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      A mix of hoofbeats, rattling carriage wheels, and chattering passersby drifted into Bo’s cottage as the fairy city awoke.

      His gloomy lover glowered across their breakfast table at him. As demon-dark as Bo was, blood hot in his veins, maybe Gus ran hotter. His hair fell in a tangle, and his bare chest sparkled with the pink and blue lights dancing through the cottage’s open patio doors.

      Love you forever. Despite Gus’s demon temperament, and though Bo’s future had wrenches in it that made his pastoral domestic life a pipe dream.

      “You are insane,” Gus said. “I’d never call you demon for eating that swill.”

      Bo snorted and shoved a spoonful of porridge into his mouth. “It’s sublime, and I’m only half demon.”

      He seldom made a point of his pedigree, and hiding it was next to impossible anyway. He looked like a demon, and demons were not a common sight in the fairy lands, nor always a welcome one. But he had lived here since he was six, when his demon mother dumped him on the doorstep of her former lover. The baffled fairy who’d greeted them had not been Bo’s father but Aidian’s, Lummia’s first child. Filselonis was amiable and generous, though, and had grown to love Bo.

      With another bite of his porridge he pushed the thought of Filselonis and his plea for Bo’s help away. “Promise me you’ll find him.”

      “Of course. But he’ll come home after he’s enjoyed his freedom for a while.”

      “I wish I wasn’t afraid of what freedom means to him.”

      Bo had no good feelings about that promise, and spending time on things that didn’t feel good was low on his list of suitable ways to occupy his days. But Filselonis had raised and cared for him like his own.

      “You have my word, Papa.”

      “Oatmeal is vile,” Gus said.

      Bo smirked, more pleasant thoughts banishing the darker ones. “Ambrosia.” True, it was the honey and ground nuts that made all the difference, but it was only vile to a demon who called it gruel. “You judge things too harshly, my love.”

      Somebody had painted the table they sat at with blossoms in the colors of the spring air. Everything in Pelum was delicate, as sweet as sugar. The gentility didn’t suit Gus. He was tungsten in a city of paper-thin silver, and Bo adored him. He grinned.

      With a roll of his eyes, Gus sprawled back in his chair. His plate was empty of all but a crust of the sweet bread Bo had bought from a bakery down the street. The Siddel enclave was on the outskirts of Pelum. Quieter, where the people looked askance at the constantly plotting fairy shire in the city center and ignored the demon couple strolling hand-in-hand on avenues laid out in random spirals and curves.

      Entwined.

      Like us.

      But still, when the knock came on the door a few minutes later, his promise to Filselonis still clinging to his memory, a gray tendril of unease uncurled in Bo’s belly. He dropped his spoon in his bowl and rose. They had no servants, no others intruding into their space. What word to use for the demon he’d hired—spy? Had he brought news? What woke Bo’s dread was the nature of the news. Was Aidian happy, or had something befallen him? Bo had moved away from Omentria to give Aidian space. Pain had radiated from his brother when Bo was near, a quickening simmer that day by day was rising to a boil. As day by day, Bo’s magic got stronger. But his absence had served no purpose, because Aidian had still run off.

      To where?

      The question rose to the forefront of his thoughts as he reached for the door, turned the handle, and opened it to a young fairy. Bright-eyed, lips curled in a smile. He bobbed his chin and held out a grimy envelope, unsealed but tied with a twist of filthy twine.

      “Neboleth Redheart?”

      Bo smiled. “So I’m told.”

      He took the envelope, waited for the fairy to reach the street, closed the door, and stood facing it as he untied the twine. On a single sheet of paper, a demon scrawl covered half the page.

      Went through Deroth and Gith with no word but got something in Fanri. Story of a fairy leading hordes through the rift. A fairy? I said. I don’t believe it. But my source asked me, whoever heard of a fair demon? Could be confused, yes? The rift brings fairies and demons from all over, but a fairy leading demons? That’s peculiar. So you know, I’m returning to Gierr for now. Send word if you want me to keep looking. Your servant, Nali.

      Bo stared, baffled, at the paper, the script blurring. The rift was a random occurrence Aidian couldn’t have relied on, unpredictable and changeable, though it only took place in the center of the demon lands, a zone that followed no rules of time or space. Hiding there, in the veil between realms was a weak spot. Sometimes it tore open for seconds, other times for hours or days. A tear in the veil between realms appeared that might stretch from inches to yards to miles long. It was the job of the royal fairies to slam it shut again. The royals claimed a daemon had tasked them with protecting the human realm from the demon scourge that stormed the rift each time it came, in a desperate attempt to get across. The last rift had been five weeks ago. Aidian had run off eight weeks ago.

      It couldn’t… couldn’t be him.

      Bo turned and started back a step. A few paces away, Gus leaned against the foyer wall, arms crossed over his chest. Bo eyed the patch of hair narrowing into a thin line down his belly, disappearing into his black silk sleep pants, and the long, sweet curve of his waist. So young. Not yet twenty. But Bo was two years older.

