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      The Mageri Series: Book 2

      

      Months after moving to the mysterious city of Cognito, Silver is developing her gifts as a Mage and learning how to live under new laws. She is forced to give up her old life and live in secret among the humans. There is finally hope of leading an ordinary life . . .

      Until Logan Cross walks into it.

      Their chance meeting leads her close to discovering the identity of the nameless Mage who once stole her light and discovered the unique power she possesses. That knowledge poses an unimaginable threat to Silver, fueling the search to find out who he is before he finds her.

      

      Lives are at stake. Truths are revealed. And an unexpected passion ignites.
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      “C-8.”

      “Miss,” I said, twisting open a chocolate cookie. I scraped the icing off with my teeth and nibbled at the edge, watching Simon squirm in his chair.

      I lifted my chin, feigning confidence. “B-10.”

      “Hit.” Simon leaned on his elbow, planting his cheek against a fist.

      “Ready for some humble pie?” I snickered. “B-9.”

      “Miss!” he sang, wagging his eyebrows. “C-2.”

      He squinted at me with those brown eyes when I flicked a tiny white peg off the polished table. It skipped across the floor, twirling in a circle near the stove. Simon lacked humility, and I lacked grace.

      “You win.”

      “Say it.”

      “Come on, Simon, you won. Don’t be such a child.”

      “Say it.”

      He folded his arms. Hell would freeze over before my English friend would let me walk away from that table without saying the words of defeat he longed to hear.

      I rolled my eyes dramatically. “You sunk my battleship.”

      “Atta girl.”

      He turned my game board around. “You shouldn’t be so sensitive, Silver. What you lack is conviction. You’re so eager to beat me that you forget all about strategy.”

      “Perhaps our game sessions should end; clearly I’m not enough of a challenge for you.”

      “Such a drama queen. Didn’t play nice in the schoolyard, did you? If you only see the next move, you’ll never win the game. You have to look further ahead. I can give you an example.”

      “Of course you can.”

      His lips thinned, and I pretended not to notice. Simon loved comparing life with games.

      “In chess, you try so hard to protect all your pieces that you wind up spending half your moves running until you’ve been cornered. You need to be willing to make sacrifices. Perhaps that pawn you so desperately cling to is your pride.”

      “Don’t play that hand, Simon. I’m really not in the mood tonight.” I kicked my chair back and stood up. “I know what you’re doing, but I don’t care to have a life lesson wrapped up in a game analogy. The simple fact is—I’ll never beat you.”

      Simon rested his chin in the palm of his hand and tapped his cheek playfully. “Self-doubt is a persuasive mistress; careful not to shag her or you’ll never get your balls back.”

      “Why does everything have to be about sex with you?”

      A snort escaped. “I thought it was about games?”

      “Aren’t they one and the same?”

      He nodded. “Truer words were never spoken. Learn from your mistakes, love. You can be so predictable.”

      He chomped on a cookie while studying the placement of my ships.

      His bad boy looks were deceiving, because Simon was an intelligent and resourceful Mage who was a demon with knives. Teaching new Learners how to protect their light was his bread and butter. I also learned that his reputation preceded him as a strategist. We could contract our services to other Breed, but the Mageri paid well and took care of its own. Simon worked independently. He was an Englishman who recently returned to his way of life in America. Either that, or the country ousted him. He turned down three job offers since the move, insisting he was in retirement. Deep down, Simon hated the politics.

      Long ago, there were no governments within the Breed; we were lawless. Humans feared us, wars raged, and there was no order. I read about slavery, and even some who were driven to extinction from conflicts that were ages old. It was necessary for each Breed to establish rules and structure before we destroyed ourselves. For Mage, a higher order called the Mageri was created, with individual Councils for various territories. Rogues who did not comply with the laws were hunted, and there was a sense of comfort among the people.

      The Breed has separate laws, places of business, history, and culture. A world brimming with its own magic—a world I rarely saw. My Ghuardian, Justus, kept me under close watch. His responsibility was to protect, educate, and shelter the hell out of me.

      He took his job seriously.

      Justus schooled me, both mentally and physically. I learned what I was capable of, and he worked to sharpen my abilities. A Mage does not automatically know how to use their gifts; a significant amount of calculation goes into it.

      Two nights out of the week were spent with the sexiest game geek this side of the East Coast. That would be Simon Hunt: the man, the myth, the bane of my existence.

      Simon’s game collection was unparalleled, and it pleased him immensely that I spent countless hours getting my ass kicked. I wasn’t bitter, but in my defense—no one should have seven hotels on one property.

      When I first met Simon, he didn’t own a television, but when I started hanging around, it became our late night ritual. He loved the old creature features.

      I used to live in what I considered a big city until I moved to Cognito. Nothing compares. It’s a metropolis polluted with traffic, cluttered buildings, coffee shops, and nightlife. It’s also the capital for the supernatural. Breed live within human society; we are not hideous creatures that lurk in the shadows. We’re standing in line behind you at the grocery store checkout, eating burgers at the local diner, sitting two rows ahead in the theater, and coexisting with humans—all without your knowledge. Physically, most of us pass as an ordinary person, but if you look close enough, you’ll notice subtle differences. The eyes are often telling, but most humans ignore the strange. Even among Mage, flickers of dim light dance in the irises during an energy burst, often imperceptible to an inattentive eye.

      I crossed the living room and sat on the couch, smoothing out the wrinkles on my blouse. Simon plucked the pegs away from the game board, watching me from the corner of his eye.

