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				Prologue

				March 2010—Oklahoma

				Bones throbbing, as if marrow had been replaced by liquid nitrogen, Farriss landed in the deserted alley of a strip mall and walked to a metal door. He reached for the silver knob with invisible fingers, used magic to twist the industrial lock and disarm the security system. Then he glanced around before slipping inside.

				Twelve hours had passed since Farriss knelt at Agro’s feet, welcoming the icy punishment that thickened his blood and cramped his muscles, yet the whip’s freezing lash lingered, reminding him of his erroneous judgment. Forbidden to heal himself, Farriss endured, and he did so appreciatively. After losing his calm and burning down the Gander Creek diner, Farriss had expected much more than pain. He’d returned to Agro anticipating death.

				It hadn’t been easy—entering Agro’s tent expecting the end—but Farriss refused to die a coward’s death, running from the inevitable wrath of the most dangerous wizard in North America.

				Agro’s ice magic had run deep, and Farriss had longed for death, grinding his teeth to keep from begging for the end. But death didn’t come. Instead, Agro lifted him from the rug and poured him a glass of wine, telling him to shake it off; he had a real estate broker to interrogate.

			

			
				Farriss did as he was told, grateful to be alive, but frozen to the bone.

				Unfortunately, the real estate broker turned out to be a lawyer.

				Farriss first visited the strip mall around noon, aiming to scout the place and perhaps slip inside for a home address. He figured Gerald Greene would be at church, or taking his family to lunch. That’s how most hexless citizens spent their Sundays in the Bible Belt, so Farriss was taken by surprise when he found Mr. Greene ushering a woman and two teenagers into his office.

				Farriss had halted, reminded by the fierce frost still biting his bones that he should proceed with caution. Mr. Greene knew the witch; Agro wanted the witch. If Farriss were to hinder his boss’ desires, death would be the least of his worries.

				Deciding it would be best to leave the woman and kids out of it, Farriss had rushed forward, stopping Mr. Greene before he could enter the building. That’s when Farriss realized Gerald wasn’t a real estate agent, but a lawyer, and a damn good one, with lips as tight as a virgin.

				Gerald had been jovial at first, greeting Farriss with a curious smile and a polite handshake, but the moment Farriss inquired about Layla Callaway, the lawyer clammed up. He wouldn’t admit he was selling the witch’s house, let alone divulge her location.

				Had it not been for the lingering pains of his previous punishment, Farriss would have gotten rough with the lawyer, who surely would have cracked after a bit of mystical torture. However, given his strict instructions to keep a low profile, Farriss merely walked away.

			

			
				Now, two hours later, he’d returned to the empty building and was floating down a dark hallway, searching for Gerald’s private office. He found it locked, but hexless bolts were no match for magic.

				Once inside, Farriss floated across the room, wondering how long Agro would obsess over his newest target. In twenty years of servitude, Farriss had never witnessed such intense motivation in his boss, such burning desire to get his hands on one particular magician. Apparently the witch was something special. According to Agro, she was more powerful than a lowly brute like Farriss could comprehend. To that, Farriss had merely bowed his head, because he didn’t understand. Agro was surrounded by unusually powerful magicians at all times. Why risk everything for one more?

				Farriss searched the desk for a rolodex or an appointment book, finding neither. Since the rise in popularity of cell phones, address books were hard to come by. The cluttered desk was cleared where a computer should have been, which likely meant Gerald had taken his laptop home.

				“Good,” Farriss muttered, heading for the filing cabinets. He hated hexless technology.

				After manipulating the lock on the drawer marked A-C, he slid it open and vanished the glove on his left hand, illuminating the folders with supernatural light. Shortly into the Cs, he found a Callaway, but the first name was Katherine, not Layla. The next file belonged to a Caldwell then a Calvin.

				“Shit.”

				He pulled Katherine’s file and flipped it open. Maybe the suspicious lawyer secured Layla’s file after being questioned about her.

			

			
				Using his magical light, Farriss scanned Katherine’s information, hoping she was connected to the witch. When he came across Katherine’s date of birth, he found a date of death as well—the second of January, 2010. Nearly three months before. It matched the information Farriss had gathered on Layla at the Gander Creek bar. Her mother—adopted mother actually—had passed away in January.

				A sliver of relief rushed Farriss’ aching bones as he continued to scan Katherine’s file, looking for definitive proof. He found it on the second page. Katherine Callaway was the mother of twenty-one-year-old Layla Callaway. They’d been living in Gander Creek, Oklahoma since April 1989. Upon her death, Katherine left a large sum of money and an envelope to her daughter, both of which were collected on March 8th.

				So, Layla Callaway, the deeply desired and powerful witch, had stood in that very office less than two weeks before, gathering her inheritance and an envelope of unknown content.

				Farriss searched the rest of the documents, looking for bread crumbs that might lead to the witch’s current location, but the file lacked information older than 1989, and it didn’t list any other relatives or connections. The only clue Farriss found was a letter written by Katherine asking Gerald to settle a vehicle loan held by a bank in Ketchum, Idaho. Not much to go on, but at least it proved Farriss had followed orders. Perhaps he’d avoid a second dose of freezing wrath.

				After committing a good portion of the file to memory, Farriss replaced the folder and secured the drawer, eager to return to camp. He pulled his glove on as he headed for the door. Then he froze as light poured into the hallway from the front lobby.

			

			
				A man’s voice—Gerald’s voice—floated into the office. “Where did you leave it?”

				“Your desk,” a woman answered. “I think.”

				Gerald grumbled, his voice growing nearer. “How you manage to lose your cell every other day, I’ll never know. I’m going to glue it to your hand.”

				“You’ll do no such thing,” she laughed. “If ya’d given me your keys, I coulda done this myself.”

				“I didn’t want you here by yourself. You saw that man asking questions earlier.”

				“He was pissed. But what do ya think he’d do? Break in…”

				Her voice faded as she and Gerald halted at the open door of his office, nervously peering into the dim room.

				“Did ya forget to lock up?” the woman asked.

				“No,” Gerald answered.

				“Was the security system on?” she pressed.

				“I didn’t notice,” he mumbled, reaching around the corner for the light switch. “I just push the buttons. Maybe Dolores stopped by for something.”

				Farriss watched from two feet away, his body magically concealed, frozen in more ways than one. He didn’t even breathe lest Gerald feel the air escape his lungs.

				“There it is,” the woman exclaimed, moving into the office.

				Her elbow nearly brushed Farriss’ cloak, so he took a step back and almost hit a coat rack. Shit. He was under strict instruction to leave the lawyer and his office unscathed, but if it came down to discovery or disaster, Farriss would have to choose the latter then pay the price.

				Gerald followed the woman into the office, halting a foot from Farriss as he searched for something out of order. There wasn’t anything unusual to find, so he turned and watched his companion grab her cell phone from one of the chairs.

			

			
				“Are ya gonna call Dolores?” she asked. “See if she stopped by?”

				“I’ll call her when I get home,” Gerald answered, taking the woman’s hand. “I don’t want to be around if that guy comes back. I get enough interrogation in court.”

				Gerald flipped off the lights then closed the door, and Farriss’ lungs deflated as he floated forward. Keys jingled as the lock clicked into place, and Farris reached for the door knob, but he didn’t turn it. He stood inert as he listened to the woman’s muffled reply, waiting for the conversation to fade away.

				“What was he?” she asked. “Bounty hunter?”

				“I’d say maybe,” Gerald replied, “but it doesn’t make sense considering the client.”

				“Who’s the client?”

				Farriss perked up, straining his ears as he magically maneuvered the lock and slowly turned the knob, cracking the door a few inches.

				“Layla Callaway,” Gerald answered.

				Farriss’ frozen bones seemed to sing, rejoicing in anticipated information that may save them from further torture.

				“Layla,” the woman mumbled, trying to recall the name.

				Farriss held his breath, silently begging for more. When it came, flowing from the sweet woman’s tongue, a heavy weight lifted.

				“Layla,” she exclaimed, “the gal that moved to the west coast.”

			

			
				“Right,” Gerald confirmed.

				Farriss grinned, shifting the sudden arousal tightening his pants. Success always gave him a semi—it was an ego thing—and now that he had a solid lead to share with Agro, he would surely be blessed with a witch willing to bask in his success.

				The lobby darkened, and after a short moment of silence, Farriss quietly exited the building, eager to deliver the news to Agro. His witch was on the west coast.

				


			



			
				


				Chapter 1

				2010—Oregon (Clatsop State Forest)

				Layla’s dreams had never been haunted by the boogeyman. Nightmares that invaded her subconscious state always came in the form of other people’s suffering, not her own.

				The horrors haunting her now were no different. Her mother’s heart exploding mere seconds after giving birth to her; her father’s wistful smile as he died in a flash of agony, a final sacrifice for the daughter he loved more than life.

				Having just seen these things through a magical ring imprinted with her parents’ memories, it was no wonder the sad images haunted the sleep that followed. What came next, however, wasn’t a manifestation of memories.

				Even in her unconscious state, Layla understood this, as her perception shifted the moment her dad’s world went black. No longer was she an outsider looking in, bodiless and still. Now she was flesh and bone, her veins swelling with blood that roared from a pounding heart. Her senses erupted, ripping her out of a sea of sorrow and into a flood of fire. The flames swelled around her, spitting and flickering—burning tongues starving for flesh. Smoke stung her eyes and irritated her throat, and terrified shrieks filled her ears, piercing both head and heart.

			

			
				“Layla.”

				“Quin,” she gasped, and his masculine scent filled her lungs, soothing her like a steaming cup of coffee on Christmas morning. The flames faded, taking the terrifying screams with them, and comfortable warmth surrounded her in the form of brawny biceps.

				Awake but confused, Layla tried to recall falling asleep. Every muscle ached, especially her heart, and she wasn’t sure of her surroundings, only that she was wrapped in Quin Kavanagh’s hug. The tender skin of her eyelids was swollen, and it took four blinks to erase the blurriness. When her vision cleared, she found Quin’s white t-shirt.

				Oh god. She’d blubbered all over the most gorgeous man she’d ever met.

				“I’m sorry I woke you,” he offered, “but you seemed alarmed.”

				Layla tried to figure out where her hands were, and had to wiggle a pinky to do it. They were wedged between her chest and his stomach, and her fingers clutched his shirt. When she opened her mouth to speak, a rough cough scraped her itchy throat.

				Quin leaned back and reached for her face, dislodging the onyx spirals stuck to her cheeks. “How do you feel? Need anything?”

				“Water,” she croaked.

				A glass of water appeared in his hand. Then he eased her into a sitting position and passed it over. “Anything else?”

				“No. Thank you.”

				She scanned her surroundings as she drained the cup. They were in her parents’ bedroom, which now belonged to her. When she’d first seen it, right before experiencing their memories, she’d gotten the feeling they were reflected in its taste. Now she knew they were. They’d built it bit by bit with magic and extraordinary talent.

			

			
				Layla squeezed her eyes shut on threatening tears. How were there any left?

				She tapped her fingernails on the glass as she stifled the waterworks. Then she opened her eyes and passed the cup to Quin.

				The dish vanished, and he took her jaw, catching a rogue tear with his thumb. “How do you feel?”

				She shrugged as she lay back on the pillows and fidgeted with her hair. “Sad, I guess.”

				“I’m sure,” he returned, lying beside her and propping his head on his hand. “We don’t have to talk about it right now.”

				“I’m tired of crying,” she explained. “My eyes burn.”

				“Close them.”

				“What?”

				“Close your eyes; I’ll make them feel better.”

				She skeptically watched him for another moment then did as she was told.

				The pad of his thumbs barely touched her lids, and a cooling sensation washed over her eyeballs and the skin around them. By the time he removed his thumbs, everything about her eyes felt normal.

				“Wow,” she breathed. “Can you do that to the entire body?”

				“Does something else hurt?”

				She took his hand and laid it over her heart.

				“I’m sorry,” he refused. “I can’t magic that hurt away. I wish I could, but it’s not a physical ailment.”

			

			
				“It feels physical.”

				“That’s why they call it heartache.”

				“I guess.” She tried to swallow, which irritated her sore throat, so she pulled his hand to her neck. “How about this one?”

				“Close your eyes and relax. This one I can fix.”

				She obeyed, and he laid his head on her pillow as he stroked the skin over her esophagus. Within seconds, the swelling receded and the burn extinguished, but she held still, absorbing his soft touch and the warm breath sweeping across her cheek.

				“Thank you,” she eventually whispered, laying her hand over his.

				“Anytime,” he replied, moving his fingers to her heart. “There are other ways I can help heal this hurt, but they have nothing to do with magic.”

				Layla swallowed, painlessly thanks to him. Then she found his eyes, their espresso depths glinting with a touch of amber, just like his wavy hair. He was unbelievably attentive and so far beyond gorgeous the word failed to do him justice, but she couldn’t take advantage of his hospitality any longer, no matter how much she wanted to.

				“That’s an amazing offer,” she returned, “but I don’t expect you to stick around catering to a wounded bird, so I’m letting you off the hook. Now you can move on with your life, leave me to sweep up the pieces of mine.”

				He frowned and furrowed dark eyebrows. “Is that what you want?”

				She watched his handsome face, wanting to touch it, wanting to lift his lips and expose his dimples. “I don’t want you sticking around because you feel sorry for me, or because you’d feel guilty for walking away. I understand why you’ve been so kind. It was your job to get me here, but you’re not under any obligation to stay. My life is a confusing disaster right now. I don’t expect you to deal with that.” She looked at their hands and fiddled with his fingers. “I don’t want to be your chore.”

			

			
				“Look at me,” he insisted.

				She obeyed, and he held her gaze as he spoke. “This is where I want to be, not where I have to be.”

				She searched his eyes as she slowly shook her head. “How can that be? What man wants to deal with drama that has nothing to do with him?”

				“This one,” he answered, placing her palm over his heart. When she didn’t respond, he leaned close, touching his lips to her ear. “I’ve told you what I want. Now it’s your turn.”

				Layla’s cheeks flamed as his breath drifted over her neck, and she was glad he’d averted his gaze, a courtesy he likely planned in anticipation of her embarrassment. He was so damn thorough and could read her like an eye chart, which kind of annoyed her, but he constantly went out of his way to make things easy on her. She didn’t know men like Quin existed outside of romance novels and fairy tales, yet there he was, prince charming in the flesh. He reminded her of the affectionate father she’d found in the imprinted ring, and a sharp pang pricked her achy heart.

				A sigh feathered her hair, and she looked over, getting a flash of insight into Quin’s scarce insecurities. They pulled on her raw heart-strings, so she forced herself to maintain eye contact as she gave an honest answer. “I want you to stay… until you’re ready to go.” There, that wasn’t so hard.

				“Excellent,” he approved, his tension melting away. “Close your eyes.”

			

			
				She hesitated then did as she was told, and he laid her hand on her chest as he shifted away. Thirty seconds of dark silence ticked by, giving her way too much time to reflect on her parents’ memories, and her toes began an impatient dance. “Can I open them?”

				“Not yet,” he refused. “I promise it will be worth it.”

				She scowled and clicked her fingernails together, deciding ten more seconds was all he’d get. Halfway through her countdown, the smell of strong coffee drifted up her nose, and her twitching ceased as she deeply inhaled.

				“Okay,” he allowed, “open your eyes.”

				She did, finding two oversized coffee mugs in his hands. “My hero,” she approved, eagerly sitting up.

				His dimples appeared as he carefully passed her a cup. “Cinnia made it.”

				“Are you serious?” she exclaimed. Cinnia was her great aunt and made the best coffee.

				“Yep,” Quin confirmed. “Was it worth it?”

				“Definitely,” she answered, practically burying her nose in the fragrant cup. “Thank you.”

				“My pleasure.” He watched her sip and sigh. Then he sampled his own.

				“So tell me,” she insisted, “how did you get two cups of perfectly fresh coffee brewed by Cinnia into this room?”

				“I asked her to make them. Then I summoned them from her kitchen.”

				“How did you ask her?”

				“It’s called mind searching.”

				Layla recalled what she knew of mind searching. Her dad had used it to locate Medea—the witch who’d destroyed her family in a fit of jealousy prompted by rejection, by Aedan’s undying love for Rhosewen.

			

			
				Anger Layla didn’t know she possessed quickened her pulse and tightened her jaw. “Did you see that?” she asked.

				“That depends on what you’re referring to,” Quin replied.

				“In my aura,” she elaborated, “what did you see?”

				He studied her face then examined the air around her. When his gaze returned to hers, she found sincerity in their shiny depths. “I saw a flash of hurt and anger.”

				“How could you tell?”

				“The colors. Usually inky blues express sad or hurtful feelings, while deep reds express angry or harmful feelings. The darker the hue, the more intense the emotion.”

				Layla surveyed his aura—a bright, hazy rainbow that completely encompassed him, yet somehow sharpened his handsome visage. “But there are dozens of colors,” she pointed out. “How do you dissect them?”

				“A particular color will pulse and brighten when the corresponding emotion is stronger than others.”

				“Are you sad?” she asked.

				“Yes,” he confessed.

				“Why?”

				“I’m sad for you.”

				“Oh.”

				“But if you’ll look again, I’m also happy, which manifests in bright yellow.”

				Layla found the radiant yellow shedding sunshine on his aura. Then she picked out another prominent color. “What’s the pink? Like a cross between a summer sunset and cotton candy.”

				“That’s a beautiful description,” he commended, “and the answer is love.”

				“You have a lot of it.”

			

			
				“I love a lot of people.”

				She took several sips of coffee while watching his face. Then she continued analyzing his aura. “What’s green?”

				“Which green? I know more than one shade is prominent right now.”

				“The shiny one,” she clarified. “Almost grass green, but brighter and deeper.”

				“Emerald,” he whispered, and she gave a nod.

				A silent moment passed as he watched her eyes. Then he bowed his head and quietly answered. “The emerald in my aura represents you.”

				“What? How am I a color?”

				He didn’t answer right away, and Layla thought he might be clamming up, but then she found his stare and realized that’s exactly what he was waiting for.

				“When a person has strong feelings about someone,” he explained, “that someone’s eye color will flare in their aura. The emerald green in mine is in reaction to you. If you’ll look closely, you’ll also see a strip that’s the same color as my eyes. It’s a result of the love I hold for my dad, and the pale lilac ribbon represents my mom. The rest of our coven should be depicted in it as well, but they’re probably not as prominent right now.”

				After finding the dark brown and pale lilac, Layla returned her attention to the most vibrant color in the plethora of hues—the bright emerald. “So,” she mumbled, cheeks flooding with heat, “exactly how much dark brown can you see in my aura?”

				He smiled, not mockingly or proudly, but naturally, like it was the easiest thing in the world to do. “Enough to please me a great deal.”

				“Then why do you push me to tell you how I feel? If you can see it all in my aura, why ask?”

			

			
				“Our decisions don’t always coincide with our auras,” he answered. “Just because you have strong feelings about me doesn’t mean you want me here. And for the record, strong feelings don’t always equal pleasant feelings. A surge of dislike toward someone also brings out their eye color.” The corners of his lips twitched as he lowered them to his coffee. “But I doubt you dislike me that much.”

				Layla gave him a sarcastic smile, but she didn’t reply. No wonder he was so open about his feelings. His emotions were laid out for everyone to see and read all the time. Why bother trying to hide?

				Layla recalled how her parents’ had concealed their auras before fleeing to Idaho; how Rhosewen had manipulated hers to hide the pain; and how Aedan had filtered his when facing death. Their sad memories were invading Layla’s brain far too often, and she wondered if it would always be that way.

				Quin’s voice broke through her melancholy musings like a breath of fresh air. “Have you always been this independent?”

				She smirked and raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m independent?”

				“Your silence.”

				“Oh.” She looked down and picked at the denim stretching across her knee. “Not always. Three years.”

				“Since Katherine’s stroke.”

				“Yes. Mom’s the only person I’ve ever relied on.”

				“I see,” he whispered. Then he hesitated before going on. “You’re handling the things you saw last night very well.”

				“What other option do I have?” Aside from lacking options, she felt like a fleet of army tanks had plowed over her heart using her energy as fuel.

			

			
				“You could talk to me about it,” he suggested. “Surely you have questions and concerns. I’d like to help you work through them.”

				Her coffee was gone, leaving her bereft of distractions and fighting the urge to chew a fingernail. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”

				“Let’s start with the obvious,” he proposed. “Are you worried?”

				As obvious as it was to him, Layla hadn’t made it there yet. She’d been so overcome by love and sadness, she hadn’t thought about the danger. Even now, as she recalled the enemy with perfect clarity, the threat seemed distant and irrelevant, shadowed by everything else she’d learned that weekend.

				“Is Agro still alive?” she asked.

				“Yes,” Quin answered, “and so is his army.”

				“Am I in danger?”

				“Not that we know of, but you may be able to shed some light on the situation. If you feel like talking about it.”

				“How could I know something you don’t?”

				“Because we have no idea what happened the night your dad died. We know what his intentions were, and we assume he succeeded, because the coven never received another visit from the Unforgivables following his departure. They watched the community from a distance, observing the magicians flying in and out—same with Aedan’s childhood community in Virginia. But Agro never showed himself again, and after about six months, he pulled his spies away. If he truly believed you were alive, he would have moved in and searched our homes, but he gave up without even questioning your grandparents, which led us to believe Aedan succeeded.”

			

			
				“He did very well,” Layla whispered, closing the curtains on tears.

				Her chest shuddered over a shaky breath as she fought to maintain control, but her defenses shattered when Quin vanished her cup and pulled her into a hug.

				“It’s okay to cry,” he assured, and that’s exactly what she did, all over the spotless, white cotton spanning his sturdy shoulder.

				“I’m afraid it will never get easier,” she confided, “to think about what they went through... what they did for me, and for each other.”

				“Time will help,” he encouraged. “It will shadow the bad memories and let the wonderful things you saw shine through.”

				“The good memories make me cry, too.”

				“The heart can be cruel in that aspect, but we’d be lost souls without the ability to love so deeply it hurts. You probably saw a few of those souls in the imprint. We’re far better off; even with the ache love sometimes lays on us.”

				His words were comforting, but it was his touch that calmed her lungs and soothed her heart.

				She turned her head, finding his neck with the tip of her nose, and her lips twitched as his scent rushed her senses. Though her eyelashes remained moist, the tears had stopped, and she owed it to the man sheathing her in consoling warmth. He was good at pulling her out of the dark, succeeding where so many had failed since Katherine’s stroke.

				“I feel like you’re the only person who knows me now,” she confessed.

				One of his hands slid up her back, navigating through curls to lift her cheek from his shoulder. “I want to know you better. Will you let me?”

			

			
				She struggled to breathe as she flipped her gaze between his eyes and mouth. They were seductive and hypnotic and mere inches away, tugging on her like a magnet. “Yes.”

				His eyes twinkled as he leaned in, barely touching his lips to hers, and she clutched his t-shirt as her heart stuttered. Her reaction amused him, pulling the corners of his mouth toward chiseled cheeks, but it didn’t stop him from pressing closer.

				His fingers flexed in her hair as his tongue parted her lips, and she closed her eyes, surrendering to a sea of satiny flesh. When their mouths stilled, they both shivered and sighed, feeling like they’d rediscovered something lost.

				“I’ve wanted to kiss you a dozen times this morning,” he revealed. “It’s been difficult to refrain.”

				“Don’t,” she whispered.

				“Don’t what?” he returned.

				She took his wrists, pulling his hands from her cheeks to her hips. Then she slid her palms to his hard biceps. “Refrain from kissing me.”

				Shocked by how aware she was of her body, his body, and the bed beneath them, she squirmed, unfamiliar with the heat searing her inner thighs. No way was she ready to have sex with him. She’d known him less than three days. But her hormones must have missed the memo, because body parts that had never pulsed before pulsed now, humidifying her panties.

				Quin must have sensed her unease, because he pulled one of his hands from her hip and took her hot cheek. “If I don’t refrain, we’ll never get anything done.”

				This did nothing to stifle Layla’s desire, but it did ease her embarrassment. “Are you on a schedule?” she challenged.

			

			
				His aura pulsed, brightening gorgeous features set with deep dimples. “Nuh-uh,” he answered, taking her by the waist. Then he pulled her to his lips for a much longer kiss.


				


			

				


				Chapter 2

				Body pulsing, Quin struggled to keep his kiss slow and his hands idle. Tingles slid from his lips to his toes, arousing every inch along the way, but he quelled his cravings, using willpower and magic to redirect blood flow.

				Taking a calming breath, he slowly backed away and touched Layla’s swollen pucker. “That was a very good kiss.”

				Her lips pulsed and curved beneath his fingertip, but her gaze shifted away, landing on the air around him.

				“What’s that mean?” she asked.

				“You’ll have to be more specific,” he returned. “I can’t see it.”

				“Oh yeah. I mean the way it’s moving. It’s flowing really fast.”

				Quin filled his lungs as he glanced at her aura. Then he met her stare. “It means I’m stimulated.”

				“Oh,” she breathed, eyes widening. “Is mine doing that?”

				“Yes, and it’s beautiful.”

				She quickly dropped her gaze, face flushing bright red.

				“Why does that embarrass you?” he asked.

				“Because I don’t live like this,” she answered. “I’m not used to having everything I feel laid out for everybody to see.”

			

			
				“I can imagine that’s overwhelming, but there isn’t anything in your aura to be ashamed of, and you don’t have to be embarrassed around me, because I am used to it.”

				“Don’t you get tired of it? Having your emotions analyzed by others without your permission?”

				“Sometimes auras are inconvenient, but they’re too useful and beautiful to regret.”

				She slowly raised her gaze to the air around him. “They are beautiful.”

				“Yes.” He was watching hers and had to shake his dumb expression away. “Are you hungry?”

				“Yes. Can you see that in my aura?”

				“No, but I’m hungry.”

				Layla glanced at the sunlight filtering through the cracks in the curtains. “What time is it?”

				“Two in the afternoon.”

				“Really? How long did I sleep?”

				“A solid eight hours.”

				She carefully looked him over. “Did you sleep?”

				“Quite peacefully,” he assured.

				“Good,” she approved. “How long did the memories take?”

				“About three hours.”

				“It felt like months.”

				“I’m sure.”

				“You stayed the whole time?”

				“Yes.”

				“Did I do anything weird? Like talk or move around?”

				Quin watched her blush, appreciating the color, but wondering if her embarrassment would ever subside. “No. You didn’t say anything, and you barely moved.”

				“Bet that was boring,” she replied, wrinkling her nose.

			

			
				“Right,” he laughed, holding out his hands, and their refilled coffee mugs appeared.

				She beamed and accepted the cup with cream. “Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome. Breakfast will be ready soon.”

				“Who’s making it?”

				“Cinnia.”

				“Did you do that mind searching thing again?”

				“Yes. Would you like to share an apple while we wait?”

				“Sure.”

				A large, pink apple appeared on his shoulder then rolled down the outside of his arm into his hand. The fruit split away from the core and peel into eight even pieces. Then it floated into the air while the inedible parts disappeared.

				“Have one,” he suggested, taking one for himself.

				Layla smiled as she pulled a piece of apple from mid-air. “That was fancy. Do you do everything with flair?”

				“No, but sometimes it’s fun to play with your food.”

				She laughed as she took a bite, and he watched her chew, noting she was far less insecure about it than with their last meal.

				After swallowing, she licked her fingers clean and flashed a mischievous smile. Her gaze turned toward the floating apple, narrowing in concentration, and one wedge of fruit flew away from the others, flipping several times before spiraling toward her mouth.

				She opened up then grinned as she chewed. “You’re right. It is fun to play with your food.”

				“That was impressive,” he commended.

				“Yeah right,” she smirked.

				“I’m serious. You just found out about magic yesterday, and you’re already performing it with ease.”

			

			
				Her smile slipped away. “Doesn’t that make sense? I mean, that’s what all this is about, isn’t it? Me being some sort of super witch? That’s why my parents had to...” She stopped talking and grabbed another slice of apple, nibbling as she stared at nothing.

				“Yes,” Quin confirmed, “you’re an extremely special witch, but it’s not your fault things turned out the way they did.”

				“I know it’s not my fault, but it’s a result of me.”

				He took her chin and lifted her gaze. “Now that you’ve seen their memories, you know how much your parents loved you. They wouldn’t go back and change the fact that you were conceived for anything. They would change the way things ended for them, but you, they’d keep.”

				“I know,” she whispered. “They loved like they breathed. And not just me—each other, even before they bonded. They were hooked the moment they met.”

				“Some would call that fate.”

				“Or a disaster waiting to happen.”

				He shook his head. “Do you think Aedan and Rhosewen would have given up one second of their time together in order to live a longer life?”

				“No, I really don’t.”

				“Me neither. Some things are worth dying for. Love is one of them, and you’re another.”

				“Thank you,” she whispered.

				“I’m not the only person who feels that way,” he added. “This entire coven would lay down their lives for you.”

				“I would never want them to.”

				“I know, but we’re protective of our family.”

				“I saw how wonderful they are in the memories,” she recalled. Then her face and aura brightened. “I saw you as a baby.”

			

			
				“Yeah?” he asked, grabbing a piece of fruit.

				“Yes, you and your parents, on my mom and dad’s wedding day. How long did you have to stay in Alaska?”

				“We came back about a year after Aedan’s death.”

				“I’m sorry your family had to leave. That must have been hard on them.”

				“We stayed with my mom’s family, so it’s not like we were lonely, and my parents are happy wherever they are as long as they’re together.” He waved a hand, vanishing the remaining pieces of apple. “Breakfast is in the kitchen.”

				“Oh. Okay. So is it true I’m unlike anyone else?”

				Quin waited for her to scoot off the bed. Then he took her hand and led her down the hallway and through the living room. “As far as we know there isn’t another like you, but there might be and we just don’t know about it. It’s not something one would shout to the world if they know what’s good for them. Not with people like Agro around.”

				“So what does it mean?”

				“Which part?”

				“Well, I know bonded children are magically stronger, but what’s the difference between them and me?”

				“Our coven has speculated about that for more than twenty-one years, but we have no way of knowing what to expect. Odds are you’re substantially more adept than other bonded children.”

				“Is that what I’m called? A bonded child?”

				“We’ve referred to you as a twice bonded child before, but there isn’t a title for what you are.”

				He opened a swinging door, and she entered a spacious kitchen furnished with brand new, high-end appliances. The shiny counters and gadgets formed a horseshoe to her right, and to her left, illuminated by half a dozen, westward windows, stood a long, wooden table set for breakfast.

			

			
				Quin pulled out a chair, and Layla took a seat in front of a plate of pancakes. “Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome,” he returned, taking the chair across from her.

				She began eating, seemingly lost in thought, so Quin stayed quiet through his meal, trying not to stare too much.

				Halfway into her pancakes, she set her fork down, drained her milk then got to her feet. “Where’s the bathroom?”

				“There’s one off the hallway, one in the master bedroom, and another upstairs. Your grandma stocked the one in the master bedroom for you.”

				“There are three?”

				“Yes.” He stood and vanished their mess. “Would you like me to show them to you?”

				“No. I’ll just use the one in the bedroom.”

				“Okay,” he agreed, taking her hand. “I’ll use the one off the hall.”

				When they reached the first door in the hallway, he released her hand and walked to the second. He smiled and winked before disappearing through it, and Layla’s heart fluttered as she entered the bedroom.

				Opposite of the bed were two closed doors, and Layla couldn’t remember which one led to the bathroom. She tried the one on the left and ended up in a huge walk-in closet full of clothes. She wanted to look around, but needed the other door worse.

				When she entered the bathroom, she halted and clutched the doorjamb, vividly picturing Rhosewen standing naked in front of the mirror. This was where she found out she was pregnant. This was where the pain began.

			

			
				Layla’s chest tightened as tears stung her eyes, and she had to force her jelly legs inside. She quickly closed the door and leaned against it. Then she took a shaky breath and scurried across smooth marble.

				After answering nature’s call, she walked to the vanity and washed her hands. As she looked in the mirror, she couldn’t help but visualize her mom staring back at her, and a sob burst from her chest. Heart twisting, she cringed and leaned on the vanity, rinsing her hands while trying to stem the tears, but more spilled with each shuddering breath.

				“Oh god.” How was she supposed to live in a house full of memories that make her bawl? A house teeming with ghostly impressions she’d experienced firsthand. She could feel Rhosewen’s curse kicking in, pain shooting through her shins and spine, and yet, this intimate moment with her mom was invaluable, one of only a few Layla knew.

				A soft knock on the door jolted her upright, and she scrambled for a tissue as Quin’s voice floated into the bathroom. “Layla?”

				“I’m fine,” she replied, but her voice cracked, giving her away.

				She wiped her face as she turned off the water. Then she tried to smooth her hair as she walked to the door. The moment she opened it, Quin pulled her into a hug.

				“I’m okay,” she assured. “I just... I just...”

				“You don’t have to explain, Layla. I know it must be hard to look around this house after what you’ve seen.”

				“I don’t know if it will ever get better.”

			

			
				“I think it will.”

				“I hope so.” She took a deep breath and made sure her face was dry. “I’m okay now. It just came out of nowhere. One second I had control; the next it broke.”

				He leaned back and found her eyes. “That’s okay, you know?”

				“It’s going to have to be. I have no choice.”

				“That’s not true. You don’t have to be here.”

				“What else would I do? Return to Oklahoma like the average girl next door?”

				“I beg that you don’t, but we could leave for a while if you’d like. Go to the beach or something.”

				Layla was tempted, but she’d buried her head in the sand long enough. People were waiting for her to pull it together, and she already felt guilty for making them wait so long. “That wouldn’t be fair to my grandparents.”

				“They’ll wait,” he assured.

				“No,” she refused. “They’ve waited long enough. Did they even sleep last night?”

				“They got some rest when you did.”

				“Good,” she approved, speculating about the reunion. “I’m kind of scared to meet them. I don’t know how to feel about it.”

				“Stop analyzing yourself,” he suggested, “and just do what comes natural. Emotions will be running thick when you meet, and everyone in the room will have to deal with them.”

				“They’ll drown in mine,” she mumbled. “But I guess it’s time to stop being a wuss and meet the family who’s sacrificed so much for me.”

				“I wish you wouldn’t feel that way. The sacrifices your grandparents made are the last things on their minds right now.”

			

			
				“Maybe, but they’re very fresh in mine.”

				“I guess they are. And I can see why that might make this difficult, but your grandparents will understand as well. They won’t hold your tears against you, and they’ll do whatever they can to make you feel better.”

				“I know,” she whispered, recalling the way they’d held her in the memories—gently and ardently, like they never wanted to let go. “I’d like to shower and change before meeting them, but after that, no more putting it off. I swear.”

				“You don’t have to promise me anything, Layla.”

				“I’m promising myself.”

				“I see.” He kissed her head then let go. “Where would you like to meet them?”

				“Hmm...” She imagined him marching her across the lawn in broad daylight to meet her long lost family, and her stomach churned. “Would they mind coming here?”

				“Not at all. How do you want to meet them?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Do you want to meet them all at once or one at a time? Should they let themselves in or should they knock? Or I could let them in and introduce you. You pick.”

				Layla raised an eyebrow and smiled. “You’re a very thorough person, Quin. You’ve amazed me with your attention to detail several times.” And cue the dimples.

				He didn’t disappoint, grinning as he touched her lips. “Thank you.”

				She blushed and reached up, taking his finger from her twitching smile. Then she led him to the coffee table. “That’s a lot of decisions to make. Would you like to help me?”

				“I would love to,” he answered, sitting in one of the cushy armchairs.

			

			
				Before Layla could sit beside him, he spun her around and pulled her onto his lap. One of his arms encased her stiff shoulders as the other encircled her waist. Then he softly squeezed, urging her to loosen up. Layla took a calming breath then forced herself to relax, quickly realizing his lap was a fantastic place to be.

				He grinned then buried his face in her hair, his aura flaring bright yellow and emerald green. “If this is the kind of help you need, count me in.”

				His breath swept across sensitive flesh, and she giggled as she tilted her head. “This wasn’t what I meant by help, but it’s nice.”

				He pressed closer, finding tingling skin with his lips, and she quivered from head to toe. “You’re a good distraction,” she murmured, eyes drifting shut.

				He took a deep breath then pulled away. “Sorry. What can I help you with?”

				Layla blinked and cleared her throat. “Right. Decisions. Can I get another cup of coffee first?”

				“Let me see if Cinnia’s home,” he said, closing his eyes, and for the next several seconds, Layla watched his lids roll over pupils. When they opened, he lifted his right hand, catching a summoned cup of coffee.

				“Amazing,” Layla marveled, taking the mug. “You’re thorough and expedient.” She sipped a few times then set the coffee aside. “Is mind searching as easy as you make it look?”

				“Not always,” he answered. “Depending on the mind, it can be impossible, but Cinnia and I trust each other enough to let our guard down. She knew it was me knocking, so she opened up, but we don’t let just anyone in.”

				“How do you block it?”

			

			
				“You don’t have to keep it blocked. That would be exhausting. You’ll know if someone’s trying to connect. Then you protect yourself. Remember how I mentioned we’re good at compartmentalizing?”

				“Yes.” That had been right after she found out she was a witch. How could a person forget a conversation like that?

				“Well,” he continued, “it’s along those lines. You can’t erase what you know, but as magicians, we possess enough concentration to redirect thoughts from the forefront of our minds into hidden compartments. Once your secrets are concealed, create a new compartment filled with nonsense, then place it front and center for the intruder to find. We can also shield our skulls, which can prevent the intrusion altogether, but it’s wise to remember shields can be broken. Am I making sense?”

				“Yes, and it sounds hard.”

				“It is hard, but blocking is easier than searching, which helps protect our privacy.”

				“Privacy,” she smirked, reaching for her coffee. The brew had already cooled, so she tried using magic to heat it up. The ceramic mug warmed, and she smiled as she sipped.

				Quin grinned as he watched her drink. Then he inched back into her hair. “So,” he whispered, “do you need help with something else? Or should I go back to distracting you?”

				Layla closed her eyes as she leaned into him, unable to stop herself. “Mmm... that’s a tough one, but we should probably get back to the point.”

				“Did we have a point?” he asked, drifting his nose across her neck.

				And that’s when Layla forgot she held hot coffee. “Damn.”

			

			
				“What?” he asked, pulling away.

				“You distracted me,” she accused, holding up wet fingers.

				He took her hand and examined it. “Did it burn?”

				“No, but it made a mess of things.”

				“Nothing a little magic can’t fix,” he assured, cleaning her up. “So, what decisions do you need my help with? I think that was our point when we sat down.”

				“Was it?” she asked, staring at her dry fingers.

				“Yes,” he answered, taking her mug and floating it to the table, “but we can find a new point if you don’t like that one anymore.” He grinned and raised his eyebrows. “What about how incredible you smell?”

				Her cheeks burned, but she somehow maintained eye contact. “I’m not sure that would make for stimulating conversation.”

				“Who said anything about conversation?”

				Layla laughed, but her insides flipped with a mixture of nerves and desire. “You are a good distraction, Quinlan Kavanagh, but you’re making me break my promise.”

				“Well, Layla Love Callaway, we can’t have that. What can I do to help with your decisions?”

				His use of her middle name caught Layla off guard. Only two other people had ever used it—her dad and Katherine. “What’s yours?”

				“My what?”

				“Your middle name.”

				“Now who’s distracting?” he teased.

				“It’s only fair,” she countered. “You know mine.”

				“I love your middle name. It’s very appropriate.”

				“You’re stalling,” she accused.

				He laughed as he swept a curl across her nose. “Am not. It’s Farrel.”

			

			
				“Hmm... Quinlan Farrel Kavanagh. I like it.”

				He dropped her hair and touched a forefinger to her bottom lip. “Are you stalling?”

				“No.”

				She leaned into him, trying to decide which way would be the best way to meet her grandparents. “I think it would be weird to meet them one at a time, so I guess the four of them should come together. I also think it would be weird to answer the door to them, or for them to just walk in, so it would be nice if maybe you could warn me then let them in. It will still be awkward, but there’s no escaping that. What do you think?”

				“What did you need me for?”

				“Input. So you don’t mind letting them in? Or have a better idea?”

				“Of course I don’t mind, and no, I don’t have a better idea of what you want than you do.”

				“I guess that’s it then. Time to climb the ladder to the high dive.”

				“That’s the scariest part.”

				“So they say,” she mumbled, laying her head on his shoulder.

				After a long moment of bliss, she leaned back and found his eyes. “Are you going to let me go so I can shower?”

				“I have a choice?”

				“Well I doubt I could successfully fight my way free.”

				“Do you want to try?” he asked, dimples deepening.

				“Maybe some other time,” she smirked.

				“I look forward to it,” he replied, slipping one arm under her knees. He stood, picking her up with him. Then he lowered her feet to the floor. “There’s something I need before giving you your freedom.”

			

			
				“Of course there is.”

				He leaned in, stealing her breath with an intense kiss. Then he straightened and released her. “Okay, off you go.”

				She grasped his shoulder, trying to steady her balance and clear her head. “You make it hard for a girl to accept her freedom, Quin. Was that your goal?”

				“Nope. I was hoping I could convince you to willingly return.”

				“Clever,” she commended, taking a step back. If she stayed close to him, she’d never make it to the shower. “What are you going to do?”

				He stiffened as the color and pace of his aura shifted. “I’m going to go tell your grandparents what’s going on, then go home and get cleaned up. I’ll come back to make sure you’re ready before having them come over.” He took a few steps toward the door then turned. “Sound okay?”

				Though he was looking at her, waiting for her reply, Layla could tell he was distracted. “Sure,” she answered.

				He resumed his trek to the door, but when she called his name, he paused once more. “Yeah?”

				“What’s the dark green?” she asked. “Like forest green, but murkier.”

				He flinched then squarely faced her. “It represents concern.”

				“Hmm…” she hummed, watching the dark green eclipse the other colors in his aura. Only the emerald green could compete. “Would you like to tell me why you’re so concerned?”

				He hesitated, looking at the ceiling as he rubbed his tense jaw, and after ten seconds of silence, Layla grew concerned. She hadn’t seen him this way since he revealed she was a witch. “What’s going on, Quin?”

				He released a heavy sigh and met her stare. “Your grandparents might not be too happy with the way I’ve handled the situation.”

			

			
				“Why?” she blurted, shocked by the explanation.

				“They might find my behavior inappropriate,” he answered, “considering the circumstances.”

				“I don’t understand,” she pressed, so he elaborated.

				“I doubt they would approve of me sitting here kissing you while you’re going through something so difficult.”

				“Oh,” she breathed, feeling like a fist had thumped her in the chest.

				“I don’t want you worrying about this,” Quin insisted. “It’s my problem, not yours.”

				She looked down, swallowing a lump while wiggling a toe into plush carpet. “Do you feel guilty for kissing me?”

				He retraced his path and pulled her into a firm hug, encasing her more completely than ever before. His arms covered her entire back, and one of his hands nestled her head, holding her cheek to his chest.

				“I probably should,” he answered, “but the time I’ve spent with you has been too good to regret. I just don’t want to upset the people who care about you.”

				“I see,” she whispered, crumbling in his warm embrace. “Should I keep my mouth shut? I don’t want to cause problems.”

				“No,” he objected. “You do and say whatever you want. This is my problem, one I was willing to face for just one kiss. I’ve spent more time with your lips than I deserve; I’ll gladly deal with this issue in return. It was well worth it.”

				“I’m glad you feel that way, but I’m sorry it’s gotten you into trouble. If it’s any consolation, you’ve made this easier on me, not harder.”

				“Good, because I would feel guilty if it were the other way around.”

			

			
				“Are you going to tell them?”

				“No, but they’ll know something’s up, and if they come right out and ask, I won’t lie.”

				“I’m sorry, Quin. I didn’t know this was an issue.”

				He leaned back and found her face. “Don’t be sorry. That’s the last thing I want you to feel about our kisses.”

				“I’m not sorry about the kisses,” she clarified. “They were perfect.”

				“Good,” he approved, taking her cheeks in his palms. “Now stop worrying about me and go take your shower.”

				“Okay.”

				He kissed her forehead then walked to the door, flashing a smile at her before rounding the corner.

				Unnerved by his absence, Layla watched the empty hallway long after she heard the front door close, foolishly hoping he’d forgotten something and would need to return. He didn’t, and she eventually gave up, rolling her eyes at her immaturity as she headed for the bathroom.


				


			

				


				Chapter 3

				Layla stepped out of the shower feeling refreshed, alert and a little more prepared to handle an emotional situation. And if she couldn’t handle it, at least her face would be clean when she buried it in her hands.

				She glanced around the bathroom, finding two fluffy, white towels hanging nearby. They were huge and felt bulky under her arms, so she dried with one. Then she wrapped it around her waist so she could bunch the other around sopping hair. With over two feet of curls, it took a long time to stop dripping, so she kept them clasped in cotton as she opened the door and entered the bedroom.

				“Whoa,” Quin blurted.

				Layla snapped her head up, finding him jolting from the bench at the foot of the bed, his wide eyes on her chest.

				Oh—my—god. Heat flushed her entire body as she looked down, struggling with the towels in a race to cover up.

				“Shit, Layla, I’m so sorry. But wow.”

				“Um...” she mumbled, still fighting towels. There, all the important stuff was hidden. She did one more scan, front and back. Then she slowly raised her gaze. He’d turned his back on her, so she relaxed, but he stayed rigid.

				“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I had no idea you’d walk out of there like that. The bedroom door was open, and it didn’t even occur to me to wait in the living room.”

			

			
				“I don’t believe you were purposely waiting to catch me in a towel, Quin. It’s just embarrassing.”

				“You’re not alone in that regard. I should have known better.”

				“Did you already go home and shower?” she asked, noting he wore different clothes—kaki shorts and a brown t-shirt.

				“Yes,” he confirmed.

				“You’re fast,” she observed. “Did you already talk to my grandparents?”

				“Um, yeah.” He rubbed the back of his tense neck then pointed toward the door. “I’m going to go wait in the hall. Let me know when you’re dressed.”

				He flew toward the hallway, his aura racing as he tried not to look her way, but she caught him sneaking a peek as he reached for the doorknob. “Damn,” he whispered, closing himself out.

				Layla quietly laughed as she moved to her duffel bag. Seeing Mr. Smooth so flustered made her feel better about the awkward ordeal.

				As she dug through her bag, wondering what a woman should wear to meet her long lost family, she came across the skirt she bought the day she found out she was adopted. Long and white and trimmed with crocheted lace, it had tiny, satin bows adorning the ripples along the bottom hem. Layla rarely wore skirts and dresses. The only reason she’d bought the one in her hand was because the clerk had pushed it on her. Now she wrinkled her nose in defeat because she appreciated the purchase. For the first time in three years, she had a reason to look nice. Throwing the skirt over her shoulder, she reached into the bag and grabbed a satin tank top that matched her eyes.

			

			
				After getting dressed and running a comb through her hair, she observed herself in the floor mirror. The straps of her bra showed, and the itchy undergarment didn’t make much of a difference anyway. The thick material of her tank top provided plenty of cover, so she stuffed the bra back into her bag and walked to the door.

				Quin was leaning against the wall, looking guilty, but he relaxed when he saw her. “I’m sorry, Layla. It was inappropriate to wait in the bedroom.”

				She took his hands and pulled him from the wall. “I’m not mad.”

				“No?”

				She looked down and fidgeted with his fingers. “Did you not like what you saw?”

				Quin hadn’t given himself time to properly take in the view, but the brief eyeful he’d gotten was tempting enough to make even the strongest man weak. “Honestly?”

				“Yes, please.”

				He pulled one of her hands to his lips, letting his confession slip over soft fingertips. “If I were a lesser man, I would have vanished your towels and taken you to bed.” He spoke the truth. He’d already visualized the scenario. What he didn’t tell her was that under different circumstances, gentleman or not, his twitching hands would have already explored a good portion of her body. “Let’s leave it at that,” he added, watching the top of her head.

				“Then I have no reason to be upset,” she replied, burying her face in his chest.

				He wrapped her in a hug and tucked his chin in, smelling her moist hair. “Nevertheless, I’ll be more careful about your privacy from now on.”

			

			
				After another deep breath and a kiss, he stepped back and scanned her clothed body. When his gaze slid over her loose tank top, he recalled the beauty beneath the satin, and knew his aura must be racing. “You look beautiful,” he offered, flashing a smile.

				Her face reddened, but her eyes stayed on his. “Thank you.”

				“Are you ready?”

				She squirmed, her chest rising as her lungs quickened. “Um... yeah.”

				“It’s going to be okay.”

				“I know.”

				“Is there anything I can do to make the jump easier?”

				She bit her lip, watching him through fluttering lashes. “What are you doing later?”

				“No plans,” he answered, stifling his humor as he waited for an invite, which took her several nervous seconds to give.

				“Would you like to come back over? Unless you have things to do. I’d understand if you need a break...”

				Her babbling came to a halt when he touched her lips. “I would love to come back over. I was hoping you’d ask.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“As sure as I’ve ever been. Is there anything else you need?”

				“Hmm...” Her pout wiggled as she thought, and he kept his finger on it, observing every tweak of her stunning features. When she raised her eyes to his, they were wide with exaggerated innocence. “There is one more thing.”

				“Name it.”

				She turned into the bedroom and skipped to the coffee table, picking up her empty mug. “Please,” she pleaded, flashing a pucker.

			

			
				Quin laughed as he crossed the room. “More coffee?”

				“Yes, please.”

				“You are an addict.”

				“I tried to warn you.”

				“Yes you did.” He took her cup then led her toward the kitchen. “Cinnia isn’t here right now, so it won’t be as good.”

				“We can’t always have perfect. I had to drink the average stuff for six years. Can you imagine how addicted I’d be if I’d been raised on Cinnia’s coffee?”

				“You’d need an IV,” he teased.

				They entered the kitchen, and he pulled out a chair, motioning for her to sit as he moved to the counter. While she sat and swung her legs, he magically prepared an entire pot of coffee then fixed a cup just the way she liked it.

				He carried the mug to the table. Then he set it aside and pulled her to her feet. “I should feel guilty for giving an addict her fix, but that smile’s too good to deny.”

				Her grin widened. “Thank you for your endless understanding.”

				“You’re welcome. What else can I do for you?”

				“This could go on forever, Quin. Eventually you’ll have to push me off the diving board.”

				“I would never do that.”

				“I know.” She took a deep breath then slowly let it out. “Okay, I’m ready.”

				“I’ll come back in by myself before letting them in.”

				“I would appreciate that.”

				“But once they’re here, I’m going to leave.”

				“Okay,” she agreed, pouting and blushing at the same time. “I’m going to miss you.”

				He took her cheeks and leaned close, giving her a soft kiss. “I’ll miss you, too, but as soon as you’ve had enough time with them, I’ll come back.”

			

			
				He started to drop his hands, but she grabbed his wrists. “Thank you, Quin.”

				He kissed her again, then again. Then he smiled. “See you in a minute.”

				She nodded as she released him, letting him walk from the kitchen. Then she stood still, stomach flipping as she listened to the front door close. Only then did she grab her coffee and move to the living room.

				She found her backpack on the couch and dug out her cell phone, tossing the bag aside as she checked for missed calls. There were three from Phyllis Carter and one from Travis Baker, her friends in Oklahoma. And there was one from Gerald Greene, her financial lawyer. Unsurprising since she’d neglected to contact any of them the previous day.

				She didn’t have time to call them back now, and she had no idea what she’d say when she did. Hi. Found my family, but guess what? We’re a bunch of witches and wizards. Yeah right.

				She turned to set the phone on a nearby table, and her breath caught in her chest as she came face-to-face with the large wedding photo of her parents.

				Her breathing resumed, and she moved closer to the framed portrait, viewing it with new eyes, an enhanced perspective. Before witnessing the magical imprint, she’d seen two beautiful strangers. Now she saw two lost loved ones posing for a photo filled with precious memories. Emotion bubbled in her chest, and she wondered if there was any point in fighting the reaction. The impending reunion would likely launch her into an ocean of mixed emotions.

			

			
				She reached up, gingerly touching the silver frame, and a flash of light caught her eye. For the first time since she’d put it on, she looked at the ring on the third finger of her right hand. She’d gone the entire afternoon without noticing it, and as she stared at the dainty, rose gold band, she realized why. She couldn’t feel it. If she weren’t staring at it, she wouldn’t believe it was there.

				She looked closer, admiring the gemstone circled by diamonds. The zultanite sparkled like rich champagne, but when Layla turned her hand, exposing the gem to different light sources, she caught a flash of raspberry pink, soft peach, sage green, and canary yellow.

				The front door opened, and she jolted, slopping coffee across her other hand. 

				“I’m sorry,” Quin offered, walking across the room. “Should I have knocked?”

				“No,” she answered, setting her mug aside. “I was just lost in thought.”

				Quin took her hand and magically cleaned her mess. Then he kissed her knuckles. “What were you thinking about?”

				“I’d just noticed my mom’s ring on my finger.”

				He smiled and lifted her right hand. “It’s beautiful.”

				“I think so, too.”

				“It looks good on you.”

				“It feels good on me.”

				He kissed that hand as well then looked to her eyes. “They’re here. Are you ready?”

				Oh, the butterflies. They ran amok in her belly, flitting around the tightening knot and rising emotion. What a mess. “Yeah.”

				He watched her face for a few seconds then released her hands, but she panicked and grabbed him back. “I’ll see you soon, right?”

			

			
				He moved closer, pulling her shaky palms to his cheeks. “Very soon.”

				“Okay.” Her voice shook, too.

				“It’s going to be okay, Layla.”

				“I know.”

				He kissed her palm then let go, giving her a reassuring smile as he headed for the door.

				Layla didn’t know what to do with herself. She was nervous and self-conscious as well as scared and emotional. Should she sit? Should she stand? Should she hug or shake hands? Would she recognize them from twenty-one-year-old memories? Would she remember their names when put on the spot? Would they put her on the spot? What would she say if they did? These questions and a million more shot through her mind in the few seconds it took Quin to walk to the door. By the time he paused and looked back, her breathing was labored and her heart pounded so hard it echoed in her ears.

				“Breathe,” he suggested.

				Her cheeks burned as she tried to steady herself. It didn’t work. She’d never had a panic attack, but feared she was on the brink of one now. “I’m trying. Just get it over with.”

				He sighed. Then he opened the door and took a step back.

				Golden mist drifted into the foyer, and Layla took two stumbling steps to the couch, bracing herself on the backrest.

				Rhosewen’s parents were the first to enter, and despite Layla’s emotional turmoil, she absorbed several details with a sweeping glance. She was amazed by their bonded lights, which were far more impressive in person than in memory and could be felt across the room—a heart-swelling sense of love and security. Layla was also stunned by the fact that twenty-one years had barely aged them. Caitrin’s straight hair remained golden as it swept across his muscular neck, and Morrigan’s caramel curls still flowed to the middle of her slender back. Their fair skin of slightly different shades remained smooth and unwrinkled, and their bodies were straight and sturdy.

			

			
				Layla looked up, focusing on their faces, and her lungs emptied. Seeing them in the memories had been like seeing extras in a movie. They’d been present, but never prominent. Now their features were lucid and illuminating, leaving Layla breathless.

				Rhosewen had clearly inherited Caitrin’s eyes—the aqua color, round shape, long lashes and defined lids—and she’d gotten his high cheekbones, but the rest of her facial features were found in Morrigan, in the brows arching over peach eyes, and in the small nose crowning pouty lips.

				Because Rhosewen’s features were so easily found in Caitrin’s and Morrigan’s faces, Layla found herself in there, too—in her grandfather’s round eyes and prominent cheeks, and in her grandmother’s nose, lips and curls.

				The golden mist flooding the entryway thickened, and Layla looked over, watching her paternal grandparents move into view.

				They, too, were unmarked by time. Daleen’s hair still flowed to her waist like an ebony waterfall, and Serafin’s wavy hair remained dark brown and medium in length. They both had smooth olive-toned skin and green eyes, but Daleen’s eyes were pastel green while Serafin’s were the vivid emerald Layla knew so well.

				Standing in a row, the four of them stared with wide eyes, clutching each other as tightly as Layla clutched the couch, which was pretty damn tight. She was squeezing the cushions so hard her fingernails hurt.

			

			
				She tried to swallow a lump while standing up straight, but the lump barely budged and her upper body swayed. The gracious act of moving toward her guests crossed her mind, but her feet were glued to the floor. Just as well; her knees were too wobbly to take her anywhere.

				Steadying herself, she attempted a polite smile, but her lips were numb. “Hi,” was all she could say, and it squeaked out. It was all wrong, so she tried again. “Sorry… so inappropriate.” Her cheeks grew hot as she dropped her gaze, finding herself once again clutching the couch.

				“It was perfect,” a woman replied, and Layla looked up, watching Daleen approach. “Hi,” she greeted, reaching for Layla, but she didn’t touch her. She just curled her fingers into the air around her. “We’ve been missing you.”

				Layla trembled as the dam cracked, flooding her lashes with moisture. “I don’t know what to say,” she confessed, struggling with insufficient lungs as she searched Daleen’s face. It was beautiful and sincere and like her son’s in so many painful ways.

				“You don’t have to say anything,” Daleen assured. “We owe you the world just for letting us get a look at you.”

				A sob broke through Layla’s clogged throat, and she dropped her head, squeezing her eyes shut on a swell of tears. “I’m sorry.”

				She heard the front door close and sobbed again, angry at herself for being too tender-hearted to face the people who sacrificed so much for her.

				She shivered as a hand slid down her hair. Then a woman spoke in a voice so kind and familiar it rocked Layla onto her heels.

			

			
				“Would you like to sit down, sweetie?”

				Layla looked up, finding her mom staring back at her through Morrigan’s affectionate expression; and her legs folded, dropping her into her grandmothers’ stealthy hands. She quickly found her feet, but she couldn’t stifle the tears or breathe without hiccupping, so she did her best to help them get her to the sofa. They sat her between them. Then Morrigan squeezed her shoulders while Daleen stroked her arm.

				“I’m sorry,” Layla gasped, burying her face in one hand, partly because she was embarrassed, and partly because everywhere she looked, her parents looked back through the faces of others.

				“Don’t be sorry,” Morrigan insisted. “We know this is hard.”

				Layla wiped her eyes, fighting to regain control, but her cheeks flamed and her hands shook. “I can see them… I can see them in you guys.” 

				“We see them in you, too,” Daleen replied. “You’re a beautiful reminder of our children. It hurts to think about Aedan and Rhosewen, but we’re so happy we’re getting this opportunity. We’ve been dreaming about it for twenty-one years. Now you’re here and you’re healthy and so lovely.”

				“Thank you,” Layla whispered, meeting Daleen’s stare. “I’m happy to see you, too. I’m just... overwhelmed.”

				Layla looked at her lap, wishing she had a tissue. Then an entire box was held out to her. She glanced at the large hand holding it then followed a tan arm to Serafin’s emerald eyes. “Thank you,” she breathed, absently taking a tissue. Whereas before she couldn’t make eye contact, now she couldn’t break it. She couldn’t look away from the gaze that was hers, her father’s and her grandfather’s.

			

			
				“You’re welcome,” Serafin offered, a sad smile curving wide set lips. “Can I get you anything else?”

				Layla shook her head no, still unable to look away.

				“I expected resemblances,” he added, “yet they stun the senses. You’re quite the beauty, my dear. It’s marvelous to behold you with my eyes instead of my mind.”

				Caitrin stepped closer, and Layla flipped her gaze from one wizard to the other, finding round eyes boasting shiny blue oceans. Caitrin’s fair face and colorful aura were so bright he could have been an angel. In fact, Layla felt like she was sitting on a golden cloud with a whole band of angels.

				“So beautiful,” she whispered. “All of you. It feels like a dream.”

				Caitrin smiled. “To see you is a dream come true for all of us.”

				Looking at them was getting easier. With each passing second, Layla saw more of them and less of her parents. Still an emotionally charged sight to see, but a happier one, unmarred by despair and loss. Her grandparents weren’t lost at all. She’d found them.

				A heavy weight she didn’t know she bore lifted, and her dizzy brain swirled as relief rippled from her head to her toes. The hasty flip of emotion jarred her senses, and her lungs yanked in air as she burst into tears. This time she covered her face with both hands and cried for several minutes.

				When the tearful episode subsided, she cleaned herself up then slowly looked around, focusing on their faces one at a time. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house, so she grabbed the box of tissues and passed them around.

				She figured there would be a quiet moment while everyone gathered themselves, but as she set the tissues aside, Morrigan pulled her into a tight hug. Layla’s first reaction was to tense, but she didn’t want to disappoint her grandma, so she turned and nervously slid her arms around her waist.

			

			
				“Layla,” Morrigan sobbed, “it feels so good to hold you.” She leaned back, stroking Layla’s cheeks like she’d never see them again. “Thank you for finding us. We’ve missed you more than words can say.”

				Layla swallowed and blinked back tears. “I had no idea how much I was missing.”

				“Oh, sweetie,” Morrigan exclaimed, pulling her back in.

				It didn’t take long for Layla to find comfort in Morrigan’s embrace. She was being held in motherly arms and felt as if she belonged there. In fact, she never wanted to leave, but after several seconds of cuddling into loving warmth, she wondered if hugging the others would feel as fantastic. Embarrassed to test the theory, she blushed when she left Morrigan’s arms and faced Daleen.

				“Your blush is lovely,” Daleen noted, taking her hot cheeks, “but unnecessary. We would cross the earth a million times for the chance to hold you again.” And with that, she pulled Layla in.

				The embrace didn’t disappoint, and soon Layla was buried in Daleen’s shoulder, floating in a sea of contentment.

				“Thank you,” Daleen whispered, smelling and kissing her curls. Then she leaned back and dried their tears.

				Layla stared at Daleen’s beaming face with wide eyes, feeling dazed as a smile tugged on her lips, but her nerves flared at the prospect of hugging her grandfathers. The idea was as foreign as the final frontier. But as scared as Layla was to make the journey, she burned with curiosity, so she cleared her throat and got to her feet.

			

			
				Serafin offered a hand, and she timidly took it, letting him pull her into a strong hug. One large palm urged her cheek to his chest as the other encircled her shoulders, and she hesitantly wrapped her arms around his torso.

				As wonderful as a mother’s hug, but completely different and brand new, Serafin’s embrace flooded Layla with another wave of emotion. She choked on a sob, and he rested a cheek on her head, strengthening the sanctuary encasing her. His chest vibrated as his heart thrummed in her ear, and she listened closely, finding peace in its rhythm. 

				If she’d known how natural and wonderful it would feel to hold her biological family, it would have saved her a lot of worry. They shared a connection not even twenty-one years apart could stifle. It was right. It was the way it should be. It was magical and perfect and she was home. Katherine had been her home for eighteen fantastic years and three very lonely years, but this was Layla’s home now, and she knew, without a doubt, that she belonged there.

				“Layla Love,” Serafin whispered. “You just made me the happiest man on earth.”

				Layla squeezed her response, unprepared to let go, but one grandparent remained.

				She turned to Caitrin without hesitation, and he happily pulled her into a cozy hug filled with security and love.

				What a day! Layla couldn’t believe it. In mere minutes, she’d obtained four loving relatives and was already comfortable with them. Another whoosh of relief lightened her body and mind.

				“You’re as sweet as your mom,” Caitrin offered, leaning back to find her face. “Thank you for giving us this opportunity. We could speak a million words and still not express how much this day means to us.”

			

			
				“I had no idea it would be like this. You guys are more wonderful than I ever imagined.”

				“You’re every bit as wonderful as we imagined,” he countered.

				In a flash of movement, Morrigan and Daleen were at Layla’s side, brushing her hair from her face and tenderly touching her arms. Apparently they couldn’t get enough of her to satisfy their neglected maternal need.

				“We want to get to know you,” Daleen insisted, laying her cheek in Layla’s hand. “We’ve been missing you so much for so long. We want you to stay here with us, so we can learn who you are and give you all the love we’ve been saving up.” She paused, hopefully searching Layla’s eyes as she swept a curl from her forehead. “Is that something you’d like?”

				Layla had no problem committing to her grandparents. In fact, she was ecstatic about it. “Yes. I want to stay and get to know the life I’ve been missing. You guys are wonderful. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

				“Oh, darling,” Daleen approved, pulling her into another hug. “You have no idea how happy you’ve made us.”

				Indeed. The room glowed with delighted auras and golden clouds.


				


			

				


				Chapter 4

				Portland’s urban buzz faded as the stranger entered the downtown hotel and scanned the lobby. Dishes clinked in an adjoining restaurant, and a stream of voices flowed from the service desk as a large group of tourists checked in.

				The stranger meandered to a guest coffee station and fixed a cup of brew. Then he sipped while watching two female receptionists distribute keys. One was older with a stern expression, and the other was in her twenties with short spiky hair and too much makeup. Neither were his type, but the younger one had a nice rack and a friendly smile.

				The busty woman sensed someone’s eyes on her and looked over, meeting the stranger’s stare. He smiled, unconcerned about being caught, and she blushed as she resumed her task. From then on, she couldn’t help but sneak glimpses of her admirer, and the stranger knew he had an ally.

				When the rush dissipated, the young receptionist told her coworker to take a break then began shuffling through papers.

				“You work too hard,” the stranger noted, trashing his coffee on his way to the counter. He glanced at the cleavage peeking from the woman’s white blouse, then to her nametag. “Chelsea.”

			

			
				Her cheeks flushed as she set her work aside and fidgeted with a pen. “Welcome to the…”

				“Yeah, yeah,” he interrupted, flashing a smile as he leaned on the counter. “I know the spiel. Take it easy. I’m not going to report you to your boss.”

				Chelsea’s chest stuttered as she shifted forward and lowered her voice. “My boss is in the office behind me, and he happens to be my boyfriend.”

				“Then you have nothing to worry about,” the stranger whispered.

				Chelsea forgot to breathe as she stared at him with wide eyes and parted lips. Then she shook her head and straightened her shoulders. “What can I do for you, Mister…?”

				“Callaway.”

				“Callaway. Do you have a reservation?”

				“No. I’m meeting my sister here, but I forgot her room number.”

				“I’ll give her a call,” Chelsea offered, turning toward the computer. “What’s her name?”

				“Layla Callaway.”

				Chelsea’s fingers paused over the keyboard as she looked over. “I remember checking her in.”

				“Do you keep track of all your check-ins?”

				“No, but your sister is… memorable.”

				“Yes she is.”

				“You two look nothing alike.”

				“So you’ll forget me when I’m gone?” he laughed.

				“That’s not what I meant,” she stammered. Then a man’s voice floated through a partially opened door behind her.

				“Chelsea.”

				“I’m with a customer,” she called back, focusing on the computer screen. After a short search, she picked up the phone and looked across the desk. “Do you want to talk to her?”

			

			
				The stranger leaned forward, giving Chelsea the impression he was scanning her body as he searched for the phone’s keypad, but it was hidden under the lip of the desk. “So that’s your boyfriend?” he asked, reaching for her lapel.

				“Uh… yeah,” she breathed, her bust rising into his knuckles.

				He slid his hand up her collar, grazing her jaw with his thumb as his fingertips slipped into haphazard locks of tawny hair. A touch to her skull and he’d see what she saw, know what she knew.

				“Chelsea,” the manager repeated, flinging open his door.

				Chelsea whipped her head around, and the stranger withheld a growl as he narrowed his eyes on the intruder—a man in his thirties with hair to match his girlfriend’s.

				The manager eyed the scene as he walked forward. Then he yanked the phone from Chelsea’s hand and took her place at the computer. “I need a list of check-ins for housekeeping,” he ordered. Then he looked at the customer. “What can I do for you?”

				The stranger glanced at the man’s nametag as he smoothed his expression and straightened from the counter. “Chelsea was doing a fine job, David. She should get a raise.” He winked at the receptionist, whose red face framed a grin as she looked away.

				“I’ll take that into consideration,” David simmered, trying with little success to maintain his professionalism. “Are you a guest here?”

				“No,” the stranger answered, turning his undivided attention on the man standing between him and Layla. “Chelsea was just ringing a room for…”

			

			
				David suddenly grunted and clasped his chest, ripping the phone receiver from its base as he stumbled backward. White fingers reached for the stranger, who calmly watched as David’s tense body toppled over a stool.

				Chelsea turned to find her boyfriend on the floor, and at first she struggled not to laugh. Then she noticed his pale knuckles and purple face and her paperwork went flying as she dropped to her knees. “David!”

				“What a shame,” the stranger mumbled, leaning across the desk for a glimpse of the computer screen, but he was interrupted by the older receptionist, who chose the most inconvenient time to return from her break.

				“What happened?” she blurted, eyes bulging at the scene.

