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      The Mageri Series: Book 4

      

      When a choice is made, it will forever alter the course of our destiny. It cannot be undone, for fate is a river changing direction and carving away the bed of our hearts like everlasting fractures.

      A turbulent past has left Silver a broken woman, but she is learning to trust again through Logan Cross, a Chitah who has convinced her that a dangerous man can change. Their bond will be put to the ultimate test when an old nemesis reappears and flips her world upside down. Will Logan be able to tame the animal within, or will he succumb to his impulsive nature?

      The ongoing investigation into Breed experiments unveils a shocking secret about Silver's past. Standing at a fork in the road, Silver is forced to make a decision. Each comes with a consequence, and there is no turning back.
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      “I can’t believe I’m letting you do this,” I said as Logan’s hands cradled the back of my head and pushed it down.

      “Hush, Little Raven. I’m an experienced male who knows what he’s doing. Stay still and you won’t get hurt.”

      “How long is it?”

      He chuckled darkly. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that size doesn’t matter?”

      My chin pressed tightly against my chest as I listened to the snip snip sounds from the scissors behind me. Sadly, I’d been neglecting my hair over the course of the past year since my transformation as a Mage. Christian, my guard, had accused me of growing a new breed of cat on my head. He said if I didn’t do something about it, he was going to put it down. Justus would have footed the bill for a hairdresser, but frivolous things had remained low on my priority list.

      After I’d made a remark about it, Logan had taken my hand and led me into the bathroom. He offered to cut it, and I thought he was kidding until he lifted a pair of scissors from the drawer.

      The last lock of hair fell on top of my foot. I stared in dread at the pile of black hair on the floor. The towel snapped away and Logan gave it a hard shake.

      I lifted my eyes like one of those sad puppies at the pound, and Logan held a fist in front of his mouth, suppressing a smile.

      Logan wasn’t built like most men. His tall, V-shaped physique and sinewy muscle tone proved it. Not large muscles, just defined. Although it did seem like since I’d met him, he’d filled in a little more. Broad shoulders, a confident gaze, and a unique face—masculine and predatory all at once. Especially with his deep-set eyes framed by a prominent brow. Yet when he smiled, it was nothing less than spectacular and I melted like butter in the hot sun.

      His golden eyes lavished me with affection. The same savage eyes that could make the toughest man tremble in terror. Logan’s fierce expression contrasted with his polite mannerisms. Those characteristics are what had made me fear him when we first met. A Chitah ran on instinct, and I could never underestimate for a moment how dangerous he was.

      “Someday I’d like to see you with short hair,” he said, tugging at the ends that fell just below my shoulders.

      I turned to look in the mirror, unable to erase my smile as I shook my glossy black hair. Logan had given me an angled cut with layers that suited my oval-shaped face.

      “I think not,” I murmured, brushing the tiny hairs from my arms. “Short hair isn’t for me.”

      He watched my reflection in the mirror from behind, leaning in close to pull in my scent. I shuddered and spun around, pushing myself up on the sink. “How did you learn to cut hair like that?”

      Logan stepped forward and set the scissors down. “In a family of males who are not mated and don’t visit the barber?” He chuckled softly. “It’s a role I took on for lack of options.”

      “Why not one of your brothers?”

      “After Levi shaved our heads many years ago, we decided not to rotate the responsibility.”

      I softly stroked his jaw and wondered if Logan had done this for his mate long ago. He leaned into my touch as he often did when I initiated physical affection.

      “You should quit your day job and cut hair. Sure beats a killer for hire.”

      Logan eased between my legs, sensually running his hands up and down my thighs. He smelled like a thunderstorm when he nuzzled my cheek, and I loved the smooth feel of his freshly shaven jaw. My hand caressed the nape of his neck, exploring all the soft spots. When I stroked his Adam’s apple with my thumb, it stimulated an immediate reaction.

      He began to purr.

      Damn, I loved it when that man purred. It was intense and deep, like distant thunder or a well-tuned motor. That primal, seductive sound gave me goose bumps and made me want to curl up against him.

      I reached around and stroked his long blond hair, tied at the nape of his neck.

      “Speaking of haircuts,” I said, giving it a tug. “This is getting a little long, isn’t it?”

      “Oh no,” he said defensively, and stepped back. When Logan folded his arms, he meant business. “That stays.”

      Logan’s beautiful golden hair rivaled the length of my own. If it were a little bit longer, he’d be able to wear it in a braid.

      “Care to explain? Who are you? Samson?”

      Logan shrugged lightly, and his arms fell to his sides. Chitahs were notorious for their piercing gaze, but I no longer felt afraid when I looked into his eyes. All I felt was a desire for him to say sweet words and make me blush. And he could still do that—turn butterflies into pterodactyls within my stomach. Within the black rims of his eyes that encircled the bright amber hue, I saw a man with a secret.

      “Not a good enough answer, Logan. You promised we wouldn’t keep anything from each other.”

      He traced his long finger across my bare knee and looked down thoughtfully. “It’s part of the courting.”

      My head jerked back. “Huh? You never told me this.”

      He blinked slowly and lifted his eyes to mine. Logan’s demeanor altered, and he spoke with honor and a hint of bashfulness—something I rarely saw in him.

      “When courting a kindred spirit, Silver, the male does not cut his hair. To cut his hair is to cut his chances. Once the female accepts him as her mate, only then should it be trimmed.”

      “Is that symbolic, or do you believe it’s true?”

      “Do you think I want to find out?” His brows angled over his serious eyes.

      “If this goes on for years, you’re going to look like…” I tapped my finger against my chin, trying to remember that fairytale.

      “Rapunzel?”

      “Yeah, that’s it. Or maybe the Winkle guy.” I bit my bottom lip as Logan put his hands on the counter on either side of me and bumped his nose against mine playfully. I ran my fingers through his hair while he whispered something unintelligible against my neck.

      “If you ever get locked up, Logan, just throw down your tresses and I’ll save you.”

      He twirled a lock of my dark hair between his fingers, bringing the soft tendril to his nose as he drew in a deep breath.

      “Do I still smell like lemon cake?” I asked. My fingers wandered along the tight muscles on his arms, sliding underneath the sleeves of his light grey T-shirt.

      He suddenly crouched low and ran his nose along the length of my body—close and inviting. God, I loved it when he did that.

      Smelled me.

      What a strange thing to love about a man. The gesture felt erotic and the tiny hairs on my arms would stand up. With each inhale, his soft purr rumbled and I pulled his face close to mine, planting a soft kiss on his warm cheek. He caged me with arms that had once climbed a thirty-foot tree with blinding speed to rescue me—his agile body leaping from branch to branch as he held me tightly to him.

      “Put your mouth on mine, Little Raven. I’m ready for a taste of lemon cake,” he said in a deep and tumbling voice.

      “Maybe I’m not so sweet,” I whispered, wetting my lower lip with a sweep of my tongue.

      Logan’s eyes followed every movement, and he licked his lips in response. “I want your mouth… on my mouth. Do it, or I’ll have to find something else to kiss.”

      His gaze wandered down the length of my body to where his hands were stroking my hips. A five-alarm fire heated up my cheeks and he burst out laughing, leaning in to give me a smoldering kiss. I nibbled his lip defiantly, and he moaned as if he were sampling something delicious.