      What he lacked in brawn, he more than made up for in charisma. His eyes were as sweet as candy and flustered many a woman. Simon possessed soft features and a dimple on his left cheek that wouldn’t quit. His smile was contagious—lush lips in the center that thinned out to wicked lines. He also knew how to turn the English accent on and off to his advantage. Wavy brown hair dusted his shoulders, and most of the time it never touched a brush. I suspected the real reason he kept his hair long was to cover up the tattoo at the nape of his neck. The one he never mentioned but once.

      When I first met the great Mr. Hunt, he came off as the kind of man who would be holding an electric guitar and licking a woman’s boot from heel to cuff with his pierced tongue. The usual dress code was jeans and a mangled shirt, but he also owned the most curious collection of leather. Simon’s appearance was 50% rebellion, 30% comfort, and 100% attention. He dressed smart when he wanted to. He just never wanted to.

      “What is it, love?”

      When I didn’t respond, he rose from his chair and sat beside me. The cushion sank, and I leaned against him as he curled his fingers through my long black hair.

      “Still fretting about that friend of yours?”

      He was talking about Adam. The last time we spoke was the night Adam challenged Samil, my Creator. It was a scheme they hatched up to use Adam, because of the rules the Council put in place. They all wanted Samil dead, but the death of a Mage went against the laws of the Mageri. The only way was to remove his power to the weakest challenger—a human.

      “Novis is an experienced maker,” Simon assured. “He has made many a respectable Mage. If his decision is to separate you two, then it’s with good reason. Look here. I do not want to see any long faces tonight. It’s our night, so don’t be a sourpuss.”

      Simon’s wicked fingers wiggled around my rib cage, sending out a flutter of electricity.

      “Stop it!” I snapped.

      Simon dragged me over his lap and tickled me until I fell on the floor, just shy of hitting the coffee table. A red, lacy article of clothing beneath the sofa caught my eye, and I snagged it. “What’s this?”

      He snatched the pair of panties dangling from my fingertips. “Last night’s dessert; now get up off the floor.”

      “Why? Afraid I’ll find the rest of her clothes down here? I hope she left wearing something decent.”

      “No woman leaves my apartment decent,” he said with a wink.

      “If you buy me dinner, I’ll be a happy woman.”

      “That better be a promise,” he said. “Now what say we get Twister out for later?” He stepped over me, lifting a black leather coat from the chair.

      While he shuffled into the sleeves, I noticed his dimple was on prominent display. It was an adorable feature on his otherwise scandalous face. We played almost every game, except one. Twister was out of the question with his flirty behind.

      I adored him despite his flaws. Simon was a good friend to me and always kept me in hysterics. He hadn’t laid a finger on me in a suggestive way lately, although it wasn’t without noticeable restraint. He was a man, and I ruffled his needs on occasion. We kindled a fire once, and neither was willing to strike the match again. Mistakes happen.

      “Not on your life, but if you pick up a cheesecake, I’ll endure a game of Risk.”

      His eyes brightened. “The cheesecake remains in the fridge until I dominate Europe.”

      “Whatever.”

      So easy to please.

      Risk was his weakness, and I rarely agreed to play. I couldn’t stand all that territory and global dominance shit.

      He locked the door on his way out and I grabbed my phone. I was breaking the rule about severing human ties. Justus complicated my life with rules, and while I accepted these new expectations, it was a difficult adjustment. My heart ached when I thought about the simple pleasures of my previous life. I missed the feel of southern heat on my skin, the taste of strawberry ice on my tongue from my favorite snow cone stand, and watching life pass me by at a casual pace. I missed going to the movies because Justus never went. I missed the connection I had with girlfriends—the kind you could talk to for hours about nothing. For various reasons, there weren’t as many women as men among Breed. I was also new, and it made it that much harder to make friends when I only spent time at the occasional Breed bar.

      I missed Sunny. In my human life, we shared an unbreakable friendship. Only now, I feared she would not be receptive to any of this, but my heart was telling me to try.

      Sunny had moved out of her downtown apartment, but the girl who sublet it gave me her private number. I decided to make the call at Simon’s house, where I could have a moment alone. Justus kept a tight watch on me—that man probably had the Mage laws tattooed on his ass.

      I tensed when it reached the third ring.

      “Hello, who’s calling?” she snapped. Her voice was suspicious and reserved, not at all like the affectionate girl I knew.

      My throat nearly closed. “Sunshine?”

      “Who is this? I don’t know this number. I’m hanging up.”

      “You know me.” I walked to the window and looked down at the tiny cars zooming down the street. “I’m not sure where to begin.” There was a pause as I took a deep breath. “Sunny, it’s me, Zoë.”

      “No, you are not. I know Zoë’s voice. This isn’t funny.”

      “It’s me, Sunshine. They never found my body, so you had nothing to bury except memories. I’ve changed. I don’t look like the Zoë you remember.” My eyes were betraying my stony heart. “I hate crying, please don’t hang up.”

      The skeptical voice returned, a little softened. “No one calls me Sunshine.” Silence fell between us. “If it is you, then what was the nickname I gave my brother?”

      As children, Kane once found Sunny’s diary while snooping through her room, so the nickname became a private joke. Sunny’s home life was difficult, but she was a tough cookie and more optimistic than I could ever hope to be. Kane left home years before she did. It was hard to keep a lock on him, but he remembered her on birthdays, sent her money, and dropped in to visit on occasion.

      “Snoopy.”

      Sunny wept. “But it doesn’t sound like you.”

      “I wanted to hear your voice again. I’ve been through hell, and I need a little sanity.”

      “You called the wrong girl, then.” She sniffled, attempting to laugh.

      I didn’t need to glance at a clock to know how much time had elapsed. My internal stopwatch started the second Simon walked out of the door. He never left me alone for long, flashing through empty alleys to get there quicker. Tricks he shouldn’t have been doing in public—but Simon was a rule breaker. His mind worked like one of those complicated Swiss watches with all the tiny moving parts, and I couldn’t risk him catching me.

