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Jack had to grab Sara’s shoulders to prevent 
her falling against him.

But it brought her close. Too close. Jack didn’t pull her in, but he didn’t push her away. A flood of sensual memories washed over him. The heady fragrance of ginger-lemon soap and the sound of the rain beating on the windows brought back vivid memories of burying his fingers in the frothy, scented strands of Sara’s hair as he bathed her in the shower.

A heartbeat after the thought flashed in his mind, he found his tongue in her mouth. Hot, steamy water pounded his shoulders. Sara’s slick, soapy, naked body pressed against his.

They kissed frantically until they were both panting and breathless.

Without warning, Sara ripped her mouth from beneath his, her breathing labored, her eyes flashing fire. “I’m going to kill you, Jackson Slater.” She used both hands to shove him away. Hard.

“Hell—it wasn’t—” The steaming water suddenly turned cold, just like her eyes before she vanished.

Braced by his arm, Jack thumped his forehead against the cool white tiles. To say he was in trouble didn’t begin to cover it. Sara might be amping his powers, but she was messing with his head—and apparently with his ability to control his powers.
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In memory of friends
 I loved and admired for more than half my life: 
Cynthia Reed and Kate Duffy.
Two extraordinary women who had strength, humor,
 and integrity, and whom I’ll miss more than they could
 have ever known.

Damn rude of you both to have left when things
 were just getting interesting.
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Jackson? Get your ass in here.”

Shit. Another minute and he’d’ve been upstairs. Sixteen-year-old Jackson Slater paused just inside the door to his father’s study, fingers shoved into the back pockets of his jeans. “What’s up?”

The log fire in the hearth cast flickering shadows on the walls of the dimly lit room, which was littered with untidy stacks of books and old newspapers. It smelled strongly of scotch fumes. Great. The old man had been boozing it up again. His father sold newspaper advertising space during the day, and spent his nights drinking.

Everything in the room looked the same, but an unfamiliar, electrically charged vibe made the hairs on the back of Jack’s neck prickle.

Looking at his father was eerily like looking at himself in the mirror twenty-five years from now. Same dark hair, same piercing go-to-hell blue eyes, same strong jaw, but with deep lines of dissipation pulling downward around his father’s mouth. His father hadn’t smiled in the ten years since Jack’s mom had died of lupus.

No excuse. He’d been a violent, unpredictable shit as long as his son remembered. Before the drinking had started. There was no reason for his father to be the way he was. Jack figured some people just chose to be goddamned unhappy and shitty all the time. His father was one of them.

“How was school?” Sitting in his worn leather easy chair beside the fire, his father beckoned him into the room. He sounded tense. Not surprising. Verbal communicating wasn’t his style. Give him a nice sturdy stick or a fist, and Jackson Slater Sr. was a happy guy.

Jack glanced at the bottle of scotch sitting within easy reach. Half empty. He could already predict what was coming. “Good,” he muttered cautiously, trying to remember any infraction, minor or major, from the last couple of days. He could think of several right off the bat. But it was unlikely his father knew or gave a shit that he’d had sex with smoking-hot Rachel Thomason in the backseat of her car after school that afternoon.

Jack slouched against the doorjamb, neither in nor out. He had a date with Rachel later. She’d taught him the nuances of French-kissing, and he was an avid student. Tonight he’d teach her a thing or two when they weren’t restricted by time and a gearshift.

“Come in,” his father said impatiently. “There’s something I have to give you.” Irritation laced his words.

Have to? Today was Jack’s birthday, but since his father wasn’t into gift-giving, it was unlikely he was talking about the car Jack wanted. And he was pretty damned sure his father hadn’t sent him the watch that had appeared hovering over his head in the early hours of that morning. Where it had come from, and why today, Jack had no idea. But it was a cool watch with a striated agate face and a gold bezel. He’d worn it to school.

“But first we have to talk,” his father added belligerently.

Crap. “No need for a lecture,” Jack said coolly. “I’m saving money for the car myself.” The odd jobs he’d been doing for a construction company after school not only added to his savings, they kept him the hell out of the house.

His father’s blue eyes flashed a warning. “This isn’t about a damn car. Sit.”

Jack crossed the room to flop in the opposite chair. He might look relaxed, but he sure as hell wasn’t. Sitting meant he was pinned and might not be able to move fast enough to block anything Dickwad threw at him. He braced himself to deliver some serious whoop-ass if his father made a wrong move.

Jack’s wizard skills weren’t as honed as his father’s, but he was working at them. Cold had been the Slater family’s power to call for seven generations. For years, Jack had considered it a wussy power. His friends and fellow wizards had kick-ass superpowers, like Chad’s ability to become amphibious, or Edelstein’s ability to Mindwipe. But those were skills he could, and would, learn over time.

Still, once he’d mastered conjuring a hailstorm, he’d advanced to materializing razor-sharp shards of ice. Now Jack had an arsenal of cold powers that was just as serious as the superpowers of his friends.

This better not take long—he didn’t want to keep Rach waiting. Bring it on, old man. Jack shifted his center of gravity, ready to move. Fast. “Things to do, places to go,” he told his father, glancing at the broad-banded agate face of his watch before looking up to meet his father’s icy gaze. And fuck you too.

His father cleared his throat. Uh-oh. Throat-clearing indicated his father wasn’t happy—and high stress for Jackson Slater Sr. equaled pain for Jack.

He was taller than his father by almost a foot now. Taller, and stronger. If the son of a bitch came at him, Jack would take him down. Hard. He was through having his father’s point of view shoved down his throat. Never again. Today he was sixteen. A man. No one was ever—ever—going to use him as a punching bag again.

