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PARIS PUSHED A HAND through her mass of unruly hair. She had had time only to drag a comb through it that morning before she had to rush off. She looked at the house and bit her lip. It was almost at the edge of a cliff and was massive, reminding her of haunted mansions and old vampire movies. The man she had come to see was no vampire, though. He was a wizard, which was rather more dangerous than a vampire, to be honest. The house looked well maintained, though the grounds were overgrown. More weeds than flowers in the garden and the grass had obviously not been trimmed in ages. For all that, the house had a charm that pulled her in, even though the rational part of her brain didn’t want to be here. 

She hated this. If not for Ellis, she wouldn’t have come. Paris didn’t like wizards. Not that she had any dealings with any, but she had heard enough. She couldn’t think what Brian and Dana had been thinking, leaving Ellis to the custody of this Jeff, whoever he was. Paris had certainly never heard any mention of him, and Dana had been her sister. She drew a few deep breaths. Surely, the man would not want custody of an eleven-year-old boy? All she had to do was convince him to change the guardianship to her. 

Another deep breath. She needed to move. Nothing was going to be served by sitting in the car. She got out, closing the door gently. Despite the sound of waves crashing on the cliffs below and the shriek of the window, there was an impression of silence about the place. 

Anxiety coiled inside her, despite it. In other circumstances, she would have felt peaceful, soothed, but not now. She gripped herself around the middle, her own solidity and warmth providing courage and comfort. She walked up the path leading to the house, the sound of her own heels clicking on the stone path too loud in her ears. Swallowing hard, she approached the large front door. 

Drawing one more deep breath, she rang the bell. Her palms were clammy, and she clenched her fists tight to stop them from shaking. Her heart was racing and her mouth was dry. 

It’s only a wizard, not an ogre.

Except, everyone knew wizards were far more dangerous. Even if she discounted all the rumours, there was the fact that they lived for hundreds of years and held themselves aloof from most people. If she had a choice, she wouldn’t be here.

Only, she didn’t. Not if she wanted custody of her nephew. And she did want that. Ellis needed her, and whatever familiarity and stability she could provide. After everything he had been through, the last thing he needed was to be sent off to live with a stranger.

Even if the stranger were not a wizard, Paris would have been here. That thought steadied her, gave her courage. 

The door opened and Paris found herself looking into quizzical brown eyes. The man facing her was tall, with a tousled mop of brown hair, bare feet, and he was wearing a pale blue T-shirt and faded jeans of a darker shade of blue. Whatever she had expected in her mind, this was not it. The man looked hardly older than Brian. But then, wizards didn’t age like normal people. Still, his appearance threw her for a loop.  

“Are you the wizard?” she asked. “I’m Paris? My solicitors contacted you yesterday?”

“Come in,” the man said, stepping aside. “Jeff is in the kitchen. I’ll tell him you’re here.”

The room she was ushered into was large and modern, which was again not what she expected. It was bright and spotlessly clean. She sat down on a comfortable couch, taking in the large screen on one wall, the solar panels outside the window which she hadn’t noticed from the outside, and the large fireplace. 

“You’re here about Ellis.” A voice spoke, and another man came into view. He was dressed similar to the first one, but had steel-blue eyes and his hair was darker. He looked to be the same age as the first man, and his face held only curiosity as he took a seat opposite her. “You’re his aunt.”

She nodded. “Dana was my sister.” It hurt to sit here and say her name. Paris had to remind herself why she was here. “I think it would be in Ellis’ best interests to have me as his guardian.” She didn’t want to draw this out. Better to come right out and say it. 

“I agree,” he said, his silvery blue eyes giving nothing away. “I would much prefer it, but unfortunately, a transfer of guardianship isn’t possible. Brian made certain of that. The will he made was sealed with a debt. Only he can release me from it, and he’s dead. I’m bound to accept the guardianship of the child till he comes of age.”

That was the last thing Paris had expected. She had come prepared to argue her case, but this took the wind out of her sails.

“Oh,” she said. 

Trust Brian to do something so stupid. She had always known her brother-in-law thought her flighty and reckless, but surely he had known how much she loved Ellis? 

“I won’t be changing his current living arrangements if that makes you feel any better,” the wizard said. “He goes to a residential school in Ralbin, I understand?”

She nodded, still numb. 

“He can continue going there,” he said. “He won’t have to come here except during holidays. I understand you live in the city?”

She nodded again. That seemed to be all she was capable of doing. 

