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          MAGIC, MISCHIEF AND KILTS!

        

      

    

    
      Kenneth doesn’t have room for anything in his life beyond his responsibilities as an immortal warlock and a father. Being a single dad is difficult, especially when that toddler is more powerful than his entire magickal family combined. Standing against forces who want nothing more than to harness his daughter’s power takes focus, dedication, and the willingness to put his life on hold. So when the mysterious yet beautiful Andrea appears on his doorstep, he can’t help but distrust her.

      

      For two years, Andrea Breaux has been running from a dangerous supernatural force. She’s learned to stay on the move, to never allow grass to grow under her feet, and to be suspicious of everyone and everything. When she finds herself in a house surrounded by magicks and a powerful child who would rather she not leave, Andrea isn’t sure what to do or if she even wants to go. But staying puts everyone at risk, especially the Scottish hottie in a kilt, Kenneth MacGregor.

      

      Warning: Contains yummy, hot, mischievous MacGregors who are almost certainly up to no good on their quest to find true love.  And Uncle Raibeart.
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      The term “warlock” is a variation on the Old English word “waerloga” primarily used by the Scots. It meant traitor, monster, deceiver, or other variations. The MacGregors do not look at themselves as being what history has labeled their kind. To them, warlock means magick, family, and immortality. This book is not meant to be a portrayal of modern day witches or those who have such beliefs. The MacGregors are a magickal class all their own.

      As with all my books, this is pure fantasy. In real life, please always practice safe sex and magic(k).

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To My Readers

        Tabitha Day for my very own skeleton key, sage-lavender smudging stick, and brick dust.

      

        

      
        Rachael Messing for your help making reader games and charts.

      

        

      
        Thank you both for your generosity.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          SOMEWHERE IN MAUREPAS SWAMP, LOUISIANA

        

      

    

    
      Tick, tick, scrrich, tick…

      Andrea Breaux kept her back pressed against the wall of the dilapidated home. Light from the electric camping lantern glowed all around her. Remnants hinted at the past in broken furniture pieces and overturned bowls. An empty frame hung at an angle on a wooden wall filled with rot and age. The stilts keeping the creaky floorboards elevated above the swamp below were probably in worse condition. Alligators swam in the murky waters. They’d be impossible to see in the dark if she were to fall through.

      None of that scared her. She’d welcome an alligator right about now. At least the creature would be corporeal.

      Scrrich, tick, tick…

      She had drawn the symbols in the dust on the floor just as she was told. They were to protect her, but she didn’t feel very protected.

      Tick, tick…

      The soft sound moved around the four rooms of the home unhampered by walls—kitchen, then washroom, then bedroom… Andrea closed her eyes tight as the sound entered where she stood in the living room. She tried to remain motionless, holding her breath, willing herself to be invisible.

      Tick, scrrich, tick, scr—

      The noise stopped.

      Andrea kept her eyes closed. Her heart beat so hard that she felt it vibrating up her throat. Her lungs burned until she was forced to draw in air. The sound of her ragged breathing was amplified in the silent home. She tried to keep still, but her legs and arms shook.

      I want to be anywhere but here. Anywhere but here.

      Go away. Please go away.

      Why did they send me?

      Andrea knew the answer. She was the only one close enough who could come. This was about saving lives. There was no choice.

      Her breathing intensified, and she pressed her lips tightly together to stop her lungs from filling with air. Tears welled in her eyes. It was then she realized the panting noise wasn’t all from her.

      She peeked through a slit in her lids. The room looked just as it should, dingy and shadow-cast. Andrea turned her head slowly to the side. She couldn’t make her body move any faster than that.

      Red-rimmed brown eyes met hers from the weathered face of the swamp dweller who’d died over a hundred years ago. The bulk of the spirit’s gray hair had been pulled back into a bun. Strands frizzed around her scalp as if the humidity still bothered it even in the afterlife. The woman’s head twitched back and forth as her gaze fixated on Andrea.

      Tears streamed down Andrea’s cheeks. Her mouth opened, but no sound escaped save the ragged pants. She attempted to leave, but fear kept her trapped against the rotted wall.

      The spirit’s mouth opened wide as her ethereal jaw unhinged. A high-pitched sound shot needles of pain through Andrea’s ears, rattling her to the core. With the screech came the wind, a raging storm that slammed the decaying old home. How the structure remained standing, she would never understand for it should have dissolved into a million pieces.

      Andrea cried out. She reached to the side, trying to pull herself away since her legs wouldn’t move. A fingernail broke against the wall.

