
  
    [image: Legacy of Deceit]
  


  
    
      Legacy of Deceit

      
        Legacy

        Book Three

      

    

    
      
        Denise Carbo

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Denise Carbo

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For my brother, Michael. I’ve always grieved your loss and felt the missing connection. I hope we meet again in another life.
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      Magic flowed from his fingers. Power surged through his veins. Sebastian focused all his concentration on the ocean as the chilly autumn water swirled over his feet and caressed his ankles. Standing in his element fueled his power and replenished him. The contact helped him accomplish such a complicated conjuration. The waves’ white tips surged and crashed on the beach. Deep blues extended as far as the eye could see beneath the moonlit sky. Just beyond the jetty of rocks that extended a few hundred feet from the beach, where the ocean floor plunged and the depths rose, a current rushed by, directing the water to flow parallel to the beach.

      Sebastian twisted his fingers as he grasped the current with his mind and bent it to his will. He circled his hands above the water, pulling and shaping the current into a whirlpool. Waves rose and crashed against the rocks as the water changed direction and followed his command.

      The sea churned, but it wasn’t complete. Sending more magic into the ocean, he stumbled as his strength waned. He walked deeper until the surf buffeted his thighs, drenching his pants and plastering the material against his skin. The briny saltwater smell filled his nostrils as the water recharged his power, and he sent it out into the currents. When the rising waves disrupted his balance, he widened his stance.

      The whirlpool needed to be stronger, bigger, to become the weapon he wanted. The current spun, dragging more and more water into its pull. Under the surface, a funnel formed. Sebastian willed it to grow and spin faster as sweat dripped down his temple and spine despite the cool wind whipping his hair and loose shirt.

      At this size, it might be enough to drag a person down into the ocean depths, but what if I can create a true maelstrom? Then he could even capture boats if needed. It would certainly drown his enemies before they could strike against him.

      A gut-wrenching scream pierced the night.

      A flash of white appeared in his peripheral vision. His gaze snagged on someone being swept from the rocks into the ocean. Another scream. This one cut off. A pale hand waved above the water before it disappeared. Sebastian dropped his hands and cut off the flow of his magic like the slice of a knife.

      How?

      He’d checked the private beach. Nothing had stirred, and the detection spell he’d cast had sensed no one nearby. His was the only house along that stretch. The other houses were farther down, giving him more privacy—one of the reasons he chose it.

      Where did they come from, and what are they doing out there? What did they witness?

      Dark hair and pale skin surfaced closer to the whirlpool, which still spun, albeit less forcefully. Whoever it was, they were valiantly trying not to drown.

      Sebastian scowled as he planted his fists on his hips and stared at the last spot he’d seen the person. Did they see me wield magic? Have they been spying on me? It would be so much easier to let them drown. No questions. Nothing to lead back to him. Accidental drownings happened all the time. No one would suspect him—not unless they knew about witches and magic.

      He dropped his head and sighed when the person didn’t resurface.

      His hands cleaved through the air and spread wide. The water parted and rose—higher and higher, farther and farther. A water tunnel formed along the ocean floor, and he stepped into it. The wet sand sucked at his toes as he strode along the path he’d created. Shells and rocks cut into his feet.

      Sebastian held one hand out in front of him as he used his magic and pushed the water aside. His strength sapped, and he questioned the wisdom of trying to save whoever had been stupid enough to be out on the rocks in the middle of the night.

      The whirlpool had dissipated. He reached the drop-off and searched through the water for a body. Am I too late? Did the currents drag the body farther out to sea? Am I risking myself needlessly?

      The drain on his power weakened him, and he plunged one hand into the wall of water beside him. It replenished him while he kept his other hand raised in front of him, focusing his magic and keeping the tunnel open. The roar of the ocean pummeled his ears. The weight of his sodden clothes pulled on his weary muscles. The night shrouded the water in darkness. He would be lucky to spot anything in it.

      There, pale skin floated in the gray depths.

      He pushed the tunnel out in that direction, stalking closer. The body rode the wave of water into his tunnel and dropped at his feet.

      A woman—he’d drowned a woman. His stomach clenched.

      Black hair covered her face and wrapped around her upper body. Dark clothing covered the petite form. One sneaker still encased her foot. She didn’t move.

      Sebastian cursed. Is she already dead?

      He bent and hauled her over his shoulder before turning and making his way back to shore. The tunnel narrowed, brushing his sides. Water rose around his ankles and dripped over his head. His power was almost depleted. Despite being surrounded by his element, he’d expended too much.

      Sebastian staggered. The woman bounced on his shoulder and slid sideways. He fell to his knees. Gritting his teeth, he repositioned her and climbed to his feet. Her wet hair dragged down his arm, her hands grazing his lower back.

