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      The Mageri Series: Book 3

      

      Almost one year ago, a Mage attacked Silver and changed the course of her destiny. Immortals exist, and now she is one of them.

      Within the dark and supernatural city of Cognito, Silver is living under the watchful eye of her Ghuardian and dating her mortal enemy. Neither man can protect her from a dark secret, one buried within the contents of a box. As rival factions struggle to gain control, she finds herself in the middle of a centuries-old feud that threatens to drive a wedge between her and Logan Cross, the man who intends to seduce her.

      In an explosive turn of events, one life is saved and another is forever altered. Can Silver trust those around her, or are they hiding a dark secret of their own?
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      The key to a good seduction always begins with a proper fork. Words Simon often recited whenever he cooked a meal. That man sprinkled innuendos in conversation like table salt.

      I wrung my hands together beneath the table dressed with a white linen cloth. A soft glow emanated from stubby candles in red holders, and light floated across the table setting like drops of sunlight. The silverware sparkled, and the ice floating in the water-filled glasses looked like baubles.

      A Breed restaurant required advanced reservations—humans went on the waiting list but never got in. Several curious eyes wandered over to my table. Unlike humans, who look away when you meet their glance, most immortals will not—they’ll hold it. By their prolonged stares and low whispers, it was obvious they wanted to know my situation. Honestly, so did I.

      “Has anyone mentioned how stunning you are when you’re nervous?”

      I lifted my eyes to a tall, intimidating man in a suit jacket. Logan wore his blond hair pulled back and the smooth style drew all my attention to his riveting features. A heavy brow and severe expression greeted me, but so did an amused twitch of his lip.

      “Hi, Logan.” I tried to calm the butterflies in my stomach by covering it with my hand, as if he could hear their wings flapping. “Justus dropped me off about ten minutes ago.”

      Logan bowed his head. “I’m sorry that I kept you waiting. Family matters,” he said, taking a seat.

      Justus wouldn’t have liked that I sat alone for so long, but a Breed establishment has a code of conduct they enforce that makes it neutral ground.

      I brushed my hand over my black dress and crossed my ankles. “This is really… unexpected.” The waiter breezed by with a bottle of champagne.

      He watched me lick my lips and a subtle flavor of raspberries touched the tip of my tongue from the new lipstick. Not something I wore often, but when Logan said he was taking me out somewhere nice, I went into panic mode at the department store.

      The black dress set off the sultry color of my dark hair, which fell loose across my shoulders. The summer was unseasonably cool and my summer glow was fading to a soft cream with a hint of honey. My green eyes were vivid, and paired against the golden amber of Logan’s eyes, we looked like a pair of jewels sparkling in the restaurant.

      The light accentuated the blond in his hair, but when Logan spent less time in the sun, it darkened. Mine was growing unruly and while Justus offered to pay for a professional cut, I stubbornly refused. Justus was all about image—tailored suits, collectible cars, and expensive furniture. I never knew the spoils of superficial possessions in my human life and saw little reason to start now.

      Logan’s suit was the color of winter clouds, and beneath the jacket was a casual white button-up shirt. The top two buttons were undone, revealing his warm skin tone. He looked magnificent and his athletic build gave him a formidable appearance, even with the Converse sneakers he wore. I savored a moment to drink him in; Logan Cross exuded a confident demeanor that earned admiring appraisals from a few women sitting near us.

      I stroked the edge of my glass, sending drops of water splashing to the table. “If your plan is to wine me and dine me, then that’s as far as it’s going this evening.”

      He chuckled the way a man does when he knows a secret he’s unwilling to disclose.

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Why the elaborate show? You know I don’t need all of this.”

      He rearranged his place settings and replied, “I’m not about to build a reputation for being a cheap date who courted you on rollerblades.” There was a trace of a bruised ego in his tone.

      “Yes, but I’ll have that mental image tucked in my memory for the rest of my life, and it’s beautiful.” I lowered my head, letting my hair fall in front of my face to conceal my smile. Watching a six-and-a-half-foot man flapping his arms to keep from falling murdered my chances at selecting our next date location.

      “Chitahs are not meant to have wheels on their feet,” he said, tapping an irritated finger on the table.

      “Sorry.”

      He lifted my chin with the crook of his finger. “If you want to smile, don’t hide it from me, even if it is at my expense.” His thumb stroked the curve of my mouth. “You’re not a submissive female, so don’t behave like one.”

      In the short time since Logan had begun courting me, I saw compromise and fortitude that elevated him to a level of attractiveness that I hadn’t appreciated when we first met. Not that we saw each other very often. There were special circumstances that I fully supported. For the first month, he was preoccupied with a new roommate.

      Logan was now a caregiver for Finnegan, a Shifter we rescued from Nero. Finn looked younger than twenty-two, and perhaps he was. His naivety was almost endearing, except that he acquired it from having lived an isolated life.

      Shifters had no control over their animal, and that in itself was a huge ordeal. Finn’s wolf attacked Logan on the first night and mangled one of his green chairs. Truthfully, I was never fond of that chair and seeing the stuffing all over the house brought a satisfied smile to my face. Logan’s condo lacked personality, so I conspired with Finn to get him to refurnish it.

      Jokingly, of course.

      On our first date, Justus played chaperone. There are no words to describe how awkward that evening was, but Logan seized the opportunity to prove himself to my Ghuardian. We invited him to dinner and Logan took our kitchen hostage and cooked Italian. Two more dates followed, but we spent most of our time on the phone because he was afraid of leaving Finn alone and I insisted that he take care of things at home. Logan knew how important Finn was to me and I suppose he made that his first challenge. Courtship to a male Chitah was more than roses and candy—it was proving his worth.

      I unfolded the menu and gasped at the prices.

      “Logan, this is too much,” I scolded, two seconds from scooting my chair back and leaving.

      He leaned forward on his elbows and the candlelight smoldered in the depths of his black-rimmed eyes. “This is not up for debate. Order something or I’ll select the most expensive nine-course meal they offer,” he said, lifting my menu from the table in irritation. I snatched it from his hands and he concealed a smile behind a closed fist.

      When my bowl of soup arrived, Logan was displeased but said nothing as he admired his steak.

      “I have news,” he began. “It’s Leo, my brother.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      Leo was the eldest sibling, and Logan respected the hell out of him. They were a family of four brothers, but the only one I’d met was Levi.

      “HALO offered him a position,” Logan said, taking a bite of asparagus.

      “Does Justus know?”

      Logan laughed lightly and licked the prongs of his fork. “Justus recommended him. They have no Chitah representation and my brother had expressed his interest. Leo’s reputation precedes him. The offer came quick.”

      HALO operates as an independent organization whose services fall outside of the Mageri or any other governing body. Members exchange information on high-profile crimes. Justus worked long hours in his office, sometimes away from home, going over papers and tracking down the big fish. I never met the other members, but they rarely assembled because of the security risk.

      “How come a Chitah never worked for them before?”

      Logan furrowed his brow while he sliced into his rare steak. “Years ago there was a Chitah within the group, and he… betrayed them. The elders reprimanded him and not long after, one of the HALO members was assassinated—a Mage. They never found out who was responsible, but rumors circulated that it was one of ours,” he bit out angrily. “It was a turbulent time, and they haven’t offered us representation since. Justus and Leo have grown close in recent conversations and see eye to eye on many issues. Leo has integrity,” he said, talking with his mouth full. “This is a good move for us, Silver. Small actions sever alliances, but it takes great efforts to mend them.”