      “I mean no disrespect, Mama Cecile,” Andrea whispered, trying to remember the words she was supposed to say to send the lost spirit into the afterlife. “I mean no…”

      The screaming stopped. Cold crept in. By all rights, Andrea should have been dead by now. No one survived an encounter with Cecile.

      “I mean no disrespect. I mean no harm,” Andrea whispered. “I wish to free you, trapped spirit. Find peace.”

      The apparition lifted a hand. Andrea watched as it hovered over her chest. Icy-cold fingers pressed between her breasts, sliding past her skin into her body. Cecile seized hold of her heart.

      A sharp pain radiated throughout Andrea, but worse than that was the emotional torment. Loneliness and despair filled each gasped breath. A child cried. Panicked shouts came as if from far away, the disembodied echoes spreading throughout the house as if more souls were trapped within the rotting walls.

      The storm raged. Wind forced itself through the old slats and swirled the dirt on the floor, ruining the symbols she’d drawn in the dust.

      Cecile’s eyes became dark pits before filling with fire. Her grip inside Andrea’s chest tightened. Flames lit the walls of the home, casting the shadows with an even scarier orange glow. Images flashed, demanding her attention. The house disappeared from her view, replaced by fires raging over a disappearing forest. The air was full of dust and ruin, and the bite of metal flavored her tongue as if the air was filled with tiny shards. The screaming became louder, and she couldn’t escape the deafening shrieks. Metal crashed into metal. Horns honked. Loud explosions competed with the cries.

      The world was ending, and the fears of the dying human race surged inside her, many moments crammed together until all that was left was a pit filled with sharp, cold pain.

      When the vision cleared, Mama Cecile had her face pressed close. Freezing breath hit her heated skin like sheets of ice. Andrea tried to grab Cecile’s wrist, but her fingers fell through the spirit like air.

      Andrea gasped, feeling faint. No one would come to save her. She was alone, and the fear was so much worse than the pain.

      Just as suddenly as the spirit’s attack had started, it ended. The cold disappeared and the storm outside lightened. The deep fear, however, did not go away. That remained rooted inside of her.

      Tick, tick.

      The sound softened…

      Tick, tick, scrrich, ti—

      …and then disappeared altogether.

      Andrea gasped for breath, unable to calm her racing heart. She listened for a long time. The storm continued to let up before finally dissipating. The echoing screams stopped. The house became quiet.

      Deathly quiet.

      Andrea violently shook as she fell to the floor. She crawled across the creaky old boards toward the electric camping lamp. She caught sight of her reflection in a piece of shiny metal propped up against a broken chair. Blood trails ran from her nose and ears. Her dark brown hair had turned as white as snow.

      Coming to the swamp had been a mistake. She should have listened to that nagging feeling in the pit of her stomach the second she was told to go. All the preparation in the world would not have equipped her for a task like this one.

      Andrea held the handle on the light and ran toward the front door, hoping the soft glow would be enough to guide her from the uneven porch to the small boat waiting in the dark, alligator-infested swamp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          GREEN VALLIS, WISCONSIN

        

      

    

    
      Kenneth MacGregor rubbed his eyes, feeling the lingering sting from smoke and heat as if it had just happened. The nightmares were nothing new. His brain seemed intent on reminding him of the past, as if he could forget being tortured while fathering a magickal child in the Appalachian Mountains of West Virginia.

      That child was the only good thing to have come from that night—his beautiful daughter. She defined innocence in every way and he would do everything to make sure no one took advantage of her.

      His eyes adjusted in the dim light and he felt Jewel wiggling on the bed next to him. They’d fallen asleep for a much-needed nap, and he was grateful the girl had finally let him rest. No one had to tell him that being a single parent was difficult. He’d been living it for years. Even now that he was home with his parents, aunts and uncles, siblings and cousins, he still lived it. His family tried to help when they could, but it wasn’t the same as having a partner. All decisions, all responsibilities fell onto his shoulders. At times it was isolating and lonely.

      Kenneth knew he should be happy to be home. He’d spent twenty-five years hiding and during that time he’d missed his close-knit family. In many ways the MacGregors had always been the poster children for codependent relationships—warlocks who stayed together, moving from place to place in an effort to hide their immortality, feeding each other’s magick, up in each other’s business.

      They originally came from Scotland, so many hundreds of years ago that he’d forgotten what it felt like before the days of technology and science. Just as people evolved to have dark hair or blue eyes, his family had evolved to possess magickal abilities and immortality. Well, immortality insomuch as no one physically killed them. They could still die, just not from natural old age or human sickness.

