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Darien’s ready for a quiet life— back to studying, sleeping with his ridiculously appealing necromancer, playing magical Fetch with his dog-familar. But breaking the demon portals was only a temporary solution, when there are sorcerers out there rebuilding them. Much as he’d like to shove the rest of the job on someone else, Darien’s not willing to see his world burn.

Silas is ready to turn the whole hunting-dark-sorcerers mess over to the Guild. Except he doesn’t trust his council members as far as he can throw them, the sorcerer Chicago has sent sets his teeth on edge, and if they get it wrong, Darien’s life is at risk. So with Grim at his side, and Pip encouraging Darien, they, Jasper, and Magda will take on one more hunt to find and stop the portal-builders.
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Chapter 14

Silas eyed their small motel room as he closed the door behind them— clean enough, with two double beds not singles. That was all he’d asked for.

Darien shuffled over to one of the beds and sat heavily. Through the six-hour drive back down across the border, Darien had alternated between sleeping like the dead and waking abruptly to shift around in his seat, restless but oddly silent. He’d been so unlike his normal self that Silas had turned down his offers to do some of the driving, hoping rest might help.

With a jaw-cracking yawn, Darien spread his arms wide and fell backward on the mattress. “I love this bed. I might marry this bed.”

“Because they won’t let you marry Silas?” Pip cocked his head.

Darien cackled with laughter. “Something like that.”

Bless the dog. Darien hadn’t sounded that lighthearted since he’d been trapped in those cuffs again. Silas slid his coat off his shoulders, aware of the weight in one pocket. He eased the pink perfume bottle out and set it on the dresser before putting away his jacket in the tiny closet. “Hey, Dar, want to toss me your coat and I’ll hang it?”

“Too tired. Can’t move.” Darien rolled his head to stare at the bottle. “What are we going to do with that? When we get home, I mean? Right now, can you find a spot where I don’t feel like it’s watching me?”

Silas pulled open the top drawer of the cheap dresser and set the bottle carefully inside, sliding the drawer shut. He felt reluctant to have it out of sight, as if the demon might somehow escape if he wasn’t watching it. That was foolish, of course. He’d sealed the bottle correctly, he was sure. Mostly sure… He eased the drawer open enough to see the pink quartz sitting intact and inert, then shut it again. Darien was right. The room felt warmer without its tiny, looming presence.

He turned back to the bed. “We need to lock it away somewhere it’ll never be found. A deep mine shaft maybe. Or buried in concrete in the foundation of a skyscraper.”

“Will it break eventually? Or will the spell fade after you die? Or will the demon die first?”

“If I did it right, the spell is powered by the demon inside, like the other bottles we’ve found. As long as the demon lives, the spell lives, even if the sorcerer dies. How long that is?” He shook his head. “I don’t think anyone knows. But some demons claim to have been on Earth centuries ago, and standard banishment is for a thousand and one years, as if the demons are likely to outlive that.”

Darien frowned. “Not a lot of places on Earth stay unchanged for a thousand years. Even the concrete under a building isn’t forever. I’d hate for some guy jack-hammering that for the next biggest building in a hundred years to break it open.”

“We’ll have to give the problem some thought.” Silas lay down beside Darien carefully, his head on the pillow, feet up on the bed, which put Darien’s head down around his hip level. He eased his fingers into Darien’s hair with the lightest of touches. “I had a thought.” He paused there, not sure if this was the time to broach it. He’d had six hours in the car to think.

After a drawn-out silence, Darien said, “What thought?” He sat up, pulled off his jacket and dropped it on the floor, then scooted up the bed to lie next to Silas, head turned to meet his eyes.

“About what we do next. This should be the end of the demons. Well, the current mess of them anyway.” There were always more demons, but hopefully they’d return to a once-a-year nuisance. Maybe one Spry could handle for a while. “The councils can hardly ask more of us. And they’ll owe us a bunch of money.”

“They will?”

“Sure. Demon bounty. One in Granny Abels. Twelve in Coilingbroke. Even if Worthington insists on half the credit—”

“How could he? He backed off and let you banish them all.”

Silas shrugged. “He was there. He contributed energy. Either way, at least six would be my share. Another seven in Cloud Ridge. They’ll bitch, but I think they’ll pay. We’ll be pretty flush for cash.”

“Or you will be.” The dark undercurrent in Darien’s voice rang alarm bells in Silas’s brain.