				“Call 911,” Chelsea yelled, and her coworker jumped to obey, using the phone at the other end of the counter.

				The stranger stretched over the desk, as if trying to see the chaos on the other side. Then he darted forward and shifted his agile gaze down and to the right. The computer screen came into view, and his focus quickly landed on Callaway, Layla—Room 358.

				Bystanders flocked to Chelsea’s yells, crowding the reception area, so the stranger slipped away with ease. He entered the dining room, passed the patrons craning their necks to see the turmoil in the lobby. Then he dodged a frantic restaurant manager and made his way into the kitchen. A few cooks looked at him in confusion, but he ignored them, pretending he belonged there as he grabbed a steak dinner off the line and loaded it on a room service tray. On his way to the service entrance, he grabbed a blazer off the back of a chair, the kind the wait staff wore—maroon with ridiculous tails.

			

			
				With the tray in one hand, he magically donned the stolen jacket while riding the elevator toward his goal—a witch unlike any other, a witch with incomprehensible power. If he played his cards right, she’d be sharing that power with him very soon.

				The elevator halted, and the stranger took a right down the hall, following the signs to room 358. He stopped on the threshold, straightened his collar then knocked on the door, inwardly cursing the nerves tightening his stomach.

				Several seconds ticked by, and his impatience flared as he knocked again. Nothing.

				Glancing left and right, he reached for the doorknob and magically disarmed the lock. Once he was in, he quietly closed the door behind him and scanned the room. The lights were off, the TV was silent, and the bed was made.

				“This isn’t right,” he mumbled, moving further inside.

				There wasn’t any luggage, no trash in the bins, and no clutter on the tables. He walked to the bathroom and flipped the light on. The vanity held nothing but complimentary soaps, and the sink and tub were dry. “Shit.”

				She hadn’t stayed there last night. Where was she? And why didn’t she check out before going? Damn. This wasn’t what his visions showed him.

				He returned to the main room and sat at the desk with the tray. No sense in wasting a good steak.

				As he ate, he observed the chamber, watching the bed in which she may or may not have slept. Why did his prophesies consistently deny him the most important piece of the puzzle? It was as if the ethereal souls guiding his visions were deliberately thwarting him. Perhaps he would question them the next time he sought answers, which, apparently, would occur sooner rather than later.

			

			
				As he loaded empty dishes onto the tray, he decided he would return to the front desk and see if Chelsea remained at her post. He could give her a sympathetic shoulder to cry on about David’s sudden misfortune, listen to her sob about how her boyfriend’s too young to suffer a heart attack and how fragile he looked as the paramedics wheeled him away. Then the stranger would offer reassurances interspersed with flirtatious sweet talk, and soon Chelsea would be spilling her guts about any information she held on his… sister.

				If that didn’t work, he would get a room and wait for Layla’s return. He’d conceal himself and sit outside her door if that was the price to lay eyes on her again, to find the trail he lost in Oklahoma. Every thread of his existence was intertwined with hers. The witch shaped his life; he would travel to the ends of the earth and stoop lower than the deepest ocean if that’s what it took to shape hers.


				


			

				


				Chapter 5

				Fresh coffee in hand, Layla sat between her grandmothers while facing her grandfathers, concluding a brief rundown of her life. “And that’s when I quit my job at the diner and left Oklahoma. You guys pretty much know what comes next. It didn’t take long for me to find my way to Cinnia’s once I reached Oregon.”

				Morrigan and Daleen couldn’t keep their hands off Layla’s arms and hair, and she didn’t want them to. With the exception of Katherine, Layla had never felt so comfortable letting another person touch her so freely. Quin liberally touched her, but his touch made her nervous, flustered and excited; nothing like her grandmothers’ calming caresses.

				As if she’d been thinking out loud, Quin’s name popped into the conversation. “Has Quinlan been treating you well?” Caitrin asked, his expression unreadable.

				Layla’s cheeks burned as she struggled to maintain eye contact, wondering if her thoughts about Quin’s touch had flared in her aura. “Yes,” she answered, keeping her voice as even as possible. “Quin’s been really helpful. He goes out of his way to make things easy on me.”

				“Good,” Caitrin approved. “Quinlan’s a fine young man. If I didn’t think so, I wouldn’t have placed your fate in his hands, but I had to make sure he’s not making this harder than it has to be.” 

			

			
				Layla knew they were watching her aura, so there was no point in hiding anything. “He’s been wonderful, really. He seems as happy as you are that I’m here.”

				Morrigan swept Layla’s hair from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. “Our entire coven’s thrilled you’re here, sweetie.”

				“That’s what Quin said, but it’s hard to wrap my mind around the idea. My entire life I’ve had one person call me family. She was an amazing person, but she was only one. Now there’s a whole slew of you. I’m not sure how to respond to that, what to say and do.”

				“You say and do whatever you feel like,” Morrigan insisted. “Nobody expects something in particular from you. We just want to know you.”

				Daleen lifted Layla’s right hand, bringing her gaze around. “More family members simply means more love, darling. It’s a huge relief to hear you and Katherine shared such a special relationship. That’s exactly what we wanted for you, so it saddens us that your time with her was cut short. But you’re home now; it’s our turn to be your family, and we’re going to do everything we can to be the family you deserve. We can’t replace Katherine, but we’ll do our best to make you feel as comfortable with us as you felt with her.”

				“That’s right,” Serafin advocated, squeezing Layla’s knee. “We’ve waited a long time for the opportunity to take care of you. We’ll make sure we get it right. Whatever you need, we’ll provide.”

				“It’s been a long time since I’ve accepted an offer like that,” Layla replied, “but I’m going to try to accept it now. Not only because I miss having a family, but because I saw how hard it was for you guys to leave Ketchum without me.”

			

			
				“Yes,” Morrigan agreed. “That was the saddest day of our lives, but we don’t want that heartache to be the driving force of our bond, so don’t exhaust yourself trying to make up for lost time. Our dreams have finally come true. All we have to do now is relax and enjoy them.”

				Caitrin cleared his throat and shifted in his chair, steering the conversation along brighter paths. “How do you feel about your magic, Layla?”

				“It’s amazing,” she gushed. “When Quin first showed me he could perform magic, I was blown away, and of course I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. But then I performed it, and there was no denying the incredible feeling it gave me.”

				“Quin says your magic is already impressive,” Serafin noted.

				“Quin’s probably just being polite,” Layla countered.

				“What have you performed so far?” Caitrin asked.

				“Well, the first thing I did was find Quin’s aura while he was concealed, which was amazing, but it was nothing compared to the second thing.”

				Morrigan curled her legs on the couch and moved closer. “What was the second thing?”

				“I shot a fireball from my hand,” Layla exclaimed. “It was crazy. It felt so... invigorating.”

				Serafin laughed and traded a glance with Caitrin. “A fireball was the second bit of magic you performed?”

				“Yeah,” she answered.

				“That is impressive,” Caitrin commended. “Fire’s the trickiest element.”

				“That’s what Quin said, but I loved it. I hope I get to try it again soon.”

				“You don’t have to hope,” Morrigan pointed out. “You can step outside and shoot a fireball now if you’d like.”

			

			
				Layla’s eyes widened. “I guess I could. Weird.” But she didn’t jump up and become the fire starter she was tempted to be. She was far too comfortable wedged between her grandmas.

				“You have plenty of time,” Serafin assured, checking his watch. “What would you like for dinner?”

				“Um... I don’t know. I keep forgetting to think about food. It’s been like that for two days. If it weren’t for Quin, I would have starved.”

				“I’ll have to thank him for keeping my granddaughter alive,” Caitrin noted.

				Layla looked at her coffee, cheeks growing tingly and warm. “Like I said, Quin’s been wonderful. There’s more to thank him for than feeding me.”

				“We’ll be sure to do that,” Morrigan replied, touching Layla’s cheek. “Would you like to eat dinner with us? Or would you rather have dinner with Quinlan?”

				Layla jerked her head up, face flaming. “I don’t... I haven’t... I didn’t make dinner plans with Quin.”

				“I know, sweetie,” Morrigan soothed, squeezing her arm. “I’m merely asking your preference.”

				“Oh. Well he’s probably busy after dealing with me all weekend, and dinner with you guys sounds great.”

				Caitrin and Serafin suddenly stood from their chairs. Then they glanced at each other before turning back to Layla.

				“Would you like me to invite Quinlan to dinner with us?” Caitrin asked.

				Blasted hot cheeks. Although, her aura probably incriminated her more than her skin, so she sucked it up and faced the fact that she was busted. “Sure, but please tell him he doesn’t have to join us if he doesn’t want to.”

			

			
				“Of course,” Caitrin agreed. “I’ll be right back.” He stared at Layla for a long and thoughtful moment. Then he blew Morrigan a kiss and left the house.

				“What would you like to eat?” Serafin asked.

				“Um…” Layla mumbled, trying to think of something crowd-pleasing. “You like spaghetti. Let’s have that.”

				“May I ask how you know that?” he returned, titling his head.

				Layla didn’t want to bum everyone out, so she purposefully kept her voice pleasant. “I watched you have lunch with my dad in your workshop, the day he told you about my mom.”

				Serafin’s mind drifted, but his smile remained. “Ah, yes. I remember the conversation, but forget the meal. Thanks for reminding me. Do you like spaghetti?”

				“Sure.”

				“Then we’ll have spaghetti.” He headed for the kitchen, lightly running a hand across Daleen’s head, and her bonded light brightened, only to fade once he left the room.

				Morrigan scooted closer, pulling one of Layla’s curls to her nose. “Have you had a chance to see the house?”

				“No, but that reminds me, I got to hear you play piano, and you –are—amazing. Do you have a piano at your house? Did you teach my mom to play? I would love to learn sometime.”

				“Slow down,” Morrigan laughed. “Yes, I have a piano at my house. Yes, I did teach Rhosewen to play. And yes, I would love to show you what I know.”

				“Really?”

				“Absolutely, but first you have to tell me when and where you heard me play.”

				“Oh yeah. At Karena’s inn. Quin asked the front desk for your CD when he checked me in. I thought he was trying to impress me by saying he knew you, but now that I know the whole story...” She trailed off, recalling the way Quin had thoughtfully led her home. “Anyway, he offered to introduce me to you. I thought it was just talk, but I’m learning almost everything he says holds deeper meaning than mindless chit chat.”

			

			
				“Quinlan’s a meditative soul,” Morrigan agreed. Then she raised her eyebrows and glanced at the door. “Speaking of.”

				Caitrin walked in, followed by Quin, and Layla couldn’t help but grin. Then she realized how cheesy she must look and chewed her lip.

				Morrigan rose and took Caitrin’s hand, brightening the room with shimmering gold. Then they followed Daleen to the kitchen.
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				The moment Quin saw Layla’s smiling face, his frustration melted and his pulse quickened. He watched her from across the room as her grandparents made their exit, a tingle rolling down his relaxed spine. Then he closed the gap and sat beside her. “Hey, beautiful.”

				“Hey,” she greeted, grinning despite her blush.

				“It went well?” he asked.

				“Very well,” she answered.

				“Good,” he approved, leaning in for a kiss. “Thank you for inviting me to dinner.”

				“I hope I didn’t pull you away from anything.”

				He straightened and stretched one arm across the back of the sofa, watching her eyes flit over his chest. “Well you did.”

			

			
				“I’m sorry,” she offered, meeting his stare. “What were you doing?”

				He smiled and picked up a curl. “I was fretting over you, and believe me, I needed to be pulled away.”

				“Oh,” she murmured, unable to hide a smug grin as she cuddled into him. “I would have invited you sooner if I’d known.”

				“That’s good to know,” he replied, wrapping her in a hug, “but you needed time with them without me getting in the way.”

				“They’re wonderful, Quin. I had no idea what I’ve been missing.”

				“They’re over the moon about seeing you. I’ve never seen their auras so alive.”

				“You were right about the bonded lights,” she added. “They’re beautiful.”

				“Then you should fit right in,” he whispered, nuzzling her hair.

				Layla wiggled closer as an odd feeling swept over her, somehow tantalizing and satisfying all at once. It was unlike anything she’d ever experienced, and it was wonderful. “I missed you, Quin.”

				“I missed you, too, Layla.”

				“I hope I didn’t put you on the spot by inviting you to dinner with my grandparents. I know you were concerned about the situation.”

				“Don’t worry about me,” he insisted. “I’ve been dining with Caitrin and Morrigan my entire life, so it’s not the least bit awkward. Besides, they’ve avoided asking too many personal questions, and those they have asked were merely voiced for your benefit. Their main concern is your well being. Now that they’ve seen for themselves that you’re safe and happy and perfectly capable of tossing me out should I misbehave, they’re not so worried about me scaring you away.”

			

			
				“You’re not scary,” she teased, turning her face into his neck. “You’ve got nothing on the super witch.”

				“Oh yeah?” he returned, softly tickling her sides. “We might have to test that theory.”

				Layla was extremely ticklish, to the point where prolonged tickling made her manic, so his light touch launched her into uncontrollable giggles. “Not fair,” she squealed. “Tickling’s my kryptonite.”

				“Good to know,” he laughed, moving his fingers to the back of her neck.

				She squeaked and rolled her head. “Quin! You’re not playing fair.”

				“Who said anything about playing fair?” he returned, sliding his hands to her ribs.

				Layla was on the brink of screaming and couldn’t take much more, so she filled her lungs and grabbed his wrists, trying to push them away as she dove for his neck.

				Her tongue found skin, and he stilled, his chest rumbling as he pulled his wrists from her grip with ridiculous ease. “Now you’ve found my kryptonite,” he noted, cradling her head in both hands.

				Layla slowly closed her mouth, gliding teeth over hot flesh. Then she pulled away, cheeks flaming as her thighs twitched. “Good. Now it’s fair.”

				He grinned and hugged her to his chest. Then he buried his face in her hair until Daleen called them to dinner.


				


			

				


				Chapter 6

				“Three hours?” Layla exclaimed, flipping her gaze to Quin. “You balanced on one leg for three hours just to prove you could?”

				Her grandparents laughed, and Quin smiled as he chewed and swallowed his food. “What else does a five-year-old have to do on a Saturday?”

				Layla’s mouth hung open as she watched him take the last bite of his pie. The more she learned about him—which was a lot after dining with Caitrin and Morrigan—the more admirable his dedication became. When he set his mind on something, it gained his full attention, not some half-ass attempt.

				Morrigan rose and moved to the coffee maker, brewing a fresh pot. “If we didn’t challenge him, he would get bored and become our little mischief maker.”

				“Indeed,” Caitrin confirmed, clearing the table with a sweep of his hand. “We’d walk outside to find he’d vanished our porch or grown the grass taller than our heads.”

				“You didn’t,” Layla gasped, unable to hide her humor.

				Quin winked as he took a drink. Then he set his glass aside and rested his arm on the back of her chair. “They talk like I’m alone in the mischief making, but I wasn’t the first kid to turn our lawn into a jungle, and I won’t be the last.”

			

			
				“He speaks the truth,” Caitrin attested, taking his wife by the waist. “We are a mischievous breed.” He scanned Morrigan’s aura as he stood. Then he kissed her cheek. “Let’s give Layla a break, sweet peach, and go get some rest.”

				“What?” Layla blurted, shooting from her chair. “You don’t have to leave on my account. You just made coffee.”

				“I made it for you,” Morrigan explained, reaching for Layla’s hand as she rounded the table. “You’ve had a big weekend. We don’t want you to feel like you have to make up for twenty-one years in one night. Relax and let everything soak in. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

				Layla nodded, but she clutched Morrigan’s hand like it was the last one on earth.

				Morrigan smiled and pulled her into a hug. “Daleen and I are staying home tomorrow. Would you like to spend some time with us?”

				“Yes,” Layla answered, not even trying to hide her desperation.

				“That makes me so happy,” Morrigan whispered. “Give us a call in the morning, anytime. We’ll be ready when you are. Our number’s by the phone.”

				“Okay,” Layla agreed, staying glued to Morrigan’s side as everyone walked to the foyer.

				They halted by the door, and Layla severed her attachment to Morrigan so she could hug the others. Caitrin was the last to hold her, and he kept his hands on her shoulders as he leaned back. “If you need anything, call us. Even if you just want to talk. Okay?”

				“I promise,” she assured.

				“Good.” He watched her face for a moment then kissed her forehead. “We’ll see you soon, Layla Love. Very soon.”

				She nodded her approval. Then she passed out another round of hugs before letting them leave. They were all smiles, but Layla’s eyes swam with moisture, blurring and magnifying their departing auras and bonded lights. The door closed behind them, and its soft thud echoed deep in Layla’s head as she recalled the details of the reunion, making sure she had them memorized.

			

			
				Quin’s hands covered her shoulders, and she jolted before turning and hugging his waist. “Do you have to leave, too?”

				“Nope.”

				“So you’ll stay?”

				“I’d love to.”

				Comforted by his continued company, she leaned back and smiled. “What do you want to do?”

				His dark eyes glinted as his lips twitched, and his aura picked up speed, drawing Layla’s attention from his ignited gaze.

				“This is nice,” he answered, brushing her hair from her face. “But we can do something more productive if you’d like.”

				How did he effortlessly maintain eye contact when so aroused? Layla could barely meet his stare. Now that she knew what he wanted to do, she wanted to do it, too, and that mortified her. Partly because she wasn’t used to feeling that way, let alone sharing the news, and partly because she wasn’t ready to feel that way.

				She scooted back and averted her gaze, putting some space between them. The last thing she wanted to be was a tease.

				The haze rushing around him halted, like it had turned into a solid. Then it pulsed once before drawing closer to his body. “What’s up?” he asked.

				“Nothing,” she answered, offering what she hoped was a casual smile.

			

			
				He reached out, covering her lips with his thumb. “That’s a lie.”

				Busted. “I guess.”

				“Come here,” he insisted, pulling her closer. “These lips are too beautiful to lie, so out with it. Why did you back away?”

				She pouted as she watched him, ashamed of her bold faced lie, but she couldn’t help but feel a little justified. “Can’t a girl have her secrets?”

				“Yes, until they start pulling you away from me. If there’s a reason why you don’t want me to hold you, just say it. I’ll respect your wishes and do my best to understand. But don’t leave me wondering what went wrong.”

				“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just not used to sharing my feelings with people. It’s embarrassing.”

				“I can tell. But what do you think I’m going to do? Laugh at you?”

				“No.”

				“Then tuck that pretty pout in and tell me what’s wrong.”

				“I don’t want to lead you on,” she blurted, like a dam bursting. Her cheeks flamed, but she forced herself to continue. “I’m not ready to follow through with anything, so I gave you some space… to be fair.”

				“I see,” he replied, a smile tugging on his lips.

				“Are you trying not to laugh?” she scolded.

				“No,” he assured, “but I think it’s sweet you’re worried about me.”

				“It’s not all about you. I don’t want you to be frustrated with me.”

				Without any warning, he scooped her legs out from under her, softly catching her back in his other arm.

				“Wha…” she muttered, finding his face.

			

			
				But he ignored her scowl and carried her to the couch, making her comfortable on his lap as he urged her cheek to his chest. “I won’t lie and say I don’t want it, but that’s not why I’m here. I know you’re not ready, and that’s okay. I feel blessed to be on the receiving end of your kisses and wouldn’t dare push my luck by asking for more.”

				Layla furrowed her eyebrows as she searched his aura. “Really?”

				“Really,” he returned. “I’m not in a hurry, so I won’t get upset with you for making me wait. But if you make me stop touching you, I’ll be very sad.”

				“Oh,” she breathed. “Okay.”

				“What’s okay?” he pressed, sliding his palms down her sides. “This?”

				Layla closed her eyes, sighing her agreement as his hands slid under her shirt. He flexed his fingers, inciting goose bumps and a shiver. Then he took her by the ribs and squeezed.

				A laugh burst from her diaphragm as she jolted and twisted away, reaching for the safety of the floor, but he pulled her back in.

				“No you don’t,” he refused, somehow finding every ticklish spot on her body.

				“Quin!”

				“What?”

				She struggled to breathe as she pushed on his chest. “Stop.”

				“Or what?” he challenged, sliding a hand to her thigh.

				She yanked in air as she stretched for his neck, and in her desperation, she sucked harder than she’d intended. His game ceased, and she softened, puckering around his strong pulse.

			

			
				“Mmm…” he murmured. “You could calm a battlefield with those lips.”

				She slid her fingers into his hair as she pressed closer, kissing again and again; and it made her heady, as if he’d bathed in wine. He swept her hair aside, exposing the sensitive dip between her shoulder blades, and as his hand spanned bare skin, she quivered with an internal throb she’d never felt before. Her heart stuttered then sped, and warmth surged her veins, intensely flaring in some areas while soothing others.

				The hand on her thigh flexed around fluctuating muscles then slid to the tender spot below her hip, leaving a charged trail in its wake. She twitched as he gathered her skirt in his fist, his sigh floating through curls to stimulate her scalp. Then he unfurled his fist and extended his fingers, grasping her pelvic bone and butt in one firm handful.

				Searing heat rolled over her, curling her in before stretching her out, and her muscles stiffened as her cheeks flamed. She knew she must look like an idiot—eyes shut, head tilted back, chest heaving—but she was too rigid with arousal to do anything about it.

				He released her hip, taking her jaw instead, and she pulled in a shaky breath, steeling herself to look at him. But before she could open her eyes, he tilted her head further back and lowered his mouth to her throat. His lips swept over tingling flesh, finding her pulse. Then his tongue slipped out, lingering through several beats.

				Another flood of desire engulfed her, and she curled her fingers in his hair as her body craved more. Delicate spots had never yearned more than they did then. They absolutely needed to be touched. They screamed for it… for him. Just by kissing her neck, he’d scrambled her common sense and erased all logic, inseminating her with a longing to be anything he wanted her to be.

			

			
				In a brief moment of clarity, Layla wondered if that was his goal—if he was trying to get her so worked up she’d let him take her to bed. Then she forgot to care as his mouth slid to her collarbone. She arched, and her starving hips tilted, pressing into him on their own accord.

				His kisses suddenly stopped, and his hand clutched her hip, firmly pushing her away. “That,” he whispered, steaming up her throat, “I can’t handle. I’m sorry.”

				Layla shuddered, suspended between pleasure and pain and afraid to speak for fear she might actually tell him to take her to bed.

				“We can kiss all night,” he added, “but if you want me to behave, I’m off limits from the waist down.”

				Layla still couldn’t talk, not even after forcing herself to swallow. Her body wasn’t ready for it to be over, and she thought her hips might betray her if he gave them half a chance.

				A long moment of silence passed. Then his lips left her neck, deflating her lungs and loosening her muscles.

				“Layla?”

				“Yeah?”

				“You okay?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Are you upset?”

				“Are you kidding?” she laughed, opening her eyes. The urgency had ebbed, leaving her rejuvenated. “That was amazing, Quin. I’ve never felt that way before.”

				“That’s a shame,” he noted, sliding his gaze down her body, “because you handled it beautifully.”

				Her cheeks grew hot as she shyly bit her lip. “We should do it again sometime.”

			

			
				“You trust me to hit the brakes?” he asked, finding her eyes.

				Layla wasn’t sure what she was getting herself into, but she knew she liked it. “We’ll see,” she said, getting to her feet.

				He quickly stood and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Hey.”

				“Hey back.”

				“Want something special?”

				“I already have too much,” she refused.

				“You’ll like it,” he urged. “I promise.”

				“You’ve done enough, Quin.”

				“Come on,” he softly coaxed, spreading tingles down her neck.

				“Fine,” she conceded, smiling at his effective manipulation. “You win.”

				He kissed her cheek. Then he released her waist and slid one arm around her chest. “Close your eyes.”

				She leaned into him as she obeyed, and several seconds ticked by before the smell of strong coffee drifted up her nose.

				“You’re too much,” she whispered, opening her eyes to a steaming mug.

				“Cinnia made it.”

				Layla took the brew and sipped. “It’s amazing. Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome. Maybe you won’t be so stubborn the next time I offer you a gift.”

				“I’ll never get used to the way you treat me, Quin.”

				“I treat you the way you should be treated,” he countered, laying a hand over her heart. “You’re beautiful, Layla, inside and out, and I want to know more. Only a moron would blow the opportunity to explore a woman like you.”

			

			
				Layla brought her hand over his, her heart melting as her eyes moistened. “I can’t imagine you blowing your chances with anything, let alone a woman.”

				He kissed the top of her head, but didn’t respond, so she took another sip of coffee, intent on finishing the entire cup while standing in his arms. But after a jolt of caffeine, her old life poked at her brain.

				“My car,” she remembered. “It’s parked in the middle of nowhere.”

				“Not anymore. It’s here.”

				“In the community?”

				“Yes, in the garage.”

				“You guys have a garage?”

				“We do now.”

				She faced him and tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

				“The coven built a garage this morning, so you’d have a safe place for your car. Oh, and don’t be surprised if Banning solicits driving lessons the next time he sees you.”

				“But where? I mean how?” She shook her head, trying to put things in order. “Where did they put the garage?”

				“By the barn.”

				“You guys have a barn?”

				Quin smiled and led her to the couch, sitting her beside him instead of on his lap. “Yes, we have a barn. Our property expands several miles beyond this lawn, and there are two more clearings. One holds our outbuildings.”

				“Oh. Do you have animals?”

				“Dozens of them. Do you like animals?”

				“Who doesn’t? So how did my car get here? I thought there was no way to drive in.”

				“Your grandparents transferred it using magic.”

				“Oh,” she mumbled, trying to wrap her mind around the fact that an entire car was magicked into the forest.

			

			
				“They’ll send it back if you need to drive somewhere,” he offered.

				“That’s fine,” she agreed, tapping her lip. She was forgetting something, something more important than a car. “Oh,” she remembered, jolting upright. “What time is it?”

				“Nine.”

				“That would make it eleven in Oklahoma. I should have called Travis and Phyllis back earlier. They’re probably worried about me.”

				“I’m glad you have friends who worry about you.”

				“I don’t know what to say to them, Quin. I can’t tell the truth, but I don’t want to lie.”

				“Hmm...” He set her coffee aside then pulled her under his arm. “You’re right about not telling them the whole truth, but I see no harm in telling them part of it, enough to avoid suspicion until we can work out a better cover story. You could tell them Cinnia’s your aunt, so you’ve found your family, but you’re still figuring things out. And you might mention you’ve left the hotel in Portland.”

				“Right. I still need to check out of there.”

				“Yes you do. This is the third night you haven’t been there, but you should call your friends first.”

				“I know. I’m nervous.”

				“Hiding what we are from the hexless can be complicated, but the more you do it, the easier it gets, and I’m sure you’ll handle it better than most.”

				“You’re awful confident in me.”

				He summoned her cell phone from a side table and placed it in her hand. “Do you want some privacy?”

				“No. I mean… unless you have something you need to do.”

			

			
				He relaxed and picked up a curl, wrapping it around his fingers. “I’d consider this something I need to do.”

				She smiled as she cuddled into his side. Then she dialed the diner, hoping to ensure vague conversations by catching Travis and Phyllis at work, but no one picked up.

				“That’s weird,” she mumbled, ending the call. “No one answered.”

				“Then they’re probably not home,” he teased, sweeping her hair across his lips.

				“Funny,” she returned, “but I called the diner.”

				“They don’t close?”

				“No. What is today? Sunday?”

				“Yes.”

				“Then they shouldn’t be busy. I’ll try Phyllis’ house. I hope I don’t wake her.”

				“I doubt she’ll mind.”

				“She won’t.”

				Phyllis alertly answered after two rings, and Layla squeezed Quin’s hand as she took a deep breath. “Hey, Phyllis.”

				“Layla, hon, it’s so good to hear your voice. How are ya?”

				“I’m good. Sorry I didn’t call earlier. I’ve been busy.”

				“Don’t mention it. I know movin’ keeps ya on your toes.”

				“I promised I would keep in touch,” Layla returned, “and I meant it. I already miss you guys.”

				“We miss you, too, hon, but it seems ya got outta this place just in time.”

				“What do you mean? Is something wrong?”

				“Where do I start?” Phyllis sighed. “It’s been one helluva weekend. Guess I’ll get the saddest news outta the way. Travis’ mom died this mornin’.”

				Layla gasped and tightened her grip on Quin’s hand. “Oh no. That’s awful news.”

			

			
				“Yeah,” Phyllis agreed. “He’s pretty tore up ’bout it. Found himself in a place he can’t joke his way out of.”

				“Damn. I hate that he’s going through this and I’m not there to help.”

				“I’m sure he’d like to hear from ya, but nothin’s gonna cheer him up right now. He’s got so much on his plate, what with everything else goin’ on.”

				“What else is going on?”

				“What isn’t goin’ on—that’s the question. This whole damn place is goin’ up in flames.”

				“Flames?”

				“Yeah,” Phyllis confirmed. “The diner burned down last night.”

				“What?” Layla blurted. “What happened?”

				“Nobody knows. Don’t even know where the fire started. One second we were in the middle of a bar rush; next second everyone’s screamin’ fire and stampedin’ out the door. We didn’t smell smoke; fire alarms didn’t sound; nothin’. It was bam fire.”

				“Is everyone okay?”

				“We all got out alive, but Manny was back washin’ dishes and got hit with some ceilin’ tiles. Burned him pretty good.”

				“But he’s okay?”

				“Yeah, glad to be alive; said a dozen Hail Mary’s after makin’ it outta there.”

				“Are you okay?”

				“I’m fine, hon, just shaken up and unemployed.”

				“I’m so sorry, Phyllis. That must have been scary.”

				“Yeah, pretty scary all right, but not ’til we were outside watchin’ it burn. We didn’t have time to be scared when we were gettin’ the heck outta there.”

			

			
				“I bet. I’m sorry you and Travis had such a horrible weekend. I should have called you guys sooner.”

				“Don’t worry ’bout that. We’ve had our hands full today anyway.” She was quiet for a moment. Then she cleared her throat and spoke again. “There’s somethin’ else I need to tell ya.”

				“What?” Layla asked, wondering how much bad news one phone call could yield.

				“There was another fire last night,” Phyllis explained.

				“Where?” Layla pressed.

				A moment of tense silence passed before Phyllis dropped the bomb. “Your old house, honey. It’s gone.”

				“What?” Layla exclaimed, clutching her nauseous stomach. “Was anyone in it?”

				“Shouldn’t have been. It happened ’round one in the mornin’.”

				“But how? What happened?”

				“Nobody knows. Neighbors didn’t even know it was on fire ’til it was gone.”

				“It’s completely gone?”

				“Not one board left standin’. Same with the diner.”

				“Were there any other fires?”

				“No. Just the two. I’m sorry ’bout your house, hon. I know it held sentimental value.”

				“Don’t worry about that. I’m just glad no one was hurt. Travis must be a wreck, though. I better call him before it gets any later.”

				“Good idea,” Phyllis agreed.

				“Call if you need anything,” Layla added, “or if Travis needs anything.”

				“Sure. Keep in touch now.”

				“I will. Bye, Phyllis.”

				Layla hung up and stared at the wall, trying to sort out the bad news. She was terribly upset for Travis, and she couldn’t decide how to interpret the two places having everything to do with her most recent past burning down in one night.

			

			
				“What happened?” Quin asked, pulling her closer.

				“Too much,” she answered. “Travis’ mom has been sick for a while, and she died this morning.”

				“That’s sad. I’m sorry for your friend.”

				“Yes, and I know exactly how he feels, because he’s alone in dealing with it, just like I was. His dad’s dead, he doesn’t have a family to depend on, and he’s a homosexual, so the community doesn’t have much to do with him. They’ll be of no help when it comes to the important stuff, and any attention they do give his loss will be artificial showboating. I feel absolutely awful for him.”

				“I can tell,” Quin whispered, kissing her hand. “What else happened?”

				“Well, apparently there were a couple of fires last night, and both the diner and my old house burned down.”

				Quin’s head popped up. “What? Both of them?”

				“Yep, both of them, completely gone.”

				“Was anyone hurt?”

				“One of the diner employees got burned, but everyone’s alive. My house should have been empty; it happened around one in the morning.”

				“Were there any other fires?”

				“No. Seems kind of odd, huh? Or maybe I’m reading too much into it. An empty house is a good target for drunken teenagers acting stupid.”

				“Maybe,” he agreed. “Are you sad it’s gone?”

				“A little. I just always thought it would be there. Not that I have plans to go back, but it was reassuring knowing it was there, like a reminder of my time with Katherine.”

			

			
				“I’m sorry it’s gone, but I’m glad you were here instead of there.”

				“Me, too,” she mumbled, recalling the details of her old home. Then she cleared her throat and looked at her phone. “Travis must be a wreck. I better call him.”

				Quin kissed her hand again then got to his feet. 

				“Where are you going?” she asked, heart rate spiking.

				“To talk to Caitrin,” he answered.

				“But... but I...” She sucked her lips into her teeth and dropped her gaze, mortified by her neediness.

				“I won’t be long,” Quin assured, sitting back down.

				“Okay,” she agreed, looking in the opposite direction. “Take as long as you need.”

				“Layla.”

				“I’m fine, Quin.”

				“Then look at me.”

				“I’m embarrassed,” she explained, “but I’m fine.” She’d made a fool of herself, and no matter how bad she wanted to look at him, she couldn’t turn her head.

				He swept her hair aside then kissed the nape of her neck, sending chills across her shoulders. “You shouldn’t be embarrassed,” he whispered. “I really like that you want me here.”

				“That doesn’t give me the right to act like a needy child,” she countered.

				He kissed again, then again, softening her heart with each sweep of his lips. “Would it make you feel better if I called Caitrin over here?”

				“No. That would make me feel worse.” She filled her lungs then faced him with hot cheeks. “Are you going to tell him about my house burning down?”

				Quin scooted closer, taking her face in his palms so she couldn’t turn away. “Yes. Caitrin’s business savvy and can help you correspond with the hexless world.”

			

			
				“Okay, but I don’t want him and Morrigan rushing over here in a panic, so tell them I’m fine.”

				“I’ll be sure to do that.”

				“And don’t feel like you have to rush either,” she added, struggling to maintain eye contact.

				“I’ll be ready to come back as soon as I go,” he assured, “so please don’t be embarrassed about wanting me to stay. I think it’s wonderful you feel that way. Now, I’m going to go talk to Caitrin while you call Travis, and when I get back...” He paused, giving her two quick and intense kisses. “...I’m going to find your kryptonite.”

				Still reeling from his kisses, Layla watched him walk to the foyer. He flashed a smile at her before leaving, and she sighed as her heart beat hard and fast, expanding and warming her veins. He was so amazing, and he wanted to spend his time with her. She couldn’t help but wonder how long his interest would last, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the heartbreaking thought of him leaving for good.

				She pushed the dread away and opened her eyes, resting her elbows on her knees as she dialed Travis’ number.

				He didn’t answer until the fifth ring, and he sounded awful. “Hello?”

				“Trav?”

				“Sugar?”

				“Yeah, it’s me.”

				“Damn, Layla, it feels good to hear your voice. I had no idea how much I’d miss ya.”

				“I miss you, too, Trav. Phyllis told me about your mom. You must feel like hell.”

				A long moment passed before he bitterly responded, sounding nothing like the Travis she knew. “Yeah, it sucks.”

			

			
				“I know it does, but it gets better. It won’t go away, but it won’t feel so bad forever. I promise.”

				“Guess you’d know.”

				“Enough to know you feel like shit. I wish I could be there for you.”

				“I know, sugar, but it feels good just hearin’ ya talk. I’m better already.”

				“Liar,” she accused. Nothing would make him feel better right now. “Have you slept?”

				“No. The phone’s been ringin’ all damn day and people kept droppin’ by.” Frustration gripped him, igniting his docile temper. “Bunch of snobs, the lot of ’em. Ain’t been by to see my mom once since she got sick. Now they wanna bring pie and pot roast. Who the hell’s gonna eat all that shit? She’s dead. She don’t need food, and I wouldn’t eat their slop if I was starvin’.”

				“I’m so sorry, Travis.”

				“I know, sugar.” Depression again.

				“It’s late now. Have they stopped calling?”

				“Yeah.”

				“What were you doing when I called?”

				“Starin’ at the wall.” 

				“That’s what I figured. You’re running on regret and need to rest. Take a sleeping pill and go to bed. Tomorrow’s going to be hard, too.”

				“I know.”

				“Then get your butt to bed.”

				“Mkay.”

				“You promise?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Good. I’ll call in the morning to make sure you’re rested.”

			

			
				“Mkay. Thanks for callin’ and bossin’ me around.”

				“Any time. Now go to bed.”

				“I’ll try. Bye, sugar.”

				“Bye, Trav.”

				Layla hung up and stared at the phone, unable to picture Travis depressed or angry. He’d been a constant source of optimism since the day she met him. “He’ll be okay,” she told herself. “He’s strong.” But her heart continued to ache for his loss.


				


			

				


				Chapter 7

				Quin hadn’t returned, and Layla didn’t like the way it felt to sit there and wait, so she headed for the bedroom. As she peered down the dark hallway, she thought about exploring the rest of the house, but she didn’t want to do it on the heels of a sad conversation with Travis. Her new home was beautiful and deserved to be toured without worry. She’d save it for morning.

				She moved to the nightstand to set her phone aside, but halted when she remembered her hotel room in Portland. Finding the number in her contacts, she called the front desk and explained she wouldn’t be back. With the billing information on file and the room empty, it didn’t take long for the clerk to approve an early checkout.

				After washing her face and brushing her teeth, Layla dug through her duffel bag by the soft light of a stained glass lamp on the dresser. It was the only bag of clothes she had with her, but apparently the rest of her stuff wasn’t too far away now that her car was in her new garage.

				“Weird,” she mumbled, emptying her bag, yet she still lacked something to sleep in.

				Quin had said Morrigan stocked the house, but Layla wasn’t sure if the clothes were meant for her or if they’d been her mother’s. She walked to the closet and flipped on the light, scanning the wooden racks to the left and right. Both were full, and none of the clothes were men’s, so she assumed the wardrobe had been replaced since her parents lived there.

			

			
				She began sifting through gorgeous outfits made of wonderful material, searching for tags that would confirm they were new, but there weren’t any, only hanger after hanger of elegant yet relaxed ensembles. Surely Morrigan hadn’t bought all these. Never in Layla’s life had she dreamed of owning such an amazing wardrobe.

				She found the nightclothes and went through every piece, but none of them were appropriate for Quin’s company. No pajama pants or long t-shirts, just skimpy nighties and flowing negligees. She searched the drawers on the back wall and found several pairs of fancy shoes, a pile of skirts and camisoles, and an assortment of belts and scarves, but no shorts, pants or t-shirts. Maybe the more appropriate sleepwear was in the dresser.

				She stopped at the armoire outside the closet door, locating a variety of candles, gemstones, stationary, and unlabeled apothecary bottles, but no clothes. So she walked to the dresser and shuffled through every drawer, yet she remained empty-handed of modest sleepwear, and she hadn’t found a stitch of underclothes. No panties, bras or socks. She searched the room, looking for another dresser. There wasn’t one.

				The front door slammed, and she jolted, closing the drawer on her finger. “Ow,” she whined, shaking her hand, which only made it worse, so she stuck the throbbing finger in her mouth. “What a klutz.”

				Quin’s voice floated from the hall. “Layla?”

				“In the bedroom.”

				“May I come in?”

			

			
				“Yeah.”

				He rounded the corner and crossed the room. “Are you okay?”

				“Yeah.”

				“What did you do?” he asked, pulling her finger from her mouth.

				He lifted her hand for a closer inspection, and Layla stood on her toes, trying to see the damage. “I slammed it in the drawer,” she pouted. “Is it bruised?”

				“Yes.”

				“It feels bruised.”

				“May I fix it?”

				Her pucker slipped away as her eyes widened. “Can you?”

				“Yes.”

				He lightly pressed her finger to his lips, and the throb ceded.

				“Wow,” she breathed. “You wizards sure are handy to have around. Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome.” Keeping her finger to his lips, he touched the satin over her heart. “How’s everything else?”

				“Well,” she shakily replied, “I’m okay.” All she could concentrate on were his lips and fingers, so she pulled her hand away and took a step back. “Travis is going through a hard time, but he’s a happy guy who bounces up when he gets knocked down, so he’ll be okay. He’ll deal with the loss better than most. Much better than I dealt with mine.” She picked up a chunk of rose quartz from the dresser, running her fingers over its sharp angles as she rambled. “It felt good to talk to him. Sad, but reassuring.”

				Quin stepped forward and picked up the heart shaped ruby that accompanied the rose quartz. “I’m glad Travis is resilient and going to be okay.”

			

			
				“Me, too,” she agreed.

				Her heartbeat had slowed, her lungs had steadied, and she was at ease with him once more. Wow, she thought, now that she could think at all. He had the most amazing affect on her.

				She smiled at him, and dimples dipped into his chiseled cheeks, quickening her heart. But at least she remembered to breathe.

				He returned their gemstones to the dresser then took her hands, leading her to a chair by the coffee table. After taking a seat, he pulled her onto his lap, brushed her hair aside then kissed the skin below her ear.

				All the effort Layla made by the dresser was useless now, and she melted into him, heart thundering as she fiddled with the hem of her shirt.

				Quin softly kissed her neck a few times then pulled away, finding her eyes closed. “Do you want me to go home so you can sleep?”

				“Nuh-uh,” she murmured. “Are you tired?”

				He looked to her chest, watching her shirt stretch over stimulated breasts. Then he flipped his gaze lower, watching her thighs tense and quiver. “Nuh-uh,” he answered, once again finding her neck.

				She shivered and leaned closer. “I’d understand if you need to go home.”

				Quin laughed as he turned her face toward his, watching her peek at him with one eye. “This is where I want to be,” he assured.

				Her held breath floated into his mouth, and he pulled it into his lungs as he grazed her bottom lip with the tip of his tongue. Her fingers stretched over his jaw, drawing him nearer, so he slid his hand to her side and deepened his kiss.

			

			
				She was already lost in instinct, but Quin was very aware of the risky game they were playing, so every move was thoroughly calculated and carefully executed. No way would he let his libido blow his relationship with the most amazing witch he’d ever met. Until she was ready—comfortable with her own body as well as his—he’d abstain. Both painful and stimulating, the ache of need without resolution would probably give him enough fantasies to last a lifetime. To get so close he could taste it then yank the fruit away as soon as it touched his starving lips would drive him crazy in so many wonderful ways.

				Her fingers curled around his neck as her tongue slipped over his, and he stretched his boundaries by sliding his hand under her shirt. The flesh over her ribs was softer than talc, and his thumb warmed in the friction flowing from what lay ahead, the journey he ached to make.

				Her lungs hiccupped, and she severed their kiss, practically panting into his mouth as she tried to catch her breath. Her chest heaved as her legs twitched and stretched, and one glimpse at her racing aura told him why. He gave her quivering lips another kiss. Then he tilted her head back and lowered his mouth to her throat.

				She jolted and curled in, closing her hand over his, and he froze, sad she was ending it so soon. But instead of pulling his hand away, she forced it further up her shirt, guiding him to an impressive handful of firm flesh. His muscles hardened as he stretched his fingers wide, feeling her tight nipple in his tingling palm. Then he closed them again, tasting her moan as it rolled up her throat.

				Her hips rose and angled toward him, but he’d anticipated the move and positioned her accordingly, making sure she couldn’t reach his tightening groin. She trembled, and her hips fell only to rise again, intent on spreading fire through his throbbing veins.

			

			
				Her weight returned his leg as she arched, sliding his hand to her neglected breast, and his speeding heart skipped a dozen beats. When the overwrought organ resumed its race, he took a calming breath and kissed his way to her lips.

				Leaving his hand to its task, she grasped his jaw, kissing urgently and without regard for modesty, so he took the opportunity to free his itchy fingers. He slid his thumb to her nipple—small, hard and surrounded by puckered flesh. Then he drew a circle around it, adding pressure as his fingers toured every contour of her shapely bust.

				Her hips were out of control, so he considered giving things a break, but he wanted to test his restraint, and he hated the thought of quitting on her. After one more solid squeeze, he slid his hand to the waistband of her skirt. Then he held his breath as he slipped his fingers beneath it.

				Her lips stilled, but there was no mistaking their idle state for one of unwillingness. Her fingers clutched his jaw, keeping him close, and her body surged with her lungs.

				Inhaling every breath she took, he slid his fingers to her side, then ventured lower, tracing the curve of her hip bone. When he found the hem of her panties, a wave of increased desire punched him in the gut. He’d never been with a woman who wore them; witches didn’t bother with modest undergarments—a shame apparently, because they increased his arousal tenfold.

				He traced their outline then slipped his forefinger beneath the hem, following the seam from one hip to the other, but he didn’t travel further. Instead, he abandoned her panties and slid his palm to her thigh, finding it flexed and trembling. She arched into his touch, and he compensated, making sure she didn’t do something she might regret. She did this several times, which he loved, but each time he eluded her alluring snare. His success seemed to fuel her determination, and her lungs quickened as she stretched, tilted her head back, and lifted her hips higher.

			

			
				He used his palm to push her back down. Then he looked to her heaving chest, nearly choking as his heart leapt into his larynx. Her shirt was pulled up, exposing one of her breasts, and he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Full and perfectly round, it was large for her size, but her pinched nipple was petite and pink.

				She wiggled, trying to press herself against the fingers between her legs, and he swallowed the lump in his throat while moving his hand to her outer thigh. Their game would have to end soon, but he wasn’t the least bit upset. The heavenly experience would stick with him for the rest of his life.

				He slid his hand from her skirt while burning the image of her unveiled breast into his mind. Then he covered the temptation and looked at her face. Her expression held both pleasure and pain, and he longed to remove the burn, but he merely curled her up and hugged her to his chest.

				She didn’t say a word or open her eyes, so he touched his cheek to her curls, not regretting a moment of what they’d done. He hoped she didn’t either, but now wasn’t the time to check.

				Just when he thought she might be falling asleep, she whispered into his neck. “No one’s ever touched me like that.”

			

			
				He tightened his hug and stroked her hair. “I would say that’s too bad, but I like that I was the first man to make you feel that way.”

				He wondered if she was completely untouched. Surely not. A woman as beautiful as her must have been taken to bed at some point in her twenty-one years, if only by a man-child who had no idea the value she held. Quin downed a healthy dose of jealousy at the thought of her with another man, but rather than upset him, the envy flexed his determination to ensure her first experience with him qualified as the most pleasurable of her life. Not that he felt competition with the men in her home state. Clearly she’d never been treated the way she deserved.

				When she didn’t say anything else, his wondering turned to worry. “Are you okay?” he asked, suddenly terrified he’d taken things too far. “Did I make you uncomfortable?”

				A tense moment passed before she responded. “Well, you could say that, but the discomfort was mixed with a lot of wonderful feelings, so yes, I’m okay. Better than okay.”

				Quin watched her aura, seeing everything she felt in it. “May I ask why you’re embarrassed?”

				She pressed her hot face further into his neck as her aura rushed inward, expressing increased mortification. Several seconds passed as she worked up the courage to answer, and he patiently waited, reading her colors and flow.

				“Well,” she finally replied, “I’m embarrassed about a couple of things.”

				“I can’t imagine what you have to be embarrassed about, so maybe you’ll feel better if you tell me what they are.”

			

			
				Layla had to steel herself to say it, and there was no way she’d be able to say it to his face, so she kept hers tucked away. “I’m embarrassed I moved your hand, and I’m embarrassed about the way my... the way I reacted. There,” she huffed, clutching his shirt. “I said it, and I’m still humiliated. I’m not that girl, Quin. I don’t pull guys’ hands to my tits and press my hips into them. I’ve never acted that way. Ever. It’s embarrassing.” No, saying it out loud hadn’t helped at all.

				He laughed as he nuzzled her hair. “The way you reacted wasn’t just a turn on, it was heavenly. I don’t want you to be embarrassed about those things, because I hope you’ll do them again next time.”

				With a few simple words, he’d somehow made her feel better. If he didn’t think she was some out of control floozy, she could accept what she’d done much easier. She released her death grip on his shirt and smiled up at him. “Next time, huh?” She didn’t want to wait for a next time. She wanted to do it again now.

				“Next time,” he confirmed, sliding a thumb to her lips. “Unless you want me to do things differently. If it really makes you uncomfortable to show me what you want, I could take the liberty, but then I run the risk of doing something you’re not ready for.”

				Unable to maintain eye contact, she looked down and nervously chewed her lip. “Like what? Sex?”

				“We’ve already determined you’re not ready for sex, but there are things we can do without crossing the finish line, and I’d be honored to do them.”

				She looked up and furrowed her eyebrows. “Doesn’t it bother you to take things so far without finishing them?”

				She thought there would be a hesitant moment of introspection, but he answered without pause, his tempting lips curving toward deep dimples. “I’ve discovered it bothers me in the most amazing way. I would do what we just did and more over and over again without a second of regret.”

			

			
				Layla didn’t understand how that could be true. She’d been around enough guys in high school to know they didn’t like getting shut out right before the big bang. Granted, Quin was twenty-two years old and a far cry from the boys she went to school with, but a man’s maturity level wasn’t the deciding factor of his sexual appetite. “Really?” she pressed. 

				He laughed and raised his eyebrows. “Are you asking me to prove it?”

				Warmth flooded her cheeks, belly and thighs as she thought about him proving his willpower. “How would you do that?”

				“Hmm...” he murmured, moving his mouth to her neck, and it seemed like he stayed there forever. By the time he pulled away, her curiosity had reached its limit.

				“Are you tired?” he asked.

				“No,” she answered, trying to hide her impatience. “Why?”

				He searched her eyes then looked at what must have been her aura. When his gaze returned to hers, he slid one arm under her knees and tightened his grip. “Because I’m going to prove myself to you.” He stood and carried her to the bed. Then he settled in beside her and propped his head on one hand. “If you’ll let me.”

				Oxygen entered Layla’s lungs in quiet gasps, and she knew her rapid heartbeat must be visible to him. “I still don’t know how you intend to do that.”

				“I intend to show you,” he countered, resting his hand on her chest, “not tell you. Do you feel comfortable enough to let me?”

			

			
				Layla closed her eyes as she considered the situation. How much further could things go without going all the way? She was dying to find out, so she opened her eyes and answered. “Yes.”

				“Excellent,” he whispered, moving his hand to her cheek. “If I do something you’re uncomfortable with, you have to tell me. Okay?”

				She swallowed and gave a nod.

				“I need to hear you say it,” he stipulated. “Will you let me know if I make you uncomfortable?”

				“Yeah,” she managed, breathless and blushing.

				“Good,” he approved, “because that’s the last thing I want to do.” His fingers slid from her cheek to her trembling lips. “Now, I have a favor to ask.”

				“Favor?” she breathed, trying to hold still, but vibrations shook her from the inside out.

				“Yes,” he confirmed. “I want you to remember there’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I know it won’t go away completely, but try not to let it stop you from taking what you want.”

				“I’ll try,” she squeaked.

				“That’s all I ask,” he replied, scanning the air around her. Then he smiled as he found her eyes. “My questions are done now. No more asking for permission. I’m going to do what I want, and if you don’t like it, you’re going to have to tell me.”

				She nodded as a shudder rocked her body. Just the thought of him doing what he wanted with her had her hips twitching like mad. When did she become so damn libidinous?

				His satisfied smile stayed in place as he leaned close, perching his lips on hers. Then he softly kissed before pulling away. When his hand left her face, his t-shirt disappeared.

			

			
				Layla flinched and blinked. Then she laughed as she rolled her eyes at herself. “That’s convenient.”

				She looked at his exposed torso, and the next thing she knew, her fingers were on his ridged abdomen, like they had a mind of their own and were determined to explore every groove. She’d known he was muscular, but seeing him shirtless was like the unveiling of Michelangelo’s David, only way better, because Quin’s bronze skin felt nothing like cold, uninviting stone. Warm and smooth, it stretched over immaculate angles, tempting her to cuddle him like she would a fuzzy pillow or a furry kitten. He was beyond perfect, and she felt quite blessed her sense of touch was alive and well.

				As she ran a fingernail along the defined indentation below his abs, a chill swept over her, and she looked down, gasping at her bare breasts. Her tank top was gone! She was shirtless!

				She frantically tried to hide herself, but folding so soon wasn’t on Quin’s agenda. He grabbed her wrists then stretched them over her head, watching her face and aura to make sure she wasn’t scared. She was embarrassed and insecure, with flaming cheeks and lips, and round eyes bigger than he’d ever seen them, but she didn’t fear his actions, only his gaze.

				Keeping her wrists in one hand, he slid the other to her flushed cheek. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Layla. You have a beautiful body.” What he’d seen of it was beyond beautiful; it was flawless, but telling her so would only brighten her blush.

				She swallowed and fidgeted, but she didn’t fight his hold on her wrists or ask him to cover her up. Instead, she closed her eyes and forced herself to hold still.

			

			
				Quin smiled as he glanced at her aura. Then he let his gaze roam to her chest. He’d never seen a more perfect pair of breasts, and his years of experience with beautiful women suddenly seemed inadequate. None of them could have prepared him for Layla. She was on an entirely different level than his previous lovers, and for a tiny second, he doubted his ability to step that high. His determination, however, was unwavering.

				He didn’t want to startle her, so he maintained skin contact as he moved his hand from her pink cheek to a nipple of the same color. It puckered under his thumb, and his heart stuttered as he bowed his head, flattening his tongue over textured flesh. Her chest fell as her lungs deflated, and he followed it down, dipping his tongue into the warm cleft between her breasts. As his taste buds ascended supple skin, seizing her other nipple, she arched, flooding his senses with her sweet scent. Her wrists wiggled, trying to escape, so he let go, hoping like hell she wouldn’t push him away.

				She didn’t push him away, but pulled him nearer, diving her fingers into his hair and filling his mouth with billowy flesh. More thankful than he’d ever been, Quin groaned and scooted closer, cupping her breasts in both palms. His muscles were achingly tight, but the burn was a small price to pay to indulge in her ambrosia.

				Her grip eventually eased as one of her hands slid to his shoulder, flexing in time with her quiet gasps, so he let her nipple slip from his lips, nuzzling it with his nose while she caught her breath.

				He looked up, taking a moment to scan her aura. Then he found her face. Her eyes remained closed, but he could tell she was ready for more, and he was ready to give it to her. He took a calming breath, making sure his body and mind were ready for a dose of raging temptation. Then he turned his anxious gaze to her skirt.


			

			
				The waistband stretched from one hip bone to the other, smiling below her cute bellybutton, which was framed by lean abs and a tiny waist. The view was amazing, but not what he was looking for, so he vanished the skirt, revealing white cotton panties that were innocently modest yet sexier than hell.

				She didn’t struggle or tense, which told him she didn’t know her skirt was gone, and he had no plans to bring it to her attention. She would figure it out soon enough.

				He took his time scanning her lithe legs and curvy hips, yearning to run his hands from her toes to her nose, but he wouldn’t get the opportunity tonight. She was far too insecure to feel comfortable with it and would spend more time worrying about what she looked like than how she felt. He would relieve her worries soon enough, and honestly so, for every inch of her was flawless. Toned muscle rolled beneath incredibly smooth skin, following a petite frame angled in all the right places. She was shapely yet tiny, and so dainty in comparison to him he feared he might break her if he wasn’t watchful of his force.

				He slid his hand from her cheek to the side of her neck, curving his thumb over her jaw, and his other hand left her breasts, drifting toward the only article of clothing she had left. He had no intention of sending the underwear away. He wanted them to stay, and what he planned to do could be worked around them. Or, to be precise, under them. Eventually, if hope prevailed, he’d get his chance with her sans panties, but he’d save that hurdle for a later date.

			

			
				He slid his fingertips over thin cotton. Then he squeezed her inner thigh as he parted her legs. Her muscles twitched, but she didn’t fight his pull, so he retraced his path to the top hem of her panties. After throwing one more glance at her face, he let his fingers slip beneath the veil.

				His invisible lines were gone now, and his heart thundered at the prospect of feeling past them. Her fingernails dipped into his shoulder, propelling a tingling jolt down his spine, and he took a deep breath, determined not to cross the line too quickly. He didn’t want any of this to pass quickly. In fact, he wouldn’t mind watching it play out in slow motion.

				He reached unexplored territory and sucked in a lung-bursting gulp of air, muscles rigid, veins pulsing. She was as smooth there as she was everywhere else—another first for him—and it provoked an astounding wave of desire. He’d never known what he was missing and never imagined it could make that big of a difference. He wanted to see, but refused to push his extraordinary luck, so he closed his eyes, opening his sense of touch to the enthralling path paving his way.

				Already lost in longing, Layla barely retained enough sense to hold still and let Quin take the time he wanted. Her control had sprung a leak and would soon succumb to the thrilling current electrifying her blood stream. He was so close to sliding his fingers where no one’s fingers had ever been, and she was ready for him to take the liberty and run with it.

				Quin was almost there. He could feel the heat radiating from his goal, the humidity growing thicker as he gained ground. Her arousal swelled beneath the tip of his middle finger, and he lowered his mouth to one of her nipples, sucking it in as he found feather soft folds of moist flesh. They parted around his knuckles as his forefinger advanced and curled, slowly dipping into her body, but it was immediately rejected by flexing muscles. Damn, she was tight, tighter than any woman before her.

			

			
				He looked down and rested his cheek on her heaving cleavage, wondering if he needed to desensitize her, but asking her permission would humiliate her, and doing it without permission was out of the question.

				He tried again, curling one finger into her body, and this time he held firm, letting her tighten around him. Once the pressure peaked and receded, he slowly delved deeper, intensely concentrating as he searched for her hymen. But there wasn’t one to find, only sensitive flesh that hadn’t been touched in far too long.

				He retreated before carefully forcing his way back in, and her hips jolted as her squeak pierced the silent room. He glanced at her face, worried he’d hurt her, but her expression held no pain. Only the look of a woman drowning in desire with no idea how she’d fallen in. Anxious to save her, he looked back down, curling his tongue around her nipple while loosening her up.

				She wiggled and stretched then wiggled again, and he finally found clearance, gliding inside her with ease. He withdrew, using all four fingers to moisten his reentry. Then two of his fingers maneuvered inside, crossing at the knuckles as she tensed. He forced them apart, firmly keeping them in place while waiting for the flexing to stop. Then he pulled free before filling her back up. Her control broke right when he expected it to, and she bent her knees and raised her hips, deepening his reaching fingers.

				Oh god. Layla was gone and didn’t think she’d ever find her way back. Nothing in her life had compared to this, and she was pretty sure nothing ever would again. Her hands got lost in his hair as her hips rose again and again. She couldn’t hold still. She couldn’t think straight. Jolting, flexing and curling, she bit her lip and tilted her head back, strangling whatever sounds burst from her pressurized diaphragm.

			

			
				Fearing she might rip out his hair, she gripped the blankets instead, pulling one corner from the mattress as the intensity increased. With each breath, she burned hotter, goose bumps claiming every inch of flesh as bright spots flashed over her eyelids. His slick thumb wreaked havoc on the outside while his fingers inflicted chaos on the inside, and she had no idea her breasts could feel such extreme pleasure. Her breaths came faster, accompanied by tiny squeaks she couldn’t contain, and her heart beat so hard she feared it might burst through her ribs and slap his handsome face.

				Just when she didn’t think she could withstand one more second of the exquisite fire, a rush of warm tingles tightened her core then flooded her extremities, exploding from her throat with a breathy moan. For several splendid seconds she quaked around his busy hand, her mind caught in a whirlwind of sensitive nerve endings and heightened emotion. Then his titillating advances softened, letting her melt into the bed.

				Struggling to keep his breathing even, Quin rested his forehead on one of her breasts as his mouth steamed up the other. She pulsed around his fingers, but her body was languid and had been for several seconds, so he slowly pulled his hand from between her legs while vanishing the moisture he was dying to taste. He probably could have gotten away with it—licked his fingers clean without her knowledge—but that might have pushed him past the point of no return.

			

			
				He took a deep breath, finally feeling a dip in his heart rate. Then he trailed his tongue from one nipple to the other, memorizing every element of her flavor. He wanted to spend the entire night with his face buried between her breasts, but he couldn’t ask for more than she’d already given him, so he left her chest and lay beside her.

				Her fingers were tangled in the blankets, her eyes remained closed, and her lips trembled over short gasps. He laid a hand over her thundering heart, but stayed quiet, basking in her reaction to his touch. She was stunning, lying there spent and fulfilled, and her aura—already the biggest and brightest he’d seen—covered a larger area than usual.

				He imagined joining her in the afterglow of ecstasy, and his blood hotly charged through stretched veins. Making love to her would take him higher than he ever dreamed of going, and every part of him longed for the journey, but until then, he could do this everyday and not get bored or grow resentful. Bringing her to this point had been the most fulfilling achievement of his life.

				Her breathing slowed, and he figured she’d soon open her eyes, so he magically replaced her clothes, unwilling to ruin the moment by embarrassing her. He scooted closer, touching his lips to her cheek, but then she rolled onto her side and breathed his name into his mouth.

				He slid one arm under her pillow, hugging her close while giving her a kiss. Then he tucked her face into his neck, thinking she’d find it easier to open her eyes if she didn’t have to look at him.

				He played with her hair while waiting for her to collect herself, but after twenty minutes of silence, he looked down to find her aura and body peacefully still. She’d fallen asleep in his arms, and that was fine by him. There was nowhere else he’d rather be.

			

			
				He nuzzled her hair, filling his lungs with her floral scent. Then he sighed and closed his eyes, shutting out the rapturous evening so he could relax and fall asleep.


				


			

				


				Chapter 8

				There was a saying where the stranger came from—hexless women are three things: easy to get in; easy to get off; and a bitch to get rid of. The first two had proved true. Now, as he awoke in the suite of a Portland hotel, finding Chelsea’s starry-eyed gaze, he feared the third adage would ring true as well.

				“It’s never been that way,” she whispered.

				He resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he sat up on the side of the bed and reached for his pants. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” A proper romp was the least he could give her after sending her boyfriend to the emergency room. Besides, blowing Chelsea’s mind gave him a chance to magically probe it for information regarding Layla. Unfortunately, the receptionist didn’t know shit and had only seen Layla once—the night she checked in.

				“Did you?” Chelsea asked.

				“Did I what?” he returned, pulling on his shirt.

				“Enjoy yourself,” she clarified.

				Eh, he thought, but he answered, “Yeah.”

				Tucking the covers under her arms, Chelsea sat up and scooted closer. “I’ve been with David for three months and he hasn’t found half the places you touched.”

				“David’s a mindless prick,” he pointed out, getting to his feet.

				“Maybe,” she agreed, “but I still feel bad for doing this while he’s in the hospital.”

			

			
				“Perhaps he should learn how to touch a woman,” the stranger suggested, digging into the mini-bar. He downed a travel size bottle of liquor, washing the hexless taste from his mouth. Then he walked to the phone.

				“Are you calling for breakfast?” she asked. “They started serving five minutes ago.”

				He ignored her as he sat at the desk and dialed the lobby. “Layla Callaway’s room,” he requested.

				He heard a big sigh as Chelsea fell back on the pillows, but the childish gesture was forgotten when the operator broke the news that Layla had checked out the night before.

				“What?” he blurted, shooting from his chair. “What time?”

				“I don’t have that information, sir.”

				“Did she check out in person? Or did she call?”

				“I don’t have that information either.”

				“Shit,” he cursed, slamming down the receiver.

				“What happened?” Chelsea asked.

				“She checked out,” he fumed, barely aware of the naked woman watching him. “It had to have been some time after ten. Is that when your shift ended?”

				“9:30,” she corrected.

				He moved closer to the bed, narrowing his eyes on her muted aura. “Layla didn’t call while you were down there, did she?”

				“No,” Chelsea answered, shaking her head as she shrank away. “If she did, I didn’t take the call.”

				He found truth in her wide eyes, so he closed his own, trying to calm himself. “Damn it.” Layla could be hundreds of miles away by now, and he was in Portland, screwing a hexless bitch who knew nothing.

			

			
				“Layla isn’t your sister, is she?” Chelsea realized.

				He opened his eyes, finding the clerk staring up at him like a lost puppy. “No,” he confessed, sitting beside her.

				Her face turned red as she dropped her gaze, but he lifted it back up, determined not to make a mess in the hexless world.

				“Listen to me, Chelsea,” he softly ordered, smashing short, spiky hair as he took her skull in his palm.

				Her forehead wrinkled in confusion, but then his magic hit her brain and her expression smoothed. “Yeah?” she mumbled.

				“You need to leave,” he instructed, mentally echoing the message, “and forget you spent the night with me. You were tired after work, so you got a room and stayed by yourself.”

				Chelsea’s eyebrows furrowed, so he sharpened his concentration and mentally repeated the command.

				“I was tired,” she decided.

				“Right,” he smirked, remembering how she kept coming back for more after the first orgasm. Too bad she wouldn’t remember them.

				“David’s heart attack wore me out,” she added.

				“Yes it did,” he encouraged. “And speaking of David, he’s a lowlife who isn’t good enough for you, so you’re going to break up with him, stop wearing so much makeup, and find someone who sees you as more than a sperm bag.”

				“Yeah,” she advocated, nodding her head.

				He relaxed, knowing his message had seeped deep enough to last. “Close your eyes,” he said, and she obeyed without hesitation. “In twenty seconds, you’re going to open your eyes, get dressed, and leave without speaking to anyone.”

			

			
				“Okay,” she agreed, a determined look pinching her features. She was eager to please.

				Convinced his mind trickery would hold, he released her head. Then he concealed himself as he stood and moved out of the way.

				When Chelsea opened her eyes, she rubbed them and scowled at her naked body. Then she reached between her legs, touching tender flesh as she looked around the room. Her gaze flew right past the stranger’s shimmers, so she slowly rose from the bed and crept toward the bathroom, finding it empty as well. She chewed a thumbnail as she contemplated the situation. Then she shivered and scrambled to find her clothes.

				The stranger leaned against the wall as he watched her retreat, and he would have been tempted to laugh if he didn’t know how it felt to be brainwashed, to be missing time and tidbits of reality. As a child, he’d lost countless hours of cognizance, and while he hadn’t suffered the fate in years, he remembered the confusion and the guilt—the inability to connect the dots.

				Once poor Chelsea had cleared the area, the stranger latched the deadbolt with a wave of his hand then lifted his concealment spells. Digging into his satchel, he retrieved a small bag of gemstones and sat at the desk.

				Time to confront the two ethereal souls guiding him, the spirits who claimed to have his best interests in mind.

				They took longer than usual to respond, and when he asked them why they kept leading him astray, they wouldn’t give him a straight answer.

				‘You hinder your own path,’ one of the souls censured. ‘You place us all in grave danger.’

				“You?” he returned. “You’re dead.”

				‘The witch you seek holds favor with the Heavens. We risk eternity to aid you. You must do it our way or doom us to the underworld.’

			

			
				The stranger’s nostrils flared as he impatiently drummed his thumbs on the desk. “Fine. Where is she?”

				‘I see your heart, child. You lose sight of what’s important.’

				“I said I’d do it your way,” he snapped. “Where is she?”

				‘She has found her birth family.’

				“Already? Damn.” He laid his forehead in his hand and breathed deep, trying not to lose his temper while connected with the spirits. “Now what?”

				‘Now you find her.’

				“Oh now I find her,” he scoffed. “Like that wouldn’t have been easier before she had a coven to protect her.”

				‘She’ll be no use to you dead.’

				“No,” he agreed. “She needs to stay alive. So she’s with the Conn/Kavanagh coven, right? Tell me their numbers and weaknesses.”

				A long moment passed with no reply, so he touched a gemstone and tried again. “Tell me about the Conn/Kavanagh coven.”

				Still, nothing.

				“Are you shitting me?” he yelled, slamming his fist on the desk.

				‘Adjust your path,’ the spirits scolded. ‘The witch is a gift you must earn without offending the Heavens.’

				“You don’t think I’ve done enough?” he simmered, rising to his feet. “I’ve paid with blood and tears, my youth.” He curled his fingers around the lip of the tabletop and upended the desk, scattering its contents across the room. “Damn you,” he scorned, pointing at his gemstones as if they were the ethereal souls, but the connection was gone.

				“Damn you,” he quietly repeated, sliding his hands through his hair.

			

			
				He slowly filled his lungs. Then he sighed as he righted the desk with a wave of his hand and knelt to clean his mess.

				Guess it was on him to get information on the witch’s family, and that’s exactly what he’d do… at all cost. Screw his guides. Once he had the witch, he wouldn’t need them anymore.