      “Why didn’t you come see me?”

      “I live in Cognito. How soon can you get up here?”

      “How did you end up there?”

      “I can’t tell you everything over the phone; we need to talk in person. I don’t have much money, but I can wire you some for a plane ticket. Sorry I have to be so secretive, but you can’t stay with me. You’ll have to find a hotel.” My knuckles turned white as I made a nervous fist. “Are you there?”

      Her laughter broke the tension. “You live in Cognito? I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this.” She sniffed a few times, trying to clear her stuffy nose. “I never told anyone about Kane’s name except Zoë; I have to believe this is you. Yes, I’ll come. How’s the weather up there?”

      “Warmer than usual, except at night. Bring a raincoat,” I said. “By the way, how did everything turn out with Marco?”

      “Marco wasn’t the man I thought he was.” Sadness weighted down her voice. The last time we saw one another, I was shocked to discover she was in a relationship. “What happened to you… was my fault.”

      “You dropped me off at the train station, Sunshine. That’s all.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “I have to go,” I interrupted. Simon’s footsteps sounded in the hall, so I lowered my voice to a baby’s breath. “I promise I’ll call you back. Text me, but don’t call. Let me know when you book the flight. I love you, sis.” I dove for my purse and slipped the phone inside the zipper just as the door swung open.

      Simon set the plastic bags on the kitchen counter and held a container with my favorite cheesecake inside.

      “I know how much you like your sweets. For this, you’re going to give me Australia.”
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      I peered over the edge of my book, watching my Ghuardian enter the main room of our house. Justus smelled green and fresh, like a sunny morning after a spring rain. It was his favorite soap, the one with all the little green flecks in it. He lifted a heavy arm wrapped in tribal ink and leaned against the doorframe. I set my book down on the expensive leather sofa as he stalled.

      Justus was like an ice cream cone: every woman wanted a lick. It was one of his gifts as a Mage—leaking raw, sexual energy—luring women, powerless to control it. Women felt an irresistible pull to a Charmer, but for whatever reason, I was unaffected by his magic. He was already a handsome man to begin with. An angled jaw outlined his strength, and cobalt blue eyes reflected his integrity. He shaved away his dark blond hair to a coarse stubble, and he had the most powerful legs I’d ever seen on a man. Of course, it was the smug attitude that preceded his looks when he entered a room that put me off; there’s a difference between confidence and arrogance.

      I saw Justus without all that charm—as an ordinary man with flaws. He snored, lacked table manners, always thought he was right, and was about as lovable as a porcupine, avoiding physical affection. He had no problem with heavy petting at the bar, but when it came to personal relationships, he shut down. Buried beneath that tough exterior was a compassionate man. In rare moments, kind words fell from his lips. The breakthroughs were brief, and I feared his walls were too fortified for anyone to crack—even me. Simon insisted it was good for Justus to have a woman stand up to him, so I considered my combative nature… medicinal.

      “Silver, I have something to tell you.” A deep crease settled in his brow.

      After Simon dropped me off, we went about our normal routine and I hadn’t seen Justus all day. I sat up to make room for him, but he didn’t budge a muscle.

      His deep, baritone voice filled the room with just a trace of an accent I could never place. “I have business matters to attend to and will be gone for a couple of days. Simon will join me.”

      “Should I pack now?”

      Juicers—who steal energy for a high—are a threat. They frequent Breed bars in hopes of finding young Learners, like me. Flashing, borrowing light, and the ability to tell time are common gifts we all possess. Every Mage receives at least one rare gift: I am a Unique. Our light is more potent, but our talents remain an unknown among the Mageri. Rumors circulated for years that a Unique could harness lightning and increase their power over time. I was too young to be anything extraordinary, but I wondered who I might one day become.

      I discovered I could move metal objects. It began in Samil’s basement when I pulled a flask across the floor by accident. It doesn’t work on all metals, and only if a Mage recently handled it. All gifts have limitations. Justus could teach me all he knew about common gifts, but I stumbled learning how to control my new skill. Other than that, the only ability I had was that I could polish off a pint of ice cream in two minutes flat.

      “Is this about HALO?”

      His blue eyes sharpened.

      “I was in your secret room once, with Simon. I saw the red book on your desk with that word etched across the cover. It has the same symbol you put on your business cards,” I said matter-of-factly. “What is HALO? I know it has nothing to do with a holy object hovering over your head.”

      His shadow played on the wall as he threw his serious eyes to the stone floor. “HALO keeps the peace among the Breed; we share information.”

      “So that’s the big secret?”

      “It’s no secret I’m a member. If a Vampire pulled information from you—it could undo years of work. It is better that you are not privy to our secrets. We’re a select few of different races that represent the Breed. Our alliance is built upon trust, integrity, truth, and secrecy.”

      “Trust, integrity… wait a minute, your motto’s acronym is TITS?”

      A deep line etched in his brow. “You always have a comeback,” he grumbled, waving a hand.

      “You spelled it out.” I grinned, deciding I liked the joke. “Halos and tits—it sounds like a strip club.”

      “I think you need to stop.”

      “Fine, I know how important tits are to you,” I snickered. “Why is Simon going if he’s not part of your club?”

      “His services for this job were contracted, and… he owes me. We leave tonight,” he said, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “I’m not easy about leaving you here alone for that length of time, but you’re safe in my home.”

      “Our home,” I corrected.

      The house was a subterranean fortress with secret passageways, a James Bond garage, and steel doors. It had to be because of HALO. Any position with that much importance meant danger, and the location and structure of his home added a level of comfort.

      “I am explicitly ordering you not to step out of that door Do you understand me?”

      “What if the house is on fire?”

