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Wishborne

 

By Sebastian Black

 

Be careful what you wish for….

When amateur footage of a mage performing a spell goes viral back home, American Pyromancer Blayze Martinez hops on a plane to London. If the world is about to discover the existence of magic, he wants to be as far from the epicenter of that nightmare as possible.

Shy, enormous hunk Dane Peterson can amplify others’ emotions, an ability that takes practice to control. Though he and Blayze come from different worlds, they hit it off. But their casual evening goes sideways when a shared wish at a mage party ends with each of them inside the other’s body—literally.

The body swap is one thing, but the magical skill swap is a potential disaster. While Dane and Blayze work out how to reverse the wish, they have to keep their powers under wraps or risk dooming all of magekind.
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Chapter One

 

 

AIRPORTS WERE always something of a pain in the ass, and JFK was no exception. Whether that was down to runway delays, the ever-looming security presence, or the endless capacity of people to display last-minute forgetfulness, Blayze couldn’t remember a time when the ordeal was anything less than an eye-watering snorefest. And that was without the events of the last seventy-two hours, when the shit had really hit the fan. Now? Now there seemed to be as many people leaving the country as arriving.

He held his spot in line and danced between each foot on the squeaky marbled floor. The latest family of five finally finished sticker-tagging their fourteen bags, and when it was his turn to step up to the check-in desk, he pasted on a smile, plowed ahead, and prayed to sail through.

“Good morning, sir,” chirped the clerk, whose nametag read Monica. She radiated sophistication in a burgundy blazer, and despite being in her early thirties with an oval face and tied-back platinum hair, she’d look for all the world like a beauty blogger if it weren’t for the bags under her eyes. “Where are you flying to this afternoon?”

“London,” Blayze said, almost asked. He hoped he sounded confident enough not to raise any alarm bells. Though it was extremely unlikely given the time frame, he couldn’t be sure if airports had integrated any extra security protocols. He’d soon find out when he passed over his ID.

“Oh, fantastic,” Monica chirped, seeming to show genuine interest as she scanned the QR code on his smartphone. “Always wanted to go myself but never found the time. What do you plan to get up to on your trip, and how long will you be staying for?”

Blayze scrunched his brow and wondered for a second if she might be hitting on him. Then he remembered the questioning was mandatory. What was a suitable answer? Telling her he was fleeing the madness of the country because a bunch of his kind had been publicly outed by an independent news press was off the table. And it was probably inappropriate to say he was sick and tired of New York since he’d taken a turn with almost every guy in the city and had recently begun the shameful process of unblocking people. And he definitely couldn’t confess that when he bussed tables at the Plaza a few years ago, his colleagues bragged about how great the famous London gay scene was, and Blayze had visions of being a kid in a candy store with all the hunky guys to choose from.

Even if all those things were true, he had to think of something else.

“I’m going away to, uhh, see some sights, and I’ll be there for exactly one month.”

“Lovely.” Monica tapped something onto a screen, then held her hand out for his passport. “Only one bag for a whole month? Do you normally pack so light?”

“Yeah,” Blayze lied. His pride wouldn’t let him tell Monica he didn’t want to pay for extra luggage, and though he’d dearly miss an extra five pairs of Levi’s, he was sure the hotel would have adequate laundry service. He’d manage with only a week’s worth of boxer shorts. With any luck, he’d be spending more time out of his clothes than in them. “It’s funny. I’m coming to realize material things aren’t all that important in these crazy times, huh?”

Ugh. Why did he have to go and mention it? By the pained look on her face, she probably hadn’t planned on addressing the issue, and she also probably didn’t want to weigh in her opinion when everything was so up in the air. She was simply doing her job; he was just being paranoid. He sternly told himself to get a grip and keep smiling. There was no way anyone here knew about him or what he could do, and he’d be fine as long as his heart rate chilled the fuck out and his palms stopped sweating.

“Gosh,” said Blayze. “I’m so starved I can’t wait to get to the food court. Are we close to being done?”

When Monica glanced up at him for a very well-measured two seconds, he swore his life flashed before him. He imagined her jaw dropping to the floor and her finger pointing accusingly as she called over the guards to drag him away to a dusty custom-built prison cell until the world worked out what to do with him. But when she handed back his ID, she switched the smile back on. “We sure are. Have a great trip over the pond, won’t you?”

