’s okay?”

“Yeah, it’s all fine.”

“Good, good. I’ll let you two get back to your morning, then.” Cackling like the fiend she was, she hung up.

Gun was not slow on the uptake. “You accidentally answered my phone this morning. Didn’t you? That’s why you said Mason called.”

I just groaned an affirmative, hand over my face. I’d never live this morning down. Universe, if you must screw with me like this, at least let me have tea or something first. Hitting me when I was still half-asleep wasn’t sporting.

“Shower first,” Gun suggested to me.

I could’ve used ten minutes in a little box right now, so—

“Sure.”
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Gun

My attempt to get showered and dressed was immediately thwarted by Finn. He knocked on the door, bringing in another towel, which was apparently his excuse to get back in here and grill/tease us. He politely handed the towel to Kit, who took it with thanks, but Finn was so doing the big brother stare right now.

I groaned and asked, just what had I done to offend the dating gods?

“Would you please get the fuck out and let me shower and get dressed?”

Finn smirked at me with raised eyebrows. “Did you get lucky?” That smirk turned into a shit-eating grin when I turned forty shades of mortified. He focused his attention on Kit, who looked like a deer in headlights. “You know you’re not allowed to leave until you’ve had dinner with us and met the ’rents, right?”

Frowning, Kit tilted his head. “’Rents?”

“Parents. Sorry.” He winked. “You know, the ones who are going to tell you all the embarrassing stories Gun’s ever starred in? The ones who are going to embarrass you both?”

I gawked at him. “No.”

That grin got even wider. “Get showered. Just be glad Mom and Dad are both at work. But damn. He’s hot, Gun. Keep him.”

Kit snickered while I groaned. “Fuck. Get. Out.”

Laughing, Finn retreated, taking my other hovering siblings with him, and closed the door. The moment the latch clicked, Kit flopped onto the bed, rolling with laughter. It made me smile even as I covered my face with both hands to hide my mortification and prayed the heat in my face would abate sometime this year.

But it was okay because Kit’s laugh would always make me smile, even if I were dying inside from embarrassment. Ah well. That was what family was for, I supposed.

Kit kissed my shoulder and drew me back down onto the bed. He gently moved my hands from my face and kissed my lips before looking down at me with such tenderness that my heart wept. “Are you okay? After last night?”

Melting from the sweetness, I nodded and pulled him in to lie on top of me. “If I’m mid-panic, the weight helps me feel grounded.”

“And that’s why you calmed when I wrapped around you,” he guessed. “It was the same in your previous life.”

“Yeah.” Nuzzling into his shoulder, I let out a contented sigh. “And your scent. It calms me better than even Finn can.”

“He’s your favorite, I take it?”

Shrugging, I looked up at the ceiling, scrunching my nose. “I love them all. My entire family is pretty damned awesome. But yeah. Finn and I are closest. Since he is the oldest and I was next after him, he’s trained me in martial arts and been my shoulder to cry on. And he was the one to research how to help me with my autism, anxiety, and recurring nightmares and then implement the results until we figured out what worked and what didn’t. Even though my autism is mild, it was still a challenge when I was little, and he was always there when my parents had to work. Working through therapy with me, teaching me how to read before I turned three because I was already halfway there, and turning things into games so I could learn without frustration-fueled meltdowns. I mostly grew out of those, but he’s still the one I turn to first when I start having emotional regulation problems.”

With a soft smile, I relaxed a little more. “Then, when Delaine was old enough, he taught her how to help by climbing on me and being my little living teddy bear. Mason was the same when he got old enough. If I had anxiety and Finn wasn’t around, they’d come and lie on me and pet my face. I mean… how can you not melt and calm down when you have cute kids being sweet?” I smiled and glanced toward the door. “Mason still cuddles up to me and lies on me when I need it. They’re both good kids.”

Kit patted my chest. “You have a point. And your parents?”

“Finn taught them as we started finding things that worked. They’ve been super supportive all my life. But mostly, they just toss Mason at me because other than Finn, he’s best at calming me fast while they hover and get me what I need.”

“I’m glad,” Kit said. “Your family sounds pretty awesome. I like Finn and Delaine. I can’t wait to meet Mason and your parents properly.”

He looked a little nervous when he mentioned my parents, but the determination in his gorgeous brown eyes warmed my soul. He wasn’t going to run for the hills. My Kit was open to meeting my family, even though it was too soon in my estimation. But life had a way of knowing when to throw us both under the bus.

The future was fairly uncertain, but with the way Kit was looking at me, I felt confident we’d get through anything. It might’ve been too early for those feelings, but telling that to my heart was like talking to a brick wall. I might as well have been telling Finn to marry a woman. Neither would listen. And rightly so. For Finn, at least.

“We should get showered,” I said, grasping at anything to get my blood out of my face. “I’m getting hungry.”

“Yeah. Me, too.” The way Kit looked at me, with hooded eyes and his lip between his teeth, I wondered if he wanted to eat me instead of breakfast. I was pretty sure that was exactly what that look meant. So, I did what was only natural.

“You want to shower first?”

He shook his head and gave my shoulder a gentle shove. “Go on. I’ll make the bed and wait for you in here.”

With a nod, I bolted to the bathroom. I’d have loved to have Kit bathe with me, but… I sighed. But I wasn’t quite ready for that step yet. My heart yearned for him something fierce, but was it just infatuation with a hot man, or was it something else?

Until I figured that out, I’d be abstaining from anything that intimate. Having Kit sleep next to me last night had been phenomenal, though. I couldn’t wait to do that again. Waking up to his face, his scent in my nose and his arm slung over my waist, had been the best thing I’d ever experienced. It had settled something deep inside me, and I couldn’t ask for more. Not yet.

I kept my shower short, though I made sure I got everything. When I came out, boxers on and a towel over my head as I dried my hair, Kit brushed past me. His hand trailed over my stomach as he skirted around me. A rush of tingles flowed over me from the featherlight touch. He’d done that on purpose, the brat.

Breakfast was food and innuendos. Neither of my siblings could seem to behave themselves. Kit gave as good as he got, making Mason and Finn laugh often. Del was too busy recording everything to get more than a word in here and there. I steadily relaxed as I ate, realizing my siblings all liked Kit. There would be no family drama here.

Once we finished eating, we spent the day puttering around after eating breakfast with Finn. Mom and Dad were both at work. Finn had left just after breakfast. Del had classes, and Mason had school. That left Kit and me alone all day with nothing to do, so we played video games and had a picnic outside by the pool, swimming lazily between rounds of water volleyball and sunning ourselves like happy seals.

Del came home first and joined us in the pool, Mason coming in later. Before Mom and Dad arrived, we all wandered back inside to wash off the chlorine and sunblock. Then Finn and I started dinner so it’d be ready when our parents came home. We did what we could, doing housework and cooking so Mom and Dad could relax after a full day’s work, especially Dad since his job as a day trader was stressful.

While Finn and I took care of dinner, Del and Mason cleaned. Kit helped prepare the food, chopping vegetables and humming along with the radio. He swatted my ass as I danced around the kitchen, singing as I checked on the fajita meat and veggies and added the sauce.

About halfway through cooking, I heard the door open, and Mom called in, “Are those steak fajitas I smell? It better be. It smells divine!”

“You got it in one,” Finn called back. “Dad here yet?”

“No, but he just called. He should be home in about fifteen minutes.”

“That’s about how long this’ll take,” I said. “It’s almost done, but it needs to rest a bit.”

“Good, good.”

I heard her moving around the house, my stomach knotting up because any minute now, she’d walk in and meet Kit. But I knew I had at least five minutes to freak out before she came into the kitchen. I could hear the jangle of keys as she put them in the tray by the door, the soft rustling of her hanging her purse up on its hook next to the key tray and kicking off her shoes. Then her humming receded as she headed to the master bedroom.

The weird part was I had no idea why I was so nervous about this. Some part of me feared my parents wouldn’t be able to accept Kit. I had no basis for that; they’d never, ever given their kids grief about who we dated. The fear was completely irrational. I knew that.

Somehow, the logic didn’t help.

“Calm your ass down,” Finn said softly.

I faked it. Finn knew I was faking it, but he kept his mouth shut. Kit, though, kept touching me, just little brushes of his fingers that kept me from combusting from anxiety.

Then, fifteen minutes later, both Mom and Dad came through the door and stopped to stare at Kit as he rested a hand on my waist. “Well, hello,” Mom said. “Company?”

“Mom, Dad, this is Kittichat, my classmate and boyfriend from college,” I said, surprised my voice stayed strong, though it did warble a little on the word boyfriend.

“Call me Kit, please,” he said as he held his hand out to my dad for a shake. Mom gave him a searching look as she shook his hand, but she had a fond smile brightening her pretty face.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Kit. I’m Fiona, and this is my husband, Curtis.”

Dad gave him a lopsided grin, which Finn and I had inherited. “Boyfriend, huh? It’s about time, Gun.”

My face flamed, but Dad patted my shoulder in (fake) apology. Still, his eyes danced with laughter, and he couldn’t keep the goofy smile off his face.

“Dinner smells amazing. Thank you both for cooking.”

“Our pleasure,” Finn said as Mom and Dad maneuvered toward the table with dishes in hand.

By the time we sat down, I was mostly calm again. My heart was still doing weird things in my chest, but Kit sat next to me and held my hand under the table, so even that started to calm. It helped further that Kit was wearing a bracelet I could fidget with between playing with his fingers.

We took a few moments to fill our plates. It was interesting because Kit kept touching me, just fleeting brushes of fingers or arms, his knee resting against mine. It drove me crazy, but I loved it all the same.

And then Dad grinned evilly at us. “So.” He wagged a finger between Kit and me. “When did this happen?”

“Uuuhhh…” I said intelligently. “Two? Three days?”

Kit snorted but said nothing. Traitor.

“So, you were actually out on a date the other night and not saying that to get us off your back?” Mom teased, her eyes twinkling with delight.

I groaned. “Yes, Mom.”

Chuckling, she took a bite of her fajita and moaned, getting a heated look from Dad. Once she swallowed, she gave the three of us—me, Finn, and Kit—a look of pure adoration. “This is the best fajita I’ve had in months.”

Glowing with the praise, I smiled as we all tucked in to our food. At least my parents seemed to be saving the true teasing until after dinner. Unfortunately, I had a feeling they were going to ambush us.

And I was right.

The moment Delaine and Mason went to grab dessert, Mom got out of her chair and came over behind Kit to hug him around the shoulders, ever the mother to anyone and everyone. “I’m so glad to meet you,” she said sweetly. “Just don’t get him pregnant.”

Kit snorted and choked on the iced tea he was drinking, spraying some out his nose.

“MOM! The fuck?”

“What?! If I were dating him, I’d definitely tap that.”

Dad came around while I stared at my traitorous mother in abject horror. He pounded Kit on the back until he was breathing correctly again. “She got you good, Kit. Welcome to the family.”

I palmed my face and groaned, but Kit beamed. “Thanks! I’m glad to meet you all. Though, try not to clean my sinuses with iced tea anymore, okay? There are Neti Pots for that.”

Dad let out a raucous laugh. “Fair enough. Let’s eat dessert. We’ll try not to get that in your sinuses.”

“Thank the gods for small favors,” Kit teased.

I loved my family. As much as they embarrassed me, they did it out of love and never maliciously. It warmed me down to my toes that they accepted Kit without reservation, treating him like one of their kids, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Then I looked around the table. I guessed it was.

While Mom and Dad continued teasing, and while we ate our desserts, Kit reached under the table and squeezed my hand again.

Yeah. Today was a good day.
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Gun

Ever had those dreams where it’s just one snippet after the next? So dizzying and quick that you barely get a good look at something before it’s gone, spinning away and replaced with the next image.

My dream tonight seemed to be doing that on speed. I kept jerking into a half-awake state, trying to make sense of it before fatigue would pull me back under. It felt like my subconscious was trying to tell me something, but it was doing it so fast I couldn’t get a grip on what the message was.

Finally, frustration alone woke me back up. It was after two a.m., and honestly, I felt like I’d run a marathon instead of sleeping for two hours. With a groan, I sat up, feeling the sweat beading my head and neck and running down my back.

Yeah, so, the idea of going back to sleep? Solid nope. My brain would go right back into that whirlwind; I could feel it. Apparently, my subconscious did not want to sleep. It wanted answers.

And I only knew of one place to get those.

Shower first, though. I couldn’t even stand me right now.

After fifteen minutes of staring at the shower wall after washing away the sick sweat and the rest of the nightmare, I stepped out, toweled off, blow-dried my hair, and got dressed. Then I practically bolted to my truck, only stopping to throw on some shoes and a jacket before hopping in and doing my best to speed out of the neighborhood without squealing tires. Just because I was up with nervous energy didn’t mean my neighbors had to pay for it.

I blinked, it seemed, and was outside the library in that slightly sketchy part of town. Just as I turned off the ignition and stepped out, the door to the library opened, and Ivy peered out. “Gun?” She blinked at me. “You look like shit. What happened?”

I groaned. “Gee, I love you, too.”

She snorted but waved me in. “Kit’s in the back with the others. Aren’t you supposed to be in bed? It’s three in the morning.”

Sighing, I raked my fingers through my hair and focused what little attention power I had left on her. “I’d sleep if the nightmares would stop. I need to see Kit. I need some fucking answers.”

Both of her immaculate brows rose, but she nodded and stepped aside as I passed her. “We’re not that busy. We're just trying to get Master Declan to divulge the location of his latest book shipment. He thinks he’s slick, but we’re on to him. The shit discovered Amazon—not the only online book retailer, but he’s using Amazon lockers for shipping to try to keep us from curbing his spending habits by returning the packages unopened.”

I rolled my eyes with a tired grin. “Sounds like a character.”

“Oh, he’s certainly that.”

Ivy led the way through the library, and my heart suddenly leaped into my throat, choking me as I looked around. I’d seen the library before, but only rushed, my attention fully on a very unwell Kit. Now, I looked at it fully, my eyes roving over intricately carved bookcases, the odd desk peppered throughout the main aisle, and the polished ladders leading up to the top shelves of each stack.

It wasn’t fire-ravaged, but it looked the same. I glanced back, and even the door looked the same, but the designs had changed; the wood looked newer and reinforced with some sort of metal. That gave me pause because if it was different from my dreams, as I knew it was, it meant my dreams were somehow real. It meant I wasn’t crazy.

It meant I might actually get some answers. As I passed, I touched one of the shelves, and a sense of calm and welcome washed over me as the sound of rustling pages and the comforting scent of old books wafted to my nose. It felt like the library was welcoming me home.

When Ivy turned a corner into one of the cozy alcoves, I found Kit sitting negligently on a chaise, his left foot propped up on Ezra’s leg. Ezra sat at the end of the chaise, leaning forward with his right elbow resting on his knee while the other rested on Kit’s shin. Roman sat in an overstuffed chair next to Ezra, and all three of them gave the silver-haired man in the center of the group the stink eye. When the silver-haired dude turned, I gasped. “Fuck.”

“Gun?” Kit sat up, instantly hyperalert. “Come here.”

I didn’t argue and soon was sitting between Kit and Ezra with Kit’s arm around my waist. “What happened?”

My voice came out croaky as I muttered, “Had the weirdest fucking dream that I’m pretty sure was actually me remembering snippets of things we once did.” I peered up at the man, who looked at me with a wild grin. “Master Declan.”

“Ah, you remember me. Splendid!”

Fuck. He was too chipper for three a.m., and I kinda wanted to strangle him for it. “What’s going on, guys? This week has been a smorgasbord of weird dreams. Tonight, I was dreaming of Kit and I making things. At least, I think we were making things, and sometimes our experiments went wrong and started fires or mini explosions.”

Kit nodded, a smile on his face, and I could tell he was happy. “We did. Technomages, remember?”

“Oh. Right. Okay, those at least make sense. But what about the longstanding dream that normally wakes me up? I keep having the same recurring nightmare where I get blasted across the room because I failed to keep enemies from breaching the lib—Kassandra—and as I’m lying there, Kit gets a spell to the chest, and I swear, he died. Behind him, the three of you were tossing spells at those who had blasted their way inside. And then someone steps close to me, and the last thing I see is her hateful gray eyes and a blast of fire before I die.”

I swallowed hard. “So, I ask again: What the fuck? What is going on? Why do I keep dreaming about you guys? Because I’m tired of having the same dream every night. I’m so tired of constant panic attacks. I’ve been having them since I was a fucking toddler, and it needs to stop. I already know about magic. I know about this library because it—she—looks almost exactly the same except where the destroyed bits were rebuilt. The front door is the same but different. It’s been recreated, but with different sigils and reinforced with thick metal.”

I was so exhausted and heartsore just listing all of this out, and I felt myself sagging toward Kit, needing someone else to prop me up for a minute. “I just—I can’t—”

Kit pulled me against his side and kissed my temple. “Breathe, Gun. We’ll answer your questions. But take some deep breaths first, and calm down. Nothing will hurt you right now.”

Nodding, I turned my head and pressed my face into the curve of Kit’s neck. When I felt a little stronger, like I wouldn’t implode, I pulled away but stayed tucked into Kit’s side. “Now, please tell me.”

Kit squeezed my side tightly before taking my hand and holding it as he turned more toward me instead of facing Master Declan. I stared into those lovely, warm, dark eyes that held so much sympathy and pain it made my soul ache.

“Your dreams are real,” Kit said softly. “You died protecting me over a hundred and sixty years ago.”

I stared at him dumbly. “What?”

He gave me a soft smile. “You were reincarnated, Gun. Your name then was Arthit Konkaeo. I’m Kittichat Konkaeo, your husband.” He grinned. “You were the first one to call me Kit. My family called me Kitty.”

Okay. I hadn’t been expecting that.

But then another dream, one that wasn’t quite a nightmare, came forward from my memory of a Thai wedding and a lovely wedding night spent in Kit’s arms. My skin had been pale but a different hue than my current skin tone. I had worn strange clothes, and Kit had looked so handsome that my breath caught at just the memory.

And as I stared into those soft brown eyes, I believed him—every word.

“At least I already know about magic from the attack the other day.”

“Ah…” Kit cleared his throat. “You and two of your siblings are mages and need training. It’s inherited from your mother’s side.”

“Correct,” Master Declan said. “But the thing you need to know at the moment is that those who attacked us are still at large; they’re still looking for us, and if they find us, there will be another battle to rival the one plaguing your nightmares.”

Kit sighed and played with my fingers as he took over. “There are two sects who want this library and have wanted her for well over three hundred years. Master Declan created her, and as he added books with love and attention, Kassandra started gaining sentience. He taught the five of us—you, me, Ivy, Ezra, and Roman—the magical arts to protect her from outside forces. The Mahia Clan was the only one that became increasingly persistent and destructive. Over time, the clan divided nearly down the middle, with half wanting to destroy her and the other trying to infiltrate to use her knowledge and power for their own gains.”

Kit’s eyes came up to meet mine. “You died protecting her.”

I took a shuddery breath and looked down. “That certainly explains the dreams. Memories. I kept feeling in the dreams that I’d failed you.”

“Nonsense,” Declan said. And fuck, I’d forgotten he was even in the room. When I turned to look at him, I blinked. Besides the silver hair, he looked no older than thirty-five, just like in my dreams. “You didn’t fail. The seals were the problem. We have since fixed them.” He stepped closer and touched my shoulder. “Your sacrifice gave us enough time to save Kit, repel the invaders, and get Kassandra to safety.”

Frowning, I turned back to Kit. “But I watched you die…”

He shrugged. “I nearly did, but the initial blast didn’t immediately kill me. As I told you before, Ivy turned me just in time. But it was too late for you. I waited for over a hundred and sixty-two years for you, Gun. Master Declan promised you would be reborn within a certain timeframe, within a certain radius of us. I almost stopped believing him, but then I found you.” He grinned. “You have many of the same habits and mannerisms as your old self, including your paper sensitivity. You even look similar to the way you did back then. And when I saw you, I had to be close to you.”

My vision blurred with tears, and I tried my best to scrub them away with the heels of my palms, but it was useless. Suddenly, I had a fistful of a soft-as-clouds handkerchief. “Use that, hon,” Ivy said gently.

I obeyed because I hated crying. Kit took the kerchief from me and mopped up my face. “I did some hacking, found your school and what classes you were taking, and may have inserted myself into the system so we could take some of the same classes and share lunch times. I just… I’d missed you so much that I almost blurted everything out. I looked for signs that you might remember.”

I snorted, which made me have to blow my nose. Kit handed the handkerchief back to Ivy, which, eww. Now that I had clear sinuses, I sighed and rubbed my eyes. My rude awakening was coming back to bite me in the ass.

Then, my stomach pitted at the realization.

He’d been looking for Arthit.

I wasn’t Arthit.

The soul might be the same, I might have some snippets of memory, but I wasn’t him. For one thing, I didn’t share any of the history that Arthit and Kit had together. A raw, choking fear climbed up my throat. Kit was ecstatic right now because he’d found his husband again, but a month from now, a year from now, that would wear off. Then he’d be forced to realize I wasn’t him.

What kind of damage would that do to both of us? Him angry and hurting because the man he’d waited for still wasn’t here. Me, trying so desperately to be that man, and not ever able to.

We’d shatter like fragile glass, and there wouldn’t be a damned thing I could do about it.

The realization left me cold and shaking. I pulled from him, standing, needing to get out of here. I had to think about this. Really think about this before I got in too deep and couldn’t pull myself back out.

Kit frowned up at me, hand on my arm, gently tugging me back down. “Gun, what’s wrong? You’ve gone pale.”

“I just…” I had no words. I didn’t even want to say any of what I felt aloud. Too afraid that by speaking it, it would become real. “I’ll go home. Talk to you later.”

With that, I rushed out the door, ignoring him calling after me.

My heart couldn’t take any more tonight.
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Kit

Right. So, clearly, I fucked that explanation up royally. Swearing under my breath, I chased after Gun. With his much longer legs, he got out the door before I could catch him, but I managed to get my hands around his arm, dragging him to a halt. That was harder than it looked; Gun was plenty strong, after all. Also, currently upset.

Under the upset was hurt, though, and it was that I regretted more than anything.

I knew, better than anyone else, not to stress Gun out when he was sleep-deprived. He was worse than a bear leaving hibernation. I also knew better than to let him stew on anything because, my god, he could overthink things. His rejection sensitive dysphoria was strong, and something in that beautiful brain of his had just stomped on it.

“Gun, slow down.”

He didn’t even respond verbally; he just glared at me, trying to pull his arm free.

Nope, not happening, honey. “Three minutes. Just give me three minutes to dig myself out of the hole I got myself into.”

Turning, he faced off with me, looming so that he blocked the light. The hurt was shining more and more through the pain in his too-bright eyes. “There’s nothing you can say to reverse the fact you only came to me because I was him.”

It intrigued me in a sense why Gun had drawn such a firm line between the him of now and the him of the past. In his shoes, I probably wouldn’t have done that. Well, either way, he clearly felt that way. I didn’t think arguing with him logically would do any good. This was all emotional, and I should focus on that first.

“Do you remember the pain you felt seeing me die in that dream?” I asked him softly.

Gun flinched, eyes falling.

“It’s the same for me. I felt every bit of that pain. And I kept feeling it, plus guilt, because my husband sacrificed his life for mine. I’d have done anything to trade places with him. I was suicidal for nearly a decade after that horrific night.”

Gun’s head jerked back up, frantic and worried now. “Shit, you didn’t really try, did you?”

“I was kept under very close watch by everyone, including Kassandra, to make sure I couldn’t. Otherwise, yes, I might have.” It wasn’t a lie. Or even an exaggeration. Those were dark, dark days that I didn’t care to remember. I was only telling him now because I needed him to understand that I knew this pain he carried. I knew it all too well. He wasn’t alone in this. “The only thing that kept me alive was the promise that my husband would be reincarnated.”

The expression on Gun’s face was a battlefield of emotion. He was torn between being angry again at the reminder and worried about what I’d almost done. Such a gentle heart, this one.

“So, yes, I was very eager to see you again. I also knew the man I’d lived with, loved, and married wasn’t here anymore. You and I don’t have that history between us. There’s a whole decade of memories that only I remember.”

Guilt, now. Ha, he really did think of himself as reincarnated, but it smarted, too. My love was such a contradiction.

“I knew, the moment I laid eyes on you, that you’re a different man than the one I married.” I kept my tone gentle, soft, not at all accusing. It wasn’t an accusation. It was just an acknowledgment. “You’re far more vibrant, more confident. You have an amazing family with loving siblings, ones you’re very close to. I can see your mind at play, the creativity and brilliance of it, unhampered by a lack of technology. It’s dazzling to watch. Sometimes, I feel like I’m mentally scrambling to keep up with you.”

His anger faltered a notch. Still there, still thrumming, but disarmed. His eyes searched mine as if seeking validation. “You’re really not comparing us?”

“Hmm, not in the way you mean. I do see similarities sometimes, but they’re in the oddest ways, ways I wouldn’t have expected. In any case, it’s not because of those similarities that I want the man you are now.”

A tinge of pink touched his cheeks. “You, um, you want me?”

Oh dear. I apparently hadn’t expressed myself well if Gun was even questioning that. I dared to close some of the distance, my fingers lightly catching his, drawing him in closer. When he didn’t fight that hold, instead coming in closer, I felt a small thrill go through me.

“If I began to list all the reasons I want you, we’d still be standing here at next dawn,” I murmured. “Trust me on that. Sometimes, my hands shake because I want you so badly, but I didn’t dare touch for fear I’d never be able to let go.”

The pink tinge turned darker, and he couldn’t quite meet my eyes, looking at the bridge of my nose as he did when overwhelmed. “Oh. Um.”

So eloquent, love.

I leaned further onto my toes, tilting my head to whisper near his ear. “I want you for your courage, which allowed you to stare into violence and darkness without blinking.”

I kissed his ear before trailing down to his jaw.

