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To all that walk unseen.



May you find peace in your reflection.











  
  
AUTHOR NOTE




Unhinged Magic is book 2 in the Cutters Cove Witches series. It is strongly advised that you read this series in order. To tell Wesley and Skye’s story, I had to start from the beginning. Therefore, this book follows the same timeline as Untraced Magic but is its own standalone story. 




This is a paranormal romance novel and includes profanity, sexual content (open door), and mentions themes such as non consensual sex (off page) and death of father/child (historical.) 

Listen to the Unhinged Magic Spotify playlist HERE












  
  
Unknown




I watched. Existing somewhere in the veil between life and death. A place where I still felt but could not touch. Where lost souls like mine smudge the boundaries between this life and the next, sitting like unwritten words of poetry. Prose on the tip of one’s quill, waiting to be forged in ink.

I asked myself again, was this really existing at all? Was a place of such solitude worth the immeasurable amount of pain?

Always, the answer is yes.

A breath of air coasting from slightly parted lips broke my thoughts. She slept peacefully, chocolate hair fanned around her, caressing fresh linen. I often wondered, if I could reach out and touch it, what it would feel like. Because over time, memories have faded.

I remembered how my hands once delicately held her soul in mine, in the form of butterfly kisses and timeless whispers. Memories I could never rid myself of, nor move on from. Because love is immortal, with infinite lines of fictional boundaries. Once planted in one’s soul, it has its own heartbeat that breathes only to consume you, giving you everything.

The thought blurred my vision.

I had everything once. I had her.

I dropped my gaze to my youthful palms, just as foreign to me as she was. She looked familiar, yet a stranger at the same time. Like the years had shaped her into a modern beauty. An exquisite existence. I would give anything to brush her silken hair from her shoulders and have one last taste of her crimson lips.

That was why I could not leave.

The shackles around my heart were something I could not break free of. 

One day I may escape this leash. One day, my world may crumble.

But these moments will never be lost, never become unhinged from my heart.








  
  
Skye




“You first.” Morgan motioned me forward from where she stared cautiously down a set of concrete stairs, a solid beat filtering up to meet us from below. 

I got it. The new girl never wanted to be the first to enter a room full of strangers, and Morgan knew exactly zero people in this town.

Coming to my brother’s house with her in tow was not part of my plan, but Morgan being Tyler’s new neighbor meant he had a special interest in who she was. Or what she was or wasn’t, rather.

I didn’t waste time, keen to see Tyler for the first time since my move back to Cutters Cove three weeks prior. Between unpacking and the casual shifts I had picked up at the local cafe, it just hadn’t happened.

With each footfall, the hair on my arms lifted, an unexpected shiver climbing my spine as I descended the stairs. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t hesitant to see everyone again after many years. Especially since...

I shook my head, pushing the thought from my mind.

Deep breaths.

I forced myself to calm. They didn’t know. And they wouldn’t unless I told them.

As I hit the bottom step, the feeling became stronger. I pulled my denim jacket tighter around me, trying to dim the unease in the pit of my stomach.

Ignoring it, I forced a smile, my chest releasing as I sighted Tyler inspecting the grill outside. I closed the distance between us swiftly, hugging him from behind. 

“Hey big brother, thought fixing the grill would be your jam,” I said, giving him a knowing look.

Tyler turned to me, his dark hair and steel gaze reminding me of my father’s, a flash of annoyance creasing his forehead. I bet it had something to do with the gas bottle perched on his thigh.

“Hey sis, long time no see.” He landed a peck on my cheek, his frown lines dissolving.

Tyler and I were born with the same gift in our bloodline: the element of fire lingered in our veins. I knew he could easily light the grill with his thermo magic, but give the guy something that needed fixing and he would happily head to the garage.

We had always been close, and he had made the effort to keep in touch through my years away, even coming to visit a few times, while mine back home had been nonexistent.

He motioned to my now-brown hair, a brow arched high. “No more blonde?”

I laughed, tugging at a strand, remembering my 'blondes had more fun' stage. “Yeah, thought it was time for a change.”

He gave a low chuckle, his mouth pulling into a tight smile. “Suits you.” He adjusted the gas bottle on his thigh. “Sorry, let me get this sorted and I’ll be back.” He left, heading inside, no doubt to the garage.

I rubbed my arms as an evening breeze whipped through the backyard. I rarely felt the cold, but tonight I wore my favorite cropped tee, and it seemed even my fire element was not enough to warm my exposed midriff.

I scanned the room of people, spotting a familiar face. Scarlet, my best friend. She walked toward me, having come straight from the apothecary she owned, her black knit dress hugging curves I could only dream of having. She was the local herbal witch, and with dark brown hair tinged a shade of red, a black choker chain around her neck, and subtle eyeliner, I had to admit she looked the part. When I messaged her about returning to Cutters Cove, she instantly asked me to move in with her, so I did.