      The water swirled around his legs, and he struggled with each step. The tunnel collapsed. The water churned and battered against him, his own element working to bring him down. His body rose with the water, and he lost his balance. How pathetic would it be if we both drowned?

      He plunged beneath the surface. Disorientation clouded his thoughts, but he kept a tight grip on the woman. His feet dragged against the bottom, then his knees. Something sharp jabbed his thigh. He pushed off the ground, and his head broke the surface of the water.

      The current propelled them toward the beach, and as his feet found purchase, he pushed through the surf as fast as he could. How long was she under?

      The empty beach stretched before him. He half-thought he would have spectators by now, but no one stirred along the dark-coated sand. The Connecticut shore tended to remain empty until spring and warmer temperatures returned. The only illumination came from the moon overhead and the kitchen light he’d left on in his house.

      Sebastian stumbled out of the water and dropped to his knees. The woman slid out of his arms onto the sand. Gasping for breath, he lunged toward her and placed his fingers against her cold neck as he watched her chest for breaths. Her skin was pearly white. Is it a good sign that it isn’t blue?

      Nothing. No pulse. No breath.

      Her body flopped in his arms as he pulled her up and positioned his fist over her abdomen with her back against his chest.

      “Come on, damn it. Spit the fucking water out.”

      Water lapped over their legs as he tried again, the ocean slowly refueling his strength like a brief, regenerative nap when one was in desperate need of sleep. Helpful, but not enough.

      Do I have enough power left to expel the water from her lungs with magic? Could I be that precise?

      He wasn’t a damn doctor. He was a lawyer. He wasn’t familiar enough with anatomy. It wasn’t a required course in law school.

      Sebastian placed her flat on the ground and started chest compressions while his magic pinpointed the water drowning her lungs. He’d used his powers to rapidly dehydrate people before, but that was to weaken or knock them out. She was already unconscious.

      If I tried that with her, would it help or make things worse?

      Then again, she wasn’t breathing and had no pulse. How much worse could it get?

      Power hummed beneath his hands as he continued the chest compressions and leached the water from her body with his magic. He tried to focus on the water in her lungs, but he wasn’t sure it was working. Untangling her hair from her face, Sebastian bent and added rescue breaths. Her ice-cold lips didn’t move beneath his. No air flowed from her mouth.

      “Breathe, damn you.”

      On the third breath, she spasmed beneath him.

      He rolled her to her side as she coughed up water and shuddered beneath his hands.

      He sagged back on his heels as she continued to cough and shake.

      She breathed.

      Now what the hell do I do with her? Call 911?

      There would be questions, attention.

      Depending on what she saw, those questions could be very damaging to him.

      Would she be grateful enough that I saved her life to keep her mouth shut—even if I’m the one who caused her accident in the first place?

      It didn’t matter. He couldn’t trust in that.

      She’d been under for a few minutes. Is it wrong to wonder if she has brain damage? He scanned what he could see of her head but found no visible wounds, so a concussion wasn’t likely. Could drowning give her amnesia?

      She rolled onto her back. Round gray eyes blinked up at him from a pale elfin face, wet black hunks of hair dissecting her features. She stared at him, wide-eyed and silent, as if he were some sort of apparition above her.

      Maybe brain damage or amnesia wasn’t such a far stretch to hope for. Or he could hope that she hadn’t witnessed the magic he’d used to make the whirlpool or save her. She had appeared to be unconscious during the entire rescue.

      Can I trust in any of that?

      No, trust wasn’t a luxury he’d ever had.

      So, how do I ensure the drowned little waif keeps silent?

      There were magical means of ensuring a type of amnesia. An adept mind-control witch could wipe her memory of the night. But the only witch like that he’d ever known was dead. Not that he’d known his father’s true power was mind control. He’d thought it was fire for most of his life. Almost right up until the end, when they killed him.

      The girl wiped the hair from her face as she continued to stare up at him. Is she mute? Why hasn’t she said anything? Is she in shock?

      He supposed he needed to decide. It was too late to toss her back into the ocean, not after he went to all the trouble of saving her.

      “You saved me,” she whispered.

      “Yes.” Don’t make me regret it.

      Wait, I already do.

      Perhaps he could secure a memory-wiping potion. But what to do with her while I get it? He couldn’t just let her go off on her merry way and talk to however many people while he contacted a witch who specialized in potions.

      He sighed. “You’ll have to be my guest for a while.”
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      Echo blinked rapidly as she stared at his wet blond hair plastered to his forehead. Her eyelashes felt as if someone had glued them together with cement. Her eyes burned. Her hand shook as she raised it and swiped at them. She winced as all she managed to do was make it worse by pushing whatever gritty substance coated her skin into her tender eyes.