He touched Darien’s cheek. “What’s mine is yours, you must know that. My money, my life. My heart.” He lightened his tone. “My bed, my bacon.”

“I think some of the bacon is Grim’s.” Darien sighed. “I just… it feels wrong to earn money for killing people.”

“Most of the demons I’d banished before you came along meant killing someone. Was that wrong?”

“No. I guess not. I… It’s different in the heat of the moment, like when you were fighting Crosby. Or Zaruda, down in the Veil. But I sucked the air out of that house and slowly smothered those people to death. Yeah, I know, they were planning worse, and that method kept most of the demons from getting loose, but it feels like I’m dirty, somehow. Stained, by this thing I did. And I wonder how you can want to be with me when I’m a deliberate murderer.”

Silas wanted to pull Darien in for a hug, but the stiffness of Darien’s body suggested he might not be receptive. Instead, Silas turned on his side and slid up to press a kiss to Darien’s hair, staying there, his face against the dark strands. “You’re not stained. You are pure, solid gold.”

“You’re just seeing my power.” Darien didn’t move away, though.

“I’m seeing your heart. Your soul, which is something I didn’t believe in, except when I look at you, there’s a core in you so strong and bright and vital it transcends time.”

Darien cleared his throat. “Poetry, Silas?”

“Whatever it takes for you to know your worth.” He brushed a kiss over Darien’s temple. “I’m the ordinary one. The guy who spent ten years before you laying ghosts and acting like a demon rat-catcher, killing the dark sorcerers who’d summoned demons as a chore, without much thought.”

Although that wasn’t quite true. As an apprentice, he’d agonized over the process and the deaths. Coldwell and Norlington had pushed and shamed him out of caring, emphasizing necessity and duty and “they brought it on themselves” until his empathy was burned out.

He kissed Darien’s cheek. “You’re a better man than I am.”

“Bullshit.” Darien pressed a hand to Silas’s jaw and turned to him for a real kiss.

“Yada yada.” Grim stood up on the other bed and stretched. “That’s our cue to go hunt mice, puppy. Come along.” He jumped off the bed with more thud than any cat should’ve produced.

Pip stood, shook himself, and followed Grim to the door.

Grim stood on his hind legs to pat the handle. “Lock this. I’ll tap on the window when we’re back. And do get some sleep. Eventually.”

Silas rolled off the bed to let the familiars outside. Grim could open the door if he chose, but not relock it. As the two trotted off into the dark parking lot, Silas heard Pip murmur, “How long are we hunting?” and heard Grim reply, “With those two? Might be all night.”

He closed the door, threw the lock and the night latch, and returned to Darien’s side. “There’s something a bit embarrassing about our familiars speculating on our sex life.”

“Gonna let that stop you?” But Darien snuggled up to him, his head under Silas’s chin, and the arm and leg he wrapped over Silas didn’t feel particularly sensual. “You said you had an idea? About what to do with our money?”

“Yes.” Silas hugged Darien closer, ignoring the faint whisper of desire. “I thought maybe you’d like to take an ocean trip. Maybe go to France? See your father?” He held his breath, not sure if he’d overstepped.

“France? Like, on a boat?”

“Yeah. A cruise. Then, somewhere over deep water, we could let a certain bottle sink beneath the waves.”

“Ooh, I do like that. Might fill a portable safe with concrete around it first to be sure it sinks and doesn’t collapse. We could drop the whole thing overboard.”

“Whatever makes us feel safe. Concrete and a lock works for me.”

Darien nodded against his shoulder. “That might be the best we can do. And if the damned demon escapes when the safe decays five hundred years from now, what’s it going to do? Possess a shark?”

Silas shuddered.

Darien raised on one elbow to peer down at him. “Tell me a demon can’t possess a shark.”

“I don’t think so. If there are sharks with magical talents, they’re keeping it awfully quiet. I don’t think their brains are big enough.”

Darien thumped his shoulder. “Don’t scare me like that.” He lay back down. “We could leave Jasper and Hamish to watch the house. That collection of books might be a good distraction for Hamish. Poor guy. I was captive a fraction as long, minus the torture, and I still sometimes dream…” His voice trailed off.

Silas rubbed circles on his back. “So yes to a trip to France?”

“Maybe. Probably. I don’t know if I want to visit my dad.”

“We can play that part by ear. You know, sodomy’s been legal in France for almost two hundred years.”

