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          Siobhan
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      “Come here, you sneaky little bastard,” I cooed to my quarry. “I’ve got something for you.”

      A big effing knife with his name on it. Or maybe I’d use my hands. He knew it, too. Didn’t matter what anyone else said. This guy was no fool. He understood that I had been pushed past reason and that he was being pursued by a witch ready to commit murder.

      Bright green leaves rustled, indicating his position in the bushes behind the library. The sounds of children’s laughter, music from the bluegrass band, and the scent of fried dough filled the warm spring air. For a moment, I entertained myself with the delightful thought of wrapping my hands around his neck and squeezing the life out of him right on the town green in front of all of those happy people.

      Might ruin the carnival. But it was a tempting thought.

      I approached cautiously. More rustling, and then he made a break for it. He was deceptively fast for his build and was halfway across the town green before I’d taken a step.

      “Over there!” I shouted to Kal, my brother-in-law, who had also been dispatched to hunt down our target.

      Kal turned. Spying the fiend, he took off in hot pursuit. Running wasn’t Kal’s strong suit. He was built like a professional linebacker gone soft. I caught up to him as our prey dodged between legs and past the various booths.

      “Gimli!” Kal wheezed at the dog. The corgi didn’t even slow as he disappeared beneath a tent flap.

      “Damn it. How does he keep slipping this thing?” Kal held up the bright blue harness that was shy one derpy canine.

      I’d read online that Welsh corgis were said to pull chariots for the fae. That would explain a few things about Gimli and his littermate, Grogu.  My idiot brother-in-law had adopted the G & G wrecking crew six months earlier.  The dogs, like the fae, were tricksy and caused havoc wherever they went.

      

      Six months ago, I would have laughed it off. Six months ago, I didn’t know that the fae were real beings, not just made-up stories. Six months felt like a lifetime ago.

      Note to self: Never accept anything from the fae. Oops, too late.

      We had been chasing the fool creature for the better part of an hour while my sisters, niece, and nephew enjoyed the carnival. It was Maeve’s fault. She was the one who had insisted we bring the dogs to the Spring Fling because she couldn’t bear the thought of them being crated all day. Because he was a moron in love and could never refuse his wife anything, Kal had agreed.

      “Now what?” Still sounding winded, Kal asked as he hesitated outside the tent.

      I paused by his side and sucked air into my starving lungs. “Now one of us has to go in there and drag his furry little hide out. I vote it’s you since this is all your fault.”

      No, I didn’t sound bitter at all.

      Kal shrugged and made to step forward just as the tent flap was tossed back and a middle-aged blonde wearing long flowing black robes and carrying a panting ball of fluff emerged from the depths.

      “Gimli.” Kal moved forward to take the trembling critter from the woman. “You’re a very bad dog.”

      Gimli licked his face. Kal smiled. I sighed. And so the reign of corgi terror would continue.

      “Y'all belong to this guy? What a cutie.” The robed blonde wore big, chunky earrings and so many bangles that they clacked together when she reached up to scratch Gimli between the ears.

      Her voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. It had happened on more than one occasion since I returned to Eckhart the previous fall. Other than my sisters, I didn’t have many friends in town.

      “Don’t let the looks fool you,” I told her. “He’s an escape artist and a runner.”

      The woman laughed. “Same could be said about you, Siobhan Silver.”

      I blinked at her. She grinned. “You don’t remember me at all do you?”

      “Not well,” I admitted.

      “I’m Tully Banks. We had art together in my senior year.”

      “Right,” I said having no memory of the class or her. “How have you been?”

      It was just one of those things that you say to people just to be polite. I wasn’t really inquiring. Unfortunately, no one had told that to Tully.

      She laughed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Why don’t you come on in and we can catch up? I’m on my dinner break now, but I have to be back to it in a few.”

      “I….” I looked helplessly to where Kal was struggling to refit the harness over Gimli’s pointy ears.

      Kal nodded to me. “Have fun. I better get him back. Evie and the kids will be worried. It was good to see you, Tully.”

      I thought about going with him. I really didn’t feel up to a good-old-fashioned Southern inquiry that passed for small talk. I had too many secrets to hide.

      But Maeve had Kal. And Alys had Brock. The twins were busy and even Gimli and Grogu had one another. The thought of returning to the blanket as the proverbial fifth wheel was too depressing. Tully’s tent was the lesser of two evils.

      So, I followed her inside.

      The interior was dark, lit only by some battery-powered candles that flickered from strategically placed sconces. There was a small round card table that had been draped  with a burgundy bit of velvet. One stool sat on the far side and two metal folding chairs were placed on the other. The tent itself smelled slightly of mildew beneath the overpowering scent of incense and burnt herbs.

