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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Thorne paced across the dojo, and I stiffened as he moved his grasp around the wicked throwing star in his right hand. Sweat gathered on my neck, and I wished I'd put my hair up in a ponytail. Today's training session was stressful enough.

"Focus, Liliana."

Then again, the last thing I wanted was for the other War Mages to see my nerves. Weakness got you killed in our society. Or worse, banished.

My parents, Aunt Primrose, and the Elder War Mages stood at the periphery of the expansive room, watching what I sensed would be my epic failure. That didn't lay the pressure on at all. Torchlight flickered everywhere, making the throwing star glint in Thorne's hand.

I shouldn't even be here or use a Normal trainer. Though I liked Thorne, War Mages never trained beside other types of Supernaturals, let alone Normals and Aunt Primrose got the Elders to place me here as "punishment." Thorne, I knew, hated them as well.

Somewhere, an old War Mage cleared his throat in disgust.

At least the Elders hated that the floor wasn't marble, and they never ran electric lights or air conditioning to this part of the Underground. So, I could take comfort in that.

Thorne paced now, flicking the star in his hand. It turned into a blur in his skilled hand. "Keep focusing."

I adjusted my stance as my older brother, Xavier, nodded at me. "I am." My heart raced as I flexed my bare fingers, urging my hot magic into them.

But over the past few months, I committed the crime of having my magic deplete and fizzle out. As if I could do that on purpose.

"Clear your mind." Thorne tried his best to make my magic work, but he didn't understand what it was like to use it. Anger usually helped me summon dangerous energy.

Now Aunt Primrose cleared her throat, and a flash of irritation ripped through my chest, making the first tingles of hot energy race into my fingers. Why did I stand here in shame after she did plenty of corrupt things?

Thorne stopped and looked right at me, but he didn't smile. "You have exceptional magic. You're a Lovelli, descended straight from the God of War." The martial arts instructor must have learned to always stay stoic. He trained Normals during the day and Supernaturals at night.

His words made me feel no better. Frustration bubbled into my chest from all this. I was being observed like a criminal.

Thorne frowned, breaking his poker face, and the middle-aged man flexed his muscles reflexively. "All fighters have tough streaks, but the key is to work through them." He spoke more at the gathered Elders than to me, but Thorne would have no say. He stood far below them.

I resisted picking at my kitten T-shirt. My brother helped save the world from a demon baron two years ago, and here I was at his age with dying magic.

I blinked, and Thorne threw the throwing star at me before I could react. It blurred and whirled through the air as his ninja-like skill sent it spiraling at my arm.

Time slowed. I lifted my arms, seizing my irritation as the robed Mages leaned forward to watch. Magenta energy and several sparks formed around my hands as heat gathered there.

A tiny ball of light appeared between my hands, and it was at that moment I knew I was in for a world of hurt.

I wouldn't even deflect a fly.

I aimed the charge at the incoming blade, but it sparked off the metal and vanished.

People gasped as I ducked to the side, but the star grazed my arm, raising a line of red-hot pain. The air smelled of iron as my blood flew, and I stepped back, grasping my arm as Thorne widened his eyes in shock.

Neither of us expected this. Not from the girl who, at fourteen, threw War Magic at a police car and deflated the tires.

Hey, they unfairly stopped me in an alley.

"Liliana!" Thorne rushed forward, adjusting his white tank top as concern filled his eyes. "I cut you. I thought you were going to—"

"Let her lick her own wounds!" An old Elder, probably Elder Matheson, shouted over Thorne. "It is no wonder the demons are overrunning the surface city, and your family is not caring for them."

Thorne stopped in the middle of the dojo as the air heated, and he molded his face into stone as I held my cut. The Elders could summon their deadly powers with a breath, and no one who wanted to live crossed them.

Hot shame rushed into my cheeks as I looked away from the magenta-robed Elders. I tightened my hand over the cut on my upper arm and backed away, holding up my free one to show I was okay. I would not cry because War Mages couldn't do that. "It's okay. You expect these things when you train, and we all get hurt."

Thorne frowned as blood leaked out from between my fingers, and I stepped to the side of the dojo and sat down on a bale of straw. There were already some bloodstains on it, near the edge, but from what type of creature I didn't know. Adding some wouldn't matter.