Blayze’s shoulders slumped in relief, and he tipped his head by way of thanks, then kicked his bag into position so he could wheel it across the marbled floor. Things were better now that there was a clear path ahead, and with a flutter in his chest, he beelined for the cologne stands. The staff he passed were more than ready to launch into their sales pitches, but he bustled to his tried-and-true, one and only brand—Dior. His holy grail never let him down when it came to hookups, and, eager to be reunited with the ooh-ah-ah sensation, Blayze grabbed two of their largest bottles and the cashier rang them up while he contemplated a third.

“Screw it,” he said, grinning at the clerk, who seemed more than welcome to rack up another easy sale. Blayze tapped his gold AmEx credit card and tried not to imagine yet more negative zeroes—that was a problem for future Blayze. Before they so much as touched the bottom of the canvas tote, he couldn’t help tearing open a carton and dousing himself in amber nectar.

Leaving duty-free was slightly bittersweet, mostly because it gave a full view of the anarchy that was the airport. Weaving his way up to the departures board with his suitcase in tow, Blayze wondered how many of his brethren were hiding among the normal folk and, more specifically, how they were handling all the ambiguity. He knew of a certain app that could provide a pretty straightforward way to find out… and yet the adrenaline comedown of check-in had given him a sizeable appetite. So he shoved his baying thoughts to the back of his mind and finally entered vacation mode. The first task on the agenda was to sniff out the Golden Arches to see what iteration of burger would befit his much-needed getaway.

 

 

HAVING FLOWN to Australia a handful of times, Blayze didn’t bat an eyelid at a six-hour haul. Once the safety demo was done, the plane taxied down the runway and soared into the air without a hitch. Tucked away in the back corner next to a window, he tried to get the burned-in images out of his head, but in a short space of time, they had turned into one of those earworm pop songs you can’t seem to shake no matter how much you distract yourself. Just in case he’d missed anything, he whipped out his cell again to revisit the world’s currently most-watched video.

In the frame, a lithe figure clad in shadowy robes was at the foreground of a cheerfully lit Ferris wheel in Atlantic City. It was night and the footage was maddeningly shaky, but when he raised a hand into the air, it was very plain to see that a dumbass with Electrokinesis had called down a giant bolt of lightning from the sky. It struck the ground and instantly scorched the concrete below him. The brightness of the bolt was quick to wash out the exposure levels on the smartphone camera. There was a loud screech, and then it cut out—no context, no motive, no follow-up post to shed any light on whether it was the real deal or if it was a photoshopped hoax.

Scenes like that took talent to fake, and the account that uploaded it was an everyday homemaker from Cincinnati who had a modest amount of followers, and her personal feed consisted mostly of reblogged crotchet videos with the occasional vegan lasagna how-to thrown in. Maybe she was using a digital alias for personal protection, but even if she were an undercover mage gunning for insurrection, it still begged the question—why post something like that now?

An amateur video was easy enough to discredit, but things got too close for comfort when The Daily Scoop followed up with an extensive exposé. They claimed to have eyewitnesses at the source, and even if their slam post was largely based on speculation, that was what every human in the world was doing right now. Speculating. They based most of their arguments on opinions that were a laughable reach, but the world had noticed, people were actively paying attention, and it was disconcerting to watch everyone’s eyes as they were glued to news feeds that replayed the same video over and over and over.

No. In his heart of hearts, Blayze knew the truth. The video was no more fake than his Gucci wallet, and because it had always been collective priority number one since birth to conceal mage nature at all costs, it felt like a punch to the gut when it took all of twelve seconds for Joe Bloggs the Stormcaller to toss that notion into the trash. Though he definitely didn’t run in the same circles, Blayze couldn’t fathom what had compelled the man to do such a thing. There had to be a very, very good reason. Maybe he had been coerced or was under the influence of someone or something. Maybe he’d been defending the planet from a sudden scourge of aliens. Whatever the case, it was hard not to feel a pinch of resentment at the thought of being forcibly outed, and he sure as shit didn’t envy what the Magical Regulation Force had in store for him. They would not take this lightly. But it had been years since he worked for them, and it was no longer his issue.

