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          Magic, Mischief and Kilts!

        

      

    

    
      Scottish Warlock Euann MacGregor may be the tech savvy one in his family, but when it comes to love, savvy doesn’t enter into the equation. So when he crosses paths, in the most unusual way, with a woman who holds an essential piece to a puzzle that has haunted the MacGregor family for decades, he’s torn between wanting answers and wanting her. Forces beyond his control have brought them together, but those same dangers might also be what tears them apart forever.

      

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Updates

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To stay informed about when a new book is released sign up for updates:

      

      

      
        
        http://michellepillow.com/author-updates/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Green Vallis, Wisconsin

        

      

    

    
      “If anyone cares, Uncle Raibeart is naked in the back gardens.” Euann glanced up from the security feed on his laptop. Two of his brothers and their cousin, Rory, sat at the formal dining table with him. A trail of light made its way in from the window, creeping across the room to mark the movement of time.

      Rory leaned to look lazily past a large flower vase in the middle of the table. He shook his head in denial at Euann. Rory appeared more interested in his coffee cup than anything else. “Not unless the giant puppy I’ve been trying to get Malina and Jane to materialize for me is chasing him.”

      “Ah…” Euann squinted and leaned closer to the screen. “No, it looks like…gremains, maybe?”

      Rory waved his hand in dismissal. “He’s probably trying to get one to marry him. Let Raibeart have his shot at love.”

      “Can ya imagine the children that would come from that union?” Iain mused. His brother’s feet were kicked up on the table, and he picked at a croissant, throwing more pieces onto the plate than into his mouth.

      “Should we go rid the gardens of the creatures once and for all?” Euann asked, even as he lacked the motivation to do so.

      “It’s too early to deal with gremains,” Iain dismissed, suppressing a yawn. “Let’s do it tomorrow.”

      “I don’t want to break up Raibeart’s date,” their oldest brother, Erik, added. He didn’t look up from the thriller he read on his smartphone. “He’ll scream if he needs help.”

      A melancholy air had settled over the MacGregor estate, like a mist covering the mansion and surrounding grounds that would not dissipate. The entire family felt it, well, at least those of warlock blood.

      The twenty-fifth anniversary of Kenneth’s disappearance was upon them, and they were no closer to having answers than they had been the night he’d gone missing.

      They all had theories: vortex to another world, fairy ring to another realm, magick gone awry causing Kenneth to lose his corporeal form, evil spells, statue potions, witch hunters. Erik had convinced himself Kenneth left of his own accord and didn’t want to be found. Otherwise they would have had a hint of his whereabouts. No one else really believed that. Kenneth would not do that to the family. For a time, his brother Niall had thought maybe a nest of vampires had taken him, but that turned out to be a dead end. The family had tried seances and spells, summonings and incantations, offerings and prayers. Nothing brought Kenneth back.

      Every year, his parents, Angus and Margareta MacGregor, would go to West Virginia, where Kenneth was last located by a credit card receipt at a local bar. What started as a pilgrimage of hope had slowly turned into a bleak journey they were compelled to take each year.

      Euann missed his brother and felt the hole that had been left behind in their lives. It was an ache that would not lessen. He supposed it would be worse for parents, losing a child and never having an answer as to what had happened to him. It didn’t matter that Kenneth had been just over four hundred years old at the time. To parents, their child would always be their child.

      In the course of a warlock’s lifetime, twenty-five years wasn’t a lot of time, but it was enough to lose hope, to accept the hollow feeling might never go away. It had become a darkened part of their souls.

      Euann realized he watched Raibeart on the security feed of the back gardens without seeing him. He flinched and then jumped back in his seat. “Och, that’s not right. Raibeart is doing nude tai chi.”

      “What self-respecting warlock uses technology instead of magick for security? There are only six acres of gardens. Ya should be able to cover that with a couple of protection spells.” Erik still didn’t look up from his book. “I think it’s because the sack man forgot to give ya true magick when he tricked ma into taking ya from him.”

      His brothers always teased him about being the son of a sack man and not a real MacGregor. It was an old joke, one they had not given up since childhood. They liked to claim the Spanish boogeyman fathered him, and that is why he wasn’t a true Scottish warlock. Euann hated golf and whiskey, which his family loved, and preferred playing with gadgets instead of using a magickal solution.

      Euann arched a brow and, without verbally answering Erik’s insult, he pulled open a file on his computer and sent a video to all of his family’s cellphones. Seconds later, Rory’s phone dinged, Iain’s beeped, and Erik frowned before sweeping his finger over his screen to ignore the notification so he could keep reading.