      “Do you have more information on the labs?” he asked, switching gears.

      The secret labs conducting experiments, attempting to create a mutant Breed. My Creator, Samil, had been involved. After his death, we searched his home and uncovered a list of names of children born from Breed experiments, including mine. Simon had done a little research and found that some of those children were still alive, but had been adopted out to humans when the scientists discovered nothing unique about them.

      Samil, on the other hand, saw potential.

      We were uncertain how many people were involved and what advances in science had occurred in the years since my conception. What if there had been a genetic leap with those human children as they aged?

      “Simon’s tracking down Grady, the man who seduced my mother into this whole thing,” I said with irritation. “He might know if the experiments are still going on. Then again, he might not.”

      “You still refer to her as your mother.”

      I sighed and wiped a few stray hairs off the sink. “I know; it’s a habit. Maybe she was afraid of Grady finding her someday, but she could have loved me. She could have tried.”

      He brushed his knuckles along my cheek and lifted the anguished scent from my emotions. “Sometimes love comes from those we least expect.”

      I played with the ends of his T-shirt, thinking how right he was.

      “HALO is working on a special case by request of the Mageri, so Justus hasn’t had the time to pursue this any further. I’m meeting with Novis later tonight. Maybe he has some good news.” I rested my head against his chest.

      “As much as I’d love to ravage my beautiful Little Raven, I must go. Leo is waiting for me at the Red Door, and I suspect it’s more than just a social visit.” He kissed the top of my head.

      I looked up and smiled. “Come here, Rapunzel, and give me a kiss that counts.”

      “All my kisses count,” he said in heavy words, watching my lips.

      Very slowly, I locked my legs around his thighs and a low vibration emanated from deep within his chest. Logan’s tongue glided across my lips as he curved his hand around the nape of my neck, massaging ever so slightly.

      He kissed me slow and hard. I caramelized in his arms, sweetening to his taste as he consumed me.

      It counted.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, this is an interesting change of scenery,” I remarked, admiring the fifties décor within the diner where Novis chose to have our meeting.

      A silver border trimmed the edge of our cherry-red table. Two juicy burgers rested on our plates, buns smothered in sesame seeds and exploding with pickles. Instead of fries, we opted for homemade onion rings. Novis insisted on old-fashioned milkshakes with real ice cream served in tall glasses, guaranteed to make my throat freeze. I removed the cherry and placed it on a napkin. Novis reached over and dropped it into his glass, pushing it down to the bottom with his red straw. The building looked like an oversized trailer from the outside, and the cook wore a large, greasy smock and a huge smile on his face. He was stout and round and looked like he enjoyed a good cigar. Rumor had it he made the best burgers in town.

      “You changed your hair,” Novis said politely. “It’s quite lovely.”

      I touched it and smiled generously. “You noticed.”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my extended lifetime, Silver, it’s that you should always notice a woman’s hair and compliment her when it changes.”

      “Now I’m not so sure if you really like my hair or if you’re just trying to be polite,” I said, eyeing him skeptically.

      Novis laughed and his shoulders lifted in rhythm. He took a hungry bite out of his cheeseburger and a pickle fell on the plate.

      With a mouthful of food, he said, “The office gets stuffy. I like to get out and brush shoulders with civilization once in a while.” An onion slipped out and he frowned, deciding how to assemble his burger again. “Things change but stay the same. This hamburger doesn’t taste like the one I had in 1950, and it sure doesn’t taste like the one that I had in 1922.”

      “Better, or worse?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Different.”

      “We should do this more often.”

      The vanilla milkshake was killer, and I savored several long sips. I started to dip my onion ring in ketchup, but dunked it into the shake instead. After a bite, I decided it wasn’t good, so I stuck with the ketchup. Sometimes odd combinations worked together, so I always kept an open mind. Novis watched observantly and dipped one in his chocolate shake. Then he tried it with mine to compare.

      “I should have gotten vanilla,” he remarked.

      “I guess no one ever told you about double-dipping.” I glanced out the window at the street. “Look at the snow coming down,” I said in awe. “I’ve never seen this much snow before. Justus said last winter was a mild one for Cognito. I can’t believe it’s come so early! Everything looks so… clean. And bright! Look how the lamps illuminate the street.” I tapped my finger on the glass.

      Novis stared, but not out the window.

      “What?”

      He gave a sideways smile. “Sometimes I forget. It’s nice to be reminded of the simple things. I’ve seen a million snowfalls, and when you’re as old as I am, the newness wears off. Seeing life through a Learner’s eyes is as close as I’ll come to recapturing that feeling of youth, but few are as enthusiastic as you. Now I know why humans choose to have children.”

      Which was an odd statement. Novis revealed he once had a family. Did men in those times only have children to pass on their names and assets? Perhaps children were a necessity for labor. Some subjects are too personal to broach over cheap burgers.

      Novis shook out of his blue jacket. His face was fresh and young with piercing blue eyes framed by dark, angled brows. He had a strong nose like a Greek sculpture, and his face wore chiseled characteristics that had been filtered out of the generations over time. I once asked him how old he was and he said he couldn’t remember. Maybe after a thousand years, he stopped counting.

      “We found Grady,” he announced, combing his fingers through his spiked black hair.

      My onion ring went down the wrong pipe and I began coughing. Novis stepped out of his seat and slapped me on the back. Based on his technique, I had doubts he’d ever taken a CPR class. As if I could die from an onion ring. Nevertheless, I gasped for oxygen and washed it down with a few long sips of my milkshake.

      “What? You found who?”

      Novis slid back in his red vinyl seat. “Grady was the only name we were given, so we checked the Mageri records and found three candidates.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “Simon and yours truly, as I am the record keeper. One has been deceased for two hundred years, and the second is of African descent. That left us with the third, and he fits the profile of the man who handed your mother over to the lab that created you.”

      Well, that was one way to put it.

      Created.

      Not conceived the way normal people were. Yep, that’s me: mutant extraordinaire. “Where does he live? Was he taken into custody? Did he admit anything? Where did you find him?”

      “Whoa, that’s a lot of questions, Silver,” he said, holding up his right hand. “Allow me to savor my meal before you begin the Spanish Inquisition.” He slowly chomped on a pickle and wiped his fingers on a paper napkin. “Grady resides on the East Coast. We haven’t questioned him yet.”

      “He could have gone anywhere in the world, but he’s here in America?”

      Novis sniffed out a short laugh. “In the days of the early settlers, we stuck together because it was a dangerous time with humans. Over the centuries, society became more… civilized. We began spreading out and establishing territories. A Mage who no longer desires to maintain property will sell it directly to the Mageri, who pays more than the market price, to say the least. Life is long, so it’s better to secure a number of homes. Eventually, everyone migrates back here. It’s attractive,” he said, waving a hand as if stating the obvious. “Despite our differences, we naturally congregate where our numbers are higher. The cities along the coastline have maintained steady numbers, but many who refuse to follow the laws of their elders have tried to create settlements in less Breed-populated cities. Territorial disputes still occur, especially among Shifters who have just been able to acquire land in the past century or so.”

      “Okay, thanks for the history lesson. What about Grady?” I sat on my hands, ignoring the food on the table.

