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      “Do it again, Peaches.”

      “Don’t call me Peaches,” I growled.

      Justus, my Ghuardian, circled the mat in our training room like a predator. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get you motivated enough to try harder.”

      A bead of sweat trickled down his temple, and he locked his cobalt eyes on mine. Brilliant flashes of light sparked in his irises as he leaned forward, bracing for my attack. I tried not to allow his physical appearance to intimidate me. His broad shoulders were impossibly strong, his body conditioned from rigorous training, his thighs as powerful as a rugby player’s and built for running. Justus had the commanding appearance of a warrior, all the way down to his chiseled jaw and menacing stare. He didn’t have any hair I could grab during our training sessions because he kept it closely shaved, which drew attention to his masculine features.

      I flashed at him with concentrated speed and before contact, I bent to the right and tried to kick him in the face with my left foot.

      Justus grabbed my calf and swung me around.

      “Is that the best you can do?” he mocked.

      Even though I hung upside down, I defiantly shouted, “No!” and yanked down his track pants.

      Laughter pealed out of Simon, who was watching from the sidelines as Justus stood helpless in a pair of silk boxers.

      Justus dropped me on the floor and when he bent over to pull up his pants, I sprang to my feet, grabbed the back of his head, and shoved his face into my knee. He fell on his side like a bag of concrete, blood splashing across the mat.

      “Atta girl!” Simon applauded from his spot on the floor, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. He wolf whistled at Justus, who clumsily reached down and pulled up his pants.

      When I tried to touch his face, he jerked away.

      “Your nose is bleeding,” I said regretfully. “Let me heal you.”

      Training was serious business in our world. We could heal our injuries by borrowing energy from sunlight or another Mage, but Justus preferred not to. His motto was the “suck it up” kind. Maybe he perceived the injuries inflicted upon him in the training room as “deserved” and thought they should serve as reminders of his mistakes.

      “It will heal,” he murmured, stripping off his tank top and wiping the blood off his mouth and chin.

      Justus had taught me to ruthlessly take him down and then run. Logan had watched our sessions a few times, but with great difficulty. He not only took issue with seeing me suffer injuries, but had also rebuked Justus for not showing me how to fight offensively. But deep down, my Ghuardian still believed a woman was incapable of becoming a warrior. His lessons were more extensive than they used to be, but the end move was always to flee once I weakened my opponent. If escape proved impossible, he’d instructed me to juice them.

      That meant stealing their light by joining hands. The core light within a Mage is the source of our energy. Juicing is comparable to draining a battery, weakening the victim so he can’t flash and keep up. It was a last resort since Justus never wanted me juicing from another Mage.

      Light can be addicting.

      “Disrobing your opponent will not be a move that wins battles,” Justus advised, rising to his feet.

      Simon lurched forward and swaggered to my side, then draped his arm over my shoulder. “I don’t know, mate. That looked like a battle of the britches to me, with ten points awarded to your Learner. Good thing you had your underpants on or I might have had to skip lunch.”

      I rocked on my heels and my lips eased into a playful grin. “I don’t know, Simon. Call the fire department because that would have been totally hot.”

      Justus turned beet red and spun on his heel, reaching for a lethal dagger on the wall. I often riled him up to see him crack a smile on his stern face.

      Justus had become emotionally distant over the past few months since his falling-out with Page, my Relic. We’d been communicating through phone and Internet, but her life had become too chaotic for socializing. The number of clients Page handled had doubled after Justus put a dagger in her ex-partner’s chest. Her Council hadn’t assigned her a new partner, so poor Page was working crazy hours to make all her appointments. I appreciated the playfulness she had once brought out in Justus, but his personal affairs were none of mine. You can’t decide what’s best for someone else—we each have our own path to follow.

      Justus faced the wall, gripping the dagger tightly in his right hand. I became apprehensive of his motives. With lightning speed, he twisted around and threw the dagger at Simon. I raised my hand and knocked the weapon away with a sharp pulse of energy.

      “Bloody hell!” Simon exclaimed, watching the blade skid across the floor. “I swear, Justus, you haven’t been able to take a joke since 1905 when I put glue in your hat.”

      “What was that about?” I shrieked.

      A smile spread across Justus’s face and he absently stroked his Creator’s mark located above his navel. It resembled a Chinese symbol, much different than the one I had on my ass. Lucky me.

      “You have other skills we should be working on in here,” he suggested in a baritone voice. “I know nothing about telekinesis, but my observations indicate you have more control when acting on instinct. Do you recall the knife fight with Adam and Samil? Your emotions and split-second decisions show you have the potential to master your gift, but it is conviction you lack.”

      “I told you I’m still working on it.”

      One of my gifts as a Mage allowed me to move certain metals recently touched by another Mage. This was a rare gift, one I couldn’t talk about because the only ones capable of this feat were Uniques. Page knew about Uniques because her ancestors had specialized in working for them. I was still a Mage—the only difference being that my light was stronger. Uniques had become an urban legend, and with good reason. In ancient times, they were feared and massacred. So if any still remained, then like me, they were in hiding. Page didn’t think Uniques were a fluke; she believed a Creator could make a Unique if the first spark occurred during an electrical storm. No one but her ancestors had ever connected the dots. She’d never shared that information with anyone because in the wrong hands, a Creator could make an army and start a war.

      Justus knew I was a Unique, but he didn’t know the details Page had revealed to me about the kind of Unique I was. Maybe she believed he was duty-bound to HALO and the secret would leak. Page knew of four types of Uniques and, based on my specific traits, revealed I was a Shiner. She’d been able to tell from the silvering that sometimes occurred in my pupils and my ability to move metals.

      Justus wiped his nose, checking for blood. “You don’t work enough on refining your skills. Opening locks and grabbing the keys off the table is not sufficient practice.”

      I pinched my damp shirt between my fingers and circulated some cool air by tugging at it. “I don’t really know what else I can do, Ghuardian. Novis had me break a lock and I can move knives around. Seems more like a carnival trick than a gift.”

      Simon swiped the knife off the floor and twirled it between his fingers like a pro.

      Justus stepped forward and regarded me with a stern gaze. “All gifts are nothing more than a sideshow act unless you learn how to properly use them.”

