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There’s nothing more dangerous than a bored vampire. The thought came to Ant out of nowhere as he watched Viktor leave the office with a willing Able by his side. Viktor had claimed that Able looked like he needed to go outside. Rather than try and protect Ant and keep him away from other people, Viktor was now chafing to go out at every opportunity. It was almost as though he was mentally willing some renegade gang members to try and abduct him or do something equally stupid. 

Viktor was a centuries-old vampire who wasn’t going to be taken in by a few beings – human or paranormal - who thought they had a chance on cashing in the contract put on Viktor’s and Ant’s heads by Tony “The Hammer” Manzano, who was currently serving jail time, thanks to Ant and his mate. 

Although after their last meeting held at the local police station, Ant did get a quiet form of revenge against Tony – just a little one. Letting the man know he was carrying a spirit trace and that the ghost of the man he’d killed for shits and giggles was haunting him was one of the more amusing things Ant had done recently. 

Admittedly, Tony was now claiming insanity – he was apparently paranoid about spirits – but Ant made sure Bridget sent a letter through to the courts insisting that Tony definitely wasn’t insane at the time he committed the murder, but he was haunted. How that would play out in the courts when it came time for Tony to be sentenced was not up to Ant. That was a court decision. 

In the meantime, Ant had a bored vampire to contend with. Viktor had enjoyed some relaxing and not-so-relaxing times with Ant, but as the days passed, and Ant really didn’t have a lot to do, he could tell Viktor’s mood was getting edgier. 

“Is there something wrong with your mating?” Bridget asked, probably catching Ant’s sigh. 

“I’m fairly sure nothing can go wrong, beyond minor settling in together issues, between two people who have a fated mate bond and who have claimed each other.” Ant tapped his chin. “I believe that’s the case, but I haven’t been mated for very long, so that is partial supposition on my part.” 

He looked up at his sister. “Viktor is bored, not with me, but he’s looking for things to do. Able’s never been walked so often, but Viktor uses him as an excuse to go out, without me, walking around like bait. All he’s missing is a sign on his coat saying, ‘come and get me.’”

“He could do a lot worse with his time than taking some of the riffraff off the streets,” Bridget said. “Perhaps Viktor considers it a form of vampire exercise.” 

Ant frowned at his sister. “I’m fairly sure that’s what got us into trouble with the police in the first place, although that’s probably not being fair to Viktor. He only did what he had to do in a stressful situation. But the police didn’t seem to appreciate his actions.” 

He was still trying to work that out. When he’d been called into the captain’s office after he and Viktor had rescued Bridget, Ant couldn’t understand why anyone was concerned that Viktor would be with him while he was doing the work he’d been contracted to do with the police. 

Ant couldn’t be held responsible that one of the police officers and a defense attorney were murderers. If they hadn’t abducted Bridget in an effort to get at him, they’d still be alive. Viktor had simply been protecting him and Bridget. 

And yes, Viktor had been the right-hand man of Tony Manzano, ignoring his many criminal deeds when he was in that position. Past tense. When Ant and Viktor met, Viktor had a reason to make things right, and he did. It was Viktor who captured Tony, bringing him and the murder weapon to the police station like a special delivery package. Ant’s testimony would see to it that Tony would spend many years behind bars for the reckless and totally random murder of Mr. Fallows months before, among other charges. 

However, anonymous persons had pressured the captain, who Ant had worked with for years, to separate him from his mate on any work Ant might do on the police’s behalf. A rule that was illegal under national mating laws and a slap in the face to Ant, who always valued the work he’d done. 

Ant did the only thing he thought he could do at the time – he resigned as a consultant – and he didn’t regret his decision. Viktor and their mating were always going to come first in his consideration. But it still niggled him that Ant didn’t know who put the pressure on the captain in the first place. 