“Well, shit. I didn’t know that. By all means.” Darien ran his tongue-tip up Silas’s throat. “Let’s go to France.”

The tickle of that wet touch made Silas grab Darien’s hair and pull him off, kissing him instead to enjoy that wicked tongue where it belonged.

When the kiss wound down, Silas said, “The Cunard line lets people bring pets. I checked.” He’d been thinking about France for a while. He deeply wished he’d spent more time with his dad while he could, and that ache hit home even harder after unearthing Coldwell’s lies. Darien and his father had a different relationship, but maybe there was hope for keeping their father-son bond alive.

“Hell, yeah. Not going anywhere without Pip and Grim.”

“Grim would eviscerate us with his claws if we tried.”

“And eat our livers.”

Silas chuckled. “After demanding that we cook them properly.” He nudged Darien’s cheek with his nose. “The time we spend catering to those two. Although I guess we get something in return.”

“Worth it.” Darien settled in against him. “I appreciate him and Pip giving us this time together, but I’m afraid I’m not good for much tonight.”

“I’m tired too.” Silas hadn’t realized how much until the words made him feel the pull of gravity sucking him down into the mattress. “We’ll probably have a couple of days home alone before the others get back.”

“Huh?”

“Time for the repair place to get the part for Locke’s car and fix it, and then the drive back. At least one day, more likely two.”

“I’d forgotten. Now I feel a bit guilty making everyone else go with Locke. They’re stuck in the Minnesota boonies with him.”

“They outnumber him. And you didn’t make anyone go along. They chose to gift us with this time together. At least, Magda and Jasper did.”

“I guess. We have good friends.”

“We do.” That was another thing Silas had to thank Darien for. Before Darien, his closest human friends had been the man who betrayed him under demon control— and boy, is that water under the bridge now. I should tell Norgaard he’s forgiven. And Mrs. Vaughn, whom he visited far too seldom. I have many friends now, because no one can resist Darien. Well, other than the Chicago sorcerers, and they didn’t deserve Darien. “I don’t miss being alone one bit.”

“Good. Because you’re stuck with me.” Darien kissed his cheek, and they rolled face to face, the kissing becoming more purposeful, but still slow and sweet and warm. Darien’s breaths got softer and longer, between brushes of lips.

A thud at the window beside Silas startled him. He leaned across to lift the curtain out of the way and jumped as Grim’s damp paw thumped the glass by his nose. Droplets rolling down the window showed why the cat looked bedraggled.

“Oh, dear.” Silas got up.

“What?” Darien barely stirred.

“It’s raining.” He hurried to unlock and open the door.

Grim stalked past him, followed by Pip. Grim looked him up and down. “I’m amazed you still have clothes on. Although relieved, since there are some sacrifices I won’t make.” Grim twitched his damp ears and rubbed his face with a paw. “Staying out in the rain is one of them.”

“I don’t mind the rain.” Pip shook himself vigorously.

“Of course not,” Grim muttered, just loud enough for Silas to hear. “You carry your own sunshine with you.”

“Huh?” Pip cocked his head.

“I said, you don’t have half the fur I do. Or half the sense. Come on, pup, there’s a spare bed. Lots of room.” Grim leaped to the pillows on the other bed and curled up, kneading with his paws.

Pip glanced back and forth from Grim to Darien, muttering, “That’s not what he said,” but in the end he joined Grim on the spare bed, sprawling on the other pillow.

Silas considered saying something about wet fur and bedding, but decided in this case, silence was the better part of valor. He’d leave a big tip for the maid. Locking the door securely, he went back to Darien.

Darien barely stirred as Silas stripped down to his shorts, tugged the covers out from under his man, and worked the jeans off Darien’s hips. “Come on, you’ll sleep better.”

“With you.” Darien fumbled at Silas’s hand, tugging on his wrist. “I sleep best with you.”

“Of course.” They’d remember to mess up the other bed in the morning, for appearances’ sake, but tonight he— me, the independent loner who never let anyone get closer than an anonymous blow job— would indulge in hour after hour spent wrapped around his man. Let the bad dreams come, let the world frown. He’d hold tight to Darien and put everything he was between a cold, hard world and the sorcerer he loved. And in the morning, maybe Grim would be in the mood for a longer mouse hunt.