"I thought danger would bring out your magic, and I'm glad you dodged to the side." Thorne struggled to keep his face neutral. "Let me get a first aid kit, and we will rely on modern medicine. I can't exactly magic that wound shut."

I thought of how fast my brother Xavier and the other full War Mages healed, but I shoved my disappointment down. "I need a battle partner who will help solve my issues."

"You're only sixteen." Again, Thorne spoke for the benefit of the small crowd whispering amongst themselves near the exit.

Thorne didn't get it, but I had to say something to convince a dozen Elders and my family that it was the only possible reason my magic was draining. "War Mages lose their magic if they don't find someone to share their power with since we're meant to fight as a team."

My tutor eyed the Elders, probably wondering how to proceed since they could decide to fry him for failing to fix me. He was terrified of the Elders, yet he still stuck up for me. "The magic loss doesn't usually happen until the early twenties if they don't find a partner. Am I correct?" He spoke with care.

"Correct." Elder Matheson, who looked more like a mummy than a man, said in a raspy voice. War Mages lived long since they paired with other Supernaturals and shared their traits. "It appears Liliana wishes to live the life of a Normal." He said at last word as he would have said slug.

My mother balked and shifted closer to my father, a Normal. Dad touched the pistol on his hip, but my mother seized his arm. If either stood up for me, we'd all die, and Aunt Primrose wouldn't defend us.

Honor came before affection in the War Mage world.

Thorne bit his lip and dug through the leather sack on the wall, rummaging for the medical supplies.

"Let her deal with her actions," Elder Matheson said. The air heated further, warning of his growing magic.

I let out a breath, determined to stop the disaster. Everyone was watching me, too. "Thorne, it's my fault, and I can bandage myself."

At last, he stepped back. I rummaged through the bag, wishing I could run out of those closed double doors. Xavier frowned at me and grasped his leather coat. His violet eyes, the brightest in the room, threatened retribution for my sake. He'd stand up for me and reveal his true power to the Elders, and they hated anyone more powerful than themselves.

So, I smiled at him, as I always did when the disapproval rained down.

Not all the world's Elders stood here, and the survivors would eradicate a rogue War Mage family in no time.

Stay calm and carry on. You can make it until tomorrow.

I poured some antiseptic over the cut, dabbing it with a piece of gauze before applying a thick bandage. I kept a straight face, giving the Elders no reason to ridicule me further.

Thorne blocked me from their view as much as he could, and he spoke low, only to me. "Sixteen is too early to lose your magic without a partner. I might not be a Mage, but I know that. This is unfair, but we'll keep training, and I'm sure the right battle partner will show up in no time."

His words fell to the floor because Mars meant we would fight with others or wither away. "Well, it's happening early, and I don't know what to do." I needed to talk to Xavier. He cast a gigantic shadow over me, but he understood since the Elders and Primrose didn't like him, either.

"How's that feeling?" Thorne backed away, eyeing the bandage.

"Well, it stings like you just put antiseptic on it, but other than that, I'm sure it won't get infected. If it does, I'll go buy a potion or something. It's not a big deal." I kicked at the dirt floor and eyed a spitting torch on the wall.

Thorne took a slow breath and sat beside me, close to the bloodstain. "You'll find the right battle partner soon. The Lovellis have only ever partnered with other powerful Supernaturals. The right one's out there, waiting."

Primrose spoke now, her voice dripping with disapproval. "Leave her."

It was time to face my shame. What if I was one of those War Mages who eventually turned Normal and got exiled from the Supernatural community? There was nothing wrong with being Normal, of course, but there was everything shameful about becoming a fallen War Mage. I would never see my family and most of my friends again.

"I'll see you tomorrow," I told Thorne, heading to the door.

Judging from today's performance, my cutoff came faster than I thought possible.
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After my failure, I walked the underground brick tunnels alone.

No War Mage lost their magic until around twenty-five if they didn't find a partner in time. My other tutor, Jixian, reminded me constantly, and my family backed it up.

Xavier never lost magic at my age, even though his first battle partner fell into a magical disease, and he got blamed.

Then again, Xavier saved the world.

Even if I didn't lose my magic, I shamed Aunt Primrose today, who, despite her dealings with unsavory characters, still led our secret city. In this underground network, most Supernaturals in the area hid and lived. The Elders ignored her screwups after they appointed her. And they were never, ever wrong.