				


			

				


				Chapter 9

				Waking up with Layla in his arms made Quin want to quit his job, but he knew she’d never let him. The guilt would eat at her Monday through Friday. Just as well; there was something he needed to do, some unfinished business to deal with—an unpleasant task at best, one he’d rather skip, but that wasn’t the way he did things, so he’d man up and get it over with.

				There was also the fact that he worked with his parents and didn’t want to leave them in a lurch. They had three construction projects scheduled that week—easy tasks, but ones he would need to be there for.

				He mind searched Cinnia, who was more than happy to share her coffee. Then he looked down, watching Layla’s aura serenely swirl.

				“Layla Love,” he whispered, and her fingers curled, dragging nails down his chest. “Mmm...” His arousal from the night before was still very much alive, and her fingernails had it flaring. “I love waking up with you.”

				Her breathing quickened as her aura pulsed with a variety of emotions. Bright yellow was abundant, as was the very shiny and substantial dark brown. His eye color almost appeared black in her aura, and it was the most beautiful hue in the hazy rainbow. Quin had always considered his eye color mundane, but on seeing it in her aura, he gained a new respect for it. She made it look lovely by casting it with a purity and brightness that surpassed every other hue. Dotted with tiny, pulsating stars, the espresso river swam through spirals of silver ribbons, and its current hugged her body, never straying too far from her heart. Quin had never seen an aura like hers. It amazed him every time he looked at it, but he was careful not to react since the exposure made her uncomfortable.

			

			
				But not as uncomfortable as she is now, he thought, watching the colorful haze turn inward, like it wanted nothing more than to melt into her skin. Quin wasn’t used to seeing such things in witches, but he knew exactly what it meant. She was mortified. The flesh where her blushing cheek lay grew hot, and he tightened his hug, at a loss for words that might make her feel better.

				Mortified couldn’t begin to describe how Layla felt.

				As she lay in the most heavenly place on earth, red-faced and full of regret, she was far beyond embarrassed. She knew she shouldn’t be; knew he wouldn’t want her to be, but she couldn’t push it away. In an impressive act of unselfishness, he’d put his own needs aside and taken her to a place she’d never been, making her feel the most amazing things. In return, she’d fallen asleep. Blah.

				Well, the least she could do was show her appreciation now. But how was she supposed to do that? Thank you wouldn’t cut it, and she was too insecure and inexperienced to give him what he’d given her. Damn. She was clueless. And if she didn’t respond soon, he would feel like he needed to reassure her, which was the last thing she wanted.

				She took a calming breath, magicked her teeth clean then smiled up at him. “Good morning.”

			

			
				“Hey, beautiful. It’s good to see your smile.”

				“You, too. Sorry I fell asleep without... without...” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Anyway, sorry.”

				“You don’t have to apologize. I fell asleep, too.”

				She smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Before or after I did?”

				“After.” He pulled her up his body and laid her head on his pillow. “Did you sleep well?”

				“Very well. You?”

				“Yes, better than I have in...” He grinned and tilted his head. “…ever.”

				“Me, too, Quin. Last night was... it was...” Damn it, Layla, get a grip. “It was beyond amazing. Consider yourself proven.”

				He leaned closer, stroking her hot cheek as he softly kissed her lips. “It was amazing for me, too. I would love to do it again sometime.”

				She searched his eyes, finding no reason to doubt him, but she knew leaving his needs unsatisfied must have driven him crazy. He’d definitely proven himself in more ways than one.

				This time she kissed him, and she didn’t kiss him softly. She kissed him deeply while pressing her body to his. He was stunned at first, but quickly got over it, taking her face in both hands as he kissed her back. When they broke apart, they stayed close, smiling as they gasped for air.

				“Well,” he breathed, “this is a good morning.”

				She giggled and gave him another kiss. Then she rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom, knowing he was watching her go.

				Once her feet found smooth tiles, she closed the bathroom door and leaned against it, reaching between her legs while trying to clear her dizzy head. She could still feel the effects of his touch, and her panties remained moist. Or maybe that was due to their most recent kiss. Whatever the case, she swarmed with traces of him, inside and out, and she felt like she’d fallen into a wine-soaked dream. Heady and light as feather, she had no control over her emotions or body. They’d been seized by a man she’d known for three days.

			

			
				Her stomach continually fluttered as she took care of business and washed up. Then she grabbed the doorknob and steadied her wobbly knees, trying to act normal as she entered the room.

				Quin sat in a chair by the coffee table, but stood when she walked in.

				“You put your shirt back on,” she pouted, closing the distance between them.

				His shirt vanished, and of course she flinched before laughing at her inability to adjust. “That’s better,” she approved, reaching for his pecs. Her palm found smooth warmth. Then her cheek found his heart. “You’ve spoiled me now. You can never wear a shirt again.”

				He laughed as he ran a hand down her hair. “If you say so, but that whole no shoes, no shirt, no service thing will limit where I shop.”

				“That’s okay. I’ll go in and get what you need.”

				He pulled her tighter against him then vanished her tank top. “Now what will we do?”

				Layla had felt it immediately, as her breasts were now pressed against rigid abs, but his firm hold prevented her from doing anything about it, so she tried to relax. “Guess we’ll have to shop at a nudist colony.”

				“There you go,” he approved, spreading his palms across her back. “I have something for you.”

			

			
				“Of course you do. You’re always spoiling me.”

				A mug appeared a few feet away, hovering right in her line of sight, and her eyes widened on the steam curling toward the chandelier.

				“Would you like a cup of Cinnia’s coffee?” he asked.

				“Yes,” she answered, stifling the urge to lick her lips.

				“Take it,” he offered.

				Keeping herself pressed against him, she reached for the cup, but it hovered a few inches beyond her fingertips. A second later, she figured out his game. “No fair,” she exclaimed, looking up to find a mischievous smile stretching from one dimple to the other. “You’re teasing an addict.”

				His grin widened. “I know. Want it?”

				“You know I do.”

				“Then get it. I’ll let go.”

				“I bet you will,” she murmured, raising a magical palm.

				“Nuh-uh,” he countered, and the cup floated further away. “You have to walk over there and get it.”

				“Oh yeah?” she returned, narrowing her eyes on the mug, but again, it floated further away.

				“You’re only making it a longer walk,” he noted. Then he rubbed her back and kissed her head. “Does it really bother you that bad?” 

				Layla found his eyes, knowing it shouldn’t bother her at all. He’d already seen, kissed and licked them, but in the light of day, none of that seemed to matter. Nevertheless, she owed him much more than a peek at her breasts, so she took a deep breath and a large step back.

				A smile brightened his features as his gaze dropped to her chest, and heat rose from her toes to her nose, but she didn’t move toward her coffee or hide herself. She just stood there, ignoring her squirming stomach while offering him a nice, long look.

			

			
				He didn’t take it, though. The moment he realized she wasn’t going anywhere, he raised his eyebrows and found her face. “You just made my day,” he whispered, pulling her into a hug. “Not only because your body is amazing, but because you trust me enough to let me look at it. Thank you.” He held out a hand, and her coffee zoomed into it. “Here. I can’t deny you a second longer.”

				She took the cup then turned around, leaning into him as she sipped. “I don’t mind what you do with your hands, just don’t make me burn myself.”

				His aura swelled around her as one of his forearms crossed her chest, above her breasts. “I wouldn’t dare burn an angel.”

				Layla relaxed and took another sip. She should have known he’d be a gentleman.

				When her cup was half empty, Quin refilled it and kissed her head. “It’s time for me to go to work.”

				“Oh,” she breathed, heart plummeting. Of course he had to go. He had a life, and it was Monday morning. He’d spent his entire weekend catering to her; now it was time to face reality. “Okay,” she agreed, trying not to sound as nervous as she felt.

				“Do you want me to stay?” he asked.

				“No,” she refused. “That would make me feel awful.” She turned toward him, forgetting she was exposed. “What time will you get home?”

				“Around five.” He took her mug and floated it to the table. Then he wrapped his hands around her waist, lifting her into a warm hug. “I’ll miss you while I’m gone.”

				“I’ll miss you, too,” she whispered, burying her face in his neck.

				He held her for several seconds, stroking and nuzzling her hair. Then he replaced their shirts and lowered her feet to the floor. “Is there anything I can get you before I go?”

			

			
				“I’ll fend for myself. Thanks for the coffee.”

				“My pleasure. Call Morrigan when you’re ready. I’m sure she and Daleen are impatiently waiting. I’ll see you this evening?”

				Layla thought about telling him he didn’t have to come over if he had other things to do, but she selfishly nixed the idea. “Yes, please.”

				He leaned in for a kiss then straightened. “Bye, Layla Love.”

				Her heart rate quickened, and she wasn’t sure if the increase stemmed from the pleasure she got from him saying her name, the sensations he delivered with his kisses, or the dread she felt over him leaving.

				She stood on her toes and took the back of his neck, pulling him down for another kiss. “Bye, Quinlan Farrel,” she mumbled into him. Then she quickly let go. If she didn’t do it fast, she might not do it at all. “Have a good day.”

				“You, too,” he returned, smiling as he ran a thumb over her pout. Then he dropped his hand and left the room.

				Layla stood still, listening to the front door close as unease washed over her, but it wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. “Good,” she approved, grabbing her coffee. It would not do to sit around and fret all day, just waiting for him to return.

				She walked to the living room and found her phone. No missed calls, and it was only nine in Oklahoma, so she decided to wait to call Travis.

				Instead, she dialed Gerald Greene’s number. His secretary answered and transferred the call, and Layla listened to hold music as she checked out the spare bathroom. Though it wasn’t as fancy as the master bathroom, it was nice and roomy with a shower and tub.

			

			
				“Layla?” Gerald answered, sounding pleased.

				“Hey,” she returned.

				“How are you, dear? Settling in up there?”

				“A little. Still adjusting.”

				“Well sure. It was a big move.”

				“Bigger than big,” she confirmed. “I’m calling because my old house burned down.”

				“You heard about that, huh? I tried to call yesterday, but I couldn’t get through, and I didn’t want to leave the news on your voice-mail.”

				“That’s fine. A friend told me. So what’s next? Do we need to file an insurance claim?”

				“Yes. I’ve already gone over your policy and everything looks in order, but you’ll need to sign the paperwork before we can finalize the claim.”

				“Okay. I don’t have an address yet, but as soon as I get one, I’ll let you know.”

				“Okay, dear. Or we could fax it. Whatever works for you.” There was a moment of silence. Then he spoke again. “There’s something else I need to speak with you about.”

				“Sure,” she agreed, smelling a bouquet of roses on the vanity.

				“A man came to my office yesterday asking questions about you,” Gerald went on.

				“Oh yeah?” she asked. “Who?”

				“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me his name.”

				“What did he look like?”

				“Very strange. Older man, around forty or so, and as intimidating as all get out. He was at least a foot taller than me and built like a bull, and he had long red hair and yellow eyes, like a cat’s. Does that sound like someone you know?”

			

			
				Layla’s stomach knotted. The description of the visitor reminded her of the small glimpse she’d gotten of the magical world. Witches and wizards tended to have unusual looks, and long red hair and yellow eyes definitely fit the bill. “No. I don’t know anyone like that. What did he want?”

				“He wanted to know where you’d moved; claims he has important business with you.”

				“Did you tell him?”

				“Absolutely not, dear. He wasn’t too happy about it either, looked like he wanted to throw a punch. But he just turned around and walked away, didn’t even press the issue.”

				“Hmm...” she mumbled, leaning against the counter.

				“I hate to ask this,” Gerald continued, “but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t. Are you hiding from some kind of debt, or running away from illegal dealings of some sort? Something that would have powerful people looking for you? Because I’m telling you, Layla, this guy could have been a hit man for the mob. You just don’t see people like him around here.”

				“No,” she answered. “I’m not running from anything.”

				“If you’re in trouble, Layla, I can help.”

				“I swear, Gerald. I don’t owe anybody any money, and I’ve never been involved in anything illegal. I have no idea who that guy is or why he’s looking for me.” She paused, realizing Gerald’s safety could be at risk. “He sounds dangerous, though. You should alert the police, have them put a patrol car in the parking lot.” Not that the police could do a damn thing if there was a magician looking for her, but the wizard might think twice about harming Gerald if lawful eyes were on him.

			

			
				“I’ll consider that,” Gerald replied, “but I’m more worried about you. There are other ways of locating you, easier ways. Maybe you should alert the Portland police.”

				“Maybe.” She’d be alerting someone all right, but it wouldn’t be the police. “Will you call me if he comes back?”

				“Of course. And you let me know when you get an address.”

				“Right. Thanks.”

				“No problem, Layla. Take care now.”

				“I will. Bye.”

				Layla hung up and stared at the phone. She’d lived in Gander Creek for twenty-one years without anything odd happening. Now places were burning and strange people were asking questions concerning her whereabouts.

				“Hmm…” She definitely needed to let her grandparents know, but first she wanted to check out the rest of the house, so she left the bathroom and headed further down the hall.

				Only one door remained before the stairs—on the same side of the hall as the master bedroom. Layla reached for the shiny, silver knob and pushed, expecting a closet or a spare bedroom. What she didn’t expect was a vacant chamber with white walls, bare wooden floors, and no furniture, not even a curtain. Odd considering the other rooms were very detailed in their décor. At first Layla couldn’t imagine why her parents hadn’t put themselves into this room as well. Then it slapped her across the face—the room was meant to be a nursery. She stumbled backward and quickly closed the door, deciding she wouldn’t be returning to that room anytime soon.

				Shaking the sorrow away, she climbed the stairs to the second level, finding three doors to choose from—one immediately to her right, which she assumed led to the turret room; and two down the hall, directly across from each other. Wanting to save the turret room for last, she headed for the others.

			

			
				The door on the left was another bathroom, much like the guest bath downstairs, and the door on the right opened to a guestroom with a cottage motif. The colors were much softer than the blue and green palette splashing the master bedroom, and the frames on these walls held landscapes instead of erotic art, but the two rooms were similar in size, and both boasted large furniture and a sitting area by the window.

				After taking in the details, Layla closed the door and headed for the turret room, climbing a narrow flight of spiral stairs to the highest point in the house. As she rounded the last turn and entered the circular chamber, rainbows dazzled her eyes, flashing through various gemstones that hung from the domed ceiling by fine silver thread.

				The bright, airy room was much bigger than she thought it would be, and far more beautiful than she imagined. Two tall windows faced the east and west, and the ceiling had a skylight, illuminating the room for as long as the sun kissed the sky. Composed of pale planks of weathered wood, the floor had a white area rug spread beneath a curved white sofa and a round driftwood table, which held a vase of blue and green roses. Near the western window sat an easel and painting supplies, while the eastern window poured light on an acoustic guitar and a wooden stool.

				Layla’s eyes had adjusted to the light, so she set her phone and coffee aside and moved to the eastern window, getting her first sunlit view of the coven’s lawn. The green grass and pristine houses sparkled with dew, and the gardens stretched for the rising sun.

			

			
				“Wow,” she breathed, taking a moment to memorize the magical landscape.

				Once she could close her eyes and still see the view, she moved to the western window, where she found another breathtaking vista—clusters of trees so tall and packed together so tightly, she couldn’t see ten feet into them or an inch of sky above them. Peaceful yet powerful, the vast stretch of nature gave her a tingly feeling in her tummy.

				She walked to the guitar and pulled it from its carved, wooden stand. She loved the acoustic guitar as much as she loved the piano. Had she not been swamped with extracurricular activities growing up, she would have learned to play. As she ran a hand down the guitar’s polished neck, she wondered if it had belonged to her mom or her dad. Neither of them had played in the memories, but both had been musically inclined.

				Taking a seat on the stool, she propped the guitar on her lap, deciding by its size that it must have been her dad’s. She strummed, pressed a few strings then strummed again. Maybe she’d learn to play after all. What else did she have to do?

				“Magic,” she exclaimed, popping her head up. That’s what she’d do.


				


			

				


				Chapter 10

				Veins pulsing with adrenaline, Layla found the house phone in the living room then dialed the number boldly written across a nearby notepad.

				Half a ring later, Morrigan answered. “Hello?”

				Layla beamed, already familiar with her grandma’s dulcet voice. “Hi.”

				“Layla, sweetie. How are you this morning?”

				“Good. What are you doing?”

				“Daleen and I are having coffee, waiting to hear from you.”

				“Would you like to come over?”

				“We would love to come over. Do you need us to bring anything?”

				“Um... I haven’t had breakfast, and I don’t know what’s here.”

				“Not much. I wanted your input before stocking the fridge. What would you like for breakfast?”

				“An apple and toast is fine.”

				“Apple and toast,” Morrigan repeated. “Is there anything else you need?”

				“Yes, actually. The bag I brought with me is running low on clothes.”

				“Do the clothes in the closet not fit?”

				“Well, I haven’t tried anything on yet, but that’s not really the problem.”

			

			
				“Tell me the problem, sweetie, and I’ll fix it.”

				“Well...” Layla mumbled, cheeks growing warm. “I couldn’t find any underclothes.”

				“Oh,” Morrigan replied, quietly laughing. “I’m sorry. I should have considered that.”

				“That’s okay. I have some in my car, but I don’t know how to get to them.”

				“Steer clear of the bedroom. I’ll send your things over before heading that way.”

				“Thanks.”

				“You’re welcome. We’ll see you in a few minutes.”

				Layla hung up and rushed to the bedroom closet, grabbing one of the few outfits that included pants instead of a skirt. The top was long-sleeved and embroidered with emerald green roses, and the bottoms were skinny, white slacks.

				Since her stuff would be appearing in the bedroom soon, she decided to use the guest bathroom to shower and dress. Being crushed by her luggage would make for a funny anecdote, but it wasn’t worth the humiliation.

				Even though she washed and rinsed quickly, the doorbell rang as she was getting dressed, so she ran down the hall while yanking the shirt over her head. When she opened the door, her grandmothers’ delighted auras filled the entryway.

				“That shirt looks lovely on you,” Morrigan praised, pulling her into a hug. “I’m glad it fits. Making your wardrobe was a guessing game.”

				Layla’s eyebrows shot up. “You made those clothes?”

				“Sure,” Morrigan confirmed, stepping aside for Daleen, who anxiously pulled Layla into a hug.

				“Good morning, my darling,” she sighed. “It’s wonderful to see your smile.”

			

			
				“You, too,” Layla returned, closing the door. “Looks like rain.”

				Morrigan laughed. “It always looks like rain around here, even if it’s dry.”

				“I like the rain,” Layla noted, joining them in the living room.

				“Then you’ve come to the right place,” Morrigan assured.

				Layla smiled as she motioned toward the kitchen. “I’d offer you coffee, but I don’t have any made. Quin spoiled me with a cup of Cinnia’s this morning.”

				“How sweet of him,” Morrigan replied, glancing down the hall. “Did you get your luggage?”

				“I don’t know. I haven’t been back in there. Do you want coffee? I can make some.”

				“Only if you want some,” Daleen answered. “We’re all coffeed out at the moment.”

				“Coffeed out?” Layla countered. “Is there such a thing?”

				Daleen laughed and took Layla’s hand. “I take it you really like coffee?”

				“I’m an addict. It’s pretty bad.”

				Morrigan smiled as she headed for the kitchen. “Then I’ll make you some while you eat breakfast.”

				“Okay,” Layla agreed, pulling Daleen along.

				While Morrigan made coffee, Daleen summoned a sliced and peeled apple and a piece of buttered toast.

				“Thank you,” Layla murmured, digging in.

				A moment of silence passed while she ate her toast. Then Morrigan spoke as she sat down with a fresh cup of coffee. “What would you like to do today?”

				“I was hoping you’d help me practice magic,” Layla answered.

				“That sounds fun,” Daleen approved. “You have so much to learn. It will be wonderful watching you discover your abilities.”

			

			
				“Yes,” Morrigan agreed. “I’m very excited about it. Is there something in particular you’d like to start with?”

				“The important stuff,” Layla answered. “I need to figure out flying, and I need to learn the concealment spell. Oh, and I’d love to get better at elemental magic. I want to know which one’s my best one.”

				Daleen smiled as she played with a long curl. “We’ll help with whatever you need, but don’t put too much pressure on yourself. You have plenty of time to learn.”

				“I know,” Layla mumbled, taking another bite, “but it’s not like I have a job or anything. Might as well learn what I’m capable of. Plus, I’m really excited about it.”

				“We can tell,” Morrigan observed.

				“Is there a way to make flying safe?” Layla asked, grabbing her last slice of apple.

				“We’ll keep you safe,” Daleen assured.

				“Okay,” Layla agreed, confident in the claim. “Is there somewhere we can practice that won’t have people around? I don’t want to make a fool of myself around anyone but you two.”

				“Sure,” Morrigan answered, vanishing the bread crumbs from Layla’s plate. “We have a clearing we use for rituals and whatnot. Are you ready now?”

				Layla took several gulps of coffee then stood. “Yes. No…” She blushed as she glanced over her shoulder. “I need to go find my underwear.”

				“We’ll wait,” they replied, and Layla rushed from the kitchen.

				A pile of bags and suitcases sat outside her closet door, and she visually searched it, pinpointing the bag that held the bulk of her underclothes. It seemed to take forever to put on a pair of panties, and she was still fastening her pants when she returned to the kitchen.

			

			
				“Ready,” she announced.

				“Then let’s not delay,” Morrigan said, heading for a door in the south-west corner of the kitchen.

				Layla followed her outside, gasping as she stepped onto a large, wooden deck. Mouth hanging open, she flipped her gaze left and right, finding dozens of full flower boxes, and six comfy lounge chairs, which formed a half-circle around an empty fire pit. Beyond the fire pit, a miniature dock stretched over a sparkling pond big enough to swim in. Fed by a small, three-tiered waterfall, the bright body of water was surrounded by smooth slabs of granite and artistic beds of greenery.

				Layla moved to the edge of the dock and peered into the water’s depths, gasping at the colorful fish swimming beneath huge, floating lily pads. And as if it wasn’t already the most beautiful pond she’d ever seen, shiny blue and green gems coated the bottom, capturing the sun and casting prisms.

				Morrigan joined her on the dock and laid a hand on her shoulder. “What do you think?”

				“It’s perfect,” Layla whispered.

				Morrigan beamed and motioned toward the chairs. “Do you want to sit for a while?”

				“Tempting,” Layla answered, “but my heart’s set on magic.”

				She glanced at her bare feet then looked at her grandmothers’ feet, which were also bare. Must be a magician thing, she decided, sitting on a chair so she could toughen her soles and lightened her step—a spell Quin had taught her at his aunt Karena’s inn.

				“All set,” she said, getting to her armored feet.

				While traversing dark woods brimming with wild undergrowth, Layla listened to her grandmothers explain the theory of concealment, so she had a decent grasp on the idea by the time they stepped into a round clearing half the size of the coven’s lawn. Flawlessly manicured and completely empty, the glade was ideal for making a fool of one’s self.

			

			
				“Excellent,” Layla approved.

				The lesson proceeded better than she’d hoped, and after a few hours of testing her magic, she was bursting with post-power euphoria and confidence. It only took her three tries to thoroughly conceal her body. And following several stubborn attempts, she managed to somewhat lighten her aura—a task her grandmothers claimed was extremely difficult.

				After disappearing and reappearing a dozen times, Layla set her mind on flying, finding it fairly easy to do. But it took a while, because she obsessed over every detail and safety precaution, hovering from the ground inch by careful inch. By the time she reached the treetops, she’d grown comfortable with the weightless feeling, so she shot forward, flying ten easy circles around the clearing.

				“That was amazing,” she gushed, landing in front of her grandmothers. “I’ve never felt so... so free.”

				“You’re amazing,” Daleen countered. “No one would ever know you’re new to the gift.”

				“I can’t take all the credit,” Layla returned. “I’ve had excellent teachers.” She bounced and wiggled. She couldn’t hold still, so she turned and grabbed their hands. “Will you fly with me?”

				“Yes,” they agreed, so the three of them soared into the air.

				After a few laps, Layla let go of their hands and halted.

				“Is everything okay?” Morrigan asked, swiftly spinning around.

			

			
				“Everything’s great,” Layla answered. “I just want to try something. Will you guys catch me if I fall?”

				“Of course,” they replied.

				Layla grinned as she floated backward, giving herself plenty of room. Then she tucked into a whirlwind of somersaults and horizontal spins. It was like doing them under water, but much smoother and without the resistance of compressed liquid. It felt fantastic, and it didn’t even make her dizzy.

				“Wow,” she breathed, floating upright with perfect balance. “That was fun.”

				“And graceful,” Morrigan added.

				“Beautiful,” Daleen agreed. “We should have hummed a tune to go along with it.”

				“I don’t know how you guys get anything done,” Layla laughed, launching into a back flip. “This is too much fun.”
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				Around one, after practicing the art of an emergency landing—the trick was the trajectory of flight at the point of impact combined with focused shock absorption—Layla flew with her grandmas to her house for sandwiches. She hadn’t practiced elemental magic, but she was satisfied with her improvement and figured she better stop while she was ahead. Plus, she didn’t want to use up all the fun in one day.

				Halfway through their meal, Layla steeled her nerve and brought up a scary subject. “I guess I need to meet the rest of the coven soon.”

				Morrigan and Daleen traded glances. Then Morrigan set her sandwich down and dusted crumbs from her fingers. “I’m glad you mentioned it, sweetie, because we need to talk about that.”

			

			
				“You’re upset,” Layla concluded. “I know I should have done it sooner, but I’m nervous. I didn’t mean to be rude or disrespectful...”

				“Of course you didn’t,” Daleen interrupted. “No one thinks that. Meeting that many people can be stressful, even under the best circumstances, so take as much time as you need. They’ll understand.”

				“Oh,” Layla mumbled. “I thought you might be upset about it.”

				“No,” Morrigan assured. “We would never rush you into something you’re uncomfortable with. Besides, you’re far too special a blessing to upset us.”

				“I’m not perfect,” Layla countered.

				“You’re perfect in our eyes,” Morrigan disagreed, “and that will never change, no matter what you do or don’t do.”

				“I hope I don’t disappoint,” Layla whispered, terrified she wouldn’t live up to the wonderful person everyone seemed to think she was.

				Morrigan turned in her chair and took Layla’s hand. “Listen, sweetie. I know you feel like you have to live up to certain expectations, but that’s not true. We’ll accept you for who you are, and if you make a mistake along the way, that’s okay. There’s nothing you can do or say that will make us regret your homecoming. Now stop being so hard on yourself. You’ve been magnificent every step you’ve taken to get to this point, and we couldn’t be more proud of the way you’re handling things.”

				Moisture blurred Layla’s vision as a lump clogged her throat. “Thank you. I think you’re perfect, too. I’ve never met so many kind and loving people, and I’m really grateful to be a part of it. You and Serafin as well,” she added, turning toward Daleen. “You guys have put your lives on hold for me. And I know it’s selfish , but I’m so glad you have, because I love that I’m getting to spend time with you.”

			

			
				“We wouldn’t have it any other way,” Daleen returned.

				A sad thought struck Layla, and her shoulders sagged. “When will you go home?”

				“Well, that’s something we need to talk about, and part of what Morrigan was going to say.”

				“Oh yeah,” Layla remembered, turning to Morrigan. “You were saying something about me meeting everyone.”

				“Yes,” Morrigan confirmed. “But remember, we understand you need time to adjust, so if this doesn’t sound like something you want to do, please tell me. We can easily work around tradition.”

				“Tradition?”

				“Yes. When welcoming a new member, the coven usually partakes in a feast, followed by a magical ceremony. But if you’re uncomfortable with any of it, we can go a different route or give it more time. Everyone will understand either way.”

				Layla took a bite then stared at a windowsill herb garden as she chewed. “Magical ceremony?”

				“Nothing challenging or scary,” Morrigan explained. “It’s a binding ceremony. You see, you’re already connected to six of us, because we share blood with you. Nature laid the foundation of our relationships, and that connection can be felt the moment we meet, so we’re able to bypass the awkwardness and begin building our kinship.”

				Layla understood, because she’d felt it. Meeting her grandparents for the first time had been like rediscovering familiar and dearly missed treasures. Not once since finding herself in their arms had she considered them strangers. 

			

			
				“The blood connection is a wonderful advantage,” Morrigan went on, “and by performing a binding ritual, we can imitate that bond… to a degree. We’re all family here, despite our differing bloodlines. Quinlan’s family and your grandpa’s family have ties dating back to the fifteen hundreds, and those living today are as close as ever. In fact, Quinlan’s great grandpa Catigern raised Caitrin and Cinnia after their parents were killed in an unfortunate explosion.”

				“What?” Layla blurted.

				“It was a tragic accident,” Morrigan quickly added, “one that had nothing to do with magic. At the risk of not giving the story proper respect, I’ll sum it up. Six members of your grandpa’s family, along with Catigern’s wife and brother, were delivering food to a soup kitchen when the boiler room exploded, killing everyone in the building. Anyway,” she sighed, “I didn’t tell you that to depress you. It happened fifty-three years ago. Our family still thrives and we’re closer than ever. So, when a new member comes along, we perform a ceremony that helps us bond with them. By taking part in the ritual, you’ll simply feel a deeper connection with everyone. Am I explaining it well enough?”

				“Yes, and it sounds wonderful—having a close connection with such a large family. But… well, what exactly does the ritual entail?”

				“Nothing strenuous, but you might find it overwhelming, because you’ll connect with everyone in the coven very quickly. After we perform a group ritual, which is just a lovely incantation called upon by the rest of us, we’ll perform individual rituals. This means the nineteen coven members not related to you by blood will need to make physical contact with you while someone else, most likely Caitrin, takes care of the spell work.”

			

			
				“What kind of physical contact?”

				“It doesn’t matter as long as it’s skin to skin.”

				“Oh,” Layla mumbled, raising an eyebrow. That didn’t sound too bad. Overwhelming, sure, but worth it. “Is that it?”

				“I should warn you,” Morrigan confessed, “we’re an affectionate group of people, and everyone here already loves you. If physical contact bothers you, we can try to lay down some ground rules, but I can’t guarantee they’ll be followed. We have... wonderfully enthusiastic family members whose excitement tends to run away with them.”

				Layla laughed as she recalled meeting her cousins Banning and Brietta. Both had seemed oddly enthusiastic. Now Layla knew why. Her thoughts turned toward the time she’d spent with Quin. If his actions were any indication, physical contact didn’t bother wizards a bit.

				Thinking about Quin made her all tingly, and she blushed as she looked down. “Okay. I’ll do it. I want to be a member of the coven. Having that many people to love sounds wonderful.”

				Morrigan’s face and aura brightened. “I’m so glad you feel that way, sweetie. Everyone will be thrilled. Is tonight okay, or would you like to give it more time?”

				“It will be overwhelming no matter when I do it. Tonight’s fine.”

				Morrigan grinned and clapped her hands together. “I’m so excited, Layla. This is going to be great. For everyone.”

				Layla returned her smile then frowned at Daleen. “What does that have to do with you leaving?”

				“Well,” Daleen answered, taking Layla’s hand, “Serafin and I love our coven, and of course we miss them, but we’ve missed you more, so if it’s something you want, we’ve decided to relocate.”

			

			
				Layla gasped and straightened her shoulders, overjoyed by the idea. Then reality rushed in and she slouched like a popped balloon. “That’s not fair. I can’t ask you to do that. Of course I’d love for you to stay, but I won’t ask you to uproot your lives for me.”

				“You didn’t ask us to do anything. This is something we want to do. We don’t have any grandchildren in Virginia, Layla. You’re it, and we love you so much. To sit there while you’re here, living your beautiful life without us would be torture. We don’t want to miss one more second. We’ve missed too many already, so if you agree, your grandpa and I will happily relocate.”  

				Layla burst into tears and flung herself into Daleen’s arms. “I can’t believe you guys would do that for me.”

				“We’d be doing it for all of us,” Daleen soothed. “Being here for you is our top priority. Only our love for each other compares to our love for you.”

				Having witnessed a bonded couple’s love first hand in her parents’ memories, Layla understood the enormity of Daleen’s declaration, and another grateful sob burst from her diaphragm. “I want you to stay. It would be a dream come true.”

				“Then it’s settled. We get to be a part of your family and your coven. Serafin and I will join you in the ceremony tonight.”

				“Really?” Layla asked, finding her grandma’s face. “You’ll do the ritual?”

				“If you don’t mind sharing the spotlight.”

				“Are you kidding? Of course I don’t mind. This is perfect.”

			

			
				“I think so, too, darling.”

				Layla smiled as she picked up her sandwich and took a large bite, but by the time she swallowed, she was nervous again. “Will I be meeting everyone for the first time when they’re touching me?”

				“No,” Morrigan answered. “We’ll gather on the lawn before dinner, and the ritual follows the feast, so you can meet everyone at your leisure. We’ll tell them not to charge you all at once, and some of them might actually listen.”

				Layla laughed, once again reminded of Brietta and Banning. “Okay. That’s not as nerve-racking.”

				“Listen,” Morrigan insisted, “if it starts to feel like too much, tell us, and you can take a break. We don’t have to rush.”

				Layla knew she would never make twenty-seven people wait while she took a break, but she nodded anyway, soothing the concern from Morrigan’s deep, peach eyes.

				Daleen reached out to clean their dishes, but Layla grabbed her hand. “May I do it?”

				“Sure,” Daleen agreed, getting to her feet. She walked around the table and pointed out a window. “Send the crumbs to the birds.”

				“Good idea,” Layla approved, gathering the plates.

				After joining Daleen at the window, Layla scanned the backyard and picked a place to send the leftovers. She successfully transferred the tidbits on the first try. Then she magically washed the dishes while watching a sparrow swoop in.

				“That is so convenient,” she noted, resetting the table. “What should we do now?”

				She looked up, finding Morrigan chewing her bottom lip as Daleen’s features furrowed in contemplation.

				“What’s up?” Layla asked, glancing over her shoulder. “Did I do it wrong?”

			

			
				“No,” Daleen answered. “It’s just…” She glanced at Morrigan, then back. “We want you to visit your parents’ memorial with us.”

				“Oh,” Layla breathed, knees weakening.

				She blindly reached for a chair then stumbled into it, trying to find her lungs. She’d forgotten her mom was buried nearby, laid to rest with a mere token of her dad, so visiting their memorial hadn’t even occurred to her.

				A hand touched her shoulder, and she jolted, looking up to find Daleen’s sage green eyes brimming with moisture, but she wore a genuine smile.

				“Will you join us?”

				Layla tried to swallow a painful lump, but it wouldn’t go away, so she nodded her terrified agreement.

				Daleen pulled her to her feet then urged her and Morrigan through the back door. Layla let herself be herded, dazedly walking down the deck stairs and into the forest, but her pulse raced and her stomach churned. The pain and sadness she’d witnessed through the magical ring remained fresh in her mind and heavy on her heart, so seeing her parents’ resting place was sure to burst the floodgates.

				She felt a pull on her hand and looked over, finding that her grandmas had halted.

				“You should go ahead,” Daleen suggested, “have your moment alone. Morrigan and I will be right behind you.”

				She let go, and Layla grasped for her hand a few times before making a fist and drawing it to her thigh. Looking ahead, she saw nothing save for tree trunks and foliage. “But... I don’t know where to go.”

				“Straight ahead,” Daleen instructed. “You’ll find it. You’ll feel it first, but you’ll see it soon after.”

			

			
				“Feel it?” Layla squeaked.

				“Yes,” Daleen confirmed, “you’ll feel it.”

				Layla stared ahead, body trembling, feet frozen.

				“It will be hard,” Daleen added, giving her shoulders a squeeze, “but you can handle it, and you’ll feel better once you have. We’ll be right behind you if you need anything.”

				Layla nodded, so Daleen gently shoved her in the right direction, breaking the glue holding her to the forest floor. Trudging one heavy foot in front of the other, she roamed away from her support system, using tree trunks to steady her shaky balance.

				As she stepped over the bulging roots of a western hemlock, the feeling Daleen warned her about punched her in the gut, only... it wasn’t so much a punch as it was a pull. Invisible strings lassoed her heart and hooked her navel then gave a core quaking tug.

				Layla caved, letting them reel her in, and she soon spotted a break in the trees.

				Shafts of daylight climbed her legs as she entered a small clearing, thinking she must have the wrong place, because the only thing of note was a round boulder half buried in grassy earth.

				The invisible strings pulled harder, and she stumbled forward, scanning the area for proof of her parents’ resting place. She saw nothing, but felt everything. Every emotion possible twisted her insides, and unexplained tears blurred her vision.

				As she approached the boulder, the strings gave a hard yank, and she fell, extending her arms to catch herself. Her palms hit stone, and the cords snapped, but the emotions doubled.

				Blinking back moisture, she looked down, finding emerald green roses sprouting from the ground and climbing the boulder, which now bore her parents’ names—a golden epitaph etched in gray stone.

			

			
				Control slipped away, and Layla wrapped the rock in a desperate hug as a mournful wail burst free. At the mercy of grief and violently shaking, she couldn’t think or breathe. All she could do was feel, and she felt broken and lost.

				At one point, Morrigan and Daleen tried to console her, but to no avail. Their touch only made her cry harder and grip the memorial tighter. She wanted to sink into it. She wanted to find her parents’ souls and spend one real second in their arms. She wanted to see them so bad. She wanted them to see her.

				Her tears eventually ran dry, and her muscles grew sore and weak, quivering under the stress of dry sobs.

				She laboriously lifted her cheek from the stone then studied the gold branding.

				Forever In Our Hearts

				Rhosewen Keely Donnelly

				&

				Aedan Dagda Donnelly

				Perfect Daughter

				Perfect Son

				Perfect Love

				Layla ran achy fingers across the words several times. Then she looked to the emerald flowers. They’d been joined by sage green and golden peach roses, and after a moment of confusion, Layla realized they corresponded with her grandmothers’ eyes.

				She sank to the ground and picked an emerald bloom. Then she drowned her nose and lips in its soft petals.

				Daleen was right. Now that the breakdown was over, every second that ticked by eased Layla’s pain. She remained terribly upset she had to sit next to her parents’ grave instead of them, but the unbearable hurt was fading.

			

			
				She opened her eyes and straightened, laying her rose on the boulder. Then she rested her cheek to stone as she touched her parents’ names. “I love you both so much. Thank you for my life.”

				Gasps rang out behind her, and she jolted as she looked at her grandmothers, who were gawking at the ground. Layla looked down as well, and peace flooded her, stitching up a portion of her broken heart. The emerald green roses had multiplied, thickly carpeting the entire clearing.

				Layla perceived the phenomenon as a sign her parents had heard her, wherever they were, and that was worth the tears she’d shed on their memorial.


				


			

				


				Chapter 11

				While traveling the globe in his search for Layla, the stranger had learned many things, one of them being that most magicians preferred to launch their businesses in tourist towns near the finest displays of nature. Oregon was full of nature, but the pacific coast boasted the best of both ocean and land, so when the stranger left Portland, he flew west until he reached Garibaldi—a tiny town next to Tillamook Bay.

				A quick search of Garibaldi yielded only one business owned by magicians, and the aromatherapy shop sat right off the Oregon Coast Highway, drawing a steady stream of hexless shoppers, who were tended to by three magicians.

				Another thing the stranger had learned during his quest for Layla—social covens kept close tabs on their neighbors. If the stranger were to expose himself to the magical entrepreneurs in the area, his questions would soon get back to the Conn/Kavanagh coven, and his disguise was merely a veil, easily torn away should he draw the attention of cautious locals.

				The stranger wouldn’t always remain a mystery. The veil was destined to come off, but it would be on his terms, not a paranoid shopkeeper with nothing better to do than stir up drama, so he decided not to question the magicians in the aromatherapy shop. Instead, he blended in with a group of bored men and eavesdropped on the clerks’ conversations.

			

			
				For all he knew, the three attendants were members of the Conn/Kavanagh coven, so he hoped for a treasure trove of information, but he heard nothing useful until a shopper inquired about locally grown produce.

				“There’s a great place outside of Rockaway Beach,” a clerk offered, “the town north of here.” Then she explained how to get there while drawing a map for her customer.

				Following the clerk’s detailed directions, the stranger flew toward a produce stand located five miles northeast of Rockaway Beach. The clerk had warned her customer that the stand was out in the middle of nowhere on a dirt road, and the stranger was pleased to see she didn’t exaggerate. The muddy path climbed a hill as it cut through thick timber, curving until town and ocean disappeared.

				Staying concealed, the stranger approached a clear cut containing a large greenhouse with an old wizard at its entrance. A hand-painted billboard displaying prices was folded out beside a rocking chair, in which the old man sat under an awning, swaying with the wind as he read a book.

				The stranger quietly alighted on a branch then expanded his mind to the edges of the clearing, finding nothing but woodland creatures. He and the old man were alone. Perfect.

				The stranger flew from the branch and returned to the front of the greenhouse, rubbing his chin and jaw as he landed several yards away from his mark. He slid his hands through his hair as he lifted his concealment spells. Then he slipped on a pair of sunglasses and casually walked forward.

				“Good book?” he greeted.

			

			
				The rocking chair squeaked to a halt as the old man closed his literature and leaned forward, stretching the fingers of his right hand.

				“Guess not,” the stranger went on, scanning the man’s wary aura.

				“What can I do for you?” the seller asked, setting his book aside.

				The stranger halted his approach and held his hands out in peace, attempting to play nice. “I hear you have the best produce in the area.”

				“Where did you hear that?”

				“Another shop. Did they speak the truth?”

				“They did. I’m a wholesaler for local covens. Some produce is grown in here,” he added, pointing a thumb at the greenhouse, “but the bulk is imported.”

				“You get that much business?” the stranger asked, looking down the dirt road.

				“We deliver to hexless retailers and restaurants,” the man explained, rising from his chair. After scanning the stranger from head to toe, he smoothed his expression, but his aura broadcasted his unyielding distrust. “So what brings you to the area? Visiting a local?”

				“Yeah,” the stranger answered, resuming his trek. “Mind if I take a look at your product? I need to impress a witch with dinner.”

				“Don’t we all?” the man returned, waving him in.

				The stranger smiled as he passed the local and entered the greenhouse, but he wasn’t the least bit happy with the situation. No way would this man willingly let him get close enough to rummage through his brain. “Surely a wizard with your experience has been tied down long enough to avoid such silly endeavors.”

				“My wife died three years ago,” the local replied, following his customer inside. “Why don’t you take off those glasses so you can find what you’re looking for? Who did you say you’re visiting?”

			

			
				“I didn’t,” the stranger answered, deciding there wasn’t a peaceful way to get the job done.

				He swiftly rotated, and before the old man could widen his eyes, the stranger had his gray hair in one hand and his swollen larynx in the other.

				“Son of a bitch,” the seller rasped, raising a palm.

				“Nuh-uh,” the stranger objected, and a magical cord slid around the man’s wrists, yanking them to his sides. “If you fight me, you will die.”

				“Who are you?”

				“Somebody looking for answers, and you’re going to give them to me. Then I’ll rid your mind of this encounter.”

				“You’ll get no cooperation from me.”

				“Then I’ll take it.”

				The stranger spread his hand out over the old man’s skull, and was bombarded by broken and senseless thoughts. “Stop blocking,” he ordered, giving him a shake.

				“I don’t know what you seek,” the man choked.

				“Information on a coven, the Conn/Kavanaghs.”

				The local’s eyes grew huge as he fought his restraints. “Go to hell.”

				“Been there. Now give me everything you know about the Conn/Kavanagh coven—where they live, how many members they have, how many males, females and children. If you know it, I want to know it. Understand?”

				“You’ll get nothing from me,” the local resisted. “And I suggest you go back to where you came from. Mess with that coven, and you might as well sign your own death warrant.”

				“Why?”

			

			
				“They are stronger than you’ll ever be.”

				“A bold statement considering how quickly you fell victim to my power.”

				“I’m not talking about power.”

				The stranger furrowed his eyebrows as he took the bait. “Then what are you talking about?”

				“A gift,” the man answered, growing still. “A blessing people like you will always underestimate.” No longer did he pull at his bindings, but his thoughts remained jumbled.

				“Which is?” the stranger urged.

				“Love and loyalty,” the man whispered. Then he lunged forward, leaving severed hairs in his captor’s hand as he freed his neck. He whirled around, his wrinkled lips stretching as his bony fingers flexed, and flames rolled from his throat as the earth shifted and crumbled.

				“Shit,” the stranger cursed, whipping his hands up.

				A misty barrier flowed from his palms, resisting the bulk of the blast, but flames rolled around the shield and singed his arms. Mud swallowed his calves, wreaking havoc on his balance, and the local was taking a deep breath, preparing to belch more flames. Clever old fart.

				“Enough,” the stranger yelled, flicking a wrist, and his foe flew backward, crashing into a row of tomato plants before crumpling to the ground. The earth beneath the stranger stilled, and he trudged from loose soil, his gaze glued to the fool who’d sentenced himself to death.

				Running healing hands over his arms, the stranger crossed the greenhouse, determined to break open the local’s mind before dispatching him, but as he approached the body, the stubborn elder jerked upright and threw another spell from stretched fingertips.

				Summoned vines lurched at the stranger, encircling his neck, and he grasped at the plants while narrowing his eyes. “You just drew your last breath,” he wheezed, lips growing numb.

			

			
				Fighting for air, he pried his fingers from the thriving flora then aimed a palm at the determined old man. The local dropped to the dirt, convulsing and gurgling blood. Then the deadly vines withered as their caster went limp, drained of life and any knowledge he held on his neighbors.

				“Damn,” the stranger mumbled, rubbing his throat as he brushed dead leaves from his shoulders. “We could have done this the easy way.”

				He stepped forward and knelt, checking the man for a pulse, but it was obvious by his absent aura and the blood running from his ears that he was dead.

				“You saw that, right?” the stranger called to the sky, to the souls who’d warned him to tread lightly. “I had no choice.”

				Of course they didn’t answer. He found them only in the deepest moments of meditation, so he sighed and looked at his victim. “Damn you,” he scorned, picking up a tomato plant. “Now I have to clean your mess.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 12

				Drained of energy yet full of anticipation, Layla stood on her deck, watching her grandmas walk away. When they reached the corner of her house, they paused and looked back.

				“Relax for while,” Morrigan suggested. “You have a big night ahead of you.”

				Layla nodded her agreement as she waved goodbye, but she didn’t have time to relax. She needed to call Travis and change her clothes, and she wanted to practice the magic she’d learned that morning.

				As soon as she entered the house, she found her cell and dialed Travis, hoping her long-distance encouragement would help, but he didn’t answer, so she had to leave her pep-talk on his voicemail.

				After setting the phone aside, she tried to ease her sore muscles with magic, but barely got results. Quin was much better at healing.

				She pouted and looked at the clock on the quartz fireplace. Three-thirty, and he wouldn’t be home until five. Maybe practicing magic would take her mind off him.

				So that’s what she did, but even though flying down the hallway and disappearing in front of the mirror brought her fulfillment and confidence, it didn’t keep her from thinking about Quin.

				She decided to get dressed for dinner, hoping her vast wardrobe would make her forget she was obsessing over a guy, but no such luck. Every time she pulled an outfit from the rack, she wondered if Quin would like it, and this only served to frustrate her, because she had no idea what Quin liked.

			

			
				After debating over two outfits for several ridiculous minutes, she picked a long-sleeved lace shirt in antique white, and a long brown skirt with multiple layers, the topmost layer gathered in satin bows and lined with lace.

				She slipped them on and examined herself in the mirror, blushing at the cleavage swelling from the lace bodice. A t-shirt and jeans kind of girl, she’d never owned a top that displayed her cleavage. All through high school, she’d watched guys drool over breasts, unable to look girls in the eye long enough to know whose tits they were ogling, and since Layla had no desire to be their target, she’d kept her bull’s-eyes covered up.

				Now, as she stared at the flushing flesh peaking from her shirt, she found herself wondering if Quin would ogle her cleavage, and if so, how it would make her feel. Uncomfortable? Or would the butterflies in her belly merely spread, energized by his gaze? She was tempted to test him; thereby testing herself.

				The doorbell rang, jolting her from her engrossed state, and she rolled her eyes as she walked down the hall. She glanced at the clock on the fireplace—almost five—and her heart rate spiked. Maybe Quin was home early.

				She ran to the door and yanked it open, finding deep dimples as Quin’s bright aura engulfed her.

				“Hey, beautiful,” he greeted, running his gaze down her body, but it felt nothing like ogling, and his stare didn’t linger on her chest. “I missed you.”

				Layla grabbed his hand and pulled him inside. “I missed you, too.”

			

			
				She kicked the door shut before hugging his waist, and he wrapped his arms around her, filling her belly with soothing warmth.

				“Now I’m the one getting spoiled,” he whispered.

				“Did you have a good day?” she asked, finding his handsome smile.

				“No,” he answered. “But it’s perfect now.”

				“Good,” she approved, unable to stifle her grin.

				He leaned in, taking her cheek as he gave her a kiss. Then he slid his thumb over her moist lips. “I see you’ve been busy.”

				“Hmm?”

				“Your magic. You’ve been practicing.”

				“How can you tell?”

				“Your aura.”

				“Oh yeah. What in my aura tells you that?”

				He released her and took a step back. “Find the pearlescent cord spiraling around my body.”

				Layla easily found it, because she’d noticed it before. “I see it, but I don’t know what it means.”

				“It’s called a power band. It’s nonexistent in babies, but as our powers increase, the cord will lengthen, widen and grow more condensed, changing from pure white to pearlescent.”

				“Oh,” she murmured. Then she found his face and smiled. “I missed you.”

				He grinned and stepped forward. “You said that, but you can say it again.”

				“I missed you,” she repeated.

				He wrapped his hands around her waist and picked her up, nuzzling through curls until he found her pulse. After breathing her in for over a minute, he kissed her neck and lowered her feet to the floor. “I’ve missed you more than you’ll ever know. Now, would you like to show me what you learned today?”

			

			
				She blushed, worried she might crack under pressure. “I can try.”

				“Then you’ll succeed.”

				She took his hand and led him to the back deck. Then she told him to stay before putting some space between them. “Don’t laugh if I mess up.”

				“I wouldn’t dare,” he agreed.

				She closed her eyes, and Quin took the opportunity to scan her feminine curves.

				“Are you watching?” she asked.

				“Yes,” he answered, flipping his gaze to her face.

				She vanished, melting into shimmers surrounded by a colorful haze. Then her aura paled, curling toward her veiled body in an attempt to hide.

				“Did it work?” she asked.

				“Yes,” he whispered, approaching the sparkling cloud. He carefully reached out, finding her slender hand. Then he pulled her out of her magic and into him. “That’s amazing, Layla. Did you learn those things on your own?”

				“No. Morrigan and Daleen helped. Do you want to see what else I learned?”

				“There’s more?”

				“Just one other thing.”

				“I would love to see.”

				She stood on her toes and gave him a kiss. Then she shot from the ground, performing a triple back-flip before halting and hovering fifteen feet in the air. She grinned at him, well aware of her success, and he grinned back, thinking success looked lovely on her.

				“That was beautiful,” he commended, flying to meet her.

			

			
				“Thank you,” she returned, floating into his arms.

				“But I have to admit,” he added, “I’m a little disappointed you no longer need my help. I liked being your safety net.”

				Her grin widened as she flattened herself against him, tilting him back until they were parallel to the ground. “Better?”

				“Perfect,” he whispered, gathering her hair at the nape of her neck. Then he pulled her into a kiss.

				Her body melted into him, giving him exactly what he wanted. Then she took it a step further by sliding her lips to his neck.

				“This is even better than flying,” she whispered.

				He mumbled an agreement as he tilted his head back, and she took advantage, leaving a trail of tingles from one side of his throat to the other. She eventually returned to his mouth, and he grasped her butt, pulling her closer while kissing deeply. A cute little murmur muffled in her throat, and he smiled as he slid his hands to her back and flipped upright.

				She tightened her grip, her sigh tickling his lips. Then she pulled away and laid her head on his shoulder. “Flying together presents some interesting possibilities.”

				“You read my mind,” he replied, keeping her in his arms as he landed. “I hear you have a big night ahead of you. Are you worried?”

				“A little nervous, but not worried. It sounds like a dream come true—connecting with so many people.”

				“I can’t wait to share that connection with you. It’s going to feel incredible.”

				She pulled her face from his neck, blushing as she found his eyes. “I already feel connected to you.”

			

			
				“I know, but the bond we’ll form tonight will be different. You’ll see.”

				“When will everything start?”

				“We’ll have dinner between six and seven, but everyone’s on the lawn now.”

				“Already?”

				“Yep.”

				She swallowed and looked east, her jaw flexing as she chewed her lip.

				“It’s going to be great,” he assured.

				“I know,” she mumbled.

				But he wasn’t convinced. “Is there anything I can do to make it easier?”

				“You do too much already, Quin.”

				“I’d love to do more.”

				She found his eyes then looked down, fidgeting with the collar of his shirt. “There is something, but I don’t know if it’s appropriate.”

				“You’ll have to explain.”

				“Well,” she elaborated, cheeks flushing, “I want you to stay with me, but I don’t know how the coven feels about us being together. I’m afraid we’ll make them uncomfortable, and I don’t want you in trouble because of me.”

				Quin stifled a laugh as he tapped the tip of her nose with his own. “I would shout my feelings for you to the world if I could, and not even an angry mob would make me regret it.”

				“Oh,” she breathed, smiling despite her concern. “That’s good to know, but I don’t want to upset our families.”

				“Why would they be upset?”

				“You said they’d be disappointed in you for kissing me.”

				“Only because they didn’t want me making things harder on you.”

			

			
				“So it won’t make them uncomfortable? Seeing us together?”

				“They already know how I feel about you,” he answered. “They’ve seen it in my aura, so they expect us to walk onto the lawn together. On the other hand, they would find it weird if we walked out there and went our separate ways.”

				“Why?”

				“Because we don’t hide things around here. There’s no point. Our auras give us away. If you and I try to conceal our relationship, they’ll just think it’s foolish we’re bothering. What we feel will be obvious whether we’re standing next to each other or across the lawn from each other.”

				“I see. So you’ll stay with me?”

				He smiled and kissed her red cheek. “Until you ask me to go.”

				“I won’t.”

				“I beg that you don’t.” He kissed her other cheek. “What else can I do to make your evening easier?”

				“Just having you next to me will help.”

				“Beautiful music to my blessed ears.” He kissed her nose then her lips. “Now, are you ready to meet your family, or would you like to wait a while?”

				“Um...” She looked down, chewing her lip again. “Maybe I should change.”

				Quin lowered her feet to the ground and stepped back, running his gaze down her body. “I don’t see why. You look stunning; the most beautiful thing I’ve seen, and I’ve seen a lot of beautiful things.”

				She blushed and whirled a toe in the grass. “You don’t think this shirt is... inappropriate?”

			

			
				He laughed and stepped forward, sweeping her off her feet. “Why would I find that shirt inappropriate?”

				“Well, it’s revealing.”

				“This?” he asked, lowering his mouth to her cleavage. It was barely any; far less than he was used to, but the flushing flesh got his blood pumping like never before. He softly ran his lips across what little he could see. Then he straightened and found her face. “You look beautiful, Layla, not the least bit inappropriate, and you’ll see that for yourself when you step out there.”

				She remained bright red, so he decided to tease her. “Or, if you’d like, I could carry you out there. Then everyone will know right away how I feel about you.” He turned toward the side of the house. “I could take you from person to person, introducing you as my Layla Love.”

				She grinned and touched one of his dimples. “Stop teasing.”

				“Who says I’m teasing?” he countered, taking a few steps. “I’m going to introduce you to my family.”

				“No!” she blurted, clutching his shoulder.

				“Why not?” he asked, taking another step.

				“Don’t you dare, Quin. That would be embarrassing.”

				Another step. “Not for me.”

				Her grip tightened as her spine straightened. “If you don’t stop walking, I’ll... I’ll...”

				“You’ll what?” he asked, laughing at her panic as he took a few more steps.

				Out of the corner of his eye he saw her move, and before he could look over, her mouth was on his neck. He froze as her soft lips stretched across tight flesh. Then he forced himself to relax so she could suck him in.

				“Mmm...” he mumbled. “You’re good. I’ll never be able to compete with you.”

			

			
				Her lips came together then swept back and forth across charged skin. “At least I have the edge in one area,” she approved, smiling up at him.

				“You have it in all of them,” he assured. “Now, are you ready to walk out there?”

				“Yes, but I need to use the bathroom first. I don’t want to have to turn right back around.”

				“Good thinking,” he agreed, carrying her up the deck stairs and through the back door. When he reached her bedroom, he lowered her feet to the floor and gave her a kiss. “I’ll use the other one. See you in a second.”

				Layla watched him disappear into the spare bathroom. Then she turned into the bedroom, unable to stifle her cheesy smile or calm her fluttering heart.


				


			

				


				Chapter 13

				Layla steeled herself for the meet and greet as she washed her hands, but her knees remained weak when she walked to the hallway.

				Quin straightened from the wall, and his aura swallowed her—emerald ribbons floating through forest green rivers.

				“Stop worrying about me,” she insisted. “I’ll be fine.”

				“You’re nervous.”

				“Yes, and I’m sure I’ll spend the entire night blushing, but I can’t help it and neither can you.”

				He slid his hand under her hair and took the back of her neck, tilting her face up. “Your blush is beautiful.”

				His mouth found hers, and her heart jolted as her bottom lip trembled around a whoosh of air.

				“There’s that beautiful blush now,” he added, sliding his lips to her cheek.

				Sensitive nerve endings twitched and tickled, and an embarrassing laugh burst from her mouth into his chin. His lips paused on the tip of her nose, curving toward deep dimples. Then he dipped her into a passionate kiss.

				When he pulled her upright, she rested her forehead to his chest while trying to catch her breath. “If you keep doing stuff like that, I’ll never make it onto the lawn.”

				“We can cancel dinner and stay inside,” he offered, slipping his fingers beneath the shoulder of her shirt.

			

			
				“Yeah right,” she smirked. “Disappointing my grandparents like that is not an option. Daleen and Morrigan glowed like the sun when I agreed to this.”

				He abandoned her shirt and stepped back. “Then you’re ready?”

				“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

				Taking her hand, he led her to the front door; and while she found comfort in his warm palm, her heart rate was on the rise.

				“Your fingers are going to fall off if you don’t give them some blood,” he advised, touching the inside of her wrist.

				She looked at the hand clutching his, finding white fingers. “Sorry.”

				“Are you sure you want to do this?” he pressed.

				“Yeah,” she insisted, trying to steady her lungs. “It’s going to be great, right?”

				“Right,” he confirmed, offering a reassuring smile.

				Layla took a deep breath as he reached out. Then she slowly exhaled as he opened the door. He gave her a nudge onto the porch, and her lungs refilled with a gasp as she stumbled to a standstill, pausing on the fringe of a scene that transcended the most fantastic fairy tales.

				Surrounded by gorgeous houses and majestic trees, twenty-six glowing magicians mingled on the lawn, their happy voices and cheerful laughter filling the clearing with music so serene it soothed the soul. Wearing dresses or skirts and beaming with unmistakable confidence, the women moved like liquid among muscular men, who anticipated every turn of the feminine current with attitudes as laidback as their carefree clothes. Exuding an air of charisma, mystery and magnetism, not one of them wore shoes, and every move their active bodies made was executed with calm grace.

			

			
				Layla found her grandparents, easily picking them out by their bonded lights, which shone a little brighter than the rest of the emblazoned hazes. She smiled and waved at them, and they beamed as they waved back.

				Layla scanned the lawn, looking for another set of bonded lights, but she couldn’t find them. “Where are your parents?” she asked.

				“Dad’s next to Caitrin,” Quin answered, “and mom’s the blond by the dinner table. Their bonded lights are dulled by the distance between them.”

				Layla looked for his dad first, and immediately made eye contact.

				Damn. She quickly dropped her gaze as her stomach flipped and her cheeks burned. She didn’t expect him to be watching. Now she felt rude because she couldn’t look back. Instead, she looked for Quin’s mom, who was also watching. Damn.

				Layla swallowed a lump and looked down, struggling to catch the breath they’d stolen with their curious stares. She didn’t blame them for their intrigue. Aside from the obvious reasons everyone else had, they probably wanted to know what had kept their son so busy over the weekend. Layla truly hoped they weren’t already disappointed by what they’d seen.

				A loud laugh grabbed her attention and she looked up, watching three people zoom into the air, halt, then take off again, racing one another around the clearing. Their details diminished as they picked up speed, turning into colorful blurs, which soared two laps before pulling upright.

				As the trio turned and descended to earth, Layla realized two of them were her cousins who worked at Cinnia’s café—Brietta and Banning. The third was an unknown witch around Banning’s age—seventeen.

			

			
				Layla smiled as she watched them cross the lawn. Then she noticed they were headed her way and grew antsy. Apparently three years of loneliness had cursed her with a case of social anxiety. Quin stretched his fingers, carefully entwining them with hers, and she squeezed, glad she had someone holding her in place when she was so tempted to run.

				Banning reached the rose garden and quickened his pace, half-jumping half-flying onto the porch. Layla blinked, but stood firm, unsurprised by the enthusiastic approach.

				“Hey, Layla,” he greeted, a rambunctious ring to his fully matured voice.

				Comforted by his youthful attitude, Layla smiled. “Hi, Bann.”

				“You look nice,” he offered.

				“Thanks,” she returned, cheeks growing warm.

				He flashed a bright smile then flipped his baby blues to Quin. “Who won? Bri thinks she’s the goddess of the skies and beat us by a mile… Ow!” He shook his hand and glanced over his shoulder. “Damn, sis.”

				Nearly as hyper as her brother, Brietta bounded onto the porch and grabbed his hand. “That’s what you get for telling lies,” she scolded, but it sounded more like a song. She examined his palm then threw it down. “I didn’t hurt you. It was a teeny, tiny shock. Hi, Layla. It’s good to see you again.”

				“You, too,” Layla offered, mesmerized by Brietta’s multicolored, green eyes, just like the first time she’d seen them. She’d been in line at Cinnia’s Café in Cannon Beach—following the trail of bread crumbs her dad left her—when she’d come face-to-face with her first witch. “Should I call you Bri or Brietta?”

			

			
				“Either way. Sorry about the weird looks at the café the other night. I was shocked and really confused.”

				“I know the feeling,” Layla quipped.

				Brietta laughed, loudly and beautifully. “I bet. Anyway, we’re glad you’re here.” She wrinkled her nose and elbowed Banning in the ribs. “I need some competition in the air. Bann’s falling behind.”

				“You’re full of it,” Banning argued, ruffling her blond hair. “Tell her, Quin. Deflate this huge head of hers.”

				“Can’t do it,” Quin refused. “It wasn’t by a mile, but there’s no doubt she won.”

				“Ha,” Brietta taunted.

				Banning scowled and pulled her into a headlock. “Quin and Layla need to fly up there and serve you some humble pie.”

				He let go, and Brietta came up laughing. “Quin doesn’t count, but I might have a chance against the newbie. What do you say, Layla? Wanna race?”

				“Oh,” Layla mumbled, stomach somersaulting. She didn’t think she could make herself fly in front of all these people if her life depended on it.

				She was about to stutter a lame refusal when Quin cut in. “Not right now, Bri, but soon enough, so start practicing humble defeat.”

				“Tough to do when I’m racing slowpoke,” Brietta replied, jabbing her brother again.

				“Don’t forget Sky,” Quin countered, nodding toward the witch on the stairs. “I think she’s found her wings.”

				At the mention of her name, the witch leapt onto the porch. “Thanks, Quin.” She turned toward Layla, smiling as she held out a hand. “Hi, Layla. I’m Skyla Mochrie—Quin’s cousin.”

			

			
				Skyla, of course, was very pretty, the kind of girl all the boys want to date but can’t find the guts to ask out. Alternating between soft spirals and smooth strands, her hair looked like a waterfall of cinnamon and sugar, but her most noticeable feature was her inky blue eyes. Almond shaped and framed by long, glittering lashes, they were huge, like an endless night sky.

				“It’s nice to meet you, Skyla,” Layla returned, shifting her attention to the birds on her shoulders. Both had bright yellow heads, but one had a lime-green body while the other was turquoise.

				“Call me Sky,” she insisted. “These are my parakeets—Blue and LaLa.”

				“They’re beautiful,” Layla mumbled, in awe of their tame nature.

				“Thank you,” Skyla replied. Then she looked at Quin and pointed a thumb at Brietta and Banning. “So you think I have a chance against these two?”

				“Bann needs to worry,” Quin answered, “but catching Bri will take some work.”

				“Come on, man,” Banning argued. “Us guys have to stick together against these pixies.”

				“Not this time,” Quin countered. “Sky was less than a foot behind you.”

				“That’s because I carry more weight,” Banning claimed.

				Skyla giggled and poked his hard stomach. “Yeah you do, fatty.”

				In a flash of movement, Banning grabbed Skyla around the waist and tucked her under his arm. “Rematch time,” he challenged, shooting off the porch.

				Brietta laughed at Skyla’s flailing legs then turned back to Layla. “Sure you don’t want to join?”

				“It looks like fun,” Layla replied, “but I need more practice before joining a race. Besides, I still have a lot of people to meet before dinner.”

			

			
				“I guess you do. That’s okay. We have plenty of time. I’m excited you’re here. Sky’s great, but it will be nice having a witch closer to my age around.”

				“How old are you?”

				“Twenty, so we should have lots in common. We’ll have to hang out soon.”

				“Definitely,” Layla agreed.

				Brietta grinned then glanced over her shoulder. “Guess I’ll let you get on with it. See you in a bit.” She flipped backward off the porch, landing on the walkway for a split second. Then she shot into the air, joining Banning and Skyla for another race.

				Layla laughed at her sprightly exit then smiled at Quin. “They seem like fun.”

				“They are,” he confirmed. “Are you ready to meet the others?”

				“Sure. Let’s see my grandparents first then go from there.”

				“Good plan,” he agreed, leading her down the stairs.

				As they approached Layla’s grandparents, the four of them stood and walked forward, accompanied by a fat, silver cat and a droopy basset hound.

				“Hi, sweetie,” Morrigan beamed, pulling Layla into a hug. “You look lovely this evening.”

				“Thank you,” Layla replied, turning toward Daleen, who also pulled her in.

				“I’m so excited for you,” Daleen whispered. “This night is going to be so special.”

				Layla smiled at her then moved to her grandfathers, standing up straight as she glanced between them. Not until she was within their reach did it occur to her how much she’d missed them.

			

			
				“Hey,” she greeted, “I missed you guys today.”

				Caitrin stepped forward and wrapped her in strong arms. “We missed you, too, sweetheart. Morrigan tells me you’re the most amazing witch she’s ever seen. I hear you made hard things look simple.”

				“Morrigan’s opinion is biased, but I think I did okay.”

				“From what I hear, okay doesn’t cut it.”

				“Of course it doesn’t,” Serafin agreed.

				Layla turned and wrapped Serafin’s waist in a tight hug. “Your opinion is biased, too.”

				“Yes it is,” he confessed, giving her a gentle squeeze.

				He let go, and Morrigan stepped forward, taking Layla’s shoulders. “Let me introduce you to some of our coven members.”

				“Okay,” Layla agreed, gluing her smile in place.

				They faced the nearby chairs, and Morrigan pointed to the first person on the left. “This is Kemble Kavanagh—Quinlan’s dad.”

				Kemble stood and stepped forward, smiling as his warm hand enveloped Layla’s. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Layla. We’ve been waiting a long time for the opportunity.”

				Not only did Layla recognize Kemble from her parents’ memories, but by his similarities to his son—dark hair, dark eyes, and fetching dimples.

				“I feel like I’ve already met you,” she confessed. “I saw you in my parents’ memories.”

				“I’m honored,” Kemble replied, intently searching her face. Then he glanced at Caitrin. “She is a little piece of Rhosewen, isn’t she?”

				“More than a little,” Caitrin confirmed.

				“Rhosewen was a special witch,” Kemble added, finding Layla’s eyes. “We’re blessed to have her daughter with us at last.”

			

			
				“I feel blessed to be here,” Layla replied, and she meant it. She remained nervous, but her heart filled with wonder and warmth as she looked into eyes that witnessed so much of her mom’s life.

				“I’ll let you move on to the others,” Kemble offered, “before their patience runs dry.”

				“I should get on with it,” she agreed. “Or we’ll be here until morning. There are literally dozens of you.”

				Several people laughed, and Kemble gently squeezed her shoulder. “There’s always room for more, particularly one as lovely as you. Welcome home, dear.”

				“Thanks, Kemble. It’s good to be here.”

				From there Morrigan introduced Layla to six wizards related to Quin—his grandpa and great grandpa, his uncle and great uncle, and two cousins. One of the cousins had two wooly dogs at his feet, and Quin’s great grandpa Catigern had a hawk on his shoulder.