      “The point I was making is that while we have the world to travel, you can’t keep a flame from a moth. Christian will assist in questioning the Mage. He’s the only Vampire I trust and will be compensated for his services. Before you put the thought in your head, Silver, you won’t be going. We don’t know if Grady is still involved with the experiments, so I don’t want him to know who you are. I’ve asked you here tonight because it’s in your best interest to know about our plans, as they will directly affect you.”

      “In what way?” I rubbed my arms, too nervous to bother correcting him about the moth comment.

      “For two nights, you’ll be without a guard. This is a sensitive matter and is not Mageri protocol.” He ran his finger across his lip contemplatively. “They like doing things by the book, and yes, sometimes we must conduct investigations that don’t follow our own laws. It’s imperative that every Mage believes in our system, but there are times when a delicate situation must be handled in an efficient manner. We don’t always have time to gather all the facts in a… legal way. As my apprentice, I’m placing my trust in you for confidentiality. This would directly affect my standing on the Council if they found out what we’re up to,” he warned. “I didn’t want you inadvertently finding out the truth and letting the cat in the bag.”

      “You mean out of the bag.”

      Novis averted his eyes to watch snowflakes piling up on the ledge of the window. The large wet ones stuck to the glass, showing off their unique designs.

      “Christian was reluctant to take on this request because he is in your service.” Novis scrunched his face, and I knew Christian had given him hell. “We’ve secured his trust by ensuring that you will remain locked in your quarters on high security.”

      “Wait a minute. I didn’t have a guard before I took on this job. Why is there a need now? I’m not the Queen.” I dropped my arms on the table with a heavy sigh and pushed my plate away. While there had been a few times I could have used a guard, the overwhelming majority of my days were uneventful.

      “No, but being my apprentice puts you in a vulnerable position. I have trustworthy guards, but I can’t afford to spare one or it might compromise the security of my people. It’s a long process to acquire a replacement. In any case, a Mage couldn’t offer the same protection as a Vampire.”

      “But a Chitah can,” I pointed out.

      He dipped his finger in his chocolate shake and lowered his voice. “Chitahs are excellent trackers, but guards they are not. There was an unfortunate incident some years ago when a Mage hired one as a guard. The Chitah flipped his switch and turned on the very man he was hired to protect. If you’re about to offer up Logan, then remember that his feelings for you can be just as blinding. He would be no match against Tarek, for example.”

      Three puncture marks on the right side of my neck burned at the mention of Tarek’s name. By no less than a miracle, I’d survived a Chitah bite, but the scar had never healed. Even after ingesting Vampire blood and receiving healing light from Justus, nothing would erase the evidence of that attack.

      “A Vampire is not as fast as a Chitah,” I reminded him.

      He shoved an entire onion ring into his mouth, licking his thumb as he smiled politely at the pretty waitress who left us the bill. Novis dusted a few crumbs from his fingers. “Have you ever played the childhood game Rock, Paper, Scissors?

      “Uh huh.”

      “Same concept,” he said. “A rock may tear a hole in paper, but paper always wins. There’s a logic you follow with the Breed. We could also employ a Gemini since they have strength beyond even a Vampire, but Geminis don’t work as guards and avoid complicated situations. Emotions trigger violent tendencies that could put the person that they’re hired to guard in harm’s way. And you do not want to be around a Gemini when they’re angry.” He waved his finger.

      “Hulk syndrome?”

      His brow furrowed, not understanding the comic book reference. “If you look at a basic fight without weapons, a Vampire can absorb our energy and it has no effect on them. They’re strong, and therefore most avoid getting too close to one. A Chitah bite has no effect on a Vampire, nor can one track a Vampire by scent. Their energy is not detectable to a Mage, although there are exceptions to that rule. Christian has been doing what he does since we found him, and he does it better than anyone. His track record is impeccable, and he’s saved countless lives. Is anyone perfect? No. But he’s as close as it comes. When you are dealing with so many different situations and Breeds, there is always risk. You may have felt safe in recent months, but what you do not know is how many times Christian has protected your life without your knowledge. I cannot offer invincibility with a guard, Silver. I can only offer the best protection available.”

      “Logan can protect me, Novis. He’s capable and trustworthy, someone who’s come to my aid more than once.”

      Novis lightly touched the scar on his cheek shaped like a backward L. I could see why Adam thought of him as an exemplary Creator. He had a way of explaining things that made it difficult to prove him wrong, but our conversations were filled with patience on his part.

      “Silver, you need to trust me on this. It’s only for two days. Surely life with Justus can’t be that painful?” His eyes went dramatically wide before he rolled them and I laughed.

      “I guess not. I’ll have Logan stay over if that gives you peace of mind.”

      “Actually, no. I’m requesting that he go with Christian as backup.

      “Wait, hold⁠—”

      “Listen for a moment,” he said, raising his hand. “Only a small circle of individuals are involved, and Logan is one of them. Leo is now affiliated with HALO, and they’re working on an important case for the Mageri. He’s highly respected among his kind, and I don’t wish to put him in a position that could jeopardize his standing. This is not official Chitah business, so it is customary for me to seek permission from the eldest in the family. I’m working very hard to bridge the gap between our people and mend those gates.”

      “Fences. Mending fences.”

      Novis laughed loudly, but it was short-lived. “I love idioms, but I can never get them right. Silver, it’s a two-day excursion, and you should know that I empathize with your situation. It’s not easy, and only children should be told what to do. But in all fairness, you are a child in our world. I promised that I would not be a restrictive employer, provided you had a guard to allow you such freedoms. I don’t see a need to quarrel when our burgers are cooling.”

      “You do realize that Christian and Logan hate each other.”

      Novis raised a shoulder, indicating there was nothing he could do about that. “Leo is talking to him about it tonight.”

      “At the Red Door, where everyone can hear?” I asked in shock. Royally stupid idea.

      “No, that’s a ruse. They’ll have drinks and then talk later in private. Stay home. Watch the snow. Read a book,” he suggested.

      Outside, the snow glimmered like billions of crushed diamonds blanketing the city. It didn’t seem possible so early in the season, but I wondered if a large congregation of Breed and their energy influenced the weather. What impact did we have on the world without even knowing it? Answers I’d never have, but suddenly the world blossomed into an ocean of possibilities.

      When I looked back at Novis, a distant expression filled his eyes as he gazed at the street. In the blink of an eye, the moment was gone, and he pulled the red straw from his tall glass and sucked the chocolate from the other end.

      “Adam won’t visit us,” I said, leaning back in my seat.

      He pushed the shake away and wiped his mouth. “Adam isn’t the same man. Events like that change us, and he hasn’t been responsive to my suggestions.”

      “What suggestions? That he attend a party and put on a happy face with all his scars?”

      Novis twisted his mouth. “Perhaps I am not as empathetic to such things, as I have been witness to a lifetime of suffering. The strong endure. I chose Adam as my progeny because of his bravery and resilience. He was willing to give up his life for honor, but now he cannot live his life with imperfections.”

      “He’s hurt, Novis. Not just from being rejected by that tramp you kept in your house, but…” I shook my head.