The thought of facing Aunt Primrose sent shudders down my spine. I passed countless doors that marked apartments, all belonging to other types of Supernaturals. Then I passed through the underground market, a large, domed room that smelled of roasting meat, potions, and exotic spices. Primrose avoided this area like the city bus.

She would never follow me here.

I breathed out. An army of colored lanterns hung from the ceiling, forming rainbows on the floor. I had always liked the market. How dare vampires, werewolves, and other types of Mages mill around here? The green skin of pixies mixed among the crowd, too. At some point, many were banished from the fae realm and hid from Normal society like the rest of us.

"Liliana." Jixian appeared from the crowd, dressed in his blue robe. He fixed me in his stare, and his eyes matched the magical hue of his clothing. He smiled as he looked down at me and swept his hand through his longish, adorable hair. "How was your session?"

"Okay, I suppose." Translation: it wasn't good. But I was glad to see my magic and history tutor, a flamboyant Seer Mage in his early twenties. He'd never be my battle partner, though. Seer Mages worked in visions, study, and predictions, not war.

"I thought Xavier would be with you."

"I broke away from everyone, and I don't know where he went." That was true, and the crowd didn't reveal him anywhere. People also avoided him since he radiated so much intimidating power.

Of course, I couldn't hide much from a Seer Mage. Jixian frowned at me and motioned for me to walk with him. Unlike most guys, he seemed attuned to my feelings. I'd better not tell Primrose that, or she'd probably banish him for being too nice.

He moved his hands out, splitting them to move the crowd. A hairy man and a woman with reddish eyes—a werewolf and a vampire—glared before letting us pass.

He looked at me, expecting. "Tell me the truth about how it went."

"Okay. On the pathetic scale, I'd give it a solid seven."

"Still having trouble?" He grimaced at me in solidarity. "You're too young to lose your magic, and it's wrong. It doesn't feel right to me at all. I can't put my finger on it, but I got this dream last night that there was a black hole of pain sucking the magic away from you."

His eyes widened as he must remember it.

I almost stopped right under the tallest part of the brick dome. "A black hole? Is there a spell or something doing this to me? I've been gradually losing it for four months now. Could a Dark Mage have done this?" I'd seen none in the Underground for a while since they often worked with demons, who were also now forbidden down here.

"It doesn't feel like Dark Magic to me," Jixian said. "I wish we Seers were less vague, and my dreams made more sense."

"But all I do is study and train, and then study some more, and whenever I need to breathe, I volunteer at the animal shelter." I pointed up to the surface of the city, desperate for answers. "Is there anything else that stuck out in your dream? Any details?"

Jixian frowned. "I keep meditating, but my type of magic works when it wants to. Anyone claiming to be a Seer on command is lying or scamming people."

I sighed, though this wasn't my tutor's fault. We finished crossing the market, leaving the sounds, chatter and smells behind. The gray corridor ahead looked dark, lit only with melted candles. They hadn't run electricity to this part of the hidden city.

"It's not my brother, is it?" I didn't want to discuss Xavier publicly or how his magic reached godlike levels since saving the world. "Maybe that affected our magic, or he's got it all and doesn't know how to distribute it." Unlike most people, Jixian knew Mars's power got forced on Xavier after the god died. He sensed it, and besides, I trusted him with the info. If the Elders found that out, they'd view our family as a threat, and even Primrose agreed to keep that under wraps.

"Yes, but no other War Mages are affected," Jixian said. "It makes no sense because your magic was strong before."

Only the sound of our footsteps followed us into the corridor. "I know."

The streets stood mostly empty, with wooden signs and lanterns lighting the way, and we turned down Frankincense. This underground road led to what Primrose called the Proper District. In reality, it was the rich section of the Underground, where the strongest Mages lived and where my family showed off.

Jixian didn't live there, as Seer Mages never made much cash, not even from my family. I tipped him often.

Slowly, the street widened, and balconies appeared as the ceiling grew higher. Soon, magical images danced on the domed glass above us, playing the surface city's weather live. Rain and gray clouds crossed only with power lines. That made sense, considering my day.

Jixian always stared at the Illusions after we turned left at the T junction.

The Lovelli mansion stood at the end of the street, and though it looked like some fancy double doors with lion statues flanking the steps inside, it got much more spacious. I wanted to turn away, as Primrose must have gone home first.

Also, for the first time, I felt the urge to knock on the doors to my house.