“I want you for your mind, so quicksilver with innovation, that sparks my own joy in turn.”

A soft kiss to the jaw, then trailing down to his neck, and I felt his breath hitch.

“I want you for your heart, one that seeks answers, even when they might come with a cost.”

A nibble there on the nape of the neck, and his hands clenched over mine in an iron grip.

“You’re my moon on a dark night, beloved,” I whispered against his skin, feeling the heat rising in the cool night air, palpable against my face. “Without you, I’d lose my way entirely. Forgive me. I know I’ve hurt you, but I can promise you I never wish to do it again. You won’t leave me, will you?”

Gun gave a low groan, sounding mostly frustrated, before he yanked his hands free of mine, caught my face with both of them, and yanked me upwards. In a split second, his mouth found mine. I smiled into the kiss, quite happy to throw my arms around his waist and hold on. Gun’s first touch was rough and clumsy, giving me the impression he’d never kissed anyone before in this lifetime. The possessive part of me was quite smug at the idea.

I kissed him back ardently, hungry for any taste of him. I sank one hand into his silky, thick, black hair, tilting his head a little, and ahh, that was better; that angle worked nicely for both of us. Gun damn near hummed with pleasure and settled into kissing me, lips working over mine.

Blissful.

All too soon, he lifted his head, breath quick in his mouth. I smiled soppily back at him. We could do that again, right? Not later, but like, in the next minute?

“You really do want me.”

I blinked at him, not understanding. I knew the individual words, but strung together in a sentence like that, they didn’t make sense.

“Uh, yes?” My tone added the duh.

Gun’s words came out slowly with a great deal of hesitation. “I’m not him, Kit.”

Why was he saying the obvious?

Oh. Oh, now I got it. It wasn’t that Gun had been angry before. He’d been afraid. Afraid that I would compare the present him with the past him and find him wanting. Afraid that when he didn’t act exactly like my husband version, I’d become frustrated or disgusted, and we’d fall apart.

Shit, this was obvious; why hadn’t I realized this before?

Now, I really did feel bad. I should have handled that explanation better to allay these fears.

“Gun.” I framed his face with both hands, looking him squarely in the eye so he could read my sincerity. “I fell in love with you. It’s true I initially approached you because of who you once were, but the man I love more than anything is standing right in front of me.”

The hesitation, the raw emotions, fell away by layers. I could see it in Gun’s body language as he stopped standing so tensely, relaxing by degrees.

Gun sank into me, hiding his face against my shoulder. If I hadn’t been a vampire, he might have squeezed the breath out of me; that was how tight his arms were around my ribs. I didn’t care. I didn’t protest. I held him just as tightly and let him work through it all. If he needed me to stand here all night and day, holding him, I’d do it gladly.

“You really love me,” he whispered against my shoulder.

I sensed a question buried in that statement somewhere. “I do. Profoundly.”

“I believe you.”

Phew, thank any and every god listening for that. I wasn’t sure what else to say to get through to him.

“Kit, just answer one question for me.”

“Shoot.” I held my breath as I seriously didn’t know what he’d ask.

“Did you recognize me at first sight?”

“I did.”

“So, I look like him, then?”

“Not one bit.”

Gun lifted his head to look at me oddly. “Really?”

“Not a single thing is the same.” I waved a hand to indicate all of him from head to toe. “From your height to your hair, none of it’s the same.” I smirked. “There are, of course, similarities, some of your habits, for instance, as well as your dark hair and kind, sweet nature. At first, I thought you looked sort of like him. I was too locked into having my husband back that my husband was all I saw. But then you spoke, and it all changed. You look totally, gorgeously different.”

“Oh.” He pondered that for a moment, and then a sly grin took over his face by degrees. “Then it’s really me you’re attracted to.”

“Very, very much so,” I purred at him. I definitely liked that look on his face. In fact, I wanted to take advantage of it promptly.

Gun seemed to have also let his brain wander into the gutter as he glanced at the door before jerking his gaze in the other direction, where his car sat parked. “Uh, you know, I think we’re supposed to have a proper make-up session after a fight.”

“It’s in the rulebook for being boyfriends,” I agreed promptly, trying to keep a straight face. Mostly failing; my grin threatened to break free any second. My lips kept trying to twitch upwards.

“If we go into my car and lock the doors, there’s not as much chance of an interruption…”

“See? That brilliant mind of yours is why I like you.”

Gun caught my hand, tugging me toward the car. I was the model of a willing follower.

“I promise you, it was not my brain that thought of that,” he denied dryly.

“I like that part of you, too.” I beamed at him. I felt like I was bouncing along in his wake.

If luck was with me, I could convince him to lie right on top of me while he kissed me senseless. I got all the warm, tingly feelings just imagining it. My preferred weight was Gun on top of me, after all.

And if one single person from my family even tried to interrupt us, there would be a murder. No jury would convict me, either.
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Gun

After some epic necking and heavy petting in my car, we sat back in the library with the others. Kit’s lips trembled against mine, and I was no better off. We still couldn’t keep our hands off each other, but at least we were no longer in R-rated territory. I clutched him to me as if he might disappear, as if the nightmares were real and this was the dream. I didn’t want it ever to end.

When he pulled away, I chased after his lips like a drunk man focused on the beer a bartender refused to pour. When I heard quiet, amused chuckles, my cheeks flamed with heat, and I groaned, hiding my face in Kit’s shoulder. He petted my head and kissed my temple as he rocked me. It felt like he needed the comfort as much as I did.

Maybe he did.

When he inhaled so deep I thought he’d turn into a balloon and float away, I nipped the side of his neck just to get him to moan it back out.

I was such a sweet boyfriend. Then I blinked. People had called him my boyfriend. Had we called each other boyfriend? Were we really boyfriends?

404: Sanity Not Found.

“Do we have labels now?” I asked, wide-eyed and jittery, practically vibrating out of my skin. My growing grin may have been a little manic.

“Labels?” Kit looked adorably confused, head tilted and mouth ajar like a puppy trying to make sense of his owner’s words. I kissed him quick for being cute.

“I just need a little relationship defining. I mean, we’ve been on one date. It ended on the wrong foot, what with the attack and you nearly dying (again), but the date itself was fun.” I shrugged. “Are we officially dating, or was that a preliminary date, or—”

The others chuckled, but I didn’t care.

My face did. It was probably turning interesting colors. My face, neck, and the top of my chest felt like I was standing in front of a hot stove.

But I didn’t care as a whole. Because Kit was mine, goddamnit.

“I think you broke him,” Master Declan said happily as if he was privy to the best secrets. “Well done.”

I’d pretty much broken him. Kit must not have expected me to roll over on my point so fast. Then again, it was ass-crack o’clock or sometime before it, and I was running on too little sleep, too little caffeine, and too much adrenaline.

And hormones. I really wanted to make Kit shake and whine, break apart on my cock. Or for me to come apart on his. But that’d have to wait. I needed to watch more gay porn to make sure I didn’t fuck up, excuse the pun.

Not only that, but I was still a virgin. In this life, at least. Should I let him fuck me first so I’d have some idea of what to do and what not to do? I at least knew the basics from my recurring vivid dreams of making love to him. It almost felt like muscle memory, in a way, but only in my mind. My body, though, was completely on board with the idea of getting my hands all over all of that because Kit was looking a bit too much like a snack. I wanted him in my mouth, writhing under me, scoring my back with his nails, letting out hoarse moans in my ear. I wanted to wreck him, but at the moment, I was the one getting wrecked.

Well, one look at Kit and it appeared he was a bit wrecked too.

Kit finally snapped out of his daze, and a lazy grin spread across his face like the rising sun. Fuck, but that grin punched me in the chest and did great things to my groin and gut. I’d never understood the concept of butterflies in the stomach, but I got it now. I felt it. That flutter took my breath away, and I ached with it.

Dreamy sigh. I could look at that grin all day.

But I had questions, and I burned for the answers almost as much as I did for his ass or mouth around my aching cock.

It took me a moment (okay, five) to haul my brain back above my beltline. The snickering around me made my face flame, but I held up a hand and cleared my throat. “Y’all aren’t helping me get my shit together. Hold up.”

More snickering, and I let my shoulders slump. “Fiiine.”

Master Declan’s eyes twinkled with restrained mischief, but he rolled a hand toward me, encouraging me to continue. I gave him a short nod and took a deep breath to clear away the rest of the cobwebs.

Staring into Kit’s eyes, letting the warmth in them give me the strength to continue, I asked, “Are you sure I can do magic?”

Apparently, I wasn’t as subtle at changing the subject as I’d hoped, but Kit gamely nodded, putting me out of my misery by taking the conversational bait. “You absolutely can. Delaine and Finn are also mages, the three of you inheriting it from your mother’s side of the family.”

I blinked as I tried to process that. “You said before I had mage siblings, but it’s Del and Finn?”

“Yup.”

Rubbing at my face to wake up a little more, I reached deep into the abyss of my mind to find a couple of brain cells to rub together and reordered my thoughts. “You’re sure?”

“Positive,” Kit said gently.

“They’re going to come out of their skin when they learn that.”

“I have no doubt.” Kit seemed ready to enjoy the show.

“Anyway. I want you to teach me. I want to be able to watch your back, to make sure you’re covered. I don’t want to witness that shit again.”

Kit nodded slowly. “I understand, but I can’t do that.”

“But—”

“No, love. I said I can’t do that. Master should be the one to teach you, as he’s the one who taught both of us when we learned together in your past life. He’s the better teacher.” He stepped closer, kissed my chin, and then pressed another to my lips. “I’m not saying I won’t help. I’ll be there the whole way. I’ll be assisting him with you, helping you learn between lessons. Of course, you can always ask Master questions, but you can absolutely come to me, too.”

The vise I hadn’t realized was around my heart abruptly loosened, and I gathered Kit into my arms and squeezed until he purred against my neck. “Thank you.”

“Now, you should sleep,” Kit said gently. “You’re swaying on your feet and slow-blinking at me like a happy cat.”

My heart didn’t like that, and I gave him a disgruntled look. He squeezed my waist. “Don’t give me that look.”

“I’m not leaving.”

Nodding, Kit turned me toward the central aisle. “Then sleep here, but you need to sleep.”

I smiled as he came around me, grabbed my hand, and led me toward his room here in the library. “You going to sleep with me?”

“I’ll at least lie with you until you fall asleep.”

I made a face at his back but agreed. “Fine. Will I wake up to you?”

He tossed me a grin over his shoulder. “You won’t wake up alone. I promise.”

That made me feel better, so I stopped resisting and walked beside him. I remembered the way to his room without issue and slipped in behind him when he held the door for me. The moment I stepped inside and his scent wrapped around me, all the tension I’d been carrying sloughed off, which left me even more exhausted. I did sway on my feet that time, and Kit kissed me sweetly before helping me undress.

It definitely took both of us because my tired ass was so uncoordinated that I almost fell on my face twice until he helped me with my shoes, socks, and pants. And it was a testament to my exhaustion that Kit being on his knees didn’t make my dick wake up. It tried valiantly but gave up the ghost when Kit pushed me toward the bed in nothing but my boxers.

I slid over to give him room to climb in beside me so he wouldn’t have to climb over me to get out when I dropped off into dreamland.

And the moment his warmth wrapped around me, I let sleep sweep me under.
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Kit

I, as a vampire, didn’t sleep much out of necessity. Vampires were like cats in that sense. We slept because we liked to. I dozed, really, next to Gun. We were curled up in bed together, Gun’s head pillowed on my chest, and the warm weight of him was a pleasant thing indeed. I had never been fully able to explain why holding someone like this was so immensely comforting. It just felt like, in that moment, nothing could touch us. Nothing could disturb us. For just this moment, all was right in my world.

The man in my arms shifted, snuffling, his arm around my waist tightening for a moment.

Knowing the signs, I whispered against that dark hair, “Awake?”

“Hmm. Maybe.”

Chuckling mentally to myself, I dropped a kiss on Gun’s forehead. “Will you be more awake if I offer you an omelet and coffee?”

Gun paused for a long moment. “You know, I was seriously tempted to go back to sleep, but that tipped the scales.”

“I thought it might.”

“I want a shower, too.”

“I’m not stopping you. How about you shower while I cook?”

Some grumbling, then a sigh. “Yeah, okay, fine.”

Gun so amused me. He just did not do mornings with any semblance of elegance. But hey, free entertainment.

We went about morning tasks. Gun didn’t linger forever in the en suite shower, but I still had an omelet in the pan and coffee made by the time he came out and into the small kitchen of my library suite. We settled at the bar, having no desire to be at the kitchen table to eat. I sipped coffee while Gun ate, and it was such a domestic scene that I felt a little thrill go from head to toe. Ah, I’d missed this. I’d missed having the man I loved at my side.

Gun’s fork hit the plate with a small clink. “Ah, that was good. You really are a good cook. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, my love.”

He liked that endearment; the way his lips curved up in pleasure said as much. “Um, Kit. Do you think I can start learning magic this morning?”

“I think it wise of you to do so.” I meant every word. For one, I didn’t want Gun defenseless if danger came near him. For another, this habit of Gun’s of doodling half-wrong magic seals would blow something up eventually. Probably him. Better for him to learn how to manage it all. “But I still maintain Master is the best qualified to teach you.”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Gun assured me.

“Alright, then. I believe he’s home.” At least, if he knew what was good for him, he’d better be home. If he was out shopping in a bookstore again… “Let’s go into the library; he’s normally there if anywhere.”

“Oh, okay.”

Gun’s hand slipped into mine as we walked out of the kitchen, the touch a tad timid. I latched on immediately, unable and unwilling to keep the grin off my face. Gun grinned back.

“You can hold my hand anytime, love.”

“Noted.” Gun’s hold on me became more confident.

Walking along and holding hands with my boyfriend really was a wonderful way to start the day. Ten out of ten stars, highly recommended. Could I have this every morning, please?

Sadly, it was a short walk. I didn’t let go, though, as I opened the door and entered the library. I’d been so focused on Gun that I hadn’t paid any attention to the rise and fall of voices on the other side. At least, not until the door was open and they became even more audible.

There were times, like this morning, when I walked into the library and overheard conversations, only to question if I really needed to be here at this moment.

This was such a time.

“You bought more books?!” Ivy was in full voice.

My head flopped down with a groan. Not again. How had he even found a store open this early in the morning? Or had this been a delivery that came in and was discovered by Ivy? Did it even matter? We had, yet again, more books.

Master sat in his favorite overstuffed chair, hugging his box of books protectively to his chest. He frowned up at Ivy. “Don’t say it like that. A little reorganizing of the shelves, they’ll fit fine—”

Kassandra lit up in hot protest, all the books on her shelves rattling together, which sounded alarming to the uninitiated, like the books would all avalanche off the shelves. I was, unfortunately, quite used to this sound.

“What?” Master pouted, bottom lip all the way out.

“If you speak, I’m bitching,” Ivy growled.

Ezra, who was stretched out on the couch with a book in his lap, lifted a hand. “Hi, I’m Ezra, and I approve this message.”

“Master.” I went to where Declan sat, peering into the open box. “You bought more manga?”

“I have to complete the series, don’t I?” Declan implored.

This magpie. What were we going to do with him, seriously?

Gun peered inside, too. “Oh, hey, Skull-face Bookseller Honda-san. That’s a really cute one.”

Sensing he might have an ally nearby, Declan leaped on it. “Isn’t it? And it’s only a few volumes, not a massive series like some manga—”

“Master,” Ivy growled. She leaned over him, very much the picture of a parent scolding a wayward child. “It’s because you keep adding these ‘short series’ into the library that we’re already busting at the seams! Do you want to have to move again?”

Master paused, looking about. “Oh. That was rather a hassle last time.”

I sent this prayer out to any god, goddess, or saint listening. Please give me patience. Not strength, because if I had strength, I’d also need bail money.

A change in conversation was in order. “Master, as you can see, Gun is awake. He’d like to start magic lessons.”

“Oh, splendid!” Master’s attention instantly diverted to the topic where he wasn’t in trouble. “Come with me, Gun. We’ll begin now. There are several primer theory books you should read, of course, but I’ll explain a few safeguards and base theories as well. Help make more sense of it all.”

I was all for this, but—

“First, let’s get you a proper introduction of Kassandra. I feel like you only got a cursory one, so you don’t really understand how she works.”

“Okay, by me.”

With Gun and Master in tow, I led the way into the stacks. It rather felt like walking through a maze—only instead of hedgerows, there were bookcases going straight up to the ceiling. They were massive, of course, and it took either a library ladder or Kassandra to get the books down from the highest shelves.

“When Master first started his collection hundreds of years ago, he created a unique spell to safeguard it.” I waved a hand to indicate the library in general. “Back in those days, books were harder to come by and very, very expensive. His intent was to create a spell that would protect the books from not only theft but any other element.”

Master followed us, merrily trying to stick books here and there. “Right, right, I didn’t think I was doing anything like creating Kassandra, but that’s what happened. She grew a conscience and mind of her own. Truly remarkable. As the collection grew, she became more—hmm—vocal? Sentient? It’s like with every book in her protection, the more intelligent she became.”

That sounded like justification to my ears. Still, I let it pass. “Took about fifty years, but eventually, we realized she was truly self-aware. Also happy to help. So, if you come in and have only a vague idea of what kind of book you want, just describe it to her as best you can. She knows the collection far better than any of us, and she’ll be happy to pull various books off the shelf—”

The book Master had just put on the shelf was sharply spat right back at him, smacking him on the side of the face. He reeled with an oomph, hand over the abused area.

“Oww!” Master glared at the shelf in question.

Turning, I drawled, “I don’t think she agreed with your placement of that book, Master.”

“So I gathered.” Master kept glaring. “Use your words, young lady.”

I was so not getting in the middle of that. I urged Gun back into motion with a palm on the base of his spine.

“Now, that said, she’s not against you perusing the shelves. So, let me show you where the primer magic books are.”

Apparently impatient to show things off, Kassandra sent several books floating to us. I caught them handily out of the air, as I didn’t want the paper to bother Gun. He hadn’t put gloves on yet, so touching the books would be a bad way to start the morning.

“Ah, she’s selected good ones.” I showed each to Gun as I read off titles. “Basic Magic Theory, Elements of Magic Circles, Essential Exercises for the Beginning Mage—wait, why is the author for this Fiona Sutherland?”

Gun peered at the cover in confusion. “That’s my mother’s name.”

“I know. But this book was written a good hundred and fifty years ago.”

Master, having lost the battle about where to put the book, caught up with us, still huffing. “That’s your many-great-grandmother, Gun. Magic runs on the maternal side of your family. She was quite the woman, very badass and knowledgeable. She had a good way of teaching how to make the theoretical practical, hence why I went out of my way to get a copy of her book. It’s serendipity in a way that you get to study from it now.”

Gun’s expression was both intrigued and pleased. “That’s so cool. I’ve got to show this to Mom; she’ll be stunned.”

She quite likely would be. “You’re welcome to take all of these home with you to study, of course.”

“I absolutely will. Thanks for these, Kassandra.”

The nearest shelf of books all lifted in a wave.

“That’s her way of preening,” I explained. “You’ll pick up the way she expresses herself quickly enough. Anyway, that spot there is all the primer books. Feel free to dig into all of us if you have questions.”

“I absolutely will.” Gun’s expression right then could only be described as avarice. But really, did one expect anything else when a mage bursting with potential was given free rein with knowledge?

Another book came flying to me. I caught it handily, then flipped it to read the cover. “A Hundred and One Dating Spots in Detroit—Kassandra! I don’t need this!”

She tried to open the book in my hand.

I stubbornly forced it back shut. “Excuse you. I know how to date. I got married, didn’t I? What’s wrong with you?!”

Leaning in, Gun looked it over. “Hmm, that looks handy. Thanks, Kassandra.”

Another wave of books cascaded along the shelves. She was preening again. Damnit. I glowered at her. She was going to be insufferable about this; I could see it now.

Gun took me by the shoulders, turning me and encouraging me back toward the sitting area. “Study first, date later.”

“Fine by me.”

I was all for this plan, but that did not mean I was going to drop this. Kassandra and I were going to have words about this later.
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Gun

“I


still can’t believe my fucking ancestor wrote magic primer books,” I muttered to the room at large. Ivy snickered at me, and Kit just grinned like a beautiful, demented idiot, rocking back and forth on his heels, exuding supreme satisfaction like the Cheshire Cat.

A book nudged my shoulder, and I about came out of my skin. Clutching my chest, I wheezed, “Kassandra! My soul almost left my body! I like living!”

I swear, the way the book’s pages fluttered, Kassandra giggled at me, the witch. Dragging my hand down my face, I tried to wrap my head around the fact that all the dreams that had terrified and aroused me since I was young had been true. It was hitting especially hard because I’d seen a woodcut of the incident before Master Declan drew the book away and reshelved it. I didn’t want to see the rest of it, anyway. I already felt like my blood was below the beautiful teak floorboards.

When Master Declan returned from shelving books and arguing with Kassandra over where those books belonged, he returned to me with a megawatt smile and sparkling eyes like he was about to enjoy himself immensely at my expense. But to my surprise, he sat next to me, turning toward me as if we were old friends (I guessed we were) who were catching up and just having a relaxed conversation.

Leaning back against the arm of the sofa, he rested his ankle on his knee and spread his arm over the low back, his fingertips drifting back and forth over the plush silk velvet-covered cushion, the other hand resting comfortably on his lap.

“Magic is a huge force in this world. It permeates everything, from plants and animals—and you—to computers. It comes in several kinds, from technomages who manipulate and collaborate with machinery of all forms and whose spells look like computer circuitry to elemental mages whose sigils are more organic.”

I nodded, ruminating on that for a moment. Master Declan allowed me to sit with that in peaceful quiet for a few breaths before I tilted my head. “Are there all types?”

“Of mages?” When I nodded, he flicked his fingers to the side as if motioning for that thought to leave. “No. The mage types are technomages, chaos mages who draw upon chaos to restore order, and elemental mages who use the elements which you have seen in your dreams and nightmares. Energy mages can use electrical storms, a building’s electricity source, or any other source of power and are basically walking battery drains.

“There are two kinds of vampire-related mages—energy vampires and blood mages. Energy vampires feed off others’ energies to propagate their own magic. They can’t create spells, but they can cast once they’ve stolen enough energy to do so. Blood mages are literal vampires like Kit. They can feed from mages and then use the mage’s magic if they have imbibed enough blood to power the spells.

“Lastly, monks resemble paladins in some video games, and theirs is the oldest form of magic. Any mage can be a monk, regardless of their mage type. They just use divine intervention through prayer and rituals.”

When I just blinked at him, he leaned forward and snapped his fingers in front of my face with a teasing smile. “Did I break you already?”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “I think you did.”

Ivy snorted behind me, and I flipped her off without looking at her, smirking at her throaty laugh.

“And I’m… a technomage. I used to work on inventions with you.”

“Correct,” Declan said with a satisfied smile. “You, like Kit, are a technomage, as were a few of your ancestors in this current life of yours.”

Nodding, I rubbed at my eyes, and in the next moment, I felt gentle fingers on my temples and smelled light incense. I leaned back gratefully against Ivy’s stomach as she rubbed my temples, easing my headache with a bit of magic.

When it abated, I gently squeezed one of her wrists and glanced back at her. “Thank you.”

She kissed my forehead, smiled, and went back to reading whatever it was that was keeping her attention. Judging by the half-naked people on the cover, I guessed it to be some tawdry romance or some such. I couldn’t say much. I, too, liked tawdry romances. Just of the gay varieties.

“Would you like to stop for the day to let that simmer?” Master said gently, surprising me.

“No.” I stretched and adopted an interested air. I was finally getting answers, and I didn’t want them to dry up now. “I have so many questions.”

He motioned for me to continue before adjusting his dove-gray suit jacket. When he tossed his shoulder-length silver hair over his shoulder, I took in a deep breath and tried to order my thoughts into something other than the stepped-on cat with its ass on fire that was currently going on in my head.

“What does being a technomage mean for me? Like, do we just make stuff, or…?”

He shrugged and motioned to where Kit sat with his nose in a thick tome that looked well-loved but was in a language I couldn’t read. “It means a great many things. You can communicate intuitively with almost any machinery and easily excel at such things. Kit has become a highly skilled hacker and has kept us funded by inventing myriad things from cars, lightbulbs, radios, and record players to computers and highly sought-after programs for anyone from regular citizens to alphabet agencies in the world’s governments.”

I squinted at Kit, and he glanced up at me with a shit-eating grin. “You gave me the idea for the cars,” he said to me with a wink. “You always lamented that it took forever to get anywhere. After cars, I invented planes.”

I took a deep breath. Then another. On the third, I let my shoulders drop. “And how is that possible when the inventors of all those things are well-known and extensively documented?”

He shrugged with a twinkle in his pretty brown eyes. “Most of them were one of our lovers at one time or another, and we gave them a generous cut of all monies that came from the different inventions. But for the most part, I retroactively made up those stories to keep us all protected. The last thing the world needs is to know vampires are the reason they have smartphones, the computer languages that enabled people to create the social media they stalk, and the machines that make their lattés.”

I snorted and looked at the latté I had cooling on the coffee table. Kit had run and gotten it while I showered, and it was still lava. I liked my mouth.

Kit did, too.

Wait.

Brain, can we please focus and not go off into la-la land? Please and thank you.

Groaning, I shook my head to get my thoughts back on track and refocused. Master Declan had mercy on me and patted my knee. “Kit’s also the one who invented EMP shielding so technomages could keep their grimoires on flash drives and the like without another mage killing it.”

I winced. “Especially energy mages, from what you said about their electric personalities.”

He touched his nose. “Exactly.”

I found my hands shaking and clenched them to stop it before flexing my fingers out and settling into my finger-flicking stim to help me focus and regulate my overwhelm. I remembered their attack all too well from my first date with Kit. I didn’t like the idea that I’d be easy prey to them right now. That, if they attacked again, Kit would once again have to defend me. The urge to learn everything now reared up like a giant’s head, so strong I didn’t know how to channel it. I just wanted to do it all. Right now.

