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To Mom. Lookee what I did.






Chapter One
The earthquake wasn’t his fault. Not this time.
Justus Aubre stumbled and nearly fell as he jumped from his pickup cab. Under his feet, the ground muttered and groaned. The chaos around him tasted of magic.

Four point something, maybe. Powerful.

The earth-deep sound screamed of energy, the kind a wizard like Justus controlled. But this mage was different. The worker of this seismic event was out of the closet and unafraid of watchers.
Magic swirled around him in streams, red and orange like the contrails of a jet.

Some wizard with Earth ability. The Imperium will be pleased, he thought wryly. Impressive, but…

Justus shrugged and calculated that the damage was minimal. He could have done better in his sleep…if he’d wanted the world to fall on his head.
The parking lot lights still wobbled from the quake, adding a strobe effect to the surreal. The cars, like partygoers after a drunken brawl, canted sideways over a crack that split the asphalt. Car alarms whooped.
Anger flicked through him. Magic coursed from his will and into the night. Silence. But only for a moment.
Around the lot, houses came to life with porch lights and shouts. Dogs barked. Doors slammed. People in the parking lot stumbled to their cars. Voices blended and overlapped into a single note of shock.
“Was that an earthquake?”
“No way. Not in Iowa.”
“An explosion? A plane crashed? Building demolished?”
All the same. Typical blind-eye thinking.
No one seemed hurt. Distressed, yes. But so what?
Absently, he brushed his cheek with the back of his hand, then frowned at the streak of blood. Justus wiped his face until no fresh crimson collected on his hands.
He shrugged and walked to his pickup, keys swinging in his hand.
A scream made him jerk to a stop and swivel around.
Behind him, two figures struggled. A silver-haired man grappled with a thick-bodied figure. With a brutal twist, the thug ripped a watch from the oldster’s wrist and shoved him to the ground. Half-hearted protests came from a group of people clustered on the sidewalk of the Civic Center. Some pointed. Others thumbed their cell phones.
Anger poured into Justus again, and his frame shuddered with unused power. But he throttled it down when the hairs on his arms tingled like thousands of bees fighting to free themselves, thrumming.
Another mage was close.
He severed the magic, and like a strand of fine glass, it broke and raked him with its sharp edges. The sentient magic never went easily.
Justus gripped the small mud-colored rock that hung from a black cord around his neck. It warmed to the magic in the air and to the other mage’s presence. He hesitated. The old man seemed unhurt. After all, losing a watch wasn’t that terrible. The thug stared down at the prone man with a sneer on his face. Hot words followed. Justus was shocked when the older man shook his fist at the mugger standing over him.
Wrath threatened to overwhelm him.
His grand plan to avoid attention—shot to hell. What an idiotic thing to do, getting involved in someone else’s problem.

A whisper of magic escaped his control and coursed to his fingertips. He firmed his grip, placing the volatile emotions into a mental vise.

Calm. Stay calm.
Justus advanced on the mugger, whose focus was on the old man. He knocked the watch from the thief’s meaty fist and backhanded him as he whirled. The man staggered with a grunt.
Justus chanced a look at the old man. The guy had crawled out of the light and to the shadows. Relief, despite his internal rebuke, softened his irritation. A hiss of metal on leather killed his interest.
A saw-toothed blade, held in the thug’s hand, reflected light from the streetlights with the same gleam as the man’s bared teeth. Justus angled away, shifting to the side as the mugger’s stroke flashed wide. Justus shoved him, then danced out of the way. The mugger fell on the concrete in an epic—and very satisfying—face plant.
Justus tested the comet trails of magic as a child blows to see their breath on a cold morning. The glittery energies brightened as he named them.
A deep chill shivered over his skin like ice. No one stepped forward or called the elements as he had. But someone was there who knew and spoke with the energies, the other magic maker, using the anonymity of the crowd to hide. The sparkles mingled with the fog of his breath and faded.
Why hadn’t he listened to that little voice, the annoying one that had warned him away from public concerts? Even in Iowa, watchers lurked.
The mugger stood and spat a glob of blood from his broken mouth. Justus took a step back to make his retreat. He froze when the mugger focused on something over his shoulder and gave a brief nod. A heavy foot scuffed the sidewalk.
Crap. Not just one problem, but judging by the sound, two more had joined the party. At least they didn’t taste of magic.
Nevertheless, this was fixin’ to hurt.
With that thought, another surge of anger began to build. He beat it back.

Cold. Be cold.

Justus held his hands up, as if in surrender. “Lookit, I didn’t mean anything. I don’t want any part of this,” he said.
Diplomacy or defense? He heard the rustle of clothing behind him.
Defense, it seemed.
The sound of shoes on pavement warned him. A fist gripped his shirt at the shoulder. He clapped his hand on the knuckles, backed up, and elbowed the thief’s ribs as he passed. An explosive grunt accompanied the release of his shirt.
Pain always changed a guy’s priorities.
No time to appreciate the tumble of limbs and legs, curses and snarls. Number Three joined the dance.
He turned aside, swaying back when the other man threw a roundhouse, avoiding the jawbreaker, but not the scrape of the man’s knuckles across his cheek. Justus felt something burn his face, from the corner of his mouth to the cheekbone. Only a glancing blow, but it rattled his teeth, followed by hot pain.
The third man angled for another blow, and a glint of light showed a large ring on his hand. His mind cloudy from the blow, Justus realized the ring had grazed his cheek. He stumbled back against the retaining wall, unable to focus, and it gave his emotions the edge they needed to escape.
Rage tore through him, begging him to pull the fires from the air and fling them into the man. He fought the magic, trembling with the need to release the phantasms, the sound from between his clenched teeth more snarl than words. It made the thug pause, his eyes widening.
Before the Fire element came to life in his fists, Justus forced his will into controlling it and the energies faded.
He threw his arm up to block the next punch. The fist connected with his shoulder, muting the blow. A quick, hard jab to the guy’s ribs, and Justus danced back and away, shaking off the dregs of confusion. The man’s breath left his lungs in a rumbling moan as he stumbled into the two accomplices tangled on the ground.
With the thugs preoccupied, Justus threw out a tendril of seeking magic, testing for the mage in the crowd.
Nothing. No other magical signature but his. He wavered. Maybe he could get by without using his talents at all. But now three pairs of eyes focused on him, and Broken Face grinned as he gestured to the others. They began to advance once again.
Frustration threaded through him as he realized he had run out of options.

Time to stop fighting the magic and use it.

With the barest expenditure of effort—the better to avoid attention from the passing adept—Justus pulled a ribbon from the surrounding energies, the element Air, and encircled the three men, freezing them into unmoving statues.
Justus stepped out of their path and, with a flick of will, released the men. They stumbled, their momentum carrying them forward. Justus wrapped them again and gave a firm push with the shaft of Air into the wall. The familiar mass of legs, limbs, and curses formed again. It had taken no more than two seconds to push them into the pile.

Time to split.
And no adept confronted him.
Justus walked away, moving briskly down the sidewalk through the spectators scattered in various poses of interest and amusement. The whole show had taken less than a couple of minutes. Not enough time to acquire a crowd or alert the cops—or attract attention.
He glanced back over his shoulder and saw help for the old man had appeared in the form of a young woman in a turquoise T-shirt. She wore a massive silver-colored bracelet that chimed as she steadied the man. They moved away, the old man leaning on the girl, and neither spared a glance for their protector. He felt a pang of irritation when he realized no one had noticed his part in preventing the mugging.
Oh, well. What did he expect? A parade?
Just as he pushed the key into the driver’s side door, Justus felt his ward stone grow warm on his chest. From the barely discernible heat, he knew the magic was not close or strong. Probably the mage he felt earlier who nearly became his undoing with the hoodlums. Justus shrugged, opened his door, and slid into the seat, satisfied with the protection of his warding stone.
He touched his burning cheek and wiped off a smear of blood.


After helping the old man to his car where his anxious family gathered to hug and fuss over him, Sable Rounds stretched out her hand and gathered the element, Air. The watch flew to her fingers with a puff of energy. It was too dark for the humans to see clearly. They wouldn’t notice, she reasoned. Sable clenched her teeth when exhaustion hit her, and she handed the watch to the old man.
“Oh, my dear,” the old gentleman said. His voice quivered. “How did you manage to find it in the dark?”
“Picked it up after you got to your feet,” Sable said.
She spread her hands wide and shook her head when he suggested a reward.
“At least give me your name,” he said.
She shook her head without replying and walked into the darkness.
Her heart thumped. Magic. Someone had used their talent close by her, someone in the crowd. She fisted her hands as she walked. The gathered energy released by the unknown mage seemed tiny. Maybe she could slip away.
In the shadows of the building, Sable found the concrete bench where she had left her large denim travel bag. Rumpled and dingy from many unintended journeys, the heavy material could take a beating. Sable sat on the cool bench and gave in to the fatigue, just for a moment, and felt again the pang of missing the concert. But listening to the reverberations and bass of the band through the walls of the auditorium seemed nearly good enough. Especially since cash wasn’t for extravagances.

Nothing wrong with second best anyway.

Sable stood and slung the bag over one shoulder. Time to move. No doubt, some of those good folks had called the cops, and she did not want to answer questions.
And the magic worker was out there, blending with the crowd, probably waiting for her to mess up.
The sound of distant thunder rolled over her, and she glanced at the night sky but saw no clouds. The stars glimmered fitfully beyond the streetlights. Ah, well, she needed to find someplace out of the night air anyway, rain or no rain. She set off for the overpass she had scouted earlier. She slipped past gyrating teens bent on imitating the band with air guitars, their strained, grimacing faces cast in ecstasy.
She replayed the scene in her mind as she trotted down the sidewalk—the old man as he hit the ground, the laugh of the greasy creep holding the watch. And the dark blue shirt of the man standing between her and the thug, his back to her, arms spread wide, palms forward. She had had no other impressions of the tall, broad-shouldered man, but felt relief that someone would help the poor old guy. Instead, the young man moved away from the victim, as if he didn’t want to get involved. That thought was enough to start her emotions boiling again.
When the flick of magic had shivered through the air, her stomach had roiled, but she’d forced her attention on the old man, ignoring the curses and grunts of the four men exercising their testosterone. She had to survive, and running away blindly was sure to get the magic maker’s attention.
Sable hoped the blue-shirted man wasn’t hurt too badly. A little, yeah. Just a little—enough to sting. Maybe a pop to the mouth or, even better, a broken nose.
She grumbled as she trotted down the empty street. Leaving an old man to fend for himself deserved a good hard smack. At least it would make her feel better.
What a pathetic wuss for turning his back like that.
Walking faster, she caught sight of the dark mouth of the concrete overpass just as another rumble of thunder warned her of the closing storm. Others had already claimed it as their shelter. Several pairs of eyes narrowed as she slipped under the concrete ledge and paused. With a spitting hiss, a large cat shot out from a dry patch of leaves, followed by four smaller versions of itself.
“Oh, hey, I don’t mind sharing,” she said to the vanished forms.
When there was no response, Sable shrugged and eyed the leaves for herself. The bed was still warm.

Crap, no way around it. I need to find some work tomorrow, no matter what, and make some money. Living like this isn’t human.

Sable laughed bitterly, then yawned and squirmed to find a comfortable position. A smell of warm cat and oak leaves rose, earthy and strangely comforting. She laid her head on the crook of her arm and her eyes drifted shut.
As she slept, a pair of violet-blue eyes shone in the night and hesitantly crept closer.


“Got it,” the man said, holding the ring up for the others to see. “Got the tissue sample.”






Chapter Two
Justus’s first concern was for his aged mother. She lived alone some distance from the shop he owned. Driving to her small home from the auditorium’s parking lot was a heart-in-the-throat trip, dodging tumbled light posts and emergency vehicles. The pickup hit the curb in front of her house with a tooth-chipping stop, and Justus was out of the cab before the vehicle could rebound. His headlong rush slowed when he saw her on the porch with a broom and a smile, completely unfazed. Nothing seemed to bother her—not the late hour, or her faintly askew front door, or the new crack in the living room window. Her concern was more for him. Or maybe for the toppled gazing ball. It had shattered into many pieces of turquoise-blue glass. Justus talked to her of the damage to the city while dropping the shards into a metal trash bin.
He stayed with her that night but, in the early morning, knew he could not put it off. Time to screw up his courage and check the damage at the antique shop.
“You be good now,” Justus said sternly, pointing his finger at her. “Don’t be trying to do too much, or I’ll come back and give you what for.”
“Yeah, yeah. You and who else?” his mother, Raissa, said. She rolled her eyes and pushed him out the door. “Get to your shop. I bet you have a lot more problems there than I do here.”
“Oh, Emmett and Maggie will be there.” He grimaced as he thought of the McIntyres. The aged couple always tried to do too much. “You’re right, I’d better hurry.”
“Maggie isn’t as old as I am, but that arthritis is a killer on joints.”
Justus kissed his mother’s soft cheek, which smelled of lilacs and soap, and walked to his pickup. He waved as he slid into the cab. She stared intently, as if she had forgotten how to smile, then her face creased into laugh lines.
Justus’s spirits lifted when he turned onto the familiar tree-lined street and at first saw little damage. But the scattered glass covering the walk in front of his shop sank his optimism. Justus looked up and clenched his teeth when he saw the broken windows to his apartment and the curtains waving in the breeze.
Later. When there were no witnesses.
Dust hung in the air as Justus crunched through the glass on the walk, eased through the open door, and groaned at the damage. The scent struck him first: the smell of alcohol. Why did it have to be the rare bottles of cognac that lay weeping on the old mahogany floor? Why couldn’t it have been the blackberry wine?
“Damn it,” Justus said, louder than he’d intended.
“Justus, is that you?” Maggie called out. She wobbled out of the back storage room, dragging the black garbage bag along the floor. Her knobby hand gripped the pull-strings. “Thought you’d be in soon. Your mom okay?”
“Yeah, she’s fine, grouchy as ever. But”—he waved his hand—“this is a mess.”
“Oh, do you think?” Maggie said, huffing. “It’s worse in the back and in the antiques. Not much we can save, I’m afraid.”
Her husband, Emmett, appeared in the doorway of the antique section of the shop with a broom. He leaned it against the archway and went to his wife.
“Here, now, I’ll do that.” He took the bag and steered her to a chair.
She sat down and brushed strands of her damp, curly gray hair out of her face.
“Thanks, sweetie. Sometimes, I’m glad I married you,” Maggie said.
Emmett’s grin lightened his aged face. “Well, reckon better late than never,” he said.
Maggie patted his arm and chuckled. Then she flipped an arthritic hand to the back storage room. “There’s more broken than not, Justus. Emmett might have to cook up all that steak in a hurry if the power doesn’t come on soon. The freezer won’t keep that stuff cold much longer.”
Emmett frowned. Without speaking, he went out the back door and the lid of the smoker banged open.
“Sounds like he’s starting now,” Justus said. He began running water into a mop bucket from the supply closet by the bar. “No matter what, we’ll have a crowd for noon, so it’ll work out. I’m not going to worry about it.”
“Aren’t you going to check the antiques?”
Justus grimaced and shook his head. He slapped a wet mop onto the brown glass fragments, pushing them and the sad remnants of the cognac into a pile. “I thought about it, but…”
“Couldn’t take it?”
He shook his head without answering, steeled his courage, and walked to the antique wing of his shop.
Emmett appeared at the back door, and a waft of smoke came in with him. “I piled up some of that broken stuff in the antique wing, but there’s a lotta glass. You want I should do some more?” he said.
“Nah, Emmett, give it up for now. No use worrying about it until later. Stay with the smoker, and I’ll get the tables ready for noon.”
Relief creased Emmett’s face into furrows. He escaped into the back yard.
The H-shaped building had one wing dedicated to the bar, where Justus offered food and drink. The other wing was his antique shop. A long connecting room held the register, the entrance, and the back door leading to the barbecue.
Justus stood at the arched doorway to the antiques and groaned. Bits of glass littered the floor, a mixture of toppled shelving, china tea sets, figurines, and pottery. Decisions, decisions; what to sell and what to trash. First glance told him the dumpster would get the majority.
On the bar side of his shop, the touchscreen games on the mahogany countertop were undamaged. The antique mirror and glass shelving had survived with nary a crack. But the stemware and many of the steins lay mingled with the fragrant remnants of the liquor. Why the Fates chose the bottles of cognac and not the fifteen-dollar wine was a cruel mystery.
Justus stood a moment longer with his hands on his hips, viewing the damage. He gritted his teeth and, like Emmett, retreated in the face of an overwhelming opponent, away from the mess and back to the bar. How convenient it would be to use magic to clean up the mess. But objects moving of their own accord tended to upset people.
Instead, he used the old-fashioned method and employed mop and muscle. Maggie helped, but her stiff ballet of pain slowed her movements.
He studied her pained progression, then slipped a hand under her elbow, as if to steady her. With his touch, the fixed magic from his ward stone folded onto her. Unconsciously, she sighed and moved with increased vigor.
The elements of Air and Fire soothed her joints. Air to cradle and support her weight, Fire to add warmth. She felt less pain, and the slow, aching dance eased into movement that was more fluid.
Discovery was the problem. Working small amounts of fixed magic left no trace, the signature undetected unless another mage stood within a few feet of him. The stroke of his fingers gave her a few hours of relief from the dull ache of her arthritis. It was worth the risk.
Fixed magic was the infusion of elements onto an object. Gathering those elements from the surrounding magic left a signature any mage could read, a trace of the power used to pull the elements in and then fix them to an article. When he drew large amounts of magic from the phantasms swirling around him, adepts from miles around would notice and the Imperium would send its wizards to check out the use of “wilder” magic. His life always got interesting for a while after that. Using the fixed magic of the ward stone threw no signature, as long as he used it with care. Safer than using gathered magic, but not as potent as the wild streams that spiraled around the unsuspecting people in glittering trails.
With his use of his talent came responsibility, to himself and to his friends. For now, he had done all he could for Maggie.
Emmett made regular trips to the cooking hood. Soon, the smell of the apple wood and cooking beef enveloped the shop, and the morning passed quickly. With a last inspection, Justus wiped the round tables and viewed the eatery. He edged to the window and smiled slightly when he saw Maggie engrossed in a laughing conversation with her husband. A haze of fragrant smoke enveloped them as she gestured and Emmett turned the meat on the grill. For the moment, Justus was alone.
With one eye on the couple, he pulled in a deep breath and held his hands away from his body. Justus sent his senses outward, testing and feeling for adepts in the area, looking for their magical signatures. He felt the McIntyres’ aura, as well as the people walking along the sidewalk. No mages. Only humans.
Justus dropped his senses and sent a questing element made of Earth around the room, looking for glass or dirt, the amount of gathered magic minute, but detectable if another adept was within a hundred feet. Shards of glass and bits of dirt whirled out from cracks and from under the bar, creating a mass about the size of a cereal bowl. It whispered like sand along the floor and formed a small vortex at his feet.
From the barbecue area in the back yard, Maggie laughed, and Emmett said something in a low voice, then the sound of his laughter joined hers. Justus released the gathered magic quickly, and the bits of glass brushed the leg of his black jeans before dropping to the floor. He hissed when he saw shards of glass had stuck to the material and tried to brush it away with his hand. A moment later, he realized his mistake, and now his curse was louder with the sight of the particles of glass stuck to his hands. He finished sweeping the pile into a dustpan, when Maggie walked stiffly through the doorway, her eyes still sparkling from Emmett’s teasing.
“All the work done, then?” she asked. “Did I get back in time?”
“Just finishing up here,” Justus said with a low chuckle. He wiped up the last of the fragments with a damp paper towel and threw it away with the trash. “There, that’s it. Time to get cookin’.”
He brushed his black jeans to ensure nothing glimmered there and clenched his teeth at the sting in his palm. Nothing seemed attached to the dark blue material of his shirt, at least.
Before long, the odor of meat grilled in Emmett’s outdoor cooker filtered not only into the shop, but out to the street as well. After eleven o’clock, the sweaty utility workers began filing in, hoping for a plain sandwich. The fragrant slabs of steak and pulled meat surprised them. With plenty of buns to go around and the seemingly endless supply of Justus’s microbrew beer, it was enough to put even the weariest in a cheerful mood.
With no refrigeration, vegetables weren’t on the menu, and the beefy workers sighed dramatically and called for more beer to alleviate their feigned disappointment. More than one commented to Justus on his microbrew and asked for the name of his supplier, but he simply smiled and served them another glass of the warm beer. He wondered what their response would be if they discovered his main ingredient in the foamy beverage.
Magic was one of the ingredients, enhancing the hops, water, and malted grains. Wild yeast, pulled from the surrounding area of apple orchards, clover fields, and sun-baked sweet corn made each brew unique. Some amber-colored batches smelled of butterscotch. Other bottles tasted like Emmett’s apple wood, earthy and flavorful. His preference had the spicy flavor of cloves and ginger. All filled the senses with the aromas of the woods, an orchard, or a flower garden.
He devoted one section of the cellar to his practice of micro brewing, but fixed magic hid the rest of the cellar, the place where he held the parts of his life separate from his human friends—and the Imperium.
Word soon spread and a line formed on the street. The hungry workers cheerfully took turns eating at the six mahogany tables, some electing to take a plate and sit on the wooden benches on the sidewalk.
Emmett cooked the meat, and Justus served, threading his body between tables and the masses. Maggie stayed at the register.
The crowd dwindled, and by the time the sun was down to the tree line, the freezer was empty. Alone with his friends, Justus leaned back in one of the large chairs set in the corner of the bar, his long legs stretched in front of him. He interlaced his fingers behind his head and looked up at the ceiling.
The lights suddenly flared, went out, and then came on again to stay.
“Oh, yeah. Ain’t that timin’,” Emmett said, laughing. “Just after we empty the freezer, the power comes back on.”
Justus got to his feet and went to look again at the antique wing with the broken china and figurines. Grimly, he took the angled broom and began sweeping the bits of broken china.
It wouldn’t clean itself. At least not with witnesses.
Buying antiques, then reselling them to happy collectors was only profitable on a cyclical basis. What he really needed was a web site. And how many times had he come up with this grand solution and not acted on it?
“Hey, I’ll do that,” Emmett said, coming up behind him. “You need to call your mom anyway.”
“She called?”
“Yeah, sorry, I forgot. It was in the middle of the rush and you were in the cellar.”
Emmett began sweeping the piles together. Justus pulled his cell phone from behind the bar and hit the familiar numbers.
“Hello,” an aged, female voice answered.
“What the hell you doing inside on a beautiful day like this?”
She laughed, and Justus heard the familiar click of her dentures. “Answering the damn phone, that’s what,” she said.
Justus snickered. “Geez. For an old woman, you sure cuss a lot.”
“Yeah, well, for a young brat, you sure are opinionated.”
Shattering glass caught his attention. Emmett uttered an oath under his breath, then glanced at him and rolled his eyes. “It was broken already, I think,” he said.
Justus shrugged and gave him a half-smile. “Lookit, Mom, I don’t think I’m gonna make it over there tonight. Will you be okay?”
A short hesitation, and then she said, “Of course. I don’t have anything going on here. Nothing broken or wrecked. Not like at the shop. So don’t worry. Just stay safe.”
“You always say that.” He shook his head. “Take care, then, and I’ll see you sometime. Call if there’s a problem.”
“Okay, bye.”
He hung up and heard a footstep, crunching through the broken glass on the sidewalk. A lanky teenage boy stood in the doorway and gave a low whistle. The teenager’s honey-blond hair stuck in damp strands to his forehead from a half-ass shower. He wore a shirt that was growing tight over his shoulders and chest, touting a faded red Huskers logo. He was at that age between a kid and an adult—too old to be called a boy, and too self-aware to be a man.
He was a splendid example of a seventeen-year-old stud muffin who didn’t yet know he was one and wouldn’t care when he did.
“Holy crap, what a mess,” he said. The boy craned his head and whistled again as he looked at the destruction.
“Wow, Bertie, nothing gets by you. It’s scary how fast you pick up on the smallest detail,” Justus said.
“Yeah, well, it’s a gift. And quit calling me ‘Bertie.’”
“Okay. Bertram.”
The boy narrowed his eyes at Justus and stepped into the shop.
“Speaking of ‘picking up...’ Here you go, Bert.” Emmett tossed a roll of heavy-duty black garbage bags at him.
Bert caught it against his chest and grinned at Emmett. He shook a bag out, opened it, and nodded at Justus. “Heard what you said to your mom. We’ll look in on her,” he said.
“Thanks, Bert. Appreciate it.”
“We could have used you earlier,” Emmett said. “What were you doing? Not homework?”
Bert grinned briefly. “Nah. We had practice at school for the track tournament. Can you believe it? Even with the quake and crap, the coach said we still needed to run.”
His eyes flicked to Justus, then away.
“How did you do?” Maggie said.
Bert glanced at Maggie’s hands and frowned. She was rubbing her knuckles gingerly. “I came in third, but it was my personal best at the five-mile run.” He shrugged. “I was happy with it anyway.”
“Well, kid, you got the legs for it, skinny and all,” Emmett said.
Bert snorted and held the bag open for Justus to dump a dustpan full of broken glass and dust, but his attention stayed on Maggie. He looked at Justus and subtly rolled his eyes toward the older woman. Justus nodded slightly and tied the bag off. Air and Fire. He began to formulate the need and gather the elements.
Just as he took a step toward her, he felt the familiar creepy-crawly sensation on his forearms. In the same motion, he reached for the broom instead and began sweeping with a purpose. Bert frowned, confused. Justus nodded meaningfully to the front entrance. The teenager turned, at once eager and expectant.

That kid will never learn to avoid magic, Justus thought.
The front door opened and the footsteps stopped just inside the entrance. Out of the corner of his eye, Justus saw Emmett look up, smile, and cock his head slightly, as if puzzled. He kept his head down and worked the broom, but caught Bert’s wide-eyed expression as he looked at the newcomer. More than curious now. More like heightened interest. A purely male reaction.
“Yes? Can we help you?” Emmett asked, brushing his hands together.
Justus gave in to his curiosity and turned his head. The adept, a young woman, had stopped just inside the door and looked around the shop with dismay.
Wisps of her brown hair escaped the long braid hanging down her slim back, and a rumpled, well-used denim bag hung over one shoulder. On her wrist, a metal bracelet made of many trinkets and loops chimed in silvery tones. She looked at the piles of broken glass and muttered, “Crap.”
Her eyes came back to Emmett.
“Oh, sorry. I saw your sign outside there, the ‘Help Wanted’ sign, and…”
She stopped and her shoulders slumped. Tired or miserable, he thought.
It didn’t take a magician to read her body language. But then she straightened and her jaw tightened.
“Your sign says you need help,” she said firmly, almost defiantly.
Emmett glanced at Maggie, then both turned to Justus with the same question in their eyes. Bert stared with appreciation at the girl, and Justus half expected him to whistle again.
The girl turned to him; he met her eyes and felt his breath catch. Her eyes, dove-gray and lined in black lashes, were steady, determined, and not as defeated as he’d thought.
Damn it.
Three pairs of eyes waited, two with great expectations. The third went hard, her face wiped clean of emotion as he hesitated. She shrugged and began to turn away.
Emmett stopped her with a hand on her arm.
“Hey, boss, we could use some help, don’t ya think? I mean book work, cleaning, organizing. Maybe even serving when we get real busy like today,” Emmett said. “We could manage minimum wage at least for now. And ah, maybe she could help out at home…” His voice got smaller as Justus remained quiet.
Justus felt his mouth tighten as the impossible situation began to gather around him like the tangles of a rough net, ending every opportunity for escape. He sucked in a breath through his clenched teeth as they waited. The girl’s shoulders straightened and she jerked her chin. He felt a subtle touch of anger run through him.
He nodded once.
For a moment, he thought she would refuse and leave, rather than accept the job, her pride wounded. She lowered her eyes and relented. “I don’t mind. I’ll do anything. Sweeping, cleaning, organizing, filing. I don’t mind,” she said. She jerked her chin again, and then she smiled.
She had turned to face him fully, and her smile knocked him back a step. Her face became a brilliant galaxy of light.
Maggie stepped up to her and began patting her arm, asking her name and if she had eaten.
“Sable,” she said softly. “My name is Sable Rounds, and no, I haven’t eaten yet.”
“Do you have a place to stay?” Emmett asked, his smile as warm and welcoming as a cup of brewed tea.
“Um, no,” Sable said.
Emmett looked at Maggie, a question in his eyes. When she smiled and nodded, he grinned wider, as if satisfied, and turned to the young woman.
“We got a place for you, over our garage. It’s been vacant for several years, but it’s in good shape, private-like and cheap.” He laughed. “Real cheap, maybe.”
“See, we could use some help, like kind of a live-in helper, someone to do some light cleaning and such,” Maggie said, smiling and holding out her knobby hands. “I just can’t get things done like I used to, you see, with this arthritis, and if you could help out here and at our house…” She trailed off.
Emmett gave his wife a fond smile. “Yeah, she can’t do the hoochie coochie dance like she used to.”
“Emmett,” Maggie said, looking appalled.
Her husband feigned chagrin.
Sable grinned and added a laugh that was like the musical chimes of her bracelet. “Oh, of course, of course. That’d be great.” And then something seemed to break inside her, and she blinked and her voice sounded like her throat was tight. “That would…that sounds wonderful.”
Her eyes dropped to Maggie’s twisted hands and narrowed in concentration. Justus felt the heat of the ward stone on his chest and saw the faint swirl of several elements woven onto her palm. Fire and Air.
She laid her hand on Maggie’s arm, and the older woman sighed as the pain in her hands vanished.


His head on his hand, elbow on table, looking at nothing—that was Justus’s last fifteen minutes while he tried to figure out why he had hired a mage. She would be a disruption, a complication. Was he crazy, with an adept here, so close, and the Imperium probably not far behind? Eventually, he’d slip and this gal would call her friends.
What the hell kind of idiot was he?
As if in answer, Bert looked up from the noisy video game he was playing and hit the off switch. The techno music died, along with the meaty crunches of dying aliens.
“You okay?” Bert said, then grinned when Justus looked at him sourly. “Guess not. I take it that was another mage, what with the attitude you got there and all.”
Justus growled. “Can’t fire her either, not now. Not unless she’s a total screwup or a thief.”
“Somehow, I don’t think you’re gonna be that lucky,” Bert said cheerfully. “Emmett was holding the door open, calling them his ‘ladies,’ and Maggie was talking girl-talk when they left, something about curtains, candles, and potpourri.”
Justus remembered that moment when Sable looked over her shoulder as the McIntyres were leaving with her, flashing him another smile. It transformed her face. It was as though she had saved up all the happiness her life should have held until this moment and expended it in her smile as she looked back at him. The McIntyres hustled her out to “get settled” Emmett said, winking at Justus. And probably to feed her and give her the usual mothering routine they gave to waifs in need.
“Dammit to hell, what am I going to do?”
Bert shrugged. He sat on one corner of the table, dug some dirt from under his thumbnail, and flicked it away, ignoring Justus’s look of disgust. “She’s kinda hot, though. Wiz, I don’t get the cow you’re birthin’ here. You got the ward stone around your neck protecting your cover, so what’s with the freakin’-out session?”
Justus pushed away from the table and stood. Biting back another oath, he sucked in a deep breath instead and closed his eyes. “Yeah, well, I don’t like to take chances. True, she can’t feel my signature, but there’s no need to push it.”
Justus brushed his hands together and winced when he remembered the imbedded glass in his palms. “Time to get some work done, now that they’re gone,” he said.
Maybe it would help clear his mind also.
Bert grinned. “Oh, cool. Magic,” he said.
With full dark and no witnesses—except for a teenage Looney Tunes—it was his best opportunity. Justus turned off the lights and strode to the antique wing.
Ignoring Bert, Justus gradually extended his senses in all directions, tentatively feeling for the presence of another adept near or the working of magic. Nothing. Slowly, he allowed his awareness to expand to a distance he felt was safe enough to give him space to work without interference. With the smallest touch of his will, Justus tied off his magic, leaving the guardian circle, and pulled his sense of the surroundings away. Like a soap bubble and almost as fragile, the circle, if touched by magic or another wizard, would burst, collapse, and anything he was doing inside that bubble would snuff out before another adept felt it, giving him time to cut the energies he was using and avoid detection.
“Hey, Wiz, don’t forget the cloak this time.”
Sourly, Justus looked at Bert and worked a shield of Air. Last time he cleaned up broken glass, the swirling particles had given him a myriad of cuts and scratches. Always learn by your mistakes, that was his motto. He briefly considered leaving Bert outside the shield to watch him run, but squashed that thought and settled the shield of Air around both of them. Bert looked down at his forearms and grinned. His face had the look of a delighted child waiting for an anticipated carnival ride, marveling.
Justus called to the particles of broken glass. In his mind, he defined which articles were worthless and which were of value. Every corner of the shop tinkled and chimed as the shimmering pieces gathered in front of him, some scooting from under tables and cracks in the floor, and other bits from shelves and the curtains.
“That is so cool,” Bert said softly.
“Devil child, shut up.”
“Oh, that is totally not true. I’m human.”
Justus hissed and Bert subsided with a grin.
A glittering cloud grew. Justus pulled out a black garbage bag and held it open. He directed the mass into the opening, and the cloud quickly obliged with a sound of rasping sand. With a subtle tug, the minute shards pulled free of his hands to follow their mates into the bag. Then the seeking magic gathered the dust, and it formed a dirty cloud that was less pleasant to look at than the glass particles. The murky shadow of grime joined the glass in the bag.
He tied the bag and dragged it to the door, then stood with his hands on his hips to survey the shop. Still untidy and disorganized, but at least it was cleaner. With a flick of his will, he touched the guardian bubble. It burst, leaving no trace of his workings inside the circle.
Bert brushed his hands of imaginary dust, as if he were doing the work. “Now, what about the girl there, boss? We did all the cleaning…”
Justus looked at him.
“…You did all the cleaning,” Bert continued smoothly. “What’s she gonna do now?”
Justus shrugged and examined the sidewalk in front of the store. Workers lingered under the streetlights, and men with clipboards assessed the damage. The human traffic was thinning, but still too numerous to complete the cleanup outside. Cars crossed the cleared intersection. A late party seemed to be revving up in one of the nearby apartments, with a bass loud enough to shake the ground under his heels. He would need to wait until later to clean the sidewalk.
“I don’t know. Maybe she’ll quit,” Justus said. At Bert’s dubious roll of his eyes, Justus lifted one shoulder. “I suppose…oh, well, maybe the girl can help with organizing, checking stuff in, rearranging. Heaven knows you don’t have the knack.”
“Yeah, potpourri is not my strong point.”
Strange that she had so little innate magic. When she gathered the elements to ease Maggie’s pain, it was a small, but complex use of magic. Justus could see the effort had nearly drained her when she sighed and hunched her shoulders, as if suddenly exhausted.
It was almost as if…Justus shook his head.
No, not at her age. She appeared to be in her middle twenties. Could be she just didn’t have much ability or talent in magic. The other reason was nearly inconceivable in this modern, enlightened age.
And if it were true, if she hadn’t come into her abilities because of that, all the more reason to find a way to fire her.
Or he would have to run.


The smells in the apartment were an incongruous combination of fresh paint, mothballs, and Chanel No. 5. She could feel the welcoming heat of the late afternoon sunlight streaming through lacy curtains at one end of the long room.
The long trek from the front door and up the stairs to her apartment over the attached garage was like a trip through a museum. The house was huge, built with servants’ entrances and alcoves containing crystal vases and porcelain knickknacks. Dark wood framed the doors and windows throughout the home.
As they left, Emmett had squabbled with his wife, arguing about why the sky was blue. Good-natured laughter had mingled with Maggie’s “oh, you.” Their voices faded, and she was alone in strange surroundings.
Strange, because anything with four walls and indoor plumbing was a mansion. No curious wildlife to keep her company, a bonus. Sable wasn’t sure she would sleep at all in the bed with its patchwork quilt. And what would she do with the four pillows stacked at the headboard when she rarely had one?
At the opposite end of the windows, a private entrance led outside. By the door, a faded blue umbrella hung in smart order by a pale blue jacket, both waiting patiently for an outing.
She wandered around the open space, noting the cheery rag rugs and warm smell of candle wax. The potpourri in the bathroom, with its dried rose petals and oranges pinioned with cloves, was the breaking point, an extravagance that overwhelmed her mind.
But hell, anything out of the weather was lavish for her.
Sable blew out a deep breath to come back to her personal reality. This would not last, and letting anything past her defenses would hurt more later on. No way would it do for her to get used to this strangeness, this hominess.
Her thoughts returned to the antique shop, her new boss, and his reaction to her. When she had stepped through the door of the shop, she thought Emmett was the owner, until the older man had waited for an answer from the one studiously ignoring her entrance. The McIntyres’ eagerness surprised her. Doubt and suspicion hit a moment later. Her transient lifestyle taught her enough to wonder at the generosity of people. Surely their interest wasn’t because they were concerned for her, a woman they had just met. Probably they saw a young person, strong and slightly desperate, who had limited means. Yes, that was what they saw, someone to help them with chores. Someone that gained their sympathy.
Her spine stiffened with the last thought. After that first paycheck, she would hand over every cent she could afford.
What did the owner see? That was an easy question to answer. A bedraggled gal who had slept under a bridge for the past two days.
Using the facilities at parks, filling stations, and cheap department store restrooms sufficed in most cases, but a real shower hadn’t been a part of her daily routine since the last time she could afford a cheap motel room. She glanced at the bathroom and grinned. Well, that was first on her “to do” list.
The spray was hot and stung her skin, feeling like heaven as the glorious stream hit her. She used the last of the motel room toiletries and decided part of the first paycheck would go for some new soap and shampoo. Standing in the warmth, she felt content, a first in a long time.
After drying off with the neon pink towel and slipping into a long-tailed T-shirt, Sable sat on the edge of the bed and used a thinning brush on her long hair. It was another item to purchase, a hairbrush to replace the nearly bristle-less one. As she combed through her damp hair, she pondered her new boss, the tall silent man sweeping the floor. With a shock, she realized she didn’t even know his name. After he had given that curt nod to the McIntyres, they had hustled her out so fast, she hadn’t even had a chance to hear his voice or get more than the impression of a man in his late twenties, his hair as black as ebony.
When he had finally looked down at her, she felt a chill almost of fear. His face, unsmiling and almost angry, had a long red scratch up one side of his cheek, from the corner of his mouth to his cheekbone. It was otherwise emotionless, cold, as if he hated her on sight. With that thought roiling in her head, Sable felt her stomach turn into knots. Maybe now that she was cleaner and not so scruffy—clothes...some new clothes would be on the agenda for that first paycheck also—he wouldn’t look at her with such distaste the next time they met. Although why she should care, she didn’t know. As long as she could keep her job for a while, at least long enough to restock things. For a bit of…normalcy. But the price she would pay for this morsel of happiness would be great, the crushing pain she would feel when she had to leave and find another hiding place.
She sat still, her brush forgotten, staring at nothing in the slowly dimming light. Night was darkening the windows, and soon, everyone would be asleep. She dropped her face into her hands, and the silent tears leaked from around her fingers.
She was less successful controlling the sounds of weeping, but soon, no one would be awake to hear her.






Chapter Three
The no-neck guard showed little emotion as Dayne Mathon turned off his motorcycle and stepped onto the pavement. The man stood at the entrance of the high-rise building, with arms crossed in front of him like a guy looking to enter a Wrestlemania bout. And win.
Not good. As the new chief of security, Dayne wanted a headquarters’ guard that didn’t appear like trouble walking. He wanted someone who knew the definition of subtlety, not a blatant show of force. People gave the quasi-thug a wide berth, their glances giving way to hurried steps and nervous swallows.
A man stood opposite the guard, his balding pate like a spotlight in the sun. As Dayne eyed him curiously, the other man pushed off the side of the building and gave Dayne a crooked smile.
Dayne frowned. He took off his helmet, gathered a bit of his Fire element, fixed the phantasm onto the brain bucket, and placed it on the seat. Anyone that tried to make off with it would find a surprise—a blistered hand. He turned when the balding man approached.
“Wow.” The man edged closer to the bike. With his hands behind his back, he leaned down, as if to inspect the paint job. “What is that? A Kawasaki?”
His pale eyes focused on the bike like a frog on a bug. When Dayne didn’t answer, the man straightened and gave him a tiny smile. Dayne felt the elements gather around the man and build as he waited. The man’s watery eyes narrowed.
“Vulcan,” Dayne said. He held very still “Bought it a couple of months ago.”
The man nodded, the slim crescent of a smile remaining. “Nice.”
He sauntered back to the building and leaned against the wall again.
Dayne barked a laugh, then walked to the entrance. The eyes of the muscleman guard were the only part that moved, watching him like a coiled snake ready to strike. The other man’s slight smile never changed.
He approved. The beefy guard made a perfect diversion for the real muscle: the balding man with the enormous talent. He couldn’t be sure where his abilities lay, but it was a powerhouse of strength. He could feel the signature of adepts, but their elements remained a mystery. Until they used them.
Dayne walked into the cold, sterile lobby of gray-patterned tile and black fixtures. The only color to the décor was a scrap of paper, a discarded piece of blue by the front desk. As he watched, a prim woman dressed in a severe brown suit bent and snatched the jarring distraction from the floor. She crumpled it and dropped it into a black wastebasket by the desk.
Four kids, ranging from grade school to a teenager, waited in an alcove. The young kids played at a child-size table with coloring books and building blocks, ignoring the unsmiling adults that stood against the wall behind them. The haughty teenager feigned boredom, but his fluttering hands gave him away. Dayne averted his eyes and walked quickly into the elevator. They were waiting for their “appointment,” and it had nothing to do with him.
The elevator rose silently with no crappy, phony music to invade his thoughts. Dayne unzipped his black leather jacket and let it fall open to expose his maroon T-shirt. He realized he was sweating. He grumbled under his breath, cursed, and tried to control his breathing again. Resisting the will of the head of their clandestine business wasn’t possible, but it didn’t mean he had to like the garnered attention. Or the consequences of an unwanted promotion.
Humans weren’t the top of the food chain. In the secretive underworld of wizardry, the users of magic needed a head of security. With his promotion, the title went to him, and he wasn’t exactly thrilled.
Summoned to meet with the leader of the wizards, Tiarra—a woman with incalculable abilities in magic—killed any satisfaction his promotion gave him as the new Imperator.
Summoned or compelled, he had no recourse but to obey because he was a part of the Imperium. Tiarra was the Imperium, and her minions followed her wishes.

Always.

He’d heard the accounts. The stories were the same, but each man told them differently. Some men recounted the meetings in slow voices, their eyes averted. Other men regaled their escapades with eager, razor-sharp smiles.
All of the tales caused his gut to tighten. How could they be true?
Unbidden, his thoughts went back to Macy, her tumbled hair spread on the pillow when he left their home that morning. A smile curled his mouth at the memory, but in the next moment, he viciously squashed it. He couldn’t allow his other life, the sane one, to hamper this first meeting with Tiarra.
God Almighty, he hoped the rumors weren’t true.
He watched the numbered lights on the elevator floors, held still, and felt the trickle of sweat go down his back.
The elevator stopped and he walked into an open lobby. A young woman in a dark, metal gray jacket and skirt glanced up from her monitor screen without a hint of cheer or emotion on her face. Flowers in a vase on her desk were flawlessly poised. From a hothouse, he supposed, arranged to add color to the room.

Not like a bouquet of violets or dandelions picked and given in love.

Dayne shook his head and wondered where that thought had come from. The office assistant stood and seemed to look him up and down, her eyes lingering on his chest and face. She waited silently.
“Dayne Mathon to see Tiarra,” he said.
“Oh, she’ll like you,” she said, and Dayne felt his stomach twist.
Her brows furrowed when he didn’t answer. She took a breath, as if to speak, then hesitated. Her face smoothed of all emotion. Except her mouth. Before she turned away, her lips formed a hard line.
She walked to the opposite door, her face once again impassive. “This way. She is in her meditation room waiting on your report.”
The adjoining room smelled of the coffee and pastries that sat on a lace-topped counter.
A large wall-sized window was on the right, looking over other office buildings, the glint of the sunlit bay in the background. The stuffed easy chairs and a large sofa sat prim and neat, all black and sterile. The assistant moved to the closed door opposite and rapped three quick knocks.
A pleasant, feminine voice answered. “Enter.”
The assistant opened the door and stood in the doorway, blocking his view.
“Excuse me, ma’am. Mr. Mathon is here.” Her voice was as lifeless as her face.
The assistant gave a short bow and motioned for Dayne to step through the entrance. Under her breath, she spoke one word to Dayne, and then she retreated, closing the door behind her. He felt his jaw tense as he turned to his new boss.
Tiarra, the highest Adept of the Imperium, was in the middle of her exercises, twisting slowly and extending one arm out away from her body while bending one knee. Her body, muscular and trim, was clad in skin-tight black material from her neck to her ankles, defining every curve and sinew. Dayne jerked his eyes away and instead looked at the equipment, the mat, treadmill, and weights of an exercise area. Like the outer room, a wall-sized window was on one side, allowing natural sunlight in. A thick black exercise mat covered half of the floor; an ivory carpet was on the other half. A small daybed was on that side, covered with a deep, royal blue spread. He swallowed and kept his eyes from straying to Tiarra, who was continuing her tai chi forms, moving from one languid position to another without pause.
Dayne kept his eyes from the daybed as well.
He cleared his throat noisily and shuffled his feet.
“Make your report, my new Imperator, and then we will determine if your status is deserved.”
Dayne felt his muscles tense and sucked in a deep, calming breath. He opened his mouth.
“Look at me while you are delivering your report, my new Imperator. I want to see your eyes.”
She sounded amused, but Dayne felt the lash of command in her voice and his resolve crumbled. He looked up.
She was in the middle of the warrior pose, stretching her shoulder muscles and thighs. As he stood frozen, compelled to keep his eyes on her, she bent backward, lithely touched her hands to the floor, and executed a handstand, her limbs flowing gracefully from her extension and then into a standing pose to face him.
A straight ponytail held her dark hair, scraped back from her face in slick lines. Her features were like fine, exquisite porcelain, a runway model’s body and face. But her eyes were…strange. And Dayne felt a sickness begin in his belly.
Tiarra had a trace of a smile on her face while she cocked her head, looking him up and down. A bead of sweat trailed down her neck and onto her breast. He jerked his eyes back to her face.
She laughed and said under her breath, “Oh my. A reluctant one.” Her eyes hardened. “Report.”
“The g-girl,” he stuttered and then stopped and took a breath. “The girl has stopped running for now, holed up. She has a job and seems to be settling in.”
“And your agents, they didn’t reveal themselves or give her a reason to run again?”
“They are giving her some breathing room, yes, and staying out of sight.”
Tiarra stroked her chin, seemingly lost in thought, and took slow steps closer to him, her body moving like black liquid. Dayne shivered, but otherwise held still.
“So she is feeling ‘safe’ and relaxed. That is good.”
“One more thing,” Dayne said. He sucked in a breath, forcing his quivering muscles to still.
“Yes?” she said, stepping closer. Her hands slowly traced down her ribcage, as if to smooth the already taut fabric. “There is more?”
She closed another step.
Dayne blew out another breath and tried to pull his eyes away again, but the compulsion held him. Hoarsely, he said, “A man, a young man is living there. The bar owner, I think. He has two helpers, an old couple. And a kid, a teenager.” He felt the trickle of sweat inch faster down his back, and he gulped.
Tiarra gave a short laugh. “Excellent. Maybe this will finally trap her and she will come into her potential.” She moved close enough that he could feel her breath and smell her body, a mixture of soap and sweat.
And heat.
“My,” she said, stroking his trembling arm, “you are quite fit, aren’t you?” Huskily, she laughed again as she smoothed a hand over his chest. “How tall are you, my Imperator?”
His throat closed and he was barely audible. “Six five.”
“Over there, Imperator,” she said, nodding to the daybed. Her voice hardened with command. “Take off your shirt.”
For a moment longer, a brief portion of a second, his mind screamed, No, and he resisted her. But in the Imperium, there was no argument when Tiarra issued a command. His struggle ended as quickly as it began, but the sickness in his belly remained.
His last thoughts were a mental outcry to his Macy, a silent apology. Before he bent his mouth down to Tiarra’s, his body responding to her will, the single word uttered by the secretary as she had closed the door before leaving came back to him and he understood.
“Sorry,” she had said.


Later, he clenched his teeth as Tiarra languidly said goodbye and then laughed as he pulled on his trousers without speaking. She stretched out on the daybed as he left the room before buttoning his shirt, his jacket over his arm.
The outside room, with the now stomach-churning smells of coffee and food, was empty. He buttoned his shirt, put on his jacket, then tried to smooth his hair. Taking a deep breath, he willed his terrible emotions into a calmer state; the guilt of betrayal—and the knowledge that he could have done nothing to stop her—was at war inside him. Distantly, he noticed his hands shaking and fisted them, his nails cutting into his palms.
He sucked in another breath, shuddered, and opened the door into the lobby by the elevator. The assistant was there, her face appearing sick. As soon as he stepped into the room, she looked up at him and her features changed, smoothed away into an emotionless visage.
Dayne walked quickly to the elevator without speaking, hit the button, and waited, his heart keeping time with his racing nerves.
Just as the doors opened, the assistant spoke, her voice low and careful. “If it helps you to know, she doesn’t just take men.”
The elevator doors closed behind him, leaving Dayne with his guilt and the feeling he would never be clean again.






Chapter Four
“Justus Aubre,” Maggie said in answer to Sable’s shy question after breakfast the next day. “And Bert Reese was the kid. He’s seventeen and a little shy with girls.” She laughed at some joke. “Your new boss isn’t exactly gifted with gab, so it’s no wonder you didn’t get his name.”
The older woman continued. “He owns the bar and the antique shop. Emmett cooks on Friday and Saturday. Bert helps sometimes, and I help with the accounts.”
Maggie’s nonstop chatter streamed over her as Sable washed the dishes from breakfast. Unlike her taciturn boss, Maggie barely allowed Sable to slip a word in edgewise into the one-sided conversation.
She asked if Sable liked her sleeping quarters and how she slept. After assured of Sable’s comfort, Maggie began talking about the weather, the job, and life in general. Then she began a history of the large Victorian house and past owner’s hideous taste in decorating the walnut-paneled dining room in pea-green wallpaper.
Maggie paused for a swallow of her coffee. “We don’t have any pets, but we do keep a couple of horses. Pasture pets, we call ’em, both in their twenties. They aren’t much good for anything, but you know how pretty horses are, so we keep ’em for their looks.”
The older woman laughed. “Emmett says that’s why I keep him around too, for his looks.”
Maggie gestured vaguely to the window, and Sable saw a brick walkway that led to a well-worn path through the trees and a pasture. “We have a shed stocked with bales of brome hay and feed them every night.”
She allowed the words to flow over her like a warm bath, comforting and soothing. Her nods, short comments, and smiles kept Maggie going. She finished the dishes and began wiping the enameled counter and table.
“Ah, well, you see what happens,” Maggie said. “I just keep right onna going if you don’t stop me, just keep yappin’ along.”
At the sink window, Sable caught sight of furtive movement outside, something fluttering the leafy branches of a lilac bush.
“Um, Maggie,” she said as gleaming azure eyes winked at her from under the bush.
Maggie was in the middle of some story about the neighbor’s influx of tent worms. She stopped when Sable turned to her.
“Do you or Emmett have allergies? Like allergic to cats?” She turned back to the window.
Maggie silently joined her, standing shoulder to shoulder as they both looked at the patient, waiting eyes.
“No,” Maggie said thoughtfully. “No, we don’t.”
“Do you…like…cats?”
Maggie grinned. “We like cats,” she said slowly. “Like dogs, too.” She harrumphed. “Draw the line with rodents, though. Don’t care for rats or white mice.”
Sable laughed, the first happy sound she could remember making in a very long time.
Maggie looked at her speculatively. “Don’t we have some scrambled eggs left? Maybe some bits of toast?”
The young woman grinned at her, unaware of her brilliant smile. “Come on. Let me introduce you to my little buddy out there. We met a couple of nights ago under an overpass.”