      I almost went blind, so I knew how Adam must have felt facing a future with a visible affliction. A Mage isn’t born, but made of the strongest men. This is how our kind survived through the years—the best of the best. He would not just be treated differently, but his gifts would be rejected. I could see Novis’s side of things because Adam had always been a warrior. But now he sat in the corner of the ring, feeling defeated by life and pummeled by Karma. Sometimes the worst beatings we endure are never the physical kind.

      Novis pinched his bottom lip between his fingers.

      “His talent as a Healer is no longer secret,” Novis said. “There have been one or two who have offered to employ him, and I will not lie, it’s out of pity. Despite the reasoning behind it, Adam should snatch up this opportunity to prove himself, but he’s refused. It’s an honor to be so young and selected for private services. I wanted his gift to remain a secret, fearing it would endanger him. But I’m recognizing that it could keep him safe. Adam resists. He locks himself away or spends hours running.”

      “Yeah, he always liked to run.”

      “At some point, a man must learn that running will get him nowhere. I will give him time, but I have no words of comfort and cannot coddle my progeny. He must stand on his own feet and find his way in this world, or else I have failed as a Creator.”

      A clamorous sound of metal pots rang out from the kitchen and Novis leaned to the side, keeping a close eye on the cook. The expression on his face reminded me of how ancient he really was.

      “I’ll keep you informed when Christian returns; we’ll have a meeting and discuss whatever he uncovers.”

      “Has he left yet?” I peered out the window at the dark shadows between the buildings. The cold air from the frosty windowpane made me shiver.

      “No. He’ll leave tomorrow morning. Is there anything you think would be valuable to ask Grady?”

      I looked at him appreciatively. Novis respected me, and that meant something. “Ask him if he loved my mother, and if he did, why he put her through that. I want to know what he got out of ruining her life.”

      Why didn’t he take a woman willing to be inseminated? Plenty of women would have loved to have children, and some might have loved the idea that immortals existed. My mom lived with him for months, so why didn’t he immediately take her to the lab? Why did he make her cross an ocean just to have her impregnated?

      “You heard her, Christian.” Novis’s blue eyes were fixated on something behind me and I turned around.

      A tall figure in a long black trench coat swirled out the door into the snowy night.
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      “It’s late for a checkup,” Justus said to the Relic. His large hand ran across his clean-shaven head. Around the house, he normally wore cotton shirts. But tonight, Justus wore a blue dress shirt tucked into a pair of dark slacks.

      Page lifted a scolding eyebrow in response to his tone, placing a slide beneath a small microscope that she carried in her oversized bag. She turned the focus knob and leaned in for a closer look. “Relic hours are unpredictable, Mr. De Gradi,” she replied in a soft voice. “It’s the only time I could squeeze you in.”

      Page La Croix had worked as my Relic after saving my life from a Chitah bite, and it wouldn’t be accurate to call her a doctor since a Relic did more than mend the physical body. Ancient knowledge lived in a Relic’s DNA, passed down through the generations of each family. They didn’t have a prolonged life and were as mortal as any human.

      I’d hung around immortal men long enough to know that some were abrasive and often objectified women. Page once confided how challenging her job had been in the beginning. Many either refused her services or belittled her. Relics worked hard to instill a trusting relationship with their clients that would last for the rest of their lives, but being bullied was not part of the job. Her partner had ended up with the difficult ones, but over time, she’d learned to stand up for herself. “It’s unfortunate, but if I’m soft and allow them to walk all over me, they will,” she once told me. “If they don’t respect me, then I can’t effectively treat or counsel them. Most Relic women have toughened up over time because of this.”

      She ran her hand through her choppy brown hair and moved the slide.

      “Well, any ghoulies in there?” I asked.

      “Still looks clean, Silver. I want to continue our checkups. Your situation was unique—not just surviving three Chitah canines in your neck, but the consumption of so much Vampire blood. Not to mention the healing light you borrowed from a Mage. A weird combination of factors was at play. I need to study and learn from it. I’ve never heard of anyone’s eyes turning Vampire the way yours did, even for a brief period. It shouldn’t have happened.”

      “Maybe no one ever had a cup of Christian.”

      Justus groaned from his corner of the dining room. It wasn’t a room illuminated with electricity, but there were plenty of bright candles on the table to provide Page with all the light she needed. I could tell he was displeased with my comment; the visual of me necking with his former guard had probably scarred him for life.

      Page sat back in her chair and pinched the inside corners of her eyes. It looked like she was running on coffee and a few hours’ sleep.

      “I’m going to take a sample to the lab.”

      “No,” Justus cut in. He dragged a chair from beneath the table and sat across from her. “I forbid it. Review what you need to, but none of it leaves the premises.”

      “How do you justify that? We could learn a lot from her blood. She may have some unique properties.”

      “And what exactly is that going to do for you?” He let the words roll off his tongue slowly, like an accusation.

      Her brown eyes met with his. “Not a man of science, are you, Mr. De Gradi?” She shook her head and dismissed his attitude, as if she’d encountered it a million times. “If you think I’m seeking out a Nobel, you can wipe that idea out of your head. Relics understand Breed genetics, but not everything. Humans have a better grasp on their own species than we do of ours. There is so much magic within us—so much possibility. Something remarkable transpired with Silver.”

      Page’s eyes lit up; she was passionate about her profession and you could see it whenever she spoke. “We know that Breeds go extinct, but every so often, there’s a genetic leap, and a new Breed is born. It happens. You know it, and I know it. Sometimes it peters out and nothing comes of them if they can’t reproduce or pass on their abilities, but sometimes it sticks. We’ve never actually seen the birth of a new species from inception; they’ve just appeared over the years without knowledge of their origin. Wouldn’t that be the most spectacular thing to witness?”

      “It would, except Silver is a Mage,” Justus countered.

      Her eyes fell away and she rubbed them again. It was going on two in the morning and I didn’t need a clock to tell me that.

      “I guess it’s up to my Ghuardian what I do with my own blood,” I replied with annoyance, directing a frosty glare his way.

      Justus shook his head, conceding defeat. “Take what you need, but only this once. Show it to no one else. You’ll dispose of her blood once you have personally examined it under the proper equipment. If you are not skilled in that sort of research, then⁠—”

      “Don’t doubt my skills.”

      Color bled into his neck and he laced his fingers together, resting them in front of his face.

      She swiveled in her seat and touched my arm. “That’s all I need tonight, Silver. Call me if you experience unusual symptoms or if something doesn’t seem normal. No matter how small, I’m here for you. You’re as healthy as a horse as far as I’m concerned, so I don’t see a need to make these visits weekly anymore.”

      Those visits were on Justus’s orders.

      I couldn’t help but notice the furrowed brow that appeared on his face when she made her announcement. Justus placed his large hands flat on the table and pushed himself up as if he might make an announcement of some kind. Instead, he turned around and went out the main door.

      “Page, do you mind if I ask you something? Our books don’t teach me half of what I discover through personal interaction.”

      “Books will only teach you so much,” she agreed.

      “Did you go to a special school for Relics?”

      She smiled a little. “I went to Harvard. It’s important to acquire a modern education, but school had to take a back seat and I dropped out. It would have been a waste of my life to spend it in school when I could be more useful among the Breed with my inherited knowledge. My life isn’t as long as yours.” She blew a strand of hair away from her face.

      “You don’t have kids?”