He leaned forward, bracing for a long lecture about … something. They rarely had a real conversation. It seemed to Jack that when they did, his father saved up every unused word, then strung them together in a monologue that could last hours. Jack felt a monologue coming and silently cursed.

“The Book has decreed that you have ownership of it from this day forward.”

Holy shit! Stunned, Jack sat up, his heart pounding. He’d only glimpsed the Aequitas Book of Answers once, the day his mother died. His father, drunk and destroyed, had looked for answers. Jack, standing nearby, had too—any kind of damned answers to explain why a terrific mother had to die, while the shitbag she was married to lived. He’d seen the Book, but only the rightful owner could retrieve it from its invisible psionic safe.

It had been in the family, passed from father to son, for thousands of years, a mark of their family’s leadership position within the wizard community. Being an Aequitas was far more important to his father than Jack himself had ever been. His father was a relatively young guy—forty-one—and Jack had always figured, if he’d thought about it at all, that he’d receive the Book when he was in his thirties or forties. “Isn’t that a bit … premature?” he asked cautiously.

“Not my decision.” His father cleared his throat. Twice. “The Book has spoken. Stand up.”

Jack rose, but kept ten feet of carpet between them. The fireplace poker—a favorite nonmagic weapon—was right by his father’s chair.

“Put out your hands, palms up, to receive it.”

He extended flattened palms, ready to yank them out of the way if Dickhead struck. The fine hairs on Jack’s body suddenly rose as magically charged air shifted and swirled around him in a current of cold air. Holy shit, it was strong. He braced his feet, holding his breath as he felt the power of the psionic safe hovering nearby. Waiting for him.

“What do I do?” he whispered. He felt it, but still couldn’t see anything. He had the odd sensation of being underwater as sounds muted, and his vision pinpointed down to his outstretched hands.

“Call it to you.”

Jack focused on bringing the invisible safe to him. His skin felt ice cold as if the psionic safe holding the Book hovered inches above his spread hands. He sucked in a breath that caught in his lungs as the safe instantly materialized. “Holy shit,” he breathed, awestruck by the strength of the magic emanating from the glowing cube.

A twenty-three-inch square, the safe was an intricately carved, clear block of ice with a slightly convex top. A faint, pulsing green light revealed that nothing was encased inside. Where was the book?

“Open it.”

Jack swallowed against the dryness in his throat as he mentally repeated the spell he’d learned from his father when he’d been a small kid. Jesus. Did he even remember all the correct words?

Apparently so.

A hingeless door in the front of the cube opened with a distinct pop as the seal broke. A plume of acid-green smoke, smelling strongly of ozone, spiraled from inside, then hovered like a drape over the safe as if to protect it.

The cube disappeared, and the book fell into his hands. Unprepared for the sudden weight, Jack dropped it. As he lunged to catch it, his father shimmered in front of him, face red with fury, breath reeking of scotch. Jack closed his fingers around the heavy, leather-bound book as it hovered inches off the floor.

“Clumsy idiot!” The poker swished upward, then slashed down. At the same instant, the Book jerked between Jack’s hands, partially blunting the blow. It still hurt like hell as the cold metal rod bit into the side of his hand. More concerned for the safety of the impossibly heavy tome, Jack barely felt the pain, although he was pretty sure his thumb was broken.

Gently lifting the Book, he straightened with it clutched firmly in both hands. Almost without thinking, he shot a powerful bolt of cold toward his father, who was yelling as he swung the poker again. The noise cut off abruptly. In his peripheral vision, Jack caught his father’s shocked expression as he was literally thrown back, then pinned in his chair by thick ice restraints across his chest, wrists, and ankles. His father cursed him as he struggled uselessly against his bonds.

Awed, Jack hefted the Book. Little sucker must weigh fifty pounds or more. Unlike the icy safe, the Book was almost alive in his hands. Warming to the touch. Vibrating. Its magical power jolted up Jack’s arms and traveled pleasantly through his body.

Hundreds of Slaters had held it in their hands, just like this. Felt the heartbeat of its power flow through their veins. Felt the same surge of energy and strength that Jack felt now. How was it possible for something so small to exude so much power? he wondered, examining the intricately embossed leather cover, brown and cracked with age. The gilt-edged papyrus pages were warped with a thousand years of careful study, the gold-leaf text on the tooled cover flaking in places and hard to read.

Carefully supporting the weight on one hand, he attempted to flip open the cover. No go. He tried again. The Book was sealed shut. “How do I open it?” he demanded, not taking his eyes off the Book. When his father didn’t answer, Jack glanced up, narrow-eyed. “Tell me how to open it.”

“You can’t keep me pinned here forever,” his father snarled, livid. “You won’t take me by surprise again, you ungrateful little shit. I have powers you’ve never—” His eyes opened wide as a dagger of ice nicked the skin beneath his right eye. Jack kept it hovering there, a millimeter from his father’s eyeball. He got a bloodthirsty thrill from seeing a few red drops run down his father’s lean cheek.

“I’ll kill you for this,” his father snarled.

Not tonight, old man. “Answer the question.”

“The Book will answer when you have a valid question.”

Jack didn’t know what the hell a valid question was.

As suddenly as the Book and safe had made their appearance, he found himself empty-handed again. “Damn it!” His heart sank. What had he done wrong?

A glance at his father told him no help would come from that quarter. Bitterly disappointed, Jack turned to go.

“Release me from these damned restraints,” his father shouted. “I have to do my duty and tell you of your heritage.”

“No thanks. The subject was covered in school.”