It was an easy adjustment for everyone, the adoption of the small, buff-colored kitten that had followed her from the overpass that night after the concert. The McIntyres fell in love immediately, and Zephyr, the azure-eyed kitten, moved in as if it was her idea, her right. The kitten regarded the house and its occupants as hers. During her initial inspection, the kitten held her tail high with a slight curve at the tip, like a walking cane, and took over operations of the household.
Sable felt relieved knowing that at least Zephyr had found a permanent home. Good things did happen sometimes. At least it beat sleeping under a bridge together. She shivered, thinking of the hard concrete.
Sable left the kitten curled up on the sofa cushion in her room, her fur clumped slightly from an impromptu bath.
“Bye, Zephyr. I’ll be back later,” Sable said. The blue eyes opened languidly, and the kitten trilled softly, as if to say, “Okay, see you later.”
She didn’t meow like other cats. Instead, she “trilled,” a soft rumble like a cross between a purr and a normal meow. The kitten made it her catchall sound for every need or emotion.
Emmett drove Sable to the shop, promised to introduce her properly to Mr. Aubre, and then pick up supplies for their newest resident. He talked and laughed all the way to her new job, obviously the other bookend to a matched set in the couple’s marriage.
She sighed, looked without interest at the passing traffic, and held herself from getting too close. Later, it would only hurt more when she had to leave.
“Okey, dokey, here we are,” Emmett said cheerfully. “Now, don’t let Justus intimidate you. He ain’t much of a talker, heaven knows, but he has a good heart. Likes to keep to himself, not much of a busybody, if you know what I mean. Doesn’t get out much.”
Sable got out of the car and stood looking at the storefront. No broken glass remained; the sidewalk had been swept clean. Even the cracks in the pavement bore no evidence of dirt.
“So, he’s some kind of an introvert? Is that what you mean?”
“Yeah, that would be it. Laidback.” Emmett glanced at his watch. “I’ll pick you up in two, maybe three hours then, and we’ll have lunch. Sound okay?”
Sable nodded and grinned at him as he pulled away and then raised her hand as if to get his attention. She lowered her arm when he didn’t look back. Crap. He had forgotten to introduce her to the new boss. She sucked in a calming breath, opened the door to the shop, and stepped in.
She paused, struck by the difference in the shop’s now spotless floor and shelves. Like the outside walk, she saw nothing of broken glass. It was even clean of dust.
Her new boss, seemingly waiting, stood at the bar, watching her expression. All the courage she had drummed up evaporated as his black eyes focused on her and narrowed.
“I, uh, I was here y-y-yesterday,” she stuttered. “Sable. I’m Sable. Here to help, uh…”
His face was hard, his eyes almost angry. But as she nervously waited for some kind of response, his features smoothed.
“Miss Rounds, yes. We didn’t have a chance for introductions yesterday.” His voice, a moderately deep baritone, sounded husky, as if sometime in his past, he had sustained an injury to his throat. “I am Justus Aubre.” He held out his hand.
Sable took his large hand, feeling the calluses and the warmth. But the warmth was at odds with his eyes. They remained cold and intent, as if searching for her reaction. Then he dropped her hand and backed away, his cheek muscle rippling as he clenched his jaw.
His ivory skin contrasted with his blue-black hair and eyes, heavily fringed with the same black lashes. They seemed to look through her to the other side. Unwavering, he waited for her response.
“Um, looks like you’ve been busy,” she said, waving her hand around the shop. “It sure looks different.”
“Yes, I stayed up late cleaning.”
She nodded and dithered, wondered what he had left her to do. Unless, of course, that was the idea. He didn’t want her as an employee, she suddenly realized. With that thought, anger roiled inside her and she felt the touch of her magic briefly sizzle on her hands as she allowed it to manifest with the emotions.
“So,” she said briskly. “Where do you want me to start? I don’t see much cleaning to be done, but maybe you have another room to do?”
His eyes narrowed. “Organize some stuff, I guess. Clean the front windows. Sundays, we don’t do much until noon.” He turned away, went into a small room off to one side of the bar, and slammed the door behind him.
She gritted her teeth, stifling the magic that stroked her skin with the surge of anger. Her emotions would get the best of her if she didn’t control herself.
Magic, the curse of her life, and after the discovery of her small talents, it had given her nothing but trouble since she was a teen. The memory of her parents and their cold faces as they explained her “gift” chafed the familiar sore spot in her heart. Finding she was little more than a product of selective breeding had turned her life into a farce.
To humans, magic didn’t exist except in books and fables. The secret society of wizards laughed at the fairy tales, but the basics of the stories revealed the secret world of magic. The harsh politics of the Imperium functioned in similar ways to humankind, with its power struggles and cruelties. It ran in the background of human history, unknown and quiet.
The realm of magic operated and functioned without human interference, run by the strongest mage. Their goal was to gather potential wizards into the fold to keep their power base.
Sable was one of their targets, tagged by the Imperium as a child.
Bonded, her parents said. The leftovers from that nightmarish event never left her.
An aloof woman appeared without warning that day, a visitor who made her cold parents look warm and inviting by comparison. She had studied Sable with a humorless smile, as if eyeing a lab experiment. Sable’s parents bragged to the taciturn woman of the successful result of their mating.
At first, she didn’t understand what her parents were talking about, when the shock hit her. The normally distant people she knew as mother and father spoke of her as if she were a prize, not a daughter.
“Look at her,” they said to the woman. “Isn’t she exactly what you want?”
The strange woman had nodded and stroked Sable’s neck. She shivered, remembering cool fingers, her bones turning to liquid, and then the sensation of her body falling to the floor. And after…
Her parents clapped and said she was now bonded, but the words made no sense to her as she struggled to lever herself into a sitting position.
The woman ignored her parents’ revelry and showed no emotion as she looked down at Sable. In a swirl of perfume, she turned to leave and spoke over her shoulder to Sable’s parents. “She will be very strong in all elements when she is brought into her full potential.”
Before the strange woman vanished, she heard the low words the woman spoke to herself. “Then she will be mine.”
Her parents congratulated each other, expressing no concern as she stared at them dumbly. They treated it as if it were fait accompli. As if there was nothing she could do.
As if she was helpless.
But she had options and a strong will. The cold woman couldn’t control her until she achieved her potential and became a full wizard. Until then, she remained free.
She huffed. Hardly free when the hunters dictated her actions and she had to keep moving.
The strongest wizards could release vast energies with little effect on their metabolism, but using her minuscule talent left her exhausted.
Sable laughed humorlessly. What a choice, but between dancing to the Imperium’s tune or total collapse, she’d pick the latter.
She found a broom in a corner and swept the already clean floor. The grooves in the solid floor planks testified to its age and sturdy character. Deep mahogany-colored whorls curled in some places, amber-colored in others, and the varnished surface shone as if wet. The shelving was of the same wood, a timeless example of a century past, when people used natural resources instead of manufactured plastics. The bare window seats under the multi-paned windows faded in the strong sunlight into variegated patterns of dark and tan. The window glass held small imperfections, causing blurs in the panes, signs of glass manufactured at the turn of the century.
The sparkle of a prism caught her eye as it shimmered on a nearby shelf. She turned it to catch the rainbows of colors in the sunlight. It was a piece from a chandelier, an oval teardrop of clear glass. Other crystals and prisms were scattered among the different shelves, and she began to gather them. Crystal spears, pear-shaped prisms, small beads, and balls were scattered among the china teacups or brass figurines. Some were similar, as if from the same chandelier, and others were obviously different, in color or quality, subtle blues, pinks, and lavenders. In her hunt, Sable found several strings of crystal chains connected by brass-colored ties. Other pieces, almond-shaped and octagons, turned up in a box on the back of a shelf. That held the biggest pieces, ovals sparkling as if alive. Several crystals were smooth and translucent, with fissures running through them, crazed with spider-web cracks and cloudy centers. Sable held one large almond-shaped crystal to the light, feeling it emit warmth like the sunlight streaming through the window.
“It’s a rock crystal,” said a deep baritone voice behind her.
Sable jerked and the crystal bobbled and slipped through her fingers. Automatically, she bent to try to catch it, but a large hand was there before her, the crystal landing in the palm.
She stood back as Justus straightened. His eyes were on the crystal in his palm. “Rock crystals are natural stone, cut for chandeliers and such. No two are alike.” His eyes came up to hers, and he had a small smile on his face.
She knew he was tall, but she hadn’t realized the difference in their heights until now. Sable was taller than average, but Justus stood nearly a head taller. She could appreciate that fact with him so near.
He stood looking down at her with impassive and emotionless black eyes that seemed to open into an ebony pit of darkness. He held out the crystal, and she delicately picked it from the palm of his hand. Justus started to speak, hesitated, seemed to think better of it, and then smiled briefly. He turned without speaking and began to walk away.
“You have a lot of these crystals around.” At the sound of her voice, he stopped, but didn’t turn. “Why not set them in the window to catch the sun, like a window-dressing, something to pull in the customers,” she said to his back.
He turned to her, his face hard and still. The facets of the crystals were warmer.
“Or not?” she said in a small voice. “At least it would be kinda pretty.”
Justus glanced at the window, then back at her, hesitating. And then his face softened.
“Sure, go ahead,” he said slowly. His brow furrowed again, then cleared, and he absently touched the chain around his neck. As she watched, Sable thought it was as though he was struggling with something, some emotion.
Then the black eyes came up to hers again.
“I go to auctions,” he said suddenly. “Pick up all kinds of stuff there. Some of it can be real treasures. Sometimes bits and pieces of junk.” He shrugged. “Most of the time, it’s junk, but I got a lot of those crystals at private sales. It’s not overly profitable, but it is interesting.”
And then, like the sun dropping below storm clouds at sunset and shining on the earth for the last hours of the day, he smiled.
Even his black eyes smiled. A little. She couldn’t see where the pupil ended and the iris began. Slowly, it registered on her that she was staring.
Sable shook herself back into reality.
“I’ll do that then, do a bit of…interior decorating? Organizing?”
He nodded. And he was still smiling as he turned back to his office.
She looked at all the crystals and said thoughtfully, “What you need is a way to sell this online.”
He jerked to a stop and turned.
“Know anything about computers?” Justus asked.
“Sure. I took several classes in digital media and designed some web sites.”
His eyes narrowed in thought. “Is that so?”


For the rest of the morning, Sable was up to her elbows—figuratively—in computer language and web site designs. Setting up a template was easy enough. Acquiring inspiration for the layout and design was another thing, involving an idea of the shop’s inventory. She needed to know what was sellable, their potential customers, and the market for antiques. She had most of the information sitting on the oak desk beside the computer in the office. Though he was computer literate, Justus was no geek, and Sable stretched her mental prowess in the field of techno skill and took over his office with some authority when he showed her his newest Dell. Soon, she was lost in search engines and potential domain names.
After setting her up and answering a myriad of questions, Justus sat quietly without interrupting. For a time, she lost herself in the computer world and forgot his presence. When she finally looked up, his expression was puzzled, almost wistful, changed from the cold demeanor earlier.
She started when he gave a low chuckle.
“That keyboard is going to catch on fire.” His raspy voice seemed to come from the back of his throat.
She laughed and Justus laughed with her. His eyes were deep, so alive with emotion, unlike earlier, when his expression had frozen her. Now they were warm, and she felt she could almost fall into them and disappear. For a while, she couldn’t pull away. Her lips parted as she began breathing deeper.
“Hey, anybody home?”
Emmett’s voice broke the spell, and she tore her eyes away from Justus’s face and shivered. She had been leaning toward him. Surreptitiously, she noticed Justus shake his head, as if to clear it. A lock of black hair fell over his forehead, and he absently combed it back with his fingers as he cleared his throat.
“In here, Emmett. We’re in here,” he said loudly. He leaned back in his chair as Emmett came to the doorway, his arms crossed in front of his chest like a shield.
Justus pointed one finger at Sable. “Look at what I found: a lady that knows computers. I think I’ll keep her,” he continued and laughed.
But then the laughter disappeared and she saw a strange emotion cross his face. Sable could see he was clenching his teeth, as if he had said too much.
Emmett stared at Justus, startled, and then closed his gaping mouth. “Oh, uh, good deal,” he said.
“She’s got some ideas for the web site,” Justus said, his voice now lacking enthusiasm.
“Great. Looks great.” Emmett nodded absently. He cleared his throat. “Sable, did you want to eat a bite or what, then? Maggie’s waiting at home.”
“Sure.”
Justus stiffened, as if stuck by a pin.

What the hell’s his problem now, she thought.
“Hey, Emmett,” he said quietly. “You got another plate for me?”
Emmett turned to gape at Justus, then closed his mouth with a snap. “Course. Come along. It’s probably nothing special or fancy, but there’s always enough for a crowd.”
At that moment, she felt that skin-tightening, crawly feeling, the closeness of a fellow mage.
She held herself still and kept her eyes down. A single pink paper clip by the keyboard held her attention as she tried to control her breathing. Surely the two men could hear the wild beat of her heart, would ask why her face paled, despite the innocuous conversation. Sable turned the paper clip over in her fingers, playing with it while she tried to think.
For just a while, she had felt normal, her worries forgotten and stuffed into a mental back pocket, out of sight. For those few hours, on this special morning, Sable had been happy. Now her problems came crashing back, her stomach twisted into a knot.
The hunters searched for her still, watching and waiting like vultures over a near-dead creature.
A large hand interrupted her thoughts as it gently took the paper clip from her. She looked up at Justus. He had a strange expression, intent and speculative, and then his features smoothed. He held out one hand while fingering a black chain around his neck with the other.
Surprised, she took the offered hand, and he said gruffly, “Come on. Let’s see what Maggie has for us.”
The touch was warm, and for a moment, the feel of it held her attention. Then she noticed the slithery touch of another mage was gone. She sighed, relieved, and decided the other wizard she felt was not hunting for her. It had been a coincidence, and now the passing wizard had moved out of range.
With that thought, the happiness returned, and she felt almost giddy with relief. Sable laughed and Justus and Emmett laughed with her. She allowed Justus to lead her to the waiting car.


“Where’d she go?” the hunter said to the other adept. “I can’t feel her signature.”






Chapter Five
After the long eventful day with the McIntyres, Justus was ready for a workout. The stars glimmered in the evening sky, and the lingering heat of the sun leached from the concrete as Justus jogged under the streetlights, listening to the sounds of the night…and for the hunters.
Or at least, tried to listen. Instead, all he heard was the beep, beep, beep of a texting teenager.
Bert trotted at his side, his lanky frame and long legs keeping pace, but his focus on texting an impediment. The boy snickered and furiously began tapping the keypad again.
“Pole,” Justus said drolly.
Bert looked up, dodged the signpost, and then dropped his eyes back to his cell. He snorted at his screen.
“Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” he muttered and began hitting the pad again.
Justus saved his complaint and lengthened his stride instead. Soon, Bert had to shove his cell into a pocket to keep up. Justus hid his smile, but the silence didn’t last long.
It was easier to think and plan when he ran. It acted to clear his head of all extraneous situations, but Bert wasn’t helping.
“Feel anything?” the teen asked.
“Pipe down,” Justus snapped. “You want to run with me, you have to be quiet.”
Bert chortled, but kept his mouth shut for about thirty seconds.
“You got problems now. Number one being, what the hell are you gonna do with, uh, your new hire?”
“Life can sure get interesting in a hurry,” Justus grumbled.
Justus motioned abruptly when Bert started to speak again, and this time, he remained quiet.
They jogged down the sidewalk, and ah…another one. Or maybe the same one, he didn’t take the time to notice. The adept wore a sweatshirt and lingered by another man with the same nondescript clothing. Their eyes slid off Justus and Bert as they jogged by, and the men resumed their conversation, obviously on “duty,” watching for traffic of the magical kind.
Justus gave them no more notice than he would have given a passing vehicle. Instead, he augmented his hearing with a mental command.
“Don’t know,” one said. “She hasn’t shown up again. The tener unus just freakin’ vanished, you know?” The mixture of Latin and modern speak was jarring.
Justus gasped, and Bert swiveled to look at him, but continued to trot without speaking.
The other man snorted. “Hey, man, don’t fuss at me. You know the witch ain’t gonna like it.”
He lowered his voice. “Did ya hear? She got herself a new boy. That smart-mouth that pushed Volker off ’en the case of that other tener unus.” He laughed coarsely.
“Geez. That was him? The same one what knocked Roger into the next realm?” He laughed. “Well, he got his ass promoted. Promoted right into her line of sight.”
Justus clipped his mote of magic, breaking contact with the two hunters. Their raucous laughter still grated in his ears, and with difficulty, he resisted the urge to return and clout them. Both humans and wizards had that kind of thug littering their respective worlds. There was no difference.
He noted the level of anger rise in his emotions and tamped it down. He didn’t have time to give in to that emotion, not with this revelation.
So they were looking for her. For Sable in particular, a tener unus.
The “young one.”
“Shit,” he muttered.
“What?” Bert said, startled.
“Crap, well, that’s why her magic is so weak: a tener unus—a mage who hasn’t come into her full potential.”
Bert looked at him, his face confused. “What’s it… What? A teener…tiner…a whatis?”
Justus shook his head, trying to think, and didn’t answer for a moment. The magical aura of a tener unus would draw males to her side like kids to candy.
Son of a—what the hell had he gotten himself into?
“She’s a young one, a mage who hasn’t had an emotional trigger to bring her into her talents,” Justus said, his voice low. The shop was ahead and he motioned with a cut-off gesture to silence Bert’s next question. He unlocked the front door and stepped into the darkened shop with the young man. The tingle of the two hunter’s signatures still vibrated on the skin of his arms.
“She’s got hunters after her. She’s been tagged,” Justus said. He glanced at Bert. “Bonded, that is, to the Imperium. They’ll eventually control her and her magic.”
Bert’s usual ebullience faded and he hesitated. “So the Imperium knows about her?”
Justus nodded.
Bert grimaced. “The Imperium is following her and waiting for her to slip into her magic with some huge touchy-feely event that sets it off. Like what?” he said.
Justus groaned and thought about refusing to answer, but knowing Bert, he didn’t have that option. His teenage friend could hang like a bulldog on a subject when he was curious.
“Almost anything will trigger it. Any huge emotional overload on her senses. But…” He hesitated, then plunged on. “First-time sex does the trick every time.”
“Whoa, Momma,” Bert said, his eyes widened. “So she’s never…”
Justus rolled his eyes.
Bert stroked his chin, trying to look more adult than his demeanor lent to his expression, but he couldn’t hide the adolescent grin. “She seems a bit, I don’t know…old? To be a virgin, I mean.”
“Old? Ye gods…”
“You know what I mean. She’s got to be like in her twenties or something.”
“Yeah, yeah, ancient,” Justus said sarcastically.
What the hell was he going to do?
“So…” Bert stopped and hesitated. “They’re waiting for her to ‘get it on.’ Why not…”
He stopped again when Justus looked at him, his eyes hard.
“Well, you know, uh, force her?” he finished weakly. “I mean, I wouldn’t put it past ’em, the way you got treated and all.”
Justus looked away. His voice was far away now as he replied. “It brings us into our talents. But…” He stopped, hardened his mind and voice again. “The emotional release has to be brought about by our choice. It can’t be forced. Not by sex.”
Bert hesitated for a moment. “Why?” he asked. “What’ll happen to the mage?”
Justus looked through the storefront window into the darkened night. “The magic explodes, rifling through their senses like buckshot through a carcass. Nothing is left of the adept’s mind because the elements tear it apart.
“Insanity. It causes irreversible insanity. And the Imperium cannot control them.”


The next morning, for the twentieth time, he found himself extending his senses to tell him when she was near. Fiercely, he shut it down. Again. And continued drumming his fingers on the desk.
Last night, sleep had been erratic, filled with plans and strategies, made and then discarded, formed again and trashed as his thoughts roiled, indecisive.
He had to leave or cut the connection with Sable.
But this had been his home, his life for several years. He liked it here, settled, with many friends like the McIntyres, giving him normalcy and some happiness. Sable was a desperate, young mage looking for a quiet place to find some normalcy.
And around and around he went, like a rat in a maze, looking for the cheese.

Damn it.

Well, first things first, he needed to cut down on the cussing, at least when Sable was around. Justus pinched the bridge of his nose with his forefinger and thumb and returned to the question he had asked himself the day before.
What the hell was he going to do?
Justus stood and strode the few steps from one wall of his office to the other, back and forth, first with his arms behind his back and then twining his fingers behind his head as he thought. Memories of her brilliant smile when that small kitten greeted her at the McIntyres’ interrupted his musings. When her problems faded for a while, the difference in her face was astonishing. As she’d held the buff-colored kitten, she had looked up at him and grinned. He had returned the smile when she did. Even now, standing in his office, he realized he was again thinking fondly of the memory. And smiling.
And the cat…
Ah, well, one problem at a time. Unless it decided to start something, Justus was content to let it slide.
He sat on the edge of the desk and let his shoulders slump. His ward stone provided some protection, but she could still pull him in, no matter whether she intended to or not. Using it yesterday to cloak her, hiding her from the hunters, was an impulsive act. The change from happiness to abject misery was chilling when the hunter’s signature touched her. Now he knew why. She was their prey.
So, he had taken her hand to envelope her in the magic of his ward stone, not knowing if it would even work.
The memory of that small hand in his caused Justus to look down, and he flexed his fingers. She had placed her hand in his, so trusting and willing, and now he felt warmth spread in him that he had never felt before.
With a start, Justus pounded his fist into the palm of his other hand and growled. Shit. He needed to guard his actions, or he would end up forgetting himself and be the instrument to their capture by the Imperium.
Justus felt a thrum against his arms, the familiar tingle.
Sable was close, and his heart began to beat faster with the knowledge he may have to find a way to leave if he couldn’t control himself.
With the murmur of voices from the front room, Justus opened the office door.
Emmett was telling a story about Maggie, and Sable chuckled. The sound of that laugh made him gasp softly and then curse again, despite his promise to himself. Damn that tener unus crap. What a mess he had gotten into. He averted his eyes when she walked to the middle of the shop floor. But she laughed again, and he couldn’t stop himself from looking at her.
He marveled at his lack of observation. How could he not have noticed the rich color of her hair, like the varied red and deep brown of his mahogany wood? It had a wave, soft not curly, and it flowed over her shoulders like liquid.
On one arm, the silver bracelets, made of several hoops and medallions, chimed, and the burnished metal complimented her loosely gathered turquoise T-shirt. The vivid color of the shirt and the silver teased his memory, and he frowned as it slithered into his brain and then slipped away when Sable turned to him, still smiling. He stiffened in response to her presence, and her easy smile died as she looked at him.
He realized now that his strange obsession with her was due to the magical aura surrounding her, a tener unus. He wondered what the effect would have had on him without the ward stone. Bad idea, to allow that thought to take hold, and he turned away without attempting a greeting. But even then, his body responded and his pulse and respiration increased as the mental picture sprang into his imagination. He sucked in a breath, pulled a chair from a dining room display, and sat down.

Get a grip, he savagely told himself.
She turned away, nervously plucking at her blouse, then smoothing the material.
Emmett inspected the newly arranged shelves, sliding a finger along on the clean surface.
“Geez,” he said. “You got busy yesterday. This place looks really different, almost like a store and everything.” He winked at Sable.
She snickered. “It just took a fresh eye, is all. Justus did most of the cleaning before I got here.”
“So, what we doin’ today? Gonna work on the web site?” Emmett said.
She nodded, glancing at the silent Justus. “I suppose so,” she said slowly. She adjusted her bracelet, and the charms jangled. The sound captured his full attention.
The turquoise color of her blouse against the silver bands, the musical chimes as the bracelets moved up her arm, and the figure of a young woman helping an old man to stand; it was all a part of the dark night and the sound of the muggers’ groans. He stood, and two pairs of startled eyes jerked to him when the chair thumped to the floor.
Hoarsely, he said, “You were at the concert.”
“The concert? Last Friday, you mean. I didn’t go. I stayed outside…”
She stopped.
“Huh. Strange that you show up here the next day…” His voice trailed off as her face turned hard. “What?”
“You. Didn’t. Do. Anything. You left. And that old man, you just left him there.”
Justus looked at her, surprised, and then he felt a burst of anger. He flicked a finger at the scratch on his cheek. “How do you think I got this? Playing shadow-puppets?”
Sable took a step closer and pulled her lips back from her clenched teeth. “You left,” she said again.
Justus barely managed to hold his place, his instincts screaming at him to step away. Inanely, he wondered briefly if he should be wearing a cup.

Man up, you coward, he thought as he stood firm.
In that instant, he felt the curling flutter of another mage close by. He reached out, took Sable’s hand, and felt the immediate flow of magic from his ward stone to her skin, protecting her before she jerked her hand away.
Magic crackled and her eyes were an inferno.
He gasped as his ward stone became as hot as a branding iron, searing his chest.
“You don’t touch me.” Her voice vibrated with anger, low and dangerous. She whirled and went out the door, Emmett in pursuit, nearly trotting to keep up. Justus could hear her low mutters as she ignored Emmett’s pleas to slow down.
Justus stepped out the door, rubbing his hand over his chest where her unintentional use of Fire-magic had touched him. In that instant, as he watched the fires swirl around her in agitated spirals, his heart seemed to stop.
Sable stalked down the sidewalk with Emmett in tow. Walking toward her were the two hunters, one gesturing and talking. The distance between them closed rapidly, and without thought, he prepared to gather the energies flickering around him.
To fight? To defend? Shit, he couldn’t do anything with his magic and remain anonymous to the Imperium. Gritting his teeth, his mind in a vapor-lock whirl, he readied himself for the coming battle with the two hunters. For now, he shoved the possible consequences aside.
Strangely, Sable continued to storm away from him, not hesitating. Emmett stopped to stare after her, shaking his head. She came even with the hunters, passed between them, and then she walked on, the anger surrounding her like a cloud.
Neither party took notice of the other.
The two hunters continued down the walk, passed Emmett, and ignored Justus as they stopped and stood looking in the shop.
“I think she bugged out,” one said to the other. They looked at each other, shrugged, and crossed the street, walking away.
Justus laughed without humor. Several things occurred to him. The hunters relied on their target’s personal “signature” of talent that every mage emitted, the feel of her magic to find her. Without the signature, the hunters were essentially blind.
His warding kept her invisible, enveloping her with the fixed magic. The effects seemed to last even after breaking physical contact with him.
Another thing that Justus realized: the misunderstanding about his role after the robbery gave him the perfect excuse to fix his dilemma with Sable. If she saw him as an ass and a coward, it fashioned a wall between them. He could keep his distance and let her have a small measure of peace while she lived with the McIntyres.
The other realization rocked Justus. His chest still burned from the ward stone. That small spark of Fire-magic that she had inadvertently expended was not a significant amount of magic. But the ward stone read it differently. It interpreted potential in disbursed magic and the potential talent. And the level of talent that Sable had was tremendous, waiting as a massive fireball ready to explode. Justus had never encountered more raw talent.
Except for one.
Without conscious thought, Justus rubbed his throat and walked into his shop, his thoughts grim.






Chapter Six
Bert leaned back in the office chair and rolled the pencil between his fingers, his face scrunched in concentration.
“So, you are the ass—”
“Bert.”
“—coward,” Bert said without missing a beat, “who didn’t come to the lady’s rescue, and she is really pissed about it.”
Justus rubbed his face, wearily thinking of the turn his life had taken.
In the days that had followed, Justus watched the McIntyres become more confused as he treated Sable with indifference and she looked at him with distaste. It fixed the problem, but it still didn’t fit his sense of integrity, and it rankled. The barrier between them gave him the excuse to hold her at a distance. And the booming Internet business allowed her to stay as a valued employee. Any attempt on her part to mend their crappy relationship met with his cold, frozen expression. After a few days, she didn’t try to be friendly and ignored him.
It appeared to be an excellent solution all around.
So why did he feel so irritated?
The signature of the hunters had disappeared. He figured as far as they knew, their quarry was gone, vanished into the throng of humans. Justus made excuses to bump into Sable, touch her hand, or brush her shoulder. It was similar to what he did to relieve Maggie’s pain, but with a big difference. With every touch, he extended his safety net and ward stone effects, covering Sable with obscurity. Justus warded the area around the McIntyre house, infusing a patio bench with fixed magic. In slow draughts, it released the magic to cover her and the area around her. He visited the McIntyres often and refreshed the warding, sneaking out to the garden when he was alone.
He felt secure enough to leave, and several road trips later, he had enough junk from estate auctions to build up his inventory and satisfy client lists. The last auction was especially productive, with purchases of blue and mint-green Depression glass, a creamer and sugar bowl of a china pattern requested by a buyer, several unique pieces of dragonware or moriage, and many boxes of potential treasures.
And one smooth oval moonstone.
Justus dug into his pocket. “Here,” he said. He flipped the rock at Bert, who dropped the pencil to make a fumbling catch.
Bert turned the stone over, looking for markings. It was dull gray-blue, unpolished and unmarked. His wide, expectant smile turned into a frown as he flipped the rock over again, and then he looked at Justus. “So? Looks like another fuc—”
“Bert,” Justus warned.
“—rock to me,” Bert continued smoothly. He handed it back to Justus.
“It was in a box of rocks advertised as collectibles, a box of mica, quartz, granite, and”—Justus held the oval rock up—“one moonstone with an attitude.”
Bert whistled and held his hand out. Justus flipped the stone into his waiting hands again.
“No kidding. What did it do?”
“It told me to get the fuc—”
Bert’s mouth twitched.
“—the hell away. Then it threatened to, I don’t know, eat my fingers or something.”
The boy froze and stopped rubbing the smooth surface of the stone.
Justus held his grin. “Don’t worry, I took care of it.”
It had snarled evil things, promising dire consequences if he touched it. Well, boy, howdy, how could he resist checking out an invitation like that?
It was a nasty little bugger. Around a human, it could cause subtle fits of depression, infecting them for its entertainment. When Justus wasn’t impressed and even snickered at the threats, it spread its nasty influence into the crowd, inciting a bidding war for the mostly worthless box of rocks. After allowing it to escalate to three-times its worth, Justus shrugged and threw a shield around the box. It negated the stone’s effects on the humans. He won the bid soon after.
The oval moonstone had seemed to shrink from his touch when he dug it from its hiding place in the box of rocks. It continued to scream warnings and vile promises as Justus took the smooth stone into his hand and murmured a low command to shut the hell up. And of course, it did. He pocketed it as soon as the diatribe ceased and the stone was silent; another touch of his gathered magic of Earth element, and he collapsed the evilness of the shadow in the rock, and that was that. No more mischief or fussing from it.
“It’s gone; the little guy inside the rock is gone.”
Bert frowned and turned the rock over, rubbing the surface between his palms. “I don’t understand. There was…something in it?”
“A familiar. It’s like a little spirit that inhabits objects or animals.”
“Or people?”
Justus shook his head. “No. People have souls. Familiars cannot occupy a space with a soul. Now it’s a pocket-piece. Just another fuc—er—freakin’ rock.”
Bert tossed the stone to him, and Justus put it with the other rocks in the box. A rock hound would love digging into that box, and he made a mental note to tell Emmett. He would want first chance at it.
The familiar curl of energy touched him.
“She’s here,” Justus said. He stood looking at the open office door that led to the entrance.
Bert moved to stand in front of him, eyeing him with a surprised expression.
“So, she’s here. What does that mean?” Bert said.
“Nothing, nothing.” Justus squashed the anticipation and nodded in the direction of the front room. “They’re coming, the McIntyres and, um, Sable.”

Damn it.

Justus heard Emmett say something, Maggie answered with a laugh, and then Sable spoke. “Here, I’ll get it.”
He heard the familiar squeak of the front door and pulled in another breath, cursed the tener unus magic, and brushed past the now-amused teenager.
Maggie was the first to see the cardboard boxes filled with items from the auctions. She whooped and pointed at the used grocery boxes carpeting the floor just inside the entrance. “Oh, wonder, the boss has brought us some work to do.”
She clapped her hands, an unusual gesture for her, and she seemed more limber to Justus, moving easier. Living with an adept seemed to be good for her. Even as he watched, he saw Sable stroke Maggie’s shoulder to keep the pain away.
The warmth he felt then had nothing to do with the magical aura of a tener unus.
It was like Christmas morning for his friends. Bert and Justus stood back while Sable and the McIntyres dug into the boxes, comparing their finds and whooping when one found something of special delight.
Emmett held up a small copper bulldog. The patina was old, rich, and thankfully undisturbed. Some people scrubbed the surface to remove the age, thinking it was dirt or corrosion. But to the true collector, the ones who valued history and the natural aging process, the patina was beautiful. And the value went up relative to the untouched surface.
Sable grinned at Emmett when he held up the copper bulldog, its metal head cocked as if curious. With all the noise and distractions, he could look at her now and she wouldn’t notice.
He started in surprise. “What the hell?” Justus snarled.
Sable straightened from the box she was leaning over, her eyebrows pitched to her hairline. Maggie and Emmett froze in similar positions but Bert had his arms wrapped around his waist, chortling.
Justus growled under his breath when no one spoke. “What is that doing here?”
He pointed at her shoulder, where Zephyr was perched like an angry parrot. He dropped his hand hastily when the cat growled and lashed her tail.
“Zephyr? She’s okay. She won’t get in the way,” Sable said, rubbing one finger under the half-grown kitten’s chin. Her purr rumbled, but she kept her narrowed eyes on him just in case. “She’ll behave.”
“Don’t waste your time with logic. He’s totally harsh in the mornings,” Bert said cheerfully.
Sable laughed, and Bert rubbed one finger under the kitten’s chin, causing her blue eyes to close in bliss. “By the way, nice to meet you,” Bert said. He grinned back at Sable. “And you too, girl.”
“Sable, Bert. Bert, Sable,” Justus said, crossing his arms. He tried to keep irritation from spilling into his voice, but with Sable’s narrowed eyes, he knew it was an epic failure.
Emmett looked up from his newest find, a box of ancient kitchenware. “School’s out, then?”
“Yep. The boy’s on his own for the summer,” Bert said. “And I’ll be parking my butt here whenever I can.”
“What? No girlfriend? No dates?” Sable said. She looked bright-eyed at Bert, and Justus laughed at the sudden tinge of red in the teen’s cheeks.
Bert huffed. “Gotta play the field, you know,” he said.
The kitten took that moment to trill, crouch, and then leap to the sunny window seat. Sable rubbed her shoulder where the cat had been.
“Hurt you?” Justus asked.
“No.” Sable watched Zephyr as she delicately avoided the hanging crystals. “She didn’t use her claws.”
The cat gave a snort. Her tail curled around her front paws as she sat in the sun.
They went back to digging into the boxes, and Justus watched their progress without comment.
One shoebox, lidded and taped shut, sat at the end of the row. He kept his eye on it, judging Sable would get to it first. He tried to hold his anticipation, but a smile kept pulling at his mouth.
As Justus hoped, Sable came to the shoebox before the others. In the sunlight, she pried off the top and squinted as prisms of light splashed onto her face in sparkles and rainbows of color. Justus grinned when she gasped.
Dipping one hand into the box, she brought out a dangling crystal, and the glinting sunlight revolved around the room with the movement. Next, she cupped a long spear of glass that chimed in angelic music when she pulled it from the box. It added its brilliance to the dance of light on the walls and ceiling. The room went silent as her audience watched her progress.
Justus felt as if his smile would split his face as she turned to him with the look he had been waiting for, that dazzling smile she so seldom used. Something turned inside him, and for a moment, he forgot why he shouldn’t be looking at her as he was. She met his eyes, and he saw warmth to match what he felt, and he felt a strange desire. When she looked at him as she was now, he wanted nothing more than to make Sable happy. He wanted to see that smile always.
Her fingers twitched, and the long crystal spear slipped through them.
He almost reached for the simple magic to catch the crystal before it smashed to the floor, but a flare of magic erupted and stopped him. The Air element cradled the crystal, and it settled into her hand.
Sable gulped noisily. “Almost dropped it,” she said.
“Yeah, good catch. A regular Mauer,” Bert said.
She gave him a confused look.
“Mauer. Joe Mauer. Catcher. American League.”
“Oh. Okay.”
Bert rolled his eyes. “Girls,” he said.
The moment was broken, and Justus smiled thinly and turned away, fighting his inclination to watch her unpack the crystals. Every box held something different, and they each found a treasure they liked. Maggie discovered the estate jewelry and squealed like a girl. The box of rocks with the now-unoccupied moonstone became Emmett’s focus. Bert lost his teenage apathy and dug into a box of model train parts.
Their enthusiasm was contagious, and it pulled Justus away from his obsession of Sable. It was time to get back to reality and away from these strange hungers caused by the tener unus magic. But repeatedly, he caught himself eyeing her figure, thrilling to her voice.
He sat on the window seat by the kitten that graciously stepped aside to give him room.
“Truce?” Justus murmured.
The cat stirred and watched the commotion with him.
He ignored the other adept. Or tried to until he caught himself eyeing the curves of her shapely leg. The kitten flicked an ear at him when he ground his teeth together, but otherwise did not acknowledge him. She chose that moment to leap to Sable’s side and paw at her leg. The young woman bent and picked her up.
The front door opened, and a sprightly gray-haired lady stood at the entrance. “My goodness, boy. Looks like you outbid everyone.”
“Mom!” Justus laughed. “It’s been forever since you’ve been here.”
His mother seemed to look everywhere at once, a huge smile on her face. Her navy blue slacks and flowered top set off her figure, trim despite her years. Her iron gray hair framed her face in short curls. He took her hand to help her over the scattered contents of boxes and litter. The McIntyres came to her aid, one on either side of her, and Justus released her hand as they led her away from the clutter to a padded chair.
She shook her head and looked at him. “So. Got some good bargains? Treasures?”
Justus raked his hand through his hair and studied the mess on the floor. “I think so,” he said and nudged a box of china with his toe. It had a pattern that was in demand, a valuable antique. “I got lucky this time. It was raining, nobody wanted to postpone the sale, and there weren’t a lot of buyers. The estate was selling everything.”
“Sad,” his mother said. Her dentures clicked as she spoke. She waved her hand. “Leaving everything to relatives who attach no sentimental value to stuff like this.”
“That’s how estates sell sometimes, by the box. Not by the memories.” Justus picked up a blue and gold cup, the raised figure of a dragon on the side. On the bottom was a date and name, obviously written by the owner, a keepsake to remember the giver. Now, all the memories were in a stranger’s hands. They would wash away the bits of dust caught in the crevices and the handwritten legacies of someone’s life. It would be gone.
The money from the estate auction went to the inheritors, used for rent or cigarettes or at a fast food place. Just like the spidery handwriting, the money would be gone. He would resell the pieces to collectors to begin the process again, with new owners acquiring the new keepsakes.
Sable bent for a closer look at another box, and his mother turned to her in surprise.
“Well, hello. Who are you?” She cocked her head and waited, her eyes suddenly sharp.
Sable smiled and stepped around another box. “I’m your son’s newest slave, of course.” The McIntyres snickered, and she stepped forward to take his mother’s outstretched hand.
They shook, and just when Sable started to pull away, his mother gripped her hand tighter. For a moment, his mother stared at her, then with a quick, easy smile, released her hand and turned away. Sable stared with her brows furrowed, scrubbing her hands together.
“She always does that with the people she meets,” Justus murmured quietly to Sable. “She says it fixes their face and name into her head and it helps her to remember them.”
“That’s okay. Not a problem.”
“Hey, Mrs. Aubre, did you see her cat?” Bert asked.
“Cat?” she said. She turned back and peered at the kitten clinging to Sable’s shoulder. Its eyes narrowed as it stared back with glittering blue fire.
“Oh, a cat,” she said.
The cat didn’t move, barely breathing.
“A cat,” she repeated. The old woman turned away.
All of them jumped when the kitten snarled with ugly malevolence.
Except for his mother. She ignored the cat’s snarl as if she didn’t hear it.






Chapter Seven
“Is not,” Dayne said, laughing as he stroked Macy’s hair. “It’s more honey-blond, not ‘dishwater’ blond.” He smoothed the long curl over her shoulder, taking time to caress her collarbone and arm. He hesitated, as if considering, furrowing his brow. “But you know, those roots could use a touch-up…”
His laugh ended in a pained grunt when she elbowed his ribs. Macy pushed on his chest and then struggled to sit up. The blankets tangled around her legs.
“Dayne, you nit. I do not color my hair,” she said archly, emphasizing each word clearly. In feigned horror, she patted her hair, smoothing it back.
Dayne caught her hands together in one of his and pinned them over her head, pushing her back down into the mattress as he did. She struggled, but without much effect, twisting the sheets more. He laughed and cuddled closer, his other hand around her waist and his bare chest against her. When she sighed and appeared to give up the fight, Dayne felt disappointed.
Her resistance had been rather intriguing.
“Sorry, sweetie. I must be mistaken. No, now stop,” he said as she renewed her struggle to break free. It gave him a chance to press closer.
“Lemme up,” Macy said.
But then his mouth muffled her next words, and he decided a draw was a wonderful way to end a conflict.


Later, she narrowed her eyes against the morning sun streaming through the bedroom window as Dayne searched for his shirt among her clothes and the tangled sheets.
“Sock, sock,” he muttered. “Ah, okay, there it is.” He bent, snagged the other black sock, and looked down at her.
“You’ve made me late,” he declared somberly. “No more showing off your black underwear when I need to be somewhere.”
“Yeah, it was an epic battle. You fought me off like a tiger.”
Dayne snorted and began to button his shirt. He gasped and waved his hands over and around his ribs frantically. “Ack. Stop!”
She chuckled and dropped the fingers of Air she had wriggled over his ribs.
She rolled over and laughed at the ceiling while he muttered all kinds of threats. “Yeah, yeah, I’m really scared,” she said, snickering.
He began tucking in his shirt, eyeing their small black alarm clock teetering precariously at the edge of the nightstand. He pushed it back. “At least you kept the Earth element down to a minimum this time. Hardly any quakes.”
He paused and arranged his face into a brooding look. “Or else I’m losing my touch already,” he said, looking at her with a worried frown.
Macy chortled and wiggled her body like a snake. “Or maybe I am learning to control it better,” she said.
“Control? Damn, is that what you call it?”
Dayne grinned, took a half step to the bed, hesitated, and shook his head, muttering,
“I think you only rattled stuff in the bedroom that time. Maybe the house. At least it wasn’t a six point something or other like the first time.”
She growled in a deep tone that nearly curled his toes and made him fight again for control. He could not be late.
“That first time…” she said, looking at him with fire-hot eyes. She made another sound deep in the back of her throat.
Dayne grinned. “Yeah,” he said. “I have the same reaction when I think of it too. That was some quake. Who knew you would be so strong in Earth and in Air?”
Macy’s smile lasted a few seconds more, then she looked down at the tangled sheets and fingered the fleece blanket under her arm. The rest of the mauve blanket was on the floor. Dayne saw her jaw flex, and he waited for what he knew was coming.
All his playfulness vanished.
She rubbed the soft material between her fingers and smoothed it back over his side of the bed, hesitated, and said quietly, “She’ll be calling for me soon, won’t she?”
The name was always there, if not in their conversations, then somewhere in the room. Hovering over them like an ephemeral specter.
The consequences of Tiarra’s attention, no matter whether desired or not, was a part of their lives. And there was nothing either one of them could do, not when the head of the Imperium was several times more powerful in all the elements than they were put together. Their talents would not come to a tenth of Tiarra’s skill and innate ability in magic. Whatever she wanted, she took. And she wanted Dayne for now. There could be no argument or recourse to prevent it.
His concern was for Macy, and as he watched, she seemed to focus all her attention on the edge of the blanket now showing a frayed edge. His stomach twisted into a knot.
She blew out a quick breath, smiled at him thinly, and shrugged. “Oh well,” she said.
“Oh well,” he agreed.
They stared at each other, all the love and anxiety written in their faces for each to see.
“Better get to your meeting,” she said, her eyes looking at the little black clock. “You don’t want to keep that big, fat insect waiting.”
A faint, mirthless smile appeared on her face.
Dayne bit the inside of his cheek and then nodded. He bent and took her face into his hands, looking at her as if it was the last time. Or the first time.
“Your eyes, like a blue-eyed china doll,” he said quietly. “Can’t think of anyone less likely to have eyes like you.”
“Huh? What do you mean?”
“I mean, you are nothing like a china doll. Breakable. Fragile.”
She shrugged, but he could tell she liked his words. “How about a blue-eyed cougar?” she said.
“Oh, honey, you’re not that old.”
He laughed and dodged the first swipe of her hand, but her Air element tangled his hair gently and pulled him down to her for a sweet kiss. A moment later, he sighed and straightened.
“I have got to go,” Dayne said firmly, but more reluctant than ever to leave.
She nodded.
He turned without speaking and quickly walked to the door leading to the hallway.
“Love you.”
Her simple words followed him to the front door and then to his Vulcan. He put his arms into his black leather jacket as he held the words close, those words spoken so softly, and put his own with them, his feelings of love. Into a mental box, he put them with all the memories of their days together and turned the imagined key to lock them in place.
And keep them safe.
He gunned the engine and arrowed the motorcycle to the highway. Now the mask was in place and his thoughts became his own. In essence, Dayne divorced himself from the life he cherished and became the “other” person, the mage who was the Imperator of the Imperium, the one who wielded the element of Fire, his only talent, but enough latent energy to lay waste to a building. Or a continent.
Or to warm his lady on a cold night.
Viciously, Dayne slammed the mental door again, his lockbox of thoughts and memories. He felt the cold, emotionless mask return and settle onto his face and into his bones.
Fire was a much-envied talent in magic. Nearly every mage had it, but few with his strength. And the head of the Imperium fostered him, allowed his potential and skill to grow before she brought him into her herd. Like a prize bull in a bunch of cattle, and treated with the same fondness.
He had brought his ability to work fire to the Imperium. And Macy, regretfully, he had brought her to Tiarra as well. The delicate girl, no longer a tener unus, was barely out of her teens and now into the Imperium, by way of Dayne. She brought her powerful talents in Air and Earth to them, controlled by Tiarra at her convenience.
Macy had refused the suitor assigned by Tiarra and laughed at his crude attentions and his undisguised lust and ego. Volker was persistent, but Macy had scorned him at every turn. If not for the serious nature of the cretin’s goal—her submission and an awakening of her magic potential—it would have been entertaining for Dayne to watch her flay Volker’s pride with nothing but words.
Dayne was supposed to guard the young one. He wasn’t supposed to fall in love with his charge.

Damn it…focus, idiot.

He dug his fingers into his thigh as he maneuvered through traffic with one hand on the bars. Focus. He needed to focus and have no more thoughts of the best part of his life. Of the girl who had given herself to him and their life together.
He growled.
By drawing his Fire element and sending it into his flesh, he bypassed the material of his jeans. He directed a flicker of heat into his thigh, a sizzle of pain answering his will as he used it to focus his mind on the business with Tiarra.
Nothing else mattered, nothing except his report and her reaction to his words.
They had lost her, the tener unus Tiarra had wanted guarded and watched. Those two idiots, cassette-tape-minds in a terabyte world, were useless with anything more complex than a cell phone. Both had limited abilities in magic. They were better than nothing, but just barely.
Now it was his job to tell Tiarra about their failure to keep the powerful young woman under surveillance.
Dayne pulled up to his parking spot and shut the engine off. For a while, he stood beside the bike and watched the passing humans, so content in their thoughtless lives and freedoms.
What lucky jerks they were.
And he laughed without humor as Fire scorched his leg again to remind him.
He was not free.


“So they lost her because they were looking for the taste of her magic. They had no picture or description. Right?” Tiarra said.
He was surprised when Tiarra only drummed her fingertips on the desk, coolly accepting the results without the fierce rage Dayne expected.
The heavy gold ring on her left index finger caught his eye. It had an ebony-colored stone, smooth with no facets. Now she was turning the ring, a man’s ring, around on her finger, her face thoughtful.
Tiarra sat across from him in her large office behind an L-shaped desk, looking like the competent, successful businesswoman that she was. Her maroon dress was so deeply colored that is was nearly black, and he idly wondered if she had conjured the colors from her Earth element. The fabric whispered as she moved, like raw silk, and clung to her figure from her neckline to her waist, where it flared into a knee-length skirt.
He tamped down his relief when the assistant had shown him to this room. A Spirit-adept was rare, and Dayne didn’t have much knowledge of their talents, but he knew they felt the surrounding emotions. And Tiarra was very talented in all five elements. Dayne held himself under control and willed his thoughts into some semblance of composure. Tiarra gave an amused laugh.
“Yes, they relied on the tener unus’s signature only, no photos or descriptions.”
He hesitated, but she didn’t look up. She continued to turn the heavy gold ring, her face emotionless. Tension pulled his muscles into a knot, and he shifted his weight to relax. He froze when her eyes flicked to him.
She shrugged, seemed to lose interest in whatever information was on her monitor, and turned her office chair to the wall-sized window. Through the tinted glass, Dayne could see the birds as they wheeled in the strong, midday sun, and in the distance, a glint of light reflected off the bay.
“Replace them with two new tails and provide them with photos. When the tener unus lights up or we run across her signature, direct them to her location. Until then, sit tight and monitor the crystal board,” she said. Tiarra sat back in her chair and played with the heavy gold band.
“The crystal…I’m sorry, the what?”
“Crystal board,” she said. “I keep forgetting. You are essentially new to this type of surveillance.” Tiarra’s eyes closed. “It is a map of the continent and is infused with the essence of all five elements in a clear board made of crystal. When a bonded adept is close to becoming a full wizard, the location lights up on the board.”
He hesitated and rose from the chair.
Her eyes opened and flicked to him.
“You have questions?” she asked.
Dayne paused. Too much information might be a bad thing, inviting her displeasure. The results of annoying Tiarra were well known. But still…
“The men. They bungled their assignment. Lost her.” He stopped as she continued to look at him without emotion, turning the heavy gold ring on her finger. I thought you would be…very pissed.”
Tiarra looked away with a small smile, and he relaxed the hard fist he had made.
“It isn’t that I forgive them,” she said. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at him again. “Or you, for that matter.”
His nails dug into his palm.
Her eyes released him as she shrugged, leaned back in her chair, and looked at the ceiling. “I understand. That is all. We sometimes rely on our abilities too much and not enough on common sense.” She laughed a short, ugly sound and looked at him again.
“You see, I did the same thing once, a long time ago...relied on my magic more than I should have, and it cost me a very talented young man.”
Dayne stared at her, his brows lifted to his hairline in surprise. A mage had escaped her and slipped through her talented fingers?
“Uh…did he…die?”
Tiarra laughed again, this time low and throaty. “No, my Imperator, he didn’t die. In fact, he was quite happy. For a while.” She laughed again and stood. “Then we, shall I say, ‘noticed’ what each of us was, and it was…interesting.”
“He escaped then.” Dayne froze when the eyes that turned to him held a flash of anger.
“Oh, yes, my Imperator, he escaped. Skipped right out on me. A one-night stand, I believe. And I was most upset. Not only because he managed to evade me, but because he was one of the most powerful mages I have ever touched.”
Her thoughts seemed to turn inward, and Dayne nearly missed her next words. “But I pinked him. Oh, yes, I hurt him.”
She idly traced one finger along the desk, following one of the patterns in the wood with her nail.
“He was strong, you say,” Dayne said.
She nodded. Her eyes were on the desktop.
“What elements did he have?”
Tiarra smiled, and he felt the magic gather around her. He heard a harsh scraping noise and felt the element of Earth as she dug furrows into the wooden desk.
“All of them,” she said, still following the wood grains. “He was exceedingly powerful in all of them. Especially Spirit.”
“Spirit? That isn’t so important, is it?”
Tiarra stopped her destruction of the desktop and looked up. Immediately, Dayne felt an overwhelming need, a physical craving to push her to the floor and take her now. In his mind, as he took that first step to her, her body was already his, her dress ripped away from her. He was fumbling at his clothes.
In a blink of the eye, the need died, drowned in her delighted laugh and his embarrassment. Dayne stood with his eyes tightly closed, trying to collect himself.
“That, my dear Imperator, is the Spirit element. And I don’t have a tenth of the talent that little youngling had. With his abilities, he could change history, turn minds into mush, cause people to lie, abandon their children, or leap to their deaths. He could invoke all people to speak the truth or come to him as he wished.” She laughed harshly, leaned back in her chair, and closed her eyes. “No, my dear Imperator, Spirit can be very useful. Very useful.”
She turned the ring on her finger, around and around.
He turned to the door, humiliated more than any time he could remember in his life.
“Get the photos of the young one from my assistant.”
Dayne turned back to Tiarra. She had one eye open, looking at him.
“After this, keep twenty-four-hour surveillance on the crystal board.”
She closed her eyes again and leaned back in her chair, putting one shapely leg on the desk and then the other. The silk whispered.
“Sooner or later, she will extend her magic and we will have her. Keep someone at the board at all times, and ensure that we will be notified if the tener unus lights up.”
Dayne felt his muscles quiver as he hardened his jaw and turned to leave.






Chapter Eight
The office assistant checked his watch for the third time in ten minutes and swore under his breath, wondering if the day would ever end. He looked at the closed door leading to his boss’s inner office, sighed, and fiddled with the contents of his desk drawer, tidily rearranging them. Again. Loyalty to his country and his status as a government employee had its limits.
He emptied one desk tray and moistened a paper napkin left over from his late supper. He cleaned the tray of eraser crumbs and bits of paper and then replaced the paper clips. He looked at the desk clock and groaned.
A sound from behind the door made him look up and pause, a fax firing up and the murmur of a low voice. Good, the assistant thought, he could go home soon.
He closed the desk drawer, brushed off his trousers, and straightened his government ID, ensuring his picture and name faced outward. At this time of night, Security would know which employees were still onsite. Presenting his insignia correctly would expedite his departure. It was a good thing to know during these hyper-vigilant days.
People were so touchy about security lately.
He jumped when the door snapped open and his boss stepped out and locked his door. He carried a legal-sized manila envelope sealed with security tape.
“Here, Phil,” his boss said. “Take it to him, and then you can go home. And don’t stop for anything. Or,” he added, “anyone.”
Phil took the envelope, heavy with tape, but light in contents, and nodded. Without speaking, he walked to the hallway door leading to the elevator, ready to complete his task and leave for home.
“And Phil, one more thing.”
Phil turned back and noticed his supervisor’s creased and worn expression for the first time. He had the appearance of a man suffering through many sleepless nights or recovering from a lengthy illness. Phil opened his mouth to express concern, but the words died. His supervisor’s pallid face held an expression unlike anything he had ever seen. Briefly, he thought about offering to call medical. But with his boss’s next words, he realized his mistake.
His boss swallowed noisily. “And Phil…run,” he said quietly, the fear snaking from his face into his voice.
Phil froze, aware of his heart now pounding with the knowledge his boss’s face conveyed to him. He licked his suddenly dry lips as he glanced at the emblem on the envelope, a symbol not a name. When he recognized it, sickness started into his mouth. Mouth agape, his eyes slid back to his boss’s face.
He turned and ran, trying to stop the unmanly whimpers.


The man raked his fingers through his gray hair as he scoured through the news broadcasts of unusual events from the world and nation. The experts were paid to digest and spit out their opinions, and to be fair, it wasn’t their fault they were frequently wrong. They didn’t have all the facts.
Some calamities were natural disasters and therefore of no interest to him. Some were human-manufactured. He cared even less about those.
Some events were neither.
The firestorm in California just hitting the wire briefly caught his attention, but he quickly concluded that lightning was the probable cause. A drought in India, mild in comparison to other droughts, was of little concern. The flooding of a tributary on the Arkansas River was another matter. Six inches of rain fell in three hours after forecasters predicted a quarter inch; that was something to look into, and he had agents on a plane less than an hour after the news flash.
And the earthquake in the Midwest over six weeks ago…that was the red light special. Claxons had sounded when the quake hit, the epicenter somewhere in Iowa. “Iowa!” the experts had exclaimed. “There are no major faults in Iowa.” Especially one producing a magnitude of six point nine, nearly unheard of in the Midwest, New Madrid notwithstanding.
Not in Iowa.
He tapped his keyboard and noted another small disturbance in the wind currents of the southwest, but probably nothing more than weather, he thought.
Another news item caught his eye, the latest imploding Hollywood star, the picture showing a young woman sprawled on a sidewalk in front of a popular club, the kind visited by people of an uncommon class, above the ordinary. And the paparazzi, patiently waiting to strike, snapped the picture of the young starlet in a drunken stupor, head bowed under the weight and stress of fame. The interviews were interesting. The young woman said she hadn’t been drinking and had never used drugs. Something made her feel dizzy, she said. Later, she insisted on a multitude of tests to prove her innocence. They came back clean, no drugs, no booze, no medical reason for her to collapse on the nightclub sidewalk. The news organizations brushed the conclusions of the tests off as “yesterday’s news” and moved on to their next victim.
Still, something to look into, the gray-haired man thought. The use of Spirit could be a tricky devil to identify. He made a mental note to send someone to watch her and check it out.
Running footsteps caught his attention, and a quick rap on the door told him the gasping sound was of someone who was more than just out of breath.
Fear did that to a person, causing the respiration to increase with the human need to flee.
“Enter.”
A gasping man of middle years stepped in, holding a large envelope taped with security seals. Sweat trickled down his white face, broken only by the spots of bright red on his cheeks.
The gray-haired man stood and calmly held his hand out for the envelope.
“Phil, is it?” he asked.
The man struggled for breath and nodded with a quick jerk of his head.
“Well, thanks, Phil. Sorry you had to be the go-between, but sometimes, trusting technology”—he waved one hand at the computer and telephone—“can be…dangerous.”
Phil whirled to leave, to escape. The gray-haired man stopped him with his next words.
“Uh, Phil. Aren’t you forgetting something?”
Phil stopped at the door, frozen. He turned around, his face icy-white with the look of a man condemned.
Calmly, the gray-haired man pulled a small hand-stamp from his pants pocket, twisted the top a quarter turn, and then pushed it onto the top of Phil’s extended left hand.
He inspected the mark, nodded, and said softly, “People die when protocols are not followed, when they are rushed.
“Security would not have called to confirm your story. They would have taken you, isolated you, and, well…no one would have been the wiser.”
Ah, quite a reaction now. The face that was so pale earlier became a new shade of green. The gray-haired man nodded to the door. “Just a head’s up, Phil. Never forget the hand stamp and protocol, no matter what. Bye, Phil. Have a safe trip home.”
He turned away from Phil’s stumbling exit, effectively dismissing him. He cut the tape using a special device from his pocket, an envelope opener he used to detect tampering. The contents of the envelope was a single sheet of paper, headed with the title, DNA Identification Results.
He laid the sheet on his desk and sat down, feeling for a moment strangely anxious. His eyes caught the acronym of his agency title, embossed on his desk nameplate. The ARTS—the American Research of Theory and Suppositions. The government funding was sparse, but that helped keep his low profile. Most of the time, he was left alone to do as he wished, without interference from nosy senators or political hacks. Dissuading those who continued to snoop was a form of people skills, he supposed, using an elemental form of influence.
The letters of the acronym made him chuckle, his own personal inside joke. The ARTS was his own invention. And he didn’t care if someone knew what his agency really did, because no one would believe it. The accusers would be in the same category as the crazies who claimed alien abduction and dismissed as so much nonsense. Then, his agency would find a way to deal with them. Quietly.
He sighed and looked down at the paper, noting with some surprise the nervous quiver in his midsection. Strange, but expected, especially with the person involved in this report.
Under the official stamp was the usual statement noting the subject, the variety of tests, and the conclusion. His lips pursed as he read the results, and this time, his hand did not shake.

Good. About time I showed some fortitude.

For several minutes, he stared across the room with unseeing eyes. Then he reached for his cell phone and hit a number he thought he’d never use again.
A stern, emotionless voice answered.
“Contact—” he looked down at the top of the report in front of him “—Madre Twelve. Patch it through to me.”
“Yes, sir,” the bland voice said.
The gray-haired man waited, tapping his fingertips on the desk, thinking of the options and complications of this revelation. Knowing it would eventually become an issue didn’t make it any easier. He forced his drumming fingers to still. And now that it was here, most of his planning over the years sailed out the window like so many daydreams. Life was like that, throwing a wrench in the works when reality opened its crazed eyes.
The anonymous voice returned. “I have the number.”
“Connect me, please.”
He heard the ringing, one, two, three; he was beginning to wonder if this would end in a one-sided conversation with an answering machine, when he heard the phone being picked up.
“Hello?” answered an aged female voice.






