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Chapter One

 


Teeth gritted in annoyance, power swelling
under his skin like a deadly but carefully contained wave, Cyril
fought to keep a tight rein on his control. The urge to duck under
his heavy raincoat and make a mad dash for the waiting car, or
worse, to throw out a spell or a wave of raw magic to get the crowd
around him to back away was strong. Nearly overwhelming.

Photographers and reporters were annoying at
the best of times and a downright menace otherwise. Cyril was
grateful for both the sunglasses that hid his expression of
distaste as well as the thin, but still effective, layer of
protective magic that he had layered over himself. It kept them at
a slight distance and gave him at least a little bit of a buffer by
keeping any of the crowd from crowding in and touching him.

He hated these kinds of things, hated the
pomp and circumstance that went into any sort of gathering,
meeting, or event that traced back to one or all of the Greater
Council Houses. There was no such thing as casual or
private where the Houses were concerned, not even the Lesser
Houses. Anything any of them touched, sponsored, or even spoke of
for any length of time ended up being a three-ring circus.

It was a well-known fact in most circles, as
well as a source of much gossip, that Cyril hated this kind
of shallow publicity. He always had, even when he’d been a child.
He loathed the spotlight, the cameras, and the constant hounding
that followed members of any of the Greater Houses. He would have
much rather told them all to fuck off and leave him in
peace, would rather have distanced himself from all of the Houses
than put up with any of it.

Including his own.

And yet, Cyril couldn’t help but think with
more than a touch of bitterness, as a scion and the new Heritor of
the House of Arlen he now had responsibilities.

Responsibilities that he had wanted
no part of, that he had fought viciously against being
saddled with by his mother when she’d blindsided him and announced
her decision to appoint him Heritor. He’d railed and argued with
her. Hell, in the end, he’d damn near begged.

Of course as Matriarch of their House,
Caitlin Arlen had heeded no words but her own. Not even his.
Especially not his. She’d decided Cyril was to be Heritor
and she’d made it happen regardless of what he wanted to do with
his life, of what he wanted his future to look like. She’d forged
ahead and done what she wanted to do without even consulting
him.

As she always did.

She had stripped him of the quiet and the
peace that he valued without so much as a by your leave. She’d
taken his dreams of living as nothing more than a normal witch-born
and destroyed them before basically dumping all of the
responsibilities of their House on his shoulders and leaving.

Cyril didn’t enjoy the embers of resentment
he harbored against her, she was his mother after all, no matter
how distant their relationship was, but he couldn’t deny that they
were there.

The only good thing to come of it all, the
one thing he was most grateful for, was the firm but gentle hand of
his bodyguard Sinclair on his shoulder. That was, to be honest, the
only thing that kept him from either abandoning his dignity and
bolting or abandoning his honor and his code and lashing out at the
crowd. In all honesty either option would serve only to bring him
more problems and embarrassment later on.

Sinclair had become his rock, his port in
the chaotic storm that was now his life, and Cyril could not be
more grateful for him if he tried.

The driver opened the door to the sleek town
car ahead of him and Cyril dove inside. Sinclair slid in behind
him, much calmer and far more composed than he was, and settled on
the seat across from him, back to the glass that separated them
from the driver.

Cyril sighed loudly when the door shut
behind Sinclair, the car’s privacy wards immediately blacking out
the windows and muffling the noise outside. He pulled off his
sunglasses, tossed them onto the seat beside him, and then ripped
off his heavy raincoat.

“Thank the Gods.” Cyril groaned as he
collapsed back against the seat, finally able to relax at least a
little bit. “I hate those fucking things.”

“You did good, pup,” Sinclair rumbled as he
took off his own sunglasses. The sight of the wolf shifter’s golden
eyes always made the hairs on the back of Cyril’s neck prickle.
Even when he was at ease, Sinclair’s eyes always had the undeniable
look of a predator that sent a shiver down his spine.

“Not a pup,” Cyril muttered the familiar
response as he let himself sink further down into the leather seats
of the town car. He felt it as the driver pulled them away from the
curb and even through the privacy ward tinted windows Cyril could
still see the faint flashing of camera lights. “She should
be the one doing this sort of thing, not me.”