“There are things you can’t learn at wizard school, Jackson. If you want access to the Book, you have to listen. It’s part and parcel of the transference.”

Damned if he did, and damned if he didn’t. Jack paused at the door, then half-turned to pin his father with a withering glance. “Make it fast, then.”

His father glowered at him. “If you want the Book and all that goes with it, sit your ass down and listen. There’s magic in the words of the ancient tale. They must be repeated in the same way they’ve been repeated for centuries as the Book passed from son to son. If you’re too damn busy to listen, then I wipe my hands of you.”

Jack didn’t bother keeping his dislike out of his voice. “Thought you already had.”

His father cocked his head. The ice dagger closely followed the movement. “The Book is no longer mine. Nothing I can do about that,” he said bitterly. “If you don’t listen to the tale, the Book will disintegrate within forty-eight hours. Think of that, Jackson, as you gallop off on your high horse. Hundreds of Slaters have drawn more power than you can even imagine from the pages of the Book. Willing to toss that away because you can’t be bothered to hear me out?”

Jack returned to his chair and sat down. “Fine, start talking, but make it quick.” He didn’t want to talk to his father, but he was riveted. Intrigued. Hell, excited, to finally hear the legend of the Aequitas Book of Answers.

“Millions of years ago—remove these restraints, Jackson. Remove them now, or you’ll curse the day you were born.”

“Unless what you have to say is relevant, can it. Keep on track. Myth. Aequitas Book of Answers. Go.”

His father’s eyes narrowed. Yeah, Jack thought with satisfaction, the worm has turned. He was now magically as strong as his father—maybe stronger. Jackson senior had just met his match. More important, his father had no choice. The Book decreed who and when, and the transference wasn’t up for negotiation. Jack thought it was hilarious that the Book had the answer to making his father toe the line. Sweet.

“The earth was populated by strange, enormous beasts,” his father continued, “and humans had yet to appear. There lived a giant, magical serpent named Ophidian. Ophidian drew his strength and rejuvenated his magical powers from the thousands of invisible leylines crisscrossing deep within the earth like arteries. He roamed the landmasses and oceans freely. The leylines’ power was generated by the inner movement of the planet itself and was inexhaustible, and Ophidian was immortal.”

“Tell me about the Book. I’m a hell of a lot more interested in the leys than I am in a giant mythical snake.” He’d heard Ophidian stories since he was a toddler. None of them, as far as Jack was concerned, bore repeating.

“Yes, I remember. That experience when you were a child,” his father said unsympathetically of Jack’s near-death encounter with snakes as a kid. “Where the hell was I? Yes. As the only sentient being on the planet, he was the supreme and unchallenged god. Solitary for thousands of years, he searched for a mate.

“Year after year, Ophidian combed the planet, observing changes in the flora and fauna and waiting, always waiting, with the endless patience given to all serpents. At last, he found the goddess Aenari. Her strange and unfamiliar human form fascinated him. She was beautiful, delicate, mystical, and powerful in her own right. A goddess of the night. But she had no interest in a giant snake, no matter how handsome and charming he might be.

“Rebuffed, Ophidian kidnapped the beautiful Aenari from her home, returning with her to his lair—”

“High in the mystical and cloudy Pyrenees Mountains,” Jack cut in. “It was a dark and sto—” It was just as well that looks couldn’t kill. Well, actually, they could with some wizards; fortunately, that wasn’t one of his father’s gifts. The old man glared and spoke over him; nothing new there.

“There he loved Aenari in his own fashion, but he controlled her.” His father repeated the tale in a flat monotone, his face slack now as if he were in some sort of trance; okay, something new after all. Jack began to really listen. “He kept her a prisoner until she bore him many wizard sons, each of whom inherited a unique mix of his parents’ supernatural powers.

“Only sons?”

“No. There were females on both sides, but only the males could rule. This is how it’s written. Now shut the hell up and don’t interrupt again. All drew their powers from the leys, making their homes near the most potent lines, those closest to the surface. To the humans who had arisen to dominate the globe, they became known as wizards, shamans, mages; every culture had a different name for them and their powers, but the meaning was the same.”

His father’s eyes were glazed as he looked into the middle distance, barely aware that Jack was there. “Aenari prayed her sons would never know the dark heart of Ophidian, and she demanded they assist the mortal race, just as their father abused the mortals’ friendship and trust. As humans evolved, turning away from magic, she taught her sons to conceal their powers so they could walk in tandem with man. Trapped and miserable within the mountains, she told her sons that only love would bring them happiness—without this tender human emotion, their very souls would wither and die.”

Jack wondered savagely if his father had ever truly loved his mother.

“Aenari understood that with great power comes great responsibility,” his father continued. “When the soil of the farmers’ lands required nourishment, the wizards provided floods to blanket the earth with rich, dark nutrients. They oversaw the eruption of volcanoes to even the balance of overcrowded vegetation. Ecological balance was imperative, and she guided them well. The wizards also kept a careful watch on the duration of human wars and the natural order of plant and human life. Over the centuries, many of these wizard offspring became leaders, teachers. Men of thought and science.”

Jack didn’t believe his father had ever loved the frail woman he’d married. It was just something a guy did in those days. His father had told him flat-out that all he’d ever wanted was a son. But Jack had no idea why such a cold, impersonal man would desire a child. He was a shitty parent. Always had been.

“Not all of Aenari’s offspring were good. Some were tainted by Ophidian’s dark side, and instead of protectors, they became warriors. Mayhem and chaos erupted.”

His father materialized a glass, magically tilted the bottle beside him to add two fingers of his preferred scotch, and brought the glass to his mouth while still firmly bound. He drank it all down; then the glass disappeared.