Kit didn’t even look up. After marking his place with a well-loved, frayed piece of scarlet ribbon that looked older than the ancient book, he put his book down. Then he stood and came over to sit in my lap and wrap his arms around my neck. He pressed a kiss to my lips, and I lost myself in him for as long as he let me, letting my cramping fingers still as I wrapped them around his waist. When he pulled back, he gave me a gentle smile.

That was when I felt it. Anxiety had been creeping up on me, chasing the overwhelm, and with Kit’s weight, warmth, and obvious affection, I relaxed and rested my forehead on his shoulder as I breathed in his scent.

After another moment, he patted my shoulder, kissed my temple, and stood. He handed me my coffee with a wink and went back to his book.

I turned back around to find Master Declan giving me a fond smile. I thought he’d be mad at being interrupted, but he seemed indulgent and like a doting father. His steel-gray eyes softened as he watched me, and as he did, I felt more of my anxiety melt away.

He wasn’t a college professor. This man had once been a great friend, a confidant, and a father figure. He cared, and I had forgotten that.

With a soft smile, I relaxed into the couch’s cushions.

I took a sip of my still-too-hot latté, loving how the hot bean juice toasted my throat on the way down to warm me from the inside. At least it was only slightly uncomfortable rather than scalding.

Master Declan grinned evilly. “You should also know you can do many other things.” I took another sip, and his grin widened. “I should send you and Kit out to hit some ATMs so you can get an idea of how he uses his power.”

“What do you mean?”

Kit sighed, but Master sat forward, and as I took another sip, he said, “You can get any ATM to spit money at you until it empties, and at the same time, disable the cameras and erase the footage with a few clicks of a cellphone.”

“My brain isn’t awake enough for that shit,” I groaned. “Are you really telling Kit to teach me how to rob banks?”

He shrugged a shoulder and looked unrepentant. I had the feeling I’d need to keep an eye on that man.

I took a huge gulp as Ivy said, “Their luck, they’d end up fucking and forget.”

I choked. I’d never seen Master Declan move that fast, but as the latté shot from my nose, he darted off the couch in time not to get sprayed. Ivy got missed by virtue of being behind me.

Kit, though? He sat with a closed book, beads of latte on his face and soaking into his sweater, and looked so done in such a way that I laughed even while still trying to hack up both lungs.

Ivy abused my back to help, but she didn’t know her own strength. She seemed to realize and rubbed instead. It was all good. If I died from drowning in coffee, it wouldn’t matter if I did it with or without bruises. It was fine.

“Did I ruin the book?” I croaked.

Kit shook his head. “You tried, but Kassandra saved it by closing the book on me, so the oiled leather cover took the spray instead of the pages.”

“Thank fuck,” I said through a wheeze. “I don’t want her mad at me.”

Kassandra giggled by fluttering the pages of the books spread across the coffee table. It made me smile, even as I did my best to recover from nearly dying.

I was about to ask another question when Master Declan held up a hand and got up. “I can see your overwhelm rising more steadily in your aura, Gun. Why don’t you and Kit go play? He can teach you a few simple spells to get you started and help you understand the importance of sigils. Most of the ones you and Kit invented heavily rely on Thai symbolism and blessings, so he’ll need to tutor you on the language—written and spoken—to properly use them unless you can figure out ways of coming to the same or similar result through different means.”

A book flew around the corner and smacked Master Declan upside the head before dropping into his hands. He perked a brow before thumbing through it. “Or you can check out this grimoire from your great-grandmother.”

I snickered. “I’ll definitely take the grimoire. But I also remember Thai from my dreams since they were all mostly in Thai. I’ve taken online classes in the language since I was six because my parents hoped I’d grow out of it if I could understand the language in my dreams. Before—even after learning Thai—I couldn’t understand the words in my dreams until I met Kit. But since I met you, the language makes sense in a way it never had before. I can understand it better now.”

“Then your lessons will be easier,” Kit said softly. “Let’s go have fun.”

I wasn’t about to argue. With a happy sigh, I meshed our fingers together and let him drag me away. “We’re not really going to rob banks, though, right? Master was just messing with me.”

“He was absolutely messing with you.”

For some reason, I felt like Kit was teasing me with that answer.

I would have to get to the bottom of this later. Somehow.
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Icalled for a family meeting. Normally, these were… okay, I couldn’t lie; family meetings tended to be shitshows. It was mostly trying to keep everyone on track when they were prone to tangents. Kassandra did not help matters, either.

With Gun occupied, I called for everyone else, needing some kind of game plan in place. Right now, we were winging it, and historically, that never went well.

I looked around at my family, with Declan for once here and present instead of with his nose in a book. It was a rare moment, and I would absolutely take it.

Now, to take this meeting by the horns and wrangle it, to use an American expression. I cleared my throat meaningfully. “Alright, I’ve called this meeting because we have two things to figure out.”

“Sect?” Ivy guessed. She was stretched out with her feet in Ezra’s lap, getting a good foot rub in. That position alone suggested Ezra had broken something he wasn’t supposed to, or he’d done something to put himself into debt with Ivy.

Was I curious enough to inquire? No, because I had no desire to get embroiled in whatever it was.

“Sect is topic one,” I acknowledged.

Roman gave a sour grunt. “I’ve been trying my damndest to find their lair, but no luck so far.”

“Would lair be the proper word?” Declan mused. “What does one call the place where bad guys live and hide? Headquarters?”

“Too formal,” Ezra protested. “Dungeon?”

“Sounds like they’re being punished, and they aren’t,” Ivy pointed out.

Roman tossed in, “Or they run a kink club.”

Kassandra sent a book winging our direction, which Declan handily plucked out of the air.

In two strides, I left my chair, grabbed the book, and neatly nipped this particular tangent right in the bud. “You can look this up later. Not important now. Bad guys must be dealt with. Focus.”

Declan pouted as I took his book away, but he did get back on topic. “I agree something must be done. We can fortify our defensive spells around the place.”

“I agree with that.” Roman had a gathering frown furrowing his eyebrows into one line. “But I also think that’s not the best solution. Whenever we’ve taken the defensive, it’s not worked out well for us.”

The last time they’d taken the defensive sprang to mind. I winced at the memory. Losing my husband and nearly dying all in one fight had left a searing, traumatic scar on the heart, and I felt it tug at the reminder.

Roman reached over to give my arm a gentle squeeze, a comforting touch. “I don’t think any of us want to risk that again. Not now that we finally have Gun back with us.”

I one hundred percent agreed on that point and frantically nodded. “Not risking that.”

“But going on the offensive might not be the right tactic, either.” Declan was now frowning, eyes on the ceiling as he thought. “We’ve got Gun to train—who’s doing very well, no surprise; he’s picking up concepts almost faster than I can present them—but we also have his siblings to train.”

“That’s my second topic,” I admitted. “Del and Finn both need to be trained. It’s a waste not to do so, and I think they’ll be enthusiastic students.”

“It’s almost dangerous not to train them.” Ivy glanced at Declan. “You up to teaching three at a time?”

“It would be my absolute pleasure,” Declan assured her. His smile stretching from ear to ear said without words that he meant it.

Remembering how this man had taught me, I knew he was a true master in his field. He was a good teacher, knowing how to break concepts down until the students understood them. The reason I’d encouraged Gun to ask Declan for training was because I knew I couldn’t begin to emulate Declan’s teaching methods.

Roman’s frown somehow got deeper. “But if we have three students, defense might be our only choice. Is it wise to bring the fight to them when we have three fledgling mages to protect?”

Good point. I had lain awake multiple nights debating this very point with myself. I still had no answer. Maybe there wasn’t a good answer to this. We might be damned if they do, damned if we don’t.

Ivy’s frown seemed to mirror Roman’s. “There’s always a good reason to be on the defensive. Kassandra alone—”

Alarms blared from all angles. I knew that alarm sound by heart, the singsong woo-wee-woo going straight to my nerves. I catapulted from the chair, running to my designated spot, already switching mental tracks. Everyone around me did the same, running to their stations.

Before I could even get into position, a magical attack slammed against the protective wards, which said something because I, at full vampiric speed, could put a cheetah to shame. This attack was ferocious, sending a flare of light sparking all along the ward’s circles. Just what the hell?

A second pulse hit, but it also told me what this spell was. Not an attack, as I’d first suspected. Well, something of an attack. Really, it was a seeking spell. Someone was trying to find our location and had been caught by our ward, snared, and held there.

Whoever it was on the other end wasn’t giving up easily. They sent more power a third time, trying to push the spell through. My magic rose as I shoved back, reinforcing the ward’s sigil with every fiber of my being.

“You’re not getting through,” I snarled between clenched teeth.

From ten feet away, her hand and magic pressed against the sigil, Ivy snarled right along with me. “What do these chucklefucks think they’re doing?”

“It’s a really good question.” I closed my eyes, focusing on the spell. It felt like there was more than one person behind it, for sure. There was no way one person had the kind of power to keep a spell going against this kind of opposition. Three people? Four?

Declan called from across the room, “I think it’s a party of four, using square formation.”

Ah. Made sense. One of the more powerful formations for group spellwork like this was a quartet, using the natural alignment of the four directions. Meaning, if we’d had only one or two people home today, as we normally did, the wards might very well have faltered under this onslaught. Not a comfortable thought at all.

As abruptly as the attack began, it ceased. No doubt because the seeking spell had “failed” to find the target, and those holding the spell chose to end it rather than magically exhaust themselves. Fortunately, the ward was designed to send a false signal for seeking spells. Otherwise, it might have given a hint about our location.

I took a minute to check the ward’s sigil and make sure nothing needed repair work. It didn’t, but I couldn’t find any sense of relief about that. This had been far too close for comfort.

“I think that just answered our question.” Roman turned and headed back to his seat.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what he meant. “Defense is not our best choice.”

“No, it’s not.” Roman let out a sigh as he plopped onto the chair, sprawling out. “We can only ward and deflect against so much.”

Ezra also headed back for the couch. He intoned dryly, “It was the fuckaroundiest of times, it was the findoutiest of times.”

“Pretty sure Charles Dickens rolled over in his grave on that one.” Ivy snorted in amusement as she put her feet back onto Ezra’s lap.

“For a dead man, his hearing sure is acute.” Ezra yelped as Ivy pinched him in the side for that.

“I take the meaning, though, and agree with it.” Ivy’s head panned as she addressed all of us. “I think the days of defense are over. If we want this to end, let’s change to offense.”

“Saying goes the best defense is a good offense for a reason.” Roman lifted a hand. “All in favor?”

Everyone lifted their hand to show support for this—even me. I still had mixed emotions about it because I was loathe to put Gun in danger, but burying my head in the sand would be worse. This was at least the lesser of two evils.

“We’ll need to develop some kind of protective measure for Gun, Del, and Finn.” Declan stroked his chin, clearly thinking hard. “I won’t lose three bright students before fully training them. Kassandra has the best wards, so bringing them here is likely the best bet.”

I nodded in agreement. “I can’t think of a better place for them to go.”

Roman cocked his head as he thought. “Kit, you obviously know the family better than any of us. How do you think they’ll take the news that they’ve got three mages in the family and are likely in danger?”

“I think they’ll take the first bit of news with delighted surprise. The second, not so much.”

“Can’t blame them there.” Ivy glanced at Declan. “Master, you want to help him break the news?”

“If Kit wants me to. I don’t think he needs me for this, though.”

“I might.” I lifted both shoulders in a shrug. I’d been thinking about this for a while, mentally rehearsing what to say. Gun wasn’t sold on the ideas I’d thought of so far. “I’ll run this past Gun first, get his opinion. If he thinks we need backup, I’ll bring you with us.”

“Fine by me. I need to meet them all, anyway. Sooner, later, it makes no difference. Even if you can’t convince them to train, you must convince them to come here. They’re targets without any protection right now.”

I grimly agreed on that point, too.

Ivy’s head lolled back on the couch. “Wow, this conversation is going to be a doozy. ‘Hi, everyone. I’m a mage, and by the way, you’ve got several mages in the family. We want to train you. Also, we’ve got bad guys after us, which means, by extension, you’re now in danger, too, so you need to move into a library and live there for the foreseeable future.’ Yeah, this conversation will go over like a red balloon.”

I winced. “There’s got to be a better way to phrase all that.”

“Good luck thinking of the words.” Ivy shot me a sympathetic grimace. “I sure can’t think of any.”

Ezra turned his head to speak over his shoulder. “Bring cake with you. Bad news goes over better when there are yummy things at hand.”

Honestly, as tactics go, that one had a lot of merit.
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Gun

“I


can’t believe we got Master Declan out of the library,” Kit muttered. I just snickered at him and tried to hide my grin when he sent me a squinty look. “Don’t you snicker at me, you shit. I have seen this man go without eating and sleeping just to argue with Kassandra about one single book. Getting him out of the library now that internet bookstores and mega-retailers ship directly to the library door is a feat of such unutterable skill and mental strength it’s legendary in certain circles.”

I snickered even more and gave him a silly grin. He really was cute when he was grumpy. Though, he had a reason to be grumpy. He’d slept for shit last night due to the attacks from the day before, and we hadn’t been able to do more than cuddle before I passed right the fuck out and slept like a brick. It wasn’t that we hadn’t been able to sleep. We had just slept so hard it wasn’t as restful as we’d needed. But at least I was able to sleep next to him. My family understood my need to be close to Kit as best they could without knowing everything yet, and they weren’t bitching that I was missing classes. My professors loved me, so they were okay with me ditching for my “family emergency.”

Master Declan, walking next to us, only grinned unrepentantly with his hands in his pockets. His easy posture made him seem more approachable, and the amused glint in his eyes told me he enjoyed the teasing at his expense.

It made me like him just a little bit more.

When we made it inside from the three-car caravan we’d left parked in the street, I led the group into the kitchen and immediately went to the fridge to start frying breakfast. My family didn’t do serious shit on an empty stomach. And I was hungry.

The moment I started plating up scrambled eggs, bacon, hashbrowns, and toast, my entire family emerged from the woodwork like hungry termites. I grinned at them as I started handing out plates of food. Once everyone had their servings, we spread out across the table to enjoy, and only after everyone had sated their immediate starvation did I sip my juice and grin at my parents. “We gotta talk.”

“That doesn’t sound ominous at all,” my father deadpanned. His hazel eyes sparkled with mirth, and I smirked at him. But he leaned forward, steepling his fingers under his chin. “What’s up, Gunnar?”

Kit squeezed my thigh under the table, and I laced our fingers, holding his hand right where it was because it was warm and felt nice.

“Do I need to duck?” Finn asked as he buttered his toast. “You both look like you’re about to go to war.”

Kit shrugged. “You aren’t far off, I think. But that’s a bit in the future. Right now, though, we need to talk about magic.”

“Magic…” Delaine said.

I snorted, glad I hadn’t had a mouthful of anything as I choked on my own spit. “Way to skip the mitt and aim for their faces.”

Kit looked wholly unrepentant. Grinning, he munched on a strip of bacon before continuing. “There are some insanely bad people who have hurt us in the past and are coming for us again. None of you are safe. So, a few things need to happen.”

“What’s that?” Finn asked. He scowled, staring daggers at Kit. “What have you brought to our family?”

“Finn…” I sighed, but Kit squeezed my fingers, and I relaxed.

“He has a point,” Kit said softly. He turned to Finn with a wan smile. “While I appreciate your position, I hope you can appreciate ours.”

My brother nodded, his face an almost threatening mask as he stared holes through Kit with flinty gray eyes. “Basically,” I started with a sigh, “our family through Mom’s side have magic.”

Master Declan added, “Your father’s side has the recessive genes, possibly from a few centuries back—an energy mage.”

Mom inhaled sharply, and I nodded. “Your dreams…”

“Yeah,” I said softly. “They actually happened.”

“I don’t get it,” Mason said around a mouthful of eggs drowned in ketchup. “Your dreams can’t be real.”

“He was reincarnated,” Kit said softly. “His name, when we were married over one hundred and sixty years ago, was Arthit Konkaeo. I watched him die, and Master Declan,” he motioned to the man who still looked absolutely gleeful with the conversation, garnering harsh looks from Finn and my dad, “promised me he had cast a spell to ensure Gunnar would be reincarnated within a certain radius of us. I’ve been waiting for him since the year eighteen-sixty. That’s why he kept having dreams of us.”

“This is so cool!” Del said in a quiet but squealy voice. “I knew the dreams had to be based on something. And magic’s real? Awesome. I want my wand now, please.”

Mason kept making croaky noises like he wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed or surprised. “Wait, all of us have magic? Through Mom’s whole family?”

Master Declan dabbed at his mouth with the napkin. “Not all. Delaine, Finnegan, and Gun are capable of magic.” He nodded to my mom. “Fiona and Mason are only carriers. Some of Mason’s children, should he have them, might have the trait, while it’s more likely Finnegan—” Finn growled. Declan cleared his throat. “—Finn, Delaine, and Gunnar will have mage children should they choose to procreate.”

“So, I get to learn magic?” Del asked excitedly. She leaned so close to the table that she almost dunked her boobs in her empty plate. “Really? Really, really?”

I snorted and nudged her foot under the table. “Yes, really. But there’s more.”

“We’re in danger,” Dad said softly. Tension had his back straight as a board and his hands clasped, probably to hide the shake in his fingers. “As if magic being real wasn’t enough, there’s that, too. What’s the damage?”

Master Declan smirked. “Nothing yet. Not in this lifetime of Gun’s, at least. But the people who murdered him in his past life are after us again, and they will do anything to get the library we protect.”

“Including eliminating us.”

“Yep,” Kit said, popping the P. “They don’t take prisoners. They almost killed me but for Ivy turning me into a vampire.”

“Wait, what?” Mason said, wide-eyed.

I sat back and laughed. “Kit…”

He shrugged. “Tension needed a break. Not even sorry.”

“Proof?” Dad asked.

Mason was back to spluttering. “Get out. Vampires are not real!”

Kit grinned and dropped his fangs, making Dad’s face go pale as milk while Del and Mason went insane.

Dad stared out the window, thoughts almost visibly scrolling across his eyes as he seemed to be doing high-level calculus in his head. His whole world concept was being readjusted right in front of my eyes. Dad had always been good with rolling along with the punches, especially when he was in crisis mode, and he seemed to be thoroughly in crisis mode.

I wasn’t surprised when he sucked in a deep breath, blew it out, then pierced Master Declan with a hard stare. “What do you plan on doing about it?”

Declan shrugged. “We need to pair each of you with one of us.”

“With vampires?” Mason squeaked.

“Have I tried to eat you yet?” Kit teased. “There are only four in our group—me, Ivy, Ezra, and Roman. Ivy was the one who saved me the night Gun died. We aren’t slaves to our thirst. We just need blood to live.” He glanced at me and winked. “We usually drink from nearly expired blood units donated from blood banks that would just throw them away. We only bite people who ask nicely or piss us off, and each has a different outcome.”

Mason ignored the bit about blood units and cried, “But it’s daylight! How are you alive?”

“Daylight only gives us a bit of a sunburn if we aren’t careful. We also usually need to sleep during the height of the day for at least a few hours,” Kit explained. “But the important thing for you to know is we would never hurt Gun or his family, so you all are safe from us.”

“We’d like you to each pair up with one of us,” Master Declan went on. “Finn, I would like you to pair with Roman. I think you two would appreciate each other. Mason, I’d like you with Ezra, Delaine with Ivy, Gunnar with Kit, and I will keep an eye on you, Curtis, and your wife, Fiona.”

“Why?” Mason looked terrified. “Why do we have to pair up?”

Master Declan smiled at him, seeming more fatherly than jokey in the face of a terrified child. “Because I would like your siblings trained in magic so they can better protect themselves if they are separated from their vampire partner. You, I just want to be trained.”

“No,” Finn said with quiet fire. He leaned forward and pointed a finger at Declan’s chest, almost reaching across the table. “You are not involving my family in this shit. No.”

“Finn…”

He ignored me. “I’ve got enough to do without having to worry about magic lessons and keeping my family safe.”

“But if you learn magic, you can better keep them safe,” Kit said with a gentle smile. “You all have great potential, but I think you and Gun will do exceedingly well. Gun because he remembers parts of his past life, including a few of our sigils. You because you are more driven and focused than your younger siblings.”

Finn clenched his jaw, not looking happy at all. He looked like he could happily gnaw on boulders with the way his muscles were jumping in his jaw and neck. I could see the moment the switch flipped as he got a murderous gleam in his eyes and sat back without another word.

With my elder brother now brooding because his protective instincts were switched on and my father looking like he was also going to murder something because how dare anyone threaten his family, I focused on my mom. She looked pensive as she toyed with the edge of her napkin. “I wish I could help.”

“You can,” Master Declan said softly. “You and Curtis are to continue as normal so as not to give away our preparation plans. I will keep an eye on you both to keep you safe. But the main focus must be on your children. If you and Curtis were to deviate from your normal routines, it could escalate attacks, making it harder for us to protect you and your children.”

She made a face, her nose scrunching up. “Very well.”

“Wait.” Finn’s gaze grew hard as granite again. “Are you saying that if they are watching us now, we’re in danger because they saw you coming to our house and not leaving?”

Shaking his head, Declan swallowed his mouthful of juice and set his empty glass aside. “No. I had a glamor up. No one saw us come, and no one will see us go.”

That only made him relax by half a fraction.

“I can’t believe magic is real,” Del said excitedly. Her pretty blue-gray eyes lit up, and I knew she was trying to diffuse the tensions. She did a little shimmy in her chair. “I can’t believe I get to learn magic! How cool is that?”

Mason groaned and whined, “But I have enough homework with high school. I don’t have time to learn whatever you want me to learn!”

“I think Ezra wouldn’t mind helping you with your homework,” Declan mused. “He enjoys learning and teaching. That should help with your workload. Ezra will teach you more defensive arts and how to use protective charms. You don’t need magic to engage them.”

Mason went from overwhelmed to intrigued. “We talking like ninja-level kind of shit?”

“Rather like it, yes.”

He scooted in closer, the epitome of an eager student. “So, he’ll be the Jackie Chan to my grasshopper self?”

I got up and started gathering plates since everyone had finished eating. Finn got up to help me, still looking like he was about to break something… or someone. I almost expected him to beat the shit out of Master Declan or die trying, but he attacked the dishes instead. Since he was intent on washing them instead of loading them in the dishwasher, I grabbed a towel and dried them as he laid dishes on a towel next to the sink.

“You okay?” I asked softly.

He glanced at me, his mouth set in a thin, grim line. “No.”

I nodded and gently bumped shoulders with him before putting a plate in the frosted glass-front cabinet. “Everything will be fine.”

He stopped and turned toward me, fire in his eyes and his hands clenching and flexing as if he wanted to strangle someone. “Fine? Gun, if this shit is real, you already fucking died once! And you’re telling me the same people are still after you, and it’s more than likely going to put the rest of our family in danger? It is not going to be okay.”

I leaned in and hugged him tight. He vibrated with tension but eventually hugged me back in a rib-crushing hug that made me grunt from the force. “I hate this,” he snarled.

“We all do,” Kit said. “But we’ll get through it.”

“We will not fail again,” Master Declan said darkly, all traces of his earlier amusement gone. “Not again.”
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Kit

Iam not above using charm to get my way. I leaned up against Gun’s side, blinking up at him with the best Hopeful Face I could muster, all the while pushing every button I knew how to push.

“Come stay with me?”

Gun looked down at me like he knew precisely what I was up to but was still falling for it since he had limited immunity. “Why with you and not here?”

“I have the same protections around my house, and they’re not likely to look for you there.” I peeked up through my lashes and felt a little thrill when that look hit home. Gun swallowed hard, a tinge of pink climbing into his cheeks. “Besides, don’t you want to have some uninterrupted time together?”

Hook, line, sinker. Gun was sold. I hid my inner evil cackle well.

Now, if luck stayed with me, I could sex this man up properly. He and I were both well overdue for a good sexing up.

I stuck my head inside the library long enough to call out that I was absconding with Gun, had the words poised on the tip of my tongue—

“Oh fuck,” Ivy bemoaned. “It did its job.”

Did I want context for that sentence? Absolutely not. It reeked of trouble I did not want to be involved with. Yup, just going to ignore that. “I’m going home with Gun, bye!”

“Wait, Kit—”

I ignored Ivy’s call after me. The door shut, I can’t hear you, la la la.

Seizing Gun’s hand, I towed him straight outside and to the car.

“She might actually need help,” Gun suggested, his voice rich with amusement.

“Ivy’s a strong, independent vampire who don’t need no man,” I sassed back. I escorted him straight to the passenger door and opened it, helping him in.

Gun was definitely laughing on some internal level as he got into the car. See? He might say all that, but he was willing to run away with me, too. Who wanted to be stuck dealing with whatever it was for the rest of the day when there were more fun people things to do?

Pulling out, I focused on the road because let’s not get either of us injured on the way back to my house. That would be problematic, to say the least.

With the picture of innocence on his face, Gun inquired, “What do you want to do when we get to your house?”

I lifted his hand and kissed the fingers, one at a time, my eyes never off the road. I didn’t need to look at him to hear the catch in his breath.

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll think of something,” I purred at him.

“Kit?”

“Yeah, love?”

“Can’t you go faster?”

Ladies, gents, and gentlefolk, I think I just turned my boyfriend on. Excuse me while I gloat. “I can do that.”

I hit the gas.

Today, I set a speed record for getting to my house from the library. Thankfully, no cops were present to witness this. I barely got into the driveway when my very lovely car unlocked the doors, put itself into park, and even opened the door for me. She was so, so helpful. I’d get her a nice detail job as a thank you later.

I'm not sure who dragged who to the front door. Gun’s hand was firm in mine, and honestly, it was more of a joint effort. The door recognized my aura and opened automatically, saving me the frustration of digging out keys. Then, I was barely a step inside when Gun whirled me around by the hips, pulling me in tight.

