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Brush with Death (Not Quite Dead, #3)


Cyril’s brush with death is closer than it’s ever been.

Cyril has been a necromancer all his life. He doesn’t know who he is without his ability, so when he hits his head and he’s unable to reanimate people, he panics. What’s he supposed to do if he can’t be a necromancer? How is he supposed to help people?

Then a friend of his dies.

Vale doesn’t know how to help Cyril. He’s not surprised when Cyril agrees to help find out what happened to his friend, even though he can’t use his ability as a necromancer to do so. It makes things more complicated, but it doesn’t mean they can’t investigate—and investigate they do, because Cyril would do anything for his friends.

Will Cyril get his ability back? Vale doesn’t know, but either way, he’s not going anywhere, no matter how much trouble Cyril manages to get himself into.
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VALE WAS GETTING USED to waking up with a skull on his chest. He didn’t even open his eyes to look anymore. He reached down and stroked the top of Oscar’s body—or was it his head—and smiled when he felt Oscar’s tentacles moving with excitement. Just a few months ago, this situation would’ve freaked him out. It still did a little if he thought too hard about the fact that there was a being made of reanimated bones sleeping on his chest. He tried not to think too hard about that, but sometimes, it was impossible not to.

Vale did live with a necromancer, after all.

He turned sideways and smiled at the sight of Cyril sleeping next to him. Oscar skittered off the bed after falling to the mattress, making an irritated sound because Vale had dislodged him. Vale ignored him. He had better things to do, like staring at his boyfriend.

That was something else Vale wouldn’t have believed a few months ago. He had a boyfriend. He’d retired and was putting down roots, something he couldn’t have imagined himself doing. Meeting Cyril had changed his life so completely that sometimes, he could hardly remember what he’d done before him.

“I hate when you do that,” Cyril grumbled.

“When I do what?”

Cyril blinked his eyes open. He smiled, reminding Vale just how completely in love he was with him. “Watching me sleep. It’s creepy.”

“What’s creepy is your pet.”

“Let it go, Vale. Oscar was here before you, and he’ll still be here after you and I die.”

Vale grimaced. He was tempted to ask what would happen when Cyril passed away since it was his gift that had reanimated Oscar, but he didn’t really care. He didn’t want to have to think about Cyril not being here anymore. “Can we not talk about either of us dying?”

Cyril snuggled close. “Whatever you want.”

This was what made life worth living. Before Cyril, Vale only had work. It had been easier and safer, but he’d been lonely, even with his friends. He’d never be lonely again.

It had been easy to get used to having Cyril in his life because Cyril was a delight. It had been less easy to get used to Cyril’s job and Oscar, but Vale would never regret any of it. He was happy for what felt like the first time in his life. He didn’t want that to change, and he’d fight to ensure that it didn’t.

Their morning was soft and lazy. After cuddling in bed for a while and listening to Oscar’s tentacles skittering on the wooden floor, they got up, and Vale cooked Cyril breakfast. It was disgustingly domestic, and Vale loved it. Gone were the days of following people in dark alleys and killing them—not that Vale had ever killed anyone in a dark alley. He’d planned his hits better than that. But he was done with that part of his life, and he was happy about that, even though it left him at a loss.

It also left him available to protect Cyril and spend time with him, which was good. The problem was that they couldn’t be attached at the hip, even though Vale didn’t like the thought of Cyril not being in his sight.

“When’s Russell getting here?” Cyril asked as he sipped his coffee and played with one of Oscar’s tentacles. The bony pet was in his lap, and his tentacles inched toward Cyril’s plate every so often.

The damn thing didn’t even have a stomach, for fuck’s sake.

“Later. Are you sure you have to go to work?” Vale asked.

Cyril grinned. “One of us has to.”

Vale loved that Cyril teased him. He’d been painfully shy and a bit awkward initially, but he’d relaxed in their relationship, which was what Vale had wanted. Cyril was it for him, and he wished to make him happy and for Cyril to feel like he could be himself when they were together. They both should. Vale didn’t want them to hide anything from each other—the good or the bad. They were supposed to share all of it.

“I can’t say I don’t enjoy my time as a kept man,” he said, joking.

Cyril’s smile widened. “Will I find dinner on the table when I come home?”

“If you want. I did put breakfast on the table, so why not dinner, too?” 

Cyril was still smiling when he leaned forward to press a kiss on Vale’s lips. “I don’t think I’ll be that late. Maybe lunch?”

