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      Dear reader,

      Forever In Magic is the final book and the exciting wrap-up to the In Magic series, and because it’s bringing everything all together, the timeframes of the last three books in the series overlap. Forged In Magic (Kate and Isaac) started during the end of Love In Magic (Reece and Isabella) and finishes at almost the same time as Forever In Magic (Sam and Mirek). But if you haven’t read the other books, I suggest you do that first as this book wasn’t meant to be a standalone. And if it’s been a while since you read the other books and don’t remember precise details, no problem—this book will bring you along for the ride—I promise!

      When I began writing the In Magic series, I knew it had to start with Jack and Meredith, but before I’d even finished that first book, Ben Davis was telling me I had to write his story. Stella Finnegan, Ben’s love interest, just came to me—as most characters do—but it was little Julia that threw me for a loop. She appeared so strong and intelligent, even at three years old, that I knew not only was I going to write her story, but that she would play a pivotal role in the series.

      Julia—who you met again in Found in Magic and learned now goes by Sam—is going to wrap up the entire series, bringing it full circle. It’s no secret that Sam is in love with Mirek, and although this is their book, it’s more than that. You’ll see how they fell in love, but you’ll also see how the events over twenty years ago shaped their lives and continues to shape the lives of the other couples and what they’re going to do about it.

      That may deem this book to be more of a paranormal or urban fantasy than a paranormal romance, but there’s still lots of love between all the couples, and I hope you love it all the same. Forever in Magic is about making mistakes, reflecting on them, and finding your forever love.

      If you haven’t read Ben & Stella’s story with Julia, you can download it for free at the end of this book.

      And if you’re wondering about Rocky, Nate, and some of the FBI characters you met throughout the series… they’ll get their own books… But first a family of brothers has a curse to deal with. I’ve included a sneak peek of Cursed to Love for you.

      

      Happy reading,

      KJ
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        Twenty-Two Years Ago

      

      

      The tutor walked up the stairs to freedom, something Mirek Williams hadn’t had in over a month. When the lock on the door at the top of the stairs clicked and no one came to take her place, he let out a breath of relief.

      Listening for the lock clicking open and footsteps on the stairs had come to define his days, and those of his younger brother and two cousins. At the same times each day it clicked when the tutor arrived and left, and when meals were delivered. It was the unexpected times he heard the sound that he’d come to fear.

      “I don’t wanna do homework,” Taren whined as he flopped onto one of the two couches in the room that had become their prison.

      “We need to learn,” Mirek said as he eased down onto a lounge chair, sucking in a slow breath to minimize his pain. In the shower that morning, he’d examined the bruising that covered his thigh, hip, and shoulder. Zeus had thrown him against the wall in anger the night before and then stomped away. Mirek had played off the pain, even after Zeus left, not wanting to worry the others. “It’s September now, so that means we should be in school,” he told his brother.

      Molly dropped onto the cushions beside Taren. “It’s not the same, and I miss my friends from school. And my mom and dad. And my sister.” Her lip quivered, but she didn’t make a sound as she picked up one of the couch pillows and held it against her face.

      “Come here,” he said, holding out his arm to Molly. She tossed the pillow to the side and climbed into his lap. At ten, Mirek was the oldest, though only two months older than his cousin Dylan. Molly was seven and Taren six, making Mirek the adult of the group. He missed his family as much as Molly did, but he promised himself that he would protect his brother and cousins at all costs.

      Molly leaned her head against his shoulder, and he ran his hand along her hair, like he’d seen his mom do to his sister. “I know, Molly. I miss everyone too.”

      Molly reared back. “No! Don’t call me that.” She looked toward the stairs, her eyes wide as she put her finger on his lips. “You need to remember our new names,” she whispered. “I’m Morgana now. If you call me Molly, they’ll hurt you again.”

      He settled Molly back against him. “I’ll try to remember.”

      “It’s stupid,” Dylan said. “I don’t want to be called David. It’s not my name. And I don’t want to call Taren Tim. You⁠—”

      Taren pushed his too-long curls off his face. “I don’t wanna be Tim,” he said quietly.

      Mirek glared at Dylan before turning to his little brother. “I know, Taren, but if you don’t use the new name, they’ll punish you.”

      “Then why won’t you go by your new name?”

      Mirek heard the challenge in his brother’s voice. “I don’t want us to forget where we came from and I don’t care if they beat me up because of it. You don’t have to worry about using your new names because I’ll remember our old names for all of us.” His reasoning didn’t sound as good out loud as it had in his head, but he would stick to it because he feared it might be the only reminder they had of where they came from.

      “Okay,” Taren and Molly both whispered, accepting that he would take care of them. Dylan didn’t say anything but met Mirek’s gaze and gave him a single nod.

      Zeus, Maverick, and Snake had already taken so much away from them that Mirek refused to allow them to take this last small thing.

      Even with their dumb nicknames, Mirek knew who the men really were. He’d seen them with his dad and uncles. They were council members who were supposed to protect all magic people.

      Their parents and other siblings were dead. That’s what Zeus said. He’d told them that every person in their families had died in a fire and only the four of them were left. Zeus said he and the others were protecting them.

      Mirek might’ve been a kid, but he wasn’t stupid. Forcing them to change their names and keeping them in a basement didn’t make sense—Zeus didn’t even say what he was protecting them from. Probably nothing. He didn’t know why they’d been taken, but he would have bet his new Xbox that it wasn’t to keep them safe.