      He knelt over her in the sand, his gaze sweeping her body and returning to her face, as if cataloguing everything about her. His hazel eyes pierced the fog surrounding her brain.

      She lay on the beach, coated in sand, saltwater, and God knew what else.

      She’d almost drowned.

      He’d saved her.

      Wait. Did he say I would be his guest for a while?

      What did that mean? Why?

      “Have you lost the power of speech?” He scowled down at her.

      Echo opened her mouth, but instead of words, she coughed. Pain lanced her throat, and she curled into herself as she gagged. Her stomach churned. Probably not a good idea to swallow the ocean. She’d likely consumed more than saltwater. What sea life is swimming inside me now? Okay, probably not alive anymore. Ew. Are dead creatures floating in my stomach? She gagged again.

      A disgruntled sigh came from behind her.

      She stiffened. There were more pressing concerns than what sea life she may or may not have ingested while drowning.

      Drowning. She’d almost died. One minute she’d been on the rocks, and the next, swept out to sea. The water had seemed to have a mind of its own as it had captured her and dragged her down into its depths.

      “Did you hit your head? Were you deprived of oxygen too long?”

      She glanced over her shoulder. He rubbed his hands over his face and mumbled something that sounded a lot like he should’ve left her in the ocean a little longer. Echo rubbed her chest. It felt like she’d been run over by a car.

      His gaze tracked her movements. “You’ll likely bruise and be sore from the chest compressions.”

      Chest compressions? Was I unresponsive? Did I die?

      She tore her gaze from his and stared up at the dark night sky. A scattering of stars twinkled above. The lights of a plane blinked as it flew overhead. Was this the answer when I wished on a falling star last night for something—anything—to happen in my dull life? Did I tempt fate, and it responded by killing me?

      That sounded about right for her life.

      “We need to get you into some dry clothes before you catch pneumonia, hypothermia, or something else I have no clue about.” He stood and glared down at her. “Can you walk?”

      “I drowned. You saved me.”

      He rolled his eyes. “We’ve already covered that.” He scanned the beach. “We need to get inside. Do I have to carry you?”

      Echo planted her hands on the wet sand. Awareness crashed over her as the cool grains slid between her fingers and something sharp dug into her palm. Cold water lapped at her toes. Sand covered her black T-shirt and leggings. Did he drag me onto the beach from the water?

      She wobbled as she dragged herself upright. Weakness and pain permeated every limb. Shouldn’t I go to a hospital? She’d drowned, after all. Didn’t that warrant a doctor’s examination? She glanced down at her empty hands then out to sea. Her phone was probably at the bottom of the ocean somewhere.

      Another harsh sigh, then the world tilted as he picked her up and cradled her in his arms. She blinked up at his jaw as he stalked across to the house that stood like a pale beacon on this end of the beach, two stories of glass and metal.

      Sebastian Marks saved me from drowning and is carrying me into his house.

      Is this real, or did I die, and this is my version of the afterlife?

      If I believe that everyone creates their own afterlife, would this be mine? She would like to think she would’ve come up with something a little less painful, but having a handsome rescuer would probably figure prominently.

      More likely, she was lying in a hospital bed in a coma, and this was all a figment of her imagination.

      He stomped up the stairs of his deck and over to the massive sliding glass door, all the while carrying her as if she weighed nothing.

      When was the last time someone carried me? Perhaps she’d been a child, but she had no memory of it if they had. Yes, it had to be a dream—either medically induced in a hospital, or she was lying in her bed at home. But it couldn’t be her reality.

      He somehow managed to open the door and carry her inside. A pang of guilt shot through her when she spotted the light-gray couches in the living room and thought he might place her on one. She would ruin it. But he walked right past the couches and across the room to the flight of open stairs with a metal handrail and cable railing.

      She burrowed into his arms, no longer feeling the cold, as he carried her up the stairs. That probably isn’t a good sign.

      As he entered a bedroom done in grays and blues, her heart pounded in her ears. She’d had many fantasies about being in Sebastian’s bedroom. None of them had included her drowning, though—or looking like a wet, sand-covered urchin.

      A dim light came on automatically as soon as they entered the en suite bathroom. Echo glanced around the pristine space with white fixtures. The walls were the palest blue, and thick navy towels hung from racks next to the largest tub she’d ever seen.

      Sebastian deposited her on the white vanity and strode to the tub to turn on the taps. A bath? This was definitely closer to one of her fantasies. More proof this isn’t real.