Chapter Nine
Sable tried to keep her mind on the customer’s order, but the conversation from the bar intruded. She grumbled under her breath.
“Excuse me,” said the woman. She waved one hand in front of Sable and ignored her two small kids as they punched each other and screeched like cats fighting. The woman’s sky-blue nail polish caught Sable’s attention. “I want two ice cream cones and a large malt.”
“I’m sorry, but we don’t serve ice cream.” Sable glanced at the bar and gritted her teeth. She took a breath and focused on the woman and screaming kids. “We have pop, but nothing like malts or ice cream. Sorry,” she said again.
“But you are an eating establishment. Why don’t you have ice cream?”
“Because we don’t.” Sable sucked in another breath and tried to think soothing thoughts. It didn’t help and she felt the churning energies surrounding her emotions begin to gather.
The sound of a particularly loud giggle made her turn back to the bar involuntarily, where two college-age girls were jiggling their assets. Justus was not looking at them, though. He watched her with narrowed eyes as he polished the bar in a circular motion. Well, crap. With that kind of look, Sable wondered what she had done. Again. She turned back to the lady. The two kids had taken their epic battle under the table.
“Can I get you a soda?” she asked. The smile she plastered on her face felt hard, but the woman shrugged, unimpressed.
The woman gestured at the front window seat, flipping her hand in the air. “What about those? Don’t you serve ice cream in those dishes?”
Off to the side of the crystals, Sable had arranged vintage sundae glasses and cups. They ranged from golden amber to cobalt blue and filled one small shelf. The clear glasses held red marbles, and the woman was pointing at them.
“No, they’re for display. They are from the last century and are very old.” Sable kept her voice as level as possible, but looking at the fluted glasses, she had an idea and pulled a spiral notebook from her back pocket. “So, do you want the soda?” she asked absently as she scribbled.
“No, we wanted ice cream. Come on, kids; let’s go before something gets broken.” The woman walked to the door without a backward glance, and the kids tumbled after her, punching each other and squalling.
“Brats,” she heard Bert say under his breath. He walked to her side and wiped the dark brown tabletop with a white towel.
She kept her back to the bar when a giggle from behind her made her clench her teeth.
“I know they’re just kids, but still,” Bert said. He looked at her and then snapped his towel in her direction. The loud pop sliced into the discussion at the bar, but it resumed, to Sable’s disgust.
“Hey, cut the seriousness. What’s the problem, anyway?”
Sable shrugged. “No problem.”
She shoved the small notepad into her back pocket. Too many distractions with too little business made for an exasperating day. Besides, she needed to check the web site for orders and go through her little notebook scribbles. Genius ideas came at any time, and writing them down helped her remember. It also made her look too busy to care about the commotion at the bar.
The thought of the vintage sundae glasses in the front window was on her mind. The variety of fluted and smooth cups was enough for an individual page on the website. She studiously ignored the loud feminine laugh and ambled to stand by the display to make a quick inventory of the glasses in her notebook, her back to the bar. Bert moved to stand beside her.
“No problem, huh,” he said quietly. He seemed to study the glassware beside her. “Girls getting to you?”
“No,” Sable said, too quickly.
His mouth twitched, but he didn’t comment. Bert picked up one of the sundae glasses and held it to the light, watching the play of colors through the prisms.
“How about you?” she asked.
He turned pink, and she bit her lips to keep from laughing.
“It is what it is, and those two are what I call subprime. And I don’t claim that cousin of mine as a relative.”
She glanced over her shoulder at Bert’s cousin, Miss Red Tank Top. Justus seemed busy with dusting the glass shelving and mirror. Her voice low, she said, “It’s just that…”
She stopped. Bert waited patiently, looking at her with his head tilted like a curious cat. Sable huffed irritably. Her words ran faster, like a Slinky tumbling down a staircase and just as graceful.
“I feel like I’ve done something wrong, that he’s pissed at me, and I don’t know what I did. I tried to apologize for yelling. I wanted to hear his story, his side of the night at the concert, but he won’t say more than two words to me, and I don’t know what I did to…I don’t know what to do.”
She didn’t see how anyone could make sense of that speech, but Bert nodded and sighed.
“Hey, I know, but he’s had a tough few years, and there isn’t a lot of trust in him, okay? It’s not you…geez, that sounds like a bad relationship, doesn’t it? ‘It’s not you, it’s him.’” He laughed under his breath and flicked a glance at the bar. He spoke even lower. “His dad died when he was sixteen. That was the bad part. And he’s never hurt for money. I guess his dad left him and his mom pretty well off. He even has a college degree—MBA, I think. Anyway, he’s had some…problems, and it’s kinda been bad. For him.”
It was the longest, most disjointed speech he’d made yet.
Sable bit her bottom lip, wondering how much Justus had told Bert. “I’m not sure I completely understand his crabbiness, but I’ll try not to take it personally.”
“He likes you, if that helps. I mean—damn, now I sound like a pimp—he likes havin’ you around. It’s just…complicated.”
“Understood.”
She really didn’t understand, but Bert wore a worried frown that made her pat his arm.
“Maybe you’ll get the whole story from him sometime,” he said.
She didn’t answer, but nodded.
One of the tramps—girls—sitting at the bar said, “How about some music?”
It was Bert’s cousin, the one wearing a red spaghetti-strap tank top. She flipped her long blond hair back over her shoulder. Probably, Sable thought acidly, because the locks of hair spoiled the view of her ample breasts. The other girl had her back to Sable. Her arm stretched out along the top of the bar. The girl had her cheek on her arm, looking up at the bar owner.
Justus wasn’t paying attention. He scrubbed the top of the dark wooden bar with a white towel like Bert’s cloth. His head was turned away, giving her his profile, his mouth set in a tense, grim smile.
The girls put their heads together and snickered again. Then Miss Red Tank said, “What kind of stone is that?” She reached out to touch the brown pendant Justus always wore.
He turned slightly and her hand landed on his chest instead. He pulled the chain out of her questing fingers and slipped the stone into the front of his shirt.
“It’s a river rock. Nothing valuable. More of a keepsake,” he said.
“Wow, you really work out,” said the girl. “Here, Lena, feel this.” She motioned to her companion to place her hand on Justus’s chest and arm that rested on the top of the bar.
He glided out of their reach.
Bert snorted, and Sable jerked her focus back to him, but before she did, she saw a faint red tinge on Justus’s cheek. Blushing? He was blushing?
“Christie, I will tell your mom if you don’t start behaving,” Bert said.
Red Tank Top—Christie—turned an evil look on Bert, her face blotchy with color. “You little—”
“Hey, hey, now, don’t turn bitchy on me. I’m not getting paid to babysit you, so watch the ’tude. Not a real big fan of that.”
“I don’t need a babysitter, you moron.”
“Not according to your mom, sweetie. She told me to keep you out of trouble, and if you get into a fix, she’ll tell my mom, and then she’ll be on my case.”
The other girl patted Christie’s arm. “Don’t let him get to you.” She slipped off the bar stool and strolled like liquid on two legs to the jukebox against the wall. The arched top of the music box gave the appearance of an antique, but the music selection was modern. She leaned one shapely arm on the top of the chrome and oak paneling of the jukebox and peered at the selection. She had the self-aware manner of someone who knew people were watching her.
“Hey, you got Nickelback. Cool.” She slipped her hand into the front of her skin-tight shorts and struggled briefly before pulling out several coins. The thunk of the quarters hit the machine’s innards, and “Animals” blared from the speakers.
“Oh, yeah, baby.” Christie moved to Lena and twined her figure around hers into a sinuous dance meant for the eyes. “Come on, Justus, join us. There’s plenty of room.” She gestured to the half-inch or so between her bosom and the other girl’s.
Lena snickered.
Justus half-smiled and his eyes went back to the bar top. His muscles flexed under his black T-shirt as he polished the wood in lazy circles. Really, Sable thought, that shirt was too tight. It revealed every ripple and movement under the cotton.
His eyes came up to hers, and it was her turn to look away. She felt her cheeks get hot.
Another snort from beside her gave her some relief from the tension. Bert dodged the gyrating girls by dramatically tiptoeing around them, as if he was avoiding stepping into something bad. He walked to the front of the jukebox to stare at the song menu. After a few seconds, he pulled coins from his jeans pocket and made a selection. The mood changed when a slow beat came from the speakers. Shinedown, Sable thought. Bert walked past the annoyed girls and held out one hand to Sable.
“May I have this dance?” he said dramatically.
She laughed at his hitched eyebrow.
“Soytenly.”
Her Curly imitation was crappy, but he laughed anyway, and she took his hand. In the next moment, her mouth dropped. Bert whirled her into his arms, his movements as graceful as any dancer on prime TV. He turned one shoulder, settled his hand on her hip, and moved into a waltz step in time to the beat. She followed his lead as he slid into the pattern.
“What? You’re surprised the boy can dance?” Bert laughed and rose on the balls of his feet to complete a turn, then twirled her under his arm.
Sable laughed.
“Surprised? Yeah, a bit. That you know what a waltz is and how to do it. And that you can do it pretty darn well.”
The two girls snarled and whispered together as she and Bert glided across the floor.
“Mom had me learn. She said, ‘Every guy needs to know how to dance.’”
A snort from the direction of the bar caught her attention. For a while, Sable had forgotten that Justus was even there. He stepped around the far end to walk to the open floor.
“Here, I learned too.” He stared hard at Bert with flinty obsidian eyes.
The boy gave an easy laugh and released her.
“Okay, I’ll give her up. I wasn’t in any danger.”
The boy’s cryptic remark confused Sable, but then Justus took her hand. Bert stepped to the side, bowed low to the girls, and offered his hand, but they ignored him. Bert sighed and stood back against the jukebox, leaning one arm over the top of it to watch.
The warm rough hand clasped hers gently, and she felt his arm slide around her waist. The muscled arm held her firmly, and she knew when her hand trembled in his. She wondered if he noticed.
“One thing,” Justus said to Bert. “You put your hand on the lady’s back, not her hip.”
“I kinda like the hip,” Bert said.
Justus shrugged and she felt the ripple of his muscles under her hand. His shirt was thin. And he smelled of cherry wood and pipe tobacco.
His tall frame moved like water, fluid and limber. And where Justus led, she followed in mirrored grace.
The arms that held her were a man’s arms, and she was aware of the strength in them, the confidence in his stride and fluid movement. Bert knew the dance steps and was as light on his feet as his gawky teenager body would allow, and someday, poise and power would be his. He would be a handsome man. But for now, the difference between the two men shook her.
The cloth of his shirt brushed her lips, and without thinking, Sable breathed in his scent and laid her cheek against his chest. Under the side of her mouth, she felt the thud of his heart and the shiver in his body when he gasped. His warm breath was on her face when she opened her eyes, his parted lips level with her mouth.
The song ended. He released her and stood back, his black eyes on her. He dropped his hands to his side. Sable was only barely aware that her deep breaths were in time with his.
Bert chuckled and the moment broke. “Now that is dancing,” he said and pantomimed fanning his face. He gestured at the two girls standing with hard, stiff lines in their faces. “What you two were doing was pole-dancing.” He waved a hand at Sable and Justus, still staring at each other. “That was dancing. Big difference.”
Justus’s face was expressionless, and his hard eyes held no warmth in them. He turned and went into the back storage room and closed the door.
Sable watched him leave and did not speak for a long time.


That evening, Sable leaned back in the chaise lounge. The McIntyres’ back yard was peaceful on summer nights, and as a treat for Maggie, Emmett had filled the basin of the small garden fountain. Long after the McIntyres had said their good nights, Sable listened to the sounds of the evening. The flowing water blended with the night and soothed the tension left from the strange day.
The tea she sipped was too weak for her taste, but Sable found it soothing as she tried to organize her muddled thoughts. Too much was happening, and she wasn’t prepared to face the answers, let alone the questions. The dance and how Justus looked at her; it ran the course day by day from near rage to something else, something tender. How could she continue in this farce of half-realized wishes?
For the first time since learning of her unholy inheritance as a potential wizard, Sable considered different options other than running, hiding, cowering.
Fighting. Maybe she should let them find her, wait for the Imperium to show up here, and bring the fight to her. At least she would have the advantage of place and choosing how to face them.
Until she broke, the Imperium with its hunters would return to eat at her happiness. It was halftime in a very serious game of hide and seek. Sable didn’t question how they had lost her. She was just fiercely glad they had, and now the rage she felt was very new.
A soft trill announced Zephyr just before the kitten leaped into her lap. The half-grown kitten purred, telling Sable how lucky she was to have her. With eyes half-closed in ecstasy, the kitten accepted the caress under her chin.
A shadow moved in the dark under the trees, and her hand stilled, her breath caught in her throat. But a moment later, she realized the man-sized form was only the tree swaying in the cool night breeze. Sable laughed when she realized silhouettes made of moon shadows had caused her to jump like a mouse.
“I am a mess, aren’t I, Zephyr?” she said. “And to think I would even consider standing up to them when shadow puppets can scare me spitless.”
She gave the kitten a last pat, stood, and walked back to the house.


Justus stepped back under the branches of the old oak tree. The lights over the garage flickered to life, and he watched her pass in front of one of the windows facing the back yard.
He moved into the deeper shadows under the tree and waited. After the lights went off, Justus stayed in the dark, watching the house as it slept, and tried to sort through his feelings.
The breeze ran cool fingers through his hair, twisting it into knots, much like his tangled thoughts.






Chapter Ten
“Ah, shoot, Emmett, here’s another one,” Sable said, grinning broadly.
Business at the eatery was slow, and Justus had closed that part of the shop early. Now, in the late afternoon with no customers in the bar, the antique side of the shop demanded her attention.
Sable gestured to the computer monitor. Emmett rubbed his chin and grimaced at the new client list with a concerned expression.
“We’re getting hits on the web site almost every hour.” She turned back to the monitor and acknowledged the order. Her fingers flew over the keyboard.
“Who would have thought it, creating a place to buy and sell on such an outlandish scale,” he said, his voice full of mock exhaustion.
She resisted the smart aleck reply and flipped through the archives generated with a touch of her finger on the keyboard. A long list of current, prospective, and wannabe buyers sprang up, with another shorter list of those names and IP addresses to avoid. This one checked out okay, and she began the initial stages to ship.
The office now resembled a mini post office, with shipping boxes, tape, and bubble wrap on the shelves against one wall. A digital scale had taken up residence on a long, waist-high table. Sable had organized the office supplies and postal envelopes of every size, despite the men’s haphazard method of tossing stuff wherever gravity chose to take it. After she had snapped at each of them, they’d wisely broken that habit.
She heard footsteps and glanced up from her screen. Justus brought in a large box, one well-muscled arm curled around the edge, his sleeve pushed up to the elbow. As usual, he didn’t look at her or comment, but set the box on the sorting table and left.
Justus never spoke of the dance. Since that day, he never acknowledged her if he could avoid it and his manner felt colder than ever. Since their slow dance on that emotion-packed day, Sable had surreptitiously watched him. When he moved boxes to the top shelves, ate at the McIntyres’ dinner table, or played with Zephyr using a ribbon, she found herself intrigued with his behavior. At those times, an easy smile was on his face. His throaty laugh when Zephyr captured the impromptu toy made something stir inside her. After a mock battle with Zephyr over the ribbon, the winner had walked away, her tail held high.
Sable remembered the way his long body stretched out on the floor, and she shivered now thinking about it. Best not think about it, of a future with the McIntyres and others. The hurt would be worse if she gave in to even daydreams of someone in her life. Still, she tried to draw him into conversations, if only to hear his rusty voice. Besides, it was only polite.
She heard a murmur of voices, a short laugh from Emmett, and Justus stepped into the office with another box, the smile quickly changing into the smooth mask he wore around her.
“More stuff,” he said curtly. He laid the bundle on the table, hesitated, and then turned to her, his eyes black ebony, cool and unemotional. He gestured with one hand. “You might want to look at that.”
Sable shrugged and went to the table. He moved away, shying, as if she might touch him. She wanted to make a fist and slug him, if for no other reason than to see the frozen mask vanish into shock. Instead, she steeled herself and reached for the box, jerking it toward her. Justus took a sharp breath, then clamped his mouth shut. Eyeing his clear uneasiness made her stop and swallow her irritation. She carefully pulled the flaps out, smoothed them down the sides of the box, and peeked inside. Her breath stopped.
Her fit of temper had jostled the packing material to one side, revealing the contents, a large, clear sphere of crystal. She slipped her hands around the ball and tried to pull it from the box, but the bubblewrap was wedged against the sides holding the crystal. A quick shake rattled the box, but it didn’t release.
“Here.” Justus bent and held the bottom of the box still.
“Thanks,” she murmured. His breath brushed her face like a warm feather as she lifted the ball free. Then she was lost in wonder.
It was as big as a soccer ball and made of clear glass, its surface smooth and free of nicks. Not cold, but almost warm, it felt like wax under her fingertips and palms. Mesmerized, she found herself stroking it, caressing the crystal as if it were velvet.
“Neat, huh?” Justus said.
The easy smile he never had for her was on his face.
“I found it in one of the storage rooms in the basement, something I bought a while ago and forgot. You can have it.”
“Have it? Really? It’s mine?”
He nodded and shrugged, tried to regain his don’t-care attitude.
He failed and his grin widened.
She broke her eyes away from his fascinating mouth and that tiny curl at each side of his lips. “Yes, very neat,” she murmured. She stared into the depths of the ball and tried to think of something other than the scent of his body that was so close. “Too bad it doesn’t work.”
“Work? Oh, you mean the crystal ball.”
“Yeah,” she said, shrugging one shoulder, her eyes on the ball instead. It was safer than watching his mouth move.
“Too bad it doesn’t work,” she said again. To her ears, her laugh sounded strained, but he laughed with her. It was startling to hear him, and she concentrated harder on the crystal. “What a shame that magic is only in the mind,” she said lightly.
For a moment, Sable lost herself in that thought. If there were such a thing as crystals with preternatural powers, what she wouldn’t give to wish away her talent. To have no magic, then she could live a normal life. She gave a quick shake of her head and sighed.
When he didn’t reply to her flippant remark, Sable decided Justus was back to his crabby old self. She hazarded a glance, saw he had cocked his head, and knew she was right. He had lost his smile. But then her jaw dropped with his next words.
“Well, let’s see if it works.”
He slipped his hands under the ball and took it away from her. His black eyes narrowed as he held the ball to his face, bending at the waist.
“Stare deeply into the crystal, my child,” Justus said dramatically. “Tell me what you see, and I will interpret.” His voice fell into a sonorous, bass tone.
Sable snickered, her heart suddenly lightened with his strange mood. “Ah, now,” she said. “Surely you don’t believe in magic.”
His face stilled briefly. But in the next moment, she thought she had imagined it when his face changed and he said lightly, “All it takes is faith.”
“Or fate.”
“Fate ain’t got nuthin’ to do with it.”
His words seemed out of place. He nodded to the crystal again. “Look. Tell me what you see.”
“My child.”
“What?”
“You forgot to say ‘my child.’” Sable said.
He smirked as Sable bent closer to the surface of the crystal ball, again marveling at the nearly clear interior of the stone. The workmanship to produce such a thing was beyond her ken.
As she obeyed his command to look deep, she held back another snicker. Drama; she needed some drama here, and Sable reached for the crystal, placing her hands over his.
His hands were warm. She felt a tingle in her fingertips, almost as if she had expended gathered energy. She swallowed hard, but then felt a nervous snicker welling from her throat.
A spark of Fire element would be so inconvenient right now.

Focus, focus.
In the depths of the crystal, she finally saw something, something black and looking back at her. She could see his eyes, filtered through the clear crystal, returning her gaze with something indecipherable, an emotion or passion she had never seen in his face. She dropped her hands, and he lowered the ball from between them. His eyes were brilliant made of ebony fire, and he was looking at her strangely.
“You should laugh more,” he said roughly. “It suits you.”
Sable opened her mouth to reply, but nothing came out, her thoughts a jumbled heap at his words and the way he continued to look at her. His eyes dropped to her mouth, and she forgot how to breathe as he leaned down to her, his lips slightly parted.
The high-pitched cry of a child made him jerk back. He sucked in a quick breath and shook his head, as if to clear it. Without looking at her again, he set the crystal ball in the box and turned away.
Her hand caught the edge of the table, gripping it hard to keep from falling.
Sable heard Emmett talking and a man answering from the front room, followed by the sound of a meaty slap.
“Hey now, none of that.” Emmett’s voice was uncharacteristically hard.
An incoherent sound came from Justus as he strode out of the office. She followed him into the front room.
A sour-faced man with skinny wrists held the arm of a small boy, the imprint of the slap just starting to color the child’s cheek. The mother was reaching for the child, her face a mixture of horror and outrage. The man jerked the small child out of her reach.
“He’s tired? All that whining because he’s tired?” he snarled. “I’ll give you tired.” His hand drew back and flattened.
That was all it took for Sable to decide. She reached for her magic, limited though it was. But Sable didn’t have a chance to follow through with her outrage. Faster than she thought possible, Justus’s tall form came between them, and in the next blink of her eyes, he stood with one large hand under the man’s chin, cupping his throat.
“Let him go.” Justus’s voice was soft, but violence was in his face.
The man gulped, opened the hand gripping the child’s arm, and the mother pulled the boy into her arms. The small boy made no sound, but turned to watch the two men. His eyes were huge.
Justus made a small movement, and the man stumbled back, almost falling as he tripped and bumped into display cabinets. He stopped just inside the entrance, turned, and began cursing. But he wasn’t looking at Justus, who stood with narrowed eyes, but at the woman holding the big-eyed child. Justus raised his hand, as if he held a rock, and his arm went back. He glanced at Sable and hesitated.
It was enough to frighten the little man. He turned and fled.
Sable released the breath she didn’t know she was holding. “Wow. I didn’t know you had it in you.”
His black, unreadable eyes turned on her, and she shivered at the fury she saw there. He turned his back to her.
“Are you going to be okay?” Justus asked the woman.
“Yes, thank you.”
The child patted his mother’s arm as if to comfort her and not the other way around. While they waited for a friend to pick them up, she informed them that the man was not the child’s father, but a recent acquaintance. They had dated a few times, but now that was over.
“No more,” the woman said, her chin raised and eyes hard.
While they waited for the woman’s friend, Sable saw another side of her taciturn boss, the one who enjoyed a child’s laughter and seemed to delight in the boy’s antics with a box of old—and valuable—antique toy cars. As they left, the boy clutched a blue racecar in one chubby hand and the other waved goodbye over his mother’s shoulder.
Emmett’s cell beeped and he answered. After the initial greeting, he didn’t speak for a moment, just listening.
“Okay, okay, I’ll be right home. Don’t worry till I get there,” Emmett said. He snapped his cell phone shut.
Justus stood in the doorway. “Anything wrong?” he asked.
Emmett brushed his hands together, his face creased into worry. “No, nothing, just…I gotta get home. I mean, right now.” He looked at Sable and hesitated. To Justus, he said, “Look, can you get Sable home? I gotta go, stop and feed the horses, and then drive back to the house right away.”
He seemed unusually rattled, as if his mind was in a computer loop, the information going nowhere.
Justus frowned, laid an arm over Emmett’s shoulder. “Something happen to Maggie? Something at the house?’
Emmett shook his head emphatically. “No, nothing like that. Just…we got a phone call, and…I gotta go. Can you get Sable home, then?”
“Take off, Emmett. I’ll get her home. And don’t worry about the horses. I’ll take care of them, too.”
Emmett nodded, scrubbed one hand over his face, and headed to the door.
Justus took a step, as if to follow. “Emmett, let me know if you need anything. Okay?”
Emmett stopped and looked back, hesitating.
Sable joined Justus, standing at his side. “Same here, Emmett. Anything I can do or—”
“No.” Emmett said firmly. “Not right now, but thanks.” He smiled briefly, turned, and left without speaking again.
Sable watched the concern on Justus’s face as he stood still in thought. When he turned, she tried to interpret his expression, but there was nothing in his face for her to see. Except his mouth. His lips mashed into a hard line.
His eyes came up to hers, and his face smoothed of emotion. Justus half-smiled and nodded to the office. “Did you have anything to shut down or put away?” he asked mildly.
“The computer and printer, I need to shut them down. And I’d like to take my magic crystal ball home,” she said.
His face lost all expression.
“I guess that’s all,” she finished in a low voice.
“Okay, well, I’ll bring the car up.”
After turning off the lights, Sable met him at the entrance, the orb under her arm. The thrum of the car motor sounded loud in her ears as she hesitated on the sidewalk.
“I got the door,” he said. Justus fumbled briefly with the inside lock, and she heard him utter a low curse.
She grinned briefly and slid into the car as he locked the front door. He strode to his side of the car and put it into gear without speaking.
She looked down at her lap and the heavy crystal, her stomach fluttering almost as much as her thoughts. He had almost kissed her in the office. And she was disappointed at the interruption.
And that was nuts.
The connection she felt developing between them could not continue. It was on a road that would lead to the destination she had avoided since becoming aware of her talents. It was intolerable. So why was she upset? She clutched her hands around the box. The darkened car simmered with tension.
Sable threw a quick look at his profile. Highlighted by the passing cars and streetlights, his rippling cheek muscles accentuated his straight nose. He flicked his eyes at her and then back to the road. She sucked in a breath at his eyes. They were as black as the night. Something curled inside her, fighting her for release. She struggled silently to bring the magic under control.
Justus stirred. “Do you mind if we stop to check the horses first? I can park on the street, close to the path, and you can stay in the car.” His voice was rusty again, a disembodied sound from the darkness.
She willed her fingers to relax. “Sure. That works for me,” she said, forcing a light tone.
He nodded, but didn’t answer, and the night passed by her window.
Silence held the occupants of the car in an iron grip; it was like a sentient entity. She continued to wage a soundless battle, but couldn’t keep her eyes from his large hand. It gripped the steering wheel so hard, she marveled that the plastic didn’t crack.
She wondered if the journey would ever end. A portion of her wished it never would.
Justus glanced down at her twisting fingers, then back at the road. She plucked a speck of lint off her jeans, then commanded her hands to still.
He slowed and stopped on the dark street, pointing to a line of trees along the edge of the roadway. An opening in the trees showed a darkened path running into the shadows. The streetlights shone on the roads, but in the trees, the night ruled.
“There,” he said. “The path leads to the back pasture. Their house is straight on.”
She nodded, avoided looking at him, and opened her door.
“Here, wait. I’ll feed the horses. You stay here.”
“No, I’ll walk to the house from there. I’ve done it many times.”
He started to protest, but Sable ignored him, tucked the ball under one arm, and bumped the door shut with her hip. She started up the path with him now trailing her. The crystal was awkward and heavy in her arms.
“Let me carry it,” he said.
“No, I’m okay.”
She heard him mutter irritably under his breath.
Sable shifted the ball into one arm and stepped off the path.
“Here, I’ll do it.” Justus’s voice was rough.
He brushed past her in a rustle of spent seed heads from the tall grass of the pasture. She heard the soft whicker of one of the horses as she stepped toward the fence. A small shed sat to one side with bales of brome and alfalfa hay, the aromas still of warm sun and summer. One of the horses snorted softly, but Justus spoke soothingly, and the other horse nickered, shouldering the other one aside to get to the fence first. Justus stretched one long arm into the mound of bales, curled his fingers around the twine, and yanked it to him. In one swift movement, he raised his knee and hefted the bale lightly over the fence. He climbed the rails and jumped in with the horses.
“Hey, now. None of that,” he said, shoving the pushy horse to the side. He broke the bale, jerking the twine off each end and scattered the hay into a round, knee-high bin. Two long strides, and he popped over the fence with a one-handed jump on the top rail.
“You’ve fed them before,” she said quietly.
“Yeah, why?”
Her soft laugh barely made a sound. “You ignored the bossy one and gave her a shove. First time I did it, I thought she was going to run over me.”
“She would too if you didn’t stand your ground.”
“Just goes to show, you’ve got to be firm sometimes.”
She could barely see his face in the dark, but she was sure he was glaring at her.
He pointed at the path to the house. “Come on.”
“What?” she said startled. He had started down the dark trail. “But, but…”
He turned back, his face lost in the shadows.
“Your car is back there, you’ll have to walk back by yourself,” she said.
Justus shrugged and turned back to the path. “So, I go the long way around this time. At least I’ll get you home safe. Like I told Emmett I would.” His voice was rough again, uncaring.
She followed him to the edge of the clearing, where he held back the branches of a low-hanging tree, bemused with his brusque voice. It made no sense.
Why offer to get her home, help her with the horses, and then act as if he was angry again? She did not understand men.
They left the sounds and aromas of the squabbling horses behind them as the night crowded down. Here, the stars ruled the night and their magnificence paled any feeble attempt of man. The brilliant span of the Milky Way hung over their path, and Sable found the few constellations she knew; Pisces, Cassiopeia, and the Hunter Orion and its stars, Rigel, Bellatrix, and Saiph. The fourth star made her smile, bringing back memories of a friend who laughingly told her of Betelgeuse or ‘beetle juice.’ It brought back those days in junior high before she learned the truth about her future. A long time ago—eons, it seemed.
“You can almost touch them,” Justus said, his voice low.
His words covered her abrasive memories in a bath of warm honey, excluding them from this moment. She could see the shadow he made against the stars, looking up at the same starry carpet overhead.
“You’re a stargazer?” Sable asked.
He nodded without speaking. The stars continued their extravagant show as they walked under them in silence.
A gentle breeze swirled around them as the trees thinned and they walked into the pasture that bordered the McIntyres’ yard. A gust of wind caught her hair, sweeping it into wild tangles around her face.
“Ah, wait,” she said. Sable stopped and tried to use her shoulder to brush the strands out of her mouth, the crystal rocking. She steadied the ball and started to tuck it under her arm.
“Here,” Justus said. He stood in front of her, standing with the starlight on him. His face shone pale in the dim light and his hair moved in the breeze as if alive. He lifted his hand to her face and slid gentle fingers between the hair and her cheekbone, combing the locks away as he did, leaving a trail of fire on her face. Sable heard his breath catch. She looked up at the starlight reflected in his eyes as his hand settled behind her head, his fingers tangled in her hair. But then, without speaking, he released her neck, and she felt a sense of loss and then confusion when he took the crystal from her hand and set it on the ground.
He returned to stand over her.
In slow motion, as if nothing remained of the real world, Sable watched as his eyes dropped to her lips and his mouth parted as he bent down to her. The hand on the back of her neck pulled her gently to him. Softly, softly he touched her lips with his and then drew back. Still so close she could feel his breath on her face, she felt his hand tremble, and again, his mouth touched hers. He drew away again and exhaled sharply.
One arm snaked around her waist, the other to the familiar spot behind her head, and he bent to her again, a low groan in the back of his throat when his mouth found hers again.
Pulling her into him, angling her head to nestle into the hollow of his shoulder, his mouth parted her lips gently but with authority.
For a while, her mind was in shock, his sudden change in personality causing her to feel nothing but confusion as she passively submitted. But when he gently parted her lips and kissed her so deeply, her mind and body responded, joining seamlessly against him. Time seemed to stop. His mouth moved against hers, and she responded, causing his arms to tighten around her as her fingers dug into his back. All her vows to avoid times like this fled her mind.
For Sable, her only reality was his hard body, mouth and the low sounds he made as he held her so close. She felt nothing else, was conscious of no other truth but his mouth on hers.
So at first, she didn’t notice the curl of energy gathering in her, just at the edge of her senses. It was alive with power, mounting in ever-increasing surges, tingling in electric surges, whipping into a corporeal animal. Gathering, swirling into life, it spun around her, crackling with fire.
He suddenly broke free and pushed her back, staring at her from arm’s length, his panting in time with hers. She tried to suck in enough air, her mind in jumbled disarray, dimly aware of the collapse of the energies that had gathered around her, leaving only the remembered tingle in her fingertips. As she watched, she saw his face tighten, and he shook his head, as if to clear his thoughts.
Sable felt the sickness begin in the pit of her stomach and the regret of her unwanted, undesired talent. Something from her stupid, stupid powers had touched him, probably burning or shocking him, and now he probably thought she had a taser on her. She felt her eyes sting with tears, but in the next moment, steeled herself to face him.
Justus stood looking around her, his expression hard. He stared, his eyes roving wildly, as if unable to look at her. Angry and annoyed that she had dropped into his life probably, complicating his set routine.
“Don’t worry,” Sable said in a flat voice. “I won’t tell anyone.”
He jerked away from her. “Why? Are you taking the blame?” he asked gruffly. The sound of his voice mixed with the dark shadows of the night. “I have as much to do with this as you do.”
She shrugged and looked down for the box. “You should stay away from me,” she said without looking at him. “I’m already broken.”
Her voice sounded hoarse, even to her.
He bent to pick up the box, and the black chain he always wore around his neck slipped free. At the end of the chain, a small object dangled, and as he straightened, the oval disc settled on his chest. The dark medallion was the size of a quarter, with a hole punched in it for the chain, and had no set or design she could see. Oval-shaped, it was a mud-colored stone with a rounded edge.
Without thought, she reached out and took the stone into her fingers, rubbing it. Justus froze, staring down at her, his body tense. He held the box and waited.
“What is this?” she murmured softly. “You always wear it, so it must mean something, come from someone special.”
Idly, she noted the smooth surface of the stone as she rubbed it.
“My father, before he died. He gave it to me.”
“Hmmm, it’s very warm,” she said thoughtfully and released the stone. She turned in the direction of the house.

Talk. Say anything, but talk, she thought.
“How did he die?”
“He was a structural engineer. He designed bridges and the supports for them,” Justus said.
He followed behind her as she made her way down the trail. She could see the house and the backyard lights shining through the bushes and was grateful the humiliating journey was almost over. When he stopped speaking, Sable wondered if anything could make him talk to her again. The curt, brusque tone did not brook mutual conversation, so she was surprised when he continued in a normal voice.
“He was inspecting a partially completed bridge designed by another engineer, slipped, and fell into the river.” He shrugged when she turned to look at him and stopped. “It was twelve years ago. ‘Time heals all wounds…’ Well, you know the saying. Anyway, they never found his body and he died there. End of story.”
He started to brush past her, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm. For a moment, he looked down at her with veiled eyes. Then he broke free and strode to the house, brushing through the bushes on the edge of the property.
His next words were very low, nearly inaudible.
“You’re not the only one broken.”
Sable hesitated, then followed him through the bushes.
From the back yard, she heard Emmett in the house. “It’s just a phone call. It’s not like we weren’t expecting him to call some day.” His voice was gruff.
“Yes, well, ‘expecting’ something doesn’t make it easier. And how are we going to tell him?”
“We can’t tell him. Not yet. It might mean trouble later on. We just have to…go with the flow for now and let him come here.”
“I wish he hadn’t called,” Maggie said.
“Yeah,” said Emmett. “Me too. More problems for us.”
Justus stopped at the edge of the patio. “Hello the house,” he called out.
Sable heard Emmett grunt. “Guess they came in the back way.” Emmett was there at the back door, peering into the night.
Justus held back for a moment, his eyes still hard as Sable brushed past him and into the kitchen. She sniffed.
This was for the best anyway—his snippy attitude, that is. Probably regretting the kiss and wishing it had never happened, and even now, the anger she saw in his face made her emotions churn. No more weakness. No more stupid hormones that threatened to pull her into the iron grip of the Imperium.
No more, she thought viciously. Never again.


“There,” Dayne yelled again as he slapped his thigh. “She’s right there. That’s her signature, exactly where she was before. The tener unus never left the area.”
The spot of iridescent light on the upright crystal board glimmered fitfully and, even as he watched, slowly dimmed. The board, marked with maps and the region’s geography, stood in the darkened control room. The assistant twitched nervously as Tiarra stood over his shoulder, silently staring at the board.
She nodded and tapped one long red-polished nail on her cheek. “Both of you. I want to see both of you tomorrow,” she said ignoring the assistant’s loud swallow. She looked at Dayne. “You and your woman.”
His assistant relaxed, but Dayne’s jaw clenched.






Chapter Eleven
“Both of us?” Macy squeaked.
Dayne nodded and stirred the instant coffee into his cup. With the focused energy of his Fire element, he warmed the water and then dumped creamer into the now-steaming cup.
“She said she wanted to see both of us,” he said.
Dayne avoided looking at her and sipped the hot coffee, then immediately sucked air to cool his tongue. Before she noticed, he siphoned some of the heat from the water and released it into the air around him. His focus had been more on the surface of the cup than on the liquid. Guess he wasn’t as calm as he thought if he couldn’t remember how to heat his own damn coffee.
He tried sipping it again. Perfect.
“We’ll manage. Don’t worry, Macy. It’s not…” He stopped when she looked at him with snapping eyes. “We knew it was going to happen eventually,” he finished lamely.
For a moment, she still looked at him, her eyes narrowed, but then she wilted. Macy plopped into the kitchen chair and dropped her head into her hands. “I had hoped it would be later, much later,” she said, her voice muffled.
Dayne pulled a chair next to her and rubbed her knee. He had no idea what to say to make it better.
“And this is because of the tener unus, that girl?” Her muted voice came from behind her hands.
“Yes. Tiarra said both of us were to report. I suppose she wants to meet you and see what you can do. Maybe you’ll take part in this mission, I don’t know. Tiarra doesn’t exactly share information.”
“Why is she doing this?”
“Because she can. She is the head, and it is for the best.”
Macy dropped her hands and looked at Dayne. Her face changed, hardened.
“Really. It is for the best. Like what she does is always right and to be followed without question. For the best,” she said, her voice oily with sarcasm.
“She has a difficult job and…”
He stopped when Macy drew her lips from her clenched teeth. Then she flinched and closed her eyes.
“Headache again?” he asked.
“Yeah, a little one.”
Anytime they argued over the Imperium and Tiarra, Macy had begun to have headaches. Now, especially with the discovery of the location of the tener unus, they had become more frequent.

Stress had to be a part of it, he thought.
Macy massaged her temples as she spoke, her eyes still closed. “And don’t even start with what a difficult job Tiarra has. Well, let’s get this over with, then.” Her voice held a thread of anger as she stood. “I don’t have all day.” Her face was pale, but determined.
They rode together on the Vulcan, her arms locked around him. His mind roiled thinking of this first meeting, his fear for Macy and her refusal to submit quietly. It frightened him more than anything he could remember. He guided the motorcycle into his parking space at the Imperium office building and shut off the engine.
“Look, there is one thing, Macy. In this meeting, you need to allow Tiarra to…dominate the conversation. She won’t allow interference.”
“Submit, you mean. Give in to her.”
Inwardly, Dayne cringed at the echo of his word. “Yes, I suppose that is true. Submit. She’s the Alpha dog.” He ignored her low-uttered bitch and went on. “Show no defiance. Because…” He hesitated and then steeled himself again. “Macy, she tolerates no rivals.”
She nodded, but stayed silent as they made their way past the guard at the entrance, the elevator ride, and the sharp glance of the assistant. A new assistant, Dayne noticed. Harder. Colder.
The new woman efficiently noted and recognized him. She knocked on the paneled office door leading to Tiarra’s inner sanctum.
“Enter.”
Tiarra was not alone. Magic swirled around the room as an unseen body of energy. He could feel it in every cell of his body, like ants crawling over him. Four husky men with the hard eyes of guards stood against the walls, all the same in bearing and posture, arms crossed and alert. A couple stood with them, a man with worried eyes and a restless woman. Their focus was on a small gap-toothed girl who stood in the middle of the room, staring with wide eyes at Tiarra. The girl held a well-loved doll in a tight hug, but she broke into a grin when she looked at the young couple. They smiled back, but did not shift from their place by the wall.
The other was a boy of twelve or thirteen, and fear was on him. His eyes wheeled, as if looking for an exit, for help. The guards, their faces identical in expressionless masks of ice, did not meet his eyes or return his silent plea.
Tiarra stood against the desk and smiled thinly at the little girl. She bent down to eye-level with the toddler.
“What is your name, little one?” she asked pleasantly.
“Mowa,” the girl said shyly.
“Moira,” blurted the woman standing against the wall. She drew in a breath, as if appalled at her intrusion.
Tiarra didn’t look up, but continued to smile at the child. “Moira. A very pretty name,” she said. “And a very special little girl.”
Gently, she stroked where the little girl’s shoulder met her neck, and then the fingers pressed the girl’s skin. The girl stirred, uncertain, and began to pull away. Then her body stiffened and her eyes lost their focus.
Dayne felt the magic churn and shift around Tiarra and the girl and then fade. The air in the room became close and heavy, smothering. An errant swirl of magic passed nearby, making him shiver. Tiarra focused her narrowed eyes for a moment longer, nodded once, and withdrew her hand from the child’s shoulder and turned away. The child’s body collapsed into a boneless heap. Without looking at them, she motioned the parents to come forward with a waving gesture, and they hurried to the small form on the floor. Tiarra brushed her hands together, as if removing dirt, her focus now on the trembling boy.
“You know what I did, right?” she asked the shaking boy.
He stared at the unconscious girl, the parents hovering over her, and did not speak.
“She is fine and will awaken presently,” Tiarra said, her voice pleasant.
The girl moved and cried out, her voice bewildered. The father gathered the child into his arms, the girl mumbled, and the father crooned, “We’re here. Mommy and Daddy are here.”
Tiarra’s face showed no emotion as she watched the boy’s reaction, her head tipped to the side like a curious bird.
“See? She is fine. They are all fine,” she said briskly. For a moment longer, she observed the shaking boy. Then her polished nails reached for him.
Dayne flinched when the boy shuddered and pulled away. Dayne’s involuntary movement caught Tiarra’s attention, and her viper eyes locked on him. Mesmerized, like prey before the predator, he couldn’t move until she smiled. An evil glint seeped into her smile.
She nodded at him. “He remembers,” she said, turning back to the boy. Her words oozed like an oily film. The boy twisted and his frightened eyes caught Dayne.
He read the silent plea, the hope in the boy’s face. A small sound of distress came from someone in the room, from one of the men standing by the wall, but no one moved.
Tiarra made a soft sound that may have passed for a laugh at another time. “He remembers,” she repeated. “This touch, my first bond that seals you to me. My essence, my soul.”
The boy’s eyes pleaded for Dayne to do…what? Help? Save him?
Dayne couldn’t save himself.
With the boy distracted, Tiarra touched the boy’s neck, and the boy—and Dayne—shuddered. And then the boy’s wide eyes blurred, unfocused and…
It was done.
“Yes, you do remember, my dear Imperator. But it is not so bad,” she crooned. Tiarra turned away as the boy dropped to the floor. Without looking, she motioned, and one of the stoic guards stepped forward and picked him up. As the guard rose, his hooded eyes caught Dayne watching him.

Not as emotionless as I believed, Dayne thought. Silent tears coursed down the guard’s cheeks as he turned away, carrying the boy. Dayne felt his own eyes stinging.
Tiarra cocked her head to the side, studying him like an unexpected abnormality, a curiosity. Another humorless smile lit her face, and she said, “Guards, leave us now so I may speak with my Imperator.”
Her eyes shifted to a spot behind him.
“And his wife.”
The parents and remaining guards eased out of the room, a silent retreat. When Tiarra’s eyes remained on Macy, Dayne felt a tendril of anger and, without thought, stepped to the side, blocking her view of his wife. His teeth drew back from his lips in a silent snarl. It was instinctive. And foolish.
Tiarra no more acknowledged him than the paint on the walls as she stepped around him. He started to block her again, but his limbs locked into place and he stood still, his stomach roiling. His body no longer answered his will, and he stood helplessly in place.
Tiarra didn’t speak to Macy, but stood to one side, her head still tipped, as if examining a strange phenomenon. For a moment longer, Tiarra stood, then turned away, and Dayne felt the restraints drop. He swiveled, anxious for Macy and her reaction to Tiarra.
Macy’s impassive gaze followed Tiarra as the woman moved to face them in front of her desk. She showed no hint of fear or anger when she flicked her eyes to Dayne. It was as if a block of granite stood before him.
“You will personally investigate the tener unus that was missing—missing, until yesterday, that is. Do not deploy surveillance of any kind until you arrive. I don’t want to lose her again or cause her to run,” she said.
He sucked in a deep breath to calm his fear before he turned to face her. “You feel the two of us can handle her, then? Did you want us to bring her to you?”
“No, no, my Imperator. You will have no need to do that. I will travel with you to the last known location and try to find her using the bond I have with her. It is tenuous, of course, but I can still feel a mage when they are close, especially one who has my essence.”
She was going with them. Damn it to hell. Dayne felt the prick of nausea again and started to speak.
“You are going with us?” It wasn’t his question, but Macy’s as she stepped up to stand beside him.
Tiarra’s mouth formed an amused smile. “Oh, yes, I think I should involve myself in this quest. The young one is…powerful.”
“But I have just come into my full potential,” Macy said. Dayne tried to interpret her voice, so calm and self-assured. There was no hesitation or nervousness in her level voice. “Don’t I need practice or instruction?”
Tiarra laughed. “Practice?” she said. “No, no need to practice unless you count self-control.”
Dayne froze as her eyes flickered to him and back to Macy.
“But if you insist, I will give you an exercise to complete now. A demonstration.”
She tapped her lips, as if in thought. “Let me see. You are strong in Earth and Air, is that correct?”
Macy nodded.
“Well, let me see. Show me…hmm. Show me the degree of control you have in Air.” And with one of her highly polished nails, she pointed at Dayne. “On him.”
Macy’s horrified eyes met his, and he started to speak, when he felt himself pressed back into an office chair. Tiarra wasn’t even looking at him to see the effect her use of force had on him. All her attention was on Macy.
“Now, youngling, use your talent to press the air from his chest and stop his heart with the pressure.”
Macy gagged and Dayne saw that she struggled, but her resistance was brief. He felt the element of Spirit whirl around her and her will crumpled. Her eyes begged him. It was the same as the boy’s silent plea had been, looking to him for help.
Or absolution.
“No, please. No,” she begged softly.
“Slowly now,” Tiarra said, ignoring Macy’s cries. “Build the pressure gradually and show me what you can do.”
As he watched, Macy flinched and silent tears scrolled down her cheeks. At first, Dayne felt nothing except air currents flowing around his body. Then one brushed his face, almost like a caress of a soft hand, cupping his cheek. But it slid from his face, trailed down his neck, and to his chest, stopping where his sternum joined his ribs. It stopped there and settled.
As if a large hand rested there, it pressed against his chest. It increased, growing like a man resting his weight on him, standing on his body. His breathing began to labor as he struggled to lift the hidden weight, his diaphragm working to pull air into his lungs. The burden mounted, increasing until his heart pounded. He tried to hold his eyes on Macy’s stricken face, but he found it difficult to keep his lids open.
Her sobs were liquid.
He wanted to touch her, to hold her and tell her not to cry. He wanted to caress away the tears falling from her eyes and hush her gasping sobs with his mouth. He wanted to do so much, to live and to love. But soon, the world shrunk to nothing more than a small area on Macy’s face. All else was dim and black. He could no longer hold his eyes open.
Suddenly, the weight was gone, and he gulped the air with a whooping sound. Macy was kneeling at his feet, her arms around him, weeping, her tears mingling with his own.
The harsh, delighted laugh made him look up. Tiarra was at the large, wall-sized window with her back to them. “And that is how it is done,” she said. “See, youngling, you don’t need practice, just self-control.
“Since you’ve proven that your control is exceptional, truly fine, my child, I have decided to let you handle the tener unus without me. You hardly need my assistance with the skill you’ve displayed today. Send competent mages to monitor the girl until I give the order for your direct involvement. At that time, both of you will act as her guards, involving yourselves in her life. Until she has turned.”
Macy slipped one arm around his shoulders and helped him to stand, her soft words and murmurings for his ears only. Dayne stood, swaying. After Tiarra’s demonstration of her power over them, his anger surprised him.
“You see, after a tener unus comes into their potential, I control them, body and soul. Until then—” Tiarra shrugged “—the leash is tenuous. Time is always on my side, and eventually some emotion triggers the awakening of the elements in their psyche.”
“Except for one,” Dayne croaked, his voice harsh.
“What?” Tiarra turned to look at him.
He cleared his throat. “Except for the one that escaped you. The one you tried to bond your essence to, but failed.”
She stared at him. Dayne knew he should be terribly afraid, but he couldn’t find that emotion now. All he felt was tired and sore. And very angry.
Tiarra drew a slow breath. Her eyes glinted as she struggled to contain some unidentifiable emotion. “Yes. Except for that one.”
Her voice was low, nearly inaudible. “Leave now. I will coordinate with you later.”
With Macy’s arm around his waist, he stumbled to the door, relief the only thing he felt now. Just as he started to open the door, Tiarra’s voice stopped him.
“It’s not unusual for one of my mated couples to stay together,” she said thoughtfully. “That happens when the subjects join sometimes.”
Macy turned to her. “But it didn’t work this time, not this mating. You didn’t choose very well when you picked Volker to follow me. I hated him on sight.” Weariness and anger threaded through her voice.
But Dayne felt a chill course up his spine as he looked at Tiarra’s triumphant face, and he suddenly wished he had not spoken out about the one she lost. He knew what she was going to say and his heart broke.
Her amused smile was glacier cold. “I didn’t pick Volker for your mate.”
The door closed behind them. As he rubbed his chest, Dayne could still hear Tiarra’s laughter. He didn’t look at Macy. Silently, they left the building. He had no courage to start a conversation.
How could he face this without her, without her love?
Macy helped him to the parked motorcycle, and he was wondering how he was going to manage driving it, when his cell phone rang. It was his subordinate, an up-and-comer in his world of security.
“What?” he answered harshly.
“Hey, boss, the lady told me to let you know there was no hurry with traveling to investigate the TU. She said the mage would probably stay in that region for now, so don’t make travel plans yet.”
Dayne glanced at Macy. “Understood,” he said. “We will wait for her go-ahead, then.”
“Suits me. Hey, that boss-lady must be having a good day. She was laughing half the time talking to me. I could hardly understand her.”
Dayne wanted to crush the cell phone as he broke the connection.
“Let me drive. I can handle it. You sit behind.” She gathered her elements and surrounded herself with them, putting them on as she did her helmet. Earth and Air gave her strength, and she used them now to handle the heavy bike.
He groaned, but gave in to her. Ego was the least of their problems right now. He couldn’t help but glance furtively at people on the streets as she powered up the cycle and pulled into traffic. In Macy’s present mood, Dayne figured he shouldn’t argue, but he couldn’t help but feel a prick to his masculinity. As they passed two gang kids, with their low-slung, sloppy trousers, one of the boys pointed at him and snickered something to the other. They laughed.
Dayne ignored them, but then he felt Macy gather her Air element and, as they passed the two kids, throw her energy into them in the form of a gale of wind. One kid tumbled, and the other lost the bag he was holding. Dayne laughed and snuggled closer to his savior, glad she was on his side.
“Stupid kids,” he heard her say.
She maneuvered into the space in front of their little house, and he felt her release her elements too soon. The motorcycle began to tip as she struggled with it. But with a swirl and rumble of Air and Earth, she righted it.
Macy followed him into their home and stood still by their sofa, absently fingering the maroon chenille throw. Dayne steeled himself for her blame and questions. Her words surprised him.
“Can she feel us now?”
“No, I don’t think so,” Dayne said.
Macy turned, and he was shocked when she slipped her arms around his waist and buried her head in his chest. He felt a tweak of remembered pain from Tiarra’s punishment.
“I am so sorry,” she said into his chest.
He nuzzled the top of her head and ignored the bruise to pull her even closer.
“I tried to resist her, but it was like I was in slow motion, everything surreal. I couldn’t stop.”
“I know, I know. Look, don’t beat yourself up over this. She has control over the element of Spirit, and when she says move, you can do nothing else.” He shivered, and she pulled away to look into his face. “I’ve been there, love, and there is nothing you can do.”
She snuggled close again, and his soft groan caught her attention. Macy pushed away. “Oh, oh, I’m sorry. Stupid me. Here I am apologizing, and...” Her face crumpled as she led him to an easy chair in the living room, one that was deeply cushioned. He didn’t try to hide the sound of relief as he sank into it, but his eyes were on Macy. She sat near him, his hand in hers, her face still creased with worry, and it made him smile.
Relief from physical pain was one thing. But it was nowhere near the relief he felt as she looked at him with love. She wasn’t going to leave him; she wasn’t blaming him. She loved him still.
His sigh mingled with a groan as his sore ribs popped. She made an anxious sound, but he shook his head. He smiled. “I’m recovering. Just gotta remember not to breathe is all.”
She smiled a little in return and her eyes grew warm.

Time to rip the Band-Aid off and get it over with, he decided.
“You haven’t asked me about the other thing,” Dayne said quietly.
For a brief moment, Macy’s eyes were confused, but they cleared and she nodded. “Um, yes, that. Well, I suppose we should get that cleared up,” she said briskly. “I figured she sent Volker to nudge me into my full magic, so that wasn’t any revelation. And unless you tell me differently, I always assumed you weren’t a part of the plan. Or at least you didn’t know about that angle.”
She searched his face, nodded, and seemed happy with what she found there.
“No, love, I was privy to the guard detail only. Her subplots weren’t for my ears.” He thought for a moment, then breathed a soft laugh. “Just as well she kept her intentions to herself. I think I could have resisted your charm if I had only known…”
She laughed. “Oh, really, do you think?”
They laughed together, and the sound was a balm to his senses. He reached out and laid his hand on her cheek. She leaned into it and closed her eyes.
“Whatever her machinations, it doesn’t matter now. The result might be what she wanted, but it is mutual,” Dayne said.
Her eyes opened and Macy pulled herself closer, gently touching her mouth to his. “Very mutual,” she whispered against his lips.
She was careful not to press his chest, but his arms were insistent. With a squawk, she landed in his lap. It left his chest free of her weight, and he stroked the honey-blond hair from her face as he looked down at her. Her fingers traced his cheekbone and brow, and he started to lean down to kiss her again, but the sudden faraway expression on her face stopped him.
“What?” he said.
Macy grimaced. “Tiarra,” she said.
With an oath, Dayne started to lean in again. “Forget about her,” he said viciously.
“No, no, wait, it’s not that. It’s…” And she hesitated as Dayne leaned away again to look into her face. She licked her lips and shivered. “You know she is quite insane, don’t you?”


The biking trail through the park was not as crowded as usual. That pleased the gray-haired man. Witnesses were always a problem, especially when dealing with unknowns.
This case was interesting—and supremely providential to their operation. How lucky can a person get? If he believed in miracles, he would say it was meant to be.
But he didn’t believe in miracles or deities. His faith in religious myths had ended many years ago. Now coincidence played the part. Or serendipity, perhaps.
Destiny had nothing to do with it.
He heard trotting footsteps and glanced at his watch. Right on time. A woman with honey-blond hair jogged down the path, giving him no more than a glance as she started to pass him. He held out his hand, and she slowed. The gray-haired man smiled at the young woman as she stopped beside him.
“Excuse me,” he said.
She looked pointedly at his hand on her arm. “Yes. Can I help you?” Her voice was cautious, but he heard the threat in it.
“You are Macy Mathon? Married to Dayne Mathon, the Imperator of the Imperium?”
She gaped at him.
“Who are you?” she demanded.
He didn’t answer, but dug into his pants pocket and pulled out a black chain necklace with a muddy-colored pendant swinging from the end.
“This is for you.” He handed it to her. “Now, I have some things to tell you.”
After nearly an hour and many questions, she left with the black chain secure around her neck, her expression still dazed with the new knowledge.
The gray-haired man’s mouth quirked. Maybe there was something to the God-thing. Then he snorted. Well, for others, maybe.






