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Dancing with Death (Not Quite Dead, #4)


When a necromancer’s powers spiral out of control, he must choose between trusting his boyfriend’s deadly past or losing him forever to the organization hunting them both.
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CYRIL THOUGHT HE UNDERSTOOD his necromancy—until his powers began changing in ways that terrify him. They feel stronger and almost out of control, and his beloved pet Oscar is growing more aggressive by the day. But that mystery takes a backseat when people from Vale’s past come with threats instead of questions.

Vale has spent close to ten years trying to forget the Organization and the blood on his hands from his time with them. He should have told Cyril about that part of his past, but how do you explain to the man you love that you had to obey orders you didn’t agree with? Now his former employers want him dead, and they’re willing to destroy anyone who gets in their way.

When Cyril starts experiencing nightmares of other people’s deaths, he’s forced to confront the horrifying possibility that the gentle, protective man he’s fallen for might have killed people he swore he’d never hurt. With his powers spiraling out of control and enemies closing in, Cyril has a choice to make.

And a boyfriend to save.
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THE CONTRAST BETWEEN talking to Vale about vacation and finding a bloody man on their doorstep was stark. It took Cyril a minute to digest it all, then he reached to open his door. 

Vale caught his arm. “Wait.”

“John’s bleeding,” Cyril pointed out as if Vale couldn’t see that for himself.

“It could be a trap.”

That gave Cyril pause. Why would someone use John to set up a trap? If this was a trap, they weren’t here for Cyril. They were here for Vale. Cyril didn’t have the kind of enemies who would do something like that. “What do we do?” he asked because Vale was the expert.

“Stay here.”

Cyril wanted to argue, but he would be of no help in a fight. His only ability lay in his necromancy, and that wasn’t something he could use in this situation. That meant that he had to watch his boyfriend leave the car and move toward John, and he couldn’t do anything to help.

John didn’t look great. He was still holding his arm against his chest as if it was broken and wincing every time he moved. The blood on his face was scary. Had someone punched him? Did he have more wounds that Cyril couldn’t see? Cyril wanted to know what had happened, but at the same time, he didn’t. It was clear that whatever it was wasn’t good, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to be involved.

Whether or not he wanted to be, he suspected he would be. John had come here for a reason. He probably wanted to talk to Vale, maybe ask him for help. That meant Vale would get involved, which in turn meant that Cyril would, too. He wasn’t letting his boyfriend deal with whatever this was on his own.

Vale disappeared from sight. Of course he didn’t go straight to John. If this was a trap, he wanted to poke around and find the people who’d set it. John really wasn’t in good shape, though, and Cyril hated having to wait and watch him suffer. He wanted to help.

Even though John had tried to kill his boyfriend.

Vale eventually reappeared between two parked cars and waved at Cyril to get out of the car. Cyril hurriedly did that, rushing toward John since Vale wasn’t. He was probably more focused on keeping the area safe for Cyril, but someone needed to help John. He was here because he needed them.

John was leaning against the wall by the door. He looked like he was having a hard time staying upright, and Cyril wondered if they should take him to the hospital. He already knew what John would say if he suggested it. He wouldn’t want to go because he’d have to explain what had happened, and it wasn’t something he could do. Considering his job and the kind of position he and Vale were in, it would be a better idea not to leave traces anywhere official, especially in a hospital.

“I’m not sure we can help him here,” Cyril murmured when Vale reached him.

“No hospitals,” Vale said in a terse voice.

“I know, but we might not have a choice.”

John shook his head. “I heard that, and I’m fine. I’m not here for help.”

Cyril paused and frowned. “What do you mean, you’re not here for help? You clearly need help.”

“I might, but it’s not why I’m here. I need to talk to Vale.”

“Whatever you have to say, it can wait. Let’s go inside. We’ll take care of you.”

“There’s no need for you to do that.”

“Do I look like I’m asking if you want to do it? If you don’t, I’ll just ask Vale to carry you.”

John turned to Vale. “Maybe I should say no just for that. I wouldn’t mind being carried by you.”

Vale flipped him off and moved to open the door. It was a sign of how much pain John was in that he didn’t continue teasing. He followed Vale inside, moving slowly and wincing every so often.