      As for everyone else being dead… he didn’t know whether that was true. The last thing he remembered was a fire erupting in the cabin and his dad reaching for Taren and calling Mirek’s name. Then he’d woken up in the basement with his brother and cousins. He shook off the thoughts because they wouldn’t help their situation, and they had things to do.

      He lifted Molly off his lap and set her on her feet. “Come on, let’s get our homework done before dinner. Then we’ll watch a movie.”

      “The Land Before Time.”

      “The Little Mermaid.”

      “Rocky.”

      The TV wasn’t connected to cable, but at least they had a DVD player and dozens of movies. He could already recite lines from their favorites.

      “Sure.” Mirek chuckled at Dylan’s answer as everyone shuffled over to the dining room table. “I should just start calling you Rocky since you’ve watched that movie so many times.”

      Dylan shrugged. “Fine with me.”

      Homework didn’t take long to get out of the way with Mirek and Dylan helping before tackling their own while Taren and Morgana read a book. They had settled into a routine even without parents.

      After eating dinner, they sprawled out in the sitting area to watch a movie. Molly won rock paper scissors, so they were watching The Little Mermaid. The next time, they’d watch Rocky, and then the dinosaur movie.

      As the crab started singing about kissing the girl, it made Mirek think about his dad, like it always did. His sister, Rowena, had picked the movie once during family movie night, and his dad had pulled his mom into his arms and danced her around the room while he sang along with the movie.

      They’d all laughed because his dad was a lousy singer, but he’d loved them and their mom so much. He’d taught Mirek all about magics and told him crazy stories about his brothers conjuring things and driving their parents nuts. Mirek had been convinced he and Taren and his cousins Dylan and Reece would do that to their parents when they were older. But now they were all gone.

      He wished he and Dylan had their full magic because then they could have flashed out of the basement. And even knowing they wouldn’t get more magic until puberty—however far away that was—they’d tried to flash anyway, until they were both too tired to move. His dad had told him all about magic and how he’d have to practice to master it and that some magics even got magic specialties. All the adults in their family had one, so his dad said that Mirek would likely get one too.

      Mirek didn’t know when he’d come into his full magic, but he was already pretty sure what his specialty was going to be—healing.

      Two weeks ago, Taren had woken up screaming from a nightmare. Mirek had tried to console him but not fast enough to stop Snake from storming into the basement and grabbing Taren by the arm. He’d held Taren’s small arm in his huge hands and squeezed until a loud crack sounded in the room.

      Mirek would never forget the sound of his brother’s deafening howl that followed. Snake flung Taren on the bed and sneered down at him. “Now you’ve got something to scream about.” As he turned to leave, his gaze locked on Mirek’s. “Keep them quiet.”

      As soon as Mirek heard the click at the top of the stairs, he kneeled beside Taren’s bed, his brother’s whimpers muffled by the blanket. Mirek had carefully lifted the blanket off Taren’s arm, then swallowed the bile that sprang up his throat. A raised bump had formed, distorting its normal shape. The area around the bump was already turning purple.

      He'd once again failed to keep his brother safe. Pushing the thought aside for the moment, he focused on Taren and what he could do to help him.

      As gently as he could, Mirek put his hands on the bump and closed his eyes. Taren didn’t jerk away, but Mirek could hear his soft crying and blocked it out to concentrate. Using his magic, he looked into Taren’s arm.

      Mirek had never seen inside a body before, but once, when he’d had to wait at the doctor’s office for a long time, he’d studied the skeleton standing in the corner. Just like the skeleton, two long bones ran from Taren’s wrist and connected to the long bone in his upper arm, forming his elbow. One of his forearm bones, the one on the same side as his thumb, had a crack right through it.

      Mirek’s magic told him that the bone was called the radius, and the other one was the ulna. He only hoped his magic also told him how to heal it.

      Calling up his magic, Mirek pushed it into his brother. When Taren moaned softly, he slowed his magic to a steady trickle.

      “Remember last year when I fell and hurt my leg?” Molly asked, standing on the opposite side of the bed, stroking Taren’s hair.

      Mirek let his magic seep into his brother for a bit longer before he stopped to rest for a few minutes. He worried about draining all his magic at once.

      When he went back to healing and watched as the two pieces of the bone came together, Molly talked to Taren. “Your dad fixed it,” Molly said, awe in her voice. “He said healing hurts, but it doesn’t last for long. And it didn’t. Mirek will fix it.”

      After ten minutes, Mirek was beginning to think that Molly was wrong. His dad had never taken this long to heal someone. The bones were together, but he could still see the break.

      “Can you fix it?” Dylan asked from beside him.

      “I don’t think I have enough magic to fix it completely.”

      “Remember when our dads told us about all three of them trying to do a McTwist at the skateboard park?”

      Gently pulling his hands away from Taren, Mirek dropped his butt to his heels, suddenly feeling exhausted. He looked up at his cousin standing behind him, welcoming the break.

      “Yeah. They said they each broke an ankle. My dad healed them so Grandma didn’t find out they’d left the house when they were grounded.” Mirek wished his dad was there to help him. But that was stupid. If his dad was there, they wouldn’t be locked in a basement and Taren wouldn’t be hurt. Mirek blinked against the burning behind his eyes. “They were teenagers though. They had their full magic.”