      Her lips thinned. “No, and all Relics are expected to continue the lineage of knowledge.”

      “That’s a lot of pressure.”

      She shrugged and twirled a pen on the table. “All Breeds who procreate have the same instinct of preservation. Relics are very ancient and because of our average lifespan, the importance of children is always stressed.”

      “Can Relics only have children with other Relics?”

      “Well… we can’t have children with humans. Relics may be mortal, but we have that spark of Breed magic—for lack of a better word—in our DNA. No Breed can procreate with a human. Nature seems to make small exceptions within the Breed, however. So I’ve heard, but it’s very rare. It’s preferred that we stick to our own kind in order to retain that magic and knowledge.”

      “It’s been done?” I asked.

      She tilted her head side to side. “Those who have made that choice are turned away among their own kind, and they are considered traitors.”

      “How are you a traitor? You’re living a decent life, having children…”

      “The magic cancels out when two opposite Breeds come together. We can only pass on our knowledge to Relic children. Full-blooded Relics. It’s the only way to preserve our heritage, and each family specializes in different things. If I had a child with a Shifter, the child would be neither Relic nor Shifter. In any case, it’s rare. Our genetics don’t mix easily and a pregnancy is unlikely.”

      “Those children won’t inherit a drop of knowledge?”

      She smiled. “That’s the interesting part. It’s muddied down, but they would acquire a little. They’d still be human, though, and no one wants their child to be rejected among their own kind. Not to mention a Shifter would outlive their child. We haven’t done enough studies because interbreeding just doesn’t occur very often.”

      The door swung open and Justus appeared with snow caked on his boots and a dust of white powder on his broad shoulders. “Learner, set up the guest room. The Relic will be staying with us tonight.”

      Page’s eyebrows nearly shot to the roof. “Pardon me?”

      Ignoring her complaint, he ran his hand over his head, now wet from melted snow. Some of it dripped on the floor with a loud smack as Justus cranked on his internal thermostat. “The road is impassable and we have a foot of snow on the ground from the drifts. The sleet is coming in,” he said in a baritone voice.

      “Then I better get moving,” she insisted, zipping up her medical bag. “I have an important client I’m scheduled to see in an hour. I swear, this is the craziest weather I’ve ever seen.”

      Justus laced his fingers around the handle of her bag and hauled it off the table. For a moment, I thought he was going to help her obligingly to her car, until he headed toward the bathroom. Guest rooms were upstairs, and if you took the secret lift in the bathroom to the lower level, you’d only find a few rooms, including a study with a foldout bed.

      She bolted from the table and followed behind him—her arms swinging along with her hips.

      “Wait a minute. Wait just a minute. Give me my bag; I’m not staying here. I have appointments that⁠—”

      “Can wait,” he insisted.

      I heard the bickering all the way to the bathroom and then it quieted. What a turn of events, I thought.

      Once Page resolved to the fact that she wasn’t leaving the house, I talked with her briefly and showed her how the elevator lift operated. She had work to do, so I headed back upstairs. I found Justus in the kitchen drinking a tall glass of water with a wedge of lemon.

      “Did Novis talk to you?”

      “Yes,” he replied, taking a short sip of his water. “I’ve raised the security level and the monitors in the living room will remain on at all times.”

      Max strutted in and circled around his ankles with a meow. Justus set down his glass and stared at my panther boy, who started licking his wet boots.

      “Ghuardian, I’d like to go outside before the snow melts.”

      He chuckled and rubbed his hands up and down his face. “Let me guess, you want to play in the snow?”

      I scrunched my mouth. “I grew up in hell and we rarely saw winter.”

      “Tell you what—I’ll escort you outside once it dies down.”

      “Gracias,” I said, bowing to him.

      Maybe this kind of thing got old for those who grew up in it, but I wanted to enjoy the thrill of throwing a few snowballs at his head.

      I made my way downstairs and offered Page a set of silk pajamas. They were a make-up gift from Sunny after the embarrassing lingerie she bought for my birthday, which I returned. It was Sunny’s way of giving me the middle finger because they were purple with giant orchids. We had an extra toothbrush and razor lying around, which I set aside for Page. She was upset that Justus wouldn’t allow her to try to make it out of there in that beat-up Toyota of hers.

      I grabbed an extra pillow from the closet, a soft green throw, and a pair of blue slippers. Justus ambled down the hall on his way to bed.

      I peered in the guest room. “Page, I got you…”

      Page was fast asleep. We hadn’t turned down the bed yet, and it looked like as soon as she sat down and curled up, exhaustion consumed her. I draped the throw across her legs, setting the pillow on the floor in case she woke up with a stiff neck.

      Justus loomed in the doorway.

      “She’s asleep,” I whispered. “Let’s go to bed.”
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      The next morning, the house felt uncomfortably warm. Justus usually kept the thermostat at level Siberia, so I wasn’t about to complain. The electric bill was doubtfully his motive because as a Thermal, he had the ability to regulate his body temperature. He never took my complaints seriously, only telling me about when he was a child, he once slept outside without any shoes during a blizzard.

      Sweet cocoa warmed my tongue, but what a shame there were no marshmallows left. Justus strode into the kitchen, sweating like a bull in his black workout pants and tank top. His chest and shoulders were ruddy, a telltale sign he’d been working out harder than usual.

      “Who won? You or the punching bag?” I warmed my fingers around the cup, my mood ring tapping on the edge.

      He lifted a tall bottle of water from inside the fridge, gulping down several swallows between pants.

      “You should take a day off from that, you know.”

      “Just because you’ve been slacking in your training doesn’t give me permission. I’m disciplined, Silver. You should try it.”

      I nearly spilled my drink when Page appeared in the doorway. I wasn’t used to someone else being in the house besides Justus.

      “I’d love an explanation of how I ended up in the bedroom at the end of the hall.” She brushed a swath of messy hair away from her face.

      My eyes landed on Justus, who was avoiding eye contact. There were two bedrooms on that floor, and she sure didn’t sleep in my room last night.

      Justus wiped the sweat from his brow with his forearm and crossed one foot over the other as he leaned against the counter. “Are you hungry? We should eat,” he asked and declared, all at once.

      I blew on the froth of my cocoa and slurped down another delicious sip.

      “No,” she said, massaging her wrist. “I’ll pick up a bite at McDonald’s on the way home.”

      We followed her into the living room and I plopped down on the long sofa, covering up with a red blanket. Max’s tail stuck out from beneath one of the leather chairs, sweeping left and right.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Justus informed her. “The snow tapered off last night, but the roads are treacherous.” He pointed at the monitors. “They rarely send the city trucks this far out to clear them.”

      “Look, I really appreciate your hospitality and putting me up for the night, but snow is snow. Frozen flakes of water are not going to keep me from getting back to my job.”

      Justus laughed boldly and chugged a mouthful of water. “You’re mortal. If that object you call a car slides off the road, you could freeze to death.”

      “Not if you carry her, Ghuardian. She won’t have to worry about freezing.”

      I gave a wide, toothy grin and immediately felt like running when he cut me a glare so sharp that it could have split atoms. He was used to the banter, but I crossed the line when I did it in front of company. Maybe the jaw-clenching tipped me off.

      I leapt up and Max flew out from beneath the chair and skidded between Justus’s legs. I snorted, watching Justus lift his knee and turn to watch him go.