				The wizards remained in their chairs, but they reached out with friendly smiles, and Layla memorized their names and faces as she politely shook their hands. Remembering how they were related, however, was something that would take experience… and perhaps a little study time with a written family tree.

				Layla greeted the dogs last, happily rubbing their furry heads. Then Morrigan took her shoulders and turned her around. Four people stood at once, and Layla took a stumbling step back, but Morrigan’s dainty grip tightened and propelled her forward.

				“These fine witches and wizards are actually related to you,” Morrigan revealed, pointing to the woman on the left. “That’s Caitrin’s sister Cinnia, and her husband Arlen Giles; and that’s their daughter Enid, and her husband Kearny Gilmore. Enid and Kearny are Brietta and Banning’s parents.”

			

			
				Cinnia was the first to react, moving forward with shiny, turquoise eyes and a wistful smile. “Welcome,” she greeted, pulling Layla into a hug.

				“Oh,” Layla breathed, shivering as tingles ran from Cinnia’s arms into hers. Goose bumps stretched from her wrists to her shoulders, but she didn’t mention the odd occurrence. Instead, she hugged her great aunt back because it seemed like the right thing to do.

				“It’s so good to finally meet you,” Cinnia said, stepping away to get a better look.

				“You, too,” Layla returned. “Now I can thank you.”

				“Whatever for?”

				“Coffee. You’ve been supplying me with amazing coffee.”

				Cinnia laughed, loudly and beautifully like Brietta. “You’re welcome, sweetheart. I hear you have quite the weakness for coffee.”

				“Particularly yours. It’s the best I’ve had.”

				“Well anytime you need a jolt, just let me know.”

				“I don’t think you understand what you’re getting yourself into,” Layla warned.

				“I’d be delighted to find out,” Cinnia gushed, blindly reaching behind her. “Isn’t she wonderful, Arlen?”

				“We knew she would be,” Arlen agreed, stepping forward for a hug, which Layla accepted with reasonable comfort. “We’re glad you’re here,” he added. “It’s always a joy to welcome a new member. With you, the joy is tenfold.”

				“Hear, hear,” Cinnia advocated.

				“Thanks,” Layla replied, cheeks growing warm.

				“My turn,” Enid insisted, moving in for a hug, and it sent another tingle through Layla’s blood.

				“Welcome,” Enid whispered. “We’ve missed you so much.”

			

			
				When Enid leaned back, Layla found tears illuminating her multicolored eyes—steel gray lines bursting from her pupils like sunbeams over a powder blue background. Struck dumb by them, Layla didn’t notice Kearny’s approach until he spoke.

				“You look a lot like your parents,” he observed. “A blessed reminder of lost loved ones.”

				Layla found his eyes, which were also multicolored—forest green infused with pastel green swirls. “I can say the same,” she noted. “I saw you in the memories. You and my dad were close.”

				Kearny smiled and gave a nod. “Until Rhosewen swept him away.”

				“A trick her cousin quickly learned,” Layla noted, motioning toward Enid.

				“Indeed,” Kearny laughed, wrapping his arm around Enid’s shoulders. “Attending your dad’s wedding is the smartest decision I ever made. With your return, I reap yet another reward.”

				“The reward is mine,” Layla insisted.

				Morrigan stepped forward and took Layla’s hand. “These four and Brietta and Banning are your immediate family, but after tonight, you’ll call this entire coven family. If you ever need anything, we’re here to help, and we want you to ask.”

				Layla scanned the eleven people she’d just met, trying to ignore her warm cheeks. “That’s kind of everyone. I’m delighted to have such a big family.”

				“Your delight is important to us,” Caitrin asserted.

				Morrigan leaned close, hugging Layla as she whispered in her ear. “Need a break?”

				Layla shook her head no, so Morrigan stepped away and found Quin. “Would you like to introduce her to the others, Quinlan?”

			

			
				“I’d be honored,” he agreed, moving to Layla’s side. “If she’ll let me.”

				Layla looked over, wondering why he threw that last part in. “Sure,” she agreed, curbing her sarcasm.

				“Ready?” he asked.

				Layla took his hand then turned to the others. “See you guys at dinner.”

				They waved goodbye, and Quin led her away, steering her toward a huge wooden table.

				After several silent steps, she looked up. “Why did you say that?”

				“Say what?”

				“If she’ll let me. You know better.”

				He scanned the air around her then found her eyes. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable by being overly friendly or presumptuous around the others.”

				Layla sighed and shook her head. “You can’t save me from embarrassment, Quin. It’s inevitable, so don’t tip-toe around me. I’m not saying you should pick me up and carry me, but you don’t have to pretend to be something you’re not.”

				He smiled and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “So this is okay?”

				“If it’s okay with you, it’s more than okay with me.”

				He squeezed and kissed the top of her head. “How about that?”

				“It’s nice. I was already missing your touch. You’ve been spoiling me.”

				He pulled her hand to his lips, running kisses from her fingers to her wrist. “We could take a break and slip inside. I could touch you all over in there.”

			

			
				Heat from both embarrassment and desire rushed Layla’s veins. “Tempting, but maybe later.”

				“That’s an offer I can’t refuse,” he approved, raising his eyebrows.

				Layla timidly smiled, body flaming inside and out. “I still don’t see what you get out of the deal.”

				He lifted their hands and gave her bottom lip a tug. “Then you’ll have to look closer next time.”

				She hadn’t looked at all the last time. She’d closed her eyes when her shirt disappeared, and they didn’t open again until Quin stirred her from her dreams… dreams of him.

				“We’re almost to my mom,” he said, bringing her to a halt. “Would you like a chance to lighten your blush?”

				“Yes,” Layla mumbled, dropping her gaze to the ground. “Thanks for the warning.”

				He released her shoulders and touched her warm cheek. “Sure, but your worry is unnecessary. You’ll charm my mom as effortlessly as you charmed the others.”

				“Charmed?” she smirked. “Right. If that’s what you want to call it.”

				“I call it like I see it, and you’d see it, too, if you’d brave a glance at their auras. You leave a lasting impression, a lovely impression; there’s no reason to be embarrassed about it.”

				Layla looked at the group she’d just met and was rewarded with beautiful hazes filled with pink love, silver excitement, and her eye color. “You have a wonderful family,” she whispered, turning back to Quin. “It sheds light on why you’re so considerate. You’ve been raised by lovely people.”

				“And you’re about to meet the loveliest of them all,” he noted, leading her forward. “In my opinion anyway.”

			

			
				Layla looked forward as Quin released her hand and approached his mom, who had her back to them.

				“Time for a break,” he suggested.

				Her aura swelled as she spun around, wrapping his waist in a tight hug. “I felt my heart sigh, but I thought it was your dad.”

				“Disappointed?”

				“You know better,” she replied, patting his chest. Then they both turned toward Layla.

				“This is Cordelia,” he announced, “one of the sweetest witches you’ll ever meet.”

				The resemblances between mother and son were clear. Cordelia laid claim to Quin’s wavy hair, bronze skin, long lashes, and full lips. But her platinum hair and lilac eyes, which were more pink than purple, set her apart from the rest of the family.

				Two cats—one orange, one black—weaved through her legs until she ushered them aside and approached Layla. “It’s so wonderful to finally meet you,” she greeted, pulling her into a hug. “We’ve waited far too long.”

				“It’s nice to meet you, too,” Layla returned, “but it doesn’t really feel like the first time. I saw you in my mom’s memories.”

				“You did?”

				“Yes. She was getting ready for her wedding, and you were feeding a tiny, baby Quinlan.”

				Cordelia’s expression turned wistful and quite lovely. “I remember… very clearly.” She cleared her throat and returned to the present. “We miss your mom around here, but it soothes the soul to finally have her daughter home.”

				“I’m happy to be here. Your family’s amazing.”

				“Our family,” Cordelia corrected.

				“Right,” Layla laughed. “I’m part of it now.”

			

			
				“And for that,” Cordelia replied, fiddling with an onyx curl, “we’re blessed.” She dropped the hair and took Layla’s cheek, watching her eyes for several seconds. Then she returned to Quin and slipped one arm around his waist. “Right, Quinlan?”

				“Beyond blessed,” he agreed.

				Cordelia looked from his face to his aura, then back to Layla. “Has my baby boy been treating you well?”

				Layla’s cheeks caught fire, and she wished she could lighten her aura without concentrating so damn hard. The haze had to be giving away more than she wanted it to. “Yes,” she answered. “Quin’s been wonderful. You raised an amazing son.”

				“Thank you,” Cordelia gushed, her aura pulsing with love. “I’m glad he’s been taking proper care of you.”

				Layla couldn’t help but think about all the things Quin had taken care of, and a lump seized her throat as her palms grew clammy. She glanced at him, and he winked, somehow melting her heart while spiking her embarrassment. “I’m lucky Quin came along when he did,” she managed… barely.

				“I’m glad he could help,” Cordelia replied, standing on her toes to kiss his cheek. “You guys better move on before dinner’s announced. We’ll get to know each other better soon, Layla.”

				“I look forward to it,” Layla agreed, and she did. She just wished she could do it without flaming cheeks.

				Quin took her hand, leading her to the other end of the table, and she silently stared at the ground until they were out of Cordelia’s earshot. “Was I terribly obvious?” she whispered.

				He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “A little, but there’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

			

			
				“Oh god,” she breathed, turning her blazing face into his side. If he said a little, it had been a lot, which meant Cordelia knew exactly how much the new girl felt for her son and what kind of feelings they were.

				“It’s okay,” Quin insisted, coming to a standstill.

				“No,” Layla squeaked, fighting hot tears. “It’s humiliating.” Bursting into sobs on her new family’s lawn wasn’t an option she was willing to accept, so she kept her face buried in his side as she took deep breaths.

				Quin turned and wrapped his other arm around her. “Do you want to go inside for a while?”

				“No. That would make it worse. I’d never be able to come back out.”

				“I’m sorry, Layla. I hate that I made this harder on you.”

				“It’s not your fault. You’ve been wonderful, and I don’t regret what we’ve done. I just don’t like that my aura broadcasted it to your mom. I’ll be better in a minute... I hope.” She thought she might have control over the tears, but knew her face remained mortified.

				Quin rubbed her back and kissed her head. “Take all the time you need.”

				“Is everyone staring at me?”

				“Only your grandparents. They’re worried about you.”

				“Will you do that mind thing and tell them I’m okay? Tell them I asked you to.”

				His lips left her hair, then returned a few seconds later. “They want you to know it’s okay to take a break.”

				“No,” she refused. “I’ll just have to deal with the embarrassment. It’s not like the family’s causing it. It’s my problem. A problem I can’t fix or run away from.”

				“It will get better,” he assured, “once you get familiar with us and your aura. Eventually, you’ll start accepting your feelings, because you’ll realize we accept them. My mom doesn’t think anything bad about you. She already adores you.”

			

			
				“How do you know?”

				“Her aura. You’re written all over it.”

				“You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”

				“I am saying it to make you feel better, but only because it’s true. She already loves you because you’re Rhosewen’s daughter. Meeting you merely sealed the deal. And it certainly doesn’t hurt your case that I’ve been walking on air for three days.”

				“Oh,” Layla breathed, heart and belly fluttering.

				“See?” he encouraged. “Accepting how you feel will make things easier. Everyone here is exposed, and we all have feelings we’re ashamed of, but rather than judge each other for what we see, we use the knowledge to support the people we love. Once you get used to living this way, you’ll start to appreciate the intimacy auras provide.”

				“I hope so, because this sucks.”

				“I can tell. Will you look at me? Your grandparents are the only ones watching.”

				After a deep breath, she met his stare, and he took her cheeks in his palms. “You’re beautiful, Layla, inside and out. Not one person here would disagree with that.”

				“They probably think I’m an immature fool.”

				“No they don’t. We understand you’re not used to your aura. If anything, they’re sorry you’re going through this.”

				“I don’t want them feeling sorry for me either.”

				“I know you don’t, but it’s part of the deal. When you have this many people who care about you, you have to accept their love as well as their sympathies. If they felt the way you do, would you be able to blow it off?”

				“No, and I see your point.”

			

			
				“Good, because that’s a big part of what you’re getting yourself into. We don’t pull away from each other around here. If we need something, someone’s willing to provide. It’s a wonderful advantage, and it makes a lot more sense to accept it than to push it away.”

				“I want to accept it. I don’t know why it’s so hard.”

				“Because it’s unfamiliar. Besides never having to deal with your aura, you’ve been alone for three years. It will take more than a few days to adjust to our way of life.”

				“I guess.”

				“In the meantime,” he added, “try to stop worrying about what we think of you. You’re not on trial, and we’re not a jury. This is your family, and they’re going to love you no matter what your aura looks like.”

				“I’ll try,” she agreed. “But my face will stay red.”

				“We’ll see,” he replied, tugging on her pout. “Are you ready to meet the rest of them?”

				She took a deep breath then gave a nod. “Lead the way.”

				He did, and she offered her grandparents a wave to let them know she was okay. They smiled and waved back, but Layla figured they would watch her until they were sure she was comfortable with her surroundings.

				“Quinlan,” a woman greeted, and Layla looked forward as Quin released her hand.

				Tall and extremely graceful, the approaching woman had long, black hair; an angular face housing mint green eyes; and wide set lips framed by deep dimples.

				Layla knew right away she was closely related to Quin. Then her suspicions were confirmed when Quin greeted the woman with a hug. “Hey, Grandma.”

				The woman fiercely squeezed his waist. Then she took his biceps and scanned his face. “I haven’t seen you in two days. You look different.”

			

			
				“I’m taller,” he joked.

				“That must be it,” she laughed.

				They turned their dimples on Layla, who donned her most polite smile and gave a small wave. “Hi.”

				“This is my grandma Rhiannon,” Quin revealed.

				“And you, my dear,” Rhiannon said, leaving her grandson behind, “need no introduction.” She took Layla’s shoulders and kissed her forehead. “Welcome home, Layla. It’s so good to finally meet you.”

				“You, too,” Layla returned. “You have a lovely family.”

				“We sure do. Come meet a few more.”

				They approached three women, and Rhiannon introduced her sister-in-law and niece at the same time. Layla shook their hands, admiring their flaming red curls and purple eyes. Then she turned toward the third witch, a woman with cinnamon hair and amber eyes.

				“And this is my daughter,” Rhiannon announced. “Karena Mochrie.”

				“The owner of the inn,” Layla recalled, reaching for her hand. “Your rooms are amazing.”

				“Thank you,” Karena returned. “You’re welcome to stay anytime. It’s a family perk.”

				“One of many,” Layla noted.

				“Dinner’s almost ready,” Rhiannon cut in, “so you better finish up the introductions. We’ll all be good friends soon.”

				“I look forward to it,” Layla replied, waving as she took Quin’s hand. Then she was steered in the opposite direction, heading for the only coven members she hadn’t met—one woman and two children.

				The woman sat on the ground, along with Banning, Brietta and Skyla; and the kids were on the move, playing between the grownups and a furry pile of animals, which included two golden retriever puppies and a fluffy white lamb.

			

			
				As Layla and Quin drew nearer, a little girl with strawberry-blond curls ran toward them on teeny yet speedy legs, her steps light and hyper like a pixie. Extremely bright and mostly white, her aura had a few indistinct ribbons of color swimming through a wispy river of love.

				“Qwinwin!” she squealed, jumping from several feet away.

				Layla’s heart lurched as Quin reached up, grabbing the child by her waist and pulling her to his chest. “That was a good leap,” he praised, calm as ever. “You almost pulled me up there with you.”

				Her round cheeks pinched with a grin as her royal purple eyes sparkled. “I’ve been pwacticing.”

				“I can tell,” Quin replied. “Pretty soon you’ll out-fly Bann.”

				“That’s what Bwietta said.”

				Quin laughed then looked at Layla. “This little angel is my cousin—Alana Driscol. She recently turned two. Didn’t you?”

				“Yes,” Alana confirmed, holding up two tiny fingers. “I tunned two.”

				Layla already loved the precious, little girl. It had to be true. That was the only explanation for the rapid swelling of her heart; for the quick shift in emotion that rattled her chest. “Two is a special age,” she noted.

				“How ode awe you?” the toddler asked, reaching for Layla’s cheek.

				“Twenty-one,” Layla answered.

				“Twenty-one is a pwetty age,” Alana offered. “I wike you’we eyes.”

			

			
				“Thank you. You have pretty eyes, too.”

				“They’we puple.”

				“Yes. A very pretty shade of purple.”

				“So you’we Waywa, huh?”

				“Yes I am.”

				Alana looked at Quin with raised eyebrows and a proud pucker. “We wuv Waywa.”

				“Yes we do,” he confirmed.

				“Wiw you stay?” Alana asked.

				“I would love to stay,” Layla answered. Then she spared Quin a glance before returning her gaze to Alana. “I’ve never seen such a beautiful baby. She’s adorable.”

				“And she knows it,” he replied. “She’s the youngest in the coven, and she and her brother are the only children, so they’re rotten.” He nudged the angelic child with his nose. “Aren’t you?”

				“Yes,” Alana confessed. “Spoiwed wottin.”

				“No,” Layla breathed. “You’re wonderful.”

				In awe of the child, she couldn’t look away, but Alana was more fascinated with Quin’s attention. Taking his cheeks in her little palms, she forced him to meet her stare.

				“Can we go fowr a wide in a wittwe whiwe?”

				“Sure,” he agreed.

				Alana flashed a smug smile at Layla. “Qwinwin’s my favewit to wide with.”

				Layla wanted to hold her, but settled for staring at her. “And why is Quinlan your favorite?”

				“Because he’s the fastist.”

				“That sounds like fun.”

				“The funnist!”

				Layla laughed as she raised a hand to her expanding heart. “I’d love to see you fly sometime.”

			

			
				“You can watch when Qwinwin takes me,” Alana offered. Then she kissed one of his dimples. “Otay, put me down.”

				Quin kissed her forehead then lowered her feet to the ground, and she skipped after one of Skyla’s birds.

				“I’ve never seen anything like her,” Layla whispered, raptly watching her go. “Are all magical babies that smart?”

				“Yes,” he answered, “if they’re reaching their potential. We’re blessed with extraordinary concentration and memory.”

				“Oh yeah. Well are they all that beautiful?”

				Quin laughed as he urged her forward, and she forced her attention to the other child, who was older and rowdier than Alana. He was somersaulting in mid-air—dodging Banning’s grasping hands while trying to catch the bubbles shooting from Brietta’s fingertips—but when he noticed Quin’s approach, he froze mid-flip, upside down. Both of them cocked an eyebrow as their eyes briefly met. Then the boy shot toward Quin like missile.

				Quin released Layla’s hand, but not to gently pluck the boy from the air. Instead, he braced himself, grunting as the child slammed into his chest. Without so much as a step backward, Quin laughed and flung the boy over his shoulder. “You almost got me,” he lied, tickling his calves. Then he spun him around and placed his feet on the ground. “This is Brayden—Alana’s older brother. He’s five and full of fire, so watch him.” He ruffled Brayden’s fine, red hair. “This is Layla.”

				Acting very mature for a five-year-old, Brayden looked up with bright eyes that were several shades of brown and purple, and cordially stretched out a hand. “Hi, Layla. It’s nice to meet you.”

			

			
				Layla returned his smile and shook his little hand. “It’s nice to meet you, too, Brayden.”

				As soon as she let go, his maturity melted away, and he maneuvered his head from Quin’s grasp and soared onto his back. Wrapping both arms around his target’s neck, he pulled and squeezed with purpose, but Quin wasn’t fazed.

				“You’re getting strong,” he humored him, “but you have a long way to go before you’ll take me down.”

				After one more fruitless tug, Brayden flipped to the ground. “I got Bann yesterday.”

				Quin laughed as he glanced at Banning, who shrugged as he gave an excuse. “The little squirt caught me off guard.”

				“Did not,” Brayden argued. “I’m just getting stronger than you.”

				“Is that so?” Banning asked, jumping to his feet and moving away from the witches. “Give it a go then, muscle man.”

				He didn’t have to wait long before Brayden shot toward him. Then he pretended to struggle as they wrestled on the ground and in the air.

				Layla keenly watched, amused and slightly shocked. Then Quin diverted her attention by nudging her toward a woman with pale yellow eyes and honey hair.

				“This is Selena Driscol,” he revealed, “Alana and Brayden’s mom.”

				“You have lovely children,” Layla offered, reaching for Selena’s outstretched hand.

				“They’re rotten,” Selena countered, “but thank you.”

				“Waywa wants to see me fwy,” Alana announced, playing with her mom’s hair.

				“She’ll get to see you do more than that,” Selena returned. “She’ll be here for a long time.”

			

			
				Quin squeezed Layla’s shoulder and motioned to the ground. “Do you want to sit?”

				“Sure,” she agreed, seating herself next to Alana, who abandoned her mom’s hair to play with Layla’s.

				“I wike youw haiwr,” she said. “It’s curwy wike mine.”

				“Your curls are beautiful,” Layla replied, watching the ringlets reflect the sun. She wanted to take Alana in her arms and cover her in sweet kisses, but she somehow refrained from smothering a child she barely knew.

				“I wish it was wong wike youwrs,” Alana added.

				“It will be someday,” Layla assured.

				“That’s what mommy says,” Alana pouted. “I asked if I could use magic on it, but she said I’d apweciate it more if I gwow it.”

				“That makes sense,” Layla approved. “If you want long hair, someday you’ll have it, and it will be natural and beautiful, something you can take pride in.”

				“Natuwal and beautiful,” Alana repeated. Then she turned her attention to the curl she held, watching it as though it were deeply interesting.

				“What do you think about your magic, Layla?” Brietta asked.

				“I think it’s wonderful,” Layla answered, still staring at the toddler, “but there’s a lot I don’t know.”

				“Sure,” Brietta conceded, “but we can help with that. I’d love to watch you learn. Your situation fascinates me—to grow up hexless when you’re one of the most powerful magicians in the world, maybe even the most powerful.” She paused and shook her head. “It’s going to be crazy. You’ll be learning some wild stuff really quickly. Who knows what that’s like?”

				Layla cheeks burned as insecurities crept in, threatening to suffocate the comfort she’d found in the children. Quin took her hand, giving it a squeeze, and she smiled at him before finding Brietta. “I don’t know what it’s going to be like either, Bri. I’m sure I’ll be as amazed as anyone.”

			

			
				Brietta’s grin widened. “Do you want to show us what you’ve learned so far?”

				“Give it a break,” Quin scolded.

				Brietta frowned at him then guiltily bowed her head. “Sorry, Layla.”

				“Don’t be,” Layla insisted, glancing at Quin. “She has a right to ask.”

				“You don’t have to prove anything to us,” he insisted. “Just tell Bri no if you don’t feel like performing her tricks. She’s well-intentioned, but she’s pushy and tends to suck on her foot.”

				Brietta summoned a pine cone and chucked it at him, but it burst into flames halfway there, turning to ash then catching the breeze.

				“Nice try,” he laughed.

				Brietta huffed and stuck her tongue out at him. Then she smiled at Layla. “He’s right. You don’t have to prove anything to us. And if I get too pushy, which I sometimes do, just tell me to shove off. But if you don’t want to show us, would you like to tell us?”

				“Sure,” Layla agreed. “I’ve done several little things, like heating up coffee and cleaning the dishes, and I got to play with fire the day I found out about everything. Then today I learned to fly, conceal myself, and lighten my aura...”

				“Nuh-uh,” Brietta interrupted. “You can already lighten your aura?”

				“A little, according to Daleen and Morrigan.”

			

			
				“That’s amazing,” Selena commended.

				“Yeah it is,” Brietta added. “I can’t lighten mine. It barely makes a difference when I try. Will you show us?”

				“Um... sure,” Layla agreed, “but I don’t know how well I’ll do under pressure.”

				“Don’t feel pressured,” Quin insisted. “If it doesn’t work, you’ll be no worse off than Bri.” He smiled and winked at Brietta, who stuck her tongue out again.

				Layla laughed at their banter then closed her eyes, trying to vacuum her emotions. A full, unpredictable feeling squeezed her insides, and she figured it must be working, but then a chorus of gasps snapped her concentration.

				She looked around, finding Brietta, Skyla and Selena staring at her with wide eyes and open mouths. “I guess it worked?” she asked, looking at Quin.

				“Yes,” he answered, “and it’s improved since you showed me earlier.”

				“Really? That’s fantastic.”

				He smiled and kissed her cheek. “Yes it is.”

				“That was very impressive,” Selena noted.

				“Yeah it was,” Skyla agreed.

				“There have been times that trick would have saved my butt,” Brietta added. “May we see your concealment spell?”

				“Sure,” Layla answered. Then she closed her eyes, attempting to blend in like an extraordinary chameleon.

				“Come back,” Alana pleaded, and Layla immediately ceased her efforts to disappear.

				“Thank you,” Alana sighed. “I want to pway with youw haiwr some more.”

				Layla grinned at the toddler, forgetting all about the magic she’d performed. “You can play with my hair all you want, sweetie.”

				Alana’s face and aura brightened. Then she sat in Layla’s lap and wrapped a long spiral around her fingers.

			

			
				Layla tentatively lifted a hand then gently ran her fingers through the toddler’s silky locks. “Is it okay if I play with your hair?”

				“Yes,” Alana agreed. “It feews good.”

				Enraptured by the child, Layla felt utterly peaceful sitting that way, like she’d found a piece of her herself she didn’t know was missing, like something foreign yet necessary had adhered to her heart.

				“Looks like Alana has more than your hair wrapped around her fingers,” Selena teased.

				“Is that okay?” Layla asked, quickly looking up.

				“Of course,” Selena laughed. “She has everyone wrapped around her fingers.”

				“I can see why. She’s adorable.”

				“Yes, but let her get away with too much, and she’ll use you to her advantage. She’s a clever, little witch.”

				Alana looked up with sparkling eyes and an ornery grin. “I’m a cwever, wittwe witch.”

				Layla laughed, once again yearning to smother the baby in kisses. “Well if you ever feel like wrapping me around your fingers, just let me know.”

				“Otay,” Alana beamed, grabbing another spiral.

				“Looks like you’ve met our littlest angel,” a voice rang out.

				Layla looked up, finding Morrigan floating toward them.

				“I have,” Layla answered, “and she’s too cute for words.”

				Morrigan knelt and tapped the toddler’s nose. “What do you think, Alana? Do you like our newest member?”

				“I wuv Waywa,” Alana corrected. “She said I could wap hewr awound my fingews.”

				“Of course she did,” Morrigan laughed, straightening as she held out her hands. “Ready for dinner?”

			

			
				“Yes,” Alana answered, soaring into her arms, and Layla’s heart sighed as she watched them turn toward the table.

				The others got to their feet to follow, but Quin stayed seated, taking his turn with Layla’s hair. “I guess you like children?”

				“I’ve never been around one long enough to know,” she answered, tearing her gaze from Alana, “but if they’re anything like her, yes I do.”

				He smiled, and Layla couldn’t help but watch his lips, awash with a powerful urge to be in his arms. She glanced at the family then scooted closer, and he wasted no time wrapping her in a hug.

				“I like that,” he said.

				“What?” she asked.

				“You leaning on me,” he answered. “I know it’s hard for you.”

				“It’s getting easier.”

				“I can tell.”

				“I’m sure you can. You pay very close attention to me.”

				“Does that bother you?”

				“No, but I worry I’m keeping you from things you’d normally do. I don’t want you putting your life on hold for me.”

				Too late, Quin thought, burying his face in her hair. She’d already taken center stage in his life, blurring everything around her, constantly distracting him from the rest of the world. She’d grabbed him the moment he laid eyes on her; now nothing else compared. When he wasn’t with her, he was thinking about her, his stomach and chest restless until he returned to her. He couldn’t imagine going on with life the way he used to. It would be an extremely unpleasant experience to try.

			

			
				“Don’t worry about me,” he insisted, tightening his hug. “I’m not missing anything.”

				After a long, indulgent moment, he pulled his face from her curls and scanned her aura. “Do you feel more comfortable now that you’ve met everyone?”

				“Yes, but the embarrassment will return. It’s inevitable.”

				“It’s okay if it does. It won’t change anything besides the color of your cheeks.”

				“And their temperature,” she added, smiling up at him.

				He glanced at the table, then back. “May I kiss you? No one’s looking.”

				“Yes,” she agreed, and he leaned in, barely touching his lips to hers.

				“I’ll give you a better one later,” he promised.

				“I’ll hold you to it,” she countered.

				He stole another quick kiss then slid his arm under her knees. “Ready for me to carry you to dinner?”

				“No,” she blurted, clutching his shirt. Then she got the joke and relaxed. “You’re a funny, funny guy, Quin.”

				“I like teasing you,” he confessed.

				“I know,” she whispered, laying her cheek to his heart. “I like it, too.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 14

				The setting sun’s rays dipped into basalt fissures as Agro flew over the Craters of the Moon National Monument—miles of cracked lava fields and sparse sagebrush that reached for the fading light with pale, prickly fingers.

				In the distance, Agro could see the Pioneer Mountains, which was all that stood between him and Ketchum, Idaho.

				He’d sent Farriss ahead of his slow moving unit with orders to sneak into the census office of Blaine County for a list of residents with the surname Callaway. If Farriss managed to keep a low profile and find something useful, Agro’s web would soon grow. The witch’s adopted mother held a loan in Ketchum long ago. Perhaps she haled from the area and left behind a family, perhaps Layla had visited them on her way to the coast. If the theories held water, Agro would sniff her out.

				After navigating over snowy peaks, Agro ordered his army to descend into a dense cluster of grand firs burgeoning from the western side of the mountains.

				“Scout the area,” he instructed, “and set up camp.”

				A soldier in his teens rushed to unpack the boss’ tent, but Agro waved him away. “Don’t bother. I won’t be sticking around.”

				No, he’d spend his night visiting every Callaway in the County, looking for his witch. As anxious as he was to get to Oregon and interrogate her birth family, Ketchum was on the way, and he’d leave no stone unturned.

			

			
				After thirty minutes of impatient pacing, he received a mental message from a soldier standing guard to the west. ‘Farriss is entering camp, sir.’

				Agro halted and looked up, counting the seconds until the brute’s aura came into view. The haze swam slowly, its flow sporadic, its moody colors bleeding into dark sky.

				“About time,” Agro scolded. “And you bring bad news.”

				Farriss alighted and bowed his head. “There are no Callaways in Blaine County, sir.” He offered proof of his claim, and Agro snatched the piece of paper from his hand.

				“Figures,” he simmered, scanning the evidence before turning it to ash.

				He looked to the moon as he thumbed the smoky quartz encrusted in his belt, wondering how far he should dig. “Widen the search to include Ada County,” he decided. “Boise is the most likely option as well as the county seat, so we’ll start there. I want to eliminate this possibility before visiting her family.”

				“I’ll put together a unit,” Farriss offered, “then head that way.”

				“Four,” Agro instructed.

				“Sir?” Farriss returned.

				“I only want four soldiers in the unit,” Agro elaborated. “The best we have on hand. I’m going with you.”

				“With all due respect, sir, we’re merely searching the hexless…”

				“I want my witch,” Agro snapped. “I know her scent, and her energy is easily detected among the hexless if you have half a brain and a nose for power. I’m going with you.”

			

			
				“As you wish,” Farriss agreed. “I’ll gather the party.”

				“Make sure they can be discreet,” Agro added. “Now’s not a good time to raise alarms in the hexless capital of Idaho.”

				He turned to enter his tent, finding nothing but cones and needles, and his chest expanded as he scanned the nearby soldiers. “Where’s my tent?”

				A young man cleared his throat as he slowly stood, a bowl of soup cupped in his trembling hands. “Well, sir, you… you said don’t bother.”

				Agro narrowed his eyes on him. Then he snapped his fingers and pointed. “Right. No tent. Get my cloak.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 15

				Layla had never seen such a diverse spread of food—dozens of dishes piled with perfectly prepared appetizers, entrées and desserts, as if each of the twenty-eight magicians had ordered a separate five course meal. But Layla practically ignored the food as she raptly watched the scene from her spot between Quin and Morrigan.

				As talking quelled eating, a cloudy moon overtook the clearing, and floating flames illuminated the table. The people, however, were lit by colorful auras. Soon the food and platters disappeared, leaving behind the beverages, and Caitrin stood, stealing the coven’s undivided attention.

				“Tonight is a special night,” he announced, suspending the silence. “We’re gathered to welcome not one, but three new members into our coven, and each of them already holds a special place in our hearts. Serafin and Daleen have been in our lives for over twenty-one years, always displaying the benevolence and loyalty our family fiercely regards. Any coven would be lucky to have them, but they’ve chosen ours. It’s an honor to welcome you,” he conveyed, squeezing Serafin’s shoulder. “We couldn’t be more thrilled with your decision to make our home your own.”

				“The honor’s ours,” Serafin replied, smiling at Layla. “There’s nowhere else we’d rather be.” 

			

			
				Caitrin looked at Layla as well, and as everyone’s eyes followed, Layla’s cheeks ignited.

				“And you, Layla Love,” Caitrin proclaimed. “We’ve waited so long for this moment. By coming home, you’ve renewed hope and mended a family that’s been broken since the day your parents left. Words simply cannot convey how much this means to us. We can only hope you’ll be as happy here as we are to have you here, because only then will you understand the enormity of your homecoming.”

				His welcome was beautiful, but Layla’s lungs froze as she tried to swallow a painful lump. It didn’t work. Not that it mattered; her voice had run away with her nerve. She was a fool drowning in a sea of silence as an audience watched, wondering why she refused to speak and save herself. She squeezed her eyes shut, searching for a dose of bravery, and while she found solace in Quin’s warm hand as it took hers under the table, her confidence barely improved.

				Well, time to show them who you really are, a bumbling idiot. “Thank you,” she offered, forcing herself to look around. “It’s an honor to join such an amazing family.” Her body and voice shook, so she cleared her throat and clutched the edge of the table. “Everyone’s been wonderful. I look forward to learning more.” A small whoosh of air escaped her lungs as she looked down, so flushed with embarrassment she surely glowed.

				“Then let’s not delay,” Caitrin returned, “and make it so.”

				He raised his wine into the air, and the rest of the coven followed suit. “To Serafin,” he called, and everyone echoed the name. Even the pets joined in, barking, mewling and twittering their agreement. “To Daleen,” Caitrin prompted, and the coven repeated him as he turned his gaze on Layla. “To Layla.”

			

			
				“To Layla,” the coven chorused.

				Then Caitrin looked to his goblet as he raised it higher. “And to a healthy and happy family.”

				“Hear, hear,” the family exclaimed. Then everyone drank as hair-raising excitement and heart-swelling love charged the atmosphere.

				Amazed by the tradition, Layla followed everyone’s lead, and the hot humiliation faded as warm tingles awakened her pulse.

				When the wine glasses were placed on the table, they disappeared, and everyone got to their feet. Quin stood and pulled out Layla’s chair, and she took his hand, rising as witches and wizards soared into the air.

				“Where are we going?” she asked.

				“The clearing you learned to fly in,” Morrigan answered. “That’s where the ritual will be performed.”

				Caitrin stepped forward and squeezed Layla’s shoulders. “Are you ready?”

				“Yes,” she answered, and she was. Adrenaline inundated her veins, spiking her enthusiasm.

				Her grandparents took turns kissing her cheek then flew away without her, so she looked at Quin. “Ready?”

				He smiled. Then he squeezed his eyes shut as a tiny voice spoke from beside them. “May I wide with you, Quinwin?”

				Layla looked down at Alana then up at Selena, who quickly approached. “Not tonight, Alana. Quin’s riding with Layla.”

				“Oh,” Alana mumbled, puckering teeny lips.

				“I don’t mind,” Layla blurted. She would not be the one to put that look on Alana’s face. “You can ride with Quin, Alana, and I’ll fly beside you. How does that sound?”

			

			
				“Yeah,” Alana approved. “Then you can see me fwy.”

				“You don’t have to do that,” Selena interjected.

				“I want to,” Layla insisted. “It sounds fun.”

				“It wiw be,” Alana assured, waving her mom away as she soared into Quin’s arms.

				“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Selena pressed.

				“Positive,” Layla answered.

				“Okay,” Selena agreed. “Be good, Alana.”

				“I’m aways good,” Alana boasted, bouncing on Quin’s arm.

				Selena laughed then shot toward the sky, leaving them alone on the lawn.

				“That was sweet of Layla, wasn’t it?” Quin asked, nudging Alana with his nose.

				“Yes,” Alana agreed. “That’s why I wuv her.”

				“The pleasure’s mine,” Layla countered, smiling at the toddler. Then she blushed as she looked at Quin. “We’ll get our chance, right?”

				“Right,” he confirmed, shifting Alana to his chest. “Are you two beautiful girls ready to fly?”

				“I’m weady,” Alana answered, laying her cheek to his.

				Layla watched them for a moment—gentle giant and pint-sized pixie. Then she smiled at the sky. “Me, too.”

				“On three then,” he said. “One... two... three...”

				Alana squealed as they shot into the air, and Layla watched her face, laughing at the wonderment in her wide eyes.

				When Quin leveled out with his back to the ground, Layla leaned forward, slightly disoriented by the vastness around her, endless cloudy sky and unnerving freedom. Without familiar landmarks to guide her, not even a distant aura, she was lost, so she stayed close to Quin, anxiously flipping her gaze from him, to the toddler in his arms, to the dark trees below.

			

			
				Quin stifled laughter as he watched Layla’s concentration.

				With his stare glued to her, his speed suffered, and he had to remind himself multiple times to pay attention to his route. It was damn difficult. Layla had him spellbound—her uncloaked body alluringly silhouetted against purple clouds; her expression intrigued and fastidious; her onyx spirals recklessly flowing behind her as her stimulated aura called his name. Only the child in his arms kept him from answering.

				Unsurprising, really—the fascination he felt. He’d been captivated since their first meeting, mesmerized by every step she took and every word she spoke, even those uttered through insecurities. She was perfect, yet her beauty and magnetism continually strengthened. Quin spent years imagining what she would look like, contemplating her attributes and personality traits, and he often scolded himself for setting the bar too high, for creating a fantasy no woman could ever fulfill, not even the mysterious Layla. As it turned out, he never imagined her well enough, beautiful enough or sweet enough, and he vastly underestimated the affect she would have on him.

				He wondered what he’d done, for mankind or the Heavens, to deserve the attention of the most exquisite creature to walk the earth. He also questioned his ability to keep her attention, a challenge only a fool would ignore. He wasn’t the only man who’d throw himself at her feet with the hopes of catching her eye as she walked over him, and she would be meeting the others soon—hordes of handsome wizards clamoring over each other for a chance to impress her, all of them ingrained with magic, charisma, and an unrelenting desire to gain the coveted attention of the most beautiful witch in the world.

			

			
				Yes, keeping her would be a challenge, but Quin relished the opportunity. He hadn’t suffered true defeat since he was fifteen, and he’d never been more determined to win. If someone wanted to take Layla from him, they had their work cut out for them.

				Smoky firelight rose from a gap in the trees, and Quin slowed, securing his hold on Alana as he floated upright and headed for earth. Layla, however, stayed in the air, mouth hanging open as she scanned the breath-taking view.

				Smaller than the lawn, with a large bonfire leaping from the center, the ritual clearing glowed with bright auras—a sea of rainbows dancing around roaring flames. Layla never wanted to forget the astonishing view, so she closed her eyes, making sure she had it memorized.

				When she looked again, she found Quin hovering in front of her, and her weightless body jolted. Quin’s hand closed around her arm, keeping her upright, and she laughed as she rolled her eyes.

				“Hey,” she greeted. “I see you no longer have your passenger.”

				“I left the little angel with her mom, but she wants to make sure you saw her fly, so you’ll be bombarded when you land. Come here,” he insisted, pulling her into a hug. “You’re freezing.”

				Layla tucked into his chest, thrilled her opinion mattered to Alana. It made her feel all warm and tingly. “That little girl can bombard me anytime she wants.”

				Quin rubbed her arms and kissed her head. “Then let’s give her a chance. You need to get out of the wind.”

			

			
				“I’m fine,” Layla laughed, letting him pull her under his arm. “I was cold on the way over, but you fixed it.”

				“Good,” he approved, heading for earth.

				As they descended into the colorful mist, Alana came into view, staring straight up while bouncing on her toes. Her patience snapped when she saw them, and she soared into the air.

				Layla panicked and grabbed the toddler around the waist, hugging her to her thundering chest. “Wow, Alana. Every time you jump you take my heart with you.”

				Alana broke into giggles, apparently proud of herself for scaring the new girl. “Did you see me fwy?”

				“I did,” Layla assured, finding solid ground. “You were magnificent.”

				“I went wiwwy fast.”

				“Yes you did. Maybe someday you’ll be one of the fastest.”

				“That would be fun.”

				“Yes it would. We should practice together sometime.”

				“I would wike that.”

				“Me, too, angel.”

				Alana smiled and kissed Layla’s cheek. Then her focus drifted. “Otay, put me down.”

				Layla laughed as she obeyed, and Alana flitted to Selena, shouting about how Layla wanted to practice with her, and how she might be the fastest someday.

				“I can’t get over how cute she is,” Layla whispered.

				“She obviously likes you,” Quin noted.

				“Nuh-uh,” Layla corrected. “She wuvs me.”

				“We all do,” Daleen interjected. “Are you ready to start?”

				“Sure.”

				Without warning, Quin pulled Layla into a hug and whispered in her ear. “I’m going to let your grandparents have you for a while.”

			

			
				Layla froze, shocked and anxious as his breath drifted through her hair and his fingers slid to her quickening pulse.

				“See you soon,” he promised.

				She gave a nod, and he kissed her cheek before dropping his hands and flying away.

				Layla pouted as she watched him go. Then she straightened her shoulders and turned to her grandparents. “What’s next?”

				“The good stuff,” Serafin answered, taking her hand.

				“You won’t have to do anything for this part,” Daleen added, taking Layla’s other hand. “Just listen.”

				Caitrin and Morrigan moved to the other side of Daleen, compelling the rest of the coven to join hands around the fire. Then a hush fell over the clearing as everyone closed their eyes.

				Everyone except for Layla, who was curiously looking around when a harmonious hum rose from the coven, dropping her jaw and cinching her throat. She’d never heard anything like it. In all her experience with music, including a New York opera and dozens of concerts, not one tune had provoked such intense emotion, such compelling feelings of peace, security and belonging. The coven’s mesmerizing song could surely cease a war, felling armies with nothing more than fuzzy warmth and chilling goose bumps.

				Layla’s heart beat hard, and she closed her moist eyes, letting the melody flood her senses.

				For several seconds it was merely a pleasing thrum. Then the baritone voices strengthened, maintaining a hypnotic tempo while adding lyrics.

			

			
				“Unified ‘til death are we,

				sweet connected family.

				Our bonds are strong beyond compare.

				Our love is pure; our judgments fair.”

				As the baritone voices faded, a higher chant sung by the women stole the spotlight.

				“Our family holds a love that’s true.

				We show our light in all we do.

				We are connected, one and all.

				Our perfect wall shall never fall.”

				The feminine note lingered, tickling Layla’s spine. Then the men joined the women for the final verse, creating the most magnificent harmony Layla had ever heard.

				“Keep us safe and keep us strong.

				Provide us with a life that’s long.

				For each of us, a shelter be.

				Bless us all, our family.”

				As the final note reverberated on the air, electrifying energy shot from Daleen’s and Serafin’s hands into Layla’s. She gasped and popped her eyes open, but her vision blurred as the thrill vibrated up her arms and throughout the rest of her body.

				The others still had their eyes closed, like they were soaking in peace, but Layla didn’t understand how they remained idle. The magical energy had fizzled, but it left behind a tingling trail of charged hair follicles. She could dance a jig she was so frenzied.

				Fingers and toes wiggling, she gnawed on her bottom lip, impatiently waiting.

				“Did you like it?” Daleen finally asked.

				“That—was—amazing,” Layla gushed, stimulated yet soothed, at peace internally, in her soul, but bouncing off the walls externally, her flesh and bones frenetic. “No, it was magnificent. No… There really are no words to describe what just happened. I loved it!”

			

			
				“We’re so glad,” Morrigan approved.

				“Yes,” Caitrin agreed. “Your enjoyment is important to us. Are you ready for the next part?”

				“Umm…” Layla mumbled. “Can you give me a minute? I’m still wired from the last part.”

				“Sure,” Caitrin laughed. “Take all the time you need.”

				Serafin and Daleen released Layla’s hands, and she shot into the air, unable to stay on the ground. Gravity was of no assistance or resistance. She reached the treetops and found the wind, but its chill merely strengthened her vigor, so she began flipping and spinning, laughing at the ritual’s lingering tingle.

				A colorful flash caught her eye, and she halted, her body quivering with the urge to move again. “Hey,” she greeted, smiling at Brietta.

				“You’re having way too much fun to be having it alone,” Brietta returned.

				“You’re right,” Layla agreed, grabbing her hand, and a fresh tickle shot up her arm. She looked down, realizing it was the first time they’d made skin contact. “Did you feel that?” she asked, tired of speculating.

				“Yeah,” Brietta confirmed. “It means we share blood.”

				“I’ve been wondering,” Layla mumbled, but she itched to move and barely had time to absorb the revelation. “Ready?”

				“Let’s dance,” Brietta answered.

				So they did, effortlessly staying in sync as they soared, flipped and twirled like children. When they came to a halt, they found each other’s eyes and burst into laughter.

				“That was fun,” Layla exclaimed, refilling her lungs.

				“You’re fun,” Brietta countered. “I’m so excited you’re here.”

			

			
				“Me, too. It just keeps getting better.”

				“As it should,” Brietta approved, keeping Layla’s hand as they descended.

				Layla should have been extremely embarrassed by their jubilant welcome—twenty-six pairs of eyes staring, fifty-two hands clapping—but her dance partner’s profound confidence must have rubbed off on her, because her blush only flared once as she landed and took a bow.

				The applause faded, and Brietta pulled Layla into a hug, giving her a dramatic, lip-smacking kiss on the cheek. “Have fun,” she chirped. Then she flew away, making room for Layla’s grandparents.

				“Ready?” Caitrin asked, taking her shoulders.

				“Yes,” she answered, so Caitrin tucked her under his arm and turned toward the coven.

				“Let us connect with our newest members, and strengthen the bonds that keep us together.”

				“Hear, hear,” everyone chorused.

				Caitrin kissed Layla’s head. Then he moved behind her, touching a palm to her lower back as the rest of the coven lined up for individual rituals. Layla stood to Serafin’s left, while Daleen stood to his right, prepared to launch the ceremony.

				Alana was first in line, and Selena carried her forward, letting the toddler place tiny palms on Daleen’s cheeks. Morrigan performed the spell work, mumbling her magical request while touching Daleen’s back, and Layla watched every second, muscles twitching as her nerves wavered.

				Morrigan’s murmuring ceased, and Alana’s and Daleen’s auras pulsed as they kissed each other’s cheeks. Selena shifted Alana to her hip, connecting with Daleen using one hand instead of two. Then mother and daughter moved to Serafin as Brayden’s dad carried him to Daleen.

			

			
				Finally, it was Layla’s turn, and she grinned at Alana, getting a beautiful smile in return.

				“Where would you like her to hold you?” Selena asked.

				Layla glanced up, surprised her opinion mattered. “May I hold her?”

				“Sure,” Selena agreed, passing Alana over.

				“Hi, angel,” Layla whispered, hugging her close.

				Alana’s skin was velvet soft, and her scent—orange blossom and magnolia—was sweet and calming.

				Enraptured by the baby, Layla didn’t notice Caitrin’s murmurs, so she jolted when tingles erupted from the skin contact she’d made with Alana. The tickle grew stronger and more delightful as it seeped deeper, awakening flesh and blood en route to her chest. By the time the mumbling ceased, Layla’s heart was bigger, but not big enough, because it was bursting with love for Alana. She never wanted to let her go.

				Alana kissed Layla’s cheek then pulled away and smiled. “I wuv you.”

				“I love you, too,” Layla whispered.

				She blinked back sentimental tears as she kissed Alana’s forehead. Then she passed her to Selena, who shifted her over and touched a palm to Layla’s face.

				Layla didn’t expect to feel as strongly about Selena as she did Alana. How could she? It seemed impossible. But her second connection almost compared to the first, and she had no problem accepting the kiss Selena offered afterward.

				And that’s how it went time and again—slight nervousness mixed with bubbling anticipation, then a pulse of the heart, a swell of love that stretched the organ’s boundaries. After completing ten out of nineteen, her discomfort disappeared altogether. Her heart thumped with love, her veins pulsed with warm adrenaline, and her brain sped, trying to absorb the wonder of it all.

			

			
				The line dwindled, and Layla knew the lovely experience was coming to an end. Her magical life, however, was just beginning.

				Rhiannon gave her a hardy hug before stepping away, and Layla raised an eyebrow at the last three people in line. Throughout the ritual, as she looked at each new face, trying to remember their names, Quin repeatedly entered her mind but never her line of sight. Distantly and without considering his reasoning, she predicted she wouldn’t connect with him until she finished with the others. Now, as he approached Daleen, Layla wondered if he intended to save the best for last, or if he thought she would complete the task more avidly in a race to reach the alluring finish line.

				Kemble stepped forward and took Layla’s cheeks, which warmed as she timidly met his familiar gaze. Caitrin worked his magic. Then Kemble kissed her forehead and moved aside, letting Cordelia take his place.

				“Hi,” Cordelia greeted, an excited grin brightening her features.

				Before Layla could return the greeting, Cordelia pulled her into a hug and urged Caitrin to hurry up. Layla laughed at her enthusiasm, but Caitrin took it seriously and began murmuring.

				Once the spell had completed its purpose, Cordelia leaned back, finding Layla’s face with shiny lilac eyes. “You’ve blessed us this night,” she whispered, taking Layla’s cheeks. Then she kissed her forehead and stepped away, making room for the final connection of the evening.

			

			
				Layla anxiously looked up, and Quin flashed gorgeous dimples as he raised his eyebrows. “Ready?”

				She was beyond ready and would have flung herself into his embrace if twenty-six people weren’t watching. “Yes.”

				He hesitated then stepped forward, wrapping his hands around her waist and lifting her from the ground.

				“Oh,” she gasped.

				But he ignored her shock and pulled her close, burrowing through her hair until he found her neck. “Mmm...” he sighed, slipping one hand up the back of her shirt.

				And with that, Layla melted, eyes drifting shut as one of her hands slid under his collar and the other got lost in his hair.

				Caitrin began murmuring, and Layla jolted as powerful magic flooded her, its flux so electrifying she thought she might literally be sparking. When connecting with the others, the current had soaked from her skin to her chest, but with Quin, it deluged her extremities, saturating her entire body before fiercely invading her heart. The organ expanded and thumped with pure love, and their bodies quaked as soothing heat flowed between them. The pulsing energy came in waves, surging with tingly elation before plunging them into a sea of security and unity.

				They were right in the middle of a rush when Caitrin’s hand left her back, and while the thrill eased, the elation remained. Layla held tight, not giving a damn about her audience. If they wanted her attention, they’d have to pry her off him.

				After several minutes… or hours—Layla couldn’t be sure—the light seeping through her eyelids shifted, but she refused to break her connection with Quin to find out why. What she felt wrapped in his arms as well as his love, however pure it might be, was unlike anything she’d felt before. She would hold him as long as possible—a pledge he didn’t seem to mind. His grip remained firm as he brushed slow kisses across her neck, keeping the tingles going without the assistance of magic.

			

			
				His face eventually left her hair, and she sighed as she opened her eyes, surprised to find the fire and family gone. “Wow,” she breathed, meeting his stare. “That was amazing.”

				“You’re amazing,” he countered, smoothly flipping her legs up. Then he pulled her into a deep kiss.

				Layla’s fingers curled in his hair as she urgently kissed him back, feeding the desire that had been escalating for hours. But all too soon a lack of oxygen peppered her vision with bright spots, and she had to lay her dizzy head on his shoulder.

				“That was crazy,” she gasped. “Why was it different with you?” 

				“Was it?” he teased.

				“You know it was,” she countered.

				He laughed and softly nipped at her neck. “Yes I do. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

				“Do you know why?”

				“I know an existing level of intimacy strengthens the ritual, and I know the extra skin contact intensifies the sensations, but I never imagined it would make that big of a difference. So, no, I don’t know why, and I don’t care. It was the most amazing moment of my life.”

				“It was wonderful,” she agreed. “I’m sad we won’t get to do it again.”

				“We’ll connect in other ways,” he assured. “If you’ll only give me the chance.”

			

			
				“I’m not going anywhere, Quin.”

				“My heart soars to hear you say that, Layla, but you need to know that there are other options.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I mean there are thousands of wizards out there looking for a woman like you, and every coven in the world would love to welcome you into their family. When you start meeting people, you need to know it’s okay to consider a life outside of me and your coven, because this community is a tiny piece of the world you’re stepping into. You just got here, but that doesn’t mean you can’t leave should you find somewhere else you’d rather be.”

				“You sound like you want me to look,” she objected, scowling at his neck.

				“No,” he whispered, kissing her ear. “You got it all wrong. I don’t want another man touching you the way I have, or hearing the wonderful things you’ve said to me. I want all your attention all the time, and I never want to give it up. But I can’t keep you locked away from the rest of the world and its endless possibilities. You need to see what else is out there before settling for what you have, otherwise I’ll feel like I robbed you of opportunity, and you’ve already had too much stolen from you.”

				“So where does that leave us?” she pressed, raising her head. “Is our relationship on hold until I see what else is out there?”

				“I hope not,” he returned. “We’re doing okay, right?”

				“Well, I thought we were, but now I feel like you’re stepping away.”

				“Nuh-uh,” he assured, tapping the tip of her nose with his own. “I’m not going anywhere. We’ll keep doing what we’ve been doing while you get to know the world you’re in, and we’ll see where it goes. We have all the time in the world to do this right. There’s no reason to rush things or put them on hold. I’ll be here when you’re ready to settle in.”

			

			
				“What if I said I’m ready now?” she asked, stubbornly tilting her chin.

				He laughed as he touched his forehead to hers. “I’d say you want to argue, because nothing about what I said changes what we have together. We’re in the same beautiful place we were before this conversation.”

				“Prove it,” she challenged, trying to scowl, but her lips twitched in hungry anticipation of his proof.

				“You think you’re clever,” he whispered, flashing dimples as he leaned close.

				His lips touched hers, and she freed her smile. “It worked, didn’t it?”

				“Mmm…” he murmured, raising his eyebrows, “and it will every time.”

				He kissed, slow and deep, and he must have used magic, because soft tingles flowed from his lips, flipping her stomach and swelling her heart.

				Yes, they were in the same beautiful place they’d been before the unnerving conversation, and neither of them really believed the other could be replaced.


				


			

				


				Chapter 16

				“What time is it?” Layla asked, still cradled in Quin’s arms as he landed on the deserted lawn.

				Quin lowered her feet to the ground and took her hand, leading her home. “Around midnight.”

				“Oh no,” she whispered. “I didn’t get to talk to Travis today.”

				“You didn’t talk to him earlier?”

				“He didn’t answer.”

				“I’m sorry. I’m sure you’ll get to talk tomorrow.”

				“Yeah,” she agreed, feeling like she’d forgotten something. Then she remembered mid-stride. “Oh!”

				“What?” Quin asked, flashing his gaze over her aura.

				“I forgot to tell someone. I can’t believe I forgot.” She slapped her forehead, flustered by her recent absentmindedness. Until Quin came along, sweeping her into a blissful world absent responsibility, she had the sharpest memory of anyone she knew.

				Quin took her shoulders and turned her toward him. “Tell someone what?”

				“I talked to the man in charge of selling my house,” she explained. “Actually, he’s in charge of more than that. You could say he’s my financial lawyer. Anyway, he said a man came to his office looking for me, and the way he described him, he could have been talking about a wizard.”

			

			
				Quin straightened and tightened his grip. “What did he look like?”

				“Like the rest of you—tall and muscular. And he had long red hair and yellow eyes...”

				Quin cursed and turned, forcing her to follow as he crossed her rose garden.

				“Hey,” she objected. “Where are you going?”

				“To Caitrin. What else did your lawyer say?”

				“I don’t want to wake them up. We can tell them tomorrow.”

				“What else did he say?”

				“The guy wanted to know where I’d moved. That’s it.”

				“Did your lawyer tell him?”

				“No, and it made him angry, but he just walked away.” She huffed and pulled on his hand. “There’s no reason to wake them up, Quin.”

				“They would want you to wake them,” he countered.

				She dug her heels in and pulled harder. “Quin, stop. You’re scaring me.”

				She’d found his emergency brake, and he came to a halt, softening his expression as he faced her. “I don’t want you to be frightened, but this situation warrants it. It would be foolish to be unafraid.”

				“We don’t know that there’s anything to be afraid of.”

				“It’s not safe to assume there isn’t. On the other hand, it doesn’t hurt to prepare for trouble that may or may not come.” He started walking again, urging her along. “It’s best to be alert to the possible risks so we can make plans to protect ourselves.”

				“I get that, Quin. But don’t you think you’re overreacting?”

				He stopped on Caitrin’s landing and took her cheeks. “No. If you’re in danger, I’m not doing enough.” He abandoned her cheeks then turned toward the door, ringing the doorbell twice.

			

			
				The lights flipped on, and Layla rubbed the side of her neck, feeling like a teenager busted for underage drinking by the sheriff. She was guilty and scared and nervous and wanted to go home and curl up in bed

				“They would want us to come straight here with this information,” Quin reassured.

				Despite the encouragement, Layla’s cheeks burned when Caitrin opened the door, his bare chest inflated as he worriedly scanned her face and aura.

				“What’s going on?” he asked, ushering her inside. “Are you okay?”

				Morrigan rushed forward, taking Layla from Caitrin as she scanned the air around her company. “What’s wrong with you two?”

				Caitrin turned to Quin, and Layla knew by her grandfather’s tense posture and pulsing aura that his calm demeanor was cracking. “Why do you look like this, Quinlan?”

				Before Quin could answer, Serafin and Daleen flew downstairs. “What’s going on?” they demanded, flocking to Layla, who huffed and threw her hands in the air.

				“Everyone needs to calm down.” The room came to a standstill, and Layla flashed Quin an aggravated glance. “I’m fine. There is no emergency.”

				“That’s not true,” he countered.

				Layla scowled at him, but he just shook his head. “You can look at me like that all you want. It doesn’t change anything.”

				She rolled her eyes then headed for the couch, running a hand across the top of a baby grand piano along the way. Unable to curb her attitude, she flopped down on the sofa and crossed her arms, but then she softened when Caitrin’s basset hound curled up on her feet and Daleen’s cat stretched out on her thigh.

			

			
				Layla looked from the animals to Quin and raised her eyebrows. “Don’t keep them up any longer than you have to. Tell them what you need to tell them so they can go back to bed.”

				Quin moved to the couch and sat beside her. “I’m sorry you’re upset, but this is something we can’t ignore.” He kissed her hand then looked at her grandparents. “Layla’s lawyer might have been visited by a wizard.”

				Daleen and Morrigan gasped, clapping their hands over their mouths, and Serafin and Caitrin tensed, letting the curses flow.

				After a moment of heavy silence, Daleen shooed her cat out of the way and sat to Layla’s left; Morrigan moved behind the sofa and took Layla’s shoulders; and Serafin and Caitrin exchanged glances as they sat on the coffee table.

				“Tell us everything,” Caitrin insisted.

				Layla made no effort to retell the story, so Quin told it for her. “A tall, muscular man, with long red hair and yellow eyes visited Layla’s lawyer, questioning her whereabouts. When the lawyer refused to tell him, the guy looked angry, but walked away.”

				“See?” Layla said. “Nothing to worry about. We’ll talk tomorrow.” She tried to stand, but Quin, Morrigan and Daleen pulled her back down.

				“This most certainly is something to worry about,” Daleen disagreed. “If that man’s a wizard, you could be in terrible danger.”

				“Did that community near Broken Bow get back to you?” Quin asked, looking at Caitrin.

			

			
				“What?” Layla blurted. “Broken Bow, Oklahoma?”

				“Yes,” Caitrin answered. “And no, they haven’t honored my request to speak with them.”

				“There’s a coven near Broken Bow?” Layla whispered.

				“Yes,” Caitrin and Quin confirmed. Then they turned back to each other.

				Stunned by the news, Layla made to rub her head, but her hands were anchored to the couch. “I’m not going anywhere,” she noted, looking between Quin and Daleen. “You guys can let go.”

				Serafin leaned forward, resting his tense jaw in his palm. “Maybe you should go.”

				“What?” Layla exclaimed. “Are you suggesting I leave the community?”

				“Just for a while,” he confirmed. “Until we know what’s going on.”

				Panic bubbled as hot tears blurred Layla’s vision. “But I don’t want to leave. I just got here. I just met everyone.” Her chest stuttered as she thought about leaving the magical home she’d already fallen in love with, the people she already cared so much about. “I don’t want to leave,” she weakly repeated.

				“Is that our only option?” Quin asked. “Surely there are other ways to deal with this.”

				Serafin cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders. “If someone, particularly Agro, has found out about her, the only thing we can do is take precautions. Her leaving would be the most thorough safeguard.”

				Layla sternly met Serafin’s stare. “You’re not listening. I don’t want to leave.”

				“We know you don’t,” he sympathized, “and we don’t want you to go, but we can’t let Agro find you.”

			

			
				Serafin’s sorrowful expression squeezed Layla’s heart, but she didn’t budge. “Say he does find me—is he aiming to kill me?”

				“No,” Caitrin answered, summoning a wooden pipe as he stood. He filled and lit the pipe as he crossed the room. Then he began pacing and puffing, sending his smoke elsewhere with a wave of his hand.  “He doesn’t want you dead. He wants to use you.”

				“Well I won’t let him.”

				“He won’t ask permission. He’ll stop at nothing to get his hands on you.”

				Layla’s nostril’s flared as she steeled herself to be stubborn and rude. “I don’t care. I’m not going anywhere. If you’re that worried about it, we’ll just have to figure something else out.”

				Quin raised an eyebrow as one corner of his lips twitched. “You’re a fire cracker.”

				“So,” she shot back, keeping her shield up. Then a terrifying thought struck her and her armor shattered. “Will you guys be in danger if I stay?”

				Quin shook his head and tucked her under his arm. “Our risk is the same either way.”

				He looked at Caitrin, who paused and met his meaningful stare.

				“You heard her,” Quin asserted. “She’s not leaving, and we’re not going to make her, so we need to work out another way. What else can we do to keep her safe?”

				Morrigan had been wringing her hands. Now she straightened her shoulders and moved to the phone. “There’s much we can do, and we’ll do it all.” She hit the call button and looked at Layla. “When was this man asking questions?”

				“Yesterday,” Layla answered. “What are you doing?”

			

			
				“Putting the coven on alert.”

				“But it’s after midnight. You’ll wake everyone up.”

				“It’s okay, sweetie. They’d much rather I do it than the Unforgivables.”

				Layla’s throat swelled. “Do you really think they could show up any moment?”

				“Yes,” Quin answered. “If they’re searching for you, this community will be a priority for them.”

				“Then maybe I should leave. I don’t want the coven hurt by this.”

				“They’ll come whether you’re here or not.”

				“Maybe, but if I’m not here, they won’t have a reason to hurt anybody.”

				Serafin leaned forward and squeezed her knee. “The Unforgivables don’t need reasons. We’re in no more danger with you here than we would be with you gone.”

				“I’m not sure I believe that,” she argued. “If they show up, and you guys try to protect me, they could... what if they...” She huffed, wanting to stomp her feet, but Caitrin’s dog kept them pressed into the carpet. “I don’t want you guys hurt because of me, damn it.”

				“It’s our duty to protect our family,” Daleen insisted. “If facing the Unforgivables is what that entails, that’s what we’ll do.”

				“It’s not fair,” Layla protested, watching Morrigan disappear into the kitchen. “What is she saying to them?”

				“We’re placing guards around the community,” Caitrin answered.

				Layla cringed at the thought of her new family spending their days and nights guarding their property... all because of her.

				“Don’t,” Quin ordered.

				“Don’t what?” she mumbled.

			

			
				“Don’t feel guilty for being here,” he clarified.

				“No,” Daleen gasped. “Never feel guilty for being here. This is where we want you to be.”

				Layla bit a fingernail—something she hadn’t done since the day of Katherine’s funeral. “Easier said than done. My being here has flipped everyone’s lives upside down.”

				Quin sighed and looked at Caitrin. “I’m taking her home. Let me know if you find out anything.” He stood and nudged the droopy dog at Layla’s feet. “Move, Hypnos.”

				The dog whined then meandered to Caitrin, and Quin offered Layla his hand.

				But she didn’t take it. “Why should I go home and sleep when everyone else is being pulled out of bed and told to guard the community?”

				“Because this is a stressful situation,” Quin answered, kneeling and resting his hands on her knees, “and I can tell you’re feeling the pressure.”

				“So? What about the pressure on everyone else? It’s not all about me, you know? There are other people here.” Alana’s precious face appeared in her mind’s eye, and her hands and lips trembled. “I would never be able to live with myself if any of you were hurt because of me.”

				Quin ran a tense hand through his hair then rubbed his jaw. “How can I make you see, Layla? This isn’t your fault. If the Unforgivables are searching for you, they’ll come here no matter what we do. You being here merely gives us an advantage we wouldn’t have otherwise, because we know to expect them.”

				“Hear, hear,” Serafin advocated. “We’re far better off with you here, Layla, in more ways than one.”

				“Now please let me take you home,” Quin pleaded, squeezing her knees.

				“Fine,” she huffed, “but it’s still not right, me sitting at home while everyone else is getting worked up.”

			

			
				“Not worked up,” he disagreed. “Prepared.”

				“Whatever,” she mumbled, letting him pull her from the couch.

				“Are you working tomorrow, Quin?” Serafin asked, getting to his feet.

				Quin looked at Layla, who scowled back.

				“Don’t you dare say no,” she warned. “You’re not putting your life on hold for me.” Then she looked in the opposite direction.

				“I guess that’s your answer,” Quin sighed.

				“Daleen and I will be here,” Serafin noted. “Call if you want company, Layla, or if you need to talk.”

				Layla nodded, but she didn’t say anything, nor did she look at him.

				Quin glanced at the haze around her then tapped into Serafin’s mind. ‘You’ll stay close to her while I’m at work?’

				Serafin agreed with a nod. Then Caitrin’s pipe disappeared as he crossed the room. “If they get close, I want you both to disappear without a moment’s hesitation. No second thoughts, no brave acts. This is non-negotiable, Layla. You can’t be seen by them.”

				Again, Layla nodded but didn’t speak.

				“You, too, Quinlan,” Caitrin added. “You’d be in almost as much danger as her.”

				“What?” Layla blurted, whipping her gaze around.

				Quin squeezed his eyes shut then looked at Caitrin. “I wish you hadn’t said that.”

				“What is he talking about?” Layla demanded.

				Quin sighed and met her panicked stare. “I’m a bonded child. You know I’m at risk.”

				“But... you’re grown. My dad said the risk is minimal for adults.”

			

			
				“Agro preys on children because it’s harder for him to find loyalty in adults, but that doesn’t mean he won’t resort to more effective methods of manipulation when he finds one he wants.”

				“He’ll try to force you?”

				“That’s always a possibility with Agro, especially if you’re a bonded child.”

				Layla’s aura darkened and swelled as she spun away from everyone, her shoulders shaking over quiet sobs.

				“Please don’t cry over me,” Quin insisted, turning her into a hug.

				“You think I have a choice?” she countered. “This is horrible. I hate it.”

				“I know you do.”

				“Take me home. I want to go home.”

				“Gladly,” he agreed, lifting her feet from the floor.

				Caitrin opened the front door for them then followed them onto the porch. “Don’t take any risks, Quinlan. Her safety comes first. Keep your mind open until we tell you to slam it shut, and let us know if you leave her alone.”

				Quin nodded then descended the stairs, his heavy heart beating against Layla’s hot tears.

				When he got her home, he lowered her feet to the bedroom floor, and she wiggled from his arms, entering the bathroom without a word. He stayed put, waiting for her return, but she bypassed him and got into bed, burying her face in a pillow.

				Quin ran a hand over his jaw as he considered the predicament. Then he filled his lungs and walked to the side of the bed. “Do you want me to leave?” he asked, and he couldn’t help but hold his breath as he waited for the answer, his heart skipping an unhealthy amount of beats.

			

			
				“No,” she replied, and his vitals calmed.