      Rory glanced at Euann with a questioning look.

      Euann just gave him a half-smile and kept idly checking the camera feeds around the property.

      “Ly-di-ah!” As Rory played the video, the sound of Erik singing to woo his now-wife belted out of the phone.

      Barely a second later, Iain’s phone joined their cousin’s creating a slightly out of sync playback of the song. “Ly-di-ah! I sit beneath your window, laaaass, singing ‘cause I loooove your aaaass.”

      Erik sat forward in his seat as he swiped his finger to look at the message he’d disregarded moments before.

      “Ly-di-ah!”

      “Dammit, Euann!” Erik swore.

      “Ly-di-ah!”

      “Ohmigod, there’s dancing,” Rory exclaimed, slapping his hand on the table and gasping for breath through his amusement.

      “Those are some sweet moves, brother,” Iain added, shaking his hips back and forth in his chair.

      As if on cue, Rory and Iain belted out with the recording, “Ly-di-ah!”

      “Turn it off,” Erik demanded.

      “Ly-di-ah! Ya smell just like a, uh, la-ven-der-ah mint, and I think I like your scent.”

      “Och, brother, ya cannot carry a tune.” Iain set his phone down and plugged his ears with his fingers. “Ya do not do the MacGregor name proud.”

      Erik gestured his hand toward Iain, materializing a stiff breeze that sent Iain’s phone flying into the dining room wall. It crashed so hard that it stopped playing.

      “Ya didn’t have to do that,” Iain protested.

      “Erik!”

      The sound of his wife’s voice caused Erik to stiffen and look around as if he suspected he was in trouble. It was still the recording.

      “Uh-oh, Lydia sounds annoyed.” Iain picked up his broken phone. “I don’t think she liked your song.”

      “Yes, my lavender,” the recording of Erik’s voice said. Rory and Iain laughed harder.

      “Malina drugged me,” Erik protested. It was true. Their sister had helped Lydia make a love potion as a prank and it backfired, horribly. It had caused Erik to become obsessed with his true love to the point of being dangerous. He’d called a storm that nearly destroyed the whole town, and he’d even shifted into a monstrous version of his puma form.

      “Don’t call me lavender,” Lydia’s recording stated firmly. Rory turned his phone so Iain could also appreciate the way Erik groveled.

      “Yes, my rose.”

      “Don’t call me rose.”

      “Yes, my—”

      The video clip ended when Erik walked out of the frame of the security camera. Iain and Rory doubled over with laughter.

      “Ly-di-ah!” Iain sang, placing his hand on his heart as he crooned toward Rory.

      “Ly-di-ah!” Rory returned louder than his cousin.

      “I will not forget this,” Erik told Euann. “It’s going in the revenge book.”

      Euann wasn’t worried. “File it under the section called, I’m not scared of the kitty cat’s threats.”

      Erik marched toward the main foyer.

      “Oh, wait, Erik, we’re sorry,” Rory said as Erik reached the door.

      “Yeah, come back.” Iain moved around the side of the table to follow his brother, with Rory right behind him.

      Erik stopped and arched a skeptical brow as he faced them.

      As if reading each other’s minds, both Rory and Iain began bouncing around the dining room, lifting their arms and kicking their legs in a bad rendition of an already hilarious dance as they mocked Erik.

      “Oh, Ly-di-ah, my lavender cake,” Iain sang.

      “How I love to make ya quake,” Rory added.

      “Kill me for heaven’s sake,” Iain continued, shaking his ass violently so the kilt he wore jerked back and forth. He winked at Erik. “They call this twerking. Try it next time. Might help.”

      Erik lifted his finger and pointed it deliberately at Euann. Under his breath, he uttered, “Revenge.”

      Euann laughed and, as Erik strode from the room, he called, “Wait, lavender boy, I have more. Don’t ya want to see…?” He let his words trail off. He heard Erik’s boots hitting heavily on the stairs as he headed toward his bedroom. There, Erik kept a magick mirror that would transport him home to the Victorian mansion he shared with Lydia.

      The teasing had lightened the mood of the morning. Iain and Rory went back to their chairs. Euann knew it wouldn’t last, but for now they were smiling.

      “Do ya know who would have loved that?” Iain asked, only to answer his own question. “Kenneth.”

      And with that, the mood dampened.