      From Scotland they’d lived around Europe before coming to America. Back then the land had been open and untouched. They witnessed the so-called progress of modern times. The world became smaller, connected by telegraphs, then phones, then the internet. The family had lived at Southern plantations, New York penthouses, and every imaginable location in between. Now they’d settled in the middle of Wisconsin in a Georgian mansion overlooking the town of Green Vallis from atop a hill.

      Kenneth wasn’t sure how his brother, Erik, had found the home, but it was a remarkable location. This was a place born to feed magick. As a warlock, he needed to borrow energy from nature to fuel his powers. Green Vallis was full of nature. But what made the town special flowed beneath the surface. Ley lines converged to create a powerful nexus. His family had discovered them a few years back. Why they emerged now was a mystery.

      The ley lines also meant the town was full of danger. The MacGregors weren’t the only ones drawn to the powerful location. That made it unsafe. Though they’d moved to Wisconsin after he’d disappeared, those kinds of dangers were one of the reasons he’d hid from the family while trying to raise his daughter.

      At first glance, Green Vallis looked like just another small town with red brick streets half paved over with concrete and historical buildings boasting ages engraved on exterior placards. It amused him that a hundred years was considered historical, but such was American history.

      Being away from the MacGregor dynamic had taught him a self-reliance he’d not had before. Kenneth had always thought of himself as independent, but when adversity happened, he’d been able to run home to the safety of his family. His problems were always solved for him.

      Until the birth of his daughter, Margareta.

      He’d never imagined himself as a parent, but one night in a West Virginia dive bar had changed everything. His questionable decisions had resulted in more than a moonshine hangover. Wild, drunken sex had quickly turned depraved and resulted in a scarred chest, a nine-hour pregnancy, and an induction into the level of responsibility for which a man like him had not been prepared.

      His daughter should have been around twenty-five years old, getting a grip on her magick, branching out into adulthood, maybe falling in love for the first time. He should be running off boyfriends and giving career advice. Instead, her infant body rested in his arms. This was the third time she’d been reborn, the fourth time he’d been through teething and diaper changes. When he looked at her, he saw the three incarnations that had come before and it broke his heart—Margareta, Alice, and Jewel.

      Margareta had been named after his ma.

      Alice had been named for Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, which was her favorite book when she was Margareta.

      Jewel because that is what she was to him, the most precious of jewels.

      He grieved for her past lives, able to recall the feeling of having her die in his arms only to be reborn in fire.

      This was her fourth life. He’d named her Margareta Alice Jewel MacGregor, hoping the combination of the names would somehow fuse her together. Maybe this time she would live a full life.

      Maybe.

      But doubtful.

      The family called her Jewel, because that was who she had been when they’d met her for the first time.

      Jewel’s mother had been a phoenix. Geneva used him for a death ritual. Giving birth and passing on her curse had been the only way to end her own life. He never wanted Jewel to feel that desperate. If he managed to get her to adulthood and her magick stabilized, he wanted her to find happiness and purpose in that life.

      Geneva must have known he came from a family of warlocks. That was the only reason he could discern why she’d picked him. The scars she’d put on Kenneth’s chest, painfully carved into his flesh, kept him immune to their daughter’s great powers.

      “I should have seen the damage in her,” Kenneth whispered to his sleepy child. The soft cheeks and quivering lip brought back memories as if no time had passed from her first birth. He’d been terrified. He remembered thinking he’d be less scared to fight a den of hungry vampires than holding his fragile infant daughter. “Your ma was a troubled woman. The truth is, I don’t know if she could have loved ya. She didn’t love me. She didn’t know me.”

      “Ba, da, ba,” the baby babbled, her eyes opening and closing, as if trying to tell him something.

      “I lied to ya about that in your last lives. I shouldn’t have. Maybe understanding what your mother was, her struggles, her failings, her pain, will help ya get through the life ahead of ya.”

      Jewel’s eyes opened and he saw a tiny glint of flames circling her irises. A sick feeling filled him as the first sign of her powers became visible. The magick came much earlier than he wanted. Actually, he’d be happy if it never came. The powers would burn inside his daughter like fire over a dry forest—consuming everything until there was nothing left but ash and another rebirth.

      There was no greater fear, or sorrow, than this.

      In a panic, he reached into her diaper bag and fumbled until he found two metal bands. Kenneth took the bracelets and clamped them around the child’s ankles, forcing the metal to bend and overlap so they wouldn’t fall off. The flames extinguished into a smoky haze.