Chapter Twelve
Justus slammed his fist on the counter, and a flare of sparks showered his hand when he released a mote of fire. The packs of chewing gum tumbled, joining the overturned cup of pens. Good thing the shop was empty of people.
“Dammit! I’m telling you, she kicked out a flare, something the Imperium will see,” Justus stormed.
Bert didn’t flinch when the golden sparks shimmered like fireworks. “That is so cool,” he said and grinned.
Justus glared and the teenager adjusted his expression.
“When are you going to figure it out? Magic is not cool. It isn’t neat. It isn’t awesome. It is like holding a wild cat in your hand and wondering how you’re going to let go, and knowing, no matter what, it is going to hurt. Really bad. Magic isn’t a game.”
The diatribe would have been better if Justus hadn’t slashed his hand through the magic in agitation, causing the magic to spiral.
“Dude, ‘awesome’ isn’t a word in my world.”
For the first time, Justus felt real anger toward Bert and his obstinacy. Until the boy saw the side of magic that wasn’t just pretty colors or met a mage who used the elements to hurt people, Justus decided to let it alone. Bert’s imagined world was better than Justus’s reality.
“This isn’t going to be ignored. She set off a flare that any adept with a sliver of talent could see. It was like a…” Justus gestured wildly with one hand. “Fireworks, Fourth of July. And if they were looking for her or, hell, even if they weren’t looking for her, Sable sent up the kind of signal no one could ignore. The magic will find a way to escape, become a part of a mage’s psyche, like an animal trying to escape a cage. This was its response to an emotional event.”
Fear still roiled his stomach from the memory of the gathered magic around her in the clearing. He could have followed her through a dark night and used the comet-trail of her ethereal phantasms to guide his way through a midday sun. It had flowed around her, swirled into forms, and re-formed again into an aura that had only begun to fade as they reached the McIntyres’ backyard. He had clenched his teeth and followed Emmett into the house, knowing his days with her and the life he had made for himself would end soon.
“Wow.” Bert said. “Why do they want her so bad? And how do they know she’s here?”
Justus scrubbed one hand over his face and eyes. He tried to plan, sort through his feelings and regrets, especially the big one, allowing the effects of a tener unus to overcome his magical talents. He still didn’t know how it happened. Sable had stood there in the clearing, her eyes came up to his, and then her cheek was so warm under his hand.
Justus growled. She wasn’t anywhere near, and still the pheromone affected him. He cleared his throat. “The hunters were onto her from the first moment she showed up here, so they must be keeping track of her location. And I think they want her because she has the potential to be a strong adept.”
“Whoa.”
For a smart kid, Bert had a limited vocabulary. Justus gathered the scattered pens, replaced the chewing gum, and swept the top of the counter with his hand. “Hey, there’s something else I need to tell you about.” He artfully arranged the gum, each to its own kind and flavor while he picked his next words carefully. “These young ones, uh, they do something other than bits of magic.”
Justus kept his eyes on the gum. Bert’s tapping foot caught his attention.
“Yeah? And?” Bert said.
Justus sighed and looked at him. “You need to know this, so listen up.”
Bert rolled his eyes. “Drama queen,” he muttered and waited, pantomimed looking at his watch.
“Sex,” Justus said and, with grim satisfaction, saw he had Bert’s full attention. “The tener unus gives off a pheromone or something that attracts the opposite sex. Or hell, the same sex, I suppose. It, the magic, calls to people of a certain age, like a honey bee to a flower.”
Bert stared hard at Justus. “So. She becomes a sex object that makes men want to be with her. Geez, how original. I mean, who would have thought a young, good-looking hottie was able to do that? Good thing you told me. I mean, if you hadn’t, I might have, I don’t know, like drooled over her. Or any chick, for that matter.”
He rolled his eyes.
Justus growled. “Lookit, she’s got…more of it.”
“Whatever ‘it’ is,” Bert muttered. “Okay, I get it, Merlin. Just because she’s a cutie, built, and just the right age, I will resist the urge to ogle. She is safe around me.”
Bert smirked, his mouth pulled to one side. “So that’s why you cut in on me when I was dancing with her. You didn’t want to dance, but thought I was succumbing to the magic. Is that right?”
He nodded when the scowl Justus gave him was the answer. But in the next moment, the teen’s face sobered and he looked away.
“So you gotta leave, just take off without your mom or anything,” Bert said to the counter top.
Justus wanted to ask what the definition of “anything” was, but resisted. “Look, Bert, ever since you found out about me and my world…” Justus felt relieved by the return of Bert’s smug grin. “You’ve known I would have to move on someday. And that day is here.”
Bert shrugged and turned away. “Yeah, well, I didn’t think it would be so soon.”
“Well, I have to go. Soon. Bottom line,” Justus said.
“So like, forever?”
“No. I just need to get out for a while, until she turns or…leaves. Either way, she doesn’t know about me, so I won’t have to hide after it happens.”
“So what about Sable? Why can’t you take her with you?”
Justus shook his head without speaking.
“But won’t they take her off somewhere? Like jail or something?” Bert asked.
“No, they’ll probably give her a guard, though, someone who will eventually trigger her potential.”
Bert thought about that for a while, playing with a small figurine on a display shelf. With a start, Justus realized the small statue was a dragon that Sable liked. The colors of vivid blue and green had made her exclaim in delight. Maybe he could ensure she got that little dragon, a reminder of him after he was gone. He growled softly and turned away.
“Whatever happens, I can’t be here, and that’s a fact. If they find her, they’ll find me. And that little six point something quake we had last month will be nothing compared to that little meeting if the head of the Imperium finds me. We won’t be shaking hands and playing nice.” He stopped, his clenched teeth grinding together. “And no one will ever use me. No one.”
For a moment, memory pulled him back and the spot on his throat burned. Never again, he thought fiercely.
“Cool,” the boy said.
Bert was wide-eyed and his grin split his face. Justus looked around him, feeling the expenditure of magic. Surrounding him was a shimmering cloud of energy, all the elements mixed into one aura. With a harsh sound, he cut one hand through it and the show vanished. Sourly, he glared at Bert, who was clapping and beaming with pleasure.
“It is way cool having a wizard for a friend,” Bert said.
“Not a wizard,” Justus muttered. His teeth ground together.
“Don’t matter what you call yourself, dude,” Bert said and laughed. “It has got to be trippin’ to be able to do that.” He paused, as if hoping for an encore, and then sighed. “Look, there is one thing I’ve wanted to know.”
Justus shrugged and waited. For Bert to ask a question about his talent was like a fish swimming. He couldn’t help it.
“Couldn’t you like touch these hunters, or whoever they send, with your spirit mojo, jujitsu stuff? Make them forget or give up or something?” Bert asked.
“No,” Justus said shortly. “Spirit is a terrible element, something that shouldn’t be used at all.”
“But you used it on Maggie’s record thief.”
“Victrola,” Justus said.
“Whatever. That old stuff. Pre-tech.”
It wasn’t worth the effort it took to educate a kid born after the introduction of the Internet about the great inventions of the early twentieth century. A kid who had no knowledge of rotary phones and dollar gas would not understand room-sized computers and nine-inch screen TVs.
“Yeah, I did use Spirit. But that was the only time in years that I’ve used it at all. And it was only because they were so devastated when that kid took it. All I did to the kid was to give him the absolute knowledge of the hurt he’d caused in stealing. Spirit isn’t something to be used lightly.”
“What does it do?”
Justus took a breath to gather his thoughts. “Changes a mind, creates a riot, makes someone do something they had no intention of doing. Like apologize to an old couple. Or…” He grinned at Bert, who was beginning to look impressed. “Or make your folks vote the straight Republican ticket in the next election.”
Bert chuckled. “That would be something.” He tugged at his bottom lip with two fingers. “What with politics like it is, some of the crazy shi—”
Justus narrowed his eyes at him.
“—crap going on in the world,” Bert continued smoothly. It makes you wonder, don’t it, the politicians saying one thing and then doing another.”
Justus was silent. “Maybe,” he said thoughtfully. Then he shrugged. “And besides, I can’t use it without taking this off.” He tugged on the black chain around his neck.
“Spirit, you mean? You can’t use Spirit?”
“No,” Justus said. “The stone won’t let me touch it while I’m wearing it. I haven’t taken it off but a few times to use Spirit, and then only for small things like the McIntyres’ thief.”
“Why not use it? I mean, except for getting caught, why don’t you use Spirit more?”
Bert’s question stopped Justus and he paused. “It has a strange feel to it,” he said slowly, almost reluctantly. “It doesn’t feel like the other elements.”
“You mean all sparkly,” Bert said, a smile threatening to break out.
Justus smiled without answering.
Bert flipped his hand at the pendant. “Your dad gave that to you before he died, right? Reckon he knew about you then?”
Justus looked down at the pendant. “He must have,” he said softly. “Why else would he give me something specifically designed for my abilities?”
The teenager looked across the shop to the closed door leading to the sidewalk. Several people were laughing, strolling by the shop, and two had stopped to look at Sable’s display of crystal sun catchers in the window.
“Reckon your mom knows?” Bert said quietly.
Justus shook his head. “I don’t know. She never hinted one way or the other. And I like it that way.” He didn’t say the rest of his feelings, his desperate wish that the Imperium and their savage disciplines would never find her.
The couple gestured and marveled at the crystals.
“Hey, I got another question,” Bert said. “What set the girl off?”
“Huh?”
“I mean Sable. What set off the fireworks?”
Justus stirred uncomfortably. “I, uh, I kissed her.”
Bert whipped around to stare at him, his eyes as wide as his sudden grin.
“Dude!”
“Pipe down, idiot,” Justus said, his voice low.
“Impressive,” Bert said, still grinning. The couple moved from the window and opened the front door to the shop. “So how was it? Like I can’t guess, what with the bottle rockets going off and all.”
“It was, um, stimulating,” Justus said, and he walked forward to greet the couple.
He ignored Bert, who was chuckling behind him.


Bert went home soon after the shop closed for the day, but not before making pointed comments and laughing at extremely inappropriate times. “See ya later,” he said, blowing Justus a big kiss. “You big hunk of burning love, you.”
Then he ducked out hurriedly as Justus reared back to pitch a fist-sized ball of Fire at him. Justus could hear Bert chortling as he trotted away.
He sorted through some papers and antique magazines, shut off the computer, and straightened a display of doilies. His eye caught the small dragon figurine.
Really, he should give it to her soon, before things got too crazy and someone from the Imperium showed up. Life would not be the same for any of them if he had to face them. He should make plans to leave soon, go on a faraway buying trip. He remembered one magazine article, an announcement of an antique fair in a Washington county near Seattle, featuring furniture and enameled boxes, and a collection of copper, figurines, cooking utensils, and Early American wear. So that was it, his excuse to leave for a while. Go on a shopping trip, one that would take a long time.
He noticed the pain in his right hand and relaxed the hard fist he had made.
Tonight, he would go see them and begin his plausible story, his exit strategy. The phone was in his hand before he could change his mind.
“Hello. McIntyre residence.”
Justus forced his teeth to unclench. “Hey, Sable, are Maggie and Emmett home tonight?”
“Yeah, they’re home. I think they’re out back. Did you want me to get them?” she said. Her voice, after the initial pleasant tone, could break a rock.
“No. I’m coming out. Let them know, would you, please?”
“Of course. Bye.” And he heard the phone go dead.
Yeah, she was still pissed.
Twenty minutes later, the small dragon sat on the McIntyres’ coffee table and he was rubbing one finger under Zephyr’s chin. Her deep blue eyes closed in bliss, the strand of yarn he had been holding still between her teeth. He subtly tugged the maroon yarn, trying to sneak it from her, but one eye slivered open and a paw came up to yank it away. Tail straight up, she stalked away with as much dignity as a half-grown kitten could muster with its rear end tangled in yarn.
Justus had called his mom before he left the shop and explained his upcoming trip to her. She seemed happy enough, but didn’t ask questions. She seemed to accept his decision to leave for a few days. Sometimes, he wondered if she had some memory problems. She seemed so vague sometimes. He resolved to call her more often.
“So Seattle, huh?” Maggie said. She held the notice advertising the auction, her forehead wrinkled into furrows.
“Yep. Going on a road trip. I should be back in, oh, a couple weeks.” He rolled onto his side and twisted his fingers into the long loops of the ancient rug. Who had shag carpeting anymore? “I’ll hit the other place I heard about in that region. Get it all done at once.”
He heard the snort to his right, but ignored it. He kept his eyes on the rug. “I might take a little vacation. Might as well see the sights while I’m out there,” he said.
This time, Sable remained quiet, but he was very aware of her. He struggled to keep from looking for her reaction. Even glancing at her was enough to start the tener unus magic cooking again, and he had proven his lack of will power in that area. Where was his ward stone when he needed the shield magic? It had never failed him before. He dug his fingers into the carpet and tried to think of anything else. But he was weak. He lost the epic inner battle.
He looked up.
Yes, she was glaring at him, suspicious. Her mouth mashed into a hard line, and he wondered what she was thinking. Still mad? Doubting him? Ready to smack him? For a moment, he wanted to find out, test her resolve. But he savagely killed that feeling.
Justus stood up, stretched, and noted the darkening windows. The streetlights were beginning to come on. Evening had snuck up while he was playing with the kitten, and it was time to set things in motion. No matter what.
Emmett sat to one side, looking out the same windows. The older man had seemed distracted all evening. And most of the week since he had rushed home following that phone call. Maggie eyed her husband with a worried frown.
“I don’t want to interfere, but isn’t it about time you let me in on the big secret?” When no one answered, he continued. “That phone call you got, is there still a problem? Anything I can do to help before I go?”
Emmett shook his head. “No, not really. We heard from a relative wanting to get back into our lives. It’s been…unnerving to have a voice from the past ask for a favor.”
Maggie gave an irritated sound. “Oh, go ahead and tell him, Emmett. It’s not going to matter in the long run.”
Emmett looked at Maggie, then shrugged. Something in his face told Justus the two had discussed the matter at length already.
“It’s our nephew,” he blurted. “We haven’t seen him in a long time, and he wanted to ‘touch base,’ he said, talk to his auntie. It’s just that…” Emmett scrubbed his face with one callused hand, his stubbly chin sounding like sandpaper. “We haven’t heard from him since he asked for a loan, then skipped out. I figure he wants more dough, wants something, and it ain’t to mend fences. Now, I don’t know, I just don’t think we should let him get too close is all. But Maggie here…”
He stopped and looked at his wife fondly, a small smile on his face. He reached out and carefully took one of the gnarled hands and stroked it gently. “She thinks we should see him and give him a chance, to explain, at the least.”
“He’s family,” Maggie said simply. She smiled back at Emmett. “His folks, my brother and his wife, passed on several years ago, and we’re all he has.”
“And all he’s likely to get,” Emmett muttered.
“Ah, well, maybe things have changed. Maybe he has seen the light and is ready to make amends. Who knows?” Justus said.
Emmett lifted one dubious eyebrow.
The hall clock took that moment to issue a muffled chime, and Justus realized the evening was getting away from him. Visiting his friends always did that to him, made him forget about the passage of time. The McIntyres sat close together with their foreheads nearly touching, oblivious to their surroundings.
He glanced at Sable. Her wistful expression as she watched the older couple brought a well of sadness up into his consciousness; the absolute knowledge that, no matter what, he and Sable could never be free of the Imperium to live their days like the McIntyres. He tightened his mouth with that dangerous thought and stood.
It drew their eyes and broke the moment between the older couple. They began picking up the glasses, coffee cups, and Zephyr’s toys, badgering and teasing each other as they did. The obvious love they had for each other was something he would miss, and he was reluctant to let it end.
Maybe a few more days wouldn’t hurt. Maybe a week, even. He could stay that long. Just one more week. He hadn’t heard or felt anything from the Imperium since the hunters left. Maybe they weren’t watching for Sable or her signature after all.
Then he caught Sable staring at him, her eyes no longer angry, but confused. As if she was trying to work out a puzzle that eluded her. And he was the puzzle.
“Think I’ll take a turn in the garden, get a little fresh air,” Justus said.
And work a little magic while they were preoccupied.
Justus stepped through the back door and sat on a wrought iron bench. It cast a mottled shape on the flagstone patio, a pattern of moonlight through the metal. Many weeks ago, he had worked a bit of warding into the metal of the bench to keep Sable hidden from the hunters. Before he left for the west coast, he would refresh the Earth element to keep her safe, at least for a while.
After forming the guardian bubble around him, he carefully gathered the energies of the metal and ground from beneath the bench and, using his will, infused it with a covering spell. He started to drop the cover over the bench, when the kitchen door banged shut behind him and the bubble broke as Sable walked into it. The energies collapsed and disappeared.
He sighed and looked innocently at the waning moon.
“What’s going on?” she asked, a touch of anger in her voice.
“What?” Justus asked, startled. “What do you mean?”
“You damn well know what I mean.” The tone in her voice had an angry, suspicious sound. She stood looking down at him, the moonlight on one side of her face, the other side in shadow.
A small, kitten-shaped form jumped up to sit beside him. Zephyr looked at Sable, then back at Justus, almost as if watching a tennis match.
“No, I’m afraid I don’t know.” Justus stood and tried to concentrate. The shape of her mouth, the shadows under her soft cheekbones, and the glint in her eyes were distracting him. “I am leaving. End of story.”
“Leaving? You mean, go to those auctions?”
Startled, he quickly said, “Right. Auctions.”
He started to move past her, but the grip of her hand on his arm stopped him. She was so close; he almost could have touched her brow with his lips. He wondered how that would feel, the soft skin of her forehead under his mouth, the smooth cheek when he let his lips slide down…
Savagely, he pulled away from his prohibited thoughts and then away from her hand on his arm.
Without touching him again, she closed the distance, her eyes snapping. “You are leaving, aren’t you? Because of me,” she stated.

How perceptive, he thought. She grasped that he was leaving, but thought it was because of her. Still, it gave him a good excuse to disappear for a while if she thought she was the reason. So why did the ache in his heart make him feel like it would tear him apart?
“I need to get away for a while, and, yes, you are one of the reasons.”
When the shadows on her face appeared, Justus felt something turn inside him. She’d flinched, as if struck.
The kitten trilled. Zephyr had her head cocked sideways, looking at the silent young woman.
Angrily, he snarled, “It really doesn’t matter.”
“Okay, then,” she said. Her face smoothed of all emotion as she stared at him.
The kitten’s narrowed eyes went back to Justus. She didn’t trill.
“Okay, then,” he repeated, but then he hesitated as she turned away. He wanted to reach for her, tell her he had changed his mind, and explain away all the mystery. But in the next instant, he let his hand fall. It was better this way. Cut the ties and move on. And do it quickly.
“Tell the McIntyres I’m heading home now.”
He heard her say something in acknowledgement, but it was inaudible, a quiet sound of distress. He strode quickly to the gate before the McIntyres were aware he was leaving. Justus didn’t want Maggie, with her shrewd eyes, to come looking for him and ask questions. He roared the engine into life and slammed it into gear.
He was halfway to the shop when he remembered the interrupted cloaking spell and knew he would have to return to the McIntyres’ garden and restore the magic before he left.
That was the moment he felt the first adept.






Chapter Thirteen
Justus stood on his brakes in front of his shop, the tires screeching. He ran to the door, fumbling the keys into the lock. He thought of the interrupted cloaking spell at the McIntyres’ house, but shook the regret away. Nothing he could do about it now.
Sable would be all right. They wouldn’t hurt her. They wouldn’t hurt her…
He opened the door just as another shiver crawled up his arm. The wizards were close, but still several blocks away. He just had time to gather his bag and leave.
Would Sable run again? After she realized the Imperium had found her again, would she give up her life with the McIntyres?
Well, no help for it now. He had to run too. They were here.
Justus pulled his large canvas bag from behind the desk and ran back to the bar area. He stood for a moment, looked around him one last time. So much gone, so much regret, but now was not the time to wallow.
Would they hurt her? Force her? For a moment, he stood indecisive, noticing the snarl of elemental rage that curled around him had nothing to do with the wilder magic swirling around him.
He shook it off and started for the door.
The approach of an adept made him slide to a stop, and a familiar car stopped outside the door.
Sable.
In that brief moment before the realization crashed down, Justus felt relief. Relieved she was okay, relieved she was here. With him. But then he gasped. The other adepts were close, moving quickly.
There were so many of them.
He jerked the door open. Her face was pale white and she whipped her head to either side, her wide eyes searching for the ones who hunted for her.
“I w-wanted to see you before you left,” she stuttered. “But I—”
“Goddamn it, get in here!” he yelled. He dragged her into the shop, slammed the door, and hazarded a quick peek through the glass. No one, not yet. When he turned, Sable had a strange look on her face. Angry or frightened? He really didn’t have time to find out. But her next words stopped his heart.
“Who are you?” she said softly.
That was when he noticed the crackle of energies around him and the swirl of magic. He had reached for his elements without thought, and now it was like a miniature maelstrom, whirling in jets of multicolored fire.
“Nobody you want to know,” he said. “Lookit, we’ve got to hide.” He put his hand on her arm.
She pulled away, the panic in her voice combining with her wild eyes. “No, lemme go.”
He enforced his grip and dragged her to a wall of shelves filled with china patterns and tea cups and flicked his fingers. The façade vanished and a door appeared. He opened it with a touch and pulled the struggling, shrieking woman onto the landing just inside. Steps led down into a darkened stairwell. She began flailing, and one punch caught his ribs.
He grunted. Damn, she had a lot of muscle for a girl.
In between curses and ducking her fists, he touched a brass knob set in the wall by the open doorway, and the door vanished behind the released magic, once again becoming a blank, wooden wall. With more luck than grace, he got her thrashing body down the flight of stairs, collecting five or six more bruises as he did.
“Will. You. Cut it out!” he yelled and somehow avoided a knee that searched for the primary target. “I am trying to protect you.”
He cursed when the roundhouse meant for his chin thumped his cheek instead.
“Oh, sure, yeah, that makes all kinds of sense,” she said sarcastically. “You and your stupid Imperium can go get f—”
Her next words were lost against his chest as he pulled her and she fell against him. He gave a yelp when her teeth found the skin of his chest.
“Son of a…will you cut it out? Listen, listen to me.” He managed to stop her flailing and avoid her teeth by clenching one hand around her cheek, holding her head against him. “I am not a part of the Imperium, and stop biting.” Her teeth snapped next to his fingers. “Look, they are close and we need to lay low. Be quiet for a bit.”
For a moment, she stilled, and he heard her panting and felt the quiver of her chest as she sucked in air. “Then who are you?” she asked low and vicious.
Justus found he needed air also and his chest heaved in time with hers. “I am who I said I was. No lie. Now look, I am going to let you go. Okay? Don’t kick me anymore.”
“No promises,” she hissed.
He growled. She nodded against his chest. Slowly, he released her until she stood at arm’s length. Sable stared at him with hard eyes. While he watched, she firmed her mouth.
“So, you are a mage,” she said.
He nodded and remained silent. It was taking all his concentration to hold his fierce emotions in check. Magic called to him as he breathed heavily, interfering with his ability to answer.
“Well, this changes things.”
“Not much. The only thing it changes is, you know my secret. That I am trying to avoid the Imperium, just the same as you.”
She eyed him. “So the Imperium wants you too. But you aren’t a…you have your magic. Why are they looking for you?”
Justus looked away from her, ignoring her question. Slowly, he extended his feel for the adepts, attempting to find out how close they were to his shop. Closer, he decided. They were almost here.
“Why did you come here tonight?” he asked absently. There were several very powerful adepts here.
She hesitated and he dropped the magic to look at her pink face. Sable scuffed a foot along the floor. “I wanted to tell you to stay. This was your home way before it was mine. I decided I would leave.”
“Yeah, and how’s that working out for you?”
Her teeth bared into a soundless snarl.
He combed his fingers through his hair. “So, what then? You got here. And?”
“And I felt the hunter, somewhere close. I panicked.” She stopped. “One thing... If they break into the store, won’t they find us?”
“Nope. I closed the door to the cellar. They won’t see it.”
“But won’t they see the traces of the Earth magic or Air magic, or whatever you used?”
“No, it was fixed magic, something I did a long time ago. Like a ‘break this glass in case of emergency’ kind of thing.”
When she seemed confused, he sighed. “Fixed magic fastens the energies to an object, and when they are released, it can’t be felt. It’s only when the original magic is worked, gathered magic, that a mage can feel the elements.”
“Gee, is that so.” Sable had a sour look. “Why are they searching for you?”
Justus looked at her, but couldn’t gauge her emotions now. Her steady eyes waited. Then they both heard them. He could sense the other adepts, could hear their footsteps.
“Don’t worry.” When she shuddered, Justus held out his hand and touched the back of her hand. She didn’t jerk it away. “You are warded, and they won’t know either of us is here.”
She nodded absently, her face still pale. But in the next moment, her mouth quirked. Upstairs, he could hear floorboards creak.
“You were a little too grabby with me,” she breathed, trying not smile.
He looked at her, his mouth open. “Seriously? That’s what you are worried about, that I might have copped a feel a moment ago?”
Sable grinned and started to reply. He stopped her with his finger across her lips.
He tried to listen to the voices. Something about losing her and “that’s her car, isn’t it?” followed by a snort of disgust. “Let’s get out of here before we lose her again.” Footsteps and the front door closing.
He smiled and looked at her, relieved. Sable returned his smile with a small one of her own.
“Gone?”
“Yes,” he said. Justus sat on an old antique storage locker without brushing the dust off the lid. “The Imperium is looking for me or someone like me because I was never bonded.” He grinned humorlessly at her open mouth. “You were bonded, and they are waiting, um, for you to come into your magic. Me, they never caught, and I am the splinter under their skin, an irritant.”
“So, she never…bonded…with you,” Sable said slowly.
He grimaced and felt the fire start inside him. Absently, he rubbed his throat.
“No,” he said simply.
“But your magic…I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Justus shrugged and smiled. “Ah, well.” He stood and briskly began to make plans, how to leave the cellar and somehow take her. Or leave her. Let her choose.
“Look, we need to get you out of here or find another place for you. Did you...” He stopped at the sight of her furrowed brow. “Did you want to come with me to the antique fair in Seattle?” he continued.
She started. “Seattle? You mean it was a real trip?”
“Well, it didn’t start out that way, but now...” He shrugged. “Why not? You know about me now, and I can keep us both warded so, does it sound like a plan? You can leave with me, and the Imperium will be none the wiser. It’ll be like you’ve vanished again.”
She eyed him solemnly, unsmiling.
Justus suddenly wanted her to come with him badly. Desperation colored his voice now. “We can call the McIntyres on our way. Let them know you went with me. Then you can stay out there. If you like. With me.”
Still, she hesitated. Suddenly, that brilliant smile broke across her face. Like her prisms, it flashed as she nodded.
Plans grew and blossomed in his mind. How to travel, who to contact and when. The cities and destinations. He would need to use care, try not to let the tener unus affect him too much, but still, it would be pleasant. And it would solve many problems. His guilt vanished, lifting his spirits. She could be safe and not face the Guild.
He held out his hand.
And then the world ended for Justus.
He felt fire-hot needles pierce his skull. He heard screaming. In the deepest recesses of his mind, he wondered who could make such terrible sounds without ripping flesh from their throat. Then he realized it was his mouth making the animal-like noises.
He dropped to the floor as terrible agony tore into him. He felt it shred his mind and carom about inside as convulsions rocked his body. Hands stroked his hair and he heard a soothing voice, but could discern no words. There was no other universe, no other reality than the torment carving him into pieces, shattering and exploding his skull.
The voice crooned and asked questions.
Sable.
Sable was here. He tried to speak, but the words were garbled.
Sable’s face neared. “What? What is wrong?”
“Bert. Get Bert,” he gasped. “No one else.”
And then his mind descended into Hell and his awareness fled.


In the distance, near and far, Dayne heard high-pitched screams and sirens.
He stared hard at Macy’s pale face, his gut boiling with worry. Her eyes were still bright with fear, but as he watched, she straightened, then nodded. He gave her a sour grin. Cringing was obviously not a part of her curriculum today. He looked at Tiarra, who held a pendant of fiery red with a heavy-lidded eye enameled on one side. As he watched, she smiled at him.
“What the fuck was that?” he said.
She patted the necklace and smiled. “Recruitment, my Imperator. It is fixed magic, something I worked up a long time ago to find the adepts that are not bonded. It causes great agony to those not bonded to me. I find them easily because of it. Now, we can cruise the hospitals and log the ones who come in.”
His skin crawled at the nasty smile Tiarra wore. “What kind of range does it have?” he asked.
Macy looked ill, her face green.
“About a two mile radius. Since the tener unus remains hidden, I feel the need for, shall we say, a bit of comedy? Let’s go,” she said and brushed her hands together, as if she had labored mightily.






Chapter Fourteen
After her initial panic and horror at discovering her boss was a wizard, Sable learned two vital things about herself. She cared enough for Justus to consider spending the rest of her life with him. On the heels of that shock, came the definition of true panic when Justus’s eyes lost all focus and he dropped without warning.
His hoarse screams still reverberated in her mind; the sound of the agony that gripped him and drove him to his knees had torn through her. She barely caught him before he pitched forward, cradling his head before it hit the hard cement floor. The words he mumbled, Bert, find Bert, frightened her nearly as much as his groans.
A teenaged kid was the one Justus wanted? Not an ambulance or the McIntyres? Who were these people, anyway?
Sable used Justus’s cell phone, called a sleepy Bert out of bed, and then raced up the steps to fumble at the cellar’s magic portal, the brass knob. The fixed magic reacted to her touch, and the wall at the top of the stairs melted to show the main floor of the shop. She wavered there, wondering if she could find the entrance key on the antique side of the portal if it closed again. In the end, she decided not to take the chance and turned to sit on the top step leading down to the cellar. Behind her, the entrance shimmered and became the apparently impenetrable wall again.
On the floor at the bottom of the cellar, Justus twitched and mumbled, as if he was still in pain or dreaming of the agony. Unintelligible words came with the moans, and Sable felt ill. What good was magic if there was nothing she could do to help? She hugged her knees to her chest and bowed her head to cover her eyes. But she couldn’t stop the sounds from reaching her ears.
The familiar creak of the shop door jerked her to her feet. Before she could activate the portal, the wall melted and a solemn-faced Bert stood with the room of the shop behind him. Without speaking, he tucked a necklace into his shirt and brushed past her to rush down the steps. Behind them, the wall re-formed.
Bert silently looked down at Justus’s crumpled body. “What happened?” he asked.
“He screamed and dropped, holding his head like he’d gotten shot.” She shivered with the memory. “He said to call you.”
Something in her voice made the boy turn to her for the first time. Incredibly, Bert grinned. “Hell of a revelation, wasn’t it?” he said.

Who was hissing? Or wait, that would be me, she thought.
Bert’s grin only widened. He put his hands under the wizard’s shoulders and nodded to Sable to go to Justus’s legs. “Let’s get him onto the cot there while we get our meetin’ and greetin’ done.”
After struggling to pick up and situate the long limbs, Sable decided weight wasn’t the only determining factor in hefting a limp body. Grunting gave way to the distinct sound of a snicker from Bert.
“There,” Bert said after folding Justus’s hands over his chest. From the wizard’s slightly parted mouth came a soft exhale. Bert grinned briefly and wiggled his eyebrows at Sable. “Where’s a pillow when you need one? The nice and deep kind that smothers nicely.”
Sable shook her head, refusing to give into Bert’s apparent ability to find humor in any situation. “What do we do with him now? Did he have instructions? Are we supposed to leave him down here or take him to the hospital? Should we call the McIntyres or his mom?”
Bert was shaking his head at all her questions. “Yep, nope, and hell no. First off, he’ll be okay in a few days. He told me this might happen someday if the Imperium came a callin’ and they set off this device within a certain range. Justus told me it happened before when he was alone in an apartment in another city. It’s like a…bird whistle—no, a dog whistle. The sonic kind that humans can’t hear. A magical kind that causes pain in anyone who isn’t bonded to the Imperium.”
He nodded at Justus, who seemed to be in deep sleep now, a mercy. As Sable watched, Justus sighed and his breathing deepened and slowed. The familiar curl at the ends of his mouth was gone as he relaxed in slumber. Also absent were the hard planes of his face and what she knew now was his constant struggle to control the magic that fought to overwhelm an adept.
“He’s known all along what I am and he let me stay?” she said.
Bert flicked a glance at her, all the humor fading. He said nothing.
“And he knew the Imperium wasn’t far behind?” she continued. “Yet he didn’t kick me out. Why?”
“I don’t know,” he said plainly. Then Bert chuckled. “But after your uber oops when he kissed you, I think the crux was about to be reached.”
“Uber…what?”
Bert grinned wider. “When he kissed you?”
Her mind blanked for a moment. “He, um, told you?”
“Obviously, dudette. I am totally human, you know. Your magic sent up a signal, and the Imperium musta been on the stick because here they are. He said you gave away your location. That flare killed any warding he did to protect you.”
Stunned, all Sable could do was stare down at the quietly sleeping man. “I didn’t know,” she said softly.
“Must have been some kiss is all I can say.”
Embarrassment warred with her irritation. The latter won out. “All right, so,” Sable said. “What do we do now? Can we leave Romeo down here?” She ignored Bert’s guffaw. “Or take him to a hospital? What?”
Bert shook his head. “No hospitals or medical staff. Might as well bury him down here before we do that. The Imperium is after their ‘harvest’ of people with magical talent, and they’ll be watching the hospital. Nope, he’s got it covered. Got a hidey-hole all figured out. Upstairs, his apartment.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense. Won’t people drop in on him, check his rooms?”
“He put a cover, a shielding over the place. All I have to do is touch this to his hand.” Bert pulled out the chain from around his neck. It had an elaborate silver filigree key at the end. “And press the whatis outside his apartment door, and the magic is released. It’s a failsafe. Something he dreamed up. But with you around, you can do the same thing. We don’t need him.”
At that moment, Justus mumbled, and their eyes jerked to the prone figure, his legs off the edge of the too short cot. The cellar wasn’t drafty, but it did harbor the musty, old scent of unused things left too long in attics and storage rooms, that of slowly disintegrating paper, dried leather, and wood with dry rot.
Bert’s mouth turned down unhappily. “He said this might happen,” he said softly.
“What about his mom. Should we call her?”
“No, definitely no. Letting her in on this has no place in this venue. Not my idea, sister, so don’t snarl. That’s what Justus said. Don’t tell his mom. I’m not sure if she even knows what he is. It is absolute prime that we don’t tell his mom or take him to a hospital. Better to leave him down here than let them catch him again.”
“Again. You mean the Imperium caught him once?”
“Yes. Or at least, I guess. I don’t know. He wouldn’t talk about it a lot, as if it was painful or something. I don’t know. All I know is, he said no doctors. He said it would take some time, but he would come out of it after a few days. Until then, it’s like being half-asleep, he said. Like going through some kind of a recovery.” Bert frowned, and then his face cleared. “Reboot, that’s what he said, like a computer. His mind needs to reboot. He can hear some; follow orders if we yell enough.
“Hey,” Bert hollered. “Justus, sit up for me. Come on, man, sit up. Here you go. Up now.”
And as she watched, her heart thumping, Justus’s eyes fluttered and he moved slightly, groaned, and then sat up. He swayed, and then his eyes closed and he leaned back against the wall behind the bench.
“See, you just gotta keep after him, yell into his ear until it gets past the spell that snookered him.”
The black chain with the muddy-colored stone had slipped from his shirt and lay on his chest. She reached out, took the pendant into her hand, and gasped. As soon as her fingers touched the warm stone, she felt the release of a thread of magic, and without knowing how, she knew she had vanished from the senses of the other mages. She finally understood how he had cloaked himself. “Fixed magic,” she muttered quietly. “They…I…can’t feel him while he wears this stone.”
Bert nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. Something his dad gave him a long time ago. It hides him, he said, from the Imperium. The other wizards.”
She fingered it for a moment and then sighed as she released it, wishing she had one like it. As it left her fingers, she felt a tendril of energy reach out and caress her palm. And with that, she knew the fixed magic was still protecting her from discovery, shielding her even now, when what she wanted most was to run like a scared rabbit.
“It won’t last for long, this warding stuff. I guess he has to renew it every now and then. He did that to some object at the McIntyres’ house, something in the garden, but he didn’t tell me what it was. It was to protect you from the hunters. He isn’t much for using his magic. Says it’s a corrupting influence, so he only used it in small ways to help you and keep you safe.”
“So, what’s the next step?” Sable asked.
On cue, Justus slowly drooped to one side and slithered down the wall. His head landed face-first into the mattress, but the rest of his limp body draped messily over the edge.
Bert laughed. “Okay, honey bun, let’s get you home.” He rolled Justus into a sitting position.
With Bert shouting at Justus and using more than a few curse words, they got Justus into a shambling forward motion. His head lolled and wobbled, but stayed attached to his neck. With hands locked around Justus’s waist and his heavy arm hanging limply over her shoulders, Sable helped Bert get the wizard up the stairs. More than once, she wondered if they would all tumble and land back down in the cellar.
“You gotta tap the brass thingy,” Bert said.
“I know,” she said.
The wall melted into the room of the shop. Bert jerked his head toward the office. He cajoled and commanded Justus across the floor, every word said in sotto.
“Okay, a little bit farther. Yeah, there we go, one foot, now the other foot…there you go, right. No, no, stand up, stand up. Damn it, you weigh a ton.”
She had never entered the plain door leading from the office to Justus’s rooms above the shop. When another flight of stairs greeted her, Sable groaned.
“Aw, come on. We can do it. Just takes a little fortitude,” Bert said. He poked Justus in his side. “Up! Wizard, up,” he shouted.
“Not a wizard,” Justus mumbled.
Sable nearly dropped her side of the load. For a moment, Justus’s eyes opened and he seemed to look around with some awareness. He narrowed his eyes at Sable before shaking his head, as if trying to clear it.
“We’re here?” Justus asked thickly.
“Yep, honey bunny,” Bert said. “Not far to go now.”
The three of them nearly toppled over together as they entered the apartment, slamming Bert into the doorframe. The teenager groaned, but managed to hold on to Justus as he righted himself.
“Okay, Sabe, let’s get him into his bed there, then he is all yours,” Bert said.
“What? What the hell does that mean? He was yours long before he was mine.”
“Strange way of putting that,” he said.
Sable sputtered as they half-walked, half-dragged Justus to a rumpled bed alongside the wall. “You know what I mean. I’ve only known you…him…for a couple of months, and there is nothing in my job description that covers hiding my boss from the boogeyman.”
“Yeah, well, you’re both wizards, so I guess that makes it your problem.”
“Not a wizard.”
Bert looked at her strangely. “He says that too.”
She glanced at him. “I mean, I’m not a full wizard.”
“Yeah, so I’ve been told.”
Without fanfare, they dropped Justus onto the bed. Sable huffed a breath, then stood looking around.
His rooms were about a quarter the size of her apartment. A small bathroom with a shower and smelling of Ivory soap was at one end of the room. Along one wall, a half-sized refrigerator and single-bowl sink matched the spare décor of the room. A hot plate sat on the counter with a coffee maker and paper towels.
It was tidy, neat, as if the owner expected visitors.
“See,” mumbled a disembodied voice from the depths of the bed. “Told ya.”
She ignored Justus and turned to Bert. “How did you know, anyway? I mean, you don’t have the talent. So why did he tell you?”
“He didn’t really tell me. I kinda found out,” Bert said. “I was outside the shop. He was trying to move some shelves, and a jar fell over and busted. I heard him cuss, then pieces of the jar went flying back together, and the thing was sitting there, looking like it had never been broken.
“He looked up, saw me with my nose plastered against the glass, and he had the strangest look on his face, like he’d eaten a lemon or something, all scrunched-up-like.” He laughed. “From then on, I pestered him until he told me the whole story, about his magic stuff and life. And after a while, he even told me about the Imperium, your little exclusive club.”
“Amazing,” Sable said. She gestured to the bed. “Now, what do we do with him?”
“Be fine. Go home.” A hand rose from the bed, waved vaguely in their direction, and then disappeared again. A soft snore came from the bed.
Sable looked at Bert, who shrugged again.
“He’ll be okay,” Bert said. “That’s how he set it up, but before I forget.” He pulled the chain with the key over his head and handed it to her. “You’ll need this to get in and check on him sometimes. Touch this to the doorknob leading up the stairs from his office and no one will bother him. They’ll shy away and won’t know why.”
He yawned cavernously again and blinked. “Really, though, I gotta get home before Mom calls the cops.”
Bert stood looking down at Justus, lost in thought.
In that moment, Sable saw the man in Bert, the man he would become, made of steel and fire, and none of it magic. For that moment, she felt awed in the boy’s presence.
Bert shook his head. “See ya, Merlin.” He lifted a hand, waved at the snoring bed, and walked to the door.
Sable was alone with the mysterious man, a wizard, who was hiding from the Imperium. Like her, but without the Damocles sword hanging over him. And as Bert had done, she walked to the edge of the bed and looked down at the slumbering man.
She was relieved to see the pangs of agony were gone, that his face was still and he was breathing softly. She couldn’t see his deep, black eyes, but the sooty lashes feathered against his cheeks reminded her how he looked at her sometimes. She was fascinated with his mouth, the curls at the sides of his lips when he smiled. Now his lips trembled as he breathed. Her eyes trailed down, following the line of his jaw and neck to the open buttons of his shirt. She held her breath as she caught a glimpse of the black hairs of his chest and groaned.

Enough. I need to leave before I start patting his head, she thought sourly. She pulled the door closed, activated the fixed magic on the knob, and left the shop.
A blue Accord sat in her parking space in front of the McIntyres’ house. When Sable entered, voices from the kitchen led her to investigate. There was nothing slithering over her skin, so it was not another adept. Unless there was another ward stone involved, she thought, grimacing.
Three faces turned to her when she stepped through the kitchen door—Maggie with a happy smile on her face, and Emmett wore an irritated expression that cleared when he saw her. And the stranger, a smiling man who looked up, surprised.
“Sable,” Emmett said and he held out one hand to draw her in. “I didn’t know you were home. This is Wesley, our nephew. He just got in.”
Wesley stepped forward and took her hand, his eyes warm as he chuckled. “Nice to meet you, Sable,” he said. Some emotion flickered across his face, but then it cleared.
Sable released his hand and flushed now that his attention was on her. He had wavy dark hair and deep blue eyes that sharpened as he looked at her.
He turned to Maggie and frowned. “I don’t want to be an imposition. But Auntie, can I bum a room here for a while, until I can pick up some work, that is?”
“Of course. Sable has the apartment over the garage, but we have plenty of bedrooms on this side, and you are welcome to stay in one of those. It isn’t like we bump into each other in this house.” Maggie nodded to the stairway leading to the other side of the house. “Let’s go pick out a bedroom,” she said and stood slowly.
Sable wanted to soothe away some of the arthritic pain she could see Maggie felt this morning, but with Wesley holding Maggie’s arm and helping her to the stairs, she decided it could wait. Wesley looked back as they left the kitchen. His eyes flicked down her figure, and he grinned wider as they left the room.
Emmett muttered under his breath, and Sable looked back at him, surprised. He shook his head and gave her a wry grin.
“Eh, maybe I shouldn’t worry. Maybe he’s changed,” he said with a shrug.
“He seems okay, like he really cares about Maggie,” Sable said. “And he’s family, your nephew.”
“Yeah, the worst kind of family. The burr kind of relation.”
She looked confused.
Emmett rolled his eyes. “The kind that won’t let go,” he said.
He took his coffee cup to the enameled kitchen sink and dumped the remains of a salad into the trash can. “You’re like Maggie, seeing the best of everyone. Only the charming parts. Not the crap.”
“But,” Sable sputtered. “He’s your nephew too.”
“Yeah, well, that don’t blind me to the reality.”
“Hey, uh, Justus left me kinda in charge of the shop,” she said hesitantly. “He told me to take care of the shop while he was gone.”
Distracted, Emmett nodded. “Sounds great.”
She started to walk outside past Emmett, when he grabbed her arm, startling her. “Look, be careful around Wesley, okay? He isn’t a very nice person.”
With his eyes so stern, Sable could do no more than nod, and he released her with a sigh. “Look, I’m sorry. It’s just…” He ran his callused fingers through his cropped grizzled hair. “I just don’t trust him. And neither should you.”
“Okay, Emmett. No problem.”
She fled to her apartment, a yawn nearly splitting her jaw. After the eventful night, the bed invited her to join it in a quick nap. Just as she settled under the blankets, her cell rang. With a groan, she struggled up.
“Hello.”
“Sable, where is my son?”
Now fully awake, Sable hesitated. Carefully, she said, “Raissa, he left to go to several auctions in the Northwest.”
“Yes, yes,” his mother said, irritably, her dentures clinking as she talked. “But he usually calls just before he leaves, and he hasn’t done that today. Do you know where he is?”
Sable opened her mouth and then closed it again. Time to lie like there was no tomorrow.
“Justus called last night,” she said. “He had to use a pay phone because he forgot to take his power cord and his cell went dead. That’s why he hasn’t called. No bars.”
Crap, it sounded lame even to her, and the silence on the other end of the phone said Raissa thought the same thing.
“So, Justus is okay and on the road. Well, good enough,” his mother said suddenly. “As long as he is well, that is good enough. But dear,” Raissa said, her voice hard. “Please tell me whatever you are hiding from me. I need him to be safe, to always be safe.”
“Of course, Raissa,” Sable said faintly. “In fact, next time I talk to him, I’ll tell him that he has orders to call you as soon as he can.”

Boy, will I ever.






Chapter Fifteen
He dreamed of water—cascading waterfalls, the roar of rapids, a sky-blue swimming pool, and warm ocean currents.
Water; warm, overflowing, and…

Shit.

Justus stumbled from the bed and made it to the bathroom just in time, swaying like a thistle in a stiff breeze, more or less hitting where he was aiming. Business done, he stumbled back to the rumpled bed and sunk into the folds of a dreamless time, unknowing, uncaring about the world. Drifting into and out of slivers of consciousness, he did not have knowledge of time and he was satisfied.
Magic has its own agenda, however. It awakened while his will slept, surrounding him. Hell found him and pulled him into the memory.

Why not?

He didn’t speak the words aloud. He whispered them to himself before he stretched his hand to what he shouldn’t. The cool fingers of a memory touched him in his dreams, and his neck burned like a flow of lava across a field. Hands caressed him, tender and now eager, and he was clumsy in his impatience, fumbling. It was what he thought he wanted. The day was snowy and he was cold, but the bodies entwined smelled of heat and sweat; a combination of desire and fear drew him. She pulled him closer and whispered words of encouragement. He cried out in his release and shuddered. Emotions flooded his senses and whirled him into another reality, one of warmth, touch, and skin.
And the Power.

“Don’t you know what you can do?”

The dream came to him several times, waking him each time in heart-thumping panic. But unconsciousness pulled him back. And he slept again.


Justus came out of the lower realms of that endless night and lay with his eyes closed, trying to determine where he was. Out of caution, he didn’t use his magic, not even his ward stone, but slowly came back into self-awareness when sounds he could not immediately identify made the awakening necessary. He opened his eyes and knew he had recovered his senses.
He was lying on his back in a bed. That he knew. The cloth of a pillowcase was in front of his eyes, the pillow over his face. He identified the slow tick of a clock and the sound of traffic.
Ah. His apartment.
He didn’t have time to be thankful. He heard a door open, footsteps on stairs, and he froze, fought to control his breathing, waiting. He heard movement and then a feminine sigh. His guardian angel…and lately, the cause of all his problems.
Slow footsteps came to his side, and he felt her breath on his bare chest and then a cool finger running down his arm. In a flash of irritation, he caught her hand and jerked her down on top of him. Her surprised squawk turned into anger as the pillow slid from between them and they were face to face. Sable, wide-eyed, didn’t move as she stared down at him. Her breath came in gasps, brushing against him. He felt the weight of her on his chest, smelled the sweetness of the sun on her skin. For that brief time, she didn’t move, and he felt the start of strange warmth in his belly. The softness of her skin and her wide eyes combined to make him forget for a moment that she was to blame for his present situation.
But that ended when her mouth turned stubborn and he felt her reach for Fire. It snapped on his forearm and hand like a rubber band. He pushed her away.
“Damn it, Sable,” he yelled. “That hurt.” He rubbed the red spot on his arm and warily kept an eye on her. He sat up as she stepped back.
“I was just looking at that spot on your chest. You didn’t have to make a grab for me.”
Sable backed against the small counter in front of the sink, her hands gripping the edge behind her, as if suddenly exhausted.
“I didn’t know what you were doing, sneaking up on me like that.”
“Sneaking,” she exploded. “Well, I like that. Who’s been checking up on you for the past five days making sure you were okay, telling lies to Maggie and Emmett. And your mom.” She clenched her teeth.
“What about my mom?”
Sable stood away from the counter and gestured with her hands toward the direction of the street. “Every day, she wants to know how you are doing, why you don’t call. And I am running out of excuses. She always seemed so calm before, unhurried, as if nothing ever bothers her. But then you didn’t call her before you ‘left,’ and she has been, well, not frantic.” She bit her lip. “Persistent. Wanting to find you. Majorly pissed off, in other words.”
Justus grunted. That didn’t sound like his mom. “I’ll call her right away. Probably today. Er, when is today?”
“Today is Thursday morning.” She pointed at his chest. “I was just wondering about those marks. That’s why I was sneaking around.”
He looked down on his chest and saw two crescent shaped spots, each forming what looked like parenthesis. Justus looked up at her and used one finger to point at the mark above his left nipple. “Oh, you mean this?” he asked innocently. “This here little thingy that looks remarkably like teeth marks?”
She started to nod. Then her eyes came up to his and widened. He was sarcastically pleased to see her mouth drop open.
“That’s not…that’s not…” She gulped. “Did I do that?”
“What? You want to do a CSI on it? Do a tooth-imprint to check? See if it fits? In my cellar, that night they came to get you, you were trying to get away. Remember? You damn well bit me. Twice.”
He pointed at the other little parenthesis.
Her mouth opened, but then firmed into a stubborn line. She turned and plopped on one of the two kitchen chairs. An old golden-honey oak table he had salvaged from an appointment with the garbage truck was the centerpiece of his rooms, giving the apartment a feeling of the antiques he sold. Sable crossed her legs, swinging her foot to the beat of music only she could hear. She glanced at him when he groaned and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. She averted her eyes so fast, he checked to see if he was still wearing pants. He sighed when he saw his jeans. Yep, all decent.
Justus scrubbed one hand across his chest and tried to think. “Five days, huh?” he said. Her eyes flicked to him and away again. “All this time, Bert or you have been around?”
“Yes,” she said shortly. “But really there wasn’t much to do, other than checking on you for peace of mind.” She gestured to the shower. “You took care of yourself. Showered, ate, whatever. Kinda zombie-like.”
Night of the living dead, no doubt. But then he remembered the dreams about running water and huffed softly. And the other dreams.
She looked at him now, her face pale. “Well, it is kinda obvious that you are a wizard. Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Not a wizard,” he mumbled. “And I didn’t tell you because it might lead the Imperium right to me.”
“The Imperium doesn’t know about you?”
He sighed and scratched the bites again, drawing her attention to his chest. She immediately looked away, and he figured she must be sorry she bit him. “Oh, they know about me. The head of the Imperium, Tiarra, knows.”
“But she didn’t…bond…with you?”
“Long story, but no, she didn’t manage to bond me to her. I was the, um, fish that got away, in this case. But I’m thinking she hasn’t given up looking for me.”
He just managed to stop another shudder.
“Wilder. You are a wilder,” she said.
“Using the wild streams of magic, yep, that would be my designation to one belonging to the Imperium. But I define it as a person with magic skills who won’t succumb to the guild of wizards. A wilder is free.”
Sable seemed lost in thought. Absently, she said, “This Tiarra, she’s a tall slender woman, like in her thirties or so? And beautiful, right?”
“Yes, that would be Tiarra,” he said. He felt his jaw muscles flex.
“She touched my neck when I was a kid. Worst day of my life,” she said quietly. “That was the day my parents proudly gave me to her.” Sable shook her head, and her brown hair fell in waves around her downturned face.
“So, you are bonded to her,” he said softly. As he had in the clearing, Justus wanted to slide his fingers under the soft fall of hair, let his touch trail over her cheek and curl around the back of her head.
Justus steeled his will, throttled his desire back. He couldn’t allow the magical effect of the tener unus to break through his control.

Not here, not in these rooms with her so close.
Young one; just the words of the translation caressed his mind, spurring his thoughts into places he could not travel.
He made no sound during his inner struggle.
She didn’t look up. “Whenever I checked on you, it was like your mind was on autopilot, not conscious, not awake, but functioning.”
“Yeah, well. That is the nature of the device of the Imperium, a combination of worked magic in all four of the elements, except Fire. Spirit is the biggest portion. Zombie is a good description—functional, but not really alive.”
“Bert told me something of it, of the device and how it works.”
He shook his head and looked away. “I doubt if Tiarra was looking for me,” he said softly.
“You have come into your full potential,” she said suddenly, as if expecting his next question.
He hesitated and then nodded.
She shook her head and looked away again. “Well, I haven’t, so don’t even ask. It’s the last thing I want, to be put under her control.”
She clenched her teeth, fisted her hands on her lap. “And I won’t be. Ever,” she said harshly. Sable stood abruptly and started to pace.
His stomach made a snarling sound, saving him from asking any questions. He stood, avoided her path, and wobbled to the small refrigerator. A small carton of juice was a welcome sight, and he blessed whoever put it there, possibly the whirling dervish ignoring him as he searched the foodstuffs. He saw a plate of sandwiches on the top shelf and pulled those out too.
Ah, one bite and all was right with the world. He sucked a long swallow from the carton and sighed. Life was good. Looking at Sable, he was willing to forgive her for creating such havoc in his uncomplicated life. Her march had stopped in the middle of the room. She was staring at him with narrowed eyes, and he began to feel uncomfortable.
“Hungry?” he asked around a mouthful of sandwich, offering her a nearly empty plate. She didn’t reply and, if anything, seemed to grit her teeth.
Justus swallowed and cleared his throat. “You set them off, you know. Brought the Imperium back to the shop.”
“What?”
“I had you shielded so the hunters couldn’t feel your signature, and I guess they weren’t going by a photo or description since they left after a few days. But they must have been watching for you, waiting for you to light up.” He put the now-empty plate into the sink and dropped the carton into the trash by the stove, wiped his mouth, and sighed. Yep, he was almost human now. Or as much as he ever was.
Sable’s patience seemed to give out waiting for him to continue his analysis. She crossed her arms over her waist and glared.
“They were watching for you, waiting for some big emotion,” Justus said. “Then, that night we fed the horses after dark—”
“You kissed me,” she growled. “You. Kissed. Me. Not the other way around.”
“And whose fault was that?”
Sable sputtered and turned bright red. “What? I led you on, threw myself at you?”
Justus looked at her, his mouth turned up sourly. “You might as well have, what with your tener unus effect. It ought to be bottled, used instead of that little blue pill.”
She looked at him, sputtering, eyes angry. For a moment, he thought he saw a glimmer of tears, then decided he must have been mistaken. She faced him, her back to the disheveled bed, and her eyes snapped with rage.
“Tener unus,” she repeated, her voice low and dangerous.
“Yes, Latin for ‘young one’ or ‘tender,’ it means—”
“I know what it means,” she yelled. A shimmer gathered around her.
“Yeah, your fault, your damn tener unus.”

