
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Being friendly with death can get complicated.

	 

	 

	Vale has always taken his job as an assassin seriously, which means killing his targets without asking questions and keeping his mouth shut. When he finds a picture of an old target of his in the hotel room of a man he just disposed of, he knows something fishy is happening. Luckily for him, his target doesn’t have to stay dead.

	Cyril is surprised when his boyfriend asks him to reanimate his latest target, because that’s not how his job usually works. He’d do anything for Vale, though, so he does it, only to find himself pulled into a mess he has nothing to do with for once.

	Some people have more money than sense, and Peter West is one of those people. He wants Vale killed so he can’t tell anyone that he had his father killed, which makes Vale the prey instead of the predator. More importantly, it puts Cyril in danger, something Vale can’t accept.

	He’ll have to get extra friendly with death this time around.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The first thing Vale saw when he opened his eyes was bones.

	Oscar was a heavy weight on Vale’s chest. Just a few weeks ago, Vale would’ve jumped, maybe screamed a little at the sight. Now, he sighed and reached out to scratch the top of the skull that made up Oscar’s body.

	Oscar made the weird purring sound he always made when he was happy. He wasn’t a cat, so Vale had no idea why or how he made it, but thinking too hard about it gave him the creeps, so he stopped. He didn’t understand Oscar or how Cyril had made him, and he didn’t care. It was none of his business.

	Even though the weird bone octopus was curled up on top of him.

	Vale’s life had become even weirder than before. He couldn’t regret that when it had brought him Cyril, but sometimes he wondered how he’d managed to get involved. He’d gone from having a fairly normal and boring life to living with a necromancer and his pet.

	“Where’s Cyril?” Vale asked.

	He doubted Cyril had gone very far. His boyfriend rarely left the apartment except for jobs, preferring the comfort of his home to going out there in the world and having to deal with people. Apparently, he’d much rather deal with dead people than with alive ones, which made his everyday life slightly complicated. It wasn’t like Cyril was a hermit or anything like that, but he was a little weird, and people tended to give him a wide berth when they found out he was a necromancer.

	Vale supposed that people would do the same to him if they knew he was a professional killer. It was a good thing he never told anyone. Cyril, on the other hand, couldn’t exactly hide what he was.

	But Cyril wasn’t alone anymore. He had Vale and Russell and, in a way, Rachel. He’d never met her, but he would eventually.

	Oscar poked at Vale’s cheek with one of his weird bone tentacles. Vale realized he’d stopped scratching him, so he started again, lightly glaring at the pet. Sometimes he still tried making sense of his life and of Oscar, but he’d realized soon after getting with Cyril that his life didn’t have to make sense for him to be happy. He had a necromancer boyfriend and a weird pet. It didn’t matter how it worked or how he’d obtained it.

	He hesitated before gingerly wrapping his hands around Oscar’s body. That was still really fucking weird, too. To pick Oscar up, Vale had to pick up his skull body, which creeped him out even though he’d killed dozens of people. Usually, when he killed, his targets weren’t bony. He didn’t often have to deal with skeletons, let alone skeletons that a necromancer had reanimated.

	Oscar wrapped his tentacles around Vale’s arms as if trying to cling to him. Knowing him, that was what he was doing. He loved cuddles, and while he got plenty from Cyril, for some reason, he’d gotten attached to Vale since pretty much the day they’d met. If Vale hadn’t known better, he would have thought that Oscar was doing it on purpose because he knew that Vale was weirded out.

	Actually, there might be something there. Oscar’s body was made with a human skull. Vale still wasn’t entirely sure how Cyril’s ability worked, but he wouldn’t be surprised if, by using a human skull, Cyril had given Oscar human traits. Maybe Oscar was teasing. Maybe the person the skull had belonged to had been playful and friendly.

	Vale sat up and raised Oscar to his face. He stared at the empty eye sockets of Oscar’s body, shuddered, and put him down on the bed. None of this mattered. Knowing whether or not Oscar had a human personality wouldn’t change the fact that he was freaking creepy and half in love with Vale. Vale just had to get used to having him around.