      Tully picked up a Styrofoam plate that had ended up face down on the ground and laughed. “The little stinker got my whole hamburger. Came tearing in here so fast he scared me and I dropped my plate. He wolfed it down before I knew what was happening.”

      I’d been about to sit down but hesitated at her comment. “I’m sorry. Let me get you another.”

      She waved it away. “I’m supposed to be on a high protein, low-fat diet. The critter’s keeping me honest. So, what’s new?”

      I tried to think of something to say as she chucked the plate into a small garbage can behind her stool and then turned to face me. “Oh, you know, same old same old. What have you got going on in here?”

      Sibby’s survival tactic rule one—the best ways to keep people from prying into your business? Invite them to talk about theirs. People are more interested in themselves than they are in you.

      “Madame Tallulah’s fortune-telling.” Tully waved her hand theatrically then dropped her tone to a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s just a side-hustle for now, though I have my eye on a shop in downtown Eckhart for a full-fledged occult store. After I finish my business degree of course.”

      “You’re into the occult?” And here I thought Tully was a good southern church-going sort. “What does your family think about that?

      “It’s a relatively new interest. Besides, compared to what my brother does on the weekends, my parents have no room to gripe. And Paul thinks it’s kinda hot that he can bed down with a witch.” She winked at me.

      I had no idea who Paul was and wasn’t in the mood to talk about anyone’s love life or my own witchy roots. “So, what sort of reading does Madame Tallulah do?”

      “Right now, I’m focusing on tarot. Hey, you want me to do a reading for you?”

      “No, that’s—”

      But she had already glommed onto the idea and reached for a small black satin pouch. Out came her deck and a bundle of herbs. She pulled a purple Bic lighter from somewhere and ignited the tiny flame. She held it to the herbs and the smell of burning sage filled the tent. I coughed delicately.

      “It cleanses the energy from the last reading,” Tully explained.

      My Aunt Jess had grown sage in her greenhouse, along with hundreds of other plants. She was a horticulturist. Though I had never been permitted into the greenhouse when she’d been alive, I’d helped her by hanging herbs to dry, or sometimes pouring sugary confections into molds for candy or creating cooking oils infused with rosemary or garlic or hot chilis. As far as I knew, she hadn’t burned any of them.

      But like me, Aunt Jess had been great at keeping secrets.

      Tully put the still smoking sage into a small ceramic dish and then began to shuffle the cards. “Think of a question you would like answered. How, what, and why questions are best.”

      The words floated into my mind. I hadn’t meant to take this reading seriously, but the thought had been plaguing me.

      Why does every man I sleep with end up dead?

      Tully pointed to a spot on the table between us. “Past.” She put down a card in the spot then moved over a few inches. “Present.”

      It didn’t take a carnival psychic to figure out what came next. Though the card that was laid before me made all the hairs rise on my body.

      Death.

      “Don’t freak out,” Tully said after a glance at my face. “It isn’t literal death being foretold. The death card symbolizes change.”

      I stared at the black-armored knight riding the pale horse. Change. Did that mean that my lovers would stop dying?

      “Now this is interesting,” Tully tapped the first card. “The knight of wands. When he’s upright he represents passion, energy, and forward movement. But when he’s like this,” she pointed to the upside-down card, and then her brow furrowed as she considered how best to put it.

      Though I had never delved too deeply into prognostication, I knew enough about tarot to see that the reversed card represented the opposite of its usual meaning. Instead of passion, my past held frustration. Well, that was spot on.

      Sexual frustration, thy true name is Siobhan Silver.

      “I guess this could be someone who comes on too strong,” Tully finally admitted.

      My lips twitched. “That’s more polite than how people usually describe me.”

      She flashed me a grin and I could see the relief in her eyes.

      “What about this?” I gestured to the middle card. It depicted three women with long hair holding a silver chalice aloft between them. It reminded me of me and my sisters drinking the empowerment brew that had called magic to us. “That’s the present, right?”

      She nodded. “The three of cups. Three represents stability in the deck. The three legs of a stool. This particular card symbolizes friendship, growth, and healing.”

      I looked back at death on his pale horse. “And all that’s about to change.”

      Her brows pulled together and she scooped the cards back up. “How about I do a deeper reading? I normally don’t at the carnival but I could use the practice.”

      She waved the sage bundle across the deck again. Her movements were sharp and I could tell that she was nervous.  Why? Had she seen something in the cards that I’d missed? She handed them to me and indicated that I should shuffle. I did, carefully. The cards were longer than a standard playing card deck and shuffling felt a little awkward. “Should I be thinking of a question?”

      She shook her head. After a moment, Tully indicated that I should hand them back over.