“I have been investigating,” Bridget said, cutting through his thoughts. “I’ve gone through everything from the captain’s financials to anything else I can think of. But whatever this pressure is, it’s very subtle, and nobody is making a big deal about it. It’s highly possible this is being coordinated by more than one person.” 

She flicked through some papers on her desk. “Don’t get me started on how many people want to see Viktor dead – members of the Manzano family, other criminal families, people that don’t like the way he dresses. I’ve had to add them to the equally sized pool of people who, because of the work you’ve done for the police, would also like to see harm come to you. 

“Pinpointing one or two or half a dozen of those people who might have gotten together to put pressure on the captain, causing you to resign, is not an easy thing to do. Although, in truth, I don’t think these people anticipated your resignation. I do believe the purpose was to separate you two, perhaps so you could be picked off individually.” 

“Viktor is a very sharp dresser. I can’t see anyone objecting to the way he dresses.” Ant hadn’t worried about people wanting to kill him since he first got shot at years before. He had more pressing issues, like how he was going to keep a bored vampire out of trouble.  

“I appreciate all you’re doing,” Ant said, remembering that Bridget liked to feel she was appreciated, which she was. “But in the meantime, what are we supposed to do with our time? Viktor is happy to come to lectures with me, but the academy is still on summer break. Viktor’s used to having things to do every day, and I’m not quite sure what to do with him when we don’t have any appointments.” 

Bridget laughed. “Oh, no. Don’t tell me the sex between you has become pedestrian already.” 

Ant felt his face flush. “I’m not discussing that with you, but no, this has nothing to do with our intimate relationship. That’s fine,” he said quickly. “I didn’t realize how much of my time was spent on those police cases. Now we don’t have that, either. What do mates do with each other when they don’t have cases to work on?”

Bridget was still chuckling, although she did try to control herself. “You get private requests for consulting and scene readings every day. I thought you were going to pick up more of them to do?” 

“But I’m not the police,” Ant insisted. “I don’t have any jurisdiction in cases anymore, and I don’t want Viktor getting into trouble when he helps me. You know how protective he is...”

“Viktor is wonderfully protective,” Bridget agreed. “And he manages to do it without messing up his smart clothes or breaking a sweat.” 

Ant glanced down at his pants. They were clean - there were only two rips around the knees. His T-shirt was relatively new, and there weren’t any stains on it. It was office day. He’d dressed up as much as he was inclined to do. 

“Yes, well, somebody is clearly keeping an eye on what we’re doing, but I’m getting nothing from my senses or the spirits who usually bombard me with information. It’s not like I can even keep in touch with someone I thought was a friend at the police station anymore, either, because it turned out he was a murderer, too.” 

“You’re still struggling with that business with Mike?”

Ant nodded. “Among other things. I don’t understand how I could’ve been so wrong about him.” Officer Mike Casey had been one of the few people at the police station who was always willing to take notes when Ant had a vision, and he was the one who would normally take Ant out to crime scenes, as Ant didn’t drive. 

It wasn’t until Bridget had been captured and Ant was actually in physical contact with Mike – not willingly - that Ant found out it was Mike who’d been conducting a series of murders Ant had been investigating. For Ant that realization was a real gut punch. He had genuinely considered Mike a friend. 

“Surely, you’ve learned over the years, going over these scenes, that you can never learn the ‘why’ of a person who commits these horrific crimes,” Bridget said softly. “No one knows the why of what any person might do, except the individual themselves. You’re not doing yourself any favors by trying to work it out. It’s not like Mike can tell you anything anymore.” 

“No.” Ant blew out a long breath, his hand reaching for Able before he remembered his dog was out with Viktor. They’ve been gone a while. 

“You and Viktor could always work on cases yourself,” Bridget suggested. “If you took out a private investigator’s license, you’d have people flocking to you in droves to solve their issues.”