“You’re Heritor now, pup.” Sinclair reminded
him as he leaned back, arms stretched out across the back of the
seat in a move that made his already massive shoulders look even
bigger. Cyril had to force himself to look away. “It’s your job to
do these things now, with or without her.”

“A job I never wanted.” Cyril knew he was
being bitter, being more than a bit immature. Most would
kill to be Heritor to one of the Greater Houses, some even
had. But not him. Being Heritor was never something he’d wanted,
was never something he’d thought he’d ever have to deal with. And
yet here he was, trapped in his new gilded cage with only Sinclair
for company.

At least he was magnificent company as far
as Cyril was concerned.

“You’re doing well,” Sinclair insisted.
“Matriarch Caitlin knew you would, I’m sure. She chose well.”

“How would she know though? She’s not even
here.” Another grievance to add to Cyril’s list. She’d
abandoned him as soon as his new status had been announced, had
left in a whirlwind of luggage, cypress perfume, and magic. She
hadn’t even stayed around to help him acclimate or to walk him
through his first few months as Heritor as was custom. Instead
she’d abandoned him to his new responsibilities and all the
bitterness and anger of the members of their House that had
followed.

“I’m sure she has her reasons, pup.”
Sinclair was steadfast in his belief that she hadn’t abandoned him
for no reason, that surely she had some kind of method to her
borderline neglectful madness.

“Well I wish she’d let me in on whatever
they are,” Cyril grumbled as he tilted his head back and closed his
eyes with a sigh. “And I’m not a pup. I’m a grown ass man.”

“Of course you’re a pup.”

Cyril could practically hear the grin in
Sinclair’s voice and had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep
from returning it involuntarily.

“Little thing like you, there’s no other
word for you.”

“I’m not little.” Cyril opened his eyes and
sat up then, not all of his affronted huff completely feigned. His
height had always been a bit of a sore point for him and Sinclair
knew that. “You’re just unreasonably huge, Sinclair, and you know
it.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere,
pup,” Sinclair rumbled and Cyril could hear the laughter in his
voice once again as what he’d said truly hit him.

Cyril could feel the blood as it rushed to
his face and he slumped down in his seat with a groan, Sinclair’s
light laughter echoing in the car round them. He’d walked right
into that one, he knew. He also wasn’t unaware of just what
Sinclair had been trying to do.

Once again the wolf had found a way to
lighten his mood, to help ease some of the load on his shoulders.
His teasing and reassurances went a long way towards helping Cyril
keep control of his raging emotions and the magic that threatened
to pour out of him as a result. Cyril truly was far more grateful
for Sinclair’s presence in his life than he knew how to
express.

Without him Cyril knew he would be lost.


Chapter Two

 


“This is the last one,” Cyril swore
even as he reached up to fix the deep maroon tie that hung around
Sinclair’s neck. Cyril was fairly certain that Sinclair could tie
it himself but for some reason he always seemed to prefer to have
Cyril do it for him. Not that he minded of course, getting his
hands anywhere near Sinclair was always a welcome occurrence. “I
refuse to go to another one of these things. No more galas, no more
balls, no more ridiculously overpriced and outdated soirees
for fuck’s sake.”

“This isn’t even close to the last event of
the season and you know it,” Sinclair reminded him after Cyril had
finally stepped back. The wolf reached up and ran a hand down the
length of his tie, his expression slightly pleased. “And as Heritor
you’re required to attend all of them barring an emergency. As you
well know.”

“Retaining the last tattered shreds of my
dwindling sanity qualifies as an emergency in my book,” Cyril
grumbled as he turned to let Sinclair help him into his coat.

“You’re required to attend”—Sinclair tugged
his coat straight and made sure it had settled properly—“sanity or
lack thereof, doesn’t have anything to do with it. Just imagine how
great it’ll be when it comes time for you to host your own
events.”

Cyril bit back his groan as they stepped
outside his townhouse and moved towards the car waiting
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