I caught the back of his neck, drawing him sharply down, and found that mobile mouth. Those lips were so soft against mine, deliciously so. I broke off enough to change angles before diving back in again, needing to deepen the kiss like I needed my next breath.

Some part of me registered the door closing behind us, but most of my attention stayed on Gun, the eager way he kissed me back, his lips just as hungry. He stole breaths between kisses, a low groan of pure desire in his throat.

That sound sent shivers up and down my spine, and damnit, the last thing I needed was to be turned on further.

Even after centuries, Gun’s touch still thrilled me. It felt like I’d tried to trap lightning in a bottle, only to miss, my entire body tingling. Every brush of his skin against mine, every breath, it all left sparks of white pleasure lingering.

“Don’t you have a spell to remove clothes all at once?” Gun panted, tone almost a whine.

I had to agree with the note of desperation there. Clothes were an absolute travesty right now, the biggest cock block to ever exist. “That’s brilliant, and we’ll absolutely design one later. For now, off.”

Being two very determined men, we were both motivated to get clothing out of the way, and in seconds, shirts hit the floor and hands were at buttons and zippers. My mouth found a nipple and gave it a hard suck, which distracted Gun utterly for a moment, his breath shuddering.

I got his pants open first, sinking down to my knees to get the right angle to drive him even more crazy. I licked a stripe along one of Gun’s balls, then blew a stream of air along it just to tease him.

Gun’s response was not at all articulate.

I knew he’d like that. I turned and licked the other ball, doing it just for the sheer pleasure of teasing. It was a very rewarding hobby. The scent of male and musk was strong in my nose as I leaned in further, getting the flat of my tongue on that growing dick and licking another, longer stripe there.

Gun’s hands went into my hair, gripping hard, not unpleasantly. “You fucking tease.”

My mouth was too busy to cackle, but I felt it in the back of my brain. It’s not my fault he’s fun to tease, right? I continued with a mental grin, hand stroking up and down Gun’s thigh in a warm, sensual stroke even as I worked that dick into my mouth. There was a hint of pre-come, a touch of salt against my tastebuds, as I used the flat of my tongue to rub against the head.

Those fingers in my hair tightened even more, almost painfully, Gun’s thighs quivering. He clearly wanted release. Too bad I wouldn’t let him yet.

Truth be told, I was more than a little desperate myself. I snatched my wallet out of my pants, ripped open the lube packet I had there, and slathered that on him. I just wanted him in me. Now.

Being fundamentally disobedient at the worst times, Gun caught my hand before I could throw the lube packet aside. I protested wordlessly as he squeezed out the rest before turning me, hand against my shoulder blade to push and hold me against the wall.

Alright, yeah, prep is a good idea most of the time, but I’m a vampire. It’s not like it’s absolutely essential for me. “I’d be fine—”

One coated finger slid into me, stroking all along the front of my channel in a glorious thrust in, and whatever words I had planned to say spluttered and died off.

Too long. It’d been too long since another had touched me there, caressed me. The pleasure that brought made a sob catch in my throat—overwhelming emotion burning in my chest.

A second finger joined the first, and I’d figure out later who had taught him that. It had better not be someone else because then I’d have to hunt that person down and murder them.

A third finger and that thought fractured and spun away as well. My fingers were clawing at the walls, trying to find purchase and not getting any.

“Gun,” I panted against the cool wall. “Gun, please.”

“Bedroom?”

“Too far.” I wouldn’t have the patience to go even three steps in any direction, much less all the way up the stairs to my room.

“But I want to see your face.”

Honey, there are other ways to manage that. I kicked off my pants, letting them languish somewhere else without care.

Sensing I wanted to move, Gun withdrew his fingers—some part of me was upset about that—and let me turn around. I looped both arms around his shoulders for balance, then hopped up, legs winding around his waist.

“Oh.” A pleased grin took over his face, and he instantly put both hands under my thighs, supporting me. “I guess this works too.”

“In me. Now.” I was not above begging.

He shifted one hand off my leg to maneuver with. I felt the touch of his dick against my opening, and I angled my hips to press down on it. I edged down by degrees, not teasing, just feeling my way into the position. Yeah, that was perfect, the hot-and-hard cock branding me on the inside. I felt incredibly full by the time I bottomed out and took a second to breathe, my eyes locked on Gun’s.

Those dark brown eyes were full of emotion. This was as intense for him as it was for me, and we slotted together like two puzzle pieces that had finally found their way back. His mouth parted as he breathed, eyes speaking volumes about how intense the pleasure was for him.

“Kit?”

I nodded, encouraging him. “I’m good. Move.”

Gun shifted forward enough to put my back against the wall for leverage. Then he shifted out a little, in, and with this angle, there was nothing gentle about it. The bite of pain, the scoring sensation, was blissful. My eyes fluttered shut, head dropping back as Gun did that again.

Gun shifted his stance, widening his legs a little, and with the next thrust in, I could tell he’d found his balance. The angle was perfect for me, grazing my prostrate to send little sparks of pleasure dancing along my nerves. I clung to him, doing nothing but holding on, gasps tearing free from my mouth with each thrust.

It was so good. Too good. I was hard from the anal friction, and part of me wanted to put a hand to my cock for relief, but part of me didn’t.

Gun shifted again, widening his stance just an inch more, one of his hands cupping the back of my head to cushion it—which was sweet but not necessary—the other hand supporting me under my ass. It was like doing so made him more confident, and the next thrust in was hard and demanding. I scrambled for purchase, latching on to Gun’s arms, fingers digging into flesh. Holy shit, that angle—that angle hit my prostrate dead on, and I was now spasming around Gun’s cock with every thrust in. The pleasure was so intense it felt like fireworks were going off in my body, and I couldn’t even draw a proper breath before the next thrust sent me high all over again.

I couldn’t—I couldn’t take any more of this. The pleasure was too intense; I needed relief more than I needed my next breath.

Grabbing the hand supporting my head, I pulled it down, wrapping those long fingers around my dick. Gun thankfully didn’t argue, just took it in a firm hold, working my dick in time with his thrusts.

It was too much. Precisely what I needed, but it was too much and—

My climax ripped through me with little warning, and I clenched down hard on Gun on instinct, head thrown back in a silent cry as hot semen splattered us both. I think I felt Gun come a moment later, but honestly, I was too lost in the sensations of my own body to really notice anything else.

I might have checked out for a second. Next thing I knew, we were both crumpled on the floor, me sitting on Gun’s lap, his dick half out of me. Gun’s head was on my shoulder, his pants hot on my heated skin.

I wanted to caress his hair, but I needed to give my body a minute. It wasn’t back quite yet, and that kind of coordination might’ve been beyond me.

“Kit.”

I hummed a response. Amazing, he was capable of words?

“That was fucking fantastic.”

I loved the awe I heard in his voice. It brought me a strong sense of male satisfaction in hearing it. “It was.”

“Like, I’d read about wall sex in books, but reality? So much better. No words.”

Ah-ha, so that was where he’d learned to prep me. Okay, less murder was now in my future.

I tilted my head to speak into his ear. “How about we go upstairs? I’ll give you five minutes to catch your breath, and then I want to ride you.”

Everything in Gun stilled. Motion, breath, all of it. Hmm, might have broken his brain for a second there. Gun.exe was offline; please reboot and try again.

He lifted his head, and this close, it was hard to focus on his eyes. But I saw the gleam of interest there.

“So, where’s your bedroom again?” That innocent inquiry was coupled with a lecherous grin.

I grinned back. Yeah, we weren’t going to be leaving the house anytime soon.

For that matter, I doubted we’d leave the bed anytime soon.
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Gun

“A


rthit, my love,” Kit called in a sing-song voice that spelled trouble. I was working on transcribing my spell list, which had suffered accidental water damage. It was, of course, Kit’s fault. Whether it was or not, I was blaming him anyway. It had been his idea to roughhouse near the table with the full pitcher of water. Not my fault at all. Nope.

I glanced down, and suddenly, the pages of my grimoires—both old and new—flipped through as fast as I could recognize them. They flickered through like one of those paper flip things my father used to make me as a child, the ones that showed moving images or capturing a bird by spinning a stiff paper on a string with the cage on one side and the bird on the other.

The faster the grimoires flipped, the faster my mind raced to keep up, to get it all in my head as if my life depended on it. Anxiety crawled in my gut like a live thing, thrashing around until I felt nauseous. Then they stopped, and the world shifted. When my wits came back to me, I cast spell after spell from memory, calling each up in my mind and calling out the numbers corresponding to each spell’s page because that was what my grimoire was for. And the faster I called out numbers, the faster the spells fired, sending lightning across the expanse to electrocute my enemies and obliterate their lines. I looked over, and Kit had his mean face on, casting right beside me, his words little more than low growls, whereas mine were gasps and croaks because we had been interrupted when I’d had his cock in my throat.

I jolted awake, cold sweat dewing my skin. I panted as I bolted out of bed. That dream had been so vivid I could still see each spell, my eyes furiously blinking as I blindly searched for my reMarkable and stylus, tripping over my chair and banging my hip on the desk in my haste.

The moment I had them in hand, I started drawing out everything from my dream. Somehow, each glyph came to me more easily than the previous. I normally couldn’t draw to save my soul, but these flowed out of me as if I’d drawn them daily for years. It only felt a little awkward, as if I were getting back muscle memory after disuse.

It was strange.

Frantic, I drew in a frenzy until my alarm went off. Then I tucked the reMarkable away in my messenger bag and went to wash the dream’s rank sweat off in a hot shower.

It was still early when I finished getting ready, so I made a quick breakfast and took my bacon, egg, and cheese toasted sandwich with me as I carted my ass to visit Kit. My entire world seemed surreal, and I didn’t know how to explain it other than I needed a hug from Kit to make the off feeling go away.

I made it to the library in record time without speeding (too much), and when I got out, I took a good look at the sigils on the front door as I brushed toast crumbs off my shirt and pants. I recognized a few of them from my dream, but others were new. I could almost tell what they were for, but I pushed that thought aside as I pulled open the door and strode in with purpose. It must have been with a little too much purpose as I suddenly had a face full of restrained violence crowding me back until Roman realized who it was and deflated before my eyes.

“Don’t scare me like that,” he grumbled. Then, with a tick of his head, he motioned me to follow him. “He’s in the stacks. Go have a seat, and I’ll grab him.”

I gave him a grateful smile and followed his orders because I liked having directions when my nerves were frayed. And the moment Kit was within reach, I wrapped around him like a spider monkey and huffed his scent like a lunatic, nuzzling his neck.

He stroked my sides before wrapping me in a tight hug. “What’s this? You okay?”

I took another deep breath of Kit’s scent and nodded. “I am now. Had a dream.”

Kit smoothed his hands up and down my back, slow and comforting. I relaxed a little more with each pass until I was almost boneless. He then poured me onto the couch and sat close enough that our thighs pressed together. The jitters started up in my chest again until he squeezed my knee, grounding me before my fingers could form the first flick. “Tell me about this dream.”

With a grunt, I slung my messenger bag onto my lap and handed him the unlocked reMarkable depicting some of the more vivid memories I had of the grimoire. He flipped through each digital page with his brows furrowed until he looked at me as if I’d grown another head. “I know you’re remembering things, but with this much detail? Most of these are correct, minus a few details. This is amazing. I didn’t know your Thai was this good.”

I waffled my hand back and forth. “I know some because my dreams of the past are usually in Thai. It’s weird.” I groaned. “All of this is weird.”

Kit gave me a lopsided smile. “Well, you did get reincarnated, so it’s expected. Just don’t let it break your brain.”

I thudded my head against the back of the couch with a tired moan. Kit used that as an opportunity to suck on my Adam’s apple, lighting me up like a firework. Okay. That did the trick. My mind was no longer on the strangeness. Now, it was only focused on the sudden tightness of my pants—damned things.

Kit chuckled, pulling back with an impish grin. I was all set to pounce when my phone went off.

“Fuck.”

“Silence it, and let’s go,” he said with a purr.

I groaned, long and loud, as I pulled my phone out of my front pocket, purposefully leaning half over his lap in the process. “I can’t. That’s Del’s ringtone.”

He nipped the top of my ear. “Then hurry and answer it because I’m not done distracting you from the weird.”

I swiped to answer the call, palming Kit’s face with the other hand to keep him away from my neck because I did not need to be moaning like a whore in my little sister’s ear, thank you.

“Del? What’s up?”

Delaine growled, followed by a disgusted huff. I heard a thump and winced because I’d probably be the one popping the dent out of her car later. “Big brother… I need your strong back. Uh, and your spare tire.”

Furrowing my brows, I sat up straighter. “Come again?”

She huffed another sigh, and I could almost see her tossing her hair over her shoulder while eyeing the object of her ire with such disdain that the paint should be melting off any minute. “I don’t know what happened. I somehow got two flat tires, Gun. Two!”

Kit sat straight up, all hints of playfulness gone as he zeroed in on my phone. “Put it on speaker.”

I did as he asked and instantly had a room full of vampires around me with hard eyes and alpha dominance rolling off them like tsunamis. Del kept on trucking with her story. “I can’t believe this mess, Gun. My heart is still boxing my ribs, trying to get out. The tires were loud when they popped, and I may or may not need sugar.”

“They’ll bring you something sweet,” Ezra said. Then he looked at me. “I’ll grab something while you two get ready to get her. Let’s not borrow trouble.”

Then Roman stalked forward and nodded at me in what looked like respect. “Delaine—”

“Oh, your voice is nice.”

Roman rolled his eyes with a smirk but plowed through. “I’m Roman. I want you and Ivy to get yourselves into the nearest public spot. If nothing is a close distance or you’re feeling unsafe, get in your vehicle and lock all the doors. There’s a spell under your dashboard for Ivy to use. It will keep you secure until Kit and Gun get to you.”

“Wait…” The sound of Delaine’s car door opening and thumping closed came just before the sound quality changed, no longer loud with wind, birdsong, and light traffic. “Who put symbols in my car?”

Then I heard someone smack the dash, and Ivy said, “Shield.” A gasp followed, and Delaine oohed and ahhed. “That is so cool!”

“Focus, Del.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Focus.”

“Yeah, fine. It’s just cool. A gold wash of fire shot over the outside of my car before disappearing. I can hear a soft humming.”

“That means it’s working,” Kit said. “Gun and I will be there momentarily. Hold tight.”

“Okay.”

With that, I said goodbye and hung up, slipping the phone into my pocket as I stood. “Thanks.”

“Thanks is for when you get her home safe,” Ezra said as he reappeared in a whoosh of spicy air. He held out a bag to me and smiled. “My guilty pleasure for your sister—Danedar Gujarati Mohanthal with pistachio garnish made by Ivy from her birth home of India. Del can have part of my stash.”

My stomach let out a petulant rumble, making him laugh at me. “I’ll have the rest for you when you get back. I know how to bribe Ivy for more.”

“Yes, sir.” I wasn’t stupid. You didn’t argue when food was on the line.

“They were your favorite in your past life, too,” he said softly. “Extra pistachios.”

Another belly rumble and Kit took me by the arm and dragged me toward the door. “Del now, Mohanthal later.”

I looked at the bag forlornly but straightened my spine and jogged with him to my truck. “You didn’t get the location,” Kit said.

After unlocking it, I handed him my phone and tapped an app that showed Del’s location pinging on the map. “She pinged herself for us. Just plug it into the GPS for me.”

“On it.”

Once I got us on the road, I called the tire shop and ordered two tires for Del’s car so she wouldn’t have to use her spare. The guy promised to have them mounted on rims and aired up for us by the time we arrived, ready for payment. Once I convinced him to take payment over the phone, I had Kit get my wallet from my back pocket—where he copped a feel—and read the numbers off my debit card for the guy before hanging up and returning the wallet to my ass pocket and the phone to the dash holder.

Then, once we had the tires and borrowed torque wrench in the bed of my truck, I broke speed laws trying to get to my baby sister.

When we got to their location, my stomach swooped as I saw Ivy out of the car behind a glimmering barrier, lobbing spells as fast as she was blocking others. Del huddled in the driver’s seat of her car, eyes too wide in her delicate face and hands splayed on the window, her rapid breaths fogging the glass.

I used skills Finn’s friend had taught me in defensive driving and used that shit offensively, pulling on the emergency brake while wrenching the steering wheel, so my truck’s ass end skidded around and knocked three attackers into walls. My grim-faced Kit threw his door open and darted out. “Go, go, go!”

You don’t have to tell me twice. So, I put my car in reverse and chased another one around until they turned magic on me, and I drove around until I was behind Ivy’s barrier, bumper-to-bumper with Del’s car.

Without thinking, I launched myself out of the car and put myself between Del’s window and Kit’s back. I couldn’t bear to be so far from Kit’s side. But as I stood there, watching Ivy and Kit protecting my little sister while I was unable to do anything proactive besides stay out of the vampires’ way, my blood started to boil.

I couldn’t help it.

I couldn’t help anything.

And then it was over. Kit and Ivy feasted on the idiots to repair their burned bodies, heedless of scorched clothes, and Ivy turned around, ruby-red eyes intense as she bared her blood-stained teeth. The violence and dominance radiating off her made me want to cringe away and apologize, but I steeled myself against it.

She gently but firmly pushed me aside and opened Del’s door before patting my sister down, checking for injuries like a worried mother… or girlfriend.

Then I noticed Del’s heart-shaped eyes and stopped being mad about being pushed out of the way. Instead, I focused on Kit and kissed his forehead, watching as all the fight bled out of him, his eyes returning to their typical gorgeous brown and his fangs receding. “There you are.”

He smiled and rested his forehead on my cheek, and for a stolen moment, we just breathed each other in.

Del sat in my truck’s passenger seat not long after, her legs dangling while she shoved Mohanthal into her face as if she were a starving orphan. Ivy stayed practically plastered to her side, watching her with amusement dancing in her thankfully tawny eyes.

“I’m serious,” I growled. “I need to learn how not to be so squishy! Ugh, these damn cultists, can’t they give me like six months or something to get up to speed? The protagonists in martial arts movies always get time to train up to the bad guy!”

It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough until I could be a partner instead of a liability. I didn’t do helplessness well.

Kit stepped in front of me and kissed my nose. “We’ll get you on a crash course, love. With as much as you already remember about spells and such, you’ll be magically competent in short order.” He placed a kiss on my lips and looked me in the eye. “I promise.”
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Kit

The second I had Gun settled, I threw down a glamour spell so no one would try to call the cops. We were, fortunately, on a quiet neighborhood street, so we had a little grace to clean this up before someone noticed.

Sensing Gun needed to feel useful just then—his impatience with himself practically rolled off him in waves—I let him deal with getting both spare tires onto Del’s car. He knew what he was about, that was for sure, as he set to it without any fumbling.

Ivy and I went for the corpses.

None of these guys were particularly light; a few of them had an extreme love for tacos if you catch my drift, but with a vampire’s strength, it wasn’t much of a challenge to pick them up. I got them over to Gun’s SUV since Del’s trunk was rather out of the question at the moment.

“Wait!” Ivy ordered me.

I paused with the guy slung over my shoulder, seconds away from being tossed in. “What? It’s a six-body truck bed; it can hold them all with room to spare.”

Ivy gave me such a despairing look I instinctively felt defensive.

“So, which spell are you going to use to get all of the bloodstains out of your boyfriend’s car, genius?”

Oh. Right. Uh, yeah, good point. Bloodstains in the back of a vehicle would get Gun into all sorts of trouble later.

Sheepishly, I waved her on. “Please do the honors, my lady.”

Sometimes, Ivy looked at me like a younger brother whose common sense hadn’t kicked in yet despite my age. And at moments like these, I deserved the look.

Ivy cast a protection spell so nothing would stain the back of the vehicle, then we threw in bodies, and by that point, Gun had the first tire switched out and the second one off. Man’s middle name should have been efficient.

Del was right there with him, helping to hold things, which explained why it’d gone as quickly as it had. I saw no reason to step in, letting the siblings handle all of this. But since I was just standing around looking pretty, I might as well tease my sister.

Leaning in, I murmured in a voice just low enough that neither Del nor Gun could hear it. “Sooooo, you like the look of that one, huh?”

Ivy threw an elbow into my ribs, which I mostly dodged.

“Wipe that grin off your face,” she muttered at me. “If you weren’t so completely gay, you’d notice she’s very fine.”

“I can appreciate her beauty,” I protested mildly. “It’s just not sexual for me. So, at what stage are you? Going to make a move, or already made one?”

Ivy’s lips curved up in a very telling smirk.

“Oh-ho. And how was that move received?”

“Rather well. We have a date set up for…” Ivy trailed off with a grimace. “Well, we had a date set up. Now, I don’t think it’s safe to go anywhere.”

Aww, that was likely true. I didn’t want their momentum ruined, though. “How about a home date? Set up a little mood lighting, a movie you can ignore, do dinner by candlelight.”

Ivy’s head canted slowly to the side as she considered this. “Yeah. Yeah, that does sound good. Wait, you’ve done this before, haven’t you?”

“Well, not recently, but in the past, we got rained out a few times, so we ended up doing home dates. It doesn’t really matter what you’re doing, right? The point is to spend time together.”

“True.”

I could see the wheels spinning from here. I didn’t know what Ivy was plotting, but I was sure it would work out fine.

Gun threw everything in the back of Del’s car. I let Del and Ivy go to the tire shop—Roman was already on the way to meet them there—and chose to take myself and Gun back to the library. I didn’t think driving around with a bunch of bodies in the trunk was a good idea, even if they were under glamour.

Besides, I needed information if we were to go on the offensive, and these guys promised some intel. I was eager to figure out how much.

We’d barely pulled up in front of the library when Ezra stepped out, greeting us grimly.

“Ivy called; they’re fine at the tire shop for now. Damn, this has been a morning already.”

I grunted in sour agreement. “Tell me about it. Help me get the bodies in.”

“You got it.”

Gun went ahead of us to open doors, which I appreciated, as this was already awkward hauling around bodies taller than me. Someone had laid out trash bags to cover the kitchen table—yay, sanitation—and I dumped one there before going back for the last attacker.

When I returned, I found Ezra had settled Gun nearby at the kitchen counter with a computer and two wallets. Ah, he’d assigned Gun to look these guys up. Excellent decision; Gun could pull up a lot on the internet, and that left the squicky part of the job to us. Which I preferred.

Alrighty, here we go.

I pulled off clothes, looking through each item, mostly the pockets. Honestly, if these guys hadn’t been slinging magic around, I would have thought them regular blue-collar workers, your average Joe Schmoe. They were all in jeans, with wife beater tanks, worn-in shirts thrown over that. Seriously, there was nothing remarkable about them except the grimoires they had on them.

“Huh.” Ezra poked a finger at something. “Now, that’s new.”

Or I could be looking at the wrong body.

I sidled up next to Ezra to look where he pointed. Huh, indeed. The man had a tattoo on his shoulder that was a magic circle that amplified his connection to his grimoire. It seemed to have an automatic defense spell?

“I’ve never seen a defensive sigil used that way before.”

Ezra grunted in agreement. “Yeah, it’s weird. Did you see any tattoos on your guy?”

“No, not a one. But I haven’t checked the back yet.”

“Just wait; it’ll be tattooed on his ass.”

I gave him a long-suffering look. “Must you put that out there into the universe? I don’t want to manifest it.”

Ezra cackled like the evil bastard he was and maneuvered around to the other side of the table so we could flip my guy over.

Well, it wasn’t on the butt, at least. Right in the center of the lower back. I’d take it. His, however, was damaged with a gash right through the center of it that bled sluggishly.

“And this, children, is why we don’t tattoo sigils onto our skin,” Ezra intoned. “If you get hurt, the sigils are damaged, and then there’s no telling what they’ll do.”

Gun’s head popped up over the laptop’s screen. “What are they designed to do?”

“Tap into their grimoire’s protection spells and augment them so they automatically react to any attack.” I shrugged. “Good in theory, but as you can see, the idea has some serious flaws. What are you finding on your end?”

“So far as I can tell, these guys are average. I can find no criminal records on any of them. They’d look innocent at a glance. Now, the strange thing is this: I can’t find anything else for them.” Gun ticked things off. “No social media accounts, no listed phone numbers or employment records, nada. It’s like they do and don’t exist in real life. If not for their driver’s licenses, I would swear these guys were illegal immigrants. The drivers licenses all list the same address, too. I looked that up, and it’s an apartment complex.”

“Dormitories,” I murmured in understanding. “Their clan provides housing. Interesting.”

“Well, that gives us a target to lure them out, at least.” Ezra air high-fived Gun. “Good work.”

Gun high-fived back with a smile. “Thanks. You guys find anything else?”

“Hmm, no, but I think the grimoires are actually going to hold more information for us.”

Ezra was likely right on that.

I’d found them earlier and had them stacked on the end of the bar. People had two different types of grimoires. One was for their study/research purposes. One was for carrying about and using. The carry version was understandably smaller, about the size of a pack of large index cards or a mass-market paperback. Something you could stick into a pocket or purse.

These grimoires had some wear to them. They’d been made with leather covers, but they had stains in the light brown dye from so much handling. Nothing was embossed into the covers, either, not even a name. Unusual—most grimoires were highly detailed on the outside as they are a mage’s pride.

I picked up the one off the top, which was the one connected to the shoulder tattoo guy. Alright, let’s see what secrets this thing holds.

A niggling sense tingled along the base of my spine. An instinctive warning, like something was off. But what could possibly go wrong with me opening a grimoire? It wasn’t like it would attack me—

The grimoire lurched out of my hands, flying up into the air, and I stood there gaping at it like an idiot.

Now, wait a damn second, I saw absolutely nothing inscribed on that book, so how was it doing that?!

I got nothing but a squawk out before it dove at me like a WWII fighter plane.

Yikes! I dove, rolling to the side, instinctively getting out of the way. What the ever-loving hell?!