“What did Aenari do about that? Didn’t she try to stop them?”

“Sometimes evil is just—evil. You can’t change it.”

Yeah. Jack got that. He looked at his father. “Go on.”

“Aenari loved her sons and their sons too, but as time passed, some were filled with arrogance and a sense of entitlement, while others blended with humans, only using their magic for the good of mankind. Proud, Aenari named this group of sons Aequitas, Keepers of the Earth.”

Jack’s skin prickled, and he leaned forward in his chair. Wizard school taught the basics of wizardry. But what his father was telling him was the history of his own line. Jack was Aequitas through and through. If nothing else, his father had always been proud that he’d produced another Aequitas wizard. Kept the line alive. Of course, Jack had often wondered if his father could possibly be an Omnivatic since he was such a mean-spirited bully, but that bad-seed branch of the family had been killed off thousands of years ago, so it just came down to him being a bastard.

“Ophidian, not to be outdone, named his unholy faction Omnivatic—All-Powerful. Those sons were his pride and joy, and nothing they did was discouraged. The two factions fought night and day; months turned into years, and years into centuries as the brothers fought to the death—all for supremacy over mankind.

“Ophidian sat back, encouraging the Omnivatics to battle their brothers. No one else had matching wizard power; no one else had their magical strength. No one else wanted to rule the earth as much as they did. Over the millennia, each wizard developed extra magical powers. While teleportation, becoming invisible, and levitation were common, each generation developed superpowers possessed only by a select few. They used these unique superpowers to vanquish one another when the Omnivatics reverted to snake form, which was the only time when they were at all vulnerable to attack.

“Watching his sons’ battles was fine entertainment, and Ophidian worked both sides, fueling the discords so that their wars would escalate.

“The Aequitas couldn’t allow their brothers to rule, knowing the devastation this would cause. They appointed a governing council to oversee and resolve all disputes. The Aequitas Council of Twelve was called the Archon. Emulating their brothers, the Omnivatics formed a council they called the Erebus, not to oversee but to instigate further chaos. The Omnivatics didn’t just battle their Aequitas brothers; they battled one another for supremacy as well. There was only room for one ruler.

“Over thousands of years, Omnivatic brother killed brother, until their lair in the Pyrenees was littered with whitened bones. Each was determined to gain supremacy and become the leader of the Erebus.

“Eventually there were twelve brothers ruling on each side. Those sons had sons, although it was hard to find human women who could survive bearing the Omnivatics’ young, and their offspring became Half wizards. They were lesser wizards with weaker powers, but just as destructive as their more powerful fathers.”

“Plenty of Halfs at school,” Jack pointed out. “Most of them decent guys.”

His father again used magic to materialize and refill his glass, draining it as if his son hadn’t spoken. “As the wizard battles raged, their attacks on one another caused tidal waves, earthquakes, floods, and hurricanes. Earth was in chaos. Aenari and her Aequitas sons were stunned at the resilience of mortals as they rebuilt their world time after time. No amount of death or destruction defeated them.

“Aenari called a forum, fearing that one day humanity would lose the battle once and for all. Her Aequitas sons wanted peace—a chance to live normal lives with the women they loved. Her Omnivatic sons thrived on tragedy. Aenari cursed them—Ophidian’s favorites. She made them sterile so that they couldn’t breed more darkness. She cursed the Omnivatic females, causing them to become barren for a thousand years. Furious at his wife’s meddling, Ophidian gave his favored sons the ability to assimilate the powers of all those they killed, as compensation for his mate’s curse.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Jack asked, intrigued. “They sucked the juice out of their enemies? That’s pretty damned sick. What happened to the wizard who’d had all his powers—what? Extracted?”

“An Omnivatic entered an enemy’s body to withdraw his power, causing his victim to temporarily have their joint powers. When he was done, the Omnivatic evacuated the shell. His prey eventually weakened and died. The attacking wizard gained not only his foe’s magical strength, but all his superpowers as well.”

“Scary shit.” But damned cool, too.

“Not thwarted, Aenari cursed the Omnivatics again. Though they, like her good sons, were capable of walking unnoticed among men, she cursed these ancient wizards to return to their home high in the Pyrenees every thirty-three days, when they would return to their father’s form. For twenty-four hours, they were to revert to their snake form and shed their skins and rejuvenate in the manner of snakes, to regain both their human form and their powers.”

“If the Omnivatic did not return home at the specified time, he retained his powers but could not change back from snake to human form. Aenari knew their weakness was her Aequitas sons’ strength.”

His father upended the bottle to refill his glass. “Almost indestructible in human form, the Omnivatics were easier to kill in their original snake form. But since they were indistinguishable from other reptiles, they were almost impossible to identify. Only wizards with similar or stronger power levels could destroy them.

“The rejuvenation process gave the Aequitas an opportunity to kill them and also, time to aid the earth’s healing.

“Ophidian retaliated by cursing his Aequitas sons. No longer immortal, they must live among the mortals they so admired. They could marry and have children, but their lives would be pitifully short, only a mortal’s span.”

His father fought briefly against his bonds, then gave up. He shot his son a vile look, which Jack barely noticed.

“After a thousand years of conflict, Aenari caught Ophidian when he was in his nest and at his most vulnerable. She flung his body into the firmament, using powerful magic to prevent him from returning to earth. Ophidian transmogrified into a powerful comet. Aenari’s spell prevented him from making contact with the earth, but when he got close enough his magnetic powers pulled at the planet, increasing the Omnivatics’ power a thousandfold.