      “Ghuardian, I’m going to get dressed and head outside.”

      I dashed to my room—as much as one can dash going down secret lifts—and bundled up in a pair of jeans, a heavy white sweater, and knee-high black boots. Not the kind made for snow, but for coolness. When Justus had stockpiled my wardrobe, practical items for winter weren’t considered. I lacked a decent pair of waterproof gloves and thermal anything. I grabbed my coat and tucked a black knit hat over my head.

      When I made it back upstairs, Justus was stretched out on the sofa, already showered and watching the monitors on the wall. I glared at his snow boots, nylon pants, and thin shirt with long sleeves and a hood.

      “Is that going to be warm enough for you?”

      He cocked his head at my inane question. Justus the Thermal could go outside naked and enjoy a lovely glass of frozen margarita while sitting on a glacier.

      Page came up from behind and looped her long white scarf around her neck. “I’ll go with you, Silver. I want to see what all the fuss is about.”

      Justus lowered the security to allow us out of the house; stealth meant no one in and no one out. Once we got topside to his oversized garage that housed only a few cars, the door lifted and I ran into the snow. It crunched beneath my feet and I wasn’t thinking about lifting my knees, so I tumbled facedown. Even with a face full of snow, I could barely contain my laughter.

      “Holy shit, Page. Where’s your car?” I yelled out, looking at a giant snowball.

      “I guess that mound over there.” She hiked through the snow in her flat sneakers and knocked off a chunk from the hood. It was buried in a snowdrift. “Hey, can someone get me a broom or something?”

      I heard the insistent crunching of heavy boots trudging through snow as Justus plowed his way to her side.

      “Hey, Justus!” I yelled. “Why don’t you just lay down on the car? That should⁠—”

      A snowball hit me in the face. Beneath his stoic expression was a hint of a smile. I wasn’t supposed to address him by his given name while under his Ghuardianship, so that was my warning.

      “Oh, it’s on,” I declared.

      I retaliated with a few snowballs and he ducked, but the last one clipped the back of his head and Page let out a high-pitched, melodic laugh. When Justus turned his head, all I saw were teeth. The man was actually smiling—with his teeth! It wasn’t the fake smirk or the wide grin he gave the women at the bar. I hated to dwell on such a thing, but Justus concealed his emotions and I rarely got a glimpse of the real guy beneath all the layers of Armani and cologne. He looked five years younger.

      Justus began breaking up the snow and clearing it off the roof of her car. Page used her bare hands to clean the windshield, and snow covered her arms. Mine were already red and swollen from the biting air, so I cupped them together and warmed my fingers with a heated breath. The snow wasn’t as deep in the woods, and branches hung low with the heavy weight of winter.

      I scooped up a handful and tasted it.

      “Avoid the yellow snow,” Justus said without a hint of humor in his voice, which made it funnier.

      I lost my balance and fell backward. As miserably cold as I was lying in a pit of snow, I took a moment to admire the silent clouds drifting overhead. My life had turned so serious that I needed to cut loose and laugh.

      “Ghuardian,” I panted, blowing out a white, frosty breath as I approached the car. “Do you want me to start digging out the driveway?”

      I glanced at a yellow triangle hanging on the back windshield that read: Genius On Board.

      Page had a sense of humor. Especially given that most geniuses wouldn’t be caught dead driving that beat-up car.

      He lifted his blue eyes toward the winding path. “No, allow me to take care of that. We should move inside and change into dry clothes. I’ll work on the path later.” Justus lifted his face to the sky, squinting at the billowy clouds. “I think we’ll be okay,” he murmured to himself, as if he could read something in the sky. Sometimes I got a glimpse of the man who had lived many lives, in different eras. How surreal to think of all the changes in history that Justus had witnessed in his lifetime.

      Once inside, we stomped around in the outside hall to knock off the snow from our shoes so we wouldn’t track it into the house. I collapsed in the entrance hallway, lying on my back.

      “I’m exhausted.” I unzipped my ruined boots. “Sorry to report that these are going into the trash.”

      “Here, let me help you.” Page crouched beside my feet and gripped the heel, giving it a tug. I slipped out of my coat and shivered.

      “Page, look at your hands,” I said, noticing how swollen and red they were.

      “It’s fine.”

      Justus closed the door and towered over her. “Let me see your hands.”

      When she didn’t obey, he crouched down and clasped his strong hands around hers.

      A moment passed and her doe eyes lifted to his. “Is that heat coming from you? Silver made a few remarks, but I’ve never actually met a Thermal. That’s really an amazing gift.”

      Justus wasn’t very good at containing an emotion called pride. It showed in the subtle way that he straightened his back and his eyes glittered.

      She pulled away. “It stings… maybe too much heat.”

      At the break in contact, Justus stood up, grabbed the pile of wet clothes, and left the room.

      “You have free rein over my closet, Page. I’ll throw your clothes in the dryer, but we’re pretty close to the same size if you want to borrow mine.”

      She tugged at my other boot and I peeled off my socks. “You’re very kind, Silver. Don’t ever lose that quality with age. Even some of the Learners that I meet have an air of superiority about them, as if they are the chosen ones.” She unlaced her shoes and threw her wet socks beside mine.

      “Probably because they were chosen.” Her eyes latched on to mine in surprise. “My Creator made me against my will. I choose my life now, but I wasn’t a chosen one.” I emphasized my words by using my fingers to make quotation marks in the air. “That’s why I’m like one of those wild stallions—always running off and kicking my heels. At least, that’s what Justus tells me. This is my life now, but you have to admit we have some pretty ridiculous rules.”

      “And Justus took you in? It just seems so…”

      “Unlike him? I know. I thought he was a prick when I met him too.”

      She smothered a laugh and pulled off her scarf.

      “He’s an honorable man who wants to do the right thing,” I said. “You get used to his personality after a while and eventually learn to love the grumpiness that is Justus.”

      Page stood up, pulling off her coat. “If you say so. I’m going to switch out of these jeans before they adhere to my legs.”

      “Do you ever go out?” I asked out of curiosity. “For fun.”

      “Umm, on occasion. Why?”

      “Just wondering if you’d like to do a girls’ night out with me and Sunny. I’d love to have some of those again. Being surrounded by all this testosterone just isn’t good chicken soup for the soul.”

      Page pressed her lips together and gave a short smile. For a bookworm who wore reading glasses and avoided makeup, Page shined in her own lovely way. Her light brown hair had an edgy cut that tapered off around her neck and a long swoop of bangs parted on the side. It was a practical haircut for a woman who didn’t like fussing over her appearance. Page had feminine features with delicate hands, and an elfin smile that reminded me of Finn.

      “I might enjoy that, Silver. Sounds like fun.”
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      It was refreshing to have another woman around the house. Besides Sunny, I didn’t really talk to many women as most of them latched on to my Ghuardian like Velcro.

      Page spent the morning having consultations with her clients. Justus set up the webcam in the study so she could have virtual meetings. He disappeared for hours in a private room to work, and there must have been progress since he came out at one point with victory splashed on his face.

      By afternoon, I’d heated up some soup and delivered Page her third cup of coffee. Once in a while, I passed by the room and saw her nose in a book. For reading, she wore a fashionable pair of black-framed, rectangular glasses. Strange to think I’d never have to worry about failing vision, suspicious moles, or the million other things average people dealt with over the course of their lives.