Jixian did instead, and he stood back with his hands behind his back. The door opened, and Nora, our Normal maid, peeked out.

"Liliana!" Her face always lit up when she saw me. "How did it go?"

I deflated again and said, "Fine." Of course, Primrose never talked to her except to give orders.

Her expression darkened, and she let us both in. "Jixian, don't hold back. You're always welcome here."

"Thank you." Like the gentleman he was, he ducked his head and carried himself like a man much older.

Nora stepped aside, and we entered the entry hall, with its rich magenta carpet and family portraits on the walls. Nora shuffled in her black dress and reached for a tray of teacups, and she eyed me with that same look of worry Thorne and Jixian must feel.

"Liliana."

I whirled, hoping Mom stood in one of the several doorways that led out of the round room, but nope. Aunt Primrose stood there, all decked out in her velvet magenta robe. She pressed her lips in a hard line, and her blue eyes, always rimmed with a hint of magenta, trained on me.

Since taking my grandfather's place two years ago, she let everyone know who ruled Cumberland's Supernaturals Underground.

"You have two weeks to find a battle partner or straighten your magic."

Her words fell like a hammer, and I backpedaled. "Two weeks?"

"The Elders are discussing our family right now." Primrose pointed at the floor, jabbing her finger. "We cannot afford a failed Mage, especially now."

Anger filled my chest, and I dared to face her. "You hated Xavier before and always used to put him down." Now she feared him and what he could do.

We never told her that if he revealed himself, the Elders would declare war on us, killing our friends, staff, and everyone who did business with us. Or they'd hold us hostage to control Xavier and bend his will since we were sure he couldn't die from most means.

"You are talking back." Primrose dropped her voice to a dangerous tone.

I took a breath, determined to keep control. "Well, I summoned my magic." Then I stared behind Primrose because I sucked at half-truths, and I also didn't want her to see that flaw. "I threw it at the star Thorne threw at me, and—"

"You are still struggling, Liliana. You are a Lovelli, which means your magic should show far more promise than it currently does."

My throat tightened. "I don't know what's happening, but Jixian will help me find out, and we'll fix the problem."

She tapped her foot, making her elegant robe swish. "We know the issue. You must find someone to fight with, as your brother did."

I stared at the walls where our portraits hung. The newest of Xavier and his partner, Alyssa, stayed near the door. I trailed my gaze along the wall to where Mom posed with Ethan, who stood behind her with arms crossed professionally. I hated that the one of Leon, my grandfather, and that succubus who tried to betray us. The scales on her head shone, and she stared out with her vile black demon eyes, and the painter, it seemed, worked hard to reveal her evil.

That one glared at me from behind my aunt.

Primrose didn't have a portrait with her battle partner on the wall, a werewolf who lived in the poorest section of the Underground.

I couldn't take it anymore. "Why are you getting on me about not finding a partner yet? You won't even bring yours into the house."

Aunt Primrose's eyes flashed, and the magenta ring in them brightened as the air in the room heated. Unlike me, she had full use of her War Magic and experience.

"Liliana. You are becoming the way your brother used to be. At least he cleaned up his act, and you must do the same." She took a dangerous step towards me, and Nora rolled her tray from the room.

"Elder Primrose. She's had a rough day," Jixian said, but he couldn't help me here, and he knew. "Liliana's working as hard as she can. Trying to anger her—"

"Perhaps she needs that because anger can be… productive. You are a Lovelli, and—"

"Primrose." A second figure burst out of the same doorway, and I recognized my older brother immediately. Xavier wore his trademark leather, and the power he carried with him electrified the room so much that I wondered if Primrose would burst into flames.

He faced Primrose, and she stared at him for a second.

Aunt Primrose said nothing and a cricket could have chirped.

"Remember when I was the failure of the family?" His voice deepened more than an eighteen-year-old should have, and I couldn't get used to it. The longer Xavier carried the center of War Magic, the more he changed.

I kept my voice low so only he could hear me. "I don't think Primrose does unless it's convenient."

Primrose snapped her gaze at me. "The Lovellis must remain powerful, and all who can't carry War Magic must leave. It is tradition; without such a rule, we would have fallen apart centuries ago."

Xavier cleared his throat, and he stood in silence.