      “One Chitah betrayed HALO, and you were all judged for it? It doesn’t seem fair. What happened?”

      Logan cleared his throat and sipped the ice water—frozen cubes clinked against the glass. Something in the way he avoided eye contact made me set my spoon down.

      “There’s something you’re not telling me,” I said in a low voice. “Since when do we keep secrets?”

      He sighed and tapped his finger against the candle holder. “Could we just enjoy the evening?”

      I’m such an idiot, I thought. There was no need to spoil the night with my opinions on the laws. Logan heard enough of that on our phone calls.

      I pointed my spoon at him. “To be continued. You know, I may fuss and snarl about all of this,” I said, looking around, “but you really know how to woo a girl. Who knew Logan Cross was such a romantic?” A smile wound up his face that he tried to hide with his fist. “This has nothing on your secret cave. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten in a place so⁠—”

      My hand bumped the glass of ice water.

      “Oh no!” I cried, standing up to catch it, but the water poured across the table onto Logan’s lap and left a damp river of ice between us. I frowned, desperately trying to sop it up and scoop the ice back into the glass, when Logan caught my wrist.

      “Sit down. It’s only water.”

      Our eyes met. I had a reputation for knocking over drinks, but an old feeling I didn’t care for struck me unexpectedly. Had I done something like this with my ex, a severe remark would have come my way, pointing out my stupidity and the need to make a spectacle of myself. I waited for his reaction.

      Logan’s fingers rested on my racing pulse and his eyes flicked up to mine. Something stirred in those golden depths.

      “I didn’t mean to ruin everything,” I said.

      He lifted my hand, opened my fingers, and kissed my palm. Slowly.

      “I needed cooling off,” he said. “You’ve done nothing wrong and we both know it. Please sit,” he asked, tilting his head toward my chair.

      I eased back into my seat and noticed a slow burn in his gaze.

      “That male will never harm you again.”

      After what Logan did to him, of that I had no doubt.

      “That’s not it,” I said. “This is hard for me to get used to. It’s been a long time since I’ve been this serious with anyone, and it seems like a few ghosts haven’t left the graveyard.”

      It was a silly reaction, and I knew the reason behind it, but old habits are hard to break. Logan somehow made them breakable.

      He slid the glass to the left and his brows pushed down. “This is serious for you?”

      Flustered, I picked up two ice cubes and put them in the empty glass. A few dates and I was already labeling our relationship as serious? Nice move. Time to go to the tattoo shop and ink my forehead with the word “desperate.” Somewhere mid-thought, Logan rolled an ice cube over my hand and I squeaked, pulling out of reach.

      He laughed darkly. “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      A group of people walked by and one of the men lingered at the edge of our table. The sleeves of his blue shirt were rolled up to his elbows, displaying dark hair on his arms. He flicked his eyes between us.

      “No one wants to see this,” the man snarled.

      Logan sat still, staring at his plate.

      “I’m sorry, see what?” I asked.

      His tan face mashed together when he scowled. “You should stick to your own kind… whatever that is. Relic? Maybe—” His eyes narrowed at me. “Are you a Shifter?”

      Logan’s chair scraped against the wood floor and he rose to his feet—towering over the man with resolute eyes.

      “Quit pissing on territorial lines, Shifter. This is none of your business.”

      The Shifter ignored him, staring down at me. “You’re a disgrace.”

      My heart stammered when Logan placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and slowly pushed him until they faced one another.

      “Say it again,” Logan dared in low, threatening words. “I want you to say it again and disrespect my female.”

      “Your female, huh?” The Shifter bravely looked up. “Is your cock so small that you can’t get your own women to⁠—”

      Logan slapped a hand across his mouth and leaned in, nose to nose—giving the man a good look at the darkness pulsing in his eyes.

      “There are no laws against what we do, only opinions. Your opinion doesn’t matter to me, but disrespecting this female does. Tip your head to her once more and I’ll place my jacket on the back of that chair and we’ll take a walk where Breed rules don’t apply. Care to discuss your opinions on this matter any further?” Logan’s nose wrinkled, drawing in a scent.

      The man backed down in defeat. Obviously not an alpha Shifter, just a jackass.

      Logan’s eyes slanted, as if watching me in his peripheral. “For the record, my cock can only be measured in decibels from the screams of the female it pleasures.”

      I snorted and looked away as Logan turned to sit down. The man walked by me and slid his eyes down to my hips. “Keep her,” he murmured. “Nothing there to grab on to anyhow.”

      My face heated with embarrassment.

      Logan stopped and tilted his head—nostrils flaring. With alarming speed, he spun around and hit the Shifter with a solid fist. The man struck the wall and crumbled to the floor. Logan stood astride the man as two of his buddies hauled him off. I couldn’t be sure if it was the Shifter’s words that provoked him to violence or because he picked up my scent when I blushed. When a waiter hurried over, Logan reached in his pocket and handed him a folded bill.

      And that was that.

      I wasn’t appalled by the sudden burst of violence—I was flattered. He could have let it go or speared him with a few words, but Logan Cross had stood up for me and let the Shifter know that he wasn’t going to allow even a passing insult slide.

      He took a seat and dipped his napkin in the glass of ice water, pressing it against his knuckle.

      “I’m sorry that you had to listen to that,” he said between clenched teeth.

      When the waiter walked by, I grabbed the sleeve of his shirt. “Excuse me. Could I have my wine in a paper cup?” I flashed my eyes at Logan. “Sorry, I don’t want to shatter any glasses tonight.”

      He wasn’t laughing.

      In fact, Logan leaned in and seized my left hand. His thumb stroked over my wrist, capturing the tick of my pulse, which readily quickened. My smile faded at the intensity of his stare and the inflection in his voice as it deepened. “Careful not to challenge me with a dare, Little Raven. I always make good on my promises.”

      When he flicked his finger on a crystal glass, a note lingered between us and I flushed. I felt it all over, from the sting on my cheeks to the warmth in my chest.

      His lips twitched—restraining a smile—and I pulled my hand out of his grasp and pretended that my dress needed straightening.

      Logan relished these moments. Time unrolls before an immortal’s feet like a never-ending carpet, so in his eyes, he had all the time in the world to make me blush. It was a slow buildup of anticipation before we saw each other; there had been little opportunity for intimate conversation on our dates. Logan rattled my nerves and made the hairs on the back of my neck rise up with his penetrating gaze. He affected me the way sunlight does with a morning glory whenever he spoke in that manner.

      In fact, Logan loved getting me flustered. I would see the glint in his eyes whenever he silenced me with his wicked tongue.

      “I can’t believe he had the nerve to come right up to us and say that,” I said in disbelief.

      Logan held a closed fist to his chin. “Breed will voice their opinions—especially when they think it concerns one of their own.”

      “What made him think I was a Shifter?”

      “It’s hard for them to tell when you don’t have any distinct features. Shifters always have their noses in other people’s business; they’re territorial. Let’s eat,” he said.

      After we finished our outrageously overpriced meal, I declined dessert, insisting I was full.

      “I heard something interesting,” I began, anticipating his reaction. “The Gathering is coming up.”