      “Tossing daggers at Simon’s head is not the way I want to learn.”

      “Perhaps it is the only way to make you react,” he countered.

      I crossed my arms and felt a sting of annoyance. “So why not throw it at me?”

      Justus dropped his hand on my shoulder and tilted his head to the side. “Because, Learner, you would have taken the blade. I’m impressed you chose to use your gift to save your friend instead of stupidly jumping in front of him. That’s what I had expected you to do.” His mouth quirked and he lowered his eyes. “You astound me more with each passing day. It’s a sign that you’re maturing into the Mage you have the potential to become. Self-sacrifice is a human trait.”

      “It’s a noble one,” I pointed out.

      His hand slid away. “Perhaps. But in the end, you leave the person you saved alone with your enemy. Then who wins? It may be noble to die for another, but it’s not always the best move.”

      “Sometimes it’s the only move.”

      “And those are the choices you will face,” he said quietly. After a deep breath, Justus turned away. “You may have the shower first. I’m going upstairs to put ice on my nose.”

      Justus triggered the button that lowered the lift, and I watched him ascend through the ceiling and into the upper level of our home.

      “Well, buttercup, looks like it’s just you and me.”

      I glared at Simon’s white T-shirt which said: I Perform All My Own Stunts.

      What Justus didn’t know was that Simon had been secretly teaching me a few things on the side. He not only had a reputation for being a skilled strategist, consulted by the Mageri in high-profile investigations, but also as a skilled trainer in fighting techniques and weaponry. Justus trained me because that was his job as my Ghuardian, but his tactics differed from how Simon taught me, which was no-holds-barred.

      Where Justus held back, Simon let me have it.

      I wasn’t naïve enough to believe I’d become one of the most lethal warriors in Mage history. I had weaknesses. I wasn’t as physically strong as a man, so letting him get too close exposed my vulnerability. Every situation differed and the real thing never played out like in the training room.

      “Bring it,” I dared, curling my fingers inward.

      With a jerk of his head, Simon shook his tousled brown hair away from his eyes. His kissable lips turned up in a fiendish smile, deepening the dimple in his cheek. When he stripped off his shirt, I belted out a laugh.

      Which deflated his ego. “For pity’s sake, what now?”

      “Sorry. Your nipple ring threw me off.”

      “Now I know why it never worked out between us.”

      I turned up my nose at him. “Maybe it’s because you tossed me off the bed.”

      “Love, I only seduced you to taste your light.”

      My face heated. “What did you just say?”

      He scratched his smooth jaw pensively. “The truth would have come out eventually. If you want to know, you’ll have to take this knife from my hand.” He spun it once between his fingers.

      Well, that just pissed me off. Simon smiled wickedly and gripped the sharp blade. I flashed across the room and he crouched low, keeping a watchful eye on me.

      “Are we dancing?” His question dissolved into laughter.

      Simon was a smidge taller than Justus, but not as built. I felt more confident taking him on physically, but disarming him was impossible. I’d only done it once, and that’s because he’d been drinking.

      I stopped behind him and before he could turn around, I twisted his arm around his back.

      Simon leaned to the left and fell, forcing me to let go. In a move too fast to track, his right leg swung around and swept my legs from behind, causing my knees to buckle and sending me to the ground. As soon as I hit the mat, I rolled away and leapt to my feet before he could grab me.

      “Simon, you better tell me what you’re talking about,” I threatened, wiping a strand of dark hair away from my face. My ponytail had come loose three fights ago.

      Simon hopped to a squatting position and gave me a cheeky grin. “If you really want to know, then come and take it,” he sang.

      “I hate you. We both know I can’t take the knife from your hand.”

      “You’re a clever girl; figure it out.”

      Just then, it hit me. All those stupid training sessions on disarming my enemy and it had never clicked.

      Not once, because I’d been fighting him the way Justus had taught me.

      I could see in his eyes that he sensed my moment of epiphany, and he tightened his grip on the handle.

      With my right arm extended, I pulled the knife clean out of his hand using my power. As the blade sliced toward me, I swung my arm and altered its direction. A muffled crack sounded when it punctured the wall behind me.

      “Spectacular!” He panted, folding his arms as he stood up. “I’ve been wondering when you would figure it out. You still need to find a way to gain control of the knife and put it in your hand.”

      I flashed forward and knocked him onto his back, then seized his throat. “What were you saying about our time in the bedroom?”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yeah, that.”

      Around the time when we first met, Simon and I had engaged in some lascivious kissing in my bed. We were drunk and once he initiated the binding of our light, it became hard to stop. In my defense, Simon’s a handsome man and I’d never felt sexual energy from another Mage.

      “Em,” he began, his brown eyes skating off to the side. Simon was too pretty for his own good and tried to use it to his advantage.

      “You were saying?”

      “About that,” he began, his British accent becoming thicker. “The only reason I came on to you in the bedroom is so I could taste your light.”

      “What?”

      I sat up, straddling him.

      “I’m a curious chap. This should come as no surprise. When you hurt your ankle, it gave me an opportunity to start something up and drink your energy without getting slapped. Sharing a little light can give you an idea of how powerful a Mage is. I didn’t know you were a Unique. That came as a surprise.”

      “So you just made out with me to sample my light?” I stared at him incredulously.

      God, no wonder he’d jumped off so fast and never started it up again. He’d gotten the answer he wanted.

      Nosy bastard.

      “What made you think I was different?”

      He sat up and leaned back on his palms. “Didn’t say that.”

      I rested my hands on his shoulders and squeezed. “You’re not telling me something.”

      “And that’s news? Your energy on the dance floor was oozing out of you.”

      “I don’t ooze.” I twisted my mouth, growing impatient.

      Simon snorted. “A Learner lacks the control to keep it contained and the skills to shut it off. That’s what makes you so attractive to all these manky bastards who would like nothing more than to make you one of their pets. Your energy made me thick in the pants.”

      “A light breeze makes you thick in the pants.”