“You know Russell is going to insist on having lunch with us.”

“You love him.”

“Sometimes.” And sometimes, Vale was annoyed by his best friend, especially when Russell wanted to spend time with Cyril. Vale knew Russell and Cyril would never do anything to hurt him, but he couldn’t help it. Russell had always managed to know exactly what to say to get under Vale’s skin.

Cyril patted Vale’s arm. “You can have me all to yourself tonight.”

It was like Cyril could read Vale’s mind. Vale didn’t think he’d ever get enough of Cyril, and thankfully, he’d never have to find out what it was like to live without him.

He wasn’t sure anyone would survive if he had to.

* * * *
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CYRIL NEVER WOULD’VE thought that he’d enjoy having someone watching his every movement, but he did. He liked feeling Vale’s gaze on him as he got ready for work. He liked knowing that Vale would be waiting for him once he was done and that he was worried about him, even though Cyril had been doing this job for years.

Of course, Vale was probably right to be worried. Considering what had happened since the two of them had met, he wasn’t wrong in thinking that something might happen to Cyril. Cyril didn’t go looking for trouble, but trouble seemed to come looking for him. It wasn’t his fault, but he still had to deal with the outcome.

“Robbie will be with you the entire time?” Vale asked.

“He will be,” Cyril confirmed as he pulled his hair lower on his forehead before rechecking his reflection in the mirror.

“Remind him to call me if anything happens.”

Cyril didn’t roll his eyes. He would have if his mother had been the one saying that, but it was Vale. Cyril found his mother worrying about him irritating and unnecessary, but the same couldn’t be said about Vale.

Cyril wanted Vale to worry about him. He wanted him to fret and to call just so he could hear Cyril’s voice. He wanted Vale to check in on him. It made him feel loved.

“He knows what to do,” Cyril reassured Vale. Vale had told Robbie so many times, in fact, that Cyril wouldn’t be surprised if Robbie remembered it until the day he died.

Satisfied with the way he looked, he turned and patted his boyfriend’s arm. “You went over it with him several times, remember?”

“So? It won’t hurt anyone to go over it one last time.”

“It might hurt Robbie if he decides he’s had enough of it and strangles you.” 

Vale huffed. “Robbie wouldn’t do that.”

Because he knew that Vale could kill him in about a hundred ways and make it look like an accident. Vale would never do that, but that didn’t change the fact that he could do it if he changed his mind.

“He wouldn’t,” Cyril confirmed. “And he wouldn’t let anything or anyone hurt me. He has you on speed dial. He’ll let you know if anything happens, but in the meantime, you need to relax.”

“I’m not sure I can. Remember how we met?”

“You can’t hold that against me. I didn’t want to reanimate a very bad guy, and the other bad guys didn’t take no for an answer.”

“I never said it was your fault.”

Cyril slipped his arms around Vale’s waist and squeezed. “I’ll be fine. I did this job before meeting you, and I can continue doing it now. Robbie will let you know if something’s wrong, but the majority of the time, my job is very boring.”

Vale snorted and pressed a kiss on Cyril’s forehead. “Your job is anything but boring.”

Many people thought that. Cyril reanimated dead bodies for a living, and people were either fascinated or horrified. To Cyril, it was a part of him. He’d been reanimating cadavers since he was a child, and he’d turned it into a job that paid pretty well. There was nothing horrifying about death except the way it sometimes happened.

“I could come with you,” Vale offered.

Normally, Cyril would’ve said yes, but today, Vale couldn’t come. “You’re seeing Russell.”

“I can tell him to come later.”

“You can, but you won’t. There’s no reason for you to.”

“Fine. Call me if anything happens.”

“I will.” Cyril had already promised to do so several times, and Robbie had done the same, but if it made Vale feel better, Cyril would promise it another dozen times.

“And don’t let Robbie talk you into doing anything stupid,” Vale added.

“Robbie isn’t the kind of person who would do anything stupid, so that won’t be hard. You really should have more faith in him.”

Vale sighed and squeezed Cyril harder. “I like Robbie. I just don’t trust anyone but me to watch your back.”

Sometimes, Cyril still couldn’t quite believe this was his life. Before meeting Vale, he’d only had his mother and Oscar. He’d initially been scared of Vale because his boyfriend killed people for a living while Cyril’s job was to reanimate them, but by some miracle, they completed each other in a way neither of them had expected. Vale had become central to Cyril’s life, and he brought people that Cyril considered friends along with him. Cyril’s life was full of laughter and love, and he’d never do anything to jeopardize that. He wanted to be happy more than he wanted to help people. Maybe that made him selfish, but he didn’t care.