“Hey.” She nudged me playfully in the ribs, a large smile creasing the corners of her hazel eyes.

“Hey yourself. How was work? Any more humans thinking your special brews will fix their hemorrhoids?” I joked.

She leaned against the doorframe, a light laugh lifting her shoulders. “Today it was warts,” she said dryly.

I shook my head, my face contorting in disgust. “So gross.” 

Scar’s attention turned to Morgan, watching as she spoke to Tyler at the bottom of the stairwell. “I just spoke to the new girl,” she said.

I followed her line of sight before quickly turning away so as not to make it obvious we were talking about her. “That’s Morgan, Tyler’s new neighbor. She seems really nice,” I mused.

Although I had only just met Morgan, the few times I’d spoken with her had felt natural. Friendly even. But I also knew not to take anyone at face value, because I was privy to the supernatural that walked unbeknownst to the humans in Cutters Cove daily. Witches, vampires, and wolves were my everyday normal.

Hence Tyler’s interest in his new neighbor.

Morgan’s beauty had not gone unnoticed in the room, and I eyed a guy with a cap on, stealing a glance in her direction. Her dark brown eyes matched her hair, with a natural beauty about her that didn’t need an ounce of makeup. My bet was she didn’t see it that way. 

Scar’s middle finger grazed over her thumbnail. “She seems legit, but I guess Wes will find out for sure.”

Of course. Wesley’s sensor gift.

There were many things Scar had filled me in on over the years, one thing holding my curiosity the most. Namely that Wesley, my childhood best friend, had become quite the ladies' man of late. I couldn’t see it, myself. I had known him as the humble boy next door who was my brother’s best friend, and I could not imagine him any other way.

At that moment, my attention moved to the two guys sparring in the middle of the room, both good-looking in their own way. One, heavier built than the other, landed on the ground with a thump after having backwards-cap guy kick his feet out from beneath him.

I studied the blond guy on the ground, the bulkier of the two.

Holy crap, was that Colton?     

The room erupted in both energy and laughter, high fives and middle fingers flying. I smiled at the testosterone edging their competitive sides.

I eyed the guys closely. “Where is Wesley anyway?” My gaze flicked from one person to the next, not seeing anyone familiar. “I haven’t seen him in...” I stopped short, unable to finish my sentence. I instinctively folded my arms around myself.

Scar gave me a sympathetic look, because she and Tyler were the only ones that knew why I really left Cutters Cove all those years ago.

She wrapped a hand around my shoulder, giving it a quick squeeze before her eyes sparkled with mischief. “You’re in for a treat where Wes is concerned.”

A deep voice suddenly drew my attention, Colton’s voice lifting above the others. “Ty, get out there. Last time I looked, you were getting rusty.”

A laugh boomed from the corner of the room in response, and I followed the voice to a guy I hadn’t noticed before. Behind a makeshift bar, he had his back to me.

He turned, casually scanning the room.

My stomach hollowed. A tremor of emotion lodged in my throat. 

When his eyes found mine, an emerald avalanche crashed over me, my chest constricting tightly, my fingertips suddenly numb. I pressed my thumb against each one, attempting to force feeling back into them, but it was no use.

Familiar green irises stared back at me, so intensely I grabbed at the door frame to keep me upright, frightened my knees would buckle if I let go. 

My internal dialogue screamed at me. Holy fucking fucks. Wesley.

Knowing I would see him was one thing. But actually seeing him pulled uncomfortable feelings to the surface. Ones I suddenly wasn’t ready to face.

I retreated backwards as if my footsteps could yank me from reality, but with every step I took away from him, he closed the gap between us with his own.

Like a tether I could not break.

A magnet I could not repel.

My attention sprang to Scar, who darted a look between the two of us.

The green avalanche spoke. “Skye?”

Shock pinned me in place, its grip on me relentless.

As he approached even closer, my stomach flipped over. I was convinced I would throw up. Pass out even.

“Hey,” I stammered, barely a whisper.

I turned to Scar for help, but she backed away, giving us space.

When I turned my attention to Wesley again, his stare deepened, haunted eyes quickly disguised by something else.

He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “What, you don’t recognize me now I’m all grown up?”

Of course I recognized him. How could I not?

My gaze flew over him, both horror and heat settling inside me, curling my stomach into a hot mess. I was staring at Wesley, my childhood friend who I’d grown up with making huts, exploring caves, and riding our bikes around until the streetlights turned on.

His words suddenly registered.

Grown up was putting it lightly.

Wesley was dreamboat hot in every sense of the term.