      Dylan rolled his eyes. “I know. But my dad said his break was really bad and Uncle Evan couldn’t heal him all the way because he’d used up his magic healing himself and Uncle Thomas.”

      “Uncle Thomas helped him!” Mirek whispered when he remembered the story’s details.

      “Right.” Dylan moved behind Mirek and laid his hands on his shoulders. “Put your hands back on Taren and tell me when.”

      Taren’s face was pale as he lay still on the bed. “You okay if I try again?” Mirek asked him.

      At Taren’s nod, Mirek sat on his knees, laid his hands on his brother’s arm, and closed his eyes. “Okay, Dylan, now.” A weird sensation rushed into him, and he felt the power of Dylan’s magic mix with his own.

      Within a couple of minutes, Mirek’s magic told him Taren was healed. He’d been both elated and drained.

      Mirek wished everything could be that easy. He pulled himself back to the present just as the prince and princess sailed away and the credits started to roll.

      “Glad that’s over,” Dylan said as he powered off the TV and DVD player. Turning to Molly, he asked, “If we have to watch a princess movie again, can you pick a different one next time?”

      “Maybe.” Molly laughed as she walked toward the bathroom to get ready for bed.

      A little while later, Molly and Taren were both in bed and Dylan was taking his turn in the bathroom when Mirek heard the lock click.

      He rushed to the beds to stand in front of his brother and cousin, then watched the stairs. The footsteps descending it were heavy.

      Snake appeared with a long white bag over his shoulder. He looked toward the beds, and his stare landed on Mirek. “Deal with this,” he said as he dumped the bag on the couch. The only sound in the room was the click of the lock as he left.

      Mirek moved to the couch, hearing the others behind him, and looked down at the bag. It was plastic, with a long zipper running down its length. He’d seen one in a movie before—but that one had been black, not white—a body bag. And judging by the lumps, it wasn’t empty.

      “Holy cow! Is that a body?” Dylan asked.

      Mirek couldn’t tear his eyes away from the bag. “I think so.” An image of a comic, Tales from the Crypt, that his friend had brought to school the year before came to his mind.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Dylan asked, but he didn’t sound any steadier than Mirek felt.

      Terrified by what they’d find, he reached for the zipper, then pulled his hand back as he pictured a zombie jumping out at him.

      “Open it,” Taren whispered.

      Taking a deep breath, Mirek grasped the zipper and slowly dragged it down. His plan was to zip it back up super-fast if something dangerous tried to escape.

      Mirek continued to lower the zipper, but the top third of the bag was empty.

      Then he saw hair and his hand faltered. He took another deep breath and dragged the zipper down a few more inches to reveal a little girl.

      “What’s that smell?” Taren asked before making a gagging noise.

      “Burnt hair,” Mirek answered without looking up from the girl. Her blond hair was singed on the right side of her head; little curled wisps with blackened ends stuck out.

      Her face and the skin down to her neck and chest didn’t look right. Red and black patches covered the area, and the skin had peeled away in places.

      “Let me see,” Molly said. Mirek moved back a step as Molly pushed in beside him. “That’s Julia!”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Twenty-Two Years Ago—Two Weeks Later

      

      

      Julia felt a hand on her face and opened her eyes to see a boy. “I’ve seen you before,” she told him.

      He pulled his hand back. “I’m Mirek.”

      “Molly’s cousin?”

      The boy nodded.

      “I went to your funeral. My mommy didn’t want me to go, but I thought it was important. You, Dylan, Molly, and Taren were buried with your dads.”

      He closed his eyes and dropped his chin to his chest.

      Maybe she shouldn’t have said that.

      Julia didn’t understand and wasn’t sure if she should ask why he wasn’t dead. Her mommy and daddy wouldn’t have lied to her. Maybe if she waited, he would tell her.

      She looked around and noticed she was on a bed, with Mirek sitting beside her. She counted six beds in the room, but it was too dark to see everything else. It must be nighttime.

      A light came from a room on the side, like when her mommy and daddy left the light on in her bathroom. The dark wasn’t anything to be afraid of, but her mommy said that it didn’t matter—she could have the light on anyway.

      She sat up and looked at the other beds. Three of them had blanket-covered lumps in them. She pointed to the beds and whispered, “Since you’re not dead, does that mean that Dylan, Molly, and Taren aren’t dead too? Is that them?”

      Mirek lifted his chin and looked at her. “Yes.”

      He looked sad. Maybe because she kept saying the word dead and said she went to his funeral. She didn’t like him being sad and wanted to cheer him up. “Mommy and Daddy said your funeral was really nice. I’ve never been to a funeral before so I couldn’t make a comparison. I’d need more samples to know what a nice one looks like. Would you like me to describe it for you?”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      Julia wanted to turn more lights on so she could see the rest of the room. She needed to know more—she needed data. Without data, she couldn’t figure out where they were or how to get home. Molly was her friend so she could ask her for answers.

      Then she remembered when Mommy had told her she shouldn’t wake someone up in the middle of the night to ask questions if it wasn’t an emergency. Sometimes data gathering could wait.

      She turned to Mirek since he was awake. “Why did you guys have a funeral if you’re not dead?” she asked quietly.

      “Because people think we’re dead. I remember a fire, and then we all woke up in this basement. We’ve been here for almost two months.”

      “Don’t you want to go home?”

      “Yes, but we can’t.”

      Julia tried to put all the pieces of information together. “Stranger danger,” she whispered as she remembered something she’d been taught. “Did strangers take you?”