“I’m not chasing down cheating spouses. There’re never any winners in that situation.” Ant shivered. “Besides, the Magical Council would probably have something to say about that. They’re likely to insist I only work on paranormal cases or limit me in other ways. Too many young mages tried being PIs in the past, from what I understand. Unfortunately, they tended to run roughshod over evidence, had very definite biases on who they thought might be a criminal instead of relying on actual skills, and in some cases, essentially ruined the chances of ever charging and sentencing someone through the courts because of their disregard for the evidence.”

Bridget shook her head. “You’re one of the most highly respected mages in the city, in the state even. I could make the case that you’re one of the most respected mages in the whole country. Your meticulous attention to detail has cleared so many cases off the court dock. Judges know you by your first name. You’re respected, period. Admittedly, Viktor doesn’t have the same reputation at the moment, but he has to start somewhere. Viktor...” 

Bridget trailed off and looked at him - really intensely – in that way Ant had learned his sister did when she thought that her younger brother was hiding something. “Are you worried about Viktor controlling any violent tendencies he might have if you are working on cases?”

“Not worried, no. Not exactly.” Ant looked down at his hands. “Is that bad of me? It probably is, isn’t it? It’s not that I don’t trust Viktor, because I do. And it’s not that I don’t believe in his right to protect me, because I do. The same as I believe in my right to protect him if anybody attacks him. 

“But I’m not sure...” Ant struggled to explain. “Viktor sees things in a very definitive way. If we went out on cases, what if someone else complains he’s gone too far? Bridget, what if they try to use that to separate us?”

Getting up from her desk, Bridget came over, twisting Ant around in his swivel seat and resting her hands on his shoulders. “What’s all this about? When have you ever doubted your inner feelings, your gut instincts about the issues in your life? Why are you putting yourself through this now?” 

Realistically, Ant hadn’t considered that’s what he’d been doing. But as soon as Bridget had mentioned it, he understood his sister was right. “I’ve never had anybody to care about the way I feel about him. No one as much as I care about you,” he said. 

“It’s easier in a way with you. You’re my sister. You don’t come out on my cases, you don’t come with me when I do readings. I’ve warded your home, and this office, and everything else as best I can. I try to keep you safe while respecting that you do a good job of that yourself,” he added quickly, when he noticed Bridget’s lips tightening. 

“This caring about Viktor is so very different. It’s hard for me to put into words. But if somebody was to take him away from me, I would level the city trying to find him, and I’ve never felt like that before.” 

“From what I understand, that’s what being a mate is all about. You need to trust what you’ve always known. Mating doesn’t change that,” Bridget says softly. “Trust your magic. Trust your instincts. Trust your years of experience in both magic and chasing criminals. I’ll keep working on the paperwork side of things and try to find out who’s pressuring the police captain. 

“In the meantime, you and Viktor need to be working together on another project. You’re spending too much time with your thoughts, and that’s not always healthy for you.” Bridget tapped him lightly on his nose before pointing at her desk. “Go through that pile of papers on the left and let your instincts find you something to do.”

“They’re not police cases, are they?” Ant tried to peer at the top page of the pile.

“The police pile is on the right. The pile on the left that I want you to go through is requests from families of victims who are desperate for help.”

“Why do we still have a pile of police requests?” It wasn’t as though Ant had a working relationship with anyone else at the police department. Aside from the captain and the late Mike, most other officers were barely polite if they saw him, preferring to work cases their own way. 

Bridget laughed as she went back over to her desk. “The police seem to have some misguided idea you’re still on call for them. I’ve made a formal email reply letting them know you no longer work for the police department as a consultant, but for some reason, the message doesn’t seem to get through.” 

“That could be because the police captain and members of the prosecution team don’t want to believe my resignation was final, either,” Ant said, getting out of his chair and reaching for the pile Bridget mentioned. “There are messages piling up on my phone from the captain and Prosecutor Hammond that I haven’t responded to yet.” He picked up the pile, frowning as he checked the details on the top page. “There’s no one here asking me to find their long-lost diamonds or something ridiculous, is there?” 