***

Darien paused in the hall outside the mansion library a few days later, peering through the open door. Hamish lounged in the most comfortable chair, deep leather with thickly padded arms, turning the pages of a battered book. Jasper sat at the desk, his attention focused on one of Vankemp’s notebooks. Xsing crouched on the rug near the fireplace, his neck arched like a vulture while peering at very close range over the text he was reading.

“Are you sure they don’t make eyeglasses for raccoons?” Xsing asked peevishly. “That seems very species-prejudiced. We clearly need them even more than humans.”

“You might try holding a monocle,” Hamish suggested. “Or a magnifying glass.”

Jasper pushed his own reading glasses up his nose. “Sorry. But Hamish is right. I think I saw a magnifying glass somewhere.” He spotted Darien as he straightened. “Oh, hi. Is it lunchtime already?”

“Past it. I figured you lot might need a nudge.”

Hamish looked up without standing. “I might pass on lunch today.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Darien told him. “I’m not carrying your scrawny carcass up the stairs if you pass out from low blood sugar.”

“He’s right.” Jasper came around the desk and held a hand toward Hamish. “Come on. We all need to eat. I have an interesting discovery I’ll tell you all about at the table.”

Hamish hmphed, but clasped Jasper’s wrist and let himself be hauled up from the chair.

“Lunch.” Xsing rose on his hind legs, nose twitching. “I don’t smell bacon or soup. I wonder what we’re having today.”

“Sandwiches,” Darien said. “Because someone needs to go grocery shopping. But we have good pickles and Silas’s bread, and Magda came around with Mrs. Vaughn’s cookies for dessert.”

“Her special cookies? You should’ve mentioned those first thing.” Xsing trotted off down the hall, his gait oddly rolling but rapid and confident.

Just like Xsing, come to think of it.

When the humans were all seated at the table with an extra chair squeezed in for Magda, Jasper said through his first mouthful of bread, “Vankemp left notes on why they set up their portals where they did. It had to do with the Great Spell.”

“How so? What would Cloud Ridge and Coilingbroke have to do with the Great Spell?” Silas absently put an extra slice of cheese down into Pip’s plate on the floor, and Darien hid a smile. Hid another one when Grim snagged the slice out of Pip’s dish and ate it himself, and Silas added another without a pause in the conversation.

My eccentric little family.

“It turns out,” Jasper explained, “that the Great Spell, though it covers the whole of North America as it was designed to do, isn’t uniform. It gets thin where there’s little magic to hide, and few sorcerers to tithe their power to it, and thicker where there’s more magic and more tithing.”

“Cloud Ridge?” Hamish had been breaking bits off the crust of his bread and rolling them in his fingers, but he looked up, frowning. “I think I was the only sorcerer for a hundred miles there. Hardly a hot spot.”

“But you were there.” Jasper gave Hamish a look Darien would’ve called fond, if he hadn’t been keeping his lip buttoned. Darien had no idea if Hamish was gay or not, but Jasper seemed to be getting attached. He hoped it wouldn’t end in heartbreak. At least Hamish had turned out to be open minded enough that Darien and Silas didn’t have to hide in their own home. His stay would’ve been a lot shorter otherwise.

“Sorry to disappoint you, Jas, but I’m not that special,” Hamish said.

“But you were tithing to the Great Spell, a lot. What did you say, that the only magical stuff you were doing was your dowsing work, and the tithe? You’re a strong power, and you were feeding the spell, and maybe it liked you.”

“Liked me? It’s not alive.”

“It’s an interesting structure. Not sentient, no, but it does seem to grow and adapt, and change over time.” Jasper took another bite and shot a look of bright interest at Darien. “For instance, records show the node in this area was strong for decades and intensified again right after Darien began studying with Silas.”

As Darien tried to work out if that was a good thing or a bad one, Silas said, “So when they were ready to build their portals, they picked areas where the Great Spell was already strong?”

“Yes. For two reasons. Camouflage, for one. They didn’t want sudden shifts in the Great Spell to show where they were setting up, if the gates drew the spell to them. The spell supervisors might’ve been curious why new power shifts were happening.”

“Were the supervisors curious about, um, me?” Darien still couldn’t believe he was all that important, but Jasper was usually right about power.

“Probably. But there are just a few academics tracking the Great Spell’s health and power distribution, and they don’t move quickly. The two I spoke to on the phone had both noticed the recent power shift in this area. Eventually they’d have checked it out— checked you out.”