      The corner of Mirek’s lips lifted in a small smile, like she’d said something funny.

      “Kind of. I know who the men are, so they’re not really strangers, but they are dangerous. I wasn’t sure if our dads were dead, but they must be if you went to their funerals.”

      “But I went to your funeral and you’re not dead.”

      Mirek smiled bigger this time; she liked it because he looked happier. Then he frowned and the sadness came back again. “Yes, I’m sure they’re dead. Are our moms and the other kids okay?”

      “Your moms were at the funeral, but they were crying, so I don’t know if they’re okay. I saw Meredith, Rowena, Reece, and Jo. They were all crying too, except for Jo.”

      Julia wanted to ask Mirek a whole bunch of questions, but her mommy said that sometimes when people were sad, you had to wait to talk. Putting her hands in her lap she envisioned thermal physics equations in her mind to keep herself busy. She just hoped Mirek would talk soon.

      “Do you remember what happened to you?” Mirek asked when Julia was working through her twelfth equation.

      “I was at a big house with my friend Sarah.” She looked at the beds and then remembered she’d only seen three being slept in. “She’s not here, is she?”

      When Mirek shook his head, his blond hair fell into his eyes. “You need a haircut,” she said, then jerked her hands up and covered her lips. She wasn’t supposed to blurt things out like that.

      Mirek laughed quietly. “Yes, I do. We all do.”

      She dropped her hands and smiled.

      “What else do you remember?” Mirek asked.

      Julia closed her eyes and pictured that day at the house. “Sarah and I were playing with Barbies. Connor conjured them. He’s my cousin. He was talking to his friend, Drew. Then Drew got mad and threw a ball of magic. The couch was on fire, and I helped Connor conjure some baking soda to put it out. Connor didn’t know he should do that. Baking soda is effective because it releases carbon dioxide when heated, which can smother the fire. You can also use⁠—”

      Julia stopped talking when Mirek put his hand on her knee. He didn’t look mad, but maybe he didn’t like science.

      “You can explain that to me later, okay? What else happened?”

      She was excited that she’d get to talk to Mirek about science later but focused on his question. “Drew was trying to stop Connor from getting help, and he made the fire worse. Then the curtains caught fire and my clothes…” She looked down, but she was wearing different clothes now.

      Then she remembered the pain. She lifted her right hand to touch her cheek, but Mirek grabbed her hand and held it in both of his.

      “You were burned,” he said quietly. “When you came here, there were burns on your face, neck, and chest. They were really bad. I tried to heal you, but even with Dylan giving me some of his power, my magic wasn’t strong enough.”

      He looked sad again, and she wanted to say something so he wouldn’t feel bad. “I was told you’re ten and my mommy and daddy said we don’t get our full magic until we go through puberty. That’s when our bodies start to change...” She trailed off because biology was science too.

      “I know, but I wanted to heal you. I healed a lot of it, but you’ll always have scars.” Mirek let go of her hand and brought his hand to her cheek.

      His fingers covering her ear felt warm, but she couldn’t feel everywhere his palm touched her cheek—only in some places. Julia knew what that meant. Her daddy had a set of encyclopedias, and she could look through them anytime she wanted. There was a volume about the human body, and she’d read about burns. Since she couldn’t feel Mirek’s hand, she probably had a fourth- or fifth-degree burn.

      He dropped his hand back into his lap. “That’s what I was doing when you woke up. Every night I try to heal you a little bit more, but I don’t think it’s going to get any better now. The last three nights, it’s stayed the same.”

      She wanted to look in a mirror and examine the burns to see if she could tell which level of degree she had—but it might be too late to tell now—and there was other data she needed more. “How many nights have I been here?”

      “Fourteen.”

      Julia didn’t need a bigger sample to extrapolate the possibilities of what her parents must think based on what had happened to Mirek and the others. “My mommy and daddy had a funeral for me too, didn’t they?”

      “I don’t know, but I think so.”

      “What will the bad men do now?”

      Mirek put his hand back on her cheek, but she didn’t tell him she couldn’t feel it. “I won’t let them hurt you, Samantha.”

      She giggled. “My name is Julia.”

      “Not anymore. But I will always keep you safe, Sam.”
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        Present Day — November 1

      

      

      As Sam Davis packed up her textbooks, a patient walked by. She wondered if the drugs he’d become addicted to had been made by her. The same thought passed through her mind every time she came across a person addicted to drugs, which happened frequently since she spent most afternoons tutoring at an addiction rehabilitation center.

      She bundled up, waved goodbye to the night staff, and braced herself as she walked outside into the cold, dark evening. Taking a deep breath of the crisp night air—a new ritual to acclimatize herself to Blue Mountain, Colorado—she let the temperature sink in.

      Living in Mexico had never been her choice. Nor had being kidnapped and held captive for twenty-two years. When she’d been rescued a month and a half ago, she made several promises to herself, one of which was to do everything in her power to adjust to this second chance she’d been given.

      Making the most of this new life was another promise she’d made to herself. The third one was to do everything in her power to find a way to pull the evil magic from Maverick and close it back into the box. Maybe then she’d be worthy of everyone’s love… especially Mirek’s, and they could plan a future together.

      After a couple of minutes, she walked down the building’s steps and turned onto the sidewalk that would take her to a safe place to flash home from.