“Oh, I get it. So I can’t attract anyone unless it’s the tener unus talking, right? That I’m exuding allure, siren-like. It can’t just be me; it has to be something else. Not just me, right?”
With every word, she shook her fist at him, furious. And the shimmering cloud became a corporeal beast, coiling its tentacles and writhing as if alive. Now, Justus saw it and gasped, thoroughly alarmed.
“Sable.” His voice was low, soothing. He held the panic out of his voice and slowed his movements, as if he might frighten her. “Sable, take it easy.”
“Easy? Easy? You just insult me, and then I’m the one out of control?” She slashed one hand through the air in her wrath, and the energies around her swirled into comet trails of Fire.
He stepped to her and her eyes widened. His intention was to touch her shoulder or arms and try to soothe her, take away the gathering of magical elements around her. But she backed away from him, caught her feet in the tangled bedspread on the floor, and fell back onto the bed. Justus grasped one of her flailing arms to keep her from falling, but gravity took over and pulled him forward. He twisted his shoulders and took the brunt of their combined weight on his arm when they hit the mattress together. Instantly, she began struggling against his body, and he felt the snap, snap, snap of Fire popping on his arm again. The first pop of magic hurt bad enough that he almost released her, but after each successive pop, it weakened until it was less than static electricity.
“Stop it, stop it,” he growled into her angry face. “You’re starting to erupt, your magic, and you’ll send up a signature.”
He held her against the wall with the weight of his body as she struggled for a while longer until the words sunk in. He saw her aura dissipate, the shimmer growing less and less as he watched her take a deep breath and visibly calm down. Her eyes closed and she trembled against the skin of his bare chest and arms.
He became aware of her scent, of strawberries or lilacs, the smell of summer and a fresh breeze, and he caught himself before he rubbed his chin in her hair. His breath stirred the strands, and the scent swirled around him again. He felt his respiration increase again, and it had nothing to do with his physical exertions. Her face was close, her chest heaving in time to his. Her eyes opened and slid to his mouth. She parted her lips, leaned forward, and his breath caught in his throat as he started to turn his head to meet hers.
In his face, she snarled. “I took care of the effect caused by tener unus a long time ago, as soon as I realized what it meant for me and what it was. Fixed magic; I used fixed magic. It took a long time, but I did it, saved what little I had in the talent and fixed it bit by bit onto this bracelet, a kind of warding, like your stone. To avoid stupid men. I didn’t want stupid men chasing me all my life. You stupid, stupid man.”
The word sounded like a curse.
They were so close, his breath blew strands of her hair away from her face. He watched the play of emotions cross her face, from anger to something like weariness. For a moment, he nearly gave in to his need to taste her mouth again, just to see if it was like before. But the snap of Fire on his arms distracted him.
Her Fire element was little more than a prickle now.
“Now, let me go before I really hurt you,” Sable said.
“Yeah, let me know how that’s working out for you,” he said.
“How about I give you another matched set of tattoos on your chest?” She pulled her lips back from her clenched teeth, and he hurriedly released her.
“Okay, but calm down. Please,” he added when her eyes narrowed again. “You were about to erupt.” She started to sputter, and he said quickly, “No, your emotions pulled energies from around you, gathering the magic and causing it to fire up.”
He stood back and then immediately reached for her when she stumbled. She held onto his forearm until she steadied from the physical drain caused by the use of magic.
“It must have taken a long time to pull energy from all around to make the warding,” Justus said. “Fixing a warding onto the bracelet, killing the aura of tener unus must have been exhausting.”

And taken a lot of strong-minded purpose, he thought.
“How long did it take you?” he asked softly.
Her eyes were down and her shoulders slumped. “Six weeks,” she said.
He was stunned. It took the fixing of all five elements to make her shield, gathering and braiding them into an intricate pattern, a task that wasn’t easy for a full adept. For a warding-type amulet that protected her night and day through the years, the skill and power involved was enormous. That it had taken only six weeks to mold the elements was stunning.
No wonder the Imperium wanted her. After she came into her potential and acquired her full talents as a wizard, the one who controlled her would control the world.
Her power might even surpass his, and Justus felt his stomach clench at that thought. She was a weapon of great magnitude for the Imperium to use, and she didn’t even know it.
He swallowed his concern. “And that has protected you from the attentions of guys answering your siren’s call,” he said lightly.
Sable looked up and gave him a wry grin, her mouth twisting into a half-smile. “Yes, all true. So, when you kissed me, it was all you.”
“Well, some of it was you.”
She shrugged. “Still, it had nothing to do with the tener unus crap, so don’t use that as an excuse for kissing me. You got my emotions hot, and it was enough to call the Imperium,” she said.
He swallowed noisily, the thought of that heated kiss a memory he tried to stop, especially on the nights he couldn’t sleep. He didn’t reply.
“So. It affected you also. Didn’t it?” she asked.
“Well, Sable, it isn’t something I do every day, kiss my employees, so yeah, I guess you could say that,” Justus said with a wry smile.
He watched her warily. She had a slight grin that had less to do with humor and more to do with a cat ready to pounce on a mouse.
“I can’t believe it,” she said, satisfied with something he didn’t see. “You don’t have much experience either. Do you?”
He twitched, cleared his throat, and decided to take the offensive.
“Kissing, though... I am hell at kissing.” His leer tapered off when her eyes narrowed.
Defense might have been a better choice, he decided.
“Anyhow,” he said looking anywhere but at her. “It doesn’t matter. I have my full talents, and you are potential only. When your magic busts out, it won’t take a rodeo in the sack. It will free itself, like a caged panther. It will find a way to escape. Don’t make it any easier for it by letting your emotions get away from you. Any strong emotion will do it; anger, joy, fear—any of those emotions, if they are strong enough, will give your innate talent the advantage it needs to break out. So use care. And you have a lot of magic, more than some who are full wizards.”
“But I don’t want it.” She pitched her voice so low, it was barely audible. “It was never something I wanted, this magic thing.”
“Me either,” he said slowly, “but we can’t do anything about that, just use it in the best ways possible. Morally and physically.”
She looked up, her eyes shadowed. He smiled when she sighed.
“Acceptance is the key,” she said.
“Yep.”
Her smile gathered magic all on its own. Her personality pulled it into her eyes and face, and he stopped breathing, fascinated as he watched it change her features into something that tightened his stomach into knots.
He didn’t try to resist. His qualms against touching her were gone, and he lightly traced the outline of her mouth with one finger. Her smile vanished and her lips parted as he covered her cheek with his hand and counted her breaths. In slow motion, he bent his head and lightly brushed her lips.
The silver bracelets jangled as she lifted her hand, to touch him or to hold him, he didn’t know, but the sound of the chimes made him break away and glance at her wrist. The multiple hoops and bracelets had worked down her arm, exposing her wrist. Justus frowned. She started to step away, but stopped when he gently took her hand. Old scars marred the skin around her wrist. The silver coils had concealed the marks.
“My parents,” Sable said softly, “did not want me to leave.”
He stared down at her; his blood chilled as she took her arm back and carefully arranged the bracelets to hide the marks. Her head bowed as she fingered the charms. “As soon as I found out the truth, I ran away. They found me and brought me back. I got away again.”
She looked at him with a smile, but it didn’t go to her eyes. “When they caught me the second time, they wanted to make sure I didn’t escape again. So they used handcuffs, held me in a room in the basement until I ‘got some sense,’ my father said.”
She brushed the back of her shoulder with one hand. It chilled him, the look on her face. Justus touched her neck; she nodded and pulled her blouse away. He looked down her neckline to her back. Several raised streaks were across her shoulders, scars from a stick or whip. He stepped away, his face neutral.
“Anyway, I escaped again. This time for good.” She rubbed the marks under her bracelets. “Saved up my talent for that too,” she said, her tone grim.
And he thought she had merely a strong will? How about steel bars, adamant will, with a force of character to match.
“What a team we would make, the pair of us. Enough to give even the Imperium pause, I think,” he said. Under his hand, he felt her shrug, but her eyes smiled at him.
“Together?” Sable’s smile lasted only a second longer, then vanished. She moved from under his hand to stand away from him, the light no longer in her eyes. “Kind of an impossible dream, isn’t it? My first day’s assignment will be rounding up wilders like you, no doubt. That is a good start for relationships.”
She started to move to the door.
“Wait.” He slashed his hand through the air and stopped her. “Listen. Someone’s walking around the shop.”
Her head cocked slightly and she frowned, as if trying to hear. Justus flicked his fingers and extended his magic outside his rooms. Someone with a heavy foot, he decided, not Bert or the McIntyres, he was sure. A man’s tread, but not a mage. The office door opened.
“It’s okay,” he murmured. “No one, not even another wizard, can touch the door. It is warded.” He eased to the door.
“What are you doing?”
He turned back. “I’m gonna surprise the hell out of a robber, that’s what.”
Her brows lowered and she grabbed his arm. “No, wait. See if it is…wait, he’s leaving. Hear that?”
The footsteps faded, crossing the front room. Then the squeak of the shop’s door closing. Sable rushed to the window.
“Don’t touch the curtains,” he said.
She nodded. A man with dark curly hair walked across the street and stood looking the way he had come.
“Oh,” she said. “It’s Wesley.”
“Wesley? Who’s Wesley?”
“Maggie’s nephew. He’s staying with them now. He’s the one that gave them such a turn.”
The man dithered for a bit, then quickly walked away.
“I do feel other mages now,” she said. “They don’t come close enough that I can see them, but they are keeping tabs on me.”
Justus rubbed his chin and wondered absently how he could get her close again. He sighed. Not a tener unus making his senses come alive, he thought. What a revelation that was.
“Yeah, I think shielding you is over. That ship has sailed. They probably have pictures, a description, and someone’s boot on their neck to keep them in line.”
“I’m on their radar.”
“Most definitely.”
Another figure moved into their line of sight across the street, a lanky teenager who seemed to watch Wesley’s retreat.
“I’ll be right back,” Bert said to the seemingly empty street. Then he muttered, “If you’re listening, that is. Hope I’m not talking to myself.” Bert disappeared down the street, following Wesley.
“Checking to make sure he’s gone, I guess,” she said.
The teen returned, trotting back down the street, and they heard the door open.
“Little pig, little pig, let me come in,” Bert said softly from the office room.
Justus chuckled and waved one hand. A creak of a door, and then the thud of a teenager leaping the steps two at a time.
“Hey, it worked, my newly made-up password,” he said as he came into the room. He looked around and laughed again when his eyes fell on the bed.
“More Fourth of July, people? Or did you all practice safe s—”
“Bert,” Justus said with a threat in his voice. “You are such a little kid.”
“And you are such a wiener,” Bert said. He flipped his hand at Justus. “So all back to normal, huh? No more drooling, stumbling around?”
“Normal is such a subjective word,” Justus said.
“Thanks for not turning me into a toad.”
“There’s still time.”
Bert snickered. “I gotta be hopping along—got ball practice this morning—but I wanted to stop and see how things were shakin’. We figured you’d come out of your beauty sleep this morning.” He gestured at a well-used notebook at one end of the small counter. “Your instructions made that pretty clear. Anyway, I’m off.”
He started for the front entrance, but stopped. “Oh, wait. Don’t open it yet, Justus. I saw Weasel snoopin’ around. Is he still gone?”
“Hey. His name is Wesley.” Sable was frowning at Bert.
“Oh, yeah, yeah. I keep forgetting, what with his supreme imitation of a rodent.”
Justus bit the inside of this cheek to keep from laughing. “He’s gone.”
“Good enough, then.” Bert took a step to the entrance. “Little pig, little pig, get me the hell out of here,” he said dramatically and spread his arms wide. When the door opened—with Justus’s help—the teenager blurted, “Cool.”
“He’s a good kid,” Sable said quietly after Bert left.
“Yes, he is. One of a kind.”
She brushed the top of the table with her fingertips and hesitated.
“I’ll tidy up here,” Justus said. He noticed how long and graceful her fingers were. Strange he had never noticed this before.
She glanced at him with a small smile and nodded. “So, what’s the plan? You are coming back to the shop, aren’t you?”
“Yes. I went away, and now I have returned from an unproductive buying trip. Don’t worry; I’ll come up with something to cover my time away.”
Sable dropped her hand to her side and looked down at the red-topped table. “But you are staying. Right? They aren’t driving you away now that I am in their crosshairs?”
“No. I’ll stay.”
She gave him a hard look. “Okay. Well. I guess that’s settled, then,” she said briskly. She started for the door and stopped abruptly when it didn’t open for her as it had for Bert. She threw a startled look at him.
“You forgot the magic words.” Her magical smile rewarded him and made the muscles in his belly tighten again.
“Little pig, little pig…”
Justus opened the door with a flick of his hand, and the cool morning air sifted through the entrance.






Chapter Sixteen
After cleaning the essentials of his apartment—the bed sheets, the refrigerator, and sweeping, always the sweeping—Justus released the fixed magic covering the door and dressed for a run. He needed the exercise and to think of a plan. Decisions and sorting the resulting consequences meant some alone time was in order. Besides, stretching his unused muscles left his mind free and felt good. It made the shower afterwards even better.
Several phone calls later, his story was set and he felt he could relax. First thing on the list—after he followed his mom’s strict order to show up at her house within the hour—was adjusting another warding stone to shield him from another attack by the Imperium’s locating device.
The magic used on unbonded adepts tasted mostly of Air and Spirit, with a small amount of Earth and Water. All of those plus a bit of Fire for armor should do the trick for his fixed shield. But he would need to go outside the city; somewhere the hunters couldn’t feel his use of magic. That was the problem with his plans, the meddling adepts—too close for comfort and security. Touching Spirit without the confines of his ward stone created its own problems.
The Weasel’s…using Bert’s nickname for Wesley could be habit forming…presence at the McIntyres’ might be a good thing, someone to keep him from making a mistake with her. It set his teeth on edge to think of it, but it was better that she forge a relationship with someone else. And he needed to find a way to leave. Despite what he had told her, he decided he would leave as soon as he could find the means to do it. Simple as that.
He didn’t understand the effect she had on him without the tener unus aura as an excuse. There was no explanation for the strange yearnings, the happiness he felt when she was near, and the need to see her smile. He wanted to see her now, just to see if she was happy, to hear her speak, if only to scold him. It made no sense. There was no magic pulling him to her.
Justus flexed his hand and looked at his palm, remembering the way her cheek felt under his fingertips, the soft skin like velvet. Her reactions to his touch. When she had leaned into his hand and it had cupped her face. Her soft moan when his mouth covered hers…
He made a harsh sound and shook his head. No more idiocy. He wouldn’t let his foolish thoughts carry him away into Crazy Land. When she came into her full potential, he could not be near her. That was the danger he had to avoid.
Tiarra would own Sable’s magic, control her body and soul. His freedom would end when Sable became a full wizard, and he had to leave before that happened.
Justus gritted his teeth when he found himself reaching for the phone, glared at the cell as if it was the problem. He jumped when it rang.

Idiot.

He answered and felt disappointed when his mother began talking, her voice anxious.
“Yeah, Mom, I’m headed that way now,” he said.


His mom’s irritation had come through during the visit, annoyed that he didn’t call her as he usually did during and after a road trip. She’d seemed worried by his disappearance and had brushed off his apologies.
“You need to be safe, dear,” she had said. “I just need to know you are safe.”
The mantra: be safe, stay safe, check in. She was such a worrywart when he wasn’t close.
The lines in her creased face had smoothed with his words of apology and his promise to try to do better in the future.
He pulled his car into the McIntyres’ drive, turned the engine off, and sat for a moment, wondering how he had managed to break his pledge to himself already. Here he was, trying to think of an excuse for seeing her. The roses hid his car from the entrance leading to the front room of the house, but Justus could see the lights glimmering through curtained windows. He could hear them talking in the living room, the McIntyres and Sable, her voice sweet with laughter. He augmented his hearing with the fixed magic of his ward stone and recognized her familiar footfall in the hallway leading to the kitchen at the other end of the house and then her return to the front room. The sound of her voice and her movements filled him with an incomprehensible yearning to be near her, to touch her and see her react.
It was not tener unus and its surrounding aura that pulled him to her. It was something more powerful, an emotion he never wanted or thought he would feel.
He never wanted to fall in love.
He used to think everything was fine, that his life was complete. He thought he was resolved to his existence, alone, maybe, but without complications.
But then she had smiled that first day in his shop, and the fire she created inside him had nothing to do with magic. Unless it was that most ancient of magic, a force more powerful than any wizard’s talents that now pulled him in.
He never dreamed he would meet someone who could light that ancient fire inside him. And now he dreamed of her. Every moment of every day, his thoughts were of her.
Another voice filtered through the curtains, a male voice. Sable answered in a light tone. A different emotion kindled inside him for a moment, having nothing to do with his desire for her. Jealousy made its own fire, a conflagration that begged for release. To him, it was another uniquely new sense and just as ancient as the first. With some effort, he forced his will onto that new emotion and broke the need to release his rage. At the same time, Justus absently smoothed the chill that crawled over his forearm, a familiar and unsurprising sensation.
Desire, such a strange word. It pushed him to go to her and ask her to run with him. A foolish wish that died as it was born. The Imperium had plans for her. They would not make the same mistake as before and lose track of her again.
Eventually, her emotions would give the sentient magic inside her the opening it needed. It would emerge and bring her into her full potential.
It was better that she have what happiness she could find with Maggie’s nephew. Rather than on the run with a man who could give her nothing but broken dreams and promises and the life of the hunted.
The crunch of gravel and footsteps did not surprise him. A flashlight tapped his car window. He rolled it down.
“Sir, is there a problem?” the man asked. A dark form peered at him, light reflecting off the edge of a badge.
“No, officer, there’s no problem.” His laugh sounded harsh in his ears.
He heard Sable stop and stutter in her conversation with the McIntyres. Her forced laugh came a moment later. The breeze filtered through his car windows, and he thought he could smell the scent of the soap she used.
The cop rapped the doorframe of the car with the flashlight. “Well, you need to move on.”
Justus started the car and the officer stepped back.
“Yes,” Justus said. “I need to move on.”
He glanced at the rearview mirror as he pulled away. The cop still had a frown on his face, looking from the departing vehicle to the house, then shrugged and walked away. Justus felt the cop/mage release the gathered Fire element and move back into the deep shadows across the street from Sable.
They were watching now. Always watching.
He needed to move on.






Chapter Seventeen
The preparations were nearly complete. The transfer records, signed and notarized, lay on the table in front of him, ready for delivery. The business he would leave to the McIntyres, with a request to keep Sable as an employee for as long as she wanted the position. Bert would help with business decisions, smoothing over any problems. He knew enough about running the shop to be the owner someday if he wanted it. After he left, Justus hoped that with the McIntyres’ encouragement, Bert’s business sense would continue to develop.
After he left…
His stomach dropped again.
Maybe they could let his rooms over the shop to someone trustworthy. Or use them for storage. He looked around at the sparse accumulation of his years living over the shop, the austere furnishings of his life. He met his basic needs with the small kitchenette, a bed big enough so his feet didn’t hang off the edge, and the old oak kitchen table. The books caught his eye as the one thing he would miss, the titles of the classics and modern ones as well. Some of the covers were tattered with age and the love of many hands. All were valuable—not necessarily in money, but in the journeys traveled by the reader. Life was between those pages, and he would miss them.
He touched a finger to a drop of condensation as it trailed down the mug holding his special brew. He caught the moisture before it joined the ring of water on the table. Lifting his finger, he considered the drop, letting it catch the late afternoon sun streaming in his windows. The beer wouldn’t last. Justus lifted the mug and took another deep swallow. Especially if he kept drinking it like he had for the past few days. There was one crate of bottles left in the cellar, and after it was gone, the McIntyres would need to find another source of microbrew.
He drained the mug and took it to his sink, washed it, and set it in the drainer.
Bert needed to know his reasons for leaving. But tell his mom? No, never. He would call her and try to explain after he left. Today, after he closed the shop, he would see her and smile his way through a last hug.
Tell the McIntyres? Nope. That would lead to difficulties he was unprepared to face. The “sale” of the shop to them would have to do. Explanations would not make it easier for them.
The papers were stacked neatly on the table. An extra set of keys for the front door, office, the safe, and his apartment were beside them, with nametags for each key. Two unsealed, legal-sized envelopes were waiting for him to sign, one for Bert and one for Sable. He started to seal the one addressed to Sable, but he hesitated, drawing one finger slowly across her name. A caress, his mind told him, but this time, his resolve failed him and he allowed the simple touch of her written name under his hand. For that moment, he allowed free rein to his feelings.
Justus quickly sealed the envelope and placed both of them on the stacked papers with the keys on top of them. He touched the chain around his neck and pulled the ward stone from his shirt. A turquoise stone hung from the chain alongside the slightly smaller muddy-colored pendant. After he worked the elements into the stone, it would act as a shield to deflect the energies of the Imperium’s locating devices. He would not go through the agony of Tiarra’s tools again. Before long, he would gather the magic and fix it to the blue stone, but not with so many adepts roaming the area, circling their focus point, like vultures around a fresh kill. He could not pull the elements from around him until he was far from his home, from Sable.
Justus looked around his rooms. Everything was ready.
He would leave tomorrow.
The door to his rooms closed behind him, and he heard the satisfying snick of the lock. The sound of a masculine chuckle from the shop was less pleasing. Justus unclenched his teeth and tried to rearrange his expression as he went down the steps to the shop door.
He heard Wesley laugh again and Sable answering from the office. She faced the monitor, tapping the keyboard, her eyes on the screen. Wesley had one hand on the back of her chair and leaned over her to look at the monitor. His mouth was a couple of inches from her ear, and his attention wasn’t on the screen. As Justus watched, he saw the man’s eyes drop to Sable’s gaping blouse.
He smothered the flare of anger as quickly as it erupted.
Wesley had the usual smarmy expression on his chiseled face that he saved for Justus. He turned and grimaced as Justus entered the office. Wesley dropped his arm and straightened from Sable’s chair, irritated at the interruption.
Justus ignored him. “I’m closing up soon. Is there anything you need to do before I lock up?”
She searched his face for a moment before answering, and he wondered what she saw.
“No, I’m done here,” she said.
The front door opened and he heard the excited voice of a kid.
He shared a short laugh with Sable, whose wide grin matched his. “Never fails,” he said. “I say ‘time to close up,’ and we get customers.”
“Tell ’em we’re closed and then shut the door,” Wesley said. He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand, and Justus hid his grin when she pulled back, avoiding the caress with a scowl on her face.
“No,” Sable said to Wesley. She smiled at Justus. “I’ll take care of the floor. Go ahead and get ready to close up if you want.”
He stood back as she moved through the doorway. A couple and a young boy were looking at the model trains set in a display in one corner. Trains chugged around a track that ran the length of the wall. The kid made a happy sound. The father laughed with him.
The sound of the family exclaiming over the old train, the minuscule buildings, and the landscaping built around the tracks depressed him. Maybe it was because the father and his towheaded son made identical sounds as they turned to follow the train with their eyes. Or maybe it was the sight of the mother looking at the two of them fondly. A family.
Justus turned his back on them and his eyes met Sable’s. She had seen the same thing he saw. He wondered if his face appeared the same as hers, drawn and tense. His longing returned and he wanted to touch her, to hold her and comfort her.

No. Rehashing those feelings has to stop.

Wesley came through the office door and Sable locked it behind him. His eyes were on the family also, but it was more speculative. Like a sale was in the offing.
Sable walked to the family, her smile genuine, and asked if she could help. The father grinned at her and asked her about the history of the locomotive on display. Sable launched into the story of its manufacturer. It had been her idea to set up the train tracks and models, following examples she’d found online. She immersed herself into the trains and all the facts surrounding the making of them. The father seemed enthralled. The boy couldn’t take his eyes off the tiny town, touching the granary with a careful finger.
“She’s got quite the touch there, don’t she?” Wesley said.
Justus had almost forgotten the other man was there, and he stirred irritably at the intrusion. He’d rather listen to Sable talk about trains.
“Yep, quite a gal, that lady of mine.”
Justus turned to Wesley’s keen eyes and didn’t speak.
The man smirked and flashed a satisfied smile. “Look, you two never dated, right?” Wesley said.
“She is my employee,” Justus said, annoyed. “I didn’t want to pressure her.”
“What’s that got to do with it?”
Justus unclenched his teeth. Talking to a fool was such a waste of time. “No, we never dated.”
Wesley chuckled. “Yep, quite a gal. My woman.”
“Is that so? Sounds like you’re overly certain about that. Maybe you need to check that leash you’re holding for weak spots first.”

Crap, what happened to my resolve? Shot to hell, that’s what happened to it.
Wesley leveled an evil look at him, and Justus felt the thrill of anger course through him again at the unspoken threat. What he wouldn’t give for a little morsel of Fire magic right now to burn that stupid snarl right off his smirking face. He was aware of the energies swirling around him. He could loop enough of the element to cause minimal damage if only he extended one finger.
A laugh from Sable saved him from the foolishness, and he turned away from Wesley to watch her pull a long storage box from under the display case. The father had his hand in his back pocket and flipped his billfold to thumb bills onto the counter.
Justus gave one quick nod at Sable. “Looks like she has everything under control. I’m going upstairs.” He started for the door leading to the back room and the stairs.
Sable’s voice stopped him.
“You’ll be at the McIntyres’ tonight, won’t you? Dinner, remember?”
“Of course,” Justus said lightly. “Right after I see my mom.”


A strange SUV was in his mother’s driveway, and automatically, Justus cast his senses into the house and surrounding area, feeling for the signature of other adepts. Nothing stroked his skin and warned him of magic. Good. Probably a friend, then, or a salesman.
Before he could knock, his mom opened the front door, smiling up at him and giving him a brief hug. “Oh, I am so glad you are here, Justus. I want you to meet someone.”
Warily, he stepped into her small, but neat little one-story house, smelling of rose perfume and furniture polish. As usual, the room was tidy, everything in its place, without a spot of dust on the smooth mahogany dining room table. A short, pudgy man was just straightening into a standing position from the stuffed chair by the lamp table. His eyes peered through wire rim glasses, curious and intent on him, waiting for a reaction. As if expecting Justus to say something clever or perform for him. Before Justus could determine the nature of the interest, the man’s face smoothed into an emotionless mask and waited.
“This is your father’s cousin, Paul Tourin, from Washington. He has business nearby and wanted to meet us,” she said, gesturing to the silent man.
Justus automatically held out his hand. The man clasped his palm after a brief moment.
“I’m glad to meet you,” the man said easily. “It’s good to know my relatives.”
Justus released the man’s hand and felt a gust of wind from the open window. It brushed by him, lifting the pages of a magazine lying on the coffee table. No one seemed to notice, and there was a moment of uncomfortable silence. His mother waited expectantly, and now was not the time to indulge his odd musings and confusion. Justus cleared his throat nervously. A small smile appeared on Tourin’s face and the moment passed.
“How long will you be here? In town, I mean,” Justus said.
The man shrugged, picked up the magazine, and sat down in the overstuffed chair again. “Not long. I am actually leaving tomorrow morning. Early.”
His waiting eyes were on Justus again.
Something peculiar crossed the man’s face, and Justus’s senses clamored with suspicion. Not a mage. No magic swirled around the man. The elements shimmered negligently about the room in carefree patterns. Nothing of gathered magic appeared to call them from their fanciful courses. This was not a wizard sitting in the living room of his mother.
Justus felt his mouth tighten. “Cousin, you say. Which of my father’s brothers is your dad?”
Tourin shook his heavy jowls. “Not brother. His sister, Helene, is actually my stepmother. Your father had no brothers.”

Did that gleam in Tourin’s eye mean something other than good humor? Justus wondered.
His mother patted Justus’s knee and asked about the shop and Internet business, drawing his thoughts away from his “cousin” and the unspoken confrontation Justus knew was there. He kept his focus on his mother’s questions and comments, but Tourin’s silence kept drawing his attention away from her.
On the pretense of helping his mother, Justus followed her into the kitchen to get coffee.
“What do you know about this guy, Tourin?” he asked, his voice low.
She reached for a third coffee mug and pulled a red enameled tray from behind the coffee maker before turning to him. “Paul? I’ve known him since I married your dad, even before that. We used to double date.” Her smile turned inward, as if in memory.
“Your dad took us on some lovely outings, and Paul was right there with him, coming up with the most devilish antics. Paul had his girls du jour, I called them. He didn’t get very serious in the field of romance before we met.”
Justus began to ask her to elaborate, but a creak of a floorboard stopped him.
“Now, Raissa, are you being the school tattletale again, filling your son’s head with the indiscretions of my youth?” Tourin leaned against the doorframe leading to the kitchen. He didn’t look at Justus.
“Not at all,” Justus said lightly. “We were just getting the coffee.”
Their eyes met over his mother’s head, and the keen face of the pudgy man lifted slightly in a half-smile at Justus’s cool appraisal.
Justus had to be satisfied with his mother’s reassurance that Paul Tourin was who he said he was. Soon, it was time to go to the McIntyres’, and Justus stood to leave.

Quality time it was not, he thought.
He wrapped his arms around his little mom one last time and kissed her soft, paper-thin cheek.
She stood back and smiled up at him again. “You be careful, then, Justus. Don’t be getting into too much trouble.”
“At the McIntyres’ house?” he scoffed. “Yeah, a lot of danger there.”
More than he wanted to think about.
His father’s cousin stood to one side, watched with sharp eyes, and nodded once at him in farewell. “I need to shove off too. Gotta get up early tomorrow to make my flight.”
With another wave to his mom, Justus felt his throat tighten as he looked at her small figure, smiling at him, with no awareness of his plans. He swallowed and turned away before she could see his face.
Tourin waited by his rental, a late-model SUV. He glanced at the house where Raissa stood and then back to Justus and nodded a quick bob at the house. “Nice woman, that mother of yours.”
“Yes, she is.” Justus walked to his car and opened the door.
“There aren’t a lot of folks like her out here.”
Justus didn’t answer. He started his car and prepared to back out.
“Be careful, son,” Tourin said. He bent to slip into the driver’s seat. His shirt collar gapped and a black chain appeared, sliding around his neck, hidden until that moment. Tourin started the engine and drove away without glancing in Justus’s direction.
Justus sat in his car and stared at the departing vehicle, his brows furrowed as the man’s SUV disappeared around the corner. Well, there were other necklaces with black chains in the world. Nothing about the man spoke of magic; the energies surrounding him were of the human kind.
He put the car into gear and backed out of the drive. Time to go to the McIntyres’ for one last meal with them.


The SUV glided to a stop along the side of the road, and the pudgy man let out the breath he felt he had been holding since the young man knocked on the door. No, he wouldn’t let his emotions get away with him, not after meeting the boy. There wasn’t any time for that.
A chill passed over his skin and he touched the black chain with his fingers, letting the links slide through his palm. He shivered as the invisible flow poured over him, something he knew he would never get used to, no matter how many times he used the device. He looked in the rearview mirror, as the reflection seemed to melt and then grow from a short, chubby body to long and lean, with an angular face. The wire rim glasses slipped from his face, and he flipped them into the back seat. He released the chain to scrub one hand through thick gray hair and then turned back to the road and turned the engine key.
He checked the traffic and pulled back onto the highway as he breathed a relieved sigh. Almost didn’t have enough juice to make it through the meeting, Tthe gray-haired man thought.
The flutters in his belly didn’t surprise him anymore, but the tremble in his hands still did, and he laughed.
Killing heads of state had less effect on him than this job.






Chapter Eighteen
The muggy air of late June was just beginning to ease into the cool evening when Justus pulled into the McIntyres’ drive. He felt a change from hot, moist air to the charged atmosphere of a typical summer shower. Clouds were building in the west, and the forecasters promised a cold front would push through before morning.
War between the earthly elements of Water, Air, and Fire assembled overhead. It sizzled on his fingertips and brushed against his mind. The phantasms, the wild ones not gathered by those of magical talent, boiled for anyone, human or wizard to see.
Voices pulled him into the front room where Maggie and Sable were laughing. Wesley was illustrating a story using hand gestures to aid the telling, punctuating the words with dramatic reenactment. Overly dramatic, Justus thought as he caught Emmett’s eye. The older man was leaning against the doorframe leading to the kitchen, a sour look on his face as he rolled his eyes. His nephew delivered the punch line, and Emmett pushed away from the frame to meet Justus.
“Oh, hello, boy. Glad you could make it. We were just starting the steaks,” Emmett said. His smile seemed extra wide as he gave Justus a firm handshake and clapped him on the shoulder with more heartiness than usual.
“Yeah, glad you’re here,” Wesley said with a pained smile. “We were wondering about you.”
Justus raised one eyebrow, and Wesley gave him a level stare.
The rib-eye steaks were grilled to succulent perfection, filling the back yard with the savory smells of charcoal and apple wood. They dug in with abandon.
Justus felt a mean satisfaction when Wesley sported a dollop of sauce on his cheek for many minutes. Trading an amused glance with Emmett, Justus turned industriously back to his plate, surreptitiously wiping his own face just in case he had missed his mouth as well.
As they gathered the dishes together for washing, Justus heard Emmett making the same vow he made after every big meal, to never do that to himself again.
“Emmett, it was self-inflicted, you know,” Justus said innocently.
“Justifiable, though.”
Justus carried his dishes to the kitchen and slipped through the door to the patio. Zephyr slept in an undignified position. On her back, with her belly skyward, she sprawled on a chaise lounge, all decorum thrown aside. As he watched, she curled, yawning cavernously, and then looked at Justus. She winked one eye at him. It was the same color as the stone he chose for a shield against the Imperium’s locating device.
“What are you thinking, little one?” he asked softly.
That she was filthy, he decided. She furiously began an emergency cleanup job on her tail. It kept flipping away from her, and a chase ensued with the kitten circling faster and faster until she caught and cleaned the appendage thoroughly.
He heard Sable laughing with Wesley in the dining room and felt a tug of irritation again. The guy was such a primo jerk, a meathead without the redeeming quality of the protein, even. Justus drummed his fingers on the headrest of the kitten’s chair.
Having finished with the tail, Zephyr held one of her back feet in her two front paws, bit, and cleaned between the spread toes.
When Justus heard Wesley give an irritating snorting laugh from the house, he broke under the strain of holding his boiling temper and sent out a questing tendril of magic. He ignored Sable’s gasp and noted with satisfaction that there were no other mages close. Justus flipped his fingers and sent the tiny ball of Fire into the house. It zipped past the open door on a mission.
Zephyr paused and looked up, tongue protruding slightly from between her teeth like an afterthought as she waited with Justus. A yelp and a crash made her grin in cat fashion, and then she returned to cleaning her toes.
Justus bit down on his bottom lip and tried to breathe slowly. The magic quickly dissipated into the night. From the kitchen came sounds of a commotion.
“What bit me? Damn it, something, a freakin’ bee got down my shirt. Holy shit, that hurt.”
The breath Justus held exploded, and he was still wheezing when Sable strode toward him across the patio from the kitchen, her face a thundercloud. He knew his attempt at innocence had failed utterly when she poked a stiff finger into his ribs.
“Have a seat,” she said, indicating a patio chair opposite the kitten.
Zephyr gave up entirely on even the pretense of cleaning. She watched with head cocked slightly, her bright eyes winking at Justus as he settled into the chair.
“Now,” Sable said. “What shall we talk about?” She scooted the kitten to the side and seated herself on the lounge. Justus noted her eyes were alarmingly similar to Zephyr’s. Both seemed to have him in their crosshairs.

Man up, boyo.
“Seriously, you can’t like that guy, can you?” Justus asked.
“He’s okay. Good-looking, helps out in the kitchen, has a great aunt and uncle, and—”
A squawk from the kitchen interrupted. “Whadda ya mean, you can’t find the stinger? I know I got a bee in my shirt. There’s got to be a mark somewhere,” Wesley whined from the kitchen.
“I just can’t find it,” Maggie said, her voice uncharacteristically sharp.
“Maybe it’s a hit and run kind of bee,” Emmett’s voice snarked.
Sable blew out a breath through clenched teeth and gave Justus a wry look. “He is a piece of work, isn’t he?”
Justus chose to nod without comment. Zephyr curved her body sinuously over the arm of the bench, as if waiting for his attention. “Whatcha think, missy? Did you like that, then?” Justus said.
Zephyr trilled, and he reached to stroke her back. The kitten leaped to his lap instead and bumped her forehead under his chin.
“That means ‘love,’ you know,” Sable said as he allowed the kitten to bump him again. “When a cat bumps their head, it isn’t the same as rubbing their chin on a chair leg. Rubbing means, ‘you are mine.’ But when they bump you with their forehead, it means, ‘Love Ya.’”
“Really? Good to know.”
Fireflies flickered in the shadows of the bushes and trees. Their tiny bursts of light flared in their all-consuming obsession of finding a mate.
Justus stirred and inhaled deeply. “Do you have a different soap? I smell something different, like jasmine or some kind of flowery smell.”
“Yes, I went to the store yesterday, bought some new shampoo. And some tops.”
“Is that one of them?”
Sable looked down automatically and fingered one sleeve that was shirred from her elbow to her shoulder. The silver chimed on her arm. “Yes,” she said. “I’ve never had anything like this before. Thank you.”
He looked at her, surprised. “Thank you? For what?”
“For a job, I guess.”
“Paying you for doing work. Wow, it has got to be a first.”
She laughed, and he felt the sound of it rivaled the musical chimes of her bracelets. He wanted to do something to make her laugh again, just so he could go on hearing the sound of her voice. Her teeth flashed and he saw the reflection of the stars in her eyes as she smiled at him.
“Thank you for everything,” she said. Then she leaned forward and slid her fingers over his arm.
Justus held still and tried to keep his breathing under control.
She gestured at the lightening bugs as they streaked past. “I used to catch them in bottles and pretend they were fairies.”
Justus nodded. “Me too.”
“And rings. I would put one on my finger and pretend it was a diamond ring.”
“I used to step on them and smear them across the sidewalk,” Wesley said as he came up behind them. “The light stayed there for a long time. Pretty soon, the cement looked like a lighted walkway with all those streaks on it.”
He laughed coarsely, stepped behind Sable, and put his hands possessively on her shoulders. She shrugged and scooted away, breaking contact.
Sable glanced at Justus as she stood up. He could see her struggle to keep from copying his grin. “Time to go in, I think. It’s getting chilly,” she said.
She brushed the silver bracelets on her wrist, and the sound jangled like a wind chime. “You will be at the shop tomorrow, won’t you?” she asked, her fingers tightening on her arm.
He hesitated, considered the lie. But her eyes did not leave his face, intent on his response. The ward stone sprang to life on his chest, the intensity of the heat uncomfortable. He stirred and firmed his mouth in a hard line when he recognized the element of Spirit, small but powerful.
“You shouldn’t do that.”
Sable shrugged and didn’t reply.
It had been a long time since someone had used gathered magic on him, and never as a lie detector. Her face remained tense until he laughed suddenly.
“Yes. I will be there tomorrow,” Justus said.
Her face smoothed of all emotion, and then she nodded. “Good enough, I guess.”
Her face shadowed until he smiled. Even then, her eyes glittered of something other than the reflection of the stars.
“Until then?” Her voice broke.
“Yes, but get there early, okay?”
She nodded and turned to go into the house, the kitten with her tail held high in front of her, beating her to the door.
Wesley had a quizzical expression as he watched her leave, a mixture of confusion and faint resentment. It was not a harmonious combination. “What’s the chick needing? A time card or something? More hours?” he muttered.
Justus felt his mouth tighten. He got to his feet.
Wesley stood as well and seemed to notice Justus. “Hey, did you see that crystal ball thing Sable keeps in her apartment? Bet that is worth a bundle.”
“You’ve seen her crystal ball?”
A little smile was on Wesley’s face as he looked at Justus now, a self-satisfied expression. “Oh, yes. Quite a place she has there too. Comfy.” He laughed as he leered at Justus. “Especially the bed.”
He drew back when Justus began laughing.
“I would bet any amount of money that she gave you the old highway salute,” Justus said.
Wesley’s furious expression gave way to a smirky snarl. “How much ya got to waste on that bet?”
Magic and the Imperium be damned, Justus thought as he prepared to gather a fistful a Fire again.
“Wesley, can you come help?” Sable was at the window, intently eyeing Justus’s upraised hand.
He lowered his arm.
As Wesley passed, his shoulder struck Justus a solid blow, but the nephew was the one who stumbled at the contact. He threw Justus a flat look and went inside.
Justus stood a moment longer in the dark, listening to the house. He slipped around the corner of the patio and followed the brick walk to his car beyond the roses.


In the Midwest, people have a saying that morning comes early. Justus never understood that phrase, since it seemed to him, morning came at the same time every day: when he decided it was time to get up.
The restless night was behind him, and now, with the sun up, it was time to leave. A last inspection gave him the opportunity to say an ephemeral goodbye to this stage of his life.
Familiar steps came down the street. Bert ambled along the sidewalk toward him, his shambling posture typical of the fast-growing, awkward teenager. He dropped onto the gnarled wooden bench by the shop door with an opened bottle of soda in one hand. Bert covered his mouth with the other hand as he yawned.
“Yo, boss, what’s up?” He looked fully at Justus and his face stilled. “Oh, so that’s it,” Bert said.
The teen leaned his elbows on his knees and looked down at the ground. “Why? Just one more time, tell me why.”
“They know where Sable is, and the Imperium won’t risk losing her again. I can’t hide her anymore, not with the ward stone. It’ll shield my magic signature from the other wizards, but if I do it again with Sable, they’ll want to know how she does it. That will lead them to me. Eventually, the magic will bust out of her, and when it does, the bond Tiarra forced on her will make her a servant. She won’t be able to help it; she will obey them. And when that happens, the Imperium will come looking for me. Tiarra will have one of the strongest mages at her side, doing her bidding. I can’t fight that. I can’t fight Sable.”
“So save her.”
Simple words made by the teen struck Justus hard. “I can’t save her, not without fighting the Imperium,” he said.
“So fucking fight them,” Bert said roughly.
“All the Imperium? All the wizards? And Tiarra? Sable?”
Bert subsided, but his face turned stubborn.
Justus rummaged in his front pocket and threw a large set of keys to him. They jangled as Bert made the one-handed catch.
“The other set is for Emmett. It’s upstairs, but they’ll probably give them to Sable,” Justus said.
He looked across the street, rather than at Bert. The teenager’s face cut into him. Frustrations, anger, sorrow; the emotions chased each other across Bert’s features.
The sun was already reflecting off the face of the buildings, making him squint against the glare. The predicted summer storm had not materialized overnight, the system skirting the region, and now the muggy sky pressed down on the town. With no breeze to stir the leaves of the trees, it negated the park-like effect into sultry malaise for the early downtown visitors.
Justus firmed his mouth. “The legalese papers are there also. There shouldn’t be any problems with the transference of the property. All signed and notarized.”
Bert didn’t speak. The keys continued to revolve, clinking as he turned them over again.
“Any questions?” Justus asked.
“No,” Bert said. The keys seemed to hold his full attention. He blew out a puff of air and looked up. “Going by yourself, then?”
“Yes.”
As if to make him into a liar, he felt the familiar shiver on the small hairs of his forearm. “But,” he said, eyeing the approaching red Chevy pickup, “she probably knows about it.”
“Hm,” said Bert. His face brightened. Then he shook his head as he watched the Chevy roll to a stop in front of the shop. “Nah, I think she’s clueless. You keep your secrets so well.”
Sable opened the pickup door, and her eyes flicked between Justus and Bert. She closed the door with a muted thud and came around the pickup.
“Sup?” Bert said.
She flashed a grin at the teen’s greeting, then walked to the sidewalk, twisting her silver bracelet as she did. She froze when she saw the familiar keys in Bert’s hand. Something flashed across her face, but she turned away from him before Justus could see more.
“So, what time are we opening today, Boss?” Her voice was normal.
“Oh, the usual time. Noon on Sunday.”
Bert’s head jerked, but he held still otherwise.
“Anything…” She stopped. “Any special instructions? For our…new window display, I mean?”
He had forgotten about the conversation from the week before about changing the window dressing. He cleared his throat and saw Bert twitch again out of the corner of his eye.
“Fourth of July is coming up.” His voice was still hoarse. “How about something patriotic?” he said to her back.
“Sounds good. I’ll get right on that.”
Bert stirred. “I’ve got the flags left over from Flag Day. I can bring them over.”
She nodded without speaking.
“Got some red, white, and blue tinselly things in the back storage closet too. You might go back there.”
“What about the cellar?” Sable said.
When he didn’t respond, she threw him a sidelong glance. “The cellar,” she said again. “Is there anything down there I need to…know about?”
“I’ll leave…” He stopped when she turned to him fully, her mouth shaped into a firm line. “I wrote down how to get into the cellar. It’s in my rooms.”
Absently, he brushed away a bug that landed on his forearm, the glimmer of her full eyes taking every conscious thought from him. There was no mistaking the sparkle for stars now. Her shoulders slumped, and then she straightened them again. “Okay, it sounds like you have everything covered…for the window display,” she said. The brisk tone didn’t hide the break in her voice.
Another insect crawled on his arm, and he felt the wind begin to pick up. He brushed his forearm again. A distant motor sounded, but he didn’t pay any attention to the thrum of the engine. Sable was pushing the silver charms down to cover the scars on her wrists, turning them as she did. Her sleeveless blouse had a deeply scooped neck in the back, and her collarbones stood out from her shoulder. She had one arm crossed and was holding it with her other hand, her neck slightly bowed. As he watched, she brushed her bare forearm with her hand, and the charms jangled.
A small breath of wind caught his clothes, smelling of cool wetness, and the hairs on his arm crawled as if a thousand bees were humming there. His stomach dropped and he gasped. She whirled to face him with the same mask of fear he knew she saw in him.
“You have to leave. Now,” she said. Panic threatened to control her, and as he watched, she fisted her hands at her side.
“It is too late.” Justus smiled. How strangely calm he felt. His eyes never left hers as he nodded at the approaching car. “They are here.”
Bert stood abruptly, and Justus heard his gasp, but he could do nothing for him. Sable’s mouth trembled, then firmed. She faced the car. Justus stepped to her side. He found it surprising that none of the emotions he thought he should feel, nothing of panic or fear, were a part of this moment. Running was not an option.
To avoid confrontation, unthinkable.
The emotion sifting into him was something different, harder. Resolved. He felt like he was poised on the edge of a high cliff, preparing to jump. Or fly. The choice was his to make. And with that, calm washed over him.
He loved flying.
Justus watched the car slow to a stop, and the two people, a man and a woman, stepped from the vehicle. The woman, he dismissed immediately. She was a mage, but her aura held no alarm for him. The elements of Air and Earth soared around her as she scanned the shop and their postures. A troubled frown appeared on her brow.
The man was a different story. He was the image of authority walking, a man who knew what it was to command, give orders, and expect obedience. This was a man in control. Justus narrowed his eyes as he viewed the roaring elements flashing around the man. Fire was the mage’s talent, in enormous amounts. The hunter glided around the front of the car with no wasted motions, like a supple panther stalking its prey.
This was a dangerous man, lethal in every way.
Even as Justus had done, the man appeared to assess the three people facing him, measuring and then dismissing the wide-eyed teenager who stood frozen by the wooden bench. Those blue-gray eyes brightened when they turned to Sable and appeared satisfied. But when he turned to Justus, the expression changed. His eyes sharpened as they focused on him. With the ward stone protecting Justus, the man could not see the mage standing before him. But something made the face of the man harden. Maybe something of the emotions coursing through Justus at that moment were on his face, the hot bar of anger he felt turning his mind into familiar, but controlled fury.
The Imperium thought they could carve out a section of his world just by being here.
No.
In that moment, Justus formed the anger into adamant and iron will. The rage going through his thoughts turned into icy-cold calm, with fire licking the edges.
The mage’s brow furrowed deeply, alarmed by what he saw when Justus met his gaze without flinching. In the time the couple had exited the car and the first character assessments made, only a few seconds had passed.
Justus waited.
Prepared. And cold with rage.
Softly spoken words broke the invisible effervescence.
“The shop is closed,” Sable said. She stepped in front of Justus.
The open street with the sun reflecting from the buildings across the road, the teenage boy stiff with fright to his left, and the man still facing him; Justus became aware of his surroundings and took a breath. The man facing him also flicked his eyes around as the strange woman laid her fingers on his arm, her face worried. His quick smile steadied her, and he took a deep breath as well.
“The shop is closed,” Sable said again, “but I think you know that already.”
“We aren’t here to shop.” The woman smiled briefly.
“We are here on behalf of your parents,” the man said.
Sable remained quiet.
“I am Dayne Mathon, and this is my wife Macy.”
“Why do they want her?” Justus didn’t realize he’d intended to speak until the words left his mouth. The sound of his low, steady voice sliced through the air.
The adept looked at him with the eye of a man under attack. The mage touched his Fire element, not gathering it, not yet. It was like a finger ready to flip the safety of a gun.
“To find her, to know she is okay,” the man said, his tone low as well.
Justus couldn’t stop his lips from curling away from his teeth, and he took a step to the side away from Sable. He needed more room to act. Glacier cold enveloped his mind, and he automatically prepared to gather his elements. He began to extend his thoughts to pull from the Earth and Air great magnitudes of energies.
A hand on his arm, a soft voice beside him stopped him, and he looked down at Sable. She stood in front of him, looking up into his face, her hands on his chest. The rage he felt, the ice and the lava together, was nothing he had ever felt before. The only things holding him from releasing it against the man were those eyes that spoke silently to him.
To wait. To stop.
He took a calming breath and nodded.
“We aren’t here to take her,” the other hunter said softly. Macy brushed her hair back in a nervous gesture. “We just want to talk to her, make sure she’s okay.”
The words meant nothing to him. Even when tension ebbed from the man standing at the woman’s side, his eyes stayed on Sable’s face.
And she mouthed silently three words.

I love you.

Nothing but her face, her lovely eyes and mouth could hold his attention now, her lashes making a black fringe around her gray eyes.
The emotions washing through him were like nothing he had felt before, no anger, no fear, but a soaring emotion that would rival the fastest bird. Not even the man’s voice could break through the hold on him.
“That’s right. We just want to talk. Let her parents know she is okay. Not to take her back,” Mathon said.
Justus bent to softly kiss her cheek, and then he breathed into her ear, “As I do you.”
He smiled as the tears sprang into her gray eyes. Without breaking from their gaze, Justus said, “That would be a good thing…that you are here for information only.” Justus met the man’s eyes. “A very good thing,” he said to the hunter.
Gently, he pulled Sable from in front of him, his arm around her waist, so they could both face the two mages together. He looked at the wide-eyed woman standing by the grim man and nodded to her.
“Ma’am.”
She stepped back from him, startled by something in his face. For a moment, he thought he saw fear cross her features. Then wonder, as she collected herself and stood silently by the man’s side.
“We just want to talk to her. That’s all. Alone. For her sake, we need to make sure she’s okay. Make sure she’s under no duress,” the hunter said and looked pointedly at Justus’s hand on her waist.
The smile Justus gave the hunter was not pleasant. Sable stopped Justus from moving forward with her hand on his arm.
“It’s okay. I think I can talk to them. Don’t worry,” she said. Her tone was soothing, low.
He released her. The woman called Macy was still staring at him. When Sable patted Justus’s arm and stepped away, Macy smiled and seemed to relax. She motioned for Sable to precede them down the sidewalk. Hesitating, Sable threw one glance over her shoulder and then walked ahead of them. They were almost at the corner when Bert released the air he held in a sharp puff. He looked at Justus, opening his mouth to ask questions.
Justus quickly put one finger in front of his lips, and Bert subsided. Without expending magic or gathering any energy, he augmented his hearing.
He heard a low huff of breath. “I didn’t think he was going to let us leave for a minute,” the hunter called Dayne said.






Chapter Nineteen
“I didn’t think he was going to let us leave for a minute,” Dayne said.
He tried to shake it off, the battle-sense that had settled over him. It had taken all of the experience and nerve to hold his ground in the face that black-eyed man’s stance. In the back of his mind, he wondered if his Fire element would have been enough to stop the man—a human, no less.