      Logan sat back in his chair and folded his arms. When his jaw clenched, hardening the bones in his face, I realized that dessert was going to be the can of worms I just opened. The Gathering was a long-standing tradition among Chitah. Every three years, they assembled in search of their kindred spirits. They believed that each man had one Chitah soul mate. They could live a lifetime and never find her.

      Many years ago, Logan married a woman who was murdered by a Mage. While she wasn’t his soul mate, he’d settled for love. He told me that most Chitah men didn’t mate until they found their kindred. A man would readily leave his family for her. Logan claimed the magnetic pull could not be ignored and no force could sever that feeling—even if she chose another man. I raised the topic because I wanted reassurance. How could I get involved with a man who would drop me like a napkin if destiny walked by in a pair of stilettos? If his kindred spirit existed, then I needed to know which of us he would choose.

      “Where are you going with this, Silver?”

      I set my napkin on the table. It had a faint lipstick smear, and I frowned. “I think you should go.” He glowered at me, and I leaned forward and spoke in a private voice. “Don’t look at me that way. If your kindred spirit is out there, then I’d rather you meet her now instead of hiding like a coward.”

      “Would you be pleased if I found another?”

      No, I wouldn’t. I would want to snatch her by the hair and swing her around until…

      “If you believe there is a woman you would pursue until the end of time, then you have to go. It wouldn’t be fair to anyone you settled with, don’t you think?”

      “This is not a winnable argument,” he said, shaking his head and pulling the collar of his jacket away from his neck. While he looked dashing in a suit, he also looked uncomfortable. “There’s no reason for me to go when I’ve already stated my intent to court you.”

      “What if I said I won’t see you anymore unless you go?”

      His eyes skidded to mine. “Then I would go.”

      “Settled. I’m not trying to push you away. I’m protective of my feelings and if this is important among your kind, then be fair with me, Logan Cross. I don’t want to get serious with someone who’ll discard me the second he lays eyes on his soul mate. Maybe I’ll have peace knowing she hasn’t been born, or that this is nothing more than the power of suggestion and tradition. You’ll have a few drinks and… well, I don’t know what the hell goes on at those things. Karaoke?”

      Logan burst out laughing, and a few heads turned in our direction. “I’ll go if this pleases you, Silver. But only on the condition that you accompany me and stay away from any microphones.” He pushed an empty plate to the side.

      “I thought it was exclusive?”

      “They make exceptions if you’re partnered with someone.”

      “Who would go with their partner? Talk about three’s a⁠—”

      “Chicken?” Logan leaned back in his chair with a confident gaze and a broad smile stretched across his face.

      “Throw down the gauntlet, Mr. Cross. You and I have a Gathering to attend.”
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      The car took an unexpected turn off the highway on our drive home. Darkness spun around us when we exited the city, and I watched Logan apprehensively.

      “Where are we going? You aren’t taking me to your secret cave, are you? Because that’s not how I roll. The dinner was expensive, but if you have some kind of expectation of payment due⁠—”

      “I would never be so crass,” he said, cutting me off.

      Logan had a commanding voice, but there were times when it was a seductive purr. I found each of them to be equally attractive.

      Lately, cheesecake had become my new obsession and once he found out through idle table conversation, we weren’t leaving the restaurant without it. The box rested on my lap and I drew in a deep breath, releasing a moan with my sigh.

      “Are you going to keep staring at that box? Have a bite.”

      “It can wait,” I mumbled.

      In a quick motion, he flipped the lid open and pulled off a wedge, shoving it into his mouth.

      “Hey! You’re ruining it!”

      “Then have a bite,” he said with a mouthful, giving me a sideways glance. “It’s delectable… like a certain Mage I know.”

      While he was still chewing on his slice, I pulled his smudgy fingers to my lips. In retrospect, I’m not sure how clever that idea really was. I took his fingertips into my mouth and sucked off the chocolate cream, my teeth scraping against his skin. Logan drew in a hard breath, and the engine roared as we picked up speed.

      “Silver… stop,” he panted. His eyes hooded with a possessive gaze.

      “You were right, Logan. It’s delicious.” In one long stroke, I licked his thumb from base to tip.

      His voice deepened. “If you keep touching me like that, I’m going to touch you back.” Darkness swirled in his eyes before switching back to amber.

      The car made an unsteady jerk and I freed his hand. On second thought, I’d rather make it to our destination alive than wind up tangled in the windshield because I got overzealous from a few glasses of wine.

      Despite his amorous words, Logan was a gentleman. His customs were foreign, but I was learning to appreciate how Chitahs revered women. It wasn’t easy for them to have a daughter and as a result, they were very protective of their sisters, respectful to their mothers, and honor bound to their wives—or mates, as they called them.

      Logan’s silver car eased off the road in the middle of nowhere. He opened the door, took my hand, and quietly led me to a dark meadow.

      An oversized blanket smothered the grass in an open area. Wine, glasses, and a small basket lay at our feet while the universe covered our heads.

      “What’s this all about?”

      “Sit,” he requested, extending his arm.

      Logan dropped to one knee, set down the box of cheesecake, and opened the wine. He filled our glasses and lit several large candles. When he removed his jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt, I noticed his muscles. They were amazingly proportioned and solid. Not big at all, but athletic. He stretched across the blanket on his left elbow, casually bending his right knee.

      “Did you just see that?” I asked, pointing at a white streak that flashed across the sky.

      A smile softened his eyes, and a memory rushed back. When Logan protected me from Nero’s guards, I had to talk him out of his primal condition. While I’d forgotten about my ramblings of meteor showers, Logan had not. Evidently, he marked his calendar for the next big show and orchestrated this entire evening. It was something I’d never experienced, and he was giving it to me on a silver platter.

      I set my glass on a flat tray and placed my hand on his chest. “Are you trying to give me the stars?”

      Logan’s chin lifted imperceptibly and he began to purr. That natural ability was a mystery, but it had to do with how the blood flowed through his chest and larynx. I felt it strongly around his neck and it rumbled in his chest. When that wonderful sound poured out of him, I wanted to curl against his body. He captured a lock of my hair between his fingers while keeping a steady gaze on me.

      “This whole night is magnificent, Logan. Better than rollerblades.” I laughed.

      Lying on my back, I thought about my place in the universe as tiny specks of dust infiltrated the atmosphere in a glorious flash of light. It used to make me feel small and insignificant knowing that I would burn out like one of those stars one day. Becoming an immortal changed the way I saw the world… and myself. There was time. Time to change, time to grow—time to make a difference.

      We talked for hours, drinking in the wine and each other.

      “Finn will be moving soon,” he said.

      “Moving?”

      “We’re a tight family, and Little Wolf needs to bond with each of us. We agreed to rotate him.”

      My brows arched. “Rotate him? He’s not a tire.”

      “No, he’s a young Shifter who hasn’t been socialized, and nobody will hire him if they run a background check. He’s not ready to go out into the world on his own.”

      I agreed. If something happened to Finn because we pushed him out too fast, I’d never be able to live with myself.

      “His wolf may never trust us—that’s a given—but Finn must learn to. I’ve taken an oath to look out for him, and I keep good on my word. He’ll take something from each of us and become a better man,” Logan said, taking a sip of wine.

      I smiled and brushed a strand of hair from my face that the wind kept playing with. “What’s he taking from you?”

      “My furniture.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Tooth by tooth. I’m just glad that I never bought drapes.”

      A few more flashes of light silently skated across the inky sky above.