				“You’re not mad at me?” he asked, floating to the spot beside her.

				“I’m mad,” she confirmed, “but not at you. I’m sorry I misdirected my feelings.”

				“Don’t be,” he insisted, sweeping her hair aside.

				He kissed the nape of her neck then trailed his lips to her ear. “I hate that you’re going through this, Layla. You’ve been here less than three days and you’re already dealing with the darkest side of magic. But we’ll figure this out. Then I’ll show you the brightest side. I promise.”

				“You can’t make that promise,” she countered, keeping her face hidden. “I’ve seen what the Unforgivables can do. I watched one of their spells torture my mom until her heart literally burst. I saw a storm of elemental magic rip Medea’s limbs from her body then twist her corpse like putty. And I was there when my dad died in a flash of agony provoked by a mere wave of Agro’s hand. I’ve witnessed the cold cruelty beneath the crimson cloaks, and I’ve seen the fire in Agro’s eyes when he’s about to destroy a life. The darkest side of magic shaped my life, Quin, and this situation I’m in is proof it can’t be stopped. So you can’t make that promise, and I wish you wouldn’t put that kind of pressure on yourself, because really, it would be in your best interest to stay away from me.”

				Quin struggled to breathe, his chest heavy with the burden her confession placed on his heart. He had no idea the imprint exposed the tragedies of her past in such vivid detail. “That must have been horrible to watch.”

				“That’s not the point. What matters is the carnage. I know what the Unforgivables are capable of, and I don’t stand a chance against them. Either I die, or I hide and let everyone else die for me. But that’s the story of my life, isn’t it?”

			

			
				Quin swallowed, hating the route her mind traveled. “Will you look at me?” he whispered, drifting his fingers down a turbulent sea of curls. “I miss your eyes.”

				Her aura expanded as her shoulders shook, and a choppy gasp wheezed through cotton as she kicked the bed.

				“Okay,” he soothed, nuzzling her neck. “You don’t have to look.”

				“Damn it, Quin. Stop being so nice to me.”

				“I won’t do that,” he refused.

				“I know,” she sighed. Then she rubbed her face in the pillow and looked at him.

				“There they are,” he approved, staring into shiny emeralds. “I love your eyes, Layla. They sing to me.”

				“They’re bloodshot.”

				“They’re beautiful,” he assured, soothing her eyelids with the pad of his thumb. “You’re beautiful.”

				Her pout quivered, and he quickly laid a finger over it. “Nuh-uh. That’s not something to cry about.”

				“I don’t know why I can’t control myself.”

				“Because you’re sad, scared, guilty and tired, and I understand why, but please don’t cry when I tell you you’re beautiful.”

				“Then don’t tell me.”

				He frowned and took her cheek. “You’re asking me to be someone I’m not, Layla. I know you’re hurting right now, but life doesn’t stop when times are bad. It’s worth living, always, especially when I’m looking into eyes like yours. I’m worried about this situation, but I’m not going to lie here and pretend anything with you. If I want to see your smile, I’m going to find a way to make you smile. If I want to tell you you’re beautiful and kiss your body, that’s what I’m going to do, because no matter what’s going on out there...” He pulled her hand to his chest, pressing her palm to his heart. “...I know exactly what’s going on in here. I won’t deny myself life’s pleasures just because they’re being threatened.”

			

			
				She silently stared at him for several seconds, eyes wide, lips parted. Then she swallowed and flexed her fingers over his heart. “That’s good advice. I could have used it three years ago.”

				“I wish I’d been there to say it.”

				“Me, too, but wishing changes nothing.”

				“I’m here now. That means a lot to me.”

				“It means a lot to me, too, Quin. Words can’t convey how much.”

				“How about a promise?” he suggested.

				“A promise?” she repeated, skeptically raising an eyebrow.

				“Yes,” he confirmed. “You’re right about me not being able to promise you the future, and I’m sorry I didn’t consider that before saying it. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I do know I’m going to do everything I can to keep you safe, which brings me to my point. I propose a new promise, one I can keep, in return for one from you.”

				She remained silent, and he could tell she disapproved.

				“You don’t like promises,” he concluded.

				“They can be impossible to keep,” she explained.

				“I guess they can,” he agreed. “Will you at least hear me out?”

				Her suspicion softened as she fidgeted with his shirt. “Sure.”

				He scooted closer, until they were nose to nose. Then he tucked her hair behind her ear and held her cheek. “I want you to promise me you won’t sacrifice your safety because you think someone else is in danger. And that promise includes you staying here, under our protection, until we figure out how to make you safe. I don’t want you leaving without telling anybody and attempting to hide yourself in order to save us.”

			

			
				“That’s a tall order to fill,” she whispered, blinking back tears.

				“I understand why,” he sympathized. “I’ve never seen anyone suffer the kind of guilt you harbor. But this situation isn’t your fault, and putting your life at risk isn’t the right thing to do. So I’m asking you not to do it.”

				“This is your family, too, Quin. You must be so worried about them. How can you even look at me knowing I’m the one putting them in danger?”

				“You vastly underestimate your value, Layla. Your life is precious, and the danger’s there whether you are or not.”

				“My life is no more precious than anyone else in the coven, and even though the Unforgivables would come here either way, you can’t deny that me being here poses an even bigger threat. If Agro comes here demanding answers, and you guys stonewall him to save me, he could wipe out the entire family.”

				“Yes, Agro’s a murdering bastard, but this family is his strongest link to you, which means he doesn’t want us dead. He’ll exhaust all options before wiping us out. Hopefully we’ll find a way to deter him before it gets to that point.”

				“You’re relying on hope? You really think it’s there?”

				“There’s always hope when you’re part of this family. We share an extraordinary bond, for several reasons, and fear of Agro won’t make it dwindle. Certain things always pull through when a community is faced with adversity, and our coven holds them all. Not one bone in my body feels our family is doomed to die.”

			

			
				“I wish I could be as confident as you are.”

				“You don’t have to be. I’ll be confident enough for both of us, but you have to make me that promise. Having you home fills the void left by your parents. We’re complete for the first time in over twenty-one years. Don’t take that away from us.”

				“That’s not fair,” she squeaked.

				“This situation is very unfair,” he agreed, “but our decisions will affect how unfair it gets. Sacrificing yourself would only add to the injustice, so erase the idea from your head and let us protect you.”

				“It’s not like I have a choice. I’m a coward. You think I could walk into the lion’s den and serve myself for dinner? My legs would never get me there.”

				“Your heart would, and I know you’re not a coward. You were born to two of the bravest people to walk this earth. Don’t undermine their sacrifice by sacrificing yourself.”

				“Don’t,” she snapped. “Don’t throw their deaths in my face.” 

				Quin’s heart twisted, dealing him a dose of deserved pain, and he swiftly stroked her red cheek. “I’m sorry. I swear that wasn’t my intention, but they didn’t go through hell so you could defeat their purpose.”

				“I know that.”

				“Then why do you even consider it?”

				“Because it hurts, Quin. It hurts to think about what my presence here could mean for the people I care about. It feels awful, and I don’t know how to make it stop.”

				“We’ll get through this, Layla. We can’t make the hurt go away, but it’s temporary. Your death would be permanent.”

			

			
				“So I’m supposed to just sit around here and hurt and hope that someday it will all go away? That’s my future?”

				“Only the immediate future. When this is over, you have wonderful things waiting for you. Promise me you’ll stick around long enough to experience them.”

				“Like I said,” she grumbled, “I don’t have a choice, so take your promise, whatever it’s worth. It’s not like it makes a difference.”

				“It makes all the difference in the world to me,” he corrected. “Thank you.” He nuzzled her nose then gave it a kiss. “Now I’ll make you a promise. While you wait for your chance to live without the hurt, I promise I’ll do everything I can to make the pain tolerable, and I won’t stop until we figure out how to make it go away.”

				“Fine,” she huffed. “You said it, now I’m counting on it, no matter how guilty it makes me feel.”

				“No guilt,” he whispered, sweeping his lips across hers. “I’m doing exactly what I want to do.” He gave her a kiss then curled her into his chest. “Now sleep. It’s been a long day.”

				He could tell she wanted to argue, but she was out of steam. “Fine,” she conceded, “but you have to sleep, too; I don’t want you to move.”

				He smiled, tightening his hug as he buried his face in her hair. “That’s a demand I’m more than happy to meet.”

				“Will you wake me before you leave for work?”

				“Yes. Now sleep.”

				“Mmkay,” she mumbled, muscles melting.

				Quin watched her aura until the flow mellowed and the sad colors faded, and only then did he find his own peace-of-mind.


				


			

				


				Chapter 17

				Twelve hours! Agro had been searching Idaho for more than twelve hours and hadn’t found a trace of evidence, not one sign of the witch and her power.

				Learning there were thirteen households with the surname Callaway in Ada County had launched a daunting yet promising quest, but after hours of sneaking through dark rooms, searching filing cabinets, attics, closets and photo albums, he remained empty-handed.

				Now he was in the small town of Star, searching the home of his final lead—an elderly couple known to the census office as George and Nancy Callaway.

				The rising sun filtered through lace curtains as Agro examined the bills on a roll-top desk, listening to a noisy lark raise hell on the other side of the window. Nothing about George and Nancy’s finances raised suspicion, so Agro moved to a bookshelf and examined the framed photos. All of them appeared to be pictures of kids, grandkids and family vacations, but none of them contained an emerald-eyed witch.

				“Don’t move,” a man ordered, and a quick series of loud clicks resounded in Agro’s ears—the cocking of a pump-action shotgun.

				Agro slowly raised his hands, inwardly cursing the noisy lark for obscuring the gunman’s footsteps. After tiptoeing around Ada County all night to avoid a mess, Agro had found one in the final house.

			

			
				He cautiously turned, finding first the hollow barrel of a gun, then George, whose stooped posture and frail frame exposed his age. The steady grip he had on his weapon, however, told the tale of a huntsman.

				“Keep your hands where I can see them,” George demanded, eyeing Agro’s cloak. “Is this some kind of joke?”

				“I’m afraid not,” Agro replied, flicking a wrist.

				The barrel of the gun jerked to the left, and Farriss appeared behind George, taking the crown of his head in one hand and his chin in the other. A deafening blast echoed through the room as Farriss yanked. Then glass shattered as George’s lifeless body toppled to the floor.

				Agro looked at the broken window, taking pleasure in the idea that a shotgun pellet dispatched that bothersome lark. Then a scream pierced his ringing eardrums, drawing his attention to the doorway.

				Wearing a long nightgown with frilly lace and periwinkle pansies, Nancy stood on the threshold, mouth gaping at her husband’s body.

				“Here we go,” Agro sighed.

				Nancy screamed as her brain tried to move faster than her old bones could take her. She turned, hitting the doorjamb with a bony shoulder. Then she bounced off the hallway wall and stumbled out of sight.

				“The hexless are pathetic,” Agro scorned, rolling his eyes. “Put her out of her misery.”

				“Yes, sir,” Farriss agreed, heading for the corridor.

				Agro followed, watching from the hallway as Farriss caught up with the fleeing woman.

				She screamed and threw a respectable punch for a hexless woman her age, but Farriss dodged and she tumbled over the back of a sofa. Getting to her wrinkled hands, she released a horrid sound similar to a dying cat. “Please. Take what you want, just let me go.”

			

			
				“Shut her up,” Agro barked, and Farriss leapt over the couch.

				“No,” Nancy blubbered, reaching for the patio door.

				One of Farriss’ palms closed over her mouth as the other grasped the back of her head. Then a muffled crack silenced her sobs.

				“What a mess,” Agro mumbled, running a hand down his face.

				“The neighbors down the road probably heard the shot,” Farriss noted. “They’ll be calling soon.”

				As if on cue, the phone rang, and both wizards looked at it.

				“What would you have me do?” Farriss asked, stepping over Nancy’s body.

				Agro looked over his shoulder, scanning George, the shotgun, and the shattered window. Then he flipped his gaze to Nancy’s contorted neck. “Burn it down,” he ordered, hovering toward the door. “I’m going to take two of the men and return to camp; get some rest before we head for Oregon. At this rate, it will be Wednesday night before we question the witch’s family.”

				The phone stopped ringing then started again.

				“That’s tomorrow,” Farriss noted.

				“And tomorrow can’t come fast enough,” Agro snapped. “I’ve wanted this witch for more than two decades. Every minute that passes without her power at my disposal is a minute lost, so stop making excuses and burn this hexless shit-hole down.”

				“Yes, sir,” Farriss agreed, but then he added, “Why can’t we visit the witch’s family tonight, once we arrive in Oregon?”

			

			
				Agro’s nostrils flared as he looked at the textured ceiling and shook his head. “The witch wasn’t born to gutless weaklings, Farriss. I need my army alert when we question them. We won’t reach the Clatsop State Forest until midnight or later, so unless we want children guarding the camp while we grownups sleep, some of our soldiers will require a break once we reach our destination. Understand?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Then get rid of this mess before someone catches you in the act.”

				The phone stopped ringing, and Agro pointed at it while raising his eyebrows at Farriss.

				“I’m on it,” Farriss assured, jumping into action.

				Agro raised his hood as he curled his lip at Nancy’s saggy body. Then he concealed himself and fled the macabre scene.


				


			

				


				Chapter 18

				Dread clutched Layla’s gut when her eyes popped open Tuesday morning, like she’d been having a nightmare. Then she realized it was due to the stress her presence was inflicting on the coven. She curled her fingers around Quin’s shirt, breathing him in as she magically cleaned her teeth. Then she looked up, finding him awake and watching her.

				“Hey,” he greeted, brushing her hair from her face.

				“Morning,” she returned. “Is it time for you to leave?”

				“Almost. Unless you’ll let me stay.”

				“I already feel guilty enough,” she refused. “Are you going to send Serafin over here to babysit me?”

				“No one’s going to babysit you. If you want to be alone, that’s what you’ll do. But someone needs to know where you are so we can find you if something happens.”

				“That’s fine. Tell Serafin I’ll call if I leave the house.” She tightly clutched his shirt and kissed his chest. Then she rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom.

				When she returned, she found him waiting with coffee. “Thank you,” she sighed, smiling despite her worry.

				“My pleasure,” he returned, watching her sip. Then he took the mug and floated it to the table. “I’ll see you this evening?”

				“I’ll be here,” she mumbled, pouting at her captured coffee. Then Quin wiped her mind of the brew by pulling her into a hug.

			

			
				“I’ll miss you while I’m gone,” he noted.

				“Me, too,” she confessed, squeezing tightly.

				He took her cheeks and leaned in for a kiss. “Bye, Layla Love.”

				“Bye,” she whispered, smiling because he needed her to.

				He dropped his hands and flew from the room, and Layla grabbed her coffee on the way to the window. She moved the heavy curtain aside, watching Quin step from her porch, but instead of going home, he headed for her grandparents’ house, no doubt on his way to tell Serafin she was alone.

				Layla sighed as she looked to the pewter sky. Was she really doomed to a hidden existence? Apparently there were no officers of magical law, no prisons for powerful witches and wizards. Her only options were hide, kill or be killed.

				She watched the lawn and considered her predicament until her coffee was gone. Then she found her cell. No missed calls.

				She dialed Travis’ number, and her heart lightened when she got him on the first ring. He sounded better, not as mad at the world as he’d been during their last conversation, but he seemed busy with funeral plans, so she didn’t keep him long. She did, however, mention she was related to the owner of Cinnia’s Cannon Café and had already found her family, who seemed nice and normal and happy to see her. Only the normal part was a lie, so Layla delivered it with relative ease.

				After hanging up, she called Phyllis and gave her the same spiel. Phyllis was thrilled with the news and wanted to ask a dozen questions, but she needed to go to an orientation meeting for her new job at the local bar.

			

			
				“Congrats on the bartending gig,” Layla offered. “Don’t let the drunks get away with too much.”

				“Not on my shift,” Phyllis countered. “I’ll paddle their butts then call their moms.”

				Layla smirked as she dug through her luggage. “They’ll love that.”

				“Either that or they’ll behave.”

				“Give ’em hell,” Layla encouraged, finding a pair of faded jeans. “Hey, before you go, I wanted to ask you to call me if Travis needs help with funeral costs. I know he won’t take it, but if he’s struggling, I’ll make an anonymous donation to the funeral home. He’ll think some snooty citizen did it for bragging rights, but he won’t be able to refuse.”

				“He hasn’t mentioned anything about money,” Phyllis assured, “but if it comes up, I’ll let ya know.”

				“Thanks,” Layla replied, grabbing a white t-shirt. “I’ll talk to you later.”

				“Okay, hon. Bye.”

				Layla hung up and tossed the phone in a chair. Then she took a long shower, wishing the water was magical and could wash away worry and guilt. No such luck. The dread weighed on her no matter what she did. Not even a trip to the turret room cheered her up.

				She lay on the white sofa for a long time, staring at the skylight as she searched for a reasonable way to end the fear she’d cast on her family, but she didn’t know enough about the magical world to help it, just enough to feel like a scourge upon it.

				Rain played percussion on the skylight into the afternoon, a dreary beat to match her attitude, so she decided to join it outside. She headed for the phone in the living room, stopping for a sweatshirt along the way. Then she called Serafin.

			

			
				“Hello?” he answered.

				“Hey,” she greeted.

				“Layla Love. How are you today?”

				“Fine. I just called to tell you I’m going outside.”

				“Would you like your grandma and me to join you?”

				“No,” Layla answered, instinctively and without regard for her grandpa’s feelings. She squeezed her eyes shut, regretting many things. “I’m sorry, Serafin. I don’t mean to be rude. I just want to be alone right now.” She was accustomed to being alone. It made her feel halfway normal.

				“I understand,” he conceded. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

				“I will.”

				A moment of silence. Then he spoke again. “I know this is difficult, Layla, and I understand you’re used to dealing with things on your own, but we don’t have to do that around here. It’s different, I know, but if you give it a chance, you might find it fits.”

				“I’ll work on that,” she replied, unsure what else to say.

				He sighed then cleared his throat. “Call or come by if you need anything.”

				“I will. Bye.”

				“Bye, Layla.”

				She hung up and stared at the phone, wondering why it was so easy to slip into a lonely life, yet harder than hell to slip out.

				Her stomach growled, so she headed for the kitchen, hoping Morrigan followed through with her plans to stock food. After starting a pot of coffee, Layla opened the fridge to find it full of her favorite snacks, including the most perfect looking apples she’d ever seen. Knives, however, were nowhere to be found.

			

			
				“Oh yeah,” she mumbled, rolling her eyes.

				With a wave of her hand, she peeled and sliced her apple. Then she leaned against the counter, watching the coffee brew as she ate.

				Finally, with average caffeine in hand, she walked outside and settled herself in the middle of the lawn. Though the rain had slowed to a drizzle, it quickly saturated her hair, and her butt got soaked the moment she sat. She didn’t mind getting wet, but it left her susceptible to the icy breeze dipping into the clearing.

				She closed her eyes, imagining an invisible, rainproof dome sheltering her body, and the wind stilled. When she opened her eyes, she found the rain hitting her spell only to splash away or trickle downward, like a bubble under a waterfall.

				She magically dried her hair and sweatshirt. Then she sipped her coffee while watching the outside world blur. A tranquil moment—sitting somewhat warm and halfway dry as her magic did exactly as she intended. But the peace shattered when a flash of color landed outside her dome.

				“That’s a nifty umbrella,” said a confident female voice. “Who’s under there?”

				Layla dropped her spell, tensing as her gaze landed on a stranger—a witch around twenty with pretty clothes and a bright aura.

				“I don’t know you,” the woman pointed out.

				“Why would you?” Layla asked.

				“Because I know everyone in this coven,” the woman answered. “I’m Maeveen. I live in a community southeast of here, in the Willamette National Forest.”

			

			
				Layla scanned the witch from top to bottom, trying to decide if she could be trusted. The coven was supposed to be guarding the property, so apparently they didn’t mind Maeveen coming in, but Layla was surprised Serafin hadn’t ushered her inside first. Guess it’s okay, she decided, offering a hand. “Nice to meet you, Maeveen. I’m Layla.”

				Her hand went unnoticed as Maeveen’s green and gold eyes grew huge. “The Layla? As in—the mysterious Layla?”

				Layla stiffened, attempting to lighten her aura without closing her eyes. She felt it work, but couldn’t tell how well. Why was this woman calling her the mysterious Layla when Quin claimed no one outside the coven knew about her mysterious past?

				Maeveen still hadn’t accepted her hand, so Layla dropped it and played dumb. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who’s the mysterious Layla?”

				Maeveen tilted her head. “Quin’s mysterious Layla.”

				“What?” Layla blurted, nearly losing her grip on her aura. “Quin has a mysterious Layla?”

				Maeveen propped her hands on her skinny hips, looking confused. “Are you lying?”

				“About what?”

				“You really don’t know about Quin’s mysterious Layla?”

				“No, I really don’t.”

				Maeveen curiously stared for a long moment. Then she flipped her auburn hair behind her shoulders and sat. “Quin’s going to kill me for talking about this. He may not even know I’m aware of it, but I’m sure he assumes. He isn’t an idiot.”

				“Aware of what?” Layla asked, trying not to sound too interested.

				“He has recurring dreams about someone named Layla,” Maeveen explained. “Always has.”

			

			
				Layla’s eyes widened as her brain sped. What? Quin has recurring dreams about her? And he never told her? Her internal rant halted, and she narrowed her eyes on Maeveen’s aura. “How do you know?”

				“Because girls talk,” Maeveen answered. “Nearly every girl he’s been with has heard him say the name Layla in his sleep. He doesn’t even try to deny it. When his women ask about it, he confirms he’s been dreaming about someone else, and he doesn’t offer too many apologies either, no explanations or excuses, nothing. If his women can’t handle it, or if they suggest he purge the dreams, he’ll bow out. The idea alone is a deal breaker.”

				Layla swished the revelation around in her head, trying not to look as shocked as she felt.

				“So are you her?” Maeveen asked, smiling like a teenage girl getting the juicy details of her best friend’s first kiss.

				“I have no idea,” Layla mumbled. “I didn’t even know there was a her.” 

				“Hmm…” Maeveen hummed, filling in the details herself. “This must be why he broke Caitlyn’s heart yesterday.”

				Layla snapped her head up, ignoring the pain that shot through her neck. It was nothing compared to the cinderblock that knocked the air from her lungs. “Caitlyn?”

				“The woman he’s been dating,” Maeveen explained. “She’s a member of my coven.”

				Layla felt sick and wondered if she looked it. “I didn’t know he was dating anyone.”

				“He’s not now. Yesterday afternoon Caitlyn got home from a weekend trip to find Quin on her porch. She knew it was over the moment she saw his aura. Now I know why.”

			

			
				“That’s horrible,” Layla whispered. “Were they close?”

				Maeveen harrumphed as she leaned back, letting the rain hit her face. “Sure. They were about as close as Quin gets to any woman, but that’s not saying much.”

				Layla needed to know more, but didn’t want to add fuel to the gossip session by asking.

				As it turned out, she didn’t have to. Maeveen was more than willing to throw gas on the fire. “I think it was about a month ago that he finally asked her out, but they’ve only gotten together two or three times since. I can say with certainty he wasn’t committed, but Caitlyn has liked him for a while, and he knew that, so his interest was genuine if not long-term. I told Caitlyn it would be that way, but she already knew and wanted to give it a try. Some women never heed the warnings, you know? I wasn’t the only witch warning her about Quin, but she remained hopeful.”

				Layla nearly gagged, barely finding the ability to speak. “Why would she need warned about Quin?” She was terrified to hear the answer, and Maeveen made her sweat before giving it.

				“Because he’s a heartbreaker and always has been. He’s dated a lot of women, and they’re never good enough.”

				“He says that?” Layla gasped.

				“No,” Maeveen laughed. “Of course not. Quin would never say that, and it’s not like he purposely breaks women’s hearts. But that’s part of his appeal, isn’t it? He’s insanely smooth and can make a girl feel special while being honest about his inevitable departure. If a woman wants his attention, she has to make peace with the fact that it’s temporary, because the moment she starts hoping for a long-term relationship, he’ll cut her loose; no second chances, no hesitations. Snap, just like that.” She snapped her fingers, like the words didn’t stress her point enough. “That doesn’t stop girls from trying, though. They’re always throwing themselves at him, hoping they’ll be different, and sometimes he’ll treat one to a few amazing dates before saying so long.” She paused, grinning as she raised her eyebrows. “At least I’ve heard the dates are amazing. I’ve never been with him myself. I crushed hard on him for a while, but he never had any interest in me, so I wisely got over it.”

			

			
				Layla didn’t respond. She was too busy digesting the chest-clogging, throat-tightening, downright heartbreaking revelation. Her relationship with Quin had just been flipped upside down, and she had no idea how to handle it. Her insides tangled and squirmed, making it hard to breathe.

				“You’re very good at hiding things,” Maeveen noted, getting to her feet. She twisted this way and that, magically drying her backside. “I’m here to speak with Karena about the inn. It was nice meeting you.”

				“You, too,” Layla offered, keeping her eyes on her coffee.

				After counting to thirty, Layla looked up, watching Maeveen disappear into Karena’s house. Then she slowly got to her feet and dragged them home.

				What in the hell was she supposed to do now? Quin hadn’t exactly betrayed her, but he should have known better. Or had he betrayed her? She wasn’t sure. She just assumed he was single and never thought to ask. And how dumb was that? Of course he was dating someone. He was gorgeous and could literally and figuratively sweep a woman off her feet. Why on earth would he be single?

				Then there was Caitlyn, a witch who really liked Quin, had been spending time alone with him for weeks. Now she’d been rejected. Not because Quin was unhappy with her, not because he didn’t care about her, not because she was unlikable, but because someone new came along and stole his interest.

			

			
				Layla imagined Maeveen telling Caitlyn about Quin’s newest conquest, and it made her nauseous. She hated being the other woman, the outsider who ruined everything. It felt awful.

				Chest tight and aching, she refilled her coffee and shuffled to the back deck, scooting a chair beneath the overhang. The rain filled her ears with plinks, clicks and drips, but she barely registered nature’s song. She was too busy dealing with the sadness and uncertainty churning her gut. Her prince charming had a flaw, and the more she sat there and thought about it, the bigger it became.

				“Damn him,” she scorned, punching her thigh. Then she burst into tears, deciding it was as much her fault as it was his. He didn’t even kiss her until she asked him to. Maybe his relationship with Caitlyn was the reason why. Maybe he planned to end things with her first. Or maybe he only ended things with Caitlyn because Layla had thrown herself at him.

				“Damn him,” she breathed, dropping her face into her hand.

				“Layla?”

				She snapped her head up, nearly falling from her chair as Quin’s voice hit her like a hurricane. She had no idea she’d been sitting there that long. She needed more time to think before facing him. The pain was fresh, her mind was scattered, and her heart was raw, but ready or not, he was approaching from the south side of her house.

				He stepped into the backyard, and she looked in the opposite direction, trying her damnedest to conceal her aura.

			

			
				When Quin saw Layla’s beautiful haze retract, he froze mid-stride, flipping his gaze to the fingers tugging on her left sleeve.

				“What’s going on?” he asked.

				“I don’t want to talk right now,” she returned. “You should leave.”

				Quin’s hand flew to his chest, gripping his heart as his lungs deflated. It was the first time she’d asked him to go, and it hurt like hell. He took a few tentative steps, and she flinched like he’d thrown a punch.

				“What’s going on?” he repeated, searching what was left of her aura—a river of wispy white fog hugging her trembling body. “What happened?”

				“Just go, Quin.”

				“Not until you tell me what happened.”

				“You broke your promise,” she whispered. “You’ve already broken it, and you didn’t even mean to. And that’s why promises are stupid.”

				Panic rolled Quin’s stomach as he slowly approached the deck. “What did I do?”

				“You’ve made everything harder.”

				“I don’t understand, Layla. Please look at me.”

				“I don’t want to.”

				His fingers curled into a fist as his speeding heart took another blow. “Okay, don’t look at me, but please tell me what’s going on.”

				“You were dating someone, Quin.”

				Shit. “Where did you hear that?”

				“Is it true?”

				He dropped his guilty head. “Yes.”

				“Then where I heard it isn’t an issue.”

			

			
				Shit. He didn’t know how to fix this. “None of that matters, Layla. It wasn’t a serious relationship.”

				“I understand it wasn’t serious, but if you think it doesn’t matter, you’re sadly mistaken, because it’s mattering the hell out of me.”

				“I didn’t expect you to come along,” he countered. “If I’d known you were about to walk into my life, I would have spent every waking minute waiting for you.”

				“Of course you weren’t going to sit around waiting for someone you didn’t know was coming. Who does that? But you were dishonest by not telling me about her. I had no idea about her, even when we... even when you...” Her shoulders shook as she yanked in a choppy breath. “That’s not the point. How can you expect me to be okay with this? You’ve put me in an awful position, made me face awful decisions.”

				Quin wanted to throw himself at her feet and beg her not to do this, but he knew it would serve no purpose but to make him look insane. Shit. He had to fix this. “I understand you’re upset, Layla. You have every right to be, but nothing has to change. The decisions have already been made...”

				“That’s not the point,” she snapped.

				He squeezed his eyes shut and roughly ran a hand down his face, trying to calm his frantic heart. “Then tell me what the point is.”

				For a long moment she stayed silent, trembling from head to toe as she wiped her face. Then she took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. “I’m so grateful for what you’ve done, Quin. You constantly go out of your way to help me, and I really do appreciate it... all of it. And I... I care about you so much, but this thing between us just seems like a bad idea now. We’ll always have the connection we made last night, which was wonderful and I’ll never regret it. But our… relationship, or whatever this is, can’t be good for us. It’s built on dishonesty and drama.” She paused, looking down at her lap. Then she abruptly stood and headed for the north side of her house. “I need to be alone right now.”

			

			
				Quin couldn’t find the strength to give her space and was right behind her. “I don’t believe that, Layla, because this relationship is good for me.”

				She didn’t respond, and his heart practically burst from his chest as it raced after the angel leaving him. “Damn it, Layla, stop.”

				He grabbed her wrist, spinning her around, and what he found nearly broke him. Swollen lids and red cheeks, and a sad gaze that dropped him lower than he’d ever been. She’d shed a river for him, and no matter how recently she wiped them away, the tears still plagued her.

				He ached to take her face in his palms and kiss the soreness away, but knew it would either piss her off or make her cry harder, so he merely squeezed her wrist. “This isn’t over, and I don’t understand why you think it has to be.”

				“Really? You don’t understand? The Unforgivables have already targeted this coven because of one rejected witch. I’m already paying for Medea’s spite, and my dad wasn’t even dating her when he met my mom. All this with you, me and... and Caitlyn, it all happened over a weekend. Boom, everyone’s flipped on their heads, and now I’m the other woman, the witch who came along and messed everything up. I hate the way it feels to be that woman, and I hate thinking about the way Caitlyn’s feeling. I’m sad for her; she’s been tossed aside. And who do you think she’s going to blame for that? This whole damn situation is entirely too familiar; and I don’t want to watch it run its course. I’ve seen what things like this can do to a family, and that’s one part of my parents’ sad history I’m not willing to repeat.” She tried to pull away, but his grip stayed firm. “That’s just one reason why this isn’t good for me, Quin. The list goes on. Now please let go.”

			

			
				He held tight, searching for a way to make her stay, but she gave him no choice. Her eyes narrowed and shifted downward, and a sizzling current of electricity shot from her wrist into his hand.

				“Shit,” he blurted, stumbling back.

				The jolt subsided, relinquishing control of his muscles, and he raised his smoldering palm, flexing fingers around blackened flesh. Surprised and impressed by her power and accuracy, he gawked at the wound. Then he found her eyes, watching a fat teardrop fall to her cheek.

				Her face drained of color as she mouthed the words I’m sorry. Then she turned and walked away. Right before rounding the corner of the house, she spoke over her shoulder. “I’m leaving for a while. Tell my grandparents not to worry.”

				“No,” Quin shouted, heart lurching as he rushed forward, but by the time he turned the corner, she was gone.

				He shot into the air, searching ground and sky. “Layla! Please don’t do this!” No response, no aura, no body; he couldn’t spot one shimmer of evidence.

				He searched for her mind and immediately made a connection, but it felt like he’d linked to a hall of mirrors that had stolen Layla’s warm glow. Powerful yet jumbled brainwaves collided with his, bouncing at him from every direction as he tried to communicate and locate.

			

			
				“Layla!”

				No answer; and the unreliable mind connection quickly faded.

				“Shit.”

				She’d left him… left because of him. Now she was in grave danger. Shit, shit, shit.

				He scanned the earth and sky once more, finding nothing. Then he flew to Caitrin and Morrigan’s, his heart hurting like hell and drowning in guilt.


				


			

				


				Chapter 19

				Angrier at herself than ever before, Layla flew toward what she hoped was Cannon Beach, tears raining from her burning eyes.

				Sickened by what she’d done to Quin, crushed by what her existence was doing to the coven, and defeated by her lack of control, she overflowed with regret, like she might burst any second and bleed her accountability on the treetops. She was a passenger on a frightening rollercoaster, and the grim reaper was at the switchboard, surely laughing with wicked delight as he pulled levers and pushed buttons.

				She flew west for about twenty minutes before finding the ocean. Then she followed the coast south until she spied Haystack Rock—a giant, basalt rock signaling the shoreline of Cannon Beach.

				She carefully descended into a cluster of trees bordering the north end of the seafront. Then she lifted her concealment spells as she trudged toward moist sand, jolting under the sting of bitter wind.

				A break in the storms had drawn a few families to the beach, but the tourists were south, closer to town, and that was fine by Layla. She wanted nothing to do with crowds.

				A twisted piece of driftwood caught her eye, and she shifted her aimless course, finding the log had a branch she could use as a backrest. She sat, got situated then gnawed on her fingernails while fighting an internal battle.

			

			
				Part of her felt she’d overreacted; that she’d been unfair to call it quits over the news about Caitlyn. Then there was the part of her relentlessly screaming Heed the warnings!


				Maybe the only answer was time. If Caitlyn were given time to heal and didn’t show signs of jealousy or instability, Layla would feel more confident moving forward with Quin. But she couldn’t ask him to wait. The phobia instilled in her by Medea was her neurosis, not Quin’s.

				She switched to the fingernails on her left hand as her thoughts drifted to Sunday night—the night Quin pleased her in so many wonderful ways. The foray had been sensual, powerful and extremely personal… and he’d been dating another woman. Layla wondered if he treated Caitlyn the way he treated her, and her stomach rolled.

				All ten of her fingernails were stubby and jagged, so she pulled her feet onto the tree trunk and scanned the beach for hexless auras. One by one she found them, but those surrounding the adults were hard to discern—dull and smoggy. The children’s, however, were bright and lovely, untouched by worry or responsibility.

				Layla focused on a baby boy bundled in a coat, hat and gloves, and warmth filled her cold stomach. She watched his soothing aura until his mom carried him away. Then she searched for another child to focus on, but the families were scattering as rain clouds rode turbulent waves toward shore, dimpling soft sand and whipping the harsh wind.

				Despite the cold, Layla tilted her head back and closed her eyes, breathing in a mixture of sea spray and rain. Her teethe ached to chatter, but she set her jaw, unready to leave her reclusive moment.

			

			
				“You’re getting wet,” a deep voice noted.

				Layla sucked her aura in, and her muscles tightened, pulling her inward like a timid turtle. She shook her shoulders, shrugging off the tension. Then she opened her eyes to the person who spoke.

				At first she thought an ordinary man stood there, as his aura was extremely light, practically nonexistent. But then she focused on him instead of the air around him.

				Definitely a wizard—a wizard with extraordinary looks.

				Slightly taller than average with muscles bulging from a thin frame, he had curves and ripples in places other people didn’t, not even the wizards she’d met. His white t-shirt fit snug, displaying defined pecs and a ridged abdomen, and he wore a pair of charcoal colored Bermuda shorts, revealing sculpted calves and bare feet. Just long enough to run a hand through, his golden hair lay in mellow waves; and his fair and flawless face housed intense multicolored eyes—vivid shades of blue and green bleeding together like the sea.

				“Do you need something?” Layla asked, wary despite his ridiculously chiseled body.

				He smiled, showing perfect teeth. “May I sit?”

				“It’s not my beach. Do whatever you want.” She looked at the ocean, watching white froth rise and fall over aroused waves, yearning to fly over them with no destination in mind.

				Unconcerned by her attitude, the wizard sat and offered his hand. “I’m Finley.”

				Layla looked over then gave his hand a short shake. “Layla.”

				“Layla,” he repeated. “Why are you sitting here by yourself?”

			

			
				“Because I feel like it. Why are you sitting here?”

				“Because I feel like it.”

				“Fair enough,” she conceded, resting her chin on her knees.

				“Are you from around here?” he pressed.

				“You could say that,” she answered, magically painting her toenails blue. Fitting for her mood, plus it matched her sweatshirt and the bluish tint of her freezing feet.

				“You’re awfully distracted,” Finley noted.

				She threw him a sideways glance. “Why is that any of your concern?”

				“Well, most witches aren’t so withdrawn. I’m concerned as well as curious.”

				“Would you say you’re intrigued?” she asked, recalling the night she met Quin.

				“I would,” Finley confessed.

				“Well don’t get your hopes up,” she returned, “because I’m not going to tell you why I’m distracted, and I’m not going to explain why I’m withdrawn, so your intrigue is going to waste.”

				“Would you like me to leave?”

				“I don’t care what you do.”

				“So you don’t mind if I stay?”

				Layla found his face, searching it again. Then she sighed and looked at the sea. “No. Do whatever you want. But if you insist on staying, you should tell me why you’re here.”

				“I’m meeting some acquaintances down the beach,” he explained. “I saw you sitting by yourself and thought I’d join you.”

				“I see. We are a friendly bunch, aren’t we?” 

				“Mostly.”

			

			
				“I’m not,” she mumbled. “Not today.”

				“Bad days happen to the best of us.”

				“Are you trying to cheer me up or something? Because you shouldn’t bother. You won’t be successful.”

				“You’re quite honest with your words, yet you hide your aura so well.”

				“Yours is hidden.”

				“Yes it is,” he whispered, a smile twitching his lips. Then he cleared his throat and looked north. “Would you like to go to a bonfire? It will be a lot warmer there, much better conditions to be distracted in.”

				“No. I don’t know you, and I don’t want to be around a bunch of people.”

				“Not a bunch. Four. And so what if you don’t know me. What do you think I’d do?”

				“I can’t answer that, because I don’t know you.”

				“You don’t trust me.”

				“No.”

				“What if I brought the fire and people here?”

				“Why are you so intent on getting me to your gathering?”

				“Because I find you extraordinarily beautiful and interesting. Just come for a while, long enough to warm up. If it doesn’t make you feel better, you can leave.”

				“Where exactly are you asking me to go?”

				He pointed to the timber she’d landed in when she arrived. “There’s another stretch of sand through those trees.”

				Layla knew the spot. She’d seen it when she flew in and had considered sitting there.

				She looked to the sky as she debated with herself, wondering how long she had before nightfall. The coven was probably worried sick, but what did they have to worry about? Finley? He seemed harmless. They probably knew him, invited him to celebrations on their lawn. Besides, she felt like being defiant. Silly—yes. Selfish—sure. Immature—unfortunately. But with shit piling up around her no matter which way she turned, she couldn’t find it in herself to care.

			

			
				She looked at Finley, thinking a fire sounded pretty damn good. Her hands and feet were numb and the rain had penetrated her jeans. After one more glance at the trees, she decided she’d be in no more danger on the other side of them than she was on this side. There wasn’t a soul around.

				“Okay,” she conceded. “I’ll go until I’m ready to leave, which will be soon.”

				His eyes brightened as he smiled and got to his feet. “You can leave right away if you don’t enjoy yourself.”

				He offered his hand, but Layla refused, crossing her arms as she stood and headed north.

				Finley quickly caught up then walked beside her, his hands clasped behind his back. “Would you like to tell me something about yourself, Layla?”

				“Not really. Ask if you’d like, but don’t expect an answer.”

				“Fair enough. Do you have a last name?”

				“No.”

				He laughed and tried again. “Do you live around here?”

				“Yes.”

				“Have you always?”

				“No.”

				“How long have you been here?”

				“Nuh-uh.”

				“I’m only asking because you might know the people I’m meeting.”

				“I don’t,” she replied, confused by his logic. “Don’t you think you’d know me if I’d been in the area long?”

			

			
				“I haven’t been here very long myself,” he explained.

				“Oh,” she mumbled. “Are you visiting?”

				“Not anyone in particular. Just traveling and checking things out.”

				“You’re nomadic?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

				“You could say that,” he confessed.

				She halted, and he stopped as well.

				“Is there something wrong with that?” he asked.

				“Maybe,” she answered. “Why are you on your own?”

				“I needed a new beginning, and traveling is the only way to ensure you’ve explored your options.”

				“What about your family?”

				“What about them? Should I pack everyone I know around while I find myself? I’ll see my family again, when my journey’s through.”

				Feeling foolish and guilty for being judgmental, Layla started walking. “How is your journey going?”

				“Getting better all the time,” he answered, matching her pace. “Oregon’s beautiful. I’ve visited before, but in different capacities. I’m taking in the sights this time; getting to know the locals. What about you? Are you going to tell me why you’re here when you haven’t always been?”

				“No.”

				They reached the trees, and Layla halted, trying to judge the time by looking at the sky. Bolstered by dark clouds, nightfall approached quicker than expected, and it suddenly dawned on her how hard it would be to find her way back to the community. Even with sunlight it would be a challenge, so she was sure to fail at night. She could go to Cinnia’s café, but getting treated like a child in a public place would be humiliating. The inn, she remembered. She could meet Finley’s friends, warm up then go to Karena’s inn.

			

			
				“I’m not going to stay long,” she noted, proceeding into the timber. “I’ll meet your friends, but I have somewhere to be.”

				“You don’t have to explain yourself, Layla. Leave whenever you want.”

				“I plan to.”

				After a few minutes of navigating shadowed undergrowth, the trees thinned; and Layla followed dim shafts of light onto a small beach.

				Sitting around a nearby fire, drinking from jugs between snippets of chatter and laughter, were three women and one man. When Finley and Layla approached, the group fell silent, but their expressions communicated plenty as they scanned Layla from head to toe. Two of the three women did not like that she was there, and the man liked it very much.

				He was the first to speak. “Who’s your friend, Finley?”

				“This is Layla,” Finley answered. Then he flipped the introductions around. “That’s Liam and Kira. They’re a couple. That’s Tessa, and that’s Shiela.”

				Kira and Tessa were the ones sneering. Shiela merely looked curious.

				Layla donned a polite smile and walked forward, extending her hand to each of them in turn. “Nice to meet you guys.”

				They all accepted her handshake, but only Liam spoke. “You’re not from around here, are you, Layla?”

				Kira elbowed her boyfriend, Tessa’s nostrils flared, and Layla threw Finley a pointed look.

				“I’m leaving,” she said, turning away from the blessedly warm fire.

				“Please stay,” he insisted. “I don’t know why they’re being so rude.”

			

			
				“Stay,” Shiela added, waving a hand, and a log rolled from the timber. “Have a seat. You look cold.”

				“Thanks,” Layla mumbled, desperate to thaw her feet and hands.

				She sat, and Finley claimed the bark beside her while flashing Shiela a grateful smile.

				“Wine?” Sheila asked, offering Layla a jug.

				“No, thanks,” Layla declined. “I can’t stay long.”

				This comforted Tessa and Kira, who relaxed and dropped their hateful expressions. But they actively ignored Layla, and she soon figured out why. Tessa wanted Finley’s attention.

				“What’s your element?” Finley asked, keeping his focus on Layla.

				Her cheeks flushed with heat as she looked down, grateful her aura was hidden. She didn’t want the strangers to know she was a clueless newbie. “Can’t you think of something better than that?” she sidestepped.

				“Not that you’ll answer,” Finley laughed.

				Liam, Kira and Shiela wrinkled their foreheads at Layla, but Tessa looked at her like she was crazy. Apparently she couldn’t understand why a woman getting Finley’s attention would brush it off.

				Layla didn’t want Finley’s attention, so she turned hers on the crackling flames, wishing she could claim fire as her element. She snapped her fingers, giving the magic a shot, and a small flame sprang to life in her palm, soothingly warm as it danced on sensitive flesh. She imagined it green, and it turned green. Then she returned it to its natural palette and tossed it in the air.

				After cocking an eyebrow at the weird, little fireball, she tossed it to Finley. “What’s your element?”

			

			
				Holding the cluster of fire in his fingers, he raised his hand and twisted his wrist, enlarging the flames as they swirled into a cyclone. With another flick of his wrist, the burning tornado spiraled into the bonfire.

				“For the sake of argument,” he answered, “you can call me a fire child.”

				Layla stared at hot coals as she nodded, unimpressed. She’d seen better fire magic than that. Quin treated her to a magnificent blaze the day she discovered magic.

				An image suddenly flashed through her brain so clearly, she glanced around, wondering if she’d actually seen it. The vision had come and gone quickly, so she didn’t have time to observe all the details, but it had looked like the bonfire she was staring at, only from a different angle… or a different perspective.

				She scanned the nearby magicians, looking for murmuring lips or twitching fingers, but the only one paying attention to her was Finley, who seemed concerned.

				“You okay?” he asked.

				“Yeah,” she mumbled, rubbing her head.

				The unexplained image flashed again, slow enough to catch the details, and it was the fire she was looking at—the exact same scene her eyes beheld, but from a different point-of-view, a different mental outlook.

				Jittery and confused, Layla struggled to hide the head trips. “I’m going to take off, Finley.”

				“Is it something I said?”

				There it was again, traveling slower still, more distinct in its details each time it flashed by. It felt like her brain had divided in two, splitting her focus right down the middle.

				“No,” she answered, glancing at Finley. “I have somewhere I need to be.”

			

			
				Another vision hit her, but this time it was different. The scene remained the same, but it was captured from a bird’s eye view and from a long distance away. Nerves on fire, Layla itched to jump up and run, but forced herself to remain outwardly calm.

				“Are you sure you’re okay?” Finley asked. “You seem lost.”

				That was one way to put it. She needed to leave so she could figure out what was going on. “I’m fine…” she started, but she trailed off when a flash of color sped to the ground, silently landing halfway down the beach.

				Everyone looked at the aura, watching its swift approach, and Layla swallowed a painful lump, worried she’d found the danger her family warned her about.

				The aura merged with firelight, and a tall figure in a black cloak removed his hood.

				“Quin?” Tessa asked.

				“No shit,” Liam mumbled. “What brings you here, man?”

				Quin didn’t respond or glance in their direction. His black eyes stayed glued to Layla as he maintained his purposeful pace, his jaw tight, his fingers flexing.

				A rush of relief had fluttered Layla’s stomach when he first dropped his hood. Now her insides clenched. He was angry. Really angry. She steeled herself for his reprimand, knowing it would be immensely hard to take. He’d never said a harsh word to her, but by the look on his face, that was about to change.

				Tessa rose from her driftwood chair and stood in Quin’s path, flirtatiously flipping her hair. “I hear you’re single again. Looking to get over your heartbreak?”

				She could have been invisible by the way Quin stared through her, not saying a word as he bypassed the obstacle, which did not suit Tessa at all. She huffed and rotated, bitterly propping her hands on her hips.

			

			
				“What’s up, Quin?” Shiela asked, but he ignored her as well.

				Layla watched his cold determination and was compelled to shrink away, cower in fear before a side of him she’d never seen. Her stomach and chest felt empty and tight, and her heart pounded in her ears. When he finally reached her, she braced, digging chewed fingernails into rough bark.

				She flinched when he reached out, expecting him to yank her from the log. But he didn’t. He merely held out a palm covered in electric burns and quietly spoke. “We’re leaving, Layla.”

				Tessa and Shiela gasped; and Liam and Kira looked at their friends in confusion.

				Noticing their stares, Shiela quickly mouthed an explanation. Her name is Layla.

				Realization hit Kira right away, but Liam was slow on the uptake. “So?”

				Shiela rolled her eyes and mouthed her clarification. The mysterious Layla.

				“Oh, yeah,” Liam hummed, raising his eyebrows. “Interesting.”

				Quin acted as though he hadn’t heard a word. Not one thing about his face and posture changed, but his tone sharpened when he repeated his demand. “We’re leaving, Layla. Now.”

				Finley rose and stepped forward, and Quin responded, turning to scan the empty air around him.

				Shorter and thinner than Quin, Finley was the little guy, but his uniquely muscular build was exacerbated by tension, bolstering his intimidating form. His veins pulsed, and his oceanic eyes churned with frothy waves. “Are you the reason she was sitting alone in the freezing rain when I found her?”

			

			
				“Easy, Finley,” Liam warned. “I’m not sure you want to be doing that.”

				The advice fell on deaf ears, as neither Finley nor Quin acknowledged it.

				“I don’t know you,” Quin pointed out.

				“I don’t give a shit,” Finley returned.

				Quin stared for another moment. Then he looked at Layla and softened his tone. “Let’s go home.”

				“She’s just fine right here,” Finley objected.

				Quin’s extended hand clenched into a fist as his gaze shifted, and Layla shot to her feet, her line of sight landing between expanded chests. Both wizards looked at her, but only Quin seemed to see her. Finley was pissed and unfocused.

				“Who is this guy?” he seethed. “He seems to think he owns you.”

				Layla pushed her shoulders back and tilted her chin up. “Thank you for your concern, Finley, but you have no idea what’s going on, so I suggest you stay out of it.” She turned to the others and waved. “It was nice meeting you guys.”

				She didn’t expect a response from the gawking group, and sure enough, she didn’t get one, so she sighed and turned to Quin, finding a cloudy moon in his shiny eyes. “Let’s go,” she said, stepping closer.

				He threw his cloak around her while sweeping her feet off the ground, and without the slightest hesitation or a solitary goodbye, he shot toward the sky.

				Layla stayed nestled in his arms, silent and still, but her head and heart were disasters. He was so angry with her, and she could hardly blame him. She still felt awful about shocking his hand, and now she felt guilty for making him fetch her. But what could she do about it? She still didn’t know how to handle their relationship, and her heart remained bruised from his lack of honesty and understanding. To top it all off, they would be landing soon, and there would undoubtedly be four angry grandparents waiting for them.

			

			
				Quin cast a layer of magic around Layla as he carried her home, but the precaution was unnecessary. His embrace was desperate enough to secure ten witches. He’d never been so weighed down with regret and felt dreadful from his head to his toes. Of all the places Layla could have gone, she’d stumbled into a gathering of untrustworthy magicians, including a complete stranger with things to hide. And Quin had no one to blame but himself. He should have toughened up and given her the space she asked for, but it was within her that he found his strength, so her request was crippling. Like the air he breathed, she was vital to his existence. How was he supposed to stay away when he’d surely suffocate without her?

				They were almost to the community, so he slid one hand to her head and one to her hip, trying to feel enough of her to last him until next time... whenever that may be. He tucked his chin in, moving his cloak aside. Then he breathed deep, filling his lungs with her heavenly scent. Damn. He’d messed up the best thing he’d ever gotten his unworthy hands on.

				Quin tightened his hold as gravity shifted, and Layla tensed for the barrage of disappointment that would soon fly her way. His muscles fluctuated as he landed. Then he lowered her feet to the grass and flipped his cloak away.

			

			
				As expected, her grandparents were waiting, and Daleen and Morrigan rushed forward, pulling her into a shared hug. Layla let them, but she kept her eyes on Quin, whose gaze glittered as he turned to her grandfathers.

				“I’m very sorry,” he offered, meeting their stares. Then he dropped his head and walked away.

				Layla fought hot and heavy tears as she watched his back. She wanted to run to him and apologize for her behavior; tell him he didn’t do anything wrong and ask him to come home with her. She wanted to be back in his arms right now and all night. The urge was so strong, her feet tried to shuffle toward him. Only her grandmothers’ arms kept her in place. She slammed her mouth shut and sucked her lips in, biting them in an effort not to call his name and beg him to come back. Tears reigned victorious, bursting from her lids, and she squeezed her eyes shut, turning her head so she wouldn’t have to watch him disappear.

				Her grandmothers passed her to her grandfathers, but she barely noticed. Her heart was too swollen and sore over Quin. She’d only known him for four days, yet she was crushed, absolutely demolished.

				By the time her grandparents stepped back to look at her, Layla didn’t have the energy to fear their reprimand. She deserved harsh words and would let them soak in; punish her for her stupidity. Maybe that would ease her broken heart.

				“I’m sorry,” she offered, making a pitiful attempt to hide her sorrow. “I shouldn’t have left.”

				“No you shouldn’t have,” Serafin agreed, but he didn’t look angry, only relieved.

				“Do you have any idea what kind of danger you put yourself in?” Morrigan asked, pleading with bloodshot eyes.

			

			
				“I shouldn’t have left,” Layla repeated. “It was inconsiderate of me to make you worry. I’ll try not to let it happen again.”

				Her grandparents stepped forward, touching her shoulders, face and hair.

				“Yes,” Daleen confirmed, “we were so worried about you. But don’t be sorry because you made us worry. Be sorry because you put yourself in danger.”

				“How much danger am I going to get into on the beach?” Layla countered.

				“More than you think,” Caitrin answered. “We’ll figure this out, Layla. Then you can come and go as you please. No one will tell you how to live your life, but for now, please put your safety first.”

				“I understand,” she conceded. “I’m sorry for my immaturity. I’ll try to control my emotions better from now on.”

				“Go get some sleep,” Serafin suggested. “This conversation is over. We won’t mention it again, and we don’t want you feeling guilty over it. Just give us some time to make sure you’re safe before leaving by yourself again. Please.”

				Layla nodded, but she would feel guilty no matter what anyone said. “I’ll be in my room if you need me.” She turned and headed for her lonely house, but she only made it halfway there before Caitrin called her name.

				“Yeah,” she replied, morosely turning back.

				“Your magic’s improving quickly,” he noted. “I can barely see your aura.”

				“Oh,” she breathed, foolishly looking down. “I didn’t know… forgot I pulled it in.”

				“You hide it very well,” he observed.

			

			
				She shrugged. “Guess that’s a good thing.”

				“It can be,” he agreed. “But you’re home now, sweetheart. You don’t have to hide anymore.”

				“Oh.” She’d been holding in the haze so long it had become effortless, and the strengthened emotions seemed natural. “Guess I don’t.”

				But the aura stayed hidden as she turned and dejectedly shuffled home.


				


			

				


				Chapter 20

				Layla’s swollen eyes and tortured mind drifted open early Wednesday morning, but she wished they’d stayed closed. Waking up in her new bed without Quin’s arms around her hurt like hell.

				She curled into a ball and resumed her crying binge from the night before. She’d cried for hours, soaking her pillow and chafing her throat, and when at last she drifted to sleep, she dreamed about Quin, sweetly, and that hurt like hell, too.

				He’d spoiled her. Every morning he’d hugged her tight, kissed her head, and summoned her coffee. Now she was lying alone with no coffee. He’d become as much a part of her life as anything surrounding her; now he was gone.

				She wanted him back, damn it. Caitlyn be damned, Layla wanted Quin back. In that moment of lonely desperation, she was willing to deal with every crazy witch in the world just to feel his arms around her.

				Blah! He’d made her crazy. She had to get a grip. Quin wasn’t there, and she had to deal with that.

				She rolled out of bed and headed for the shower, but halfway across the room something out of order caught her eye. She looked at the coffee table, and found the bouquet of flowers Quin made her the day he introduced her to magic. Arranged in a blown glass vase, the multicolored roses and stargazer lily flourished—a little stick man tied to their stalks with a yellow wildflower. Next to the bouquet, emitting a wispy swirl of steam, sat an oversized mug of coffee.

			

			
				Layla sank to the floor and started bawling again. Quin still touched her, but from a distance now, and she wasn’t okay with that.

				After a long moment of blubbering, she literally slapped sense into herself and crawled to the table, getting a whiff of the flowers as she took the cup. Doctored just the way she liked it, the coffee was perfect, but she didn’t sigh her satisfaction. The best coffee in the world lost much of its appeal when Quin wasn’t there to give it to her. Still, she took one more sip before setting it down.

				In an effort to find a feeling of self-worth or success, Layla spent the day practicing magic. Everything from showering to fixing meals and cleaning up messes was mapped out in her mind before becoming a magical reality. If she needed it, she summoned it. If something needed moved, she swept her hand in that direction. If she needed to move, she floated or flew. While hovering over her deck beneath falling rain, she evoked air, water, earth and fire, and found them equally easy. But no matter what she did, she couldn’t fine one shred of excitement, not one sliver of hope, not one iota of peace.

				For two hours she sat at the kitchen table, staring at nothing as she magically picked miniscule bites from a tasteless sandwich. Then she spent an hour sitting on the bathroom vanity, watching the way her body tensed when she pulled her aura in, and the way her expression shifted when her mind changed.

				After biting a nail until it bled, she began floating around the house in search of a distraction, which she discovered in the turret room.

			

			
				She carefully picked up her dad’s guitar then sat on the stool, wondering if she could play using magic. She gave it a try, and the tune to Mary Had A Little Lamb strummed itself out, but it wasn’t satisfying, so she physically strummed, randomly moving her fingers along the fret board. It didn’t sound like a song, but it was better than wounded silence, so she played the nonsensical tune over and over again. The repetitiveness was hypnotic, and she closed her eyes, breathing a little easier as the mantra filled her senses.

				“Layla?”

				She snapped her head up and sucked her aura in, her heart jolting as Quin’s voice floated from the spiral staircase. Desired yet agonizing, his approach spun her into a whirlwind of emotions.

				She twirled around and propped her feet on the windowsill, squishing the guitar between her thighs and chest. Then she nervously plucked the strings, her face mere inches from the wooden bridge.
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				Quin halted on the stairs, listening to the soft plinking of an acoustic guitar. The fact that she continued to play was a promising sign, so he took one more step and turned into the room.

				“Hey,” he greeted, searching for her aura, but there wasn’t one to find. Only an occasional shimmer—a white wisp here and there.

				“Hey,” she replied, but she didn’t turn around or stop plucking. “Thanks for the coffee this morning… and for keeping my flowers alive.”

				Quin swallowed the lump that seized his throat the moment she spoke. Though her voice was scratchy and strained, it was the sweetest he’d heard and he missed it like crazy. He ran his itchy hands through his hair then rubbed his tight jaw, watching her breathe while searching for a way to make things right.

			

			
				“I know I may not be welcome,” he began. “If that’s the case, please tell me and I’ll leave, because the last thing I want is for you to leave.”

				“I won’t,” she assured. “I acted immaturely yesterday and I regret my behavior. Sorry you had to come find me.”

				“Don’t apologize, Layla.”

				“Why not? That’s what you do when you make someone angry.”

				“I’m not angry with you.”

				Her plucking stopped then picked back up. “You should be.”

				“It’s my fault you put yourself in that situation,” he countered, “but I’m not here to argue about who’s right or wrong.”

				“Why are you here?”

				“Several reasons, but first I need to get something off my chest so I can focus on fixing things.”

				“What’s that?” she asked.

				He hesitated, wishing he could see her face or aura. He wasn’t used to flying blind and found it quite a challenge.

				He rubbed his neck and took a deep breath, determined to get the worrisome subject out of the way. “That man you were with last night—Finley. Is he someone you might be interested in?”

				Her plucking paused as she tilted her head. “Why do you ask?”

				“Because I don’t trust him.” He steeled himself, forcing the next sentence off his reluctant tongue. “If you want to be with someone else, that’s your business, but that guy’s shady.”

			

			
				“He seemed nice to me,” she replied. “Well… until you showed up. He got out of line then. What makes you so leery of him?”

				“He’s a complete stranger,” Quin explained, “and a magician doesn’t conceal their aura while spending a casual evening by a bonfire unless they have something to hide.”

				“I lighten my aura all the time,” she returned.

				“I’ve noticed,” he grimaced. Then he cleared his throat and pressed his concerns. “I realize I have no right to tell you who to hang out with, but I didn’t bring this up in an effort to mandate your life. I’m just worried. If you’re interested in Finley, have someone in the family help you learn more about him before putting yourself in a vulnerable situation with him. You don’t even have to tell me about it if you don’t want to. Just let someone know.”

				“You’re beating yourself up over pointless words, Quin. I’m not the least bit interested in Finley and will probably never see him again. Stop worrying about it.”

				“You’re not just saying that, are you? Don’t be afraid to hurt my feelings.” It would hurt, a lot.

				“I’m not just saying it to spare your feelings,” she assured, resuming her plucking.

				A portion of Quin’s tension eased as he took her word for it. “Good, because I really don’t trust him.”

				“Apparently. Is there something else you need?”

				“Yes.”

				“What is it?”

				Quin pulled in a deep breath, wishing she would look at him for this part, because he’d never spoke truer words. “I’m sorry I hurt you, Layla. It’s the worst feeling in the world, but I don’t know what I could have done differently. Maybe I should have waited to kiss you… to touch your body, but I can’t regret what we’ve done. I’d do it all over again, every moment we’ve had together.”

			

			
				She plucked harder as her aura faded in and out; and he stepped closer, continuing his plea.

				“I realize you’re concerned Caitlyn might cause trouble, but I’ve known her for twenty years and can assure you she’s harmless. Yes, she was hurt by my rejection, but not enough to undergo an unhealthy personality shift. I can imagine seeing your parents go through such horrible things due to a spiteful witch has had a huge affect on you, and I’m sorry I didn’t consider that sooner. But I swear, Layla, in this situation, your fears are unnecessary, and I can easily prove it. Caitlyn remains a family friend and a good person, so if I were to invite her here to meet you and ease your mind, she would accept.” He took another step. His feet gave him no choice in the matter. “As for the lie, I have no excuse worth giving. It was wrong, and I’m sorry I committed it.”

				Still, nothing, she just plucked harder.

				“Damn it, Layla, this is killing me.”

				An odd twang pierced the air as a guitar string snapped, and Layla jolted, her aura bursting loose as her stool tilted backward. Quin swept a hand out to catch her, but she was a step ahead of him, magically stabilizing the stool as she jumped to her feet. She carefully set the guitar aside. Then she touched her face. When she pulled her hand away, bright blood stained her fingertips.

				Quin flew forward and turned her around, finding a shallow cut running across her cheekbone. He sighed then touched his lips to the bottom of the scratch, healing and kissing his way up.

			

			
				Eyes closed, she stiffened and glued her arms to her sides, posing like an impenetrable wall. Then she shuddered and burst into sobs.

				Quin quickly finished healing her wound then slid his lips to her tears. “Please don’t cry, Layla.”

				“I can’t take this, Quin. It hurts.”

				“What hurts? Let me fix it. I’ll do anything to make it better.”

				“This hurts. I can’t stand you doing this when I don’t know what’s going to happen with us.”

				Quin leaned back, cradling her face so she couldn’t turn away. “What do you want to happen with us?”

				“I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.”

				“Why do you have to do anything? What we have is the closest thing to perfect I’ve come across.”

				“This is not perfect. This hurts.”

				“I messed up, Layla, but I know where I went wrong and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it right. I’ll make it perfect for you. Just tell me how.”

				He waited, but she didn’t respond.

				“Layla.”

				Nothing.

				“What really has you doubting this?” he pressed. “Fear of a crazy witch, my lie, or the fact that there was another witch to begin with?”

				She finally opened her eyes, but she didn’t answer right away, and Quin could tell she was sorting through the pain, trying to find an honest answer.

				“I’m scared,” she confessed. “Everything about this scares me. You have me wrapped around your fingers. All you have to do is squeeze and I’m crushed, and I hate the way this feels. The thought of going through this again scares me.”

			

			
				His chest tightened, pushing a burning lump into his throat. She no longer trusted him. He’d lost the faith she placed in him within thirty minutes of their first meeting. “I never meant to hurt you, Layla, and I would never do it on purpose. Keeping you safe and happy is my top priority. I would do anything to prove that.”

				“Until when? The pain seems inevitable.”

				“I can’t promise I won’t make mistakes, but I’ll always fix what needs fixed and I’ll never break it a second time. I hate seeing you hurt like this. I’ll go to great lengths to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

				“How long?” she demanded. “How long before you’re ready to leave me like you left the others? Right now you’re caught up in the fact that I’m home after years of being a mystery, but the novelty will wear off, and I’ll be just like all the other witches who couldn’t hold you down.”

				He tilted his head, glancing between her aura and eyes. “Who did you talk to yesterday?”

				“It doesn’t matter,” she countered. “Of course you’ve had relationships, apparently quite a few, but none of them were good enough to keep your interest. Maybe Caitlyn can handle your rejection, but I don’t know if I can. I know that sounds desperate and clingy, and I hate that, too. But that’s what you do to me, and it’s terrifying—to have no control over my fate and my heart. How am I supposed to relax knowing the moment you lose interest, you’ll move on while I crumble?”

				This was a problem he could fix. If she’d only give him a chance. “You’re nothing like the other women I’ve been with, Layla. The feelings I have for you can’t be compared to the passing interest I gave them. When I first saw you, every relationship I’ve had suddenly seemed trivial, like their only purpose was to prepare me for you. You’re perfect from your head to your toes, your physical beauty surpassed only by your lovely heart, and the package deal will never lose my interest.”

			

			
				“Quin,” she breathed, pout trembling.

				“Let me finish,” he insisted, touching his forehead to hers. “I’m wholeheartedly yours. As long as I’m the man you want, I’m here to stay. That’s one promise I’m not afraid to make, even after the colossal mess I made out of the last one. Nothing else out there calls my name louder or sweeter than you, and nothing will keep me from answering. It’s the call I’ve been waiting for. It’s my peace and my purpose, and now that I’ve heard it, I’d be lost without it.”

				She didn’t respond. She just stared at him through salty moisture as her chest stuttered.

				Quin wiped away a tear then slid his fingertips to her lips, desperate to keep them within reach. “Please, Layla. Don’t let this slip away from us. It feels as natural as breathing and I need the air.”

				Her pout was out of control, and a fresh batch of waterworks had breached her lids. “I need it, too,” she squeaked.

				“Then let me stay,” he whispered.

				She squeezed her eyes shut, quietly sobbing as she grasped his jaw and gave a nod. “Stay.”

				A whoosh of air deflated his lungs. Then he kissed her so deeply he had to employ magic to keep her on her feet. “I won’t make you regret this,” he vowed, kissing again and again, beyond thankful she was letting him.

				Her arms encircled his neck, and he swept her off her feet, blindly carrying her to the couch. Their lips stayed melded together as he sat. Then he leaned against the arm rest and took her face in both hands.

			

			
				He wouldn’t move until she was ready. He’d lie there all night and straight through the following day if she wanted. He hadn’t realized exactly how much the separation had affected him physically until the weight and pain lifted, leaving him lighter than air and thoroughly soothed.
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				Desperate to reclaim the security of Quin’s embrace, Layla broke away from his kiss and curled up on his chest, nuzzling warm pecs. He wrapped her in a hug, and her lungs yanked in air as her insides flipped and untangled.

				“Oh god,” she gasped. “I missed this so much. I never want to feel that empty again.”

				His hug tightened as he buried his face in her hair. “I’ll never make you. This is my heaven, and I won’t risk it again.”

				Only part of her believed him. The other part remained terrified he’d eventually leave her—a chance she was willing to take if that was the price of admission to his heaven.

				Already missing his face, she uncurled and stretched, kissing her way to his mouth. His palms slid to her butt, squeezing and pulling her closer, and her temperature spiked as sensitive areas pulsed.

				All too soon his hands returned to her hair, and she murmured an objection, her abandoned backside shifting as she nuzzled a leg between his thighs. He groaned, tensing as he untangled his fingers from her hair. Then he clutched her hips and held them still.

				She let his lip slip away, pouting as she found his eyes.

				“I’m sorry,” he whispered, “but now’s not the time to test my restraint.”

			

			
				She wiggled from his hands and kissed his neck, keeping the rest of her body still, but when she thought she had him fooled into thinking she’d be good, she moved against him, cuddling his groin with her thigh.

				She felt him thicken, but he quickly grasped her hips and pushed them away. “Not now,” he refused.

				She huffed into the base of his throat then curled up on his chest, frustrated her attempt to seduce him had failed, and embarrassed she’d tried.

				He released her hips and stroked her hair. “It’s not like I don’t want to.”

				“I know.”

				“Then what’s wrong?”

				“Nothing. This is perfect.”

				His heart pounded against her lips, its swift beats fluttering the tip of her tongue.

				“Come on, Layla Love,” he coaxed. “I want to fix it, but I can’t until I know what’s going on.”

				She sighed and turned her head, letting his heart hit her cheek. “It bugs me that you have all the power and I have none.”

