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Author’s Note About Reading Order For This Series

THIS IS THE FOURTH and likely final (never say never, right?) book in the Science of Magic series and can best be read after the previous three. The stories share a common, overarching plot that is central to them all and, while the characters and their experiences differ, there are common themes and BBEGs and more that are shared across the series. 

Thank you for reading this series and sticking with it till the end! Happy Reading! 
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Hector

I wasn’t a sleepover kind of guy, but Liam was making it really difficult to maintain that. This was the third time in a month I’d woken up in his bed, his shaggy blond hair splayed out like dandelion fluff on the pillow next to me as he snored softly. (Yes, Virginia, even the hot guys snored... and drooled a little, too, apparently.) “Where do you think you’re going?” he mumbled, face pressed into the cotton of his pillowcase.

“I need to get back to my place. Get ready for work.”

He tipped his face to one side, peering at me through a barely open eye. “It’s not even dawn yet.” 

A soft slip of sensation raced over me, a caress making me feel more exposed than just being naked. “No magic,” I muttered, poking his shoulder lightly. “Remember?”

“Just Feeling,” he yawned, pushing up onto his elbow. “Where you heading so early?”

“It’s almost five,” I whispered, unwilling to break the predawn quiet. “I have to go.”

“Not what I asked.” His fingers tangled in my hair and gave me a gentle tug. I was leaning into the kiss before I knew it was happening, sighing against his lips and smiling when they parted for me. 

Sleepy morning sex was the best. Right up there with wide awake midafternoon sex, skipping dinner to have sex sex, and sneaking in a quickie when you’re supposed to be meeting your roommate for coffee but ran into your hookup on the way to Cool Beans, so you have sex in his car sex. Liam pulled me closer, rolling onto his back as I wiggled to straddled him. We’d gone at it twice the day before, the last time just a handful of hours ago. I was still soft and open, taking him inside with a sigh and barely breathed groan. His fingers on my hips pressed deliciously hard, not enough to leave bruises but enough to make me wish he would.

Liam’s eyes were heavily hooded with sleep and arousal, his movements languid beneath me as I rode him, his hips rising to meet me with rolling waves of sensation. “Are you Feeling?” I demanded on a soft sigh. “What’s it like?”

“Yeah,” he panted. “Yeah. Pink, red... A little blue... Ah! Ah! There, there, yes!”

“What’s it mean?” I asked, barely able to keep my voice from breaking. “The colors?”

“Red, um. Hot? Things like, like anger. Passion.”

I wiggled, gasping and arching as he hit the perfect spot inside me. “Pink?”

“Softer.” His eyes widened, and he pressed his lips into a thin line, fingers tightening on my thighs. “Blue,” he rushed, “blue is peace. Calm.”

I laughed breathlessly. “Your hardware’s on the fritz because there’s nothing calm here.” And I showed him just how not calm I was feeling, increasing my speed, rocking until he couldn’t keep up. He watched me, my chin dipped to see my cock slapping his stomach. He hissed through his teeth, and I knew he was close. Two could play at that game, though, because so was I. “Touch me,” I gritted out. “Fast!”

I came on his hand, his belly, his chest. He groaned, filling me with his own hot release, wincing as I slumped to one side. His softening cock slid out of me with an obscene wet sound. We made a half-assed effort to clean up with tissues and the pillowcase, Liam tossing it to the side of the bed with an expression of distaste. “Lie back down, baby,” he muttered. “Just for a few minutes?”

“No pet names,” I yawned. “We had an agreement.” An agreement meant to keep some distance, but see how well that was going... 

His voice was barely above a whisper. “Sorry. Slipped. Lie down?” he repeated.

I nodded, knowing it was a bad idea. We drowsed—well, I drowsed, and he slept, the sky slowly growing gray through the narrow gap between the blinds and the window frame. 