      “Logan, why did you decide to court me? Am I just a curiosity to you because you’ve never dated a Mage?” When I stopped picking at a stray thread on the blanket, I glanced up and saw the disappointment on his face. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be a buzzkill. I’ve had too much to drink and that idiot at our table got me thinking.”

      Logan turned over and propped his head in his hand. “Does it matter to you that we’re different?”

      “I guess I’m just⁠—”

      “Looking for reasons out.”

      “That’s not fair. Don’t finish my sentences for me.”

      “I apologize. The way men have treated you makes my fangs ache. I’m smitten with you, Silver. Indulge me in my pursuit.”

      I fell into his rapturous gaze, wondering where this would lead. Too much wine provoked too many questions.

      My teeth chattered.

      “Let me warm you,” he murmured.

      Logan crawled over me, propped up on his elbows. He rested his head on my stomach, and the weight of his body warmed my legs instantly. I was dizzy from the intimacy.

      When a sharp sting pierced my thigh, I shouted and sat halfway up.

      “I think something bit me,” I complained, rubbing my leg.

      “Let me take a look.” Logan slid my dress up on the left side and traced his hand up my long legs. He pinched two fingers together and held them up, examining closely. “It’s just an ant.”

      I glared at the large insect resembling a fire ant that he held between his fingers, but it was hard to tell in the dim light. “Well, tell him that I don’t like being nibbled on.”

      He quirked a brow and flicked his fingers. “Is that so?” Logan purred.

      The intensity of his stare and the proximity of his body to mine sent butterflies swarming through my stomach. Logan’s energy was strong for a Chitah when his emotions ran high. Justus said I was becoming more in tune with Breed energy and it was part of my development as a Mage. Logan never had to tell me how he felt; I could feel it in his touch, taste it in his kiss, and smell it on his skin.

      He leaned down, and I tensed when his tongue—rough and smooth all at once—ran over the insect bite. The itching immediately numbed, and I shuddered. Logan Cross may have considered his healing ability to be no big deal, but I didn’t think I’d ever get used to that man’s tongue being on me.

      With a lift of his head, he drew in a deep breath and sensed my altered mood. He crawled up the length of my body and lowered himself on top of me.

      “Tell me where else you’ve been bitten,” he said playfully.

      The heat of his kiss against my cold lips roared a fire to life. I circled my fingers around a soft patch of skin behind his neck, clawing lightly. The heavy taste of wine lingered on his tongue—stroking against mine—and he groaned. I felt nothing except Logan and the earth.

      He broke the kiss and turned his head to the side, every breath a testament to his control.

      “Logan?”

      A veil of loose hair obscured his face. I cupped his chin with my hand and lifted his gaze to my attention. That’s the moment I felt his heart galloping against my chest.

      “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

      “A fire?” he asked. “One that I won’t be able to put out.” His eyes dragged down to my lips. “Do you know what it does to me to look at your mouth when it’s swollen with my kiss? Light glitters in your eyes, and the smell of your skin is a drug to me.” His hand traced down my jaw. “Strong features and soft to the touch—I want to feel every inch of your body. When there’s a flash of silver in your eyes, it’s because I put it there. Your body is a furnace, Silver. One I’ll lose control with if I play with matches.”

      I let go of his hair and rubbed my eyes. Logan had customs that were supposed to make him feel like more of a man, but it made me feel undesirable. When he spoke that way, I melted completely, so it was confusing when he resisted too much physical contact beyond a kiss.

      “I need another glass of⁠—”

      Logan suddenly unleashed his desire like an avalanche. I was buried in it. Consumed by it as he kissed my neck.

      I wiggled beneath him, trying to push him away, but all it did was create friction between our bodies.

      “Keep doing that,” he whispered hoarsely, settling his weight on me.

      His lips grazed my neck and when his tongue flicked against my earlobe, Logan found the match that set my furnace on fire. I began to unfasten the buttons on his shirt. He stared at me with vehement desire as shifting patterns of color moved across his chest beneath my fingertips.

      Logan wouldn’t touch me. His mouth sucked hungrily on my neck and the blanket twisted within his clenched fists.

      “Touch me, Logan. I want your hands on my body.” My fingers slid inside of his shirt, craving the feel of his skin.

      His hand caressed my arm and that one simple gesture was so electric that I could have set the grass on fire. There’s something so wonderful about the casual movement of a man’s hand across your body, moving his way down to your leg in search of bare skin.

      Logan watched me intensely with magnetic eyes, observing my reaction to his touch. He tugged the dress higher until his fingers splayed across my hip, looking for the edge of my panties.

      Except that I wasn’t wearing any.

      Stark confusion crossed his face and his fingers bit into my skin. Because the dress showed panty lines, I had gone without. Why not let him think that I did it just for him? Something about that made it sexy.

      He licked his lips.

      “Why, Mr. Cross… you’re blushing.”

      A soft breeze chilled my skin, an owl hooted, a flash of light dashed across the sky, and Logan penetrated my soul with a kiss so deep and reverent that the light within me surged. He shifted his hips and I moaned. He knew exactly how to use his tongue and each time it stroked against mine, I gripped the blanket to resist the urge to join hands with him. It was a Mage thing, and while I’d only experienced a little of the act of binding, my body knew exactly what it wanted to do. In that single kiss, I discovered exactly what kind of lover Logan was.

      Insatiable.

      My sexual energy had no place to go, not without injuring him. With another Mage, this wouldn’t be an issue, but I could hurt Logan with the energy that raced through my fingertips. His lips came away and he drew in a breath.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Your scent changed.”

      “I can’t touch you. That’s what’s wrong. I’m starting to feel like a live wire.”

      “Show me.”

      “No!” I protested, struggling to sit up.

      “Then how do you know for sure what will happen?”

      “I’m not hurting you to prove a⁠—”

      Logan pried open my fingers and placed his palm over mine. The second he did, a surge of energy knocked him on his back, several feet away in the tall grass.

      “Logan!” I flipped onto my knees and crawled, wide-eyed, knocking over a glass of wine. He rolled onto his side, looking like a truck had hit him.

      Or a burst of sex lightning.

      “Why did you do that? Are you okay?” I brushed the hair that pulled free from his band away from his face. “Didn’t your mother teach you not to stick your finger in a light socket?” I laughed, relieved to see that he was conscious.

      He sighed and rubbed his face. “That’s going to be a problem.”

      “Well, look on the bright side,” I said, falling beside him in the grass. “You won’t ever have to worry about buying jumper cables.”
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      “I don’t understand why you insisted on coming, love,” Simon grumbled as he skipped up the steps to Samil’s enormous house.

      I held my arms as we passed the two fierce statues of lions before the front door. “I may not hold a position within the Mageri, but as long as Nero’s case remains open, then I’m going to be a part of it.”

      The truth was, even if they closed the case, I would still be involved.

      My Creator had legal rights to me before he died, but that didn’t justify the Mageri’s decision to hand me over to him like property. That’s why I related to Finn. Breed laws weren’t established to protect the people, only to uphold outdated customs. Seven days in that basement beaten, by a man who should have mentored me, had damaged my trust in the law. I never had nightmares about Samil because he was dead and gone. It was Nero that crept into my mind in the middle of the night. He was alive and doing God knows what with innocent lives.

      Simon’s shoes tapped with contempt against the polished floor and he wiped the mud from his heel, leaving a brown streak on the marble.