				His pulse mellowed as his tension eased. “You do have the power,” he disagreed. “I hold very little.”

				“Yeah right,” she smirked.

				“It’s true,” he insisted. “If I held the power, I would have taken you to bed the night I met you. It’s the power you hold that keeps me from misbehaving.”

				“That doesn’t make any sense, Quin.”

				“Sure it does. When you press yourself on me, it gets me more worked up than I’d ever been before you came along. I can’t imagine how wonderful it will feel to take things where I want them to go, and I refuse to mess it up. I won’t risk belittling what could be the most amazing moment of my life by giving into sudden urges.”

			

			
				And with that, he’d managed to ease her insecurities. “When you put it that way, maybe I do have a little power.”

				“I’m telling you, Layla, you have it all.”

				“Hmm... Since I have all the power, answer a question for me.”

				“Shoot.”

				“What are you waiting for?”

				“You,” he answered, brushing his thumb across the tip of her nose. “When you’re ready, I’ll be here.”

				“What if I said I’m ready now?”

				He laughed, and she scowled as she lifted her head from his rumbling chest.

				“What?” she demanded.

				“You’re not ready,” he replied.

				“How would you know?” she challenged.

				He stifled another laugh as he raised an eyebrow. “Tell you what—stand up, strip naked, then stand there for more than five minutes while I stare at you from every angle. If you can do that, I’ll believe you’re ready.”

				Her scowled deepened as her face burned. “That’s not fair.”

				“Yes it is,” he disagreed. “Some men might take a woman before getting familiar with her body, but that’s not me. As long as you’re uncomfortable, I’ll be uncomfortable, and I don’t want it to be that way.”

				“Oh,” she breathed, dropping her forehead to his chest.

				“Come here,” he said, pulling her up his body. He rested her cheek on his shoulder. Then he tucked his chin in and found her eyes. “Tell me why that bothers you.”

				“Because I don’t know how to fix it.”

				“You don’t have to fix it. It will fix itself. And I don’t mind waiting. I enjoy every minute I’m with you. There’s no reason to crash land in a rush to reach our destination.”

			

			
				“You’ll get bored,” she whispered, hating the thought so much it brought tears to her eyes.

				“Nuh-uh,” he countered, touching his forehead to hers. “Never. I would live a celibate life before giving you up.”

				She wrinkled her nose as she ran a hand down his hard stomach. “A celibate life sounds like an awful waste of such a fine man.”

				“It sounds like more than I deserve,” he returned, pulling his shirt up.

				She beamed as she flexed her fingers over his abs, and he smiled as he touched her curved lips. “We’ll get there,” he assured, “sooner than you think.”

				“I’ll have to take your word for it,” she said, reaching for a dimple, but he grabbed her hand, narrowing his eyes on her chewed fingernails.

				“What’s this?”

				She shrugged and tried to pull her hand away, but he held firm.

				“You made yourself bleed,” he disapproved.

				“It doesn’t hurt,” she returned.

				He closed his eyes and sighed. Then he soberly met her stare. “Don’t do this to yourself again. Next time you want to make someone bleed, come see me.”

				She raised an eyebrow and smirked. “What are you, the fingernail police?”

				“No, but I don’t want you reducing your beautiful nails to bloody stumps, so don’t. If you need something to bite, I’ll give you mine.”

				“Gross,” she objected.

				“I’ll clean them first,” he offered, turning his attention to her nails. “May I smooth them for you?”

			

			
				“Do you carry a file in your pocket?”

				He smiled and winked. “Don’t need one.”

				“Oh yeah,” she laughed, rolling her eyes. “Go for it.”

				“May I make them longer?”

				“Can you?”

				“You’re funny,” he teased.

				“I’m new,” she returned, wrinkling her nose.

				“You’re perfect,” he countered. “So may I fix your nails?”

				“Go for it, but don’t go crazy. Just put them back the way they were.”

				“That’s exactly where I want them to be,” he agreed.

				Layla raptly watched him repair her nails with soft kisses, but when he reached for her other hand with a scorched palm, she dropped her ashamed gaze. “Magicians can heal their own bodies, right?”

				“Sure, but don’t try to heal yourself yet. It’s complicated magic and a lot could go wrong.”

				“What do you mean?”

				He completed his task. Then he kept her pinky pressed to his bottom lip as he explained. “Well, it’s one thing to heal skin lacerations, muscle strain and fingernails, but when it comes to repairing internal injuries we need a thorough understanding of the human anatomy. If we don’t know what purpose the body part serves or how it’s supposed to be positioned, we can’t make it right. I’m sure you can imagine the consequences of repairing a torn ligament when you don’t know where it should be attached.”

				“I see. Do you know all that stuff?”

				“I have general knowledge of the subject, but no, I’m not what magicians would call a healer. Bones and muscles I can handle, but vital organs would scare the hell out of me.”

			

			
				Layla bit her lip. Then her cheeks warmed as she pulled his burnt palm from her wrist. “So why haven’t you healed this?”

				A long moment of silence passed. Then he turned his palm into hers. “Would you like to heal it for me?”

				Layla looked up, catching sight of his concerned aura before finding his tender gaze. “I don’t know how,” she squeaked, fighting remorseful tears.

				“Don’t cry,” he insisted. “It’s unnecessary.”

				“I’m so sorry, Quin. I shouldn’t have done that, and I’m so sorry I did.”

				“I deserved it.”

				“No you didn’t.”

				He raised his hand and flexed his fingers. “Yes I did, and I’m glad you did it. Why do you think it’s still there?”

				She scowled at the wound. “You intend to keep it?”

				“No, but I would have. Consider it a token of my transgression. Now that I have you back, I’m more than ready to get rid of it.”

				“You should have gotten rid of it right away,” she scolded. “And if you want to get technical about it, it’s more like a token of my transgression, a reminder of the horrible thing I did.”

				He smiled as he smoothed her forehead. “I can see I’m not going to get you to agree with me, so how about we make this issue go away?”

				“Please do.”

				She started to climb off him, but he pulled her back down. “Where are you going, Layla Love?”

				“I’m moving so you can heal your hand.”

				“I don’t like that idea. How about you stay put while I heal my hand?”

				“Oh. I thought you’d need your other hand.”

			

			
				“Nope.”

				“Then what are you waiting for? Chop, chop.”

				He laughed as he looked at the burns, and less than a minute later he was back to normal. He flexed and wiggled his fingers. Then he grinned as he slipped his palm under her shirt.

				“Mmm...” he murmured. “I don’t know about you, but I’m all better.”

				His fingers drifted from her back to her side, tickling and making her giggle. Then his caress softened, spreading goose bumps from her head to her toes.  

				Warmth flooded her veins as desire flared, and her cheeks caught fire. It was one thing to be aroused by his deep kisses and adventurous hands, but to be turned on by something as simple as his fingers on her side made her feel foolish. And he was looking right at her, aware of her reaction. His lips curved toward dimples, like he was humored and indulged; and his halcyon eyes were glued to hers, portraying his pleasure.

				She slid her fingers to his face, smiling as she traced faint laugh lines. “I’m much happier when you’re here, Quin.”

				“Good, because I’ve been miserable without you. It was twenty-three hours of unsettling turmoil, the worst of my life, and I have no intention of repeating them.”

				“I’m sorry I made you feel that way.”

				“Nuh-uh,” he countered, laying his thumb on her lips. “This one rests on my shoulders, so I get to make amends, not you.”

				“Oh yeah?” she asked, propping herself up on his chest. “How will you do that?”

				“I’ll show you, but for now, consider me your genie. Your wish is my command.”

			

			
				“Anything?” she asked, flashing a grin.

				He raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Within certain lines that have already been drawn, yes.”

				She glanced from his eyes to his lips, recalling how flexible his lines were, and her heart quickened, yearning for the one wish he wouldn’t give her. But she was done throwing her blushing body at him. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Quin.”

				He laughed and grasped at the air around her. “Hard to do when your aura looks like that.”

				Without meaning to, she sucked the haze in, and her muscles tensed as she averted her gaze.

				Quin frowned, his heart squeezing as it jumped toward the disappearing aura. “Please don’t do that,” he whispered.

				“I didn’t mean to,” she mumbled, but she didn’t release the mist.

				Quin ran his fingers into her hair, gathering it in one hand so he could see her face. “I know you didn’t mean to, and it breaks my heart your natural reaction is to hide from me. You’re really good at it now, and I know that’s probably a dream come true for you, but it makes me sad. Concealment spells can be useful, but you shouldn’t hide your soul from the people who care about you.”

				She released the emotions, filling the atmosphere with a radiant rainbow. “It does feel better when it’s out,” she confessed. “When it’s not embarrassing me.”

				Quin examined her colors, seeing how much he needed to repair and how much she feared the situations she faced. But there was also an abundance of wonderful things. She was more hopeful than she liked to admit, and she held an immense amount of love for the people she’d just met while maintaining an ardent affection for the loved ones from her past, both living and dead. But all that intense fear, enduring hope and powerful love was a drop in the colorful ocean that was her aura, a mere fraction of what her soul was made of, a breathtaking piece of the whole beautiful package. Her capacity to feel was astonishing. She held so many emotions, it was no wonder they ran away with her.

			

			
				He looked from her bright aura to her emerald gaze. “You’re a lovely person, Layla. I wish I could show you your aura. I think you’d be impressed.”

				“I’d rather look at yours. It’s my favorite. Children’s auras, too. There’s something very peaceful about them.”

				“Yes,” he agreed, “they’re hypnotic in some ways, exhilarating in others. Sometimes it’s hard to look away.”

				“That’s a perfect description,” she approved. Then she grinned and tapped his chin. “Weren’t you about to give me anything I want?”

				He took her pinched cheeks in his palms, reveling in her enthusiasm. “Yes I was.”

				“Good, because I want you to hand me a cup of coffee.”

				“What?” he laughed. “I grant you unlimited wishes and you ask for coffee?”

				“Not just coffee. I want you...” She patted his chest. “...to hand me a cup of coffee.”

				“You want me to hand you a cup of coffee.”

				“Yes.”

				His smile faded as he searched her eyes. “May I ask why?”

				“It’s kind of dumb.”

				“I doubt it.”

				She looked down and fidgeted with his shirt. “Well, while I did appreciate the coffee this morning, it left a bitter taste in my mouth.”

			

			
				“Ahh,” he whispered, catching the underlying meaning. “Guess I owe you a cup of coffee.”

				“I wouldn’t say you owe me, but I’d appreciate a replacement cup.”

				“I’ll get your coffee,” he agreed, urging her gaze back to his, “on one condition.”

				She gasped as her eyebrows shot up. “You’re putting conditions on coffee? There should be a rule against that.” She searched the circular room. “Yes, I’ll have to post a sign. No Holding the Coffee Hostage!”

				He laughed as he nuzzled her neck. “Fiend.”

				“Better state your condition,” she warned. “If you don’t tell me by the time I finish my sign, you’re out of luck.”

				“You have to come up with something harder,” he stipulated. “That’s my condition, because getting coffee isn’t my idea of atonement.”

				“Okay. You get my coffee, and I’ll brainstorm while I make my sign. Should I hang it on the front door so everyone knows the rule before they come in?”

				He laughed as he wrapped his hands around her waist, lifting her with him as he stood. Then he took her hand and led her downstairs. “That might get their attention, but what if we paint it on the outside of the house? Or we could hang a sign over the stairs, like a place of business.”

				“Interesting, but we need something that will ensure nobody misses it.”

				“Of course,” he mumbled, putting some serious thought into it. “How about neon?”

				“Excellent,” she commended. “That will burn the rule right on their eyelids. Very clever.”

				She halted at her bedroom door and turned into him, touching her lips to his heart for five fantastic beats.

			

			
				“I need to use the bathroom,” she said, hovering to his jaw. Then she kissed twice before floating away.

				Quin reached up, touching his tingling face. Then he backtracked to the other bathroom, determined not to waste one second of his time with her.


				


			

				


				Chapter 21

				The master-bath faucet came on as Quin headed for the kitchen, so he thought he had plenty of time to get Layla’s coffee ready, but his intentions were halted when Caitrin’s mental voice resounded in his head.

				“Damn,” Quin whispered, glancing toward the bedroom.

				He blocked Caitrin from his head then walked to the foyer, his jaw achingly tight as he opened the front door.

				Shoulders squared, Finley stood on the threshold, his aura nowhere to be found.

				Quin glanced past him, throwing a reproving look at Caitrin, who glared back, clearly displeased as he paced near the entrance to Layla’s garden. Ten more family members hovered nearby, their eyes trained on the visitor.

				“Wondering why your guard dogs let me in?” Finley asked. 

				Quin heard the bedroom door open and took a calming breath. “Layla?”

				“Yeah?”

				“You have a visitor.”

				“Oh yeah? Who?”

				Quin forced himself not to spit the name. “Finley.”

				“Who?” she repeated, rounding the corner, and Quin stepped aside, revealing her guest.

			

			
				Layla halted, her aura retracting as she stared at Finley in shock. She couldn’t believe the coven let him in. “How did you find me?”

				“Actually,” he answered, lazily pointing a thumb at Quin, “I had to find him. No one seems to know a thing about you.”

				Quin’s muscles twitched, but he stayed silent, staring at the visitor so coldly Layla half-expected Finley to freeze.

				Finley seemed unaffected, though, and disregarded Quin with a sniff. “Are you under house arrest, Layla? You have a lot of people keeping a close eye on you.”

				“I like it that way,” she blurted. Then she paused, thinking the response odd.

				Quin flipped his gaze to her face then closed the distance between them. “I’m going to go make your coffee,” he whispered, taking her cheeks in soothing palms. He gave her a hard kiss, followed by a soft one. Then he left the room.

				Layla watched him go, a smirk twitching her tingling lips. Then she sobered and looked at Finley.

				He was casually leaning against the doorjamb, watching her with an unreadable expression. “Is Quin your boyfriend?”

				Layla fidgeted with headrest of the sofa as she glanced over her shoulder, unsure about the boyfriend label. “You could say we’re involved.”

				“In what?” Finley pressed.

				She scowled, mad he was making her put a title on it. “In a relationship, one that goes beyond our family ties.”

				“A relationship, huh? You didn’t mention that yesterday.”

				“It’s really none of your business. I don’t know you.”

				“I guess you don’t.”

			

			
				For several seconds he silently stood there, just staring at her face, so Layla urged the visit along. She wanted her coffee and the man making it. “Is there a reason why you’re here, Finley?”

				He cleared his throat and straightened from the doorjamb. “I stopped by to make sure you made it home okay.”

				“Oh. That was nice of you. Thank you.”

				He gave a polite nod, but didn’t reply.

				“Is there another reason why you’re here?” she asked, shifting under his intense gaze.

				“Yes,” he answered, glancing behind him. “I’d like to take you out sometime, to another gathering. You know, meet the people? I’ve been making the rounds myself and thought you’d like to join me, maybe stay long enough to enjoy yourself.”

				“Oh,” she breathed, shocked by his gall.

				“There’s a party this weekend,” he went on. “You should give me your number so I can call with the details.”

				“Um…” she mumbled, unlearned in the ways of turning down assertive men. “I don’t know you well enough to give you my number. Sorry.”

				“I thought you might say that, so I brought mine.” He leaned the top half of his body inside, floating a folded piece of paper to the table holding the phone. “Unlike most magicians, I have no objection to carrying a cell phone, so you can catch me anytime. If you ever feel like spending an evening outside your community, I’ll be happy to oblige.” After another nod and a smile, he stepped back. “See you later, Layla.”

				He turned away, but he didn’t walk onto the lawn. He shot straight off the porch.

				Several coven members soared after him, and Layla’s grandparents headed for her door.

			

			
				Layla sighed as she watched their approach; she’d been neglecting them, but there was something she needed to do before giving them her attention.

				She rushed across the room, pushing open the swinging door to the kitchen, and the next thing she knew, she was in Quin’s arms, her lips and tongue merged with his.

				“That was wonderful,” she breathed, grinning as she gathered her wits.

				“You’re wonderful,” he countered, lowering her feet to the floor. Then he summoned her coffee and kissed her head. “For you, Layla Love.”

				She mentally recorded the simple experience of him handing her coffee. Then she sipped and sighed. “Thank you.”

				“My pleasure. Your grandparents are here.”

				“I know.”

				She stood on her toes for a kiss, and he swept his fingertips across her cheek as he leaned in. Tingles slipped from his touch, and she giggled into his mouth as she pushed him away. “You’re doing that on purpose,” she accused.

				“Doing what?” he laughed.

				She pointed toward the living room, unable to stifle her humor as she yelled at him in a whisper. “Getting me all worked up before sending me to my grandparents.”

				“By touching your cheek? If you think that’s how I work a woman up, we have matters to attend to.” He flashed ornery dimples as he leaned over and wrapped his arms around her hips, like he was going to throw her over his shoulder.

				“No,” she laughed, pushing on his back. “Shoo.”

			

			
				He nuzzled her side and squeezed her thighs. Then he straightened and stepped away. “Go, before I change my mind.”

				“I’m going,” she assured, holding up a hand as she backed out of the kitchen.

				Her grandparents stood in the entryway, looking concerned, so Layla took a quick sip of coffee then set the mug aside. “Hey,” she greeted, passing out hugs. “Sorry about the unexpected visitor.”

				They were glad to get their hugs, but they didn’t reply or relax.

				Quin walked from the kitchen, and all eyes shot to him. He halted mid-stride as he scanned his critical audience. Then he bowed his head.

				“What’s going on?” Layla asked.

				“Release your aura,” Quin suggested.

				“Oh,” she mumbled, glancing down at herself. Then her eyes widened as she looked at Quin. Her grandparents were upset with him because of her!

				She quickly released her aura as she mouthed the words I’m sorry. Then she turned to her grandparents, who sighed as they examined the air around her.

				Caitrin threw Quin a warning glance. Then he and Serafin sat on the coffee table while Layla’s grandmothers ushered her to the couch. The four of them leaned close, seemingly excluding Quin, who took a seat in the corner next to the phone. Layla’s stomach squirmed as she met his stare, but he quickly soothed her worries with a smile and a wink.

				“You look happy,” Caitrin noted, squeezing her knee. “We like seeing you that way.”

				Layla started to mutter an apology for her recent attitude, but Caitrin didn’t give her a chance.

			

			
				“What do you know about Finley?” he asked, looking at Quin, whose expression hardened as he answered.

				“Enough to know I don’t trust him.”

				“You have to give us more than that,” Serafin pressed.

				“He’s nomadic,” Quin added, “and he constantly hides his aura.”

				“How do you know?” Layla asked.

				“I made some phone calls today,” he answered. “Not to intrude on your business, but to find out who Finley is.”

				“I get why you did it,” she mumbled, embarrassed he had to take care of her, but touched he was doing such a good job. “It’s fine.”

				“It was a waste of time. Out of everyone who’s met him, including the magicians you were with last night, no one knows where he’s from or where he’s been, and no one has ever seen his aura fully exposed.”

				“That is worrisome,” Caitrin agreed, turning back to Layla. “You met this guy yesterday?”

				Still ashamed of her immature departure, Layla’s face flushed with heat. “Yes, on the beach. He walked up and introduced himself.”

				“Were there any other magicians around when he showed up?”

				“I don’t think so.”

				“Did he have an excuse for being there?”

				“He was meeting some friends on a different part of the beach.”

				“Did you see his aura?” Daleen asked.

				“No,” Layla confessed, dropping her gaze, “but I didn’t think much of it. I didn’t know hiding auras was such a big deal.”

				“It’s unusual,” Serafin explained. “For one thing, it’s difficult to do. Furthermore, magicians who have always lived with their auras aren’t ashamed of them unless they have something to hide.”

			

			
				“Oh,” Layla whispered, wondering why hiding her aura came so naturally. “So you guys think Finley’s trouble?”

				“We don’t want to jump to conclusions,” Serafin answered, “but his secrecy arouses suspicions. Your unique status makes you desirable to a variety of magicians with selfish agendas, so we must assume Finley’s untrustworthy until he can prove otherwise.”

				Caitrin glanced at Quin, who shook his head no.

				“Did Finley see your aura?” Caitrin asked, turning back to Layla.

				“When he first walked up,” she answered. Then she pointed between him and Quin. “What was that about? I know you guys talk in your heads, but it’s aggravating when I’m sitting here watching you.”

				“Of course it is,” Morrigan agreed, scowling at her husband. “That was rude.”

				“Yes it was,” Caitrin conceded. “I’m sorry, Layla.”

				“It’s fine, but you could fill me in.”

				“Sure.” He bowed his head then looked back up. “We’ve ascertained that more than one wizard has asked questions about you in Oklahoma.”

				“What?” she exclaimed, looking at Quin. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

				“My focus has been elsewhere.”

				“Why didn’t you guys call and tell me?” she asked, scanning her grandparents.

				“Your phone’s turned off,” Quin explained, motioning to the table.

				“Oh yeah,” she breathed. “I forgot. Will you turn it back on for me?”

				Quin reached over, jaw flexing as his tense thumb flipped a switch on her phone, and she could tell he wanted to burst Finley’s number into flames.

			

			
				Making a mental note to get rid of the digits later, she looked at Caitrin. “So what’s going on?”

				“I finally got in touch with the coven near Broken Bow,” he answered. “As it turns out, they already knew about you.”

				“What? How?”

				“Two of their witches ate at the diner in Gander Creek a few years back. You were their waitress.”

				“Really?”

				“Yes, they remember you very well and were able to correctly describe your features.”

				“Weird,” Layla mumbled. “And a little unsettling.”

				“Yes,” Caitrin agreed. “About three weeks ago, an unknown wizard in obvious disguise showed up at their coven, asking questions pertaining to you. Then, nearly two weeks ago, a wizard matching the description of your lawyer’s visitor dropped in, asking the exact same questions.”

				“Is my lawyer in danger?”

				“Not likely. It seems whoever’s prying into your business has left Oklahoma altogether.”

				“Do you think it’s the Unforgivables?”

				“We don’t know.”

				Layla swallowed, reminding herself to breathe. “But… wouldn’t they have had plenty of time to get here?”

				“Yes, but there’s a good chance they’ll follow Katherine’s trail along the way, perhaps stopping by Ketchum, Idaho. They might think you’re staying with her family, and the hexless are easier to deal with than we are. But once they realize Katherine’s family passed away long ago, they’ll head this way.”

			

			
				“I see,” Layla mumbled, staring at her lap. The danger was very real now. “What are the chances these wizards mean no harm?”

				“Slim,” Caitrin answered. “We can’t imagine a good reason for someone outside of our family to be looking for you.”

				“Maybe they just want to see what I look like or something.”

				“You’re not a zoo exhibit,” Quin objected. “Anyone who thinks otherwise is unwelcome on our lawn.”

				“Furthermore,” Caitrin added, “now that we know a wizard was near Gander Creek the night of the fires, we would be fools to assume they were accidents. We’ve spoken to the local fire chief, who had multiple specialists assess the diner and your house, yet they remain mystified. Both fires burned in similar and peculiar ways that make no sense to them, but tell us everything.”

				“So there’s nothing we can do but wait for them to show up?” Layla asked, fighting the urge to bite a newly repaired fingernail.

				“Unfortunately,” Caitrin answered. “Unless we gather new information before they get here.”

				“When might that be?”

				“Anytime.”

				Layla’s stomach rolled as she looked at the front door. “I’ll be back,” she mumbled, grabbing her coffee as she stood.

				She entered the kitchen and went through the motions of topping off her coffee, but she was really trying to settle her nauseous gut and strengthen her weak knees. She sat at the table and rubbed her stinging eyes, repeating her appeal over and over again. Please don’t let it be the Unforgivables, please don’t let it be the Unforgivables…

			

			
				After wearing out the mantra, she stood and returned to the living room, finding her grandparents near the front door. “Where are you going?” she demanded.

				“Home,” Morrigan answered, moving in for a hug.

				Layla squeezed her grandmother’s waist, hesitant to let go. “What are you going to do if Agro shows up?”

				“Don’t worry about that,” Quin insisted, still seated in the corner.

				Layla shot him a reproachful look. “Are you worried about it?”

				“Yes,” he answered, bowing his head.

				“Then don’t lecture me,” she countered.

				He didn’t respond, so she turned to Caitrin. “I’d like to know what you plan to do.”

				Caitrin stepped forward and wrapped her in a hug. “If it’s Agro who shows up, nearly everyone will stay out of sight. I’ll speak with him, along with Quinlan’s great grandpa Catigern.”

				“Just the two of you?”

				“Two of the strongest and wisest magicians here.”

				“They’ll kill you,” she objected, further worked up by his nonchalance.

				“What makes you think so?” he asked. “We’ve covered our tracks well over the years, appearing blind to your existence. If Agro shows up, we’ll act shocked by the news you’re alive, and we’ll act convincingly. He’ll have no reason to kill us, and since we’re his only link to you, he won’t want to kill us.”

				“It’s too risky. I don’t like it.”

				“It’s the safest solution,” Serafin noted.

				“And what will I be doing,” she asked, “while you guys are out there risking your lives?”

				“You’ll leave as soon as danger approaches,” Caitrin firmly answered. “If you’re with Quinlan, don’t waste time worrying about us, just go. If he’s not around, Serafin and Daleen will take you.”

			

			
				“Take me where?”

				“Anywhere but here.”

				Layla turned away from everyone, hiding moist eyes and flexed features. “Should I leave now? Stay somewhere else for a while? Surely that would increase the coven’s safety.”

				“It would increase your own,” Serafin answered.

				Layla started to say she didn’t care about her own safety and was tired of sacrificing relatives to Agro, but she knew it would get Quin riled up, so she kept her mouth shut.

				“I know what you’re thinking,” Quin said, getting to his feet.

				Layla flipped her gaze around, mad at first. Then she realized she had nothing to be mad about. “And?”

				“And I don’t like it.”

				She sighed and looked at her coffee. “I don’t want you guys getting hurt.”

				“Of course you don’t, and we’ll do everything we can to keep that from happening. But you’re included in the deal, and it’s your life at risk.”

				“I get it, Quin. It just seems like I should be doing something.” She took a deep breath and turned toward her grandparents, still struggling with tears. “Will you let me know if there’s something I can do to help? If I’m included in the deal, I should do my part to make things better. If that means leaving, I’ll go.”

				“You’ll stay,” Caitrin refused, “and our family will be stronger for it. When your help is needed, we’ll ask for it.”

				“Please do,” she whispered. Then she floated her mug to the table so she could give them hugs, terrified they might be her last.

			

			
				They told her to try not to worry as they made their exit, and Layla nodded her numb agreement, but her brain said yeah right.

				Her eyes stayed on the door long after it closed. Then she jolted when Quin laid his hands on her shoulders.

				“It will be okay,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her stuttering chest.

				“That depends on what you consider okay,” she disagreed.

				“I know you’re scared,” he soothed. “You have every right to be, but it’s pointless to stew over things that haven’t happened yet.”

				“That makes perfect sense to my head, Quin, but my heart has a mind of its own and won’t stop hurting until the people I care about are out of danger.”

				“I know,” he conceded, blindly wiping away her tears. “I’m worried, too. But it just so happens I have an excellent reason to be in a good mood.”

				Layla cracked a smile, imagining how much worse everything would be if she didn’t have his arms around her. “I like that,” she approved, turning into his chest.

				He leaned in, working his lips through her hair to her ear. “Hey.”

				“Hey, back.”

				“There’s something I want to show you. Will you let me take you away for a while?”

				“Umm… I don’t know. I don’t want my grandparents worrying more than they have to.”

				“They don’t mind if you leave, as long as you’re with someone they can count on.”

				“They’re mad at you, remember? Because of me. I’m sorry I put tension between you guys.”

			

			
				“Don’t worry about it. I’ll fix it. My motivations run as deep as their forgiveness. But if you’re concerned they don’t want you leaving with me, I’ll ask for their permission. What do you think?”

				“I think you’re wonderful, but it’s my fault they’re upset, so I’ll ask.”

				“Nuh-uh,” he murmured, kissing her ear. “If anyone’s asking, it’s me.”

				He stepped back and looked her over, pausing to admire her denim-clad legs. “You should wear something more comfortable,” he suggested, finding her eyes. “And you’ll need the flying cloak in your closet. I’ll talk to Caitrin while you get ready. Then I’ll meet you on the lawn.”

				“Okay…” she mumbled, looking down at herself. “What would you consider more comfortable than jeans and a t-shirt?”

				“Just wear something you can breathe in. You can’t breathe in jeans, but they look fantastic on you.” He stepped forward and slipped his hands in her back pockets, squeezing as he pulled her close. “Don’t worry about getting cold. We’ll stay warm.”

				“Something I can breathe in,” she whispered. “Got it.”

				He gave her a kiss and another squeeze. Then he nudged her toward the bedroom before showing himself out.

				Still daunted by her unfamiliar wardrobe, Layla dove in and shuffled through sections, quickly finding an assortment of casual dresses. Some were formfitting and others were frilly, but there was one style in particular—sleeveless with a cowl neckline and a long flowing skirt—that was nice yet unassuming and relaxed. Apparently other witches agreed, because Layla’s closet held no less than a dozen of the same dress in a variety of colors. She grabbed the white one, hoping she wouldn’t need a bra, because it was the binding brassieres that made her feel like she couldn’t breathe.

			

			
				As it turned out, the gown’s charmeuse bust had sufficient layers and support, so she shot her bra toward her luggage and headed for the bathroom. She used magic to smooth her hair and freshen her face, but she manually brushed her teeth—a task that couldn’t quite be replaced by magic. After wiping toothpaste from her lips, she smiled at her orderly reflection. In a matter of minutes, she’d achieved the same look that once took half an hour to get.

				She propped her feet on the vanity one at a time, magically painting her toenails coffee-brown with pearly white stars. Then she returned to the closet for her cloak.

				Dark green and incredibly soft, the cape had a round emerald clasp, armholes hidden in luxurious layers, and a huge hood with plenty of room for her hair. She walked to the floor mirror, running thick velvet through her hands as she recalled how beautiful her mom looked in a cloak. Then she slipped the material on, fastened the clasp, and raised the hood.

				She smirked at her reflection, feeling silly in the witchy attire, but then she reminded herself cloaks were normal in her new world. Nevertheless, she dropped her hood as she headed for the front door. The outfit was dramatic enough without it.

				She scanned the lawn as she stepped outside, finding several family members eating dinner. Most of them sat at a table, but Skyla, Brietta, Selena and Alana sat on a picnic blanket. Layla beamed and skipped down the stairs, making a mental note to quit shutting herself in the house.

			

			
				She smiled and waved at the group at the table, but she headed for the picnic, anxious to see Alana. Apparently the feeling was mutual, because Alana ran to meet her, soaring into her arms from several feet away.

				“Waywa!”

				“Alana,” Layla returned, hugging her close. “I’ve missed you.”

				Alana patted Layla’s cheeks and danced in her arms. “I missed you, too.”

				Burying her nose in the toddler’s curls, Layla carried her to the blanket. “Are you having a picnic?”

				“It’s a tea pawty.”

				“A tea party? I love tea parties.”

				“You do?” Alana asked, her eyes growing huge.

				“Oh yes,” Layla confirmed. “It’s the only way I’ll drink tea. No party, no tea.”

				Alana touched a forefinger to her chin, contemplating Layla’s theory. Then she smiled and nodded. “No pawty, no tea.”

				Layla laughed. Then she shifted Alana so she could sit on the blanket. “Hey, guys.”

				The three witches returned her greeting, but Layla sensed they didn’t know what else to say. Maybe she’d upset them by throwing a fit and leaving the community.

				Alana pushed herself off Layla’s lap and walked to the food, magically fixing a cup of tea and a sandwich with a few waves of her hands. “Hewe go,” she said, serving Layla with a smile.

				“Thank you,” Layla accepted. “You’re a very prompt hostess.”

				“I twy.”

				Layla laughed. Then she ate her sandwich while watching Alana brew fresh tea leaves.

			

			
				Selena held out her cup for a refill. Then she smiled at Layla as she blew steam away. “You look pretty in your cloak.”

				“Thanks,” Layla returned, touching the gemstone clasp. “I think Morrigan made it for me.”

				“It looks great,” Brietta approved. “Are you going out?”

				“Um... I don’t know. Maybe. Quin wants to take me somewhere.”

				“Not fair,” protested Skyla and Brietta.

				“What?” Layla asked, flipping her gaze between them.

				“We wanted to take you out earlier today,” Brietta answered, “but we were told not to bother you.”

				“They told us to wait a couple of days,” Skyla added.

				“Oh,” Layla mumbled, touched by their thoughtfulness. “To be honest, today was a bad day, but I’d love to hang out with you guys. Just let me know when. If it’s okay with the coven, it’s okay with me.”

				“How about tomorrow morning?” Brietta asked.

				“Sure,” Layla agreed. “As long as my grandparents don’t mind.”

				“I’ll ask,” Brietta offered. “Aunt Morrigan hates telling me no.”

				“I’m sure,” Layla laughed. “I imagine you’re very convincing.”

				“It’s a gift,” Brietta boasted, flashing an impish grin. “And I shall use my charms tonight.”

				“It won’t always be like that,” Skyla assured.

				“Like what?” Layla asked.

				“You won’t always have to get permission to scratch your back,” Skyla explained. “That must drive you up the wall.”

				Layla took a moment to carefully consider her reply. Then she gave it with hot cheeks. “It takes some getting used to, but only because it’s different. My departure yesterday was inconsiderate, and I’m sorry. You guys have turned your lives upside down for me; the least I can do is keep my butt in line.”

			

			
				“Well I’d be going nutty if I were you,” Brietta said, popping a grape in the air.

				Layla smiled as she watched Brietta catch the fruit in her mouth. Then she shrugged. “For the past three years all I’ve done is stay home or wait tables at the diner, so I’m used to going nowhere. At least now I have magic to play with and people to see. It’s definitely an upgrade.”

				Everyone within earshot stopped what they were doing and looked at her, their expressions sympathetic and thoughtful as they scanned the air around her.

				“I don’t know how you did it,” Skyla concluded. “I’d be lost without my family and magic.”

				“I didn’t know any different,” Layla replied, fidgeting with soft grass, “so it was normal, but now that I’ve found this life, I’d have a difficult time living the old one.”

				“Good thing you’re here to stay,” Quin cut in.

				Alana squealed as she leapt from the blanket, and Layla twisted around, watching Quin pluck the toddler from the air.

				“Hello, Alana angel. Are you having a tea party?”

				“Yes,” she answered, patting his cheeks. “Do you want tea?”

				“Not tonight, my love. Maybe next time.”

				“Otay, put me down. I get Skywa tea.”

				He obeyed then smiled at Layla. “Did you eat?”

				“Yes,” she answered, making sure she didn’t have crumbs on her cloak.

				“Good,” he approved, summoning a sandwich from Alana’s tray. “Ready?”

			

			
				“Sure.”

				Layla turned to the tea party attendants, feeling guilty for running off so soon after poking her head from her shell. “Let me know about tomorrow, Bri.”

				“Okay. I’ll call you in the morning.”

				Layla smiled at Alana and lightly poked her tummy. “Thank you for letting me join your tea party.”

				“You’we wewcome,” Alana replied, moving in for a hug, which Layla eagerly accepted.

				“See you later, angel.”

				“Bye, Waywa.”

				Layla said a quick goodbye to the others. Then she accepted Quin’s hand and let him pull her to her feet. He popped the final bite of his sandwich into his mouth, chewing as he ran his gaze from her head to her toes. Then he led her to her grandparents, who swarmed her with hugs and kisses.

				After another round of goodbyes, Quin guided Layla into the shadows of her house. “That cloak looks lovely on you,” he said, turning her toward him.

				“Thank you,” she replied. “Did you bring me into the shadows just to tell me that?”

				“No. I could shout that to the world.”

				He opened his mouth, like he was going to make an announcement, and Layla laughed as she covered his lips. “Don’t you dare.”

				He grinned and kissed her fingers. “Okay. Not right now.”

				“So why are we in the shadows?” she asked.

				“This,” he answered, leaning close. His lips met hers for a long kiss. Then he pulled away and scanned her face and aura. “We need to conceal ourselves.”

			

			
				“Oh. Okay. Don’t let go when you’re invisible.”

				“I won’t be letting go. Are you ready?”

				“Yes.”

				He reached around her, carefully pulling her hood over her hair. Then he magically donned his cloak. “Go ahead and conceal yourself.”

				She disappeared, both body and aura without hesitation, and Quin’s eyes widened as he searched for shimmers. “That’s amazing, Layla. You’ve nearly mastered concealment in a matter of days.”

				“Really?”

				“Yep. Your spells are better than mine.”

				If he could see her, he’d see she didn’t believe him. “You’re just trying to bolster my confidence,” she accused.

				“I’m telling the truth,” he countered, “and I can prove it. Cast your spells on me. Then you’ll see for yourself how well they work.”

				“I don’t know how to cast them on others.”

				“It’s the same concept as everything else. Just give it a shot, whichever way makes sense, and see if it works.”

				Layla watched his face as she plotted her course. Then she let go of his hand and stepped closer. “Ready?”

				“Yes.”

				She hovered from the ground, but Quin’s gaze stayed in place, ending up on her invisible breasts. She grinned as she inched closer, holding her breath. Then she took his cheeks and dipped her head, passionately kissing his lips. He jolted as he gasped her in. Then he wrapped her in a hug and kissed back.

				Layla purred as she worked her magic, sending it through his lips and over his flesh, and he shivered while deepening his kiss.

				When she pulled away and opened her eyes, finding nothing but air, she puckered and stretched her fingers out over his invisible face. “It does work well, but I dislike not being able to see you.”

			

			
				He nuzzled her palm and kissed her wrist. “It’s nearly sundown, so we won’t have to stay this way, but we don’t want to be seen leaving or entering the community.”

				“I still don’t like it,” she pouted, tucking her face in his neck. “Can we fly like this?”

				He secured his hold and kissed her curls. “That’s a fantastic idea,” he approved, and without another word he shot into the air.


				


			

				


				Chapter 22

				Cold air rushed over Layla’s fingertips and toes, but it didn’t penetrate her cloak, and the contrasting temperatures sparked refreshing tingles.

				“I’m going to lean forward,” Quin warned.

				“Mmkay,” she murmured, nuzzling under the collar of his cloak. Only when she touched her lips to him, finding proof of his presence in the air slipping over her tongue, did she feel secure.

				Gravity pulled on her backside as he leaned against her, so she used magic to stay afloat.

				“Everything okay?” he asked.

				“Yeah,” she answered.

				“I’m going to loosen my grip,” he added, “to give you some breathing room, but I won’t be letting go, so don’t worry.”

				“I’m not worried.”

				Cold air parted around them as Quin flew forward, gradually gaining speed while loosening his hold. He looked up, stretching his throat over her lips, and she grinned as she slid her mouth to the other side of his neck.

				“I’m thinking this is the only way to fly,” he mumbled.

				She giggled and dipped her kisses lower, parting her lips as she gripped his sides and lifted herself into him.

				“Yes,” he decided, “this is definitely the best way to fly.”

			

			
				Keeping her eyes closed, Layla used her sense of touch to explore him, and after a while she forgot they were invisible.

				Gravity eventually shifted, tugging on her feet, and she knew he’d flipped upright. When his muscles flexed, she thought he’d landed and expected him to lower her feet to the ground. What she did not expect was the way he swiftly tilted her back, scattering her equilibrium.

				She fell away from his neck, landing in his hands as his magic swelled around her. Then his palms slid to her butt, pulling her against him as his tongue parted her lips and stole her breath.

				Layla jolted as heat shot from her chest to her groin, veins pulsing against his brazen arousal, which throbbed through a pair of shorts, two cloaks, and a dress to fill the feminine V between her legs. His lips trailed down her chin as the magic holding her head softened, opening her throat to him. Then he covered it in hot kisses while pressing his arousal further between her thighs.

				Her panties moistened and shifted under the pressure, and her toes pointed as her legs shook. She was so worked up, he could have taken her right there in the middle of… wherever they were, and she would have thanked him for it, but she knew better. Time and again he’d proven himself adept at denying his urges, so she was only teasing herself. Still, she rubbed against him a few more times before going limp.

				His lips returned to hers, curving with a grin as he softly kissed. Then he hugged her to his chest and flipped upright.

				Layla released her concealment spells as their feet touched earth. Then she rested her forehead to his thumping chest, making a noble effort to steady her breathing and heart rate. When she licked his lingering flavor from her lips, a surge of blazing blood rush to tender areas, and her recovering lungs took another hit.

			

			
				“Mmm...” she purred. “That was fun.”

				“Definitely the best trip I’ve ever made. Close your eyes.”

				“They have been the whole time.”

				“Good. Keep them closed.”

				Cold air rushed over Layla’s back as her cloak disappeared. Then the temperature dropped further when he stepped away.

				After a few chilly seconds, he spoke. “That dress looks great on you. It makes me want to magic it away.”

				Layla smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Are you making me keep my eyes closed just so you can look at me?”

				“No, but I had to take advantage. I’m only human.”

				“Only,” she mumbled, smile stretching. Then his lips were on hers, softly kissing as his hands warmed her arms.

				“We’re going to walk,” he warned, wrapping one arm around her shoulders.

				He slowly compelled her forward, and Layla turned blind senses to her surroundings. The earth was uneven, with moss, trees trunks and brush; and the wind whispered through foliage as ocean waves crashed and distant thunder rumbled. He’d brought her to the beach, she guessed. She’d soon feel sand beneath her feet.

				Instead he led her onto smooth stone, and she whipped her head up, suddenly dying to know where they were. He laughed, apparently amused by her confusion, and she wrinkled her nose, still trying to guess their location.

				He eventually halted then moved behind her, covering her shoulders with his palms as he whispered in her ear. “When I tell you to open your eyes, don’t be frightened by what you see.”

			

			
				“Okay,” she agreed, getting a strong whiff of salty air. “Are you about to push me in the ocean?”

				“Never,” he assured, moving her hair aside. “You can look.”

				He kissed the nape of her neck as she opened her eyes and gasped in the view. They stood on the edge of a tall cliff, with the black ocean glittering below, a storm brewing on the horizon, and a silver moon dangling high in the sky.

				Layla instantly recognized the scene, but it took a few seconds of wonderment to figure out why. “I had a dream about this place!”

				His lips left her neck as he straightened. “You did?”

				“Yes, the night I turned twenty-one. I was standing just like this.” She paused as a blush heated her cheeks. “Only… I didn’t have any clothes on and no one else was there, but everything else was the same.”

				“Sounds like a good dream,” he murmured, lowering his mouth.

				Lightning illuminated distant clouds as the tip of his tongue slipped over the nape of her neck, and goose bumps consumed tingling flesh. “It felt the same, too,” she recalled, “like I was charged.”

				“Are you cold?”

				“No. It feels great.” Her hot blood contradicted the cold wind, spiking her adrenaline.

				Quin slid his kisses to her shoulder and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I’m glad you like it.”

				“I love it,” she corrected. “I can’t believe I’m here. I was so disappointed when I woke up from that dream. I remember thinking I could walk off the cliff and fly to the moon, and I felt no fear of testing the theory, but I woke up too soon.”

			

			
				“Hmm... I bet you’re a natural soothsayer.”

				“A what?”

				“A soothsayer, someone who communes with ethereal energy to foresee the future.”

				“There was something about that in my parents’ memories,” she mumbled. Then she remembered. “It didn’t work. The soothsayers couldn’t help them.”

				“Even the best soothsayers can’t guarantee their predictions,” Quin explained. “The magic is fairly easy, but the results are unpredictable and often flawed.”

				“Easy?” she repeated. “Yeah right.”

				“I’m serious. Most of us can summon hazy premonitions if we devote ourselves to the task, and some omens have a habit of hitting anyone in their path.”

				“Then why are we having such a hard time tracking down the Unforgivables?”

				“Your grandparents have tried to summon useful visions, but there are several people involved, and a lot of decisions that need to be made. Furthermore, there are ways magicians can block their intentions from those who seek them, including the ethereal souls who guide our visions.”

				“Ethereal souls? Like dead people?”

				“You could say that,” he answered, smiling at her doubt.

				Layla felt the conversation diving deeper than she wanted to go, so she leaned into him and smiled at the moon. “This is wonderful, Quin. Thank you for making my dream come true.”

				“My pleasure.” He kissed her cheek then straightened and moved to her side. “Would you like to play with magic? Take a few shots of post-power euphoria?”

			

			
				“Yes,” she agreed, body tingling more intensely. “What kind of magic would you like to see?”

				“Let’s work on your elemental magic, see if any of them suit you better than the others. Are you cold?”

				“Yeah, but it feels great. How should I start?”

				“How about I start, and you try to match me?”

				She tore her eyes from the moon and smiled at him. “Are you turning this into a contest?”

				“No. You’d beat me at my own game. If not tonight, soon enough. I just thought I’d give you a better idea of what to try.”

				“Oh. Good thinking. You go first.”

				He laughed as he lifted a palm toward the sky, and the wind picked up, tickling Layla’s scalp.

				“You’re starting off easy,” she accused, raising a palm, and the wind blew harder, whipping her curls into tangles.

				Quin smirked as he pointed toward the distant storm, and a flash of lightning cut through the air, striking much closer than the other bolts.

				Layla’s mouth fell open as her hair follicles bristled. “I didn’t know we could do that.”

				“We can summon storms out of nothing if we want, but our coven doesn’t. We try not to make large impacts on earth’s natural progression, and the only place we make small impacts is within our community, with Alula’s blessing of course.”

				“Alula?”

				“The goddess of flora…”

				Layla held up a palm, signaling him to stop. “Not right now.”

				He zipped his smiling lips, and she pointed toward the flashing storm clouds, pulling three bolts of lightning closer to the cliff. They simultaneously struck sea and sky, provoking a loud clash of thunder that rumbled the ground, and Quin laughed as he shook his head.

			

			
				“You’re already showing me up.”

				“You could have done that,” she countered. “You’re just taking it easy on me.”

				“Then I’ll have to upgrade my spells.”

				He waved a hand around his head, but nothing happened, and for several seconds Layla watched their surroundings in confusion. Right as she was about to comment on the lack of magic, small white blooms danced in on summoned wind, creating a cyclone around her and Quin.

				“Pretty,” she commended, spinning in a circle.

				She came to a halt and took his hand, recalling the tenacious wildflower every walk through Oregon’s forests had yielded. It was the same species of flora Quin’s stick man picked to prove magic does exist. Layla knew there had to be a slew of them nearby, so she waved a hand then waited, hoping the magic would work.

				Several anticipatory seconds later, a barrage of yellow, red and blue petals floated from the timber, joining the white blooms to create a colorful tornado. Layla snatched a blue petal from the air. Then she transformed it into an entire flower and handed it to Quin, unable to stifle her pride.

				“Show off,” he teased, turning the single flower into an entire bouquet before handing it back.

				“You’re one to talk,” she laughed, fiddling with soft petals. “So what are the rules about making something that doesn’t already exist? I’ve seen you create flowers, yet you carry dishes in your bag.”

				“That’s a good question,” he replied, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. “Give me a second to figure out the best way to answer.”

			

			
				Layla played with her flowers as she waited, happily tucked into his warm side.

				“Okay,” he began, “I’ll try to keep it short, but I should start by telling you there aren’t any laws in the magical world, because there isn’t a system to enforce them. Obviously the hexless lack laws pertaining to magic, and even if they did have rules applicable to our lifestyles, they would have no hope of enforcing them. As for magicians upholding magical law, it’s a bad idea. We would destroy more lives than we would save if we tried to govern one another. Imagine giving magical ability to all the elected officials in the hexless world, both corrupt and honorable, and you’ll understand why. If we let other people rule over us with a magical fist, corruption will inevitably follow, and it would turn into a mess that would affect everyone. So, if I want to create a plate, I can, and nobody has a legal right to stop me. But our family has guidelines we choose to live by, and creating objects that don’t harmonize with nature is a power we avoid, because once you create something, it’s here to stay. We can transfer it somewhere else, or we can alter it, but we can’t undo it. The things we vanish go somewhere, and it’s our responsibility to make sure they go somewhere appropriate. Therefore, our family only creates objects that can be discarded in an environmentally sound way.” He paused, grinning as he raised his eyebrows. “We wouldn’t want to anger Alula.”

				“Right,” Layla smirked, “Alula. So the rule is there are no rules?”

				“That makes it sound like anarchy, but yeah, basically.”

				“But if magicians can do whatever they want and get away with it, how is it not anarchy?”

			

			
				“Because most of us are peaceful, and even more of us are grateful for what we have and respectful of other peoples’ space and ideals. Even covens with less than admirable traits tend to steer clear of those who don’t share their beliefs. Magicians have it easy when it comes to everyday living. Our powers bless us beyond belief, creating calm and satisfied lifestyles. We don’t need more, but we won’t yield what we have, so we’re quick to protect ourselves and our neighbors, and we guard our right to live in peace with a fierceness no lawman or judicial system can match. Because of that, Agro and his dogs are the minority, and if we value this world, we must keep it that way.”

				Layla contemplated this for several seconds, thinking about how much the moment she was in contrasted with the world Agro was in. A huge part of her wished she could remain swept away with Quin, ignoring the rest of the world and all its problems, but she didn’t think her bleeding heart would ever allow such a reprieve, so she vowed to embrace the relief Quin provided like it was her last dose.

				She smiled at him then tossed the wildflowers into the air. As the bouquet broke apart, the flowers transformed into bright blue butterflies.

				Layla watched them with wide eyes, proud and amazed, and Quin watched them with his mouth hanging open. He reached out, compelling a butterfly to perch on his palm. Then he pulled it close for an examination.

				“Amazing,” he breathed, looking at Layla. “How did you do that?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Do you know the anatomy of a butterfly?”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				“Why?”

				“Because I like them. I did a biology report my sophomore year for extra credit. So that was okay? Creating them?”

				“That was fantastic,” he commended, sending the butterfly to play. “There’s a long standing debate on the morality of it, but if done right, I see no harm in creating a creature that wouldn’t otherwise get the chance to live. It’s extremely difficult, though. Not only does it require advanced magic, it requires advanced brains and uncommon knowledge. Amazing,” he repeated, shaking his head.

				“Do you think they’ll die?” she asked, suddenly questioning her morality.

				“Of course they’ll die,” he answered, “but whether it’s sooner or later, they lived longer than they would have without you.”

				“I guess that’s true.”

				“They’re beautiful,” he soothed, kissing her cheek, “and the world is a better place with them in it.”

				He turned back to the ocean, and the flowers and butterflies drifted away. “Apparently you have no problem with earth and air. Would you like to play with the water now?”

				“Yes,” she answered, following his gaze to the ocean. The cliff rose at least a hundred feet above waves, and she stared over the edge, wondering what possibilities lay in wait with a sea at their disposal.

				A large swell crashed against the rock below, but instead of receding, it rushed up the cliff face and softly splashed over the ledge, misting them with freezing water.

				“That’s crazy,” she exclaimed, scooting closer to the edge. “I want to try.”

			

			
				“Go for it, but don’t try too hard or you’ll soak us, and it’s not time for that yet.”

				“Yet?” she asked, flipping her gaze to his.

				He raised his eyebrows, but didn’t respond, so Layla smirked as she looked at the waves. “Ready?”

				“Yep,” he answered, leaning over to watch.

				A frothy wave crashed into dark stone then flowed upward, lapping over the ledge to drown their feet.

				Layla laughed and wiggled her toes in icy liquid. With each amazing feat she accomplished, the thrilling tingles intensified and her enthusiasm doubled. “That was wonderful. But it’s a good thing we don’t wear shoes. I hate wet shoes.”

				“You could dry them now.”

				“That’s true, but this is way better.” She brought another wave to their perch. Then she jumped and splashed in the water, giggling at her immaturity.

				Quin laughed with her, wanting to scoop her up and kiss her all over. When she managed to let go of her insecurities and worries, she had the most amazing spark for life, and it turned him on in ways he never imagined. She was the most spirited witch he’d ever met, innocently and honestly so. When she allowed it, she could be purely uninhibited, and even under full exposure she maintained her angelic shine. For her to bare it all was nothing short of divine. To lay eyes and ears and hands on her when she revealed the depths of her soul was an unparalleled phenomenon. She was a sea of emotions; she bathed in them, but they showered him, dousing him in the realization that she could be as happy as she could be sad. Both emotions grabbed hold and ran away with her, forcing her to ride out the pain or embrace the pleasure. He understood why, and found it to be one of his favorite things about her. She could love, hurt and enjoy life more than anyone else he knew, and while it made for an emotional roller coaster, the benefits were well worth the ride.

			

			
				She looked at him—her smile brilliant and natural, her round eyes wide and sparkling with vim—and his lungs froze as his heart stopped. He already knew he could spend the rest of his life with her. He’d loved her longer than he’d known her. But at that moment, he realized he was utterly in love with her.

				His lungs refilled as his heart began beating, but the organ had grown, and it thumped harder than ever before. This woman held his life in her delicate hands, and he never wanted her to stop clutching him. The fact that he’d known her less than a week didn’t concern him, but it did excite him. What she’d done to him in five short days was incredible, life-altering... heavenly. He couldn’t imagine what possibilities lay in wait. He had to find out and would do everything in his power to make sure he got the chance. That would be his purpose in life—to keep this woman wanting him, and to keep her life from being taken away from him. Nothing else mattered in comparison.

				“What’s wrong?” she asked, her smile melting away.

				“Nothing,” he answered, shaking his head clear. “I was just admiring you.”

				“Oh.” Her gaze shifted to his aura. “I guess you like what you see?”

				He hesitated to tell the whole truth, but if he was anything at all, he was a man who said what he felt, and this was the strongest feeling he’d ever experienced.

				He pulled her against him then took her cheeks, training her eyes on his. “I love what I see, Layla.”

			

			
				“Oh,” she breathed, her lips puckering into a perfect little o.

				He kissed it, not giving her a chance to respond. When he pulled away, he stayed close, making sure she didn’t feel trapped.

				“Quin, I... that’s...”

				He quickly stopped her struggle with another kiss, then another. “You don’t have to say anything,” he assured. “Just let me say it, and let me kiss you. That’s more than I deserve.”

				“But I...”

				He pulled her into another kiss, keeping her there longer than before.

				Layla did love him. She’d known it to be true the moment she faced living without him. But she couldn’t form the words in her head without feeling like an idiot, so how was she supposed to deliver the proclamation from fumbling lips?

				He pulled away, and she kept her mouth shut, smiling through her blush.

				Approval lit his features as he gave her another kiss. Then he took her hand and turned toward the ocean. “So, we’ve worked them all but fire. I might be able to give you some competition with this element.”

				Her sealed lips broke apart with a grin. “Are you challenging me?”

				“Just to a friendly competition. I doubt there will be a loser.”

				“Okay, I accept, but you have to give me a break, because I don’t know my limitations.”

				“You’re limitless. My only advice is to try to avoid burning down the forest.”

			

			
				“I’ll do my best to keep the fire that way,” she laughed, pointing toward the moon.

				“Do you want me to go first?” he asked.

				“Yeah,” she answered. “I’ll try to do what you do.”

				“I’ll start simple,” he offered, holding out a hand, and fireball about the size of a recliner shot from his palm, soaring several yards before losing height and succumbing to the sea.

				Layla grinned and squared her shoulders. She hadn’t made a fireball that big yet, but she was confident she could make one bigger. She held out a hand, squinting as she built the fire in her head. Then she popped her lids up and exhaled. A burning sphere twice as big as his shot from her palm, and it traveled twice the distance his had before falling to the water.

				Layla wiggled, body pulsing with pleasurable heat, and Quin smirked as he cocked an eyebrow.

				“You’re not making this fair,” he noted. “Maybe you should go first.”

				“I’m sorry,” she laughed. “I didn’t know I could do that.”

				He glanced at the air around her then found her face. “I’ll go first one more time. Then it’s your turn to lead.”

				“Deal.”

				He raised his hand, and a flame bigger than a Volkswagen burst from his palm, but rather than soar to sea, it stopped twenty feet away and formed a heart. With a flick of his wrist, several small puffs of fire zoomed toward the middle of the heart then converged to spell Layla’s name.

				She grinned at him then shot her own fire into the heart, twisting the flames into his name and placing it below hers.

				She tilted her head and tapped her lip. Then she reached way out and swept her hand in a large circle. Seven gold fireballs shot toward the outer edges of the heart then transformed into flaming phoenixes, their blazing beaks hissing and crackling as they circled the symbol.

			

			
				Quin grinned at her then turned back to their creation, raising his hand once more. The biggest fireball Layla had ever seen shot from his palm, its flames electric blue. Then the sphere separated, forming three giant Pegasus with wingspans stretching at least ten feet. The powerful trio galloped and flapped until they reached the heart. Then they soared in the opposite direction of the blazing mythical birds.

				“Wow,” Layla breathed, resting her cheek on his bicep. “Do you get to see stuff like this all the time?”

				“I’ve never seen a fire display this beautiful,” he replied. “We make a good team.”

				“I agree. It will be fun to see what else we can to do together.”

				“I’m a blessed man,” he whispered, lowering his lips to her hair. “How do you feel?”

				“Perfect. Why?”

				“Are you ready to jump?”

				Layla flipped her gaze to his face. “What?”

				“Are you ready to jump off the cliff?” he elaborated, vanishing their fire display.

				She peered into the churning waters a hundred feet below. “Um... cliff diver isn’t on my resume, Quin.”

				“We’re not going to hit the water,” he laughed.

				“Oh,” she mumbled. “What if I mess up and forget to stop?”

				“We’re not going to stop. We’ll level out right before going under. I’m sure you’ll do fine, but if for some reason your magic fails, I’ll pick up the slack.”

			

			
				Layla stared at the water for another moment then decided to trust him. “How will I know when you’re ready to level out?”

				“I think you’ll know when the time is right, but we can put an extra precaution in place to make you more comfortable.”

				“Like what?”

				“You’ll have to let me in your head, but I promise not to pry.”

				“Mind searching?”

				“Yes. I’ll tell you when to pull out of the dive by putting the words straight in your head.”

				“Are you sure I’ll get them?”

				“Yes. Well, actually, it might be a good idea to check. I tried to tap into your mind yesterday when you left the community, and I could feel you, but I couldn’t find you or get in. But then I had no problem finding you at the beach. I don’t know why there were inconsistencies, so we should probably make sure I have access now.”

				“How will we do that?”

				“You don’t have to do anything, but I would rather do it with your permission than without. I didn’t like intruding on you like that.”

				“Oh. I don’t care. It’s not like you can’t see everything in my aura anyway.”

				“I won’t be looking,” he pressed, “just communicating, so don’t try to hide. That might block me altogether.”

				“I’m not trying to hide,” she countered.

				“I didn’t say you were,” he soothed. “I’m saying don’t.”

				“Oh. Okay.”

				He smiled as he touched a thumb to her pout. ‘Can you hear me, beautiful?’

			

			
				Layla’s lips parted as his voice resonated in her mind, like a gentle echo deep within her ears.

				She gave a tiny nod, so he continued. ‘Does this make you more confident to jump?’

				She nodded again, and his smile widened as he caressed her lip. ‘As long as you’re open to my thoughts like you are now, you’ll hear me, but if for some reason you don’t level out in time, I’ll keep you safe. Okay?’

				“Okay,” she agreed, breaking eye contact to look at the water. “I guess we’re jumping.”

				“Only if you want to.”

				“I do. It’s just a little scary. But that’s the point, right? No fear, no thrill?” She hopped around, half afraid half excited.

				“Hey,” Quin laughed, squeezing her hand.

				“Hey back,” she returned, looking up at him.

				He leaned in for a fast and intense kiss. Then he flashed deep dimples. “On three.”

				“Oh god,” she breathed, gripping his hand tighter.

				“One...”

				Her chest rapidly rose and fell as her pulse spiked.

				“Two...”

				She gave a tiny squeak then sucked in air, holding it as she bent her knees.

				“Three.”

				They both jumped, stretching their arms out in front of them. Then they leaned headfirst into the dive.

				Layla forced her eyes open, watching sea foam rushed toward them while registering every detail of the short trip—the flipping of her insides as gravity sucked her in; the shivering of flesh as it broke through moist air; the explosive rush of adrenaline that pervaded her veins the moment her feet left the ground. But she barely had time to focus on each sensation before she knew it must end.

			

			
				As soon as she thought it, Quin’s voice broke in and said it. ‘Now.’

				Their fingertips barely brushed the crest of a wave as they leveled out. Then they shot across the water, following the moon’s rippled reflection.

				Layla looked at Quin, unable to stifle her cheesy grin or close her eyes as she attempted to mind search him. ‘Thank you.’

				He pulled her hand to his lips and gave it a kiss. ‘You’re welcome.’

				She looked down, sweeping her fingers along the shiny surface of the sea. Then she dipped her toes in, receiving a tickling chill in return.

				Following several seconds of unbelievable travel, they slowed and pulled upright, letting the tide kiss the tips of their toes.

				Layla scanned the horizon, enraptured by the view, but the moment Quin’s shirt disappeared, the rest of the world went with it. Huh? What horizon? He might as well have hypnotized her, because the next thing she knew, she was pressed to his bare chest with her cheek on his shoulder.

				He burrowed through her hair and touched his lips to her neck. Then he moved his palms to hers and linked their fingers. She furrowed her eyebrows, too confused to react. Then she gasped as adrenaline hit her like a shotgun blast.

				Excitement and prickling energy flowed from his skin, and her own adrenaline expanded, seeping through her pores into his. They were sharing each other’s fervor, and the potency was unbelievable. Surely tiny holes would appear in her flesh any moment, allowing the heightened sensations to shine through. How long could her body possibly take the frenzied intoxication? It was so intense, it was almost painful, much like the feeling she’d experienced right before he brought her to climax three nights before.

			

			
				Nerve endings on fire, she stretched her teeth over his neck, trying not to scream or burst as her body vibrated, particularly the parts that were supernaturally stuck to him.

				His tension suddenly eased, and the intense thrill followed, leaving her dazed and euphoric. “Wow,” she breathed.

				“Mmm…” he agreed, sweeping his lips across her pulse. Then he licked and pulled away. “That was incredible. You have to come here with me from now on, you know? I doubt I’ll be able to appreciate solo trips after this.”

				Layla kissed his neck then raised her head. “If I find out you’re coming here without me, I’ll be very disappointed, so don’t test your theory.”

				“I’m not a masochist,” he assured, lifting her hands to his mouth.

				He hotly breathed across her knuckles, and magical warmth spread throughout her entire body.

				“Wow,” she whispered, watching him with big eyes. “That’s how you stay warm.”

				He winked and flashed a grin. “Hold your breath.”

				“What...”

				“You better hurry,” he warned, and she frantically sucked in air, holding it as he plunged their bodies into the ocean.

				Icy water rushed over hot flesh, and another powerful chill tickled Layla from head to toe. Their bodies sank several feet before floating to the surface, and she gasped before bursting into laughter.

			

			
				Quin laughed with her as he swept wet curls from her face and magically cleaned saltwater from her eyes. “I guess you’re not mad.”

				“Of course not,” she answered, blinking her lids open over a smile. “That felt great.”

				“Are you cold?”

				“A little, now that your heat’s wearing off.”

				He pulled her close, hotly breathing across her lips, and the warmth reached her entire body, contrasting with the freezing water lapping at her skin.

				“You’re amazing,” she whispered. “I can’t believe how lucky I am.”

				“Nuh-uh, Layla Love. I’m the lucky one. I know people who would seriously consider killing for this opportunity.”

				An unwelcome thought struck Layla, and she averted her gaze as she struggled with the urge to hide her aura.

				Quin lifted her chin and breathed more heat into her body. “What’s wrong?”

				“Absolutely nothing,” she answered, meeting his stare. “This is perfect, a dream come true.”

				“Then tell me what’s going on in that lovely head of yours. You don’t have to be embarrassed or ashamed around me.”

				“But I am ashamed, because it was a ridiculous notion, and it shouldn’t ruin the moment.”

				“I won’t let it ruin anything. Promise.”

				Layla’s nostrils flared, partly because she was mad at herself for having the stupid thought, and partly because she couldn’t hide anything around him. “It doesn’t matter what the answer is, so you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. Actually, I’d probably prefer it that way, because... well, I was wondering how many women you’ve done this with.” She wanted to smack her forehead, but merely looked down.

			

			
				“One,” he answered.

				She looked back up, searching his eyes and aura for the truth. “Besides me?”

				“No, Layla, just you. You’re the only person I’ve even considered bringing here.”

				“Oh,” she mumbled. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

				“I disagree,” he countered. Then he warmed her up before arguing his case. “If you ever have notions like that, I’d rather you tell me than let them haunt you. Don’t you feel better now that you’ve asked?”

				“Yes, but what if I hadn’t liked the answer?”

				“Keeping the question to yourself will only make you assume the worst, and that’s not any better than disliking the answer.”

				“I guess,” she conceded, dropping her gaze.

				“Layla.”

				“Yeah?”

				“I want you to look at me when I say this.”

				She looked up, and he soberly held her stare as he went on. “I realize it makes you uncomfortable to think about my past relationships, but you have nothing to worry about, and I have nothing to hide. What we have together is unlike anything I’ve ever known, so even if I had brought another woman here, I can promise you it wouldn’t have been like this.” He paused long enough to warm her up. Then he continued. “When you start feeling insecure, I want you to tell me, because holding it in will put tension between us, and that’s the last thing I want. Whatever the issue is, I’ll find a way to fix it, and I’ll never get upset with you for giving me the opportunity.”

				Layla’s heart swelled with pleasurable pulses as her insecurities melted away. “You’re amazing,” she repeated, “and yes, I’ll try to be honest about my concerns, but you have to be patient with me, because I’m not used to sharing with anyone besides Katherine.”

			

			
				“I’ll be as patient as you need me to be,” he offered. “I’m in this for the long haul.”

				“Would you believe me if I said I was, too?”

				“Yes, but I’m still going to give you the opportunity to make sure.”

				“Then I could say the opportunity extends to you.”

				He smiled and tapped her stubborn chin. “You can say that if it makes you feel better.”

				“I would say you’re being unfair,” she returned, wrinkling her nose, “but it’s the opposite of that.”

				He warmed her up again, following the hot breath with a kiss. “I do know we’re happy together, and it’s my sincerest hope we’ll feel this way forever.”

				“Me, too, Quin. I’ve never been happier than I am when I’m with you. I don’t want it to be that way with anybody else.”

				“Believe me, I want it all for myself. And I’ll do whatever I have to do to make sure I get it. When it comes to keeping you in my life, fighting fair becomes a relatively loose term.”

				“Do you want me to put up a fight?” she asked, sliding her hands down his bare chest. “I would hate for you to get bored because it’s too easy.”

				“Impossible, but that grin of yours intrigues me. How exactly do you intend to fight?”

				“Are you asking me to give away my secrets?” she countered, slipping her fingers beneath his waistband. She stretched her hands out over the front of his hips and was surprised to find he wasn’t wearing anything under his shorts.

			

			
				He warmed her up. Then he held her close as he floated halfway out of the water, stopping with the surface lapping at her waist. “You don’t have to give away your secrets,” he said, sweeping a few stray curls behind her. “I like surprises, but you don’t seem to be putting up much of a fight.”

				Paying little attention to his words, Layla slid her hands to his hard backside, sighing as she squeezed and pulled. She bit her lip, trying to hide a grin. Then she imagined his shorts floating beside her. The magic worked, and her eyes widened the same time his did.

				He stiffened and glanced over, and she laughed while floating his shorts further away.

				“You’re naked,” she teased, raising her eyebrows.

				He swallowed hard as he took her cheeks in his palms. “You’re walking a thin line, tempting me this way.”

				“Oh?” she returned, moving her mouth to his neck.

				Quin tilted his head back and closed his eyes, trying to decide if he could handle the temptation. If she had any idea how hungry he was, she wouldn’t be dangling the fruit so close to his mouth. She also had no idea how sweet the fruit was, or how enticing it smelled and looked. Only part of her wanted him to bite—the part kissing his throat. Then there was the part of her that would be mortified if he actually took the bait—the part with blushing cheeks and a nervous pulse.

				Quin didn’t want part of her. He wanted it all, so he used magic to keep their lower halves pressed together. If she were to wiggle down and move against him, he’d surely break, and she’d quickly find herself spread open in the middle of a salty ocean.

				He reached behind him, finding her wrists. Then he raised them over her head, forcing her mouth from his neck. He met her stare—huge emeralds holding a chaotic combination of anticipation, nervousness and embarrassment. Then he magically lowered the top of her gown to her waist. She quietly gasped, but she didn’t flex or try to free her hands.

