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Will the final confrontation with his past destroy everything Reynaud has in his present, preventing him from having a future with Cam? 
 
Murder, greed and jealousy have taken everything from Reynaud. His lover, his high position and his way of life are all gone in the blink of an eye. Condemned for a crime he did not commit, Reynaud must suffer the worst punishment his people can bestow. Only the love of a mentor saves him from destruction, giving him a second chance at life. 
 
After more than one hundred years, he finally meets Cameron. Cam’s love sets him free and helps him put his life back on track, but something still nags in the back of Reynaud’s mind. He hopes going ‘home’ will ease his weariness, but it only raises more questions. Things have changed during his absence. Friends have lost their places, and enemies have gained undeserved power. 
 
Will the final confrontation with his past destroy everything Reynaud has in his present, preventing him from a future with Cam? Will the journey itself cost him Cameron and everything they have built together?
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 Prologue
 
 
 
Two security personnel walked Reynaud Leduc down a long, barely lit corridor. When they neared an unlit torch on the wall, flames burst to life, lighting their way. Reynaud stood a full head over his escorts and possessed a bigger build. His strength could overpower the two smaller men, but his demeanor indicated otherwise. His movements were slow and weary, his head hanging low and his hands dangling as though bound. He didn’t struggle at all when the guards pushed him along.
 When they entered a large room, Reynaud fought the urge to look up to see how many of his brethren had come to witness his punishment. From the loud murmurs, he had no doubt the room was filled to capacity. Their burning stares raised the hairs on his skin as he continued forward. Finally, the guards stopped him in the center of a small circle made of stones then pushed Reynaud to his knees.
 The room went quiet except for the soft shuffle of moving feet. Reynaud lifted his eyes to see the long table of elders a few feet away from him. A woman left the center seat and walked toward him. She stopped in front of him and put her hands behind her back. “I am sorry it has come to this, Reynaud, but I— We,” she quickly amended, indicating the others at the table with a wave of her hand, “have no choice.”
 “Madame Cousteau—” Reynaud began.
 She sharply cut him off. “Silence. The time for explanations has passed. I must follow the evidence, and the evidence says you were negligent in your task. Your lover is dead. His magic was not up to par to protect himself and you were not there to defend him. The fact of the matter is, he was yours to teach and look after and you failed to do so,” she added with a hint of sadness.
 Reynaud squeezed his eyes shut. Her comment filled him with anguish. His chest ached from his loss. He shook his head in disbelief at the reality of her words.
 How could this have happened? How could somebody come into our home without my knowledge and kill my sweet little Angele?
 Reynaud had lost count of how many times he had asked them. He searched his mind again, but for the life of him, he could not recall anything new. His last memories were of having lunch with Angele. They had toasted their love for each other with a glass of white wine, and the next thing he knew, he’d awoken in bed with Angele beside him, his lover’s body lifeless and his magic gone too. Reynaud didn’t even know how they had gotten back to their house.
 “Please, Madame Cousteau, I could find out what happened if I had a little more time.” His voice cracked with emotion.
 Madame Cousteau looked away to face the two men and two women sitting at the table. The stern looks on their faces didn’t change. With a quick look over her shoulder to Reynaud, Madame Cousteau shook her head then returned to the empty chair among the others.
 She rested her arms on the desk before she addressed him again. “Reynaud, we don’t have many Treetars among our people. The gift to heal is very rare,” she explained. “When your magic manifested, it was so strong your station was easy to ascertain. The question becomes—how can we allow you to continue training others to protect and heal when you cannot carry out that task yourself? We would be negligent to have you continue in your post. You must understand our position in this matter,” she concluded dejectedly.
 He opened his mouth to protest her accusation, but quickly closed it with a sigh of defeat. She was right. Had he been aware, he could have healed Angele before his magic was lost. Together they could have defeated any foe, but he wasn’t. Somehow he’d slept through what happened, and Angele was gone because of it.
 “Yes, Madame Cousteau. I understand and accept any punishment you and the council feel is needed,” he said in a soft, sad voice.
 
Madame Cousteau closed her eyes to block out the torment Reynaud’s voice brought her. She raised her arms wide with her palms toward the ceiling and reached out to the minds of the council members.
 “I find myself hesitant to reprimand Reynaud as the law suggests. That law is in place for the worst of crimes.”
 “Yes, Delphine, but this is one of those crimes.”
 Anger rose within Madame Cousteau at Isabella’s words. She took a cleansing breath to keep her emotions out of her thoughts before continuing.
 “Since Reynaud has had his position, he has always been nothing short of perfection at his duties. With his lovers, he was openly affectionate, loving and protective. To strip him of his magic seems harsh under those circumstances.”
 “I am in agreement as well, but we cannot ignore the fact young Angele Truneaux is dead,” the man to her left commented. “That fact proves carelessness on Reynaud’s part. If he goes unpunished, there will be uproar within the community. Everyone will start to challenge our laws. Only anarchy can follow such a path. We Creolytes have a reputation to uphold, Delphine. Since the very first Creoles were born with magic in their souls, our people have been separate from regular humans. We are above such behavior,” he proudly reminded her.
 “I know, François. I do believe Reynaud should be punished, but—”
 “This is ridiculous, Delphine. François speaks the truth,” the woman on the other side of François interjected the abrupt thought. “We are not common humans. We cannot just disregard the law when it does not suit us. You simply cannot protect Reynaud because he is one your favorites.”
 Marguerite’s thought struck Madame Cousteau’s mind so severely her eyes almost snapped open. 
“If the evidence says he is guilty, then he is guilty,” Marguerite added with finality.
 Madame Cousteau spoke slowly as she addressed the woman’s concerns.
 “That is not my intention, Marguerite. I cannot say the love I have for Reynaud does not affect me at this time of trouble for him, but I assure you it does not cloud my judgment. I know my duty toward this board and our people. All I am saying is something does not seem right. I do not think sentencing should be so strict when I find it difficult to believe Reynaud is capable of such a crime regardless of the evidence that has been presented.”
 “I am inclined to agree with Delphine,” Isabella expressed. “This is completely out of character for Reynaud. I, too, am not completely convinced someone else has not done this to discredit him. Unfortunately there is great jealousy within our society and the possibility is not out of the realm of likelihood.”
 “What are you suggesting, Isabella?” Madame Cousteau questioned.
 “I’m just saying I think it is conceivable someone else may be involved, that there may be something else to this. Someone like Reynaud does not just snap and become negligent in his duties after years of exemplary behavior and service to his people. It is not impossible to believe someone of his status could be targeted. It would not be the first time it has happened,” she reminded them.
 “Marguerite has been clear on her position. What is your final word, François?”
 “I find myself agreeing with Marguerite, Delphine,” he answered. “The evidence points to Reynaud, and we, as the head council, must adhere to what we know, not what we think, regardless of who the perpetrator is.”
 Madame Cousteau sensed a hint of regret when his mind touched hers. Nodding, she sent her question out again.
 “Tomas, you have been quiet during this hearing,” she addressed the man between her and Isabella. “What say you on Reynaud Leduc’s position?”
 Tomas spoke without hesitation. “I find myself dragging my feet to discipline Reynaud so harshly for something I, too, do not think he could have done.”
 “We seem to have a split decision leaving me with the deciding vote. Counting my own vote, I will speak for the council and say Reynaud Leduc shall not be stripped of his magic,” Madame Cousteau said, relief filling her thoughts.
 “Reynaud must be punished,” Marguerite insisted.
 “She is correct, Delphine. The committee must remain consistent,” François added.
 “I agree and I am open to suggestions for an alternative punishment,” Madame Cousteau countered.
 “I have a suggestion,” Isabella interjected gently.
 Madame Cousteau listened intently to the words directed only to her and nodded. She lowered her hands and opened her eyes.
 
“Come to your feet, Reynaud Leduc,” Madame Cousteau announced.
 Reynaud stood, but his head remained bowed.
 “The council has made its decision. We have decided you are to be punished for the crime of which you have been accused. Namely, failure to protect your lover, resulting in his death. As you know, this crime is punishable by stripping the accused of his or her magic, leaving them to live the rest of their life as a human.”
 Madame Cousteau’s declaration struck a chord in the audience. A sharp intake of air echoed throughout the room, followed by low muttering. Reynaud was just as stunned as the other citizens. Madame Cousteau’s words left him weak in the knees.
 Every Creolyte there understood what that meant. Originally from the Caribbean Islands, their people settled in New Orleans many years ago. Those first comers were humans having no magic at all. During hard times, they rekindled old skills of practical magic and enchantments used in their homeland to help them make it through.
 Over time, their bodies adapted and absorbed the magic creating the first generation of children born with the talent embedded in them becoming the first Creolytes. A human could have the ability taken away without any harm to them, because it was a learned skill, but for a Creolyte, whose magic was a part of their soul, removing it was a fate, they felt, worse than death.
 “Although you’ve failed in your job, we are not totally convinced you were alone in this.” 
Madame Cousteau’s voice brought him back to reality. 
“Therefore, it is the decision of this council that your present form be altered. We have decided to see if you can handle your obligations without the comforts of your magic. In this new form you will have to find a mate that will trust you with his or her life.”
 This time an appalled sound moved through the room like a wave. Reynaud was sure the noise appropriately matched his expression.
 “The magic you will maintain will be minimal,” Madame Cousteau added. “It will be enough for comprehension in your transformed state, but you will not be able to communicate except within the confines of said form. You will be allowed to remember what has transpired here, the passage of time, who you are and the task at hand.”
 Reynaud was speechless. His knees finally buckled. He fell forward, palms on the floor trying to steady himself as a wave of nausea came over him.
 “Madame, I— How can—?”
 Madame Cousteau held up her hand. “Humans do it all the time, Reynaud,” she mentioned softly. “I have no doubt you will find a way. If you are successful, your powers will be restored to you. The council will confer on the matter and let you know what form we feel is appropriate.”
 Reynaud stared blankly. The guards lifted him from the floor, directed by her dismissing wave. The distress inside him rose like a dense fog around his consciousness. His legs seemed as heavy as lead when the security personnel all but dragged him down the hall. They returned him to the detention cell and shoved him inside. The invisible bindings on his wrists instantly released, and he stumbled forward, the gate slamming shut behind him. Reynaud felt numb as he sat on the bench with his face buried in his hands. When he could no longer hear the footfalls of the departing men, he allowed the tears to fall.
 “I must say I am a little disappointed at the elder’s decision, Reynaud.”
 He jumped. The confusion lifted around his mind at the familiarity of the voice. He dropped his hands to view his visitor and confirmed his suspicions.
 “Baptiste.”
 “I should have known your punishment would not be the one on the books, but I am satisfied to know you will be gone all the same.” 
Reynaud frowned. He was not surprised by Baptiste’s gloating or distain. They had been rivals for years. Reynaud rolled his eyes and turned away from him.
 “It wasn’t hard to do, you know.”
 Something in his tone sent a chill down Reynaud’s back. He raised a brow to Baptiste.
 Baptiste gripped the bars and pressed his face between them.
 “You and Angele were so predictable,” he said with an impish grin. “Every Monday, lunch at Vincente’s on St Charles, Wednesday was dinner at Maximo’s Ristorante and, of course, breakfast at Lucia’s on Saturday,” he added with a dramatic flip of his hand.
 Reynaud furrowed his brows. “What—? I don’t—”
 A soft chuckle escaped Baptiste when he looked at Reynaud. “The great Reynaud Leduc,” he announced with the same theatrics as before. His voice lowered, softer and more sinister when he spoke again. “It was easier than I expected to dispense of you who are always so trusting. It just never occurred to you that anyone would be after you, did it? But then, why would it? Everyone just loves Reynaud Leduc,” he said in a mocking tone, rolling his eyes. 
Though Reynaud was accustomed to Baptiste’s ire toward him, this mocking smugness made him uneasy. He closed his eyes as he tried to figure out what secret the man could be holding.
 “All I had to do was arrive early at your little rendezvous spot, intercept your waiter and pour my potion into your drink before he brought it to you.”
 Reynaud’s popped his eyelids open and his heart raced as he gripped the edge of the bench. “What are you saying, Baptiste?”
 “The potion was just a simple aphrodisiac,” Baptiste confided with an arrogant shrug. “It was nothing out of the ordinary, really. I did enhance it a bit so you couldn’t stop pawing, touching and kissing each other.” A disgusted look crossed his face, matching his tone. “I followed you home and waited patiently for you to finish your disgusting mating ritual. When you finally fell asleep and your magic was in its restoring stage, I killed Angele,” he admitted calmly.
 Reynaud’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped.
 “Oh yes, it hardly took any effort at all on my part,” he said matter-of-factly.
 Baptiste raised his hand and focused his gaze toward Reynaud. His thoughts formed a picture in Reynaud’s mind as he spoke.
 Baptiste walked a few blocks behind them. Reynaud’s arm rested lovingly around Angele’s shoulder, holding him close. Angele’s feathery blond head rested against Reynaud’s chest as they moved leisurely across the streets. Turning onto Decatur Street, they went inside their home, and Baptiste took up a position outside the bedroom window.
 Reynaud and Angele entered the room pulling and tearing at each other’s clothes until they were naked. Reynaud lifted Angele’s petite frame and lowered him onto the bed. His large body completely covered Angele’s when he captured Angele’s lips again.
 Angele’s hands looked childlike as they glided over the large corded muscles of Reynaud’s back and bottom, gripping and kneading them. Suddenly Reynaud flipped them over reversing their position.
 Baptiste adjusted himself against the window to get a better look inside.
 Laughing, Angele leaned over to place a quick kiss on Reynaud’s smiling face. He shifted his weight to move forward so Reynaud’s erect cock rested against his ass. Angele gripped the powerful organ and stroked it while he moved his other hand across the well-built dimensions of Reynaud’s chest.
 Baptiste twisted his face in revulsion as he watched the lovers indulge in each other’s caresses.
 Reynaud lifted Angele’s small frame and lowered him onto his waiting erect penis. When Angele was seated, Reynaud gripped Angele’s protruding shaft and started to pump it as his little lover rode him. They continued in such a fashion until Angele threw his head back, and Baptiste witnessed his seed spilling over onto Reynaud’s hand and stomach. Angele fell forward to lean on Reynaud’s shoulder. Reynaud lifted Angele once again to cradle him in his arms.
 Still hidden, Baptiste watched them for a time while they slept. Finally, Angele turned away from Reynaud to hug his pillow, and a small smirk touched Baptiste’s lips. He raised his hand along the window frame and wiggled his fingers. The lock turned slowly with a slight click, and soon the window rose. He entered the room and moved smoothly across the carpet. Standing by the bed, he looked down on the couple with disdain.
 Baptiste scooped Angele’s sleeping form into his arms, but when he walked to the door, Angele’s eyes popped open. Baptiste’s own gaze widened at the revelation, but he recovered quickly, clamping his hand down over Angele’s mouth. He closed the door behind him with a small kick and stalked farther away from the bedroom before dropping Angele onto the floor.
 Angele looked up at him, fear evident in his big green eyes. Baptiste almost laughed aloud. He advanced and Angele scurried away, tears already falling down his cheeks. His hand gestures were frantic and meager. His mouth moved swiftly as he spoke. Baptiste continued forward, the harsh look on his face unchanged. Angele scrambled to his feet, retreating until his back hit the wall. His hands shook terribly and he tried again to defend himself, but Baptiste raised his own hand, effortlessly blocking Angele’s feeble magic.
 Baptiste stood looking down into Angele’s panicked face. His large physique dwarfed Angele’s slight form. Angele shook his head, shrinking down the wall away from Baptiste. He wrapped his hand around Angele’s slender throat, raised him up along the wall to eye level and held him there until his feet stopped kicking.
 “His eyes were bulging so much it was easy to keep eye contact,” Baptiste continued aloud, severing the connection to Reynaud’s mind. “The second the light of life left his gaze, the magic in his soul transferred to me. It was such a rush,” Baptiste exclaimed, giving the bars a shake. “I had no more use of him afterward, so I returned him to you,” he added with a dismissive wave, in calmer tones.
 Baptiste’s nonchalant attitude horrified Reynaud. Such a deed had never been done intentionally. The forbidden act of taking another’s magic remained the highest undocumented law. Everyone generally assumed no one would ever do such a cruel, cold-blooded and evil thing to another Creolyte. The transfer itself had been discovered by accident many years ago when a Creolyte woman embraced her dying lover. He held her gaze, whispering his love and, with his final breath, his magic had transferred to her.
 Reynaud closed his eyes tight, pushing away the dreadful feelings Baptiste’s words created inside him. But he could not remove the scene forced into his mind. He saw Baptiste carrying his beloved Angele’s lifeless body back into the bedroom, returning him to Reynaud’s side as clearly as if it were happening at that moment. Reynaud’s heart pounded crazily and tears welled behind his lids. He took a deep breath and swallowed his pain before opening his eyes. The smug grin on Baptiste’s face inflamed Reynaud’s anger.
 “You have shown me your treachery, and I am about to pay the price for it, Baptiste. Now tell me why. Why would you kill Angele if he posed no threat to you?” Reynaud asked.
 Baptiste’s smirk turned into a sinister smile. “Angele’s death was essential to my plan, my good man.”
 Reynaud’s confusion continued. 
“You have held your station long enough, Reynaud Leduc.” Baptiste chuckled. “It was only because you caught Madame Cousteau’s eye as a child that you became her favorite. Her favor elevated you to your post. I think it is time someone else had it… Namely me.”
 Reynaud scoffed. “That’s what this is about? Jealousy?”
 “I am not jealous,” Baptiste snapped then quickly cleared his throat. “This is not about jealousy, Reynaud,” he amended in a calmer tone. “This is about due process. It is simply my time. My magic is strong, but was never as strong as yours. However, with Angele’s magic added to my own, it’s finally as powerful. They will give me a mate and I will finally have the prestige I deserve.”
 “What you did was unspeakably heinous. Why attack an innocent? If you wanted to take my place, why not just come after me?” he asked incredulously.
 “Oh no, Reynaud. It was not that simple,” Baptiste explained, shifting his position against the bars. “You are Madame Cousteau’s favorite…well, you were, anyway. I could not openly attack you without reprimand. I had to make it so even she could not help you.” He paused, pressing his face between the thin iron poles. “I had to destroy you,” he emphasized, his voice dripping with ice.
 Abruptly Baptiste jerked his head to look over his shoulder. The sneer on his face had disappeared when he turned back to Reynaud. In its place was an almost pleasant smile.
 “I can hear your welcoming committee coming, Reynaud. Good luck in your next life as a beast,” he said lightly.
 Baptiste left Reynaud sitting on the bench filled with bewilderment and anger. He leaned his head back against the wall and listened. The clumping of the guard’s boots came closer, and Baptiste’s satisfied laughter moved farther away.
 A man appeared before the cell. “The council is ready, Reynaud.” 
Reynaud rose and strode to the door with his hands before him. The magical binding took place, pressing his wrists together and suppressing his powers as soon as he stepped out of the confined space. The guards returned him to the room where the elders sat, but no one else remained.
 Once again, Madame Cousteau stood to address him. “We wish you luck, Reynaud, and hope you find love with a human so you may someday return to your Creolyte body.”
 Reynaud thought for a moment about telling them what Baptiste had confessed, but decided against it. He had no proof to exonerate himself and the sentence would be carried out anyway. Accepting his punishment, Reynaud kept his head high and held his tongue. The other elders joined Madame Cousteau to form a circle around him. They muttered the incantation in unison. He closed his eyes, the change sweeping over his body, and vowed to be more diligent in his mission in the future.
 