“If he wants to visit, I will have no objections. He can spend his days with you while on holidays. Under the terms of his father’s will, he will have to stay the nights under my roof while he’s here.”

“While he’s here?” Why was her voice shaking so much?

“His parents used to permit him to spend holidays with his friends, I believe?” He raised an elegant eyebrow. 

She nodded once more. At least it was easy to do. Words didn’t come as easily as she wanted them to. 

“Such arrangements can continue should he wish it. If he comes to Daskor, he will have to stay with me, however.”

Paris tried to focus on something other than the tears that threatened to overwhelm her at any moment. It had been a difficult few weeks. Ellis had hardly spoken a word to her or anyone else since Brian and Dana’s death. She had thought she had time to draw him out, perhaps find him a therapist, enroll him in a local school. Anything he needed. 

And then the will had been revealed, and since then, she had been doing everything she could, legally, to get Ellis’ guardianship till finally her solicitors had come up with this idea.

“Are you all right?” A cup of tea was placed in front of her and she found herself looking into concerned brown eyes. 

“I’ll be.” She attempted a smile as she took the cup and took a sip. It was hotter than she had expected, but the faint taste of cardamom was soothing. “Thank you.”

She couldn’t fall apart here, before two complete strangers, one of whom was Ellis’ guardian. 

“I’m Derek.” He took a seat on the arm of the wizard’s chair. “I’m his companion, so to say.”

The wizard rolled his eyes. “Must you be facetious?” There was fondness in his gaze, however.

“Part of my charm,” Derek said, leaning over to kiss him. “I should get going. We’re out of things fit for humans to eat.” He turned to smile at her. “When you leave, can you give me a lift into town?”

Paris nodded, but her attention was on the wizard. “You said the will was bound to a debt. Does that mean you owed Brian something?”

“I owed him a life debt.” The wizard’s expression was serene. “This is how he has chosen I should repay it.”

A life debt. That explained why Brian thought this wizard was the best choice for taking care of Ellis. Yet, the bitter taste wouldn’t leave her mouth.

I would have given my life for Ellis.

Perhaps Brian didn’t need someone who would sacrifice their life. Perhaps he needed someone who could protect Ellis without loss of life. 

She rose. “If you’re ready,” she said to Derek, and nodded to Jeff. “I’ll bring him to you. He... I haven’t told him yet. I thought...” She shook her head, biting her lip. “Whenever it’s convenient.”

“Tomorrow,” the wizard said, getting up as well. “I’ll give you my number, so you won’t have to go through solicitors.”

She unlocked her phone and handed it over, thanking him as he returned it with his number fed in. Derek followed her outside.

“I can drive if you aren’t feeling up to it,.” he said. 

Tears prickled her eyes again. “It’s fine.”

It wasn’t, but it should be. Ellis would be safe here. Ultimately, wasn’t that what mattered the most?
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THE SILENCE SEEMED FRAUGHT, and Derek said quietly, just to break it, “I’m sorry.”

The woman—Paris—shrugged as she engaged the autodrive. “It is what it is.” She paused. “Where do I drop you?”

“Wherever in the city is fine. I just need to pick up some groceries,” Derek said. He didn’t actually need a ride, but he was curious about the woman and the boy. “Would it be possible for me to meet your nephew? You don’t have to agree, but I’m Jeff’s companion, after all.”

“What does that mean?” she asked him. “You’re his partner? Boyfriend?” 

“We have a mutually beneficial arrangement.” He shrugged. That was the best way to explain it. It was how it had started after all, though now even he struggled to put a name on it. “But I do live in his house for most of the year, and Ellis is more likely to be in my company than in Jeff’s.”

“A mutually beneficial arrangement,” she said flatly. “Are you a wizard too?”

“Shifter,” he said. “My kind aren’t universally popular, just like wizards. You can understand why we stick together.”

“Oh,” she said, flushing. “I didn’t mean... I’m sorry.”

He chuckled. “That’s fine. So, Ellis?”

“Is that why you came with me?” she asked. “I daresay you could have found other means of transport.”

“I could have,” Derek agreed easily. “But it is a pain transforming clothes. This is better.”

“I thought you shifted in the nude,” she said. 

“Usually.” He grinned at her. “But I can hardly fly into town and roam around naked, so I have to be clothed, and sometimes that gets a bit awkward. They don’t transform correctly if you aren’t careful.”

“How long have you and- Jeff had this arrangement?”