Thick, dark hair fell onto his forehead like midnight had settled on his scalp. His green eyes glistened above high cheekbones, which carved chiseled angles into his stubble-free face. 

I swallowed deeply.

“You’re back,” he said.

The dismissal in his tone made my heart ache. I owed him answers. But I couldn’t, not right now.

“Yeah, surprise,” I said meekly, wishing I could fix this. Make this less awkward.

His nostrils flared. “A phone call would have been nice.”

Wow. Okay.

This was not the Wesley I remembered. The stranger in front of me was all sharp edges and quipped tongue. A far cry from the boy I used to know. 

I struggled to form a sentence, not knowing where to begin or how to approach what needed to be said. When I didn't answer him, his gaze drifted inside momentarily before opting to speak again.

“Age looks good on you,” he said, all swagger and confidence, like changing the subject from what needed to be said and what he just did wasn’t important.

Like me leaving was nothing.

This was what Scar had warned me about. The new Wesley.

He leaned casually against the post attached to the second level of the house, arms crossed over his chest. His gaze lazily travelled the length of me in a way I wasn’t used to.

Not from him, anyway.

Wow, what a dick. I didn’t like this new version of him.

Not at all.








  
  
Wesley




When her blue-green eyes connected with mine, it penetrated walls.

I inched closer until barely an arm’s length separated us, my heart threatening to punch its fist through my ribcage.

Skye. Was. Here.

Her stare widened into two shockingly beautiful pools of turquoise, mixed with what I would normally consider a calming green.

But this green was anything but calm.

My heart stammered. My insides twisted.

“Are you going to say something?” I asked, well aware I was being an asshole.

But. She. Left.

Skye backed away, unblinking.

She stared at me like I held an axe in my hand, ready to slaughter her. If only she knew how much her glare was like an axe to my heart. 

I ran my hand over my thigh, trying to figure out my next move. My brows dipped in annoyance.

Time stood still. I didn’t know how to act. What to say.

I was surprised she hadn’t left the party already at my rudeness. But I had every right to act this way.

Her disgruntled stare cut through me as she attempted to stand her ground, her mousy brown hair tousled over one shoulder, eyes ablaze. I hadn’t seen her walk into Ty’s man cave-turned-basement in the house we shared, but the moment I did, recognition dawned on me instantly.

Skye.

My best friend’s sister.

I tried to drag my mind from the gutter it threatened to settle in, but as my gaze ventured south to the place where her top didn’t quite meet her tights, the slice of skin between raised a predatory rumble through me.

Perfect breasts pushed from her white, cropped tee, just enough to fill a hand, and I imagined them soft in my palms, my thumb grazing her nipple. She looked as good as peaches and cream on a sunny day.

Mate.

The word tore through my insides like it was fighting for release. I had to call on every ounce of my restraint to contain myself, knowing if we hadn’t been in a room with my friend who was also her brother, things would have gone differently.

Fuck.

This was the girl I’d spent the first fifteen years of my life with; but, as she stared me down like I had already fucked up somehow, I couldn’t help but think of how much we had to work through.

I’d ventured outside, caution slowing my steps. Because I’d loved Skye my entire life. 

Turns out admitting your feelings for someone is really fucking hard, and it doesn’t always go to plan. Because what I thought might happen and what did were worlds apart.

She fucking left.

No goodbye. No explanation.

My heart pounded in my chest, my stomach twisting into a knot. The girl who broke my heart in every way possible was back.

I bundled my hands into the pockets of my jeans, hiding the tremor in my fists. Moving over to the wall, I leaned against it, trying to remain casual. Like her being here didn’t mean everything to me.

“Are we not going to talk about this?” I asked.

She fidgeted with a ring on her thumb. “Talk about...” She left her sentence unfinished, causing the muscles in my neck to tighten.

I shrugged, trying to act like my sensors weren’t about to implode every cell inside me. “Well, there’s no ignoring it,” I countered.

Again, rude as fuck.

A hurricane formed in her irises. “Ignoring it?” she hissed. “How could I?”

Keeping my voice low, I squared her with a hard look. “Deny it as much as you want, but you can’t run from this.”

She threw an arm in the air. “Do you see me running?” She screwed up her nose. “Who even are you now?”

“I wouldn’t expect you to know,” I retorted sharply.

She stared at me but said nothing.

I waited expectantly for her to speak. To say anything.

“Cat got your tongue?” I pushed.

Because she owed me more than silence. She needed to explain why she left. Then we needed to talk about this.

There was no way she could deny the mate bond. A fated attraction was like a blood oath, and unless you really fucking hated the person and rejected them, only death could break it. The moon goddess herself had decided our fate. Gifted us this bond. This was a win-win situation because I could think of no reason for her to hate me. Eventually we would work through this, but, right now, pain smothered my words.