“The Omnivatics had one chance at procreation. As Ophidian’s comet orbited close to Earth every three hundred and thirty-three years, the Omnivatics had mere hours to find a fertility goddess to take their seed. The magnetic pull on his sons while they were shedding enabled a few—under the right circumstances—to sire offspring.”

The sexual frenzy part of the story had always interested Jack. But now, as the history of the Aequitas unfolded as a whole, he was fascinated by the ancient hurling of curses, and by the ability of the Omnivatics to suck the powers from their enemies. He had a thousand questions, but he kept quiet. The Book was his now. When he needed answers, the book would supply them.

“Ophidian changed the comet’s trajectory, causing massive volcanic eruptions, enormous tidal waves, and huge temperature fluctuations, keeping the Aequitas too busy helping humanity to search for their Omnivatic brothers. Throughout history, and despite these checks and balances, the Omnivatics became the scourge of the earth—despots and torturers, dictators and anarchists. Their powers strongly linked to the invisible leylines and the land, they caused wholesale death and destruction by instigating ‘natural disasters’—earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions.

“The Wizard Wars happened so far back in time that the stories passed into the realm of mythology. And with every passage of the comet, the Aequitas destroyed more of the known Omnivatics, until finally they became extinct.”

When Jack was young, his father’s stories about the snakelike wizards had been told to scare Jack straight. That had worked until he was about twelve. Then the fists had taken over, and that had scared him a hell of a lot more. Those days were now over. He’d physically restrained his father for the first time in his life. It wouldn’t be the last.

“The Omnivatics are just a myth. A parable of good and evil,” Jack pointed out flatly, getting to his feet. “I don’t get what any of this has to do with the Book of Answers.” He released his father’s restraints when he reached the door, but put a binding spell on him to keep the older man in place. He didn’t put it past him to attack when Jack’s back was turned. “It’s not like the Omnivatics were real.”

“Be sure of that, Jack. Be very sure as you go through life with those high ideals of yours.” His father’s smile was pure evil as he leaned back and crossed his legs. “I’d watch out for snakes if I were you, son.”
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Pilbara region, Western Australia
Present day

Jackson Slater lowered himself over the crumbling rim of the volcanic plug, then dropped into the cooler, shadowy dimness of a rust-colored soda trachyte rock tube. He didn’t need the rope. He was a wizard, after all, and perfectly capable of drifting down the seemingly bottomless vertical tunnel, light as a feather, without it. But what the hell was the fun in that?

He was a wizard, but he was foremost a geologist. A field hand of earth science. Confined spaces, sweat, and the adrenaline rush of new discoveries fed his soul and fueled his imagination. The ley he was following originated south of Perth in Mandurah, ran up through the mountains through small towns like Sandstone and Wiluna, and ended here in the Rudall River National Park.

Jack had climbed mountains, forded rivers, and slept on the hard ground for months to reach his conclusions before presenting his latest findings to the Archon Council, which would in turn share that information with the Wizard Council.

How deep was this tunnel? he wondered, descending hand-over-hand. The plug, six feet across, didn’t give him a lot of room to maneuver. He was a big guy. He’d been in darker, tighter plugs in other parts of the world, but rarely had he experienced this kind of intensity. Every twenty feet, he took out the meter to observe the happy dance of the gauge.

Jesus. Look at the thing jump. He couldn’t wait to get back to his temporary lab in Perth and run his samples through the chromatograph.

The salt lakes characteristic of this desert region, part of a palaeodrainage system, indicated there was probably water far below. He could almost smell it, but what riveted his attention was the powerful force of the ley he was tracking. The leys, invisible force fields of magnetic energy deep within the earth’s crust, were a source of power to wizards—millions of whom lived, worked, and thrived unnoticed along the leys, coexisting with the humans who had no idea magic was in their midst and beneath their feet.

The Archon, governing body of the Aequitas, had given him the enormous and delicate task of mapping and cataloging the thousands of leylines banding the globe. As keepers of the land, the Aequitas were charged with the safety and well-being of the mostly oblivious mortals around them.

“Oh, yeah. I feel you.” His voice echoed slightly. The strong vibration of magic zinged through his body as though he were a tuning fork. Intense, alive, the ley pulsed around him harder and faster as he descended. Place smelled like dirt and sweat. Nah. He smelled of dirt and sweat; the tunnel had a slightly musty, damp clay smell, indicating water far below. “Better than citrus and ginger, and a hell of a lot more interesting.”

Jack!

His head jerked up. What the … ? No one visible above.

Jaaaack!

Ignoring what honest to God sounded like a woman’s voice shrieking in his ear, Jack took several soil samples one-handed. Maybe he should think about that beer and shower sooner rather than later if he was starting to hallucinate.

He continued downward, sweat oiling his skin, using his shoulder to swipe at the runnels on his face. He wondered if the leylines in the western deserts were the basis of stories told by the aborigines, who said the land was crisscrossed by a large number of mythical songlines or dreaming tracks associated with magical beings. One story involved the travels of two lizard-men known as the Wadi and Gudjara; another described an enormous snake who mystically disappeared beneath the earth and remained there to this day.

With the blue sky a small circle above him and a powerful ley beneath him, Jack felt at peace for perhaps the first time in several years. He was a loner by nature, more comfortable in a desert than a city. Better off identifying a leyline than what went on in a woman’s illogical, convoluted brain. And while he enjoyed his fair share of the ladies, he always came back to what he loved most.

Geology. Leys. Solitude.