      “You need to get warm. I’ll find you something to wear.” He glanced from her to the bath. “Are you cognizant enough to handle a bath? You won’t drown in the tub after I just dragged you out of the ocean, will you?”

      She swallowed and nodded. Wait, am I? If this is a fantasy, shouldn’t he stay and bathe with me?

      Before she could decide what to do or say, he strode out of the room. She watched his back disappear into the bedroom. His clothes were plastered to him as well, and sand coated his pants.

      A chill shook her, and she looked down at her pale hands clasped in her lap. Scrapes covered her palms and arms. Shivers racked her body. Of course, in her dreams, she would be freezing as well as a mess. Only her brain would create a dream so close to reality. Next, she would probably get hypothermia. She stumbled over to the tub and felt the water as it poured out of the faucet. The warmth hurt her skin. She fumbled with the knob to add more cold water. The tub was already more than half full.

      “Here. This is all I could find that might fit you.” Sebastian placed a small stack of clothes on the vanity.

      Echo leaned against the tub for support. “Thank you.”

      He frowned at her and left, shutting the door behind him.

      She peeled the wet shirt, leggings, and the remainder of her clothes from her frigid body and climbed into the tub. The pain that shot through her slapped her brain back into reality. She really sat in Sebastian Marks’s bathtub. He’d not only saved her but carried her into his house. He’d said she would be his guest for a while.

      Or did I imagine that part?

      Why didn’t he call the police or an ambulance? He could’ve shoved her off on them. But instead, he’d called no one and brought her into his house. There had to be a reason—a reason she might not like very much.

      But if he meant her any harm, he could’ve just let her drown.

      He hadn’t shown a single sign of recognition. Not all that surprising. She was entirely forgettable, and it had been years. It wasn’t like they’d had many interactions, not outside her mind, anyway. Why would he remember the girl from high school who had stared at him from the shadows?

      Sebastian hadn’t asked her name, though. If he doesn’t remember me, why didn’t he ask my name? Has he just not gotten around to it? She’d been pretty addled. Or maybe he didn’t care enough to ask.

      Echo tilted her head back against the edge of the tub. The warmth finally seeped into her skin and comforted instead of hurting.

      Am I being held hostage? That couldn’t be right, could it? Sebastian was simply making sure she was okay after her prolonged dunking in the cold ocean. He must have had a valid reason not to call an ambulance or take her to the hospital. Did Sebastian become a doctor instead of the lawyer I overheard him saying he planned to go to college for? Maybe he knew she was fine and didn’t need a hospital. She felt a little better, not quite as much pain or trauma.

      But why did he say I would be his guest for a while?

      Her secret crush wanted her to be his guest in his home. Does the reason why matter all that much? She was sure she would find out soon enough. In the meantime, she could soak up the experience. That wouldn’t be so wrong, would it? It wasn’t like the opportunity would likely come around again.

      She plucked a flower-shaped soap from a jar on the side of the tub. Lavender and something floral filled her nose as she sniffed it. She ducked her head under the water, cleaned the sand and saltwater from her hair, then washed her gritty skin. The water clouded and cooled.

      Sebastian had never given her a reason to think he meant her any harm. It had always been the opposite. He’d been her savior in high school. But high school was a long time ago. He could’ve changed. She had no idea what he’d been up to all these years. A lot could happen in more than a decade.

      It wasn’t as if he’d locked her in or tied her up. He’d given her fresh clothes and told her to take a bath. He’d saved her and carried her into his house. A kidnapper wouldn’t be so nice, would they?

      If it turned out he did mean her harm, she would find a way to escape. She was surprisingly resourceful when she needed to be. She already knew the layout of the neighborhood and the best hiding places.

      Sebastian couldn’t know she had been on that jetty spying on him. He didn’t know about her hobby. It wasn’t stalkerish or anything, just admiration from a distance—with pictures. Harmless. Nothing creepy. She called it curiosity. It was sort of flattering. Right?
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      Sebastian prowled down the hallway and leaned against the railing outside the open guest room door. The bathroom door remained closed. Has the little waif drowned in the tub? He’d already showered, dressed, drunk as much water as he could handle, and checked the wards and alarms on his home. Nothing had or could get in or out without him knowing.

      He needed to determine exactly what she had seen. Obviously, he couldn’t come right out and ask her if she’d seen him wield magic. He would have to act like he was concerned for her well-being and testing her cognitive abilities after her near-death experience. She hadn’t shown an ounce of fear toward him, so perhaps she wasn’t aware he had caused her to drown. Surely, if she had witnessed his powers, then she would be terrified of him, like a normal little human would be.

      The sound of water draining and filling the pipes told him she hadn’t drowned in the tub.