When she still didn’t speak, I let out an exasperated breath. “Great attitude, Skye. Welcome back.” I pushed off the wall, about to head inside. This was going nowhere. 

“I’m not the one with the attitude here.”

I turned to face her again.

She continued. “You act like you’re some gift from above with your brooding eyes and…” She swirled her fingers in the air in a way that meant everything. Which meant she liked what she saw. All of it.

I almost chuckled at her boldness. Her confidence, like kryptonite. It suited her. I chanced a cocky remark, because the alternative was getting us nowhere. “Obviously you like what you see.” I mimicked her swirling finger over myself. “So what’s the problem, Skip?”

She narrowed her glare at the use of the nickname I had called her in our youth, because she had skipped everywhere on our adventures together.

“Don’t call me that,” she seethed, her chest rising and falling repeatedly.

She had always hated the name. I’d called her it anyway. I sighed. “Then tell me, Skye. Why are your panties in a twist?”

I chanced a step in her direction, our connection never wavering as I moved closer, until only three feet separated us. Enough to feel the air between us thin, but far enough to look like a friendly chat to whoever caught sight of our interaction. Like her brother.

I fought the urge to reach out, to caress her cheek to cool her fiery demeanor.

She let out a giant huff, charging past me to the wall, slumping against it. Her irises flared ice blue. Her fire element. Damn, it was hot knowing I could cause such a reaction in her. She dodged my gaze, as if she were thinking the same.

I let my gaze travel over her figure where her petite frame curved in more places than I remembered. The apples of her cheeks were more prominent now that her face had thinned. But those eyes.

She looked at me again, and I forced myself not to break the connection. Stepping closer, the intensity between us caused a tremor inside me. Annoyance flooded my bloodstream, my head and my heart wanting different things.

My insides were on their knees, my senses awash with her. But my head was a fucking mess.

Her irises darted around us, checking we were still alone. “Do you think this is some sort of game?” she demanded.

Moving closer again, I took hold of the open door, effectively blocking her in on three sides, a clear exit on the fourth if she needed it.     

Stripping my voice of emotion, I lowered it until barely a whisper left me. “This is no game. You know it, and I know it. Ty will understand eventually.”

She gave me a look as if to say, 'Are you nuts?'

I stepped closer until we were both hidden behind the door. The air between us thickened into something more personal. Skye held in a breath, as if letting go would drop her to the ground.

“Look, I know this is unexpected, and we have... history. It won’t be easy, but I know you feel the mate bond too.”

Her pupils blew out at my comment, her gaze capturing mine, wide, with an inferno burning in the depths of them. I looked down at her pebbled nipples peeking out from beneath her tee. There was no denying the attraction between us.

Her palms slamming into my chest caught me by surprise.

“You’re such a jackass!” 

“I beg to differ,” I mused.

She pressed a finger to my chest. “You think you’re so smug, don’t you? Think I’ll fall to my knees like all the other girls that have ignited your huge ego. Well, I hate to cook your goose, Wesley, but that’s not me.”

For the first time in my life, speech evaded me.

She stepped into my space, raw emotion in her gaze. “Never joke about us being fated mates again.”

With that, she stormed off inside, leaving me somewhere between, did that just happen and what the fuck was going on?

I white-knuckled the door. None of this made sense. Skye’s scent lingered in the air, continuing to send my senses into overdrive. Usually I only sensed magic, but she hadn’t even used hers and she was everywhere, invading my mind.

I had to take a moment to control my breathing, push down the urge to stride back into the room, wrap my hand around her arm and march her into my bedroom.

But that wasn’t me. Consent was one thing I never dismissed. It was as important to me as the air we breathed.

When I collected myself enough not to let my senses control my actions, I headed back inside, scanning the room.

Her gaze burned into mine, gouging an awkward path between us.

I approached Reid in the center of the room. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and, although clearly overheating from his last spar with Ty, he still had his top on. Reid was never without clothing, because beneath his skin of ink was evidence of the weight of his gift he never showed. His carefree exterior hid a multitude of mortification from the world, from some of his closest friends, even. I only knew because it was the art of my hand that had covered such a thing.

As I approached him, I peeled my grey t-shirt from my chest, dropping it to the ground.

A grin curved his lips into a smile. He lifted his cap off his head, throwing it aside. Roughing up his hair, he smirked, and gripped the material on his jeans. “Keen to put your money where your mouth is?”

“I don’t need a bet to flatten your ass,” I chided, even though this would be an even fight.

The two of us were similar in height and build. Reid was slightly bulkier, but not by much, just enough for me to know I had speed on my side, and that speed was the reason I won most of these.