 Chapter One
 
 
 
The sun had barely crested the horizon when Cameron Gamble unlocked the doors to his café. The morning heat had already risen in the air as the sky brightened. Removing the countdown sign from the window, he replaced it with a larger, more flamboyantly decorated one indicating the grand opening for the next day. He darted outside to make sure the announcement looked straight and even, then went back indoors.
 Cameron stood in the center of the room glancing around. The last month had been exhausting but exciting. It took weeks of dragging chairs and pushing tables around before he’d been satisfied with the dining room’s set-up. He spent most days hanging decorations until they were just right. The staff arrived nearly a month ago to help stock inventory, put away supplies, make the kitchen workable and do other tedious jobs necessary for opening a business. He smiled at their completed work.
 “This is really going to happen… finally,” he murmured softly.
 Something moving in his peripheral vision forced him to turn his head. A large brown dog stood beside him panting and wagging its tail. Startled, Cameron hopped to his right. Looking up, he realized he had left the door open. He blew out a frustrated breath and shook his head. Even after three years, he was still jumpy. 
After a few calming breaths, he looked down at the dog. Cameron had seen the animal before hanging around the building while he came and went running errands, but this was the first time it had ever approached him. The dog stopped panting, moved closer to him then sat. Cameron took a step back. The dog lay down and scooted forward on his belly. Cameron stared at the canine. The dog rolled over onto its back and kicked at him playfully.
 “Okay, so, I guess you’re not going to hurt me, despite how big and burly you are, huh?” Cautiously, he knelt and offered his hand. “Come here, boy. I won’t hurt you either.”
 The dog rose to his feet and padded closer, his muzzle extended. He sniffed Cameron’s hand, licked it then mowed him over, climbing up Cameron’s body to lick his face.
 “Whoa! Hey, you are a big boy.” Cameron laughed. He rolled across the floor, letting his new friend lick him playfully. “Okay, okay, calm down.” He sat on the floor with his legs crossed then patted his lap. The dog answered his call, laying his large self beside him, putting his head on Cameron’s lap.
 “You’re the biggest dog I have ever seen,” he murmured. He glided his hand over the soft, brown fur covering the dog’s muscular limbs. “So, where is your home, big guy? Do you have a family?”
 The dog blinked at him.
 “Big, pretty pooch like you has got to have people around who love you. You seem really smart and well fed surely someone is taking care of you.” He stroked the animal’s neck and chest affectionately. Suddenly he stopped his hand and gazed around the room thoughtfully. “This was your home, wasn’t it, boy? The realtor did say this place used to be one of those huge houses the bank bought and renovated.”
 The animal whined softly and nuzzled Cameron’s side.
 “You’re all alone, too, aren’t you?” Cameron asked rubbing behind his ear. “Well, I think this place is big enough for the two of us. I’ll tell you what, if you promise not to eat me, you can stay,” Cameron told him in a humorous tone. “Would you like that, boy? Would you like to be my dog?” he asked happily.
 The animal stood up and barked twice before licking Cameron’s face several times.
 “Well, I’ll take that as a yes. You’ll find there are many perks to having a master that owns a bistro,” Cameron said, getting to his feet. “I guess I need to come up with a name for you. I don’t know if you’ll answer to it, but I have to call you something.” He knitted his brows in thought. “Your fur is the same color as this caramel glaze I make,” he muttered almost to himself. “How about I just call you Caramel?”
 The canine sat and froze. No barking, wagging or any other movements.
 Cameron burst into laughter. The dog’s mannerisms were almost humanlike. He was sure the animal didn’t like his suggestion. “Okay, no. How about we shorten it to just Mel?”
 The dog barked and his tail started moving again.
 “Well I’m glad we got that settled. Let’s go, Mel. The outdoor market should be opened now.”
 Cameron and his new friend took the short walk down Decatur Street to the Moonwalk. The warm breeze from the Mississippi landed on Cameron’s face, pushing his bangs off his forehead. He smiled and breathed it in. Only two years had passed since he arrived in New Orleans, but it hadn’t taken him long to fall in love with the atmosphere, the people and the food. Cameron whistled happily, swinging his wicker basket as he moved along the Moonwalk from vendor to vendor, carefully looking over their goods. He came ready to start over. With New Orleans still rebuilding after Katrina, it turned out to be the perfect place for him to do exactly that. Finally, after years of looking over his shoulder, he had begun to exhale.
 “Hey, Cameron, how are you today?” someone yelled.
 Cameron smiled and walked toward the familiar voice. “Hi, Mr Dubois. I’m great, how are you?”
 “I’m just fine, my boy. I see you’re up with the sun.”
 “Oh, yes. You can get the best everyone has if you’re here first to choose it.”
 Mr Dubois chuckled. “I knew you would be by today so I put some basil, oregano and parsley aside for you.” He reached behind him and pulled out a small paper bag.
 “Thanks, Mr Dubois,” he said excitedly. “I’ll make something extra special with these and bring you some,” he promised, adding the contents to his basket.
 Mr Dubois laughed cheerfully. “That would be wonderful, Cameron. When do you open officially?”
 “Tomorrow,” he said, smiling wide.
 “Excellent. I will bring the wife by for dinner one night next week. So, who is your friend?”
 Cameron tilted his head in confusion then he turned to where Mr Dubois nodded. “Oh! Well, I think he’s a stray. I’m guessing I took over his home when I brought the place on St Louis for my bistro. He’s been always hanging around a lot so we’ve decided to be roommates.”
 Mr Dubois inspected the animal closely. “Well, he doesn’t look like he’s missed too many meals. He’s very healthy looking for a stray, isn’t he? Have you named him?”
 “I’ve decided to call him Mel. I just hope he answers when I try to call him,” Cameron said with a chuckle.
 Mr Dubois nodded in agreement. “He seems well trained. He has been sitting still while you have been talking to me. Does he do any tricks?”
 Cameron shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 Mr Dubois reached behind his table again and pulled out a half-eaten sandwich. “Here, boy. Can you sit up or beg?” Mr Dubois dangled the sandwich before the dog.
 Mel rose to his hind legs and hopped back and forth before returning to his seated position.
 “Good boy.” Mr Dubois laughed then tossed the sandwich. 
Mel caught and gobbled it up quickly.
 Laughing, Cameron rubbed the dog’s head. “Wow. That was impressive, Mel.”
 “You’ve got yourself a good dog there, Cameron. He likes you. Dogs are very loyal creatures, you know. If you take care of him, he’ll take care of you,” Mr Dubois told him, pointing a wrinkled finger. “Now, go.” He added a dismissive wave. “Mrs Anthony has something for you, too.”
 Cameron handed the man some money and turned, lifting his hand in farewell. “Thanks, Mr Dubois. Come on, Mel.”
 Mel followed Cameron dutifully over to Mrs Anthony’s cart where Cameron picked up fresh mint leaves, strawberries and peaches. He collected other items from vendors around the marketplace as it started to fill with people. By late morning, he had returned to his bistro twice to drop off his goods.
 “All my fresh food will be delivered later today for our grand opening tomorrow, Mel,” he said, putting away the contents of the first bag. “I don’t mind freezing things or using frozen vegetables, but if you can get your veggies and herbs from the gardeners, I recommend it. They make your food taste so much better.” 
He finished unloading another tote. Suddenly he stopped. Cameron blew out a breath and shook his head.
 “Oh, my God. Am I seriously giving cooking tips to a dog?” He wiped his hand down his face and sighed. “Cam, my boy, you have officially crossed over into pitifulness.” He looked down at Mel. “Well, come on. It’s time for me to take a nap. It’s going to be a long day.”
 Cameron walked to the back of the kitchen with Mel trotting behind him. He unlocked a white, wooden door that stood out among all of the stainless steel appliances, and entered a long, dark hallway. The corridor opened up into a small atrium in the backyard, the area flooded with sunlight. Cameron grabbed the doorknob leading out to the yard and shook it hard. Satisfied it wouldn’t open, he continued down the narrow pathway.
 The passage led to another door, beyond that was a small one bedroom duplex attached to the building. Cameron passed through the tiny living room and kitchen to a staircase leading to his bedroom. Sitting on his bed, he changed the alarm setting on his clock then returned it to his nightstand. With an exaggerated stretch, he pulled the blanket up to cover the sheets and pillow.
 “Come on up here, boy,” Cameron said, patting the bed. “No point in sleeping on the floor. This bed is big enough for the both of us. I’ll give you a bath later.”
 
* * * *
 
Cameron stood at the window looking out into the rain. His forehead and palm lay against the cold glass as the water ran down the other side in long streaks mimicking his tears.
 “Hey, baby, there you are.”
 Cameron couldn’t help but cringe as he squeezed his eyes tight at the sound of the masculine voice behind him. Once upon a time, those rich deep tones were silky and reassuring to his ears. Now they sent a chill slithering up his spine, making his skin crawl every time he heard them. Strong arms slipped around his waist moments later and a large body aligned itself with his. The distinctive feel of a hard cock pressed into Cameron’s ass, but the feeling didn’t excite him at all.
 “Why didn’t you say something when you left the room?”
 The smell of alcohol wafted around Cameron’s head to his face and dread welled inside him.
 I needed to get away from you for a while, that’s why.
 The words rang in is head but Cameron knew better than to say the comment aloud. It surely would have gotten him pushed against the pane with Joe’s hand around his throat or, at the very least, shaken so hard he would be dizzy afterward. He would rather not experience either again, but they were both Joe’s go-to moves when he was angry. Cameron had been at the window for just over an hour before Joe had come into the room. When he’d left the table, Joe had just poured his first after-dinner drink. Cameron hoped he hadn’t been drinking the whole time, but history dictated otherwise.
 “I…I just wanted to look out the window for a while. I like watching the rain,” he answered finally.
 “Mmm, well, you’ve been doing that long enough. It’s time for bed. Let’s go,” Joe said, leaving Cameron’s ass with a sharp slap.
 The creaking springs of the mattress made Cameron recoil. The thought of getting into bed with Joe made his stomach hurt. Discreetly, Cameron wiped his eyes and turned.
 “Joe, I’m not really ready for bed. I was going to do a little work on the computer, maybe look up a few recipes to try.”
 “Uh-huh, but I said it’s time for bed,” he countered, tossing the covers back in invitation.
 Cameron heard the finality in Joe’s tone and walked toward the bed. He didn’t want a fight. Removing his pajama bottoms with a sigh, he took his place beside Joe and turned to his side.
 “Uh-uh, what are you doing? Turn back this way. I want some ass tonight,” Joe jerked Cameron over onto his back.
 “I’m tired, Joe.”
 “Tired? Five seconds ago you were trying to sit up on the computer checking out some damn recipes.”
 “Yes, well—”
 Joe climbed over him and pushed his legs apart. “I don’t want to hear that shit, Cam. Open your damn legs and let me in.”
 Joe pushed Cameron’s knees to his chest without waiting for his help. He leaned forward and took Cameron’s sleeping cock into his mouth. The sudden rush of the wet sensation made Cameron cry out. Joe sucked roughly on his shaft until it was stiff.
 “Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. I want to see a hard dick when I’m fucking you,” Joe grunted.
 Joe brought himself up onto his knees, spat loudly in his hand and rubbed his saliva on his own swollen head. Cameron turned his face away in an effort to hide the disgusted look he knew showed there. Joe groaned lustfully as he tried to plunge into Cameron’s sphincter. He gasped loudly and his head jerked back toward Joe. His prowess lacked as much as his sensitivity, but luckily for Cameron the unpleasantness didn’t last long. Joe continued to shove his member roughly against Cameron’s body, but was unable to maintain his erection. With a frustrated grunt, Joe rolled off.
 “Fuck it. I’ll get some in the morning.”
 Relieved, Cameron lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. A short time later, Joe’s snores filled the room. Flipping the sheet away, he attempted to give in to the overwhelming urge to get away from Joe. Silently, Cameron threw his legs over the side of the bed, but before he could stand, Joe reached out and gripped his wrist. 
“Where are you going?”
 “To the bathroom,” Cameron answered readily.
 “It don’t take more than five minutes to piss, Cam,” Joe warned.
 Cameron nodded and walked from the room. He closed the door to the bathroom and stood against the solid surface. Looking around frantically, he spotted the small grandfather clock on the shelf and snatched it down. He took a few calming breaths then walked back to the bedroom. Cameron stood over the bed looking down at Joe. The man who had once charmed him with his handsome face, intellect and wit now gave new meaning to the word horrific. The good looks that used to make Cameron smile now twisted his lips in disgust.
 After a few moments, Joe turned with a quizzical look on his face. “What the—?”
 Cameron lifted the clock over his head and slammed it down onto Joe’s face, abruptly ending his sentence.
 Cameron’s eyes popped open. Soaked with sweat and breathing erratically, he looked around the room. He realized he’d had another bad dream and let out a breath of relief. Beside him, Mel lay quietly gazing upward.
 With a soft smile, Cameron petted the animal. “You should be glad dogs don’t dream, boy. The nightmares I have about Joe would drive anyone insane. The only good thing about them is sometimes the endings turn out better than it did in real life.” 
The dog continued to look at him blankly. Cameron chuckled and sat up. 
“Never mind, boy. You don’t have to worry about ever meeting Joe. He’s long gone out of my life.” He looked at his watch and smiled. “Come on, Mel. It’s time to go meet the last delivery guys.”
 

 Chapter Two
 
 
 
Cameron ended the staff meeting right before they opened for lunch. To his surprise, a line waited to get in again. It had been the same each day since the grand opening two weeks ago. Opening day jitters had worn off quickly. He and his staff had fallen into an easy routine. Even Mel had learned not to go into the kitchen or the dining room during open hours. Cameron usually found him at the back door leading to the yard munching a pile of scraps someone had tossed into his bowl.
 Pleased with his staff, Cameron considered himself lucky to have found experienced hardworking people. Not having to micro-manage them, he spent his days walking through the dining room, greeting patrons, introducing himself and passing out discount cards to first time visitors. At the end of his day, Cameron sat at a table in the corner tallying totals and preparing the funds for a bank drop.
 “Mel, where are you, boy?” 
The dog trotted into view almost immediately. 
Cameron closed the laptop and slid it onto the chair he had vacated. “There you are. Ready for our walk, boy?” 
The dog barked loudly in response. 
Cameron chuckled. “I know you are. Come on.”
 Mel followed him when he went to the kitchen safe and removed some money. After stuffing the funds into the deposit pouches, Cameron put them into his shoulder bag. He slung the bag over his head so it would hang on his opposite hip as he walked. Cameron locked the doors behind him and stepped into the night air. It felt steamy and muggy against his recently air-conditioned skin. His T-shirt clung to his torso. The added pressure from the strap made the area beneath it damp.
 The moon had risen high and bright in the sky, lighting their way along with the streetlights. He and Mel walked leisurely, taking the same path they had taken each night for the last two weeks. They crossed the street and turned the corner to the block where the bank was located. Cameron usually didn’t see anyone else out when he made his bank run. It surprised him when two men appeared from around the corner in front of them. They passed by, acknowledging him with a nod. Cameron smiled and nodded back.
 “Excuse me.”
 Cameron turned. “Yes.”
 “Are you coming from the restaurant down the street? The new one that just opened?” one of the men asked.
 “Yes, I am. I’m the owner, Cameron Gamble.” He stuck his hand out.
 The two men smiled and moved closer to shake Cameron’s hand.
 “Nice to meet you,” the first man said pleasantly.
 The second man chimed in, pointing at him. “So, you’re the Cameron in Cameron’s Bistro!”
 “Yeah, that’s me.”
 “That’s great. So, can we, like, go get something to eat there now?” the first man enquired.
 “No, we’re closed now. We close at nine Monday through Thursday, but Friday, Saturday and Sunday we’re open until eleven.”
 The men looked at each other then back to Cameron.
 “So, you’re just leaving for the night then, eh?” the first man asked.
 “Yes, and it’s been good talking to you, but I have to get somewhere. Look, why don’t you guys come by tomorrow and grab something to eat?” Cameron dug into his shirt pocket. “Here’s a discount card,” he added, handing each one.
 “Thanks, but this isn’t what we really want,” the first guy said, handing the card to his friend.
 Cameron’s head tilted in confusion. “What do you—?”
 The second guy swung, punching him hard on the left side of his jaw. Cameron landed on the ground with a thud. Mel’s loud yelp broke the silence of the hot night.
 “We figure since you’re the boss you must be going to that bank at the corner if you’re coming this way,” his assailant said close to his ear.
 “Stop talking to him, Virgil, and get the damn bag.”
 Virgil yanked on the strap around Cameron’s arm, but Cameron pulled back.
 “Hey, let go of the bag, dude. Let go,” Virgil said through gritted teeth.
 “Hurry up, Virgil. The guard could come down the street at any time,” his friend warned.
 Mel growled and the other man let out a sudden scream. Cameron heard the distinctive sound of a body hitting the ground. The man continued yelling. Mel snapped and snarled loudly. The man’s painful cries followed, but Cameron couldn’t see what was going on.
 Virgil turned away curiously. “What the hell are—?”
 Cameron took advantage of his attacker’s distraction. Abruptly, he jerked forward on the strap. Virgil turned back, his eyes wide with surprise. Cameron kicked him hard between the legs and Virgil’s eyes managed to widen even more. He let out a high-pitched squeal then collapsed to the ground. Cameron scooted away from him. With his line of sight no longer impaired, he saw Mel on top of Virgil’s partner tearing at his arm viciously. Cameron stood unsteadily then kicked Virgil hard in the gut as he lay rocking and holding his nuts.
 “Hey, what’s going on over there?” someone yelled from around the corner.
 The clumping sound of hard-soled shoes striking the pavement got closer. Moments later, the bank guard arrived on the scene. He pulled his radio from his side and contacted the police. Cameron called Mel off the other man and told the guard what had transpired as they waited. A short while later, the cops arrived. Cameron gave his statement and got permission to go. The bank guard stayed with Cameron while he did the deposit then he went back to the restaurant.
 Cameron went straight to his apartment and poured himself a stiff drink. His hands shook when he tilted the bottle. He swallowed the drink in one gulp, wincing instantly. Tasting blood, he used his tongue to search his mouth and found a tear in his cheek. With a sigh, he poured another drink. The second shot he took to his bed and sat. Staring into his glass, he swirled the contents. Just as he brought the glass to his mouth, something bumped his leg. Lowering his drink, he chuckled.
 “Mel.” 
The dog lifted his head in answer. 
“Come up here, boy,” Cameron invited, patting the bed beside him.
 Obediently, Mel hopped onto the bed and lay down. Cameron slid the drink onto the nightstand then he lay back, rubbing the fur behind the dog’s ear.
 “What would I have done without you? You saved my life. At the very least, you saved my business. It is way too soon for us to take a loss like that.” He turned and faced the animal. “How did you become my best friend so quickly, Mel?” 
The dog licked his face and Cameron smiled.
 “Yeah, I know. You have no clue what I’m saying. It’s all right, Mel. Let’s just go to bed. My jaw hurts like hell and I’m ready to end this day.”
 