	Luckily for him, that came with a cute boyfriend.

	Vale got out of bed and went in search of his man, stopping in the bathroom before heading to the kitchen. He could smell coffee and toast, so he knew that Cyril wasn’t far.

	Just like he’d expected, Vale found his boyfriend in the window seat. Cyril’s hands were wrapped around a mug that had to be full of tea rather than coffee. Cyril made coffee in the morning for Vale but seldom drank it, preferring tea and herbal mixtures that smelled foul. He’d tried to convince Vale to drink them a few times, but Vale wouldn’t even smell them, let alone let them anywhere near his mouth. Coffee, though, he could do, and he was grateful that Cyril always thought of him when he was the first to wake up in the morning.

	Vale stopped next to Cyril and leaned down to kiss the top of his head. Cyril turned, looking sleepy but happy, and smiled at him. “I thought you’d sleep longer,” he said.

	“I can go back to bed if you want me to.” Vale grinned. “In fact, you could come back to bed with me.”

	Cyril’s cheeks flushed. From what he’d told Vale, he hadn’t had many people in his life beyond his mother. People didn’t understand what being a necromancer meant, and even when they did, they were usually wary of him. It was ridiculous, but human beings usually were. Vale didn’t care that his boyfriend could reanimate the dead. He only cared that Cyril was sweet, gentle, and caring.

	He would give the shirt off his back to anyone just because they asked for it, even if they didn’t need it. He took a lot of jobs pro bono because he could and because he wanted to help. His heart hurt for the people he helped because they’d lost someone important to them, and he did everything he could to make the experience easier. Cyril wasn’t perfect, but he was as perfect as they came, and Vale would always be grateful and stunned that Cyril had chosen him of all people.

	“I made you coffee,” Cyril offered.

	“I can tell. Thank you. You didn’t have to.”

	Cyril shrugged. “I wanted to.”

	Vale kissed him again just because he could. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

	“I think you’d survive just fine.”

	“Survive, probably, but would I want to? I don’t think so. You brighten my life, Cyril. If you weren’t in it, it would become rather dull and dark.”

	The flush on Cyril’s cheeks darkened. Vale grinned at him, pleased to get that reaction from his boyfriend. Cyril deserved to be loved and cared for. He’d been alone for way too long, but he wasn’t anymore. Now he had Vale, and Vale would ensure that Cyril never felt alone again.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Cyril knew that his cheeks were flushed. He wasn’t embarrassed by what Vale had said, but he still wasn’t fully used to someone flirting with him. Most of the time, he had no idea how to react. Sometimes he felt like he should wink, but at the same time, that would make him feel like a creep, and he’d rather not. Just staring at Vale with hearts in his eyes also felt ridiculous, but it wasn’t like Cyril could not say anything. Vale flirted with him to get a reaction out of him, right? That meant that Cyril had to react.

	But how?

	Cyril settled on smiling. He supposed that if everything else failed, a nice smile would help. Besides, it wasn’t like Vale would judge him, even if he was ridiculous. For some reason, Vale wanted Cyril just the way he was. Cyril still wasn’t entirely sure why that was, but he’d stopped trying to find a reason behind all of this. It didn’t matter. The only thing that did was that Vale had fallen for Cyril and wanted him in his life. Cyril didn’t have to analyze why. He just had to enjoy his first real relationship.

	And hopefully, his last.

	He couldn’t see himself with anyone but Vale, and it had nothing to do with the fact that until him, people tended to run the other way when they found out what Cyril did for a living. Most people didn’t want anything to do with a guy who could reanimate the dead, even though Cyril tried to only do it for good reasons. If he could afford it, he wouldn’t make people pay for what he did. He always felt guilty, like he was taking advantage of people during one of the worst periods of their lives, but he had to keep the lights on and eat, and unfortunately, that meant getting paid.