      “Your grandmother—your ma’s ma—gave ya these and ya can never take them off. She’s a mountain witch. Her magick should balance the phoenix powers. Maybe this time ya won’t…”

      The pain rolling over his chest was too much and he couldn’t bring himself to say the words out loud. No parent should have to watch their child die over and over again. Each time Jewel had been reborn, her personality had changed and she was a different version of herself. The bracelets were supposed to align her personalities into one but she would not remember her past. They looked like two tiny shackles against her soft skin.

      Being a father was all that mattered. From the first moment Kenneth had pulled his daughter from the ashes of her mother, it had been love. The smell of her head, the grip of her hand on his finger, that first twitch of her mouth, it all marked him. He knew he’d give his life to protect her.

      That didn’t mean he felt whole. There was a missing piece inside of him that yearned to be filled. He wanted a partner, someone he could lay next to at night and talk about the day. His brothers had recently married and seeing the couples together made that ache all the more real.

      “Your ma must have chosen me because of my immortality, so I could always take care of ya when ya flame out because she knew she wouldn’t be here to do it.” Kenneth closed his eyes. It was a curse all its own. Though the bracelets should work, the truth was he could lose Jewel at any moment and it was his eternity to be ready to re-raise her when that happened.

      As painful as it was, he could do nothing else.

      This was his fate.

      This was what it meant to be a parent.

      Kenneth had spent each of the child’s lives hiding her from the supernatural world, protecting her. Phoenix powers were rare and coveted. In the wrong hands, Jewel could do much damage. It was why he’d hidden her from his supernatural family—not that he expected them to use his daughter for ill gain, but because evil beings tended to follow the MacGregors wherever they went.

      Before Jewel’s latest rebirth, his sister Malina had cast a spell to bring him home. It wasn’t the first time she’d tried, but it was the first time it had worked. Malina had the unfair advantage of being married to a luck demon. They’d gathered enough good luck in Vegas to draw six-year-old Jewel from where they were hiding in Oklahoma to Wisconsin, thus forcing Kenneth to return to the family.

      After twenty-five years away, Kenneth felt out of sync with the rest of them. He tried to explain his concerns to his ma, but Margareta MacGregor waved them away, unable to see past her excitement over her first grandchild. Traditionally, his immediate family always lived under the same roof, and it was expected he’d stay in the mansion with them. The rest of the warlock clan were slowly moving into town, taking over apartment buildings and buying up real estate.

      Despite his mother’s wishes, Kenneth would not be staying. The moment he’d been waiting for had finally arrived. With the emergence of Jewel’s phoenix powers, it was time for him to take her and disappear. He didn’t know where they would end up, which meant he could not slip and give hints away.

      Hopefully his ma would understand and have some comfort knowing he was alive. It wouldn’t be like last time when he’d disappeared with no word. She’d have closure.

      She’d also be pissed as hell.

      His ma would have to get over it. He would do whatever was best for Jewel.

      Kenneth hooked the diaper bag over his shoulder and eased the baby against his chest. He would not risk being seen with luggage. Everything he needed could be replaced on the road.

      He hurried down the wide staircase toward the front hall with his hand pressed against Jewel’s back. She’d been a fussy sleeper this time around and one cry would sound an alarm. If it wasn’t his ma and his aunt Cait hovering, it was his uncle Raibeart.

      More than once Kenneth had caught his uncle in a tiara with a pink tutu tucked over his kilt, balanced over the side of the crib whispering, “Remember your uncle Raibeart, princess. I’m the fun one. Our tea parties are waiting.”

      Jewel would never lack for love if they stayed. But it didn’t change the fact that those who loved her were magickal, and that magick drew danger.

      Kenneth stepped across the marble hall, motioning his fingers to open the front door without touching the handle. It swung open.

      “Kenneth Raibeart Aloysius MacGregor.” His ma’s hard voice reminded him of every time he’d been in trouble as a child. “Where do ya think ya are going with my granddaughter? Stop right there.”

      He wasn’t given a choice but to obey. Magick hit his feet, petrifying his legs. He tried to move, but they were as frozen as stone.

      “Ma, what—och!” The magick stopped blood flow through his legs and the pain was almost instant.

      How did she know he was leaving?

      Margareta rushed to pull the fully awake child from his arms before hitting the rest of his body with a petrifying spell. Jewel began to cry. “We’ll talk about this later.”
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      Andrea stared at the needle hovering near empty in her old sedan and then at the motel. The place was the kind of roadside tarnished gem that often boasted cheap rooms and free cable. She’d stayed in places like this all over the United States and the rooms were always ugly and old. If she were lucky there wouldn’t be bugs or strange smells.