Bridget shook her head. “Nope. That’s yet another pile, and I’ve already filed them in the trash bin. I know you don’t use your magic for trivialities.”

“I don’t think I could anyway.” Ant pondered the idea. “That could make an interesting research paper. I’ll have to check the archives and see if anyone has done something similar. I work with and for victims, but is it possible that an inanimate object, such as a diamond necklace or even a pen, could be considered a victim if they’re lost? Everything in existence carries a certain energy, which could be argued makes them a living being.” 

“Only you would find that interesting – well, you and your cronies at the Mage Academy. In the meantime, I’m sure I can hear Able running up those stairs. You and Viktor can take that pile of papers with you and go over them while you have lunch somewhere else. I have work I need to get done. You being bored and distracted is just as annoying to me as I’m sure Viktor’s boredom is to you. Go on, get out and leave me to tackle my to-do list.” 

Stuffing the papers in his satchel and grabbing his coat, Ant reached the door just as Able got to the top of the stairs. His gorgeous German shepherd’s tail was wagging as it always did when he saw Ant, but he kept looking back down the stairs as if he wanted to go back down. 

“What have you done with Viktor?” Slinging his satchel over his shoulder, Ant reached down and gave Able a pat. “What’s he done with your leash? I can’t believe you made it up the stairs before he did.” 

The words had barely left his mouth when Ant felt a sudden flare of pain in his gut, as though someone had stabbed him. Viktor! Dropping his coat, he ran down the stairs, Able barking madly as he ran with him. 
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“What the hell did you do that for?” Viktor scowled, dabbing at the blood welling up from a knife cut in his shirt. “I’m supposed to be having lunch with my mate in less than thirty minutes, and now I have to find a new fucking shirt.” 

“It got your attention, didn’t it?” Giorgio, Tony Manzano’s former bodyguard, showed his teeth as he wiped his blade on a piece of tissue and stuffed both of them in his pocket. “I always heard you vamps tend to go into a blood rage over the sight of blood. I wondered if it worked when you saw your own. It doesn’t look like it, though, which is a bummer.” 

“All you’ve done is ruin a perfectly good shirt.” Viktor stuck his finger through the hole. As expected, his skin had already healed, but he didn’t have any magic that would fix the hole in his shirt. Ant is going to be pissed at me. 

Looking up, he flashed his fangs at Giorgio, who took a step back. “Why the hell did you text me? I’m not helping get Tony out of jail if that’s what you’re wondering.” 

“Tony’s old news. I come bearing a message from Carmine Doukas.”

“Doukas?” Viktor frowned. The Doukas family was much like the Manzanos, except they originated from Greece. Tony and Carmine had been rivals for years. “Your family loyalty didn’t last long. Did the Manzanos stop paying you?”

“Bah.” Giorgio flicked his hand, wandering over and leaning against the alley wall, before pulling out a packet of cigarettes. “Everyone over at the big house is running around like headless chickens, aren’t they. No one knows who’s controlling the money. The family is wailing and carrying on, trying to order people to storm the damn jail. It’s ridiculous. Tony’s lawyer has been around, bringing messages about how Tony is still in charge, and he’ll beat his murder charge, but yeah, gossip from the jail is that he’s going crazy. All he keeps talking about is ghosts. I prefer a more peaceful life with a solid paycheck.” 

“And you think you’ll get that from Carmine? Good luck with that.” Viktor winced as he felt Ant getting closer. His poor mate must’ve run from the office. “You’d best fuck off. My mate’s on his way. He’s not happy, and when he sees this shirt, he’s going to be even more upset.” 

“Hey, no need for me to run. I’ll wait and get an introduction. It saves me saying the same thing twice.” Giorgio lit a cigarette and blew a puff of smoke in Viktor’s direction. “From what I hear, this guy you call a mate is only a little guy, and it’s not like he can use his magical woo-woo on the whole alley, like he did with his house. Mr. Doukas wants to speak to him. Unlike Tony, he can see value in having a magical being who knows a lot of judges on his side.” 