      When she was first rescued and reunited with her parents, life had been exciting. Her days had been filled with getting to know her brothers, spending time with her parents, and getting reacquainted with her other family members and friends. Her mom had been pregnant with her brother Nate when she had been taken, and Travis had been born two years later, and she had so much to catch up on.

      Her family had accepted her with open arms and allowed her to adjust at her own pace. Because she hadn’t revealed the horrors she’d had a hand in, that had been the easy part. Wondering where Mirek was, how he was doing, and if he was still being tortured was the difficult part.

      But that wasn’t anything new. Not a day, or even an hour, went by that she didn’t think about Mirek. For twenty-two years, he’d been her reason for living. Even when she’d been forced to do unspeakable things, she kept going because of Mirek—he was her best friend and her lover, and he believed in her.

      Turning into an alley, she headed to the spot where it connected with a path behind the buildings. The small space was secluded enough to flash to and from without worrying about being seen by non-magics. Sam pushed some magic to her eyes to enhance her vision, making the shadowed darkness a bit easier to traverse.

      Her dad always offered to come pick her up and she always declined, waving him off with a smile and saying she’d be fine. She loved that he offered, and he made it difficult to refuse, but she did. As much as she wanted to spend a few more minutes a day with him, to have his love and attention, she didn’t deserve it. Rationally, she knew that denying her dad’s attention could hurt him as much as it punished her, but feelings weren’t always rational. Mirek had taught her that.

      She sensed another presence in the alley, followed by the sound of footsteps behind her.

      “What the hell, Sam?”

      She turned to see her brother Nate stalking toward her and pulled her hair forward, around the right side of her face.

      “Didn’t you hear me calling you?”

      “I was lost in my thoughts,” she told him. When he stood only a couple of feet away, but he didn’t reach for her, nor her him. She’d learned on the day she’d met her brother that he didn’t touch anyone or let them touch him.

      Nate’s breathing was heavy as he stared down at her. “You’re in an alley by yourself and not even paying attention. Don’t you even give a shit?”

      Sam didn’t answer his question as she figured it was rhetorical. And she wasn’t even sure if she did give a shit anymore.

      Turning back around, she walked the remaining few feet to where she could flash. Nate followed her.

      “I know what you’re doing,” he said quietly.

      She doubted that. The only person who understood her was Mirek, and he wasn’t around because of what she’d done.

      “What am I doing?” she asked as one hand went to her owl necklace. Holding the familiar shape and everything it represented helped ground her and kept her tone neutral. Even though Nate didn’t fully know her, he was her brother and he cared. He didn’t deserve her scorn.

      “You’re being reckless and putting yourself in harm’s way because you think you deserve to be punished.”

      She’d give him that; he had her pegged. At only twenty-two, Nate was smart and observant, but him knowing wouldn’t change the truth.

      Sam was just about to flash when Nate held up his hand to halt her, still careful to keep his distance.

      “I had a great childhood,” he said quietly. “I’m guessing yours was pretty shitty, but I’m not telling you about mine to be a dick. It’s just that a lot of kids in my position—the child born after the child genius was thought to have died—may have had a tough time living in their shadow. But Mom and Dad never made me feel that way. I knew they loved you, but they loved me and Travis just the same. It didn’t matter whether we aced a test or did something dumb.” He chuckled to himself. “Sure, Travis and I did a lot of stupid shit when we were teenagers and got in trouble, but it didn’t change how much Mom and Dad loved us. And whatever stupid shit you did, whether it was to just survive or not, it won’t change how much Mom and Dad love you.”

      Even though Nate and her parents truly believed that, it didn’t make it so. If they knew the number of lives she’d destroyed, they would look at her differently. But that was the thing about beliefs—no matter how solid they seemed to be—a person didn’t truly know how solid they were until they were tested.

      “Thanks,” she said quietly. “I’m going to flash to Uncle Joel’s cabin. You want to come with me or go home?”

      “I’ll go with you for a while.”

      “Sounds good.” Sam would cherish his love for however long it lasted. She scanned the area just to make sure they were alone and flashed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day — November 13

      

      

      Mirek sucked in gulps of air even though his brain knew his body didn’t need it. Lack of oxygen hadn’t been the problem, just the illusion of it. But after another round of Eddie’s torture, Mirek didn’t have the strength to argue with what his lungs were trying to tell him.

      If his body thought it needed air, it could take in as much as it wanted. Maybe he’d hyperventilate and pass out. That would be a welcome reprieve since his head felt like it had a bunch of jackhammers in it, all of them trying to escape at once.

      “Okay?” Rocky asked.

      “Just swell.” Mirek turned his head to look at his cousin as he didn’t have the energy to move anything else. They laid sprawled on the subfloor since the hardwood planks had been ripped from their moorings, thanks to Rocky.

      Rocky let out a laugh that ended in a cough. “Fuck,” he said when he finally caught his breath. “I’ve had enough of Eddie’s torture. That guy’s got to go.”

      Mirek had lost track of how many times Eddie had inflicted the silent death on him lately. That was the name Maverick had given it when he’d learned the nifty little trick after he’d consumed the ancient evil from the magic box a couple of months ago. As Maverick’s protégé, Eddie had been given lots of new abilities, but the silent death seemed to be his new favorite.

      It froze a person instantly, causing them to lose all control of their body. Mirek knew from firsthand experience that it felt like his brain was about to explode, then he’d drop to the floor and flail about. Silent screams would be forced out of him as his body flopped about helplessly. Eddie claimed that eventually the person’s brain would implode. Yes, Eddie needed to go.