Tension climbed higher and higher in the room, and Jixian said something about going somewhere to tutor another Mage. I wished I could stand on my own without Xavier so I could take care of myself and stop being the baby of the family.

My brother faced me as his gaze softened. Even his jawline strengthened in the two years since his magical enhancement. "Lilian, isn't it time for your volunteer work?"

Oh, yes. Xavier offered me a chance to escape. I needed to take it because my aunt was about to throw an ego tantrum. She couldn't stand Xavier, but there was not a thing she could do about him.

Right?

"Oh. Yes, the shelter and I almost forgot." The weak heat in my body died, and the regular warmth drained from my cheeks as my skin returned to normal.

"I'll get you there, and we can go up the east exit and grab my car. I've parked it at Alyssa's place, and her dad's been great to let me leave it there."

"You don't need a car." Primrose turned her attention to him, but my brother paid her no attention as if she were a fly on the wall, and she hated that, too. "You can Transpose." Her tone didn't approve of me doing anything on the surface, let alone volunteering at an animal shelter.

She also hated Xavier's car.

"It's good to have multiple skills and to travel in a way that doesn't draw too much attention from the Normals," Xavier said. "Many of them still fear us, even if the ATC softened its stance. It's only a matter of time before a new group who wants to wipe us out emerges."

Primrose smiled. "You could still Transpose."

"I'd rather not bring trouble to the Underground." He motioned to me, and the gravity in his eyes was obvious. "Come on. We'll get you to your work and see what we can do."


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

My brother wouldn't drop one question. "Why are you volunteering at the shelter so much when you're worried about your magic? We've got to figure out why this is happening to you."

I turned on the seat and faced Xavier as the rusty car bounced over a pothole. The sun was coming out, brightening the distant downtown's glass towers.

Yes, Xavier bought his first car and got a Normal license, complete with a crappy mugshot, where he blinked as they shot the photo. Of course, he might have done that intentionally, as he didn't show his Supernatural eyes in public.

"Because I like cats, and volunteering there helps me de-stress?" I motioned to my latest T-shirt, with kittens strewn on the front. There was a sparkly explosion around the kittens, but the concept was the same. "I can't sit in the Underground all the time. I need Vitamin D for my skin."

"Hey. Jixian isn't stuck up like Primrose and is related to Elsina. He's good for you." Xavier turned back to the road and kept driving.

He bought the crappiest possible car from Mack's Junkyard, fixed it, and drove it as a middle finger to our family's ego and wealth. Xavier even named it the Bruised Ego. Aunt Primrose, of course, hated Xavier's latest move.

"And you didn't answer my question, Liliana. I know you love cats, and we're not allowed to have any, but if you want to find your battle partner, you might have to spend more time in the Underground." Xavier frowned at me.

That was another problem. Everyone feared getting with the sister of a literal god. How could I tell Xavier that? He'd feel like crap. "Why are you driving a car that should have that bumper sticker reading, 'Honk if parts fall off?'" I looked at the narrow street behind us, boxed in with old buildings. It was the old part of Cumberland.

Xavier grinned and rolled down the window, allowing his hair to flow back. "You know why."

I turned on the radio as we continued into the older part of the city. The car clunked its way down each street, as Xavier hated the expressway. I guessed something traumatizing must have happened there.

"Can't you give me some of your magic?" I'd asked a million times since this decline started. "Legend has it that Mars gave War Mages his magic to start all our family lines."

He swallowed as frustration filled his voice. "I don't know how to do it yet, and I might hurt you or worse."

Xavier killed people by mistake, and he wasn't sure about the full extent of his powers. "But if my magic dies, I'll leave the family, change my name, and work some nine to five instead of slaying demons."

"Liliana, that's not your fate. You flattened the tires on a police car, fought demons with us, and helped in many other ways."

Oh, he was so oblivious.

Xavier removed his jacket to drive, and I eyed the magenta slashes on his arm. He had five, one for each demon he killed. Demon crime in the city kept increasing, and no one knew why, but War Mages got to take out the trash.

I eyed my bare arm, which lacked the crossed swords that marked a battle partner and any slashes.

Xavier stayed quiet, and I wondered if I hit a nerve. He and his partner had a horrible time with demons.

"Here you go. The Cumberland Animal Shelter," Xavier said, tipping his head as he hit the squeaky brakes. "I'll ask around the Underground for anyone to fight with you. With the crime wave going on, you can prove yourself easily." He didn't sound so sure like he wanted to protect me.