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Viktor moved to the opposite wall as Ant came running around the corner, Able at his side. Viktor saw it – the moment Ant clocked the blood on his shirt and the sneer of the man standing opposite him. 

“Able. Restrain.” Ant pointed in Giorgio’s direction. 

The change in the dog was instant. Gone was the happy German shepherd smile and wagging tail. Able’s hackles went up as he showed his teeth, and he didn’t break a stride as he sprinted in Giorgio’s direction, his growl loud enough to be heard on the street. 

“What the fuck?” Giorgio threw his cigarette on the ground as he started running down the alley, away from the advancing dog. “Call him off,” he yelled. “Call him off. Aargh.” There was a thud as Able leaped and landed on his back. “Get him off me!”

“Six blocks.” Ant’s chest heaved as he stood in front of Viktor, totally ignoring Able and Giorgio. “Six blocks I ran because I was worried about you.” He poked at Viktor’s stomach. “I felt the pain when that knife went in. I felt it, as if someone did it to me. How could you be so careless!” 

Viktor immediately felt guilty. “I’m sorry, my mate,” he said softly, putting his arms around Ant’s back and encouraging him closer. “I didn’t ask to be stabbed. It just happened.” 

“The same as you just happened to be in this alley, I suppose. When you told me you wanted to take Able out. Able doesn’t frequent alleys unless he’s searching for dead bodies.” Ant’s eyes were flashing. Viktor quickly pushed down his arousal that seemed to happen anytime Ant was feeling feisty. Wrong type of feisty. 

“I was walking Able, and then I got a text...”

“So, you sent Able back to me, with no leash on.” Ant’s voice was low, but Viktor had no trouble hearing him. “You’ve been on edge for weeks, and now this. I was worried sick.”

Ant’s shoulders were trembling, and Viktor learned a dose of guilt was a great cock-blocker. “I’m sorry. I’ll talk to you more. We’ll find something to do...”

“Bridget has some projects for us. They’re in my satchel. I was going to talk to you about them over lunch.” Ant huffed as he stepped back. He rested his hand on Viktor’s shirt, and Viktor felt a brush of magic as Ant did his thing. Within a blink, the rip in Viktor’s dark blue shirt was gone along with the blood stain. “We’re supposed to work together,” Ant said firmly, pulling out of Viktor’s arms completely. “So, who is this guy, and what does he want?”

Wanting the connection, because Ant’s upset was still flowing through their bond, Viktor took Ant’s hand, leading him over to where Able was doing a great job of keeping Giorgio in place. “This is Giorgio, former bodyguard for Tony Manzano and now messenger boy, apparently, for Carmine Doukas. Doukas apparently wants to meet you.” 

“Would you get this fucking dog off me? He weighs a ton.” Giorgio grunted as Able slapped a paw on his head, forcing his face into the ground. 

“Able, get off,” Ant said quietly. “Good boy. You don’t want to hang around someone like that. You don’t know where he’s been.” He patted Able’s head as the dog came and stood beside him. “Why would I want to meet Carmine Doukas? I’ve already met him. I don’t need to do that again.” 

“You already know him?” Viktor looked at Ant in shock, noticing Giorgio’s mouth had dropped open, too. When Giorgio noticed Viktor looking at him, he quickly scrambled to his feet, brushing the dust and gravel off his clothes. 

“I met him a couple of years ago.” Ant nodded. “He was one of Bridget’s disastrous dates. She didn’t know he was a gangster when she invited me to dinner with them. He told her he was an investment banker. He’s one of those annoying people who insists on shaking a person’s hand.”

“Ooh. That wouldn’t have gone well.” Viktor knew his magical mate struggled with any casual physical contact with a person. Just the briefest touch could cause Ant to see every bad thing that person had done in their life, or at least the previous week. 