      “When Samil had custody of you, I fought with Justus. Your Creator would have never let you go once he discovered what you were. I knew this, but Justus was naïve. He’s also a man who upholds the law and abides by it. I have my own thoughts on all these sodding laws. Maybe I could relate to your situation and that’s why it was harder for me to accept.” He bit his lip and averted his gaze.

      I reached around and caressed beneath his hair, smoothing my fingers over the tattoo on the nape of his neck. “Someday I hope you open up about what happened to you, Simon. You can’t hold it in forever. Pain like that becomes a black hole that’ll consume you with fear and hate.”

      “Now you’re starting to sound like Justus.”

      He leaned away and my hands slid back to his shoulders. The silence was cut short when a throat cleared.

      The lift had returned and Logan stood to my right with his arms folded, golden eyes watching us. I was sweaty, Simon was shirtless, and we were in a position that could have been splashed on the cover of any adult magazine.

      Simon winked at Logan. “Just showing your girl a few moves.”

      “I’d like to show you a few of my own,” Logan said obliquely. He reached to the wall and lifted a dagger with a black handle and serrated edges.

      “Boys, do we have to do this now?” I sensed a challenge.

      Logan swung his eyes at me and smiled.

      “You don’t get off that easy,” Simon said, tossing me to the side.

      “No, but I bet you do,” Logan suggested.

      Game on.
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      Over the past few months since Tarek’s death, much had changed, and yet life stayed the same. I had accepted Logan Cross to be my mate, but we hadn’t decided on when to make the leap. My accepting him was all the claim he needed, but a ceremony would make it official in my eyes. The problem was, we weren’t the same Breed, so it wouldn’t be legal.

      Logan and I had been intimate on several occasions. It could hardly be helped in his presence. What had begun as a noble gesture when I had temporarily gone blind had continued in our relationship. Logan immersed us in darkness so he would not see my body, even going so far as to install thick shutters and drapes in his condo for privacy. Not a great way to boost a woman’s ego, but on the other hand, Logan had the skilled hands and mouth of a god. I tried to convince him that sex in the dark wasn’t necessary now that I could see, but Logan said he didn’t want to know all of me all at once. He liked unwrapping his gifts slowly, admiring the ribbon, feeling the silky wrapping beneath his fingertips, and knowing there was more to come.

      I still lived with my Ghuardian, whom I still called Ghuardian, despite his proclamation that by accepting Logan I would no longer be under his care. With Justus in the house, it felt more like sneaking my boyfriend in after Dad went to bed, so Logan and I were only intimate at his condo.

      Justus came from a different time when women probably didn’t have sex until marriage. It didn’t deter him from having sex all over Cognito, but he believed a respectable woman should make a man wait. I wondered what he thought of Page since they had wrinkled the sheets rather quickly. Maybe after developing feelings for her, he’d begun to regret having treated her like all his other concubines. Maybe that’s why it ended between them.

      Logan insisted that I continue living with Justus. Nero remained a threat. He had formed an alliance with Tarek, a Chitah Lord, in hopes it would make him privy to inside information. After Tarek’s violent death at Logan’s hand, Nero had retaliated by killing Knox and trying to finish off Sunny in the process. The Overlord had offered Tarek’s family a settlement for their loss, but they’d refused to be compensated. Without closure, the investigation remained open, although no arrests had been made.

      Logan felt it wouldn’t be dignified to take me from my Ghuardian. He abided by the laws of my Breed and said I needed to learn as much as I could—that I was still too inexperienced to be cut loose in the world.

      As frustrating as it was, I respected Logan even more. I worked harder in the training room and listened to my Ghuardian when he imparted his wisdom upon me.

      Although most of his words of wisdom had to do with my toiletries hogging up the bathroom sink.

      While sitting at the desk in our study, I glanced at the photograph of me on Justus’s desk. The picture was one Adam had taken a million years ago of me sitting in a patch of tall grass back in Memphis, where I first met Justus. I reflected on that time—that naïve girl who couldn’t have imagined the fate that lay ahead of her. Justus had swiped the photo from Adam’s bag during a visit and kept it in his private study. Now he seemed less embarrassed by it and prominently displayed the photograph on his desk.

      Justus and Simon had left the house a little while ago to pick up some equipment for tree cutting; some of the branches near the garage had split due to the recent heavy snow. Simon had suggested hacking down all the overgrown trees near the driveway and garage. After they left, I’d sent Logan out to pick something up for me.

      Something very special.

      The study had a chair in the corner, a foldaway couch, and Tiffany lamps. The soft glow from the light against the dark brown walls gave the room a tranquil charm. Amid the small collection of antique books, one book was glaringly absent from that room—a weathered book with red leather binding that contained the records of HALO’s investigations. After retrieving the book from our old house and giving it to Justus, I’d never seen it again. They used it to document evidence that would incriminate the outlaws they hunted. HALO worked independently of any higher authority, but they respected the law. They made excellent money, and the men who represented the organization were comprised of different Breeds.

      But that wasn’t the life for me. I worked as an apprentice for Novis—a Councilman who served under the Mageri. Novis was also the official keeper of the records. As his apprentice, I was tasked with relaying information; he didn’t trust the privacy of electronic devices. There were also times when Novis meeting with someone would raise suspicion, so I acted as his messenger. During those meetings, I wore sunglasses to deter any Vampires from charming me for information. Something about the reflective lens covering the eyes thwarted their gift.

      In any case, I still had Christian as my bodyguard, and he kept a tight watch on me. If anyone got too close, Christian would step in and tell them to saunter on. For a Vampire, he seemed to tolerate guarding a Mage just fine.

      I clicked a few keys on the laptop and smiled when Sunny appeared on my screen. She looked radiant with a rose tint on her apple cheeks. The sun filtered through the window beside her and picked up the vibrant color of her blond hair. She kept it wavy and stylishly above her shoulders. I had plans to give her a surprise baby shower in another month or two. I had asked Simon for help finding a baby mobile with disco balls. It was a joke, of course, but knowing Sunny, she’d hang it up proudly.

      “Hi, Sunshine. How are you feeling today?”

      “Bloated,” she replied with a twist of her mouth. “Novis is probably wondering what the heck is going on with me lately. All I do is eat.”

      “Well, you have two mouths to feed in there. Can you feel them moving?”