			

			
				Quin stared at her wet torso for a long time, literally unable to look away. Moonlight merged with shadow along her stomach and chest, accentuating her curves; and her pink nipples were alert and beading with moisture, tempting droplets quivering on the precipice of paradise.

				He slid one hand to the small of her back while placing the other between her breasts. Then he leaned her top half toward the water. She let him to do it and only flushed with a light blush when he lowered his mouth. He kissed the smooth skin stretching across her ribs. Then he worked his way up, delivering magical warmth with every sweep of his lips.

				His impatient tongue found one of her nipples, and he gave her an extra shot of heat as he sucked her in. Her hands clasped his shoulders as a purr rolled up her chest, and he froze, magically redirecting blood flow from his groin. The pressure subsided, but the moment he took her other nipple in his mouth, the tide swept her skirt between his legs and his veins nearly burst.

				Holding one breast in his palm, he kissed his way to her lips. Then he blasted her with heat while lowering their bodies into the water. “I have to stop. You can say you won this fight if you want to.”

				She grinned and opened her eyes. “Were we fighting?”

				“Um... yeah. I’m fighting a battle, and I will be until you return my shorts.”

				“So whose side do you think I’m on?” she countered. “I mean, if you think I won, yet I’m supposed to give you your shorts, you must think I’m on your side. Right? Or would that mean you’re on my side?”

			

			
				He tried to make sense of her question, but the sensation of her dress against his unrestrained manhood scattered his brain. “I can’t really comprehend what you’re asking, so if it’s important, remind me later, when I can properly focus.”

				“Are you bothered right now?” she quietly asked, touching a forefinger to his lips.

				He cleared his throat and squeezed his eyes shut. “That depends on how you look at it.”

				Layla grinned, remembering how many times he’d pulled her to the edge only to step back and leave her there. Could she get away with giving him a small dose of his own delicious medicine? She was dying to find out.

				She took an indiscreet gulp of air. Then she magically transferred her dress and underwear into her hand. His eyes widened, and the magic keeping their lower halves pressed together ceased.

				Layla slid further into the sea, gasping as certain body parts came way closer to each other than she’d intended. But she wouldn’t let it flaw her plan. It only made it better.

				She shot out of the water into an open back flip. Then she stopped and hovered a few yards away, allowing him a thorough look. His dumbfounded expression provoked a string of giggles, which she let loose while transferring their clothes onto their bodies.

				Quin groaned and adjusted himself. Then he flew from the water to meet her. “That,” he whispered, pulling her against him, “was not fighting fair.”

				She smiled at him, half angelic half devilish. “You’re not terribly mad at me, are you?”

			

			
				“No. I’m definitely not mad at you. I want you, and I appreciate you, but I couldn’t possibly be mad at you.”

				“But I crossed your line,” she noted, fluttering her eyelashes.

				“And you did it beautifully,” he commended.

				She shivered, so he delivered more heat with a soft kiss. “Thank you for letting me look at your amazing body. I’ll have sweet dreams about it for the rest of my life.”

				“I’ll let you see it again sometime. But you should probably return the favor eventually.”

				“You could have already seen it if you really wanted to.”

				“How’s that?”

				“I go to sleep, and you obviously have no problem vanishing my clothes.”

				She suspiciously eyed his twitching lips. “You don’t do that, do you?”

				“What if I said I did? Would you be angry?”

				“Tell me you’re kidding, Quin.”

				“I’ll tell you the truth after you answer my question. Would it make you angry if I removed your clothes while you slept?”

				Her nervous expression stayed in place as she seriously considered this. “I don’t know how angry I would be, but I would feel violated, embarrassed, and afraid to fall asleep. And I would be disappointed, because I didn’t think you were that kind of man. There, that’s my honest answer. Now tell me, have you done that?”

				His dimples deepened as he kissed her nose. “No, and you’re right, I’m not the kind of man who would.”

				She relaxed as her suspicion melted and her smile returned.

				“However,” he added, “I wouldn’t be the least bit angry if you did it to me, and I would love for you to admit your guilty pleasure the following day.”

			

			
				Layla couldn’t help but laugh at his extreme confidence. “If I ever sneak a peak, I’ll be sure to tattle on myself.”

				“I’ll keep hope in my heart for the moment,” he approved, eyes sparkling. Then he glanced at the incoming storm before breathing more heat into her shivering body. “Would you like me to dry you, or would you like to dry yourself?”

				“How about you dry me, and I’ll dry you.”

				“I like the way you think, Layla, my love.”

				Layla glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, noticing the difference in the way he said her name. She liked it. It made her feel all warm and tingly, but she didn’t share this fun fact. Instead, she turned her attention to his head, watching the moon reflect off his dark hair as she magicked it dry.


				


			

				


				Chapter 23

				Agro sped up, exploiting Farriss’ slipstream as the brute connected with his mind. ‘We’re approaching the community’s borders, sir. There appears to be a guard.’

				Agro flew higher and peered into the distance. Sure enough, an emblazoned aura hovered above a reaching Sitka spruce. Agro considered ordering Farriss to attack, but the aura dropped into the timber and disappeared. Just as well. Agro hadn’t journeyed here to slaughter the coven. He was here to find his witch.

				As they crossed into private airspace, Agro scanned the forest, half expecting auras scattering like rats. But if the coven members ran, they ran the other way, because the forest was still, its creatures hunkered down.

				Rooftops came into view, then the clearing, and Agro slowed as his soldiers did the same. Floating upright, Agro scanned the lawn, spotting two men on the eastern side. They were barely visible, their auras thin and muted, their bodies shadowed, but they soon stepped into the moonlight and walked to the center of the clearing.

				Agro ordered Farriss to advance then followed, commanding the outside lines to watch the perimeters of the lawn. The grass whispered as they landed, and a dozen soldiers aimed their palms at the only two coven members in sight.

			

			
				Farriss stepped aside, and Agro moved forward, surveying his greeters from head to toe. He thought he recognized the younger wizard with blond hair and blue eyes, but couldn’t be sure. The older wizard, with chestnut eyes and salt and pepper hair, wasn’t memorable.

				The younger man was the first to speak, keeping his shoulders squared as he boldly tilted his chin. “Why are you here, Agro?”

				His voice and stance drew twenty-one-year-old memories, and Agro’s nostrils flared as he breathed deep, reminding himself to stay calm. “I think you know why.” He scanned his surroundings then motioned over his shoulder. “We saw one of your guards. Expecting trouble?”

				The blond raised an eyebrow and pointed west. “You saw my brother-in-law heading to work. And it would seem trouble is already upon us.”

				“Where are the others?” Agro asked, counting the houses as he swept his gaze across dark windows.

				“Gone,” the blond answered. “They flew east the moment my brother-in-law spotted you west. You can try to catch them, but you won’t.”

				Agro narrowed his eyes on his insubordinate host. “You’re the wizard who challenged me so many years ago, are you not? On this very lawn? The father of the beaming bride.”

				The blond gave a tense nod. “Caitrin Conn.”

				“Right,” Agro replied, turning his attention to the older man. “Which would make you a Kavanagh?”

				The old man nodded. “Catigern—patriarch of the Kavanaghs.”

				“And the patriarch of the Conns?” Agro pressed. “Where is he?”

				“You’re looking at him,” Caitrin answered. “My dad left this world long ago.”

			

			
				Agro cracked a smile as he held a hand to his chest. “Did I…”

				“No,” Caitrin bristled. “You merely lay claim to my offspring.”

				“A wound still sore, I see.”

				“A wound as fresh as the day I lost them.”

				“Them?” Agro asked, tilting his head.

				Caitrin’s chest inflated as he raised an accusatory finger. “You kill so many, you lose track.”

				A wave of crimson shifted, and Agro whipped a hand up, signaling his soldiers to hold. “True,” he confessed, meeting Caitrin’s tumultuous stare. “But I remember your offspring very well. Where is your mate?”

				“Probably approaching the lights of Portland by now, unless she crossed the Columbia River.”

				“Is that where your granddaughter went as well?”

				Caitrin tilted his head, his brow creasing as he drew a shaky hand to his throat. “Your greed ensured my only grandchild never saw light of day.”

				Agro regarded the air around his mark, unable to find the lie. “Release your aura and say the same.”

				“I will not,” Caitrin refused. “You’ve taken enough from me. I won’t grant you access to my soul.”

				“You will do as I say,” Agro returned, glancing at Farriss, who moved behind Catigern.

				The old man braced himself, but a swift kick took him to his knees as Farriss gripped his head in both hands, poised to twist his neck.

				“You kill absent reason,” Caitrin objected.

				Agro held up a hand, and Farriss froze, his eyes trained on his boss.

				Agro stepped toward Caitrin, forcing him to his knees with a flick of his wrist. “You continue to pretend your granddaughter does not live.”

			

			
				Caitrin whipped his gaze up as Catigern’s eyes widened, and Agro scrutinized both men, searching for holes in their personas. They looked genuinely confused, but Agro had been fooled once and would not let it happen again.

				“You lie,” Caitrin whispered. “My grandbaby lived only in my dying daughter’s womb.”

				“Yes, yes,” Agro mumbled. “Rhosewen died when she was only five months pregnant. I’ve heard the story before.”

				“Then why are you here? To rub salt in the wound?”

				Agro knelt, bringing his gaze level with Caitrin’s as he quietly spoke. “I’m here for your granddaughter, the dark-haired beauty with the emerald eyes. Layla is what they call her, but soon I shall call her mine.”

				Caitrin’s facade held firm; his curiosity and surprise unflinching. But out of the corner of his eye, Agro saw Catigern’s larynx rise and fall.

				Agro smiled at Caitrin. “Either you’re a splendid actor, or your daughter betrayed you in her final days, because your grandchild lives, and I have every reason to believe she’s on the very coast you call home.”

				“Someone has been feeding you lies,” Caitrin challenged. “I would know if my grandbaby lived.”

				“That’s why I’m here,” Agro returned, straightening from the ground. “You would know, as would the patriarch of the Kavanaghs—your trusted coven member and friend. Let him go, Farriss. Let’s see how deep his loyalties run.”

				Farriss obeyed, and Agro stepped toward Catigern, relishing in Caitrin’s fear as he raised a palm. Though the two coven members exchanged a meaningful glance, neither of them spoke, so Agro penetrated Catigern’s blood with icy magic.

			

			
				The old man’s head jerked back as a muffled roar slipped through clenched teeth, and his pale aura flared with a variety of colors. Agro swiftly searched the haze, but didn’t find the bold emerald ribbon he was looking for.

				He narrowed his eyes, and the frost seeped into Catigern’s bones. The old man fell to his side and stretched, bellowing a string of profanities into the grass, but his aura still lacked the proof Agro sought.

				Agro glanced at Caitrin, who had closed his eyes and tilted his face toward the sky. No doubt praying to the Heavens. Ava protect me. Manu guide me. Agro had heard them all a million times, but not once had the Heavens intervened.

				Agro knelt, directing the freezing magic into Catigern’s flesh as he reached for his head. The patriarch’s skull shield shattered with a nudge, but he somehow kept his thoughts jumbled with nonsense. Agro let the ice magic flow more freely, and it bulged from Catigern’s skin like blue serpents.

				Sharpening his concentration, Agro was struck by an image of a dark-haired man—young and robust with eyes to match his hair. The patriarch had a peculiar investment in the young wizard’s love life.

				“Useless,” Agro snarled, and the icy serpents burst through Catigern’s skin, coated in coagulating blood.

				Catigern’s frantic brain waves waned, and Agro hissed as he pulled his hand away. He studied the old man’s exposed aura, which did in fact contain a ribbon of emerald, but it wasn’t the conclusive proof Agro needed. A scream clawed at his throat, struggling to break loose and wreak havoc, so he blew off steam by backhanding Caitrin.

			

			
				Caitrin’s head snapped to the side, but he whipped it back around, his moist eyes catching the moonlight as he stared at Catigern’s fading aura. “Let me save him…”

				The request melted into a moan as ice gripped his bones, and he doubled over, wrapping stiff arms around his head, but his aura remained colorless.

				Agro’s lungs quickened as he grasped for control. Killing the patriarchs could incite an uprising, which would result in the death of them all. Then he’d lose his most promising link to the witch.

				He grabbed Caitrin’s hair and pulled him upright, sharpening the ice as he quietly spoke. “Where is your granddaughter?”

				The cold eased, and Caitrin gasped for air. “You killed her.”

				“Perhaps she hasn’t made it here yet,” Agro surmised, impressed by Caitrin’s resolve. “I suggest you find her, or you’ll miss your chance, because I have soldiers scouring every state in the nation. I like Oregon’s odds, though, so I’ll be back, and next time…” His frosty hex expanded and intensified, convulsing Caitrin’s muscles. “… I’ll be more thorough in my search.”

				He released Caitrin’s hair as he dropped his spell. Then he straightened and turned away. “Until next time,” he said, looking toward the sky.

				A sea of crimson cloaks encircled him. Then a unified flap echoed across the lawn as they shot into the air.


				


			

				


				Chapter 24

				Warm and wrapped in velvet, Layla and Quin flew home hand in hand. Though she’d considered moving to his chest and kissing his neck, flying beside him was exhilarating, and they’d have plenty of time to cuddle later, once they were in her bedroom.

				As they neared the community’s boundaries, Quin slowed so they could conceal themselves, but before getting the opportunity, his dad’s panicked voice broke into his head.

				‘Hide, Quinlan! Now!’

				“Shit,” Quin hissed, tugging on Layla’s hand.

				She gasped as he spun her into a hug. Then she lost the air when he flipped upright and plunged toward earth.

				“Conceal us,” he ordered, dodging rushing limbs.

				Their bodies and auras vanished as her frantic breath swept over his jaw. “What’s going on?”

				Quin halted an inch from the ground, hovering as he whispered against her lips. “I’m shielding your mind. Don’t speak.” He quickly cast magical barriers around their heads. Then he laid a finger over her lips.

				Layla furrowed her eyebrows, wondering what in the hell was going on and how long she’d have to wait before finding out.

				Not long.

			

			
				She heard them before she saw them. It sounded like flags flapping in the wind, but she understood immediately they were cloaks. She looked to the treetops, watching dozens of silhouettes soar by, the billowing edges of their cloaks catching the cloudy moonlight to reveal blood red velvet.

				Layla swallowed a lump and fought tears, unable to look away as at least forty Unforgivables passed, each of them further instilling in her the absurd reality of the dangerous situation. She trembled, terrified of what the wicked witches and wizards had done to her coven... her family.

				What was actually mere seconds seemed like several minutes in Layla’s frightened mind, so by the time the last two enemies flew by, she was fighting to keep her spells in place while staving off a breakdown. All she could think about was her family. Their faces flashed through her head as she silently repeated her plea over and over again. Please let them be okay... Please let them be okay... The longer she had to wait to find out, the more labored her breathing became.

				Quin urged her lips to his and laid a hand on her heaving chest, but it was a long moment of distressing silence before he whispered. “You have to calm down, Layla. Slow, deep breaths.”

				At his voice, the tears broke loose and she choked on a sob. “Oh god. We have to get back. What if they hurt someone?”

				“You need to calm your breathing before we go anywhere.”

				“I’m trying,” she gasped. “I can’t.” Horrible images haunted her as tears streamed down her cheeks. They wouldn’t stop, and her lungs were insatiable. “Carry me.”

			

			
				Quin urged her to his chest and wrapped his cloak around her. “If it gets worse, I’m going to stop, so try to relax and steady your breathing. Keep your concealment spells in place until I tell you otherwise.”

				She nodded, nearly inhaling his shirt as she wheezed and nuzzled closer, trying to find the security the position usually provided, but it was difficult when such scary thoughts sped through her head.

				Quin slowly approached the treetops, trying not to rustle the limbs as his magic swept them aside. He searched the skies, finding nothing of note, so he leaned back, letting Layla rest on his torso as he flew home.

				Now that the immediate danger had passed, his queasy stomach twisted. The beautiful creature in his arms, the angelic woman who sweetened his reason for breathing and made him feel whole, was a hunted witch—the mark of the most dangerous wizard in North America. Shit.

				Quin reached the air over the lawn and slowed down, mentally searching for signs of danger. Upon finding none, he carefully searched out Layla’s cheek with his palm. “Release your spells.”

				She did, and he was able to see the shape of her body beneath his cloak, as well as the terrified aura quivering around it. He stayed afloat, moving the velvet aside. Then he tilted her chin up, finding wide, shiny eyes. He could tell silent pleas played like broken records behind the emerald pools, and he wished he could ease her pain. It was killing him.

				He slid her up his chest, bringing her forehead to his lips. Then he headed for earth.

				At a glance, the lawn appeared perfect and peaceful, but several coven members were gathered on Catigern’s front porch.

			

			
				Quin kept Layla in his arms as he walked toward them, trying to discern their auras. When he got close enough to read their colors, his stomach flipped. Bold ribbons of dark chestnut—Catigern’s eye color—swam through well defined rivers of forest green.

				Layla looked up, her cheeks growing pale as she scanned the auras. “Oh god,” she squeaked, burying her face in Quin’s neck.

				“He’s alive,” Quin assured. “He’ll be okay.” He knew this because the murky green only showed concern. If his great grandpa had been fatally wounded, he’d see more blue than green.

				Layla cringed, unable to find solace in his assurance. This was not okay. This was a disaster.

				Quin climbed the stairs to Catigern’s porch and entered the house, inciting a chorus of relieved murmurs. Daleen, Morrigan and Cordelia were the loudest among them, and soon Layla felt her grandmothers stroking her head and back.

				Layla breathed deep, trying to pull herself together. If Catigern was hurt, Quin would want to see him. She wiped her face clean. Then she left Quin’s neck and followed his shiny gaze across the room.

				Unconscious but alive, Catigern was sprawled out on the sofa. Zenith, his loyal hawk, perched on his shoulder, stone still as she stared at his face, and several coven members sat at his side, touching his limp body. He looked feeble and ashen, and it stung Layla to see him that way. All the men in her coven were the epitome of strength, backbones that braced everyone around them, but Catigern’s sluggish aura exposed his fragile state. She quickly looked away as she wiggled out of Quin’s arms and pushed him toward the couch.

			

			
				Caitrin pulled Layla close, wrapping her in a hug as a relieved sigh deflated his chest. “You’re okay,” he breathed. Then he kissed her curls and repeated himself.

				Serafin moved closer, taking his turn to touch Layla and make sure she wasn’t harmed, but she wished he would stop. She wasn’t the victim. Catigern was.

				“What happened?” Quin asked, taking a spot beside the couch.

				Layla’s grandparents turned toward the wounded, but she couldn’t find the strength to look, so she kept her back to everyone.

				“Agro got overzealous with his interrogation techniques,” Caitrin answered.

				“Did he get the information he wanted?” Quin asked.

				Layla struggled to withhold a groan. Who cares? Who cares if he got information on me? He tortured Catigern until he knocked him out.


				“No,” Caitrin assured. “Cat did well. He lost consciousness before breaking. Agro was displeased by the lack of answers.”

				“What about you?” Quin asked.

				“I got a taste of his medicine,” Caitrin replied, “but he didn’t want to make the same mistake twice, so he didn’t put much effort into it.”

				“So he doesn’t know Layla’s here?”

				“He’s suspects, but he lacks proof and worries she hasn’t found us yet, so he’s trying to be patient.”

				After a moment of silence, Quin spoke again, his tone sadder than Layla had ever heard it. “Is he going to be okay?”

				“He’ll be fine,” Serafin assured. “We’ve healed the outside, but the inside will take more time. We’ll make sure he remains sedated until we get the worst of it.”

			

			
				“Ice?” Quin asked.

				“Yes,” Caitrin confirmed. “Agro’s favorite brand.”

				Layla had heard too much. She could feel her blood freezing. She knew what Agro’s icy torture entailed, and the thought of it being served to Caitrin and Catigern gagged her. Her body vibrated with guilt and anger and sadness and old memories and new nightmares and unbelievable fear for her family. The walls were closing in on her. She had to get out of there.

				The door flew open as she walked toward it, but it immediately slammed shut. Everyone jumped and looked at Layla, who furrowed her eyebrows at the door then turned toward Quin. The sight of him holding his hand over Catigern’s heart ripped her own, and her stomach churned.

				Quin wasn’t looking at his great grandpa, though. He was watching her.

				She quickly averted her gaze and headed for the door, swinging it open with a wave of her hand, but Quin slammed it shut again.

				She spun around and scowled. ‘Don’t cause a scene,’ she mentally demanded. ‘Let me leave.’

				‘No. I’ll come with you. Just give me a minute. Please.’

				He asked too much. Layla understood his need to be with Catigern, but she couldn’t stick around and watch. She turned toward the door, using every ounce of magic she could muster to open it and keep it that way.

				She felt the tug of Quin’s magic. Then she heard him curse when his spell failed. A second later she was on the porch, gulping in the night air as she bent at the knees and shot toward the sky.

				“Layla,” Morrigan cried, rushing after her.

				But Caitrin grabbed her waist and threw a pointed look at Quin. “Don’t let her leave the community.”

			

			
				“Keep me updated,” Quin returned, heading for the door.

				He stepped outside and looked around, not really expecting to see her. Then he flew over the houses and searched for her mind. He made a connection, but it was a jumbled mess, and he couldn’t communicate or locate.

				He mind searched the community guards, instantly finding Kearny. ‘Have you seen Layla?’

				‘No,’ Kearny replied.

				Quin squeezed his eyes shut and searched for another, finding his uncle Belinos. ‘Have you seen Layla?’

				‘I’m looking at her now,’ Belinos answered. ‘She just arrived at her parents’ memorial. I’ll stay until you get here.’

				Quin sighed and soared toward Aedan and Rhosewen’s memorial. As soon as Belinos saw him, he drifted away to continue his patrol, and Quin lowered himself into the trees surrounding the small clearing. The scene he observed upon stepping from the timber was a sad one, and his chest tightened around an achy heart.

				Layla sat amongst hundreds of emerald green roses, and her forehead and palms were pressed to the epitaph etched into the boulder. She quietly sobbed as unhampered tears fell to the stone, and her quivering aura openly expressed every tortuous emotion plaguing her.

				Quin raised a hand to his heart, wishing he could help bear her troubles. She loved so much, the pain consumed her, drowning her soul as surely as her tears drowned the stone. He ran his fingers to his tight throat, imagining how sore her throat must be. Then he quietly lowered himself to the ground to wait her out. He wouldn’t disturb her moment with her parents, but he’d go to her as soon as she left the boulder.

			

			
				His lungs barely pulled in air as he stayed silent, and only his eyes moved as he scanned her aura, trying to discern what conclusions she was reaching in her grief. He knew the guilt suffocated her, and he feared she’d soon succumb to it, resigning herself to the belief that her sacrifice was the only solution that would end everyone’s pain.

				Crimson and orange suddenly flared in the haze around her, and Quin’s hands clenched into fists as his heart thundered. The thought of her facing Agro with the intent to kill heated his blood to a near boil.

				He dragged a hand down his face, trying to shake the image. Then he returned his gaze to her back. Her sobs had softened, so he knew she was almost done.

				Keeping her eyes closed, she plucked a rose from the earth. Then she gave the flower a kiss before placing it on the memorial. Pressing her palms to the golden epitaph, she touched her lips to her parents’ names, and another layer of roses burst into bloom.

				Quin jolted when she pushed herself to her feet. He didn’t think she’d have the ability to move after the mass of emotions she’d disgorged, but she rose with the amazing grace she always displayed. He quickly jumped to his feet, and she spun around, sighing when she realized it was him.

				“I’m sorry about your grandpa,” she whispered, guiltily dropping her gaze.

				“Don’t,” Quin pleaded. “Don’t do this to yourself. This isn’t your fault.”

				Her aura angrily flashed as she walked toward him. “I know whose fault this is.”

				Quin met her halfway and swept her off her feet. Then he flew her home through dense timber.

			

			
				After entering her house through the backdoor, he carried her to the master bedroom and lowered her feet to the floor. “Get ready for bed. I’m going to go check on Grandpa Cat and let everyone know you’re okay.”

				She didn’t look at him or reply. She just nodded while leaning in for the kiss he placed on her forehead.

				He frowned at the lack of eye contact as he caressed her lip. Then he reluctantly dropped his hand and flew from the room.

				Layla did as she was told, starting with a shower, and she did it the hexless way, bereft of the oomph to perform magic. She also lacked the motivation to search through a haphazard pile of luggage for something modest to wear, so she numbly walked to the closet and grabbed the first nightgown she came across. She didn’t care what it looked like or how revealing it was. Quin had already seen her body, and she doubted either of them would feel like testing their willpower when he got back.

				She resorted to half-hearted magic to dry her hair. Then she crawled under the covers and stared at the empty pillow beside her. She hated the sight and had gotten quite enough of it the night before. But she couldn’t make it go away by closing her eyes; the images haunting the backs of her lids were much worse. She would gladly serve a life of solitude if she thought it would ensure her family’s safety. 

				How would it ever end? Was she doomed to run and hide and let her loved ones get hurt until Agro died a natural death? That wasn’t the kind of life she wanted to live, and she didn’t know how long her heart could take it. Surely the organ would eventually shatter, disintegrate under the weight of grief and leave her an empty shell, oblivious and unfeeling. Part of her yearned for the moment—to live unbound by guilt simply because she could no longer find it in herself to care. But it would never be that way. If Layla was exposed to it, she felt it. Katherine had called her the Mother Teresa of Gander Creek, and had shielded her from sad situations until she was old enough to analyze her emotions with a clear head. Layla couldn’t begin to count how many times she’d cried in public, and it wasn’t until she was eight that she finally found a cure—help. If she could help them, even in the smallest way, she could stem the tears. But now, in the saddest situation of her life, she was useless; no hand to offer and no way to ease the ache. Not only was she helpless; she was the catalyst of the terror befalling those she couldn’t save, and that was the worst feeling in the world.

			

			
				She heard the front door close, and she lightened her aura without thinking about it. The bedroom door was open, so Quin walked in without permission, dressed in a pair of cotton pajama pants.

				He glanced at the bathroom then moved to the bed, sighing when he found her head poking from the comforter. He crawled under the blankets, and she scooted into him without hesitation. Through all the worry and heartache, she’d been looking forward to this moment like it was her next breath of air.

				He waited for her to get comfortable. Then he stroked and kissed her curls. “Grandpa Cat’s okay, you know. He’ll be good as new in a few days.”

				Her tight throat wouldn’t let her speak, so she nodded.

				“You don’t have to hide your aura,” he added. “I already know what you’re thinking. It will make you feel better to let it go.”

				She followed his advice, and he kissed her curls some more. “Thank you. It makes me feel better, too.”

			

			
				She nodded again, nuzzling closer as she squeezed her eyes shut on dreaded tears. They came anyway, and she turned her head, drying one cheek on his warm flesh.

				She wished she could sink into his body. If it felt this good to lie on the outside, it had to be utterly peaceful on the inside. She turned her other cheek to his skin, drying more tears as his pulse echoed in her ear. Then she touched her lips to his heart while sliding her palms to his stomach.

				Desperate for comfort, aching to feel a tiny sliver of the virtues he embodied, she stretched her fingers and pressed closer, employing magic to draw him into her.

				Quin jolted as her spell rushed over him, as if gravity had shifted and strengthened, turning his insides toward her palms like a flower turns toward the sun. All his emotions and thoughts were geared toward her, and he could have sworn his heart beat her name as his blood flowed in her direction. The magic was intense and slightly uncomfortable, but satisfying on several levels and definitely worth it. He knew exactly what she wanted, and he wanted her to have it.

				Warmth flooded Layla’s insides, soothing sore muscles and lightening her heavy heart. The terrifying visions haunting her head blurred, and she quickly replaced them with memories of cliff diving and flying over the ocean.

				She kissed his heart while sliding her hands to his chest. Then she looked up, finding dark and shiny eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered, wiping a satisfied tear from her temple. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

				He shook his head as he pulled her up his body. Then he held tight as he rolled onto his back. Tucking his chin in, he found her eyes, and for several seconds he silently watched them while caressing her lips.

			

			
				“I love you, Layla, so if there’s ever something I have that you need, I want you to take it. And please don’t think you have to stumble through saying you love me,” he quickly added. “I know how you feel, and I don’t want you saying anything if it doesn’t feel natural. I’m not saying it so I can hear it back.”

				She reached for his cheek, trying to swallow the lump clogging her throat. “I do, you know?”

				“I do know. I also know it’s hard for you to say, and that’s okay. I don’t need to hear it.” He gave her a kiss, then another. “Are you comfortable?”

				“Yes.”

				“Good.” He kissed her one more time, making it last longer. Then he pulled the blankets to her shoulders. “Sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

				“Okay,” she agreed, licking her lips, but she didn’t close her eyes. She didn’t want to give up one second of the gorgeous view. So she stared at him while he stared at her, and neither of them planned to look away.

				Quin’s stamina won out, and he had the pleasure of watching her lids fall over shiny emeralds. They fluttered open a few times before staying shut, and only then was he able to relax and fall asleep.


				


			

				


				Chapter 25

				Agro summoned a pipe as he paced and plotted his course. His witch was close. She had to be. Her move to the west coast wasn’t a mere coincidence; it had everything to do with her birth family, whether they knew it or not.

				Farriss entered the tent, and Agro glanced up, exhaling the smoke he forgot he was holding in. “What is it?”

				“You have a visitor, sir.”

				“No one knows we’re here.”

				“Someone does, because they sent this man to see you.”

				“Hmm... Bring him in, but keep an eye on him. If he blinks wrong, kill him.”

				“Yes, sir,” Farriss agreed, swiftly leaving the tent.

				He returned shortly, escorting a wizard nearly as big as him. The newcomer bowed then straightened, his sleek hair and hooded eyes black and shiny like hot tar.

				Agro squared his shoulders and raised an eyebrow at the visitor’s bold presence. “Who are you?”

				“Dolan Barr, sir.”

				“How did you find us, Dolan?”

				“I was sent by a man who approached me in Astoria, a stranger intent on staying anonymous. He’d somehow learned of my respect for the Dark Elite and searched me out, proposing I deliver a message to you. I agreed with the hope you might consider me for your army.”

			

			
				Agro scanned the wizard’s mediocre power band and the bland haze surrounding it. “That was a risky move, Dolan. Do you think I recruit every wizard who crawls into my camp?”

				“No, sir. But I’ll devote myself to earning your trust and gaining your respect, and I won’t stop until I’m considered a soldier of the Dark Elite.”

				“Hmm... You obviously possess balls, walking into my camp uninvited. Maybe you do have what my troops require. Let’s hear what you have to say.” He paused, trying to decide what he wanted to know first. “Did the stranger mention any prior dealings he’s had with me?”

				“No, sir.”

				“Did you see his face?”

				“Yes. He was young, early twenties, fair-skinned with short, dirty blonde hair. He had facial hair as well, a mustache and goatee. But I didn’t see his eyes. He kept them hidden behind sunglasses.”

				Yes, Agro decided, it was the same stranger from before, the one who’d passed information about the witch through a filthy wretch. At least this time he sent someone with respectable hygiene to relay his message. “What did the stranger say?”

				“I’m to tell you he knows the witch’s location, but he wouldn’t divulge the information to me. He wants to meet with your right hand man.”

				Agro vanished his pipe and summoned a glass of wine. Why was the stranger willing to share his secrets but not reveal his identity? Perhaps the meeting was a trap. But then, why would the stranger ask for Farriss? Surely there would be no benefit to killing Farriss. The brute was replaceable.

			

			
				“When and where?” Agro asked, taking a seat.

				“He refused to give me the details,” Dolan replied, “but he assured me he would deliver another message tomorrow to let you know exactly when and where. I was sent to prepare you, as the next message may be a last minute delivery.”

				“Were there any other messages for you to pass on?”

				“Yes. He warns that if anyone besides your right hand man shows up, the deal is off and you’ll never get your witch. He also wanted me to tell you that the fires in Oklahoma were unnecessary and have only made things harder on everyone.”

				Agro’s nostrils flared as his dislike for the stranger grew. “Is there anything else you can tell me, Dolan?”

				“No, sir.”

				Agro scrutinized the man for a long moment, looking for a hint of deception, but all he found was a sincere eagerness to please. “Very well, I’ll give you a chance to prove yourself, but you should know I don’t give second chances, and once you’re here, you’re not leaving.”

				“I understand, sir. Thank you. I won’t disappoint.”

				“For your sake, I hope you don’t. Go, find a witch named Ciara. She’ll show you what you need to know.”

				“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

				Dolan bowed then left the tent, and Agro sipped his wine while waiting for the new recruit to clear the area.

				“What do you think, Farriss?” he eventually asked. “Would you like to meet our stranger?”

				“I’m here to serve,” Farriss replied.

				“I like that answer,” Agro approved, rejoicing in the prospect of learning the stranger’s identity and the witch’s location in one convenient swoop. “Tomorrow could be productive,” he added, tilting his goblet toward Farriss. “I want you at your best. Go pick a witch and make her rock you to sleep.”

			

			
				“As you wish,” Farriss happily agreed, ducking out of the tent.

				Agro laughed as he topped off his drink, imagining what the world’s most powerful witch would look like bound at his feet.


				


			

				


				Chapter 26

				Waking up together made Layla and Quin forget their worries for a blessed moment, and even though reality returned, staring into each other’s eyes soothed the sting.

				“Good morning, angel,” he whispered, kissing her nose.

				She magicked her teeth clean and smiled. “You can do better than that.”

				“You’re right,” he agreed, rolling her onto her back.

				Bracing his weight on one hand, he took her face in the other, flipping her insides with a delightful combination of soft and intense kisses.

				“Better?” he asked, flashing dimples.

				“Much better,” she approved. “You can wake me up like that any time you want to.”

				“You may regret telling me that.”

				“I doubt it.” She buried her fingers in his hair then pulled him back to her mouth. “I’m not done yet.”

				When their lips broke apart a second time, she urged him to the bed and laid her cheek on his bicep. “What are the chances of me getting a favor from you?”

				Quin laughed and hugged her close. “The odds are definitely tipped your way. What is it you want?”

				She wiggled from his grip and sat up. Then she pointed at his pillow, magically raising him as well. After floating more pillows behind him to support his weight, she tucked herself under his arm.

			

			
				He smiled and picked up a curl. “I wouldn’t call this a favor.”

				“I haven’t asked yet. I was getting prepared so it will be harder for you to say no.”

				“Unnecessary. Telling you no is a bigger challenge than you realize.”

				“That’s good to know.”

				“Feel free to take advantage.”

				“Maybe some other time. For now, I want something very simple.”

				His dimples deepened as he touched her lips. “My beautiful coffee addict.”

				“You’re good,” she commended.

				“Not really,” he countered. “When it comes to coffee, you’re predictable.”

				“Maybe, but I don’t just want coffee. I want coffee with you, in bed, and I want to finish the entire cup before getting up.”

				“That’s a fantastic idea. I’ll have to find big mugs.”

				“Yes! Why didn’t I think of that? It’s a good thing you’re so thorough, otherwise I’d never get what I really want.”

				He laughed as he kissed her head. “It’s going to be a minute before I can get them here.”

				His fingers slid across her chest, and she looked down, surprised to find cleavage bursting from her skimpy nightgown. She flushed with heat, but she didn’t object to his touch. In fact, she couldn’t help but lift her chest into it.

				“Mmm...” he murmured, slipping his fingers beneath plunging silk.

				She turned her face into his neck, yearning for his hand to move beyond her breasts, to the warmth spreading across her inner thighs. “You drive me crazy, Quin.”

			

			
				“It goes both ways, Layla.”

				“Good. Otherwise it would be completely unfair.”

				He gave the objects of his caress a final squeeze. Then he returned his fingers to her hair. “I’m getting spoiled to waking up with you. I hope you know I have no intention of going back to my old routine.”

				“I don’t want you to.”

				“I’ll have to make sure it stays that way by spoiling you back.”

				“You already do.”

				“We’ll see,” he countered, holding out a hand, and an oversized mug of coffee appeared. He carefully passed it over. Then he watched her sip while summoning his own.

				“You didn’t have to bother Cinnia,” she insisted. “I like your coffee, too.”

				“Cinnia was glad to oblige. Besides, I have to spoil you.”

				“Well thank you. The coffee’s wonderful, but I enjoy the company more.”

				“Now that’s a compliment,” he approved. “I’m extremely honored to be valued above your coffee addiction.”

				She laughed, careful not to spill. Then she found his eyes. “I’ve come to realize there are things not even coffee can compare to. You, for instance, are tastier than even the finest brew.”

				He leaned in and licked her bottom lip. “I’ll do my best not to leave a bitter taste in your mouth.”

				“I don’t see how you could as long as you keep supplying me.”

				“Mmm... I like the idea of being your drug of choice, and I’ll gladly save my product just for you.” He kissed her forehead then leaned back, letting her drink her coffee without interruptions.

			

			
				They were almost done when he whispered into her curls. “Are you going to let me stay home with you today?”

				“No,” she firmly answered.

				“I don’t want to go, Layla. I don’t feel right about leaving you.”

				“Would you feel the same if things weren’t so messed up?”

				“Yes, but not to this degree.”

				She sighed and shook her head. “We have no idea how long this is going to last, and I don’t want you putting your life on hold while we wait for it to end. I’ll be here when you get home. Besides, I told Bri and Sky I would hang out with them this morning.” 

				“Oh yeah? What are you guys going to do?”

				“They wanted to get me out of the community, but after last night, I doubt that’s an option, so we’ll probably just hang out here.”

				“Good. I’ll feel better about leaving knowing you’re here instead of out there.”

				“I’m glad I could make you feel better,” she replied, and she was. It made her feel better, too.

				She took her last sip of coffee. Then her cup vanished as Quin pulled her onto his lap.

				“How about a compromise?” he proposed, lowering his mouth to her cleavage.

				“Compromise?” she murmured, her lungs and heart hiccupping.

				He buried his face in her breasts and mumbled into hot flesh. “I’ll go to work, but only for half a day. I’ll come home around two.”

				She slipped her fingers into his hair and arched. “Will you do this when you get home?”

				“If you’ll let me, I’ll do this every night for the rest of my life.”

			

			
				“Mmm...” she purred. “I just might take you up on that.”

				“I’ll keep hope in my heart, and it will be the only thing that gets me through my work day while maintaining my sanity.” After a long moment in heaven, he pulled away and shook his head. “I better go now or you’ll have to force me to leave.”

				Layla hoped he didn’t test that theory, because she’d never be able to make him go. “Okay. Thank you for the coffee, and thank you even more for the company.”

				“Those things don’t require a thank you, but you’re welcome anyway.” He gave her a deep kiss. Then he laid her on the bed and leaned close. “Please be careful today. If Serafin and Daleen tell you to do something, don’t hesitate, just do it.”

				“I’ll be fine, Quin. Try not to worry so much.”

				“Impossible. I’ll worry until you’re out of danger.”

				“I guess.”

				“Have fun with Sky and Bri. You’ll get along great, but I should warn you, they’re ornery and have no regard for bashfulness.”

				Layla laughed as she slid her thumbs to his dimples. “It’ll be fun.”

				He kissed her again, then again. He couldn’t stay away. Finally, after the fifth kiss, he groaned and got out of bed. “A parting gift,” he said, pointing at the table, and a fresh cup of coffee appeared beside an iced cinnamon roll. “See you soon, angel.”

				She smiled at her gifts. Then she rolled onto her side and pulled his pillow into a hug. “I’ll miss you.”

				“You have no idea,” he whispered, his smile strained as he scanned her from head to toe. Then he turned and flew from the room.

			

			
				Layla buried her face in his pillow, reliving his kisses as she breathed him in. Then she forced herself back to reality and out of bed.

				She grabbed her cinnamon roll then searched for her cell phone. She hadn’t talked to Travis or Phyllis the previous day, and while she had a million other things to worry about, her neglect to maintain daily contact with her hometown friends plagued her with unease. This was particularly true with Travis. He was going through a hard time and needed to know his friends cared. There were missed calls from both of them and the unease flared.

				She called Travis first and was pleased to hear he was steadily recovering from his grief, but when he mentioned a visit to Oregon, her stomach flipped. How would she ever explain her situation or come up with a good excuse to keep him away? For the time being, she told him a visit sounded nice, but she was still getting to know her family and wanted more time before hosting company. Thankfully, Travis agreed, saying it would be a few weeks before he could get out of Oklahoma anyway, but he was itching to do it.

				After hanging up with Travis, Layla called Phyllis, who spent the short conversation telling her the diner’s insurance company had approved its reconstruction despite the inconclusive cause of the fire.

				The thought of repairing what the Unforgivables destroyed brought a tinge of hope to Layla’s soul, so she was in a decent mood when she got off the phone and took a shower.

				Since Quin wouldn’t be around to warm her up, she dressed in a long-sleeved dress made of thick emerald velvet. Then she magically heated her coffee as she walked outside.

			

			
				She somehow managed perfect timing—stepping onto the porch as Brietta left Caitrin and Morrigan’s—so she got her cousin’s attention as she floated down the stairs. They met halfway, stopping in Cinnia’s overflowing garden.

				“Hey,” Layla greeted. “Were you in there asking for permission?”

				“Yeah,” Brietta answered, “but I should have known better. After what happened last night, they don’t want you leaving unless one of our strongest goes with you.”

				“I can understand that,” Layla replied, not really wanting to leave. “I’m sorry you’re disappointed.”

				“I’ll get over it. They offered to go with us, but they have more important things on their minds, so I told them it wasn’t necessary.”

				“That’s probably best. How’s Catigern doing?”

				“Really well. I saw him about an hour ago. You can’t even tell something’s wrong unless he moves. He’s just sore.”

				Layla nodded, but didn’t speak. She truly wanted to know about Catigern’s welfare, but the subject made her nauseous.

				“Do you still want to hang out around here?” Brietta asked.

				“Yes,” Layla answered. “Spending time with you and Sky is the only plan I have until two.”

				“What happens at two?”

				Layla couldn’t stop the heat from reaching her cheeks. “Quin’s coming home early.”

				“Ahh...” Brietta hummed, flashing a knowing grin. “You guys have gotten pretty close, huh?”

				“I think so,” Layla mumbled. Then she took a sip of coffee, wondering if it would be inappropriate to talk to Brietta about Quin. “Is that unusual?”

			

			
				“Is what unusual?”

				“For Quin and I to be so close so quickly.”

				“Oh… that. Let’s go get Sky while we talk.”

				They turned toward the opposite side of the lawn, and after a few steps, Brietta dove into an answer. “It’s pretty common for magicians to form close relationships in a short amount of time, because our auras lay everything on the line. Playing hard to get is impossible, so if we’re attracted to someone who likes us back, intimacy quickly follows. However,” she added, glancing over, “it is unusual for Quin to be so close to you.”

				“Why?” Layla pressed.

				“Because Quin’s the exception to the rule,” Brietta explained. “Don’t get me wrong—he’s had plenty of women. I’m sure you’ve figured out he’s no virgin saint. But he doesn’t get emotionally involved, and he never commits.”

				“Why?” Layla repeated, glad she was getting trustworthy answers.

				Brietta chewed her lip as she carefully considered her response. “Well, it’s like he has it in his head he can’t settle, like he’s waiting for the ultimate connection, and it has to be there from the beginning, because he refuses to give women a chance to grow on him. He’s the only person I know like that.”

				“Surely you’re exaggerating,” Layla returned. “Quin doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who can’t look beyond a few imperfections.”

				“He doesn’t see the women he rejects as imperfect,” Brietta countered. “It’s not about their looks or personalities. It’s about the connection he feels with them, or doesn’t feel, I should say. I know he’s loved a couple of the women he’s been with. Not like head over heels in love, but he really cared for them. I know because he left them sooner than he left the others, and because he mourned them afterward. Everyone else I know would have given that situation a decent shot, but Quin won’t even consider it, because he knows what he’s looking for and he won’t bend.”

			

			
				“He’s the only wizard you know like that?”

				“Yep. I know several wizards who tend to hop from witch to witch, but those guys are slaves to their libido, and that’s not Quin. Sex has nothing to do with his commitment issues. It’s all about the connection.”

				“Do you have any theories as to why he’s so determined to find perfection?”

				“I honestly don’t know, Layla. I guess it could have something to do with his parents. Maybe he sees their relationship and thinks anything less is unnecessary. But less than one percent of magicians find their bonded mates. It’s the rarest gift in the world, and Quin knows that as well as anyone. So maybe he simply didn’t like the women he’s been with enough to sacrifice his freedom to them. Or maybe he just values his freedom more than others.”

				They’d reached Skyla’s house, so Layla stopped on the grassy path parting the garden. “Has he ever brought a woman around here?”

				“Sure,” Brietta answered. “He certainly doesn’t hide them away like he’s ashamed of them. If he’s dating someone, he’ll invite her to dinner or social gatherings, and he’s always considerate, but never openly affectionate.”

				Layla found that last part hard to believe considering Quin was the most openly affectionate man she’d ever met, and he’d been that way from the beginning.

				Brietta grinned and gave her a nudge. “He’s been very different with you. We’ve never seen him act this way.”

			

			
				“I’m not sure how to feel about that.”

				“It’s obvious you like it.”

				“I love the way Quin treats me, but I can’t help but wonder why I’m different than the others.”

				“Does it matter?”

				“It shouldn’t, but I worry he’s breaking his rules for the idea of me, not the real me.”

				Brietta’s perfect eyebrows furrowed over her cute nose. “What do you mean?”

				“Well,” Layla mumbled, trying to avoid the subject of Quin’s dreams. “I know he’s wondered about me, like where I’ve been and if I would ever come home. Plus I’m unusual because I’m twice bonded or whatever; and I’m part of his coven, so there’s an additional bond. Then there’s the fact that I’m currently stuck in the role of damsel in distress. So I have to wonder—if I were just another witch from another coven, would he feel the same way he does now?”

				Brietta wiggled her lips as she considered this, and Layla wondered if she, too, was trying to avoid the subject of Quin’s dreams. Surely she knew about them.

				“I can’t answer that,” she eventually replied, “and Quin probably can’t either, but it’s obvious he wants to be with you. Who cares why?”

				“I don’t care what his reasons are,” Layla clarified. “No matter what motivates him, I’ll accept and appreciate everything he does for me. But I’m worried he’ll realize it was the idea of me he fell for and leave for a stronger connection.” She paused, steeling herself to swallow her pride. “I really like him, Bri. If he does decide to move on... well, let’s just say it would take me to a place I never want to go. The fear of getting hurt like that makes it hard to get comfortable.”

			

			
				“Hmm... I see your point, and I understand why it would concern you given his track record, but there’s much more to Quin than his unusual outlook on relationships. Most notably, he’s extremely honest. I can’t stress that enough. I mean, most of us are openly expressive, but he blows magicians away with his honesty. And to my knowledge, which is fairly in depth in this area, he’s never been dishonest with a woman about how he feels. Believe me, I’ve heard about his blunt confessions from several perturbed witches.” She paused, smiling as she gave Layla’s shoulder a squeeze. “I love Quin very much. He’s fun and easygoing and one of the most thoughtful men I know. I get to experience what all those other girls don’t—an emotional connection with an amazing man—because his unwavering devotion has always been to the members of this coven. But since he met you, his priorities have shifted, and for the first time in his life he’s focusing on something he wants. He’s already cleared his calendar and filled the days with your name, so give yourself some credit then give him some. And if he ever hurts you, send him to me so I can kick his ass for making me a liar.”

				Layla laughed, touched by Brietta’s kind words and more secure in her relationship with Quin, which was exactly what she’d been looking for. She hated fishing for reassurance about a guy. It made her feel petty and desperate, but she was desperate. She was steadily falling in love with him and terrified to do it. “That helps, Bri. Thanks. Now let’s get Sky and have some fun.”

				“Let’s,” Brietta agreed, closing her eyes.

				A few seconds later Skyla bounded from the house with Blue and LaLa fluttering behind. “Hi,” she greeted, performing a triple-twirl off the porch.

			

			
				“Hi,” Layla laughed, admiring Skyla’s midnight blue hair. “Aren’t you still in school? How come you’re here and not there?”

				“Spring break,” Skyla explained, “and thank the Heavens. I get tired of looking normal.” She touched a forefinger to her right temple, and a sparkly blue star appeared, like a glittery tattoo.

				Layla stepped closer, examining it with a smile. “Did you dye your hair with magic, too?”

				“Yep,” Skyla answered, flipping her head around. “Do you like it?”

				“I do. It looks great with your eyes.”

				“I think so, too.”

				“I didn’t know we could do stuff like that.”

				“Sure, but it’s not permanent. It can be, but this spell only lasts as long as I hold it in place. When I go to sleep tonight, my hair will return to normal. Do you want me to dye yours? It will last as long as we’re together.”

				“Um... sure.”

				Skyla shuffled through spirals while working her magic. Then she summoned a hand mirror and held it up. “What do you think?”

				Layla laughed as she examined her emerald green hair. “I’m not sure it suits me, but it’s fun.”

				“Yeah, you look better with black hair. Should I let the spell go?”

				“Not yet. I’ll wear it for a while.”

				The mirror disappeared and Skyla narrowed her eyes on Brietta. “Why don’t you do something with that mop of yours? You want to fit in, don’t you?”

				Brietta laughed as she tugged on Skyla’s wild hair. “What color should I do? You pick, Layla.”

				Layla thought for a moment, trying to decide what color best described her cheerful cousin. “How about pink? Then we’ll be a rainbow of colors.”

			

			
				“Pink’s my favorite,” Brietta approved, working the magic, and soon her hair was bubblegum pink.

				They appreciatively looked one another over. Then Skyla’s eyes lit up. “You guys are missing something.” She touched their right temples, and a pink star appeared on Brietta’s as a green star decorated Layla’s. “There. Now we could be an eighties rock band.”

				“The hair’s almost right,” Layla agreed, “just add hairspray and tease, but I don’t think our clothes fit the genre.”

				Brietta looked down at her pastel green, ankle-length dress. “We’re light years ahead of our time. That’s why our band’s so popular.”

				“Of course,” Layla laughed. “What is there for a famous band to do around here?”

				“Well,” Brietta answered, “we can’t leave the community, but it’s okay if we leave the lawn. There’s a small stream to the north that’s gorgeous this time of year, one of the prettiest stretches on our property. We could go visit and play there.”

				“Sounds perfect,” Layla agreed, transferring her mug to her house. She could only hope it made it to the kitchen counter.

				“Don’t you girls look festive?” a lovely voice sang out, and the three of them looked over, finding Morrigan and her basset hound approaching.

				“We’re an eighties rock band now, Aunt Morrigan,” Brietta pompously proclaimed, “and we’re really popular, so if you want our autographs, you’ll have to wait in line like everyone else.”

				Morrigan laughed as she gave Brietta’s chin a wiggle. “I do believe I’d play the family card in that situation.” She turned to Layla, taking her cheeks in both hands. “Hi, sweetie. Green hair looks beautiful on you.”

			

			
				“Thanks,” Layla returned. “Do you want Sky to give you the same look?”

				Morrigan laughed as she wrapped an emerald curl around her finger. “Maybe I’ll join the band next time. I’m far too busy to go on tour right now.” Her aura pulsed as she hesitantly paused. “Where’s the tour bus headed?”

				“The north stream,” Brietta answered, and Morrigan relaxed. 

				“That sounds fun. Do you mind if Hypnos tags along? He needs the exercise.”

				The dog bellowed, and Morrigan propped her hands on her hips as she raised her eyebrows at him. “You know what I’m talking about. You’re all droopy.”

				The dog yowled while shaking several layers of saggy skin, and Morrigan laughed as she knelt and rubbed his floppy face.

				Layla had no problem letting the adorable dog tag along, so she knelt next to Morrigan and gave him a pat. “Of course he can go. But you better keep up,” she warned, pointing at the canine, and she could have sworn he moaned the words I will.

				“Thanks for putting up with him,” Morrigan said, straightening from the ground. “You’ll barely know he’s there.”

				“Sure,” Layla replied, rising to give her a hug. “I’ll bring him home when we get back.”

				“Take your time,” Morrigan insisted. Then she gave Brietta and Skyla a wave. “You girls have fun.”

				“We will,” they assured.

				Morrigan floated away, and Brietta waited for her to enter the house before laughing and shaking her head. “She’s funny. Why does she bother?”

			

			
				“What do you mean?” Layla asked. 

				“They’re really worried about you,” Brietta answered. “So much so they’ve given you a guard when you’re not even leaving the community.”

				Layla furrowed her eyebrows as she tried to figure out who Brietta was talking about. Then her confusion increased as she looked down. “Hypnos?”

				“Yeah,” Brietta answered. “He’s not a fighter, but he’s the most intelligent dog on the property, and his sense of smell is incredible.”

				“Oh. That’s good I guess. It’s not like he’s an inconvenience.”

				“He won’t be a problem. I just think it’s funny Aunt Morrigan tried to be sly about it. She’s too good-natured to be sneaky, but she always tries to soften the blow. Sweet as sugar, that’s what they say about her. That must be where you get it from.”

				“That’s a nice compliment, Bri. Thanks.”

				“Anytime. Shall we be on our way?”

				“I’m ready,” Skyla answered, and Blue and LaLa tweeted from her shoulders.

				Layla smiled at the birds, then looked at her own familiar. “You ready, Hypnos?”

				He answered with a moan as he got to his feet, and Layla smiled at Brietta. “Guess that’s a yes.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 27

				Closely followed by their animal entourage, the three witches headed for the north stream, entertained by Skyla’s hyper renditions of eighties songs and dance crazes.

				Layla listened and laughed until Skyla ran out of clichés. Then a more serious subject captivated her attention. She cautiously eyed her company then nervously cleared her throat. “I have a question for you guys.”

				“Okay,” they agreed.

				Layla hesitated then charged on. “Has anyone ever tried to kill Agro?”

				Brietta and Skyla halted, flipping their gazes to Layla’s face, and she flinched, as if the looks they’d thrown actually hit her.

				She quickly diverted her stare and continued forward. “Never mind.”

				“I know why you ask,” Brietta said, catching up, “and while I don’t condone what you’re thinking, I see no reason why I shouldn’t answer. Yes, many individuals and a few groups have attempted to kill Agro. Obviously they failed.”

				“How big were the groups?” Layla pressed, pleased she was getting answers.

				“I don’t know the exact numbers,” Brietta answered. “I think the biggest I’ve heard about had around fifty or so, but that’s nothing compared to what he has, so there’s never been a large movement against him. In fact, there hasn’t been any movement against him in a long time, not in my lifetime anyway. After the first several attempts failed, people gave up on trying to get rid of him and just started hiding from him.”

			

			
				“I hate hiding,” Layla grumbled.

				“I bet you do,” Skyla sympathized. “We all feel horrible about what you’re going through.”

				“It’s not about what I’m going through, Sky. It’s the fact that you guys are being pulled under with me. You’ve lived in peace for years. Then I came along and shattered it.” She felt like the weak member of the herd. If they would let her fend for herself and get picked off, they could move on to brighter pastures.

				“I wish you wouldn’t feel that way,” Brietta countered. “This family has loved you since you were conceived, so your absence has been hard on everyone. We wouldn’t go back to the way it was before you got here for anything.”

				Layla kept her eyes on the ground as she slowly shook her head. “I don’t understand how you guys can feel that way when your family’s in so much danger.” Instinct should be telling them to feed the feeble one to the wolves.

				“You are our family,” Brietta insisted. “We’re as scared for you as we are for ourselves. If you hadn’t gotten here by the time the Unforgivables showed up looking for you, we would have taken immediate action to find you. Then we would have brought you here to keep you safe.”

				“I know,” Layla whispered. “You guys are wonderful, and that’s exactly why this feels so awful. I hate being helpless.”

				“We understand why you feel that way,” Brietta assured. “Every part of this situation feels awful, but there’s nothing any of us, including you, can do about it. We just have to hope Agro moves on soon. Then we can get back to normal around here and you’ll see just how wonderful this life can be.”

			

			
				“What if he doesn’t move on?” Layla asked. “And if he does, do you really think he won’t come back? I don’t see how it’s ever going to end unless he dies.”

				“That’s a possibility we’re willing to live with in order to keep you in our lives.”

				Layla craned her head back, swallowing a lump while squinting at sparse shafts of cloudy light. “That’s sweet, Bri, but I don’t know if that’s something I can live with.”

				“I’m not going to tell your grandparents you said that,” Brietta offered, “because it would freak them out.”

				“I know,” Layla sighed.

				“Hey,” Skyla chirped, “let’s quit talking about this. We’re almost to the stream, and I don’t want to think about Agro right now.”

				“Agreed,” Brietta chimed.

				Layla smiled, trying to make it genuine, and she actually succeeded. Recovering from sad subjects was much easier with someone there to give her a shove. “Agreed. Sorry I brought it up.”

				“That’s okay,” they returned. Then the three of them stepped out of the trees and onto a squishy carpet of greenery.

				Layla’s mouth fell open as she scanned her surroundings. A swift current swept down the center of a small stream, bubbling across moss covered stone, but the water’s edge was calm, displaying schools of tiny fish darting beneath blossoming lily pads. Ferns, shrubs and wildflowers dotted the banks, while butterflies, dragonflies and birds flitted here and there, adding to the scene’s richness with busy activity and living energy.

			

			
				“What do you think?” Brietta asked.

				“It’s beautiful,” Layla replied. “I can’t believe something so gorgeous is right here for us to experience anytime we feel like it.”

				“Pretty lucky, huh?”

				“Very lucky.”

				The three witches sat and got comfortable; Hypnos ambled to the tree line and posed like a sentinel; and Blue and LaLa soared down the river, quickly disappearing around a bend.

				Skyla was full of fun ideas, and before long she had them playing a silly game to get to know one another. Brietta and Skyla had to guess stuff about Layla, and if they guessed wrong, as a pointless yet giggle provoking punishment, Layla got to spray them with water magic.

				The subject matter remained fairly light and often funny, and not once did Layla feel pressured during the interrogation. As a courtesy, she went easy on the amount of water she sent their way.

				“Your turn to guess,” Skyla announced, winking at Layla as she dried her hair.

				“I don’t know how to warm myself,” Layla remembered.

				“Quin hasn’t taught you?” Brietta asked.

				Despite her effort not to, Layla smiled. “He refuses.”

				Brietta loudly laughed. “He’s manipulating the situation to keep you dependent on him, and you like it.”

				Layla blushed as her grin turned cheesy. “Maybe a little.”

				“Then we better not ruin it,” Brietta smirked. “I’ll warm you up when you get cold.”

				“Okay.”

			

			
				So the game got flipped around, and Layla had to start guessing things about Brietta and Skyla. She rarely guessed wrong, so she escaped getting soaked, and every time she started to shiver, Brietta promptly shared her magical warmth.

				For all the good it did, as the game eventually turned ornery. When Layla correctly guessed that Brietta’s best element was water, Skyla thought it would be hilarious to shove the water child into the creek. Brietta clutched Skyla’s arm as she toppled sideways, and Skyla blindly reached for Layla, grasping the front of her dress.

				“No,” Layla squealed, digging her heels into moss. But she might as well have been on a Slip ‘n Slide.

				Brietta went under, Skyla splashed in beside her, and Layla fell face first across both of them.

				Sinking her fingers into squishy silt, Layla pulled her legs off of Brietta and raised her head to the surface. “Damn that’s cold.”

				Skyla wiggled out from beneath her and came up laughing, but then Brietta lunged over Layla and grabbed Skyla around the waist, taking her under again. Had they not been in one of the deepest parts of the creek, they would have broken a dozen bones.

				Bracing herself on all fours, Layla watched them with wide eyes, shocked by the entire ordeal. Then she laughed as she got to her feet and turned toward the bank.

				“Oh no you don’t,” Brietta objected, and Layla felt something hit the back of her knees as someone grabbed her shoulders and pulled.

				She held her breath as icy water buried her. Then she came up sputtering and splashing her attackers. Magic quickly got involved, which warped the water fight into a chaotic mess of flying waves.

			

			
				“Okay, okay,” Layla surrendered. “I’m freezing.”

				The waves died down, and Brietta laughed as she waded closer. “I could show you the spell, you know?”

				“No,” Layla objected, blushing again. “Just give me a dose. Are we done in the water?”

				“Sure,” Skyla answered, flying to the bank.

				Layla took Brietta’s hand and urged her from the stream. “Let me get dry before you warm me up, or you’ll have to do it twice.”

				While the three witches dried off, Blue and LaLa returned to Skyla’s shoulders, and Hypnos moved to Layla’s ankles.

				Layla smiled at him then scanned the thick forest across the water. “How far does the community’s property reach?”

				“You could walk for another five minutes before stepping over the property line,” Skyla answered. “There’s a wide walking trail that runs right inside the border. If you go beyond that, you’re on the edge.”

				“Do you guys know how to mind search?” Layla asked.

				“We can receive messages just fine,” Brietta answered, “and we can send them okay, too, but only with family and close friends.”

				“Why do you ask?” Skyla inquired.

				“I was thinking it would put a fun twist on hide and seek,” Layla answered.

				Skyla’s and Brietta’s eyes widened as they exclaimed in perfect harmony, “Ooh... that sounds fun.”

				“Plus,” Brietta added, holding up a finger, “good practice.”

				“Very true,” Skyla advocated. “How should we do it?”

				“I’ll hide first,” Layla offered, “and you guys try to find me by searching for my mind. But I don’t think we should try to block, because I don’t know if I’m good enough to break in. We’ll just have to trust each other not to pry.”

			

			
				“Agreed,” they said.

				Layla smiled as her excitement spiked. She hadn’t played hide and seek in years, and she loved that she could be immature with her new friends. “I’ll get a head start, and I’ll stay on this side of the walking trail so I don’t accidentally cross the property line. Are you guys ready?”

				“Yes,” they replied, and Layla laughed. The coven members often spoke the same words at the same time, and she figured it must be a result of their close connections and tight-knit living arrangement.

				“Don’t look,” she stipulated, “and give me three to five minutes.”

				They nodded and turned their backs on her, so she magically jumped the stream then waited for Hypnos to amble across a bridge of mossy stone. Once he was at her ankles, she headed northeast, keeping her mind open for mental messages.

				After a few minutes, she experienced the same sensation she had the night Quin searched her out at the beach. Her head swarmed with three different point-of-views—her own, Skyla’s and Brietta’s. The foreign connections occasionally blurred or faded away—probably when Skyla and Brietta got distracted—which disoriented Layla until she figured out how to organize the links. If she concentrated, she could separate the point-of-views and shift her focus to each of them in turn or all at once.

				She halted and searched for a walking trail, but it hadn’t come into view. “Come on, Hypnos,” she said, patting her thigh as she headed north.
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				Farriss smoothly landed and looked around, hesitant to lift his concealment spells. This was where the stranger instructed him to be, but no one was there.

				The situation didn’t feel right. The location was too damn convenient, and it had his hair follicles charged. He stood still and silent, tensed for a possible ambush, his wide pupils scanning his surroundings.

				“You’re right on time,” someone whispered.

				Farriss flicked his gaze to the right and caught a shimmer of evidence. “Reveal yourself,” he demanded, squarely facing the area.

				“Shut up,” the air hissed, “or you’ll ruin everything.”

				The stranger’s tone pissed Farriss off, but he lowered his voice for self-preservation’s sake. “Ruin what?”

				“You’ll see. If you’ll stay hidden and can manage a quiet trip through the woods, a surprise awaits you to the south.”

				Farriss caught another shimmer then spared a short glance to the south. “I’m not turning my back on you. What’s this about?”

				“Take a walk and you’ll see, but I’m not going to bear witness.”

				“Enough with the cryptic crap,” Farriss seethed. “We were told you know the witch’s location. Is she with her family?”

				He waited for the stranger’s reply, but it didn’t come. He watched closely, but saw nothing. The stranger was gone. He’d left without divulging one shred of useful information.

				“Damn,” Farriss sighed. Agro wasn’t going to be happy with this outcome at all. What in the hell was the point of all this?

			

			
				He looked to the south and peered though narrow gaps between tree trunks, trying to decide if the stranger’s advice would yield fruit. Going back to Agro empty-handed was never a pleasant experience, so Farriss strengthened his concealment spells and silently floated forward.

				After traveling for several minutes with nothing of interest to see, he prepared himself to face Agro with the bad news. Then, like an angelic song, a woman’s laugh echoed through the timber. Definitely a witch.

				He took a deep breath then hovered higher from the ground, stealthily moving forward like a phantom drifting on the wind.
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				‘This is going to be too easy,’ Brietta teased, speaking straight into Layla’s mind. ‘We already know you’re north. You’re not very good at this game.’

				Layla laughed as she glanced in their direction. She could tell they were about three minutes away. ‘I could move, you know? We didn’t make any rules about that.’

				‘That might make it more of a challenge,’ Skyla returned.

				‘Let’s try it this way first,’ Layla suggested, ‘and see how long it takes. If we need to, we’ll make the next round more interesting.’

				‘Okay,’ they agreed, harmonizing in Layla’s head.

				She smiled and looked to the treetops, wondering if she should wait up there to make things more difficult. Then she decided the height probably wouldn’t make any difference when it came to mind searching, and when it came to magicians, standing in the trees was as easy as standing on the ground.

				She looked back the way she came, straining her ears for an audible sign of them, but they were still too far away. Two minutes and twenty seconds away, she guessed, checking their mental links.

			

			
				“What do you think, Hypnos?” she whispered. “Should we stay here or find another spot?”

				The dog whined, and Layla looked down, immediately alarmed. Hypnos’ saggy layers were alert, and his droopy eyes were glued to the north. Layla looked north as well, but saw nothing save for nature. Not even the walking trail had come into view.

				Hypnos’ whimpers rolled into growls, and the hair along his spine spiked, provoking the hair at the nape of Layla’s neck to do the same. She tried to keep her cool by telling herself it was just a small, woodland creature, and the encouragement did help, but she was beyond ready to get out of there.

				She carefully walked backward, trying to remain calm as she tapped into Skyla’s and Brietta’s minds; she didn’t want them getting worked up over nothing. ‘Stop walking, guys. I’m coming back to you. I um... I don’t think it’s hard enough. We should do something else.’

				‘Okay,’ Brietta agreed, sounding confused. ‘Is everything all right?’

				‘Yeah. Well... I don’t know. Just stay there, I’ll see you in less than two minutes.’

				Layla deserted the mind connection and scanned the trees and foliage, continuing her even trek backward. “Come on, Hypnos,” she whispered. “Let’s go home.”

				The dog raised his head and howled, practically jolting Layla out of her skin. Then he took off, disappearing behind wild underbrush before Layla had recovered.

				Damn. She didn’t want to leave him. She called his name as loudly as she dared then waited four seconds. Nothing. No barks or whines or howls, not one sign of life from the untamed terrain.

			

			
				She’d had enough. She felt bad for only giving it four seconds, but her skin crawled. The damn dog could fend for itself.

				She spun around, intent on flying away as fast as she could, but her plans came to a halt when something gripped her body—appendages, trunk and head—and yanked it to the forest floor. Reflexes had her bouncing back up, ready to flee once more, but it was too late. She’d waited too long to get out of there; now her chance was gone.

				She caught a glimpse of red hair and yellow eyes. Then a large hand closed over her mouth, jerking her around and pulling her against a hard body.

				Her scream muffled into his palm as her eyes widened and her heart practically exploded. Every rapid and forceful beat registered in her mind, and burning rivers surged her veins, rippling her muscles. A huge arm wrapped around her torso, pressing her elbows into her sides, and the hand over her mouth squeezed, twisting her neck.

				Oh god. No. Brietta and Skyla could come along any second. She couldn’t let that happen.

				‘Stop,’ she screamed into their heads, focusing all her energy on drilling the message in. ‘Someone’s here. Get help.’ She mentally screamed the frantic plea over and over again, and she didn’t stop to see if they answered. She couldn’t let them get near. They had to get as far away as possible.

				A wicked voice snapped her out of the mind connections, and her heart rate spiked. No longer could she discern individual beats. The organ palpitated far too quickly.

			

			
				“Here you are, Layla Callaway,” the man breathed, steaming up her ear. “You’re even prettier than your graduation picture made you out to be. I can’t say I’m crazy about the green hair, but it seems to be fading.” His foul lips trailed from her ear to her temple. Then his slimy tongue licked her face. “Mmm...” he hummed, smacking his lips.

				She fought his hold on her torso while breathing fire into his palm, but it did nothing to loosen his grip.

				“Looks like I’m going to have to teach you some manners, witch. Agro doesn’t like his women disrespectful.”