“No, it didn’t. Bridget and I went and got burgers that night.” Ant looked at Giorgio. “Were you waiting for a message to take back to Carmine?”

Giorgio looked between Ant and Viktor and then nodded quickly. “He wants to meet up with you. He’s got important matters he wants to discuss with you.” 

“I want lunch, and Able needs water. That’s the most important thing to me right now.” Ant’s foot tapped on the asphalt as he glanced in Viktor’s direction. “Did you want to meet with and hear what Doukas has to say?”

“I’ve met the man before, too,” Viktor said slowly. “It’s always interesting to hear someone’s proposition before refusing them,” he suggested. “Although having lunch takes priority.”

“I know,” Ant grumbled. “I ran six blocks. I don’t do that for anyone.” He glared at Giorgio. “Run back and tell your master we’ll be available for a meeting at two this afternoon. We should’ve finished eating by then. He can find us at the Mandalin. He can join us for coffee if he wants to see us so badly, but we won’t be waiting around if he’s late.” 

“Er...er...” Giorgio had the look of a hunted rabbit. Viktor mentally chuckled. Ant could have that effect on anyone. 

“Mr. Doukas insists you go to meet him,” Giorgio said quickly. “That’s how it’s done. If anyone wants to see him, then they have to go to him.” 

“Your logic doesn’t make sense.” Ant shook his head. “I don’t want to see Carmine Doukas. Once was enough for me. I want lunch. I’ve told you where we’ll be this afternoon. I can’t be fairer than that. In the meantime, hand over your knife.” 

“My knife?” Giorgio slapped his hand over his pocket. 

“Yes, your knife.” Ant clicked his fingers, and the blade appeared in his hand. “The one you stabbed my mate with.” 

Ant threw it into the air. Able started to growl as a glow appeared around the blade. Even Viktor’s eyes widened slightly as the knife started to change, morphing into a metallic blob that spread out and swirled in the air, before forming a ball which dropped into Ant’s waiting hand. “Here,” he said, throwing it back. “The next time you pull a knife anywhere near my mate, I’ll take that ball and shove it so far up your butt, you’ll choke on it. Viktor, I’m ready for lunch now.” 

“So am I.” Viktor wrapped his arm around Ant’s shoulder. “I believe you said the Mandalin?”

“Yes. What did you do with Able’s leash? Did you lose it? He won’t be allowed in there without it, and I’m not sure I have a spare.”

“I didn’t lose it. I’ve got it in my pocket.” Viktor pulled it out, and dropping his arm from Ant’s shoulder, he called to Able and quickly clipped it into the dog’s collar before handing the end to his mate. 

“I didn’t want Able to trip on the end of the lead as he was running up the stairs,” he explained as he draped his arm over Ant’s shoulder again and led him out of the alley. “Taking the leash off seemed like a good idea.” 

“It was a better idea than the one where you decided to run six blocks in a blink and got met by a knife,” Ant agreed. 

Viktor chuckled softly. “How long are you going to be annoyed with me about that? I didn’t know that was going to happen.”

“You’re paying for my lunch and a full meal for Able,” Ant said firmly.

“Definitely.” 

Ant’s affection swept across their bond like a warm breeze – something Viktor was grateful for. He just hoped Carmine Doukas didn’t interrupt their lunch. For all Giorgio’s posturing, Carmine wanted something, and Viktor knew he would show up at some point to ruin their afternoon. 
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Chapter Three
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Still shaken by the events of the morning, Ant managed to make casual conversation until they had finished eating. But when Viktor pushed his empty plate aside, Ant was compelled to at least try to have the conversation he’d been avoiding. He was aware enough to know the conversation might not go well, but he owed it to Viktor and their mating to try.