      “This is the Celtic Cross spread. Self, situation, recent past, higher guidance, foundational influences, near future, hopes and fears, external influences, advice to follow and the potential outcome.” She spoke each word with the placement of the accompanying card.

      “What?” I shouldn’t feel alarmed. It was a beautiful spring day. We were in an old tent on the town green. But something about her reaction had all the small hairs on my body standing on end.

      Tully was staring at the cards laid out between us. “It’s just, I’ve never seen a spread with so many major arcana cards.”

      Our eyes met and she muttered, “This reading is very important.”

      I stared down at the ten cards she’d carefully laid out. I recognized the three of cups again. What had she said that position meant?

      Tully went through the cards one at a time pointing with a bejeweled index finger. “You are the Queen of Cups. But you are crossed by the Magician, reversed. He’s confusing you, scattering your focus. You’ve been struggling to make a decision about something.”

      Sebastian. I dismissed the thought before it could take root. My decision was made about the lying dark fae who had made me burn. He was bad news. And not just because his job was to suck out my soul and the souls of my sisters. If ever there was a doomed relationship, it was ours.

      “This is your recent past. The hermit card and he’s reversed. You’ve been lonely.”

      “Is anyone not lonely these days?” I tried to make light of it but the tone fell flat.

      “The fool is your higher guidance.”

      “That explains a few things,” I grumbled as I looked at the young man that appeared ready to mince off a cliff.

      Tully shook her head. “No, this is actually good. The fool represents innocence, maybe naiveté. I think the cards are telling you that you’ve grown too cynical. You need to listen to your inner self more.”

      I gritted my teeth. Easier said than done. Inner Sibby made very bad choices.

      “This came up again.” She pointed to the three of cups, “And it is in the foundational influences position. This is an essential card for you. You need friendship to heal from what has come before.”

      We were only halfway through the reading but I wasn’t sure I wanted to finish.

      “The eight of wands represents travel.”

      “Well, you got that right,” I murmur.

      “But it’s near-future travel. Are you going somewhere?”

      Yeah, to the council of elders so that my sisters and I could get the magic hunters off our asses for good. Never mind that my witchy cast was a traveler. When I was turned on, I could jump halfway around the world.

      The problem was, traveling was getting tiresome. What had excited me at twenty-one bored me at forty-one. Were there any real adventures left worth taking?

      But I said none of this to Tully. “It’s possible.”

      She bobbed her head. “Right, so the thing is, you can do a quick course change from this card. This position is in your control. So don’t feel like you have to run away again.”

      She smiled at me. I could tell the reading was freaking her out and she was doing her best to keep the tone upbeat. I tried to force my lips up, but they were pressed so tightly together that I figured the expression was more of a grimace than a smile.

      “Hmmm,” Tully murmured as she studied the next card. “The Lovers, reversed. Somebody’s got a fear of commitment. It’s understandable. At our age, most of the men who are still available are damaged, perverted, or both.”

      Sebastian was definitely damaged. I never found out if he was perverted.

      I really wished my brain would get with the program and defrag all thoughts of that dark fae bastard. How could I delude myself into believing he didn’t matter when I thought of him every other minute?

      “External influences, the King of Wands, reversed. This is…well, normally I would say this is an overbearing father, but yours isn’t around, right?”

      I’d never known my father. At my nod, she continued, “Yeah, so this is some asshole male authority figure. Someone who behaves in a domineering or controlling manner. Can you think of anyone like that?”

      Because his name kept springing to mind I pictured Sebastian. But what she had described….

      The dark fae was sneaky as hell, secretive, and manipulative. But he wasn’t controlling.

      “I really can’t.”

      “Keep an eye out. And now for your advice. The Moon. This is awesome advice. She’s telling you to trust your intuition. Follow your gut. For this outcome.”

      I looked at the last card. “What does that mean?”

      Tully frowned at the final card.  “This is The World. This represents your journey’s end.”

      “So my journey will be over? Does that mean my travel or…?”

      Tully reached for the deck. “Pull another card.”

      “Why?” But I did as she asked.

      And I stared once more at the black knight on the pale horse. Then turned it to face her.

      Death was coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Siobhan

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s just a stupid carnival psychic,” Alys repeated as she poured me a glass of white wine. “Don’t let it get to you.”

      We had returned to Aunt Jess’s cottage after Maeve and her family had gone home to do whatever families did after a fun day out.

      The sun had dipped below the distant hills, but wouldn’t set for another hour or so. I cupped my palms around the stemless glass, though I didn’t sip it. Instead, my gaze went to the fire in the small firepit Alys had put in before Christmas. Combined with the comfort of the Adirondack chairs and the view of the lake, this had become our new favorite hangout. “I’m telling you, the energy in that tent was intense. I can’t just dismiss what she said.”