				His fingers and arm tightened with a jerk, and an agonizing scream gurgled in Layla’s throat as the sound of cracking bones resounded in her head. Red spots swarmed her vision as her eyes rolled back, but she shook the dizziness away, forcing the world into focus once more.

				With enormous effort, she threw her pounding head back, trying to make contact with his face, but she merely hit his hard chest and jarred her panicked brain. Damn. She kicked his knees and threw a stomping fit on his toes, trying to fling herself from his arms, but he didn’t budge.

				She was going to die. The forest was in front of her, but she faced death. Its putrid breath swarmed her senses as its decomposed lungs rattled her name. This was it. She’d found the end.

				And in the end, when eternal peace was at her fingertips, a final reprieve from the heartache and guilt, she longed for Quin like never before. She wanted to hold him and kiss him and listen to his sexy voice whisper lovely sentiments in her ear. She wanted to touch his deep dimples, look into his dark eyes and find them looking back. She wanted to curl into his chest and press her lips to his heart, lose herself in his strong pulse. In the end, she wanted it all, and more than anything else, she wanted to tell him she loved him. But she’d lost her chance and he would never know. There were no goodbyes to be had, not for him or anyone else. She’d never see any of them again.

			

			
				Her heart throbbed hard. Five days wasn’t long enough. She wanted more time.

				She forced herself to fight, summoning heat and electricity to every inch of skin the bastard touched. Then she pushed it into him with all the mental force she could muster through the terror and pain. His body jolted, but his grip stayed firm.

				“You stupid bitch,” he cursed, and a loud thwack echoed through the timber.

				Layla tried summoning more flames, but her concentration snapped when something rough and hard slammed into the side of her right knee. Another scream gurgled in her throat as the bones shattered, but she fought the bright spots popping up in her vision, desperate to stay sane and aware. He was beating her to death, but she couldn’t let him take her to Agro.

				She magically planted her feet to the ground, moaning as agony ripped through her broken knee. Then she gagged when more sickening snaps echoed from her jaw.

				Employing the same spell she used to peel apples, she sliced at the hand covering her mouth, but he barely flinched as his blood splattered her face. Damn. She tried fire yet again, but her effort was so feeble, the singe just pissed him off, and electricity surged her veins, searing her insides while snapping the spell gluing her feet to the ground. She was losing the will to fight, and tears blurred her vision as pain overwhelmed perseverance.

			

			
				No... She was going to die. After days of contemplating her death, she didn’t think it would come as such a big surprise, yet here she was, terrified and utterly unprepared. She went limp, groaning as wounded flesh and bones shifted.

				Her captor bent at the knees, and she closed her eyes, unwilling to see a bird’s eye view of her home while being taken away from it. As his legs straightened, she tensed, waiting for her soles to leave precious earth, but the dreaded moment never came.

				Time seemed to stand still as waves of blood thundered in her eardrums. Then a whoosh of air left his lungs as his hand fell from her mouth.

				She sharply inhaled and opened her eyes, finding the forest floor as his tumbling body drilled her toward it. She made a tenacious effort to catch herself, but her arms remained pinned to her sides, so she turned her head and squeezed her eyes shut.

				Her face slammed into the ground, shooting intense pain throughout her battered body. Then her tortured world went black.


				


			

				


				Chapter 28

				Trapped in excruciating agony, Layla was immobile, her body a block of burning steel—heavy, stiff and unable to escape the flaming torture. She didn’t understand how her lungs still worked. Surely they, too, had flattened under oppressive pain.

				Despite how damaged and useless her body was, her brain worked fine, and it sped through her last moments of consciousness, wondering how she’d survived and where she was.

				She raised one eyelid, but everything was blurry, so she closed it and concentrated on her sense of touch. A fresh wave of agony washed over her, but she focused through it, realizing she was in someone’s arms. Flying maybe? The cold wind slapping tender flesh told her yes.

				Damn. She was on her way to Agro.

				She hurt too bad to work up any real terror, but she wished she could kill the bastard carrying her. He’s the one who brutally broke her bones.

				“It’s okay, Layla,” said a familiar male voice.

				She jolted. Big mistake. A scream ripped from her throat as her fragmented body protested. But the scream’s consequences were worse. The shriek twisted her broken face, and her stomach churned. Oh god, please don’t get sick. That would kill her.

				“It’s okay,” the voice repeated. “The piece of shit who did this is dead.” He murmured a few profanities then cleared his throat. “I can’t believe this happened.”

			

			
				Layla searched her pounding brain, trying to figure out who was speaking, but she couldn’t place the voice with a face or name. She opened one eye again, and this time she left it open.

				When her vision cleared, she was surprised, confused and relieved to find Finley. His multicolored eyes were trained on her face, and his jaw flexed around thin lips.

				Layla closed her eye again, wondering how she’d ended up in his arms. She wanted to ask, but couldn’t. The tiniest movements vexed her wounds.

				A different voice drifted to her from a distance, and this one she definitely knew.

				“Son of a bitch.”

				She instinctively turned toward the beautiful sound, and another scream vibrated her throat. “Quin!”

				“Shit.” He was much closer now. “If you did this to her...” His voice lowered to a deadly growl. “...I’ll kill you.”

				“Back off,” Finley barked, tensing around her. “I saved her ass.”

				“Layla!” several women screamed, but Morrigan and Daleen were the loudest.

				Layla tried to open both eyes, but only one obeyed. She spun it around until she found Quin, and her lungs stuttered as she reached for his cheek. Tears gathered, blurring the heavenly vision, and a thick lump consumed her throat.

				“Quin,” she slurred, pissed she couldn’t form his name correctly.

				His hot breath swept across her face as he leaned close. “I’m here, love. You’re going to be okay.”

				He looked away, so she closed her eye. He was the only thing she cared to see.

			

			
				“Give her to me,” he demanded.

				“No,” Finley shot back.

				Quin sucked in an angry breath, and Finley’s hard muscles shifted like rocky terrain.

				“She’s in bad shape,” he added. “If I hand her to you, it will hurt her.”

				“Shit,” Quin hissed.

				His breath found Layla’s face again, and he spoke so tenderly, they could have been back in her bed, sharing a perfect moment over coffee. “You’re going to be okay, love. You’re almost home.” He paused, taking a slow breath as his caress moved from her forehead to her curls. “I’ll make this right, Layla. I swear.”

				Tears rolled from her swollen lids as she tried to say his name, but it was hardly a squeak.

				He sucked it in as he softly touched his lips to hers. “I’m so sorry, baby. So sorry. I should have been here.”

				He backed away and took her hand, keeping it to his lips as they flew the rest of the way home.

				Her body jarred when Finley landed, and a pitiful moan vibrated her thick throat.

				“Shit,” Quin repeated.

				“Calm down, son.”

				“No! This shouldn’t have happened. Where were the guards?”

				Several women sobbed, and Brietta pleaded. “I’m so sorry, Layla. We should have stayed on the lawn. We should have stayed together.”

				Layla wanted to tell her it was okay, that she and Skyla weren’t to blame, but she couldn’t find the energy to mind search.

				“Here,” Caitrin ordered.

			

			
				Finley’s arms shifted beneath her, and a raging battle between fever and chill broke out, relentlessly convulsing her body.

				“Hover her,” Quin demanded.

				“Lay off,” Finley growled. “You’ll get her back in two seconds.”

				He laid her on a bed, and she pressed her lips together, stifling a sob as her heart rate spiked and her wounds pulsed. This exacerbated her quaking, and she could have sworn several pieces of splintered bone drifted apart. A cry burst from her swollen mouth, and so her pain strengthened. How was she still conscious?

				Quin’s lips touched hers, and she gasped him in, trying so hard to still her shaking body, but she had no control over it. One second heat raged through her veins, and the next icy chills rippled from her head to her toes.

				Soothing warmth flowed from Quin’s lips, calming the storm, but it only lasted as long as his magic, so he repeated the process, giving her a longer reprieve. “What hurts the most?” he whispered. “I’m going to fix it.”

				She reached up and found his face—his eyebrows, nose and lips. She didn’t need to look at him to see him. His features were clear in her mind and they were gorgeous.

				He brought his hand over hers and kissed her palm. “Can you show me? Move my hand to where it hurts.”

				Layla wanted to speak, so she lightly touched the part of her jaw that swam with fragmented bone. Quin pulled her fingers away and exchanged them for his lips. Then he raised his head with a diagnosis.

				“It’s crushed. You do it, Serafin.”

				Layla panicked and things got worse. Her muscles tensed, her pain increased, a scream scraped her throat, and she gripped Quin’s wrist like it was her last breath of air, because that’s how she felt. If he left her, she’d suffocate.

			

			
				“Calm down, Layla,” Serafin pleaded. “Do what you can, Quin. I’ll work around you once I get some answers.”

				Quin’s lips returned to her jaw, and she desperately stroked his arms and head while trying to calm her lungs.

				Morrigan and Daleen continued to cry, along with several witches Layla couldn’t name, but Serafin’s strained voice drowned the others out. “What happened, Finley? I want to know what you know now.”

				“First of all,” Finley countered, “you guys need to quit treating me like a villain. I saved her life.”

				Quin’s chest rumbled as he pulled away. “Get over yourself and tell us what happened.” His lips returned to Layla’s jaw, barely caressing sore skin, and a fraction of the pain ebbed every second he worked his magic.

				“A wizard was beating the shit out of her,” Finley answered, like it was a regular occurrence in the magical world.

				“We’ve gathered that much,” Daleen snapped. “Where did you come from?”

				“I was flying into the community when I heard a crack, like a tree limb falling. I flew to check it out and found the guy roughing her up.”

				When he didn’t elaborate, Caitrin prompted him to. “And?”

				“What do you mean and? I killed him and brought her here.”

				The room went silent as Quin’s magic momentarily paused.

				“You killed him?” Caitrin asked. “Without attempting to stop him?”

				“Yeah, I killed him,” Finley sharply confirmed, “and trust me, it stopped him.”

			

			
				Quin raised his head and carefully wiped away Layla’s tears. “I would have killed the bastard, too,” he whispered. Then he lowered his lips to her jaw.

				Caitrin sighed then cleared his throat. “Will you go get the body, Kemble; make sure Finley’s telling the truth?”

				“I swear,” Finley groaned, “this is the most unfriendly coven I’ve met in the area. Why would I lie about this?”

				“We don’t know you,” Caitrin countered, “and we don’t trust you. You fly in here with my granddaughter half beaten to death and expect us to welcome you with a smile?”

				“I didn’t do this. She would have died had I not come along.”

				Quin’s lips moved away again. “Why did you come along? It’s too damn convenient.” Then he continued healing.

				“You better be glad I did,” Finley snarled, “or there would be nothing left for you to hold prisoner.”

				Layla sensed Quin’s tension, so she found his face and rubbed a thumb across his tight jaw.

				“It’s okay,” he whispered, bringing his hand over hers. “Try to relax. Is it getting better? Rub my face if it’s getting better.”

				She did, and he kissed the pad of her thumb. “Good. Just take it easy and let us fix this.”

				He went back to mending her jaw while Serafin laid a palm to her skull. Then Kemble spoke from across the room. “I’ll be right back.”

				“Hey,” Caitrin called after him.

				“Yeah,” he replied.

				“See if you can locate Hypnos while you’re out.”

				“Sure,” Kemble agreed.

				A moment of silence passed. Then Caitrin spoke in a defeated tone. “What exactly did you see him doing to her, Finley?”

			

			
				“He had her from behind,” Finley answered, “with her face in his hand. There was a broken tree limb at her feet, but I don’t know if it was his weapon or hers.”

				Quin muttered a string of profanities as he backed away and began searching her for hidden injuries.

				‘My knee,’ she mentally conveyed, and it hurt like hell, piercing her brain like a dagger. She wanted to say so much more to him, but she wanted to say it without the daggers, out loud, while looking into his eyes.

				She felt her dress slide up her leg, and several people gasped as Quin lightly touched her right knee. “Shattered.”

				“I’ll take care of that one,” Serafin insisted, moving away from her head. “You get back to her jaw.”

				“No concussion?”

				“No.”

				Quin returned to her face and whispered over her lips. “It’s going to hurt, love. He has to touch it to heal it. Be strong for me, and you’ll feel better soon.” He resumed his healing, and she found his hair, running her fingers through it over and over again.

				“What else can you tell us, Finley?” Caitrin asked.

				“Not much. The wizard was about to take flight when I hit him in the back with a spell. He fell on her, which I think is what knocked her out. She woke up when I was bringing her here. That’s about the time Quin damn near attacked me. You know,” he added, his voice rising in volume and indignation, “maybe you guys should answer a few questions for me. Like why you have Layla locked up around here, and why she’s being attacked by deadly wizards. I can see she’s not an average witch, and I’m perfectly aware of why her aura looks like that. But who does she have after her? And why is there nothing being done about it?”

			

			
				A long moment of silence passed before Caitrin responded. “The Unforgivables.”

				“Of course,” Finley replied. “And why is she so helpless?”

				Like before, Caitrin hesitated before answering. “She’s new to the magical world.”

				“Would you like to elaborate?”

				“No.”

				Layla listened to every word, but only as a means to pass the time. She didn’t need reminded, and she wasn’t the least bit curious for answers. She recalled the attack very well and didn’t care how or why it happened. None of that mattered. She was alive and Quin was touching her, and that was the only thing that meant anything.

				Her jaw remained broken in several spots, and the bones he’d already healed still ached, but she was desperate to talk, so she gave it a shot. “Quin.”

				It was pitiful and slurred, but he heard her and moved his lips to hers. “Shh... Don’t talk. Just let us heal you. Please.”

				Her pout quivered as she took his cheeks and held him in place. “I thought I’d… never see you again.”

				“I’m here,” he assured. “I’m not going anywhere and neither are you.”

				He tried to return to her jaw, but she tightened her hold as tears of physical agony and emotional ecstasy streamed down her temples. She meant to open both eyes, but only one obeyed, so she found his gaze with it. “I love you, Quin.”

				His face flexed as his shiny eyes reflected her battered image. Then his throat swelled as he wiped away her tears. “I know, angel. I love you, too, with every beat of my aching heart. But you have to let us heal you. We’ll talk all night once you’re better, but for now, please relax.”

			

			
				She tried to nod, but it hurt too much. Her entire face felt like it had exploded, and she couldn’t do a damn thing with it in pieces. She was ready for it to be better so she could look at him, really look at him, smile at him, and talk to him.

				She pulled his lips to hers, compelling him to kiss her. Then she moved his mouth to the part of her jaw that hurt the most. He began healing, and she closed her eye, trying to relax for him.

				She did fairly well, but then a nearby sob caught her attention and roused her senses. Hints of vanilla, magnolia and jasmine mingled with Quin’s scent, and Layla knew Brietta was crying beside her.

				She reached out, and Brietta took her hand, cradling it as she gently fiddled with her fingers. “I’m so sorry, Layla.”

				Layla squeezed her hand, bracing for an extra shot of pain as she mind searched her. ‘It’s okay, Bri. I’m okay. This wasn’t your fault.’

				Brietta sobbed again, so Layla pulled her down and blindly dried her tears.

				“They’re fixing you up,” Brietta whispered, kissing her palm. “You’ll feel better soon.”

				Layla ran her fingers through Brietta’s silky hair. Then she moved them to Quin’s face, urging him to a more painful area. She hated not being able to talk to the people she loved.

				Negative energy hovered in the room, and Layla wished she could clear it away, replace it with the appreciation and love clutching her. Sure, she was in agony and frustrated with her condition, but her heart was perfectly healthy. In fact, it beat harder and stronger than ever, and she didn’t even mind that it pounded against cracked ribs.

			

			
				After several minutes of tense silence, she thought her jaw might be healed enough for her to open her mouth without burning torture, so she attempted to speak. “What’s wrong with my eye?” Her voice was rough and slightly slurred, but understandable, and several relieved sighs drifted through the room.

				“It’s swollen shut,” Quin answered, lightly touching the wound. “Your brow bone’s cracked.”

				“Will you heal it next? It’s driving me crazy to only open one eye.”

				“Of course. I’ll do whatever I need to do to fix this, just point me in the right direction.”

				“Mkay. I think some of my ribs are broken.”

				Quin grumbled his disapproval. Then cool air rushed over Layla’s stomach as he ripped her dress open. He slipped one hand under the velvet, drifting it along her ribs. Then he stopped on one of the more painful areas while touching his lips to her brow. When she flinched, so did he.

				Serafin still touched her knee, and it felt much better. Amazing really—what magicians could do for injuries. Had she been taken to a hospital, she probably would have ended up on an operating table.

				Morrigan and Daleen continued to mourn, so Layla held out a hand and called for them. They rushed to obey, and Daleen took her hand while Morrigan stroked her forearm.

				“We’re right here, sweetie,” Morrigan whispered.

				Daleen kissed Layla’s palm then laid her cheek in it. “We’re sorry we let this happen, Layla, but we’re going to make it right.”

			

			
				Layla swallowed, trying to strengthen her voice for them. “I’m okay. I want you guys to know I’m okay.”

				“You will be,” Daleen encouraged. “You have the best working on you.”

				“I know,” Layla sighed.

				“There’s a long way to go,” Serafin confessed. “If I need to do something different, just let me know.”

				“You’re doing perfect, Serafin. Thank you.”

				“Don’t thank us,” Caitrin insisted. “Just get better.”

				“I am. I’m already much better. Are Bri and Sky still in here?”

				“We’re here,” they answered.

				“I don’t want you guys blaming yourselves,” Layla pressed. “This isn’t your fault.”

				“Don’t fret over that,” Brietta countered. “We’re fine. You need to worry about getting bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.”

				“I’ll get right on it,” Layla agreed. “Did you get my messages?”

				“Loud and clear. You did well. We just wish there was something we could have done besides fly for help.”

				“I’m glad you flew for help. I didn’t want you anywhere near that guy.”

				“We know,” Skyla replied. “You yelled at us like a drill sergeant.”

				“Good. That was the point.”

				Quin moved his hand to a different rib. Then he slid his lips to her swollen eyelid, which didn’t take long to fix. “Can you open your eyes?” he asked.

				She raised her lids and blinked away blurriness, sighing as she searched his beautiful face. “Yes. Thank you.”

				“Are there any more broken bones?”

				“Something’s wrong with my cheek.”

			

			
				He grimaced as his aura flared, but he stayed outwardly calm as he lowered his lips to her cheek.

				Layla looked around and found at least a dozen people worriedly watching her, which would usually make her blush like crazy, but in facing her mortality, she’d gained insight into how much she valued her family. She was in the mood to appreciate what was fantastic about her life, and these people definitely fit the bill.

				Well, most of them. Finley stood away from the others, his arms crossed over his chest as he stared at her.

				She boldly met his gaze, trying to figure out what made the man behind it tick. She appreciated his help and probably owed him her life, but she didn’t like the friction between him and Quin. Finley seemed to think he had a shot at taking over Quin’s prime position in her life, but he was on a futile mission and would be wise to find another.

				She looked away from him and found Caitrin, his eyes glistening like the sea as he stared at her. “Do you have any idea who did this to you?”

				“I think it was the same guy,” she answered. “The one who questioned my lawyer—red hair and yellow eyes.”

				Quin’s magic paused, and several coven members traded worried glances.

				“Who is he?” Layla asked. “I know he’s an Unforgivable, but why would he be working alone?”

				“His name is Farriss,” Caitrin explained. “He’s Agro’s brute enforcer, which makes him an extremely dangerous man. We’re lucky you’re alive.” He swallowed and looked at Finley. “We owe you many thanks for saving Layla from that maniac.”

				“It’s about time,” Finley icily returned.

				Layla narrowed her eyes on him. “I appreciate what you did for me, Finley, but if you can’t show my family some respect and understanding, I’ll have to insist you leave. We know nothing about you, so I’m sure you can understand what must have gone through their heads when they saw you carrying me in like this.”

			

			
				“You’re right,” Finley conceded, but his stance and voice stayed firm. “Just don’t expect me to appreciate being pinned the bad guy when I saved the day.”

				Quin raised his head. “You’re awfully hell-bent on being labeled the hero, Finley.”

				“Perhaps you’re just jealous you weren’t the hero today, Quin.”

				Quin took a calming breath before going back to work on Layla’s cheek, and she ran her fingers into his hair while watching Finley’s smug expression.

				Kemble walked into the room, stabbing a hole in the tension, and everyone save for Quin looked up.

				“How are you doing?” Kemble asked, meeting Layla’s stare.

				“Better now,” she answered.

				“Good,” he approved. “You had us pretty worried.”

				“I know. I’m sorry I scared everyone.”

				“Don’t,” Quin objected, finding her eyes. “Don’t apologize for this. It shouldn’t have happened. We should be on our hands and knees begging for your forgiveness. We tell you we’ll take care of you then let this happen…” His eyes narrowed as his jaw tensed, and Layla knew he was struggling with a temper she’d never seen before. “I won’t let it happen again,” he vowed. Then he returned his lips to her cheek.

				“Did you find him?” Caitrin asked, turning to Kemble.

				Kemble tore his gaze from Quin’s aura and found Caitrin’s stare. “Yeah. It’s Agro’s main man—the redhead. His body’s behind the storage shed.”

			

			
				“Get rid of it,” Caitrin instructed. “Now that we know who it was, there’s no reason to keep it around.” He paused and kissed Morrigan’s hand. “Any sign of Hypnos?”

				Kemble bowed his head as he answered. “Devlin still has his dogs out, and Grandpa Cat put Zenith on the search, but the trail goes cold a few yards from where we found the body.”

				Layla swallowed a lump as she looked between Morrigan and Caitrin. “I’m so sorry.”

				“Nonsense,” Morrigan replied, quickly composing herself. “You’re alive, and that’s absolutely the only thing that matters.”

				“Still...” Layla whispered. “I... I’m just so sorry.”

				“We are, too,” Caitrin agreed. “We love Hypnos, and we’ll mourn the loss if we don’t find him, but his life can’t hold a flame to yours. Now please stop worrying about us. You have enough on your plate.” He turned to Kemble. “Get rid of the body, post extra guards on the property line, and tell Devlin to give his dogs a rest. If they haven’t found Hypnos yet, they’re not going to. He’ll find his way home if he’s alive.”

				“Will do,” Kemble agreed, turning toward the bed. He filled his lungs like he was going to say something to Quin. Then he sighed and smiled at Layla. “Relax and get better, honey. I’m glad you’re safe.”

				“Thanks, Kemble.”

				Aside from her grief over Hypnos, Layla felt a million times better. Yes, her muscles continued to ache, and the mended bones still stung, but the pain was tolerable.

				Quin leaned back and pulled his hand from her dress. “Are there anymore bones out of place?”

				“That’s all the broken ones,” she answered. “I think. It’s hard to tell. I’m really sore.”

			

			
				“I’ll fix that, too, but it will take some time for you to feel like yourself again.”

				She took his cheeks and pulled him to her lips. “You were wonderful, Quin. Thank you.”

				“I should have been there, Layla. This never should have happened. I shouldn’t have let it.”

				She started to shake her head, but her body was not ready for that. “You’re not responsible for this,” she insisted, trying not to cringe.

				“I should have been there,” he repeated, “and I will be from now on.”

				She sighed, knowing he’d never agree with her. Then she ran her fingers along his tense jaw as she donned what she hoped was a cute expression. “May I have one more teeny tiny favor?”

				The corner of his lips twitched as he tilted his head. “Really? Coffee?”

				“Yes. I’d also accept a glass of water, and I’ll need help sitting up, so I guess that’s three teeny tiny favors.” She would have stuck out a pout, but figured her swollen lips were puffy enough. “Is three too many?”

				“No,” he answered, brushing his lips across hers. “I would do a million teeny tiny favors for you, and the really big ones are yours, too.”

				“Thank you.”

				“Unnecessary.” He floated from the bed and stood beside it. “I’m going to use magic to sit you up.”

				“Okay,” she agreed, relaxing as she closed her eyes.

				The pressure of his spell remained incredibly even and supportive as it eased her from the bed, but it still hurt like hell.

				Once her back was against a stack of pillows, he leaned close. “Are you okay?”

			

			
				“Yeah,” she answered, searching his eyes. They looked different than usual. Teeny specks of silver flashed in their dark depths.

				He kissed her forehead then straightened. “I’ll be right back.”

				Layla started to ask why he couldn’t summon the beverages. Then she glanced at his turbulent aura and knew. He needed a break, a chance to vent. “Okay,” she agreed. “I’m pretty sure I’ll be here.”

				He tried to smile, but it didn’t work out, so he turned and flew from the room. Cordelia watched him go, her face tear-streaked as she wrung her empty hands. Then she caved and flew after him.

				“How does your knee feel?” Serafin asked.

				Layla looked away from the empty hallway and found her grandfather’s stare. “Loads better. Thank you.”

				He covered her legs then moved further up the bed, gingerly taking her jaw in both palms. “Is there anywhere else that needs immediate attention?”

				“I think that’s all the broken bones, but I feel bruised all over.”

				After examining her cheek and brow, Serafin kissed her forehead and straightened. “The muscle strain will take some more work, and the mended bones will remain fragile for a couple of days, so you need to take it easy.”

				“Okay.”

				He moved away, taking Daleen under his arm, and it gave Layla a good view of the bright and airy room.

				“Where am I?” she asked.

				“Selena and Drystan’s bedroom,” Morrigan answered.

				“Oh,” Layla mumbled, searching the occupants of the room. Neither Drystan nor Selena were there. “I need to move. I don’t want Alana and Brayden seeing me like this.”

			

			
				“They’re in Cannon Beach,” Morrigan replied. “We’ll take you home before they get back.”

				“Oh. Okay. Good.”

				Quin flew into the room, calmer than when he left, and Cordelia followed, her condition unchanged.

				Quin helped Layla take a drink of water. Then he gave her control of the coffee while using magic to prevent spills.

				She sipped then happily sighed. “My hero.”

				Finley scoffed, and Quin’s expression hardened as he looked over. “Why are you still here? Are you waiting for a reward? Because I would gladly pay every penny I possess to get you out of my way.”

				“Keep your pennies,” Finley shot back. “I’d gouge my own eyes out before accepting money from you. I’m here to make sure Layla’s okay.”

				“As you can see, Layla’s recovering and in good hands.”

				“If she’s in such good hands, why does she look like a punching bag?”

				Quin’s aura pulsed and darkened with remorse, and with that, Layla was done with Finley.

				“That’s enough,” she calmly interjected, afraid to get worked up. It hurt like hell just to talk above a whisper. “I appreciate your help, Finley, but Quin’s a member of this family, and we won’t let you treat him that way. Obviously you don’t like him, which is fine, whatever, but he’s staying, and since you can’t show him some respect, you need to leave and not come back.”

				Quin slipped his fingers into her hair, sliding a thumb across her uninjured cheek. “It’s okay, Layla. If Finley has a problem with me, I prefer he get it off his chest now rather than later.”

				Ignoring Quin, Finley kept his narrow gaze on Layla. “Kicking me out is how you show your gratitude? If it weren’t for me, you’d be dead.”

			

			
				Quin’s aura swelled, swimming with crimson as he pulled his fingers from Layla’s hair. “Saving her life doesn’t give you the right to disrespect it, and she doesn’t owe you a damn thing, so this is the point where you wish her well and leave. If you don’t remove yourself, I’ll do it for you.”

				Finley’s posture remained carefree as he cracked an incredulous smile. “You’re overly confident, Quin.”

				Everyone shifted as Quin made to follow through with his threat, but Layla grabbed his hand, spilling coffee across her arm as pain pierced her wounds. “Ow,” she grumbled.

				Quin carefully pried her fingers from the mug. Then he set it aside before cleaning the mess. “I’m sorry.”

				“It’s fine. but I don’t want you moving from this spot no matter what he says.” She looked at Finley, pissed she had to be discourteous toward someone who’d saved her life. “You’re on thin ice, you know. Everyone here is prepared to defend Quin with their lives, so say what you need to say then leave. If you feel I haven’t thanked you enough, leave your address and I’ll send a card.”

				Finley’s expression was hard to read, but he clearly wasn’t happy. “I don’t need a card.”

				“Then what do you want?”

				“I want to help you.”

				“You already have, and I’m beyond thankful, but there’s nothing more I can say, and I’m fine now, so you can leave.”

				“Once you hear what I have to say, you may not want me to leave.”

				“I doubt it,” she returned, searching Quin’s profile. 

			

			
				Finley sighed and dropped his attitude. About damn time.

				“You have deadly enemies after you,” he pointed out, “and I can help. I can protect you better than anyone here.”

				Everyone stirred as they curiously looked him over, and Layla cocked her unscathed eyebrow. “You say Quin’s overly confident, yet you think you can match the protection of twenty-seven people. Your head must have gotten jarred more than mine today.”

				“I’m sure that’s how you feel,” Finley replied, “because you don’t know any better, but I’m telling the truth. I’m more powerful than they are, and I can offer you protection they can’t.”

				“I’ve heard enough,” Layla mumbled. “You need to leave.”

				“You don’t believe me?”

				“No.”

				“I’m as powerful as you are,” he claimed.

				“That’s not saying much,” she dryly noted. “I’m about as powerful as a toddler.”

				Finley flashed a smile and slowly shook his head. “No you’re not. You’re more powerful than any of them. You’re an extraordinary witch, and I,” he added, holding his arms out, “am your male counterpart.”

				Several mumbles floated through the room, and Caitrin stepped forward. “It’s time to tell us who you are, Finley.”

				“I thought I was being pretty obvious,” Finley countered, keeping his eyes on Layla. “But she doesn’t seem to be getting it, does she? Guess I’ll draw her a picture.” His condescending gaze never wavered as he released his aura, filling a huge area with color.

				Nearly everyone gasped, and Layla glanced at their shocked faces before scanning the newly exposed haze.

			

			
				The biggest and brightest she’d seen, Finley’s aura was much different than the others in the room. Not only in its vastness and boldness, but in its coloring. Where her family’s auras expressed love and hope, his expressed isolation and determination. Where theirs swirled bright pink and canary yellow, his boiled dark red and steel gray. However glossy the haze appeared, it was shrouded in sad shadows and exuded an air of discontent.

				Layla looked at Quin, who had paled and let his hand slip away. She took it back. Then she found Finley’s triumphant grin.

				“You’ve never seen an aura like this, have you?” he asked.

				“No,” she answered.

				“That’s because only yours can compare,” he explained.

				Layla truly hoped her aura didn’t look like that and made a mental note to ask someone to reassure her once Finley was gone. “I’m not impressed.”

				“Maybe you don’t get it yet.”

				“Then why don’t you explain?”

				He sighed as his aura flared. “You and I are two of a kind, Layla. I was born to two bonded children who bonded with each other.”

				“Oh,” she mumbled, unsure what to say. She thought she was the only twice bonded child, but she also knew there could be others living in secret.

				“No wonder you hide your aura,” Serafin said. “This is a dangerous place for you to be, Finley. It would be in your best interest to leave Oregon immediately.”

				“I’m not concerned,” Finley replied, keeping his eyes on Layla.

				“Why?” she asked. “Do you like danger?”

			

			
				Her question went unanswered as his pride wavered. “You seem indifferent to the fact that there’s another bonded child like you. I was blown away when I first saw your aura.”

				“I’m not impressed,” she repeated. “We’re no better than anyone else.”

				She ran her fingers along Quin’s palm, but his eyes stayed on Finley and his face remained pallid. She pouted then looked at the current thorn in her side. “What exactly were you doing hanging around Cannon Beach Tuesday? Don’t you think it’s odd we were in the same place at the same time?”

				“I wouldn’t call it odd,” Finley disagreed. “I think fate would be more appropriate. When I saw your aura, I knew I was destined to be there.”

				“Hmm...” she hummed, playing with Quin’s fingers. “Or maybe you could call it orchestrated.”

				Finley smiled as he rolled his eyes. “I was meeting people, remember? They were expecting me, so it’s not like I was on the beach without a reason. You, however, were. Perhaps you’d like to explain yourself to me.”

				“Not even a little bit.”

				“Fine. It doesn’t matter. You can call our meeting whatever you want. It doesn’t change my point.”

				“What point? That you’re powerful? So? What does that have to do with anyone here?”

				“I believe it has everything to do with you.”

				“You can’t offer me anything I don’t already have.”

				His nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. “Apparently you have no idea what your potential is, or you’d understand what I have to offer. If we were to work together, the Unforgivables wouldn’t stand a chance. No one would.”

			

			
				“Are you trying to recruit me to take down Agro or something? Because I’m pretty sure my family won’t let you do that.”

				“I wouldn’t march you into a battle with the Unforgivables, but with me around, you’ll survive when they come for you. I know better than anyone else what your capabilities are, and you’re not reaching them. Give me a few days of your life and there won’t be a magician in the world who can hurt you like Farriss did. If you knew what I know, you’d hold the power in every situation you face.”

				“I don’t need a teacher,” she refused. “I have several.”

				Finley huffed and tossed his hands up.

				“Where are you staying, Finley?” Caitrin asked.

				“Here and there,” Finley answered.

				“No way,” Layla objected. “Not here.”

				“He’s in as much danger as you are,” Caitrin pointed out.

				“I’m not concerned for my safety,” Finley noted.

				“You should be,” Serafin countered. “Just because you’re more powerful than others doesn’t mean you can successfully take on an army of ruthless spellcasters.”

				“Fine,” Finley lazily surrendered, “I’m scared for my safety. Will that convince you to let me stay and help you, Layla?”

				“No,” she answered. “I don’t need your help, and apparently you don’t need ours. You’ve lived this long; I think you’ll be fine.”

				He grinned, but his eyes narrowed. “You’re stubborn.”

				Caitrin and Serafin exchanged pointed looks, and a sallow tinge of gray touched Quin’s cheeks.

				“I think he should stay,” Caitrin suggested.

				“What?” Layla blurted, ignoring the flaring pain. “Why?”

			

			
				“Because whether he wants to admit it or not, he’s a potential target, and he obviously has no one around to help him.”

				The comment clearly aggravated Finley, but he was getting his way, so he crossed his arms and smiled.

				“He doesn’t want our help,” Layla protested. “Why insist on giving it to him?”

				“There are other reasons,” Caitrin replied.

				“Like what?” she demanded. “I don’t want him teaching me anything, and if he’s so damn sure in his ability to defeat Agro, he should have already done it.”

				Caitrin stepped closer and sadly reached for her cheek. “We don’t want him on their side, sweetheart. If he gets caught in Agro’s snare, it could mean more danger for every last person on earth.”

				“Oh,” she murmured, slapped by understanding.

				She swallowed as she looked at Quin’s despondent profile. Then she found Finley’s boastful smile. Damn. She hated this. “Fine,” she snapped. “Stay. But when you disrespect Quin, you’re disrespecting me, so keep your distance. And if I find out you’re treating my family with anything other than kindness and gratitude, I’ll deal with you myself. Then we’ll see just how powerful you are.” She looked at Quin and squeezed his hand. “Take me home, Quin. I want to go home.” 

				For the first time since Finley’s aura was revealed, Quin looked away from it. “Gladly,” he mumbled, stepping closer. “I’m going to use magic, okay?”

				“No. I want you to carry me. Or I could walk.”

				“You don’t have to do that, Layla. Just let me hover you.”

				She met his stare and set her throbbing jaw. “I want you to carry me.”

			

			
				Quin sighed over the fingers clutching his hand. “Please, Layla…”

				“No,” she snapped, trying to slide her legs off the bed.

				“I’ll carry you,” Finley offered.

				Layla and Quin shot him deadly looks then turned back to each other.

				“Are you really going to make me walk?” she asked.

				Quin rubbed his lips across her knuckles as he shook his head. “Of course not.”

				“Then pick me up and take me home.”

				He sucked in a deep breath then slid his arms under her back and knees. She couldn’t help but flex as he picked her up, but she kept her lips sealed on a painful groan.

				Once he had her cradled against his torso, she laid her unwounded cheek to his shoulder and closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

				He kissed her head as he hovered from the floor. Then their family cleared a path as he drifted from the room.

				They both stayed silent during their trip across the lawn. Then Layla asked him to drop her off in the master bathroom.

				While washing her hands, she examined her battered reflection—the glossy swelling of dark purple flesh and the broken blood vessels branching across her right eye. Never had she dealt with facial injuries growing up, not so much as a scratch until that guitar string hit her; now she was barely recognizable.

				“Oh well,” she sighed, turning toward the door. “I’m done.”

				A second later, Quin was by her side, doing his best not to hurt her as he carried her to bed. After propping her up against the pillows, he covered her legs with a blanket. “Are you hungry? Do you want more coffee?”

			

			
				“Yes and yes,” she whispered, struggling with the simple task of breathing. “Um... Quin?”

				“What’s wrong?”

				“I think I cracked a rib on the way home.”

				He sighed as he ran a hand under her torn dress. “I wish you would have let me hover you.”

				“I wanted you to hold me,” she argued. “It was worth the pain.”

				He touched his idle fingertips to her heart. “You don’t have to prove anything to me.”

				“That’s not what it was about,” she returned, slightly offended. “I thought I was going to die, Quin. Poof, everything gone. And when it hit me I was going to lose everything, all I could think about was you—how much I wanted to see you and hold you and kiss you. And I was so sad I’d never get that chance again. But I did get it, and I’m not going to give it up because of a little pain.”

				“I’m sorry this happened, Layla.”

				“Me, too, but I want you to stop apologizing. I hated the thought of losing time with you. Now that I have it, I don’t want to spend it hearing unnecessary apologies. This wasn’t your fault.”

				Her rib was whole once more, so Quin slid his hand from her dress and leaned close. “You were amazing, Layla. You shine during the darkest times. But I never want to see you hurting like that. Ever. And I’m never going to let it happen again.”

				“You can’t promise that, so let’s just make every moment count, okay?”

				“I’ll never take our time together for granted,” he vowed, sweeping his thumb across the tip of her nose.

				“Good,” she approved. “Now kiss me before I have to lean forward and crack another rib.”

			

			
				He obeyed, but barely pressed his lips to hers. “I’ll give you a better one once you’re healed.”

				“Promise?”

				“Yes, my love. I’ll give you much more than kisses, but first we have to get you into shape.” He kissed her forehead then straightened. “Do you care what you eat?”

				“No, but I can barely move my mouth, so skip the chewy stuff.”

				“Right. I need to see what’s in the kitchen, but I won’t be long. If you need something, mind search me. Don’t shout.”

				“Okay.”

				He turned to walk away, but she grabbed his hand. “Hey.”

				“Hey back,” he replied, finding her gaze.

				“I love you,” she proclaimed, and she had no problem saying it. If she didn’t love him, she’d never loved anyone.

				He leaned in for another soft kiss. “I love you, too, Layla.”

				“Okay,” she sighed. “Now go fix my coffee.”

				“As you wish, my beautiful addict.”

				He headed for the door, and Layla’s heart stuttered as she watched him go. “Coffee’s no longer my only addiction, Quin. I need you more.”

				He halted, his aura expanding as the emerald river pulsed and quickened. “This is where I need to be, Layla.”

				She leaned back and closed her eyes, a smile curving her sore lips. “Good.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 29

				Layla only made it half way through her soup before giving up. The chicken and noodles wreaked havoc on her jaw, so she took a big drink of broth then set the bowl aside.

				Quin stood and sent their dishes to the kitchen, summoning a glass of water instead.

				“You should finish eating,” Layla insisted.

				“I’m not hungry,” he returned, passing her the water.

				She sipped, but her eyes stayed on his aura. “I hate seeing you like this.”

				“I’m fine,” he assured, laying a healing hand on her knee.

				“No you’re not,” she argued. “You’re miserable.”

				“I’m not the one who was nearly beaten to death today.”

				“I know you’re physically fine, but you’ve never been so quiet, and I’m not blind. I can see your aura.”

				“Would you like me to lighten it?”

				Her eyes widened, tweaking her damaged brow. “Absolutely not. The fact that you’re unafraid to let your aura be seen is something I admire about you, so don’t go changing it now.”

				“I don’t want to lighten it. I dislike the way it feels.”

				“Then don’t do it.”

				“What do you want me to do, Layla?”

				“I want you to get into bed with me,” she answered, setting the water aside.

			

			
				“That makes me feel better,” he approved.

				“Good,” she returned. “Hurry up. And leave the blankets off.”

				He floated over her, slowly settling himself on the bed, and she tried to scoot down, but her ribs protested the move.

				“Stop,” Quin demanded. “That does not make me feel better. If you need something, ask.”

				“I thought I could handle it.”

				“I know you can handle it, but you don’t need to. I’m here for many reasons, and helping you is one of them.” He wrapped her in magic as he rearranged the pillows. Then he carefully laid her down.

				Layla watched as he moved to the spot beside her, and she couldn’t help but smirk at how long it took him. “Tell me another one,” she demanded.

				Quin propped his head on one hand and found her bright eyes—magic pools lacking the slightest variance in color. No other shades of green, just liquid emerald. “Another what, love?”

				“Another reason why you’re here.”

				“Ahh.” He softly ran his forefinger down the bridge of her nose, over her lips, and across her chest, stopping it on her heart. “I’m here because I love the way I feel when I’m with you, and because I feel like hell when I’m away from you.” He looked to his hand and tapped his finger in time with her pulse. “I’m here because I’m dying to touch this heart in every way possible, and none of those ways can be accomplished from a distance. That’s just a few reasons,” he concluded, finding her stare. “There are more.”

				“Those are good reasons,” she approved. “You can scoot closer.”

			

			
				“I don’t want to hurt you.”

				“You won’t.”

				He cautiously moved closer, but she wasn’t satisfied.

				“No, Quin. I want to feel you.”

				“There will be time for that later.”

				“Says who?”

				“Me. I’m not leaving your side. You won’t be able to force me away.”

				“I’m not going to try,” she mumbled. Then she turned her head, squarely meeting his gaze. “You’re really not going to hold me until I’m better?”

				“I’m sorry,” he refused.

				“Fine,” she huffed. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to close my eyes and think about you holding me, and you’re going to fix me. And you need to hurry, because my imagination isn’t as good as the real thing.”

				“I’ll do my best to hurry the process along,” he agreed. “I’ll need to tear your dress some more.”

				“I have a better idea,” she said, looking down, and her dress disappeared, leaving her nude aside from a simple pair of white, cotton underwear. She looked at his torso, zapping his shirt away. Then she closed her eyes and relaxed. “Okay, heal away.”

				Quin slowly scanned her body, which lay perfectly still—no nervous gasping, no insecure fidgeting, and her smooth skin barely blushed. “It seems you’ve come out of your shell,” he whispered, trying to calm his heart rate.

				“I guess a near death experience will do that,” she replied, peeking at him with one eye. “Does this change your mind about holding me?”

				“No,” he answered, finding her face. “You’re beyond beautiful, and I would love to hold you, but I’ll not hurt this perfect body of yours.”

			

			
				“What if I lose the underwear?”

				“No, Layla. I like the underwear, and stop trying to tempt me. It won’t work right now.” He ran his palm between her breasts, stopping it on her black and blue ribs. “When you feel better, you can try again, and I promise it will work.”

				“How well?”

				“What do you mean?”

				Her mild blush intensified as she pulled his hand to her left breast, centering his palm over her nipple. “I’m ready, Quin. I see no reason to wait. I love what I’ve found in you, and I want more. I want it all.”

				He lowered his lips to her cleavage and breathed deep, filling his senses with her bare and aroused flesh. “I want you to have it all, Layla.”

				“You’re not answering my question, Quin.”

				He sighed and laid his ear to her heart, listening to its healthy beats. “Not tonight. It’s been a bad day, and you’re going to be sore for a while. I don’t want you feeling anything but pleasure when we make that move.”

				Her lungs deflated as her breath swept into his hair, followed by her graceful fingers. “You’re right. I don’t want anything ruining it. I want it to be perfect.”

				“It will be,” he vowed, sliding his hand to her ribs. Then raised his head and gave her a kiss. “Now try to relax and let me heal you.”

				She obeyed, and he worked on her for several hours, healing damaged flesh and bone. She fell asleep when he was halfway done, and her peaceful aura soothed him as he continued making her well.

				Once the bruises were gone, he floated to her feet and gently ran his hands along every inch of unveiled skin, looking for spots he might have neglected or never knew about. The process took a long time, but he didn’t mind. He’d do anything to make her feel better, and touching her body was a pleasure, not an inconvenience.

			

			
				Convinced he’d mended her as much as he could, he floated to the spot beside her and eased onto the bed. He laid his hand over her heart. Then he counted its beats while watching her profile.

				He loved her more than he ever thought he could love someone. He loved her the way he always wanted to love someone. Now it seemed he was but a breath away from losing her. It had almost happened, in broad daylight, right on the coven’s property. How could he keep it from happening again? One thing was certain, whether she liked it or not, he was on a hiatus from work until she was out of danger. His own life no longer mattered. It was hers that meant everything.

				As he analyzed and sorted his emotions, trying to put everything into perspective, he eventually landed on a prominent and dreaded concern. Finley—the wizard who somehow managed to be in all the right places at all the wrong times.

				Quin didn’t trust him. Mostly because the guy lacked manners and had an ego the size of Alaska, but Quin couldn’t deny his concern about losing Layla to the twice bonded male. She had no interest in Finley now, but he’d weaseled his way into their community, which would give him plenty of opportunities to win her over. And that was exactly what he planned to do.

				Not for one second did Quin believe Finley accidentally stumbled upon his equal. How he managed to discover and locate Layla, Quin didn’t know, but he was sure their meeting on the beach wasn’t an accident. Finley had a plan. He intended to use his unusual status to convince Layla they were made for each other. And if the two of them weren’t as different as night and day, Quin might believe that was the case. They were probably the only twice bonded children on earth, and the fact that they were male and female of the same age was an intriguing coincidence.

			

			
				Coincidences were rare in the magical world, but it had to be just that. No way was Layla fated to be with Finley, and Quin had faith she’d see that as clearly as he did. She was sweet, happy and humble, while Finley was rude, antagonistic and arrogant. But if Finley preyed on her naiveté and somehow convinced her their union would serve the greater good… well, if Layla was anything, she was good. Her life meant little to her when compared to others.

				Her aura swirled faster, so Quin summoned a fresh cup of coffee onto the nightstand and pulled the blankets over her body. She mumbled his name when she stirred, and his heart soared. He’d give anything to keep his name the one on her lips.

				She rolled onto her side, finding him with soft palms. Then she smiled and opened her eyes.

				“How do you feel?” he asked.

				“Perfect,” she answered.

				“Liar,” he accused.

				Her smile stretched as she took a moment to focus on her body. “I’m a little achy, but nothing like earlier.” She paused, pressing her fingers to her brow, cheek and jaw. “You’re a miracle worker, Quin. If I hadn’t lived through it, I’d never know these bones were broken.”

				She seemed sincere, so he wrapped one arm around her waist and pulled her against him. “Tell me if I hurt you.”

			

			
				“I will.”

				He rolled onto his back, taking her with him. Then he lowered the blankets to her hips and trailed a finger down her spine. “How’s this?”

				“Perfect,” she approved, nuzzling his pecs.

				“Are you cold?” he pressed.

				She crossed her arms over his chest and rested her chin on them. “Stop fussing over me.”

				“No,” he refused, tapping her nose.

				“I thought you couldn’t tell me no,” she countered.

				“I can when it’s for your own good,” he explained. “Besides, I want to fuss over you. Are you going to tell me no?”

				“Maybe,” she answered, moving her arms out of the way. Then she showered his chest in kisses, talking between each sweet caress. “Someday... I’ll be the one who gets to fuss over you... and when you tell me to stop... I’ll look at you and say no... And if you argue... I’ll say it’s your own fault... You shouldn’t have told me no that one time.”

				He laughed for the first time since that morning, and it felt wonderful.

				“Mmm...” she murmured, kissing closer to his throat. “That’s what I needed—your laugh. It makes me feel much better about life in general.” She buried her face in his neck and kissed his pulse. “This feels fantastic, Quin. It’s exactly what I wanted earlier. Consider your promise fulfilled.”

				He stopped tracing her spine and wrapped her in a hug. “No.”

				“You’re getting good at telling me no. Should I be worried?”

			

			
				He smiled into her spirals. “No.”

				“You’re starting to sound like a broken record,” she laughed. “I’ll have to come up with a question you’ll say yes to.”

				“There are a lot of them, so it shouldn’t be too hard.”

				She raised her head and grinned. “Does it feel fantastic for you?”

				“Yes. It feels perfect.”

				She puckered and wiggled her lips. Then her eyes sparkled as she dipped her head and softly nibbled his ear. “How about this?”

				“Yes.”

				Her lips trailed along his jaw. “And this?”

				“Yes.”

				She found his mouth and sucked on his bottom lip, smiling when it slipped from her teeth. “And that?”

				“Yes.”

				She kissed him deeply and for a long time, coming out of it breathless. “And that?”

				“Yes,” he assured, grinning hugely.

				She laughed as she shook her head. “You’re still a broken record.”

				“I’m not broken,” he disagreed. “Not when I’m holding you. When I’m with you, I’m a whole man.”

				“I don’t ever want you to be broken,” she whispered.

				“Then don’t break me,” he returned, “because you hold all the power.”

				“I don’t hold all the power, but I’m confident I have some of it.”

				He watched her eyes for a long moment. Then he tucked her head into the crook of his arm and rolled onto his side. “Hey.”

				“Hey back.”

			

			
				“I love you.”

				“I love you, too, Quin.”

				“And I love that as well. I want us to love each other forever.”

				“Sounds like a dream come true,” she approved.

				“If it ever changes for you,” he whispered, leaning closer, “or if you feel it slipping away, I want you to tell me, because I’ll do anything to keep you. Anything. If the love can be saved, I’ll save it.”

				“You’re talking crazy, Quin. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll agree.”

				“It does make me feel better. Thank you.”

				He leaned in for a kiss, but was interrupted by Caitrin’s mental voice.

				“What’s up?” Layla asked.

				Quin finished the silent conversation then focused on her. “Your grandparents want to see you.”

				“Oh. Okay.”

				“Will you let me pick up where we’re leaving off?” he asked, drifting his fingers across her breasts.

				She grinned as she cuddled closer. “You mean you aren’t going to make me beg?”

				“I might,” he teased, “and it would probably shoot my ego through the roof.”

				Following three failed attempts and eleven kisses, Quin forced himself out of bed and walked to the closet. He picked out a canary yellow sundress then got her approval before magicking the frock onto her body.

				“Yellow looks good on you,” he said, admiring how it matched the joyful rivers in her aura.

				“Thank you,” she replied. “I like this shade of yellow. It’s like lemonade and sunshine, a happy color.”

				As he listened to her speak and marveled at her beauty, the corners of his lips twitched into a smile. Just like lemonade, she quenched his thirst while making him crave more; and just like sunshine, she was almost too radiant to look at, yet he couldn’t look away as she lit up everything around her. “It is a happy color,” he agreed, “and you wear happiness well.”

			

			
				She grinned as her aura picked up speed. Then she blushed and looked away. “I don’t want to stay in here. I’d rather visit with them in the living room.”

				“Sure,” he mumbled, snapping out of his reverie. “Will you let me carry you?”

				“I’d love to let you carry me, but I need to know if I can walk.”

				“I guess you do,” he conceded, offering his arm.

				She took his bicep then gingerly worked her way off the bed, standing on her left leg first, then her right. After taking a moment to balance, she released his arm and limped toward the door.

				He stuck close, and she grinned as she watched him out of the corner of her eye. “I’m fine, you know?”

				“Yes,” he answered.  “You’re moving great considering what you went through today.”

				She halted at the door and turned. “Okay. As long as you know. Now carry me the rest of the way. Not because it hurts, but because I want you to.”

				He smiled and gently scooped her off her feet. Then he nuzzled her curls as he carried her down the hall.

				Her grandparents showed up mere seconds after she got comfortable on the couch, and though they were thrilled to see her looking so well, Layla could tell the day’s events weighed heavily on them.

				After showering her in hugs and kisses, they thanked Quin profusely then announced they were going home. Layla would have argued, but they almost looked their age they were so tired.

			

			
				“Kemble says you’ll be home tomorrow,” Caitrin noted, looking at Quin from the foyer.

				“What?” Layla asked, flipping her gaze around.

				“Don’t look at me like that,” Quin told her. “My mind’s made up, and you’re not going to change it.”

				“But...”

				“No, Layla. This is the way it’s going to be.”

				She sighed and looked at Caitrin. “Guess he’ll be here.”

				Caitrin smiled and blew her a kiss. “We’ll see you tomorrow, Layla Love, and we’ll miss you tonight.”

				“I’ll miss you guys, too,” she returned, smiling at the sweet farewell.

				They waved then showed themselves out, and Layla frowned at Quin. “You didn’t tell me you were taking off work.” 

				“I did,” he countered. “I told you I wasn’t leaving your side. Did you think you’d go to work with me?”

				“Of course not. Tagging along would make me feel helpless and immature.”

				“Then we’ll stay here,” he decided, lifting her from the couch.

				She sighed and cuddled into him. “Someday you’re going to have to get back to your old routine, you know.”

				“Nuh-uh, Layla Love. My routine has changed, and that’s fine. I like the new routine much better.”

				He carried her to the master bathroom then lowered her feet to the floor. “Meet you in bed?”

				“Goody,” she agreed, pulling him down for a kiss. Then she hobbled backward, grinning as she closed the door on him.

				When she limped back into the bedroom, Quin lay in bed in a pair of cotton pants, staring at the ceiling, but he quickly sat up. “Do you need help?”

			

			
				She leaned against the armoire, playing with her hair as she scanned his fine form. “No. Just stay right there and let me look at you.”

				“Why don’t you float over here and get a closer look?” he suggested.

				“Good idea,” she approved.

				She kept her gaze on his torso as she drifted across the room and seated herself beside him. Then she reached for his hard stomach. “You’re a fine specimen of a man, Quin.”

				“I like that you think so, but in the magical world, I’m pretty average.”

				“I’m not sure I believe that,” she challenged, looking from his chest to his face.

				He crossed his legs and pulled her onto his lap, cradling her in strong biceps and a bright aura. “I have no intention of proving you wrong.”

				Keeping his eyes on hers, he vanished her dress. Then he gave her time to adjust before slowly sweeping his gaze from her head to her toes. “You, however, do not have an average body. Other witches pale next to you.”

				“I’m not sure I believe that either,” she whispered, awash with a disconcerting combination of nerves and arousal.

				“You don’t have to believe it,” he replied, sliding his hand up her thigh. “Just know your body speaks to me like no one else before you. And these,” he added, lightly tugging on her underwear, “provide an experience that’s both new and incredibly stimulating.”

				“What do you mean? They’re just boring, cotton underwear.”

			

			
				“No,” he disagreed, keeping his eyes on the garment, “they’re definitely not boring.”

				“Yes they are. Why would they do anything for you?”

				“Because witches don’t wear them.”

				“What?” she exclaimed.

				He smiled as he found her face. “Witches don’t wear underwear.”

				“Ever?”

				“Never. I have never been with a woman who wears underwear. It was a pleasant surprise to find yours Sunday night. It turned me on in ways I never dreamed possible.”

				Layla recalled the first time she searched her new wardrobe. She hadn’t found any underwear or bras, and Morrigan had seemed amused when Layla mentioned their absence. “Wizards, too?” she asked, remembering Quin hadn’t been wearing anything beneath his shorts the night before.

				“Yep,” he answered, “wizards, too. Magicians don’t bother with underclothes.”

				“Why not?”

				He laughed as he glanced at her panties. “Why do you wear them?”

				“I don’t know. I guess because it’s the modest thing to do, and because certain clothes would be uncomfortable without them.”

				“We don’t wear uncomfortable clothes,” he countered, “and if we do wear something that would benefit from underclothes, our magic supplies better results than a piece of cloth. Furthermore, witches and wizards aren’t raised to be modest. I’m sure you’ve noticed. We’re open with our feelings, unashamed of our sexuality, and comfortable with our bodies, so we’re unafraid to let others see them.”

			

			
				“I don’t know if I can be that way, Quin.”

				“You don’t have to be.”

				“But you must like that about witches. Surely that’s a bigger turn on than modest underwear.”

				He smiled as he slowly shook his head. “Before I experienced them, I might have said yes, but now I know exactly how sexy underwear can be. Your modesty turns me on a great deal, Layla. I think it’s sweet, and I love being the man who gets to see you shed it. Eventually, you’ll be more comfortable showing your body, because it’s in your nature and it’s all around you now, and that will please me as well, but you’ve given me unique experiences I’ll always remember. I’m a lucky wizard. If others knew what they’re missing, they’d be buying their witches underwear.”

				“Yeah right,” she laughed. Then she coyly bit her lip. “You know, there are far sexier panties in my luggage.”

				“I can’t picture it,” he returned, running a fingertip along the outline of her underwear. “These are more arousing than I could have possibly imagined.”

				“Then I’ll have to show you sometime.”

				His caress paused as he flipped his gaze to her face. “I’m looking forward to that now, so please don’t change your mind.”

				“I won’t.”

				He glanced at her aura then back to her eyes. Then he moved his mouth to her ear. “Would you like to know something else that’s a first for me?”

				Chills slithered down Layla’s spine as his breath swept over her neck and his lips trailed across her jaw. “What’s that?” she asked, more interested in his kisses than the answer.

				He shifted the arm supporting her back, taking her head in one hand as the other slid to her stomach. Then he stretched her out, touching his lips to hers as his fingers slid beneath the hem of her panties.

			

			
				“This,” he answered. “I’ve never been with a woman who keeps herself bare.”

				Layla trembled from the inside out, her eyes drifting shut as she fought a blush. “Really?”

				“Really,” he confirmed, spreading his hand out.

				“That’s surprising,” she muttered. “It’s the way most women my age keep themselves.”

				“Not witches. They keep it tidy, but they don’t lose it altogether.”

				His fingers slid lower, adding pressure, and she swallowed a lump while fiddling with his hair. “It’s in style right now.”

				“Is that why you do it?”

				“No. I like the way it feels.”

				“Me, too,” he whispered. “I love the way it feels.”

				Her chest stuttered as her lungs quickened, and Quin couldn’t help but smile as he watched her closed lids, wondering if she’d open them this time. He moistened her bottom lip. Then he softly sucked it in while lifting her torso.

				One of her legs slid from his, opening her thighs, and her humid heat found his fingers as her muscles tensed, but she didn’t close him off. She remained putty in his hands—his to do with what he pleased. He sighed over her pulsing lips, reaching slowly to make sure she was ready. Then he kissed her deeply while smoothly working two fingers inside her body. She was more than ready.

				Her eyes popped open as her hips jerked. Then she clutched his jaw and stretched, her wavering moan getting lost in his mouth. She curled back in, tightening around his hand, and her backside nestled between his legs, pressing on his arousal.

			

			
				Damn, he wanted her. A bit of magic and a slight shift and he could be inside her, making love to the most beautiful woman on earth. And she would let him. All he had to do was say the word and she’d submit. Never mind the pain it would cause her, the fragile bones he could break in his quest for pleasure. Shit.

				He carefully lifted her torso as his fingers dipped deeper, and she stretched once more, raising her hips while spreading her limber legs. She gripped his hair with both hands as she squeezed her eyes shut. Then her lids fluttered open as she pulled him from her lips and gasped for air.

				He smiled as he watched her wide open eyes, unfocused as they were. Then he moved his mouth to her throat, feeding off her rapture and bathing in her delight. He couldn’t take her tonight, but her pleasure rolled over him as surely as her aura swelled around him, simultaneously spiking and satisfying his urges.

				Layla thought she might hyperventilate as she watched his kisses trail to her breasts. Then she nearly ripped out his hair when he sucked one of her nipples into his teeth. She clutched his forearm with one hand and his shoulder with the other, trying to retract her claws, but she was so energized, she felt she could slice straight through his skin and tear chunks from his hard muscles.

				She ached for release, but hated for it to end so soon. Never had she felt as alive as when he stripped away her defenses, leaving her vulnerable to his adoration and sensitive to his touch. Every nerve ending in her body spoke to her, and they were chanting his name.

				When his fingers expertly maneuvered inside her, pressing a button she didn’t even know she had, he left her no choice but to ride the wave over the apex. Her hips jolted, and her moan rippled from quivering lips.

			

			
				The intense thrill didn’t die quickly. It carried on, holding her against his hand while quaking every inch of her tingling body. Blood swelled through stretched veins, and tiny beads of sweat seeped to the surface of her skin. A sigh drifted from his lips, hotly sweeping across her nipple, and she shuddered as she fell into his lap.

				“Mmm…” he murmured, moving his mouth to hers. “You take me places I’ve never been, my love.”

				She grasped his cheeks as she breathed him in, trying to calm her raging lungs, and he magically cleaned her mess while sliding his hand from between her legs.

				When at last she could take a breath without gasping, she opened her eyes to his. “You’re amazing, Quin.”

				“I feel amazing when I’m with you, Layla. You make me that way.”

				“I don’t believe that for a second.”

				“That’s because you’re too sweet for your own good,” he noted, glancing at her body. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

				“No. You made me feel amazing things. And I still don’t think it’s fair.”

				“Look at my aura,” he instructed. “You’ll see everything you need to know in it. I look forward to joining you, but for now, this as close to heaven as I’ve ever been.”

				She intently searched the air around him. Then she smiled as she found his eyes. “I like it when you spoil me.”

				“Good, because it’s my favorite thing to do.”  He kissed her nose then her lips. “How do you feel?”

				“Perfect.”

				“Nothing hurts?”

				“Nuh-uh.”

			

			
				He hugged her close as he hovered from the bed. Then he lowered the blankets before lying down with her. “You need to get some sleep,” he said, covering their legs.

				“I took a nap,” she reminded him.

				“Yes,” he replied, “but you’ve been up late every night this week, and whether you’ll admit it or not, your body is still recovering and needs the rest.”

				“I guess.”

				“Do you need anything before you sleep?”

				“Nope. Just you.”

				“I’m all yours, love.”

				“Then I’m all set.”

				He gave her a lingering kiss then offered his chest, and she grinned as she tucked herself in. After turning off the lights with a wave of his hand, he wrapped her in a hug and buried his face in her hair, simultaneously breathing and kissing. With her life on the line, it felt like he was indulging in his final meal.

				“Hey,” he whispered.

				“Hey back,” she returned.

				He laid his cheek on her head and tightened his hug. “I want you to know that this feels amazing. I love holding you, and I love you for giving me the opportunity.”

				He hadn’t told her he loved her because he wanted to hear it back, but the next eleven words out of her mouth were the most beautiful he’d ever heard, and they made him feel like the most blessed man to ever live.

				“I love you, too, Quin. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”


				


			

				


				Epilogue

				Agro anxiously paced in his tent as ten soldiers looked on, prepared to rally the troops at the word fly. Sweeping his long, silver hair through one hand, Agro worked a piece of smoky quartz with the other, alertly glancing toward the entrance of his tent from time to time.

				The stranger had betrayed him, his brute had disappeared, and he wasn’t any closer to finding his witch!

				He threw a hand out, and the soldier opposite his palm squeezed his eyes shut as a bolt of electricity struck a decorative urn. Marble shattered, flooding the floor with water and ferns as static charged the tent, and the soldier sighed while opening his eyes.

				“Be glad it wasn’t your guts,” Agro seethed, throwing his gemstone away. “Unacceptable! This… this stranger—he betrayed the wrong man and will die a slow and painful death.”

				His soldiers shifted, and Agro halted, scanning their faces to see if any of them had something to say. They wisely kept their mouths shut, so he summoned his cloak and headed for the exit. “But first I’m getting my witch. Gather the troops.”

				“All of them?”

				Agro turned, backhanding the fool who’d spoke. Then he pointed at the soldier who caught the unconscious imbecile. “Wake him up. I want everyone in this camp in the air in one minute. We’re searching her family’s homes.”

			

			
				“Yes, sir,” the wizard answered.

				Agro looked at the idiot slumped in his comrade’s arms. Then he growled and turned away, flames already licking his narrow eyes.

				


				[image: Flourish 10.ai]


				


				The stranger paced in his tent, his temples between his thumb and forefinger as he tried to clear his head. His plan failed miserably; now Agro was likely on a rampage, missing his useless barbarian, and the witch was secured by her family.

				“Shit.” It had taken him hours to summon the premonition of her walking alone. Who knew how long it would take to summon another? The spirits guiding him were becoming increasingly uncooperative.

				“Shit,” he repeated, digging into his bag.

				He had little choice but to try again, so he withdrew a few gemstones and sat on a pile of blankets, hoping Agro wouldn’t kill his mark in a fit of anger. Months of work had gone into getting the witch, and the stranger was prepared to toil longer, but she had to stay alive or she’d be a useless waste of time.

				“And what a pity that would be,” he mumbled, adjusting his stones. Then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath, losing himself in ethereal meditation.

				The End
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				A Sneak Peek at book 3 in the Mystic series

				Available on Amazon in 2013

				2010—Oregon (Clatsop State Forest)

				Ears ringing through rushing blood and clipped voices, Agro paced between two western red cedars, their trunks as thick as storage sheds and creeping with neon moss. Impatience slithered in Agro’s stomach while chaos reigned around him—unorganized soldiers rushing to extinguish fires, dress and don their cloaks. Only a handful stood in a line nearby, ready to fly to the Conn/Kavanagh coven.

				The turmoil took Agro back sixty-three years, when he was young and naïve and had no idea how to control the will of an army.

				More soldiers fell in line, and Agro looked over, laying eyes on a boy no taller than his waist.

				Stepping from the trees, Agro grabbed the boy by his collar and lifted his feet from the ground. “What’s this?” he demanded, scanning the line as he shook the child. He tossed the boy aside then moved to a young girl, pushing her out of formation as well. “Why are there children in this unit?”

			

			
				“You said you wanted everyone in camp ready to fly, sir,” a few soldiers murmured.

				Agro growled as he shoved another kid out of line. “Obviously not the useless piss-ants who can’t take care of themselves. Get them out of here.”

				Adult soldiers rushed to obey, and Agro’s nostrils flared as he watched the pandemonium. He needed to replace Farriss, but he didn’t have time to nominate and test loyal candidates. Who knew his missing brute held such value?

				He studied the nearby wizards, pinpointing one who’d kept calm, dismissed the chaos, and lined up in an orderly fashion. “You,” Agro said, stepping toward him.

				The man tucked his right fingers into his left sleeve. Then he straightened and lowered his arms to his sides. He had a polished bald head and tattoos running from his shoulders to his neck. “Yes, sir.”

				“Your name,” Agro demanded.

				“Guthrie, sir.”

				“What’s up your sleeve, Guthrie?”

				“Silestra,” he answered, raising his left hand, and a small coral snake poked her black and yellow head from his crimson sleeve, smelling the moist air with her ebony tongue.

				Agro cocked his head at the serpent then found Guthrie’s gray eyes. “How long have you been a member of the Dark Elite?”

				“Forty-two years.”

				“How old were you when you joined?”

				“Twelve.”

			

			
				“That will have to do,” Agro mumbled. “You’re my new lieutenant. Get these imbeciles organized. When we approach the community, I want half of them to enter the trees and fly ahead of the rest. They’re to take up post behind the houses while we make our way to the lawn. If any of the coven members try to sneak out, I want them apprehended and brought to me. But no one is to harm the family without my say so, or they’ll find themselves digging their own graves. You have one minute to gather the unit and prove yourself worthy, or I’ll kill you and find another deputy. Got it?”

				“Yes, sir,” Guthrie agreed, ushering Silestra into his sleeve.

				“Then what are you waiting for?” Agro barked “Go.”

				Guthrie hustled away, and Agro huffed as he resumed his pacing.

				Patience was vital in his quest, but his nerves had never been so thin. “I will not butcher her family until the witch is in my hands,” he vowed. But the fire in his eyes threatened to burn everything around him to the ground.

				Oregon (Conn/Kavanagh coven)

				A rainbow of shiny mist dazzled Quin’s retinas as he awoke in the middle of the night, his mind oddly alert. His head lay on his left bicep, and his right arm cuddled Layla to his chest, her rhythmic breaths pulsing over his pecs. Though her bright aura flowed peacefully, Quin’s spine straightened under the sting of agitated nerve endings.

				He raised his head and looked around the dark bedroom, searching for the cause of his unease. A quiet shuffle echoed in the hallway, and Quin flipped his gaze to the open door as a faint glow illuminated the dark wood. Finley.

			

			
				Quin threw the comforter over Layla’s top half and soared from the bed, landing toe to toe with the intruder. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

				Layla jolted awake and rolled over, finding Quin and Finley locked in each other’s line of sight, their crimson auras bulging from their tense and feral frames.

				“Cool it,” Finley hissed, sucking his blazing haze back in. “Agro’s here and he’s going to search the houses.”
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