      Even if she hadn’t seen him use magic, she still saw him. That would need to be rectified. She hadn’t shown a hint of recognition, but she had been in the midst of a traumatic experience. The momentary lapse wasn’t likely to continue, not after all the times she’d watched him from doorways in high school or from the top of the bleachers during practice or swim meets.

      Little Echo was bound to recognize him if she hadn’t already. High school was more than a decade and several towns away, but if he remembered her, then she likely remembered him. What was she doing here? And why was she on the jetty outside my house? The coincidence was too strong.

      Why didn’t I leave her in the ocean? He’d only created more problems for himself. He would have to move. He couldn’t risk anyone knowing where he lived. He knew better than to get attached to anything or any one place, but he’d had this house the longest, and he was loath to let it go. It suited his needs too well.

      He’d gotten too complacent after his father’s death. He should have divested himself of everything and anything and started over in another country. Even with Edward gone, threats remained. His evil, conniving siblings were still out there. They’d done their father’s bidding too well and too long not to be complicit in his schemes. Willow might hold out hope that Miles and Miranda could be redeemed, but then, his twin was entirely too kindhearted. Even though they’d tortured her as a child and belittled her all her life, she still held a kernel of hope for their redemption. There’d been a time when they were very young that Sebastian might’ve agreed with her. Miles had been the one who’d taught him the basics of magic. It wasn’t until Edward had turned everything into a competition and repeatedly pitted the two of them against one another that Miles had stopped teaching and started torturing.

      Edward had tortured them all, but the difference between them was that Miles and Miranda had followed in Edward’s footsteps and tortured their younger siblings plenty on their own. He knew the truth. They were unredeemable—the same as Sebastian.

      The bathroom door clicked open, and a dark head peered out into the bedroom. She stepped out, rubbing her arms. She’d braided her long hair. The blue pants and shirt Willow had left behind were both loose and snug in certain places on her. His sister was tall and slim. Echo was shorter and curvier.

      She walked across the bedroom and stopped in the middle when she spotted him outside the door. She blinked at him like a wide-eyed owl. Her fingers fidgeted with the hem of the shirt.

      He remained lounging against the railing with his ankles crossed and hands tucked in his pockets. It was the least threatening position he could think of. He wanted her trust. “How do you feel?”

      “Fine.” She shrugged and winced.

      She was in pain. From the fall off the rocks, the tumble in the ocean, my rescue, or a combination of all three?

      Sebastian stalked forward and grasped her chin, angling her face into the light so he could see her pupils. She flinched but didn’t move from his hold. The scent of lavender drifted from her hair and skin.

      “It doesn’t look like you’re concussed. Did you hit your head? What do you remember?”

      Surprise, confusion, fear, calculation—they all passed over her face in seconds. She was hiding something.

      “Why were you on the jetty, Echo?”

      Her mouth dropped open, and she gaped at him in shock. So, she hadn’t thought he would recognize her. The element of surprise could be a useful interrogation tactic if used properly. Had she been out there for me? Why? What did she know?

      “I… um… like the water. I mean, I like taking pictures of the water.”

      “At night?”

      Her pale skin blanched even further, and she frowned. Scrunching her nose, she lifted her chin, still held in his grasp. “Yes, light reflects differently on the ocean at night. I like the blend of shadow and movement.” She pulled her chin from his hand, walked over to the bed, and sat on the edge.

      Sebastian lifted an eyebrow and studied her. A diversion tactic? Is she tired from the ordeal? Or is she shaky with fear of what I might uncover?

      Echo wiggled her toes in the carpet and clasped her hands in her lap. Her fingers tapped together. “So you… uh… remember me? From school? I didn’t think you would. I mean, you were three years ahead of me.” Her voice trailed off, and she stared at the floor as she shrugged. She projected an air of innocence and vulnerability.

      But is it real or an act?

      “I have an excellent memory. I forget very little.”

      She nodded and stared down at her wiggling toes.

      Both statements were true, but the little waif who’d worn baggy clothes with funny sayings on her shirts, who’d always lurked in the shadows watching him, would have been hard to forget.

      Sebastian stuffed his hands back into his pockets. He needed information, and he doubted she would give it to him when she was wary. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

      Echo tilted her head and stared at him. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”

      She blushed and looked away.

      Interesting. She was definitely keeping secrets. Or she remembered he didn’t have a reputation for being kind—probably the exact opposite, in fact. Not that he recalled ever being intentionally cruel to her specifically. He didn’t remember interacting with her much at all. She’d been a freshman when he was a senior. They hadn’t shared any classes or activities.