      I lazily collapsed on the sofa, watching the snow on surveillance before flipping it to the aquarium screensaver. Large monitors covered the wall on the left, and while each ran independently, they could also produce a single image. When I realized that we could watch movies on them, I had paid a visit to the store and grabbed a bunch of random titles. Watching period pieces with Justus was painful because he’d always remark, “That’s not how it really was.” He hated modern comedies and tolerated some of the action films. But I caught him standing in a quiet corner by the hall whenever I put on Sense and Sensibility, Braveheart, or something with amazing cinematography.

      Justus shoveled snow for hours before coming back inside. He showered and changed into a cotton shirt with skintight long sleeves that hugged his muscular build. Not his usual color either, but white as snow. His beige trousers were a little loose but showed off his athletic legs.

      His arms looked like they wanted to rip free from the confines of the cotton that was stretched to the max. Justus settled his weight against his right shoulder and leaned on the doorframe, staring at our faux fireplace.

      “What’s wrong, Ghuardian?”

      “Why do you continue running coffee down to the Relic? You should feed our guest.”

      “She said she was too busy and didn’t want me to go through the trouble. I guess she’s not much of a cook and mostly grabs takeout or fast food; maybe a homemade meal isn’t what Page is craving.”

      Justus turned on his heel and walked out of the room. I followed close behind as we went into the kitchen. Justus stood before the open fridge, staring at a bag of potatoes, deli meat, and a dozen soda cans.

      I’d learned to whip up a few basic meals, but we often lacked the necessary ingredients. I wasn’t a patient person in the kitchen, but I did make a good enchilada that Justus enjoyed. Logan made cooking seem effortless and often fixed me a meal when we were together. I loved the way he always needed to reach for something in the very place I was standing. He’d ease up behind me and kiss my neck as he pulled a spatula from a drawer.

      Needless to say, I blocked the utensil drawer on a regular basis whenever he was over.

      “I’ll make omelets or something,” I volunteered, pulling his arm so I could grab the eggs.

      Justus bullied me toward the door. “Tell her to wrap up the work she’s been doing and get off my computer. Bring her upstairs,” he said gruffly.

      I shrugged and went to the secret lift in the bathroom shower that lowered into the training room downstairs. Page scribbled in a small notebook, sitting behind the grandiose desk in the study. Justus had recovered a few things from the old house that weren’t damaged by the intruders, one of which hung on the wall behind her. A sword.

      “Do you normally work this much?”

      She scrunched her hair but didn’t look up. “It’s my life.”

      “It’s almost dark outside.”

      Page set her glasses on the desk, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I didn’t realize it was so late already; without windows or clocks down here I lose track of time.”

      “Yeah, it’s like a casino around here.” I chuckled and leaned against the doorframe. “A Mage doesn’t need a clock,” I reminded her. “I’d love windows, but Justus has a point. He works for HALO and has good reason for the elaborate security.”

      I scooted up a chair and we chatted for a while. Page revealed that as an only child, her parents had placed an immense amount of pressure on her to have children. Relics had children because of genetic obligation and not for the sole reason of loving a child. Her parents had died many years ago, and the inheritance had allowed her to attend medical school for a short time. The cost became overwhelming and she’d eventually dropped out. I admired the dedication she had to her profession and her perseverance through everything. Page didn’t elaborate on the details of her job because it would break the confidentiality of her clients.

      It took a little convincing, but she came upstairs and as soon as we stepped into the hall, a strong odor made me wrinkle my nose.

      “Oh shit,” I muttered, running toward the dining room. It smelled like a fire had broken out.

      My jaw hit the floor.

      Food filled the table on the china plates we rarely used. Burnt toast, steamed vegetables, wine, and a large bowl of what looked like rice, but I wasn’t sure.

      Justus appeared in the doorway with a plate of chicken slathered in barbecue sauce.

      “Leftovers?” I asked, taking a chair.

      The plate tapped against the table as he set it down. Justus uncorked a bottle of red wine and filled the crystal glasses. I was astounded when the realization hit me. “You cooked this yourself?”

      “Looks good,” Page complimented, standing by the table.

      Boy, she had no idea what a rarity this was. In the past year I had lived with Justus, he never once cooked a meal that wasn’t reheated leftovers or cold cuts. This was like Halley’s Comet, or spotting an unconscious leprechaun at the end of a rainbow with a pot of gold.

      Page put her knee on the chair and leaned over the table, snatching a piece of toast and scraping off the black crumbs. She had a wildish look to her without her glasses on, almost like how I imagined a pixie’s face might look. She had the impish grin and wide eyes, all she lacked was a set of fluttery wings and fairy dust.

      “I usually just eat in the car when I’m between appointments,” she said, almost talking to herself. After filling her plate, she read the label on the expensive bottle of wine and glared at Justus. “Aren’t you going to sit down?”

      He cleared his throat and shifted his weight on his right leg.

      No. He wasn’t.

      Not until she did.

      I watched with avid curiosity; Page was the only other woman I’d ever met who was not susceptible to a Charmer. Our gifts had limitations, and a rare few possessed something that negated our energy.

      Justus was a sexual lawnmower who ate up the attention of every woman within proximity. What do you expect a man who’s treated as a plaything to become? None of them cared what came out of his mouth, and because of that, he’d developed poor social skills with the opposite sex.

      Page irritated him. Even more interesting was that he irritated her. His frustration with her comments, opinions, and actions was written all over his face. She didn’t listen to him, or maybe “obey” was the operative word.

      Justus looked like an ancient oak tree as he stood behind his chair with his arms crossed, waiting for Page to seat herself.

      He wasn’t being chivalrous or a hospitable host. He liked her.

      Page gave in and slid onto her chair, sitting on one leg.

      “What in the name of HALO is this?” I scooped a spoonful of a thick mash onto my plate and it made an audible smack.

      “Rice,” he said proudly, taking his seat at the head of the table.

      “It looks like grits. What did you do to it? Or should I say, not do to it?”

      “Those instructions are not accurate,” he argued, flipping his napkin open. “Someone should speak to the company that fabricates them.”

      His cheeks flamed and he rubbed his jaw to conceal his blush, so I put a sock in it. Justus made the effort, and that’s all that mattered.

      The tall candles flickered in the dining room, illuminating the painting on the wall behind him. Despite his inadequate cooking skills, Page went for seconds. Justus had thrown a frozen chicken into the oven, and I’d never tasted anything chewier in my life.

      He was a man who enjoyed eating meat with his hands, but when I glanced over, I saw they were clean. Justus held the silverware like he intended to murder something, and a few jerky arm movements sent half his chicken onto the floor. He picked it up, dropped it on his plate, and looked at it contemplatively.

      To my relief, he didn’t continue eating it. Instead, he set down his utensils and leaned back as he often did when he couldn’t eat another bite. The chair creaked in the quiet room.

      “I never have time to cook,” Page remarked, killing the silence. “I’m always too busy to figure out how to boil an egg. What I really need to do is to marry a chef.” She arched a brow. “Especially if they can prepare a good steak or sushi.”