Blayze shoved his phone in his pocket. Even if he was opinionated enough for about three people, he didn’t often get political or project many of his world views far beyond his own head. But this was different. This wasn’t something he could sit back and watch from a distance or stroll down to the polling station and cast a cheeky little vote on if the occasion suited him. This was his livelihood, his place in the world, his very existence. Something big was bubbling under the surface, and whether it was ultimately resolved with drastic measures or something preferably much more amiable and peaceful, he wondered whether trotting off halfway around the world and letting everyone else deal with the fallout was the best idea.

But he hoped he was doing the right thing by leaving. Only time would tell.

“Good evening again, ladies and gentlemen,” cooed a distant voice over the intercom, breaking Blayze free from a deep sleep he hadn’t realized he’d fallen into. “We’ve landed ahead of schedule at Heathrow terminal in London. The temperature outside is a brisk four degrees Celsius, and the local time is 7:17 p.m., exactly five hours ahead of NYC. We hope you enjoy your visit, and it will be our pleasure to accommodate you again soon.”

Blayze nodded to himself as he fetched his bag. Vacation time. No more toiling over things he couldn’t change. Setting himself a plan, navigating the terminal, and locating a cab for the half-hour drive should take him to around 11:00 p.m.—just enough time to catch a glimpse of some landmarks and dump his bag at the hotel before he swung by a bar.

The British airport was no less confusing than the one back home, though it was mercifully less busy. Electronic passport control gave him another mild panic attack, but Blayze smirked as a horde of passengers sped off to baggage claim while he zipped through arrivals and eventually Nothing to Declare.

Beyond a travelator and a set of rotating doors, the crisp winter air socked him in the face. Bright lights dominated his vison, both in the gloriously moody cityscape and in the clusterfuck of vehicles. He scanned the line of cabs for a vacant one as he zipped up his sweater and pretended to be bothered by the cold. Only once in his life had winter ever bothered him, and if by a very slim chance it did present a concern, he could simply create a toasty campfire between his hands.

Probably best not to do that in public.

“Hey, bud,” Blayze greeted a gruff-looking driver with his window down. “You free?”

“Nah, but I am cheap.” He chuckled heartily and tapped at his Bluetooth earpiece. Then he paused as if waiting for Blayze to join in on the joke. When he didn’t, the driver jerked his head sideways and set his mouth back to a grim line. “Nuffin in this life come free. You’ll learn that soon enuff, lad. Jump in already, yeah? Ain’t payin’ to heat the streets.”

Smiling awkwardly, Blayze climbed into the back and shoved his bag to the side. They began to cruise out of the airport before he’d even told the guy the location, and despite the car being roomy, the pine air freshener swaying with every turn didn’t quite manage to mask the unmistakable scent of cigarettes that clung to the leather seats.

Blayze eyed the meter and wondered how many pounds he’d already racked up. Was it by time or distance? It seemed uncouth to ask.

“Heading to the Savoy, please.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Fancy Pants.” The driver whistled through his teeth and then adjusted his shoulders and put both hands on the wheel. The air seemed to change in the vehicle, and it had nothing to do with the air con.

“So, pal, you got any idea woss goin’ on back your way?”

“Do you mean that video?”

When he gave Blayze a look of What else would I mean? he nodded slowly.

“Not sure what to make of it, to be honest,” Blayze fibbed. “All seems so wild and out there.”

“Wouldn’t worry much, mate. It’s all bollocks,” claimed the driver. “Don’t believe everything you see on the telly, lad. There’s ’bout as much chance of those Yanks havin’ superpowers as getting me cataracts fixed.”

While he appreciated the sentiment in a roundabout way because it meant there were solid seeds of doubt already in people’s minds, hearing about the driver’s vision impairment wasn’t exactly what he wanted when Blayze had entrusted him with his safety.

“Maybe it’s some kind of prank?” Blayze offered as they wove through cars at questionable speed.

“Yeh, too right. Probably more of those some stupid teens tryin’ to go viral on TokTik.”