      Her expression brightened “At first it was just flutters and wiggling. Novis calls it the quickening. I call it gas.” She laughed melodically and twirled her hair between her fingers. “Now I really feel something going on in there. I’m over five months along, so I guess it only gets worse from here.”

      “I don’t see why you won’t stay with us,” I argued, tapping my fingers on the desk.

      She leaned back and adjusted her monitor. “You know I love you, girl. But I need to figure out how to get on with my life again. Novis isn’t going to keep me around forever, and I seriously doubt Justus could handle two screaming babies.”

      A laugh burst out of my mouth. “The offer stands and we have a guestroom upstairs if you’re worried about the noise. You’d be close to the kitchen and I could help with whatever you needed. Two babies? That’s a handful, Sunny. How are you going to manage it?”

      She shrugged. “Women worse off than me seem to manage just fine. I guess I’ll figure it out soon enough. Knox bought some books…” Her blue eyes glittered and she looked down wistfully. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. Sometimes I roll over at night and think he’s lying next to me. I can feel his warm chest against my back and the way he’d trace his finger over my shoulder when he thought I was sleeping. I’d give anything to just have one more moment with him.”

      “Please don’t make me cry, Sunny,” I said, wiping away a tear.

      She rubbed her face and blew out a breath. “It’s hard, that’s all.” Her fingers laced together in front of her face, and a knock sounded. She looked to the right, and a voice murmured in the distance.

      “Is that Novis?” I asked.

      “I’m fine,” she said, still looking up. “No, I had a glass of milk a little while ago. Really, I’m good.”

      A door closed, and she sighed heavily.

      “Well?”

      “Novis checking on me for the millionth time. He must think I’m about to give birth at any minute. I don’t know how he feels about all this. Sometimes it looks like it freaks him out, and I catch him staring at my belly. Which, by the way, is getting fatter by the day. Ugh! I can’t fit into my clothes anymore and the ones he’s been buying me are hideous!”

      “Well, who’s gonna see you?”

      “I see me, and I look like a float in a parade. I asked for stretchy jeans, but he keeps buying me these long, flowy dresses. Do I look like a flowy-dress kind of girl?”

      “You’d look beautiful in a tablecloth, Sunny. Seriously. Have you had any luck finding Kane?”

      Kane was Sunny’s brother. He always showed up for birthdays and made sure she had money, but he traveled a lot. They’d fallen out of touch and she wanted to track him down. Sunny needed family with her, and maybe she hoped Kane would settle down and take care of her for a little while.

      “No,” she said in a disheartened voice. “I don’t even know where to begin. He always knew how to find me, but it was never the other way around. What if something happened to him?”

      “I’m sure he’s fine. He’s probably looking for you now that you moved away from Texas.”

      “I left a phone number with some people down there that he knows, but it’s like he just disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      “Maybe I’ll put a bug in Justus’s ear and see if he knows anyone who could look for Kane.”

      “Would you?” Her brows slanted pleadingly.

      “Absolutely.” My phone vibrated. “Hey, I have to run. Logan is back,” I said excitedly. “I’ll call you tomorrow and we’ll talk longer. I want to hear some ideas for baby names.”

      “I already told you, Silver, I’m calling her Zoë, and that’s final.”

      I sighed. “Please don’t give her my old name because you feel some kind of guilt—or Knox did—for what happened to me.”

      “Jeez, I like the name,” she bit out. “Now shut up about it. By the way, will you just look at this!”

      Sunny held up her delicate hands to the camera with her nails facing out. I snorted as her mouth twisted to the side.

      “He won’t even let me paint my nails.”

      “Novis? Maybe he’s right. Those chemicals can’t be good for the babies.”

      “My mother used to dye her hair, paint her nails, and probably chain-smoked until I was born, and I turned out perfectly fine.”

      “On that note, I’ll talk to you soon.”

      I caught a glimpse of Sunny poking out her tongue as I shut the lid to the laptop.

      Without missing a beat, I dashed upstairs to let Logan in the garage. He looked handsome with his choppy hair styled every which way. His black sneakers squeaked on the polished floor as he spun around and slammed the car door. The garage door lowered and when I leapt into his arms, he swung me around.

      “Mmm, I like it when my female greets me this way,” he purred.

      I nuzzled my face into his neck as he slowly set my feet on the ground. Logan Cross was six and a half feet of divine maleness. His smell always reminded me of an oncoming storm, and I still got butterflies looking at his unearthly amber eyes, sharply lined with black rims around the irises. Nothing compared to the predatory stare of a Chitah, and it put goose bumps on my arms.

      “Did I ever tell you how much I love you, Mr. Cross?”

      “No, Little Raven,” he murmured against my ear. “I’m afraid you will have to say it again and again until I can remember.”

      His mouth was on mine and his hands slid down my back and cupped my ass. I nibbled on his bottom lip, and a small growl rose from his throat. My hungry kisses crossed the line of his smooth jaw, my lips moving to his throat as I stood on my tiptoes. I lightly licked his Adam’s apple and Logan gripped me tighter. It was a Chitah thing, and I no longer fought my instincts.

      A deep vibration rose from his chest. Logan backed me up and the next thing I knew, I was lying on the hood of Justus’s sleek Porsche. What was once a vast collection of exquisite cars was now a collection of three, aside from the Ducati, which he rarely drove.

      Logan’s ravenous tongue found a sensitive spot on my neck that made me crave his skin against mine. I slipped my hands beneath his shirt, scratching at his strong back. I loved the way his body felt. The taut muscles along his abs, the baby-fine hair on his arms and legs, the masculine cut of his jaw, and especially right now, the thick press between my legs. The hood of the car dented from our weight and Logan’s heated breath stirred a voice within me that wanted to say “to hell with it” and have sex right on top of my Ghuardian’s one-hundred-thousand-dollar Porsche.

      “Wait, Logan. We’re going to mess up his car.”

      When his tongue entered my mouth, the complaint was forgotten.

      Until the garage door lifted up.

      “Learner!” Justus bellowed. “I can feel your energy. You better not be doing what I think you’re doing in there.”