      “Take my hand.”

      He looked up at Rocky standing above him with his arm outstretched. Mirek pushed a bit of his remaining power into his limb, giving him enough strength to reach up and grasp Rocky’s hand. His cousin hauled him up and slung Mirek’s arm over his shoulder, helping him maneuver around the hardwood planks strewn over the floor.

      When they’d made it to the hallway, Mirek pulled away, determined to walk on his own. He turned into the next room, and Rocky followed behind, probably worried Mirek would do a face plant.

      Twin beds sat against each of the side walls in the narrow, windowless room. The dresser positioned between the beds held nothing but a lamp. Lack of anything personal made the room seem like a transient space, instead of the place Rocky and Mirek spent a considerable amount of time in. Just like in the compound, they’d learned early on that anything kept in the open was fair game to the assholes who controlled them. An item could be taken because it was coveted by someone else or used against them.

      They conjured what they needed and disappeared it afterward. And if Mirek didn’t have the strength to conjure it, Rocky would do it.

      Using what felt like the last of his energy, Mirek stumbled to his bed. Even with the familiar feeling of exhaustion pulling at him, he refused to give in and lie down. Needing to have some control over his own body for a change, he propped himself against the headboard. Over the years he’d come to yearn for the control—a sense that he wasn’t completely helpless—after his power had been siphoned or he’d been abused, like when Eddie used his new, nasty trick.

      “He won’t be gone long. A couple of hours, maybe,” Rocky said quietly from the other bed where he’d adopted a similar position.

      Mirek didn’t need to ask who he meant. Eddie lorded his power over them, and he couldn’t seem to stay away.

      “You did the right thing, Dylan,” Mirek said softly. He rarely used his cousin’s real name anymore, but at times like this, he wanted Dylan to remember he wasn’t the person Eddie and the others had tried to mold him into.

      “You mean the floor?”

      “Yeah. When I realized what you were doing by lifting the floorboards and blocking Eddie and his zombies…” He shook his head in awe as he remembered. “It was brilliant.”

      Rocky met his gaze, his usual self-depreciation and sadness present in the lines around his eyes and mouth. “I could have gotten you killed. For a moment there, I thought Eddie was going to go too far with the silent death.”

      Mirek shrugged. “I doubt it. You gave Reece and Isabella the chance to escape, and that’s what mattered.”

      Rocky conjured two bottles of water. He removed the cap on one bottle and passed it to Mirek.

      “Thanks,” he mumbled, grateful Rocky knew he didn’t have enough energy to even unscrew a lid. He took the bottle and drank half of it in one go before taking a breath. When he finished off the bottle, Rocky handed him another before conjuring sandwiches.

      Minutes went by as they ate in silence. By the time Mirek finished eating, some of his energy had returned. Not much, but enough for now. Rocky conjured another sandwich, and Mirek shook his head when his cousin held it up as if asking if he wanted another.

      “Rocky. Next time you get a chance to escape, take it,” he said in a serious tone, hoping Rocky would heed his advice for once.

      “Don’t start that shit again.” Rocky glared at him. “Besides, you heard Eddie say he would use one of Maverick’s spells on the building. There’d be no way I could get out.”

      “Not now, but maybe later. You still have your magic, so you’d have a chance. Even after Eddie figured out you betrayed him to help your sister, no one took your magic away. They’d never expect you to leave since they know you’ve stayed for me.”

      “And they’re right; I wouldn’t leave you.”

      They’d had this conversation a million times in the last decade. Mirek always gave up eventually and didn’t push the issue, but not this time because all of Rocky’s excuses had been obliterated and he knew it.

      “Besides protecting me, you’ve always claimed that you couldn’t go back to our families because they’d never accept you. Now you know that’s not true. As soon as Reece saw you today, his love and acceptance was written all over his face.”

      When Rocky didn’t respond, Mirek knew his cousin was hoping he’d fall back into old habits and drop the topic. “Dylan, when you get a chance to escape, take it!”

      Rocky’s eyes widened as he looked over at him. “You ordering me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Funny,” Rocky said without humor.

      Mirek felt a bone-deep fatigue, but not only in his body. For years, he’d been looking out for others and fighting to survive. He wanted his cousins and Sam to be safe. It was his biggest wish because he’d given up on wishing for his own freedom a long time ago. Even if he got it, he wasn’t sure how he’d feel—after years of abuse, he was a shell of his former self; he wouldn’t be good to anyone. And he didn’t deserve his freedom before Sam got hers. As far as he knew, she was still at the compound in Mexico.

      “I kept you safe for years when we were kids, and now you’ve kept me safe. We’re even. You need to get on with your life.”

      “Yeah?” Rocky swung his legs over the side of the bed and rested his huge arms on his thighs.

      “And what about you?” Rocky’s eyes narrowed. “You just planning on lying down and giving up?”

      “Don’t be an idiot. I’ve made it this far, haven’t I? I don’t plan on ever giving up as long as Maverick still has Sam. I’ll keep fighting to make sure she’s safe. You know that as soon as I leave, he’ll use her to get me back, and I’m not going to give him that opportunity.”

      “Well… Now it’s your turn not to be an idiot. Maverick can hurt Sam regardless of where you are. And even though you told me to escape… as long as Maverick still has you, I’m not walking away.”