Though Blayze had heard many stories about the tragedy that was London driving, the journey was surprisingly short and uneventful. He had glimpsed plenty of glittering billboards and boutique stores, mostly as he scrolled listlessly on his cell. He expected everything would look better on foot than out of a grubby window.

When they pulled into a parking bay, Blayze was relieved to see the door attendants busy with a pack of legitimate highfliers. Before they could get the chance to earn a tip, he jumped out of the car, dug into his wallet, and forked over a few of those slippery plastic notes he’d had changed up. The driver had an expectant sort of look written on his face, probably hoping for some generous display of gratuity, but Blayze had heard all about the nonmandatory tipping in this country, and he planned to take full advantage of it.

“Well, you be sure to have a nice night.” He waved a hand, palmed his luggage, and headed to the polished steps.

“Sir, please allow me,” said a gorgeous blond in a three-piece.

When the twinkish concierge reached out for his luggage, Blayze was so startled that he very nearly let go. Hidden fees on personal services didn’t bear thinking about, and once he came to his senses, he jerked a totally awkward sidestep to maintain his hold on his possessions, if not his dignity. “Ah, I’m honestly fine, thank you. Could you, uhh, maybe point me in the direction of reception?”

“Certainly, sir.” The boy leaned in, and Blayze welcomed the breach of etiquette when he put a hand on the small of his back and breathed softly, “It’s right over there to your left, sir.”

Anyone with eyes could’ve spotted it, and yet something about the way he kept saying sir in that British accent was unspeakably alluring, and Blayze found himself wanting to find reasons to keep him talking.

“Ah, yes,” Blayze said, absently putting on his classy voice. “There it is. How silly of me.”

Now that they were both staring in the direction of reception, he was confident enough to glance at the lines of the concierge’s chiseled face and perfectly coiffed hair.

“Thanks a bunch.”

“Not a bother, sir. If there’s anything you need from me, please do let me know.”

Shivering all over, Blayze wondered whether the hotel’s customer service accommodation policy covered a night between the sheets. Before the growing bulge in his pants became too much of an issue, he composed himself enough to dart through the revolving doors.

The hotel was exquisite. Everything his eyes touched had some element of gold, whether it was the ornate picture frames, the opulent art-nouveau overhead lighting, or the antique furnishings that looked perilously delicate yet serviceably cozy.

As he headed across the polished black-and-white-checkered marble floor, Blayze spotted another gorgeous specimen standing behind the desk, and he giggled like a teenager. Man, screw the ethics and logistics of a potential mage uprising. He was already so damn horny, and at this rate, if there were any other scorching-hot studs parading about the place, he’d probably bust in his pants before he reached his room.

 

 

CHECK-IN WAS a breeze. Arthur, the desk manager who so kindly swiped his credit card for a month in advance—yet another problem for future Blayze—also gave him concise directions to the nearest LGBT+ bar. He was so full of excitement that he barely got the chance to appreciate all the room’s magnificence before he hopped in the shower to freshen up.

The salted body scrub still tingled his skin as he changed into a tight-fitting plaid shirt and chinos. He messed his hair up with a dollop of wax, trimmed the five-o’clock shadow, spritzed some cologne on his chest, air-kissed himself, and then trotted to the elevator.

Out on the street, Blayze drank in London in all its nighttime glory. New city, new mindset. That was what he kept telling himself as he dodged gaggles of people superglued to their phones. The sprawling expanse was exactly as picturesque as he’d imagined, and after he opted against the subway in favor of the short walk, Big Ben chimed 10:00 p.m. the very moment he spotted the electric Adrenaline graphic above the door. It was meant to be.

Offering a smile as he sidestepped a shadow-veiled bouncer, Blayze crossed the threshold and was transported into another universe. Steeped in a graceful vanilla fragrance, every inch of space was aglow with an energetic fluorescence that demanded a fun night out in no uncertain terms. A bass-heavy tropical house playlist filtered throughout the bar, and this time he didn’t have to force a smile as he meandered to the sleek counter. This was his happy place. The world might be on the verge of collapse back home, but there wasn’t much he craved right then beyond booze and music and hunky men. Sadly it was a little lacking on the guy front at the moment. Maybe they’d only recently opened—which was probably a good thing. He could grab a drink and settle in before the mad rush.