The Archon paid him. Paid him ridiculously well. But he’d be ley hunting if he were doing it for free. This was his life’s work, his burning passion, what got him up in the morning and kept him going long past exhaustion. He was his job. All his eggs in one basket, and to hell with anyone who had a problem with that. There wasn’t anyone he gave a damn about anyway. Not anymore.

A man knew exactly where he was with a leyline. There was no room for interpretation. Leys were logical. Honest. Reliable. And nonjudgmental.

He paused again to record the strength of the power surging up through the thick soles of his boots then lowered himself another twenty feet. The meter in his breast pocket vibrated against his chest like a second heartbeat.

“And you—hell, you are the granddaddy of them all, aren’t you, big fella?” And he should know; he’d mapped thousands of them all over the world. He slowly dropped another ten, using his booted feet to keep his body away from the walls, where he suspected snakes and poisonous spiders lurked to avoid the heat of the day.

Aboveground, the sun-baked rocks were hot enough to fry an egg. The lower he dropped, the cooler it became—if one considered a hundred degrees cool. Jack grinned. He loved this shit. Loved the heat. The solitude. The high of discovery.

His meter was going off the charts, and he methodically recorded into a small voice-activated tape recorder as he went. “Why isn’t anyone living around here?” he mused aloud to keep himself company after he’d documented relevant data. It was too damned hot, of course. Only a madman would live—or work—out here in the middle of a desert, hundreds of miles from civilization.

The Rudall River National Park was one of the most remote wilderness areas in the world. Nothing but spiny, pale green clumps of spinifex, a few stands of eucalyptus, and flat, red earth as far as the eye could see.

His body ached pleasantly from long hours bent over his equipment in the broiling sun. But before he teleported back to camp and materialized an ice-cold beer and a cool shower, there were still several hours of daylight left to do what he loved—research the fascinating and complex leylines in this part of the world.

Exhilarated by his latest find, Jack had shoved aside the physical exhaustion, pushing himself long and hard for the last couple of weeks. South America was next on his list, but he’d been putting that trip off for a while now.

He unhooked his water bottle from his belt and chugged half of its contents down, relishing the warm wetness on his parched throat.

Jaaaack!

His head jerked up. There was, of course, no one there screaming down to him. He was alone. The only thing visible at the mouth of the tube was a small circle of blue sky. Ignoring the icy chill that had suddenly skittered across his nerve endings, Jack dropped another ten feet and paused to record the data.

San Cristóbal, Venezuela

SARA TEMPLE DROPPED ONTO a straight-backed chair beside her friend, when what she really wanted to do was pace like a caged lion. She hated feeling helpless. “Carmelita, we have to get help.”

“You are all the help Alberto needs, mija.” Carmelita’s olive skin was gray with fear. Twisting her apron in her lap, she gave Sara a helplessly trusting look out of dark eyes. “You did good with him just now. He will get better soon. You will see.”

“I didn’t do any good at all,” Sara said in a strained voice as they sat outside the closed bedroom door. The sound of furniture being thrown violently against the walls indicated that, far from settling down, Carmelita’s husband was getting worse.

Sick with a fever, crazed and delirious, Alberto had tried to strangle his wife only moments before. He didn’t know where he was. Didn’t recognize either Carmelita or Sara. The only positive thing was that he wasn’t using magic. God only knew what his distorted mind would conjure while he was in this state.

Damn it, how could any illness cause him to lose himself this fast? An hour ago, he’d looked better than he had in a week and been joking and laughing in his kitchen as he prepared the midday meal with his staff. Sara had gone in to let him know the head honcho, Grant Baltzer, wouldn’t be home for lunch. Alberto was used to things changing at the last minute. He had been Grant’s chef, and Carmelita had been Grant’s housekeeper, since as far back as Sara could remember. They and Sara had traveled all over the world with Grant and his business partner, William Roe, as Baltzer Enterprises built fabulous hotel properties in some of the most beautiful and affluent cities in the world. At present, they were constructing a string of luxury hotels down the west coast of South America and living in a sprawling hacienda a hundred miles from the nearest town.

Fifteen minutes later, after Sara delivered her message and shared an iced coffee with him, Alberto had thrown a carving knife at his assistant, then grabbed Carmelita by the throat when she’d come in.

Sara shuddered.

“We have locked him inside,” Carmelita said resolutely, somehow managing to look as though she didn’t hear the mayhem going on in the room behind them. “The fever will burn away. Can you not use your powers to make him sleep? The doctor, he will just give him medicine and tell him to rest. He needs rest, mija. You can make him sleep deeply and peacefully. You will see, my Alberto will be better by morning if you make him sleep now.”

Carmelita had an unhealthy aversion to doctors. Sara had an unhealthy aversion to using her wizard powers. She suspected her foster father needed more than a good night’s rest. Medication would surely help. Alberto’s sudden psychotic and delusional behavior scared the living crap out of her. She had no idea if he’d picked up some horrific South American disease—they’d only lived here for a year—or if he’d been bitten by something.

Grant’s inconveniently located, sprawling hacienda was surrounded by almost impenetrable jungle. It would take time to locate the doctor, time Sara feared they didn’t have.

Sara looked at the determined and frightened face beside her. She had known Carmelita most of her life, and a picture of the woman belonged in the dictionary under immovable. If she wanted her husband to receive a magical sleeping spell, she would stick to her guns come hell or high water.

Finally giving in to her need to move, Sara got up to pace the corridor outside the master bedroom that Alberto was currently destroying. Her heart ached for him. He was a dignified man, and once he recovered, he was going to be humiliated that anyone had seen him behave this way.