“What if I mess up your hair, pretty boy?” I shot back.

Reid took more pride in his shithouse hairstyle than was necessary, his dark brown hair forever styled in a way that made him look like he didn’t give a shit, but I knew the real Reid. I could knock one out in the time it took him to do his hair. 

He flipped me the bird. “You’re on.”

I felt the prickle of Skye’s glare on my back, and I purposely rolled my shoulders, knowing the ripple of movement it would cause. I didn’t dare look at her. What game was she playing? Whatever it was, I would play it if that was how she wanted this to go down. There was no way she could deny the tug of the mate bond that nearly floored me at the mere sight of her, and I looked forward to grating every nerve of her existence until she was writhing beneath me, screaming my name.

I nudged my knuckles against Reid’s.

We put on a good show, a fury of swift movements, fists, blocks, kicks and jabs, until sweat slid over us. Reid’s t-shirt clung to his torso as he circled again.

“Yield. You know you want to,” he bantered, his arms positioned in front of him in defense.

I would never. To yield was not an option.

I smirked. “Filthy words, blood mage,” I retorted.

He lunged at me again, and I ducked as a flash of blue-green met mine from the side of the room. The single moment was all it took for Reid to take advantage of my distraction, landing my neck in the crook of his arm in a chokehold. My fingers sank into his forearms, my biceps straining for release. For air.

“Yield, greens,” he goaded.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Skye’s gaze gripped mine, silently screaming for me to yield.

I had never yielded in my life. But those eyes begged me.

My world blurred. “Yield,” I rasped and was immediately granted a full breath.

I doubled over, gripping my knees, my chest heaving with much-needed oxygen. When I finally stood upright again, I scanned the room, searching for the turquoise depths that had landed me in this situation. When she was nowhere to be found, I searched the house to confirm it, realization hitting me like a blow to my stomach.

Skye had left. Without so much as saying goodbye.

And that thought stung like a bitch.








  
  
Skye




Sea spray coated my cheek, and I swiped it away before its dewy residue could sink into my skin. Ahead of me, a footpath edged the ocean that led into town, and I didn’t notice the uneven pavement from underground tree roots until it was too late. 

I leveled my hands in front of me, just able to stop myself from falling flat on my face. My thoughts were somewhere else, my mind playing flashbacks of the previous night on repeat. Wesley had been downright rude. But I knew I was the reason for it. I needed to explain but wasn’t sure I could. He was so different now.

I bundled my hands into my pockets, a welcome shelter from the ice-cold air currently circling my neck.

Winter. I loved how its harsh breath could make you feel alive if you let it. All you had to do was breathe it deep into your chest. Nature was strange like that. Above me, dark clouds loomed overhead, hinting at rain. I’d always wanted to dance in the rain. To bathe in nature itself. I imagined it drenching my skin, soaking my clothes, and for just one moment let my mind drift to a place where green eyes no longer pierced my mind.

Like it could wash my thoughts of him.

I shook my head in disbelief.

Wesley.

I’d discreetly slipped out last night, giving Tyler some lame excuse about a shift I had at Coffee Cove this morning. Truth be told, there was no shift at the little coffee shop I worked at casually. I just needed to get the hell out of Tyler’s house, and fast.

As much as I didn’t want to admit it, there was an undeniable intensity about Wesley that made me nervous. And it had nothing to do with our history. Try as I might, the image of his back muscles rippling as he sparred had lodged itself in my mind, where it would live rent-free for days on end, if not forever. To make matters worse, Wesley had emerged from a child into something much more. His voice was no longer that of a boy, but of a man, dripping with just the right mixture of sex and confidence.

He was cocky, cheeky, a walking red flag.

And blunt as shit.

A ripple of something I couldn’t name tumbled through me, remembering the way his gaze had slid over every inch of my skin. It reminded me of the first time I had seen a shooting star: thrilling. It annoyed me that he could make me feel those things after what he said. How dare he abuse the most sacred partnership in life; because, although I could not deny he was attractive, the mate bond was most definitely not what I felt.

I’d heard about the instant connection when mates found each other for the first time: an all-consuming intensity that could rival nothing. Wesley was hot as hell, I could admit that much. But fated mates, no. The fact that he had the audacity to even joke about such a thing made rage simmer in my chest.

Disgusting.

This morning, I’d casually thrown his name into my conversation with Scar and got more out of her than I expected. It seemed Wesley’s flirty nature had earned him a reputation around town. I never liked to take words as gospel, but, so far, he had not made a great impression.

If he thought using the mate bond was how to come onto a girl, the guy needed his balls stuffed up his ass, and I would relish in the humor of watching him attempt to walk afterwards.