      “Oh shit!” I said, pushing Logan away and scrambling off the car.

      The garage door rose, slowly revealing Justus’s ankles, knees, and tightly clenched fists. I flashed to the door and once the vertical crease in his forehead came into view, I lifted my arms.

      “Surprise!” I shouted.

      He incinerated me with his molten gaze.

      Simon ambled past us and didn’t utter a word.

      “Your energy was bleeding all over the driveway. Do you think that’s how a lady behaves? I don’t care if you have accepted Cross. A man of worth wouldn’t⁠—”

      I gripped his steel jaw and angled his head up. “Happy birthday, Ghuardian.”

      All color bled away from Justus’s face. His jaw went slack, and his eyes darted back to mine. “What is that?”

      “That,” I said, waving my arm, “is your very own Mercedes-Benz Roadster. The salesman said it’s a limited edition. I can’t remember all the SLR stuff. I chose an onyx finish because you already have a silver car, and the doors are really cool the way they lift up. There’s no back seat—this is all for you. Turns out the guy running the place was a Mage, so I got a Breed discount and a choice between cars he doesn’t offer humans.”

      Without moving his jaw, Justus spoke in a low voice. “How did you pay for this?”

      “I’ve been saving up all my paychecks. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m an apprentice for a Councilman. We make pretty good money. There was a better model, but I couldn’t afford it and your birthday was around the corner. Simon told me the date of your creation, so I wanted to do something special. I still feel responsible for your destroyed cars and I know this isn’t as good as them, but…”

      “I need everyone out of here,” Justus ordered, his voice reverberating off the walls.

      “Well, Logan, that’s us,” Simon said with a disgusted arch of his brow. “Let’s leave the Ghuardian alone to chastise his thoughtful Learner.”

      “If you utter one cruel thing to her, I will not let it slide,” Logan promised, pointing his finger at the floor. “Do not test me on this. You may be her Ghuardian, but I am her mate and I will not allow another male to beat her down for thoughtfulness.” He slowly turned around and joined Simon in the elevator that led to our underground home.

      I wrung my hands anxiously, not having envisioned this reaction. I hadn’t prepared for anything but laughter and a haughty thanks. Justus valued expensive things and although it wasn’t the best model on the lot, it was the classiest one I could afford.

      Justus approached the car with a heavy gait. When he reached the front end, his finger drew a circle on the glossy paint.

      “Logan went to pick it up while you guys were shopping for chain saws. I couldn’t figure out a way to get you out of the house, so Simon hatched a plan that involved manual labor—something he knows you like.”

      Butterflies swarmed in my stomach because I couldn’t see his face. Was the vein in his forehead sticking out? Was he mad? Maybe I’d insulted him by giving him the cheaper model.

      When he knelt down on one knee, I nervously turned around and closed the garage door. The frosty air was filling up the room and making me shiver. Or maybe Justus was the one making me shiver.

      I approached him from behind and glanced around the room. There were no windows, the floor was spotless, clean tools hung from the walls, and the space was large enough to accommodate twenty cars. Instead, the only vehicles he owned were the motorcycle, Porsche, Jaguar, and his beloved Aston Martin. Maybe that was enough for most men, but Justus wasn’t most men.

      “If you don’t like it, the salesman said I could return it right away. You can keep the money and do what you⁠—”

      “Learner,” he interrupted.

      I fell silent, studying the lines on the back of his neck as he lifted his head to look at the car. I walked around until I faced him and knelt down on both knees, sitting back on my calves.

      Justus lifted his right hand and touched my face. I felt warmth not only in his touch but in his gaze.

      “I have no words for how honored I am by your gift. You could have given me a plant and I would be as equally moved that you thought to mark this day.”

      “You have a black thumb and Max would probably eat it,” I said softly. “This seemed like a better idea.”

      He shook his head and retracted his arm. “My Learner bought me a car,” he said to himself. “I have given you nothing of this value…”

      “No, no, no. Don’t you dare start up. You’ve not only given me all those expensive dresses, but a beautiful bedroom. Not to mention a roof over my head and taking on the impossible task of protecting me.”

      “Impossible indeed,” he said with a subtle smirk. Justus rose to his feet and looked down at me with tenderness. “Why don’t you take one of my other cars,” he offered.

      “I like my car.”

      He glared behind me at the beat-up silver car that had become an eyesore in his pristine garage. The bumper had a ding and dirt coated the hood. “You want to give me a car worth fifty times the value of yours and expect nothing in return?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “Are you always going to be as stubborn as you are now?”

      I smiled and rose to my feet. “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “Why do I suspect Novis does not pay you a salary the equivalent of this car’s value?”

      “Um…”

      “Yes?”

      I grimaced a little. “I asked Novis for an advance on my salary. In about four months, I’ll be getting my paycheck again. But the car is yours, free and clear.”

      He ran his hands over his shaved head and made a low sound.

      “Please don’t take it back,” I begged. “Not unless you hate it.”

      My lip quivered, and I stared off to the right. He meant so much to me, and this was the only way I could think of that would impress him. I would be mortified if I had to drive the car back to the lot.

      “Learner, if one tear falls from your lashes to this floor, I’ll make you mop the entire garage. I accept your gift, with honor.”

      I laughed and blinked the mist away from my eyes. As much as I wanted to throw my arms around him, Justus would only stiffen and back away. “Well, she’s all yours. The keys are in the car if you want to take her for a spin.”

      “Would you join me?”

      “I can’t right now. I’m going with Logan to pick up Finn, plus I know you have something already planned with Simon. Finn’s not going to stay with Lucian anymore. They’re still going to tutor together, but I think Finn’s having issues sleeping there. Lucian is an insomniac, and he’s not giving Finn the privacy his wolf needs. Leo can’t take him right now because he said he’s working on an important case and will be traveling a lot.”

      “Yes, that is correct,” Justus confirmed.

      “Finn wanted to stay with Logan again. I think he looks up to him more than the others. Anyhow, we’re going to head out and pick him up. Do you want me to bring you home a cake? I know you don’t really care for those, so I thought the car was a better choice.”

      Justus strolled toward the Porsche. “And will you be away… all evening?”

      Well, that was a little personal.