      “Tully is a wacko. She’s been running around town since last Halloween telling everyone that she’s a witch. I think it’s some sort of midlife crisis.” My sister—the newly empowered witch—spoke without a hint of irony.

      I didn’t want to argue with Alys. We’d spent too much of our adult lives arguing already. Mentally, I tagged on an agree to disagree and changed the subject. “Why didn’t Hottie McNibblet come home with you? His time of the month or something?”

      My sister’s lover was two decades her junior and a werewolf to boot. They were tied for first place as the cutest couple next to Maeve and Kal, the lovebirds who never seemed to stop cooing at each other.

      “I wish you wouldn’t call him that,” Alys sighed.

      “Brock doesn’t mind.”

      “Well, I mind. It’s disrespectful.”

      “You can make it up to him for me.” I made a catlike claw with my hand and tagged on, “Between the sheets.”

      Alys rolled her eyes. “To answer your prying question, I suggested that he go home and spend some time with the pack.”

      She had? That was a first. “Are you getting sick of him or something?”

      “No, why?”

      I snuggled deeper into my flannel blanket. “Then why didn’t you go with him?”

      Alys was quiet for a minute. “I don’t feel right being over there. Not since Nate….” She trailed off. Her expression turned sad.

      Nate was one of the werewolves, a teenage boy who had been stuck in his werewolf form. He’d run off several months earlier after a car accident. There had been no word from him since. Alys had been driving when the accident had happened. And because Alys was Alys, she felt responsible for Nate.

      Though I was comfortable and loathed to move, I set my wineglass aside and reached for her hand. “No one blames you for what happened.”

      “I blame me.” She gave me a tight smile. “He’s still a kid. He should be going to school, talking smack with his friends, not running around the countryside as a wolf.”

      “You can’t control everything, Alys.” Though she always tried.

      She nodded, her lips compressed tightly together.

      I squeezed her hand. “So get over there and sully that young buck.”

      “What about you?”

      I raised my eyebrow. Though I loved the effect, my piercing had been too cold to wear while sitting outside in the winter. Now it was back and judging by the way Alys’s gaze went to it, glinting in the firelight. “What about me?”

      She said nothing but I knew.

      My sisters had been very careful to keep me occupied over the last few months. Someone was always with me. Maeve, Alys, Kal, even Maeve’s kids. All had been assigned rotations on watch Siobhan duty.

      As if I was going to disappear if I wasn’t being hovered over every single second of every day.

      “He isn’t here.” I didn’t use Sebastian’s name. We both knew who I was talking about. “He isn’t in Eckhart.”

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded. “According to your real estate agent, that place he was renting up on the hill has been sold. He has nowhere else to stay, at least not where we wouldn’t hear about it. It’s a small town. I have no reason to run.”

      Alys nodded, as though accepting my words. “If you want to talk about it, I’m happy to listen.”

      “I don’t.” The tone came out harsher than I’d intended so I pasted on a smile. “Stop stalling and go shag your werewolf already.”

      “If you insist.” She stood up and handed me her still full wineglass. “Are you coming to the closing party tomorrow night?”

      Alys and Maeve ran their own business, Silver Demo and Design. They bought run-down houses and fixed them up, sometimes taking the structures down to the studs. The Mid-Century Modern that they had just sold had been a huge project and had taken a long time to finish. To celebrate the closing, Alys and Maeve were throwing a party for everyone who’d helped on the house at the ski resort and their families. It was a thank you to the whole team.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

      “Good,” was all Alys said. “See you there.”

      I watched her back her brand-new full-sized white Yukon up until she had the room to turn the massive vehicle around. Though Alys lived simply here at the cottage that only recently had been wired for electricity, the woman had piles and piles of money.

      Rich, accomplished, and with a much younger lover. And at fifty she had an ass that still hadn’t quit.

      I’d never told her, but she was kind of my hero.

      After finishing Alys’s wine, I took up my own glass and stared at the fire. I didn’t see it though. Instead, I kept seeing that tarot reading and wondering what it all meant.

      It meant nothing. Just like the stupid feminine nightgown I’d bought at Target and had decided to wear tonight. It was sheer and sexy, not at all my usual counterculture style. Yet I had been drawn to it.

      Not everything had to have a purpose. Overanalyzing the crap out of life was more of an Alys activity. I just went with the flow.