Whatever the reason he’d come here, he definitely needed medical help. Cyril wasn’t a nurse and was more used to dealing with dead people, but he could probably help at least a bit. He was sure they could call Artemis if they needed more.

He hoped they wouldn’t have to.

It took a bit of work, but they finally managed to get John inside and onto the couch. His body was stiff, and it was clear he was hiding more wounds under his jacket and clothes. Cyril wasn’t sure what to make of that, but he knew John wouldn’t accept any other help, so he’d have to improvise.

“Take off your clothes,” he ordered.

John grinned at him. “Not in front of your boyfriend, Cyril.”

Cyril rolled his eyes and stared at John until he sighed and his shoulders slumped. Satisfied that John would obey, Cyril rushed to the bathroom to grab the first aid kit. By the time he was back, John’s jacket and t-shirt were gone, exposing his chest.

Just like Cyril had thought, there were more wounds he hadn’t been able to see before. 

It was horrifying. John’s chest was turning black and blue, which meant that whatever had happened to him wasn’t as recent as Cyril had thought. Someone also seemed to have taken great pleasure in cutting up John’s chest and stomach. Cyril stopped counting the parallel wounds when he reached fifteen. Some of them were so deep that Cyril suspected they’d need stitches, and he wasn’t sure how he was going to deal with that.

Now that John was half naked, Cyril could see that his arm wasn’t broken, or at least, he didn’t think it was. The reason John had been holding it against his chest was that he had more long cuts on his forearm. They came too close to John’s wrist for comfort. Cyril decided to focus on those first and prayed that John wouldn’t need more than he could give. He’d clearly lost blood, and that wasn’t something Cyril could help with.

“This wasn’t done today,” Vale said as Cyril went to work.

John shook his head. He was pale and sweating. Cyril wanted to tell Vale to grab a glass of water, but he knew his boyfriend would want to know what had happened first. He wouldn’t leave Cyril unprotected if there was a chance someone was coming after John.

“I escaped,” John said in a strained voice as Cyril continued poking at his wounds. “See? They hadn’t gotten started with the second arm yet, and my legs are fine.” He offered up both his arms for Cyril and Vale to look at.

Cyril wasn’t sure where John found the strength to joke about this, but he was glad that he was. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to deal if John was whining in pain. He was already having a hard time dealing with the wounds as it was.

“What happened to you?” he asked, never looking away from the cut he was cleaning.

“Someone grabbed me. I wasn’t on a job, so admittedly, I wasn’t as careful as I should’ve been. I was just having lunch. Next thing I know, I’m waking up in an empty warehouse, tied to a chair.” He grimaced. “They had to untie me when they started in on the arm.”

“Who did this to you? Why?”

For some reason, John glanced at Vale. Vale didn’t seem to notice. He was keeping an eye on Cyril, like always. It was something he did a lot, as if he was afraid that if he didn’t, Cyril would disappear. Considering everything, it was understandable. It even felt good because Cyril knew that if anything happened to him, Vale would find him. Hell, he’d know before it happened and would prevent it.

“They grabbed me because they were looking for someone,” John eventually said.

They were finally getting somewhere. “Who were they looking for? We should probably warn them.”

“It’s why I came here. They were looking for Vale.”

* * * *
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VALE WASN’T SHOCKED to hear that. In his years as a professional assassin, he’d made a certain number of enemies. This wouldn’t be the first time someone came after him, although usually, they didn’t stop to torture one of his friends first.

Not that John was Vale’s friend. He wasn’t.

“Vale?” Cyril asked, his hands faltering for a moment before he continued cleaning the cuts on John’s arm. “Why? What do they want from him? Who were they?”

John glanced at Vale again. There was something in his expression that told Vale he wouldn’t like what was about to come out of his mouth. Vale wasn’t sure he wanted to hear it.

He had to. If these people were coming after him, they might attempt to get Cyril next, and it wasn’t something Vale could tolerate. In fact, he’d sooner go after these people and kill every single one of them than allow them to even look in Cyril’s direction.

“She mentioned an organization,” John said.

Vale understood the meaning of the words right away, but Cyril didn’t. He didn’t know what John was talking about.

“What organization?” he asked. “And who is she? Do you have more information? Can you give us more details?”

Vale opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He wanted to tell John that it was unnecessary to give more details because he knew. He wanted to tell Cyril to let it go because it wasn’t important. He couldn’t do either of those things.