      “Do you live nearby?” He’d run a quick search on her name, but had found relatively little—a couple of social media accounts that hadn’t been used in some time.

      She shook her head. “I came for the ocean.”

      “It’s a private beach.”

      Echo glanced at him and back at the floor, saying nothing.

      Sebastian sighed. They were getting nowhere. “Come down to the kitchen. You must be at least thirsty after swallowing all that saltwater.” He turned and walked out the door without waiting for a response.

      He had a feeling she would follow. Echo was a follower, a mouse waiting for the cat to attack. He was halfway down the stairs when he heard the shuffle of her feet on the wood floor of the hallway. He didn’t bother looking behind him, continuing down the stairs, across the living room, and into the kitchen.

      Echo slid onto one of the stools on the other side of the island while he gathered the ingredients for omelets from the refrigerator. Even if she wasn’t hungry, he was starving from the night’s events. He placed a bottle of water on the island in front of her and took a bowl from the open shelf above the counter.

      The plastic crackled as she drank, and he chopped the veggies and dropped them into the bowl with the eggs and cheese. She watched him as he heated the pan and added the mixture. He didn’t glance her way until he placed a plated omelet in front of her.

      She peeked up at him then down at the plate, her cheeks pinkening. “Thank you,” she whispered as she lifted the fork.

      Sebastian carried his own plate around the island and sat next to her.

      She stiffened slightly, then relaxed and took a bite. Lifting her head, she glanced at him, surprise etched on her features. “It’s good.”

      He took a bite of his and considered how he should respond. The eggs and cheese were creamy, and the vegetables added a bit of crunch and flavor. He didn’t particularly care if she liked it or not. He only cared about discovering how much she knew and whether she was a threat to him. Her knowledge of him and his location was enough of a threat to deal with.

      Once again, he wished he knew of a mind witch, one who had the power to erase her memory of him and anything she’d witnessed. Unfortunately, his father had been the only one he knew. Not that he ever would have gone to Edward for help.

      “What do you remember of tonight, Echo?”

      She placed her fork carefully on the plate. “I was taking pictures of the ocean with my camera. The water got rough. I guess I didn’t realize the tide had come in. I’m not sure what happened, but the next thing I remember is falling and the water all around me.” She rubbed her hands over her thighs. “I panicked. I couldn’t figure out which way the surface was.” Her breaths shortened, and her shoulders hunched. “Then I was on the beach, and you were hovering over me.”

      A camera. Once daylight arrived, he would search the rocks and beach for any sign of it, her phone, and anything else she might’ve dropped. Best to dispose of any potential evidence.

      He gave her a contemplative side glance. Technically, Echo herself was evidence. What’s one more sin on my soul? All evidence of the night and any concerns he might have could disappear if he got rid of her permanently. He wouldn’t have to worry about what she’d seen, who she would tell, or what secrets she hid. He could carry on with his life.

      An image of Willow flashed in his head. His sister insisted his soul wasn’t black. If she were here, she would beg him to spare Echo’s life, probably plead with him over her innocence. She always saw the good while he only saw the bad.

      If Echo was telling the truth, she hadn’t seen him use magic. He could inquire about a memory potion so she would forget the entire night and seeing him at all. She would be his guest until he could get his hands on that potion. Making potions had never been his strength. And a memory potion was particularly tricky. One miscalculation could wipe her memory entirely or kill her.

      “It’s late. Why don’t you get some rest? You can use the guest room you were just in.” Would she balk? Insist on going home?

      She hadn’t quarreled over anything yet. She followed along, as weak as a lamb, into his house and under his control.

      She stood and glanced at her plate.

      “Leave it. I’ll take care of it.”

      How did she get here? Did she drive or take a service? Is there more evidence to dispose of? “Do you have a car parked nearby? I wouldn’t want it to be towed.”

      “It’s at the park. Do you think they’ll tow it if it’s left overnight?”

      The park was a mile down the coast. She walked all the way here? Plenty of spots along the way would have been better suited to taking pictures. Why my beach?

      “Perhaps. Does your car require keys? A phone? Code? Fingerprints?” He’d examined her wet clothes while she was in the bath and found nothing in the pockets. Either she’d lost everything in the water, or maybe she’d had a bag and it was jammed in the rocks.

      Echo blinked at him and frowned. “Keys. It’s old. Though I have no idea where they are now.” She glanced out the glass at the ocean. “With the fish, I presume. Along with my camera and phone.”

      “Get some rest. We can figure it out in the morning.”

      She took several steps and stopped. “Sebastian?”

      He lifted an eyebrow and waited. Will she finally question me or my motives?

      “Thank you for saving me.” She gave him a hesitant smile.