Hamish said, “You mentioned two reasons?”

“Since they planned to take down the Great Spell, when they were ready, being in position to take out the strongest nodes might’ve been enough to cause the whole spell to crash.”

“Take out how?’ Silas asked.

“I haven’t gotten that far in his notes. Murder the strongest tithing sorcerers? Bomb the sites where the local piece of the spell is written? Release demons on those involved? I’d guess a mix of those.”

“Lovely folk,” Hamish said flatly, biting hard into his sandwich. He paused, looking surprised as if he hadn’t meant to eat, but then chewed and took another bite.

Magda asked, “Has the council paid you anything yet, Silas?”

“They paid the bounty for the first demon, the one in Granny Abels. They sent me after that one, so they could hardly do less. The rest is under advisement.”

“Threaten to send Darien after them. They were spooked but good when they couldn’t hold him.”

“Chicago was spooked. That’s one of the sticking points. How much should councils in other places kick in to this bounty? Clearly, what we did saved lives in places as far apart as New York, Atlanta, and San Francisco. They’re grateful, but when it comes to money?” Silas shook his head.

“Cheap bastards.”

Darien suggested, “We could threaten to wake up the sorcerer from his coma in San Francisco and turn him loose. That might motivate ’em.”

“Could you do that?” Pip’s eyes went big.

“Nah.” Maybe, if he poured all the power he could gather into a local healer, but he’d be damned if he’d spend an ounce of someone’s power saving those bastards. “But it might remind them who’s in charge.”

Grim jumped up on the table, making the plates rattle, and stared into his face. “Are you saying that’s you, Darien Green? Really?”

Darien had to laugh. “I can fake it till we make the dough. And then split. Paris, here we come.”

Magda dug in her purse and set a foil package on the table. “Mrs. Vaughn says we all need to get our strength back up. She sent cookies and all her best wishes, and said don’t you dare head to Paris without another visit.”

The opening of the foil let out a wonderful aroma of brown sugar and vanilla and chocolate. Even Hamish reached for one immediately. Silas crumbled a cookie on the table for Grim, handed one to Xsing, and set one down for Pip. “Tell her not to worry,” he mumbled around a big bite. “Cruises need reservations and more. It’ll be months before we go. We’ll be by to see her soon.”

“She said she accidentally scried that you’d packed a suitcase.”

“Just one.” Darien met Silas’s eyes. The day after getting home, they’d gone out and bought a simple home safe and cement mix. The rose quartz demon bottle was now frozen in a cube of cement, inside the locked safe, and the whole thing zippered and roped into a suitcase with a very sturdy handle. For now, it lived tucked away in the closet in their room, protected by Darien’s best spells. One day, they’d send the damned thing to rest on the ocean floor. Darien couldn’t wait. “Wait. Accidentally scried?”

“She was worried about you.”

“She’s a nosy old lady.” Silas said it with affection. “She





















































Epilogue – Grim

Grim had used his first day onboard ship to get used to the sway of the waves, although this wasn’t his first ocean voyage. By now, three days out from shore, he’d regained the hang of timing his leaps perfectly to the rise and fall of the deck. Any errors of judgment had been made early and invisibly, out of sight of humans. And away from the puppy, of course.

Pip had a regrettable tendency to hero worship, worse now he sometimes stared at Grim and murmured, “That was you.” Grim needed to settle the youngster back down, but not by letting Pip see him be clumsy. Some compromises a cat will never make.

He crept along the edge of the upper level until he reached a point above where Silas and Darien leaned side by side on the railing of the main deck below. A neat leap landed him silently beside Darien, who jumped in a gratifying way.

“Jesus, Grim.” Darien kept his tone appropriately hushed. “You scared me.”

“I didn’t see anyone about,” Grim reported to Silas. “This is as good a time as any.”

Silas turned to Darien. “Ready?”

“I guess so.” Darien frowned, visible to Grim’s cat-eyes in the near-darkness. “It’s stupid and futile that I kind of want to open the whole thing up, just to make sure the demon is in there.”

Pip sniffed at the rope-bound suitcase. “But then you’d have to let it out.”

“I know. And I’m not really worried. Just saying.” Darien turned to Silas. “Shall we do this?”

Silas squeezed his arm. “Ready when you are.”