If he had to choose between helping people and having allies with Vale, he wouldn’t even have to think about it.

Vale continued hovering as Cyril finished getting ready. Thankfully, by the time Cyril was leaving the apartment, Russell had arrived to distract Vale. Vale didn’t look particularly happy, and he was grumbly, but he often was when Russell was involved. Cyril was pretty sure it was the way Vale showed his love to Russell.

“You need to let your man go,” Russell teased Vale as he and Cyril said goodbye.

Vale turned to glare at his friend. “Have I asked for your opinion about anything in my life?”

Russell grinned. “You haven’t.”

“Then keep your mouth shut.”

“You’re touchy this morning. Is it that hard to be away from Cyril for a few hours?”

“It is when I don’t know what might happen to him while we’re not together.”

Cyril kissed the corner of Vale’s lips. “I survived before meeting you. I’ll be fine.”

Vale didn’t look convinced, but he let Cyril step away.

As soon as Cyril was out the door, he wanted to go back inside. Instead, he checked one last time that he had everything he’d need in his bag, then headed for his car.

He had a job to do, and the sooner he did it, the sooner he’d be back with Vale.

Chapter Two
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ROBBIE WAS WAITING by his car when Cyril arrived at the address Robbie had given him when he’d agreed to the job. Robbie was on his phone, but he put it away as soon as he heard Cyril park.

Cyril was glad not to be working on his own anymore. It was what he’d always done and what he’d thought he’d always do. He’d never imagined he would find people who accepted what he could do enough to become his friend.

Robbie clapped his hands as soon as Cyril was with him. “Okay, let’s do this.”

“You sound like you can’t wait to get out of here.”

“That’s because it’s true. The sooner I’m away from this dead person, the sooner I won’t feel like my skin is crawling.”

“Are you sure you want to do this? I worked on my own for years, so it’s not a problem if you’d rather leave or stay outside.” Even though Vale would be pissed. 

He hadn’t come along today only because he’d known that Robbie would be there. After what had happened when Cyril had been kidnapped, Vale was overprotective. Cyril couldn’t say he felt sorry about that. He liked knowing that someone was worried about him, and he liked coming home to Vale and seeing the relief and the love on his boyfriend’s face.

Robbie straightened his back and squared his shoulders. “No. I can do it.”

“I never said you couldn’t. The fact that you can do it doesn’t mean you should do it. A lot of people aren’t comfortable with that.”

“I may not be comfortable with dead people, but you hired me to do a job, and I’ll do it. Besides, it’s not like I have to touch the body. That’s your job.”

And Robbie’s job was to deal with the grieving family. It was a relief because Cyril had never been great at that. He’d done it because it had been inevitable, but he’d always felt awkward. He was better at dealing with dead people than people who were still breathing. He supposed it made sense since he was a necromancer.

Cyril let Robbie take the lead and knock on the door. The exterior of the house had a well-maintained garden that someone had obviously put a lot of care and effort into from the flowers and lush greenery. A white picket fence lined the front yard, and the pathway leading to the front door was flanked by flowering rose bushes that Cyril could smell as he walked past them. The front door was painted a deep shade of red and had a brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head that Robbie ignored in favor of the bell to the side.

It was instantly obvious that Robbie would be great at his job. The woman who opened the door was already crying, and he quickly brought her inside and fussed over her. It left Cyril with nothing to do but look around, which was always a bit awkward, but at least he didn’t have to say anything to make the woman feel better.

The living room Cyril peeked into was spacious and had large bay windows that allowed the sun to stream in. The sunlight was at odds with the heavy tension in the house and with the knowledge that there was a dead body somewhere.

“I know this is a hard time for you,” Robbie murmured. “But we’ll do everything we can to make it easy on you. I’m really sorry for the loss of your husband, Mrs. Maxwell.” 

Mrs. Maxwell pressed a used tissue against her mouth. “Thank you. He’s in the bedroom.”

Cyril didn’t usually ask what had happened if the authorities hadn’t been called. It was none of his business, so he kept his questions to himself unless he had a good reason to believe that something illegal had happened. He was sure that Robbie had looked into it, anyway.

They followed Mrs. Maxwell down the hallway and up the stairs. Cyril could hear voices, so he knew Mrs. Maxwell wasn’t alone. He wasn’t surprised to see three people waiting in the bedroom. The two women were pressed together, holding hands, while the man had his arms crossed over his chest and was scowling. Cyril decided to stay away from him. He looked angry, and Cyril never knew what to do with angry people. 