      The wind shifted and the smoke wafted closer to me. I set my second empty glass down and shut my eyes. My head felt light and the wine, a quality Riesling, had mellowed my dark mood.  I’d go inside in a minute. Just one more minute of enjoying peace.
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      Sebastian stared up at the ceiling of the small room. Everything was ready. Afterward, he would take off, leaving no trail for the magic hunters to follow. He hated being still, feeling trapped. It was ironic. He had once been the greatest hunter the magical community had ever seen. Now he was the prey. He hadn’t spent two nights in the same place for months.

      All because of her.

      Siobhan Silver. She hated him. He knew that. Deserved her scorn. He had been sent to track her down. Her and her sisters. Three more targets on a long list of them.

      It should have been straightforward. Just another job. But when the chance arose, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t take her magic. Couldn’t destroy her soul.

      Instead, he had tried to protect her. Protect all of them. It had morphed into a full-time job since someone had raised the bounty on the three of them. And added Sebastian’s name to the list.

      One of the reasons he hated being still was because it gave him time to think. To mull over his actions and dwell on his mistakes.

      Sebastian had made many. Continued to make them.

      He shifted and his arm bumped up against something solid.

      He let out a slow breath. Part relieved sigh, part frustrated groan. She was there. Alive beside him once more.  She smelled of a campfire and clean mountain air. These little nocturnal visits were pure torture at the same time as he savored each one.

      He couldn’t wake her. She hated him. The last thing he wanted was to fight with her. If he left her alone, eventually she would travel back to where she belonged as she had done every night.

      And he would leave before the magic hunters tracked the illegal use of magic to this small motel room.

      He rolled onto his side, propped a hand under his head, and drank her in. She wore that bit of metal above her eyebrow again. There was a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her hair was still purple, though she had cut it short with the bangs angled to frame her impish features. The fantastical symbols that once adorned one-half of her scalp had grown out months ago. Her cheeks were flushed, her pale pink lips parted with her every breath.

      He wanted to wrap his arms around her, to feel her. He didn’t dare touch her.  Sebastian doubted Siobhan knew she had been coming to him every night. It was her body, her wellspring of desire that made her magic happen. A desire she fought, even as she teased and coaxed it.

      Her contradictions fascinated him. Strong and soft. Sweet and tart. Lusty and reserved.

      “Annwyl,” he whispered the endearment to her. It fit her because he never cherished anyone or anything until she had come into his life.

      Soon it would stop. In less than a week, she and her sisters would be sanctioned by the council of elders and become registered magic users. Once that was done, once she was safe, Sebastian would turn himself in and face his punishment.

      But not until Siobhan’s position was assured.

      She let out a breathy sigh and rolled toward him. The blanket fell away and he saw she wore a long sheer nightgown beneath. It was so unlike her usual style it gave him a jolt. He’d seen her in sweats, jeans, tank tops, and leather. This garment was so much softer. More feminine.  The dusky outlines of her nipples were visible.

      He’d seen every part of her body. She slept in the nude more often than not and often appeared that way. Typically, he covered her up, after taking a good, long look at what he would never have.

      Something about the sweet, barely-there covering tempted him beyond reason. He imagined she had been thinking of him when she had donned the garment, imagined what it would be like to have him slowly peel it from her luscious form.

      Her hips were rounded, her breasts and thighs full. Her pale skin seemed to glow in the softly lit room. Beneath the smoky fire smell, he scented her desire. A rich, thick aphrodisiac of warm vanilla and all things edible.

      For a man who had spent many of his early years half-starved, she was fantasy-made flesh.

      His pulse picked up when she tossed a leg over his hip. He didn’t resist as she burrowed closer to him. Didn’t fight her when her lips found his pulse point and brushed a soft kiss over the spot.

      “Sebastian,” she moaned those succulent lips a hairsbreadth from his own.

      So warm, so soft, so welcoming. And she wanted him.

      He was lost.
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      On a scale of one to ten as far as erotic dreams went, this one was a solid eleven.

      I could feel my lover’s hands as they roved down my arms and up the smooth expanse of my leg. Heat radiated off him in waves, more intense than fire, the taste of his skin more appealing than any wine.

      It must have been the wine that brought on this delicious fantasy. That plus all of my thoughts about Sebastian and the tarot reading. I’d manifested a dream and was fully prepared to enjoy it.

      All the reasons that Sebastian and I couldn’t be together didn’t matter in my imagination. I couldn’t hurt him here and he didn’t have the power to hurt me. I could open myself up to the pleasure of feeling.

      “Annwyl,” he said again as his fingers threaded through my hair. “I am lost for you.”

      His words were pretty but I didn’t want words. I wanted action. Pressing myself tighter against his erection, I ground my hips against his. He groaned at the contact and his hand tightened in my hair, pulling a few loose.

      “Ow,” I said. And then frowned. Ow? A dream wasn’t supposed to hurt.

      Unless….