He couldn’t keep this from Cyril, even though he desperately wanted to. He knew that telling him everything might mean losing him, and that wasn’t something Vale was ready for. He never would be.

It didn’t look like he’d have a choice.

The Organization was coming after him. They were lethal, and if he wasn’t careful, they could easily get the upper hand. They’d go for his weakness, which was Cyril, which meant that Cyril needed to know that someone might come after him.

He wasn’t going to be happy.

He wasn’t going to be happy about anything. It would be a miracle if he was even willing to talk to Vale once this was over. Vale wasn’t sure what he’d do if he wasn’t, but he supposed he was about to find out.

He looked at Cyril, who was still frowning as he wrapped up John’s wounds. He was worried about someone he considered a friend, even though John had tried to kill Vale. His heart was too soft, but it was one of the reasons Vale loved him so much.

“Vale, have you ever heard of this Organization?” Cyril asked.

Vale needed to tell him, but not right now. First, he had a few phone calls to make, and he needed to come up with a way to tell Cyril about this without sending him running for the hills, screaming that Vale was a monster.

Vale wasn’t sure there was one.

“I’ll explain later,” he promised. “But I need to call Brutus and Artemis.”

That got Cyril’s attention. He frowned up at Vale, clearly unhappy and worried. “It’s bad, then?”

“It’s not good, but that’s why I need to talk to them.”

“I see.” Cyril looked back down. “Well, I’m going to finish taking care of this. I don’t want John to have to wait longer than he already has.”

“I’m fine,” John tried to convince him.

The way Cyril looked at him made it obvious that he didn’t believe him. Vale was glad that his boyfriend was distracted. He’d need more than a wounded baby professional assassin, though. If Vale was going to survive whatever was coming at him, he’d need his strongest supporters.

He left Cyril and John in the living room and stepped into the bedroom. Oscar was on the bed, but it was impossible to know if he was sleeping since he didn’t have eyelids—or eyes. Vale wasn’t even sure that Oscar ever slept. It looked like he did because he routinely lay on soft surfaces and spent a lot of time without moving, but Oscar wasn’t exactly a traditional pet. There was no way to know what was going on with him.

Oscar moved when he heard Vale. Vale waited, not surprised when Oscar slid off the bed. He’d been particularly attached to Cyril since Cyril had gotten hurt, and it hadn’t gone back to normal yet, even though Cyril was healed and as good as new.

Vale went to stand by the window after closing the door behind Oscar. He only wanted to have to explain himself once, so he called Russell and Rachel at the same time and put them on speaker.

“What happened?” Rachel asked when she answered a few rings after Russell.

Russell snickered. “You’re in trouble,” he told Vale. “She doesn’t sound happy.”

“That’s because I have enough work to do without you two adding to it,” she complained. “So? Has something happened?”

“The Organization is here,” Vale told both of them.

There was a moment of silence before Russell broke it. “Shit.”

Vale barked out a laugh. “That’s what I said.”

“How did they find you? Are you okay?”

“They didn’t find me. They found John, and while he’s a bit banged up, he’ll be fine. Cyril’s taking care of him right now.”

“Have you told him?” Rachel asked.

“No. I hoped I would never have to.”

Russell whistled. “Dude, I suck at relationships, but even I know you should’ve told him something this big, preferably before you two began dating. He’s going to be pissed that you didn’t.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about.”

No, Vale was worried that Cyril wouldn’t want anything to do with him once he knew. It was why he hadn’t told him. He hoped this part of his past would never come out. It was murky, even for a professional assassin. Cyril might be able to accept that Vale killed bad guys for a living, but what about the not-so-bad guys?

Vale would have to find a way to explain that to him, and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to. He wasn’t even sure where to start.

Hey, honey, an organization I used to work for that doesn’t care about who they kill as long as they get paid is coming after me wouldn’t cut it. Cyril would want more. He’d want details.

Details Vale really didn’t want to give him.

He doubted he’d have a choice. With the truth coming out, he might as well tell Cyril everything. He was desperate to keep Cyril with him, but not so desperate to trap him with lies. The Organization had taken any alternative away from Vale, and his only option was to be honest, no matter the outcome.

He closed his eyes and inhaled. Telling Cyril wasn’t the only problem. The Organization was here, and they were coming after Vale. He didn’t know why, but it couldn’t be good.