* * * *
 
Cameron stirred the sauce in the pan quickly. He dipped a small piece of bread into it then popped it into his mouth. With a satisfied grin, he turned the stove off and removed the pot from the burner to ensure the leftover heat didn’t burn it.
 “Are you done yet? What the hell is taking so long?”
 “I just turned the sauce off, Joe. I’m going to start bringing the food out now.”
 “Well, hurry up, shit.”
 Cameron pulled four plates from the cabinet. “All right, all right. Here, could you—?” He turned with the dishes outstretched only to see Joe’s back as he left the kitchen. “Okay. I guess not.”
 Cameron put the plates, stemware and another bottle of red wine onto a tray and left the kitchen.
 “Hi, guys, sorry dinner took so long.”
 “It’s fine, Cameron. Sean and I were going to go out to dinner, but Joe insisted we come home with him and said you would make something. I didn’t realize he hadn’t even bothered to give you a heads up before showing up with extra mouths.”
 Cam shifted a look to Joe as he set the table before them. “It’s all right. I always make too much for the two of us.”
 “Brian’s right, Cameron. I mean, if you think about it, you put dinner together kind of fast,” Sean agreed. “So we should be thanking you, not complaining. It smells great.”
 “It’s really no trouble. It gives me an opportunity to test the new sauce I’m perfecting on someone other than Joe. I’m using it on the roast pork loin tonight,” Cameron explained, pouring glasses of wine.
 “Mmm, smells good and sounds good. My stomach is intrigued.” Sean rubbed his belly.
 Cameron chuckled. “Okay, Sean. I’ll be right back with the food. Honey, can you finish pouring the wine?” he asked Joe, sliding a hand across his shoulder.
 Cameron disappeared into the kitchen then returned quickly. Holding the tray against the table, he laid platters filled with sliced pork loin, steamed asparagus and cut red potatoes into the center of the table.
 “Wow, everything looks great,” Sean said.
 “You ain’t lying, baby. Cameron, you whipped this up in an hour and a half? That’s amazing,” Brian added.
 Cameron smiled. He took his seat near Joe, and his guests lifted their glasses.
 “To Cameron, for the fastest, most delicious-looking food ever prepared,” Brian toasted.
 “I second that,” Sean said.”
 Three glasses met in the air. The men turned to Joe, waiting for his glass to join theirs. Moments later, it did. Cameron took a drink to hide the color he knew had risen in his cheeks from the unfamiliar feeling of their praise. Hours later, alone in the kitchen, Cameron smiled as he thought of the evening.
 “They’re gone,” Joe said, coming into the room.
 “I like your friends. They seem like nice guys. I think they enjoyed the food too. I’m going to add the sauce to my recipe book for when I open my restaurant. I finally have it the way I want it,” Cameron chatted excitedly as he loaded the dishwasher.
 “Yeah, I guess since Brian liked it, that makes it a keeper, huh?”
 Still bent over, Cameron looked over his shoulder, his brows furrowed. “What?”
 “You think because they liked your food it gave you the right to disrespect me?”
 His confusion deepened. “Disrespect you? What are you talking about?”
 Joe stepped closer. “You don’t think I saw how you were smiling and coming on to Brian?”
 Cameron closed the dishwasher then faced Joe. “I wasn’t coming on to anyone. We were just talking…about food, something I actually know a thing or two about. You guys were talking about cars, engines and basketball most of the night. I don’t know anything about that stuff. When Sean asked me about the food, I could finally join the conversation.”
 “Oh. So now you’re saying I don’t know flirting when I see it?”
 Joe’s query had an angry edge. Cameron had heard the tone before—too many times. It always became a prelude to a fight—one that ultimately ended with Joe manhandling him in some way.
 Cameron took a deep breath and spoke calmly. “I didn’t say that, Joe. All I am saying is we were talking about something I have knowledge about. It wasn’t just me and Brian talking. Sean was engaged in the conversation too. He asked all kinds of questions about my desserts so he can make some for Brian,” Cameron reminded him.
 Joe moved closer. “So now you think I care about that shit.” Anger flashed in Joe’s eyes.
 Cameron knew he couldn’t do anything to turn it off now. Joe wanted this fight. He’d drunk most of the wine at the dinner and even opened another bottle, drinking half of that one. Cameron knew he should just walk away. He only hoped Joe would let him. 
“Joe, it’s late. Let’s just go to bed and talk about it in the morning.”
 Cameron flipped the switch on the washer and tried to move past Joe, but unfortunately didn’t make it. Joe grabbed Cameron’s arm with one hand, yanking him backward against the nearby stove. With his other hand, he turned the knob swiftly and the fire came to life. Before Cameron could break free, Joe gripped his throat and forced his head down.
 “Maybe I just need to show you that it’s a bad thing to flirt with my friends,” Joe said through gritted teeth.
 “Joe, stop! I wasn’t flirting.”
 Cameron struggled, but Joe’s strength was superior to his every time.
 “Joe, stop.”
 Cameron’s head moved closer and closer to the dancing flame. The heat singed his hair as it fell over the side of his head.
 “Please, no. Nooo!”
 “No!”
 Cameron bolted to a sitting position, breathing hard. His lungs burned as he heaved air into them. His damp hair stuck to his forehead. Looking around frantically, he tried to calm himself. He fell back against his pillow and pushed loose strands from his eyes, raking his fingers through his messy locks. Tears filled his eyes.
 “God, it’s been three years. Why am I still having these dreams?” he cried out, frustrated.
 He wiped the sweat and tears from his face. Something moved beside him. Mel whined and crept closer, laying his head against Cameron’s chest. Cameron sniffed loudly and cupped the animal’s face.
 “Why can’t I get rid of these dreams, boy? Joe is in jail. He can’t come for me, but I’m still afraid he will. If I’d had you back then, you would have protected me, wouldn’t you have, Mel?”
 The dog whimpered again, brushing his nose to Cameron’s. Cameron fell back against the pillow with a groan.
 “You’re the only friend I have here. I love you and you love me. We’re going to take care of each other just like Mr Dubois said, boy.” He sighed, rubbing Mel’s head. “That’s how it’s supposed to be, Mel. I just wish it was like that with people too,” he added with an edge of melancholy. “If you were human, it would be perfect. You would love me and keep me safe and I would love you.”
 Having Mel by his side comforted him. Cameron slowed his fingers in the soft fur between the dog’s ears until he stopped altogether. His breathing evened and the fear that jolted him awake eased away, allowing sleep to conquer his consciousness again.
 The soft press of gentle kisses on his neck and cheek stirred him awake some time later. The caress of fingers in exploration tickled the skin on his chest as they brushed over his nipples. Cameron’s cock pulsed at the sensations the intimate touches created. The hand exploring his body became bolder, moving down to grip his growing erection. A surprised gasp melted into a satisfied groan as the strong hand stroked his thickening flesh. Cameron stretched leisurely, enjoying the tactile stimulation. It had been years since someone else had gratified him in that way and even then it hadn’t felt as good. 
His eyes popped open. Bolting to a sitting position, he turned wide eyes beside him. A strange man lay in his bed.
 What the hell! Who is this? How did he get into my room? Cameron looked around frantically. Where is Mel? Why didn’t he bark or something?
 The questions slammed into his brain too fast for his mind to form any concrete answers. The mystery man reached out and took his hand. Cameron pulled in a sharp breath but didn’t snatch his hand away. Something in the man’s gaze spoke to him. Although stunned by the situation, somehow he knew he shouldn’t fear this man. Cameron searched his handsome face. He was sure they had never met, but still felt like he knew him from somewhere.
 “Relax, Cameron. Nothing has happened to your faithful companion.”
 Cameron swallowed loudly. “H-How do you know my name?”
 The man smiled. “I know a lot about you. I’m your best friend. I am Mel.”
 

 Chapter Three
 
 
 
Cameron’s jaw dropped at the man’s confession. His stunned expression remained fixed as he looked him over. Not only the man’s words but also his appearance shocked Cameron. The moonlight illuminated the room giving Cameron an unobstructed view of him. The stranger raised his arms above his head and leaned back against the pillow.
 Almond-shaped eyes the color of glistening amber looked back at him. Full lips, exquisite to behold, parted slightly. His body looked like a perfect sculpture, intricately defined with fine muscle tone and beautiful lines. Wonderfully erect, his cock exuded power and the assumed ability to give pleasure. Cameron had never seen a more handsome man.
 Still stunned to silence, Cameron’s gaped as his curiosity grew. His heart pounded, hard. Hesitantly, he reached his hand out, but fear drew it back. The man looked up with a reassuring smile and moved one large hand slowly to caress Cameron’s cheek. Cameron jumped slightly at the connection.
 “You do not have to fear me, Cameron. I would never hurt you, nor will I allow anyone else to harm you.”
 The man’s voice had a native sound with a soothing sensual tone. It sent exciting shivers over Cameron’s skin. His head filled with so many questions all fighting to be asked first. Finally, one managed to float to the surface. 
“Am I dreaming?”
 He chuckled. “No, you’re not.”
 The man who called himself Mel took Cameron’s hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing the tips of his fingers. He moved Cameron’s palm slowly across his clean-shaven face, down his hairless chest to his taut stomach muscles, finally coming to rest on his blatant erection. An enticing shudder traveled from Cameron’s fingertips to the base of his spine. He grasped the magnificent piece without any coaxing.
 “Mmm. As you can see, I’m very real,” Mel assured him.
 The solid flesh felt very real in his grip. He couldn’t take his eyes from it or his hand. When he moved the skin over the steely muscle beneath, it’s warm silkiness tantalized him. It was real, all right, and very inviting. 
“Yes, I see that. But— But how? You were just a dog. How can you—?”
 “It’s a long story, Cameron, and I will tell it to you, I promise, but not tonight. Tonight, I just want to love you and thank you.”
 His gaze shifted to the man’s face. “Thank me?”
 “Yes, your love has freed me. I was trapped in that form, punished for a crime I did not commit.”
 Cameron’s confusion deepened. He opened his mouth to ask another question, but the man silenced him with a finger to his lips.
 “There will be time to speak tomorrow. Tonight, I want to make love to you.”
 He slid from the bed and pulled Cameron to his feet. Cameron’s five foot six inches made him considerably shorter than his companion. He tilted his head back to keep eye contact. His face could have rested comfortably in the crook of the neck. If he wanted. As the thought entered his mind, he furrowed his brows.
 “Your name isn’t really Mel,” Cameron said.
 The man chuckled. “No, it is not, although I liked how you decided on that name. Now that you see me as I really am, do you still think that way?”
 Cameron had thought the dog was such a pretty color, but he found that he liked the man’s skin hue much better. His tan coloring was beautifully exotic, especially in the moonlight washing the room. He swallowed to wet his suddenly dry mouth.
 “Yes, I do.”
 He smiled pleasantly at Cameron then leaned forward leaving a gentle kiss on Cameron’s forehead. His kisses moved down from Cameron’s temple to his cheek and along this throat. Erotic tremors traveled the length of Cameron’s spine. The feathery pecks made his knees wobbly and his cock throbbed with want. He grabbed hold of the man’s large biceps to hold him steady.
 “What—? What do I call you if your name isn’t Mel?”
 The man stood to his full height and smiled down at him. Cameron could almost see the lustful fire burning behind his eyes. No one had ever looked at him like that. It excited him immensely. A small smile touched the man’s lips, making him even more handsome. He gripped Cameron’s chin with his finger and thumb.
 “My name is Reynaud Leduc.” He put a gentle kiss on Cameron’s mouth. “I cannot wait to hear it whispered from these sweet lips.”
 Reynaud took his mouth again. He moved his hands over Cameron’s torso without hesitancy. Slipping his fingers along the band of Cameron’s pajamas, Reynaud pushed them until they fell to the floor. Cameron stepped out of them, not waiting to be asked. Reynaud knelt before him. He kneaded Cameron’s buttocks then moved on to caress his thighs and calves. Exciting tingles spread throughout Cameron’s body as Reynaud touched him. Fingers pressed into each butt cheek. Reynaud brought his arms closer to his own body, forcing Cameron to walk forward. When Cameron’s crotch aligned with his face, Reynaud inhaled deeply, pushing against Cameron’s pubic area. An uncontrolled groan left Cameron’s lips. Heat rose on his face as he forced his lips together to silence any other cries.
 “Mmm,” Reynaud said before dragging his face up Cameron’s body as he stood again. “Even without my former heightened senses, you smell incredible to me.”
 Reynaud guided Cameron back to the bed with a firm hand on his chest. When he lay down, Reynaud slid beside him, pulling him into his embrace. Long moments passed as Reynaud just stared down at him. Cameron didn’t know what to think. Just as he drummed up the courage to ask a question, Reynaud spoke.
 “Your hair is like the sun,” he mentioned, pushing a lock from his forehead. “The innocence that looks back at me through those golden-brown eyes of yours is very refreshing,” he added, sliding his hand down Cameron’s temple then cupping his cheek. “And this mouth…” 
Reynaud kissed him abruptly, causing him to gasp. 
“I was beginning to think I would never be free, then you came along. You are a beautiful man, Cameron. All of you pleases my sight.”
 Cameron didn’t know what to say. He was aware that he wasn’t a bad-looking guy, but he had never seen the lust-filled fire in another man’s eyes when he spoke of his attributes before.
 “I don’t know what to—”
 Reynaud cut off his sentence with a kiss. “Let me stay with you,” he suggested when he released him. “You have shared your secrets with me. I know of your pain. The thought of no one touching you lovingly for all those years makes me sad deep within my spirit. If you will allow me, I will make you feel like no one has ever made you feel. I want you to be happy again.”
 Wide-eyed, Cameron looked at him. Reynaud spoke bluntly and with such awe and caring in his voice. He glided his big hands over Cameron’s heated skin, exciting him and taking away all coherent thought.
 “Will you let me, Cameron?” he urged.
 Cameron didn’t know what to think. What had just happened was amazing beyond anything he had ever seen or thought. He so badly wanted what Reynaud offered. Cameron’s instincts told him that Reynaud spoke the truth and would not harm him. His mouth was dry. He had lost his ability to speak and he was sure his voice would not be there if he tried to talk again. Searching his brain for what to do, Cameron nodded frantically.
 Reynaud smiled. Miraculously Cameron had enough conscious thought to roll to his side and rummage through the drawer on his nightstand where he retrieved a used bottle of lube. Reynaud took it and wasted no time moving toward the foot of the bed. He swallowed Cameron’s cock into his mouth, and a stuttered moan left Cameron’s lips.
 “Oh, God. Reynaud,” he breathed.
 It had been so long since a man had had his mouth on him. Reynaud was extraordinary. He swirled his tongue around the sensitive ridge of Cameron’s cockhead as his full lips gripped and sucked on it. Reynaud incorporated licking and sucking Cameron’s balls when he moved his hand over to do the stroking. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Cameron acknowledged Reynaud fumbling with the lube when his actions slowed for a moment.
 Reynaud’s talented mouth lowered as his hand stayed behind to tantalize his raging hard-on. He moved his licking and sucking even lower to the sensitive area beneath his sac to continue the delicious assault on Cameron’s genitals. Incredible sensation burst into Cameron’s consciousness, like firecrackers in the sky. It increased tenfold when Reynaud’s ministrations dropped farther, seeking the hidden hole between his cheeks. Discovery ripped a scream from deep within Cameron’s chest.
 The combination of Reynaud’s superior tongue lashing and stroking brought Cameron to the brink of ecstasy, but just as he thought he would explode, Reynaud pulled his tongue from his ass. Stunned, Cameron threw his legs wide in offering. Still gripping Cameron’s cock, Reynaud used his other hand to wipe the rest of the grease from the tube onto his own erection. Reynaud continued stroking Cameron and, with a quick swipe between Cameron’s cheeks with his slick fingers, Reynaud slid effortlessly into him. Cam released a sigh of pleasure.
 “You’re so tight, so hot… So sexy.”
 Reynaud was gentle and aggressive at the same time. The insistent stroking as he delved into his tight tunnel drove Cameron half crazy. Reynaud rode his ass with expert precision moving his hand in perfect sync, taking Cameron’s pleasure to new heights. Reynaud’s words and technique seduced Cameron quickly, bringing him to a mind-shattering orgasm. He yelled his pleasure aloud, no longer embarrassed by his shameless cries of joy.
 Breathless, Cameron reclined soaked with sweat after his body had emptied its load. Reynaud pumped into him for a few moments longer then moaned his release as well. He pushed his erupting cock deep inside Cameron’s clenching body. Obvious pleasure twisted Reynaud’s handsome features while Cameron enjoyed each emptying pulse. With a slow, cleansing breath, Reynaud rolled off Cameron to his side then pulled him into his arms. Kissing his neck and shoulders tenderly, he sighed.
 “Cameron, I have waited so long for this moment. I can’t begin to tell you how wonderful it was. Thank you again.”
 The harshness of Reynaud’s breathing disappeared as it regulated to an even pattern. The arm Reynaud had draped over Cameron’s waist finally loosened its grip as sleep claimed him.
 Cameron relaxed into his pillow. Reynaud was true to his word. Cameron was more content than he had been in years. Reynaud’s lovemaking was like nothing he had ever experienced before. Although he had shared hand jobs and blow jobs with guys before his time with Joe, Joe was his first lover and first real relationship.
 He’d been a shy kid in culinary school, and Joe was this amazing older man blatantly flirting with him. Basically Joe had swept him off his feet with affection, time and money. He talked Cameron into moving out of his little studio apartment into his house. Cameron remembered the first year being like a dream. Unfortunately, the rest of their five years together was a nightmare.
 Cameron had spent the past three years alone, fearful that all men were like Joe. Now, as aftershocks of bliss danced through his nervous system, he realized how wrong he was. He pulled Reynaud’s arm tighter around him. Reynaud shifted behind him, breathing peacefully. Cameron drifted off to sleep, lulled by the sound, hoping Reynaud was indeed real and not a hallucination. Now that he’d had a peek of what being with a man could really be like, he wanted it more than ever.
 
* * * *
 
Cameron opened his eyes. He was cold. The sheet lay bunched around his back, but that sweet warm feel of body heat was gone. He turned over. The empty bed confirmed his fears. He was alone. No Mel and no Reynaud. With a sigh, he lay back on his side, gripping his pillow and squeezing his eyes shut to stop the tears.
 “Ah, you’re awake.”
 Cameron flipped over with a loud gasp. 
Reynaud stood in the doorway to the bathroom. The sunlight emphasized his beauty even more. His broad shoulders, long muscular legs and even his sleeping member all looked invitingly delicious in the sunshine. Reynaud smiled at him as he approached. Sitting beside him on the bed, he used his thumb to wipe away a tear that fell to Cameron’s cheek.
 “You didn’t think I’d left, did you?”
 “I still haven’t really processed if you are truly real.”
 Reynaud chuckled. “And yet you were distressed that I had gone.” He leaned forward kissing him softly. “I am real, Cameron. Didn’t I feel real last night?” he asked with a teasing grin, sliding beneath the covers.
 Oh, my God. Did you ever.
 “Oh, yeah.”
 “In my dog form, I had many people willing to feed me, but not one person wanted to take care of me and no one needed me. Fate has brought us together. I will not leave you… Unless you want me to, that is.” He paused to stack the pillow against the headboard. “Do you want me to leave?”
 “No,” Cameron shouted. The happy smile that spread across Reynaud’s face made heat infuse Cameron’s face again. “I mean, no. I want you to stay.”
 “Excellent because I’d like that as well.”
 Reynaud opened his arm in invitation. Cameron rested his head on his shoulder, melting into the sense of security his embrace gave him.
 “I’ve never heard the name Reynaud before.”
 “It is an old Creole name. It means courageous, bold and strong.”
 He chuckled. “That name fitted you perfectly when you were Mel.”
 Reynaud laughed with him.
 “How did—? Why were you a dog, Reynaud? What happened?”
 “I was betrayed,” he answered with a sigh then delved into his story.
 Cameron listened intently, nodding and gasping along the way. When it was complete, Cameron still had questions.
 “How long were you a dog?”
 Reynaud was quiet for a moment, seemingly in thought. “One hundred and fifteen years,” he said finally.
 “A hundred and fifteen years?” he repeated. “That’s a terrible punishment for something you didn’t do.”
 Cameron saw the melancholy that the telling of his past had left in Reynaud’s eyes. His heart broke for the loneliness the man must have felt. People coming and going in his life, some liking him, most not, while he remained locked in a dog’s body counting the days, waiting for someone to really love and need him. He thought his time with Joe was a living prison, but Reynaud knew that feeling all too well.
 He gently palmed Reynaud’s cheek. A soft gasp left Reynaud’s parted lips when Cameron moved closer to him. As their mouths fused, Cameron knew that destiny had indeed brought them together. Reynaud was the man he was meant to be with.
 