      “I don’t suspect we’ll find anything new,” he said. “I just like to be thorough.”

      “If Samil had knowledge of anything that allowed him to create a stronger progeny, then maybe there’s something here,” I said. “A name, a diary, an instruction manual—hell, I don’t know. If there is, I don’t want Nero to find it.”

      “The Council put this house on watch from day one; ask me what I had to do in order to get us permission to enter.”

      “Don’t be dramatic, Simon.”

      He spun on his right heel and lifted a brow.

      “So how was Hannah in bed?” I snorted. Hannah was one of the Council members with the sharpest tongue and hairpins to match—so not Simon’s type.

      He narrowed his eyes. “You think I would bed that strumpet? For your information, I posed nude.”

      “For which magazine?” I bent over, unable to contain my laughter.

      “Laugh it up, missy. There’s a high-ranking official of the Mageri who apparently has a passion for sculpture and nude men.”

      “Can I see it?”

      Simon smirked and reached for his zipper.

      “Never mind,” I muttered.

      “Thanks to the guards, Nero can’t touch this place with his pinky toe.” Simon sniffed and crossed the room, staring at a pretentious painting encased in a gold frame. “I would have liked to kill the sod myself. You do know that?”

      “Putting Adam in the challenge may have been the only legal way to kill Samil, but I don’t know if I’ll ever be right with it, even if Adam is. Let’s not dig up bones in this cemetery.”

      Simon whirled around. “I do love a good bone.” I glared at his T-shirt that said: Chess Players Do It All Knight.

      “You are the most inappropriate man I know.”

      “Moi?” he asked, folding his arms and glaring judgmentally at me, foot tapping on the floor.

      “What’s that look for?”

      His eyebrow rose. “You are the biggest troublemaker I know.”

      “So I flirt with disaster once or twice. Who doesn’t?”

      He snorted. “You don’t just flirt with disaster, you have intercourse with it.”

      I was three seconds away from having a verbal confrontation when a wicked smile slanted his dimple and he sauntered across the room.

      Simon pulled at the banister and headed upstairs. “There are two lessons I’ve learned in life: never play chess against a Sensor, and never lose your sense of humor.”

      Halfway up he stopped and leaned over the railing. “Oh, and never shag a woman with a tattoo.”

      Now that surprised me. “Why?”

      “They’re freaks. The lot of them.”

      “I thought you liked getting your freak on,” I said with a laugh.

      He rolled his eyes and jogged upstairs, voice trailing off. “Remind me to tell you about the time I was tied and taped to a washing machine by a woman who had the grim reaper on her back.”

      I searched every drawer, opened every book, and reviewed each stack of Samil’s papers, but found nothing. An hour later, I called out for Simon. Silence replied. He wasn’t answering his phone, either. On the third attempt, he casually strolled down the stairs with a smug grin on his face.

      “Why don’t you ever answer my calls?”

      He tapped his front pocket. “I love the way you vibrate.”

      Simon mentioned that years ago he designed secret rooms as a side job, earning him enough money to freelance. While he was busy in the study looking for a magical door, I turned my attention to the basement.

      The light flipped on and tiny particles of dust floated in the air as if disturbed by my presence. The stairs creaked as I made the daunting journey down memory lane. It still smelled of mold and the sole of my shoe scraped over the dark stains of degradation on the floor. I slunk down with my arms draped over my knees in the spot that was once my bed. Simon’s heavy shoes clomped down the stairs and he paused halfway, soaking in the room with his eyes.

      “This was where he kept me.”

      “Silver, come out of here.”

      Simon crossed the room and stuffed his hands in the pockets of his trousers. Tousled brown hair fell forward when he looked down at me with compassionate eyes.

      “I wish I’d never asked you what went on down here.” His voice trailed off to a whisper as he stared at the open bathroom. “At least you weren’t chained.”

      “Chained?”

      He snapped out of his haze and smashed an invisible cigarette butt with his shoe.

      “Simon, what happened to you with your Creator?”

      He rubbed the tattoo on the back of his neck and shook his head. “Not now, Silver. Not now.”

      “How long will it take me to learn how to control my light?”

      He quickly responded to the change in topic. “Not sure I know what you mean.”

      I dropped my eyes and picked at my thumbnail. “You know, so I can be with someone who’s not a Mage.”

      He squatted in front of me. “What gave you the idea that you could? You can’t be with anyone other than a Mage in the same way.”

      “Justus told me when we first met that if I learned to control my power, then I could be with a human,” I argued.

      “So now there’s a human who’s caught your fancy?” he said, lip twitching.

      I slapped his arm. “You know what I mean.”

      Simon gave an impassive smile. “You can’t touch them. A mortal will die and most Breed… well, that’s a bit of a mood killer if you juice them up with your light. For Justus it comes easy. He shuts away his emotions; he’s had years of practice. You can acquire enough control to level down your energy, but it would be a passionless experience,” he cautioned. “The only ones immune to our touch are Vamps, and if you go trolloping around for one of them, I won’t blink twice about putting a chastity belt on you.”

      “I think it’s a little too late for that; one has to be chaste.”

      He turned his skull ring in circles. “Sexual energy can only be properly shared during binding with another Mage.” He scratched his head as the memory of our encounter surfaced. “Intimacy is perfectly normal between us because our bodies process that kind of energy much differently. You can touch a Mage anywhere and the sexual energy won’t release unless you join hands.” He rolled the piercing in his tongue around a little. “If you want to be with someone who’s not a Mage, then you’re going to have to give up touch, or else you’ll do some serious damage.”

      With a hard sigh, I said, “Yeah, found that out.”

      Simon blinked in surprise. “Are you telling me you shagged Logan?”

      “No!”

      “I would be gobsmacked if you told me that you polished his knob.”

      “Get away from me.” I laughed, shoving him. “We just kissed.”

      Everyone knew the custom for Chitahs during courtship was a PG experience. Most went to the next level after the woman accepted his claim on her. That level was more than just dating—it was a permanent commitment. Of course, we were breaking the mold because I was not a Chitah and felt it was too premature to take him as a husband.

      “What Breed of women do you date?”

      “I have a few regulars,” he said, licking his lips. “Mage, of course. But it doesn’t mean I don’t have an appreciation for the lovelies. I’m an equal opportunity shagger and have never turned down a willing Sensor, Relic, or the like.”

      “So all this time I’ve been led to believe a lie? I’m never going to be able to touch another man who isn’t a Mage.”

      “You can always have that with me.” Simon raised his hands defensively when I gave him a harsh glare. “I’m just putting it out there.”

      “I won’t forget how quickly you flew out of that bed after our drunken kiss.”

      His neck jerked back. “You’re cross with me over that? This whole time?”

      I was tempted to give him the finger, but instead I picked at a cuticle.

      “Justus coming home was the cold shower I needed. It went too far, and I can’t do that to a friend. It wasn’t a rejection. You’re lovely, but you don’t deserve to be stuck with a cad like me.”

      “You got that right,” I teased.

      Simon stood up and showed me his back and I realized he took the comment more seriously than I meant.

      “I didn’t mean it like that, Simon. Don’t be mad; I say stupid things sometimes—it’s a sickness.” I brushed the dust from my pants and stood behind him.

      “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” he said with a lengthy sigh, “but it’s something you need to know. For short-term relationships it’s no biggie, most aren’t a stranger to interbreeding, but if it gets serious, you need to consider how much it means to you. Even with gloves, I’m afraid it’s not possible.”