Ridiculous, he scoffed to himself.
He blew out another breath to pull himself together. “Who was that guy?”
“A friend,” the young woman said curtly.
The tener unus seemed willing enough to walk with them, but her trust didn’t go very far. She paced between them, her eyes forward as they moved down the tree-lined street. A small park was his destination, a staging ground on their earlier trip to find the young one.
Not so young, though. Probably in her twenties, really too old for what she was: untried.
Oh, well, not his problem.
The corners of Macy’s mouth turned down as she kept her pensive gaze on the tener unus. She patted the young woman’s arm without speaking.
The tener unus jerked away from her and strode ahead of them. Dayne flinched when hurt flashed across Macy’s face. Clearly, his wife wasn’t ready for the emotional traps, the suspicious newbie, and the Imperium’s sensory bonds of this mission. But it was too late now.
Early joggers looking to beat the summer sun passed them as Dayne trailed behind Macy and the girl through the entrance. He wiped the perspiration off his brow and wondered when the real heat would hit. The air was still and muggy, really too hot for his taste.
He hoped it was the heat making him sweat and not the human back at the shop.
The trail opened into a clearing. Several concrete benches were scattered under the trees alongside the path. Dayne took the lead and motioned for the women to follow him to a set of benches under one oak tree. The young one sat opposite them, looking at her hands twisting in her lap, the many bracelets clinking as she moved.
As he leaned back against the bench, Dayne had his first real look at the tener unus, the source of all Tiarra’s angst. Time to allay her fears with his most benign face. He prepared to begin his calming speech, but the words stuck in his throat when she looked up and met his eyes. It was then he realized his mistake. He had no need to give her soothing words to allay her fears. Her face held nothing of fear.
The young woman coolly appraised him, and it sure as hell wasn’t apprehension that curled her lip back from her teeth.
“What do you want?” she said.
For a beat, he paused, her steady gaze confusing him. For the first time since he had risen to the top of the Imperium, words and strategy abandoned him and left him speechless. This land of uncertainty was not a familiar place for him. She watched him silently, calmly. Her poise reminded him less of prey and more of the predator. Dangerous…
Dangerous? What idiot was he channeling today? First, a human had given him the willies, and now a magic-less girl.
He cleared his throat. “Exactly like I said. We just want to talk. See where you stand.”
The girl tipped her head to the side. “How I am progressing, you mean,” she said.
From the corner of his eye, Dayne saw Macy’s mouth twitch. He tamped down his irritation. Unbelievably, she found something funny about the business with the girl. He shook his head. “No, we want to answer any questions you might have and help you—”
“Turn me,” she interrupted.
He gritted his teeth and sucked in a breath to calm down. Macy covered her mouth with her hand, but not before Dayne saw her newborn smile.
“No. We are not here to ‘turn’ you. That is your business, not ours.” Dayne frowned. “How much do they know, those two humans back there?” he asked in a low harsh voice. “And your other friends, the old couple, have you told them anything? That guy, the shop owner, he was ready to take me on, so you must have told him something.”
“No, I haven’t told anyone about my gift.”
She said the last word like a curse. The young woman pursed her lips together. “Mr. Aubre knows I had abusive parents. Not my fault you chose that excuse for tailing me,” the tener unus said. She jerked her chin up. “Why are you here, then? And screw the political rhetoric. I don’t need petted. I don’t need managed. Why are you here?”
Dayne hesitated and traded looks with Macy while he wavered. He didn’t have experience with this situation. Macy’s mocking smile didn’t help his indecision.
The girl, Sable, watched with bird-bright eyes, quietly observing their unspoken conversation. Her intent look drank in and seemed to store every scrap of information. Dayne shrugged and gave in.
“You seem to know a lot about us. We have orders to guard you and watch over you.”
“What? Tiarra doesn’t want to haul me in?”
Dayne shook his head. “No. She wants your allegiance, but not until you’ve reached your full potential. She hopes you will turn without her personal attention.”
Sable shivered. Finally. She was beginning to show a little fear.
“How did you hide from those two hunters?” he asked.
“I didn’t know I did.” Sable frowned and hesitated, as if picking her words carefully. “We had a mystery a few weeks ago, a bunch of kids with severe headaches. They got better after a few days in the hospital, but it was chaos for a while. Did the Imperium have a hand in that?”
He nodded, but didn’t elaborate; the subject was not something he wanted to relive. The kids taken to the hospital had received a visitor, Tiarra, who bonded with them as they lay helplessly in their beds. Spirit blanked the minds of parents and hospital staff, and she had moved from room to room without opposition. Tiarra’s harvest was miserly. Very few of the ones she had bonded had enough talent to light a match, and her resulting bad temper had kept her underlings treading carefully ever since.
When Macy frowned at him, he realized he had inadvertently caught a loop of Fire that he spun as a human would a rubber band. He saw an identical frown on Sable’s face, and he released the energy.
“Tiarra doesn’t want the magically inclined to run loose. She wants them under control. They can be dangerous if they aren’t. The Wilders, the unrestrained wizards, need to be found and controlled,” Dayne said.
Sable tipped her head to one side, as if puzzled. “Controlled? Why control them?”
“They must be controlled. The crazies.”
Macy gave him a sidelong look, while Sable didn’t even stir.
Dayne gestured with his hand. “There are wizards out there with no restraint. They don’t care who they hurt or how they do it.”
Sable’s hooded eyes bored into him. “So they have to be policed. What is the big deal?” she said. “Just like the human population, we need cops and security. Why should we serve one person, without our consent, against our will?”
“Picture the world of wizards, unrestrained wizards who could turn the world upside down. Unimaginable chaos,” Dayne said.
Macy stirred, but didn’t speak.
Sable gave him an even look. “Define ‘unrestrained.’ Maybe it means something different in your world than it does in mine. I always thought it meant to be free.”
He scowled and looked to his wife for support, but Macy crossed her arms.
“You’re supposed to be on my side,” he said to her.
“I’m on the side of the one who is right.”
“Damn it, Macy, this isn’t the time to do this.”
She lifted one eyebrow and shrugged. “What are we doing? Just having a discussion, that’s all. She is asking logical questions about her future. Nothing wrong with that.”
Dayne stood abruptly and jerked his head for Macy to follow. “Excuse us for a while, Sable. My wife and I need to have a private discussion.”
Sable smirked and leaned back against the bench. Macy followed him to the edge of the clearing. It was far enough away that the tener unus couldn’t overhear, but he kept his voice low as a precaution.
“Macy, you need to get a grip. You are taking this way too personally. Our mission here is watching over her, keeping an eye on the TU, not taking her side. She needs to be guarded from herself. And her crazy ideas won’t fly, you know that, not after Tiarra takes over.”
“Don’t you see, Dayne,” Macy said. “That’s why she doesn’t want to become Tiarra’s acolyte. As soon as she is turned, she loses her autonomy and freedom. She’ll become Tiarra’s puppet and slave. And Heaven knows what else.”
Dayne felt his stomach clench with foul, unwanted memories. He forced them from his mind. An ache in his skull threatened to split his head. He scrubbed one hand over his eyes. “We keep the chaos at bay and try to live our lives.”
“No,” she said, sweeping one hand between them. “We don’t live our lives. We dance to her tune. We follow her rules.”
“And what’s the alternative, huh? To go down in fire like that mage that created the volcano in Mexico? Or the wilder that blew up in Russia a hundred years ago?”
He gestured at the tener unus. She was contemplating the ground and hadn’t moved. “How about her? If Tiarra hadn’t bonded with her, she’d be like a crazed animal with delusions of grandeur.”
“Hey. I’m sitting right here, you know. I can hear you,” Sable said, her voice pitched low.
Dayne swiveled. She still looked down at the ground. “No, you can’t,” he blurted.
Her eyes came up as his confusion multiplied. She chose not to answer.
Macy’s laugh broke through the tension. She was still chuckling as she went back and sat down on the bench. Dayne followed, his bafflement warring with curiosity. The girl stoically kept her gaze on him.
He drummed his fingers on the back of the bench as two runners came down the trail. He waited for them to pass. They disappeared around the trees.
“You were listening,” he said.
“Obviously.”
“You have come into your magic, then. How are you covering up your talent?”
But as he spoke, she was shaking her head. “No, I am not a full wizard. Using my small talent leaves me weak, but I do know how to boost my hearing without much trouble.”
“How could you know how to do that? Adepts don’t have anything until they come into their magic completely. Don’t you want to know where your talents lie? Learn the full extent of your talent?” he said.
“I know what it is,” she said quietly.
Dayne looked at her, his eyebrows lifted. Even Macy seemed surprised.
She narrowed her eyes and did not speak. Extending her hand, palm up, he felt her reach for magic and the energies swirled around her. On her palm was a small tongue of flame that disappeared after only a second, replaced by the formation of a tiny teardrop of moisture. It formed out of the water vapor from the muggy air and splashed onto her palm. A sudden gust of wind blew the drop away. Sable dropped her hand to the edge of the wooden bench. It molded to her hand and when she lifted her palm, an exact replica of her fingers remained in the wood.
“I have Spirit also,” she said softly and laid the same hand on his. And he felt a small, but distinctive touch of serenity and was unreasonably sorry when she withdrew her hand to sit back. Sable’s drawn face looked exhausted, and she seemed to be breathing faster. “I know what I have. But it is mine, not hers.”
He was aware of Macy’s open mouth and assumed his face was the mirror of hers. He shook his head and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees to look at Sable. Her calm expression unsettled him.
“You have all five elements.”
She did not acknowledge him, but waited silently.
Dayne took a breath to steady his excitement. “At this stage, you shouldn’t be able to touch any of the elements, let alone have that kind of control. None of us had that. Your potential must be—” he spread his hands wide “—enormous.”
“I can see your talent lies in Fire. And yours”—she nodded at Macy—“is Earth and Air.”
Dayne traded looks with Macy, his earlier amazement now eclipsed. “You see the magic?”
“Of course. Doesn’t everyone?” Sable said.
“No, we don’t. I feel the magic when it is used or gathered, but I can’t…” Dayne stopped. “What do you see? What does it look like?” he asked. He leaned forward again.
“I don’t see it unless you use it, but then it looks like…sparklers lined up in a row. Your Fire is orange. Macy’s talents in Earth are green, and Air is blue. They look like contrails, following your hands when you move. They swirl around you as you walk, making little eddies as you pass through them.”
“Your magic is manifesting without a specific trigger,” Macy said. She laid her hand over Sable’s arm. This time, she didn’t shake it off. “You must use care to avoid generating an emotion that would push you over the edge. Tiarra will always be there, waiting for you to turn.”
Dayne started to agree, but his nagging headache burst to life. As he rubbed his temples, he considered Macy’s words. “Tiarra isn’t an angelic model of what the world should be, but she does restrain the nut jobs.” His headache eased and he opened his eyes again.
“She is insane.”
Dayne whipped around to Macy. “You don’t know that.”
“She is crazy and that is a fact.”
“You don’t have Spirit, so there’s no way you can know that.”
“After all she has done to us. To you,” she cried, “and you still defend her.”
He stared at Macy, who mirrored his obstinacy. The hot jab of the headache began to build again.
“She has some kind of agenda going on that we are not privy to,” she said, louder. Her hands gestured and a sudden breeze caught the bits of grass clippings, swirling around them.
“Doesn’t matter,” Dayne said. “We’ve caught the girl. We were successful. Now I need to file a report.” His words tumbled from his mouth.
Macy’s face paled and he stiffened when Sable hissed.
“You think you’ve won.”
As he had earlier when the tener unus had first taken his measure, Dayne felt a terrible menace slice through his senses. Sable rose from the bench, her face cold with fury. “You think you’ve won,” she repeated, “just by finding me, guarding me. As if I can be caged so easily.”
A sudden gust of Air whirled around her, blowing her hair in wild tangles. Magic whispered in the wind, and he lost all pretense of denying her talent.
Her gaze locked on him. “You don’t know me. And Tiarra has no idea what I am capable of.”
She turned and, with unhurried steps, paced to the trail they had followed to the clearing. Dayne snapped his mouth shut and made as if to go after her. Macy stopped him with her hand.
“Wait. Give her some space. Sable is going back to the shop,” she said.
They began to backtrack down the trail to the park entrance. To his surprise, Sable waited on the curb.
“I have one question, about the magically inclined who Tiarra hasn’t caught. What happens to the wizard she doesn’t bond with? How are they handled?”
“Tiarra doesn’t allow them to remain unrestrained.”
“Everyone bound to her must obey her,” Macy’s voice thrummed. “A wilder acts on their free will, and she cannot abide that.”
“So a wizard, who she hasn’t forced into her Imperium’s order, is a threat to her. That wizard could turn others into a force against her, become a rebel-warrior.”
“Until the day he died,” Dayne said. “He would be on the run from morning until night, every day of the year. Eventually, his time would run out and a company of wizards under Tiarra’s control would wipe him out.”
To the empty street, Sable said, “I think that is why the mages who are free have a ‘wanted’ poster on them. They are the only force standing between the world and a sorceress who would become a god.”


“You’re killing me here, dude. What’s going on?” Bert asked.
Justus had gone silent after feeding the teenager the conversation between Sable and the hunters. Now, as he looked at Bert leaning over the edge of the office desk, the kid was twitching in a combination of worry and excitement.
“They are hunters, but they don’t seem interested in taking her, at least not right now,” Justus said. He stared without seeing at the far wall of his office.






Chapter Twenty
The best-laid schemes of mice and men…

Robert Burns had it right, Justus thought.
Maggie had opened her arms to the hunters. She loved that Sable’s parents had hired them to locate their daughter—proof, she said, that they wanted only the best for her. Her motherly traits bloomed, and Justus settled back to watch the show. Sable shrugged and played her part well. But sometimes, Justus caught her leveling a grim look at the couple.
Under dire warnings, Bert was absent in all meetings with the Mathon couple. His enthusiasm for all things magical was too much of a temptation. Matched with his tendency to commit oral diarrhea, and it was a recipe for disaster. With promises to keep out of sight, the teen sighed and roamed with his buddies, rather than play acolyte.
Maggie’s house marked the demilitarized zone, and the players circled warily. It was the Fourth of July, and explosions of Silver Salutes echoed over the town. Celebrating the day with outlawed fireworks mirrored the American-style of independence. But fireworks weren’t the only incendiary device this day. Tempers threatened to explode in the McIntyres’ back yard as well.
Maggie insisted on meeting the hunters, Dayne and Macy. She was a gracious hostess, plying her guests with food and hospitality. It wasn’t her fault when the conversation kept dying in torturous agony.
Dayne and Macy were poised stiffly in the weathered teak chairs. Emmett gave Dayne a sidelong look from under his bushy eyebrows when the hunter made a comment about the local politics. The older man didn’t respond. Justus chuckled behind his mug of brew, hiding his reaction to Emmett’s suspicion.
After exchanging wary looks with the hunter for the first few days—the equivalent of two dogs circling each other—Justus called a silent détente. But the peace treaty did not include the smarmy man who oozed charm like a leaky oil well.
Wesley’s story got a laugh from the women. But when Wesley patted Sable’s knee and then left his hand there, Justus felt his ire grow. His palm itched to pull a bit of Fire from the charcoal pit and slip it into the man’s pocket. A sound from his right made Justus flick his eyes to Dayne, who grinned, seemingly enjoying the show. The hunter turned to whisper something into Macy’s ear, and she frowned but managed to keep from looking at Justus.
Maybe he would save a briquette for Dayne also.
Justus crossed his arms over his chest and sat back, ignoring the hunters.
Sable stood and swayed out from under Wesley’s hand. She began to pick up the remains of the cherry pie from the wrought iron table and benches.
“Here, let me help,” Macy said. She stood and helped Maggie to her feet.
Wesley followed the women through the kitchen door, chattering about wanting another piece of pie. He gave Justus a smirk before he disappeared. Justus looked murder at his back and started to get up to follow.
“Hold on, son,” Emmett said. He chuckled and held out his hand, motioning Justus to sit down again. “Let him dig his own grave. That way it’s his fingerprints on the handle of the shovel, not yours. And your gal can’t gripe at you.”
“Your gal?” Dayne said in a surprised voice. “Sable?”
Justus didn’t respond, but something in his face must have satisfied his question. Dayne sat back with a grin.
“She is a sweetie, I give you that. Very independent. I can see why your nephew likes her,” Dayne said slyly. His hooded eyes sparkled, and again, Justus saw that secret smile, at once hopeful and conniving.
Emmett snorted. With one eye on the open kitchen window, he lowered his voice as Wesley’s hearty laugh drifted from the kitchen.
“Just cuz Wesley likes her don’t mean anything. Around here, we say wanting and getting are two different things, and just cuz he wants her don’t mean he’ll get what he wants. He hasn’t learned how to treat a lady. And that’s a fact. Sable won’t have nuthin’ to do with him in the long run. You just watch and see. She’s too bright for his nonsense.”
Emmett stretched and patted his distended middle. He groaned as he stood up. “I’m gonna work off dinner, get the blood pumping and take a walk down the road before the main fireworks start up. See ya in a while.”
He disappeared around the corner of the house, leaving Justus alone with the hunter.
Dayne seemed to lose his earlier amusement. His face was thoughtful, and for a while, the men sat in silence, watching the intermittent fireworks on the horizon. Several towns were putting on their displays, and since the McIntyres’ home sat on a low hill, it was possible to watch several celebrations of rockets and fireworks at once. When the red and blue flares faded in the south display, a large white chrysanthemum rocket burst to the west. Before those fires settled back to the earth, a new rocket went up from the north from a neighboring town. It was a fine way to spend a night.
“She is a good person,” Dayne said suddenly. He solemnly watched the glittering fire on the western horizon.
“Yes, she is,” Justus said. “I’m surprised her parents suddenly took an interest in her after all these years. My understanding is she put herself through college without a penny from her folks. And now, suddenly, they are worried about her welfare? They must have a motive.”
“I don’t know. Maybe they reconsidered… Whatever. I’m earning my pay. I found her and she is doing fine, so, as far as I am concerned, my job is done,” Dayne said in a curt tone.
The men sat in silence, each with their separate thoughts.
“It was for her own good,” Dayne said. His voice was touched with anger. “They just want to know she is all right.”
“Obviously, she is fine,” Justus said quietly.
The hunter frowned and looked away. “They want her to reach her full potential,” he said.
“By whose definition?”
Dayne remained silent, looking at Justus’s innocent face.
“She has a life,” Justus continued. “She is happy.”
As if to underscore his comment, Sable’s muffled voice floated from the kitchen, joined in laughter by Macy and Maggie.
“It seems to me, Sable has made something of her life all on her own, and interference from an outside influence can only disrupt that. It isn’t needed. Or wanted.”
Dayne looked upset, his frown coloring his face. Absently, the hunter began rubbing his temple, as if to relieve a sudden headache.
Justus heard the tones of a cell phone, and Dayne jumped. He took the cell from his back pocket, looked at the caller ID, and mashed his mouth into a hard line.
“Macy,” Dayne said, his voice strained.
She came to the kitchen door, wiping her hands on a towel. She smiled, her eyes sparkling, but the good humor vanished when she saw Dayne’s expression. Her glowing face shut down into a hard mask.
Dayne switched from the congenial acquaintance to something cold as he nodded to the front of the house. He answered the phone. “Yes?”
Macy followed him as he walked with the phone pressed against his ear around the house to the front yard.
Justus sat back in the chair and augmented his hearing using the fixed magic of his ward stone. He closed his eyes.
“Yes,” Dayne was saying. “Things are progressing; it just takes time to—”
The female voice on the other end seemed annoyed.
“No. There are no problems. It isn’t that.”
Again, a long pause, and then: “It isn’t necessary. I tell you, the plans are proceeding just fine.” Dayne’s tone seemed desperate. His voice moved farther away to the street.
Justus stretched his ability to hear as the hunter’s voice faded. He wanted to know what the female caller said.
“…vacation. You and your wife need to move along, my Imperator,” the female voice was saying.
Justus felt a chill that dropped into his stomach.
“Enjoying yourself isn’t a part of your assignment.” Her voice faded again as they moved farther away.
Justus pushed his hearing ability again.
“And follow protocol with this tener…” The voice faded.
He upped his energy again. “…this isn’t up for discussion…”
“Wait.” Dayne’s voice came hard and rough. “There’s a signature of another mage in the area. I’ll call you back.”
Justus opened his eyes and froze, quickly comprehending his mistake. He realized that without thought, he had reached for more than the fixed magic of his ward stone; he had pulled the swirl of magic energies around him in order to hear the hunters and their mistress. The sound of footsteps from the front of the house made him steel his mind. He stood and prepared himself to face them.
From the beginning, when she stepped through his shop door, he felt the time was coming. He knew the eventual outcome of his involvement with Sable would result in a confrontation with the Imperium. He felt the mage gather his Fire element into a ready position. And Justus prepared to do the same.
He closed his eyes as he extended his arms away from his body and made his mind ready to gather the phantasms churning around him.
The banging of the kitchen door jolted him, interrupting his concentration. A soft feminine body collided with his and wiped away his focus on his magic. He suddenly had a double-armful of an adept, and she was kissing his mouth. He responded with animalistic fervor.
She molded against him and opened her mouth against his. Justus was marginally aware of the two hunters, who stopped their headlong rush from the front yard at the corner of the house.
An amused cough should have made him release Sable, but she burrowed even closer, and he barely heard Macy whisper, “See, it’s just Sable.”
Sable dug in deeper.
A low laugh. “I’ll call her back and tell her false alarm,” Dayne said. “We need to get back to the motel anyway.”
Justus heard the footsteps recede. A vehicle started up.
He broke his mouth away from Sable and looked down at her, gasping. Her chuckle was low and throaty, and Justus almost pulled her back into his body.
A low human snarl made him release her. Wesley stood at the kitchen doorway, fuming.
“Dishes all done?” Justus asked sweetly.
He rested his chin on top of Sable’s head and watched as Wesley bared his teeth. Seeing the man’s backside as he returned to the kitchen gave Justus all the reward he needed.
Into her ear, Justus said, “Thanks. Good thing I have you looking out for me. That could have been bad.”
She broke away him. “You. Are. An. Idiot. You were about to—”
He threw his hands up. “All right, lookit. Truce for now, okay? We should talk where it’s not quite as, er, crowded. And it is a bit crowded around here.” Justus rolled his eyes meaningfully toward the back door of the house.
Her brow swept up. Then she curled one hand around his forearm.
“Would you like to take a walk in the moonlight?” Sable said. She wiggled her eyebrows.
“Oh, my. At the risk of losing my reputation, I guess I’ll say yes.”
She snickered again and took the lead, pulling his arm toward the path to the clearing.
“I don’t know,” Justus said. “It’s awful dark down there. We might get lost.”
“You’re already lost, so shut up.”
He laughed and quit resisting.
He listened for footsteps coming from behind them, the sneaky, Wesley-type of sound he had grown to dislike. But there was nothing, no sounds but the lingering booms and pops of the celebrations echoing in the night.
Sable didn’t speak but held onto his arm, and he was content with the feel of her brushing against him. Her head tilted down, watching the path or thinking. He didn’t know. When she stopped on a short rise, he stood at her side. Justus felt his heart pounding.
She cleared her throat, and it had a nervous sound to it. “I see you have your keys again,” she said. She touched the key ring jangling on the belt loop at his side.
His stomach tightened in response, and he held his breath. “Of course,” Justus said. “Can’t run a business without keys.”
He smiled down at her, but she didn’t look up.
“And your papers?”
“What papers?”
“The ones in your rooms, all legal and notarized.”
“Oh,” he said. “I didn’t know you knew about them. Bert has a big mouth.”
She waited.
Justus shrugged. “I had to try out the new paper shredder, didn’t I? Works great, too.”
He found he had been waiting for that small smile, and she gave it now. Then it turned impish, and she lifted one shoulder and sighed.
“The electric bill is missing. I sure hope you didn’t shred it by mistake.”
His laugh echoed across the clearing, and even though she resisted at first, he pulled her into his chest. Her muffled protests gave way, and she snuggled against him, wrapping her arms around his waist.
“No hot and bothered eruptions, lady,” he murmured into her hair. “I don’t need any more confrontations for now.” She smelled of peaches or strawberries, and he wanted to nuzzle her neck, but stopped that thought before it could travel far.
“Fine,” Sable said. “Then hold still and don’t…ah, don’t kiss my neck.” Her voice went up an octave.
Justus decided his strength of will sucked when it came to Sable. “I know, I know.” He stepped back and held her at arm’s length, admiring her flustered look. His eyes watched hotly as she straightened the front of her shirt.
She rolled her eyes when she saw him looking at her.
“Did you mean it?” he said softly.
“Huh?”
“What you said that day in front of the shop, when the hunters showed up. Did you mean it?”
Her face softened, and even in the dim light of the half-moon, he saw the change in her face. Sable cupped his face in her hand, and he felt the deep down shudder in his body.
“Yes,” she said simply.
He lifted his hands and put them on either side of her face, his thumbs gently caressed the corners of her mouth.
“As I do you,” he said and bent to touch her lips gently with his own, moving carefully.
But he quickly forgot his resolution to be responsible. Her arms wrapped around his neck and she pressed against him, drawing him to her.
He didn’t stop to think of repercussions. Her scent, the taste of her mouth on his tongue, the warmth of her body against his skin; for a time, his world became nothing else.
It was the hiss and crackle of gathered energy that tore him away. Her panting breaths were in time with his gasps.
“Sorry,” she said. Then she laughed a little, looking at him with sparkling eyes.
“Sable,” Justus said and stopped. He closed his eyes, held himself still, and tried to control his breathing. When he opened his eyes again, she was looking unsure, her brow furrowed.
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I have known since nearly the first day we met that your talents will be…massive when you come into your magic.”
She nodded, waiting.
“And your magic seems limited now, but you have more natural talent at this moment than many adepts who have achieved their full ability.”
Sable gestured vaguely in the direction of the house. Her hand cut through the trails of her magic, creating small whorls of differing colors. “Did you know they can’t see the elements like we can?”
The motion of her hand flowing through the energies made certain parts of her body move in concert. Very interesting movements. “Um, what?”
“Dayne and Macy. They have never seen what magic looks like. When I told them that I have all five elements and that I could see their talents, they were amazed. They can’t see magic, and I can’t see it unless a mage is holding it. Why do you think that is?”
He frowned. She had stopped moving. “It may have something to do with the bonding to the Imperium or that we have all five elements,” he said vaguely. “Possibly it has something to do with the ward stone.”
Justus stopped.
“They know you have all five elements,” he said flatly. “You showed them.”
“Yes, I showed them.” Her chin lifted. “My talents, my business.”
He clenched his jaw at the sight of her stubborn face, but gave in after a moment. “Oh, well, guess it didn’t hurt.”
She rolled her eyes and patted his chest where the ward stone lay. “You might be right about your pendant. Maybe it not only provides a shield for you, but breaks down shields of others.”
He tried to ignore the touch of her warm fingers on his chest or the sudden increase of his heart rate. It disrupted his thought processes, and he needed all of them right now. “She’ll use you.”
The light faded from her eyes.
“When you come into your full potential,” he said quietly, “you will have massive abilities, in all five elements, and Tiarra will control your actions. You must know this; what you have rivals mine. The hunters do her will. They can’t help it. They are not free agents, no matter how nice they seem; we cannot allow them to get close.”
She nodded. He gently cupped her cheek and turned her toward him. Her shining eyes glimmered in the starlight, and his lips parted to pull in a short breath when she again laid her hand on his chest.
“Your ward stone,” she began and stopped. He noted her respiration came in bursts also. Sable fingered the new turquoise stone that hung with the brown. “Can you make a shield stone for me? One that keeps my signature from detection?”
“No,” he said abruptly, more harshly than he intended. At her lowered brow and unspoken question, Justus stepped back and tucked the chain with the azure and its mate, the ward stone, into his shirt. “To do that, I need to use Spirit in great amounts. I don’t know why my ward stones shields me from the element. Possibly because gathering it sends up a neon sign with a ‘here I am’ signal. I can’t create a talisman for you.”
Sable nodded, her face drawn into a worried frown. “When you make the turquoise pendant a shield from the Imperium’s locating device…?”
“I must remove the ward stone and gather small amounts of Spirit to fix it onto it. And do all that far away from here.”
“When? Soon?”
He nodded without replying.
A shadow passed over her face. “What are we going to do?” she said.
“Beats me.”
She grumbled irritably. “You think I’m strong, that I’ve got talent.”
He nodded.
“Stronger than you?”
Justus didn’t want her playful mood to end. Dire warnings had no place under the stars with the evening breeze curling around them. He stroked her cheek to smooth the errant strands away from her eyes and chose his words carefully.
“My love, you are very strong in your elements, and I don’t want to find out how strong.”
He was glad when she grinned and looked away; Justus didn’t think he could hold his face still much longer. Or keep his fear in check.


The cell phone rang once.
“Yes?”
“She isn’t falling for it.”






Chapter Twenty-One
Nickelback played one of his favorite songs on the car radio, and Justus kept time to the thumping beat with his fingers on the steering wheel. It gave him the impetus to keep to the plan, worry be damned.
The Midwest churned out muggy hot mornings nearly every day of summer, and the wide planters that crowded the roads during the spring and early summer had given way to tractors pulling balers to put up their hay. The iconic picture of boys in coveralls, splitting their teeth with stems of grass was long gone, as were the days of fields dotted with small bales of hay. Now the hay scattered across the field appeared like round monsters, weighing up to a ton. The hot days of picking up a thousand little bales by muscle and wagon was over, with a single operator doing the chore in an air-conditioned cab.
In the evenings now, the call of the mourning doves gave way to the buzz of locusts. And like swimming pools and barbeques, it was a sign that summer was at its peak.
Worry for Sable’s welfare gnawed at him, but he had put it off long enough and had to chance discovery by the roaming mages. Justus reluctantly left on a daytrip to gather the phantasms, though his worry for leaving her with the hunters made his skin itch in warning. But time was running out.
Justus had closed the shop for the rest of the month, giving the McIntyres a chance to take a long driving vacation to the southwest. When Sable threatened that she would try to make the shield stone herself if he didn’t leave, Justus grudgingly made his plans and left her before dawn to create the stone. He needed to be away from the vulture-like adepts circling Sable and find a place to work the magic into the stone without bringing them to the party.
Though Dayne and Macy seemed to be the only hunters watching Sable, Justus couldn’t be sure that others weren’t close. Maybe they didn’t feel the need to add more mages to their stakeout. Maybe they were confident their charge would turn and capitulate to the inevitable.
Or maybe they were satisfied that he would eventually turn her for them.
Justus remembered her hand in his, so warm and soft. He still couldn’t think of one scene in the movie they had attended, but he remembered every detail of her hand. For a time, he allowed the indulgence until he shook his mind out of the trance. He had to focus or they would all be dancing to the same tune. Now he needed all his wits about him instead of drowning his mind in thoughts of…
No, he needed to get back to business.
The road signs of a Dairy Queen and filling station looked familiar, and soon, the black top road he followed led to a lazy curve to the left, and he knew it was not far. Justus slowed his car and turned onto a graveled road, kicking up a dusty cloud behind him.
Half a mile later, he saw the overgrown drive leading into the brush. He stopped the car and turned off the engine. For a moment, he augmented his hearing, listening. For miles around, he heard nothing but the sounds of birds and insects. Justus flicked his hand into a scooping motion and created a round shield, covering the car and himself with a bubble of bent Air. Then he extended the gathered magic. Reaching into Earth, he pulled from the soil the elements he needed. With swirls of careful energies, he sent them to the overgrown drive, and the brush and weeds parted. He looked at the results, nodded, started the car, and drove into the now-cleared path. The bubble of Air formed a screen that allowed the branches to slide by without snagging. He maneuvered down the drive to the abandoned farmstead and glanced at his rearview mirror. The brush settled back into its previous riotous growth, unchanged by his passage. It looked as if no one had driven this forgotten lane in many years.
An old farmhouse stood with empty windows and a swayback roof, the sad remnants of its better days. A wide-branched maple tree stood in the yard, ancient by any standards. By the amount of broken branches lying at the base, it did not have many years left; a strong wind or ice storm would end its days soon. A lazily moving swing hung from one of its thick branches, and Justus could almost hear the high-pitched laughter of the long-ago children who had enjoyed the cool shade.
The barn was in somewhat better shape. The roof was intact and the blue barn swallows wheeled around the open door leading to the haymow.
Justus killed the engine and allowed the shield bubble to collapse. He walked up the slope leading to the breezeway running down the middle of the barn, the granaries, and storage areas on one side, stanchions and mangers on his left—a typical barn used for all livestock. The middle of the barn was clear of obstructions, and he walked to the side, where a large wooden manger bordered the center alleyway.
Made for horses, dairy cows, and wagons full of hay, it was part of a lost time. An age that was more romantic than easy living. He stopped at the manger and closed his eyes.
Justus slowly and carefully extended his senses in all directions, feeling again for anyone, human or mage, who may be close. The area was empty of people and he was alone. He dropped the Air he wrought, satisfied with his solitude. Time to work some magic.
He ignored the swallows and wasps flitting around him, opened his arms away from his body, his hands palms-up, and reached for the swirling energies that soared and swooped around him. Justus let his senses flow out and away from him, touching and gathering the surging phantasms into a convergence of glitter. The sparkling energies left comet trails around him, manifesting into hissing, colored streams of orange Fire, blue Air, and green Earth. He never understood why Water was red, but there it was, playing in the mix. Like streams of glimmering stars, they swirled around him, twining and braiding into separate paths, and as always, he marveled at the show. But he couldn’t let it go on for long without calling every mage in the five-county area to his location. After only a few seconds, he directed the streams into the turquoise stone hanging on the chain around his neck. And the magic quickly obliged, cascading one after another into the pendant like whispering shooting stars. The stone accepted the influx of magic with a tiny shudder.
Before Justus dropped his hands, he once again sent his senses out into the land to check for the magic signatures of adepts. Nothing.
The colors of the elements were a manifestation of their choosing, not his, and as always, he was awestruck by the vibrant colors. Spirit was the mystery, since he never risked working with the element in large amounts. Curious, he held the pendant in his left hand and slid the black chain over his head. Again, he sent his senses outward, feeling for adepts. Still nothing.
The waist-high manger stood broad at the edge where he set the stone and chain. He held his hand over it for a moment longer, then splayed his fingers and released it, withdrawing his hand as he did. It sat on the ancient wooden beam, looking like nothing more than a mud-colored stone with a hole in the middle for the fine, black chain, its mate the blue stone. Justus hesitated and then slowly lifted his arms again.
At first, nothing happened, and he wondered if the ward stone still exerted a shield around the Spirit element. He pulled and called to it, cajoled the element to do his bidding. It felt unlike the other elements: cold. He increased his focus, strengthened his will. Still nothing. But Justus felt his skin tighten, and like the charged atmosphere before a summer storm, anticipation sliced into his mental awareness and his senses tingled.
Then the air shimmered as crystalline specks appeared from every part of the barn’s alleyway like fireflies. White, as colorless as clear glass, as brilliant as the sun reflected from water, it gathered into a comet tail as the other elements had, spiraling around him. But where the other elements gave him the feeling of warmth and heat, Spirit was glacier-cold.
And it did not whisper like grains of sand.
It screamed in frozen crystals.
The stream curled in on itself and swirled in lazy circles around him. Justus felt none of the fascination with Spirit that he had with the manifestation of the other elements. This element was something more, something alive. Alarm mounted and his heart thudded.
The Spirit jumped to life, the languid whirling trails turned faster, and the cry of the crystals tore around his head. They formed and then coalesced into a shape, a sparkling white dragon. Justus stepped back. It moved as if alive, twitching into consciousness. It grew and soared, the trails feeding into it until its form took up nearly the width of the barn alleyway. It shuddered, seemed to inhale. The eyes of the dragon opened and revolved in sparkling bits of light. Blindly, its eyes wheeled, then settled on him. Intelligence and awareness were in them. The eyes widened as they fell on him, then contracted in malevolence. The glittering beast opened its mouth wide, and Justus saw its razor-crystal maw as it advanced.
Justus gasped, but stood firm, clenching his teeth. He raised his hand and poured his will and strength into it. With a clawing motion, he scooped the air before the dragon could reach him, and it eddied into swirls of small white trails. It dodged and shrank back, then narrowed its glistening eyes and came at him again, faster. This time, Justus stepped forward to meet it and again brought his hand through the crystals. His hoarse scream of defiance cut into the air with his hand.
The seething vortexes increased in volume and speed, and while the streams churned into confused trails, Justus took that moment to direct the element into the ward stone as he had the other energies. It hesitated, seemed to buck and ripple, then answered to his will and streamed into the stone. But the fires of Spirit did not go quietly. Bits of crystalline sparks spat at him and the stone trembled. A smell of char permeated the air around the wooden manger.
Justus drew his lips away from his teeth and snarled, forcing compliance from the element. For a few seconds longer, it resisted. Then, as an arrow from a bow, it hissed into the ward stone.
The brown-flecked stone rocked, and the black chain slithered into the cobwebby hay of the manger, pulling the stone with it. Justus leaped to catch it, but it disappeared into the dusty, ancient hay.
He scrabbled in the old hay, and a dusty cloud puffed out as he stirred it with his hands. Justus sneezed and the swallows came to life again, warning him to keep away from their young ones. For a fleeting moment, Justus saw the humor in the sight he made, one arm up to his shoulder, stuck in the dirty remains of ancient cattle fodder, and the dark blue birds swooping and diving at his head, hollering at him.
In the next moment, Justus lost any thought of laughter. He felt something different on his consciousness. His senses came alive and he could feel emotions. Astonishment, surprise, horror. And triumph.
None of the emotions were his.
Hazy faces gathered around him. Hundreds of wizards, strangers from all parts of the globe, wearing sneakers and jeans, pinstriped suits, robes, and dresses. As if peering through a hole in a wall, he caught a glimpse of each incorporeal figure, their actions caught at that moment, frozen in time and movement.
The misty forms jerked, became animated. As one, their attention snapped to him, their ghostly faces stunned. They stumbled. Some dropped what was in their hands. Others were startled into full wakefulness. Mouths agape, their eyes searched for the danger, as if it were close. But it wasn’t. The magic they felt was many miles away in a barn in Iowa.
They couldn’t see him, but they knew he was somewhere. That he existed. That he was among them.
In unison, the wizards lifted hands filled with questing magic and sent the elements to find that flare of enormous power.
One face filled his vision, a woman. Behind her was a large window showing office buildings and the bustling downtown of a large city. In that fleeting glance, he saw the waters of a lake reflecting a million sparkles from the sun.
Initially, her face showed astonishment, as had the others. But now, a triumphant gleam appeared as she fisted one hand and threw it at him, splaying her fingers wide as she did.
He felt a change inside him, a fierce rage as he clenched and bared his teeth at her. Her gauzy, expectant face changed, her laughter died. She seemed to draw back, and then her form wavered like early morning fog dissipating in the sun.
Then he remembered the ward stone lying hidden in the depths of the manger.

You fool.

With an oath at his idiocy, Justus knew he had only moments before the elements found him. He extended his hand, palm out, and called to the stone. The manger rattled, and he heard movement in the bottom of the hay. Wryly, he wondered if he might be calling a rat. But the stone slapped into his hand, and he felt the immediate effect as the strange elation ebbed and the touch of the Spirit element died away.
The loss shook him, and Justus dropped to his knees, holding the stone and chain against his chest as he bowed his head over it. For a few motes of eternity, he crouched there, but it was too much like supplication. He struggled to his feet.
He would never bow his head to anyone again.
Justus ran to his car.
It was coming.
He started the motor and did not expend magic to part the brush growing in the drive, but gunned the car. The hood hit the overgrowth and limbs scraping the paint screeched as nails pulled from a wooden board.
He felt it getting nearer.
The car exploded from the brush and weeds. Immediately, Justus settled into a sedate cruise down the gravel road. He glanced at the rearview mirror and caught sight of the rapidly diminishing aura of elements that still swirled around the old farmstead. But as he watched with jittering nerves, the phantasms vanished, dissipating or sinking into the air, earth, and surrounding energies.
Nothing remained.
Justus resisted the need to rocket down the road. The highway loomed, and he turned off and gradually climbed to just under the speed limit.
He felt it nearing and gripped the steering wheel. For that eternity, Justus held his breath.
It passed and continued away from him.
The gauges on the car spun wildly for a moment and then settled again. He forced his hands to relax on the wheel and released the pent-up air in his lungs.
After a few miles, he pulled into a small rest stop. Kids chased each other round the park-like lawn. The adults gathered in excited groups, talking and gesturing.
Justus sat in his car, listening but not expending any magic. One man stared at him and finally began to amble to his vehicle. Justus got out of his car and waited for the man, a vacationer in cutoffs and a brightly flowered shirt.
Justus nodded as the man walked up. “Hi. What’s going on?” he said. He marveled that his voice sounded so normal.
“Don’t know,” the genial man said. “There’s like a solar disturbance or something going on. Our vehicles went nuts a bit ago.”
“Anyone hurt?”
“No, no one went off the road,” the man said. He looked at Justus’s car. “Did you notice anything a little while ago? Like kind of a hiccup in your motor?”
Justus looked into the distance and saw nothing but blue sky and clouds. “Yes. But not enough to put me in a ditch.”
The man nodded and tried to look more intelligent. “Probably the government trying out a new weapon,” he said with a knowing look. He tapped one finger on his cheek.
“Probably,” Justus said. He got behind the wheel and started the engine.
“Hey, what happened to your arm?”
Justus looked down at the bloody furrows cut in his hand and forearm. Like thorns had slashed him. Or claws. Glacier-cold claws that made him shiver. Even now, he felt the chill.
“Cat,” he said.
“Mighty big one,” the man muttered. The man waved and yelled, “Be careful!” as Justus pulled onto the highway. Then the man was behind him.

Be careful. Just like his mom always said. Strange, he thought she meant don’t trip, or drink alcohol, or pick up the wrong friends. Luck was a better companion, he thought.
In her haste to find him, Tiarra’s powerful elements slashed through the questing energies sent by her mages, disrupted their energies and confused all of them into swirling eddies of magic. They dissipated, just as his phantasms at the barn.
If she had allowed them to continue without sending hers into the mix, he would not have been able to hide. And the noose would have been tightening at this moment.
Being careful had nothing over Lady Luck.






Chapter Twenty-Two
Time dragged, but not without its emergencies, Sable thought. After all, while the McIntyres vacationed, who else could water their plants or clean out Zephyr’s litter box? To be sure, it took a measure of endurance to survive such an anticlimactic day. After living most of her life as a transient, she wasn’t familiar with tedium.
With the McIntyres gone and Wesley finding new digs across town, the house slept like a cat drowsy in the warm sun. Quiet. Relaxed.
Boring.
By midmorning, nothing sparked her interest. Not the pages from a new novel, roaming the trails in the woodland, or giving the horses a scratch. All had lost their charm.
Wesley’s announcement that he had found employment with a local marketing firm resulted in a thrilled Maggie and a suspicious Emmett. He’d readily helped his nephew pack and pitched the luggage into the car like a farmer throwing hay bales. And with about as much concern. As the taillights of Wesley’s car vanished around the corner, Emmett danced a jig and grabbed Maggie around the waist to whirl her around as she had protested.
The silent house ate at her nerves, and as the ordinary morning led to an ordinary afternoon, Sable felt a growing need for escape. She slid into the driver’s seat of the pickup and drove to the shop. An afternoon spent running a wet rag over dusty shelves was better than waiting for Justus to return.
A church bell toiled twelve noon as she parked in front of the shop. As Sable unlocked the shop door, a rumble came from beneath her feet under the sidewalk. Earth-deep, it vibrated the door as she opened it. She shut the door and leaned back against it, fisting her hands at her side.
China rattled, but didn’t fall, though she readied magic to catch them. The groan of tortured earth faded into low mutters, then was gone. Sable released the breath she didn’t know she held and passed through the connecting room and out the back door leading to Emmett’s grill. She needed privacy and contact with the surrounding elements, and no buildings adjoined the back alleyway. She stood in the open and allowed her senses to expand.
Carefully, carefully, using minute bits of magic, she let the phantasms search for other wizards, then sighed. She was alone. All their fears of discovery, afraid the Mathons would jump her and force her to turn. Or at the very least, haul her in to face Tiarra. All unfounded. Dayne and Macy seemed more inclined to observe than threaten.
Sable thought of her half-packed bag in her apartment, readied in case she needed to leave in a hurry. The anxiety Justus tried to hide from her, the rage that tightened his jaw when he thought she wasn’t watching. What he would say when she told him of her decision? Would he dissuade her? Smile with those fire-hot eyes. Groan? Or wrap his hard-muscled arms around her and breathe into her hair? The thought caused the elements to sizzle around her. She tamped her emotions down again.
She would stay and fight at his side. Eventually, she would learn to construct a shield stone herself. It was possible; she knew she could do it, given enough time. All the elements, Justus had said. A shield to block Tiarra’s bond would take an infusion of all five phantasms. Sable grinned without humor as she slid her silver charms down her arm to cover the scars. Her bracelet was the opening act in the creation of a shield. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have experience making one, just not one quite as powerful.
A tattered shopping bag tumbled across the half-moon back lot. Sable snagged it, wadded it into a ball, and took a step to the door. She smiled at the thought of Justus’s reaction to her choice.
She stopped as another vibration passed under her feet. This time, sound did not accompany the tremor. The soft breeze that lifted her hair a moment ago died, and the world seemed to hold its breath.
Something borne of the sun teased the edges of her senses with flares and beads of light. It grew and crackled like that of a spitting fire, sparks without heat radiating from every direction. They gathered as one and the rotating mass shot to the north.
North, the route Justus had taken.
In that moment, she felt a wizard’s signature unlike any she had ever touched before. It tasted of ash, but not like that of wood burned cleanly. This was like the greasy touch of burnt carrion, foul with old blood.
She gagged and bowed under the psychic rain, the invisible malice bearing her to her knees before the essence abruptly cut off. Sable panted, her eyes squeezed shut until her senses returned, and she struggled to her feet.
Justus. The plan to infuse the stone must have backfired and he was in trouble.
She slammed through the back door just as the entrance door opened and Wesley stepped through. He stopped short, then his face broke into a grin.
“Well, hello. Thought you might be here. I went by the house, but…”
She cut him off with one hand. “No time to talk right now. I gotta go see about something. See you later, okay?” She started to pass him.
“Oh, wait, I’ve got a message for you, something a friend wanted you to see,” Wesley said.
“Message? What message, and who are you talking about? Is it Justus? Did he call?”
Wesley’s chiseled face turned blotchy with patches of red. “No. Nothing from him,” he said through his teeth. “But a woman, a mutual acquaintance. Kind of a friend. She wants you to see something.”
“Wesley, I do not have time for this. What is it? Show me and then get the hell out of my way.” Sable felt the first stir of her emotions and magic began to crackle around her.
He grinned. “Here, look at it in the light. Stand here in the sun coming through the window and see it properly.”
Wesley led her to the display window with the quartz crystals and held out his hand. A broad gold ring was on his middle finger.
“See? I got this from a friend.”
The broad gold band was old, the metal worn. It had a dull black stone like onyx. The black set in the ring reflected no light. It was as if a hole into the depths of the earth had opened up on his finger.
“Neat, huh.” He pulled his hand back and looked down at his hand. “Kind of a promissory ring.” Wesley laid his ringed hand on her arm and squeezed it roughly. A spark like static electricity passed between them, leaving her skin tingling.
Sable stiffened and pushed him away, instantly furious. He laughed again, his face triumphant, and pulled her into a bear hug. Both arms around her, he pinned her to his chest. Sable struggled, but his arms held her tight.
“What’s wrong, sugar? Don’t you like me? Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t like squirrelly bitches like you either. Unless they are flat on their backs.”
Sable gasped, then struggled to free herself. Emotions, keep your emotions under control, she thought. “You greasy bastard, let me go.”
He grinned and shrugged.

Like he’s waiting for something, wanting me to fight, Sable thought. She growled and reached for her magic.
Nothing.
She didn’t understand, and he laughed harder and tightened his grip. Her arms throbbed with the blood pooling in his crushing hug. Sable tried to touch her magic again.
Nothing; like stretching her hand blindly in a dark room, nothing met her groping fingers. No wall, no obstruction, an absence of sensation. She tried again, panting with the effort.
Wesley laughed harder. “What’s wrong? You got a funny look on your face, as if you lost something. Is that it? Did you lose something?”
Panic began to overwhelm her, and she fought in earnest, trying to pull away from him. One blow hit his belly and he grunted. He released her and she stumbled back. Again, she reached for her magic, for anything, for just one of the elements she knew she had.
But she felt nothing.
His face turned into an unrecognizable mask. Wesley doubled his hand into a fist and slammed it into the side of her jaw. Sable dropped to the ground, hitting the shelving holding figurines, and they showered down on her. Inside her head, confusion warred with questions, nothing making sense. He clutched her hair and dragged her up, and she saw again the ring on his finger. The black stone looking like an endless well, an empty hungry maw devouring everything in its path.
Magic, fixed magic, triggered by the touch of a wizard, by her. It ate magic like a starved beast. And it looked hungry still.
He stood over her, his face twisted with malice.
“She’ll take you now, you snotty little bitch. And there ain’t nothing you can do about it.”
He threw her roughly over his shoulder.
“You ain’t so much now, are you?” Darkness swirled around her.






Chapter Twenty-Three
Macy huddled on the hard wooden chair, her legs drawn to her chest. Dayne pulled her into his arms, and she trembled like a frightened animal. Her response to her surroundings remained minimal after the unknown wilder had exploded, and Dayne’s worry for her increased by the minute.
“Hey, sweetie, we’ll catch him. Really, don’t worry, honey,” Dayne said. Anxiety coursed through him again when she shivered harder.
She tightened her arms around his neck, pulling him into her, and didn’t speak.
“You know we’re strong enough. If Tiarra can find him, we’ll combine our strength and collar this guy.”
When the massive signature of the strange wizard had whirled into their consciousness, it shocked the Imperium complex into chaos. It still shook him to think of all that unbridled, untamed power that made the air hum in its wake. His heart had skipped a beat after they sensed the gather of elements. The scope of energies they felt from the wilder made his talent insignificant by comparison. The direction of the wilder was obvious, and immediately, Dayne pulled his Fire element from around him and sent it as a locating device to the wild mage. He would have found the wilder too, if it hadn’t been for Tiarra.
She had been livid when she realized her gathered magic had disrupted theirs. Like a jet moving through the vapor trails of another plane, her hysterical response to the wilder disrupted the locating magic of all the other mages.
Macy sat on the chair while Dayne yelled orders at subordinates and spoke to an enraged Tiarra over the phone. In all that time, Macy remained mute, but her scream at the distant wilder when the magic exploded still rung in his ears.
The signature of the wilder was like nothing he had ever sensed, enormous with strength and talent. It swarmed into the sky like a massive cloud, towered over them, and then fell back to earth, collapsing like a fountain that had lost its source of water. No wonder Tiarra obsessed over finding every person with potential for magic. Here was a dangerous wizard, not only to humans, but to the Imperium as well. He could be a madman, bent on tearing the world apart on a whim. It could not be borne. They had to find and restrain or kill him by every means necessary.
“Macy, are you all right?” Dayne said.
“Yes.” Her words muffled against his chest.
“Why did you say that stuff?”
He hadn’t meant to ask, not yet. But it burst out of him.
“You said…you screamed those words, and I don’t understand. Why did you do that when the wilder revealed his magic? You scared me shitless.”
She stilled her shuddering at his first question, and now she straightened and twisted out of his arms to level an even look at him.
“I don’t know what you mean. Why shouldn’t I react? It was a shock. A wizard’s magic made everyone’s guts turn inside out. Including yours, mister. Why shouldn’t I react?” Macy said.
Her jaw turned stubborn, and on a distant level, Dayne felt his worry relent in a small measure with the return of her usual self.
“You yelled at the wilder to stop. ‘You don’t know what you are doing.’ That makes no sense. You acted like he could hear you, like you were warning him. I don’t understand why you did it, is all. Just…I just want to know if you are okay, if it hurt you in any way, the flood of elements that hit us.”
Macy pursed her mouth and turned away. Her words were low, nearly inaudible. “I am all right now. It was just a shock.”
He stared hard at her back, noting the tension in her neck and shoulders. “You are hiding something from me.”
She didn’t reply.
The sound of a discrete cough interrupted him.
“Excuse me, Imperator; you have another call from Tiarra on the line.”
He waited for Macy to respond for a little longer, but she nodded to the cell phone the man was holding. “You’d better take that,” she said with a thread of anger in her voice.
She moved away and walked to the window looking out over the street.
Dayne hesitated, noting Macy’s crossed arms, her stiff frame. He took the cell phone from his assistant. The man’s palpable relief in releasing the phone hardened Dayne’s sense of unease.
“Yes, Tiarra,” Dayne said.
“You and your woman convene with me as soon as I can arrange a meeting place.”
Quick and to the point, Dayne thought. “Has the wilder’s position been triangulated?”
He heard an irritated sound. “Yes. Somewhere approximately three hundred miles from your tener unus. You are in the vicinity.”
“Close. Huh. What do you want done about the surveillance on Sable?”
“Sable.” Tiarra’s voice sounded guttural, uttering the name like a curse. “The tener unus is being dealt with. She is no longer your main concern.”
“Dealt with? What do you mean?”
“She is being escorted even now to a rendezvous point so that I may take her myself.”
“How? I told you she has some magic now. She could zap someone and defend herself. It isn’t like she is without the means to escape.”
He heard her laugh. “That has been taken care of. Take my word for it, the tener unus is under control and even now is being held without harm to my operative.”
“What about Sable? Has she been hurt?”
Again, he heard her chuckle, with real humor this time. “I am sure she is fine. My operative will contact you with the time and location of the drop off.”
The line went dead.
For a moment, he stared blindly at the opposite wall. When he looked at Macy, her narrowed eyes were on him, judging and assessing his conversation.
“You heard?” he asked.
“I heard enough,” Macy said. “She had someone pick Sable up, take her against her will, and is transporting her to a location to be delivered directly to Tiarra.”
“Yeah, I’d say you caught the gist of the conversation,” he said wryly.
A shadow crossed her face. “This isn’t right, taking that girl like this. What kind of people are we, allowing a despot like Tiarra to control every aspect of our lives?”
Dayne stepped back from the hard look on her face, stunned by Macy’s fervor and passionate words. Was there something to it?
A thumping ache began in his skull, and he automatically rubbed his temples. Macy seemed unaware, lost in her own anger. Her eyes came up to his and her face cleared. Macy’s vehemence smoothed into concern.
She rolled her eyes as she patted his arm. “Don’t worry about me; it’s just my way of dealing with all this.” Macy swept her arm at the chaos around the room.
“Hey,” Dayne said. “Why don’t you get something to eat? I’ve got to meet with my team, and I want you there when I do.”
“Did you want me to bring you back a sandwich?” Macy asked.
“Yeah, that’d be great. I can make some calls, and we’ll picnic right here in the meeting room.”
She cast a dubious eye around the paper-strewn area, laptops and folders scattered among adepts answering cell phones. In the midst of the smell of burnt coffee and stale pastries, it had been a madhouse in their motel suite since the eruption from the wilder. They had fielded panicked calls from other adepts, asking the same questions.
“Who was that?”
“What are you doing about it?”
Adepts with the ability to calm agitated people manned the phones. Their abilities were more of a human quality than magical, a soothing voice and manner.
The Imperium’s wizards had clawed for their phones to call in the wilder. Every one of them believed no one but they had sensed the outlawed use of magic. It worked as a tips hotline for wizards who were out of control. But it was narcissistic to a degree. His staff answered every call, recorded, tabulated, and pinpointed the adept calling.
Macy gestured at the subdued chaos. “Picnic. Really.”
He was happy to hear her laugh. It was one less problem to worry about. She glided past the organized bedlam and out the door. Only later did he realize his headache had eased away as well.
By late afternoon, after their sandwich and chips on the sofa, the turmoil had slowed. Dayne stretched, easing the ache in his stiff back muscles, his joints cracking as he did. Three mages remained in the meeting room coordinating different locations, but clearly, the day was winding down.
Macy tapped her fingers on the low table, her eyes far away. After their earlier light conversation during their impromptu meal, her mood had shifted to something darker, pensive. Waiting, he decided, holding secrets. Even as this thought came to him, his cell phone rang and Macy pounced on it.
A silent snarl transformed her face as she listened without speaking, the cell phone pressed firmly against her ear. He stretched his hand out to take it from her, but she shook her head and pulled out of his reach.
“Fine,” Macy told the speaker and then cut the connection.
Her hard face surprised him.
“It is Wesley. He is Tiarra’s operative,” Macy said. “That piece of shit took Sable. He’s holding her, and we can’t do anything about it.”
A fierce stabbing pain shot through his skull as Dayne tried to make sense of Macy’s words.
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The candy-apple red letters across the whiteboard caught his attention every time he happened to glance up. Notifications went out to the appropriate adepts, and all seemed ready for the transfer in three hours.
Macy had simmered in anger since the message from Tiarra, but did not give her reasons for her mood. The regrettable circumstance of Sable’s—he corrected himself—the tener unus’s behavior had no other outcome. Wilders and the magic of stubborn adepts fell under the jurisdiction of the Imperium.
His subs prepared their reports and strategy. He patted the shoulder of one adept who delivered several flashdrives Dayne had asked for. The fellow was obviously running on fumes, his face gray with exhaustion. He looked up when Dayne spoke words of encouragement. The man smiled wanly, but squared his shoulders. A little commiseration went a long way. And his team needed it.
Dayne turned back to the three men sitting at the table. Their sharp-eyed posture differed from the clerks and assistants. Emotionless, hard-jawed, they sat in varying degrees of fierce attention as they listened to Tiarra’s words coming from the speakerphone.
“But not until I arrive,” she was saying. “Don’t touch the human. Don’t reveal yourself to the tener unus. You will remain out of sight unless she breaks away from the human. Until she escapes.”
One man frowned. “But you say the human has fixed magic that negates the girl’s. Can she break it somehow?”
“Yes. It isn’t foolproof. Or idiot-proof, as in this instance. This human is below even their usual level of low intelligence. The girl will eventually break out of the animal’s shielding device. If she kills him, fine. If not, Conor, you will provide clean-up detail and take care of the human. Tie up that loose end.”
The guard examining his immaculate manicure glanced up. “Of course, Tiarra.”
“Until the moment I take her or she breaks free from the human, my orders stand; observe, blend, do not interfere unless I or my Imperator instructs you differently. Stay out of sight.”
She cut the connection.
“Well, this is an interesting assignment, but it’s not like I’ll be breaking a sweat over this one,” said an adept. The beefy thug laid both hands on the table as he stood and then stretched. “We are to go there now and wait for this fool to show up with Tiarra’s prize, and then she will take over. Doesn’t sound too hard.”
Another man stood and shrugged. “Sounds like overkill to me.”
“Nevertheless, it’s time for you to get the move on,” Dayne said.
The third man flexed his muscles, and the sleeve of his red polo shirt rode up his arm. He laughingly declared that he would be the one to turn the tener unus. Knowing Sable as he did, Dayne thought the sweat-rings under the burly guard’s armpits would not impress her. Dayne elected to remain silent as the three men joked, crudely making bets on who would be the one to bring the tener unus to see the light.
Uncharacteristically, Macy didn’t react to their jests. Whether he met with his accounting staff or thugs, she had kept to herself, listening intently. Her emotions bloomed as the guards entered the elevator. She motioned to Dayne, and he followed her into their private room away from the clerks and chattering equipment.
“Dayne, what if…” Macy paused and swallowed. “What if this adept—”
“Wilder,” he corrected. “An unrestrained, dangerous wilder.”
“Wilder. Okay. So what if he isn’t?”
“Isn’t what?”
“Nuts. Crazy. A megalomaniac. What if he is just like, well, like Sable, just trying to live his life?”
He shook his head and started to reply.
“No,” she said. “You. Aren’t. Listening to me. What if he is just like us?”
He stepped back, surprised at her ferocity. Her eyes blazed in a way he had never seen before, and because of that, he paused before he gave her a glib answer. This was Macy, his love. Dayne stopped his automatic response to consider it for a moment and…
What if it were true?
What if the mage wasn’t evil?
As a supervisor and leader of the Imperium, Dayne had exercised his power of observation and deduction skills in many circumstances, as an investigator and in the field. It came naturally to him, the methodical reasoning applied to the facts of a case. But when he tried to apply his training to Macy’s question, his thoughts seemed to slide to other cases.
The sound of a phone ringing in the outer room made him start and think he should answer it. He shook his head to clear it; what was he thinking? He had assistants delegated for that duty. They reported to him, not the other way around.
What was he thinking?
He looked at Macy, confused when she continued to look at him steadily. Why was she here? And…
He remembered. The wilder, questions about the…
A fierce headache bloomed behind his eyes. He needed aspirin. Where did he put the bottle? He should go get it now…
A hand touched his knee, and Dayne looked at her. Why was she here…and the wilder?
Now she held his face, cupping her hands around his cheeks and looking at him intently. When his mind began to shift away, Macy shook him and his eyes came back to her. Dayne tried to focus on her alone. And the question.
What if?
The training dictated this process, cataloguing the pros and cons of every argument.
He tried to consider the facts, focusing on what he knew from Tiarra.
Years ago, she had attempted to bond with a powerful mage.
The mage eluded her and remained free.
He was highly dangerous. Restraining the wilder by any means necessary was the only answer, only common sense.
His headache sharpened into hot spear points, pounding in time to the beats of his heart.
Dayne closed his eyes and tried to focus. It was like stepping into heavy clay. He needed to follow the facts logically, but he had to pull free of the mire with each step. He tried to force his mind to his will and felt it slide away again.
Macy shook him violently, and fresh pain surged through his skull. He sucked in a breath and tried again, holding Fire in his hand.
In the time since the adept escaped from Tiarra, the unsuspecting world had suffered no catastrophes traceable to a wild mage.
Distantly, Dayne realized he was sweating and his heart thumped strangely. He gritted his teeth and ignored them as well as Macy’s clinical expression.
The wilder was benign, posed no threat to the world or the Imperium.
With that thought, white-hot needles pierced his skull, and Dayne groaned in agony. Somewhere in his normal world, arms held him and murmured into his ear.
“No more for now,” Macy said softly. “Don’t try to force it. Let it go.”
He panted, surprised he was on the floor. His dry mouth tasted of copper. He wiped his chin and stared uncomprehendingly at the blood on his hand.
“You, all of the adepts she has touched, Tiarra left something in them that demands absolute, unqualified obedience. Even to think about defying her makes you ill, doesn’t it?” Macy said.
Dayne stared at her, but couldn’t answer. Even to think about nodding made the sweat break out on his forehead.
“Do you see?” she said quietly. “You can’t fight it alone.”
Macy leaned over him; he felt her reach for her elements Air and Earth. Dayne didn’t think she was even aware she had done it. “We carry Tiarra with us. We pay a price to that bitch every day and every minute of every day. It’s an offering left for a savage god.”
She gestured at the closed door and the clerks behind it. He felt her two elements swarm around the room as she threw her hand, gesturing. “All of them. We are all in an invisible prison.”
He struggled to speak. Her face shadowed when he pushed her hands away and stood. For a moment, he stared down at her, and she bit her lip, the start of tears in her eyes. Then he offered his hand.
She started to speak, but stopped when he put his finger over her lips. Dayne sat on the chair beside the window and let his mind wander as he stared at the floor. Macy took the other chair and waited.
“There was this woman once,” he began. He stopped and grinned when he saw her shock. “Not like that. It was a promotion I wanted, a regional supervisor for the eastern area. I had this woman in mind.”
He looked down at the black denims he wore and rubbed the material over his knee, thinking of that day. It was a cloudy memory, but at least it wasn’t painful now.
“She was funny, but competent, knew how to lead and allow her subordinates to do their jobs without micromanaging their every move. Pam was everything I wanted for that position, and when I took her to meet Tiarra for the first time, I knew there was nothing she could say to change my mind. Nothing.”
After the meeting, he didn’t know what he had seen in the woman. Now he understood.
“I walked into the meeting with absolute confidence that Pam was my next supervisor. All I needed was the final signatures and her next assignment. But Tiarra took one look at her, smiled, and then made subtle disparaging comments. Just like that, I looked at Pam and wondered why she was even in the same room with us. I promoted another mage, a man Tiarra fancied. He’s an idiot, but she likes him.”
Macy remained silent, searching his face. She nodded, as if she saw something she needed to know.
“I’ll ask you again, what if he is like us and only wants to live without shackles?” Macy said quietly.
“He isn’t like us, Macy,” Dayne said.
She started to argue, but stopped when he held up one finger and shook his head fiercely.
“He isn’t like us,” he repeated. But this time, he nodded. The pain spiked, but then drained away.
Macy’s eyes widened.
“He will be caught.” Dayne’s negative shake of his head made her break into a grin.
“By the way, how do you get around it?” he asked.
She hesitated, then slowly drew a pendant from around her neck. The black chain was made of fine interlocking links of metal, and the stone itself was brown with flecks of green and gray. It was unremarkable. Until this moment, he hadn’t known she wore it.
He took the stone into his hand and rubbed it between his thumb and fingers. Still warm from her skin, it was smooth as pliant wax, with no marks or etchings. Confused, he looked at her silently.
Macy slipped the stone down her shirt again, hiding it carefully under her collar. “I met a stranger once while jogging that trail in the park. He knew my name. He knew your name. He knew things no one, not even another wizard, should know. And he was human, not another mage.
“He gave me this—” she patted the hidden stone “—and told me about the bonding process. He gave me options. To ignore him and what he was saying and go along with all the lies. Or take the stone and see for myself what was happening. I chose the stone.”
He studied her for a moment, then nodded. “It appears I can speak of it in general terms, but I cannot…break out of it without some damage. Headaches. I think I get them every time I even think about straying from Tiarra’s path. You know something, though.”
Macy sighed and nodded.
“But if you tell me, I might not be able to break out of the bond before I give something away.”
She started to speak and then stopped. Instead, she jerked her head into one quick nod.
“Okay, well. I believe in this instance, I will get on with my business and you can get on with yours.”
Dayne narrowed his eyes at her and smiled briefly when she nodded.
She understood.
“I need to leave for a while,” she said. She emphasized each word.
He nodded and tried to ignore the stab of needles in his brain. “To get some coffee. Right?”
The pain drained away.
Macy looked at him without speaking and nodded. She immediately stood, swept her car keys from the bowl on the dresser, and walked out the door.
He had his assignment and he would follow orders. Until she returned and told him…
The pain made him squeeze his eyes shut. Coffee, until she returned with the coffee, he would continue his mission and hope the two did not overlap.
But he didn’t think he would be so lucky.