 Chapter Four
 
 
 
The summer heat had lingered into September. Luckily, a midafternoon breeze eased the sizzle on his skin from the sun’s bright rays. Joe slouched on a bench in the park under a tree chomping on a piece of gum. He eyed the man across the street with malice. He couldn’t see his face, but his mannerisms made Joe stare harder. The way his body moved as he greeted the people at the door… His cheerful manner… The nonchalant way he raked his hair from his face when he chuckled. The man’s laughter drifted across the heated air to Joe’s ears. It was barely audible, but he heard it. Its light almost musical pitch made a sinister smile appear across Joe’s face. The sound was just the way he remembered it. He would know it anywhere. That was his Cameron all right.
 “So he really did it… Opened the little restaurant he’d jawed on about all those years.” He snorted. “Well, he couldn’t do much else, but he did know how to cook,” Joe admitted with disdain.
 Joe’s narrowed his eyes as he watched Cameron holding the door open for all those who wanted in, smiling and laughing happily. Heat rose around Joe’s collar that had nothing to do with New Orleans’ sultry weather. 
Joe knew he hadn’t been the best boyfriend. Cameron had been angry with him. That’s why he’d sent Joe to jail. He could admit he had some things to work on, but so did Cameron. Neither of them was perfect. The whole time he was gone, Cameron hadn’t answered any of his letters. When Joe was released, he went home to find his house in disarray. All of Cameron’s stuff was gone. No note, no forwarding address, nothing. Joe was confused at first. Three years was more than enough to calm down or even forget all the things Joe had done to upset him. He contacted their mutual friends, looking for him, but no one seemed to know where Cameron was. Then Joe remembered there was one person who would know where his Cameron had gone. Once he’d located her, it didn’t take long to find Cameron. 
Joe watched Cameron disappear with two people behind the white French doors and into the restaurant. He glared at the building for a while longer as the betrayal rose and festered within him. Finally, Joe spat the gum out of the side of his mouth into a bush and took off down the pathway.
 “I’ll be back later, Cam. We’ll talk then.”
 
* * * *
 
“The kitchen is done, Cameron,” the sous chef announced, coming into the room. “Here is tomorrow’s menu for your review,” he added, sliding a few sheets of paper on the table before Cameron.
 “Thanks, Pierre. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 “Goodnight.” Pierre shut the door behind him.
 Cameron went back to the article he’d been reading. The Louisiana Food Today gave him five stars, mentioning that he had great ambience and food to match. With a sigh of contentment, Cameron closed the newspaper and sipped his glass of wine, bringing the menu closer to him.
 “All right, everything is shut down, cleaned up and put away. Did we miss anything?”
 A smile touched Cameron’s lips at the voice. Reynaud’s sultry Cajun accent still sent shivers of delight down his spine whenever he heard it. Cameron watched him approach. Reynaud moved with the fluidity of a tiger on the prowl, full of power encased in grace.
 Reynaud had entered Cameron’s life and everything had seemed to change for the better. He’d become a constant source of joy and enlightenment. His mind, body and spirit were at ease when Reynaud was around. Cameron couldn’t have asked for a better partner. He constantly bombarded Cameron with love and affection, always there giving a helping hand or offering an encouraging word. Even at night, when Cameron woke with fear gripping his heart from another nightmare, Reynaud was there, holding him close until he fell asleep again. 
Reynaud had become Cameron’s virtual right-hand man when handling the daily duties of owning a restaurant, freeing Cameron of undue stress. He offered ideas for creating new recipes and perfecting old ones. The staff took to him almost instantly, accepting whatever assistance he offered. Reynaud had no issue helping wherever there was need as a waiter, cook or janitor. 
When the workers asked about Mel, remembering the fondness their boss had had for the dog, Cameron merely said they’d found his true home and he was happy. He and Reynaud chuckled about it whenever the conversation came up, because it was the truth. The day Reynaud explained how he’d become Mel seemed like a lifetime ago. Cameron didn’t know if he was already in love with Reynaud when he’d been Mel, or if love had grown over the last six months. He only knew for sure that his heart swelled with love when he looked up at Reynaud now. With a smile, Cameron stood to greet him. 
“No, Reynaud. Everything is done. I’m just going over the specialty menu for tomorrow.”
 “Do we have everything we need?” he asked, looking at the paper. “Mmm, caramel-glazed apple dumplings. That’s one of my favorites.”
 Cameron chuckled. “Yes, Pierre is very diligent, you know. He always checks the supplies before he makes menu suggestions.”
 “All right then, sweetheart. What were you reading?”
 “Another article about us,” he said, turning the paper Reynaud’s way. “The arts and food section in the Times-Picayune has listed Cameron’s Bistro as the best new restaurant with five stars for the food.”
 “That’s wonderful!” Reynaud yanked him into his embrace. 
Cameron’s cock instantly came to life. Just being near Reynaud seemed to inflame Cameron’s desires, but when Reynaud touched him, it increased immensely. He was a walking, talking aphrodisiac.
 “Yes it is, but—”
 “But? But what? That’s great news, sweetheart.”
 “It is, but… It makes me nervous.”
 “Why?”
 Cam sighed and returned to his seat. “So much good has been happening. I just don’t want it to end.”
 Reynaud knelt before him and took his hands. “A lot has occurred in your life for so long. Don’t you think it’s time you hit a good streak?”
 Cameron looked up at him. Reynaud was always so positive and grateful for whatever was given to him. Ashamed by his negative attitude, he leaned forward making a mental note to be more positive.
 “You’re right. This is our good streak and it’s going great. No more dark-cloud talk from me.” He pulled his glass closer and emptied it. “I’m going upstairs to get ready for bed.”
 Reynaud stood with him. “I want to switch out these tablecloths for clean ones then I’ll meet you up there,” he said, dropping a kiss on Cameron’s cheek. 
“All right. Will you put this on the bulletin board? I think it looks fine.”
 “Of course.”
 Reynaud took the papers from him, and they went their separate ways. Cameron took the hallway dividing the house and the restaurant. He stopped in the bathroom first. After washing his face and brushing his teeth, he left the room with a towel pressed to his face. On autopilot, he walked across his bedroom drying off. The door shut behind him a moment later.
 That was quick.
 Cameron spun with an excited smile, expecting to see his beloved Reynaud. A gasp escaped him. His smile disappeared, and the towel fell from his hands. Dread rose within him. His brain screamed for him to run, or at least yell for help, but fear robbed him of his voice and froze him in place. Before Cameron’s mind could formulate what his next move should be, a large hand grasped his throat for the first time in three years.
 “You seem surprised to see me, Cam.”
 “Joe,” he managed to squeak. “I thought you were in jail.”
 “I was and now I’m out.”
 “H–how did you find me?”
 “I had a little chat with your friend Simone. Everyone else I asked had a sudden case of amnesia, but I figured if anyone would know where you were, it would be her. You guys go too far back for you to just disappear and not tell her where you were going.”
 “Simone wouldn’t tell—” The pressure Joe applied to Cameron’s throat stopped his words.
 “I had to use some of my more persuasive techniques, but she eventually told me where she thought you might be. I didn’t believe a word of that bullshit, so I checked her emails and found one from you. You never mentioned where you were, of course, but the picture you sent her of you standing in front of the grand opening sign was enough to track you down.”
 Cameron swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed against Joe’s palm, the action painful.
 “All I had to do was Google Cameron’s Bistro —and voila!—here I am. Oh, by the way, you should give her a call in a few days to ask her how her hospital stay was.”
 Cameron’s heart ached for his friend. He and Simone had been like brother and sister since meeting back in grade school. Though life and careers had sent them in different directions, they’d remained close and kept in touch often via text and email. The last thing he had expected was for her to be hurt for simply knowing him.
 “I have an order of protection against you, Joe. You’re not supposed to be within five hundred feet of me,” Cameron reminded him on a gasp. “You’re breaking the law.”
 “You think some piece of paper is going to keep me away from you? No court has the right to tell me when I can see my man or not. We’re going home.” 
Cam shook his head. “I’m— I’m not going with you, Joe. I have a good life here. My restaurant is doing well and I— I have a new man. One who loves me.”
 Joe’s hot breath caressed his face when he pulled Cameron close to plant an almost tender kiss on his cheek. The sensation was the equivalent of bugs running just beneath his clothes and over his skin. Cameron tried to shake the feeling off, but Joe’s voice only intensified it.
 “Baby, what are you talking about? I love you.” He calmly flexed his fingers around Cameron’s neck.
 Cameron pulled at the wide digits, trying to relieve some of the pressure on his windpipe.
 “No, you don’t. I know what love feels like now. What we had was not…love.”
 Anger flashed like lightning in Joe’s eyes. “You’re mine, Cam.” He shook his arm for emphasis. “You belong to me, and if I can’t have you… No one will,” he added through gritted teeth.
 Beating his hands against the steel grip, Cameron gasped for air when Joe tightened his hold. Tears filled Cameron’s eyes as unconsciousness welled up, threatening to claim him.
 “Relax, baby. When I get you home everything will be just like before… Back to normal.”
 “Get your hands off him, you despicable bastard!”
 Joe jumped, startled by the voice behind him. Looking over his shoulder, he released his hold on Cameron and shoved him backward.
 Cameron stumbled to the wall, leaning on it for support as he massaged his sore throat. “Reynaud,” he said on a hoarse whisper.
 
Reynaud reached his bedroom and his blood instantly caught fire. Not only was there another man in his bedroom but he dared to put his hands on his sweet Cameron. The fear in Cameron’s eyes gave away the man’s identity. He had to be Joe. Rage rushed through his veins like a rampant river after a storm. His breathing quickened and he flared his nostrils, as he looked Joe up and down.
 Joe stood at his full height, eyeing Reynaud as well. The glower in Joe’s eyes reminded him of the glare Baptiste had, filled with hatred, jealousy and anger. Men like Baptiste and Joe never changed. Even if they had all the control, power and everything else they thought they desired, it was never enough. He knew Joe would have hurt Cameron, his Cameron, had Reynaud not shown up. Reynaud promised himself he would not lose another lover to hatred. Not again.
 “If you have an issue with Cameron, I suggest you bring your fight to me,” Reynaud offered, contempt dripping from his words.
 Joe laughed, but without humor. He walked slowly, trying to circle Reynaud, but Reynaud strolled in pace with him.
 “So who are you? Cameron’s new man?” Joe snorted.
 “That’s exactly who I am.”
 “Is that right? Well, I have a problem with that, bucko. In case you didn’t know, Cameron doesn’t need a new man. He already has a current one—me. I’m the only man he’ll ever have.”
 Reynaud scoffed. “I beg to differ. For you to claim Cameron as your own, he has to want to be your man. And he doesn’t want—or need—you.”
 “You beg to differ?” Joe repeated mockingly. “What the fuck does that mean? Oh, I see. You’re one of those educated men. That’s cool. I can work with that. Just so you know, Cameron is too stupid to be happy with an intelligent man like you. But I’m not like that. No, I know how to deal with educated folk. You just gotta know how to talk to people.” He smoothed his T-shirt and dusted invisible lint from his shoulders. “Now look, uhhh…” 
“Reynaud,” he supplied.
 Joe screwed his face up in irritation. “Ray—what? All right, whatever.” He shrugged. “Look, dude, this ain’t your problem,” he continued in a soothing tone. “You look like the type of guy who has his shit together and you ain’t bad on the eyes either. I’m sure you can get any man you want. You don’t need this kind of drama, Ray.” Joe waved his hand toward Cameron.
 “Reynaud,” he corrected.
 “Whatever,” Joe said dismissively. “Look, all I’m saying is why don’t you just step off the scene, let me take what’s mine and we’ll be on our way. Cool?”
 Cameron slid to the floor where he had landed against the wall. The confusion on his face was apparent, and the apprehension on it hadn’t eased either. 
Reynaud continued walking with Joe in the challenge circle, but stopped when he blocked Joe’s line of sight to Cameron.
 “There are two things wrong with your scenario, Joe. Cameron doesn’t belong to you, and I don’t want another man. I want Cameron.”
 “Cameron is a weak man, Reynaud.” Joe’s voice grew stern and his gaze hard. “He needs a strong man like me to keep him in line. I can show him where his boundaries are and remind him when he crosses them.”
 Reynaud laughed and shook his head. “Clearly we are discussing two different Camerons, or are you truly as dumb as you look?”
 Joe’s stunned expression prompted Reynaud to laugh again.
 “Allow me to enlighten you on the difference between the two. This Cameron”—he pointed behind him—“had enough strength to leave a man who was no good, and enough courage to move out of state, alone, to start his life over and live out his dream. That not only demonstrates a high degree of intelligence, but also perseverance.”
 Reynaud crossed his arms over his chest. “The combination of that along with Cameron’s exceptional good looks, plus his gift as a chef, puts him way out of your league,” he concluded with a disbelieving scoff. “If it wasn’t for his lack of experience when you two first met, you wouldn’t have been able to talk your way into his life at all.”
 Joe’s narrowed eyes flashed furiously. “So you think you’re better than me, huh?”
 “It doesn’t matter what I think. The only opinion that matters in this situation is Cameron’s.” Reynaud nodded in Cameron’s direction. “He has made his choice clear… And in case you missed the memo, it isn’t you,” he added with a condescending grin.
 “Cameron doesn’t get a choice. I say he’s coming back with me,” Joe snarled.
 Reynaud dropped his arms to his sides and widened his smile. “Try to take him.”
 The moment had finally come. The one he had waited for so many years to happen. This man wanted to take his second chance away and he wasn’t about to let it happen. Couldn’t let it happen.
 Reynaud braced himself for Joe’s imminent assault. He didn’t have to wait long. Joe launched himself with an announcing growl. Reynaud easily sidestepped his wild lunge. He grasped Joe’s shoulders and shoved his knee up into his chin. With a grunt, Joe fell backward on the floor.
 “Fuck,” he shouted, holding his jaw. Scrambling to his feet, he wiped away the dripping blood. “All right, that’s cool. You got that one.”
 Breathing hard, Joe bounced on his knees with his arms wide, readying himself for the next attack. Reynaud mimicked his movements. Just as Reynaud was about to raise his hands, Joe stepped forward, landing a perfectly executed punch to the left side of his jaw. Reynaud staggered back from the blow. Before he could react, Joe connected with another to the right side.
 “Yeah, motherfucker,” Joe shouted. “How about some more of that shit?”
 He threw two more punches, both landing on the sides of Reynaud’s chin again. Connecting the blows made Joe overconfident as he danced around. Reynaud licked his lips and tasted blood. He raised his fists again, watching Joe attentively. Joe continued with his trash talk but Reynaud blocked it out. Joe bobbed, wove and waved his arms wildly before Reynaud’s face, taunting him. Reynaud patiently waited for his opening, keeping his hands up and dodging faux swings designed to take him off his guard. As soon as Joe dropped his arms to say something ridiculous, Reynaud threw his punch, catching him square on the nose.
 Silenced, Joe staggered backward. Reynaud advanced, throwing four consecutive jabs, hitting both sides of the man’s face. He held his hands higher to balance himself then kicked Joe in the gut. Joe collapsed to the floor, grunting painfully. He rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself unsteadily to his hands and knees, breathing hard. Blood flowed from Joe’s mouth and nose, pooling in front of him. Reynaud stepped forward again, but Joe held his hand up to stop him.
 “Hold up,” he pleaded. “Wait a minute, man. We don’t gotta do this,” he panted out.
 “You’re right, we don’t. All you have to do is leave and never come back,” Reynaud told him, then he turned to Cameron. Concern, fear and relief all played across his love’s handsome features. Reynaud offered him a comforting smile. “Go call the police, Cameron.”
 Cameron hesitated, but Reynaud gestured toward the door with a nod, urging him on.
 “I’m fine, baby. Go ahead.”
 Finally, Cameron nodded, but before he could move, a wild expression appeared in his eyes and his jaw dropped. Reynaud caught a gleam in his peripheral vision and spun on reflex. He reached out, catching Joe’s wrist in motion before he could strike, knocking the knife from his hand. Reynaud slammed his elbow back as hard as he could into Joe’s chest. Gripping the guy’s upper arm, Reynaud threw Joe over his shoulder, where he landed hard on his back with a loud yelp.
 “Go,” Reynaud screamed. 
Cameron jumped to his feet and disappeared through the door. Reynaud grabbed Joe by the arm, returning him to his stomach. He continued twisting the limb. When he heard the bone snap, Joe howled in pain, and Reynaud leaned down to whisper near his opponent’s ear.
 “I’m going to give you over to the authorities because it is the right thing to do, but be warned. Cameron is with me now. You will never hurt him again. I will protect him and love him for as long as he will allow me to. If the police happen to release you and you have the gall to return, I will kill you. Make no mistake about it. Is that clear?”
 Joe’s agonized cries garbled his words. Reynaud pushed his injured extremity into his back forcing another shout of pain from him.
 “I didn’t catch that, Joe.”
 “Yes, dammit! I said yes. I understand.”
 “Good, now let’s go.”
 Reynaud yanked Joe to his feet and shoved him toward the door. It wasn’t long before the loud sirens of the police cars could be heard. When Reynaud and Joe appeared in the main room of the restaurant, Cameron was there with two officers. One walked over, taking custody of Joe, while the other remained with Cameron. Reynaud sat in a nearby chair to wait. When the policeman finished questioning Cameron, the officer then made his way to Reynaud. An hour later and finally alone, he and Cameron stood before each other in the dining room.
 “I’m so sorry this happened,” Cameron said, averting his eyes.
 Reynaud turned Cameron’s chin so he could see his face. “I’m not. This confrontation was destiny. I am truly free now.”
 “You saved my life. How can I ever repay you?”
 Reynaud pulled Cameron into his embrace. “You don’t have to.”
 Cameron slipped his arms around Reynaud’s waist. Reynaud rested his head on top of Cameron’s silky blond strands, and Cameron sighed against his shoulder.
 “I love you, Reynaud.”
 He knew Cameron did indeed love him. Though he never said the words aloud, his behavior spoke them clearly. Hearing them, however, melted Reynaud’s heart. Suddenly Reynaud’s body grew warm as though he stood in the midday heat. A tingly sensation infused him from the inside out. His cock was suddenly hard, bobbing against Cameron’s body. The feeling soared through him, electrifying his senses, heightening his awareness, awakening his soul. He took in a breath then exhaled. Full restoration of his magic had occurred. Elation saturated his being. Reynaud smiled and held Cameron closer.
 “And I love you.”
 