      “Touché,” Mirek said quietly. He let the topic drop, but Mirek would never forget how he’d failed his little brother. One day, he’d find a way for both Sam and Rocky to be safe and free. Morgana had escaped, which meant it was possible for the rest of them.

      The problem was—free or not—the years had scarred Mirek, and not just his face. He felt too broken to have a future with Sam, but he wouldn’t fail her and Rocky again. Not like he’d done for so long, starting seventeen years ago.
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        Seventeen Years Ago

      

      

      Sam finished making her bed and looked up as Morgana walked over.

      “You ready to go?” Morgana asked.

      “Yes.” Sam took one look around to make sure nothing in the girls’ bunk room looked out of place and flicked off the light as she followed Morgana. “Do you think we’re going to get a teacher?” They’d only been in Mexico a week and Sam was already itching to get back to learning.

      Morgana giggled and put her hand over her mouth. “You’re probably the only ten-year-old who would study every day and never take a break,” she whispered.

      “I know,” Sam whispered back. Mirek said it was okay that she liked to learn all the time and that the other kids didn’t. He’d told her to embrace her differences and so she did. Mirek had always seen things she didn’t, and at fifteen, he was wise in a way Sam didn’t think she’d ever be. When she’d questioned him about it years ago, he’d said there were different types of intelligence.

      It had taken her a while to find what she’d sought from their limited textbooks, but now she knew what he’d meant. She had an extremely high IQ, but her EQ wasn’t as high as Mirek’s. Since that discovery, she’d decided to see if she could improve it.

      She started by observing everything and everyone around her. When she got stuck in a book, her observation skills of her physical environment were horrible—in the shitter, as Rocky would say. That always made her smile.

      Even walking down the hall, she had to remember to observe. The compound they were in was huge, and the all-purpose room they were going to was on the far side from their bunk room. They walked by room after room, and like always, they passed men with guns.

      The men looked like soldiers. But their clothing was mostly solid colors, not camouflage patterned, and they didn’t have insignia like she’d seen in movies. Mirek had told them not to make eye contact with the men because it brought attention to themselves.

      As two men came toward them, Sam turned her head and pretended to look at the room on her right. As the men passed, Morgana let out a large breath. But some equipment caught Sam’s eye and she was already headed into the room.

      “What are you doing?” Morgana hissed.

      Sam shot a glance over her shoulder at Morgana. “There’s science equipment in here.” Turning back, she tiptoed into the room, and then giggled at herself. Even she wasn’t smart sometimes—as if tiptoeing would prevent someone from seeing her.

      She estimated the room was twenty feet wide and at least forty feet long. It was the biggest room she’d seen in the compound so far. Burners and beakers with hosing lined the counters and pallets of boxes wrapped in cellophane.

      “What is all this?” Morgana asked quietly from beside her. Sam could depend on Morgana to be her partner in crime—she was always up for an adventure, even if it got them in trouble.

      “I think it’s a drug lab. Those are…” Her words trailed off as she walked over to inspect the respirators on a work bench.

      Someone pulled on Sam’s arm, spinning her around, and she squealed. If she’d been a cartoon, her heart would have jumped out of her chest and run away.

      Mirek towered over her, but he looked more worried than angry. “You two shouldn’t be in here. Hurry, or we’ll be late.” He headed for the door and held his hand back for her to hold. Morgana didn’t like holding his hand anymore, said it was childish, but Sam loved it.

      “It’s clear,” Mirek said before pulling Sam along with him after checking the hallway, and she had to run to keep up with him. As they turned the corner into the all-purpose room she glanced at the large clock on the wall. They were four minutes late.

      Sam scanned the room. Rocky, Taren, and a couple of other kids were sitting on couches while Zeus and Maverick stood by the windows. The sun was at their backs, and Sam had to squint to see them properly.

      “You’re late,” Zeus said.

      “I saw—” Sam stopped talking when Mirek squeezed her hand. It was one of many signals they’d come up with over the years. Sometimes when they were sitting down, he’d give her leg a small squeeze instead.

      “Sorry, Zeus. We’ll try not to let it happen again,” Mirek said. Then he pulled on her arm to direct her to the couch. She sat on the one with Taren and Rocky. Morgana crowded in beside her.

      “Not good enough,” Maverick said, his tone stricter than she’d ever heard it. Sam looked to Mirek for reassurance, hoping they wouldn’t get in trouble.

      His head jerked up as his feet left the ground. He was suspended a few inches above the ground. His eyes looked too wide, and his fingers clawed at his neck as if trying to pry someone’s hands from his throat, but no one held him.

      “Mirek!” She jumped to her feet and reached for Mirek, but someone held her back. She tried to wiggle out of the grip, needing to help Mirek.

      “Stop!” Rocky said quietly in her ear. “We need to sit down and behave, or Maverick will do something even worse.”

      Sam let Rocky pull her back down onto the couch, but she didn’t take her eyes off Mirek. Counting the seconds gave her something to do, but it was the longest sixty seconds of her life. Small rivulets of blood ran down Mirek’s neck. Then his eyes closed and his hands dropped uselessly to his sides.

      Mirek fell forward and he caught himself on his hands and knees. His breathing sounded worse than hers after she ran the length of the soccer field while playing with the other kids. She wanted to reach for him but was afraid of what would happen.

      “That was a nice little trick. I’ll have to remember that,” Zeus said as he walked over and stood behind Mirek. But Zeus didn’t look down at him. His gaze landed on Sam, then Morgana, before trailing over the others.