I jarred myself out of my thoughts and eyed the building. Xavier pulled in, and the suspension clunked as the Bruised Ego bounced over the world's worst speed bump. The Cumberland Animal Shelter got a new paint job—coral pink, like it was trying to separate itself from the dilapidated area—and a new bed of yellow flowers. The recent fundraiser made the place better and got more pets adopted.

I got out. "Thanks for asking around. People might get less intimidated if they know you want someone to work with me."

Right away, I regretted saying it. But Xavier paused and smoothed it over, speaking over the loud muffler. "No problem, sis. That's what I'm here for. I literally broke into the ATC Tower for you once."

"That was when it was under the old ownership. The company is not so bad now." At least the new owner only wanted to cure Supernaturals of their conditions… if they wanted it.

Xavier grinned. "Yeah, finally, it's good to have them off our back."

I closed the car door. "I'll see you at seven. That's when we close tonight."

"Oh, and great job helping with that fundraiser. I'm sorry I made it sound like you were wasting your time since that's not what I meant."

"It's fine." I was eager to get inside because kittens solved everything.
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Well, maybe kittens didn't solve everything, but they were cute, and I volunteered at a no-kill shelter. I'd volunteered for five months, telling the Normals I went to a nearby school.

I entered the air-conditioned interior, where Benny greeted me at the counter. Benny went to a private school, which kept my secret safe, but he gave off some serious want-to-date-you vibes.

"Hey, Liliana." Benny looked up from the desk and smiled his awkward, toothy grin.

"How are the kitties?"

"Don't know, since I walk the dogs."

I passed the front desk and past all the pictures of people with their newly adopted dogs and cats. Faint barking sounded from the dog room, which Benny addressed while I played with the cats on Wednesday evenings.

I didn't find Mariam, the manager, in the cat room, but as soon as I entered, a small army of fluffy paws poked out of cages and reached for me. Cats meowed and purred, and I scratched heads, rubbed under chins, and stuck my fingers through bars to give everyone some much-needed attention.

"Hey, Floofy, Pumpkin, Myla, and Chex Mix." I passed the regulars that no one had adopted yet. Cats rubbed their ears against me, and Pumpkin drooled as I petted him. I only found out cats did that when I came here. "Let me get out your box of toys and get you running around."

The radio cut over my talking to the cats. Benny said my talking to them was weird, but cats, unlike humans, never talked back, and they didn't fear War Mages the way they did other Supernaturals.

"… the Abnormal Treatment Centers have captured no demons causing this surge in city crime, and the CEO, Richard Grimes, is exploring new avenues to address the rising crisis. Critics blame the ATC for abandoning its policy of capturing rogue Supernaturals. Still, Grimes states he refuses to make the same mistakes as his predecessor…"

I swallowed and studied the cat room for new arrivals. The huge adoption event cleared out most of the cats and dogs. No new kittens today, thanks to most of the animals going to new homes, leaving only five fully grown cats here in the shelter I played with.

Well, four that I played with.

"Hi, Tex."

Tex was short for Don't Mess with Texas. I wasn't sure who named him or when he came here, but Mariam, the manager, wasn't sure. Jet black and always in his corner cage, he stared at everyone who came near, daring them to stick a finger through the bars. Though his small, curly ears made him look like an owl, he sported perpetual wrath.

Benny walked the dogs because he once reached into Tex's cage and wound up with bandages up and down his arm. The kid still had scars.

I approached his cage slowly as he stared at me, pulling his ears back. Tex was so mean he seemed to drain the surrounding air of life, and no one liked the corner of the cat room. "How are you doing today?"

He hissed, making me wonder how anyone could have kept him. Tex hated everyone, and even Mariam feared opening his cage door. He usually tried to run but could never escape the building before she wrapped him in a towel.

"I know you're not happy here." I nodded to gain his understanding, but he was a cat, and I was quickly learning that what the cat wanted always went.

Tex continued his stare, which could outstrip Xavier any day of the week.

I walked over and shut the cat room door, which helped as Benny was still at the desk, answering the phone. Mariam was still nowhere to be seen, and after I closed the door, only the drone of the radio came through. I stood there and took a long breath of anticipation. "Okay, Tex. I'll put a toy through the bars. How about the ugly yellow one you always try to kill?"
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