 Chapter Five
 
 
 
Reynaud reached inside the trunk of the SUV and gripped another box. He and Cameron had been unloading material for the last half hour. They had been crisscrossing each other, moving quickly and hardly speaking. He was glad they were almost done.
 “I can’t believe it’s been a year already,” he said with a chuckle.
 He carried the box into the restaurant. Cameron appeared beside him as he entered the kitchen.
 “Do you mean for us or the restaurant?”
 Reynaud thought he’d heard an uncharacteristic edge in Cameron’s voice. After stacking the carton on top of another near the dishwasher, he turned a raised brow to his partner. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
Cameron lowered his own box to the nearby prep table behind them. “Nothing, really. I was just wondering how long we were going to pretend that nothing is bothering you.”
 “Baby, we’ve had this conversation. There’s nothing—”
 “Please don’t patronize me, Rey. I may be one hundred plus years younger than you, but I am not stupid.”
 Reynaud noticed the change in his lover’s voice when he’d cut him off. Cameron’s frustration was almost palpable. 
“It’s been about six months since you got your magic back and you’ve been…different ever since. Although you’re with me, it’s like you’re not.”
 Cameron’s words pierced his heart. The last thing Reynaud wanted to do was hurt him or push him away. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to tell Cameron what bothered him. Just going over it in his mind made him anxious and frustrated because he really couldn’t put his finger on what was wrong.
 “That is not my intention, love. You know that.”
 “Okay, well then, just talk to me. I’m sure if we—”
 “Can we talk about it later? We’ve had a long day and there is still much to put away before we get to bed.”
 Cameron pressed his lips into a thin line. The muscles in his jaw twitched, as he seemed to struggle with whether or not to release a retort. 
“Fine,” he said through clenched teeth and walked away.
 Reynaud groaned. His little lover was not happy with him. The tight, one-word agreement was proof of that. Cameron continued to unload the vehicle with him, but he didn’t say another word or send a glance his way. 
Hours later, after food and a shower, Reynaud slipped into bed. He reached over to hug Cameron but the man rolled away, letting Reynaud’s hand slide off his body.
 “All right, Cam. Let’s talk.”
 Cameron looked over his shoulder. “I don’t have anything to say, Reynaud. There’s nothing bothering me,” he stated then rolled over again.
 Reynaud sighed. There’s that tone again.
 Fortunately, he had not caused too much friction in their relationship to merit the tone. On the rare occasions when it had come out, however, Reynaud knew that whatever the issue was that had created it needed to be resolved if there was to be peace between them again.
 “You’re right, Cam. It’s me, but… Well, I don’t know where to start.”
 Cameron shifted onto his back and folded his arms over his chest. “How about at the beginning?”
 Reynaud nodded. Sitting up, he propped his pillow behind him and raised his arm in invitation. Cameron hesitated only for a moment. With a surrendering sigh, Cameron scooted beside him and Reynaud held him close.
 “I don’t really know how to explain it, love. You’re right, though. Ever since my magic returned, something has been nagging at me. It almost feels like someone is calling out to me, but it is just outside my conscious reach.”
 Cameron looked up with a raised brow. “You think someone is looking for you? Wouldn’t all your people be dead after all this time?”
 “Not necessarily. Creolytes coexist with humans, but because we were born with magic, we live longer. Our powers make us stronger from the inside out. It enhances cellular regeneration, allowing us to age slower. Most Creolytes move from sect to sect so regular people don’t notice that they have not grown old after some time has passed.”
 “So it could be possible that someone is reaching out to you?”
 “Yes, very possible.”
 “Do you think it may be Angele?”
 Reynaud heard the apprehension in Cameron’s voice as he pushed the question out. He hugged him reassuringly then lifted his chin to place a soft kiss on his lips.
 “No, my love. Angele has been dead a very long time. Though our powers makes us more resilient, we share the same frailties as regular humans. We are very mortal, and can die in the same ways as people with no magic abilities. Baptiste killed Angele. He is dead.” 
Cameron let out a breath, seemingly relieved. “Then who?” he asked.
 Reynaud pondered. “I think it may be Madame Cousteau.”
 “The council leader? The one who was like a mother to you?”
 Reynaud nodded. 
“Could she still be alive after all this time too? I mean, she was old even then, wasn’t she?”
 Shrugging, Reynaud replied. “I don’t see why not. Barring any unforeseen disaster that may have ended her life prematurely, Madame Cousteau and the other leaders could be alive, albeit they’d be very elderly. Though she and the others were my seniors of at least fifty years at the time of my punishment, their magic was extremely strong. It would have preserved them.”
 Cameron gasped. Sadness filled Cam’s gaze when he looked up at Reynaud.
 “What is it?” 
“Reynaud, New Orleans did have a disaster. It happened about ten years ago. A storm came through and destroyed the levies. Water devastated everything. Some parts of the city are still recovering, even now.”
 As the ramifications of Cameron’s words sank in, horror swelled within him and unanswered questions became clear. Cameron had taken him to different parts of the city since his powers had returned to help re-familiarize himself with his surroundings as a man. It did not escape him that much had changed, but Reynaud hadn’t thought too much of it. 
More than one hundred years had gone by since his sentencing. He remembered the passage of time that had transpired while he was in his dog form and how he’d felt when people either liked or hated him, but noticing changes in the landscape were beyond his canine mind. Some of the anger and disappointment he felt toward his people still lingered after he’d been restored, but Cameron’s love had eased it away with time. 
Now that he had his man form, Reynaud expected his body to buzz as the magic inside him reacted to his surroundings, but that had not been the case. The territory was once abundant in the herbs needed to perform many enchantments, but he’d seen very few during his tour. The plants were one of the reasons why the first Creoles chose New Orleans to settle so long ago. They had not gone back to where he once lived yet because the café had become successful enough to occupy all of his free time. Now a desperate need rose within him to verify its existence. 
“Cameron, you say there are places that have not yet recovered? Even after a decade has passed?” 
Cameron nodded. “Unfortunately, yes.”
 “I must see if my old home is one of those places. Will you take me there tomorrow?”
 “Of course.”
 Reynaud let out a breath and eased down the headboard onto his pillow, drawing Cameron with him. Fear of what he would find filled his thoughts. He made a conscious effort to quiet his mind, but he already knew the troubled feelings would prevent him from sleeping soundly.
 
* * * *
 
After the morning meeting with the restaurant crew, Cameron announced that he and Reynaud would be gone for the day. Reynaud followed him quietly to the car, apprehensive but determined. He looked out of the window, reminiscing and marveling at how things had indeed changed. A sense of melancholy settled upon him when Cameron turned down a familiar street and he saw its dilapidated form. Reynaud’s magic, recognizing the region, sparked within him a bit. Possibility raised its head, but it was quickly doused. A pit formed in Reynaud’s gut at the full sight of the area. The car pulled to a stop, and they got out. Devastation spread as far as the eye could see. Despair clutched his heart and tears stung his eyes. 
“What is this place called today?” he managed after a while.
 “The locals call it the Ninth Ward. It took the greatest hit when the flood came,” Cameron told him.
 Reynaud nodded as he looked out over the site of Lieu de Rencontre, where the Creolyte council hall once stood. He’d spent every day of his adult life there as a magical trainer. With so many users performing tasks of all kinds for countless years, the very walls of the dwelling hummed with enchantment. 
Their sect wasn’t as large as a few of the others in Louisiana. Many of their people were content to build their homes near the structure to remain near the energy that flowed from it. It allowed them to be a close-knit group. 
Reynaud strolled down the hill. Everything around him lay in ruin. The tiny twinges poking at his magic were miniscule compared to the full body throbbing the neighborhood’s former glory used to instill. Suddenly he snapped his head around to look over his shoulder. 
“What’s wrong?” Cameron asked, coming to his side.
 Reynaud hesitated, wondering himself. He walked along the overturned soil, stepping over tossed debris, not knowing exactly where he was going. Cameron followed in his footsteps, almost bumping into him when he stopped abruptly looking around again.
 “There’s something…familiar… Something”—he shook his head—“something pulls at me, Cameron. Its touch is very faint, like someone trying to tap me, but I’m just out of their reach. It tugs at the magic sitting in my soul.” 
“Maybe you should follow it.” 
Reynaud turned to him. “Follow it?”
 “Yes. Can’t you do that if you focus on it? It could be like a lighthouse is to ships at night. I don’t know how your magic stuff works, but…” he suggested with a shrug.
 Reynaud thought a moment. There were so many things he could not yet do. He had been doing small tasks to strengthen his long inactive earth magic since it had returned to him. In the beginning, concentrating on his power was exhausting each time. He practiced by healing trees and the grounds in the general area, multiplying the growth of healing herbs he found in the places Cameron had taken him and enhancing Cameron’s own vegetable gardens in their atrium. Those things were much easier for him than they were six months ago when he’d started. 
Although uneasy, Reynaud closed his eyes and concentrated on the sensation. Heat vibrated inside him, consuming his senses and intensifying as he focused. Something pulsed just outside his consciousness, just as Cameron had suggested. Fatigue brought him back. He wavered on his feet, but Cameron remained at his side.
 “Rey, are you all right?”
 He leaned forward, supporting most of his weight on his knees to catch his breath. “Yes, I’m fine. And yes, I can follow it,” he added with a grin.
 
 

 Chapter Six
 
 
 
Baptiste St John sat at his desk, glowering at the man before him. He tapped the pencil in his hand on the cherry wood desktop in a slow, methodical rhythm. As he stared at the man, Baptiste played with the idea of striking him, but he knew he couldn’t until he had all the information he needed. When he leaned the chair forward to speak, his visitor jumped. 
“Are you telling me that you caused me to miss out on a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Andrew?”
 Distain filled his deep baritone voice. Andrew’s Adam’s apple bobbed over his shirt and tie. As he nodded, he fidgeted in his chair under Baptiste’s glare. 
“Y–y–yes, I guess I am, Mr St John,” Andrew stammered. “But it wasn’t our fault,” he added quickly. “How were we to know—?”
 Baptiste held a hand up, and Andrew’s words stopped instantly.
 “I do not want your excuses. I want you to tell me, once again, what happened. This time go slowly. The punishment you receive depends upon my full understanding.”
 Although Baptiste’s tone was calm with a soft octave, Andrew widened his eyes at their obvious warning. He nodded vigorously, shifting in his chair again.
 “Yes, sir. Well, we were all there—the same four that took Tomas to the house back in 2010. We did just like you said, made him comfortable and watched his status, keeping you abreast of how he was doing.”
 Baptiste rolled his eyes then slammed the desk with an open palm. Andrew’s bottom left the chair and he gasped at the sound.
 “My patience is wearing thin with you, Andrew. I suggest you fast forward to yesterday.” 
“Oh. Yes, sir. Well, we took turns keeping watch over him, you see. I guess when Louis left the room to get one of us, he must’ve missed it. When I walked in to take his place, I saw Tomas glowing like a light bulb, just like you said he would. It was amazing. I ran for the boys. We were all kind of frozen, just staring at him, you know. None of us had ever seen an elder die.” 
Baptiste pressed his lips into a thin line and pushed against the back of his chair. He heaved a breath and clenched his hand into a fist.
 “The magic seemed to just burst from his body, shooting toward the ceiling—into the very atmosphere was more like it—just as he died,” Andrew continued excitedly, gesturing to the ceiling. “You couldn’t really see it but you could sure feel it. It was like standing near a reverse waterfall or something. The whole room was filled with heat, then this wall of pressure pushed against us with a big whoosh, you know?” He flapped his arms back. 
Baptiste narrowed his eyes as Andrew moved his hands around in an animated fashion. 
“The sensation was so strong it made us stumble backward—then it was over,” Andrew concluded. “We pulled Louis from the floor, and Laurent went to check to see if Tomas was really dead.” 
Baptiste stopped rocking the chair and regarded Andrew with a raised brow. “Louis fell?”
 “Well, yeah. Louis only weighs about one hundred pounds soaking wet. Just about anything can knock him over.” 
Baptiste narrowed his eyes again. 
Andrew cowered under the look. “But it could have been the force coming off Tomas that did it,” he added in haste.
 “Are you saying you experienced some kind of power exchange when the magic escaped Tomas’ body? That’s what pushed you backward?” 
“I don’t know what it was, but we felt something for sure. My body was all warm and tingly afterward. Like an electric charge had gone through me.”
 “I see. And what of François? Is his health fading as fast as Tomas’ did?”
 “I believe so, sir. I sent Laurent, Moreau and Martin to watch him before I came over here.”
 “And what of Louis? Where is he now?”
 “Louis is in the waiting room, sir. He came with me. He wanted to talk to you about something.”
 Baptiste was silent for long moments. He rocked back in his seat, nodding. Then he snapped the chair upright and smiled. 
“Excellent. So, to be clear, only you, Moreau, Laurent, Louis and Martin were in the room and you all were pushed back? Yes?” 
Andrew thought for a minute then nodded. “Yes, sir.”
 “Very well, then. That’s all I needed, Andrew. You are dismissed.”
 Andrew’s eyes grew with surprise. He gripped the arms of the chair and leaned forward but hesitated before standing. “Are you sure that’s all, sir?” he questioned.
 “Yes, you may go,” Baptiste said with a dismissive wave.
 Andrew wavered for a moment longer then left his seat.
 “Oh, wait,” Baptiste called out with his finger up, as though he’d just remembered something. “There is just one more thing, Andrew.” 
Andrew released the knob and turned around. “Yes, sir?”
 Baptiste’s stride was steady as he closed the distance between them. Without hesitation, he walked directly to his subordinate and gripped Andrew’s neck. Andrew’s gasp stuck in his throat as his back hit the door. His stunned expression locked onto Baptiste’s face as he muttered incoherently in protest. Baptiste kept his arm erect as he lifted the shorter man to his line of sight, tightening his grasp. Andrew’s feet dangled as he beat Baptiste’s muscled forearm in an effort to relieve the pressure—but to no avail. Baptiste’s strength was superior. Andrew’s eyes began bulging and his resistance waned as his windpipe collapsed. 
Bending his elbow—and careful not to loosen his hold—Baptiste stepped closer to Andrew’s face. “I’ve been waiting a long time for these elders to die off. No matter how insignificant you think that power you share with the others is, it belongs to me,” Baptiste told him through gritted teeth.
 Baptiste clenched his fingers, cutting off Andrew’s air supply completely. His gaze locked onto the protruding blue orbs before him. The transfer of magic was swift. Baptiste welcomed the sensation reminiscent of hot wax touching the skin then quickly cooling, but the electric current that raced through his body was unexpected. It raced along his nerve endings, hardening his cock, making his nipples erect. A shiver ran up his spine, leaving goosebumps in its wake. Baptiste couldn’t suppress the moan that escaped his mouth as a result. He gasped and dropped Andrew’s lifeless body to the floor, as the abrupt feeling jerked his body backward. 
“Shit!” he said on a breath.
 On weak knees, Baptiste stumbled back to his desk, falling heavily into his chair and letting his head drop to the wood with a thud. His heart pounded frantically. His breathing increased and sweat peppered his brow. Just as he feared he would pass out, a sudden rush of exhilaration soared through him and pushed him upright, taking his breath away. His magic crackled inside, his skin tingling, the hairs on his arms standing up. His erection throbbed. He was invigorated and stronger than he ever had been. 
“Wow,” he managed, pulling air back into his lungs in long drags. After a few more deep breaths, his heart rhythm slowed to normal and he burst into hysterical laughter. “If that’s what comes from just the spillover of an elder’s power mixed with a low-level magic user like Andrew, I can only imagine what the feeling of a full transfer of power will be like.”
 When his amusement ceased, his gaze fell on Andrew’s dead body across the room. He stared at him for a moment then picked up the phone. 
“Maxwell, come remove this body from my office and tell Reggie to pull the car around.”
 “Yes, Mr St John. Anything else, sir?”
 He paused. “Yes, send Louis to the conference room,” Baptiste added with a slow smile. “He has something I want.” 
Baptiste hung up and left his office. He perched on the corner of the long, mahogany table on the room’s right-hand side and waited. After a while, Louis burst through the doors. He paced back and forth before his boss, rambling. Sweat dampened his skin, and he clutched at his chest, tugging on his shirt. Before Baptiste could speak, Louis stopped and turned frantic eyes to him.
 “Mr St John, you have to help me. I— I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Louis pushed wet hairs back from his forehead before he took up pacing again. “I think—I don’t know—I’m sick or something. Whatever that guy we were watching…” He paused as if the name eluded him.
 “Tomas,” Baptiste supplied.
 “Yeah, Tomas. Whatever he had—I think I may have caught it.”
 The boy hadn’t caught anything, of course, but what else would he assume? The problem was that he was human. Louis stopped moving. Hot and sweaty, he raked wet hair from his face then stumbled backward from the strange sensations reeling inside him. Baptiste almost smiled. He employed almost as many humans as he did magic users to do menial jobs for him. He treated them all the same, except his human flunkies were on a need-to-know basis when it came to assignments involving enchantments of any kind.
 He watched the young man. The power he had inadvertently inherited had sent him into a frenzy. Humans had no powers. They could learn to wield it, if they were so inclined, but it was not a part of them like it was Creolytes. Tomas’ earth magic had nothing to anchor itself to, thus it moved around frantically within Louis’s body, shocking his system. 
Louis continued pacing and tearing at his clothes, mumbling about going to the doctor before he tore his skin apart. He turned wide eyes filled with distress to his employer. 
“Please, sir, is there anything you can do to help me?”
 “Of course, Louis,” Baptiste answered with a smile. “What kind of boss would I be to let you suffer?”
 Baptiste stood, crossed the room, then extracted the wayward magic from the young man in the same manner as he had Andrew. After he’d recovered, Baptiste left the room, pulling his cell phone from his pocket.
 “Maxwell, there is more to dispose of in the conference room. See to it.” 
“Yes, Mr St John,” came the reply.
 Baptiste exited the building. Reggie swung the door open to his limousine.
 “Where to, Mr St John?”
 “Take me to see François.”
 Baptiste sat back during the ride. He closed his eyes and stroked his pulsing cock through his pants, enjoying the exhilarating surge of new energy coursing through his system. The enchantment in his soul danced joyfully, welcoming the immense power of Tomas’ earth magic. It merged beautifully, enhancing and stimulating his own. The feel was orgasmic, addictive. He had to have the rest of it… Had to have more.
 Just over an hour later, the cobblestone streets and brick buildings of downtown New Orleans were behind him. Emerald green grass and blossoming trees of the lands just off the Mississippi River loomed ahead, unaffected by the overheated days they had suffered in the last month. Huge white columns decorated the long porch that wrapped around the front and sides of the great house that came into view. Large windows stretched from floor to ceiling on the first and second floors. 
The plantation had gone into business more than two hundred years ago and was a landmark to the area. Baptiste had only claimed ownership five decades prior. He had kept it operative and modernized over time, making its sugar cane production one of his most lucrative enterprises. 
The car jerked to a stop in front of the residence. Baptiste had just enough time to straighten his tie and put his clothes back in order before Reggie opened his door. With a confident stride, he took the few steps leading to the porch but before he could reach the large French doors, they swung open.
 “Good afternoon, Mr St John,” an older gentleman in a black suit and white gloves said with a slight bow.
 “Good afternoon, Luke.”
 Baptiste glided past him, covering the floor of the immaculate foyer in a few quick movements. Luke picked up the pace behind him, but stopped when he reached the elegant staircase. 
“Are you here to collect the monthly reports? Although a few days early, I can have them ready for you shortly.” 
“No, I am not. I am here to visit François.”
 Baptiste trotted up the winding stairs, gliding hand over the smooth, polished brass banister as he walked along the corridor toward the bedrooms. Two men sat at a small card table at the end of the hall. He saw no magic in their auras and dismissed them as expendable. 
“Mr St John, we weren’t expecting you,” the first man said, knocking over his chair as he leaped from his seat.
 “It would seem so. Where are Moreau, Laurent and Martin? They are supposed to be guarding François.”
 “They… They, uh… They went, umm…” the first man stammered.
 “Martin is inside but the other guys went to chat up the women working outside,” the other rushed out, shaking the table as he rose.
 “Bring them to me at once.”
 Baptiste walked into the room as the two men fell over one another to do his bidding. The room was less like a bedroom, resembling more of a small living room. The space easily held a table with four chairs against one wall with a sofa, coffee table and television set arranged by another. Martin lay on the couch with his head back, eyes closed. Rude noises came from him as he snorted and licked his lips. Baptiste groaned and went over to him.
 “Get up, Martin,” he growled, kicking his leg.
 Martin sprang from the couch with a loud snort. Now that the man stood before him, Baptiste sensed Tomas’ power inside him. 
“Correct me if I’m wrong, Martin, but you have not developed X-ray vision since you’ve come to this plantation to work, have you?”
 Martin’s confusion showed on his face. He scratched his head and thought before answering. “Uh, no,” he said, sounding somewhat unsure.
 “Then how do you expect to see the signs of François’ departure from this world from out here?”
 “Oh! Well, sir, I was just—”
 “When the others return, I want you to go to my house and wait for me. There is much we need to discuss,” he told him then turned his back and entered the doorway off to the left.
 Getting rid of that buffoon will be a credit to the population.
 Baptiste pushed the door closed and leaned against it. François lay on a king-size bed on the far side of the room. The long, satin curtains on the grand windows remained shut, blocking out the midday sun. At the foot of the bed, a sheet lay crumpled at François’ feet. His hands lay across his belly, clasped together with his fingers interlocked. The thin, white pajamas he wore stuck to his skin and sweat dripped from his brow. Baptiste would have thought him dead from his positioning. The only telltale signs of life were the wetness of his skin and the slow rise and fall of his chest. Baptiste smiled and stepped closer.
 “Someone has passed on,” François stated, not turning to look at Baptiste. “Who was it?” 
“Tomas is dead, François. I am sorry.”
 François turned to look at him. His eyes shifted over his form in a searching fashion. He parted his fingers and extended his arm to hold his palm out in front of Baptiste. He scoffed low in his throat then relaxed onto his pillow again as he retracted his hand.
 “You carry Tomas’ magic within you, yet claim to be sorry that he is dead. A contradiction, no?”
 Baptiste clenched his fists at his sides and narrowed his eyes at the old man.
 “Is that to be my fate too, mon ami? I have long known your plans, young Baptiste.” His voice was soft—his French accent strong. “You have always had a heart for power. Many years ago, I wondered why Madame Cousteau chose Reynaud over you. In time, I knew why.”
 “And why is that, François?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 François looked up at Baptiste and smiled. “One who feeds off power is never full and always hungry. You are made stronger with magic that was not given to you at birth. I am aware that you seek to add mine to what you have taken, but I am not so weak as to give up my life force just yet.”
 Anger flowed through Baptiste as the old man turned away from him, closing his eyes—essentially dismissing him. Baptiste growled low in his throat and stormed out. Martin jumped to his feet, seemingly ready for Baptiste’s next orders. In smooth succession, Baptiste turned to walk toward Martin and slapped his face. The blow sounded like the crack of a whip. Its intensity knocked Martin back onto the sofa. Baptiste continued past him and left the room.
 

 Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Baptiste grunted as he rifled through a stack of papers in an open folder on his desk. With a low growl, he slammed the top of the pile and snatched the phone from its cradle. 
“Maxwell, get in here,” he commanded and whacked the receiver back in place. 
He rocked his chair back and waited. Maxwell, a tall, thin man, with no hair, rich brown skin, dark eyes, and a thick goatee, entered moments later. 
The man had been his most trusted worker for almost twenty years. Maxwell was just a boy of seventeen living on the streets when he was caught stealing from one of his establishments. He pretended to be a worker from a different store and liberated food and money from them. Finally caught, he was brought before Baptiste for punishment. When the full story was told, Baptiste found the boy to be clever, resourceful. He thought Maxwell mirrored many of his own qualities and instantly took a liking to the boy. Deciding there were obviously changes that needed to be made in his organization, Baptiste hired Maxwell on the spot to make them. 
With his notebook opened and pen out, Maxwell took the chair before his boss and crossed his legs.
 “Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”
 “I have looked through this stack of papers ten times and I cannot find the monthly reports for Maison Douce,” he told him, pointing at the paperwork. “Who is supposed to collect them?”
 “That would be Andrew, sir.”
 “Well then, where the hell is he? Why isn’t he doing his job?”
 Maxwell’s brow rose. “Andrew was one of the young men I had to, umm, dispose of last week, Mr St John,” he reminded him.
 Baptiste was lost for a moment as to what Maxwell was trying to tell him, then recognition widened his eyes.
 “Oh yes, him. Well then, get someone else from his little group to retrieve the reports.”
 “Andrew and the men that followed him were in charge of several small tasks at Maison Douce, sir. All five of them were terminated in the same manner.”
 Baptiste threw his hands up and jumped from his chair. “Good grief, Maxwell. Am I running this business by myself? Surely you’ve put someone else there. Who is running that house now?”
 “I put Luke in charge of the day-to-day business.”
 “Well, why hasn’t Luke found a replacement for Andrew and his men so that I have my paperwork?”
 “No one knows they are actually missing yet but us, sir.”
 Baptiste fixed narrowed eyes on Maxwell. “I need those papers, Maxwell. Fix this.”
 Maxwell left his chair. “Of course, sir. I will inform Luke that others will be coming to Maison Douce at once.”
 “And Maxwell,” he called out, causing the man to turn. “Make sure Luke is dealt with for this inconvenience. 
“Yes, sir.” Maxwell hesitated at the door. “Mr St John, might I suggest a visit from Desiree?” he added as a second thought. “You seem to be in need of some stress relief.”
 Baptiste wrapped one arm around himself and tapped his chin in thought. An image of long, sensual legs, ample bottom and a generous mouth appeared in his mind’s eye. Her beautiful body covered in a black satin corset and fishnet stockings had ridden him to completion on many occasions. Baptiste shook his head hard, dissipating the thoughts. He was in no mood for that today. 
“No, send Cindy to my house this evening instead.”
 Maxwell’s brows rose. “Cindy, sir? Are you sure?”
 Cindy… White sundress fluttering past her knees, modest cleavage, soft, blonde hair pulled back into a low, demure ponytail. She was docile and compliant when he made love to her, letting him take control as her gentle moans goaded him on.
 “Yes, Cindy will do.”
 “Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it.”
 After a while, Baptiste opened the folder again then retrieved a small laptop from his top drawer. He entered the information into the database on the computer, flipping each page at completion. When he was done, Baptiste gathered the papers and put them into an envelope in a file cabinet behind his desk. Returning his gaze to his laptop, he frowned.
 “Dammit.” He shook his head and snatched the phone up again. “Maxwell! I need those—” 
The door flew open.
 “I have the monthly reports from Maison Douce, Mr St John,” Maxwell said, extending the pages toward him.
 Baptiste shifted his eyes to the receiver then back to Maxwell before he returned it to its cradle.
 “Thank you, Maxwell. You are efficient, as always.”
 Maxwell left the room with a nod, and Baptiste added the information from the sheets and hit save. He stared at the completed graph on the screen and smiled. 
“Now that’s more like it.” The pleasure in seeing the final numbers started to fade as other thoughts entered his mind. “When was I last at Maison Douce?” he mumbled. When comprehension dawned, his lip curled. 
“Oh, yes. François dismissed me from his presence like a common servant,” he grumbled. Rocking his chair, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Yes, perhaps it is time I went back over there. Someone has to put that old man in his place,” Baptiste muttered and picked up the phone. “Reggie, bring the car around.” 
A short while later, Baptiste walked up the stairs at Maison Douce, and the door swung open. 
“Good afternoon, Mr St John.”
 Baptiste raised an eyebrow as he passed the man, greeting him. “Who are you?”
 “I am Jacques, sir. I was sent over from your other establishment, the houses at Cynthiana Winery. Per Maxwell I am to run le Maison Douce until further notice,” he explained with a crisp bow.
 Baptiste nodded and continued across the floor. “Have you been apprised of the happenings of this house?”
 “Yes, sir. Maxwell has informed me of my duties.”
 “Very well, you may return to them,” Baptiste said and continued to the staircase. He took the steps quickly. The flunkies he saw on his last trip were at their stations again. When they spotted him, they jumped to their feet to greet him. Baptiste acknowledged them with a curt nod but nothing else as he entered. No one sat in the outer room of François’ bedroom. He crossed the bedroom. Michael, a young, mediocre magic user, sat in the corner wearing headphones. Baptiste caught his attention and jerked his head, gesturing him to come to the outer room.
 “Good afternoon, sir,” Michael said, pulling the door shut behind them.
 “Status, Michael,” Baptiste said, ignoring the pleasantries.
 “François’ magic continues to fade, sir, but the fire still burns with intensity inside him.”
 Baptiste rolled his eyes, not bothering to hide his annoyance. “How much longer before he expires?” he grumbled.
 Michael lifted his hands in an unsure gesture when he shrugged. “It’s hard to say, Mr St John.”
 “You’re a fire user, aren’t you? Can’t you tell?”
 Michael shook his head. “Though his body weakens, he is an elder. His magic remains strong. It could be today, next week—even next month.”
 Baptiste took a long, deep breath then exhaled. “Fine. I’m going to talk to him. Stay out here until I return.”
 Michael nodded and Baptiste went back into the bedroom. Everything was exactly the same inside, including François’ appearance. He moved closer to see if the older man was asleep.
 “Have you come back to inform me of another death, young Baptiste?”
 Baptiste squeezed his eyes tight at the sound of François’ pet name for him. The sound grated on his nerves whenever he heard it, equivalent to someone’s nails scratching on a chalkboard.
 “No, François, I came to talk to you,” he answered as calmly as he could.
 François chuckled low. “I see. We really have nothing to discuss, mon ami. Your pretense to chit-chat does not cover the real reason you have come. And I have a notion as to what that may be.”
 Smug, patronizing, old fool.
 “Do you, now?” Baptiste said, pulling the chair closer to the bed. “What, pray tell, is the reason then, old François?”
 François turned in his direction. Though his face showed deep wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, they were minor in respect to what a human would look like after being alive for two hundred and fifteen years, though very few tended to last more than ninety years. 
“You tire of waiting for me to die,” he answered matter-of-factly. “Perhaps you have come to put a pillow over my face to hurry me along,” he added with a soft laugh.
 “Don’t tempt me, old man,” Baptiste warned through gritted teeth.
 François’ mirth did not cease. “You could do that and relieve yourself of the burden of caring for me, but you won’t. You will whine, grunt and release your fury on whoever gets in your way. However, you will wait because you want what I have.” François looked away from him and settled back onto the pillow. “I’m afraid you must continue to wait. I am not so inclined to depart from this world just yet. Be on your way, young Baptiste. I am not dead yet.”
 Baptiste’s anger was instantaneous. With a growl, he leaned forward and grabbed François by his shirt collar, yanking him from the bed to meet his gaze. 
“Yes, I do tire of waiting for you to die, François, but I will wait no more,” he said, emphasizing his last words with a shake.
 “I implore you, Baptiste, do not do this. I will not give up my magic. If you take from me what I do not give, it will not be as you think,” François warned.
 Baptiste released François’ pajama top only to slip his hands around François’ throat. He brought his face up again but François shut his eyes tight.
 “Open your eyes to me, old man,” Baptiste growled, giving him another shake.
 François tossed his head back and forth pulling at Baptiste’s fingers. With an impatient noise, Baptiste dropped François to the bed. Breathing hard, the older man coughed and rubbed his neck. 
“You are insane and have no respect for your elders. That is why Reynaud was chosen over you so long ago. You don’t deserve to lead—and you will not,” François croaked. 
The mention of Reynaud’s name filled him with rage. Baptiste glared harshly at François. He reached back then slapped him hard across both sides of his face. Shock and pain widened François’ eyes as he cried out. Baptiste gripped his neck again but this time, though he fought, François could not shut his eyes. 
“You may have your opinions, old man, but you will take them to the grave with you. Reynaud is dead. I will have your power and I will be the next leader of the council—make no mistake about it.”
 François continued to struggle against him but Baptiste had him in his clutches. The life faded from his eyes, the sensation indicating that the power exchange had begun—but it was different. Unlike the smooth flow he had experienced from others he had taken, François’ magic came in quick shots like fireballs slamming against him. When the light in François’ eyes had finally gone out, Baptiste released him and fell back against his seat. The chair reared backward to the carpet. Baptiste gripped his upper body and screamed. Sweat burst to the surface, coating his skin. Overwhelming heat burned behind his eyes. They watered profusely. He swallowed several times in an attempt to cool his scorched throat. 
What the fuck?
 As fast as the attack had come, it started to alleviate. Panting harshly, he tore at his clothing until his chest was bare to inspect himself. He gasped, dragging his fingers over the damp skin. A moment ago, he seemed to catch fire from within, but his skin was not singed at all. Relieved, Baptiste let his head drop back as he continued to breathe in long, deep breaths. Before he could rise, the door flew open and Michael was by his side in seconds, helping him to his feet.
 “Sir, are you all right?”
 His voice was just as shaky as his knees when he was upright again. “Yes, Michael. I’m fine.” 
“What happened, Mr St John?” Michael asked, picking up the chair.
 “I don’t know,” Baptiste said honestly.
 Michael walked over to the bed and looked down at François. “He’s dead,” he said sadly. “It’s been said that when an elder dies, it can be felt by those nearby. Maybe that’s what happened to you, sir.”
 “Yeah, maybe. I have to go, Michael. I’m leaving you in charge of the arrangements for François.”
 “Are you sure you’re all right, sir? You look—”
 “Just do it,” he shouted and left the room.
 Baptiste all but ran from the room, down the stairs and back to the car. Reggie had to rush to open the door for him.
 “Where to, Mr St John?”
 “Take me home, Reg.”
 Baptiste sat in the back of the car taking more deep breaths. 
Get a hold of yourself, Baptiste. François’ fire magic is just trying to find its niche with your earth magic. It will merge and blend—just like the others did—soon. 
Baptiste calmed down and he smiled. 
Yes, that’s it. Relax. Let the magic settle. He blew out a long, slow breath. That’s it. It just has to get used to being around other magic.
 Baptiste continued his breathing exercises and calming techniques until Reggie pulled the car into his garage. After a shower and dinner, he felt like his old self. He was more than ready to receive Cindy when she appeared.
 “Hello, Mr St John,” she greeted sweetly when he opened the door to his room.
 Cindy’s five foot two, slender physique looked childlike in comparison to his six foot four height when he held her. He considered both that and her large doe-like eyes were her best features. Baptiste opened the door wider and stepped to the side. Cindy kissed his cheek before accepting his invitation. Baptiste closed the door and inspected her. Though he preferred her in white, the pale yellow dress she wore complemented her blonde hair. She stood with downcast eyes waiting for his impending command. Her demure manner pleased him. His cock throbbed with need and he realized it had been almost a week since he’d had a woman in his bed. Yes, he was ready for a much-needed release. Baptiste pushed himself away from the door and removed his robe.
 “Come to the bed, Cindy, and take your clothes off,” he demanded.
 “Yes, sir.”
 He stood beside the bed, already naked, and stroking his full cock as he watched her undress. With a simple tug of the string tied into a bow at the base of her neck, the dress fell to the floor at Cindy’s feet leaving her wearing nothing but her shoes. Baptiste groaned low in his throat, gripping his balls. He loved that the women Maxwell sent to him didn’t bother with panties or bras. They were useless things, covering what he wanted to see and getting in his way when he was ready for sex. Cindy stepped out of her shoes and away from the garment to crawl across the bed. She stopped at the top, removed the rubber band holding her hair back, and rested her head on the pillow with her arms and legs opened wide.
 Baptiste wasted no time getting onto the bed to cover her with his large body. With one swift shove, he buried himself in her core. Her shocked gasp was loud, mingling with his pleasurable moan. At first, her body fought him, preventing him from easy movements. 
“This is the first of many times that I will have you tonight, Cindy. Open for me,” he told her. 
His slow, deliberate strokes continued loosening her tight tunnel to accommodate his girth. Soon her passage was slippery and acquiescent. A flash of heat rolled over his senses. As his pleasure increased, so did the flicks of foreign fire at the edge of his consciousness. Baptiste tried to push the feeling away, thinking it would interfere with his orgasm. As it engrossed him, he found it enhanced his impending climax. He groaned aloud and pounded Cindy’s pussy faster. 
“Mr St John, wait. Your body feels hot.” 
She was right. He did feel hot and it felt good. François’ magic rose within him, taking over, guiding him. It gripped his senses, intensifying the bliss he felt building in his balls. Electric strikes of excitement shot through his blood stream each time he drove into her. Cindy struggled beneath him, playing their game well. She beat his arms and wiggled her tiny body beneath him just as she did before. 
“Mr St John, please wait. Something is wrong. Something is burning me,” Cindy pleaded.
 “Shh.” 
Normally he liked that part of their routine, but now it was just distracting. Baptiste covered her mouth and strained his awareness. Focused on his climax, he slipped his other hand beneath Cindy’s ass to lift her into his wild thrusts. Pressing his palm over her face and bringing her bottom to him at the same time, he delivered rough, pile-driving moves into her slick center. Consumed by his desire and the unfamiliar enchantment inside him, he attacked her pussy wildly, grunting incoherently until he roared his release. Liquid fire burst from his cock. He screamed at each exiting squirt, unable to distinguish the feeling as pain or extreme pleasure. Once his body started to calm, Baptiste rolled away from Cindy, dizzy with euphoria. After a few moments, he let out an exhausted laugh.
 “That was superb, Cindy. I will rest for a while then I will have you again,” he told her.
 When the customary ‘yes, sir’ didn’t come, Baptiste turned. Cindy lay beside him completely still. He rose on his elbows to scrutinize her better. Her eyes were wide and her mouth gaped a bit. Baptiste jumped up and went around the bed to stand over her. A pinky impression was scorched into the delicate skin across her nose. Red fingerprints adorned Cindy’s left cheek from when he’d held her face as well. He angled his head a bit and saw the same type of marks on her hip where he’d gripped her there to hold her to him. 
“Fuck.”
 He donned his robe once more then retrieved his phone from the nightstand. Leaving Cindy where she was, Baptiste dialed Maxwell’s number and left the room.
 
* * * *
 
Reynaud sat at a table off to the side in the restaurant dining room. He stared at a menu in his hand, not really seeing the words. Many days had gone by since they’d visited the site where his home used to stand. Making things grow in their garden and healing trees that were damaged in thunder storms had proven positive and strengthened him. He could sense much more around him also. Though no closer to finding Madame Cousteau, Reynaud was absolutely sure she was trying to reach him. The few hours here and there and a couple of days out of the week that Cameron took him to the site were not enough to conduct a proper search. He knew what needed to be done, but it was the last thing he wanted to do. 
Gentle hands slid over his shoulders, bringing him from his thoughts. The slow massage over his tense muscles pushed away the unpleasant thoughts. He welcomed the arms that wrapped around his neck and hugged the back of his head. 
“How long are you going to stare at that menu, Rey? Do you want Pierre to change something on it?”
 “Huh?” Reynaud looked at the paper and shook his head, dropping the menu to the table. “No, love, it looks good.” 
“Is something else wrong?”
 Deciding against verbalizing his thoughts, Reynaud turned and kissed Cameron’s cheek. “No, I think I’m just tired. Let’s go to bed.”
 Cameron stepped back as he pushed his chair away from the table. Reynaud took his hand and led him to their bedroom. Inside, he wasted no time disrobing his lover. Cameron ’s body had not lost its appeal. They had made love countless times over the last year and each day Reynaud wanted him more than the last. He was so grateful that Cameron seemed to feel the same way. 
Reynaud let his gaze fall over his young love’s dimensions. He had long since memorized every line on his five-foot-six frame. The sun-bleached strands of his hair, the liquid gold of his eyes, even the scar along the side of his foot from stepping on a broken shell at the beach as a boy—all were locked in the recesses of Reynaud’s mind. He let his hands roam over Cameron’s torso, giving in to the need to touch him, to caress his shoulders and his chest—down his taut stomach and finally to his cock. 
Cameron’s breath caught when Reynaud picked up a slow rhythm. His eyes closed and his head bobbed back. Reynaud loved the look of surrender that came across his lover’s face when he touched Cam. 
Creolytes had a sixth sense about how to please their lovers. They were tuned in to them and in sync with what was needed. The sensations were even more potent when their lovers had no magic. The enchantment within them didn’t have to worry about incapability issues between magics. The Creolyte’s aura would surround them both, engulfing the human in a sense of overwhelming trust for him and inner peace, before leading the Creolyte to what his lover needed most.
 Reynaud lowered his head and fused their mouths. Cameron groaned and opened for him, parting his lips to accept Reynaud’s tongue. His mouth was warm, soft, and wet, tasting of the sweet dessert they had concocted only a few hours ago. Greedily, Cameron returned his passion, no longer offering the tentative kisses Reynaud had received when they’d first gotten together.
 Cameron pulled away from him to lean his head against Reynaud’s chest. He grunted and groaned, enjoying Reynaud’s administrations to his cock. The sounds were music to Reynaud’s ears.
 “Rey…” Cameron moaned, rocking his hips up into Reynaud’s fist.
 “Ah, yes… I know. Tell me you love me, Cameron. I need to hear it.”
 “Yesss,” Cameron hissed. “I love you.”
 The words floated from his mouth on a breathy wave, touching Reynaud’s heart. He scooped Cameron up and all but threw him across the bed. Cameron let out a startled yelp, but didn’t seem displeased by the action. Reynaud discarded his clothes with quick yanking movements. When the last article was dropped to the floor, he reached into the top drawer and removed the lube before joining Cameron on the bed. Squirting a dollop of gel onto his palm, Reynaud picked up where he had left off.
 Cameron’s cock was wonderfully hard in his hand. Moments later, Cameron was close to coming again and Reynaud wanted to be there with him. He rose to his knees and threw his leg over Cameron’s slender hips then quickly took up stroking both their erections simultaneously.
 Their groans of pleasure intertwined. Their sensitive flesh pressed against each other as his hand slid over them proved heavenly. When Reynaud could take no more, he released them, positioned his throbbing erection at Cameron’s opening and thrust. Cameron relaxed for him. He sank to the hilt with a gasp. Lowering his head, he devoured Cameron’s mouth, swallowing his blissful groans. 
The connection between them went far deeper than his cock ever could. From the first moment, it had sparked something within his core. Each time with Cameron was better than the last. Pushing himself upright, Reynaud withdrew and returned, moaning his pleasure aloud. Over and over, he repeated the move going faster. 
Cameron’s continued verbal encouragement increased his enjoyment. He reached between them to stroke his lover’s stiff member that Reynaud had left unattended. The sight made Reynaud’s blood burn. He quickened his pace. Sweet pressure filled his balls and a burst of bliss suffused his entire body. His orgasm raced through him, snatching a cry from his very soul when it reached crescendo. Cameron added his screams of ecstasy to the atmosphere and his cock emptied onto Reynaud’s hand soon after.
 Careful not to collapse on top of his love, Reynaud held himself aloft on shaky arms, resting his head in the crook of Cameron’s neck. After a while, Reynaud lifted his head. Cameron opened his eyes to look up at him from under heavy lids. He smiled. Love and contentment shone back at Reynaud. The sight warmed Reynaud’s heart. He rolled onto the bed and pulled Cameron into his embrace. 
He would miss Cameron terribly while he was gone, but Madame Cousteau would not be calling to him if it were not important. He knew that in his heart. So many emotions assailed him when Cameron took him to the spot where he could sense her. Was he still obligated to protect anyone else other than himself and Cameron? How could he fulfill his duty in protecting Cameron without knowing what Madame Cousteau needed? What if something had changed? What if something was going on within the council that threatened him or their relationship? Torn over what to do, Reynaud let out a frustrated breath. Something was going on—that much he did know. Madame Cousteau needed his help and he could not ignore her. Just as sleep claimed him, Reynaud tightened his grip, silently promising Cameron that he would return as soon as possible. 
 