The very mystery of what was wrong with him made her heart pound. She loved him without reservation. Alberto and Carmelita had held her together during some of the worst times of her life. “He’s really, really sick, Carmelita. He needs medical help. Possibly even a hospital—”

The other woman threw up her hands and began to wail, tears flooding her round cheeks. Oh no, oh no, oh freaking no. If Carmelita cried, in seconds, Sara would join her. She wrapped her arms around her friend’s plump shoulders and ran a soothing hand up and down her back. “You know I rarely use my power. And you know why,” Sara reminded her, striving to keep the panic out of her own voice as she drew comfort from having Carmelita hug her in return. It had been a while since Sara had needed the comfort and security of her foster mother’s strong arm about her.

Now their positions were reversed. Eventually, she eased away, holding the other woman’s work-roughened hands in hers. “I’m terrified my power will kill him,” she admitted. “I’m not going to risk it. Please don’t ask that of me, Carmelita. I can’t. Even if I wanted to. You know my powers are unpredictable; you know what happened … before.” She paused to regain control of her voice. “I won’t use magic on anyone ever again.”

“I would not ask that you use fuego, Saracita. Just to make him sleep a little while until he recovers.”

Fire was Sara’s power to call. Or had been. She hadn’t used it since her parents were killed. And she never would.

Wood shattered in the bedroom, and Alberto started pounding on the heavy door with meaty fists, howling in Spanish to be let out. The four-inch-thick wood door shook, but held. The sound of his irrational fury sent a chill up the back of Sara’s neck.

“I’m begging you, Saracita.” The older woman’s eyes were liquid misery, her grip all but cutting off the circulation in Sara’s fingers. “Por favor, mija.”

Sara squeezed her eyes closed. “You know I’d do anything to help Alberto. Anything but magic. You of all people know my powers never have worked the way they’re supposed to—especially when I’m stressed. The fact that I teleported Alberto here, and not to his own bedroom—that wasn’t magical skill, it was a fluke.” And just proved how freaking wrong her powers could be. She’d teleported Alberto to Grant’s master suite. Grant was going to freak out. No one went into his room uninvited. Ever.

“Please, let’s call Dr. de Canizales before something”—bad—“happens.” Magic was a skill Sara had never perfected. She hated using it, tried never to use it. She was an interior designer. Fabric and colors were her skill set, not her rusty magic powers.

She didn’t want to make a seriously bad situation worse—and using her powers would undoubtedly make things worse in ways she couldn’t predict. Alberto needed a doctor—a wizard doctor—who understood these kinds of things.

“Let me make a call. Then we can—”

Eyes flashing, Carmelita yanked her hands from Sara’s. “Not the médico. He will report this to the policía. No, mija. No. Please do not call Dr. de Canizales.”

Sara clutched her cell phone in a damp palm. Jack would’ve known exactly how to handle this. God. She so didn’t want to think about Jack right now. Or ever. “I have a conference call with a fabric supplier in half an hour,” she said evenly, scared by how agitated Carmelita was. “I’m just going to cancel, okay?”

Her friend plopped back onto her chair with a loud umph. “Sí. This is good. Cancel the call.”

Grant would be annoyed. Every delay in the interior finishes of the Lima hotel was money out of the company’s pocket. Actually, Sara thought, he’d be more than pissed she was delaying the fabric order. Everything seemed to annoy Grant lately. God only knew his normally suave behavior had been somewhat erratic over the last few days. Obviously not as out of control as his chef’s, but there was definitely something going on. Not that Grant would share his concerns with her. They were close, yes, but he never liked to bother Sara with his business problems.

She’d wrangle it out of him over dinner tomorrow.

Grant was going to be justifiably furious when he saw the havoc Alberto had wreaked on the kitchen and, worse, on his private sanctuary. As a nonwizard and a mortal, Grant was not a lover of anything involving magic. And while he knew she was a wizard, he also knew she was a nonpracticing wizard. Which was good enough for him.

Shaking her head, Sara made the call, speaking Spanish as she arranged to place the enormous fabric orders the next day.

“He is quiet,” Carmelita whispered, pleased. “Poor Alberto, he wore himself out. Come, let us check to see he didn’t harm himself. Then we will go to his kitchen and calm the staff with a nice cup of tea, sí?”

Sounded like an excellent plan to Sara. She removed the heavy key from the back pocket of her shorts. “Let me go first.”

Alberto outweighed her by two hundred pounds. She’d have to use magic if he was lying in wait for them behind that door. She hoped he was sacked out on Grant’s king-size, four-poster bed, his feet on the red and gold silk spread, snoring away. Except that normally his snoring would wake a hibernating bear, and she didn’t hear a sound from inside.

Holding Carmelita back with one arm, Sara cautiously opened the door. “Albert—shit!”

The luxurious master suite was a shambles of broken wood, shredded burgundy silk, and shattered glass. Her eyes went wide. The last time she’d been in his room, more than a year ago, it had looked just as Grant had requested, like an expensive Victorian brothel. Sara had bought the bed and other furnishings in England at great expense. The sight of the rest of the décor made her suck in a shocked breath. A gigantic black metal cage, suspended in the center of the room, wasn’t for any bird. Nor were the whips, chains, and various restraints bolted to the walls. Holy crap!

Carmelita pushed past her. “Madre de Dios,” she whispered, eyes impossibly huge as she surveyed the room. “Where is Alberto?”

With all the sex toys, Sara had barely noticed that the room was conspicuously empty.

Jack!

The woman’s frantic voice echoed around Jack, ricocheting from side to side inside the lava tube. Annoyed by the persistence of the mental interruption, he muttered a pungent curse as one of his soil samples dropped from the precariously held core driller. He mentally grabbed it before it got too far and carefully placed it in the sample bag he’d already labeled.