Grim saw the muscles in Silas’s arm tense as he heaved at the case. Darien pointed and a swirl of his shield extended to slide under the bottom, lifting and easing Silas’s way. Together they raised the suitcase to the top of the rail, and over. Then Darien kept a magical hold wrapped around its weight, lowering the case slowly toward the surface of the black, rolling waves.

“Here?” A hint of strain in Darien’s tone betrayed his effort. He said magic was harder out over the ocean, but he held the suitcase hovering, dampened by the occasional spray of waves against the hull.

“Maybe further out,” Silas suggested. “So it has no chance of hitting the propeller.”

“Good thought.”

Grim peered over the edge, claws dug into the deck, to see the soft gold of Darien’s curved shield ease the case ten feet out across the water. That boy still has no idea how unique he is.

“Let it go,” Silas whispered.

The golden glow disappeared. The suitcase dropped with the smallest of splashes and vanished beneath the waves. Grim stared after it, focusing on his Foresight, wishing his power was one that came at his command. He got nothing, no flash of a demon released, no sudden onslaught of demon gates opening. “That’s as good as it will ever be,” he said eventually.

He heard Darien’s deep sigh clearly over the hum of the engines. Silas bumped Darien’s shoulder, though here on the open deck, they wouldn’t dare more than that.

“No one should be able to track it down,” Darien murmured, as if they hadn’t debated that dozens of times. “Even if they guess we had the original, and track us to this ship, there’s a thousand miles of deep ocean where we could’ve dumped it.”

“Right.” Silas pushed away from the rail. “And if they knew, they still couldn’t retrieve it. That’s done.” He laughed softly. “What a relief.”

“For sure.” Darien’s teeth flashed white in the thin moonlight as he grinned, but then sobered. “Although there’s still the notebooks, and the Polaroids.”

“And I’d bet Xsing has most of the structure memorized,” Grim pointed out, using the Professor’s name here where no one was within earshot. “He’s sharp about those things. But we trust him and Jasper, and we don’t trust the demon. This puts us miles ahead of where we were.” He looked up at his necromancer. “Did you ever hear what Chicago decided to do with the fake demon bottle?”

“As far as I know, they have it in their Guild hall, under strong locks and spells.”

“Huh.” Grim had fully intended to have words with Cap and Soot about their sorcerers’ conduct, but the chance hadn’t arisen. Maybe he’d just let it go. Paris was a long way from Chicago, and no one had bothered Darien in the months Silas had taken to book the trip. “Sounds like they’re still under some illusion of maybe using it one day. Fools.”

“Or they couldn’t decide on a safe way to get rid of it,” Pip suggested. “It took Silas and Darien some time.”

“Not much time.” Grim bopped the optimistic puppy’s ears. Not so much puppy anymore. Though his body would never change, Pip was steadier than he used to be.

Usually. A bigger wave rocked the ship and Grim used his paw to brace Pip’s less effective claws on the deck. “Rain’s about to start. We should head inside—” He paused. “Someone’s coming.”

Darien dug in his pocket. “Quick, Pip. Leash on.”

“Do I have to?” Pip scratched at the collar Darien buckled around his neck.

Grim huffed. “Just be glad Silas sprang for a stateroom, or you’d be in the kennels with the rest of the mutts.” He crouched, gathered his strength, and made the challenging leap up to the next deck, slipping behind a corner of the hatch coaming.

Below, he heard a man’s footsteps approaching, and the voice of one of the stewards. “Hello, gentlemen. Out late tonight?”

Silas replied, “Getting some air before the rain comes.”

“Makes sense. You might want to get yourselves to quarters soon, though. It looks like we’ll get a bit of a blow.”

“Thanks for the advice. We’ll turn in soon.”

The man’s footsteps receded and were gone. Grim jumped back down. “Good thing he wasn’t five minutes earlier. Well, good night all. I’ll see you in the morning.”

As he walked away, he heard Pip complaining, “Why does he get to roam around and I don’t?”

He threw over his shoulder, “Because I can be stealthy, and you can’t.”

Pip’s mutter behind him of, “I can be stealthy if I want to,” made Grim smile.

He didn’t go far yet, despite his plan to check the most inaccessible parts of the ship tonight. Using the hidden walkways and upper decks, and then ducking into the hallway behind them, he followed his men and Pip back to their stateroom. They paused at the door while Silas unlocked it.

“Two more days to Paris.” Silas jiggled the key. “I’m looking forward to getting solid ground under my feet.”