Chapter Twenty-Four
Justus turned the key off, stepped out of his car, and paused to listen, searching with his senses for hunters. It was very quiet at the house, and he felt no one, Sable’s distinctive magical signature absent. The shop held nothing of her either. Justus had stopped there first, rattled the lock, and spun around to return to the still-running car. As he pressed the accelerator to the floorboards, he decided Sable had stayed secluded at the house. But she wasn’t there, the pickup gone, the house silent.
Maybe she’d decided to hike the trails or take a drive, go to the store.
By the time his feet hit the sidewalk, Justus broke into a run, clearing the steps in two jumps. He extended his senses into the house and then the surrounding yard, but there was no one near, human or mage.
In the depths of the house, he thought he heard Zephyr trilling her displeasure. Except for the cat, it was stone-cold quiet, the silence a sentient being holding its breath.
“Sable.” His voice sounded unnaturally low, as if speaking louder would be fruitless. Just inside the door, a disc of silver caught his attention, and he bent. One of her charms from her bracelet, the head of a silver wolf lay in his hand. He rolled it between his fingers, and a scrap of her fixed magic leaked from it to whisper across his skin.
The cat’s squall broke his reverie, and Justus realized many minutes had passed since picking up the charm. He carried the piece of silver deeper into the house and up the stairs to the door of her apartment over the garage. Zephyr’s wails became more strident, and as soon as he opened the door, she bolted from Sable’s empty rooms.
He saw nothing out of place, nothing moved. The crystal ball stood on its black wrought-iron stand, and her rumpled denim bag sat in its usual place, half-packed.
Just in case.
The cat disappeared down the staircase, and he followed, his stomach churning. Chills crawled up his arms as he retraced his steps, hardly looking where he walked. He shadowed Zephyr, and she took him back to the porch, pausing to stop on the top step. He sat down beside her, looking back at his car in the driveway. Zephyr turned her head to stare at him with her startling blue eyes, then twisted and dropped her gaze to his arm.
By swaying under his hand, she came up underneath and put her nose close to the scratches. She sniffed his arm, and when he started to pull away, she gently laid one paw on his hand. He held still for her inspection. She tipped her head and trilled a question.
“Spirit,” Justus said.
The cat turned away to watch the horizon.
Silence enfolded the porch and house, cloaking the surroundings in a deep, sullen blanket. It moved like a slow flood of syrup, into the yard and then the street. Justus sensed wild magic, untamed by any mage, used by no one. Magic soared, wild energies made of every element.
It mounted, crashed down, and swelled again. The energies like a wave that rolled over the land, unseen by the humans. But animals and birds were aware of its passage, running blindly from its path or huddled in burrows and nests. The elements searched, hunted, its goal all too apparent, and the land groaned under the weight. It sought a master, and time narrowed to a pinpoint.

Maybe it was too late for anyone to run.

Where was Sable?
He stood when he heard the sound of a car. An adept approached, and he recognized her magical signature. He waited, his hands loose at his sides.
The adept’s eyes were on him even before she killed the engine. Hesitantly, she left her vehicle and with leaden steps walked to him.
“Justus,” Macy said. She licked her lips.
He waited.
“Justus. They took Sable.”
He tipped his head to one side. Fire burst to life inside him, but he held it still. Her voice was so soft, he could barely hear the next words.
“I know who you are,” she said.
“Who am I?” he asked softly. Her mouth must be dry, he thought absently.
“You are the one they call the wilder, the one who got away.” Her lips barely moved. “I’ve known since the day we met on the street, the day we found Sable. I saw you and knew you then for what you are.”
He waited.
“You are the one Tiarra wants,” she whispered.
His eyes flicked to her car and then back to her face. “Is Dayne with you now?” Justus asked quietly.
“He is…” She stopped to suck in a breath, and then her mouth firmed into a line. “He is coordinating the operation to transfer Sable to Tiarra. And find you.”
The spark inside him roared to life. It manifested and grew, but crouched like a predator readying for the kill.
Though he hadn’t moved, Macy held her hand out, as if to stop his advance. “He is under a compulsion. They all are. A compulsion to follow Tiarra’s orders, no matter what. To go against her wishes causes pain. But Dayne knows about it. He is trying to fight it.”
Justus’s eyes narrowed.
“He agrees with me, Justus. He has begun to question Tiarra’s motives and subjecting adepts to her bonding process.”
Macy closed her eyes and spoke through the tears gathering on her cheeks. “He will fight the compulsion. He wants the truth, you have to believe that,” she said.
“Where is the transfer taking place and when?” Strange, with so many emotions coursing through him, that his voice was so flat.
“Street fair in Wallagrass at seven this evening. There will be a crowd, making it less likely there will be a scene. Too many witnesses.”
“Who took her?”
Her face hardened. “Wesley,” Macy spat. “He is Tiarra’s creature, apparently. He had an object of fixed magic that negated Sable’s elements. He will transfer Sable to Tiarra at the street fair.”
“Tiarra will be there.”
Macy nodded. “As will at least three adepts. And Dayne.”
Justus stared into the distant sky, watching the cotton ball clouds as they formed shapes. “We need to leave,” he said softly.
She nodded. “I think you shouldn’t even leave a note, just get the hell away by any means necessary. They don’t know about you or what you can do…”
Her voice trailed off when his fierce eyes pierced her.
“I mean, we need to leave now if I am going to get there before the transfer,” Justus said. He ignored her gasp and stepped off the porch, striding quickly to his car. Footsteps trotted behind him, and Macy opened the passenger side door and slid in as he got behind the wheel.
Justus started the engine and put it into gear. Macy half-turned to him. “You would risk Tiarra finding you? To save Sable?”
“Of course,” he said easily. Justus turned to her and grinned.
Macy drew back, covering her open mouth with her hand.
“What?” Justus said.
“You, uh, you reminded me of someone just then.”
He shrugged. It would take nearly thirty minutes get to the street fair. Twenty, the way he drove. Cops were the least of his worries for now.
“How is it you don’t feel this compulsion to follow Tiarra’s orders?” Justus asked.
Macy pulled a black chain from her blouse and held out a muddy-colored pendant that swayed at the end. “This is a shield from her influence, given to me by a man who stopped me on a jogging path. I had never seen him before, and I haven’t seen him since, but he told me about the compulsion, how it worked. He also told me to not tell anyone unless absolutely vital, that it would spotlight my lack of complicity for Tiarra’s plans.”
Justus’s eyes stayed on the pendant briefly, and his hands tightened on the steering wheel.
“This thing evidently acts as a shield or something, augmenting my magic to form a barrier.”
“Does it work on people around you also?” Justus asked lightly. He didn’t look at her.
“No,” she said slowly. “It only works on me.” Macy huffed a short laugh. “That would be great, using it on other people. I could have helped Dayne.
“In a way, it broke through your shield. I mean, I saw you were a mage in that first meeting, but I didn’t feel your signature. I still don’t feel it, even sitting so near. How do you do it? Shield yourself?”
He showed his teeth in a humorless smile. “Fixed magic,” he said. “But gathered magic…” Justus shrugged and his smile turned inward. “Well, that’s a different story.”
“No need to ask if that was you earlier today, that eruption of the elements.”
His smile widened. “Now, if I use even a morsel of gathered energies, I might as well throw out a welcome mat. They’ll see me right away. And then I. Will. Get. Nailed.”
“I don’t know,” Macy said. “I don’t think your definition of ‘nailed’ is the same as mine. I doubt you have much to worry about, power-wise. It’s the publicity we have to think about.”
She drummed her fingers on the armrest. “Since you might get, um, nailed, let me do the hard lifting. I’ll toss some inconspicuous elements if you need anything. That way you can focus on finding Sable—and Wesley.”
Justus ground his teeth together.
“What is the plan, anyway?” Macy said.
This time, genuine humor curled his lips into laughter. He glanced at Macy, his eyes sparkling. “Beats me.”
She subsided. Weathered road signs began to appear, extolling the attractions of Wallagrass. Nearly every small town had them on the outskirts, the gas station advertising night crawlers and beer, the church’s sign with a verse from Romans. A brightly painted sign advertised the street fair.
Cars wandered the black-top road, looking for a parking spot. The grownups walked to the wheeling lights of the carnival, dancing children towing them forward. The noise and bustle drew them forward into the city’s downtown.
Justus parked as close to the street entrance as he could, shut off the motor, and left the vehicle. Car horns blared and people yelled, but he paid them no attention. Macy quickly joined him, and they strode to the busiest section of the fair.
One man stood in their way, gesturing at them, his face red and getting redder when Justus ignored him, yelling something about the way his car blocked an alleyway. He stepped to one side, and the man’s splayed hand reached for Justus’s arm.
Before he could react, Justus felt Macy reach for Air and a sturdy gust hit the man, tumbling him backwards. Earth joined Air, and Justus stepped around the surprised man.
Justus walked forward, searching for Sable’s familiar figure. He heard a masculine squawk and yell. Macy trotted up and grinned. She fell into step beside him.
“What did you do?” Justus asked.
“Convinced him there were other things more important than being a jerk. You know, priorities? Like when a spider crawls up your pant leg and roams around? Things like that.”
Justus’s laugh broke off abruptly when he felt Sable’s very faint signature, and he turned to follow it like a hound on a scent trail. The magic was nearly unrecognizable, almost as if viewing scenery through fog.
In long strides, he parted the crowd to follow the tiny magical hints, Macy nearly jogging at his side. The humans moved out of his path after glancing at his face. Absently, he wondered what he looked like. Fierce and pissed off? Or frightened and worried? Whatever made the people dodge out of his path, it was good enough for him.
The signature grew stronger, but was still very faint. He started down a long avenue with vendors hawking their frozen lemonades and win-a-teddy-bear-for-your-lady stands on either side. Justus turned sideways to avoid crashing into a group of teens. The smells of popcorn and warm bodies were in the air, a whirl of voices, excited, laughing.
Like a flashbulb flaring into life, he felt Sable’s full magical signature. Her elements erupted.
All of them.
At once.
He ran toward the display of elements that suddenly swirled above the crowd and shoved a teenager out of his way. Then the magic puffed out like a candle and was gone.
Justus felt his insides churn when her magic disappeared. Now he ignored the crowd of humans, pushing them aside in his haste. Then they melted away from him with a sudden surge of Air. Macy plowed through them with her magic.
Five elements erupted again, pulsating into life. For a moment, the crowds parted and he could see ahead of him.
A disturbance boiled in the middle of the fairway, people pointing and milling, then a body flew up from the middle of the group. A man somersaulted out, his arms and legs splayed as he tumbled through the air before making a satisfying crunch into the asphalt of the street.
Sable stood in the cleared space, hands on her hips looking down at the sprawled man. Justus laughed, reassured and entertained at the same time. Her eyes came up, and he laughed again when he saw the fierce set of her face, followed by the expanding bloom of joy. She took a step toward him, forgetting the man on the pavement. Justus hurried to her.
But she was so far away.
A flare of magic broke his eye contact with her. In line with Sable, behind her back at the edge of the crowd, elements suddenly boiled. And a face, smug with triumph, broke from the crowd of nondescript features. The eyes…he remembered her eyes so well. And the words she screamed when he had escaped her that day so long ago. He saw her reach for Spirit, gathering the glittering white-silver element into her hands.
Her eyes were intent on Sable’s back.
Sable’s happy smile widened as she started forward, swaying out of the scrambled path of the people. She took three steps, and he heard Sable’s delighted laugh as she dodged yet another human.
Then the long-nailed hand reached for her and fell on her shoulder.
Before the radiant light went out of her eyes, Sable focused on Justus and time seemed to stand still. Then the hand tightened, and the eyes of Sable’s captor did not waver as the supple fingers caressed her neck like a lover. The woman’s lips moved and whispered silent words into Sable’s ear.
The young mage dreamily nodded, her eyes unfocused. They started to turn away.
Justus screamed a horrible, guttural sound. Without pausing, he reached for his elements. They answered his will with a thunderous roar, soaring into the heavens and curling into waves of glitter. A gasp came from behind him, but he ignored the sound. He extended his arms away from his body and prepared to hurl the full power of his magic at the woman guiding Sable’s uncertain steps through the crowded fairway.
Tiarra jerked and whipped around to face him. The emotions that chased each other across her face were almost too fast to interpret. Surprise, shock. And fear. Terrible panic ruled her face for a brief moment, then her expression smoothed. She drew Sable’s unresisting body against her and backed away. Tiarra’s eyes never left his. The crowd molded around them. Tiarra gestured, throwing out her arm, and he saw her lips move. Then she and Sable disappeared behind the people milling on the street.
Justus prepared to follow her, but a hand on his arm stopped him, and he looked down at Macy’s terrified face.
“The adepts. She called the adepts. They are…” She choked and gripped his arm savagely. “We…they are to kill you. She says she has what she wants. There are three of them.”
And Dayne. She didn’t have to say it, but the name was in her voice.
“Release me,” Justus said quietly. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Vaguely, he noticed his voice thrummed with power.
“Dayne.” She croaked the name and then released his arm.
As she stepped back and away from him, Justus felt the approach of the adepts. For the first time, he used his senses to locate the positions of other wizards with the clear desire to find them, not avoid them. He wanted to know exactly where they were.
With savage will, he controlled his frantic need to find Sable, the desperation to look for her, and the rage the delay caused in him.
He prepared to meet the wizards.
He called to Air and Water, and a shield formed around his body. It swirled, nearly invisible, and he waited for the adepts to show themselves. He didn’t have long to wait.
A mage stepped from the crowd; his ropey-muscled arms flexed as he eyed Justus and grinned. The adept reached for his only element, Earth, and a deep rumble sounded from under Justus’s feet.
Justus shrugged and threw out one hand. Air whipped around the adept, picked him up along with bits of dirty popcorn and gravel. It threw him, arms and legs flailing, into the canvas tent of a sideshow. It collapsed with a big whumpf of air. The Earth-sound vanished with the adept.
His attention turned to following Tiarra, but the people in the fairway erupted into bedlam. Someone screamed and the frightened crowd tried to flee, running and falling in every direction.
Flames, lava-bright, hit his shield, curling around his body. If he had been unprepared, he would have been ablaze. His shield of air and water hissed, but sloughed the flames away. With a negligent flip of his fingers, Justus turned the Fire element in on itself and toward the scowling man on his right. The man’s grimace of concentration changed to one of fear as he quickly dropped the Fire element and stumbled back. Justus’s elements roared into life. The man’s body lifted with the invisible fingers of Air, and Justus threw his arm out like a pitcher in a softball game, spun his body around, and the man tumbled into the collapsed canvas tent in a confused heap with the other mage. He heard the groans over the noise from the screaming crowd.
Justus felt the gathered magic on the other side, another unfamiliar imprint of magic, and a blast of Air hit him hard. He turned into it and leaned into the pressure. The gale-force winds the adept generated split to either side of him, like the prow of a ship breaking through a rough sea.
Through it all, Justus could hear the cries of the stunned and frightened humans. Though the midway had been emptying rapidly, the blast of magic tumbled the remaining people to the side.
It left him standing alone in the middle of the street.
Justus held firm, and the screaming wind slipstreamed to either side of his shield. Even as he raked the whirlwind of energies into his palm, he felt the other mage—the familiar signature, the one he knew. Dayne’s element, Fire, joined the party.
Comparing the first adept’s use of the element was like comparing a lit match with an oil refinery fire. A very large oil refinery.
In the twisting energies, Air combined with Dayne’s Fire and formed a roiling cyclone, a blast furnace roaring around Justus. It sought a weak spot in his shield of Air and Water. The gathered energies battered against him. Heat grew until it scorched his uplifted arm. Blast furnace Air stirred with invisible fingers through his hair.
Dayne stood on his left, his chin tucked like a boxer, his hands extended in front of him, as if handing something to Justus. He saw no recognition in the intent eyes framed between Dayne’s fingers. They were cold, alien.
He set his teeth and tried to concentrate his elements, fearing to immolate Dayne if he turned the streams of Fire back on him as he did the other mage. But his choices were becoming limited. When Justus heard the sounds from the collapsed tent, the stirrings of the two mages, he knew time was against him now. Dayne’s command of Fire was enormous, nearly at Justus’s level of talent. With the adept using Air, Justus could feel the buffeting and heat. When the other two adepts joined them…
The energies Justus pulled from around him were more than he had ever tried, and the earth trembled with the scream of magic. He was out of time. To protect Dayne meant he would lose Sable. And probably his own life. The two mages staggered from the heap of canvas and began to gather their elements. Justus prepared to hurl his elements.
He stiffened when another mage gathered the Air and Earth elements. Through the swirling gouts of Air and Flame, a figure rushed Dayne, slamming into him. Dayne staggered and fell with Macy on top of him. Dayne’s Fire element disappeared.
Another Fire element erupted, weaker than Dayne’s talent. The Earth element made the gravel in the midway tremble, and the surface of the street began to rise under his feet.
But these adepts were not Dayne. And Justus was out of patience.
The clouds over Justus’s head boiled, the sky opened up, and Heaven came down.
Water, a massive deluge, poured onto the fairway, smothering Fire, throwing Air into small puffs of wind, and drowning Earth. For a while, there was nothing to see but the gray curtains of his elements together with Water.
Justus heard one of the mages choking and coughing. He gathered the man into a solid coat of Air and held him. The other two sputtered to his left, and Justus wrapped them as he did the first one. He bound them all together and, with a flick of his hand, sent the watery twist of Air into the distance. Far away.
He saw a human with a cell phone, another with a camera. With a negligent motion of his hand, sparks erupted from the cell and then from all around the street. He could smell the scent of ozone and carbon as people dropped their fried cameras and equipment. Justus spared some regret for those who may have sustained injury, but he heard the sirens in the distance and he had other concerns for the moment. He forgot the humans when his eyes fell on the two mages left on the fairway, Macy hunched over Dayne, cradling his head in her lap.
She held the hunter, murmuring, “Don’t think. Stay calm. Think of smooth waters.”
She looked up at Justus and held one finger in front of her lips when he started to speak. She shook her head, and he drew back from the fierceness of her gaze.
He stopped when he heard a whimper behind him.
A man groveled in the dirty water of the drowned street, and Justus barely recognized Wesley. The self-confidence had oozed away like the mud from the asphalt, his wet hair clung to his skull, and a thin stream of blood trickled from a cut over his eye. Wesley hazarded a glance over his slimy shoulder, and his eyes widened at Justus’s flat stare. For a moment, Wesley held still, like prey under the hard glare of a predator, but then he broke and scrabbled in the mud to flee. He gibbered, stumbled, and slid around a building on the fairway.
Justus turned away.
Without hope, he threw his senses outward and was not surprised when he did not feel Sable. He clenched his teeth until he was sure the enamel would crack.
Her essence was gone; he could not sense her.
Macy held Dayne mostly upright, moving away slowly, her arm around his waist. She looked back and jerked her head at Justus to follow them. He kept a ten-foot distance between him and the couple and followed them through the wet street.
The street was nearly empty. The strange procession of mages dodged the remaining people and emergency personnel. An EMT strode to the limping pair, asked a question, and Dayne shook his head, but did not speak. The emergency worker frowned, but allowed them to continue walking from the fairgrounds. Justus saw Dayne point and murmur something to Macy. She nodded and they turned to the open ground away from the houses and parking lot. Soon, they were on the edge of a field of eight-foot high corn stalks.
Justus trailed behind them.
“I gotta rest for a while,” Dayne said. His words slurred into another moan, and he dropped unceremoniously under an umbrella of corn.
He felt Macy reach for her element, and Air flattened an area around them the size of a fifteen-foot radius.
Incredibly, she huffed a soft laugh and glanced at Justus. “Crop circle,” she said. “Aliens are always the answer to everything.”
She looked back at Dayne, and her face cleared of any laughter. She shook her head and her mouth trembled. “It’s like needles being jammed into your head, into your ears and eyes. Fighting the compulsion.”
Macy suddenly whipped around to face Justus. “You had better be worth this.” She gestured her hand in a vague semi-circle. “All of this.”
She knelt beside Dayne, putting her arms around his bent shoulders as another groan slipped from his set mouth.
Maybe, Justus thought, he could do something. After all, the ward stone had shielded Sable. Maybe it would shield the hunter also. At least he could try.
Macy looked up when Justus stepped closer, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. Her look turned to concern when he started to reach for Dayne’s shoulder. She shook her head and opened her mouth.
Justus had no patience remaining for her or Dayne and gestured roughly in a cut-off motion. He focused on his ward stone and thought of a shield. Similar to the one he used with Sable.
His outstretched hand touched Dayne’s shoulder.
Lightning broke into his skull, and for a moment, the pain cut him like the device Tiarra had set off to find the potential adepts. Very similar, but not quite the same.
This was worse.
Aware he was lying on the ground, Justus didn’t know how he had gotten there. He didn’t remember falling when the pain struck him. He opened his eyes to Dayne’s flat stare, and two things struck him: the absence of pain in the mage’s face, and Justus was at Dayne’s mercy.
Without breaking eye contact, Justus levered himself into a sitting position, and Dayne watched his progress without expression. He was aware of Macy hovering between them. And the shield of Air she had woven between him and Dayne.
To protect whom, he wondered.
“Hurts like a son of a bitch, don’t it?”
Dayne’s voice was rough with remembered agony. Justus didn’t dare move his head. The throbbing headache was starting to subside, and blinking his eyes was bad enough. Nodding his head was beyond his capabilities.
Dayne tipped his head to one side. “You got quite a skill there, hiding from all of us. I am guessing it has to do with being unbonded to Tiarra.”
“Yes,” Justus said slowly. “Part of it.”
He tested his mouth, using his tongue to see if any teeth were cracked. He tasted blood, but no broken teeth.
Dayne grunted and rolled to his feet. He stared down at him, and Justus felt his jaw tighten.
Dayne glanced at Macy. “You can release the shield. It’s okay.”
The other mage held out his hand to him. Justus hesitated briefly, and the man grinned suddenly. “No, I don’t feel any needles in my head right now. Don’t worry.”
Justus took his hand and allowed the hunter to pull him gingerly erect. He fisted his hands and held them at his side when Dayne looked at him curiously.
Macy stood by Dayne, laying one hand on his arm. “Did I hear Tiarra’s orders right? Before she…left with Sable?”
“She said she didn’t need him anymore.” Dayne gestured at Justus.
“She has Sable, and if she can turn her, fire up her emotions, she will have the assistant she needs,” Justus said.
“For what reason?”
“For power, I suppose,” Justus said.
Macy frowned. “She is crazy, you know.”
“No, she isn’t.” Dayne shook his head.
“Actually, yeah, she is,” Justus said.
Dayne and Macy turned to Justus, startled. He looked up at the evening sky and sighed. Where would Tiarra take her, and how long did he have? Somehow, he didn’t think Sable would give in very easily.
He brushed off his jeans and gestured to the night sky. “We’d better get back, round up our vehicles. What about your helpers?”
He started walking through the tall corn with the hunters following him.
“What? Oh, those thugs? I don’t know. How did you leave ’em? I wasn’t exactly paying attention at the tail end of our party.”
Justus shrugged his way through the itchy corn. “They should be okay. I wasn’t looking to kill anyone.”
He heard Dayne guff a laugh, but after that, the hunter was silent until they reached the edge of the field.
“I rode with them, so I don’t have a car,” Dayne said.
Justus didn’t answer, but started to lead the way to the parking lot, then stopped. “Oh, crap,” he said. “Shit, I left my car in the way. I bet they towed it to hell and gone.”
Macy slipped around them. “I’ll check. You guys stay here. If I have to use magic, it won’t trace back to either of you,” she said. Macy walked away without waiting for an answer. Soon, they were alone in the brush.
Justus cleared his throat. “She’s quite a woman, your wife.”
“I don’t think I could live without her.”
“If it wasn’t for her…” Justus trailed off. He swallowed. “She is special.”
They were silent.
“Sorry, by the way,” Dayne said.
“You didn’t quite kill me. Either time.”
“It’s my job. What can I say,” Dayne said. He stirred.
“I can feel Macy’s signature,” Justus said. “She isn’t very far away.”
Dayne looked at him, his brow furrowed. “You feel adepts and can shield them. Like me and Sable?”
Justus nodded, and Dayne didn’t speak for a minute.
“Why do you say Tiarra is nuts?” Dayne asked quietly.
Justus looked at the distant horizon with unseeing eyes as he thought about his answer and the pain it always brought him. It was ancient history, or should be, but the memory always did this to him. Justus sucked in a breath and again felt for Macy. She was getting closer, probably in a vehicle, by the speed she was traveling.
Justus looked at Dayne’s concerned face and figured it was time to trust someone.
“She was forced into her magic. Raped.”
Whatever the Imperator expected, it wasn’t that. Maybe a guess or a theory. Maybe even an opinion, but not that truth. His eyes widened and mouth dropped open.
“How do you…how do you know?” said Dayne.
“I felt it. Not when it happened, but after. And she kinda told me.”
“Told you.” Now his face held shock. Dayne gaped. “If you were that close, you must have…”
He stopped.
“But you aren’t bonded,” Dayne said.
“No, she didn’t know what I was until afterward.” Justus laughed harshly. “I didn’t know what I was until afterward. I was seventeen, and it was my first time. And here was this gorgeous woman, who seemed willing. It was only after…” He didn’t finish.
“Wow,” Dayne said. “Hell of a thing. Bet you were surprised. Hell, I’ll bet she was surprised.”
“She tried to bond me then, but I was shielded and didn’t even know it. She reached out to me, and I instinctively used Air to push her aside and then literally flew out of there and left her screaming.”
The memory came back to him, the way his eyes stung as the sweat dripped into them. And her words that seemed to tear from her throat and into his brain.

“Don’t you know what you can do?”

Justus shied from the memory and concentrated on the approach of Macy as she drove up to them. Dayne wasn’t looking at his wife. His contemplative expression was on Justus.
“As a tener unus?” Dayne said.
Justus nodded. “Magic roars to life when a potential wizard is forced. It tears the mind to shreds as it manifests and leaves nothing of the person behind. Their morals, personality, values—all gone, devoured by the sentient magic.”
He ignored Dayne’s gasp and opened the car door when Macy stopped the car. He waved at her when she started to get out from behind the driver’s side. “Nah, go ahead and take me home, if you don’t mind.” He got into the back seat.
Dayne took the passenger side by Macy and turned to face Justus. “She was raped then.” His tone was flat. “Before she came into her magic.”
Macy jerked around to stare at her husband.
Justus didn’t answer for a while. He crossed his arms, putting his fisted hands on his sides. “You are right, Macy. She is insane, but she usually hides it well,” Justus said.
It was quiet in the car then, each concerned with their thoughts. Justus gripped his shirt in his fists.
“Let me off in front of the shop. I have another pickup if you want to take this back to wherever you are staying.”
Dayne cleared his throat. “Probably better find a different place now. At least until we can get a read on our position in this mess.”
“Maggie’s house. Go stay there. They won’t be back for a few weeks.”
Dayne looked at Macy, and she nodded. “Okay, that is where we will be.”
Justus stood on the curb in front of his shop and watched the car until it rounded the corner and was gone. Then he unlocked his front door, took two steps in, and closed it. That took every bit of strength he had left. As he leaned against the doorframe, his heart still pounded and the vestige of the terrible pain was in his head.
He lifted his fisted hands and mashed his mouth into a hard line at the sight of his still-trembling fingers. He fumbled for the ward stone around his neck, pulling the black chain out of his shirt.
The muddy-colored stone hadn’t changed in appearance, but the difference wasn’t the color or shape of the stone.
Like the scratches on his forearm from the Spirit element, the stone was ice cold.






Chapter Twenty-Five
Justus decided a bar was a hell of a place to plan strategy, especially with a teenager playing a video game on one of his units. Even the hunters were less than helpful.
His locating magic had failed him. It had not found Sable, and his frustration mounted with his gnawing fear.
Always before, his magic had complied with his wishes, and sometimes uniquely so. The soap-bubble magic was the result of a wish. It had surprised him when it formed the first time, a guardian made of Air and Water. After it shivered to life, it had appeared to his eyes as fragile as a bubble. But another mage moved through the invisible surface, and it burst without leaving a trace of magic.
Now the magic refused to follow his will, no matter how strong his desire to find Sable. He formed the need, sent a tendril of Air to search for her signature, and as always since the day Justus had lost Sable to Tiarra, the magic curled in confused spirals, then dispersed without seeking the one he wanted.
With the last snarky laugh of an electronic villain, Bert grumbled and turned from the game console. “So Wesley took Sable. Amazing, since he’s kind of a social fruitfly. He barely has enough skills to get by in the human world.”
Dayne threw a sour look at Justus. “This isn’t right, talking to this kid. He’s already too far into our business.”
“Too bad, so sad. You need to get over it.” Bert began spinning the barstool. “So, she’s got her. What’s the worst she can do? She won’t, like…hurt her, will she?”
Justus shifted his weight away from the bar and reached for a white towel to polish the bar. “No, I don’t think that’s her plan.” He nodded at Dayne and Macy. “They would know more.”
Dayne clenched his teeth, obviously refusing to answer the teen. Justus curled his mouth into a silent snarl as he noted the hunter’s stubbornness. He flipped a finger out and arrowed the water from a glass sitting on the bar toward Dayne. It splashed against the hunter’s face with a thunk.

Oh, right…ice cubes, oops.
Dayne gasped and jumped up, shouting. The hunter’s eyes narrowed, his mouth set in an angry line. For a brief moment, Justus remained impassive, returning Dayne’s hard look. But a sudden flight of energy left a glittering trail between them, like a flock of hummingbirds.
Justus stood slowly.
“You need to man up, hunter.” Justus’s voice was low. “You need to drop the attitude and learn to control your emotions.”
Dayne took a step toward him, his face florid, Fire in his hand. Justus heard someone’s sharp gasp, but he couldn’t afford to look at Macy or Bert to see which one it was.
“Do you really believe you can take me, Hunter?” Justus asked, his voice still soft. “Are you stronger? Faster? Have all five elements that you can use?”
Dayne paused and his mouth tightened.
“Let me ask you something. What are you feeling right now? Is it frustration? Anger? What is it?”
The hunter licked his lips and then turned to his wife. Macy’s pale face contrasted oddly with her burgundy nail polish.
“Your emotions... You have heightened awareness of your emotions, right? They are stronger, more intense. Sharper. And difficult to control,” Justus said.
“This is what you feel? All the time?” Dayne’s voice was harsh. He kept his gaze on Macy.
She stood and held out her hand. The hunter slid his hand into hers and looked down at the twined fingers, keeping his attention on their hands instead of Justus.
“You learn to fight it, control it,” Justus said. “Bury the worst and use it. Magic is a part of it, maybe even the source of it, I don’t know.”
“Bonding with Tiarra has something to do with filtering the effect,” Macy said quietly. “Her influence shields us.”
“Or holds you back.”
The quiet voice from the area of the bar made him swivel to stare at the teen. Bert’s face was unusually somber. “Everything has to learn control, whether it’s a human, a wizard, or the animals. Humans and wizards because otherwise, it’d be wall-to-wall crazies on the streets. And animals because they gotta eat,” Bert said. He shrugged. “Ultimately, it grows character. Or so they say.” The teen’s snarky face returned. “At least, that’s what my mom tells me all the time.”
“But the bond keeps us from turning the world into chaos, this damping of emotions. You can’t have wizards popping off, blasting anything they want just because they’re pissed at something,” Dayne said. He still wouldn’t meet Justus’s eyes. “Maybe it’s not such a bad thing,” he continued, but with less conviction.
“Hey, dude, that’s where the Imperium steps in, cuffs the wiz, and reads him the standard ops,” Bert said. He slid off the barstool.
Dayne gave Bert an even look, and Macy started laughing.
“Oh, Dayne, settle, please.” Macy couldn’t completely stifle the chuckles. “It doesn’t really matter. What’s done is done. Bert seems trustworthy enough.”
It was Bert’s turn to roll his eyes.
“And maybe he can help somehow,” she continued.
Dayne muttered. “Yeah, like two days after forever…”
Justus stirred. “I wanted to tell you about the emotional impact of magic without Tiarra’s bonding, but didn’t want to get you upset.”
“I am so glad you managed to almost do that,” the hunter half-growled.
“So okay, what’s the worst case ever?” Bert said.
“She turns Sable,” Dayne said reluctantly.
“And uses her against him,” Macy said, gesturing toward Justus. “Then it is—”
“Game over,” Bert said. He cupped his chin in one hand, tapping his long fingers on his jaw. “I betcha Sable keeps her head covered and doesn’t let her emotions get away from her. No way she lets this biotch change her. Turn her. Whatever. I bet Sable has her about ready to circle back and give it another try.”
Macy was nodding, but Dayne didn’t seem so sure. The hunter looked hard at Bert. “You know about the turning of her too, huh?” Dayne said, disgusted.
Bert shrugged. “Like I said before I was so rudely interrupted, I bet she’s being a total pain.”
Dayne barked a laugh. “I would not call Tiarra simply a ‘pain.’”
Bert was shaking his head. “Not talkin’ about the witch.”


She clenched her teeth into a silent sneer, but when Tiarra’s eyes glimmered with hope, Sable cooled her emotions, tamping them into submission again. Testing, always looking for the chink in her mental shield of will.
“Doesn’t matter,” Sable said. She lifted her chin. “Having this talent isn’t what I call a gift anyway. It’s crap. I never wanted it.”
“Magic has a mind of its own. One way or another, it will erupt,” Tiarra said mildly.
She brushed Sable’s cheek with the back of cool fingers before Sable could jerk away. The woman’s cheeks turned deep red, and her eyes hardened. Indecipherable emotions chased across her face before disappearing. Anger, Sable thought, but something else as well, chilling her senses. She fought to control her face. But most of the time, Tiarra read her expressions accurately. As she did now. The woman nodded with a sliver of a smile on her painted lips.
In a suite bigger than most houses, Sable sneered inwardly at the luxury of the furnishings, opulent to the point of vulgarity. The mauve room smelled of the perfect roses on the table by the foyer, the scent like that of a funeral and death. The polished surfaces of tabletops gleamed with the cold indifference of service staff paid to keep it that way.
Her captor ignored the soft knock on the door of the large apartment. Tiarra’s hooded eyes didn’t move from Sable’s face.
“It will take you, little one,” Tiarra whispered. “Eventually.”
Sable leveled an even look at her.
“Enter,” Tiarra said louder.
The door opened and the footsteps hesitated just inside the room. “Excuse me. Where would you like the refreshments?”
Tiarra shifted her gaze to the glass-topped coffee table between them and gestured with lithe fingers. “There.”
Experience told Sable that release from the predator’s stare gave no relief from the silent battle, not when Tiarra’s smile widened as it did now.
The assistant, Sable’s personal servant, slid the enameled tray across the table. The tray squealed across the polished glass surface, parting the unseen battlefield.
Tiarra’s smile tightened. Languidly, she sat back and extended her arm. In another tiny screech, the fluted crystal left the tray to glide into her open hand. Unlike the fears caroming around in her belly, Sable noted the effervescent liquid didn’t slosh against the sides of the glassware. Tiarra sipped from the thin crystal edge, her eyes on Sable.
“Taz tells me you can see the magic,” Tiarra said. The assistant started, but Sable didn’t look at her. “Is that not so? Very rare. Do you know, even I do not have that ability?”
Slit, predator eyes sought to trap Sable in their gaze. Peripherally, she was aware of Taz’s reaction, the small shake of her head.
Sable lifted her chin. “Is that so? Can’t see ’em, huh? I gotta say, sucks to be you, don’t it?”
The flash of anger across Tiarra’s face was her reward. Sable tipped her head. It was her turn to smile. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look all kinds of constipated right now. Maybe you need a dose of prune juice in that glass, do you think?”
Clinically, Sable watched for the woman’s reaction, anticipating she would snap the delicate crystal stem in stiffened fingers. But Tiarra didn’t break the stemware. Her reaction was at once more chilling, frightening to Sable when Tiarra’s face went blank, eyes unfocused. It was the look of an entity without a soul, alien.
The door to the suite opened, and a male adept entered. He did not look at Sable. “Ma’am? Three of the security team have reported and been interrogated as ordered. They sustained minor injuries, but nothing permanent.”
“Pity.” Tiarra sipped again from the crystal.
The assistant licked his lips and continued. “They all say the same thing: They were incapacitated by this rogue wizard, and the Imperator was gone when they came to. He was participating in the fight, giving as good as he got, but the wild mage took them all on, and they don’t know what happened to him, other than he disappeared.”
The assistant took a breath and waited. It was as if Tiarra was the only one in the room. He ignored Sable and Taz.
Tiarra pursed her mouth. “They will recover, you say?”
He nodded, and Sable saw he was beginning to sweat.
“My Imperator is missing. And his wife as well. There has been no word, no touch of their signature by anyone?”
“No, mistress,” he said and swallowed noisily. “We have other mages in the area now, but they feel nothing.”
Without speaking, Tiarra set the glass on the tray and stood to leave, motioning for the man to pass through the entrance before her. As Tiarra walked through the open door of the apartment, Sable saw mages pause in their duties like a strobe light freezing all movement into a single frame.
Tiarra turned with a smile that held no warmth. “Enjoy what is left of your day.”
The door closed.
“Sable, I didn’t say anything to her, nothing,” Taz said. She sat in Tiarra’s chair opposite Sable, shaking her head. Her maroon-streaked bob clashed with her dark hair, but matched exactly the color of her short vest. She flipped her hand, nails bitten to the quick, at the door. “Really, no one even asked me.”
Sable stroked the lip of the other fine crystal glass, and a single musical note hummed from under her finger. “These are meant for champagne, for a wedding, not for seltzer water,” she said. Sable found herself mesmerized by the tiny bubbles rising to the top of the glass. The stem was cobalt blue, twisted crystal, not unlike the sun catchers in the window of the antique shop.
Another life. Another existence. She looked up.
“I know you didn’t tell her,” Sable said, her voice flat. She jerked her head to the closed door and raised one hand to cup an ear. Taz’s mouth opened into a round “oh.”
Taz was twenty-two, cheerful, and had been ready to befriend Sable from the first minute they met. Sable was hesitant, but they’d struck up a friendship right away, comparing and commiserating about their lives. The other assistants avoided Sable when she spoke to them, shying away or ignoring her. They guarded her, but did not converse. Not like Taz.
The camaraderie was a unique experience to Sable. Always on the run, avoiding attachments, human and wizard, since learning of her abilities made for poor relations. Despite the misgivings, Sable had allowed her self-imposed wall to drop enough to let the punk-haired girl enter.
Taz told Sable she would help her. She said she wasn’t afraid of Tiarra, and she didn’t believe the stories about the head of the Imperium. No one could be that evil.
Sable had many things in common with the young woman. They were about the same age, bonded to Tiarra at nearly the same time. The biggest difference was their magical talents. Taz had only mediocre ability in Water, enough to clear a mirror of condensation, but not enough to empty a glass of liquid. And Taz was different in another way. She was a full wizard, with all her abilities.
“But why?” Taz had asked. “Why don’t you want to have and use all your abilities?”
The explanation had made no difference and only resulted in Taz shaking her head in confusion. Taz could never understand why Sable worked so hard to control her emotions to keep the sentient magic at bay.
Sable left the fluted glass on the tray and stood. The smell of the funeral roses closed in around her, and for a moment, her will crumbled. Sable choked, cupping her hand over her mouth before Taz could hear the sob. She went across the room and stood hugging herself in front of the window. It faced a park, and she stared down at the tiny figures moving like chess pieces on a board. People with dogs on leashes. People with lives and families. Cars honking. Lights at the crosswalks.
The window glass was thick, unbreakable. They didn’t open. Sable had discovered this on the first day. Her nightmare was waiting for her now, her imagination.
Taz came up behind her and patted her shoulder. “I wish I could be a better friend. I just don’t know what to do.” She brightened. “But you know, Tiarra told me that when you turn, I could stay as your helper, assistant kind of. She said you would need someone. ‘An anchor,’ she said.”
Sable felt a tendril of unease, but locating the cause eluded her. “Tiarra thinks you can help me? After I turn?”
“Well, she said that I might help you turn, be a friend, I guess she meant.” Taz giggled. “I don’t wanna break your crayons, but don’t think it’s a girl crush I got going here. Freshettes, like you and me, we need to stick together, is all.”
“You are unique, Tazzer,” Sable said, laughing. She sobered. “But what do you mean about the girl crush? You mean you…don’t want to?” Sable turned her mouth down in a pout.
Taz bumped her sideways and laughed harder. “Maybe some other time, yeah. Jeez, I can’t believe you’ve never done it. That totally wastes my cookies.” She tipped her head. “Aren’t you curious? I mean aside from getting your magic, aren’t you curious about…you know?”
Sable huffed and turned back to the window before answering. “Of course.”
“You got a guy in mind?”
How strange it was that just the memory of his mouth, his breath on her face, and the warmth of his chest under her cheek awakened her magic. Curls of energy flowed around her. She felt them, desired them, but withstood the temptation to touch the magic. It called to her, whispered promises of release and fulfillment. Sable shuddered and firmed her mouth.
Taz peered at Sable’s face. She gave a short laugh. “Yep, I’d say so. Oh, well, my loss.” Taz hugged Sable around her shoulders.
“It is good to have friends, is it not? No matter the circumstances?”
Violently, Sable pushed away from Taz and whirled to face Tiarra. Without thought, Sable clutched the phantasms of her magic in her hands. One look at Tiarra’s smirk, and Sable squeezed her eyes shut. The magic ebbed away from her as she sucked in slow draughts. “Yes, Tiarra? Did you forget something?”
“He is a good man?” Tiarra asked with a nod of her head.
“Who?” Sable had played this game before. She knew the rules now.
A tiny smile tugged at Tiarra’s lips, and then she moved to the table, where her laptop’s screen saver played the same nondescript landscape scenes. The woman pulled the laptop to her, settling into a plush chair of suede. She lifted her shapely legs to stretch them out on the padded ottoman, her black heels gleaming in the sunlight from the window.
Sable waited, her hands at her sides.
Taz shuffled her feet, angling for the still-open door. “If there isn’t anything else, I guess I’ll ooze on along…”
“Oh, no, my dear. You will stay.” Tiarra beamed a brilliant smile at the young woman.
Taz hesitated, but returned it with a tremulous one of her own.
“It just occurred to me,” Tiarra said. “I have a much better tool to force the change on you. That man whom it seems is the cause of my Imperator’s disappearance; you know him.”
Sable felt her mouth tighten, despite everything she could do to hold still. The tones of a cell phone made her freeze even that small motion.
“Contact all operatives in the search area immediately and pull them,” Tiarra said. “Yes, that is correct, pull them, and wait for my instructions.”

Breathe; let it wash away the fear. Don’t move. Stay calm.

“Until you lost the hunters last spring, you were staying with an old couple. We know this. And you worked at a bar. The owner is a man in his late twenties. With a mother. No doubt you’ve developed human ties.”
Sable heard a sharp inhalation and then silence. Then the cell phone again.
“Keeper,” Tiarra said. “A wrinkle has developed in my plan. Listen carefully. Pull the operatives as I said before, but I want them in a five-mile radius.”
She paused to laugh. “No, not around the point where my Imperator vanished. Place them around the last known residence of the tener unus.”
Sable heard the cell phone snap shut. She gave in to her stomach-clenching tension and turned to Tiarra without comment.
“Maybe it is time for a visit,” Tiarra said. Her blood-red nails tapped the arm of her chair. She shut the laptop and unhurriedly got to her feet. “Until then, I believe we should go at this problem from a different angle.” Tiarra’s hand cut through the streams of magic that never left her, never died. The trails spat like droplets of water on a hot surface. “Since magic can manifest during emotional outbursts, not only intercourse, I believe it is time to test your resolve. Tell me, what do you see now?”
“Air,” Sable said dully. “Yours is deep blue with sparks.”

And unique. Every track of your elements has its own shadow following it.
“And now?”
“Red. Water.”
Tiarra swiveled her head, as if trying to catch sight of her magic. “Strange that you can see them, when every other wizard cannot.”

Except for one, Sable thought.
Tiarra swept a taloned hand in front of her again. To Sable’s eyes, the swirls exploded into fiery chrysanthemums. Again, she heard snapping, popping.
Taz stood, drawing Sable’s attention. The magenta-dyed streak in the young woman’s hair clashed with the red of Water. The door slammed shut, but Taz didn’t start as Sable did. Blue-black Air joined the red Water, and the young woman rose, her feet dangling, her mouth wide in a silent scream.
“Is it not odd how the heart rate increases with every emotion? With passion or fear, in anger or joy, it is all the same, respiration and the heart race. I find it does not matter whether it is the subject that is directly involved or merely the audience. All are affected the same.”
Slowly twirling now, her head twisted to one side, Taz’s eyes turned inward, unfocused on the world around her. To Sable, Taz appeared on display, like a mannequin in a storefront window, turning so the customer could see all angles. The short, rib-length vest billowed as a finger of Air caught it. Her feet pointed down and her shoes slid off, each thump a sharp sound that broke into the room like a gunshot.
“Stop.” Sable felt the word rasp from her throat. She turned to Tiarra, whose attention remained on the slowly spinning figure. Sable positioned herself in front of Taz, her back to the young woman. “She isn’t a part of this. Hurting her won’t get what you want.”
But even as the words left her mouth, Sable knew differently. Taz was the means to an end, which was her friend’s task from the beginning. Taz wasn’t a spy, assigned to pass along Sable’s secrets. She’d accomplished her mission, befriending Sable without reservation or knowledge of her true mission. To create ties, emotional attachments.
The result was to turn Sable into a full wizard by any means necessary.
Tiarra twitched one finger, as if flicking dust. Behind her, Sable heard a sound like that of a rubber band stretched to its limit. Sable turned and the air left her lungs. One of Taz’s arms was back, bent in an impossible position, the buttons of the vest now straining, now popping free. A liquid snap and the arm swung free, but a baseball-sized lump appeared under the vest at the point where the top of Taz’s arm met the shoulder blade. Her head lolled back.
A guttural sound left Sable’s mouth, and she lunged for Tiarra, her hands made into claws. But with the same negligent motion of her fingers, Tiarra stopped her with Air. Irresistibly, Sable felt herself pushed into the chair by the coffee table still holding the crystal stemware.
“I cannot see your magic, but I can feel it,” Tiarra said mildly. “Give in and allow the magic to be released. It is quite simple, actually. You need do nothing but give up your stubborn attitude. Then you can have your friend returned to you. Mostly unharmed, of course.”
Sable heard the smile in Tiarra’s voice. She kept her eyes squeezed tight. It didn’t stop the tears or her ears from hearing the animal-like moans from what was left of Taz.
When the young woman died with a sharp crack of her neck, the delicate crystal glass shattered.






Chapter Twenty-Six
Where was she?
Justus touched the brass knob and stepped from the cellar into his closed shop. He strode to the front door and took a moment to feel for passing adepts. There were many more than usual, and he had to be careful. The rage that bubbled just beneath the surface of his consciousness looked constantly for a chink in his iron will. He grappled with it in silent, fierce battles, trying to hold it in check, but it ate at his self-doubt, sometimes breaking free. The small copper bulldog that Emmett liked so much was no more, melted into slag when Fire slipped from Justus’s control for only a second. The puddle of metal was at the bottom of the dumpster.
In his office, Justus leaned his elbows on the desk. He hadn’t been able to sleep. Always, he saw her, the change from joy to terrible fear, and then the worst, when the gray eyes went blank. It played in his mind repeatedly until he could think of nothing else, and at night, it was as though he was standing in the middle of the street facing Tiarra again.
The clock showed the time to be a little after three. The afternoon was wearing on.
Maybe he could close his eyes, try to rest his brain and nerves. But not too long. He set a timer for an hour, stretched out his long legs, and tried to relax his taut muscles.
But the last few days ran through his mind and behind his closed eyes.
Macy readily answered his many questions about the Imperium’s operations; Dayne less so, but only because of the lingering effects of the compulsion. Justus asked many questions about locations, personnel, and possible reactions to a “wild” mage.
The Imperium had operatives scattered in every major city, tethered in a loose network of supervisors responsible for their regions. Like senatorial districts of states, politics played a part of any decision. Petty and sometimes divisive, they wrangled amongst themselves unless someone got out of hand and attracted attention—or caused general mayhem. When this happened, the regional director would step in to mediate the problems and, sometimes, to mete out punishment. Dayne, as captain of the Imperium, was head of security and policed the directors.
“Won’t you be missed?” Justus had asked him after several days had gone by.
Dayne had shrugged and changed the subject. The Imperium’s commander showed little concern for returning to his former responsibilities. He’d told Justus of Tiarra’s possible locations, but freely admitted she had no particular residence. He’d told him of the places she may have taken Sable, but they were only marks on a map, nothing concrete.
Justus snarled and fisted his hands again in frustration. He might as well use the map as a dartboard, for all the good the stickpins did, marking the areas of Tiarra’s influence.
Where would she take Sable?
His argument with Bert still rankled. When he had asked the teen to stay away for a few days, Bert had initially refused, his face set in stubborn lines. For a while, Justus wondered if he would do it. But when Justus requested Bert look in on his mother, the teen reluctantly agreed to stay away. It solved two problems, his mom and Bert, and kept them out of the arena.
Even with the dangers in front of him, Bert still didn’t have respect for the consequences of magic, and that troubled Justus.
He shook his head. That would have to keep for now.
Where was Sable? And Tiarra?

“Don’t you know what you can do?”

Even now, the words tore through him, and he spiraled into the memory.