      I pulled back, panting for breath, and stared. There wasn’t much light in the room but Sebastian’s amethyst eyes lit up the space around the bed.

      This wasn’t my bedroom. Not at the cottage. Not at Maeve’s house. There was a scent of stale cigarettes and the cover I was laying on was a scuzzy polyester. My sisters would have gutted this dump in a heartbeat.

      It was real. I had traveled to him.  Stupid wine. Stupid freaking hormones. I swore viciously.

      “Siobhan.” He reached for me again.

      “Get the hell away from me,” I flung myself out of bed and pressed up against the far wall. “Don’t you dare touch me.”

      I was more worried for him than I was for myself. God, if we had kept going I could have killed him.

      He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. “I don’t, usually.”

      My gaze locked onto the bulge in his jeans. Dear sweet dark chocolate, was that him just semi aroused? What sort of pants python was he packing? Then the words registered. “What do you mean usually?”

      He turned his head to the side and I could feel those eerie eyes boring into me. “You’ve come to me every night since we last parted.”

      I shook my head. “Not possible.” I would know if I was traveling in my sleep.

      Wouldn’t I?

      “It’s the truth,” he insisted.

      I laughed without humor. “The truth. You wouldn’t know the truth if it bit you on the ass, Sebastian.”

      He sat up and scowled at me. “I’ve never lied to you, Siobhan. Never once.”

      The fact that he could say that with a straight face…“Are you kidding me? I thought you were a divorce lawyer. A human divorce lawyer, not some dark fae magic hunter who wanted to rip out my soul!”

      He got out of bed, clearly unwilling to sit there while I attacked him and reached for his shirt. “I never lied. I let you believe things that weren’t entirely true, but I never once spoke an untruth.”

      Laughter bubbled out of me but it was a hollow sound. “You’re arguing semantics, Sebastian. You pretended to be something you’re not. That’s lying. You hid the truth from me every time we talked. That’s lying!”

      My hands balled into fists at my sides and tears stung my eyes. I was angry with him. But not just with Sebastian. The rage was directed at me too. For being so willing to trust him. For wanting the impossible so badly that I hadn’t even tried to see the truth.

      “You took advantage of me,” I breathed. “Of all the things I didn’t know. You used me.”

      He nodded once. “I did.”

      I blinked. I hadn’t expected him to own it.

      “I did,” he said again. “And I had you. I was moments away from trapping you under my soul net and capturing your magic. But I couldn’t do it. Don’t you see? In hundreds of years of being a magic hunter, I have never hesitated. Not before you.”

      I snorted. “I guess that makes me special.”

      Either he didn’t pick up on my sarcasm or chose to ignore it because he nodded. “You are special, Siobhan. In all the world, there is no one else like you.”

      “I—”

      Sebastian dove for me. He gripped me around the waist and twisted in mid-air to take the impact of the landing on his back.

      “What are you doing?” I screeched.

      “Magic hunters,” he breathed just as the opposite wall exploded.
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      “Did I mention how glad I am that you decided to come over?” Brock panted as I rolled off his naked body.

      “Hmmm.” The sound of satisfaction was the only reply I could make. Making love with the man rendered me utterly speechless.

      After letting out a contented sigh, Brock snuggled me deeper into his side, sharing his warmth. “I never sleep well when you aren’t with me.”

      Apparently, he wanted to talk. I struggled for words that wouldn’t burst the bubble surrounding us. I hadn’t been designed to play the part of the romantic heroine. I was too terse, too practical, too driven. Let’s face it, I was a big old serving of bitch. But Brock seemed to like that about me. “Not that we do too much sleeping when we are together.”

      His low chuckle shook the bed. “You have a point.”

      There was something in his tone. A sort of undercurrent. I turned my head and rolled so that my chin was resting on his sternum. “What is it?”

      Golden eyes stared down at me. The wolf was ascendent. “Move in with me.”

      I froze.

      Brock closed his eyes and groaned. “I’m sorry, Lys. I can scent your panic.”

      “I… I’m not panicked.” It might have been more believable if my voice hadn’t been shaking.

      “I wasn’t going to ask you until after the meeting with the council of elders. I know it’s safer for you to stay in the convergence for now.”

      Aunt Jess’s cottage was built at a point where ley lines intersected. Within the convergence, my sisters and I could use magic without being tracked by magic hunters. Outside of it, all bets were off.

      Funny that the thought of magic hadn’t even occurred to me when he’d asked. My panic had an entirely different source.

      “It isn’t that,” I hedged.

      Brock opened his eyes. They’d regained their more typical chocolate brown hue. “Is it the pack?”