“Me too.” Darien followed him in, with Pip bringing up the rear.

When the door had shut, Grim went and sat near it, listening. Not eavesdropping, precisely. Just making sure his family was settling in for the night. He heard the rustling of shoes being removed, then the soft sound of a kiss.

Pip said just audibly, “I wish I could go somewhere so you could mate, but there’s no hunting on a ship and I don’t know where to go.”

Darien’s voice, soft with laughter. “That’s okay, Pip.”

Silas. “It’s only two more days. We can wait that long.”

Then Darien, clowning around. “Twooooo. Daaaaays.”

Pip whined. “You could put me in the ship’s kennel, I guess, just for a bit. Say you needed space or something?”

All right, that’s enough of that. So much for my plans for the evening. Grim whapped the door at the same time as Silas said, “No, Pip, it’s fine. We’re teasing each other.”

The door opened a crack. Silas glanced out, then down, and eased it wide enough for Grim to squeeze inside before throwing the latch again. “What’s wrong?” He bent to Grim, looking worried.

“Nothing’s wrong. I remembered this is the night I was going to show Pip the hidden places on the ship.”

Pip and Darien said, “You were?” in very similar voices.

“Yes.” He sat and licked around one paw. Nice sharp claws this form had. He did appreciate them. “It might take us an hour or two. If that’s all right with you, O necromancer?”

“Quite all right.” Silas’s gaze met his, and what passed between them only a long-time familiar would understand.

Grim rose and stretched, enjoying the way his form’s muscles flexed and rippled. “Come on then, puppy. You’ll have to be very quiet, you understand. No speaking unless you subvocalize below human hearing. And for the love of all that’s holy, watch those clicky nails on the decking.”

“Yes, Grim.” Pip followed him to the door and out.

He waited until he heard the door lock, until there was a soft thump and a low laugh, as if someone was pushed back against the door. He hoped those two would remember sound carried onboard. He inclined his head at Pip and led the way to the first service ladder going down.

The steep ladders were easy for a cat, of course. Less so for a dog but a little pushing and murmuring directions, and Pip managed to descend, butt end first, with Grim sometimes guiding a back paw to the next rung. When they reached the bottom, in a far less plush and dimmer-lit corridor, Pip pranced, tongue out, tail wagging.

“Yes, very impressive,” Grim murmured under his breath. “Now watch those nails.”

Pip hesitated, looking back up at Silas and Darien’s level, his head cocked. In a carefully soft voice he said, “They’re happy, don’t you think?”

Grim restrained his impulse to say, “at least when they’re humping like bunnies,” because it was a good line, but a long way from the heart of the truth. “Yes, they are.”

“Will they stay that way?”

A parade of images passed in front of Grim’s eyes, futures seen, possibilities. Some fraught with danger, some dark with sorrow, but others where two elderly men with gray hair still climbed those mansion stairs together and locked the bedroom door. “I hope so, pup. But predicting the future is a fool’s game.” He glanced around. “They have two days on this ship without a demon or even another sorcerer in a thousand miles. They can make the most of that, and then let the chips fall where they may. And you and I will do the same.”

“Yes, Grim.”

“Right. This way.” He paused for one last look up to where he fully expected his necromancer and his sorcerer were making a very different kind of magic, though one perhaps no less powerful. Let those best visions be the truth. He lowered his voice further. “Now, look like you belong here, be confident, not sneaky. But silent. If someone catches a glimpse of us, they may not believe their eyes, or may decide it’s someone else’s problem.”

“Okay.”

He led the way down the hall toward the descent to the next level. “Did you know, big ships always used to have a cat on board.”

“They did?”

“Indeed.”

“Why?”

“Because, my young Pip, big ships carry food, and food attracts vermin. Rats, Pip. Ships like this have always had a rat problem, and we cats are the answer.”

“Dogs can be an answer too.”

He hid a smile in his whiskers. “So they can. Tonight, at least. The humans put traps out, and poison, so don’t eat any rodents you find. But some rats are too smart for humans. That’s where you and I come in.” He paused at the top of another shorter ladder, as the decks grew lower and more cramped. “Down this way, puppy. We’ll leave our men to their own fun for a while.” Their own fun, their own love, the center of the life we all share. He sent up one more good thought to the universe, then sharpened his gaze and let a feral grin take over his face. “You and I, puppy? We’re going hunting.”
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