“What’ll it be, handsome?” asked a lively girl with a half-shaved hairdo who managed to make eye contact and offer a cheeky wink while fixing a drink mid pour.

Blayze perched on a stool and instantly warmed to her. “Whatever’s good. So long as it’s got plenty of alcohol, I’m set.”

She grinned, passed the drink to a happy customer without pause, and then got to work combining premium label spirits and fresh juices to the point where her hands almost became a blur. “Okay, so, legally I’m not allowed to put this in,” she said as she held up a shot glass of amber liquid that was separate from the neon pink cocktail she’d finished fixing. “Trust me when I say it wouldn’t be the same.”

Blayze shrugged, content to tap his card on the terminal and pour the shot himself in order to bypass the weird excess-measures rule. Then he stirred it with the umbrella straw, sniffed the punchy fruit concoction, took a tentative sip, and melted into his chair.

“Jeez. I see why they call this place Adrenaline. It hits hard.”

Satisfied, the girl started to wipe down the bar and left him to it. Blayze swiveled on his seat and eyed the square patch of dance floor. A few people stood around the edge, bopping their heads, cautious about fully committing. There was an older couple getting their groove on in a respectable manner given the tempo of the song, but besides that, there were a few groups sitting and sipping, spaced quite far apart.

In spite of the jolly atmosphere, Blayze tried to stuff down feelings of dejection. More people would come. They had to. He was sure of it.

A few minutes later, Blayze took another sip and came up dry. He stared at his glass, unable to comprehend how quickly it had gone down. Was it because he was anxious or impatient? Both? He didn’t like waiting, not for anything or for anyone. He took another look around the disappointingly vacant space and sighed.

“Ahh, fuck it.”

He signaled the nice girl for another one of her special drinks and bit the bullet. On his cell phone he searched CharmD on the app store for the millionth time. He’d typed it in so often it was permanently on his autofill, yet in the two years since its inception, something had always stopped him downloading. It had a very respectable 4.8 out of 5 rating, so the hesitancy didn’t come from risk of malicious software or even a janky interface. His reluctance came from the fact that the app was made by the partner of his ex-boyfriend.

Jasper’s wealthy human beau, Finn, was a dab hand at coding, and apparently his technological prowess now extended to a dating app intended for mages. Blayze had run into them a couple years ago when Jasper managed to get himself magically imprisoned inside his own apartment. They were lucky Blayze had the means and generosity to source him an Oathstone, or Finn would’ve had his memory wiped and would be none the wiser about the millions of mages wandering the world.

Still, Blayze had never been one for hookup apps. He preferred face-to-face meets and the immediate gratification that went along with them. While he wasn’t half as bitter about Jasper breaking up with him anymore—he’d probably always hold a candle for the guy somewhere somehow—but he always imagined it would be weird to actively benefit by his indirect success. Sometimes desperate times called for desperate measures, and before the guilt of leaving the States kicked in and made him regret his decision, he had to combat the growing feeling that this trip was for naught. So he clicked on the wand logo that served as blatant innuendo and put in some basic credentials.

When he dug out the ancient referral code Jasper had given him soon after its inception, things got a little tricky with the five-point security encryption that would prove he was of supernatural descent. It included a live captcha code, a fingerprint scanner, and facial identification to match the picture he was required to upload. As well as the mage security number assigned at birth, he also had to upload the nature of his ability, though it was explicitly specified that this was currently not on display and might soon be on a toggle system if the safety of displaying such information got approval by the MRF. Right now they probably had bigger things to deal with.

When Blayze got through to the main page, he had to swallow his pride and raise his glass to Finn, wherever he was back in New York. For normal humans it would simply exist as your run-of-the-mill hookup app, but the decidedly more VIP members had access to an impressive spread of profiles, and to signify that they were mages, they had little wizard hats in the corner of their profiles. Cute. Even if he was definitely on there for a clear and obvious purpose, Blayze couldn’t help but wonder how much longer it would be necessary to have those protocols. What would the world be like if mages could walk around without hiding their intrinsic selves? The thought was even more intoxicating than his rapidly dwindling drink.