      He gave her a slight nod, and she turned and went up the stairs. No one could be that trusting or naïve—except maybe his sister, Willow. She was entirely too trusting. She’d trusted Justin from the start. Or maybe her attraction to him had blinded her. Sebastian grimaced. Willow was head over heels in love with the volatile earth mover. Fortunately, Justin appeared to return her feelings. As long as he did, Sebastian would allow him to keep breathing.

      Echo was up to something. She would be his guest until he figured out what. It wasn’t the first time he’d resorted to kidnapping. And it most likely wouldn’t be the last.
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      If she leaned a little farther back and to the right, she might catch a glimpse of Sebastian in the mirror. Echo shoved her toes against the island to help her balance. He’d plopped a coffee and a chocolate chip muffin down in front of her when she’d come downstairs then disappeared into a room off the kitchen.

      When was the last time someone fed me? Sebastian had twice in less than twenty-four hours. Usually, it was her waiting on everyone else.

      From the weights inside the door and the reflection of a treadmill in the mirror just beyond, she guessed it was a home gym. He’d run on the treadmill while she’d devoured the coffee and muffin, taking peeks at his posterior in baggy black gym shorts and a black T-shirt. His feet had stopped pounding on the treadmill a few minutes ago, and he’d stepped out of her view.

      Echo glanced around the open floor plan. The kitchen, with stainless steel appliances and open shelving, occupied about a third of the space, the living room taking up the rest. There was no dining area, just the stools at the kitchen island, which was at least twice as long as she was tall. The stove was twice the size of the one in her kitchen. She bet all those burners worked, too, unlike hers.

      She’d watched him running on the beach a couple of times. That was how she’d discovered which house was his. Did he run on the treadmill instead of the beach because I’m here? Is he keeping an eye on me? Because he’s concerned for my well-being or because he’s suspicious?

      Her eyes widened as she leaned a little farther. He’d removed his shirt. Sebastian had tattoos across his chest and abdomen. She’d never glimpsed them before. His clothes had always concealed them. What are they of? She couldn’t tell from this distance.

      He curled a set of weights in his hands, and his arm muscles flexed. Her mouth watered. It was almost a crime how good he looked, without a shirt or with one. Does he have tattoos across his back as well?

      Sebastian set down the weights and turned. Echo leaned farther to the right. If he rotated a little more, she might catch a view of his back.

      The stool creaked and toppled. Echo’s feet and arms flailed in the air before she landed with a painful grunt as her hip met the wood floor. Bruises from her swim in the ocean last night already covered half of her body. At least now both sides would match. She squeezed her eyes closed. There was no way he hadn’t heard that.

      “Are you all right?”

      She grimaced and opened her eyes. How do I explain this mishap?

      He stood over her, scowling at the stool, then his gaze shifted to her. “Are you hurt?”

      She shook her head and kept her gaze firmly planted on his face, though she really wanted to inspect those tattoos. What did he care enough about to put on his skin permanently? “I’m fine, just clumsy.”

      He held out a hand to her.

      Her gaze dropped. It wasn’t her fault. It was only natural for her to look when he moved. An entire ocean scene decorated one pectoral. A willow tree decorated the other, over his heart. She grasped his hand, and he hauled her off the floor while she goggled at his chest. Why a willow tree? She could kind of understand the ocean since his house was on the beach.

      “Did you hit your head?” He dropped her hand.

      “Hmm?” Symbols ran down his side and over his shoulders, and a small sea turtle swam beneath the willow tree.

      “Seen enough?” Sebastian folded his arms across his chest.

      Echo’s cheeks burned. She stared at the floor and prayed for it to swallow her up. “Sorry, I find tattoos fascinating.” Not really. At least, she never had before. Sebastian’s, though, were fascinating. So it wasn’t totally a lie.

      He picked up the stool and set it back in front of the island. “Anyone you need to call? Someone waiting at home, wondering why you never came home last night?”

      She twisted the end of her braid around her fingers and stared out the wall of windows at the ocean. “No. I mean, I live with my mother and sister, but they won’t notice.”

      At least not until they needed something. She’d gone grocery shopping the day before, so the kitchen was stocked. They might notice when she didn’t prepare a meal or when the dishes piled up in the sink because neither of them ever bothered to wash them or load the dishwasher. It would probably take a few days before they realized she wasn’t there to cook or clean.

      “I retrieved your car. It’s in the garage.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “How? I mean, you didn’t have the keys, and how did you know which car was mine?”

      “It was the only car in the lot, and I verified it was yours by the registration in the glove compartment once I popped the lock. Hot-wiring older-model cars is relatively easy if you know which wires to use.”