      “Car or room?”

      It wouldn’t be the first time she’d slept in her car. She tapped the side of her phone, thinking of her low bank balance. The action brought up her email.

      We regret to inform you that we’re dissolving the on-a-dime travel section. No more pieces will be acquired. Thank you for your past submissions.

      “Car or room or food?” she whispered, trying to decide.

      “Badger!”

      Andrea jerked her attention to the parking lot in time to see a naked man streaking across the walkway in front of the long line of rooms. She lifted in her seat, attempting to see what was after him. Nothing came into view.

      She let go of a surprised laugh as the naked ass disappeared down a corridor.

      “Been there, buddy,” she mumbled. Technically it was a lie. She’d never run naked through a motel parking lot being chased by an invisible badger.

      Yet. The night was young. Anything was possible.

      She wondered if she should make sure the man was all right.

      Andrea reached for the door handle but lightning struck like a warning, only to be followed seconds later by an angry rumble of thunder. The ‘H’ on the motel sign flickered briefly before going out, followed by the ‘L’. Her heart beat faster. A chill unfurled inside her chest. The threat of the storm made up her mind for her.

      “Room. Vending machine.” She grabbed a roll of quarters from the console and took out a few dollars’ worth. “Sorry car. No gas for you until I find temporary work.”

      Storms had put her on edge ever since the swamp. Though it was unlikely danger lurked in the heavens this night, she still didn’t want to be caught out in the middle of it.

      Andrea grabbed the backpack with her laptop off the passenger seat. She slowly stepped out of her car, looking around for something that might have been chasing the naked guy. Not sensing any immediate danger, she hurried across the parking lot toward the motel lobby.

      As the bell jingled over the door, she was greeted with a long check-in counter under a dim yellow light. The brown paneling on the walls and large wire rack display of local brochures were more or less what she’d expected. She scanned the offerings for leads on places to look for work—an Italian restaurant, a toiletry store called Love Potions, historic home tours, and a local tavern. An overgrown plant blocked a dark window. It sat next to a couch and an end table.

      “Good evening.” A man came through a door behind the check-in counter, wiping his hands on a paper towel. “I’m Fletch. How can I help you?”

      He said the words without bothering to look at her.

      “I need your cheapest room,” Andrea answered.

      Fletch glanced up and gave a small laugh. “All of our rooms are cheap.”

      “Perfect.” Andrea lowered the backpack from her shoulder and rested it on the carpeted floor. “Any discount for late check-in?”

      Fletch eyed her for a moment. “I think you qualify for the sixty-plus discount.”

      Andrea had turned thirty the week before. She touched her hair. The dark brown hair coloring hid the now-natural white.

      “I noticed that some of the letters on your sign were flickering out,” she said. “Why is the motel called Hotel?”

      Fletch chuckled. “The owner tried to class this place up by changing its name from a motel to a hotel, but spent all his money on that sign, so he never got to the converting-us-to-a-hotel part of his plan. That sign has been flickering since the day they hoisted it up there.”

      Andrea hid her smile. Small towns always had their own bit of unique charm. “Also, you had a naked guy running through your parking lot. I don’t know if he needed help or not.”

      “Really?” Fletch hurried around the counter to check the parking lot. “Where? I don’t see him.”

      “He ran between a couple of the buildings,” Andrea answered, following him as if by looking she could confirm what she already knew.

      “Damn. The security cameras keep glitching. I wonder who it was.” Fletch pushed the door open and stepped toward the cars and continued to search. A cool breeze stirred over her and it smelled like the moments before a rain.

      Andrea had no idea who the naked man was so she simply shrugged when Fletch glanced at her for an answer.

      “Did you see a kilt?” Fletch asked.

      “As in Highlanders? No.” Andrea stepped aside as the man came back into the lobby. “He was naked. All I saw was ass.”

      “Cute?”

      Andrea laughed. “It didn’t make me turn away if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “I’ll bet it was one of the MacGregors.” Fletch’s tone instantly lowered into gossip mode.

      Andrea was tired from a long day on the road but ended up prompting him anyway. “MacGregors?”

      “They’re this mysterious, wealthy family who just whisked into town one day and started buying all the property.” He leaned forward, a smile curling the side of his mouth, as if this wasn’t the first time he’d shared this bit of gossip with a newcomer. Seeing as he ran the front desk of a motel, she could see why. “And by family, I’m not talking mom, dad, and little Liam. I mean the whole family—aunts, uncles, cousins, sisters, brothers. You might as well rename Green Vallis into Little Scotland.”
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