      Brock lived in a house full of wayward werewolves. Some came and went but there were a few regulars who seemed to do nothing more than hang around and gossip most days. As the de facto alpha, Brock kept the roof over their heads, and in turn, they followed his instructions. It wasn’t the most normal living arrangement, but I liked the motley little crew. Liked that there was always someone to laugh with, to cook with. And even though I wasn’t a gourmet like Sibby, they never complained when I made my halfhearted attempts.

      I shook my head. “No, I’m fine with the pack.”

      He hesitated. “Then…it’s me?”

      It amazed me that this thirty-year-old golden god struggled to believe that I, a woman twenty years his senior, wanted him.

      “Don’t be stupid. I love you.” I shoved him a little and then sat up.

      Brock sat up too. “Then what?”

      I combed my left hand through my hair. My wedding ring was long gone. I’d taken it off the day I’d found out Kyle had been cheating on me. I didn’t know what was causing the fluttery feeling in my belly and had no way of explaining it to him. “What’s wrong with the way things are?”

      His eyes searched my face. “Is that really what you want?”

      If I said yes, Brock would respect it. He was an amazing lover, an amazing man. If I drew a line, he didn’t see it as a challenge, something to get me to back down from. He accepted my boundaries and at times, even helped me reinforce them.

      But did I want to plant my flag on this proverbial hilltop?

      “Tell me why you want me to move in here,” I asked instead. “What made you even think about it?”

      “Your divorce.”

      My lips parted. My divorce had been finalized over a month before. Despite my ex-husband being ridiculously difficult at the onset, he had moved on in a hurry. In fact, I hadn’t seen Kyle since the fall.

      “I guess I always viewed you living at the cottage as a weigh station,” Brock murmured. “A place to stop and rest but not your final destination. Isn’t that why you never bothered to fully unpack?”

      He was right. Most of my worldly possessions were still in boxes scattered around Aunt Jess’s old room.

      “I would offer to move in with you—”

      My snort cut him off. “Now that is crazy. This house is amazing. And the pack needs you. Plus, this is your territory. I would never ask you to give that up.”

      Territory. That was what was bugging me. The cottage was my place. It belonged to me and my sisters. The greenhouse was the source of our magic, our tie to our mother and the adopted aunt that raised us after her death. Hell, we even had a guardian ghost that hung around the place.

      Thoughts of the cottage filled me with nostalgia. But was it really my forever home?

      “Sibby,” I began, grasping the first reason that wasn’t a lie but didn’t admit the truth I wasn’t ready to process. “Sibby is in a bad place right now. I don’t want to just run out on her.”

      He stroked my cheek. “I know you have a lot on your mind. The last thing I want to do is put pressure on you. Just know that I would love to have you here all the time. The idea of knowing you would be in my bed every night….”

      He didn’t need to complete the thought. A certain part of his anatomy finished it for him. Behold, exhibit A.

      My brow lifted. “Again?”

      His grin turned wicked. “Let me show you exactly what the thought of having you here does to me.”

      I had to give the man credit. He could be very persuasive.
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      Magic hunters. Plural. Three of them filled the space that had been a wall a moment ago. Two men and a woman, all wearing black leather, and armed to the teeth. Their skin looked an unnatural shade of green as though they all suffered from seasickness.

      “Goblins,” Sebastian muttered.

      “How—?” I didn’t get a chance to finish before the female, who was head and shoulders taller than her male counterparts, uncoiled the whip on her belt and cracked it.

      A cage made of what looked like forks of lightning formed overhead. Sebastian threw up his hands. A transparent amethyst dome covered us and kept the electric bars from crashing down over our heads.

      “They tracked your magic,” Sebastian’s body covered me like a living shield. “Can you jump back to the cottage?”

      I didn’t know. Desire, the primary trigger to my magic, could take me farther than either anger or fear. And it was the one emotion I wasn’t feeling looking at the goblin hit squad.

      “Surrender yourself, dark fae,” one of the goblins growled. “We know your magic is almost spent.”

      I put my hand on Sebastian’s shoulder. He might be a dick, but I wasn’t going to leave him to face three adversaries alone. I reached out with my mind and struggled to find the cottage. If we were within Eckhart town limits, I would have felt the pull from the convergence. But there was nothing familiar nearby.

      “It’s too far,” I told Sebastian. He was starting to shake, his body trembling with the force of holding the magical barrier in place.

      “We need to get into the ley line,” he wheezed. “I’ll make an exit through the back wall. The closest line runs through the pool. Get ready to run on my mark.”

      I wriggled out from underneath him and rolled into a crouch.

      The two male goblins fanned out, clearly intent on grabbing us the second Sebastian’s strength gave out.