It was time. I had to go, whether I liked it or not.  Slipping out from under his heavy arm, I padded around the room, gathering my clothes from where we’d flung them last night. We hadn’t seen one another in almost a week. You’d have thought he was returning from the wars, the way we’d fallen on one another, unable to make words around our kissing and panting. Any semblance of language lost, half-formed words melted into gasps and moans, high-pitched whines begging for more and now.

I shoved my feet into my shoes, balling up my socks to stuff in my messenger bag to deal with later. My phone vibrated again—the faint buzz had woken me up, close to my ear on the bedside table—and I groaned inwardly. My source wanted to meet early now, not at midday but at eight, at the coffee shop near her work.

All the way across town. 

Tapping out a quick On my way, I hesitated, giving Liam one last, lingering look as he shifted in his sleep. His lips pulling into a frown, his hand slid over where I’d been lying. Time to go.

I didn’t text him until I was in the ride share, literally removing myself from the temptation to stay just a minute longer, wake him up to tell him I was leaving... Be even later to my meeting because there’s no way I could’ve refused his silly pout when he wanted a kiss, or the way he tangled his fingers in my hair, tugged on my lip ring...

Ugh, stop it. Going into a meeting with a hard-on is not the way to start the day. Yours or your source’s, Hector!

My driver dropped me off at five past. Considering I was hauling ass from the midtown to The Woodlands, truly a miracle. The café was packed with the wealthy suburbanite set of the area: yummy mummies with strollers worth more than two months of my rent; tech bros with the faces of twelve-year-olds but the clothing budget of Wall Street moguls. Just to keep things interesting, the occasional ‘regular’ person was in the mix. Apparently, the Universe’s way of making sure I didn’t stick out like a sore thumb in Target’s finest as I made my way over to Missy at the neon-pink bistro table where she’d set up camp. 

“Thanks,” I breathed, setting my bag down and picking up the coffee she’d bought me. “I appreciate it.”

“You’re late.” Darting a glance at the door that never seemed to close all the way as people filed in and out in their morning caffeine quest, she leaned in. “I don’t have long. I’m being watched.”

I sighed. We’d been through this a few times before in our previous meetings, but, even after having Carmine’s friend Birdie, the tech whiz, check, none of us could detect any sign of her being followed, monitored, or stalked. “It’s not unusual to be anxious about things like this,” I began. She waved me off with a scowl.

“I know you think I’m being paranoid, but it’s true. Twice this week already I’ve found signs of someone outside my apartment.”

I bit my tongue. You mean that huge complex you live in right by the freeway with 200 full units? Someone was outside your apartment in that very crowded area? Gee, how strange. 

Missy continued, peeling the paper sleeve on her coffee cup with quick, precise movements. “And at work, Doctor Banning made a comment about my weekly coffee dates with the guy with the weird eyes. How would he know about your eyes?”

I blinked, the old urge to cover my bicolored eyes—one blue, one brown—with my hands tingling in my chest. Instead, I folded my hands on the tabletop and tried a different tack. “It’s entirely possible someone saw us together and recognized me from the news a few years ago,” I reminded her, as much as I was loath to bring that memory up. 

A few years ago, I'd been a lowly intern at a news channel. Then my friend Carmine had called me to say Senator Hayden was experimenting on rogue magicals, and it was all about to fall apart, but he needed help making it happen. 

The rush of going on air—live­—while the producer and, hell, even Frank “Weather is my Middle Name” Leroy shouted at me and made threats despite several state and federal laws—was addictive. The experience had been both thrilling and terrifying. It had also meant the end of my internship at the station because, instead of giving the lead to one of the anchors or even one of the researchers, I jumped on camera myself. 

And for a month or so, my face was all over the place in online articles about the senator and everything that went down, about the current state of the media, about whether what I did was right or wrong, and some racist and phobic bullshit pieces from the far-right noodles who thought having a social media account made them journalists. 

“And let’s face it." I turned up the wattage on my most charming smile. “I do have a pretty memorable face.”