      “Do you know what Maverick did?” Zeus asked them, looking happy, like he was about to eat a bowl of his favorite ice cream. “Maverick suspended him and cut off his air. Any longer, and Mirek would be dead.”

      Zeus grinned at his pronouncement. Sam didn’t think she’d ever seen him smile like that before. A few seconds later, his usual frown appeared, and he peered down at Mirek. Grabbing the back of his shirt, he hauled him up. “Sit down.”

      Rocky scooted over, and everyone else did the same to make room for Mirek. He flopped onto the couch beside Sam, and she squeezed his leg to let him know she was sorry.

      Maverick cleared his throat. When Sam looked up at him, she followed his path as he walked the few steps over to them. “I hope you’ve all learned that lateness will not be tolerated.” He paused and looked directly at Sam. She couldn’t look away even though he was the most terrifying man she’d ever seen.

      “You will all continue to have a tutor as you did before, but you will also have jobs. Each morning, you will report to Maria.” He gestured toward a woman standing beside the doorway who Sam hadn’t noticed. “She will make sure your studying is done and then give you assigned chores or jobs for the day.”

      Mirek shifted beside Sam. She feared for him because she knew he was about to ask a question and it could lead to further punishment.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are we here?” Mirek asked, doing his best to keep any signs of challenge out of his voice. “You said the council leader is dead and that you’ve killed our families. So why can’t we leave?”

      Sam squeezed his thigh again. He put his hand on top of hers and gave her a little squeeze back. He needed to know what Maverick, Zeus, and Snake had in store for them and why they seemed to need them. Without that knowledge, he couldn’t protect Sam and the others from what would be coming next.

      “We don’t need you,” Zeus sneered. “But since the council leader is dead and we no longer need to follow his plan for you, we’re going to use you. Free labor.”

      “Exactly.” Maverick smiled, like he had a devious plan. “I set up a nice operation here years ago, but it could always use a few extra sets of hands.”

      “The lab,” Sam whispered.

      “Yes, Sam, good girl.” Maverick smiled again, his praise a twisted compliment, as he flung his hand toward them.

      Sam cried out as magic lifted her several feet into the air. Mirek shot to his feet and gripped Sam’s small hips, but Maverick’s hold stopped him from pulling her back down.

      “Thought you might need a reminder why trying to leave won’t be a good idea. I control you all. Soon, you’ll be working in the lab. Years ago, a seer told us Sam would be worth the hassle of taking her, and I believe that little prophecy is about to come true.”

      Mirek heard Sam’s gasp but didn’t let go of her. It would be just like Maverick to let Sam drop to the ground without warning.

      “Maria,” Zeus said, waving the woman over. “If any of them get out of line, just let me know.”

      Maria nodded. When Zeus and Maverick left, Mirek took the full weight of Sam into his hands, as the spell on her released. After he lowered her to the ground, he pulled her back so they were once more sitting on the couch, and shifted sideways so he could look into her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Mirek,” Sam said quietly.

      “It’s okay. We’ll just have to make sure we’re not late again, but someday we’ll find a way to leave. We’re also going to find some time to practice with whatever magic we have. If there’s ever a way we can fight back, we need to be ready.”

      Sam nodded as her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them away. In the five years they’d been together, he’d realized the tutors and the bosses only seemed to notice Sam’s intelligence. Even when she’d come to them at five, there had been no mistaking her genius, but what most people didn’t see was how beautiful and strong a person she was—both inside and out—regardless of her scars.

      “You don’t have to hide your tears with me, Sam. You’re like Athena, and I bet she never hid her emotions.”

      “Athena? Like in Percy Jackson and the Olympians?” She gave him a small smile. “She was the goddess of wisdom and warfare—battle strategy…” Sam shook her head. “I’m not like her, and the tutors and bosses said tears don’t help anything.”

      Sam was now the same age Mirek had been when they’d all been taken—ten—and had lived half her life with assholes telling her how to behave. He brushed her hair off her face where she always pulled it over to cover her right cheek.

      “You are like her. You’re beautiful, strong, and wise. Plus, feelings aren’t rational, and it’s okay to cry when you feel like it. Whether tears help or not doesn’t matter. You just need to accept your feelings because they make you who you are.”

      “Do you accept yours?”

      He couldn’t help but smile. Being super intelligent and yet innocent at the same time, she probably didn’t even realize she was throwing his words back at him. “I try. And when I don’t, I’ll have you to remind me, okay?”

      “Okay. Oh… Athena was the patron saint of heroes, and that makes sense because you’ve always been my hero.”

      Mirek didn’t consider himself a hero, especially today. But before he could say anything Maria called to them in lightly-accented English, and they all moved over to the tables. Since they’d been studying together for years, they quickly fell into their routine with the lesson plans that Maria had for each of them, while she worked with some other kids who needed more help.

      They worked for a couple of hours before Maria left after giving them some more reading to do. She told them she’d be back the next day.

      “Sam, look!” Morgana said from across the room. All the kids walked over to Morgana, who stood next to a bookcase, a big grin on her face. She was practically vibrating as she pointed to the bottom shelves. “Encyclopedias!”

      Sam laughed and dropped to her knees to pull one of the heavy books into her lap.

      “Let me help,” Taren said as he grabbed a book. Rocky and Morgana took a book as well, but the
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