      He lowered his chin, reminding me why he earned the title of lord and master of his house.

      “What if I want some ice cream?”

      I sensed his anger percolating, so I eased off.

      “Do not disobey me, Learner.”

      I crossed my heart, and hoped not to die.
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      In a strange way, I felt naked without Justus in the house. I had grown used to him peering around corners to see what I was doing, feeling a touch of warm air on my skin when I riled him up, and the sound of his deep voice filling the wide spaces in the room. However, regaining my independence was more important than a little loneliness. For the first time as a Mage, I was leaving the house unescorted.

      Sunny left a message on my phone:

      I’ll be there Monday 4ish. Where should we meet?

      Breed bars were out of the question; I might as well slap a sign on my head inviting all juicers to form a line. We could maintain a low profile around humans, but the rules state that I must flare in a human establishment. Flaring is an intentional act, releasing energy in small increments. It alerts other Mage that you are on the property, and basically prevents you from getting your ass kicked. The books that filled our shelves dictated these rules, and I decided the risk was low. I chose a human bar.

      The problem was that I didn’t want to flare and advertise I was alone. If I tried to conceal and my energy leaked by accident, I could be discovered.

      I stretched my legs over the red chaise in my bedroom and considered my options. Restless candles flickered on the wall, and the biting chill nipped at my toes.

      I needed help.

      My finger hovered over a name that Simon gave me a week ago. The scribbled numbers were neatly tucked in the pocket of my favorite blue jeans. I found it when gathering clothes to send to the cleaners and programmed it into my new phone.

      Adam Razor. Adam appeared like a guardian angel and carried me through the darkest time in my life. He was my spiritual canteen. I didn’t know if Novis was as much of a drill sergeant as Justus when it came to his progeny, but I needed advice.

      “Bueno,” he replied.

      “Hey, Razor.”

      I could almost feel the breath on my ear as he sighed, but I waited for him to speak first. Pride is a bitch to swallow, and I was choking.

      “Why did it take you this long to pick up the phone and call?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      “You are one stubborn sonofabitch. Here I am thinking that you hate me for what happened that night with Samil. You don’t hate me, do you?”

      “Woman, I’ll bend you over my knee and throttle you for thinking something like that.”

      I tucked my legs in, picking at the fringe on the cashmere throw. It felt like we were right back where we left off, and a heavy weight lifted from my heart. “That sounds more like something Simon would say,” I said with a short laugh.

      “Hmm.”

      “Adam, how is Novis? Is he treating you well?”

      “He’s the shit, Silver. Truly. Novis has years of experience behind him. There’s so much I didn’t know.”

      “I live in a hole, Razor. One stuffed with books that don’t make any sense, a fridge that is almost empty, no television, and a Ghuardian who works out six hours a day. I don’t know a damn thing.”

      Adam laughed, and a flood of memories came back. “Has anyone ever told you that you have the mouth of a trucker?”

      “I may have a dirty mouth, but it didn’t stop you from kissing it.” When the line fell silent, I changed the topic. “Have you been presented in front of the Council, officially?”

      “Last week. We went through the ceremony with all the robes and speeches. I’m official.” He sounded proud.

      “Did Novis give you a new name?”

      The induction involved each new Mage receiving a new name by their Creator. The tradition was antiquated, but customs were important to the Mageri. I wasn’t so fortunate with the one my maker chose for me, but he could rot for all I cared.

      “I have a name.”

      “And? Don’t leave me hanging. What is it?” The silence was torture. “Are you kidding me? I’m hanging up if you don’t tell me what it is.”

      “Adam.”

      I quieted. “I’m still calling you Razor.”

      “No, you’re not.” He chuckled. “Novis doesn’t have a last name, and you know the rules.”

      I preferred to call him by his surname. Adam was too soft and personal. For fuck’s sake. Now I was going to have to call him Adam, and I knew he was eating it up.

      “Adam, I need your help.”

      “What’s wrong?” All the soft edges in his voice wore away.

      “Nothing’s wrong. I just need your advice.”

      “Shoot.”

      “And your confidence.” I let that sink in; what I really needed was his silence. “I mean it. If you want to help, then what I tell you stays between us.”

      “On my word, Silver. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I called Sunny and she’s flying in tomorrow. I can’t bring her here, so I was thinking about taking one of Justus’s cars, but knowing him, he probably memorizes the mileage on them and⁠—”

      “What time?”

      “Her plane comes in around four.”

      “No, what time do you need me to be there?”

      “That’s not what I’m asking. I only called because you’re the man with the plan; you have ideas, and I need help.”

      “I can go in public without my Ghuardian.”

      “Come again?”

      I stood up and paced the room. I kicked a dirty sock under the bed and took a cleansing breath.

      “Novis is very old, Silver. The light he gave me is strong, and he has no problems with my ability to take care of myself.”

      “How old is he?”

      “Ancient. Look, I’ll come along and you won’t have to worry. It’s too dangerous to be out alone and we all know you’re a pocketful of trouble.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I’m bringing a friend along, remember Knox? He’s in town for a little while, so we can all hang out.”

      “What’s Knox doing here? That’s not exactly severing human ties,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “If you don’t give me a time, I’m coming over right now and we’re having a slumber party.”
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      The next afternoon, I stared at the front door for an hour. From my vantage point on the floor, I saw the house in a new light: cobwebs garnished the corners of the wall spattered with mud, shadows moved like dark soldiers, and there was a tiny green candy in the groove of the stone floor. Everything received a thorough inspection because of a deep-seated paranoia that Justus had rigged a trap so he could tell if I left the house. I paced the edges, crawled on my knees searching for string, hair, dental floss, or anything that could serve as a tripwire. I also planned to take a bottle of lemon scented cleaner to that floor later that night.