      He let out a breathy laugh. “You startled me.”

      Gus lifted his chin, gesturing to the letter in Bo’s fingers. “What is that?”

      “A message from a friend.”

      Gus cocked an eyebrow, and Bo’s heart pitter-pattered in delight. It wasn’t like him to be bewitched by a lover, and the feeling spun him into a dizzy confusion he never wanted to be free of. Yours. His to care for. His to protect.

      Even from Aidian?

      Yes, yes. Though guarding Gus from his own brother was a need that cut through the thick tendrils of dread in his chest to stab him in the heart. Trusting Aidian had become an exercise in tightrope-walking. Bo wanted to trust him. Rely on him. He loved him, but the harmless games of their boyhood had become contests and challenges. And Aidian didn’t like to lose. At anything.

      A whisper of superstition had warned Bo against speaking Aidian’s name out loud in Gus’s presence. An old myth that had floated into his memory, a kind of curse that said speaking the name of someone who was absent would bring them forth in spirit. And if Aidian grasped only a hint of what Gus meant to Bo…

      Saying nothing, he let the letter flutter downward to fall on a mosaic medallion in the tile. The design, a series of concentric circles around a small center, represented the demon and fairy realm. The inner demon rings were dark and desperate—onyx, garnet, sodalite—the outer fairy rings light and airy—topaz, citrine, amethyst.

      To the whisper of the paper’s descent, he strode forward and buried his hands in Gus’s hair. Thick, tousled waves falling to his waist, as cool as silk sliding through Bo’s fingers. He pulled Gus closer, took his mouth in a kiss, pressed his tongue into heat and softness. Rough palms spread across his back, smoothed downward, and cupped his ass.

      He rocked forward and gasped.

      Gus raked his palms back up, cupped Bo’s face, and took over the kiss. Yes. He sank against Gus’s chest, cool hair knotted in his fists, his cock stiff, desperate for friction.

      All the world could fall away, all the eons of his future. He was half demon and half angel, and fated to be a daemon. Daemons were mysterious to him, though his father was one, not always born, some chosen and made, storybook creatures who guarded the royal family and the human realm. But for now… now he was demon raised by fairies. He understood play, games, adventure, love. His heart swelled, his lips raw.

      Gus drew his head back, dropped to Bo’s neck, nipping, his breath waking goose bumps on Bo’s skin.

      “Tell me your secrets,” Gus whispered.

      “I don’t have any. The letter is from my friend, Eddor. He lives in Omentria and shares all the gossip of the Council with me. I must be bored, he says, living in little out-of-the-way Pelum. He owns a gold mine in the Caldo Plains.”

      Gus frowned. “I thought all the mines were played out.”

      Bo shrugged. “I guess not. But the Council will claim its share, so he likes to keep tabs on them.”

      Gus traced Bo’s jaw with a fingertip. “From your expression I thought he sent you bad news.”

      Bo held his gaze and flashed his teeth. “The Council is bad news. Far too serious to interest me.”

      Until Aidian’s disappearance, it had paid not to be too serious about anything. Loving Gus amazed him. He’d loved Lummia, but she had loved him like a passing fancy. He’d loved Aidian, but shivered between the shoulder blades every time he turned his back on him. Love in return was a curious thing he struggled to hold onto.

      He moved closer, a whisper from touching Gus’s lips. “So many better things than the Council to think about.”

      Gus still cupped his face, stared into his eyes, a divot deep between his brows, stealing his youth. “You’re up to something.”

      He breathed a sound that might have been a laugh. “I want to be… up to something.”

      A smile twitched on Gus’s lips. So full and pink. His skin was as white as the clouds, though his family came from Gazia, a ring where the sun shone, though still pale, still filtered through a powder-gray sky. Most fairies never ventured into the darker rings, and only rich demons from rings like Gazia visited the fairy lands, and not many of them. Gus had grabbed one of the student exchanges offered by the Council and attended school here. The scholarships were plentiful, a feel-good gesture on the part of the Council, but few demons wanted one. To gain an education just to return to the dark? Leaving the fairy lands wasn’t mandatory, the Council wouldn’t banish anyone, but Gus had no plans to stay.

      “But it’s beautiful here,” Bo had said when Gus spoke of his return home.

      “Ease for myself is not what I want.”

      Ease was what Bo wanted. Along with pleasure and happiness. It made him unhappy to contemplate what he was going to do when Gus was ready to go home. Go with him? His head hurt thinking about it, so he gave an airy wave and said, “Kiss me.”

      Gus’s eyes narrowed, but he obliged, digging his fingers into Bo’s shoulders and backpedaling, dodging chairs and tables from memory, staggering through the bedroom door, tumbling onto the cool, rumpled sheets of the bed with Bo on top of him. Their scents rose like the colorful dust motes spiraling in the air.

      Gus’s hard cock seared Bo’s belly. Hot as the springs outside Viusrian. Hot bliss
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