Gun’s stool clattered as he lurched out of it. “Ezra, catch it!”

Ezra tried, but the book proved faster than a vampire’s reflexes. It swooshed right out of his grasp. And came at me again, too, which was just rude.

“I’m just trying to read you, calm the fuck down!” I lurched to the side again to avoid being hit right between the eyes.

Look, I’ve had books that have made me cry before, but I’ve never had a book fight me. This was just ridiculous.

On the third swoop at me, I managed to catch it, both hands wrapped around it and holding on strong. It took strength, too; this book was fighting me every which way.

Ezra came in closer, hands up like he was ready to leap in and grab it. “You got it?”

“Maybe,” I gritted back. “This thing is stronger than it looks. Ezra, cast a cancellation spell.”

“I already have. It didn’t work.”

Dammit. Of course, he’d tried it. I’d been too busy dodging to notice.

Gun came in closer and offered a butcher knife. “Stab it and pin it to the table?”

“Oh, now there’s an idea.”

Have I ever in my life stabbed a book? No. Was I desperate enough to stop this thing that it sounded like a good idea? You betcha.

“Ezra, clear a spot on the table.” I gritted this request/command out between clenched teeth as it was seriously taking strength to hold this book still. I hadn’t had to exercise this much force in… gimme a second; I honestly couldn’t think of the last time.

Ezra was speed itself in moving one of the corpses, clearing a spot.

With a mental apology to the table, I maneuvered the book onto its surface, open. I had to use my full weight to hold it there with one hand. It was such a struggle that I didn’t want anyone else trying to use the knife to stab it. I might jerk at the last second, and the risk of being stabbed myself was too high.

Gun passed me the knife; I took it and slammed the blade into the spine of the book without mercy. Ha, take that.

The book went still.

A little too still. Um.

“Kit?” Gun frowned over my shoulder. “Did you kill the book?”

“Uhhh… maybe?”

Ezra peered over my other shoulder. “Uh-oh. The sigil is disappearing.”

Oh shit, he was right, it really was disappearing. Like someone was taking an eraser to it. “Fuck, did this idiot actually transcribe the whole grimoire with magic? The lazy ass.”

Gun reached over and quickly snatched the knife out. I could have told him that wouldn’t reverse this. Damage was done. It was like stabbing a person and then taking the knife out with the belief that the person would go back to being whole again.

Ezra lifted it, flipping through it, and grimaced. “Yeah. The book is going blank pretty fast. Well, let’s not open the other two grimoires until Master gets here. Maybe he knows a trick around this.”

Seemed like the better plan, yeah.

Like naming him had summoned him, Master appeared in the kitchen doorway and paused there, taking in the scene.

“Were we attacked again?”

“These three attacked Ivy and Del,” I explained. Mentally, I was already bracing myself because there’s nothing more sacred than books, and the next bit of news would go over like a red balloon. “Uh, Master.”

He eyed me with growing suspicion. “What did you do?”

Damn, he knew me too well. “I had to kill a book.”

“You killed a book?!” He asked this like I was a serial killer.

“It was attacking me!”

Master kept on glowering.

Ezra held up a hand to stay him. “Let’s start over from the beginning.”

Yeah, that’s probably the better way to handle this. If Ezra explained, I might not be in hot water afterward.
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Gun

My head felt like Master Declan had taken a blender to it. I struggled to concentrate because every time I saw something new, it came with a vision of the past that had me spiraling down the research toilet. It was a black hole of never-ending feedback, and I wanted this ride to stop and let me off for an hour, thanks.

Nothing made that feeling go away. The more I learned, the more I wanted to know, but it went too fast. I remembered more and more with each circuit-like sigil I saw. Finally, I pushed back from the coffee table and dug the heels of my palms into my eyes to ease the strain and itchy, scratchy burn. Then gentle hands started kneading my shoulders, and I leaned back against Delaine as she dug into tension knots.

“Thanks, sis.”

She gave me a gentle shake. “You were spiraling for a while. Figured you were knotting up.”

I groaned when she hit a knot near the base of my neck, and she hissed in a breath in sympathy. It didn’t take her long to get through the few knots I had. I wasn’t generally a tense person. And when she stopped, she rounded the chaise and plopped down next to me with her head on my shoulder. “Tough time?”

“If I could focus for more than ten minutes at a time, it’d be great. The more I see, the more my mind shows me, so it’s hard to shift back to reality because of what my silly brain is showing me at the same time. It’s weird and jarring and kind of nauseating.”

Del winced. “I can imagine.” Then, as serious as I’ve ever seen her, she looked into my eyes and said, “What can I do to help? I’m on a break.”

Gods, I loved my little sister. I wrapped an arm around her and squeezed her to my side before letting go. “Not sure. I think I’ll draw some of these into my reMarkable and get the muscle memory back.”

She nodded and patted my thigh. “I’ll let you get to that, then, and I’ll get started on my next lesson.”

Grunting, I powered on my reMarkable and grumbled, “It would be better if I had all the ones I remembered so I could just directly scan and take notes.”

“This is a library,” she said reasonably. “Your boyfriend’s master’s library.”

“Yeah?”

She sighed from her toes. “You’re tired. You’re not usually this dense. Hokay. You died protecting this library. With your grimoire on you. They buried or disposed of your body somehow, which means they may still have your grimoire.”

My head just about imploded. “Oh. Oh, yeah!”

Del’s inelegant snort was my only answer as she turned on her heel and headed for Ivy’s side on the other end of the alcove.

Really, I did adore my sister. She was the best… sometimes.

Then I remembered Kassandra. The sentient library hadn’t shown me much apart from what Kit and Master Declan had requested that couldn’t be explained away. However, that didn’t mean anything. She could be trying not to freak me out. I appreciated it, but…

“Kassandra… do you have my grimoire? And if so, can you bring it to me?”

It was worth a solid shot. In that vein, I started doodling on my reMarkable to try to neaten my Thai for creating some of the sigils with prayers for CPUs. And ain’t that some shit? It really was like these were computer circuits. There was an ignition and power source; some had CPUs for targeting and seeking spells; some had fuses and detonators. There were just so many spells that were smarter than our current computers, AI included.

I looked up from my doodles at the sound of rustling. Then, the sound turned into something else. A rumbling? With a squeak? A squeaky wheel?

Someone needed to oil that poor thing.

Just then, a three-shelf library cart rolled around the corner—no one pushing or guiding the damned thing—and stopped right in front of me with a single book resting on the top. I gingerly removed it from the cart and looked it over, my heart in my throat.

Turning the cover, I gasped when I realized this book had no paper. It was all animal skin. I ghosted my fingers over the pages and smiled at the soft texture. That must have been a pain to write on. The softness surely meant the parchment was extra absorbent. Had it been handled so often that the pages lost their stiffness long after being penned?

Either way, it made my wood-sensitive hands happy as I flipped through the book. Pages and pages of sigils and schematics covered every inch of the grimoire from cover to cover. The handwriting was so precise that I could read it with little difficulty.

And then my vision and reality blended so much that the book came to a crystal clarity I’d only ever experienced when unfocusing my eyes while looking at a spreadsheet. If you look at a spreadsheet where more than one row has the same data, you can unfocus your eyes and merge those two columns, making them come into stark, almost surreal clarity while everything else fades into a blurry background. This was like that, like two different realities converging so that everything around me was blurry except that sigil.

My heart tried to vacate my body there for a second, but I forced myself to breathe and flip through the book a little faster. When I reached the end, my hands shook, and my mouth grew dry.

I’d spent most of my life feeling crazy. I’d felt like I was out of step with reality but unable to pull myself back into the world around me—a man out of time, in a sense, or at least a man out of place. I’d wrestled with the feeling, tried to ignore it, pretended I was fine.

But in that moment, I felt grounded. For all that I’d been told about my past self, actually having this grimoire in my hands, recognizing all of the drawings and written words that were strangely in my handwriting, felt like a piece of me had slotted back into place. I wasn’t crazy. I had never been.

It was real, and I held the proof in my grubby little mitts.

Each page was dominated by a sigil. Around it were lines and lines of instructions—not for me to follow, but for the spell to follow. Each page was like a schematic as well as the program for a spell. Holding the grimoire and calling out the page number while tapping into your magical core would set the spell in motion, directed by the caster’s hand and intent. I needed to memorize this book, learn all the sigils within, and practice until my hands fell off to ensure I could create these by memory alone so I wouldn’t be fucked if my grimoire went missing.

With that in mind, I opened a new document in my reMarkable and started sketching out the first sigil from Past Life Me’s grimoire. I had it just about done when I felt a rush of something in my veins, leaving me tingling with all my arm and leg hair standing on end. Then, I caught a whiff of burning plastic. The scent grew a little harsher just before Kit dove across the coffee table with vampiric speed so fast I almost didn’t catch the movement, taking my reMarkable with him and sliding across the floor. He was screeching a cancelation spell and a fervent prayer that the sprinklers wouldn’t go off.

Sprinklers?

“Sprinklers?”

He glanced up and turned my reMarkable to show me the front, and my stomach pitted.

The sigil had burned through the plastic on the front of my brand-new reMarkable, leaving a smoking scorch mark. I couldn’t believe my eyes, and I wanted to cry. I had all my work saved on that machine. Had any of my work today been saved to the cloud? Did Kassandra have Wi-Fi?

Wait, yes, she did. I’d looked up dead guy deets.

I groaned and dropped my face into my open palms. Now was not the time to freak out. I had my coursework on the cloud. My notes from today could be redone. I had Past Life Me’s grimoire. Everything else would come as it came.

“The fuck happened?” I whined between my hands.

“It looks like you tried to incinerate the library,” Kit drawled.

Kassandra shivered, every book trembling on her shelves before she settled again. I didn’t blame her. Getting up, I went to the nearest stack and stroked along the wood. “Sorry, Kass. I didn’t realize.”

A book bonked me on the head and dropped to my feet. The pages splayed and turned until they came to a woodcut of a burning house. Grimacing, I patted her shelf again with one hand even as I rubbed the sore spot on my head with the other. “Sorry. I’ll be more careful next time.”

She snapped the book shut before it floated up and reshelved itself above my head. Hopefully, that meant she forgave me. She didn’t make me put it away myself.

Kit kissed the back of my neck and wrapped his arms around my middle, squeezing until I purred. My heart swelled at his tender attention, and I turned, kissing him sweetly in return for the happy flutters in my gut and chest.

He took my hand, drew me back to the chaise, and sat me down, sitting next to me. Kit was so close that his thigh pressed against mine, and our shoulders brushed until he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me flush against his side. “What were you dooooing?” he sang, waggling eyebrows like I’d pulled a prank instead of starting a fire.

I wrinkled my nose, picked my grimoire up, and handed it to him. “I was copying that.”

“I can see that.” He looked at the spell and winced. “That was an incendiary spell—a nasty thing in the wrong hands.”

“And mine are the wrong hands.”

He tilted his hand back and forth. “Not so much. You’re just working way ahead of your skill level and probably need to learn how not to add magic when copying down sigils. Did you feel a rush of power?”

When I nodded, he sighed and hugged me. “It’s not your fault. It’s mine for not teaching you that first. Let’s get that settled so you can keep studying.”

I looked at my reMarkable with a forlorn feeling that made it to my face if Kit’s cheek kiss was anything to go by. “I was going to copy them all into my reMarkable so I could upload them to the cloud to use anywhere so long as I had my phone with me.”

Kit patted my hip. “That’s inadvisable. Even with EMP shielding, phones are more expensive to replace than thumb drives. We’ll still get it digitized. But I can fix your reMarkable.”

I blinked at him. “Come again?”

His shit-eating grin lit up the alcove as he said, “Just watch.”

I nodded dumbly and sat back, rubbing my hands on my thighs, distracting myself with the texture of my dark wash jeans to help calm my frayed nerves. The soft material and the textured weave made my palms and fingertips tingle in pleasant ways that instantly had me feeling steadier.

As I watched, Kit held a hand above my reMarkable tablet and spoke a series of short phrases, glow after glow of different spells going off rapidly, nearly blinding me with their brilliance. And as each spell went off, something different happened. The first removed the discoloration from the incendiary fuse that followed the sigil path. The next removed the smell of burnt plastic. Then it seemed as if nothing was happening—most likely while he was fixing the tablet’s guts—before the last spell hit, quickly fixing the tablet’s face. He turned the device over, and with another quick spell, the back finished healing right before my eyes.

I found myself gaping at it. He really had fixed it. I hadn’t thought that was possible. Could I do that? Could I be that awesome? Could he fix anything or just technology?

“Almost anything,” Kit replied.

I blinked at him. “I said that out loud, didn’t I?”

Ivy snorted as she sauntered over with Delaine at her side. “Yes. You did. And yes, you can be that awesome, and you can do that.”

Not gonna lie; I did a little shimmy in my chair, lifting my hands in the air with a quiet whoop. Laughter echoed through the library, and it struck me that I felt at home there.

“Now,” Kit said, oblivious to my life-altering realization, “we have to talk about this.” He handed me back my reMarkable and kissed my forehead. “I love you, Gun. Please don’t experiment. I just got you back.”

Tears stung the back of my eyes, but I nodded and pulled him down for a kiss. And then it hit me like a runaway train.

I loved this man—this vampire. Just looking at him made my stomach swoop in beautiful ways that were almost as addicting as his kisses and caresses. I wanted to devour him, and the more this realization flowered in my soul, the more I wanted to drag him to his room here in the library and beg him to fuck me. Or let me fuck him. Or even mutual blowjobs sounded fantastic—anything to ease the tightness in my jeans and the ache in my balls.

This man had waited for me for over a hundred and sixty years. Kit’s mine. He’s always been mine.

Fuck. I really did love him.

Something of this must have shown on my face as Kit came over, sat beside me, kissed my shoulder, and snaked his arm around my waist. “What is it?”

Was I imagining this? These feelings?

I looked into Kit’s warm, soft brown eyes and felt a flutter in my soul. “I don’t know,” I said, not really a lie because I needed to sit with it a while and make sure my feelings weren’t coming from left field. We had only known each other in this incarnation of mine for such a short time that I wanted to be absolutely sure of my feelings before I gave voice to them. “I’ll let you know what my brain decides.”

He smiled, the skin beside his eyes crinkling with it, so sweet that I drew him in and kissed the lines. “Then let’s talk about not setting fire to Kassandra.”

I ducked my head and groaned. “Oops.”

A book thunked me on the head. “Sorry, Kass…”
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Kit

Isat in the library with Finn on one side and Gun on the other, both of them studying like their lives depended on it. They kinda did, to be honest, so I wasn’t deterring them. My sole purpose was to answer questions and keep them from blowing themselves up.

Call me prejudiced, but I liked both of them intact.

Del was on the other couch, pressed against Ivy’s side and also studying. I think there was some sibling rivalry going on between the three. Gun had a huge advantage with his dreams being so vivid; his recall of magic was on the insane side of the scale. It had propelled him leaps and bounds ahead of where he should’ve been in many aspects. Which I considered dangerous in some ways as he didn’t always remember the base theories behind the spells, and not knowing why something worked meant that if something went wrong, he’d have a really hard time compensating. It was like knowing how to fire a gun but not knowing how it worked or how to clean it.

But that wasn’t what Del or Finn saw. They saw Gun shooting past them at lightning speeds and were hellbent on catching up with him. Hence, the group study session.

Well, I say that, but I think Finn was sitting there with reservations. He hadn’t used a magic spell yet; he just kept studying theory. I wasn’t sure if he was shy about trying or just unsure he could actually do it. For a modern child, the ability to use magic might be a bit much for him to wrap his head around.

A clang at the door distracted me, and I looked up, wondering who it was. None of our alarms were going off, so this wasn’t an attack. Did someone need help at the door?

“Kassandra, let me in!” Master’s voice wailed plaintively.

Hmmm. If Kassandra wasn’t opening the door for Master, then… “Let me guess. He’s bought more books, hasn’t he?”

I heard the deadbolt slide firmly shut.

Yup, that pretty much answered that question.

Gun’s head came out of his book, and he blinked owlishly at the door. “I wondered where he was. Does he buy books every day?”

“Every day he can escape from us, yes.” I wearily rubbed at my forehead. If I could’ve locked my master in this building like a golden cage, I’d have done it already. Just curbing his buying impulses would help. Kassandra would look like a hoarder’s version of heaven if she didn’t help keep things under control.

Not to be thwarted, Master pulled out keys and forced the locks open.

Did I help? Hell no, I sat there on the couch watching this whole drama playing out. All I needed was popcorn for this ring-side seat. My bet’s on Kassandra, if anyone’s wondering.

Even Finn got distracted, and he watched as Master got the door open, one hand heavily laden with bags.

Master made it precisely half a step inside when a book came flying out of nowhere and hit him straight in the forehead.

Ivy and I both clapped at the same time.

I congratulated Kassandra. “Good shot!”

Master staggered, but he kept his feet, glaring at all of us. “Someone could help me.”

“Oh, no,” Ivy denied mock-pleasantly. “We’re not getting into the middle of this.”

“You bought this fight,” I reinforced, mirroring her sharklike smile. “You get to fight it out.”

“Some apprentices you are.” Master huffed and tried to get in again.

This time, not one but two books came flying at him. He managed to dodge the first but not the second, which hit him right in the shoulder with a meaty thwack.

Oooh, that had to hurt.

“Kassandra, at least let me inside!” Master pouted, looking quite wounded.

Did his creation care? Not in the least. She had two books hovering—dictionaries by the size of them—ready to throw.

Ivy stayed half-twisted on the couch to watch. “Master, if you were properly here teaching your new apprentices instead of out buying unnecessary books—”

He huffed in outrage. “All books are necessary!”

“—then you wouldn’t be in trouble now,” Ivy continued, not at all bothered by the interruption.

“Is it so wrong to complete a series?”

Since that was always his defense, I didn’t rise to that bait. Nope, I was staying out of this. Kassandra did not need my help to win this fight.

While my rational mind thought this, my sense of mischief kicked in. Should I teach Finn how to do this? Probably not. Would I? With great pleasure.

I tapped a finger on his arm to get his attention before pointing at the door. “How about you use a gust of wind to shove him back out of the building?”

Finn looked at me suspiciously, eyes narrowed. “I do not trust that smile on your face.”

Nor should he. “Wind spells are quite simple, using only one element. And if you get on Kassandra’s good side now by helping her, it will only be to your benefit.”

“But it also means getting on my master’s bad side.”

He would come at me with logic. “Meh, he’ll get over it. Master doesn’t hold a grudge.”

“Kassandra does, I take it?” Finn sat on that for another second, then blew out a breath. “I think using a wind spell indoors is not the best idea.”

“I’ll be here to mitigate it if your aim gets off. But think of it like… archery. Yeah, you’ve done that, right?”

“I have, sure.”

“You’re drawing magic like you’re drawing back an arrow. Aim, release, and trust your magic to go where you intend it to.”

Finn seemed to understand the analogy, as he didn’t refute this. He flipped to a page in his new grimoire—it only held ten spells right now, but we’d work on that—and put a finger on the page. Not necessary for what he wanted to do, but most beginners felt more grounded when touching the spell page, so I didn’t correct him. Then he lifted a hand like he was aiming that spell and fired.

Really, for a complete novice, he did rather well. The burst of air coming out of his hand was broader than needed, perhaps a touch more forceful than necessary. I chose not to correct either.

Master was knocked ass over tea kettle backward, straight back into the parking lot, and the door slammed shut behind him.

The audience clapped, me included.

“Well done, Finn.” Ivy gave him a thumbs-up. “Beautifully done for a first spell. I can tell magic runs strong in this family.”

Finn looked at his own hand in bemusement. “That felt strangely natural. Like… breathing, almost. Damn, I really am a mage, aren’t I?”

“You really are.” Gun leaned around me to waggle his eyebrows outrageously. “Studying magic just got more fun, didn’t it?”

“Hell yeah, it did.” Finn grinned back, his expression a mirror image of Gun’s.

No doubt these two were brothers, not with those expressions on their faces.

More sad wailing came from outside, but we all ignored it. Master knew the rules. If he wanted to bring home more books, that was precisely where they needed to go—home with him. Kassandra was absolutely putting her foot down about having anything more in her stacks.

Of course, Master didn’t want to take books home because he’d be forced to move them all himself if we had to change locations again. We would only help to pack up Kassandra. He knew this, hence why he kept bringing them here. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes, as the saying goes.

Anyway, not my problem. I turned my focus back on Finn. He’d done so well with that elemental spell that I wanted to teach him a good offensive spell next—something like a fireball. Not in here, of course. Kassandra would murder me. But we had a training spot in the back that was all cement, nothing flammable there, which would be perfect.

Before I could get my mouth open, Ezra sauntered into the room. “Why’s Master outside praying to the door?”

“He’s trying to convince Kassandra to let him in,” Ivy answered absently.

“He brought more books home,” Del tacked on.

“Ah. Not getting into the middle of that, then. Hey, Kit. Mind if I have a snack?”

Ezra was a blood mage, so he routinely ran low on blood faster than the rest of us. I didn’t mind feeding him, so I shrugged.

I lifted off the couch only to have an arm snag me around the waist and pull me right back down. Um, what? I looked at my boyfriend questioningly. Gun’s jealousy was so rampant he might as well have been a neon sign.

“No.” His tone was firm, mouth an unhappy line in his face.

Ezra first startled, then grinned. “Sounds like my time of snacking on you is over, Kit.”

“Damn right, it is.”

It was probably wrong of me to be thrilled at that possessiveness. I wallowed in it anyway. Jealousy was such a beautiful expression on Gun. Can I take a picture? He’d probably strangle me, huh?

Snickering, Ezra turned and headed for the kitchen. “I guess I’ll make do with a blood bag, then.”

I leaned against Gun’s side, head on his shoulder, and smiled like a dork.

“Oh, stop,” he grumbled, deliberately not looking at any of us. “I know I’m being ridiculous. I can’t help it.”

“Be jealous anytime, love.” I kept on grinning, too happy to do otherwise.

He was a tad red in the face but kept his hold on me, too. Still wasn’t willing to let me feed Ezra, apparently. Color me surprised. Even in his past life, he’d been very possessive of me. We’d had fantastic sex because of it.

Finn cleared his throat. “Snuggle later, Gun; I want more practice with magic before I break something.”

Should I tell him that breaking something is inevitable? Naw, he’d figure it out soon enough. But putting him in a place where there were fewer breakable things seemed a good idea.

“How about we go into the backyard?” I gestured vaguely in that direction. “There’s less to break out there, and I’d like to teach you a few offensive spells.”

“Oh. Yeah, that’s a good idea.” Finn was off the couch in a second flat.

For that matter, Gun was the same, taking me up with him. They both needed practice, and I could conjure up some moving targets to help them along. Assuming they got to that level today. This might be a multi-day thing. Hitting moving things was a lot harder.

In any case, I saw a delightful afternoon of throwing fire around in front of me, and I wasn’t the least bit upset about it.

“What offensive spell first?” Finn inquired as we headed for the back door.

“How about fireball?”

He lit up in pyromaniac glee. “Fireball sounds great.”

See? Finn agreed with me.

I dared anyone to mess with the brothers after I got through training them. They’d be in for a world of hurt.
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Gun

Iloved Kit.

I loved Kit.

I loved Kit.

I loved Kit.

It was still coming to me that I could touch him, that he wanted me to touch him. And it was weird in wonderful ways that Past Life Me had chosen someone so perfect for This Life Me. My past incarnation may have loved this man, but even if I hadn’t had that past life, I knew I’d choose him in this life, regardless. He was everything I’d ever dreamed of—literally.

I’d done everything in my power to find a way past this sexual block I’d had most of my life post-puberty. I didn’t mind taking matters into my own hands, but the thought of anyone else touching me made my skin crawl and my stomach sour. I’d thought I was asexual and sex repulsed.

Nope. I was just Kitsexual. And I was doomed.

So doomed, in fact, that I sat at a table in the library away from everyone else, my laptop on my knees with the velvety-soft keyboard cover caressing my fingertips as they flew over the keys. Kassandra wheeled books to me as I absently asked for them.

I had left Kit once, and it had broken him for so long that it left a scar on him that shone in his eyes far too often, though it was quickly fading.

I would not leave him again. Not if I could help it. Learning magic was one way to keep myself alive, but I was still human.

Time to fix that.

With that in mind, I rifled through the books and shook my head before looking up. “The internet is giving me absolutely nothing, Kassandra. You got any real information on vampires, turning, and all that comes with it? And, like, maybe a history of vampires and vampirism?”

The pages of the book still on the cart fluttered at me as if beckoning me closer, so I set my laptop on the desk, got up, and brought the tome back to one of the settees. In the next moment, something landed on my head, and I reached up to find a pair of white cotton gloves and no one around.

Grinning, I pulled them on and said, “Thanks, Kass. I knew you loved me.”

Books made a wave on their shelves before settling. Was that laughter? Was she giggling at me?

Probably.

With a shake of my head, I settled into the settee with my gloves and ancient book, skimmed the pages, and made notes on my reMarkable. Skimming enabled me to get more information than reading and was faster. Then, after going through the entire book and noting down page numbers to items of interest, I read those specific passages, took notes, and built a spreadsheet.

How did vampires get turned? The media got that partially correct—biting. The thing they got wrong is the sire doesn’t drain the body to the point of death and offer a single mouthful à la Lestat and Louie. Every drop of a body’s blood is needed to fuel the transformation. And Twilight got it right that a vampire’s venom did the deed. What it got wrong was how much of it was necessary. And sparkling skin. Vampires didn’t fucking sparkle.

What was the recovery time? Twenty-four hours, give or take an hour or twenty.

What would my dietary needs be after? An entire adult body’s worth of blood. Iron pills would also help, I thought. I made a note to ask Kit about that when I brought my ideas to him. Iron helps the body make red blood cells, so it should work, right? Right.

And if he didn’t know, it wouldn’t hurt to try since vampires could eat and enjoy regular food.