      A knock pounded against the door and I shrieked, springing to my feet.

      Someone laughed. “Silver?”

      I lifted the latch to the heavy door and pulled it open. “Adam, you scared me to death. Why didn’t you flare?”

      He gave a wolfish smile, and I knew it was because I called him by name.

      “What happened to your hair?” Someone gave him a bad haircut, and he brushed his fingers through the wavy brown locks. He tried to keep it long on top, but a little too much came off the sides.

      “Yeah,” he said, scratching at the whiskers on his cheek. “Maybe I better keep my day job.”

      I looked over his all black attire, as it went against the grain of Adam, who preferred jeans.

      I peeked around his shoulder.

      “Knox is up top. I don’t think he liked the looks of that ladder.”

      “I don’t think the ladder liked the looks of him, either.” I smirked and folded my arms.

      “Where’s my hug, baby doll?”

      I gave him one of those awkward hugs where I cradled my arms against my chest. Since when was I his baby doll?

      Adam grabbed my wrists and hooked them over his shoulders. “Better,” he said.

      I wrinkled my nose and sniffed his collar. “Are you wearing cologne?” I pulled at the fabric and looked at his neck.

      “What are you up to?” he asked. “Because if you’re trying to take my clothes off then I should warn you, I’m wearing a thong.”

      “Oh, shut up. I’m just curious where your mark is.”

      Each Mage carries the mark of their Creator; mine just happened to land on my ass cheek as a promise of future embarrassment.

      “Wouldn’t you love to know?” he said with a lift of his brow.

      “You’ve seen mine, remember? Doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Maybe someday if you ask me nicely,” he said, keeping his arms locked around my waist. My nose drew in his scent, and a flood of memories came back.

      “Thanks for coming. I wasn’t sure if I could do this alone.”

      “Are you sure you trust Sunny?”

      I fell out of his arms and he backed into the hall.

      “As much as you trust Knox.”

      I looked at the threshold with concern and my gut knotted. Was it worth the risk to ruin the trust I shared with my Ghuardian?

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I promised Justus I wouldn’t step outside the front door,” I said, shuffling a foot across the floor. “It’s not as easy as I thought it would be. My conscience is a pitchfork prodding me in the rear.”

      Adam bent forward, grabbed me around the hips, and threw me over his shoulder. “What are you doing?” I gasped.

      “You can’t get in trouble for being kidnapped, can you?”

      I hung upside down and stared at his rear. It was a nice view, but it faded in the dark tunnel when the door closed behind us.

      “No, but you can,” I said, arms swinging like pendulums.

      When we reached the ladder, my stomach lurched as he whirled me back on my feet.

      I looked up and saw Knox looming over the open hatch like Mount Olympus. He served with Adam in the Special Forces—the kind that no one knew existed and Adam never detailed. It explained a lot about Adam’s personality that never clicked for me. Sometimes I saw another side to him that made me wonder about the life he used to live. He worked hard to take care of his sister, and despite dropping out of school, he later obtained a diploma. Adam was loyal and capable, a dangerous mix for someone who lost his twin to murder.

      Knox took hold of my arms and lifted me to my feet.

      “Hey, dollface.”

      “It’s good to see you, Knox.”

      Adam shot up out of the tunnel and gave his friend a scornful glance. “Her name is Silver, so you can cut the dollface shit.”

      “I’ll call her whatever the fuck I want to, Razor. I’m not a Mage. Your rules, not mine, brother.”

      I looked at Adam. “He knows?”

      “He can be trusted. Are you positive you want to tell your friend? Remember, there are consequences if a human breaks our trust.”

      “If she believes who I am, then she’ll have to know what I am.”

      Adam nodded in agreement.

      Knox pulled a dark knit cap over his eyes. “Let’s roll.”
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        * * *

      

      The human bar was a smoky, forgettable joint, full of regulars. We stole a table in the back and ordered a few beers. I picked up that Knox and Adam were sharing information based on enigmatic glances and abbreviated remarks. I pressed, but they refused to answer my questions.

      “Are you dating anyone, Knox?” Adam kicked my leg, and I gave him a “What the hell was that about?” glare.

      Knox held his beer between two fingers and pointed at Adam. “I have a bone to pick with you, brother.”

      Lifting his hands defensively, Adam laughed. “It’s not my fault she likes to stir it up. I didn’t tell her a thing about your situation—or lack of it.”

      Knox tilted the bottle to his lips like a weapon and cursed with his eyes.

      The waitress appeared with fresh beers and a hungry smile. Knox’s eyes slid up her body like a rocket on a launch pad as he admired her long legs. The direction of her stare was obvious as it fell across his thin shirt that hugged him like a long-lost lover. His chest was broad and heavy. Knox was an intimidating man who was rough around the edges. He licked his tight lips and flattened his shoulders against the back of his seat.

      A flush of color rose in her cheeks, and she played coy—twirling a silver chain around her neck. She wasn’t a young demure thing, either. “Sure you don’t want something with a little more bite?”

      His teeth scraped along his lower lip as they stared at each other. I nudged Adam, but when I turned to look, he was too busy soaking me in with his eyes.

      “Stop staring at me,” I warned, stripping the label away from the bottle. “You have a television at home, go watch that.”

      “Where are my manners?”

      “Funny, I’ve been wondering that since we met.”

      The waitress with small cherry earrings strolled off, passing by the front door where a young woman stepped in, shaking rain from her wet hands.

      “That’s her,” I whispered. “That’s Sunny.” My stomach twisted into a pretzel as the music switched songs.

      Both men leaned around for a look.