The pause before Jeff’s name didn’t go unnoticed. “A few decades now,” Derek replied, keeping his answer light. “He gets to study a shifter up close, and I get a roof over my head and protection.” The sex was good too, but he didn’t think she would want to know of it. As for everything else, that was strictly no one’s business. 

“I don’t blame Brian,” she said after a moment. “He had enemies. His line of work made it impossible for him not to.”

Derek nodded along though he had no idea what she was talking about. He resolved to look into it as soon as he could. 

“How did he die?” he asked.

“Burglary gone wrong is the official version.” Her voice was dry now. “In truth, we suspect he was murdered. I think that he must have known he was in danger. He would have wanted Ellis to be kept safe.”

“Even if it is as you say, surely whoever was after him would have been satisfied with his death?” Derek asked, hoping she wouldn’t be offended.

“You don’t know the kind of people who were after him,” she said, dry voiced again. 

“If that is so, aren’t you also in danger?”

“I’m not eleven, and I’m only Dana’s sister.” Paris sighed. “It is... the boarding school Ellis attends... there was a kidnapping attempt a few months back... Brian was thinking of finding another place for him... that was why Ellis was home.”

That surprised Derek. “Did the police find anything?” he asked. “Do you know who it was?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I mean, the police never found anything, and even Brian couldn’t find anything.” 

That was concerning. 

Paris bit her lip before continuing. “I believe that Ellis witnessed his parents’ murders.”

Derek felt his jaw drop, and eyes widen. “Has he said anything to you?” he asked. “And why didn’t you say anything to Jeff?”

“I plan to,” she muttered. “I wanted him to meet Ellis first, and,”—she shrugged again—“I don’t know if he remembers anything... he... he has not spoken much... I was thinking of finding him a therapist.”

“Jeff wouldn’t be averse to anything which could help Ellis,” Derek said. “If it is as you say, you nephew would be quite safe with Jeff.”

If the child was in danger, Jeff was the best possible guardian. It wasn’t that he was more powerful than anyone out there, but he was fiercely protective and ready to give his all. That was something most wizards didn’t dare do. They all tried to conserve their energies, unlike Jeff, who didn’t care for the consequences to himself when he was trying to help someone. 

Paris smiled, but it was half-hearted. “I certainly hope so.”

Derek was intrigued by the whole thing, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t get any answers out of Paris that she didn’t wish to give. Still, the world has progressed so much since the days of his youth. Information on anything and anyone was available at the tips of one’s fingers now. It would be bad manners to search for her brother-in-law here, but he would have time later. In the meantime, he was curious about Ellis. 

“I guess I can introduce you to Ellis,” she said after a few minutes of silence. “I can’t tell him anything about you until after I’ve explained everything to him, but I can tell him you’re a friend.”

Derek nodded. He liked children. They liked him too. Jeff was the one who had difficulty with people, and in his eyes, children were little people.

You made a bad choice when you picked him, Brian.

Derek didn’t smile, but it was a close thing. Chastising a dead man in his head was certainly not something he had done before. He could understand Brian’s need to protect his son, but surely there were other ways of doing it?

Why bother when a wizard owes you a debt? That too a life debt?

The car shuddered suddenly. 

“What–” he began as shots peppered the car from all sides. 

Derek was hardly aware of grabbing hold of the woman next to him, but he could sense the protection charm Jeff had given him activate. The next moment, they and the car were encased in a protective bubble, off which bullets were bouncing harmlessly. He risked a glance at their assailants, only to see masked figures vanishing into what looked like a portal.

“What was that?” he asked Paris, making sure to keep his tone gentle and voice soft. “Do you know?”

She looked shaken and was trembling. Her breath came in gasps, and her eyes were wide with fear. Yet, she answered the question, though her voice quivered almost uncontrollably. 

“That’s likely sent by the person who arranged my sister’s death.”

Derek sat up cautiously. They seemed safe enough. “And you’ve no idea who they are.”

“A few theories, from Brian’s work,” she sighed. “I told you he had enemies.”

“What exactly did your brother-in-law do?” Derek asked, feeling justified considering this new development.

“He was a spy,” she replied, her voice very quiet. “A highly trained one. Independent.”

“Fuck,” Derek muttered. Did Jeff know? He must have. It was no wonder the father had wanted protection from a wizard. Derek could only imagine the kind of secrets Brian must have uncovered to invite this response. 

Fuck!

Realisation came suddenly. No wonder the kid was in danger. 

“Is
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