	With Vale’s help, he was starting to realize that maybe he actually deserved this. His ability came to him as naturally as breathing, but it was rare. Why shouldn’t he use it? And why shouldn’t he get paid to use it? Most of the people who contacted him could afford it. That was why they contacted him in the first place. The ones who couldn’t, well, let’s just say that Cyril could probably have been a millionaire by now if he got everyone to pay what most other necromancers would view as a good price.

	But he didn’t care about money. He never had. He just wanted to help people, and his ability meant that he could. That was all that mattered to him.

	That, and the few people he cared about.

	Vale’s smile was fond and gentle as he leaned down to kiss Cyril’s cheek, and Cyril realized he hadn’t answered Vale’s offer to return to bed. His cheeks heated, but Vale was already moving away. He didn’t look offended or angry. He never did, especially not when Cyril was involved, which was a new experience. Vale had infinite patience. Sometimes Cyril was afraid it would end, but so far, it hadn’t. Of course, they’d only just gotten together. Things might change.

	Cyril didn’t think Vale would.

	He got up from the window seat and stretched before joining Vale in the kitchen. Vale was sipping on coffee, glaring at Oscar, who was sitting on the kitchen counter.

	“I don’t think that’s hygienic,” Vale said. “I mean, technically, I know he’s made of bones and that he doesn’t eat or have any bodily functions, but still. Should he really sit where we prepare food?”

	Cyril put down his mug and grabbed Oscar. “I’ll try to teach him not to do it.”

	Vale snorted. “You can try to teach him, but I doubt he’ll learn, or rather, he’ll learn and ignore it. He does what he wants.”

	Cyril scratched the top of Oscar’s head. “Yes, well. He was here before you.”

	“He’s not going to be here for much longer if he doesn’t learn the rules,” Vale grumbled.

	Cyril hugged Oscar against his chest and smiled. Both he and Oscar knew that Vale was joking. He would never dare kick Oscar out, and not just because he knew it would hurt Cyril. Vale actually liked Oscar, even though he would never admit it out loud.

	Vale had never even said anything against Oscar beyond the first few times they’d met when Vale was shocked and a bit freaked out because he didn’t understand what Oscar was. There wasn’t an explanation. Cyril had cobbled Oscar together with a bunch of bones when he’d been lonely and yearning for a friend, and Oscar had been that for him ever since. Cyril had Vale now, but Oscar would always be his first friend, and he would always love him.

	Hygienic or not.

	Vale’s phone vibrated. He snatched it up from the counter and stared at the screen for a moment, frowning. “Artemis emailed me,” he explained as he slid his fingers on the screen.

	Cyril swallowed. Cyril’s job was hard for a lot of people to accept, but most people could never accept Vale’s. He was a professional killer. It wasn’t something Cyril had ever thought much about, even though, for his job, he often had to revive people who’d been killed by professionals. He usually only saw the result of their hits, but he’d never met one of them until Vale.

	And now he shared a bed with one.

	Cyril was a bit conflicted when it came to Vale’s job. He supposed that he was used to death, so it didn’t horrify him as it would most people, but it still made him uncomfortable. The thought of Vale killing people because he was paid to do so was weird. Cyril had asked him a lot of questions initially, and he’d been reassured when Vale had told him that he only took specific kinds of jobs. He didn’t hurt innocent people, people who didn’t deserve to die, or children. He trusted Artemis to select the right jobs for him, and knowing that had made Cyril feel better about all of it. It was still weird to think that Vale was killing people while Cyril reanimated them, but they made it work.

	“She has a local job for me,” Vale commented. “She says she would’ve sent it to Russell, but he’s still out of town.”

	“What job?”

	“It looks pretty straightforward. The guy works for a big company. It says here that he killed his former boss.”

	“Why isn’t he in jail?”

	Vale gave Cyril a fond look that was reserved for him. “Most of the time, the police don’t know how to do their job. Even if they try, and they don’t always, it could have been anything. Maybe there wasn’t enough proof, or maybe there was, but the guy was let go by a jury. Either way, the victim’s son wants this guy dead because of what he did to his father.”