Because he was too much of a horny devil to have a specific type, Blayze didn’t bother playing with filters. There were plenty of guys who would happily fit the bill—mage or otherwise. But nobody seemed to be in a decent radius. What was up with that? Wasn’t this bar supposed to be, like, super popular? Agitated, Blayze sipped hard and ended up draining his drink again. Best not to grab another one right away. When he did eventually get some action, he didn’t want to make an ass of himself by going all limp dick.

When he refreshed the feed, Blayze’s chest fluttered and his mouth actually fell open when he saw the newest profile. He clicked onto it to get a better view and peered down at the Vikingesque redhead on his screen. Dane Peterson. Bold of him to use his full name. He had soft brown eyes framed by bright, cleanly cut eyebrows. That angular and fluffy ginger beard alone was worth the Looking ping he sent without hesitation. Blayze bet his muscles had muscles, and he probably knew a pocketful of tricks in the bedroom.

“He’ll do nicely,” Blayze said to himself, imagining the two of them in all sorts of salacious scenarios.

According to the app, Dane was only a few feet away, and yet, when he whipped his head around the room like a watchful meerkat, he couldn’t spot anyone half as godlike as that. Either it was a catfish situation or a wonky GPS situation, and Blayze wasn’t happy about either. “How freaking typical.”

“Woss that, mate?” said someone next to him. Right as Blayze was about to wave him off, the reedy guy spilled a fresh tumbler of rum and coke in his lap.

“Aw, Jesus, man!” Blayze shot up from his stool, dripping black liquid over the tiles. “Look what you’ve gone and done!”

“Hey, hey, so sorry! No harm… dun… is it?” the guy slurred. Though he was clearly way too canned to have even been served another drink, his subservient body language made him look apologetic. “Probs a bit cold and sticky, I’ll bet? Here….” He grabbed a wad of napkins and started dabbing at Blayze’s crotch. “Lemme help.”

“It’s fine!” Blayze rolled his eyes and backed up. “I’ve―I got it.”

He pocketed his phone, slammed his empty plastic glass on the counter, and marched away to find the restroom, trying his best to block out all the people staring at the massive wet patch on his pants.

As he finger-scrubbed the remains of the gooey syrup with some particularly lathery soap, he began to wish he’d never gotten on the plane. It was never this hard to secure some harmless fun back his way, and that bit of napkin foreplay was probably as intimate as he would get with any guy tonight. Why had he bothered to come all this way? He could have saved himself a truckload of time and effort―not to mention heaps of money he didn’t even have.

Angling his crotch up to the hand dryer wasn’t an easy task, and it took a full five minutes before his pants began to dry. As they did, he got to thinking about home, and when he pictured the rapid decline of his once-affluent lifestyle, he longed for a distraction. It wasn’t in his nature to give up on the hunt so easily, but when he headed back upstairs with plans to try some authentic British ale, Blayze took some measured breaths to realign his chakras, and scoffed at the idea of spilling beer on himself just for attention.


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

DANE CHECKED his watch for the fiftieth time that day and breathed a small sigh of relief. Only a quarter of an hour until he could punch out and shrug off the damned monkey suit. Dealing with a horde of prissy partygoers had taken its toll, and although he made a effort to keep his guard up, he’d already caught himself accidentally amping a nearby guest. And since his mind had been firmly elsewhere over the last few days, it was happening again.

“What did you call me?” a shrill voice cut above the freeform jazz, causing heads to turn.

A petite Hispanic woman wearing an exquisite crimson scoop neck was standing in a circle of other well-dressed ladies, and while they had been quietly sipping merlot and wearing practiced smiles, the accusatory snarl evolving on her face didn’t quite befit the chic tone.

“Seriously, Jennifer,” she continued, brandishing her Chanel purse like a boxing glove. “You so much as breathe those words again and you’ll be wearing this wine, I don’t care how rare the grapes are.”

“Fuck my life,” Dane whispered.