      “I haven’t decided yet if I’m going to have sex with Logan tonight.”

      I watched the back of his neck burn scarlet and I bit my lip to keep from laughing.

      “Why don’t you polish the smudges off the hood of my Porsche and then you can make up your mind.”

      Damn. He’d noticed.

      “You can take me for a spin in it tomorrow, even though your driving scares the crap out of me. Simon said he’s taking you out on the town for your birthday, so you two have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
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      I drove Logan back to the dealership to pick up his car and then we headed to Lucian’s apartment in separate vehicles. I glanced in my rearview mirror at Christian trailing behind on his motorbike, struggling to avoid the patches of ice left on the road from the last snowstorm. I couldn’t wait for summer. In fact, I was thinking about planting some flowers on our property to brighten it up.

      Lucian lived downtown in a high-rise apartment building similar to the one Simon resided in. I patiently waited in the empty lobby while Logan went to help Finn carry his bags. When the elevator doors parted, I sprang to my feet from the red leather chair, my eyes wide.

      “What on earth are you wearing?” I exclaimed.

      Finn’s elfin smile was pure mischief. His skinny black jeans were low-rise and too tight, not to mention a size too long. Normally he wore khakis, preppy shorts, or oversized sweatshirts. Finnegan was a handsome fellow with innocent hazel eyes and wavy brown hair. He looked like any other kid coming out of college, except this young man had been to hell and back. He dragged an oversized laundry bag behind him and paused at my reaction to his jeans.

      Logan walked by and leaned in to whisper privately, “It’s a Shifter thing. He took something with Lucian’s scent to remember him by.”

      “And he wants to smell Lucian’s crotch?” I murmured.

      Logan’s eyes brightened. He covered his smile with a fist and glanced over his shoulder at Finn. “Separation anxiety, perhaps. Little Wolf only wore my sneakers for a week.”

      I rushed at Finn and wrapped my arms around him, nuzzling against his shaggy hair. He was always embarrassed that his ears stuck out a little, so he kept his hair long enough to cover them.

      “Feels like I haven’t seen you in forever,” I said. “I’m so glad you’ve decided to stay with Logan.”

      Finn sniffed out a laugh and I stepped back. His eyes dropped to the ground and his lips remained pressed into a smile. “He’s coolio. At least he gives my wolf some space.”

      Logan grabbed the bulky sack from Finn and tossed it over his shoulder. “I’ll go put these in the car and pull around front. It took forever to find a parking space, so give me a few extra minutes. Silver, I’ll drive you back to your car. You two wait here.”

      “He’s not kidding,” I said. “I had to park in the south forty. I think I’ll ride with you guys and pick up my car tomorrow.”

      I strolled to the front doors with Finn and leaned against the cold glass. Finn pulled a red yo-yo out of his pocket and showed me a few tricks.

      “You two getting married?” he asked, winding up the string.

      “Well, we made a verbal agreement between us, but you know we can’t make it legal.”

      “Doesn’t mean you can’t have a ceremony.”

      I hugged my arms. “I guess.”

      “There are no laws that say you can’t have one,” he said. “The laws only point out the rights you are and aren’t entitled to. You know that, right?”

      The glossy yo-yo swung around and settled on the floor, then rolled forward before he snapped it back up.

      “Have you thought about going to school?”

      Finn snorted. “School is for humans. We don’t have Breed school. Professions are learned either on the job or through training, but I’ve heard of private tutors.”

      “And?”

      He shrugged, tucking the yo-yo in his pocket. “You need money for that.”

      “Logan would⁠—”

      “Feels weird taking his money, you know?” Finn turned to look at the street. “I’ll read whatever books they give me, and that’s just as good as any class where someone drills their personal beliefs and values in my head. There are still assholes out there who think owning a Shifter is okay. You know that?”

      The anger on his face was palpable, putting a mottle of red on his cheeks that made me notice he had a few tiny freckles. He tucked his hands in the pockets of his dark blue jacket and sniffed, twitching his nose as a lady rushed in. A blast of cold air followed behind her and she jogged to the elevator with two plastic sacks and went upstairs.

      “There’s Logan,” I said. “Come on.”

      I hooked my arm around Finn’s and he lowered his eyes to the ground when we stepped outside.

      Christian appeared before us, his black trench coat flapping in the wind as he stood between the street and us.

      “Get back inside,” he said in clipped words, his Irish accent so dark and sinister it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Your puppy’s jeans are going to get him arrested by the fashion police. Do you want to have this conversation now? Get inside the fecking building.”

      I backed up and we hurried into the lobby. Logan stepped out of the car and approached Christian. I was a bundle of nerves—if this was an attack, we couldn’t risk doing anything in daylight that would expose us to humans.

      Logan’s eyes scanned the street, his nostrils flaring to pick up emotional scents. I watched impatiently while Christian stood with his arms folded, staring at his dirty black shoes. He was using his Vampire hearing to filter through sounds—he must have heard something that caused alarm.

      “Finn, maybe you should go back up to Lucian’s apartment,” I whispered.

      “He’s not home. You want me to sit up there by myself while you guys are attacked? No, thanks.”

      “Finn…”

      When his eyes met mine, I actually blinked.

      “I can take care of myself,” he said in a voice I rarely heard. In that moment, I felt the power of an alpha wolf in his words like a current. Nero had whipped him into submission and a lifetime of slavery had reinforced that mind-set to such a point, I feared Finn would never become the man he was born to be.

      When I looked outside, Logan and Christian were gone.

      “Where did they go?”

      My heart thumped wildly, and I glanced at the empty lobby behind us. Suddenly, being inside didn’t feel so safe.

      “Lookie what we got here,” a voice cut in from a hallway on the other side of the room. A man about my height with wavy black hair and a thin mustache rubbed his hands together. I could feel his Mage energy and he wasn’t doing anything to conceal it.

      “Do I know you?” I asked the man.

      He puckered his lips and made a kissing sound. Finn stepped in front of me, holding his arm out. “What’s your business?”

      The door violently crashed in and Christian stumbled into the room, slightly hunched over and staring between all of us.

      I glared over my shoulder as he stepped on broken glass. “You couldn’t just walk in like a normal person?”