That taken care of, he finally had to think about that voice. Was this incredibly powerful ley amping his connection to a woman he hadn’t seen in two years? Damn it to hell, if he could ignore a damn phone ringing, why couldn’t he ignore this?

Because this was a different kind of communication, in his gut, in his head. Visceral. Insistent.

The urgency demanded immediate attention. He shook his head as if he could shake away that mental SOS like an annoying insect, and tried to find another reason that he was hearing her, one that wouldn’t require action. In his excitement over this leyline, he’d shoved aside exhaustion, pushing himself too long and hard for the last couple of weeks. Hell, he was probably dehydrated; maybe he was hallucinating. Yeah, that was it.

But even at the volume he imagined he heard, he recognized that voice.

Sara Temple.

He swore again. Too bad. He didn’t want to know about it. Been there, done her.

“Get the hell out of my head, woman.” He did not want to think about, see, or hear his ex-fiancée.

Not now. Not ever. Not even in a hallucination brought on by too little sleep and lousy eating habits.

Yet he heard her.

Sara.

Forget hanging on to the rope. Jack let go to manipulate his instruments. Magic had its moments. And right now, he needed the use of both hands. He jabbed the new data into his handheld, wiped some of the dust off the screen on the side of his pants so he could actually see what he was inputting, then added a few more numbers.

He was close, damn close. After a year of driving himself hard enough to obliterate thought of anything other than his job, he was almost done mapping Australia. He just needed a few more days, a week at the most. Fascinating as the new information was, though, it was impossible to ignore his racing heart; adrenaline flooded his system as if he were the one in danger.

He felt Sara’s presence as if she stood right beside him. He smelled the soft lemony scent of her skin, the light fragrance as familiar to him as his own heartbeat—No, he corrected himself savagely. He thought he smelled her. “Get a grip.” He pulled a rag from his pocket and swiped his sweaty face. His voice bounced off the curved, hard walls of the ancient tunnel.

“She isn’t sending out a fucking all-points bulletin. How much trouble can an interior designer get into, for God’s sake?” If he closed his eyes and concentrated, he could almost make out her words. Instead, he kept them open, trying to focus on what he was doing—

Jack!

“Fuck it!” Realizing that Sara would keep mentally yanking his chain until he did something, Jack sent his gear back to camp and followed her scream.
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The instant Jack materialized into an industrial-size kitchen, he felt the pulse of dark, malignant magic surrounding him. The pungent stink of burnt food didn’t mask the distinctive metallic smell of blood. Under the circumstances, he chose to remain invisible until he knew what in God’s name was going on.

The place was a shambles—cabinet doors ripped from hinges, shelves broken, drawers yanked out and upended. Beans, rice, and utensils were strewn across the stainless countertops and tiled floor as if some maniac had swept through, determined to wreak the most havoc possible.

Christ. Not seeing Sara the moment he’d teleported into the kitchen—when he’d been goddamned braced for it—struck him straight in the dead, hollow space that had once been his heart. The sensation was physical. He ruthlessly shoved it away. He never wanted to set eyes on her again. But he’d never wished her dead. Keep looking, damn it.

The counters and white walls of the L-shaped kitchen were splattered with a hell of a lot of red blood and brownish-gray brain matter. Someone had been seriously pissed off.

He glanced down the length of the room. A small group of shocked nonwizards—none of them Sara, and clearly household staff—pressed against the pantry shelves and huddled against the walls, the only sound their erratic breathing. Clearly they’d witnessed the events that had left the grisly scene but were too terrified to run.

Making a quick decision, Jack did a swift Mindwipe, replacing their memories of what they’d witnessed with the knowledge that today was their day off. Then he teleported them to safety outside and sealed the door. They’d go about their business unaffected. For now.

Despite the disorder, the kitchen was eerily quiet. Jack was über-alert, listening for even the smallest sound as he moved quietly through the chaos. He felt the traces of half a dozen wizards, but faintly, indicating they’d been and gone.

Circumventing one of the large islands, he stopped short, his heartbeat accelerating. Not gone. Dead. Five bloodied corpses were sprawled on the saltillo floor between the prep area and a giant industrial sink. Bile rose up the back of his throat.

They were all wizards. Jack knew because of their residual power traces—the signature a wizard left behind when he or she passed through a space. Through the gore, the bodies were almost impossible to ID, other than whether they were male or female.

Sara wasn’t one of them. He let out his breath slowly, not even aware that he’d been holding it.

With a sense of relief, he moved down the long, narrow kitchen. A series of stainless steel–topped islands ran down the center between long expanses of counters and cabinets. Whatever prep work was being done at the time of the attack was now in disarray on the counters or dashed to the floor. Small appliances hung from their still plugged-in cords, and a brown bowl had strewn fresh lemons underfoot.

The miasma trace of evil lingered in the air-conditioned room. Nimbly bypassing a dozen pots and pans scattered on the tile floor beside a mangled wrought-iron pot rack, Jack had to consider that he might, in fact, be too late. His heart skipped several beats at the thought.

Maintaining invisibility, he kept moving. But as far as he could see, whoever—whatever—had caused this was long gone.

He decided that as soon as he saw Sara, as soon as he was sure she was alive and relatively unharmed, he’d leave without her being any the wiser. Jack hoped like hell his optimism wasn’t misplaced. Considering the state of the kitchen, she could very well be dead.

The clatter of metal crashing against a hard surface broke the silence like a series of loud gunshots. Heart pounding, Jack raced around the corner of the L.
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