      I hugged his arm and silently wondered how Justus managed to bottle his passion. I could barely contain mine around Logan.

      Simon peered down at me with an angelic face. “Still want to give it a go?”

      He was incorrigible. “I could never be with a man who smokes a pipe and wears a pub cap while playing Clue, just for the effect.” All smiles, I leaned in and gave him a light peck on the cheek.

      “Call that a kiss? I’m a fan of the French Revolution.”

      I shoved him toward the steps when a dirty box beneath the staircase caught my eye. “Has anyone looked through that,” I asked.

      “We’re out of time and I don’t feel like posing for another bloody masterpiece of clay. Bring it along and I’ll return it later. Of all his progeny, not one of them was willing to claim Samil’s inheritance. All of this will go to the Mageri, or the fanciest junkyard in Cognito.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood in the doorway of Justus’s hidden study. “You guys have been in here all day with that box. Do you want to tell me what’s in it?”

      Justus sat behind an old heavy desk, rubbing his tired face in his large hands. The skin on his brow pushed around like putty. He released a heavy sigh, dropped his arms, and leaned back until the chair creaked. “It’s HALO business.”

      “Simon isn’t part of HALO.”

      The sound of overpriced wine washed down his throat as he emptied his glass and set it on the desk. His private study looked more like a temple of artifacts from his past. The only thing missing was the picture he kept of me on his desk, which he probably hid in a drawer to avoid any remarks from Simon.

      “Simon has examined the contents,” Justus pointed out.

      “I found the box, so I think that’s a crock of shit.”

      Simon howled with laughter from his chair and quickly cleared his throat, containing a snort. I had a right to know what was in that box and Justus knew it.

      “Swearing does not become a lady.” Justus suddenly snapped a finger at Simon without looking in his direction. “One word and I will tether you to the grill of my car.” Simon made a gesture of zipping his lips and Justus turned his attention back to me, stretching out his tattooed arm. “No arguments. You need to get ready for the party.”

      Ah yes, the party. We had received invitations from Novis for a formal gathering at his home. Justus saw it as an opportunity to make connections and strengthen alliances. I had no desire to go, but Justus hadn’t left me home alone since the night that Logan walked into my life.

      I was pissed off already, but now I really didn’t want to go. I understood the need to protect a Learner until they acquired enough skills to become independent, but that didn’t make it any easier to endure being dragged to an event like a child.

      “I am ready.”

      He looked over my attire. “Learner, you lack maturity.”

      “Maybe so, but my fashion sense is a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Unlike your common sense,” he muttered. His eyes scraped me from head to toe as I stood in sweatpants and a black shirt that read “Fucking Classy” in cursive. It was an impulse buy when I was shopping for Sunny’s housewarming gift and began as a joke. Justus rarely cursed and only purchased high-end clothing, so it was the most inappropriate shirt I could possibly wear whenever I was mad at him. Which wasn’t often, but we had our moments. Because this was a cocktail party, I was certain that Justus would buckle and leave me home to avoid the embarrassment.

      Unfortunately, he called my bluff.

      

      The Aston Martin had received a detailed polish—as did Justus. When our car pulled up to the mansion, my jaw slackened.

      Adam was living it up Jefferson style. I’d always met with him in public and never got to see where he lived. Aside from that, Justus didn’t want me hanging out at a Council member’s house.

      Rumor had it that Adam was seeing someone, and I was dying to meet her. There was no question that he was a catch with his debonair looks and warm heart. Adam was one of those handsome men who didn’t know it, and that is an attractive quality to most women. But it was the compassion and loyalty to others that made him stand apart.

      The valet parked the car, and I grinned from ear to ear as two men in expensive suits escorted me to the door. A Charmer could walk into a party wearing a garbage bag and still have every woman clawing after him. Justus didn’t have to make the effort, but he did. That’s just the kind of man that he was. He slipped on his most expensive watch, cufflinks, and a silk tie that made you want to grab it and pull him close. His potent aftershave was guaranteed to make lips glisten.

      Between Justus and Simon, I looked like a basket case. My hair was pulled into a ponytail and the sound of my flip-flops clapping made Justus sigh more than once. Novis was waiting in the doorway to greet us.

      “Think he’ll adopt me?” I whispered to Simon, who ditched the usual bad-boy attire for a casual grey suit. His caramel eyes were a golden ticket into any woman’s bedroom as long as he didn’t open his mouth.

      Novis was a striking man, although only by physical standards was he young as he was one of the ancients. His razor-cut hair was dark, complementing his piercing light blue eyes and thin-lipped smile that always had a secretive way about it. Novis appeared to be in his early twenties when he was made. In addition to being a member of the Council, he stepped up to do Good-Samaritan work, taking in those in need of refuge. He offered Adam the choice to become a Mage when the alternative was death. I admired him as a Creator.

      He bowed to Justus. “Welcome, friends. Indulge in the cocktails and drinks. Please mingle and let me know if you need anything.”

      Justus walked by him and mumbled, “Apologies.”

      Novis looked me over and widened his grin. I almost returned the smile until I stumbled over the edge of a rug, knocking into a woman whose drink splashed onto the floor.

      “Sorry about that; I hear there’s more in the back.” I thumbed in that direction and Justus bulldozed me with his eyes.

      “Learner, I suggest you go to the kitchen and stay there for the remainder of the evening. There are important people here tonight; do not embarrass me.” When he turned his back, it was evident he didn’t want anyone to know that I was his Learner. Sure. No problemo.

      “See ya, Simon. I’m going to kick this party up a notch.” Something in another room captured his attention, and he strolled off with a wave of his hand.

      The champagne was delicious and full of tiny giggles. That’s what I used to call the bubbles when I was a child because of how giddy it made everyone. My eyes wandered over an array of magnificent paintings that were likely originals.

      I let out a burp, and a head turned in my direction. It was fashioned with expensive hairpins decorated with tiny jewels. When I saw the wolfish brows and burgundy lips, I immediately recognized Hannah. She was one of the Council members and was disgusted by my shirt. I smiled politely and whirled around to escape when I caught sight of a familiar face.

      Adam leaned against a doorframe, looking about as Cary Grant as any man dared to with dark brown waves of hair and a smooth shave. Standing beside him was a man wearing a trench coat. His Vampire eyes were as black as a panther on a moonless night and his features were strict.

      “If this is a pissing contest, I want in.” Adam chuckled.

      “My, don’t we look like a fancy pants tonight?” I smiled at him with my eyes. He wore a white shirt buttoned almost all the way up, tucked in a pair of black slacks. “You never told me that you live in a palace,” I said, making a sweeping arm gesture and splashing my drink. Alcohol consumption was seldom and champagne went right to my head.

      “I wasn’t aware this was a charity function or I would have brought my checkbook,” the Vampire remarked in a flat voice.

      I cut my eyes at the stranger who tilted his head in a manner that implied he thought himself better than me.

      “I’m Silver. Did someone forget to take your coat, or are you going to be putting on the magic act later?” I exaggerated my smile as he folded his arms.

      “Silver, this is Christian.” Adam dropped his eyes to my shirt and took a sip of his drink.

      I slapped my hand on Adam’s shoulder. “Tell me there’s a karaoke machine in here because I’m ready to take my shower performance to a whole new level.”