Since he hadn’t done it on purpose, the amped emotion had been up for grabs, and for the second time that night, the hands of fate had chosen anger. Maybe it was a not-so-subtle sign from his internal manifestation. Maybe there was something in the air in the wake of that shocking video that he couldn’t stop thinking about. Whatever the cause, he needed to settle this woman before things got too wild. He didn’t have the energy to hang around and provide yet another police statement if she acted on her temper and ended up in a full-on catfight.

Dane closed his eyes for a brief moment and reached out with his aura, like with an unseen third hand traveling through the spiritual ether. To a novice mage in a room full of so many bodies, it would be like searching for a needle in a haystack. But it was easy for him to detect the pillars of people’s emotions simply by their heat level. There were the usual smatterings of tepid boredom, lukewarm pleasure, stone-cold drunken content, and a handful of new toasty blends of confusion and alarm. But when he reached the source of a blisteringly hot totem of inexplicable rage, he grasped hold of it and immediately worked on dialing it back.

Normally when he wanted to cool off someone’s anger, he pictured a well-loved watering can sprinkling a light drizzle. But this woman had gone from zero to a hundred in all of three seconds, and to manipulate her back to normal he had to imagine dousing her aura with an industrial hosepipe.

“Huh,” said the woman. He opened his eyes and looked across the room. A frown dipped at her brows, and she wobbled on the spot from such a disarming comedown—something Dane hadn’t had time to avoid. “I’m… I don’t know what came over me. Please accept my apology. Perhaps I ought to go find somewhere to lie down.”

As she slowly made her exit and gave the party something tangible to gossip about beyond politics, investment opportunities, and trending holiday destinations, Dane contemplated his mistake. It had been more than twenty-one years since the interview where he was officially categorized as a mage who can amplify other people’s emotions at will, but lately he’d been struggling with the at will part. Losing control during sex was one thing. Letting it slip during daily life was inexcusable.

Where telepaths hear voices in their heads, Dane felt auras, and even though he could choose any emotion in the known spectrum to enhance and fine-tune by varying sets of select degrees if he was careful enough, sometimes his own emotions got in the way. And it wasn’t like he could simply turn off his brain and go about his day—not for lack of trying, anyway. Extensive elective therapy had cost a tidy fifty thousand pounds, eaten up a whole year of his life, and accomplished precisely fuck all. Only more money in the MRF’s back pocket.

There were times when gently manipulating someone’s emotions came in handy, sure, but those moments were few and far between because his moral compass was a little too rigid. Using people for personal gain was plain wrong, and yet on days like this he wished he had the balls to be a bank robber. Or a corporate spy. Or an assassin. He could think of a thousand ways his ability would aid him in such careers, and maybe then he’d feel like his ability had some actual purpose.

Regardless, he needed to work on his focus. Especially after the video that had found its way onto everyone’s screens. There was ample doubt right now, what with the major advancements in CGI, yet every mage in the city had their butthole clenched. It would only be a matter of time before things were confirmed for good. Dane would be damned if he was the one to slip up and be responsible.

Some kind of clicking noise threatened to break his reverie. When Dane looked down at Norman Harwell, the organizer of this posh pandemonium, he was literally clicking his fingers at his face.

“Doorman, hello? Earth to doorman?”

Dane stared at the semipermanent scowl of a pinched-in face shaped by wealth and an ignorance of the slightest hardships.

“Yes… sir?” The man before him was easily twice his age, and yet he begrudged addressing him like that. People should earn the right to formal titles—not simply attain them through social status. “How can I help?”

“Kenny needs more of that Fiji Water in his SodaStream. Andrea and Zeke are nowhere to be found after that strange outburst from that woman—Lord knows what I pay them for—and I simply haven’t the time to run down to the wine cellar.”

Forcing a smile, Dane swallowed his initial response. Kenny could use the perfectly serviceable water from the tap instead of the artisanal twelve pounds per bottle, but who was Dane to suggest such things? He was merely the monkey in the monkey suit. And who needed a bouncer at a sixteen-year-old’s birthday party anyway? Like, seriously. The event was being held inside an executive townhouse and needed both a physical key and passcode to gain access. Was Norman really that worried someone might hop along to swipe the mountain of untouched foie gras?

“Sir—” Dane glanced at his watch—five minutes and counting. “—the basement is like a labyrinth, and I’m almost off duty.”