* * * *
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CYRIL DIDN’T LIKE THE fact that Vale was clearly hiding something from him. Normally, he would’ve told him what was going on right away, but not this time. That meant it had to be particularly bad, and Cyril needed to know more.

“What can you tell me about this organization?” he asked John.

“I really think you should talk to Vale about this.”

Cyril glared at him. “Do I have to remind you that I’m the one helping you right now?”

“I’m grateful for that help, but really, I don’t know that much. I just know that I was snatched by people who were looking for Vale and who mentioned this organization. I don’t think they expected me to survive and tell Vale.”

But John had survived, and he was here, warning Vale. Even though Cyril disliked pretty much everything about this mess, at least they knew something was up. It gave Cyril a little time to wrap his mind around the fact that they were in trouble again and gave Vale the time to get ready for whatever was coming.

Cyril wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

But he’d find out. He couldn’t hide his head in the sand, even though he wanted to. If Vale was in danger, Cyril needed to know. He wasn’t sure there was anything he could do to help, but he’d try. He wouldn’t let his boyfriend deal with whatever this was on his own. They were a team, and that mattered to him.

“I have heard of this organization,” John said as he relaxed against the couch.

Now that Cyril was done with his wounds, he looked a little better. He was still pale, but he didn’t look like he was about to faint anymore. That was good because Cyril wasn’t sure how to deal with fainting people. “What have you heard about them?” 

John grimaced. “Nothing good.”

“You’re going to have to give me more. Vale’s in danger. I need to know everything.”

“Like I said, I don’t really know that much. They’re like the bogeyman of the professional assassin forums. From what I know, they take whatever contract pays the most. They don’t care what they have to do to get that money. They have a legitimate side that works for the government, but the illegitimate side is the scary one.”

Cyril frowned. “What does that mean?”

“Well, from what I know, Vale and his closest friends only take jobs that don’t involve children or other vulnerable people, just like I don’t. That’s not the case for the Organization. If you want something nasty done, and done well, they’re who you hire. There are rumors that they were the ones who caused that plane crash in Pennsylvania a few years ago.”

Cyril remembered it. He’d been contacted by the husband of one of the women who’d died on the plane. It had been an incredibly hard job to do, but he’d done it.

There’d been rumors flying around that the crash hadn’t been an accident, but he hadn’t wanted to know. He was pretty sure he still didn’t. Many innocent people had died that day. There had been men, women, and children on board.

But the people who’d apparently been behind the crash were now after his boyfriend. What was he supposed to do with that? There wasn’t much he could do, especially if he didn’t have all the information. If he wanted to be able to help Vale, he’d need to know.

He hated this.

The sound of bone tentacles on the hard floor made Cyril turn. Oscar appeared, making a beeline for Cyril. When Cyril opened his arms, Oscar didn’t hesitate to climb in between them. Neither of them paid too much attention to John, but when Cyril turned to him, he found John staring at him.

“You already know Oscar,” Cyril said with a sigh.

“I do, but it doesn’t make it any less extraordinary.”

“There’s nothing weird about him.”

John barked out a laugh. “Are you serious?”

“Nothing weirder than last time. Stop staring at him. You’re going to make him self-conscious.”

Cyril wasn’t sure Oscar could feel self-conscious. He wasn’t sure how much Oscar could feel, period. After all, Oscar was a bunch of bones that didn’t belong together and were kept that way because of Cyril’s ability as a necromancer.

But Cyril knew that Oscar did feel things. He felt affection for Cyril, at the very least. Oscar had always liked cuddles, but since Cyril had been hurt and had lost his ability as a necromancer, he’d been clingier, even now that Cyril had his ability back. Oscar had even started being pushier when he wanted something, usually to climb into Cyril’s lap.

“I’m not sure how I’m supposed not to stare at him, but fine.” John looked away for a few seconds before shaking his head. “No, I’m sorry. I can’t do it. He’s weird, but in a good way, you know? He’s cute.”

Cyril beamed. He’d been lonely when he’d made Oscar, but he’d never regretted it. He loved his pet, even though Oscar was unconventional to say the least. He didn’t like it when Oscar got hurt or when people were afraid of him. There was nothing to be afraid of. Oscar might look odd, but he was sweet and harmless.

“You can pet him
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