      Adam didn’t just laugh, he spit his drink back in the glass and set it down on a table. “You’re always stirring it up, aren’t you?”

      “That is my modus operandi.”

      “Save it for later. It’s too early to bring this party to a halt.”

      Across the room, Justus cozied up to a woman in a revealing blue dress. Her hand slipped into his pocket and she leaned in close and spoke against his cheek. I didn’t see any distinct features on her so I couldn’t tell what Breed she was. His amorous grin irritated me.

      That was the man I met in Memphis—the one who had every woman in the bar at his disposal. He never brought women home, but there were nights that Justus came in late wearing a wrinkled shirt with smears of lipstick on the collar.

      Christian looked at Adam. “The babes are always the spoiled ones, aren’t they?” he said in a slow Irish accent.

      “Adam is younger than me,” I pointed out, exploiting the flaw in his comment. Human years didn’t count, and I had been a Mage for months longer.

      “Looks like Simon found some competition,” Adam remarked, pointing in the adjacent room.

      A chessboard divided the space between Simon and a young woman. Her body was delicate and thin and covered up in a long-sleeved, pale green dress. She also wasn’t sporting the generous cup size that Simon was known to revere. Her ginger hair was braided against her head, wrapped up tight with pins. Simon rubbed his chin with his aviators still on—something Justus would have also worn had he not thought it would insult the Council. When Vampires were present, people shielded their eyes from their power. Simon lifted his black knight.

      “Poor bastard,” Christian remarked.

      Adam folded his arms. “How so?”

      The woman lifted her rook and took his piece off the board. Simon’s leg began jumping under the table—one of his nervous tics when the game wasn’t going his way.

      “She’s one of Hannah’s progeny.” We all simultaneously glanced at Hannah, who was showing her intolerance at the rowdy behavior of some men across the room. “I think he’s finally met his match,” Christian chuckled. “No one beats her. Ever.”

      When a man walked by with a tray of food, I snagged his arm and scooped up a handful of green olives. Adam’s expression shifted when I tossed one into my mouth.

      “Come with me.” He took my elbow, and the olives scattered on the floor.

      “So nice meeting you, Sister Christian,” I yelled over my shoulder. Adam hurried me to the back of the house and I stumbled over my shoes as we entered a darkened room.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “What makes you think anything’s wrong?”

      He lifted my hand. “Your mood ring is black.”

      I snatched it away. “It’s just a ring.”

      Adam folded his arms. “The getup?” he said, nodding at my shirt.

      “I always preferred acceptance to conformity.”

      “Woman, tell me what’s wrong. I know you better than that.”

      “What’s right?”

      I turned my back and walked to the window, admiring the landscape. It looked like an English countryside with manicured shrubbery and paved walkways.

      “I feel useless, that’s what’s wrong. Just when I’m becoming a part of something, I get pushed out of it again. I want the normal things everyone else does, Adam. But I’ll never have my life back until Nero is caught. I don’t have a job and Justus won’t let me in on the investigation. I sit around all day and read. Justus tries to get me to work out, but I don’t even feel like doing that anymore.”

      He sighed and groaned all at once. “So not much is new?”

      I threw my head back and closed my eyes. “Do you ever wonder where we’d be right now if none of this ever happened?”

      “How are things with Logan?”

      I whirled around. “That reminds me… I heard through the grapevine that you have a sweetheart.”

      Adam massaged the back of his neck with a nervous hand and that’s when I knew it wasn’t a rumor. “Do me a favor and go easy on her.”

      Justus used the same tone when he was afraid I would embarrass him. I sagged.

      “I’m really happy for you, Adam. I’m not out to sabotage your love life.”

      He smiled warmly, eyes still on the floor. “I care for her,” he admitted. “I’ve waited a long time to find someone who looks at me the way she does. Maybe I am starting to believe in fate.”

      “Adam?”

      We both turned toward the doorway. A silhouette of a lovely woman stepped into view, wearing a ruby-red dress with tiny tassels skimming across her thighs. She was familiar.

      “I was looking for you and the wine.” She leaned against the frame and smiled as he approached.

      “I’ll get it.” He kissed her on the cheek and briskly left the room, not introducing us on purpose.

      “Do I know you?”

      “Kind of,” she said with a melodic wave to her voice. “I’m Cheri.”

      Cheri was one of the prisoners released from Nero’s compound and the last time I had seen her, she was nothing but a scant of a girl in dirty clothes with tangled blond hair.

      Why didn’t it ever occur to me? When Novis took her in, Adam’s nurturing personality would have won her over. I remembered how at ease he made me feel when we first met with his generous eyes and integrity.

      “Cheri, of course. It’s great to see you again. Your dress is beautiful.”

      “And you look…” Her gaze darted over my body.

      “Just between us, I was trying to make a point with someone and lost. I may just go sit in the car for the rest of the night. So, you’re dating Adam?”

      “Mmm,” she replied. “Quite the looker, isn’t he?”

      Cheri smiled when Adam appeared at her side with a glass of white wine. He stretched his arm over her head and leaned on it while she took a sip.

      “They just started bringing out the chow,” he said with a smirk. When he took her arm, Cheri pulled back.

      “No, you go ahead. Why don’t you fix me a plate and I’ll meet you in there. I need to take a walk and get some fresh air.” They shared a tender glance and Adam lifted her hand, gently placing a kiss on her knuckles.

      “I’ll be waiting,” he said and turned away.

      “It was nice to see you again, Cheri.” We smiled at each other as I brushed by. She waved and continued sipping her wine.

      “Silver,” a voice barked out. “Making your Ghuardian proud I see.”

      Through the opening to the study on my left was Merc—one of the Council members—setting his glass of wine on the white fireplace mantel.

      Each time I’d been in his presence, he made it clear that he didn’t like me. There was an unspoken animosity between him and Justus; the glances they exchanged made it obvious they despised one another.

      Merc stood there with his stringy light hair and beady little eyes pressed into a gladiator face. The dress shirt he wore looked painted on and the sleeves were rolled up, showing off the thick veins in his arms. This was a man voted least likely to have a political position by his fellow prison inmates.

      “What’s not to be proud of?” I challenged.

      “Tell me, did the homeless person put up much of a struggle when you robbed them of their attire?” He laughed along with a few curious spectators.

      My eyes narrowed into sharp slivers. Council member or no, this man was not about to stand there and publicly insult me.

      “You might want to give your parole officer a call before they report you missing.”

      A man snickered and Merc invaded my space with a step of his giant black shoe. I was never told the story behind his incarceration, but he didn’t know that.

      “You want to cozy up to the Grim Reaper? Your call, you worthless woman,” he said, lowering his voice. His fingers tugged at the ends of my hair. “Perhaps you need to be taught a lesson.”

      A thick body wedged between us.

      “Merc, keep in mind this is a social affair and we are all invited guests. Do not throw around your position here,” the man warned.

      The back of his hair was short, neatly groomed, and a reddish tint with blond highlights. He was spectacularly tall and when I saw Merc’s eyes flinch, I gave him a nice fuck you smile as he backed away and walked off.

      “He really is the prick he makes himself out to be,” the deep voice mumbled as he turned around.

      His features were mature and rugged with a broad chest and a thick jaw covered with a closely trimmed shadow of a beard. His broad mouth and large golden eyes were Cross trademarks, but he looked Irish. Deep lines were etched high on his cheeks near his eyes—a clear mark of a man who loved to laugh.