With a filled-out spreadsheet (mostly for my family’s sake), I created a timetable for what I wanted to happen: become a vampire.

I needed time to prepare. Before I could become a vampire, it was recommended to eat a diet of leafy greens and red meat—iron-rich foods. It wasn’t detrimental to not do that preparation, but I wasn’t in such a hurry that I couldn’t gorge myself on medium-rare steak and spinach salads for a day. I would make that daunting sacrifice with a rumbly belly and fork aggression for anyone who dared touch my meat. Only Kit could touch my meat.

… Wait.

Excuse me while I reel my brain above the beltline.

There, that’s better.

Then, with dreams of juicy sirloin and T-bones in my head, I jogged through the library to the alcove where everyone was working. I plopped down next to Kit with what must have looked like a demented grin judging by the look of suspicion he leveled on me. “What have you done?”

I blinked innocently at him. “Made a spreadsheet?” That skeptical look forced me to kiss his cheek. “Don’t you trust me?”

Kit leaned back and gave me a critical stare with amusement dancing somewhere in that look. Little shit was good at pretending to be serious, wasn’t he? My man was such a pushover. Look at him.

“Let me see your spreadsheet,” Kit demanded. He held out his hand. “Do I need a calculator? Are these high-level trigonometry results that I need to check for validity? You know I hate trig.”

I did not know that, but I patted his knee. “No calculator needed. Just an open mind.”

That earned me a stink-eye, and he opened my reMarkable and scanned the spreadsheet. His intense attention to the notes made me itch to fidget, but I tried to force myself not to be nervous, or at least not to appear anxious. My Kit seemed like a caring, compassionate, protective lover. I could already see the objections scrolling across his face, his protective instincts getting his back up as he stopped scanning and went back to the start to read more carefully.

As he finished, he carefully set it aside on the seat. My hand twitched, and I grabbed his hand and squeezed. “So, I think we should do this on Thursday.”

“Gun—”

“Nope.”

“Be—”

“If you tell me to be reasonable after I just created a whole-ass spreadsheet from research notes, I will flip my shit.”

He snickered, and I grinned, glad he could take the joke. “Seriously, Kit.”

Kit shook his head and laced our fingers, scooting closer to me until we were practically plastered to each other. “Hold up a minute, okay? You missed a few steps. This isn’t something to enter into on a whim. How long have you been thinking of this?”

I shrugged. “Since pouring blood down your throat to keep you alive and help you heal, if I’m honest.” I looked down, studying the shiny teak floor. “We just started this relationship this go around, and I already almost lost you. I’m squishy, damnit. I’m no use to you as I am. I’m busting my ass to learn magic so I can be of some help.” Swallowing hard, I met his gaze, my voice rough as I said, “I want to take this next step to be better able to protect myself and you.”

He pulled me tight against him and whispered fiercely in my ear. “Don’t ever say you’re useless to me again. You are not useless, love. Far from it.”

“You know what I mean.” I gestured to the library. “I failed her. I failed you. No matter what you and the others say, it feels like a failure. I’m so tired of feeling fragile, of being unable to protect those I care for, of needing to be protected.”

“Gun—”

“I have had dreams of you dying and me failing since I was a toddler.” Kit winced, and I said, “Yeah. Because of that, Finn took martial arts classes, then came home and taught me what he learned, spinning it as me helping him with his homework. He got me into running, working on speed and endurance. He worked on me to hone my reflexes and take down opponents, always taking me and my dreams seriously.”

I tapped his chin. “Then you come along, and I find out that all that hard work was for nothing because when you needed me most, you had to toss a shield over me to protect me because I was a liability.” Leaning closer, I whispered against his lips, “I never want to be a liability to you again.”

He closed the bare millimeter between us and kissed me. “I’m sorry you felt that way.”

“Then help me.” When he hesitated, I kissed him again. “You already lost me once. I don’t want to leave you again. Let me stay with you.”

Tears shined in his eyes, and his lower lip shivered as he whispered brokenly in Thai, “Are you certain?”

“Absolutely,” I responded, also in Thai but with a terrible American accent. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

He inhaled deeply and nodded. “I’m happy to do this for you.” He smiled, the sentiment reaching his eyes. “You know I am. I just… I thought it would be when you’re older. When you’ve had the time to acclimate to the information we’re bombarding you with or when you’ve finished college. It doesn’t have to happen right now.”

I gave him a crooked smile and switched back to English. “It’s what I want, Kit.”

He searched my eyes for a long time before finally standing and tugging at my hand. “Let’s head to my room. You need a break.”

He led me out of the alcove. When Finn tried to stop us, I smiled at him, and he backed off. Apparently, I looked like I needed a timeout since he didn’t even say anything. He probably figured Kit was taking me somewhere quiet to calm down from building anxiety or something. Whatever it was, I was all too glad he loved me enough to let Kit take care of me this once.

Whoever had written that book on vampires either was one or had loved one, because it spoke of tender care, gentle loving, and bonding. The author had made it out to be a loving experience if done right rather than the violent thing television and movies portray.

And the way Kit looked at me, he must have read the same book because I knew he had been unconscious for most of his turning, which had happened in battle. But the gentle look in his eye spoke of promises and cherishing, and I was all for that.

We made it to his room, and he kissed me before checking his refrigerator. With a shake of his head, he told me to sit tight and left for more blood units. I’d need a veritable feast when he turned me. Was my stomach even large enough to hold the amount of blood that book spoke of? Then again, I guessed it didn’t have to be glutted all at once. Maybe that was part of the twenty-four-plus hour recovery time.

Kit returned with two coolers of blood units in each hand and kicked the door closed. How’d he even gotten it open? My guy was magical.

“Ready for an adventure?” He winked at me.

Raising an eyebrow in return, I asked, “What kind of adventure?”

His grin spread across his handsome face, and he waggled his brows. “Blood sex and turning sex and more blood sex.”

“So… I don’t have to die to be turned, but you’re going to kill me anyway by wringing three orgasms out of me?”

He shrugged. “Or I could edge you for an hour.”

I shucked my shirt and worked on my belt. “Get that blood put away and your clothes off. We’re having an adventure.”

Kit cackled like a demented imp while I kicked off my shoes and shimmied out of my jeans and boxers. Proving he was speed itself, Kit tackled me onto the bed, already naked, and nibbled at the column of my throat before I even registered being on my back with my legs spread. I laughed, the force of it making us bounce. It only served to make me harder and make me want to do dirty, dirty things to this man.

The way his face lit up in the lamp's glow, my laughter died, and I stared at him as the past and present collided again. If the light flickered like a candle’s flame, I could imagine I was Arthit a hundred and sixty years ago, Kit making love to me with this same laugh in my ears, this same soft look with love in his eyes, and a carefree sound to his joy.

Kit tilted his head, and his laughter dialed down to a curious grin. “Something on your mind?”

“You,” I said softly, my throat tight. “Just you.”

He leaned in and pressed our foreheads together. “Then let’s change it to just us.”

Kit’s kiss tasted like the best dessert I’d ever ordered and more. It was heady and slick with spiced breath from his tea and heavy pants as we petted and ground against each other. I was rock hard, the head of my poor dick purple with its need for attention, and Kit only gave me an evil chuckle when I tried directing him to where I needed him.

Finally, finally, Kit’s long, slender fingers wrapped around my shaft, and I hissed at the sensation of hot skin on skin, his hands slightly rough, his calluses catching on the rim of my glans as he stroked it in lazy circles.

My breath hitched, and he drank down my moan, his tongue sweeping across mine as I lost myself to his hands, my nails scoring his back, clutching him to me.

Kit reached across me to the bedside table and rummaged in the drawer before hissing and triumphantly holding up a bottle of cherry lube. Snorting, I took it from him and flipped the cap. “Condoms?”

He perked a brow at me. “I’m about to pierce your neck with my fangs—” my cock flexed “—and drink your blood. You can’t hurt me, and I can’t give you anything.”

My face went full Cheshire Cat. “Excellent.”

When he gave me his hand, I squirted a good amount of lube on his fingers. Apparently, he was going to top me this time, and I didn’t mind at all. I wanted to try both ways before deciding if I wanted a dedicated role or to be vers. Especially since, in my dreams, I seemed to have been quite addicted to both roles. I wanted to see if this incarnation would share the same desires.

But…

“What did I like before?”

Kit blinked down at me, trying to get his lust-addled brain to work. “Before?”

“When we were married. What did I like? Was I a top? Bottom? Vers? I dreamed I was vers.”

His smile turned playfully evil. “You were very much vers. You loved taking care of me as much as you adored being cared for.” He nipped my chin. “What would you prefer?”

With that question, he gave my dick a slow pull with his lubed hand, and I groaned.

“Would you like me to spoil you this time?”

I whined and arched my back, my fingers scrabbling at the sheets. “Yes! Yes, please!”

The chuckle he let out was dark and pure sin. “As you wish, my love.”

Kissing his way down my throat and chest, he detoured to lick one of my nipples, then the other, biting the left one and drawing back until it snapped back to my chest. I gasped and clutched his shoulders as he licked and nibbled down my abs and over to my hipbone. Then he nipped his way around to my nuts. Sweet heaven, when he circled my sack with his wet, wet tongue, my soul almost left my body. And when he sucked one into his mouth and hummed while his tongue writhed back and forth over my wrinkly flesh, I let out sounds I didn’t know I was capable of.

Then that man gobbled down my cock, and I saw stars. I didn’t know my back was that flexible. I nearly drilled a hole through his skull with the way I thrust. When Kit gagged and took me down with a deep swallow, I shouted and gripped fistfuls of his hair, doing my damnedest not to hurt him while I came apart at the seams.

And all Kit did was swallow. Repeatedly. And I was about to lose it.

“Kit… KIT!”

He pulled off with an audible pop and smacked my goddamned dick. How dare he?

Kit snickered at my affronted glare. “It got you to keep from coming, didn’t it?”

I may have grumbled some uncharitable things.

It took a few moments, but I relaxed enough that Kit could touch me without me blowing my load all over him. He grazed both hands down my sides before reaching under me, cupping my ass, and pushing up until I was lying on my shoulders with his mouth suctioned to my very needy ass—hnngh.

His agile tongue slithered around my puckered opening, stabbing and twisting until I was a mewling, sweaty, trembling mess. And being on my shoulders with my legs in the air, I had no leverage to do anything but take it. I had to keep my arms and hands on the bed, or I’d flail and topple over, hopefully onto the bed rather than the floor.

“Kiiiit…”

He peeked up over my dick. “Yeeees?”

“Please fuck me before I combust.” I squinted my eyes at him, daring him to deny me. Pointing to my furious cock, I growled, “I’m dying here.”

If it was purple before, it was almost violet now. And Kit looked at it like it was a feast. And I—wait—no. Nope. “You are not biting my cock today.”

Kit instantly pouted but rallied with another shit-eating grin before re-lubing his fingers. “Then we’re going to have to do something about him.”

One finger circled my ring as he played with my balls with the other hand, my ass resting on his thighs. The muscle clenched and released, hungry and demanding. Then, a slick breach, and that finger slid right in with barely a wince up to the knuckle before he tapped something that made me see stars. “Fuck!”

“Soon, teerak,” he said softly. “Soon.” He slid another finger in, and I whimpered, pushing back on those digits in a rhythm of desperation. My breaths came in rapid pants as he added a second finger and massaged my prostate, his other hand circling the base of my dick like a cock ring to keep me from coming.

A third finger stretched me open, and I cursed, “Get in me, damnit!”

Those fingers retreated, and Kit wiped his hands off on a towel before grabbing my hips and positioning himself. Then his eyes were on me, serious but playful, attentive and caring, and he pressed in. That first breach of muscle was glorious. Just enough burn to let me know it was happening, just enough lube to keep a slight bite of friction, and just enough attention to my cock to keep me from clenching and keeping him from thrusting.

His first thrust threatened to send me into a blackout, but I clung to Kit’s wrists and bit my lip with a nod. “Make me scream.”

Kit snapped his hips and set a rhythm that made me feel like I was simultaneously flying and falling. And maybe I was falling. Maybe I would always be falling for him, falling deeper in love.

“I love you,” I choked out. My eyes burned as I touched Kit’s cheek. His eyes misted over and softened.

He turned his head to press a kiss to my palm. A tear tracked down his cheek as he said, “I love you, too. Forever and always.”

“Forever and always.” I threaded our fingers and drew him down until he braced himself on an elbow next to my head. I wrapped my legs around his waist and met him, thrust for gentle thrust, as we moved together.

Something in my soul sang, and I tilted my head, exposing my throat. “Bite me. Please, please, please.”

His fangs grazed along my throat, and I shivered, not in revulsion, but in desire. My already furious dick was threatening protests if he didn’t get to explode soon. I was going to be so sore tomorrow. I was about to bitch again when he sank his long fangs into my carotid and sucked. My entire face and neck lit up like a firework. The sensation shot down my whole body, then back up in a loop that kept going as if—

—as if his venom were coursing through my veins.

Was my heart beating fast? Was I panting from panic or desire? Pain or sex?

Kit changed angles, throwing one of my legs over his shoulder. The next thrust, I screamed, and my hands clawed as I dug into Kit’s skin while ribbons of cum splashed my face and chest. The last few drops fell to my pubes as Kit gently stroked me through my orgasm and aftershocks. I groaned as he changed to a faster rhythm and stilled, his cock swelling inside me and pulsing as he shuddered and moaned. The sound vibrated along my neck.

He bit down a touch harder, and I cried out, clutching him to me as another aftershock raced through me. Then I blacked out.
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Kit

Vampire Gun was like Gun on speed. Maybe crack? He reminded me a lot of the Korean drama Strong Woman Bong-Soon. One second, he was running around being adorable; the next, he was breaking things like door handles off refrigerators.

That last one was totally an example.

Actually, what he’d broken off was the door to the microwave.

The consternation on his face with the door hanging in his hand tickled my funny bone so badly. Can’t laugh, can’t laugh, can’t laugh… I’m one of those people who, if we’re ever in a don’t laugh situation, do NOT look at me. I have no control over my face some days.

Gun gave me such a plaintive look that I felt the laugh ripple across my mouth. “Can someone else please adult for me?”

“Love, you’re about as dangerous as a reader seeing their favorite character die. It’s fine.”

He switched from plaintive to glaring at me.

Oops. I swear, my death will happen because I say sarcastic things at the wrong time. Okay, switch to concerned boyfriend mode; that’s less likely to get me into trouble.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got a repair spell to fix that. Just put it down for now.”

“But I’m hungry. I wanted to heat up leftovers.”

Ah. I vaguely remembered those early days when the hunger pangs had been the same as before I was turned, but I kept forgetting that my body now craved something else. “Remember, human food is just fun to eat now. It’s not what your body needs.”

Gun blinked at me, then looked down at himself as if just seeing it. “Oh. Right. That was a totally ingrained habit.”

“Happens to the best of us. Let’s go sit at the table. You can snack on me.”

Now, that idea caught his attention in a hot second. Gun practically bounced over to the table and plopped down into a chair. I sat on him because I could and we both liked it that way.

After the turning, he’d eaten, of course. He’d known what to do even if he needed some experience to get comfortable with it. I did nothing to hurry him along as he steadied himself and leaned in, teeth first gently nibbling along the column of my neck, like he was searching for the right spot. After a few seconds, those fangs sank in.

There was a way to make a feeding sexy if the participants wanted it that way, but mostly, it was just eating. It felt nice on both ends, but the receiver gained the energy from it. For me, in this moment, I enjoyed having him in my arms.

He leaned back with a sigh, licking traces of blood off his lips. Of course, my vampire body healed the marks within seconds.

“Full?” I checked. He was still at the stage of figuring out how much to eat at a time. It was kind of hard to judge in some ways.

Gun nodded, a satisfied smile on his face. “You’re delicious.”

I preened, not entirely putting on the air. “Why, thank you. I do try.”

Gun glanced around the kitchen, a slight frown returning to his face. “I think I need some training on this. How did you adjust to your strength after you turned?”

“Practice,” I admitted easily. “Don’t be hard on yourself right now. It’s quite a physical change. We spent our entire childhood figuring out our strength, and by the time we hit adulthood, it was automatic. We instinctively knew how much force to put into something. The problem is that force has now changed. Once you’ve gotten some practice on how much effort to put into everyday things, it’ll become second nature pretty quickly. Humans are incredibly adaptive.”

“Fortunately.” He blinked at me hopefully. “Any suggestions? What did you do?”

“Let’s start with gripping things. Grip strength is the worst culprit of them all.”

I clambered off his lap and took him to my training room. When Gun insisted on being turned, I’d bought a few things in preparation for this moment. One of them was tennis balls. Many, many tennis balls.

I sat Gun down on a weight bench, letting him take stock of the room. Really, it was just a bedroom I’d thrown things into. Mostly acrobatic types of things, as a vampire didn’t need to strength train, of course. But I liked to keep limber, and aerial yoga was fun.

Gun was not oblivious to the naughty undertones of this room. He pointed to the sling and said slowly, “You’re pretty limber if you use that.”

Batting my eyes at him, I purred, “Prove to me you’ve got good control of your strength, and I’ll let you put me in that later.”

Gauntlet, thrown. Gun was now a hundred and twenty percent focused.

“Deal.” His lips peeled back in a sharp grin. “Alright, I assume the tennis ball is the first thing?”

“You are correct.”

I dragged the full storage container of balls over. I did not expect any of them to survive this week. Maybe not even today. RIP, balls.

“These weren’t readily available when I was turned, of course. But I think they’ll be better than what I used. A tennis ball is technically a hard rubber shell on the outside but air on the inside, so they’re easy to crush if you’re not paying attention. First step. Grab one out of the bucket.”

It sounded easy, but we both knew that Gun’s challenge started now.

I could see the concentration on his face as he reached in and grabbed one. It pretty much died in a flat second, making a wheezing sound as the air escaped.

“Not an auspicious beginning.” Gun huffed out a breath. “Alright, take two.”

I took the ruined ball from him, absently opening a void dimension with my left hand and chucking it inside—no reason to fill up my garbage cans with this.

Gun’s second attempt went marginally better. The ball at least survived him picking it up. But it popped midway as he tried to bring it closer to him.

“Try again,” I urged, taking the ruined ball from him once more.

He got the ball out on the third attempt, but the second he shifted it upward, poof!

“This should not be this hard,” Gun bemoaned.

“Don’t worry. As I said, you’re fighting decades of practice. This won’t be an instantaneous thing.”

Eight balls later, Gun could at least pick them up now and get them to his lap before they joined the other balls in the afterlife.

His victory written all over his face, Gun punched the air.

The ball promptly died.

“Damnit.”

“Short-lived victory, but you’re getting there.” It really was a matter of feeling, but I wanted to offer some advice. “Imagine you’re picking up a soap bubble. Use that kind of delicacy with it.”

“Yeah, okay.” Gun handed me the ruined ball and only then paused and really looked the dimension over. “What is that?”

“It’s a void dimension. I use it to throw things away.”

He blinked at it, those wheels and cogs spinning behind his eyes. “Where does it go?”

“I dunno. Spoon dimension?” I offered.

“You’ve been throwing balls into the spoon dimension?” Gun reeled theatrically. “How dare you!”

“Better balls than forks, right?”

“Now you’re just taunting the universe.”

“Don’t get distracted, pick up balls.”

Gun grumbled, eyed the balls like they were now his mortal enemies, intent on sabotaging him, and gingerly went for another ball.

This attempt went better; he was able to pick it up without a problem. I let him have a second to absorb that feeling before throwing the next challenge on.

“Now, toss it lightly back and forth in your hands.”

Toss, okay. Catching, not so much. We had another brave soldier who died valiantly in the war effort.

Gun stared down at the smooshed ball in his hand and asked seriously, “What else is as fragile as a soap bubble?”

“Um. A lot.”

“Define a lot.”

I had to think about it before offering, “Most of the world?”

He let his head drop, hanging as he groaned. “Shit. What’s not breakable?”

“Well, other vampires, to start with. Um. Steel bars? Swords? They’re less breakable, at least.”

“Damnit. I’m fucked. I really have to get the feeling down of holding back my strength; otherwise, I won’t be able to function throughout the day.”

I wished I could refute that, but—

“Yeah, basically. It’s fine. We have all of today and this weekend to practice. Like I said, humans are adaptable; you’ll be amazed at how quickly you’ll get the hang of this.”

“I’m holding you to that.”

The one thing I loved about Gun was his determination. If he felt like he needed to learn something, then he was damn well going to keep at it until he mastered it. Barnacles had nothing on him when it came to stubbornness. In this moment, it served him well, as he kept trying, over and over, until he got the hang of it.

I watched as he went from struggling to even pick up the ball to being able to toss it back and forth with ease.

Wanting to reward him and taste the smile on his face, I leaned in to kiss him. “Good job.”

“Thanks.” Gun grinned back, exhilarated. He looked beautiful like this, his eyes shining, the flush of victory in his cheeks. “In better news, I can definitely tell my reflexes have improved. I can almost do this without looking.”

“It’s a nice perk,” I agreed. I hadn’t been particularly athletic before being turned, so having superior strength and reflexes afterward had been a nice blessing. “Okay, ready for the next challenge? Or do you want to take a break?”

“At least let me know what it is first.”

“That’s fair. I want you to lightly toss the ball at the wall so that it will bounce back at you.”

Gun’s expression turned into subdued panic.

“If that’s too much, just lightly roll the ball on the ground so that it will touch the wall.”

“Okay.” Gun sucked in a breath, let it out. “Okay. That I think I can do.”

“Remember, I have repair spells if you break something, so it’s no big.”

“But you didn’t use them on the balls?”

“I bought those for breaking. I don’t want to waste magical power on something easily replaced.”

“Oh. Makes sense. Okay, here goes nothing.”

I rather held my breath, too, as Gun rolled the ball on the floor. I could tell the second it left his fingers that he’d put too much force behind it. Wincing, I just waited for the inevitable.

The ball rolled with the speed of a bullet, flying straight into the wall. I do mean into. It didn’t bounce or ricochet, just lodged straight into the sheetrock.

We regarded it in silence for a second. RIP, Ball Thirty-Six. You were a champ while you were with us. Your sacrifice was appreciated.

“So, Kit.”

He strangely didn’t look upset? More resigned? “Yeah, love?”

“How about we take a break now?” Gun kept staring at the wall with this half-wince quirking one eye up. “You can teach me repair spells while I give myself a break from this.”

All told… probably not a bad idea.
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Gun

After a long, sexy shower with handjobs and more steam than the shower provided, I bounced toward the door, high on life and dragging Kit behind me like a kite. He didn’t seem to mind if his joyous laughter was anything to go by. The feelings coursing through me were so intense, so overwhelming, but so, so good. For the first time in this incarnation, I felt alive and free.

I wasn’t going to lie to myself. I would still have my hang-ups. Becoming a vampire wasn’t a cure-all. It didn’t magically make everything go away or get better. I was still a derp. I would still most likely have nightmares and dreams of the past. That was just how trauma worked. But part of me felt like I could deal with it better.

Was I still autistic? Did I still have anxiety? Had my brain healed somehow? Did it work that way? Something to consider later if I felt it still mattered.

We headed into the library, and when we turned into the alcove, Ivy, Roman, and Ezra hissed and instantly crowded us before coming to an abrupt stop, all eyes on me.

“What is going on?” Master Declan demanded. He nudged people aside until he stood in front of us. Hands in the pockets of his tailored suit slacks, he looked from me to Kit, then back to me before his eyes locked onto the two scars on my neck where Kit had turned me.

I had never seen him so serious before. His steel-gray eyes sharpened, and he stormed closer. With a gentle touch, he brushed a fingertip over my neck and sighed. “Explain yourselves.”

I lifted my bitch brow. Seriously? My mood instantly soured, and I looked around at everyone crowded around us. Even Delaine and Finn were standing shoulder to shoulder with the vampires. Finn stepped closer and looked between us, then at my neck where Declan had touched me. “Did you let Kit feed from you?”

I winced. “Kinda?”

“What do you mean ‘kinda’?” He narrowed his eyes at me and looked closer. “I see the bite marks.”

“What he’s mulishly not telling you,” Master Declan said in soft, dangerous tones, “is that he is now a vampire.”

“WHAT?”

I had never seen Finn’s face that color before. Was that hibiscus red or tomato?

Delaine caught my attention. At least she wasn’t ready to murder someone. She only stood with fingers over her lips and wide eyes. “Oh, my gosh. Gun…”

I snorted because she didn’t usually censor herself that way. Had I stunned her that much? Was that even possible?

“Gun, why?” Now, Finn’s blue-gray eyes darkened, his brows drawn together. I’d never seen him so hurt except when his boyfriend cheated on him last month. “I—”

Master Declan took a step forward. “Finnegan—”

Finn rounded on him, eyes blazing. “It’s Finn, you cockletwat.”

Master Declan cleared his throat. “Yes, well…” He cleared it again and nodded once. “Finn. Why don’t you and Delaine go and finish your studies while I talk to these two alone.”

“Not on your damned life,” Finn growled. “I’m not leaving my brother.”

Shrugging, Master Declan ticked his head toward the seating area at the end of the stacks. “Let us retreat to the lounge and discuss this, then. It is irreversible, so we might as well get used to it.” Declan didn’t look happy, though.

We sat around the seating area, hidden and intimate, apart from the central hall leading down the library’s length. It was almost decorated like a cozy living room minus a television. It even had a hearth that lit up the moment I sat down.

With Kit and I on the loveseat and everyone surrounding us with stony faces, it almost felt like an interrogation or intervention instead of a discussion like normal, civilized adults.

Once Master Declan situated himself and unbuttoned his suit jacket, he sprawled out like a GQ model and steepled his fingers under his chin. “What the fuck were you two thinking?”

I sat forward and pinned him with the stare that usually got people to back away slowly and hightail it for the door. “I was thinking I couldn’t leave him a second time. That I was too fragile. It’s not your fucking business; it’s ours.”