 

 Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Reynaud drove back to the section of town Cameron had taken him to before. He walked through the debris covering his former home and waited for something to direct him. A feeling, a spark, a vision—he longed for something supernatural to guide him and let him know he was doing the right thing, but nothing happened. The tingling he’d felt that first time he visited still remained, but the day moved onward with no further changes. The wreckage went on for miles. Reynaud wandered aimlessly, not knowing where he was going. By dusk, he was tired, thirsty and lost. 
A crumbled structure loomed before him. The inside offered nothing for comfort and no roof for protection should it rain. Under the circumstances, Reynaud chose to remain outdoors, closer to nature. Huddling in a corner on a balding patch of hard ground, he was out of the wind. Resting his head against the dilapidated bricks, he thought of Cameron. When Reynaud returned, Cameron would be angry with him for leaving without saying goodbye. Cameron wouldn’t understand that he could not risk taking him along, not knowing where he was going. Putting Cameron in danger was something he could not do willingly.
 The area around him had become black. The minuscule light left in the darkening sky couldn’t penetrate the thick foliage of the nearby trees. Right now, it would be the height of the dinner rush at the bistro. Cameron would be in the kitchen making sure dishes were prepared and delivered swiftly to the dining room. Reynaud had come to love the restaurant business and he really liked working by Cameron’s side doing the mundane things of life. With a sigh, he realized that he was truly alone for the first time since he’d returned to his human self. 
Since the first night they were together, he and Cameron had not been apart. Cameron’s gentle spirit and inner strength continued to show him what forgiveness, love and patience were all about. Cameron wouldn’t let him hold onto hate when Reynaud thought about what had transpired in his past, constantly reminding Reynaud how good he had it now with Cameron and how things had worked out for the best for him. The man was nothing short of a fountain of encouragement and love. They had only been together for just over a year, but Reynaud could not picture his life without Cameron. As he closed his eyes, Reynaud resolved to do what was necessary to get back to the life he had made with Cameron.
 
* * * *
 
Reynaud looked around bewildered. He was home in the house he had shared with Angele. It was unchanged.
 “But how can this be?” 
He continued walking only to discover that it was true. Reynaud touched his temple and shook his head, but before he could question further, Baptiste walked by him. He carried his beloved Angele in his arms like a new bride. Anger immediately flooded Reynaud’s senses. 
“How dare you put your hands on him,” he growled.
 Baptiste disappeared down a hall, not answering. Reynaud’s heart pounded hard. 
“No!”
 He rushed after them, arriving at the doorway just as Baptiste laid Angele’s limp body beside his own sleeping form. 
“No. This has already happened.”
 Reynaud took a deep breath and tears stung his eyes. Dizziness assailed him. The room spun around him. A soft, sinister chuckle reached his ears. He clasped his hands to both sides of his head in an effort to block the sound.
 “You have held your station long enough, Reynaud Leduc. I think it is time someone else had it… Namely me.”
 Reynaud opened his eyes, turning to the voice. He focused on the man before him. They stared at each other, eye to eye, neither blinking nor backing down.
 “Your treachery has no bounds, Baptiste. Why not aim your venom at me directly? What did Angele have to do with your hate?” he asked.
 “Your Angele was merely a casualty of war,” Baptiste explained. “As Madame Cousteau’s favorite, I could not openly attack you. I had to discredit you in the eyes of the council, so when you finally fell, not even she could help you.” 
Bile rose in Reynaud’s stomach leaving a bad taste in his mouth as he looked at his rival. Baptiste’s laughter rang in his ears again as he looked him over. 
“The great Reynaud Leduc has finally been beaten by the even better Baptiste St John,” he roared, resuming his gaiety.
 Reynaud squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his palms to his ears again. The hysterical laughter swarmed around his head. He fell to his knees. Baptiste’s face multiplied in his mind’s eye, locked with his sinister smile circling him menacingly, closing in on him. 
Reynaud.
 A whisper broke through the madness.
 Reynaud.
 He concentrated on it, focused on a tiny light guiding him from a dark tunnel.
 Come to me, Reynaud, before it’s too late. I will help you.
 Drawn to the sound, his form floated from the floor, leaving Baptiste’s voice behind.
 Reynaud gasped and sprang to an upright position, sweating and breathing hard. Confused at first as to where he was, he took in his surroundings with a raised eyebrow. The area around him brightened with the rising sun. Nodding and muttering to himself, he rubbed his temple and concentrated on his dream. He knew exactly where to go. It would take some time to get there on foot but his search would be over soon. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. As he stood, he noticed fresh grass growing in the dirt where he had slept. His magic restored the earth bringing life to the grass where there was none. A knowing grin spread across his face. He was getting stronger.
 “I’m on my way, Madame.”
 
* * * *
 
Baptiste paced the floor of his office. He tugged at his jacket and adjusted the shirt sticking to his damp skin. As he passed his desk, he picked up the cloth and wiped the sweat from his brow again. With a deep breath, he jerked his neck from side to side then rolled his shoulders before returning to the window. Staring through the glass, he raised his hand and concentrated on the blooms just beyond. Responding to his will, the rosebuds shook then tilted in his direction. The petals opened beautifully and the red of its pedals deepened in color. A small smile touched his lips but before a sigh of relief could leave his mouth, the entire bush burst into raging flames and ignited two others adjacent to it.
 “Damn it,” he yelled, slamming his fist against the pane.
 Acknowledging the click of the door with a mere shift of his eyes, Baptiste kept his attention forward, staring at the small inferno. His workers appeared with buckets, frantically throwing water onto the fire as they looked about, seemingly searching for the source of the blaze.
 “Sir?”
 The concerned edge in the voice of his right-hand man resonated in his ears, but the sound only irritated him. 
“What is it, Maxwell?” he demanded, turning to face him.
 Maxwell’s eyes went wide and his voice faltered. “I… I think it would be best if you took the rest of the day off, Mr St John. I will have Reggie bring the car around,” he said and left the room without waiting for a reply.
 Though still frustrated, Maxwell’s odd behavior gave him pause. Baptiste had done many things in Maxwell’s presence over the years. He had seen a wide range of emotions from the man, but that was the first time he had ever seen fear in his confidant’s eyes. 
Baptiste walked into the adjoining room. He looked into the mirror and gasped. The image staring back at him was indeed his reflection but unlike anything he had ever seen before. He turned his face to and fro, touching his cheek. Where his eyes were supposed to be brown, they glowed bright red and the whites around them appeared pink instead. His skin remained unchanged, except lately it was always wet with perspiration. He gripped the sink and growled low in his throat.
 “Perhaps Maxwell is right. I have to get a hold of this power,” he muttered.
 Nodding and resolving the thought to himself, Baptiste splashed cold water on his face until he felt better. His eyes still appeared more red than brown when he inspected them again, but at least they no longer glowed. 
Baptiste left the rest room and went to his desk. After pulling a pair of dark sunglasses from his top drawer, he then left his office. Reggie held the door open for him when he exited the building. He slipped into the back seat and realized someone else was in the car.
 “Maxwell, what are you doing here?” he said with slight annoyance.
 “I’m just making sure you get home.”
 “I don’t need a nanny.”
 “My primary purpose is to ensure all your needs are met. That is what I’m going to do,” he explained as the car jerked forward.
 Baptiste had struggled to wield his magic all morning. The more he concentrated on his natural gift, the more the fire moved to block his call to it. Drained from his efforts, he leaned back against the seat.
 “Very well, Maxwell.”
 Baptiste closed his eyes with a sigh. Though he lived a good thirty-minute drive away from his job, it seemed like mere seconds had passed when Maxwell tapped his shoulder. He let Maxwell lead him into his home and direct him into his chair in the den. Maxwell left Baptiste alone, but returned quickly with a tall glass.
 “What’s this?” he asked, accepting the drink.
 “Something to help you relax.”
 Baptiste looked into the cup. The beverage was chilled and smelled like the lemonade iced tea mixture he liked. He drank it down without further question, welcoming the coolness it gave his throat. Maxwell took the empty glass from him. More relaxed already, Baptiste let his eyes close.
 
* * * *
 
“You sent for me, Madame Cousteau?” 
“Yes, Baptiste. Please, close the door and have a seat.”
 Baptiste took the chair in front of her desk and crossed his legs.
 Madame Cousteau pushed away the paper she’d been writing on. “I understand that you have petitioned for Reynaud Leduc’s prior position.” 
“Yes, Madame, I have.”
 “Why?”
 “I am an earth magic healer with just as much training as Reynaud. My skill is equal to his. I am ready for the position,” he told her with a small smile.
 “I see. Your application for such a position will not be honored.”
 Baptiste tensed, but he was conscious to keep his face from changing. 
“Madame, I don’t under—”
 “I don’t see the point of beating about the bush. You are unworthy of this post.”
 Baptiste snapped his mouth shut, his eyes widening.
 “May I ask why you think that?”
 “I know how you conspired to discredit Reynaud Leduc. Of course, I have no proof, but I will not have a dishonorable Creolyte in my midst training others. Thus, the answer is no. I will not be giving you the job.” 
“You would dismiss family so easily? Without just cause? On a guess?” he asked.
 “A guess?” she shot back with a raised eyebrow. “Oh no, Baptiste St John. It is true that I have no evidence to condemn you for your crime, but I know you are guilty nonetheless.”
 Baptiste stared at her. His breathing became labored as she continued her explanation.
 “However, I must keep the knowledge of your treachery to myself. Rest assured it is not our shared bloodlines that keep me quiet, but the lack of material evidence to punish you for your offense.”
 Baptiste swallowed his retort. Now was the time to cultivate his patience. Retribution would ensue in due time.
 “Very well, Madame Cousteau,” he said with a forced grin. “Thank you for your time and consideration,” Baptiste said, leaving her office.
 It took all his restraint not to slam the door behind him. He stomped down the hall, putting his plan in action to get back at Madame Cousteau and the other elders who obviously supported her decision.
 
* * * *
 
Baptiste’s eyes popped open. Fury raced through his system. He looked around to find himself still in his den. The sun had set and the room was dark. His anger remained soaring through his veins like a river as his dream faded. He pulled his phone from his pocket.
 “Reggie, bring the car around. We go to see Madame Cousteau.”
 

 Chapter Nine
 
 
 
As the sky darkened, Reynaud saw the stately manor rising in the distance on the Mississippi River and grinned to himself. Quickening his step, he continued toward it. Though he was tired and hungry it didn’t dampen the excitement that raced through his senses. After so long, he would see Madame Cousteau very soon.
 “Good evening, sir. How may I help you?” a gentleman wearing a black suit asked when the door opened.
 “Ah, good evening. I’ve come to visit with Madame Cousteau, please,” Reynaud said with a smile.
 “I’m sorry, sir, there is no one here by that name. Have a good day.” 
A forced smile appeared across the doorman’s face before he promptly shut the door. 
Reynaud’s jaw dropped as he stared at the door, blinking wildly. His confusion was short-lived, taken over by anger. He knew Madame Cousteau was there. Her call had brought him directly to the door. Why would this guy tell him otherwise? 
He pounded on the door then paused, waiting for the butler to return, but another man opened the door instead. 
“How can I help you, sir?” he asked.
 Reynaud scrutinized the man. He was no butler. His dark pinstriped suit, crisp white shirt, and expensive-looking hat seemed best for a day at the office. The man’s physique and mannerisms were those of a person one would most likely see guarding a door rather than answering one.
 “I’ve come to see Madame Cousteau. The other gentleman said she was not here, but I—”
 “Of course, sir. The last guy was mistaken. He’s new around here. Come right in,” the man offered, taking a step back, making room for Reynaud to pass. 
The hairs on the back of Reynaud’s neck stood on end. He hesitated and noticed two other men dressed similarly coming into the foyer with them. The door closed behind him, and he turned to face the first fellow.
 “Where is Madame Cousteau?”
 “We were just waiting for our boss to get here,” one person explained, ignoring Reynaud’s question. He wrapped his arm around Reynaud’s shoulder, guiding him farther into the home. “Would you like something to drink while we wait?”
 “No, but thank you. I have no desire to see your boss, whoever he or she is. I came to see Madame Cousteau,” Reynaud reiterated. 
“Yes, and how is it that you know the Madame?”
 A tingly feeling snaked up Reynaud’s spine, tickling the hairs at the base of his neck. He stopped walking.
 “The Madame and I go way back,” he told the man, looking at him eye to eye. “Where is she?”
 “I think it’s best we wait on the boss.”
 Reynaud shifted his gaze to the staircase off to the left. The pull that had brought him to the house mentally directed him upstairs. Out of the corner of his eye, Reynaud saw the other men closing in on him. 
“I don’t want to see your boss. I’m going to see Madame Cousteau.”
 He turned toward the stairs, but the two attackers apprehended him before he could take more than three steps. The one who had opened the door punched him in the gut without hesitation. Reynaud doubled over from the pain.
 “I’m afraid I must insist,” the thug said, his tone cold.
 Reynaud took a few deep breaths then snatched his arms away from his captives. He threw a quick elbow back into the face of the person on his right. As Reynaud adjusted himself to swing on the other guy, he was met with another punch to the stomach and a well-connected uppercut. Dazed by the blows, Reynaud landed hard on the polished marble floor beside the thug he had incapacitated. His assailant stood over him, smirking. 
“The boss has been the only one to see the Madame in years. I think he will be very interested to know how you even knew that she was here.”
 The two men pulled Reynaud to his feet again, dragging him away from the staircase. A vase of flowers on a pedestal caught his eye as they turned him down a hallway. Reynaud yanked his arms from his captors, grabbed the vase and swung it at the guy on his right. The man ducked and Reynaud’s momentum took him full circle, hitting the other assailant across the head. The container shattered, falling in pieces to the floor, along with the attacker. Quickly, Reynaud thrust his knee up into the other guy’s jaw before he could regain his upright position.
 Reynaud took off at a run, leaving the fallen men behind. As he passed the first guy that had attacked him, he had to kick him in the head as he tried to get him, then continued on, taking the steps two at a time. Following his instincts, Reynaud burst into a bedroom at the end of the hall, locking the door behind him. A swift scan showed the suite was empty. He paused to catch his breath then entered the inner room and slipped inside. 
Madame Cousteau lay in the bed at the far side of the room. The light of day shone through the windows, showing him that she looked as lovely as he remembered her. As he stared at Madame in awe, she turned his way and smiled. 
“I knew you’d come,” she said, her voice soft but not frail or strained. 
She extended her hand in invitation. He rushed across the room to a chair, pulled it to her bedside and accepted it.
 “I have missed you so much, Reynaud. I am so sorry that you had to suffer your banishment when you were an innocent. As we were conjuring you into the dog, my heart cried, even as I held the tears back. I was so fixed on you at the time that I could see what really happened in your mind’s eye as you thought about it. Please forgive me for my part, even when I knew the truth.”
 He kissed her hand and held it to his face. “I never blamed you, Madame. There is nothing to forgive.”
 The elder let out a relieved sigh. “There is much for us to discuss, Reynaud. Please listen. A lot has happened since you have been away. The land has suffered very much in the last ten years. There was a great flood that destroyed our home.”
 “Yes, I know. I’ve seen it,” he mentioned sadly.
 “It was a heartbreaking and distressing time. Isabelle tried to use her gift over the wind to help Marguerite hold back the water, but she was overwhelmed. Isabelle perished with so many of our people and the natives of this land. Marguerite was devastated over her death. She left us behind and moved to another sect to put the tragedy behind her.”
 “Marguerite has left New Orleans? Where are the others who sat on the council with you?”
 Madame Cousteau choked on her next words. She moved her free hand to her chest as she tried to compose herself. “They are dead, Reynaud. Murdered—and their magic stolen from them. My amulet lets me wield and control the other elements.” She lifted the necklace and continued. “We were all connected, in a sense, through the magic. I feel it in my soul. I know it to be true,” she sobbed.
 He did not know the others like he knew Madame Cousteau. She had taken him under her wing and trained him herself when he was just a boy. However, his heart did ache for her loss. 
“I’m so sorry, Madame.”
 She caressed his face. “Please, my darling, you were more than just a pupil to me. My time grows short. I would like you to call me Delphine.”
 Reynaud nodded, offering her a soft smile. “As you wish, Delphine.”
 “What’s done is done, sweetheart. What you need to know is Baptiste is here.”
 His blood instantly boiled. “Baptiste?”
 “Yes, and I believe he stole the others’ magic.”
 Reynaud gasped. Did the man’s treachery have no bounds?
 “When we started to age out of our positions, Baptiste was the one who put us into these houses years ago. He placed those who were loyal to him in the elder seats, but he seeks my position for himself. I have known that since before you were condemned. He will come for me.” 
“I won’t let him. I will kill him this time—for all that he has done, and for Angele,” he said.
 “I have summoned you to me for a purpose, Reynaud. If Baptiste has indeed stolen the power of the elders, he will be considerably stronger than you remember. You will need my help to ensure your victory.”
 “I will do as you ask, Delphine.”
 “Take my magic as your own.”
 Stunned by her request, he jumped back, dropping her hand. “What? No. How can you ask—?”
 Delphine reached for his hand and brought it to her chest. “I outlived my position long ago. Only Baptiste’s greed for control has stopped him from taking what he wants from me. He wants to wield all the power so no one can ever best him. The others grew weak and frail with time. They became much easier prey for him.” She tossed back the sheet covering her and sat up on the edge of the bed. “I pretend to be much weaker in his presence, but my control over all the elements has kept me stronger.”
 “Delphine, I don’t know if I can—”
 “Reynaud, Baptiste will come for me. I would rather give you my power than have him strip it from me.”
 She’d made up her mind, and he knew it. She was also right. He would need her gifts to defeat Baptiste. Though he loathed losing her again, what choice did he have? He sighed. 
She smiled at him. “Reynaud, you will never lose me,” she told him, as if reading his mind. “You will wear my amulet. I will always be with you.”
 Reynaud nodded and slumped his shoulders. “Very well, Delphine. What must I do?”
 She removed her necklace and Reynaud lowered his head so she could place it around his neck.
 “Give me your hands, and no matter what, don’t take your eyes off mine. It will happen quickly,” she warned.
 He did as he was told. Delphine mumbled an incantation he barely heard. Suddenly the expressive brown eyes he had known most of his life began to change. The chocolate color faded until it was a soft sky-blue. It was fascinating to watch. He couldn’t have turned away if he’d wanted to. The air cooled around him. Goosebumps rose on his skin and his nipples hardened as a chill raced down his spine. He blew a breath out and it condensed before him in a tiny cloud. Eyes widening, he blinked, and the blue in her eyes lost even more color. They were almost colorless—like ice. Delphine’s hands lay frosty in his. His teeth started to chatter as the cold traveled up his arms. He wanted to pull away from her arctic grasp, but her grip tightened to hold him in place. His breath heaved as the chilliness inside his chest gripped his lungs. He blinked rapidly, trying to hold her gaze, but it was getting too difficult. The cold was almost unbearable, and Delphine’s mutterings intensified.
 Reynaud tried to pull away as her eyes turned bright, searing red. He gasped, almost jumping from his seat. But her grip prevailed. A sudden rush of heat infused his body, forcing him to howl. He was on fire from head to toe and yet there were no flames anywhere. Closing his eyes on instinct, he screamed. Delphine grabbed his chin, shaking his head and forcing him to look at her again. 
“You must not break contact,” she told him frantically. “Hold on.”
 He nodded and widened his eyes. Delphine continued to mumble. The heat steadily rose within him. Sweat ran down his temples and saturated his back. Just as he started to yell again, his body cooled. Delphine’s eyes returned to their original brown. New strength flowed through Reynaud’s being when her grip eased. She fell back against the pillow with a loud sigh. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, only dust remained where she had once lain. He fell to his knees exhausted, resting his head on the edge of the bed.
 