I spent the morning roaming the streets on my own, needing space to filter my thoughts into something more plausible. I valued my own company and felt it was entirely underrated. Sometimes life was so noisy I could barely hear myself breathe, much less think.

I found myself standing outside a small shop with the sign 'Revival' perched above it. As I stepped through the front entrance, I immediately warmed to the place.

It sold mainly antiques, but also had pre-loved items tucked away in the cluttered aisles. I soaked up its timber ambiance as it filtered through my nostrils, like each item had its own story it wanted to share with me. Warmth filled my soul. I loved this smell. It reminded me of the shed my father liked to tinker in when I was a child.

The timber floorboards groaned as I moved through the aisles between items arranged in a way that was a hoarder’s dream, yet a delight to walk through. I suddenly stopped short, my gaze climbing to where a collage of fabric lined the back wall, stacked one on top of the other. Running my finger down the piles nestled on the shelves, a sense of longing anchored in my heart. I gathered a bunch of fabric someone had stashed away, folding it neatly again, repeating the process with the other few until all were neatly folded back in place.

I stepped back, admiring my work with a satisfied smile. It irritated me that people could be so careless.

Not far away, a large pane of glass separated this room and another. For a moment I imagined how perfect this shop would be to do upholstery, being able to create in the back room and sell on the shop floor. When I was young, my Uncle let me help him upholster my childhood rocking horse in new pioneer red leather and bronze studs. It fascinated me that such an old, well-worn piece could be given a new life for decades more. In my mind, everything deserved a second chance.

Upholstering became a creative outlet for me and I’d always dreamed of owning my own upholstery business. But my family had never been that way inclined, preferring the nine-to-five grind working for someone else. I had no idea where to start, and, as much as I hated to admit it, I lacked the confidence to ask. In short, it would never happen. 

I lowered my knee to the ground, running my finger over a plain linen fabric that I wanted desperately to find a use for. Its neutral tone could easily find a home in any room, and I searched my mind for a use for it but came up blank. The smell of new fabric called to me like a siren, and I knew one day I would return with the perfect item to use it on.

Suddenly, a not-so-familiar scent drew my attention, and I turned to find Wesley staring down at me, his gaze lingering on the fabric in my hand.

Frowning, I huffed out an irritated sigh. “What are you doing here?”

Wesley towered over me, wearing a black, oversized hoodie and gray sweats. I never quite understood why women went on about sweatpants on a man. I mean, they were just pants. Swiftly folding the linen back into a neat pile, I placed it on the shelf, achingly aware of his watchful eye following my every move.

The corner of his mouth peaked ever so slightly, his foot shuffling against a floorboard. “Good morning to you, too.”

I rose to my feet. “It’s no longer morning,” I retorted, folding my arms around my waist. I knew for a fact it was noon, and he deserved all the lip after last night’s antics.

He lifted a brow. “A little touchy this morning, aren’t we?”

Ugh.

“I don’t have time for this, Wesley,” I lied. I had all the time in the world today. But he didn’t need to know that.

Darkness stole the light from his eyes, his hand rubbing the nape of his neck. “We need to talk.”

“So you follow me here?”

“I could have come to your house…” His stare moved over me in a slow, deliberate crawl, causing my skin to come alive.

I held a hand in the air between us. “Please don’t.”

“Why didn’t you call?”

My insides sank. He really wanted to do this here.

“I couldn’t,” I gritted out. It was the truth.

He stared me down, not believing me. I didn’t blame him. It was a shitty excuse.

He lowered his voice. “You left without even saying goodbye. Ty told me you went to some school.”

I stammered for words, not prepared to have this conversation right now. “I’m sorry, I...”

“Is this all a game to you?”

His accusation slammed into my chest. This was not a game to me. It never had been. How dare he accuse me of that after the shit he pulled last night?

“I’m not the one using the mate bond like it’s bait,” I whisper-shouted, trying to keep the conversation between us. I looked to the store clerk, seemingly oblivious to the rendezvous going on in the back of her shop, before returning to the distraction in front of me.

Wesley frowned, surprised at my outburst. He didn’t move. Remained silent.

“I’m not like other girls, Wesley; I don’t need your attention,” I seethed.

A spark suddenly twisted his haunted gaze, his knuckles grazing his jaw. It framed his face in a way that should be illegal, and I was sure panties had dropped on their own accord on that jaw’s merit alone.

His shoes scuffed as he took a step closer. “Are you sure about that?”

The tone of his voice made every hair on my skin rise in triumph like disobedient children.

I couldn’t tear my eyes from him even if I tried. I internally groaned. Why in all shit was I attracted to this man? The player.

I retreated, but each step away from him produced another to his front.