Sitting back, I pulled Kit against me. “I asked Kit to turn me, and Kit trusted me to know my own mind and heart and made it a special experience. Nowhere did any of you fit into that equation.”

“Gun…” Delaine pouted at me, and I gave her a tender smile.

“Sorry, Del. Neither you nor Finn get to tell me what to do with my life. There was no danger in turning. I researched it well with Kassandra’s help. And then I made an informed decision.”

She sighed and crossed her arms with a bigger pout. “You could have at least told us before you did it so we could deal with our feelings without getting your back up.” Del got up and sat on my lap, laying her head on my shoulder as I—very gingerly—wrapped my arms around her. “We love you, Gun. We’re upset because you didn’t let us support you through this.”

Finn gave a sharp nod. “That, too.” He roughed a hand through his hair. “You could have shown us your research and explained things so our initial reactions weren’t so…” He grimaced. “Violent.”

“Sorry, guys. I’ll try and do better next time.”

Finn rolled his eyes. “Asswipe.”

That eyeroll let me know he was done being mad. The tightness of his eyes let me know he was still hurt and worried, but he was no longer angry. Thank the gods. I didn’t like being at odds with my family. Hell, I didn’t like being at odds with anyone other than video game mobs.

Kit stroked my back while I hugged my baby sister. So far, he’d been quiet, and when I looked at him, I barely recognized him. I’d never seen him so somber.

“Regardless,” Master said, commanding the room again, “we were not in a position to assist you in any way. What if something had happened? We’d not have known where you were, and you might have been made vulnerable during that time.”

“I can smell the sex from here,” Roman snarked. “I’d find him within seconds.”

“You are missing the point,” Master said darkly.

“The point is,” Ivy said, cutting Declan off neatly, “this was meant to be celebrated, and as they neglected to give us advanced notice, we haven’t been able to prepare anything.”

“That, too,” Master Declan muttered.

“I can understand that better,” I said gently. Del squirmed, and I let her off my lap so she could retake her seat beside Ivy.

“Gun is right,” Kit said softly. “It was our business who we told and what we did. I can understand your feelings are hurt, and your feelings are valid, but those feelings do not need to be sprayed at our feet in the form of guilt. That is not okay. We talked this over like adults and implemented it to improve our relationship, bond, and souls first and our clan second. You, Master Declan, should know very well that I put the Galdur Clan first in all things. Becoming a vampire was the only thing I’ve taken for myself without putting the clan first, and as Gun is my mate, turning him was my right once he made his decision.”

He didn’t look happy, but Master Declan conceded with a firm nod. And when I looked over at Finn, I grinned. He stared at Kit in a new light, the wheels furiously spinning behind his calculating eyes.

“I like you.” Then he wrinkled his nose. “But I don’t want to.”

I burst out with a harsh laugh. “Finn!”

He shrugged with a pointed smile. “Don’t care. If you’re gonna be honest, so will I.”

Fair enough. I groaned and flopped back against Kit. I was still overfull, and now that the tension was gone, I felt like a beached whale. Kit returned to rubbing my back until I burped and grunted, “Thanks, Mom.”

That earned me a smack to my hip, which made me grin like a loon. “Stop that, or we’ll get in trouble for public indecency.”

Roman lobbed a pillow at me. I batted it out of the air with a sigh when it exploded into a cloud of feathers. “Fuck. Oops.” It sent me into a sneezing fit. My foot slipped on the feathers, sending me off the loveseat onto the floor. Laughing, I carefully got back up with Kit’s help. “So. Still a bit clumsy.”

“That will abate in a few days,” Ezra said, his deep, heavily accented voice melodic. “It’s your muscles and nerves becoming their new and improved versions. It causes moments of clumsiness.” He winked at me. “Not to worry. You will be more graceful than any human soon enough.”

Okay, that made me feel better. “Thanks, Ezra.”

He dipped his head to me and relaxed in his chair.

Roman pointed toward the wall. “Later, ask Kassandra to make the track. The area around the outer edge of the library has rotating floorboards that disassemble and reassemble as an asphalt track. We can’t run at full speed around the neighborhood, but we can tear ass around the library. Kassandra helps us not to break anything by turning the bookshelves around. Kit fixes anything we break with magic. It’s a pretty sweet setup.”

Finn snorted when I sat up so fast my spine cracked. “Yep. You activated ‘Must Do The Thing Mode,’ where you got him hooked, and now he won’t think of anything else until he gets his hyperfocus out.”

I ignored him. “You mean I can test out my speed?”

Master Declan pressed his lips together in a fine line before blowing out a breath and motioning toward the front door. “Go to the front. Kassandra, would you please bring out the track?”

I grinned up at the ceiling. “Pretty please?”

The books did that little wave on their shelves, and I heard a soft whirring. Breaking land speed records, I made it to the front door in a rush of wind and gasped as the floorboards shifted, flipped, and slotted back together to create a wide track around the warehouse's perimeter. How cool was that?

I was about to take off when I heard a banging. I blinked at the door. “Guys? Are we expecting someone?”

Suddenly, four vampires surrounded me, their fangs bared and claws out as they all hissed in synchrony at the door.

“May want to dial down the hostility.”

“What is it?” Finn said.

I looked behind me to find Finn looking windblown but with a hardness in his eyes that I hadn’t seen in a long time. Finn nodded to the vampires and murmured, “We got carried over like rag dolls.”

“Ah.”

I turned back around just as Master Declan stepped forward. “Kit, shield me.”

Kit spoke a few words with his hand up, palm out. A blue shield snapped into place and then faded into invisibility. He went and looked out the peephole, then drew back with a blink. “There are many people outside. But none have a shield up.”

“The fuck?” Ivy asked.

“My sentiment exactly.” Declan made a face before drawing to his full height and opening the door a spare foot. “Three of you may enter. Choose wisely.”

After a moment of shuffling, three men eased around the door to stand in the center of the hall. “Thank you,” said an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and a broad barrel chest. He wore a simple suit, nothing as expensive as Master Declan’s. “I am Balthazar, the Mahia Clan elder, and I wish to talk about your library.”

My stomach pitted. Had Master Declan just let the enemy into the library? Were we surrounded? I clutched Kit’s wrist, prepared to get him to safety if the shit hit the fan.
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Kit

Today, apparently, had decided to fuck with us. We’d gone from the high of this morning to our family being upset that we hadn’t warned them (which was fair) to… whatever this was.

I kept Gun behind me as Balthazar and two of his cronies entered. Gun was less squishy than before, granted, but still not quite up to speed on his magic or reflexes. It would behoove me to take precautions with him for now.

Balthazar didn’t seem the least bit worried as he came in. Strangely. At least, I considered it fucking strange. He followed Master to the sitting area and sat. Minion One and Minion Two hovered right behind him. They, at least, looked nervous—an understandable reaction as they were in enemy territory.

I couldn’t sit, either, too antsy to do so. Gun had an iron grip on my wrist like he was ready to run and get us both out of there. I stroked his arm lightly, trying to get him to relax. It did and didn’t work. At least, his grip let up enough that I was no longer in danger of a broken bone.

Master sat opposite Balthazar, and they regarded each other for a long moment, neither saying anything, like two martial artists sizing each other up before making a move.

Balthazar cleared his throat. “I’m sure you’re wondering why we’re here.”

“That’s a good place to start,” Master agreed mildly.

I knew that tone. Master only looked like that when in full negotiation mode. Violence pending.

“Let me be frank, then. I’ve realized the library is sentient.”

If you’d dropped a pin on cotton, you could have heard the impact of it landing. That was how quiet it got. I sucked in a breath, the surprise of this making me reel. Of all the things I’d expected him to say, that hadn’t been anywhere on the list.

I had three questions. What the fuck? When the fuck? How the fuck?

“I’d like to know how you know that.”

Thank you, Master, words right out of my mouth.

Balthazar’s expression turned into more of a grimace. “You took in a listening device belonging to my clan. Inadvertently, of course. I’ve been listening to your conversations in this library for several days. Kassandra, I believe, is what you call her.”

Kassandra whizzed a book at his face. He ducked even as Minion One hastily deflected it.

That’s my girl. Kassandra took no flak from anyone.

This reaction didn’t bother Balthazar any. In fact, he chuckled, the sound rough with a catch in it, like he wasn’t used to laughing. “I think I deserved that. My apologies, dear lady. I should have waited to be properly introduced to you. In any case, I’ve come to assure you that I no longer wish to stick with my original plan. It would be a travesty to burn this library down.”

I felt sick to my stomach. That had been their goal, to burn Kassandra down to ashes? The hell?

“Why would you even want to do that?” Gun burst out. “That’s like burning the Library of Alexandria, which I’m still upset about, by the way.”

Me too, for the record.

“Because this much knowledge in anyone’s hands is dangerous. And he kept amassing knowledge, to the point of insanity.” Balthazar regarded Master steadily as he answered. “We feared what his ultimate goal was.”

Ivy made a noise, not quite in agreement. “Uhhh, okay, I can see how you’d get nervous. It probably does look weird as hell from the outside.”

“It’s insane from the inside perspective,” Ezra muttered.

Balthazar did seem sincere. I saw nothing about his demeanor that would suggest we were being played. And really, what would be the play here? He knew where Kassandra was, her name, that she was sentient. He could have attacked and not come inside. I’d scanned him before coming in; I knew he wasn’t some kind of suicide bomber. My suspicions kept trying to make something of this, but I couldn’t see what he’d possibly want from coming in here.

“Kassandra,” Balthazar continued, “has every right to exist. That’s my opinion on it. She also has every right to choose who she wants to be with. She’s apparently chosen all of you.”

Kassandra sent a book at him again, this time nicely, letting it hover in the air in front of him. I recognized the back of the cover and snorted in amusement.

Right on the Money, the title read.

Balthazar grinned at it. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. No pun intended.”

Gun snorted beside me. It was a terrible pun, but being in a sentient library brought out all the bad puns some days. I forgave Balthazar for that one.

Balthazar’s expression turned grave once more. “I must tell you, this isn’t an absolute truce, much as I wish otherwise. Some of my sect and I agree with this sentiment. The rest, however, are firmly devoted to the original plan and won’t be swayed. I’ve argued, I’ve reasoned, I’ve pleaded—all to no avail. They are determined to destroy her. I think irrational fear drives them forward when common sense should hold them still.”

“That pretty much sums up the world as a whole.” Master rubbed at his forehead. “So, you came here to, what, warn us?”

“In part. In part because I want to help you. If I can?”

Good question. Can he? I was sure he had the skills and magic to be a good ally, but that wasn’t in question. Trust was the real question.

Master’s caution bled into his voice. “You want to help stop them?”

“Correct. If you’ll let me. Frankly, they are going too far at this point. I’ve been trying to rein them in for a while now as some of their tactics—like fighting against Miss Ivy and Miss Del in broad daylight in a highly populated neighborhood—are insane. I do apologize for that; I’ve instructed them time and time again not to fight in areas where innocents are likely to be.”

We might be in trouble if our enemy is sounding reasonable. Armageddon wasn’t supposed to be this year, right?

Ivy and Del still looked miffed at the reminder of that fight, but they gave grudging nods to accept the apology.

Master relented a little. Like, an itty-bitty bit. “I want to believe your good intentions. Prove it by telling me how you were listening in.”

“Ah, of course. That’s a good place to start.” Balthazar lifted his head and addressed the air. “Kassandra, if you would, could you give me the three grimoires that your family took off my sect?”

Uh-oh. I had a really bad feeling about why he was asking for those. Shit, was there some kind of hidden spell on those things we’d all missed? Never mind, stupid question; clearly, there had been.

Kassandra liked being addressed politely, so she was happy to send the three grimoires to him, piling them neatly in his hand. He accepted them all with a sad smile.

“Thank you. These, you see, are the culprits. We have certain spells that will activate upon the death of the grimoire’s owner—specifically tracking and listening spells. We created such spells to help us track who murdered our sect members. After all, what enemy wouldn’t take the grimoires with them?”

“Trojan horse,” Finn murmured.

“Precisely so.”

We’d fallen for one of the classics. Damnit. The feeling burned.

Roman leaned forward over the back of the couch. He, like me, couldn’t seem to sit just then. “So, for future reference, what’s the best option aside from burning those grimoires on the spot?”

“Burning them on the spot,” Balthazar replied bluntly. His nose crinkled up a little. “You can’t deactivate the spells; they’re within the very pages of the book.”

Well, that was good to know. Aggravating but good to know.

Master went into thinking pose—sitting back, one leg crossed over the other, hands in a steeple right in front of his nose. He stared at Balthazar for a full ten seconds, rather like an owl would at potential prey.

Balthazar quirked a brow at him and just waited this out. He seemed amused by it rather than unnerved as most people would be. In fact… did I imagine that, or did his eyes just sweep over Master with an appreciative gleam? Okay, no, I did not imagine that, as he just did it again. Apparently, Balthazar liked the view. Man’s gaydar just pinged or something.

I think Master caught this as he dropped his hands, lips curving up in a pleased way like he liked the attention.

If these two continued any further, I would need brain bleach.

“I think,” Master finally said, “that I have no other choice but to trust you. I’d rather have you as allies than enemies.”

“We can let bygones be bygones, then?”

“We can certainly try. I want to take two precautions with you.”

Balthazar inclined his head like he fully expected this. “Tracking spells on me?”

“That’s one of them.”

I was surprised he was so cavalier about this, but okay. Maybe he was sincere if he was alright with that.

“Second, I want the names of every person who is against Kassandra's existence.”

Ah, now that was just smart. If we have their names, we can start tracking them.

Minion Two stirred uneasily. He looked very unhappy about this. Then again, giving up former comrades had to sit ill with him even if he didn’t agree with them anymore.

Balthazar grimaced. “I will give you the names of those against her, but I’ll also give you the names of those who want to protect her. I want you to know who both your enemies and allies are.”

Everyone in the room startled a little. I don’t think a single person expected him to just agree to that. I mean, we needed the information, but still. I would have expected negotiations to happen before he just handed all that over.

It felt like a wire of tension holding Master up relaxed. His smile became genuine. “Alright. Once those two things are in place, let me give you a proper introduction to Kassandra.”

Balthazar’s returning smile was a brilliant flash of teeth. “Looking forward to it.”

The enemy of my enemy is my friend? Is that how today’s going to go?

If things got any weirder, I’d need alcohol to wash it down with.
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Gun

The door closed, and the tension that had been riding me the entire time the Mahia Clan leaders were here left me boneless when it started ebbing away. I leaned heavily on Kit, who wrapped his arm around my waist and kissed my neck. I was ready to drag him out of there and have more wall sex (or door sex, or bed sex, or shower sex, just any kind of sex, please and thank you). But I knew it wasn’t the time, so I dragged Kit to the comfortable lounge and pulled him onto my lap. What better way to ground myself than to have my boyfriend’s weight holding me down?

Plus, I got more neck kisses, so it was all wins.

The sound of bolts sliding into place echoed within the library, and I jerked in my seat. The hell? I’d never seen any bolts around the doors. And the walls weren’t that thick.

“Kassandra got an upgrade this past week.” Kit grinned. “It gives us a few seconds after they breach shields to rally and get into better positions to protect from a frontal attack.”

When I looked at him with a frown, he shrugged. “Magic cloaking. Good thing, too, because it can give us an advantage if they were talking out of their ass and came only to judge numbers and get a viable strategy in place to start where they left off.”

That made sense, so I kissed his shoulder and let myself relax against him. It was such a domestic scene with Kit sprawled on me, his feet on the plush red velvet settee and his back on the scrolled arm behind him, arms wrapped securely around my shoulders. I wanted all this to be over so I could enjoy my boyfriend without worrying about past failures repeating themselves.

Declan came over and gave us a tight smile, the skin around his eyes tense. “We must step up your training.” He glanced from a shaken Delaine to an equally worried Finn. “You two, as well. Even if you don’t fight in this war, you may be the only line of defense between this war and those you love. If we can get the two of you trained to my satisfaction, you can protect your family, leaving the more experienced mages and vampires here to protect Kassandra.”

“That actually makes me feel better,” Delaine said.

“Not me,” Finn growled. “You are not—”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” Del said savagely. “You and I are at the same level magic-wise. You can be the big bad protector with magic and brawn while I stay back as the final wall between anyone and Mom and Dad.”

Finn paused. Then he sighed from his toes and nodded. “That’s fair.”

She sat back, folded her arms, and lifted her delicate chin with a smug smirk. “Damn right, it is.”

I snickered at Finn’s defeated look, complete with dead, droopy eyes and sagging shoulders. “You stood no chance, bro. You know better than to treat Del like a fainting damsel. You may be better at fighting, but she fights dirty.”

As Kit squeezed me, I nipped his jaw and held him against me. It earned me a deep purr and fingers feathering into my hair. I looked up at Roman and Ezra before landing on Declan, sitting next to Ivy in an overstuffed chair that matched nicely with the rest of the red velvet and dark wood seating. “What can I do? I feel like I need to do something more than just training in magic.”

Declan splayed his hands out. “That’s really all there is at the moment. But if you think of anything, I’m always willing to listen.”

That made me feel better about the situation, so I nodded and buried my nose in Kit’s fragrant hair. We were met with quiet chuckles, but I didn’t mind. They were full of love. It meant a lot that they were happy for us.

“What will you do for college?” Finn asked. He glanced back at Delaine. “Both of you.”

I grunted. I did not at all want to stop huffing Kit’s spicy scent. But I was a big boy, and I could do adult things if I really tried. Like pulling away from Kit’s hair and glaring at my brother. “If I tell them I have a family emergency, I can probably get an extension.”

Kit hugged me tight again. “Or I can go into their system and have Gun restart the courses next semester. It might suck, but it’ll be a good refresher.”

Yeah. I could do that. “Good idea.”

“Gun!”

I shrugged at Finn. “It’s just a last resort, but it’s a good idea.”

He wasn’t happy about that, but he would get over it. Finn was good at rolling with the punches in all senses of the term.
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A little while later, I sat alone in the corner with my remarkably whole reMarkable, a pair of archivist gloves, a smooth-writing pen, a few magic primer books, and, most importantly, Past Me’s grimoire.

It surprised me that no one had digitized it yet. I would have thought Roman and the others would have done that when they did everyone else’s. Then I thought about it a little longer, and they were right. With how fast technology was advancing, the flash drives might become obsolete, with something better coming along later. Those later advancements could be more resistant to electromagnetic pulses than the ones my vampire friends currently used.

Still, it wasn’t a hardship to do this myself. I needed practice drawing these seals, and I could get that practice by digitizing them myself. That meant drawing them on my reMarkable and saving them to the cloud to shunt onto a thumb drive later. I wanted to have Finn grab my tablet so I could use a drawing program, but Past Me didn’t have auto-smoothing programs to ensure straight lines and curves that made sense. I didn’t need them, either.

I’d taken enough Thai lessons to understand the prayers as written, even if the text was a little archaic due to its age. It got me thinking… did I need to go based on traditional prayers, or could I make up my own?

But then again, my many-great-grandmother had written her own, so maybe it was just intent?

I flipped through a few pages of her primer and scanned the text. It was also archaic and hard to decipher because my Irish Gaelic was very much lacking. Mom hadn’t taught it to us since we graduated from middle school after the eighth grade.

Oh, there! I picked at the words, then gave up and typed them into my browser on my laptop. The translation was what I hoped.

“Using your elders’ spells is grand, and you should do it, if for nothing more than to get your magical core stamina up before moving forward. Spells, you see, are mostly intent, which means you must be concise and clear with your wording or you may have unfortunate consequences. Always have an elder check your work before casting any newly crafted spells. Eyebrows do not always grow back.”

I snorted and coughed. Yeah. Fiona sounded like my family, all right.

Once I could breathe right again, I made a deal with myself. I could play with prayer wording after drawing every ten sigils. That sounded like a fair trade. Today was all about fairness, right?

Not really, but I still went with it.

The more I drew, the more I understood the workings of these intricate things. They were computer circuits. Or damn close. For each one, I could almost see how the lines and circles helped shape the spells from the ignition to the termination block.

I skimmed through a few of the Thai primers as they were easier to understand than some of the other dialects of ancient English, Welsh, and Irish Gaelic with the tiny beetle scrawl these teachers had for handwriting.

“Hey, Kassandra. Did anyone transcribe these to, you know, have legible handwriting?”

A sheet of photo paper dropped from somewhere and landed on my desk. On it was a sign of a neon blue rectangle surrounding neon red letters that read “Nope.” The document title was “nope.jpg,” and I lost my goddamned mind laughing.

Kit popped his head into the stacks with a bemused grin. “You alright?”

Wheezing was never a good look for a boyfriend, but I couldn’t stop, so I just handed him the paper and kept dying like a rabid, hoarse hyena.

Sitting next to me, Kit patted my back with a laugh. “What did you ask her?”

I slowly calmed, reached for one of the offending books, and pointed to the cramped handwriting. “I asked Kassandra if she had any transcriptions that didn’t look like an arthritic bug wrote it.”

Kit choked, and I returned the back-pounding favor. “You alright there?”

“Ass.” He cleared his throat and shook his head at me. “No. Almost none of these books were transcribed, but we’re slowly working on digitizing them.”

“You should have started with the primers,” I grumbled. “These are hell to read. I may need some ibuprofen.”

“I’ll go get you some blood. No human drug works on vampires except certain herbs. Ibuprofen isn’t in your meds cabinet anymore.”

He pressed a kiss to my temple and sauntered away. I turned to watch him go, appreciating the view of that perfect ass cupped lovingly by those sinfully low-cut skinny jeans. They showed just a sliver of skin, and I wanted to lick it.

I forced myself to turn back around once he turned the corner. No lusting after boyfriend. Studying time!

In no time at all, I got sucked into hyperfocus so hard that the next time I came up for air, there was a cooler of blood units on my desk with a note from Kit that said, “You were in one of your hyperfocus sessions, so I left these with you. If you need anything, ask Kassandra to fetch someone. I’ll be just a few stacks over in the lounge with the others.”

Aww, he does love me.

Smiling, I chugged down a few blood units. I also found a wrapped sandwich that I promptly scarfed down. After standing and stretching my legs, I went back to it. And when I sat down, a sigil flashed in my mind.

Tilting my head, I started flipping through Past Me’s grimoire, and while three spells had similar designs, they were still three separate spells—one for repairing, one for healing, and one for rejuvenation.

I blinked at them after drawing them on my reMarkable. As I flipped from one to the next, an idea smacked me, and I gasped and minimized the spells.

If I merged those there, erased that, and connected them there instead, and bound them into a containment circle with a circulating pattern rather than having three ignitions and three termination points, I could make a blanket spell that would repair everything while healing and rejuvenating the people within an area of effect of about a fifty-foot radius. Ooooh.

And if I made that line shorter, lengthened that one, and added another stop, I could extend the radius by twenty feet. If I backed out a little on the rejuvenation, I could make it so the repair and healing spells weren’t affected by the extended area of effect.

Oooh, Gun. You are a genius if I do say so myself.

I did.

Aaaand I got lost in another hyperfocus, and after I created thirteen new spells and fourteen fucking hybrids, my eyeballs were staging a mutiny, and it felt like every speck of dust on these books was now lining my corneas.

I groaned, and in that second, a cool, damp cloth descended over my eyes, and I moaned like a two-dollar whore.

Kit’s sultry voice in my ear made me shiver. “Keep that up and I’m dragging you off.”

Another groan, this one sounding croaky. “I’m so tired; my eyes are gritty, and my hands are cramping.”

My awesome, loving partner spent a few minutes rubbing my hands and temples before closing all my books. He went to power down my reMarkable, then he stopped dead. “Did you make this?”

“Yeah. And a heap of others. Wrote new prayers. Just need to make the circuitry for them.”

Kit stared at me like I had grown another head. “Okay. I think we need to step up your training if you’re already making your own spells and blending others.” He flipped through a few pages and whistled. “Gods, Gun. Some of these are genius.”

I preened and kissed him for being sweet.

“Come on.” He closed my laptop and gathered it and my reMarkable. I tugged off my archivist gloves and followed him as he headed toward the low murmur of voices. “Master needs to see this.”

“Master needs to see what?” Declan asked.

“This.” Kit thrust the reMarkable at him before pulling me down onto the loveseat. “Scroll through that document.”

Declan took him seriously and paused on each one, including the Thai prayers that hadn’t been converted yet. With a nod, he handed it back to Kit. “That is a good mix with a heavy emphasis on offensive spells. I like it, especially that healing and repair combination.”

Roman looked over Declan’s shoulder and blinked. “Stop. Go back. Yeah, there. What’s that one?”

Declan studied it a moment before grinning. “He’s blended a barrage spell with what is essentially magical napalm and a series of concussive blasts.” He beamed up at me. “I can’t wait to see that in action.”

“Master, no. You are not going to let him loose with that spell,” Finn growled. “Absolutely not.”

I arched a brow at my favorite brother, letting him know, in all my snarktastic glory, that I was unimpressed with his shit.

Declan shook his head. “It is a well-written and designed spell. But there is no time to test it, so the point is moot.”

I cleared my throat to break the tension and said, “I also created a percussion shield spell.”

Ivy sat forward with a frown. “A what?”

“It sends out a three-hundred-sixty-degree percussive blast before snapping a shield around the allied person or central group.”

She sat back with wide eyes. “Oh, that’s nifty.”

“Isn’t it?” I smiled tiredly. “Email it to yourself and send it to everyone else so it’s in your arsenal. Make any adjustments that you think will enhance it or whatever.”

Nodding, she tapped away and mumbled something about adding it to the cloud before handing the reMarkable back to Declan.

Declan looked at me like the proudest father. “Make another version to be a directional cone that you can aim. I approve.”

“Thank you. I also have a building shield spell germinating in my brain,” I said. “I just have to sleep on it first. It wouldn’t be there to replace the one we have now but to overlap it. But I’m so freaking tired.”