Norman arched a bushy graying eyebrow. “Listen here, young man, I’m almost at my limit. Entertaining a bunch of spoiled brats isn’t all that fun when they’re surrounded by cutthroat bankers who keep on eye me like I’m expired meat about to die just so they can take a peek at my will.” When he paused for breath, Dane almost admired his candor. Then his scowl returned where it belonged, and he changed his mind right back. “My patience is wearing thin. If you do this for me, I’ll pay you time and a half for this last hour. And if you don’t… I need only put out a few words to my colleagues and you’ll be struck off any upcoming events quicker than you can say redundancy. Winter is a busy time for lads like you, am I right?”

Dane couldn’t hold back an eye roll. Someone caught him scrolling through CharmD during his last event, and whether the comment was referring to his profession or his sexual orientation hardly mattered. He was used to threats from rich assholes who never learned how not to get their way… and he really ought to straighten his spine, stick two fingers up, and politely tell them where to shove it. The temptation to heighten the man’s sexual desires right there and then was very strong, though it wasn’t the money that dissuaded him, it was the stability. His current security detail was the first job he’d managed to hold down with a corporation, and he needed backup options if his online presence were to take a sudden dip. Though Dane liked to think of his streaming channel as completely drama free, cancel culture was extremely prevalent, and it only took a handful of dedicated internet trolls to undo years of hard work.

“Okay, fine,” Dane agreed. “Next time I’m strictly on door duty. Pay someone else to be the errand boy.”

“Fair enough,” Norman said, already ambling back to the gathering of unsettlingly tame teenagers and their semiwatchful parents. “Better make it snappy, all right? You’re correct, it really is a maze down there. Wouldn’t want you getting lost or anything.”

Dane heaved a sigh and turned on his heels to head downstairs. He had only worked this location two times prior, but that didn’t mean he was blind to the lavish playground of the filthy rich, with all their still-life paintings and springy carpets. Even the wallpapers were embossed with Nordic runes nobody had the capacity to read, and because there were jasmine air fresheners strategically placed at five-meter intervals, the house literally stank of wealth.

The cellar, on the other hand, was perhaps the furthest thing from grandiose. Cast into a pit of darkness, the whole place felt eerie and mustier than the gloomiest alleyways in the city, and it didn’t take a genius to work out why Norman usually had plenty of helpers to run back and forth to this massive area to fetch wine.

It had been a long time since Dane had been fearful of the dark, and yet something about traversing that place made the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention. Owing to his Scandinavian descent, he’d always been a big guy, and a wave of claustrophobia crashed down as he squeezed through the narrow passageway and headed for the faintly illuminated rack.

When he reached the drinks, he spotted the glass water bottles underneath the multitude of champagnes, reds, and vermouths that probably cost more than his car. When he heard a scraping to his left, he didn’t hang around to appreciate the intricate metalwork.

It was likely a mouse or some other kind of innocent rodent going about their day. Nonetheless, in this space with no sense of being, it was too easy for Dane to imagine he was on the set of It and Pennywise the Clown was moments away from initiating a horrifying chase sequence.

Clutching two bottles, Dane raced back the way he came and squeezed out of the cubbyhole and into the open air, hoping and praying nobody was around to see that he’d very nearly crapped his pants.

There wasn’t an emotion on the planet that would’ve saved him from an embarrassment like that.

 

 

AFTER SUCH a grating shift, Dane needed a tall rum and cola. Probably two. Depending on how sloshed his friends were, he might even be really naughty and stretch to three. It was the start of a rare weekend off, and he was so eager to get out of that airheaded function that he didn’t swing by his place to shower and freshen up. He was also in such better spirits that he didn’t even begrudge paying black-cab prices instead of hopping on the Tube.

The glory of London passed by in a blur, mostly because he was glued to his phone, catching up on emails and giving his thumb a workout from an obligatory double-tap session on socials. He also logged in to CharmD to show his face and see who was kicking about. Though there had been many knockoffs since its launch, the original blew all other hookup apps out of the water, likely because there had never been a safe space for mages to connect so easily. Every time he scrolled, a new face popped up, and it never failed to fill him with a certain sense of joy.
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