* * * *
 
“Make sure he doesn’t leave. I’m almost there,” Baptiste said then disconnected the call. “Hurry up, Reg. It would seem I have one more problem to deal with.”
 The car slowed in front of the house. Baptiste exited the car, slamming the door. Taking the steps two at a time, he walked in and his men rushed him, talking all at once. He held a hand up to stop their chatter and moved toward the staircase. Baptiste went straight to the bedroom, needing to know who had the audacity to violate his home. The closer he got to the door, the angrier he became but when he turned the knob and found it locked, his fury rose to new heights. 
He pressed his palm to the center of the door. The wood splintered and cracked beneath the paint until the door flew apart. He pushed past the debris and moved toward the inner bedroom. Inside, there was a man kneeling at Madame Cousteau’s bedside. Baptiste furrowed his brows at the sight of her empty bed. The man stood and stretched. Baptiste gasped as recognition dawned.
 “Reynaud,” he said on a breath.
 Reynaud turned with wide eyes. Baptiste raised his hand, and a blast of fire shot out of it, knocking Reynaud head over heels. Reynaud’s shocked cry of pain filled the room as his body slammed to the floor. Baptiste looked at his hands. His stunned gaze morphed into a sly grin. He moved across the room with both palms aimed at Reynaud. Reynaud tried to roll onto his hands and knees, but before he could, the second blast sent him sliding across the carpet into the wall.
 “I should have known she would have found a loophole or something to keep you alive,” Baptiste said, kicking the chair out of the way.
 Reynaud grunted as he tried to rise, but Baptiste was on him again. The two kicks he delivered to Reynaud’s gut lifted him from the floor. He rolled onto his back, wrapping his arms around his midsection. Baptist continued his assault by stomping his foot into Reynaud’s stomach then landing two straight punches on each side of his face. With a growl, Baptiste lifted Reynaud from the floor and threw him across the room. The trajectory sent Reynaud flying out of the nearby window instead of against the wall.
 Baptiste walked over to the window. Reynaud lay on his back, holding his chest and sucking in harsh breaths.
 “Shit. Now I have to go outside.”
 
 

 Chapter Ten
 
 
 
Reynaud barely had a chance to catch his breath, let alone assimilate what Madame Cousteau had done before Baptiste had attacked him. He had just noticed that Baptiste was even there when he felt the first blast. His body ached all over. Reynaud had always known that Baptiste was a despicable being, but this recent assault showed a new low in his honor. Concentrating on mending his injuries, Reynaud became astutely aware of the new magic that flowed within him. It enhanced his healing abilities, expediting the process. 
His eyes popped open. Springing to his feet, he gasped. Reynaud patted his body down as he processed recent events. Suddenly he snapped his head around to peer over his shoulder.
 “On your feet already? That’s surprising—but it doesn’t matter,” Baptiste said, coming around the corner.
 “Baptiste, Madame Cousteau has told me of your continued depravities since you set me up.”
 “Did she? Well, I hope she told you enough to put you on guard.”
 The blast that hit Reynaud did not have the same force as it did earlier. He stared at Baptiste and saw the same stunned look he knew had to be on his own face. 
“Fine. I don’t need magic to deal with you.”
 Baptiste surged forward, ramming his head into Reynaud’s gut. They stumbled backward with Baptiste holding onto his waist, but they didn’t fall. Reynaud beat Baptiste’s back with both fists. Baptiste grunted in pain with each blow and finally released him, falling to the ground. 
Reynaud turned him over, and Baptiste yanked him forward. They rolled across the ground, punching each other until Reynaud gained the upper hand. He rose onto his knees, grabbed Baptiste by his collar and landed two punches to Baptiste’s face, dazing him. He dropped him back to the ground, knelt beside him then pressed down on his shoulders to hold him in place. Baptiste shifted back and forth trying to dislodge him, but Reynaud’s superior strength prevailed.
 “No one has more reason than I do to hate you, Baptiste. I fully agree that you should be punished for the crimes you have committed against me and countless others, but I am not the one to administer it. That sentencing still belongs to the council elders.”
 Baptiste’s cynical laugh sounded harsh to Reynaud’s ears. “Are you serious? You have been gone too long. There are no more elders, you fool. They’re dead. Madame Cousteau led the council because she held the power to control all the elements. She was the last, but I saw the dust. I know she is gone. Did she die before you got here?”
 Reynaud didn’t answer. He remembered Madame Cousteau’s words and they kept him silent.
 “The men who sit on the council now are under my control. Who will punish me?” Baptiste asked in an unbelieving tone. “You? What will you do? Kill me?” he added with a mocking laugh. “That is the difference between me and you, Reynaud. Given the chance, I would kill you in a heartbeat. You, however, don’t have the balls to do what needs to be done.”
 Reynaud met Baptiste’s challenging look. He leaned forward, causing his amulet to fall free from his shirt and dangle in front of Baptiste’s face. Baptiste’s eyes widened as he stared at it. 
“You’re right, Baptiste. The power to reprimand you would have been Madame Cousteau’s, but since she has passed her magic to me, it would appear that her duties are now mine.”
 He shook his head wildly. “No, no. This can’t be.”
 “And I know of only one way to deal with a power-hungry maniac.”
 Reynaud pressed his palm to Baptiste’s chest. Knowing no spells to invoke, he concentrated on what he wanted to do and trusted the magic inside him to carry it out. Baptiste’s jaw dropped open but no scream escaped. His body sank into the soil farther then shook all over. Abruptly, Reynaud snatched his hand away from Baptiste’s body then jumped to his feet. 
Baptiste lay on the ground for a few moments then rose onto his elbows. “What…? What have you done to me?” he asked in a panicked whisper.
 Reynaud sighed and turned away from him. “I did what was necessary.”
 Baptiste’s breathing quickened. He grasped his chest, shaking his head. “My magic is… gone. No. No! What have you done?” he shouted. “What have you done?” 
Reynaud continued walking away, leaving Baptiste’s anguish-filled screams behind. He picked up his pace, eager to return to Cameron’s arms. 
The journey home didn’t take as long as it did to get him to Madame Cousteau. Fatigue never conquered him. Reynaud had walked through the day stopping only to eat and drink. The streets were deserted and the restaurant had been closed for hours when he arrived home late in the night. Reynaud went around the back to enter through their private entrance. 
The thought of Cameron made him sprint up the stairs. After a quick shower, he slipped beneath the sheets beside his lover. Cameron scooted back into him as he slept, seemingly sensing his presence. Sliding closer to him, Reynaud sighed. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed his lover until he held him in his arms again. Suddenly Cameron snapped to a sitting position with a loud gasp. 
Reynaud raised his hands. “It’s me, baby. It’s me.”
 “Rey!” 
Reynaud pulled Cameron into a hug. “I missed you so much.”
 Cameron’s rigid posture prompted Reynaud to release him. He looked into his lover’s stern gaze. 
“You missed me? I find that hard to believe, Reynaud. You left without a word, note, or anything. You’ve been gone for three days. You missed me?” he repeated with a raised eyebrow. “You didn’t call or even throw me a text to say you were alive. How is that missing me? How could you do that to me?”
 Reynaud heard the hurt behind Cameron’s irritated words. He knew when he left he would have to deal with injured feelings and anger when he returned.
 “Sweetheart, please let me explain. I didn’t mean to hurt you. That was the last thing I wanted when I set out on my journey.”
 “I didn’t hear anything from you. I didn’t know if something had happened to you or if you were coming back at all.”
 “Wouldn’t come back? How could you even think that? I love you.”
 “You could have taken me with you, but you chose to leave me here…alone,” Cameron said, moving away from him.
 “Cameron, I couldn’t take you with me.” He turned Cameron’s face back toward him. “I had no idea what I was getting myself into or where I was even going. I couldn’t take the chance of you getting hurt.”
 Sadness and pain shone behind the unshed tears in Cameron’s eyes, but Reynaud saw understanding dawning as well. He leaned against the headboard and opened his arms. 
“Please, Cam.”
 Cameron stared at him for a while longer then positioned himself against Reynaud’s chest. Reynaud sighed with relief. Holding Cameron closer, he plunged into telling his lover what had transpired over the last few days they’d been apart. When Reynaud’s tale was finished, Cameron looked up at him.
 “So where does that leave you? Are you really head of the council now?”
 “It would seem so. Madame Cousteau gave me her magic. This amulet allows me to control and wield the power of all the elements at once. All she asked was that I restore the council.”
 “But you’ll have to go find Marguerite to start that again, won’t you?”
 Reynaud nodded.
 “So you’re leaving again.”
 “Yes, but not yet and not alone. I plan to spend the next few days right here with you. After that, I want you to come with me to find her. I don’t want to leave your side again,” he told him, dropping a kiss on Cameron’s mouth.
 “Yes, well, I’m all for us spending as much time as we can right here in this bed. I missed you too.” 
Cameron climbed over him and glided his hands over Reynaud’s nipples. A shiver traveled through his body and his cock pulsed with need. Though still upset, Reynaud could tell that Cameron had already forgiven him for leaving so abruptly. 
“You have a lot of make-up time to put in, Mr Leduc,” he said with a sly grin. “But now that I know you’ll be back, feel free to go find Marguerite in peace—but not yet. Let’s start the make up now and deal with the search later,” Cameron added, discarding his pajamas.
 Reynaud’s happy laugh shook his whole body and he rolled his lover over. “I’m looking forward to all of that.”
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Chapter One
 
 
Phillip sat in the back of the limo holding his son close to his chest as the small boy slept peacefully. He watched the scenery go by for a while then looked down at the child. His poor little Tyrell had no idea how much their lives had just changed. The toddler stretched in his arms, and a small smile touched Phillip’s lips for the first time in two weeks. Tyrell’s tiny fist flailed around for a moment as he adjusted in his father’s arms, then he settled back down to sleep.
 Phillip let a lazy finger slide down the light brown skin of his son’s chubby cheek, and sighed. As his son grew older, he would notice the obvious differences between them. Phillip’s hair was light brown and straight while Tyrell’s was darker and curly. Tyrell may grow to six feet tall like Phillip had, and he might even share Phillip’s slender physique, but Tyrell would never have the same white skin. Phillip was pleasantly surprised to see that his son had inherited the pale blue eyes that ran in the Drake family, but in the future, when Tyrell looked into the mirror, he would see bronze skin that was a gift from Monica. The mother who was now lost to him.
 It was up to Phillip to keep Monica’s memory alive for Tyrell. He would never know the mother he had gotten his beautiful features from—his lips, his nose, his smile. Somehow Phillip had to find a way to explain all that had happened to their son. Suddenly, he held the boy fiercely close, rocking him back and forth as tears flowed freely down his cheeks. He had no idea how he was going to do that. 
The limo slowed to a stop, then the back door swung open.
 “Mr Drake, we’re here.”
 “Yes, right.” He wiped his face quickly. Gathering Tyrell and his things, he shifted the boy to his shoulder and slid out of the limo. “Thanks for everything, Dennis. I know you were only supposed to drop me at the church, but—”
 Dennis held his hand up, shaking his head. “No thanks necessary, Mr Drake. I couldn’t leave you and your baby stranded at the church.”
 “When we got dropped off this morning, I… Well, I guess it didn’t occur to me how we would get home,” he explained softly.
 “Yes, well, you had other things on your mind.” Dennis closed the door and tipped his hat. “Again, Mr Drake, I’m sorry for your loss. I hope everything turns out great for you.”
 Phillip nodded and watched the limo drive away before he took Tyrell inside. He stood in the doorway of the house that Monica had decorated and took a deep breath. The whole house screamed of her. They had only lived in the place for a year, but it was their home. They had not been a quintessential married couple. Monica had known Phillip was gay when they’d married, although she’d had no clue about it when they’d hooked up on that one fateful night when Tyrell had been conceived. In public, they’d been a young, happy couple, and when it came to Tyrell, they had done everything together, but in the privacy of their home, they were friends. He’d had his bedroom and she’d had hers.
 Phillip carried Tyrell to his room and put him in his crib, then he went to his own room to change clothes. As he pulled his pants off, he sat on the bed and was suddenly overcome with emotion. He fell against his pillow and cried. 
When he opened his eyes again, the shadows in the room had shifted position and he knew that hours had passed. Phillip sat up and reached for his cell phone.
 “Yes, hello?”
 “Hi, Mom, it’s me.”
 “Phil, sweetheart, are you all right?” his mother asked, her voice full of relief. “We haven’t talked in so long.”
 “I know, Mom. I’m sorry. I just got caught up in some stuff, then one thing led to another and—”
 “Phil, what’s wrong? Have you been crying? Has something happened?”
 His mother’s knowing nature made the tears fall again. He could barely speak without choking on the words.
 “Mom, I have so much to tell you.”
 “Come home, Phil. We will sort it all out when you get here.”
 He nodded as though she could see him. “All right. I’ll be home tonight.” He hung up the phone with a sigh.
 
* * * * 
 
Phillip packed his car quickly and was at his mother’s door in less than three hours. When he pulled into the driveway, she was at the door instantly. His mother ran down the walkway, meeting Phillip on the passenger side of the car to hug him.
 “Phil, we’ve missed you so much. Why did you just disappear like that? It’s been almost three years since you’ve been home for a visit,” his mother inquired when she released him. “And don’t you dare say you’ve been texting because that doesn’t count,” she added, wagging her finger at him.
 He nodded, holding her hands. “I know, Mom. I’m sorry. So much has happened. I don’t even know where to begin.”
 She looked him over then caressed his face. Her voice was softer when she spoke again. “Yes, I can see that. Come inside, sweetheart. Your sister is here. We will do whatever we can to make it all right.”
 Phillip stopped her from pulling him away. “Wait, Mom. I have something to show you. Well, someone.”
 He turned from her confused look to reach into the car. Her features quickly shifted to shock when he lifted the sleeping baby from the car and presented him to her.
 “This is Tyrell.”
 His mother looked at the slumbering toddler as a gamut of emotions played across her face. She sent a questioning look at her son. Phillip nodded, confirming her unasked question. A smile lit her face as she took the baby from him.
 “Hello, Tyrell. I’m your grandma,” she told the child as they walked back to the house.
 Inside, when his sister was introduced to Tyrell, she had the same reaction as his mother. 
After finding a place to lay Tyrell down, Phillip’s mother rustled up something for Phillip to eat, then as the three of them sat at the table he explained what had transpired during the time he had limited communication with his family. When his story was done, everyone still had questions for him.
 “So let me get this straight,” his sister began. “You and Monica got married just so that Tyrell would have a chance at a normal family?” she asked, making quotation marks in the air.
 Phillip nodded.
 “You didn’t love her?”
 Phillip tilted his head. “Rachel, I’m gay. I think it’s safe to say that I don’t like women in that way.”
 “So you felt nothing for this woman at all?”
 He let out a frustrated groan. “No, it wasn’t like that. I did have love for her. She was the mother of my son, and we were friends.”
 His sister rubbed her temples. “Phil, did it ever occur to you that you could have been a good father and her friend without marrying her?”
 “Yes, Rachel, it did, but I didn’t want to be a ‘baby daddy’,” he said, doing his own quotations in the air. “They don’t really have any rights to their kids. I wanted to have equal say and be a part of Tyrell’s life.”
 “I can understand that, Phillip, but didn’t you think your actions were a little reckless from the start?” his mother asked in her chastising motherly tone.
 “Yes, Mom, in retrospect I do realize that getting drunk and allowing some strange woman to ride me was probably not the best idea that I’ve ever had,” he answered with an irritated edge.
 “I’m sorry, Phillip. I’m sure you have gone over that scenario several times since then. I don’t mean to bring up what can’t be changed.”
 “No, I’m the one who is sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” He picked her hand up and kissed it.
 “You know, Phil, you could have told us what was going on with you. In fact you should have told us in the beginning before everything got crazy,” his sister reprimanded, crossing her arms over her chest.
 He turned to Rachel’s scowl. “I know and I meant to. I just… I mean, everything seemed to happen so fast. Monica and I were his parents, equal in everything that we did for Tyrell and now…”
 His mother squeezed his hand and completed his sentence. “And now you’re a single father with your family here to help you. Your sister is right, Phillip. We are your family. We had a right to know. You may not have felt so overwhelmed if we were there to help you from the beginning.”
 Phil nodded knowing she was right.
 “What about Monica’s family? Did you talk to them at the funeral? Will they help you with Tyrell?” Rachel asked.
 He scoffed. “Oh, yeah. We spoke all right. They made it very clear that Tyrell was my son. Her mother told me that he is my responsibility and that I would be taking care of him, alone. They’ve washed their hands of me and Tyrell.”
 “Well, that was nice of them,” Rachel said, rolling her eyes.
 “It’s all right, Phillip. You have us to help. You will just have to come back home. You’ll stay here until you find a house in town and get your affairs straight in Kentucky.”
 “Thanks, Mom. I… I know I should have called when all of this started. I just—”
 “Yes, you should have,” she said in that same scolding, motherly tone. “I missed out on a lot because you were trying to be an adult about the situation. His birth, first words, crawling, first steps—” She stopped her rant and sighed, giving his hand a squeeze. “Well, what’s done is done. You’re here now and so is he. That’s all that matters.”
 “Phil, when is Tyrell’s birthday? He looks about two years old,” Rachel asked.
 “Yes, he will be two September tenth.”
 “That’s great. His birthday is only a few days away from mine.”
 “Wonderful! We will have one big birthday party for the both of you. We’ll invite everyone and introduce Tyrell to the family,” Phillip’s mother added.
 “Come on, Phil. Let’s get the rest of your stuff from the car. You might as well get settled into your old room,” his sister said, pulling him from the chair.
 He looked over his shoulder at his mother.
 “Relax, Phillip,” she said and stood. “I will check in on our little prince.”
 He nodded and followed his sister out of the door. They were quiet as they walked, but when he pulled the folded playpen from the trunk, his sister broke the silence.
 “You know, Phil, James asks about you all the time.”
 At the sound of his name, Phillip froze instantly, but he quickly regained his composure.
 “He still cares for you too,” she continued, grabbing a bag from the backseat.
 “I can’t think about that right now, Rachel. I have Tyrell to worry about.”
 “You can’t make Tyrell happy if you’re not happy. Kids have a knack of picking up on those things. If you could just talk to James and tell him what happened, maybe—”
 “Maybe what, Rachel?” he asked, slamming the trunk. “Maybe he’ll take me back…after I dropped off the planet without saying a word for almost three years? After I basically left him for a woman? Yeah, I just don’t see him forgiving me for all that. James and I are done. I gave up that life—the life I desperately wanted and miss like hell—for my son,” he screamed in borderline hysteria.
 He shoved Tyrell’s things under his arm, dropped them then picked them up again before she grabbed his hand.
 “Phil, you don’t have to be unhappy in order for your son to be happy. You could have someone in your life and have your son.” Her tone was calm and soothing. “It’s possible for you and James—”
 “No, Rachel.”
 She jumped at the sharpness of his voice and dropped his hand. 
He sighed, taking her hand in his again, and spoke softly. “Sacrifices had to be made, Rachel, for me to be with my son. Only Tyrell matters.”
 She nodded. “Okay, Phil. Let’s just get you guys settled in.”
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