“Excellent. You’ve all done well and earned a long rest.” Declan clapped his hands. “Now, everyone, get out of here and get some sleep. You and your siblings all look half-dead. So. I expect you back no earlier than noon. Sleep well, children.”

I wasn’t going to argue. But I called Mom first. “I’m staying over at Kit’s again to study some more. Del and Finn are on their way home.”

“Okay, baby. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

And now to let Kit take care of me while I melt into a mattress. At least, that’s what his dark bedroom eyes and that hint of fang said would happen.

Blood sex? I could live with that.


[image: Chapter 33]


Kit

Iwill absolutely not have a breakdown.

For one thing, I have not scheduled time for a breakdown. I’ve got impending enemies, people to protect, and all that. So, no breakdown—even if part of me wants to crawl into a corner and gibber in panic.

I wasn’t in the corner yet, but I was in my bedroom, curled up on the bed with my arms wrapped around my legs. Deep breaths. Deep breaths, me. Gun was fine. This battle wouldn’t be anything like the one in the past. For one thing, we knew it was coming. We were braced for it.

Why did all of those assurances sound hollow in my head?

I rocked back and forth a little, the motion instinctive. Some small voice in the back of my head whispered, “This is PTSD talking,” and I believed it. I knew it was likely true. Did that help settle the churning in my stomach? Not a bit.

I put the prayer out into the universe. Please. Please, I can’t lose him again. My heart can’t take it. It would destroy me utterly. Only a shell would remain. My heart only knows how to love him. This time, when it all goes to hell, let him stay standing.

It felt like the prayer didn’t get past the ceiling, which wasn’t reassuring. I swallowed back tears lodged in my throat like an anvil and tried to take in a deep breath, which I almost choked on.

Damnit, me, get a grip. If Gun finds you like this, he’s going to be worried. You don’t want to worry him, right?

The door snicked open. “Kit?”

Shit. Think of him, and he appears.

I wasn’t crying; I just felt like it, so I tried lifting my head to face him. I pasted a smile on my face as I did so. “Hey, love.”

Honest to God, I don’t know why I tried that. Gun was one of the sharpest people I knew, and he wasn’t at all fooled by this attempt at normalcy. He looked me over once, mouth tightening, and shit, I’d just worried him.

In three long strides, he reached my side. He tucked one leg under him as he sat, then drew me in. I went with a sigh, tucking my head under his. Breathing him in like this, that unique scent that was all Gun’s helped steady my heart a little.

“What’s wrong?” The words were soft and gentle.

Gun knew about trauma. He’d been wrestling with it all this life, even when he couldn’t properly remember what had gone down in his previous incarnation. So, I knew if I told him, he’d get it. He’d understand and help me through it. I just didn’t want to burden him with it when he’d already been through so much.

I thought about distracting him with something else, then immediately thought better of the idea. He would not react well if I tried that.

“Ever have something that both thrills and terrifies you?” I didn’t lift my head; I just closed my eyes as I said the words. “I dreamed of being able to work magic at your side again. I’ve wanted nothing else. But fighting alongside you again is…”

“Ah.” That single syllable held a wealth of understanding. “The fear’s eating at you, isn’t it?”

I nodded silently against his shoulder and tried, impossibly, to hold him tighter.

Those long fingers reached up, carding through my hair soothingly. “I won’t tell you the fears are silly. Knowing a fear is groundless doesn’t help any. But I will walk you through why you shouldn’t let the fear make decisions for you.”

That was so Gun, approaching it with logic. “Because you’re a vampire this time around?”

“That is fact one,” he agreed, tone low and soothing. “I’m far less squishy this time around. We turned me primarily for that reason, remember?”

“Less squishy doesn’t mean non-squishable.” I paused, my brain snagging on this for some reason. “Is that a word?”

“It is now. You’ve spoken it into existence.”

I snorted. “I don’t think that’s how that works.”

“Totally how it works.” Gun dropped a kiss on my forehead. “Now, the second reason. We know the attack is coming. From what I remember and have been told, we had defenses up the last time but weren’t expecting an attack. This time, we know they’re coming. They don’t have the element of surprise.”

I knew that, too. Telling myself that hadn’t helped any, but hearing it from him did, marginally.

“Third reason. We’ve got inside information to work with. No guesswork necessary.”

Ah. Another good point.

“And it’s not just six of you fighting back this time. You’ve got more allies. A whole part of another clan, in fact, is willing to throw down. You can’t be overwhelmed by numbers this time.”

Also a point I’d failed to consider. Damn. I really should have thought of it in those terms. Fear had prevented me from thinking about it like that. I could feel the strain leaving me, and I lifted a little, tilting my head back to look into his eyes.

Gun met my eyes steadily, his vampire charisma enabling him to hold people’s gaze more easily. Warmth and love shone in that expression, and it dissolved that hard lump in my throat as nothing else could.

In a whisper that felt like a soul-binding oath, he said, “I’m not saying we won’t go down with a fight. We won’t go down at all. We will put an end to this so that we won’t have to relive this nightmare ever again.”

“I like the sound of that.”

I lifted a hand to his cheek and stroked my thumb over that warm skin, marveling at him. It had always been like this. Gun was always the answer. If I’m afraid, if I feel alone, if I need to bounce ideas off someone, it’s always Gun I need. This life, or the one previous, had always been that way. It was likely why I had looked at him and my heart had just known. He was the one I needed and no other.

“I love you.” I had no other words to tell him how much I appreciated him.

Gun, as always, heard what I was trying to say. He leaned in to kiss me gently. “I love you, too.”

“I want to marry you.”

Mouth. Mouth, how about you run things by me before blurting them out? We’re supposed to have a whole romantic mood thing going on before saying those words. At the very least, candles and music. What the hell is wrong with you?

I could feel Gun tense, saw the surprise that crossed over his face and sent his eyes flaring wide.

Shit, now I’m in for it—

Then his lips curved up before spreading into the most breathtaking smile. It lit him up from within, like his joy couldn’t be contained, and spread out into his very aura. He was breathtaking at that moment. I could only stare up at him, my breath catching in my throat. All thoughts vanished.

“Again?” Gun’s smile turned slightly mischievous.

“Again,” I maintained. “There is no lifetime in which I would not want to marry you.”

“You do say the sweetest things.”

Was that a yes?

He leaned in and kissed me, and there was nothing gentle about it. His mouth consumed mine, not even letting me breathe, and all I could do was hold on and try to kiss him back.

When Gun lifted his head, there was a smirk playing there.

“That’s a yes.”

“I’d fucking hope so,” I panted back. Good god, but I think brain cells burned up due to the heat of that kiss. Their sacrifice was appreciated.

I looked at my now fiancé, and giddiness overcame me, so much so I couldn’t even think about sitting still. I kissed him quick and then got off the bed, diving for a calendar and my laptop on the desk.

“Babe, what are you doing?”

“We’re planning this right now.” I brought it all back to the bed, opening up my laptop while explaining to him, words nearly tripping over each other. “Also, I’m checking today first. I should have checked before saying anything about what kind of day it is today. Well, really, I should have proposed properly.”

Gun lifted a hand, staying me. “That’s fine; I’m not upset about it. Spontaneous, heartfelt proposals are better for me than a whole event.”

Oh. True. For him, that would be the case. Well, it’s fine; we’ll have an intimate wedding to make up for today.

My brain tried to go off into la-la land with wedding ideas. I firmly gripped it and yanked it back on track. I’d spent the past decade on Pinterest pinning ideas for our wedding; it wasn’t like I need to get sucked back into that rabbit hole right now.

Dates. Must figure out dates first.

“But what do you mean ‘what kind of day’? I’m not following that.”

“Whether it’s auspicious or not.” I was only half paying attention as I answered, my main focus on looking up astronomy charts and the like. “Phew, okay, today’s fine. We’ve got a double alignment of Jupiter and Juno as well as Venus and Saturn. Which means we have serious commitment in love shining down on us.”

Somewhat under his breath, Gun muttered, “This has got to be a cultural thing.”

Eh? Oh, right, American that he is, he’s not going to be as in tune with things like this.

“Okay, babe, so I take it you want to pick a certain kind of date for a wedding?”

He’s also apparently willing to indulge me. I flashed him a quick smile. “Yeah. The better the astronomical signs, the more good luck we have for our marriage. I want the best possible date this time. How do you feel about, hm…” I checked the calendar again. “May nineteenth?”

Gun’s eyes bulged out of his head. “That’s, like, next month!”

“No?”

“No, that’s way too soon. You know my mom and Del will be all over our wedding. They’ll freak out if we only give them a month to plan.”

Damn. He had a good point there. I checked the calendar again, scrolling a bit further out. “Well, for this year, the best months to get married are May, July, August, October, and November.”

“May and July are absolutely out.” Gun was firm on this. “November?”

“Hell no, I’m not waiting that long. August?” I wasn’t really all that keen on August but was willing to compromise.

“You sure you can’t do October? It’s not like we can leap into wedding prep right this second, anyway.”

Ugh, he had a point there. Even though I really wanted to. “But October’s so far away, and the weather is really unpredictable up here in October. We could have fair skies, or it could be rainy and cold.”

Having been born and raised here, Gun grimaced in acknowledgment. “Point. What about early October? Any dates then?”

We sat side by side on the bed, our hips pressed together, as I pointed out possible dates. Even as we sat there debating the possibilities, I could feel my heart swell with joy.

One way or another, I’d marry this man. Again.

And heaven help anyone who tried to stop us.
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Gun

My mind slowly went offline as I nuzzled into Kit’s hair and let myself relax. I had spent the last two days perfecting the percussion cone spell so it would throw the concussion as directed while still shielding the whole person rather than just the cast area. It was a mess. But it was done.

I wanted to sleep in Kit’s house, but my studies ran over into the wee hours because I couldn’t stop. My brain latched onto the information like a crocodile latching onto a zebra’s leg and death rolling with the information until smoke came out my ears and my eyeballs threatened legal action.

Kit barely got me out of my zone long enough to hydrate and entice me to bed with the promise of sleepy blowjobs, and now, sated, I was sinking lower and lower into the plush mattress and a blissful post-study semi-coma.

You’d think that, with as comfy as I was, I would sleep well. You’d think I’d conk right out with as warm and cozy as I was.

And you’d be absolutely right.

So, when the shrill ululating blare of a siren shattered the air in Kit’s library quarters, I came up out of that bed like an angry goose with its legs tied together, with lots of arm flapping but no progress to show for it, landing on the floor face down and flailing as my brain tried to come back online.

Kit thumped onto the floor beside me and got me under the arm. He hauled me to my feet and tossed my discarded jeans at me as Ezra shouted, “Battle stations!” outside our door.

Doors slammed open, and boots thundered in the hallway as everyone filed out of their rooms at a dead run. I was halfway down the hallway before I even had my fly closed. My nightmares overlaid the scene in a creepy way that made my stomach swoop and made me run faster.

I tapped my smartwatch as I raced through the library. “Call Finn.”

The moment my brother answered, the siren blared again. He shouted over the line, “Gun? What is that?”

“We’re under attack.”

Finn’s voice sounded much more alert and grim as he said, “I’ll be right there.”

“No,” I said darkly. “We got this. You and Del protect Mom, Dad, and Mason.”

“Gun…”

“Believe in us, big brother.”

The building shuddered with a massive boom, and I looked up as dust and debris rained down from the vaulted ceiling.

“Gun?!”

“I’m okay! I gotta go.” The lights flickered, and I activated a mage flare just in case. “Power up the wards on the house.”

“Gu—”

I hit the red button to disconnect the call and skidded to a stop.

Ivy blew past me and started casting faster than I could comprehend, light flashing like a rave in all directions.

“Kassandra!” I went to a stack and touched the wood, speaking close to the shelf. “If they breach, continually flip the running track. Do it as fast as you can. Can you do that for me?”

The nearest section of the track flipped twice in acknowledgment. “Good girl.”

With no time to waste, I ran toward the door. Just as I got to the front, I called to the others, “Stay off the tracks!”

When everyone moved off that area without question, I grinned. It had been a long time since I’d felt this connected to anyone who wasn’t my birth family. I’d known they’d do as I’d asked. I just hadn’t thought they’d do it without a second’s hesitation. I finally felt like I was where I belonged.

“Hide,” Ivy called to me. She met my eyes. “Now.”

So much for feeling like I belonged.

“See if you can get high up. Having a top-down angle on the door could give us an edge.”

Ooooooh. Oh, yeah!

I ran back a few stacks and went to try to climb when a book flew down and smacked my fingers. “I gotta get up there. Sorry, Kass.”

Something banged on the backs of my knees so hard that they buckled, and I fell… onto a chair?

Looking down, I gasped. “A book throne! Fuck yes!”

Kassandra lifted the books, holding me like I was in a goddamned fighter jet cockpit. She flew me up into the rafters, and a few moments later, my book chair was surrounded by hundreds of tomes of all different sizes, colors, bindings, and damn. That one looked like it was gold plates bound together with rings. That’s gonna hurt if it falls.

I’d spent the last two days drilling into myself Past Me’s—no, current me’s—grimoire structure, memorizing page numbers for spells and the casting parameters necessary to direct and launch each attack. Now, I started shouting Thai numbers and commands as fast as I could, reinforcing the door, reinforcing the outer and inner shields, setting a cone of effect spell from the front door outward as big as I could get it with as much force as I could muster. When I looked out the warehouse’s windows, I saw a red spray burst outward, coating the nearby structures, and I winced. Oops.

A neon red streak shot for the doors, and my vision blacked out. When it came back online, it wasn’t the parking lot in front of the building I saw but the back of the door as I stood just beyond it, preparing for the breach.

My heart kicked up as my breath caught. That neon red streak erupted through the doors, laying me flat and knocking the wind out of my lungs. And then another color, a neon sky blue, shot in, striking Kit down.

The scene melted away with my scream, and suddenly, I was back in the fight, two books pressed to my chest like leatherbound seatbelts.

Another blast hit the doors, spurring me into motion. Sweat slicked my hair to my forehead and neck as I snapped the concussion ring spell around the building and activated it, wrapping a tight shield around the warehouse and giving us a breather.

“We’re surrounded,” Roman called from the back of the library. “More are to the south!”

“Kassandra, take me around the perimeter. Let me see out the windows.”

The flying book throne (my inner nerd was going ballistic with this) banked and whizzed through the air. Near the back, I blinked as a purple streak of lightning arced through the air and hit the chest of one of the sect attackers from the front.

What the fuck?

“The people coming in from the back are attacking the ones coming in from the front!” Kassandra whooshed me to the opposite side of the building to see more spells flying between people who we had assumed were in the same group. “The south is on our side. Let them cover our rear.”

“Got it,” Ivy called. “Keep an eye on them, though. Just in case. And keep that shield up!”

Just as she said that, another burst of energy hit the shield, and the front windows lit up green like a Saint Patrick’s Day light show. I snapped the shield back up with a concussion cone spell before throwing out rejuvenation wards like confetti.

Then something I’d never heard before reverberated like a dying air raid siren crossed with a leviathan. My ears rang, and I watched in horror as the front doors blew inward with a shower of splinters and debris.

“Aw, man. They’ve got a full elementalist squad,” Roman whined. “Why? Why they gotta fuck us like that?”

Another attack came in. Kit dove out of the way, popping back up just in time to block a shot at his head with a well-timed reflection spell. Then he did something I would remember forever if we lived through this: he cast a spell that made every single smart object on our enemies’ persons light up and start screeching shrill, indecipherable gibberish. It was worse than having a tunnel full of shrieking six-year-olds. It startled them so badly that a good number of them fell to those of their own sect as they grew in number. But we stood facing forward in a show of force that I hoped would work.

“No!” Declan screeched. “No, what are you doing? MY MANGA!”

I looked around me and cackled. The books Kassandra had surrounded me with were manga of all genres, from the innocent to the downright lewd. Of course, he’d be more worried about his manga collection than surviving this fight.

This fight was downright ludicrous.

Another boom shook the library down to its foundations. Part of the ceiling collapsed, barely missing me as Kassandra shielded me with a dome of colorful hentai. Yeah, so can I have the ludicrous fight back? I wasn’t actually complaining about it.

I ignored the colorful tentacle porn and looked down to find Kit under a concrete slab. I pointed and shouted, “Get him!”

My vision flickered, and instead of seeing Kit under a sheet of concrete, I saw him arcing through the air, a burn on his lifeless chest.

Kassandra shifted me, and in the next instant, I was back in the present, kneeling next to Kit as books slid under the slab and lifted it up and off. I carefully got Kit situated in my arms before retreating to the books and sitting down, letting Kassandra take me out. “Can you get blood out of the—oof!” A cooler of blood units bonked me on the head, and I quickly thanked her before pouring a few units down Kit’s throat while simultaneously blanketing him in healing spells. When I was confident he would be okay, I directed Kassandra to put him in the back of the library in a protected alcove. If he got up soon, he could rejoin the fight and possibly save our asses.

She had me back at the front just as a rush of bodies flooded the library.

What happened next was like something out of a slasher film.

The moment the first foot stepped onto the hardwood, the floor rippled and started moving. Each slat revolved around a rod like a skewered pig getting turned with a high-powered drill instead of a crank. The sounds of splintering bone arose, grotesque enough to make acid crawl up my esophagus. Then came the screams as bodies got ground up like they were in a massive garbage disposal, painting the walls and (unfortunately) the hentai and books in sticky gore.

I came to a stop right in front of the spatter zone and held out both hands, directing cones of pure concussive force, putting enough power behind it that it felt like bleach was flowing through my veins. The air shivered for an instant before an enormous vortex blew a hole through the front wall three times the size of the original door.

Oops…

And that was Declan’s—

“MY CORVETTE?! NOOOOOO!”

—Corvette Roadster that now stuck out the window of the warehouse across the street. Oh, that would be a bitch to explain to the towing company.

Not my job. Not my monkey. Not my Corvette.

Not my problem. Nope.

Kassandra set me down, and after setting a shield around me, I skipped over the gross disaster of a track and peered outside. I saw a few backs that were familiar, and I peeked between two heads. “Mahia elders?”

The eldest gave me a tight smile. “Most of them have run, but we have a perimeter around you now. We’ve won today. But there will be a tomorrow.”

I hated that he was right, but I patted his shoulder and nodded. “Thank you.”

“Is everyone alright?”

I winced. “My boyfriend got clobbered, but he should be alright after I glut him with more blood.”

The man paled but gamely gave me a nod in return. “Sate your own thirst first, young vampire. So you don’t end up with competing desires.”

Frowning, I stepped closer. “You mean I’d be jealous?”

He huffed a laugh. “Do not sound so incredulous. Instinct should never be ignored. Head it off so you don’t have that to deal with on top of all the rest of the stress of the morning.”

“Will do. Master Declan’s inside crying over porn, so he’s fine to talk to. Just watch your step. There are body parts and blood everywhere. It’s going to be a bitch to get it all cleaned up. Ugh.”

The poor man must have had a concussion. He looked at me strangely, and I couldn’t imagine why.

Well, anyway, he was set on his way, and as I looked around, the good sect of the Mahia Clan was disposing of the bodies of the bad sect of the same clan. This was going to get confusing, but that was okay. I had better things to be doing right now.

Like finding Kit, getting him properly healed, and getting horizontal as soon as possible. I might be a vampire now, but I was exhausted and didn’t think I’d ever give up opportunities to sleep, especially if I got to wrap myself around Kit.

I wanted my cuddles, damnit.
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Kit

Isat at the kitchen table, tending to injuries but mostly just absorbing the energy in the room. After the fight, we were tired but victorious. Gun’s prediction of us coming through it still standing was right on the money. Shows how smart my fiancé is. I really should listen to him more often.

Honestly, the feelings were hitting hard in some ways. But today’s victory was slowly suppressing the memory of watching my husband die defending me. I could look at Gun, see the new confidence in how he held himself, and focus on now. Now was what was most important.

It wasn’t just us at the table; Balthazar and his crew were here, too. It was actually one of them who I was treating, a nice woman named Marsha, who’d gotten quite the hit to the forehead during all this. Enough that it had knocked her out temporarily. No swelling of the brain, though, so I was able to close up the wound and wrap it so she could rest.

Her gray eyes studied mine from under that thick brown fringe of bangs, her smile reminding me of someone fifteen instead of the forty-plus I assumed her to be.

“What?” I couldn’t figure out why she kept smiling at me like that.

“I heard you and Gun are engaged?”

“Uh…” Why the hell are you asking me this? “Yes?”

She offered me a high-five. “Good job.”

Oh. Laughing, I smacked my palm against hers. “Thanks, I am proud of that.”

“He’s just such a sweetheart. And cute too. When’s the wedding?”

“We’re still looking at dates. Probably August.” If I could get everyone to agree on August. Otherwise, it’d be October.

Master came in looking harried. Then again, he’d been trying to defend both us and his precious books, and the books had definitely been on the fallout end of the equation. Mostly because Kassandra had been slinging them about like weapons of war. He’d be agitated until they were all in their “proper” places again, wherever those were.

Oh, God. Please let this not be the start of another reorganization of the library. I don’t know if I have another one of those left in me.

“Everyone.” Master cleared his throat, panning his head to take all of us in. “Are you sure we shouldn’t just relocate?”

“NO!” Multiple people shouted back at him.

Ivy pointed a stern finger at him. “My back was so sore after this last move that I almost went to a massage therapist, and vampires can’t even develop back problems. You’ve bought how many books since then?”

Master trailed off in a mutter while staring innocently into a random corner.

Even he couldn’t answer that question. No use asking.

“I’d rather stay, fight, see this through.” Ezra's jaw jutted out with determination. “I’m tired of running. Besides, we can’t just uproot right now. We’ve got three disciples to train, remember?”

“Also a good point.” I backed Ezra up on this. “We also have allies here. This should be our stronghold. Running has never won us anything, in the end.”

Master let out a long sigh before inclining his head. “You’re all right. Okay, stand and fight it is. Balthazar, will you still stand with us?”

“For as long as we need to.” Balthazar’s tone was firm, his jaw set.

From the library doors, a book floated toward him. Balthazar caught it handily—he was getting used to Kassandra’s method of communication—read the title, then laughed out loud before showing it to the rest of us.

How to Win Friends and Influence People by Dale Carnegie.

“I, too, am glad to have made friends with you, Kassandra.”

I looked at the delight on his face, and a thought struck. But I sat on it long enough to finish up with Marsha before snagging Gun by the arm and drawing him in with me to sit next to Balthazar. The man liked tech and spoke tech, after all, so I wanted to include him in this.

“Balthazar. I have an idea to bounce off you.”

He turned to me, all ears. “What’s that?”

“I want to give Kassandra her own voice.”

Gun rested an arm on my shoulder as he expounded, “We’re actually both learning robotic tech right now. Kit’s idea is to use responsible and ethically trained AI technology to do so. But we’re having a hard time figuring out how to integrate her magical sentience with modern tech.”

It was like offering Balthazar this amazing, new pretty he’d never seen before. He lit right up, gesturing us to sit.

“I’m highly intrigued by this concept. How does Kassandra feel about it?”

“She’s all for it. I think she wants a more direct method of communication.”

Gun’s hands rose as he talked like he was illustrating things in the air. “We’ve got the basis for the voice box designed, but our stumbling block is Kassandra herself. She wasn’t designed this way, after all. She grew, so there’s no blueprint for how her magic functions. Mapping it has been tedious in the extreme. But we’re not even sure if we need to map it.”

I nodded along. “Right, right, she’s constantly evolving, so even trying to map it might be a futile exercise. In five years, ten years, she might well outgrow it, and then we’re back to square one. But the thought occurred to me: if we could make a receiver that only needs certain energy pulses to function, something for her to connect to, wouldn’t that work?”

Balthazar’s brows drew together in deep thought. “Yes, but I worry it might be too limiting. What if instead of AI—”

We fell into technospeak, into magic and possibilities. With Gun beside me and the wide range of the future ahead of me, I wouldn’t have chosen to be anywhere else in the world.

Finally, after too many years, I felt truly at home.
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Thanks for reading The Insanity of Reincarnated Mages and Amorous Vampires!

From AJ

Want more vampires? Check out Fated Mates and Where to Find Them.

Desire more vampire romance? Check out my short story How To Keep an Author (Alive).

Need more vampires and supernatural creatures? Humor and shenanigans? Check out The Tribulations of Ross Young, Supernat PA!
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From Devon

Want more magic and mayhem? Check out The Elven King’s Captive! Omegaverse elves? Yes, please!

Have a hankering for high fantasy in other worlds? Yeah, it’s more omegaverse elves! I got you with King’s Heart.

Into sweeping sword & sorcery epic fantasy with humans, gods, and ancient magic? Start with Saviors! Nope, I threw you a curveball. It’s humans slaying enemies, saving gods, and destroying evil.

Oh, and don’t forget omegaverse mermen! Here’s Drowning In You with a hot sea dragon and his human mate. But maybe he won’t stay human…

And then, for more omegaverse mermen, there’s Averlon, a crowned mer prince who falls for a human with a genetic secret!
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Dear Reader,

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews we have, the more sales we see. The more books we sell, the more we can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book!

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!
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AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQIA+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She’s only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she’ll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook Group: AJ’s Gentlemen and her Patreon or her Ream account! (The content on both are the same.)
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If there’s one thing Devon likes most, it’s chaos. They have a chaotic mind and a messy house, and they throw their characters into every calamitous situation possible. When they aren’t writing, they’re editing or formatting other authors’ works, building websites, creating graphics, reading, playing video games, or watching Fortnite streams on YouTube. They like to stay busy. So, yes. Chaos.

Working full time, Devon spends as much time as they can talking to their readers. So if you want to get in touch with them, join their Ream Community, or their newsletter, or email them directly at devon.vesper@gmail.com.

Devon’s Ream community is where they spend the most time. Join now for early access to everything Devon does, from books to art, as well as exclusive stories and the occasional fun bout of shenanigans.
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