The bedroom was decorated in soothing tones of blue and white, which again were at odds with the deceased man on the king-sized bed. He lay on a soft-looking comforter and white pillows. The large ornate mirror in the corner reflected the sad scene.

The man on the bed appeared to be in his late sixties, maybe early seventies. He was still young, but then, that was usually the people Cyril was called to be reanimated. When people died in their eighties or later, they knew it was coming and got ready for it.

The scowl on the face of the man standing by the bed got worse, and Cyril hoped he wouldn’t have any trouble. He might have Robbie with him, but Robbie wasn’t exactly a fighter, and neither was Cyril.

Maybe he should have brought Vale alone, after all.

“This is my husband,” Mrs. Maxwell said. “Bobby. And these are my children, Robert Junior, Lisa, and Amanda.”

Robert Junior was pissed. He glared at Cyril as if Cyril was here to offend him. Maybe he didn’t want his father to be reanimated. Sometimes, families were torn over whether or not to use a necromancer.

Cyril smiled at every one of them, including Robert Junior. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

He wasn’t sure which one of the women was Amanda and which one was Lisa, but the one closest to the bed let out a sob and pressed a hand against her eyes. Cyril looked away to give her privacy.

“Just get to the point,” Robert Junior snapped. 

Robbie and Cyril exchanged a glance. Robbie looked annoyed, but he didn’t say anything. He pressed his lips together and nodded at Cyril. Robert Junior wasn’t the first angry family member Cyril had to deal with. He’d learned early on that it was best to ignore how rude they were. After all, they’d just lost someone they loved. People reacted differently to grief. Anger was probably how Robert Junior dealt with it.

Cyril quickly set up. There wasn’t much for him to do, but he had a ritual that helped him get into the right mind frame. He put down his bag and sat on the edge of the mattress next to Bobby. He heard Mrs. Maxwell suck in a breath, but he didn’t look back at her. His whole focus was on the deceased man.

Once he was ready, he delicately wrapped his fingers around Bobby’s wrist. He closed his eyes and pulled as soon as he felt Bobby’s soul. He came easily, as if he wanted to talk to his family. He probably did.

When Bobby opened his eyes, Mrs. Maxwell cried out. She stared at her husband with one hand raised as if she wasn’t sure whether or not she should touch him. Cyril kept in contact with the body. He could maintain the reanimation even when he wasn’t touching the bodies he was working on, but it was easier for him if he was.

“Bobby?” Mrs. Maxwell asked in a trembling voice.

“Oh, Margaret,” Bobby said.

He extended his free hand. His wife took it after hesitating only a moment.

Cyril understood. Mr. Maxwell was dead, yet here he was, talking and wanting to touch his wife. Some people were repulsed by the thought of touching a dead body, even if it was the body of a loved one. Mrs. Maxwell didn’t seem to be. She squeezed her husband’s hand and sobbed.

“Can we get to the point?” Robert Junior asked. “Where’s your will, Dad?”

Bobby reluctantly looked away from his wife. “With my lawyer.”

Robert Junior was already shaking his head. “That’s impossible. That will says that you left everything to Amanda and Lisa. I’m not even mentioned.” 

“I know. I didn’t leave anything to you, Robert.”

“What the fuck are you talking about? Why wouldn’t you?”

Bobby glanced around the room. His gaze caught with Cyril’s, who smiled at him. Bobby looked down at where Cyril’s fingertips pressed into his skin. His expression was sad, and Cyril thought that he knew that whatever was going on, he’d have to deal with it in front of two strangers and was reluctant to do so.

“You know why,” Bobby said softly as he turned back to his son. 

Cyril knew what would happen before it did. When Robert Junior jerked forward, Cyril had to let go of Bobby to get out of the way. Unfortunately, he wasn’t fast enough. Robert Junior pushed him hard enough that he fell sideways. His head hit the corner of the nightstand, and pain exploded in his temple.

Vale wasn’t going to be happy.

* * * *
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“I’M JUST SAYING THAT I’m not planning on retiring anytime soon,” Russell said. “So why would I need a plan?”

Vale pinched the bridge of his nose. “Because you might end up having to retire even if you don’t want to. It’s the nature of the job.”

“But I’m good at it. Nothing’s going to happen to me.”

Vale and Russell had been going round
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