      “Woo-hoo! We got ourselves a party!” the man chanted, doing a jig and clapping his hands once. He opened his jacket and revealed weapons, one of which included a stake. “Afraid you’re not who I’m looking for, Vamp. But if you want to play Pin the Tail on the Bloodsucker, we can do that later.”

      Christian stood upright with an apathetic expression. “You can either deal with me now, or we can have a friendly conversation later on while I’m feeding your bowels to the sharks.”

      “There’s no ocean in Cognito,” the man pointed out.

      Christian strolled forward, scratching his short beard. “Aye. You’re a bright little battery, aren’t you? Well for your information, I have a season pass to the aquarium.”

      The man coughed into his hand and cleared his throat. “Why don’t you go fuck off for a little while so I can do my job?”

      “You’re not touching her,” Finn said in a caged voice.

      The Mage snorted, stretching out his arms and wiggling his fingers. “You got that right.”

      A rush of adrenaline entered my veins, and I flashed to my left and then several feet in front of Finn. “You lay a hand on Finn and I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll what?”

      Christian glanced at me expectantly.

      “I’ll make a necklace out of your teeth.”

      A burst of dark laughter flew out of Christian’s mouth and he bent over, holding his knees. “Jaysus wept. You call that a threat? Just look at his teeth; they look like barnacles. They’re practically falling out of his mouth.”

      “Will you shut up?” I hissed.

      “Are you langered?” he said with a straight face, implying I was drunk. “I think you need to stop watching Hannibal Lecter movies and take a few lessons in the school of Poe.”

      “Look who’s talking! You wanted to take him to the zoo and feed him to a whale.”

      Christian tipped his head to the side and stood up straight. “A shark is not a whale. For your information, lass, a shark has about three hundred teeth in multiple rows around their mouth,” he said, pointing to his face. “They’re sharp and sink deep into your flesh. Their black eyes roll into the back of their head when they get hold of their prey.”

      “Sounds a lot like you. Do they also get a boner?”

      The man looked between us. “Are you two married or something? Why don’t you both shut the fuck up?”

      Christian gave him a mechanical smile. “One more word and I’ll drain you.”

      I flashed at the Mage and punched him in the face. Before he could grab hold of me, I leapt out of reach. Finn’s expression darkened, and I knew he was moments away from shifting.

      “I got it, Finn. Don’t worry,” I reassured him.

      The Mage touched his cheek and flashed at me, getting a grip on my neck. I performed a maneuver Justus had taught me to twist my body around and elbow him in the back. Before I could complete the move, Christian knocked the Mage to the ground and pinned his wrists.

      “Quite the collection you have in there,” Christian said, looking at the weapons strapped inside the lining of the man’s open jacket.

      “I had it, Christian.”

      He glanced up at me. “To be sure, lass. But what kind of guard would I be if I weren’t guarding you?”

      The Mage lifted his legs and managed to kick Christian in the back of the head.

      “Mommy!” a little girl cried out from an open elevator to our left. She was a little thing, maybe three years old, clutching a stuffed bunny. “Mommy?”

      Finn rushed over and took the girl by the hand. “Stay very still,” he said in a powerful voice that gave me chills. There was authority in his tone that made you want to submit. She obediently looked up at him with expressive blue eyes and a small pout on her face.

      The Mage kicked Christian again.

      “Stop doing that, you dolt. Now, who sent you?” Christian leaned in close and the man’s eyes glazed over as he was charmed by Christian’s spell.

      “Nero.”

      “Why?”

      “To take out the wolf.”

      “Bastard,” I whispered.

      Arms gripped my shoulders and I whirled around, seconds from throwing my energy into Logan. He held my wrist and looked down at me with concern brimming in his eyes.

      “Are you all right?”

      I nodded.

      “There was another one outside, but he’s taken care of.”

      That gave me the shivers because I knew what Logan meant. “Did you call the cleaners?”

      “I hid the body and they’re on their way. Did you get any information from him?” Logan asked Christian. His eyes darted briefly at Finn and the little human child with brown pigtails.

      “Nero sent him,” I said. “Who else would pull this kind of stunt?”

      “Could have been Tarek’s family,” Logan muttered under his breath. “It seems our enemies are coming at us from all directions.”

      The third time the Mage kicked Christian was the last. Christian leaned in and murmured darkly, “I told you not to do that, you fecking cocktail.”

      Then his mouth was around the man’s throat. The Mage struggled at first, but his limbs weakened and then he grew still. Christian slowly stretched out his body on top of him and moaned, drinking deeply. The Mage’s eyes fluttered and finally closed. His skin blanched and Christian gently twisted his head more to the right.

      Finn had lifted the little girl into his arms and was distracting her by pointing at a picture of horses on the wall.

      “Christian, you can’t do that in here.”

      I could rebuke him all I wanted for his behavior, but Christian was uncouth and did what he pleased, whenever he pleased.

      I heard the smacking sound of his lips unlatching their hold. He slowly licked the man’s neck with a long stroke of his tongue, healing the puncture wound. Not a drop of blood spilled.

      “Who’s to know? They’ll think he passed out from hunger on his way to the pizza shop.” Christian licked the corner of his mouth and stood up. “Wasn’t really in the mood for Italian today, but I never turn down a free meal.”

      “Are there any cameras in here?” Logan asked, scoping out the room.

      Christian stood up and grabbed the Mage by the hand, dragging him toward the men’s room. “Be right back. Someone has to go to the toilet.”

      Logan clasped my trembling hands, his eyes brimming with concern. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

      “He was after Finn. I thought Nero would have been satisfied with taking out Knox, but he’s just waiting until we let our guard down.”

      Logan’s mouth formed a grim line. “He couldn’t have known you would be here. Otherwise he wouldn’t have sent an incompetent fool.”

      “Unless he wanted me to watch.”

      “Nero’s the kind of man who calculates his attacks. These were amateurs. Lucian has a routine schedule and Nero knew when Finn would be left alone.”