Her own smile was mercury-quick, a bare attempt at politeness. She continued to shred that paper sleeve into individual molecules. “I can’t meet you after, but I think I can give you what you need to break this. What’re you doing Saturday night?”

Laundry, grocery shopping, seeing Liam... “Um, nothing I can’t move." I winced inwardly. “Why?”

“Tewson is having a fundraising dinner thing at the Westin in Houston. You know it?”

“I’m from here, so yeah, that place has been around forever.” Part of the Galleria itself, the hotel had been the site of hundreds of proms, graduation events, and business dinners since my mom was a kid. It had that "low-key fancy but also boring" vibe expensive hotels got, with the bonus of an attachment to a mall full of high-end shops and one okay pretzel place. 

Nothing dealt with a weekend hangover like Auntie Anne’s and a cup of cheese sauce. 

She nodded, finally letting the poor sleeve rest and reaching for her purse. Rummaging around inside, she said, “I’m supposed to be there as part of the R&D team. I told Carol—Mr. Tewson’s secretary—I lost my invite, and she printed me a new one.” She handed me a small, glossy black plastic card with a stylized T, R, and M in matte black against the glossy. “This will get you in. No one’s going to double check. There’s almost 200 people on the list.”

“They’ll scan it.” I didn't take the card. “If it shows up twice in the system—”

“It won’t.” She smiled fiercely. “Trust me, okay? Meet me at the bar and I can get you access to all of the info you need to break this open. Research notes, agreements, personal emails.”

“Why not just bring it to me?”

“Being watched, remember?” she hissed. “Now pretend you like me so they think we’re together if anyone notices you at the gala.”

I started to sputter what, but she was fast, leaning in to kiss me hard as she shoved the plastic ticket into my hand. When she pulled away, her eyes were bright and jaw set. “See you later, baby,” she said a bit more loudly than was normal. Grabbing her purse, she strode to the door and shot me one more look over her shoulder. I could only nod, still startled by that sudden kiss, as she disappeared out onto the sidewalk.

“So wait, she kissed you and invited you to this fancy-pants gala?” Carmine laughed, nearly choking on his salad. “Are you sure she’s got info for you and this isn’t some elaborate attempt at getting you on a date?” Still cackling, he dodged my thrown napkin. 

I wouldn’t be home until nearly midnight, one of those days I’d consume my body weight in caffeine, takeout, and sugar, but I couldn’t be that mad. Between my morning in Liam’s bed, and then the possibility of breaking this story soon... Popping another bite of falafel in my mouth, I shook my head. “She’s as queer as me. And she wouldn’t put her job on the line on the off chance I was willing to take a dip on the lady side, even if she wasn’t a lesbian.”

Carmine shrugged. “Fair point. So you’re going to this shindig and get the goods?”

“I don’t know if I have a choice, really. Missy isn’t answering her texts, and I don’t want to push my luck, you know?” 

With a thoughtful noise, he slurped his soda through a straw. “Walk me through this whole shebang again. I know you talked to Birdie last week via text, but he’s—” Carmine waved one hand in the air, a fair description. Birdie was a guy on the go and hard to pin down for a conversation. 

We were relatively alone, sitting at a picnic table in Memorial Park with our to-go order from one of the food trucks by the museum just across the way. Except for a few running, laughing kids and their tired caregivers, no one would overhear me talking about sketchy shit. I nodded and leaned in. “Last year, when I started working on that piece about the nongovernmental orgs set up to bring the rogues back into communities, I met Missy Golding at one of the Welcome Back centers.”

Carmine made a face. 

“Jesus. I hate those places. They’re just corporations and rich people wanting a gold star and pats on the back for being empathetic and inclusive.” He bit his straw angrily. “They make our job at the org damn near impossible sometimes, soaking up all the funding and resources like they don’t have the money to do this on their own.” 