      Soft light accentuated the curve of her back as she stood on her tiptoes, searching the length of the room. Sunny dressed for the weather in a snug, ashen sweater dress, wide belt, black leggings, and a scarf wrapped over her head. I forgot how much I envied her curves; she could have been a model except she lacked the pissed off, vacant look in her expression. She had a cute button nose and her apple cheeks pushed up those bright blue eyes whenever she smiled. Tonight, she wasn’t smiling.

      Her blond hair spilled out in short waves when the scarf pulled free, and the bracelets on her wrist clinked together.

      My hands were shaking. “She won’t recognize me.”

      “Call her over,” Adam suggested, and nudged me with his elbow.

      “Sunny!” I stood up to make myself more visible. She looked me over with a blank expression.

      “It’s me, Zoë.”

      I put myself in her shoes, and I knew she wanted to bolt. “Please, sit with us for a few minutes. I know it’s a lot to take in.”

      “I don’t know you.” She clutched a small, black purse and raked me over with her eyes. “This was a mistake.”

      I did the only thing I could think of. “It’s me, Sunshine.” I reached out and shocked her arm. I always had an unexplainable talent at summoning static electricity. She bounced back, and I saw something that wasn’t there before—recognition.

      “Don’t let this be a cruel joke. Please be you.”

      “I promise it’s me. You’ve come this far, and that’s more than I expected. Will you sit down and have a beer with us?” I grabbed her hand, and we walked to the table.

      “I’d like you to meet my best friend⁠—”

      Knox stood up so fast the table lifted off the ground. An empty beer bottle sailed into Adam’s lap, and he caught the remaining bottles before it turned into a fiasco. Knox pulled off his cap, releasing a mess of black hair that covered the tips of his ears. He wrung the hat between his hands and looked down at her shoes. The man was nothing but muscle and mouth, yet there was something so lovely in the way he looked at Sunny.

      I smiled—couldn’t help it. “This is Knox.”

      He started to reach for her hand, but when she only nodded at him, he stuffed his hat in his back pocket and raked his fingers through his hair.

      “Hi, Sunny. I’m Adam. It’s good to finally put a face to a name.” He waved a polite hello from his seat. “Silver speaks of you often.”

      When I sat beside Adam, Knox moved over and gave Sunny every inch of space the seat would allow. He looked scared of her.

      “Who is Silver?” she asked.

      “That’s me, I’m Silver.” I nodded towards the vacant spot. “If you sit down, I’ll spill the beans.”

      Sunny was apprehensive, but set her clutch on the table and folded her hands. Adam dabbed his wet pants with a red cloth napkin, while Knox looked like a molding adhered to the wall.

      I detailed the events of the night I disappeared, and everything that transpired since, in thirty minutes. What threw her for a loop was the one detail I had no explanation for—my physical transformation. It was difficult to accept, and I hoped that someday I would find out the truth. I was a girl who came from a world of explanations, and now I was living in one that lacked them. Sunny knew me as a red-haired girl, a little shorter than her, and pale with pink undertones. Now, my raven colored hair swept past broad shoulders, and green eyes glinted against my warm complexion. I was taller—just by an inch or so—and even my voice was brighter.

      The shiny, red cherry swirled in her drink as she digested the information. Sunny always had beautifully manicured nails, and tonight they were a plum color.

      I stared in annoyance at Knox who was flipping his silver lighter open and closed.

      Click. Click. Click.

      Adam’s finger traced invisible circles on a glass of ale, and a dribble of water splashed on the wooden table. “Knox, let’s go out for a smoke and leave these ladies to talk.” Adam didn’t smoke, but he was playing good guy.

      Knox snapped the lighter shut and twirled it on the table. He lifted the pack of cigarettes tucked in his pocket and waited for Sunny to let him out.

      They stepped out of the door and moved beneath the awning just outside the window. A shadowy glow illuminated the side of Knox’s face from the flame, and he blew out a plume of smoke, tucking the lighter in his back pocket. They turned their backs to us and a cab drove by, splashing water on their feet.

      Sunny cleared her throat. “So you’re telling me you’re a sorcerer?”

      If only. “I’m not able to cast spells or brew a love potion, if that’s what you’re asking. I can’t work magic, but there is magic in what we can do. I never gave much thought to the idea that some things—beyond explanation—are magic. It’s hard to believe the world isn’t what we thought it was.”

      “Prove it.”

      I leaned forward. “I could be arrested by the Mageri for public display of power. Laws must be followed.” God, I was starting to sound like Justus.

      She looked into my eyes searching for evidence, searching for truth—searching for her old friend. “They never found your body and I… I hoped it wasn’t true.”

      I rubbed my fingertip over a dark stain on the table. “Why did you have the funeral so quickly? I was still missing, and then I turn the page and there I am… in the obituaries.”

      She rolled her eyes, giving a clear indication she had nothing to do with it. “You know how I feel about your mother so I’m just going to say it: that woman couldn’t wait to bury you. She just wanted to move on and not have to deal with it anymore. The photo they took was blurry and didn’t even show your face. I guess that’s all they needed. I think one of the guys who drove the ambulance got fired.”

      “How did they find me? I was nowhere near the road.”

      Sunny shrugged. “If he made you into a Mage, why did he leave you?”

      “I don’t know. Bringing me close to death, if not killing me, was somehow part of his process. I think he took it too far with me and thought I really died—that he failed. Maybe he planned it so there would be no loose ends to tie up, and he could pick me up at the morgue like a pair of slacks at the dry cleaners. Samil never saw my transition, but somehow he sensed I was alive. He followed me a couple of times, but flashed out of sight before I ever saw him. I don’t think he was sure it was me, and I thought I was just getting paranoid. I was in denial, wanting to go on living a normal life. Can you blame me? I was scared,” I said, running my finger around a bottle of stout beer. “Everything changed when I met Justus. I can’t trust anything Samil said to me. Now he’s dead, and I may never know all the facts about why he really did this. It doesn’t matter anymore; what’s done is done.”