Stumbling backwards, I yelped, scrambling as I fell. The top of a stepladder broke my descent, and I found myself perched on top of it.

A smirk teased Wesley’s mouth. I was practically at his waist height.

Of course I was.     

Unspoken words gathered in his stare, teasing his lips. I knew the innuendo he was undoubtedly holding onto, but instead of coming out and saying it, he surprised me, bending at the waist. His hands fell on either side of my hips to the platform I perched on, though he didn’t touch me, his arms keeping him steady.

Damn him and his vicious green eyes. They stamped me in place, his emerald ink sinking into my bones.

He seemed to contemplate his next move. “It looks to me like you’re trying your hardest to make this difficult.” He cocked his head to one side. “To make me beg.”

A coil tightened in my lower belly. I swallowed a wad of air. 

This wasn’t the mate bond. This was lust. An unfathomable lust I did not care for. I bet he did this to all women, called them his mate and expected them to cave to his advances. I would not be one of them.

His gaze dipped to my lips as he came closer. I didn’t dare look away. I would not. His breath floated over my mouth, warmth spreading over it. Controlled. Collected.

“Is that what you would like, Skip? You want me to beg?” 

Not one part of him touched me. Yet every nerve ending within me flared to life, my fire element scorching hot and rocketing through my veins. He stared at me as if I was his to take, and something about that purred inside me. I despised it.

I pulled in an even breath, trying not to show how much his proximity affected me. “You wish,” I countered.

“Then tell me.” He paused, the corner of his mouth lifting slowly. “What exactly is this?”

His hands remained in place, our lips separated by only inches. This close, I could smell his aftershave. A spicy hit of black pepper, combined with an undertone of sandalwood, drowning my every inhale. Damn him, why did he have to smell so good? Words failed me as neither of us moved, my breath suspended in my chest.

He lingered, taking me in as I did him. We had never been this close before.

At this proximity, his pupils seemed larger, scattered darker green flecks blotching the vibrant green circling them. A small scar lay under his eye, evidence of the time he had fallen from the tree in my backyard.

Suddenly, he stood upright again, his hands gripping the back of his neck. He looked down at me, irritation flickering in the depths of his scrutiny.

I didn’t dare blink.

I was still at his waist height.

Don’t look down, don’t look down, I repeated in my mind, willing myself to obey.

As if I had issued myself a giant middle finger, my attention dipped to his waist, where right then, he shoved his hands into his pants pockets, causing the material to pull tight across his… 

My throat went dry. Okay, now I got the whole sweatpants thing. When he folded his arms again, I couldn’t unsee it, like now that I knew, it was just more prominent.

I internally scolded myself, knowing I needed to get the upper hand here. A smart tongue.

Because he wasn’t the only one who could throw banter. “Don’t flatter yourself.” I gripped the edge of the ladder where his hands had been moments beforehand. “You’re clearly the one with a boner for me.”

A low rumble charged from him, and he tipped back his head in a throaty chuckle. That smirk. I wish I could wipe it off his face. 

“What?” I questioned, glaring at him.

A smile creased the sides of his mouth, showing a row of perfect white teeth.

Of course.

He ran his knuckles over his jaw, his irises glowing as if radioactive. Like he could melt my heart with his stare alone, and I feared that if I let my guard down for a fraction of a second, he would.

Boldly, he moved closer again, until his face was inches from mine. Every limb, every breath in my lungs, froze, as if some fascinating form of coercion existed between us. As if his body demanded my obedience, and it bowed to him like some lovesick puppy.

My fire element scorched my veins as it threaded into the palms of my hands. I hated myself for it, knowing that if I felt it in the tips of my fingers, he could see it swirling in my eyes. It wasn’t often that someone other than myself could bring it to the surface, and I could count on one hand the number of times it had happened before now.

How he’d achieved this not once, but twice now, was enough to make my blood boil.

Our eyes clashed, like a hurricane on steroids. Wild and ferocious. “What?” I repeated. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

He lowered to me again, hands on the seat at my side. Next to mine. My pulse jumped into a neurotic beat. I dared myself to hold his teasing glare.

He came even closer, his hot breath on my ear. “One, that’s no boner. And two…” He paused, dragging out the moment. “I. Don’t. Believe. You.”

The gentle scrape of his voice sent a flare of goosebumps over my skin.

Standing again, he took a few steps backwards, his thumb sweeping his bottom lip before running through his perfect as shit hair.

Finally, he turned on his heel, sauntering through the store like he owned the damn place.

I followed his retreating form until he disappeared out the shop door, my shoulders collapsing with relief when he was finally out of sight. 

What in the giant shit was that?