      Echo stared at him, speechless. She wouldn’t have a clue how to get into a car, let alone start it, without a key. Why did he do that? Why is he being so kind to me? Shouldn’t he want to get rid of me as soon as possible?

      “I went down to the beach and looked for your phone and camera, but I didn’t find anything. There was nothing on the rocks either.”

      She grimaced. She’d saved for that camera for more than two years. The phone had been old and a cheap model, which wasn’t worth much. She’d gotten it free with her phone plan. “I’m not surprised. Thank you for looking—and for my car. You didn’t have to do either. Or let me stay here. Why did you?”

      Sebastian watched her silently. He scanned her face like he was searching for something. “What kind of man would I be if I abandoned you after you drowned? We’re old… acquaintances, after all.”

      Does he suspect he’s the reason I was on the rocks last night? If he remembered her from school, then he probably remembered her always watching him too. She’d heard his friends tease him about her crush more than once.

      Her skin heated again, this time in an all-over body blush. Is that the real reason he retrieved my car and looked for my belongings? If he found her camera and scrolled through the pictures, he would know exactly what she’d been doing last night—and weekly for the last few months.

      She’d been paralyzed in shock when he’d walked out of a store across the street from her. Sebastian Marks, her childhood crush in the flesh and more gorgeous than ever. She hadn’t seen him since he’d graduated high school.

      It had started innocently enough. She’d followed him to take a picture just to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating, and okay, maybe she had wanted a picture to look at occasionally when the urge struck. He’d gotten in his car too quickly for her to get her shot, so naturally, she’d run to her car and followed him, hoping to snag a picture at his next stop. Only he hadn’t stopped. He’d disappeared into a beachfront gated community. She wasn’t surprised that he lived in a place that had to cost millions. They’d gone to an exclusive high school that cost more than most colleges’ tuition. Of course, she’d been there on scholarship. She could never have afforded to go there otherwise, and the other students never let her forget it.

      Echo hadn’t returned for an entire week. But then her mother had been particularly difficult that day, and she’d needed to get out of the house. Her car had developed a mind of its own and made the forty-five-minute drive here. It had taken three more similar trips before she’d spotted Sebastian again. He’d been running on the beach. She’d almost given up before that—had, in fact, told herself she wouldn’t come back. She’d assumed he must have only been visiting someone that day. But then there he was again, like fate was telling her not to give up. Who am I to ignore fate?

      It wasn’t like she’d gone full-blown stalker on him or anything. She only came around every few weeks to take a picture—okay a dozen or two. It wasn’t like she followed him again or put up cameras around his house to watch him when she wasn’t there. That would be way over the line.

      Echo peeked up at him then slid her gaze away. Sebastian still stared at her, waiting. Oh yeah, he knew something. But what? And what will he do about it? Does he think that if he stays silent long enough, I’ll spill all my secrets like a cop interrogation on a police show?

      Contrary to what most people seemed to think, she wasn’t dumb. She’d learned a long time ago to keep her mouth shut. It was when she argued back that the situation went from bad to worse. Suffering in silence was an art she’d mastered as a child.

      Will he kick me out? Call the police?

      She wasn’t sure the police could or would do anything. After all, without the camera, there was no proof of her trespassing on the private beach or taking photos of him. Besides, people took photos of other people all the time these days. It wasn’t like she’d posted any of them online. They would find her photos of him if they got into her laptop at home. And he now had her address from looking at her car registration. Mom would probably gladly let him in and hand over the laptop if she found it. She had a weak spot for handsome men—especially rich, handsome men. Getting past her password would probably be child’s play for a man who knew how to get into and hot-wire a car—not that car knowledge and computer know-how went hand in hand, but she had a feeling that in Sebastian’s case, they did.

      Funny how the thought of him kicking her out worried her more than him calling the police. Or maybe it wasn’t so funny after all. She’d never thought she would be so close to him again. And he would be on the lookout for her now—probably. If he knew.

      If he didn’t know she’d been watching him, then she could think of only one other reason that he would want to keep her close.

      Do I dare risk it?

      I’d wanted an adventure, didn’t I? Well, she’d gotten one, and it would end soon unless she did something.

      Her nose twitched, and she pursed her lips. Straightening her spine, she raised her chin. This could go very wrong, but she needed to do something to ensure Sebastian wanted to keep her close. “How do you control the water the way you do? Is it magic?”

      What Sebastian could do with the water blew her mind. What would it be like to wield that kind of power? Of course, it had almost killed her too. But that was her fault for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was a shame her camera had been lost in the ocean. She bet she’d captured some amazing photos of him manipulating the water.

      “And that is why you won’t be leaving until I figure out how to deal with you and what you know.”
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