      “What woke you up?”

      “I couldn’t breathe,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not sure if I was dead the whole time. I just know what he did to me.”

      Whatever magic Samil possessed with the gift of creation was dark magic. If he could create a Mage upon their death, or even after, it spoke volumes to that power.

      “This isn’t how a Mage is created. That part of my life is behind me, and I’m only telling you because I want you to know. It’s a sore subject, and I don’t like talking about it.”

      “What have you been doing all these months?”

      “Learning who I am, I guess. Do I miss my old life of paper jams at the office? Not really, but I plan to get another job. I’m not sure what I’m qualified to do for the Mageri, but there’s got to be something out there for me, and I intend to find out what it is.”

      “I’m still not sure if I can believe this,” she muttered.

      “Sunny, I know a million stories about you. It may never be enough. I just want to sit and talk for a little bit.” I tore the label off the bottle and let a minute pass by. “How’s my mom doing?”

      She snorted and swallowed half her drink. “Bat crazy. She won’t talk to me anymore. She’s found Jesus.”

      “Really? Where was he hiding?” We laughed together, and she ruffled her fingers through her hair. “At least she found somebody. It really tore me up wondering how you two were coping. Did she take Max?”

      “You mean that devil cat of yours? Yes, reluctantly your mother took him. I think she felt guilty.”

      “He isn’t the devil, just a little possessed.”

      “And in need of an exorcism.”

      I coughed when a trail of smoke stung my eyes from the long fingers of an elderly man lingering by the table. Sunny fanned the air with her hand, giving me a look of disgust for my choice of location. She preferred upscale and fun to mediocre and glum.

      “I wanted to believe you were alive because some weird stuff happened.”

      “What weird stuff?”

      “It’s my fault.” She submersed an ice cube in her glass with the tip of her finger.

      A rowdy group of men entered the room and one of them slammed his hands on the bar. “Three beers!” he called out.

      “There’s no way you could have known that was going to happen to me. Don’t even think about blaming yourself.”

      Her fingers wound through a curl of hair as guilt flooded her eyes. “Marco led me to believe he was the one. What a joke. Marco only wanted to know about you.”

      “What?” I asked in disbelief. I met the guy once.

      “Marco was involved, Zoë—uh, Silver. I can’t get used to that name.”

      “It’s fine. You’re human, so you can call me whatever you want.”

      “I went to see him that night after I dropped you off. He discarded me like some floozy. I thought it was because he was messing around, so we argued. When the phone rang, he answered it and went ballistic, yelling in Italian. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the conversation. We haven’t seen each other since that night.”

      “Is that why you came up here, because you think this is somehow your doing?”

      “Maybe it’s why I can believe all of this. Marco scared me, and I moved because of him. I loved that little apartment and hated myself for getting involved with him. None of it mattered. You were gone and my life was a mess.”

      “What are you not telling me?”

      “Well,” she began, “we never fought like that before. Most of our quarrels were minor, and we always kissed and made up. I never saw that side of him, and I⁠—”

      Two fists—one sporting a ring shaped like a knuckle-duster—planted on the table. We raised our attention to a man with a shaved head, dripping from the rain. Deep lines carved across both of his cheeks, and his eyes were small and sunken in. They were also all over Sunny. A foul stench of cheap cologne burned my nose, and I angled away from him.

      “You ladies want some company?” Drops of rainwater rolled down his head and splashed across my hand.

      Sunny didn’t even look up because she knew how to handle men. “Scram. You’re leaking all over our table.”

      “Yeah, it’s crying like a bitch out there. Me and my boys would like to buy you girls a beer.”

      His fists remained on the table as if he were claiming his territory. The music switched to an old rock song, and Sunny buffed a nail on her sleeve.

      “As you can see,” she said, “we already have a drink. Try the next table.”

      He dropped his ass in the seat next to her as his two companions moved in closer. One covered in tattoos looked like he used a knife to shave his head, while the second guy was bigger, wearing a baseball hat and sweatshirt.

      I was a woman with little patience, and these were men with little brains. “These seats are taken.”

      “Well honey, they look pretty free to me.” He lifted his chin. “The more the merrier. I’m Sean, that’s John, and Matty’s the one with the beer gut. Have a seat, boys.”

      I moved to get up when Matty muscled his way in the booth, boxing me against the wall.

      Sunny reached for her clutch. “I’ve got pepper spray, so if you don’t beat it I’m going to⁠—”

      Sean snatched the purse and tossed it to John who held it over his head.

      “Let’s be friendly. Didn’t your mother teach you to be polite?” Sean asked.

      “Give me back my purse.” She stood up and reached over Sean, trying to grab it. Little did she notice that Sean was getting a private tour of her assets.

      “Feisty one. I’d ask you to sit, but you’re giving me a lovely view, princess.” He curled his octopus hand around her waist and howled, “Always wanted a hellcat!”

      I leaned in and grabbed his wrist, prying it away. “Let go of her!”

      Matty’s fingers hooked in my jeans and yanked me back in my seat. I snapped my arm back, hitting him in the chest with my elbow and he wheezed, grabbing his sternum.

      There were pros and cons to being a Mage. The pro was that I could move and heal fast. The con? Well, that meant I couldn’t do any of these things around humans. Justus never taught me how to fight someone in a restaurant booth, either.

      “Give it to me!” she demanded.

      “You hear that, John? She wants you to give it to her,” he chuckled.

      Sunny may have been saucy with a lot of bite, but she fought like a girl, slapping him with the flat of her hands as he laughed.

      “Let go of me or I’m going to call the cops right now. Get your hands… off of me!” A few heads in the bar turned, but no one wanted to get involved.