After Senator Hayden got arrested, groups and politicians were just shocked and disheartened by the senator and Humans First, and an explosion of promises to treat rogues better followed. As a community organizer, he had some very definite and well-founded issues with orgs like Welcome Back, started by wealthy groups like Tewson Corp and NGOs. Mostly the way they pushed against community-based orgs like For Us or Green Star, even if the latter was a little more militant than Carmine usually vibed with but which he always said great things about.

“Tax write-offs,” I sighed. He growled in agreement. “Well, Missy’s sister went into one of these centers and...” I blew out a soundless whistle. “Gone. No sign of her. Until a few months ago. She was at some gala bullshit thing for Tewson R&D and saw her sister on the arm of an older woman. When Sela—Missy’s sister—noticed Missy, she allegedly freaked the fuck out, screaming, flailing, the whole nine yards.”

Carmine leaned back, eyes wide. “Why?”

I shook my head. “No idea. After Sela was escorted out, Missy tried to talk to the woman, but the lady wouldn’t talk. Had Missy removed, actually. Missy only didn’t get fired because no one knew that Sela is her sister, or so she thinks.”

“So what does this have to do with you?”

“Missy claims she has some strong evidence these centers are trafficking fronts.” I couldn’t bring myself to say the rest—the trafficked magicals used to make serum “fresh from the source,” boosting the magic of worn-out lines with the introduction of regular doses of blood plasma and cerebrospinal fluid from the trafficked people.

“Shit.” Processing, he exhaled sharply and closed his eyes for a moment. “It’s been discussed before, at several of the orgs, and has been part of the lobbying platform for Magical Rights. The new laws are supposed to make it harder, but...” He spread his hands, shaking his head as he pinned me with a vexed, sad expression. “When the people making the laws are doing it with their friends, then no one is going to stop them. It’s window dressing. Birdie’s been doing his damnedest to collect proof, work around the legal avenues, you know? But so far, everything’s been locked down too tight even for him. Do you think Missy’s on to something?”

I made a seesaw motion with my hand. “Maybe. Potentially. If the info she’s getting me shows out, then definitely.”

Sighing, Carmine stared off into space as he turned things over and over in his thoughts. “And she knows you’re talking to us about this?”

I nodded. “She knows about Sean from his research, and Birdie through word of mouth. And you through your work with the grassroots groups. She actually went to y’all when Sela first vanished.”

Carmine’s brows crept up. “As in my group specifically, Change the Way? Or one of the groups under us?”

“Everyone, apparently. She said she sent emails and even went to offices in person when she didn’t get answers, but...” I sighed. “Honestly, I think this is a mishmash for her. Her drive to find her sister led her to find something unethical happening at her work, and she’s put two and two together to get five.”

“It’s possible,” Carmine allowed. “You really don’t think they’re tied, though?”

“She hasn’t given me any compelling reason to, and it’s not my place to figure it out, if I’m going to be brutally honest here. My job is to break the stories, not resolve them. And this,” I twirled my finger to indicate Missy, Sela, Tewson R&D, “is about three stories more than I’ll get paid for.”

“Fair,” Carmine sighed, wincing as his phone bleated a shrill alarm. “I need to get going back to the conference center soon. Training week is both awesome and sucktastic.” He gathered his trash. “You sure you don’t want to join in one of these days? We could always use more people who can help navigate the media.”

“Nooooo thank you,” I laughed, standing to join him. “I can barely teach Fatima to take out the trash. Getting a bunch of wide-eyed volunteers to understand the finer points of kissing media ass is above my paygrade.”

“It’s volunteer. There’s no paygrade.”

I grinned. “Exactly. You gonna be in town long?”

“Just till tonight. I’m heading back to Fort Worth tomorrow—I promised Sean I’d be home for our anniversary.” He smiled, turning a bit sheepish. “He honestly didn’t remember it was coming up, but he knows it’s important to me, so.” He shrugged. “We’re doing something.”