      “I’m Leo Cross.”

      “Logan talks about you all the time. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I stumbled over my words with our unexpected introduction and reached out to shake his hand. It was a clumsy human reaction, and I quickly dropped my arm. Leo held a strong presence that made me feel like I was around someone important.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said with a nod. “Come.” His arm fell around my shoulders and he guided me to a private corner of the room. I folded my arms to hide the obscene writing on my shirt and we faced each other.

      “I want to be frank with you, Silver. I’m much older than Logan is, and I watched him come up as a boy. He was an impulsive child with a brave heart, but always getting himself tangled up with trouble. When this was still bear country, a grizzly pissed him off something fierce and Logan flipped his switch.” Leo laughed and his eyes sparkled with memories. “Had I not been there, he’d still wear claw marks down his chest. Sometimes he has no sense of what is a danger to him.”

      Leo was the kind of man who didn’t look away in conversation and I found the direction of my gaze drifting to his lapels.

      “In order to ensure that our line is continued, we only mate with our own kind,” he said. “I think we both know that a Mage and a Chitah mix like oil and water. You two have a number of strikes against you.”

      My face cooled when the blood drained from it, and I looked at a piece of lint on his sleeve, feeling just as small.

      His fingers lifted my chin. “That being said, I think you two are both equally stubborn and need to come to a decision about your relationship. Logan carries a dark past that has nothing to do with you and yet—everything.”

      “I know about his woman and all that he lost. What makes me nervous is how sure he is about us. Look at me. If he saw me tonight, he would⁠—”

      “Show you off proudly. I don’t want to watch him spiral back to the man he once was. Tell him what he needs to hear before it breaks him—a decision. My brother will court you for as long as it takes, but he’s doubtful where your feelings lie. That doubt is eating him alive. Any other male it wouldn’t matter, but this is Logan.”

      Leo was afraid that his little brother would revert to the cold-hearted killer he once was.

      Elegant cocktail dresses and suits swirled about the room and I realized how poorly I had played my hand.

      “I appreciate your concern Leo, but it’s complicated. Don’t put my back against the wall and force me to rush a decision I’m not ready to make. You know how unfair that would be for both of us. There’s no time limit on courtship.”

      Leo sighed and touched my shoulder. “You should also know that the Gathering is coming.”

      “I know. I told him to go.”

      “This is what bothers me. You don’t seem to understand the risk in holding him at arm’s length.”

      “What risk? Logan finding his soul mate? Who am I to deny him what Chitahs so fiercely believe in?”

      Leo slid his hands in his pockets. “If Logan goes in his condition, he’s likely to make a poor choice. Can you live with that?”

      “What condition? He seems fine to me.” I huffed out an irritated sigh. “And what choice? I’m not going with him so he can pick out a wife.”

      “He’s a man who doesn’t know where his female stands; that is a condition. You are putting him in a position where potential mates who have waited for their chance will do everything within their power to win his affection. Had he not been damaged, I wouldn’t be as concerned. A long courtship gives us the opportunity to show what we have to offer. I’m afraid it’s not your fault as you are a Mage and do not know the customs of how a female behaves in such situations. You continue to send mixed messages by pushing him away, and I’m only looking out for his best interest.”

      I knew he could scent my anger, jealousy, and confusion. His nostrils flared.

      “He’s been a solitary man for many years,” Leo said. “After his mate’s death, he was inconsolable. You brought him back to us, Silver. Men don’t always make sound decisions when they’re not sure if their love is reciprocated. I won’t lie and tell you that it will be an easy road if you accept Logan. He’s not the man he once was, and the pairing would be subject to public ridicule. You’ll be on the receiving end of a lot of unkind words.” Leo widened his stance and cupped his hands together. “I know you care for him. If he’s going to settle, let him settle for you.”

      Leo tipped his head and walked away.

      It felt like someone cut the rope to my anchor and kicked me out to sea. I stared blankly at a painting of a cherub angel as my chest weighted down like a bag of concrete. I didn’t want to be the woman that any man settled for.

      Suddenly… chaos.

      Two armed men stormed through the front door and opened fire. My eyes widened in horror and a vase beside my head exploded from a bullet. Screams tore through the house and bodies fell from the automatic gunfire. The spray of bullets pierced the walls, shattered lamps and glass fixtures, and left a spray of blood across the floor from the crumpled bodies. Those who could flash out of the way did, but few could outrun bullets.

      I dove into a hallway as a man fell at my feet with blood pouring out from a hole in his eye. Particles of debris filled the air along with the stuffing from furniture. Trays of food littered the floor with broken champagne bottles, and the air crackled with gunfire and shouts.

      My back flattened against the wall. Most immortals required time or energy to heal, which is why no one immediately got up. I didn’t even know if the man with a bullet in the head could get up.

      The men stood with their backs together as they continued firing off more rounds. I flinched when gunshots erupted from all over the house. My heart was a hummingbird caught in my chest.

      “Ladies and gentleman, we apologize for our late arrival, but we didn’t seem to receive an invitation! Not very gracious of you.” Laughter pealed out and the gunman fired off another round. “Nero sends his regards but is unable to attend due to other engagements. He wishes for us to give you his⁠—”

      I stood up, threw my arms forward, and pulled the guns from their hands using my gift. They skidded across the floor and I flashed toward the assassins before they could react. A redhead with fierce eyes rushed at them from the other direction and drove a dagger into the back of one man. He dropped like a deadweight.

      Strength didn’t take the other man down, the momentum of my body slamming into his did. The young woman pulled a dagger from a holster beneath her long dress and plunged it into his chest without batting an eye.

      “I’ve got this under control,” she said coolly. One of the pins popped out of her hair, unraveling a lock of pale ginger against her green dress. I stood up, admiring her bravery. She was the kind of woman Justus would have wanted in a Learner. Fearless.

      Justus ran into an adjacent room and several men scattered throughout the house. Novis was not among the bodies, thank God. Sporadic gunfire sounded as the attack came from all sides and two men dashed up a flight of stairs.

      I was shaking like a tree in a typhoon.

      “Help me, please!” a voice cried out.

      Behind a decorative glass wall, Adam knelt beside a lady in a bloodstained dress. As a Healer, his gift allowed him to heal any Breed—although I’m not sure what his limitations were.

      I stumbled over a woman who was clutching her leg.

      “Hold on to my neck,” I said, helping her up and taking her to the back of the house. My heart pounded, but adrenaline took over and I went on autopilot, carrying out one wounded victim after another.

      Three men lined up the bodies out of sight behind the topiaries. The chaos was inside the house and victims were finding themselves trapped in the inner rooms. The only safe place to go was outside. It was a horrendous display of carnage.

      I was running through the hallway to the front of the house when a spray of gunfire erupted. A man was poking his gun into each room and shooting down those who were hiding. He shot everyone in the head who charged at him.

      There was no time to wait. I threw my hands forward to pull the gun, but it never came. Meaning—he wasn’t a Mage. I could only pull certain metals recently touched by a Mage. He glanced at his watch and ran out of sight.

      Then it grew eerily silent.

      The front door crashed in and an engine roared as a vehicle skidded to a stop in the main room, pinning a body beneath a tire.

      It was pandemonium. People crawled over pieces of debris and I thought I saw Merc flash into the room. Someone coughed, a few voices shouted out, and then it happened.

      An explosion.
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