      Almost no one.

      “You heard the lady,” a deep, gravelly voice barked.

      Sunny paused from her struggle, looking up with desperate eyes.

      Knox had John in a headlock and looked as immovable as a statue. I didn’t even see him coming, but he moved in quick and took control. He aimed his eyes at Sean like a firing squad, watching the hands that clutched her hips. Water streamed down his face from the rain outside, and his shoulders were speckled with it.

      “Remove your hands and I’ll let you keep them.”

      “This is none of your business,” Sean replied.

      “Walk out of here,” Knox warned, “because I only give one warning and you’re two seconds away from getting chin-checked.”

      Knox wasn’t looking for a physical confrontation. Knox was the physical confrontation. His skin stretched taut over hard muscle; a chisel couldn’t have broken through him.

      Adam yanked Matty out of the booth, pinning an arm high on his back as he flung him across the room. I managed to kick him in the rear with my heel, feeling a little embarrassed. It’s not that I minded a little chivalry, but I knew I could have handled the situation better, and I failed.

      Sean sized up the competition and threw out his hands in surrender. “We’re not looking for any trouble. We’re just having a little fun with these girls.”

      “I like fun,” Knox agreed, squeezing John’s neck between his arms until his face turned a frightening shade of purple. He signaled Adam with his eyes, as if they had their own language. Adam turned his back to watch Matty.

      “In fact, why don’t you join me outside for some fun?” Knox suggested.

      Sean weighed his chances with Knox, which were slim to none on a good day. When he stood up, Knox took hold of the back of his neck and shoved him across the room. It wasn’t every day I saw a group of guys having a standoff, so it was interesting to see all the chest beating and tail tucking.

      Knox directed his focus on John, who was still wedged between his arms. His lips peeled back, and he leaned in close.

      “You should give the lady back her purse. That would be the right thing to do. Ask me why I hope you don’t.” John’s fingers wrapped around the bicep constricting his air. “Because I want nothing more than to get Medieval on your ass.”

      He emphasized his threat with a hard squeeze. John cursed and threw Sunny’s clutch. It skidded across the table, knocking over an empty beer bottle. Knox shoved the sorry bastard to the floor, waiting for him to fight back.

      He didn’t.

      The music switched to a slow song, and the men angrily left as everyone went back to their drink.

      “Some real gentlemen you got in this city,” Sunny fussed. She ran her fingers over her dress and blew out a breath. I lifted a napkin crumpled in the corner, wiping the table down when Sunny looked up at Knox.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean you.” She tried to get out of the booth to let him sit down when he touched her shoulder, and pulled away immediately.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      When she shook her head, a curl sprang out of place and bobbed in front of her nose. She blew out a hard breath and pouted, tucking the hair behind an ear. Sunny was more emotional than I was, and it looked like she was hovering on the edge of tears. Knox snapped his head towards the door, easing around, when Adam pushed a hand against his chest.

      “Cool it. This isn’t the time.”

      Knox tightened his jaw and looked at Sunny. “Slide in. I’m taking the end.”

      Her eyes rose to meet his and the moment they did, his ears turned red. Cherry red. He cleared his throat, pulled the cap from his back pocket, and yanked it over his wet hair. Did she even notice how he looked at her? The man blushed like a furnace. Knox sat on the edge, facing away from us like a loaded shotgun ready to fire.

      “Reminds me of that time we went to Shreveport,” I said.

      Sunny slapped her hand on the table and her voice went up a pitch. “I always said you were a magnet for trouble.”

      “That was not my fault.”

      “The drink went all over the table.” She laughed. Inside jokes were always the best. “Maybe if you quit picking at the labels on your bottle, you might not be tipping drinks all over the place.”

      “He could have been a sport about it.”

      Her plucked brows arched. “With that mouth of yours?”

      Sunny got past her doubts and there we were, a couple of girlfriends laughing over drinks. We spent the next several hours talking over cheese pizza. The men occasionally joined in, but it was all about us. We had a lot of catching up to do.

      “I need to get this one back,” Adam announced, stretching out his legs as he stood up.

      He was right. I couldn’t risk staying out too late. If Justus came home early, I could expect a tongue-lashing.

      “Will I see you tomorrow?” Sunny asked.

      Adam frowned, rubbing his chin. “I can only afford a few hours out, but if you ladies want to do this again, we’ll come. Knox, you don’t mind driving again, do you?” Adam smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t fit everyone on my bike.”

      “Maybe you need to sell that piece of shit,” he said.

      I hugged Sunny tight and her perfume swirled around me.

      “Thank you for believing me, for coming all this way. I’ll call you tonight, okay? We’ll talk.”

      She squeezed back hard. “I missed you.” I could sense her tears closing in.

      Adam and Knox did as men do when women turn on the waterworks—look confused and back away. When we reached the door, I glanced over my shoulder and saw her sit back down.

      “Hey, where are you staying?” I yelled out. “We’ll drive you.”

      “It’s just a short walk up the road, so don’t worry. You always ditch me before I finish my drink,” she said, waving a hand. “I’ll keep my phone on.”

      I pulled the strap of my purse over my shoulder.

      “What’s up?”

      I turned my head, but Adam was talking to Knox who fell back a pace.

      Knox reached in his pocket and tossed Adam the keys. “Take the Jeep. I’ll meet you back at the house. I got some cash I need to spend.”

      Adam scratched the back of his neck. “With her?”

      “Oh, you must have me mixed up with Casa-fucking-nova. Brother, I need a drink, so fucking deal.”

      Knox lifted a heavy hand and tapped beneath my chin with a finger. “See ya, dollface.”

      I leaned forward, whispering so he could hear. “Watch over my friend.”
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