“True love,” I sighed, only half teasing. We parted ways at the corner, Carmine jogging across the street towards the bus stop to make his way back to the George R. Brown and me heading left, towards the university, sneaking some time in the library before anyone noticed my student ID was sorely out of date. I’d only gone about half a block before my phone buzzed in my pocket.

Liam: You slipped out early.

Me: You’re making the jokes too easy. I won’t dignify that with a reply.

Liam: Sorry I couldn’t message earlier. My day off turned into a day on. Had to go in for some emergency meeting.

Me: It happens. We on for this weekend?

Sure, my tone was blasé, but that’s what we were. Chill. Relaxed. Totally not something to get excited about. Just... convenient. Good together. Ugh, I don’t even believe myself!

Liam: I’m on duty Sat night but good for Fri or Sun. You?

I frowned. Liam was a clerk for some business concern. What on earth could he be doing Saturday night? But then again, I was going to be busy myself... People had side hustles and shit, so who knew 

Me: Let’s say Friday. I’ve got to work Sat too but not till late. Yours or mine? 

Please say yours because I don’t think Fatima will get out of the apartment for the night if she knows I’m having company. 

Liam: Mine. No offense but I live alone and don’t have to navigate roommates.

Me: None taken. Pick a time and let me know. I’ll be there with bells on.

Liam: Bells? Anything else?

I sent a string of suggestive emojis followed by a pic of me in my favorite hot pink jock, saved on my phone for exactly such an occasion.

Okay, I’d taken it for Liam but chickened out sending it two weeks ago. Three sleepovers in, he was definitely jock-shot worthy.

Liam: *GIF of drooling cartoon wolf*

Ugh, he was such a dork. Which happened to be my type. Unf. I hurried across the street to the university’s giant gates, a holdover from when the stretch of road used to be just the university and the huge mansions owned by the regents and Houston’s movers and shakers, as close to old money as the town would get. Now, the wrought-iron bars stayed open, barely a few feet from the road rather than set back on a sprawling drive, no part of Memorial Park and the museum complex. 

As I moved into the stream of students heading for afternoon classes, no one paid me much notice. I stuck to the back of a cluster of students pushing into the main library, everyone swiping their ID cards and rushing through the little guard station by the door. I’d hit at just the right time, the midafternoon rush, and slipped in behind a lanky biochem student complaining about an upcoming test, waving my card vaguely at the scanner to keep up appearances, nodding and frowning like I was in conversation with the student too.

The guard didn’t look up from his phone. Splitting off from the group I’d hijacked, I made my way to the computer banks tucked under the stairs. It sounded like a tiny area, but if you could see the swooping marble monstrosity of a staircase, you’d change your mind. Technically, this was another "card access only" area, but given how many students used the computers all day, every day, it was easy enough to find one still logged in thanks to a forgetful undergrad or a post-doc in a hurry and jump on, using their access.

Hector, you say, why don’t you just use your own damn laptop and internet connection? Well, I’ll tell you—because my own damn laptop and internet connection doesn’t have access to the Department of Magical Research’s archives and databases at one of the largest, oldest, most well-funded research universities in the world.

Also, my laptop is slow as fuck.

Locating what I was looking for took me a few minutes: Toward A New Paradigm of Magical Representation—The Hidden Evolutionary Mechanisms of Magical Traits and Genetic Expression.

Yeah, it sounded dry as toast, but it was also the tip of the research iceberg. Missy’s area of specialty revolved around ‘hidden’ mutations in the magical genome. Tewson R&D was one of the big, if not the biggest, names in magically aligned pharmaceuticals. Ever since the Magical Realignment and Acceptance laws were put in place a year ago, dangers like the Killswitch serum and the booster serums had been made illegal. But Missy swore Tewson's research already skirted that law.

Her suspicions involved the missing magicals, whose number was growing in unsettling ways.
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