      “You and me both,” I said, trying a sip of overpriced wine. “I’m lucky. The man I’m seeing enjoys cooking for me. Maybe it’s customary with his kind, but I’m not complaining.”

      “I’m jealous.” She buttered the crunchy toast and took a bite, spraying crumbs all over her plate. “Does he have any single brothers?”

      Max slinked around my leg and I gave him a good scratch on the head. The lift in the bathroom scared him, so he mostly hung out upstairs. He’d officially claimed one of the chairs in the living room, which became the “hair chair.” Justus balked about the litter, meowing, and even the revelation that cats shed whiskers.

      Didn’t matter. I caught him a time or two cozied up with Max.

      “Do you not have a man to take care of you?” Justus asked.

      Oh yeah, he was trying to figure out her situation. I smiled at my plate and listened astutely.

      “You can’t depend on anyone to take care of you, Mr. De Gradi. I take care of myself.”

      Justus replied in a baritone voice. “You don’t take adequate care of yourself, so it would appear that you need someone to do it for you.”

      When she narrowed her eyes, her lashes looked like a Venus flytrap closing. “You don’t need to take care of yourself because your light does that for you. The rest of us mortals have to make do with what we have. What use would I be sleeping away the morning when I could be providing invaluable services to the Breed? A person only requires a certain number of hours of sleep per night. I eat enough to keep me going, and avoid overindulging in the necessities.”

      “You spent all day in that room avoiding the necessities,” he said smoothly. Justus placed his forearms on the table. “Consider this a vacation and set aside your duties.”

      “If I did that then⁠—”

      The alarms suddenly blared and Justus arrowed to his feet. Page looked at me wide-eyed as he hurriedly got up and moved into the hidden control room. I found him leaning over a monitor with a vertical line creasing his brow.

      “What is it?”

      “Maybe a deer,” he said with uncertainty.

      “Who the hell is that?”

      In the upper left-hand corner of the monitor, a man was hiking up our driveway through the snow. A hood obscured his face so neither of us could identify him.

      “That looks like Slater,” Page said. “What’s he doing here?”

      By the time I turned around, Page had left the room.

      “Who is Slater, and how does he know where I live?” Justus demanded. Arms folded. Looking pissed.

      “Slater is my partner.” She slipped into her coat. “He’s a Relic and because we divide our cases and rotate shifts, we have to share information on our whereabouts. I called him this morning to let him know I’d return tomorrow, but nooo, he just wouldn’t listen.” She rambled on, almost to herself. “He can be such an asshole sometimes.” The extreme manner in which she yanked her shoelaces told me she didn’t care for him much.

      A hard look rolled across his face. “He has no business on my property.”

      I grabbed a pair of Justus’s oversized boots and clopped alongside Page as we went up to the garage. It required walking down a dark hallway and taking a short elevator ride. I tucked my hands beneath my arms as the garage door lifted.

      Justus had cleared a path so that it was passable, but he hadn’t made it all the way to the main turnoff. The man was a machine.

      Slater kicked up snow as he approached the driveway. Fairly tall, sunglasses, and a short, scruffy beard. The closer he got, the more I noticed his smug look. His messy hair was an indistinct color of faded brown, and the stinging wind had reddened his cheeks as if he’d been slapped. Slater looked like one of those guys going on an expedition to the Arctic Circle. He squeezed his gloved hands, and it made a gritty sound.

      Justus stopped short and held out his arm, forcing us to stand behind him.

      “Page, my car’s up the road. Get your bag and we’ll go,” Slater said, blowing out a thick plume of frosty breath.

      “I told you everything was under control,” she said loudly. Defiantly.

      Slater shook his head and took a few steps before Justus did the same, the snow crunching beneath his boots.

      “You’re trespassing, Relic. I want you off my property.”

      Slater sized up Justus top to bottom. Without looking away, he shouted, “Do what I say, Page. Go get your bag and we’re leaving.”

      “I don’t think you heard me,” Justus growled.

      “I heard you, Mage, but I don’t give a fuck who you are. Got it? This is Relic business and I’ll take it from here. We have clients waiting and work to be done, and thanks to you, we’re days behind.”

      Page walked around Justus and hugged her arms. “Slater, I can’t leave my car here. I’ve been able to keep up with most of my appointments through conference calls. I’ll be heading home tomorrow.”

      “Are we gonna fucking do this here?”

      “You don’t own me.” She emphasized every word. “Don’t you dare just show up out of the blue and start ordering me around.”

      Page walked closer to make her words private, but we heard everything. I glanced down and saw the snow melting around my Ghuardian’s boots.

      “Are you seriously telling me, Page, that you want to be trapped in the middle of absofuckingnowhere? You should appreciate that I came all this way for you.” Slater sighed with resolve. “Leave your bag here; I’ll pick it up later.”

      Slater grabbed her elbow, and she snapped it out of his grasp.

      What happened next was too fast to track. In the blink of an eye, Justus knocked Slater to the ground, pinning him with his forearm.

      “Do that again and I’ll cut off your hand and mount it on my wall,” Justus said in a placid voice.

      “Let him up, Mr. De Gradi. He’s right; I need to catch up with my appointments before we fall behind and upset our clients.”

      Justus twisted his neck around, creating lines in the back where the skin folded and stretched.

      Page shivered. “I’ve got obligations. I’ll pick up my car and bag tomorrow. Please, just get off him.”

      “Kind of a bite in the ass having a woman order you around, isn’t it, Mage?” Slater provoked.

      Justus pressed Slater’s neck hard enough to make him gasp before rising to his feet. Little did Slater know that in that very spot, Justus had cut a man’s throat.

      Page left with Slater, and I got the impression that her clients were the least of her problems. She was in an abusive relationship with her partner, even if it was just verbal or manipulative.

      Justus spent an hour sitting at the dining table, staring at the half-eaten food before he finally retired downstairs.

      Hours later, I passed him in the training room, pounding the sin out of a punching bag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

        
          
            [image: Chapter image of an infinity symbol using a dragon]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tall men love tiny cars. Levi was no exception. It’s one of those great mysteries in life, like where your missing sock went and why men in uniforms are always so damn sexy.

      Girls’ night out had been derailed. Novis called and requested a group meeting at the Red Door; Christian had returned with news. It was our favorite club, and they’d recently added on a dance room. Novis made arrangements that would allow Knox entry, given the owner had thrown him out the last time for starting a fight. We all met up at Logan’s condo to share rides, and Justus headed out separately in his Aston Martin.

      Levi grinned from the driver’s seat of his little red car as I stood on the curb. Novis claimed the front, and I peered into the back where Logan and Christian sat beside each other. I was two seconds from taking the bus when Logan tugged me onto his lap. Novis had to pull his seat all the way up to the front to accommodate for Logan’s long legs. Meanwhile, Christian looked like a panini sandwich with Levi’s seat shoved all the way back.

      This kind of outing required club gear—tall boots, a bomber jacket, and a sassy black skirt that fell just above my knees. Levi blasted the heater so high I unzipped my coat, leaned against Logan, and scooted down on his lap.





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-1-mageri-chapter-header.jpg
Q





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/gravity-vellum1.jpg
> D N -
A - »

MAGERI SERIES
NOVEL

e
\ \ \
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUT HOR

DANNIKA DARK