Something about him pushed every button inside of me, excessively stomping on each one. His essence simmered beneath my skin like a ticking time bomb, and I feared the day I wouldn’t have the means to control it.

I hated the effect he had on me. Pure. Unfathomable. Lust.

It was a damsel standing in torrential rain, waiting for its ride. With a confidence about it, like it couldn’t care if oncoming headlights held a psycho or savior. It took risks, bargained with its heart, and I didn’t trust lust for shit. I never had. 

I couldn’t shake the way his irises had darkened with irritation at my dismissal, something I bet he wasn’t used to. But there was something else about the way his stare had ruptured, like I had fractured something more than just his ego.

I stood, pulling my coat tighter around me, banishing the feeling. He was just getting under my skin, and I would be damned if I would let him continue.


      ***Pulling my knees to my chest, I sank into the weathered outdoor couch I did my best thinking on, my fingers running over the fine threads pulling from the aged armrest. From up here on the second story of the house I rented were views many would pay to see: the wilder side of Cutters Cove. Where Mother Nature announced her presence unguardedly.

Water charged toward the cliffs, every powerful surge revealing a secret held for centuries, retreating only to return with another. This was the part of Cutters Cove I had fallen in love with, its raw nature nothing less than breathtaking. 

I looked to the distance where dusk grasped both the sky and ocean in its merciful hand, streaking its arrival through every lull and ripple in the water below. I loved this time of day. The colors, the smell, the taste.

My gaze veered to a humble moon hanging discretely off to one side, as if an invisible string kept it in place, its observation an infinite presence. I could never tire of so much beauty. I took a sip of my hot chocolate, pulling the wool blanket tighter around me.

For over an hour I had sat here, trying to sort my thoughts. I knew Wesley wanted answers. I owed him answers. But trying to talk to him at a party or a shop was not the place.

 How do you possibly tell someone you see ghosts?

And worse: what happened after they knew?

Looking back, I now saw that time in the onset of my magic for what it was: a child tripping over her own fate, laces hanging on the floor, her longing for them to be tightened. Because a teenager couldn’t possibly learn a magical gift and understand why the peaceful moment right before sleep suddenly became Grand Central Station for spirits.

Try running from your worst nightmare when all they want to do is talk to you.

Newsflash… you can’t.

I got up from my chair, sliding the door shut behind me as I moved inside, pulling on one of the oversized band tees I slept in. After washing my face and running a brush through my hair, I slid into bed, tucking the sheets tight under my chin, staring absently at the wingback chair in the corner of my bedroom. Tonight, he would come. I knew it. It had the makings of every other night I had felt his presence, a blanket of calm settling over the cove as if hiding us from the outside world.

As if my thoughts had summoned him, a feather-light breeze ghosted through the room. I stiffened, staring wide into the darkness, a knowing so strong sending my instincts into overdrive. Although he never fully showed himself to me, I knew the spirit was male. Call it a gut feeling.

The apparition moved through my room, something between a shadow and the wind. The movement settled on my wingback chair as it always did. I often wondered why he wouldn’t show himself to me. Most ghosts appeared in full form, whether that be of an adult or a small child, but not this one. He never spoke, never scared me. I just let him sit.

I figured that if he wanted something he would eventually make himself known. Pulling my covers higher, I closed my eyelids. This was my 'if you won’t speak with me, I’m going to sleep so you can leave now' tactic. Also, mind over matter. Block it out.

Turning onto my side, I slowly counted to one hundred, my breathing slowing with every passing minute. Until something lingered over the base of my neck. A breath, but not. I bristled with uncertainty at the unknown feeling. It had to be him.

But I shouldn’t feel him, not like this, should I?

I had never touched a ghost before. But, to be fair, they had never tried to touch me either, so I wasn’t sure if it was even possible. My breath stapled itself in my lungs, my fire element rousing, suddenly on high alert.

My whisper skated through the silent room. “Hello?”

I don’t know why I expected him to speak. He had never once uttered a word. I tried again, my voice stammering into the darkness. “Who are you?” I remained deathly still. “Please talk to me.”

I didn’t move an inch, my limbs paralyzed with uncertainty. The ghosts who visited me usually needed my help, their intentions never to scare or hurt me. But there was a first time for everything.

The hairs on my arms jumped off my skin as a whisper filtered through my ears, so quiet I questioned if I was losing my mind or imagining things.

“Mate.”

I sat bolt upright, expecting to find a spirit staring back at me, but found myself alone.

An uneasy feeling wound its way into my stomach.

I tucked my knees to my chest, unable to look away from the chair. I expected him to suddenly appear, but he did not. With every nerve on high alert, I willed myself to stay awake, my ears pinned to the still of the night. Waiting. Listening.

When my eyes could no longer stay open, sleep found me.
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