	“You’re going to take the job?”

	“I think so. I don’t have to travel, and it seems pretty straightforward.”

	He hesitated and stared at Cyril for a moment. Cyril wondered what he was thinking.

	“You know that I can fully retire if you’re not comfortable with me doing this, right?” Vale offered. “I’ve been thinking about it, anyway. I can’t continue killing people for the rest of my life, and frankly, I want to be able to focus on you. I just need to be able to pay the bills.”

	“I can pay the bills.”

	“I won’t be a kept man. I appreciate your willingness to help me out, but I want to help, too.”

	Cyril got that. It didn’t mean he had to like it. “You should take the job, and if you want to fully retire, I’ll support you, but you don’t have to do it just because you think it’s what I want.”

	Vale put down his phone and grabbed Cyril’s waist, pulling him close. Cyril didn’t resist. He never did, not when it came to Vale.

	Vale wrapped his arms around Cyril and looked down at him. “You say that I don’t have to consider what you want when I make decisions about my life, but that’s not how relationships work,” Vale said gently. “I want you to have opinions and thoughts about things. I want to know what you’d be more comfortable with.”

	“I’d be more comfortable if you didn’t go out there to kill people,” Cyril admitted. “But I understand that it’s not like you can just find another job. I don’t expect you to give up your independence just because I don’t agree with what you do.”

	“I’ll tell Rachel that I’ll take the job, but I’ll also ask her to poke around and see what my next step could be. I don’t have the faintest idea what I could do if I’m not a professional assassin, but it doesn’t mean I’m not going to try to find out.”

	“For me?” Cyril asked, even though he knew it would be for him.

	Vale kissed Cyril’s forehead. “For you, I would do this and so much more. I don’t need or want to be a professional killer. I do need and want you, though.”

	Cyril wasn’t used to people telling him that, and he basked in the feeling. Whatever Vale decided, it didn’t matter as long as he stayed in Cyril’s life.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Vale was still thinking about his conversation with Cyril a few days later when he headed out on the job. He understood that not many people would be comfortable with what he did for a living, but a necromancer especially so. Cyril’s job was to reanimate dead people, while Vale’s was to kill them. Most people would be surprised to find out how well they worked together, but neither Cyril nor Vale were their jobs.

	Still, knowing that Cyril was uncomfortable meant that Vale wanted to speed up his retirement. His job had only ever been a job for him, and he wouldn’t miss it. He just wanted to find something else to do before actually retiring.

	That was where things got complicated. It wasn’t like he could just write up a resume and send it around. The only experience he had was in killing people, and he doubted most people would want to hire someone like him. Of course, he wasn’t planning on going about this the normal way. He could never have a normal job in an office or in a store or anything like that. He didn’t want that kind of job. He just needed to find something that paid well and that wouldn’t take him away from Cyril.

	He was still thinking about that as he walked into the hotel where he would find his target. He made his way upstairs to the room Artemis had given him the number of, snuck inside, and looked around. He could hear the shower, which was good because it meant that cleanup would be easier for the hotel staff. Vale tried to be considerate when he could.

	He opened the bathroom door, stepped in, and got his gun out. He needed to be sure that the man he was about to kill was the target, so he grabbed the shower curtain and pulled it to the side.

	The man inside the shower turned. He opened his mouth, no doubt to scream, but Vale had recognized him from the picture Artemis had emailed him. He didn’t give the man any time to raise the alarm. He shot him between the eyes, watched as his body crumpled down, and waited for a few seconds, just in case. He’d never had a target come back from the dead right after he’d killed them, but now that he was with Cyril, he never knew what to expect. He wouldn’t be surprised if, one day, one of his targets just got up and yelled at him for killing them.

	This guy didn’t. He stayed down, the water turning pink as he bled. Vale turned it off, and for a moment, the silence was so loud it made him want to scream.

	He was done. Hopefully, this would be his last job.

	He went back to the hotel room, ready to go, but he stumbled on a pair of shoes that had been
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