      “Emma!” a shrill voice cried. A frantic woman who looked to be in her late thirties flew out of the elevator with her arms outstretched. Some of her stringy wet hair dangled from the white towel wrapped around her head. Her flowery, satin robe clung to her wet body. She snatched her daughter away from Finn and hugged her tight. “Emma, you had Mommy so worried. I told you to stay in your room and play while I took a shower.”

      “I wanted to go zoom on that,” the little girl said, pointing at the elevator.

      The mother skeptically glared at Finn, who folded his arms and stepped back, lowering his eyes.

      “We kept an eye on her,” I said. “We were trying to find an attendant.”

      A blast of cold air blew in from the demolished door and the woman quietly got inside the elevator, eyeing us as if we were a gang of criminals.

      “We need to get out of here,” Logan said. “Walk with us, Little Wolf. Stick to me like glue and we’ll head back to my apartment. I’ll call Leo. HALO took the hit on Knox personal and they’ll want to know Nero isn’t backing down.”

      “What about Christian?” I asked.

      A toilet flushed and my guard stepped out of the restroom, brushing air off his shoulder. “Shotgun.”

      “You can’t call shotgun in my boyfriend’s car.”

      Christian unwrapped a piece of butterscotch and tucked the noisy wrapper in his pocket. “I believe I just did,” he said, waltzing over broken glass and out the front door.

      I narrowed my eyes and before I knew it, Logan lifted me straight up. I stared down at his face and frowned. “I’m perfectly capable of walking, Mr. Cross. I seem to have these two limbs dangling from my torso that work amazingly well.”

      “Wrap your legs around me, female,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

      I got those little butterflies as I looked into his eyes and ran my finger over the tiny laugh line near the corner of his mouth. Obediently, I slowly lifted my thighs and locked my ankles behind him. Logan savored physical contact and created every opportunity he could to touch me. Maybe I felt silly with my long legs wrapped around a dangerous-looking man, but I quickly decided what other people thought about us didn’t matter.

      “Oh brother,” Finn said, walking through the open door.

      Logan reached out his hand and gripped the back of Finn’s jacket. “Hold up, Little Wolf. We walk together.”
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      When we arrived at Logan’s condo, he closed the shutters and drapes, locked the door, turned on the security monitors in his hidden room, and made a private call to Leo. We’d had a discussion not too long ago that we wouldn’t live in hiding because of Nero. And yet here we were… hiding.

      Christian was standing guard in the lobby downstairs, scrutinizing everyone who entered the building.

      “Finn, promise me you won’t go out by yourself,” I said firmly, taking a seat beside him on the sofa.

      Logan was a minimalist, so we stared straight ahead at a wall that divided the kitchen and living room.

      “Where’s the little TV he used to have?”

      “Remember the attack a few months ago? Smashed. Logan only bought that for you; he’s not big on television, just movies on occasion.”

      Finn lifted the woodcarving of a cheetah from the end table on his right. “I liked the couch better when it was over there,” he said, pointing toward the wall. “I don’t like my back to the window. I have to sleep here at night.”

      “We’ll move it a little later. Before Logan bought drapes, he thought we’d have more privacy from prying eyes if we faced away from the street. When’s the last time you let your wolf out?”

      Finn cleared his throat and I could sense his unease. He was jittery and kept wringing his hands together. “A month.”

      “Is that a long time?”

      His eyes briefly flicked to mine, and he set the cheetah down. “Probably. I don’t know many Shifters, remember? I used to let my wolf out at least four times a week, so we had a routine and I’d let him roam at night. Now it’s all kinds of messed up because of Lucian. My wolf might be aggressive now and Logan should probably lock himself up for a couple of nights.”

      “Do you want to come stay with me?”

      He scratched his right arm where Nero had branded him. “I don’t know Justus all that well, so that wouldn’t work.”

      “You could have the upstairs area all night and we won’t bother you. Our house is underground and safe.”

      He stretched his left arm on the sofa behind me and I liked how at ease Finn felt with me. “So now you think I can’t take care of myself? Some asshole Mage wants to rough me up and now I’m supposed to be a groundhog instead of a wolf? No way. I wasn’t a coward when I had to live in a barn as a slave—you think now that I’m free on the streets I’m about to start running?”

      I pulled my legs up and picked at a tiny hole in the knee of my faded jeans. “Have you thought about finding your father?”

      Finn leaned forward on his elbows and lowered his head. “He’s dead to me. What kind of man sells his own child to pay off a debt? That’s not the kind of man I want to know.” He rose to his feet. “That’s not the kind of man I want to be.”

      The closet door in the front hall cracked open and Logan emerged through the coats. He pulled a stick of gum from his pocket and removed the wrapper, then folded the piece onto his tongue.

      “What did Leo say?” I asked.

      Logan strolled into the dimly lit room and sat in the chair to our right. “Leo expressed concern about Nero’s persistence. He’s informing his HALO brothers tomorrow.”

      “Why tomorrow?”

      When Logan gazed at me ardently and gave me a wolfish grin, I felt a flurry of tingles. He kicked off his sneakers, never once removing the indulgent look from his eyes as his tongue swept over his bottom lip. “Because your Ghuardian would be over here in ten minutes to take you home, and I want to have a meal with my mate.”

      God, I loved it when he called me that. Even better was when he said my female. I’d never met a more confident man, one who was absolute in his feelings for me despite any obstacles, including my own reluctance. But that had changed in the last few months, and now my feelings were tattooed all over my lower belly in the shape of cheetah paw prints with Logan’s initials.

      “I hope you’re not cooking Chinese food, because that’s all Lucian ever brings home,” Finn complained, rubbing his nose. “If I eat one more egg roll, I’m divorcing this family.”

      I laughed and watched Finn walk to the bathroom. Logan quickly took his place on the sofa, stretching out his impressive legs and smacking his gum.

      “You seem to be in a good mood,” I said, curling up against him.

      Logan wrapped his arm around my shoulders and lifted my left hand, staring at the mood ring on my middle finger. “You seem to be in good spirits as well, my little Mage.”

      “I swear that thing only changes colors when you’re around.”

      He chuckled enigmatically. “I never told you, Little Raven, but since the day you put it on, I’ve noticed the color changing in my presence.”

      “Have you now?”

      The crook of
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