      With his other hand, Sebastian made a gesture to the wall behind the bed. It exploded out. Plaster and concrete lay strewn across damp asphalt. The owner of this building was going to be really pissed when he got a look at the damage.

      “Go,” Sebastian said. I shot off the mark like an Olympic sprinter, ignoring the flare of pain in my bum knee as I ran. My bare feet made no sound on the pavement. I could feel Sebastian behind me. He was almost a foot taller than my five-foot-five-inch frame and should have easily overtaken me. But he was struggling to keep up. Using that much magic must have drained him.

      Booted footfalls sounded behind us, three sets of them. The motel had gone dark, no lights anywhere. Magic and electricity couldn’t work in the same space. “Where the hell is this pool?”

      “Left,” he wheezed as we reached the corner of the building.

      I skidded like a cartoon character, my bare feet taking the brunt of the damage as I tried to round the bend. A loud crack rumbled in the distance and a wall of that eerie lightning appeared right in front of us. It stretched out from the corner of the building to the line of small evergreens. Sebastian slammed into my back when I stopped, almost sending us both careening into the thing.

      Through the glimmering bolts, I could just make out the oblong shape of the pool.

      I turned to the trees, just as another lightning fence went up.

      “Travel to it,” Sebastian said. “Before they close the cage and cut you off from your magic.”

      I reached for his arm but he withdrew. “Leave me.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” I snapped.

      Lightning crackled along the brick wall of the building. The cage would be enormous.

      “They’re hunting me too.” Those amethyst eyes bore into me. “They’ll be content with one of us.”

      Another lightning barricade went up between us and the goblins.

      “And what happens when I travel to you the next time I fall asleep, huh? Then your noble sacrifice won’t mean jack shit. So just shut up and take my hand already,”

      He did. I traveled half a second before the goblins closed the top.

      We splashed into the pool. The frigid water stole my breath. I went under. Water went up my nose, filled my senses. I flailed about and broke the surface just in time to see the goblins sprinting toward us.

      If they used that whip while we were in the pool, we’d be electrocuted.

      A hand wrapped around my ankle, pulling me down. I fought out of reflex. Amethyst eyes glowed at the murky bottom of the pool like a great water beast and beneath him….

      It wasn’t something I saw as much as felt. The pull of power. I forgot my struggle for air and even the need to breathe, the fact that the goblins were after us and let that monster pull me down.

      And my body began to….dissolve.

      There was no other word for it. I became more and less, was part of everything but absolutely nothing all at once. Sebastian was there too. I couldn’t see him. I no longer had eyes to see with. But he was there. I felt him nearby.

      Others were there too. Swirling in the river of power. I had a sense of them all. I was them and they were me. What a wonderful way to travel. To explore everything.

      After a time—and even the word time had lost all meaning—I realized we were being pulled toward something stronger. Something more. Swirling currents overlapped and we traveled faster and faster. Pure joy pulsed in what remained of Siobhan Silver. I was everything and everything was me. I couldn’t get enough.

      Until I was violently ripped away.

      Soaked to the bone, I collapsed onto the ground in front of the firepit. The fire had burned down to embers. Sebastian was beside me, still sputtering and coughing up water.

      My whole body cried out from the loss. “What was that?”

      “The convergence.” Sebastian turned his head to look at me. “You were almost lost to it.”

      I stared at him, still feeling the ache of the loss. “I don’t understand.”

      He closed his eyes, shook his head. “Don’t ever go in there again.”

      The thought of never feeling that glorious freedom, seeing those swirling colors. Of being part of the whole magical ecosystem.

      Suddenly Sebastian rolled on top of me, pinning my arms to the side. “You must never go in there again, Siobhan. Promise me.”

      “Why?” I breathed. “It’s beautiful.”

      “That’s the allure. All that power, there for the taking. But your body can’t channel it. Those others that you felt? Those were witches and fae and other magic users that thought they could channel directly from the lines. But their bodies can’t hold the magic. It destroyed them. They became part of it.”

      He was breathing hard, that eerie gaze intent. A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Do you understand me? You think you want to be there but once you lose yourself to the convergence, you lose everything you are. You serve magic instead of magic serving you. One soul can’t last very long within. Vow to me you will never go in there again.”

      He was so intent and the words escaped before I had thought them through. “Okay.”

      Sebastian closed his eyes and I saw a moment of relief before he slumped on top of me.

      “Sebastian?” I asked. “I said I wouldn’t go in the stupid convergence. No need for the drama.”

      I put my hand on his back and then moved it, intent on putting it on his shoulder to roll him off.

      But the moment my fingers came away I knew that they weren’t just wet from pool water. The color was darker and when I pressed my trembling fingers together, they felt sticky.

      From Sebastian’s blood.
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