Dead was dead, whether they found a body or not. After six months, his dad wasn’t coming back to help him with his homework, wrangle over the best football play, or tell him when he messed up.
He was sixteen, and his dad was never coming back.
The house he had lived in since infancy sold quickly, and nearly everything was already packed when the accident occurred on that late spring day, the green of the pastures and lawns just beginning to brighten in the sun. School was out for the year, and Justus was apprehensive when his father said they were going to travel for a few years. Though nervous and excited, he was sorry to leave his envious friends, but was ready for adventure. By the time the house sold, their belongings gone or stored, Justus was ready for some serious road time in their massive new camper, his new home. But life—or death—interrupted.
His father left for work that last day to inspect the support cables of the bridge he’d helped engineer, leaving Justus asleep in his nearly empty room. Everything but the bed and a large luggage bag sold or stored.
The construction crew reported a loud sizzling noise, like an electrical charge hissing, then a cry from his dad. They watched in horror as his body dropped nearly four hundred feet into the Mississippi River and disappeared, making no other sound. Even the muted splash was nearly inaudible, witnesses said.
They knew there was no hope, but the searchers labored through the cool spring day and into the night. After several days of looking for his body downstream, they gave up and got back to their lives.
Hope can be an evil companion, giving aid and comfort when the outcome is unlikely to be positive.
They never found his body.
After the empty-casket funeral, his mother continued with their original plans, to leave the joyless area and find something to fill the void that at least gave the appearance of contentment. People said it was too soon, that his mother’s reaction was typical, but she should wait before following their decision to leave so abruptly after their loss. His mother listened politely to the advice and then made her decision; they would go the day after the funeral.
His mother methodically prepared to leave without fanfare, without histrionics. Often times, she reached out to grasp his shoulder or hand, as if to console, focusing intently on his face.
She dealt with grief her way and Justus in his, mostly by staring out the window of the pickup and trying to hold onto the small things that reminded him of his dad. He fingered the mottled stone around his neck, thinking of the day his father gave it to him, with his face so oddly intense.
Justus saved the tears for the dark of night.
After several months of traveling from state to state, never staying in one place very long, they found themselves in Illinois again. Justus sat on a cold bench in the middle of Chicago’s Lincoln Park. He wrapped his arms around his chest and looked down at the pavement scraped dry of the latest snowfall. His mother’s home schooling program kept him abreast of his studies, and he was well ahead of comparable age groups in the public school system. That should have made him happy, satisfied. He looked forward to college. But after six months of traveling, the lure of living without a fixed address had long ago lost its charm. His birthday had come and gone. He was seventeen. And he missed his father.
The trails through the park were empty of people, which made it the best place to be alone. No one to ask questions and bother him with strange looks.
It was the best place for private meetings, and he waited for her now.
He had met her while walking the empty paths through the park, one of his lonely hikes on the cold days of November, when he had no desire to talk with anyone. He didn’t even want to look at anyone, acknowledge anyone’s presence. But a young woman changed that. She stopped him, her hand on his arm as he started to move past her.
“Excuse me. Can you tell me where the Grant Memorial is?”
Her words were soft and she was pretty. Sometimes, he’d caught her looking at him strangely since their chance meeting three days ago, but Justus had shrugged it off. Her manners were gentle, her voice sweet. And he took pleasure in the company of the beauty who decided he was interesting.
And so, after the first day when they’d walked the nearly empty trails in the snow-covered park, she’d asked to meet him again the next day and the day after that. He’d agreed.
One odd thing... When she introduced herself, Justus couldn’t reciprocate. He started to give her his name, but his mouth said something different. She nodded and repeated it, as if to fix the bogus name in her mind. But then she took his arm and the moment passed as she laughed over something else.
He sighed, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes. The air was chilly, but the sun warmed his eyelids.
“My oh my, what have we here?”
The soft feminine voice startled him out of his peaceful doze. He stumbled to his feet, astonished by the appearance of the young woman standing in front of him.
She laughed. “I am sorry. Did I surprise you?”
“I didn’t hear you. Guess I was half-asleep.” He smiled down at her.
She was older than he was, Justus knew, but not by more than a few years. She stood in front of him and waited for him. As always, she was neat and glamorous, her long nails polished in a rich dark color. Her lips were the same color as her nails, and now they curved into a tiny smile. The top of her head came just to his shoulder, and she stood now looking up and down his body.

As if thinking about trying me on for size, Justus thought. It made him uncomfortable, but in the next instant, he scolded himself for that uncharitable thought.
She had no jacket. A long-sleeved blouse of silver and blue clung to her figure, and she shivered in the cold wind. He offered her his coat. Her smile was as warm as the sunshine when she shook her head.
“No, I am all right,” she said, her voice low for a woman. But she took his hand in hers, and it was his turn to shiver when the warm fingers curled around his palm.
Justus had dated a few girls when he went to his high school, but he wasn’t a party-scene kind of guy. His buddies liked to trumpet their conquests to any who would listen, but it made Justus uncomfortable. Experience in romance was not something he could brag about, or the lack of it.
Now this strange woman looked at him with warm eyes, and something turned over inside Justus.

Why not?

He walked with her, and they talked about small things, the weather, and the park. She kept her hand in his, sometimes rubbed against his arm, and then ignored the sound of his gasp.
She led him to an imposing gray, stone-block building. He did not resist or even ask about the blankets in one of the alcoves. It was cold, and there were no people.
She turned to face him, running one hand up his arm and then around to the back of his neck and pulled him down to her insistent mouth. Her lips were hot, and he tasted something of candy on them. For a moment, his mind resisted. Then she pressed against him and all thought fled.
“You must know I want you. All of you. And it is time.” Her voice was husky and low.
He gasped and started to question, to speak of responsibilities and consequences, but her mouth covered his again. Her tongue darted into his mouth, and a moan began deep in his throat.
Her hands slipped under his coat and around his back, pushing her fingers into the straining muscles. His coat fell to the cold stone floor, and her fingers tugged at the waistband of his jeans, then moved to the front. He groaned and jerked as she cupped him. Her movements intensified, and she pulled him down with her to the prepared blankets.
Lights swirled around him as if the stars had come down to earth. His panting breaths kept time with his limbs, shaking his body and wits. Her blouse followed his coat and jeans, and she fastened her mouth on his. Her arms pulled him to her.
Shadows and glittering colors formed behind his closed eyes, revolving like a spinning top. Her movements, sure and experienced, guided him. Her deep, throaty moan joined his, and then her body urged him with increasingly savage motions. Nails dug into his hips and the lights exploded, and he collapsed on her body for a brief moment.
Hands on his chest shoved him hard and made him roll away from her in surprise. She sat up, her breasts bouncing with the abrupt motion. With hard eyes on him, she didn’t try to cover herself as he smiled nervously.
“Are you all right?” Justus asked hesitantly. He started to reach for her, but she slapped his hand away. Her eyes never left him.
The sun sparkled off the myriad of quartz crystals in the granite stone around them, reflecting off her skin and his. In the distance, he heard a low roar of traffic. And thunder.
Thunder? In winter under a clear sky?
“Who are you?” Her voice was guttural.
“I-I’m…” His stuttering shocked him, but not as much as the sudden closing of his throat. Air trapped in his lungs and he felt strangled. He couldn’t pull in enough air to respond.
She had scrambled to her feet, clutching her blouse to her chest. In one swift motion, she leaned over him where he sat and slapped him hard across the mouth.
“Who are you? You will tell me.”
He stared up at her, then got to his feet, his eyes never leaving her raging face. He found his clothes by touch and put them on. When he bent to pull on his jeans, the muddy-colored stone swung from his shirt. The woman started when she saw it, her eyes wide. It shocked him when she let out a shriek and tried to grab the pendant. He dodged out of her reach, stumbling back against the stone column.
Now she stood eying him, not with anger, but with something more terrifying to him. As a prize, an acquisition. She cocked her head to one side, gazing at him while he slipped on his coat. The rumble of thunder grew closer, and a burst of wind swirled bits of paper into the air. It looked like a miniature cyclone, what the Midwesterners called a dust devil born of hot air and summer sun. But this was winter, and the whirlwind grew, picking up loose snow and last year’s leaves. The roar of thunder and earth-sounds grew until it was all around him.
“Come here,” she said, as if expecting him to obey her instantly. Surprise shone in her face when he stepped away without answering her.
Something else tugged at him now, the fear of something terrible, of the unknown, of a noise in the dark of night or a scream from an animal. It filled him, spoke to him.
Told him to run.

Run.

Justus backed away, but she was faster. The woman reached out one slim hand and stroked his neck, her face expectant. Her fingers left a trail of flames across his skin like a white-hot nail.
And he felt a collar form around his neck as tight as any leash. Instinctively, he tried to pull free, but it held as he struggled.
“Easy, little one. Don’t hurt yourself. I don’t know where you came from or how you hid yourself from me, but now, you are mine. Don’t fight it.”
Truly frantic, Justus wildly tried to break the hold on him. It twisted his neck, tightening until his lungs began to labor to pull in enough air to stay conscious, holding him, and roughing his throat into a mass of flames. His hands met nothing but air around his neck as he scrambled to find a purchase on whatever was binding him. But there was nothing there. Nothing. Nothing but…

Air.
He wanted free. He wanted to break free. Now. And with that thought, the means to do it came to him.
His pendant burst into what he thought was fire. It was as though the sun had settled on his chest. The hollow sound of an enormous gong sounded from somewhere in his head, and his arms and skin felt like swarms of bees were crawling, buzzing there. Justus cried out as he stumbled back, thrown free.
She screamed, her mouth framed by the burgundy lip-gloss. She snatched her long-nailed hand back from his neck and held it away from her body, and a sudden violent gust of wind blew and she fell backwards. She held up her hand. The talons were black with char and the skin blistered. She rolled and stood quickly.
He turned and ran.
Her footsteps followed him for a short way, but the ground heaved under them and he heard the sound of her body hitting the frozen ground. Then her loud, warbling scream of rage.

“Don’t you know what you can do?”

He ran faster than he thought possible, stumbling often, but always regaining his feet. There was a sound of someone whimpering, and when he realized it came from him, he put his fist into his mouth, biting his flesh to stop the sound.
Colors swarmed around him, as if comet or rocket tails had taken on life and followed him, playing in the afternoon sun.
And it was only afternoon. Not even two hours had passed since he had sat on the bench in the sunshine of a cold winter day. And the strange woman had pulled him to her and kissed him.
He ran faster, back to the pickup, back to his home on wheels. He wanted his father more than he ever had since the accident.
He ran.
His mother sat at their tiny dining table in their tiny kitchen, reading a magazine. She took another drink from the cup she held in her hand and then looked up. Her eyes focused on him. The cup dropped from her fingers as she stood.
“What has happened? Your respiration, your heart rate.”
Justus didn’t take the time to wonder at his mother’s strange words. He couldn’t speak; he only wanted to breathe, sucking in great draughts of air. At that moment, his stomach rolled, and he leaped into their tiny bathroom and heaved.
Violent winds buffeted the trailer, and it swayed. The shimmer of starry trails swirled around him, growing brighter, thicker.

I must be losing my eyesight, he thought without emotion.
Justus wiped his mouth, washed his hands, face, and then returned to the front room where his mother stood. She hadn’t reacted to his sudden illness, but watched him oddly. Not sympathy or concern; she asked no questions. She simply observed him.
“Here,” his mother said. She held out her hand.
Confused, he wiped his hand on his jeans, then slipped it into hers.
Her hand was cool, almost cold, and she clutched hard, then placed her other hand over her clasped fingers.
Calm washed over him, and he took a deep, slow breath. His wildly thumping heart eased just as the trailer shuddered. It creaked and something thumped against the outside wall as a dull roar settled over them.
But he ignored the noises of breaking branches and the earth opening up. All he was aware of was his mother’s hand in his and the flood of information that exploded into his brain.
Justus closed his eyes.


The harsh beeping sound woke him, and for a moment, Justus felt disoriented, still in the past. His feet hit the floor as he stood and picked up the alarm clock he had set to give him an hour’s rest.
He stared at it and then threw it hard against the wall of his office. The little timer smashed and went silent as he stood panting, staring at the pieces.
What a colossal fool he was.
He thought to send a locating element to find Sable. But she wasn’t a full wizard yet, and that made her difficult to find.
What he needed was a person close to her, someone who was a full wizard, in command of all the elements.
Justus pulled his ward stone from his shirt and thought of a mental request, to find and locate a wizard without them being aware of the search. Immediately, his stone moved under his hand, shivered slightly, and the magic slithered from it and arrowed away from him, like a hound on a scent trail.
Within a minute, the search was complete and he knew where Sable was.
At the side of the head of the Imperium.
And everything fell into place—the reasons, the locations; Tiarra was moving back to familiar territory.






Chapter Twenty-Seven
The man stood with his hands clasped behind his back, looking out the window of the house where the woman lived. A muscle in his cheek twitched regularly, jumping in time to the silent beat of his emotions. He combed through his gray hair with his fingers.

Maybe the stress is finally getting to me.

He could feel it coming, like joints complaining before a storm. He knew the juxtaposition of the players was converging. The game was about to begin. Events were moving too rapidly, and his staff was scrambling to keep up.
There was no sound from behind him, but he knew she was there, still at the kitchen table, looking at nothing.
“You remind me of her, you know,” he said softly without turning from the window. “Your appearance especially, that is spot on. But the mannerisms…” He shook his head but didn’t continue.
She did not respond and, since he heard no sound, probably hadn’t even stirred or reacted to his words.
The street was empty of traffic. At this hour just before sundown, at the end of a beautiful summer day, people usually went out for supper or went looking for entertainment. But there were few cars on this stretch of road on a normal day. And this was not a normal day. His eyes shifted to movement on the sidewalk, but whoever—or whatever—had vanished.
His cell vibrated.
“Yes,” he answered. “Report.”
“The principal is still at the original site. The operatives are withdrawing from the theater.”
“They are?”
The gray-haired man’s brow gathered in surprise. They were leaving. But why?
“One thing,” the voice on his cell said. “They are pulling back, but they are still in the area, arranged on an outside perimeter, a circle around the principal.” The voice paused. “A very large circle.”
“And what about the VIP?”
“She is still in play.”
The man nodded absently. It made sense. The chase was over. Now the waiting and maneuvering would begin. The chess game was well along, with strategies and plans beginning to form.
She was standing at his side, appearing out of nowhere, startling him. The matronly figure was as still as a statue, hair curled neatly, her wrinkled features the face of a woman in her seventies. As she stared out the window, her eyes narrowed as she focused on something he didn’t see.
“We might have a situation here,” he said slowly into the cell phone. He stared, as she seemed to track movement outside the house with her eyes. “Are there any patterns, any operatives around this area?”
“Wait a sec.”
The voice went silent. Then: “Uh, you might have a problem.”
“Figured.”
He heard an electrical hiss of static on the line. “Several of the group broke off and—” Indecipherable noise made the man pull his ear away from the phone. “...you should take cover. Immediately.”
The phone went dead.
The man dropped the cell, and it thumped softly on the carpet. He fumbled for a black chain around his neck and reached for her hand.
She ignored him as he pressed her index finger to the mottled stone pendant. The fixed magic’s effect was almost immediate, and he felt the cloaking and disguise settle over his body and face. It was like a chilling wind passed over him and then was gone.
The woman at his side stirred, and she spoke for the first time that day.
“Someone is coming, another wizard,” she said.
A knock on the door made him jerk, even though he was expecting it. The woman followed him to the entrance and stood behind him. The man known as Paul sucked in a quick breath and opened the door.
He thought he was ready for whoever knocked. But whatever he expected to see, it wasn’t a gawky teenage boy. The kid took a step back, his eyebrows rounded in surprise.
“Mrs. Aubre?” The boy’s eyes went past the man’s shoulder.
“Bert. Why are you here?” the woman asked, her voice now a pleasant mask.
“I told Justus I’d look in on you off and on. I just…” His voice trailed off and then his eyes sharpened. “What is wrong? And who are you?”
“A cousin, of sorts,” the man said.

Complications. Always complications, he thought.
“Someone is coming,” the woman said again.
Paul turned to her and started to speak.
The voice startled Bert and Paul. “Well, looky here. Got us three of ’em.”
A well-muscled man stepped from the tree line and strode arrogantly to the house entrance.
Bert started and turned.
“Hold on, punk. You stay put.” The muscled man spat and cursed under his breath, “Damn humans.”
He pulled a cell from his shirt pocket and thumbed one number into the pad. “Got ’em,” he said. “Plus another.”
Three other figures stepped onto the lawn and angled toward the house. The man known as Paul didn’t have to see them use their talents to know what they were.


The sun was touching the horizon as Justus drove to the McIntyres’ house where Dayne and Macy waited. He had called them, asking them to remain at the house and wait for him.
Now, as he pulled into the drive, he wondered if they should have escaped instead.
He didn’t feel any adepts other than Dayne and Macy, but the air felt charged, like just before a rainstorm. The earth was waiting, expectant. The sun shot one last finger into the sky, a searchlight of liquid gold, and then it disappeared behind the distant horizon. The light would remain for many minutes. This time of year, the land would be in twilight for an hour or more.
Macy met him at the porch. “He is hurting,” she said abruptly. “It’s like before, when Sable was taken.” Her face crumpled. “Can you do something?”
But Justus was shaking his head before she finished speaking. “If I try to help him now, it wouldn’t turn out well for either of us. You remember what happened the first time, when it was so bad. I can’t. Not now. Tiarra is on her way here. Or maybe even already here. If Dayne is in that much pain, it might be that she is very close.”
He heard the groan from behind the closed door leading to the house. If it was that bad already, he needed to hurry.
Justus shook his head at Macy’s silent plea. “It would drop me like a stone,” he said softly. “And I have to be ready. She is bringing Sable, probably going to try to turn her using me or you. Be careful and stay away. I—”
Whatever he was going to say was lost in a blast of ice-cold wind. It curled around him, probing with glacier fingers, looking for magic. Macy’s face paled as Dayne cried out.
“Go now. I don’t think he will hold out if he sees you,” Macy said.
He nodded, leaped from the top of the porch to the ground, and loped around the corner of the house to the trail leading to the clearing.
Zephyr was behind the house, propped up on one of the lounge chairs like a tawny sphinx. She was alert, her eyes fixed without blinking in the direction of the clearing. One ear flicked to him and then back to point toward the trail. A vicious growl slid through her white teeth.
“Yeah, yeah, I know. We got problems.” He started to trot down the path, stopped, and turned back to look at the cat. “Take care of her, okay? You know. If.”
The cat’s eyes turned to him, and she seemed to sigh and then trilled softly.

I will do what I can, but my power is limited.

“I know,” Justus said softly. “At least stay with her. She really needs you.”
He turned and walked into the tree line.

I will. Good luck, Wizard.

Before he could give his automatic denial, the reply trailed off. He gave a wry laugh. Cats and moonstones with their familiars, they had such a sense of humor.
The smell of newly mown grass—reminiscent of watermelon, summer days, and cool, green earth—came to him. The cold wind was gone and everything was still. The evening birds were quiet. The crickets made no noise. Life and the earth froze into a still tableau, spectators only, in hiding. Or running away.
The evening star was shining in the west, a fitful sparkle at best. Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight, he began automatically. But even as he watched, the night grew darker and the dim glimmer of light was gone, covered by increasing pall from the east. No wishes for him. There weren’t enough wishes in the world for him anyway, not tonight.
A rumble of distant thunder rolled over the land.
Justus augmented his vision with the fixed magic of his ward stone, giving him all the light he needed to see. The ropey dull clouds looked more like muddy water than the cirrus clouds they were supposed to imitate. Some adept will have to work on their technique, he thought absently. But then again, maybe that was the point, give the clouds an unsettling dirty-towel appearance, and the humans would stay away from the area. The undersurface boiled and flashes of light from something that was not lightning highlighted the still leaves on the trees.
He felt the approach of adepts. Dayne and Macy were closest. She could do nothing more than hold her husband’s hand and try to talk to him, probably, but Macy would keep trying until the end.
Other adepts were closing their huge concentric circle, narrowing any escape. It was a moot point anyway. To run, to escape was not in his mind.
Justus stood still, his head bowed. The prickling of his skin, like bees trapped, buzzing, crawling. He lifted his face to the sky, straightened his back and spine, and breathed in the warm summer air, pulling it into his lungs in slow, deep draughts. He extended his arms, his palms and splayed fingers turned up, and he reached for the swirling magic. As if impatient, the elements responded eagerly.
Hiding, avoidance, running; that game was played out.
Time for a new game, one with his rules. He settled his heels to the ground and allowed the final acceptance of his inheritance. He lifted his chin.
“I am a wizard,” he said softly.
He released the gathered elements of Fire, Air, Water, and Earth.
Fire shot into the sky from around him, splashing the undersides of the cloud with ebony. Earth joined him, thundering in the deep mantle of the ground, and the trees swayed in time to the music of the wind, Air. Light bathed the clearing, and Water sang in the deep bowels of the ground, ready to come to him.
Through the tumult, he heard the feminine laughter, delighted like a child at a puppet show. But in that sound, he heard the order given, and Justus dropped his hands. An echoing thunderclap reverberated over the clearing.
The bubble appeared as he envisioned it, but not an iridescent, fragile soap bubble of fear and avoidance. This was made of adamant, hard as diamonds and will. It grew outward, extending away from him into a soaring black circle, shot with glittering veins of gold and brilliant silver.
Reaching into the dull clouds, it pressed them back. It enveloped the trees and leaves and then left the growing things unharmed as it passed. The bubble was made of exclusion and forged of necessity; the elements chose the form. It noticed nothing of the world, harmed nothing of earth, air, fire, or water. All these, it ignored.
But the magic of the dull boiling clouds pulled away from it, and a concave dome formed in the surface overhead. A shout came from behind him in the direction of the house and then a delighted chuckle. But they could come no nearer.
The approach of the adepts from every direction halted with some flares of their weak, puny elements hitting the shield of his will with no effect. He tied it off and waited. For one slim moment, he hoped the bubble had separated Tiarra from her captive, but she was not a fool. In the flashes of light from the mages testing his circle of his clear steel, he could see Sable was under restraint. Tiarra’s hand was on her shoulder. Sable was kneeling, her luminous eyes on him. He could see no message in them or divine any emotion. Her face was alive, and in that small measure of time, he saw that Tiarra did not control her, not yet. She was not a full wizard, but the effort to hold her emotions in check was eating into her soul. The fight was plain to his eye. He saw her body shiver with sporadic trembling, but her face remained smooth, emotionless. Justus looked away to the one standing behind Sable.
They were in the center of the clearing, on the crown of the land, exactly where Justus had kissed Sable the first time, he noticed dispassionately. Tiarra stood with her head cocked, smiling, as if discovering something unexpected, something humorous. Her hair flowed over her shoulders, as if alive. The locks appeared like the darkest shadows of the night, but her face was glowing in the flashes of light from her frustrated adepts. Reflecting the magic like the pale imitation of a multi-colored neon sign, now red, now green, her lips curled up and she again laughed.
She looked him up and down. “Hello, lover,” Tiarra said.
He did not speak.
Without taking her eyes from him, she nodded at his dome. “Good work, that. It isn’t often I am outsmarted.” Her smile widened, her teeth white. The eyes were different, though. Hard. Furious.
She gestured at the bubble with her free hand. “That is rather clever.”
Inadvertently, his eyes flicked to the surface of the bubble, and a radiance of silver light hit his chest and threw him backward.
He twisted as he fell, throwing his arm back to stop him from rolling, and flung his left arm up, palm outward to Tiarra. Black molten Fire, a bar of seething element, shot from his hand. It met the silver of her Fire element, and the conflagration was of an electrical storm.
His hip struck the ground, but his eyes never left her crazed ones, and his left hand held steady as he regained his feet. The elements spat and hissed as they met at their intersecting point. His Air element had shielded and deflected her Fire element, but the impact was the same as a hammer to his chest, and breathing in and out took on a new meaning when pain stabbed his side. Justus felt something shift in his chest and wondered if it was a broken rib.
No. No pain. He couldn’t, wouldn’t have it now. Later. When there was time.
He silenced the agony and gripped the Fire element firmly in his other hand.
“First law of dueling: Don’t take your eyes off the opponent,” Tiarra said. She shrugged one shoulder, and her silver Fire wobbled from the line that arrowed straight to his heart. “Your warding must be with you still. How intriguing. But as much as I would love to hear the story behind that acquisition, I am afraid you will not have the chance to tell the tale.”
“Why is that, Tiarra? Do you have to leave so soon?” Justus’s bar of black Fire increased until it began to beat the silver back. It gained in increments, the juncture where the elements met, and it was getting closer to the woman. “You aren’t as strong as I am. You know that. And your little army cannot get through the shielding.”
Her eyes flickered and there was a small tightening around her mouth. “True. As I said, very clever, your shielding is. And it is staff, not an army. Well-chosen staff, of course. There are ways other than strength. You may have a warding shield, but I do as well.”
She angled behind Sable’s body and dropped her Fire element at the same instant. Justus threw his hand out and his element snuffed out. In the same motion, he clawed in front of his chest and Air shimmered around him. Earth rumbled in deep basso tones, but did not make him waver. Thick layers of Air formed a shield under him, cushioning him from the ground as it heaved and shook like a dog.
She released her Earth element. “Why do you care so much?” Tiarra asked. When he stared at her, she jerked her chin at Sable’s bowed head. “What is there about this tener unus that makes you wish to save her?”
He held his reply and did not answer her, but saw the first reaction from Sable. Her mouth parted and he saw her scrunch her eyelids down hard. Something flickered in Tiarra’s face, and her fingers bore into the shoulder of the younger woman.
“Your heart rate, my sweetling. You should learn to control it better.”
She gave a husky laugh and lightly caressed Sable’s neck. A shudder passed through the young woman’s shoulders. She did not speak, but clamped her lips together hard.
“Give it up, dear. You see, you will not win,” Tiarra said. With a small shock, he realized she spoke not to him, but to Sable. “It will go badly with him if you do not. He will die and it will be your fault. Give in, turn, and we will spare him.” She laughed again. “He will be yours forever.”
“Don’t give in, Sable. You know what she is and how she’ll use you. She’ll control you. She’ll control everyone.” Justus spoke in a low voice, but his eyes never left Tiarra. “Ultimate power in her hands will create a beast. An insane beast.”
Tiarra’s eyes gleamed at last, a glitter of emotion that made him wonder if even he could control her reaction. The light in her eyes whirled madly, but then settled again, shifted briefly to a point behind him.
She smiled.
He heard a harsh voice from behind him. “Get in there. Now, or by damn, I’ll hit you with it again.”
Other voices joined the first in rough laughter.
“Justus?”
The voice was low and wavering, and Justus felt bile rise in his mouth as the hesitant footsteps stopped behind him.
Bert would at last learn what it was to fear magic.






Chapter Twenty-Eight
“Humans can pass through your shield. Is that not so, Justus?” Tiarra asked. She rolled his name on her tongue, molding it to her will. “So that is your true name.” She smiled. “And what is your name, little boy?”
Bert didn’t answer immediately, and her features sharpened. She tilted her head and jerked her chin. Behind him, Justus heard a pained gasp of breath.
“Bert,” Justus said quickly. “His name is Bert.”
“Hm, so he is something you value.”
He didn’t answer. His stomach muscles clenched into a roiled mass.
“Child, do you know about the elements?” Tiarra asked.
“Yes.” Bert’s voice was low.
“Spirit. Do you know what the Spirit element is?”
Bert took hesitant steps to stand at Justus’s left side. “Yes,” he said again. “I know what the Spirit element is.”
When Tiarra smiled, Sable flinched under the savage grip of the fingers on her shoulder. It was the only warning Justus had, the young woman’s recoil as Tiarra focused her eyes on the teenager.
Bert shrieked, stumbled back, and fell, his body hitting the ground hard. He curled into a fetal position, his arms wrapped around the knees pulled up into his chest. Justus heard soft whimpers and cries from the boy.
Justus leaned, as if to go to him, but stopped when Tiarra’s eyes brightened for a moment. He held still and ground his teeth together. The hoarse inarticulate sounds from the boy tore into him.
Tiarra smiled as she watched. She didn’t spare a look for the boy, but her smile widened at his face. “And so...combat finally? You will fight now to the end?”
She bent to Sable and whispered into her hair, “See what you have done? Look at what only you can prevent. Your fault. Your fault.”
Sable’s eyes opened wider, her face pallid as she stared at the crying boy. Her body shuddered every few seconds, the trembling growing deeper and harder. Small lights like fireflies began to whirr around her. In a rainbow of colors, they called on more to join them, growing bigger and more numerous. She moaned in time to Bert’s cries.
Tiarra looked at Justus and tipped her head, waiting for his reaction. She did not have long to wait.
He released the pent-up breath and moved onto the balls of his feet, settling his weight forward like a martial arts master preparing to strike. She smiled as he moved and then lifted her hands from Sable’s shoulder.
But Justus spun to his left. He flung his hand at the downed boy, his fingers wide.
A mixture of four elements swarmed over the boy, trails of glitter forming an opaque blanket. The shield curled around Bert, nestling under his body to cradle him gently. The boy disappeared under the magic, and Justus’s movement brought him back in line with Tiarra. Her eyes widened as he completed his turn and threw the other hand toward her. She had extended her palms outward and prepared to return the counterstrike. But the hit was not at her.
A blast of the element of Air hit Sable, knocking her back out of her kneeling position. It flowed over her, a gray-blue color, the texture of pale silk cloth, and shielded her as it had shielded Bert. With one difference: Air not only covered Sable, but also filled her ears and eyes. Her swarming elements snuffed out.
His blast of Air was not gentle. Her head hit the hard ground and she lay still.
He could spare no more than a glance at her lifeless form. Tiarra’s only reaction was a quick glance and a low snarl.
“You kill the girl and save the boy. Odd. And a waste. She had a strong potential for the elements, and that is human excrement. It makes no sense.”
“You should know about that, Tiarra. Not making sense.”
She smiled and edged away from Sable’s still form. Another step away and then another. Justus mimicked her movements, like those of a fencer, keeping his distance.
He watched for the tightening of her mouth and eyes as the only warning he would receive. They stopped circling and now faced each other. Justus prepared himself, his hands splayed out away from his sides. He expected the attack, but the form it took surprised him.
She ran at him, and a solid bar of energy appeared in her hand. He stumbled back as she swung the bar at his head, dodging it and then her return strike. The tip of the bar flashed by his face as he pulled away and whirled backward, staggering.
He threw out his hand and called to his magic desperately. Combat. Need something to strike and defend.

A molten bar of Fire appeared in his hand. It was cool to his palm and molded to the shape of his fingers. Black as a bottomless pit, with gold and silver chasing each other up the bar like small lightning bolts.
He held it like a fencer would a sharpened rapier, at the ready.
Tiarra paused, breathing heavily. She held her silver bar like a stick, not a sword, and with her next move, Justus understood why.
She feinted with the bar, and he extended to block her. But she whirled, knocked his bar out of the way, and struck his temple with the end of her weapon of elements. His shield of Air blazed and saved him from a crushed skull, but it did not cushion the strike, and Justus stumbled back, barely able to defend the rapid movements of her now-whirling bar of Fire.
Sparks scattered, elements of Fire and hot metals as their bars met repeatedly. Justus shook the sweat from his face when she paused to grin at him. Tiarra walked lightly, circling him with her bar held low, her grin widening as she watched him.
“You’ve had some training I see, some of the art of combat. But it won’t be enough. Not with me. Not now.”
“All it takes is a little common sense, and I’m a quick learner,” Justus said.
“You are an idiot.”
“Yeah, I’ve been called that,” he said mildly. He saw an indecipherable emotion cross her face and then vanish. “By the way, how are the nightmares? Did they ever stop?”
Her mouth tightened and she advanced, striking at the middle of his body. He blocked with the end of the black bar and then raised it into her face. It was her turn to stumble back and shake her head. It smelled as if something was burning, a smell like ozone.
“Ha. Told you. I am a quick learner. So, Tiarra, what about the nightmares? Do you still scream when it happens?”
Her face became a frightening mask of old hurt and memories, and for a moment, his resolve wavered.

Cold. Be cold, boy.

Justus knew everything was on this play. There were no second chances. Still, his soul ached with this action that felt so wrong.

Cold.

“Nightmares... You ask about the nightmares. You have no idea what you are talking about.” Her face was florid, but her tone was soft, almost gentle. Like a mother speaking to a small child, a bird, a frightened puppy.
“You had it good, didn’t you, my love, that first time. It was what you wanted.” Tiarra’s voice was warm honey.
He held himself still.
“And your magic erupted into its full state, giving you everything you ever wanted. Power. Courage. Prestige. All those things. It took the awakening to do it. But you wanted it, didn’t you?”
He shook his head. “Your misconception, Tiarra. Yes, I wanted it, but not the magic. I had no idea of what I was, what I would be. Not until after that day.”
She straightened in surprise and then again crouched slightly and continued to circle. “You really had no idea what you were?”
He shook his head and watched her closely. Her mouth and eyes tightened as they focused on him. Her inadvertent signal communicating her intentions. He held himself ready.
“So you still got everything you wanted.” She laughed a harsh sound of broken glass. “I wanted it too, but then, I was already a full wizard. All I wanted that day was a little boy’s first time. And I had that. But I digress.”
Tiarra jabbed her bar into his face. His bar threw out sparks of ebony as he blocked it. Her next strike was at his body and then his legs, faster and faster until the actions blurred. Each time, he effectively blocked the hits and bits of black and silver stars cascaded around them as she paused and then began again to circle him.
“So, how is that going for you? Controlling the buggers in your head?” Justus asked.
Tiarra stared at him. A crooked smile pulled one side of her face into a grimace. “They are under control.” For a moment, her face broke, then she smoothed it into another half-smile. “For the most part,” she continued.
“Lots of screamin’ going on in there, I think. Lots of arguing too. Wanting you to do things.” He smiled gently. “Telling you to hurt yourself, make yourself worthy. And cleaning. Always washing. Isn’t that so, Tiarra?”
Her bar slowly dropped until the tip nearly touched the ground, her face a solid smooth mask. Nothing was in her eyes. They were deep dark pools, and she stood frozen.
The scream startled him when she suddenly came to life. She leaped at him, her bar raised, and he stumbled back from her advance. Her bar whirled, striking, and he worked to keep her bar of Fire from hitting him. Twice, it hit his fingers, his wrist, and he buried the pain. She angled the bar low and swept under to hit his legs, and he jumped into the air to avoid it, coming down with a counterstrike to her shoulder, but she blocked it with an upsweep. He stumbled back.
For a moment, they panted, staring at each other. Justus felt the slow trickle of blood from his fingers. He watched her as she gathered herself, took a step back. The drip of the blood caught her eye, but she did not react, not of satisfaction or triumph. She took another step back.
Justus readied himself as she faced him fully. He held the bar in both hands, lifting it in front of his chest. He waited.
Tiarra lifted her chin, tilted her head, looking at him, and then gave a tiny smile.
He felt the magic begin to swirl, but could not see the colors. It mounted higher, vast curls of energy, soaring in weightless, unseen trails. Too late, he realized what she was doing.
Spirit. Tiarra pulled the diaphanous fabric of Spirit from all around her, gathering it into her hand. The silver bar vanished as she pulled more of the element from around her. Her hands disappeared into an expanding gossamer web that glittered with icy sparkles. It grew larger.
“Don’t, Tiarra. Don’t do it,” Justus said. He gestured with his black bar of Fire. “You don’t know what you are doing.”
Her answer was a silent smile. Then she arrowed the mass at his chest.
Time slowed. Justus thought of the lonely barn and his confrontation with the Spirit element. For a moment, he imagined the cold eyes once again in the swirling ball coming at him. It passed through the black Fire without slowing, and Justus saw the dragon in the white ball of Spirit, its mouth wide open, its teeth pointed and needle-sharp. It hit his chest.
The shield of Air did not deflect the glacier-chill of the Spirit element, but allowed it to pass through without effect as it had the bar of Fire. It sunk into his chest, into his body, into his soul, and seemed to mold to his essence, his self.
For a time, an endless moment, he saw the agony that Tiarra lived with every day, every night. The unhappy childhood, the parents who used her beauty and potential as a bargaining tool to a better life for themselves.
And then the man. His face flashed into his mind, bearded, leering. He bought her, paid for her, and by God, he would use her, no matter what.
The face, the agony. All that was hers.
But then enormous power and the man’s face turned from a leer to abject terror as she tore bits of flesh from him in slow torture.
Then the seduction of Magic, its power beyond any description possible. And the plans, the desire for more power. She would find a way to cleanse herself. After. Always after.
Justus came back to himself and felt his gasp. Only a second had passed in that eternity, Tiarra’s life in the magic of her Spirit element. He understood her better. But that wasn’t enough to release his soul to her. Never that.
He felt his ward stone heat, then become icy cold as it absorbed the element that threatened to overwhelm him. Then it did something he had never felt before, and he heard a sharp snap.
No time to investigate. He only wanted Tiarra gone.
She stood frozen, her mouth wide. Then she screamed in hoarse rage.
“Time to go Tiarra,” he said, and then Justus threw out his hand.
A black seam formed behind her and opened into a hole, looking like a vertical eye. She started violently and tried to pull away but she disappeared into its black maw. It closed up and she was gone.
“Huh,” Justus said. “Well, crap, if I’d known that would’ve happened, I’d have done that a long time ago.”






Chapter Twenty-Nine
Overhead, the dirty blanket of magic made by the other wizard cleared. Justus broke his shielding globe brusquely, and it fell in shimmering waves. The night sky returned to a carpet of stars.
He dropped the shield around Bert to reveal the boy curled into a ball. Justus stared hard, waiting for any movement. When Bert’s shoulders twitched, Justus took a breath and turned away. He stumbled as he ran to Sable.
She had not moved. He raked the Air with his hand, and the shielding disappeared as it had with Bert. Justus dropped to his knees beside her, afraid to touch her. A thin line of blood trailed down her forehead, the only motion on her still body. For a panicked moment, Justus saw nothing, no flutter, no breathing. He choked out her name and held his hands above her prone body, unable to reach for her. Unable to conceive of a world without her.
Then Sable jerked and sucked in a deep breath. With that, Life began anew for Justus.
She murmured low, indecipherable words. As his hand slipped under her cheek, her eyes opened and a tiny smile curled the ends of her mouth.
“Hi,” Justus said.
Her eyes closed. The smile disappeared. She opened one baleful eye. “You hit me.”
His mouth quirked as he gave a sober nod. “Hell yes, I did. Gave you a wallop. Knocked you right on your ass. Had to. You were about to lose it. Then Tiarra would have owned you. All of you. I had to stop up your ears, cover your eyes.”
“So you smacked me.”
His fingers trailed down to the spot where Tiarra had stroked her neck.
Remembered pain flashed across her face. “Ah, well. Guess I’ll forgive you. This time.” Her glance was careful. “So. Where is she?”
“Not here.”
She frowned as he helped her to sit up. The cut had stopped bleeding, but she’d need stitches, he guessed. He focused on the jagged cut that had bled down the side of her forehead and into her hair.

I wish I could fix that for her.

With that vague thought, the magic trembled and pointed the way.
Small threads of Air and Water, Earth and Fire to sterilize, Spirit to anesthetize. Draw the edges together, just so, and touch with…
Justus stepped back.
“What?” Sable said.
“Nothing, just...nothing.”
She looked at him, searching his face briefly before wiping the blood from her forehead. She flinched as her fingers touched the cut.
“Ye-ouch, that’s gonna leave a mark,” Sable said.
It would work. Concentrate the elements, form them into a bond, and then settle the gathered layers over her cut. The flesh and outer edges would fill and seal together. It would be clean.
It wouldn’t even leave a scar.
Manipulation of not only the elements, but of the essence of flesh. He would be a god, an ultimate Being in constant demand from every power on the earth. He tested his aches and pains, inhaled deeply, and twisted to check his broken rib. Blood on his fingers smeared at his touch, but there were no gashes. Nothing. All was good. Whole. Perfect.
He shivered again and turned away before she noticed. A low groan startled both of them.
Bert wobbled as he gained his feet. With one hand on his temple, he moaned again. Justus took one arm and steadied the boy.
“Easy, Bert. It’ll pass in a bit.”
Bert pushed away from him and staggered to the side. The boy wavered like a thistle in the wind as he stared at Justus with reddened eyes. The anger that flowed from the boy was like a sentient beast. Rage cloaked him. Justus held out his hand.
“Don’t touch me,” Bert said, his voice low and rock-hard.
“Bert,” Sable said surprised. “Take it easy. We’ll help you get home. Just wait a sec. Don’t take off. You’re hurt and—”
Bert’s blazing eyes rounded on her, and she stopped. “I don’t need you to help me. I don’t want you to help me. You, stay away from me.”
“Bert.” Justus spoke as if to a wounded animal, low, soothing. “She hit you with Spirit.”
Bert’s face didn’t change. Granite’s softer, Justus thought.
“She used Spirit,” Justus continued. “The essence of emotions, of basic elements. In its purest form. You know. We talked about it before. Remember?”
Nothing changed for a moment. Then Bert’s face smoothed minutely.
“Yes. I remember,” he said.
“Let us help you and—”
“No.” There was finality in his voice. He shivered and huffed out a breath. “No,” he repeated. “Let me work this out.”
Justus tried a grin that felt forced. “Like a hangover?”
Bert stared at him, then turned and stumbled into the darkness.

I could fix him too. Smooth the tatters of his soul and join them as a surgeon does. Or more like a seamstress. The mental shreds of a broken mind. Mended.

Justus swallowed. Hard. Maybe another day, another time.
“What happened?” Sable asked.
“I think he’ll be okay. Just let him simmer for a while.”
From a distance away, Justus heard the boy’s hoarse voice. “Get the fuck away from me.”
Macy appeared from the ring of brush, one arm around Dayne’s waist, looking back over her shoulder. “What’s wrong with him?”
“Spirit. She hit him with Spirit. I-I don’t know what happened,” Justus said. He nodded at Dayne. “What about him? Is he in control of himself?”
“As much as I need to be, Wilder,” Dayne said.
He straightened, but Macy kept one slender arm around him, watching him fiercely. He smiled at her and nodded. She released his waist, but stood close.
“I think you’re going to need me in a little bit,” he said to Justus.
Magic crawled along Justus’s arms. Mages, closing in, not attempting secrecy.
“The adepts,” Dayne said. “They’re coming in for a look-see at you and the prize they were promised.”
“Where is Tiarra?” Macy said.
Grimly, without forethought, they faced outward and together formed a loose semi-circle, their backs to the center.
“Um, gone, I reckon. At least from here. I told the magic to make her disappear, and it swallowed her up.”
Dayne’s brow gathered into a knot. “You ‘told’ the magic to do something. What the hell does that mean?”
“When I want or need a certain effect, the magic chooses the form. It gives me what I want. Comes up with the means, and that’s okey dokey with me. Most times.”
“Most times,” Dayne repeated.
Justus shrugged. He noted the number and location of the approaching adepts. Some came singly, as if sneaking late into class. Others came in pairs, swaggering like the hip kids crashing a party uninvited. They came from all directions and with their magic gathered around them like mantles.
Justus eyed the advancing throng. “The magic chooses how to do it,” he said. “I stand back, give it an idea, and off we go. I leave the solution up to the elements. Simple as that. Isn’t that how you do it?”
Dayne rolled his eyes, then traded a look with Macy. “No, Wilder. I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about, but let’s leave this discussion for another time. Company is coming.”
The approaching adepts shuffled through the dry grass. The husky stems snapped and hissed as they broke.
“But doesn’t your magic do what you ask? Come when you call?” Justus asked.
Dayne snorted and squinted in the direction of mumbled voices. “Like, ‘Here, boy. Here, boy?’” His laughter broke off as three figures stepped into the clearing. “Nope. It just don’t work that way with me. I throw it; I don’t have a conversation with it.” Dayne cleared his throat. “Now, if you don’t mind, we need to have a confab with these adepts. But first, a little light on the subject.”
Dayne pointed skyward and a comet tail shot from his fingertip. It burst into a small yellow sun, lighting everything below. The adepts, some shading their eyes, some smirking, stood around them.
Justus felt more irritated than alarmed, a mood that grew the more he considered the ring that now enclosed them. So easy to take them out, to blow each mage back into the bush where they came from. His hands clenched at his side as his impatience mounted.
Nerves tingled as a flood of anger saturated his senses. And he gave the emotion free rein, unlike during his fight with Tiarra. Not even when she’d threatened Sable did he let it go as he did now. The rage he felt with the mages closing in was nearly sentient.
Sentient.
An icy tendril caused Justus to shiver. Awareness. Of the sleeping horror that now stirred within him. He tightened his will around the elements. And his wrath. Afraid to move, it took all his concentration. Dimly, he noticed Dayne step from their circle toward one of the adepts.
The hunter spread his fingers wide, palms out. “Why are you here?”
His voice, though soft, carried around the clearing. The adepts stirred and looked at each other, and then a woman of middle years, long gray braids trailing down her back, took several paces forward.
“We are to kill or capture the wild mage, that one there.” She gestured to Justus standing silent. “By command of the head of the Imperium.”
“Who is not here,” Dayne said smoothly. “As Imperator of the Imperium, I am directing you at this time. All of you are to stand down until further notice.”
“He holds the elements,” the woman said.
Every eye was on Justus. He held himself still and waited. Sweat stung his eyes, but he didn’t brush it away.
Dayne didn’t spare a glance. He maneuvered to stand between Justus and the woman. She held a loose stance that spoke of danger and talent, but exuded calm. Others were not so composed. Some fidgeted. Others nearly bubbled with eagerness to prove themselves.
“Stand down,” Dayne said again. “The fight is over. The wilder is under my jurisdiction. Since Tiarra is not present—”
Sable snorted.
“—I am in command,” Dayne said. He held his element, like a candle flame, flickering low, but ready to explode.
“Where is she, then? I can tell she is far away, but not where. Shouldn’t she be here?”
“You presume to ask? Perhaps you wish to question her when she returns. Make her tell you her business. I’m sure she’d be delighted to inform you.”
The woman took a step back and gave a short bark of a laugh. “No. Never mind.” She shook her head and her braids danced. “I’ll pass. We will stand down.”
The woman nodded to the group behind her and walked back into the shadows. Others hesitated, murmured, some arguing, but in the end, they all followed her. Dayne released his Fire element, and it snuffed out. The night reclaimed the clearing.
The hunter sighed, as if weary. Macy moved under his arm and shouldered his weight onto her body. Air whirled and supported her as she steadied Dayne.
“Time to go,” she said, eyes only for her husband. “See you back at the house?”
Justus shrugged.
They followed the other adepts.
Justus heard sirens in the distance, a harbinger of complications to come. He wondered how the humans would react if they learned the truth.
Eventually, the wizards living among them would need to come out of their castles and office buildings and join the world.
The time was right.
When he was ten, his mother had said that, and his father had shaken his head.

No, it is too dangerous, for you, for him, he’d said.
Justus started in surprise at the memory seen through a child’s eyes, of their yellow-gold kitchen with simple flecked countertops. His parents, now aware of him listening, ended their serious adult conversation and asked his advice on an afternoon’s jaunt in the countryside. Still, he’d seen the silent looks his parents had exchanged over his head, grim.
Frightened.
Now, the memory slid into his consciousness with no more enlightenment than he had as a boy.
With the wail of the sirens closing fast, Justus heard another sound, familiar, but terrifying. His mother’s voice, frail and questioning, calling for him.
Justus stumbled as he turned, searching for his mother. He felt the sickness return to his belly when he didn’t see her at first. Then he saw the strange man he had met at his mother’s house, Paul, helping her along the trail. Her voice, at once wavering but insistent, brooking no argument.
“Justus. Justus, where are you? I need to see you.”
“Damn it, Mom. What is this? What are you doing here?” Justus hurriedly ran to his frail mother.
“I got her,” Paul said.
Justus slid to a stop. Paul had one arm around his mother’s waist, steadying her. She looked at Justus and gave him a tremulous smile. “I’m okay,” she said, her voice louder. “Just a bit shook up.”
“Easy, Raissa. Nothing broken? No cuts?” Paul asked.
“No, I’m all right. But I believe a bath is in order.”
Justus laughed shortly. Trust his mom to come up with the right phrase, even for a circumstance as weird as this one.
“Well, boy, those people, the strange men, they came to your mom’s house and made us go with ’em,” Paul said. “That kid too. Bert.”
Justus took his mom from Paul and hugged her tight.
“It was frightening,” she said. “I don’t know why those men brought us here.” She clutched her chest briefly.
“Mom, you need to go to the hospital.”
“No.” Her stern tone stopped his terror like a thrown light switch. “No, I am not going to the hospital. I am fine, just a little shaky still. No.” His mother patted his arm and smiled at him. “I am going to be fine. Are you hurt? In any way?”
After assuring her that he wasn’t injured, he gave his mother’s hand back to Paul. The man seemed stronger, sturdier than he appeared, and readily took her hand. Paul bent his head and murmured a question. She nodded. The couple started down the darkened trail.
Justus watched their progress. With the sirens closing, he didn’t have much time, but there was something touching in the way Paul held the leafy branches of a maple tree so his mother could pass. The older man bent and spoke low, inaudible words to his mom, and Justus heard the equally soft reply. It struck him then. Her voice. It was…different. Not quite the same as in his memories.
At another time, he would have laughed it off with an excuse that his mind was playing tricks on him and his memories.
Her voice seemed different from the day in the yellow kitchen. But Paul’s voice seemed…familiar.
No. Magic must be messing with his mind. He shook his head again.
Sable had stood behind him during his reunion with his mother, silent. Strangely silent. She was staring hard at his face.
“What is it?”
She didn’t reply, but instead reached out, slipped two fingers under the black chain around his neck, and pulled the ward stone from his torn shirt. The air left his lungs when he saw the broken stone, a third of the size it used to be. The horizontal break jagged just below the hole where the chain passed through.
Sable rubbed the muddy-colored stone between her fingers. “Should we try to find the rest of it?”
He clenched his teeth. “Wouldn’t do any good. The magic is gone.”
The symbol of his father’s legacy. Gone. The last of his childhood, and along with it, the fixed magic, the foundation of his shields and strength, evaporated as well, leaving nothing but the small bit of stone attached to a black chain. Sable dropped the ward stone. He fingered it silently. His eyes snapped to her when she gasped. Her wide eyes were on him, her voice nearly inaudible as she laid her palm on his chest again.
“I feel your signature,” she said.
He felt as if a serpent coiled around his heart, constricting the beats to slow, painful thuds. Every adept in the Imperium would feel his magic signature and know when he was near. That was how the mages knew he held magic. That was how they knew what he was.
Justus Aubre could hide no longer.
In his mind’s eye, Spirit twisted and stretched. It yawned, silver teeth glimmered, and its eyes opened lazily.
Sable licked her lips.

When did she turn so pale, he thought distantly. When his true signature touched her, or when Spirit began slithering into his awareness? His jaw hardened into a tooth-grinding snarl as he forced his will into action.
He surrounded the element, smothering it, shielding it from outside influence and his signature. Pressure built from inside the prison, pushing, questing along the edges. It subsided after an immeasurable time, crouching like a stalking panther, waiting for an opportunity.
Justus tested the prison and was satisfied that it would hold. At least for now.
When he came back to himself and his surroundings, it was as though no time had passed. Sable, still in the act of shuddering, jerked, then blinked.
Justus forced a grin onto his face. “You okay with that? My signature?”
“Uh, yeah. Humpf.” She bit the inside of her cheek. “Just for a second there, I wondered…well, nothing.”
“What?”
She licked her lips, then grimaced. “Something dead. It was like blood and death. And ash.”
He didn’t speak.
Sable pulled his arm and twined it around hers. “Come on. Let’s follow your mom. Bet they’re ready for something stronger than a glass of milk.”






Chapter Thirty
Questions followed, from the cops, from his mom and Paul, and Dayne.
Some had answers. Most, not so much.
The cops arrived with suspicious faces and hard voices. Paul was the surprise guest there, giving them a quiet word, making phone calls that drew shocked looks from the lieutenant in charge of the investigation. She wore a plastic smile for about two seconds after listening to whoever was on the other end of the phone call that Paul made. Then she stiffened and yelped a “yes, sir” into the phone.
“I know some people,” Paul explained with a grin to Justus.
His mother disturbed him most. She asked silent questions, her head cocked and eyes narrowed, making promises for a thorough chitchat when they were alone.
The cops were long gone when Macy decided to raid the foodstuffs, bringing out a loaf of bread, chips, the shredded cold roast, tangy mustard, and horseradish. Together, they set to making a meal. Justus dealt the plates like a deck of cards, Sable and Paul laughing as they stirred a pitcher of tea. Dayne had pulled a set of mismatched glasses from the cupboard, and ice soon clicked into each. The find of pickles brought the sound of crunching soon after.
Paul and his mother took their plates into the living room and shut the door. Dayne sat at the table chewing a roast beef sandwich, his eyes closed as he munched. He swiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Macy tossed a paper towel his way.
“Got a question for you,” he said between swallows.
Justus tightened his mouth, but didn’t look at the hunter. “Just one? Really?”
“For now. But it’s a big one. Quality makes up for quantity.”
He made a rude sound. “And so, Captain Climax, what is it?”
“Where is she?”
The fork of cottage cheese stopped two inches from Sable’s mouth. She laid it on her plate and looked anywhere but at Justus. Around the table, all activity stopped.
Justus huffed and fingered the ring of condensation on the table. “Guess I don’t need to ask who you’re talking about. Your boss is far away. Not dead.”
“You opened a door?”
“No, more like I ripped the fabric of this world open and kicked her ass into the seam.”
“Not dead, you say.”
“No.”
The soft negative didn’t come from Justus. Sable still looked at her plate and the lumps of cottage cheese. She twitched and met Dayne’s eyes. “No,” she said again, stronger. “She isn’t dead, but somewhere in a crowded square.”
Sable closed her eyes and her face slackened. “Bright colors,” she intoned. “Flutters of fabrics, smells, spicy, hot. She was confused at first, but now she knows where she is. But not how she got there. Lots of people are moving past her. Shopping.”
She sucked in a long breath and straightened. Opening her eyes, she looked fierce now, pushed her plate aside, and focused on Dayne.
“She knows caution and how to be cautious. Next time, she’ll be better prepared. And I…” Sable looked at Justus. “I am not free of her. This I can tell you.”
No one spoke for a long time after that.


Dayne volunteered to take Raissa home after her querulous assurance that she was fine. Paul asked for a ride back to his car. Before he got in beside Raissa, Paul glanced back with laser beam intensity. As if he could see everything and resolve any issue.
Sable placed a chaste kiss on his mouth and looked at him. Creases of weariness closed her eyes to narrow slits. “You okay?” she asked. At his nod, she half-smiled, gave a brief wave, and trudged up the stairs to her loft apartment. She turned at the landing to face him.
“Be here in the morning?”
“That’s not much of a wait, but yes, I’ll be here.”
She gave a tired smile and started to turn.
“Sable.”
He took the steps two at a time, skidding to loom over her in the darkened stairway. He pulled her against his chest, where she folded against him like a second skin. Justus buried his face into her hair, breathing in her sweet scent, feeling her warmth on his soul. Fiercely, almost brutally, he found her mouth. Sable gave back every emotion, every movement, as if they were dancing, each accentuating the other. Deep and then deeper, he explored her body as he’d never dared before.
Her signature, tamped down and manageable, rose like the heat of a hot summer day. He forced her away, panting like a bellows.
“We’ll figure this out.” His guttural voice came from the back of his throat.
Sable’s teeth flashed from between her reddened lips. “I know.” Her voice was a match to his. “We’ll have to, won’t we? Otherwise, this on and off switch is gonna kill us.”
She hesitated and started to lean toward him again, but caught herself. His arms trembled with the need to close the space between them again.
Sable stepped back, gave him a humorless smile, and then disappeared behind her door.
Justus clumped down the steps and into the kitchen. He had to do something. Anything to occupy his mind before he backtracked and ran up the stairs. He shut off the lights and stepped outside.
Above his head at the peak of the house, her window held nothing but shadow. Justus gulped drafts of the morning-scented air, then turned and strode into the night. A streak of fur announced Zephyr’s presence, but he ignored the cat. The dark swallowed him, and his black mood became a fitting companion.
A hint of light caressed the east, foretelling the sunrise. He ignored it.
The rustle of near-soundless pads followed him. He didn’t look back.
Birds fluttered, then stilled as he passed, but nothing stopped his progress as he neared the far side of the corral. The horses were gone, sleeping or on their own mission somewhere. He walked on.
The dim path he followed slowly ascended, the way becoming rocky and less hospitable. Trees cast long, hoary shadows in the blush of the eastern sky. Sunrise was coming fast, and now Justus hurried, taking long, trotting strides. He burst into a rounded meadow of grass, long-stemmed and crackling.
The sunrise touched the tops of the hundred-year-old oaks, turning them to fire as he made his way to the middle of the bowl-shaped clearing. He stopped and grimly steeled himself.
Emotions coursed through him, careened into his mind—confusion, rage, betrayal...his emotions. It threatened to overwhelm him and nearly did every time he dropped his guard.
Spirit.
Except for brief periods when Justus had set the ward stone aside, it shielded him not only from the other wizards but also from Spirit. There was nothing between him and the element. Even now, it rumbled in a basso-throated roar, subdued, but eager to escape his control. And that leash he held on the volatile element was like a slender thread, easily broken if it gained even a mote of momentum.
Now the fight was on between him and the element of Spirit, the dark embodiment of magic that permeated everything and everyone.
He was strong enough to fight it.
He had to be, or no one was safe.
The End
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