“I know we both agreed we weren’t good at talking about our feelings, do you remember?” he asked, looking up into Viktor’s eyes. His mate was looking particularly smart, especially now Ant had fixed his shirt. His dark hair was combed back and tied at the nape of his neck, which seemed to be Viktor’s preferred style, and he looked as though he could easily break someone in two or stride down a fashion catwalk. Viktor seemed to have a knack of always looking as though he was in control. 

Which makes him the perfect mate for me. Ant wasn’t the type to ever compare himself to anyone else. If he did, being with Viktor might make him feel inadequate – especially in the looks department. But Ant already knew that Viktor was so much deeper and complex than he appeared. 

“You’ve been edgy since I resigned from the police force,” he explained bluntly. “I know you didn’t plan to get a text today from an old colleague. I believe you when you said you wanted to take Able out for a walk, that was your only goal at the time. The knife incident wasn’t planned – I believe that as well. But aside from the events of the morning, I still get the idea you’re not happy, and because I’m your mate, that worries me.” 

“I never meant to worry you,” Viktor said. “By the same token, I believe happiness is a relative term. I’m extremely content with you in my life. I am beyond glad that I have found my fated one. You mean more to me than anything. My stress, my angst, whatever it is that you’re feeling, and not able to put into words, well...I’m not sure I have words for those feelings, either.”

That wasn’t helpful. “Can you at least give me an idea of what we’re dealing with?” Ant used “we” deliberately. He needed Viktor to understand that if his mate had a problem, he would do everything in his power to help. 

Viktor must’ve picked that up through their bond. “I know how supportive you are of me,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to put that into words. As to what this other business is...” Viktor let out a long breath. “I’m not sure I can explain because I’ve not been conscious of feeling like this before. I’ve lived a very long and busy life. I’ve always had something to do, and I find our periods of inactivity more difficult to deal with than I’d assumed I would.”

“I remember when we were lying out in the yard,” Ant reminded his mate. “That was only a couple of weeks ago. You said you were happy with the peace and not having anything to do, just spending time with me and Able. I’m not silly enough to think for a second that a mate can become the whole focus of somebody’s world. What concerns me about this...this...” Ant struggled to find the word he needed. “This disconnect,” he said at last, “is that even though you knew I was aware of your rising agitation, because of who I am and what I do, you still didn’t talk to me about it.”

“That’s what bothered you?” Viktor didn’t seem upset, more curious. 

“When I don’t know the facts of a situation, it’s easy for me to imagine the worst - that perhaps your agitation is because of me and something I’m doing. I know people are often uncomfortable around me, and I’m sure I’ve read a paper somewhere where feeling like that is considered human nature.”

Viktor chuckled. “You’re not strictly human, precious, and I’m definitely not. I understand that from an academic perspective, it would be simple to assume that any agitation or ill feeling I had could be directed at you. I hope that there’s nothing in my actions that have indicated it’s actually you I’ve been upset with, because nothing’s further from the truth.”

“That was one of the things that made it so difficult to work out,” Ant admitted. “You know you’re my first and only relationship, and I don’t always know if I’m doing or not doing something wrong. I knew you weren’t angry with me. But when you carry so much tension almost all the time, I’m not sure what I’m expected to do about it. That’s why I had hoped you would talk to me.” 

Viktor nodded. “That makes sense.” 

“Today was a good example,” Ant said, quietly relieved that Viktor wasn’t just dismissing his concerns. “You seemed relieved when I said we were going to the office, and I can understand you wanting to get out of the house for a while. But do you miss your life with Tony that much? Is that why you rushed off to answer a text from one of his henchmen?”

“I answered the text because I was curious,” Viktor said. “He told me where to meet him, and we were in the area. I’m not sure if he knew we were in town or assumed I’d travel to meet him. You’d know more about whether we had a stalker or not.”

Ant grinned because that was true. 

“You have your magic, but I get this feeling...” Viktor leaned over the table, reaching for Ant’s hand
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