      Rory nodded as he sat back down by his coffee. “Yeah, he really would have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Outside Wichita, Kansas

        

      

    

    
      “Corinna Dewitt,” the highway patrol officer recited, reading Cora’s license.

      She automatically glanced at his name tag. Lewellen looked like every trooper she ever remembered being pulled over by—buzz-cut brown hair, an ordinary face she didn’t want to look at directly, and an air of authority when he spoke. He looked at the license and then back at her, lifting it as if to compare her to the photo.

      “Blonde was a phase. I went back to my natural color.” Cora needlessly pulled a strand of her dark brown hair forward as evidence. “I should probably have that photo retaken, but it says brown on the—” She started to point at the license when his words cut her off.

      “Do you know how fast you were going?” questioned Lewellen.

      Cora wondered why he went through the ruse of asking. They both knew she had been speeding. Her hands shook violently, and the nerves bundled in her stomach were almost unbearable. Everything she wanted to say was right there on the edge of her brain, but she couldn’t get the words out. She did her best attempt at a smile and said, “Faster than I should have been?”

      “Ninety-three,” he said, answering his own question. Cora wanted to debate his number. Her speedometer had said ninety-one. “Speed limit here is seventy-five.” Though polite, he didn’t return the smile. She wasn’t surprised. She had never been able to sweet talk her way out of a ticket. And if she merely got off with a citation for speeding, she’d consider herself lucky.

      Or not.

      “Yes, sir, I’m sorry, sir.” She stared at the wheel, gripping it nervously.

      “Where are you headed?”

      “I’m not exactly sure.” It wasn’t a lie. She had no clue what awaited her at the end of this trip.

      “Wait here.” He walked off with her license.

      Cora took a deep breath to steady her nerves. Cars whizzed by, momentarily blurring her view of the grassy field lined by trees. Some people thought Kansas to be flat and boring, but she believed it had an understated beauty. The tall grasses undulated in the breeze, rippling across fields. They were hypnotic—rolling forward in a predictable pattern beneath bright blue skies dotted with clouds.

      If she went to prison, would she be able to see the clouds from her cell? She couldn’t remember from the movies she had seen. Cora wasn’t tough, not like prison people. Women like her always became someone else’s bitch.

      Lewellen appeared by her window to hand back her license and a paper ticket. “Slow it down.”

      “Yes, sir, thank you—”

      A loud thud cut through her words.

      Cora’s eyes rounded, and she looked at the trooper in a panic.

      He stiffened. “What was that?”

      “I can explain.”

      Another thud came from the trunk, and then another.

      No. No, she couldn’t explain this. In no reality could she make this situation look good.

      “Do you have someone in the trunk?” Lewellen reached for his waist and stepped back as he rested his hand on the butt of his sidearm. “Get out of the car, ma’am.”

      Cora pressed her lips tightly together and gave him a helpless look. She didn’t want to. Her hands worked nervously against the wheel. The thuds came faster.

      “Out of the car, ma’am,” he stated louder, pulling her door handle. “Move slow. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      Cora did as he ordered. She kept her hands lifted by her shoulders and backed up.

      The thumping became louder, the hard kicks so forceful they sounded like they would dent the metal of her trunk lid. The trooper reached inside her door, not taking his eyes off her as he pulled the lever to pop the trunk.

      One last kick sent the lid flying up with a hard bang. Cora gave a small jump.

      “Put your hands on the hood. Don’t move,” the trooper ordered.

      Cora obeyed. Her stomach tightened in knots. There was no talking her way out of this. She made the worst criminal.

      A car zoomed past. The passenger stared at her, craning his neck to watch her humiliation.

      The officer went around to the trunk, his hand resting on his gun. Cora gave him no reason to draw the weapon. Dread and relief mixed inside her. For better or for worse, this nightmare was almost over.

      A touch of alarm hit Lewellen’s features when he looked inside. “Oh my god.” His breathing noticeably increased. “It’s going to be okay. You’re safe now. I got you.” He looked at Cora and shouted, “Don’t you dare move—”

      A bright light shone on Lewellen’s face, cutting his words short.

      The trooper blinked several times before dropping his hand from where it rested on his gun. He nodded at Cora. “Everything seems to be in order, ma’am.” He went to her open door and picked up the paper ticket. “I’m going to let you off with a warning this time. Drive safe now.”

      He turned to leave, striding away.

      Cora stumbled along the side of the car after him in disbelief. Her voice soft, she whispered, “Where are you going? Don’t go! Arrest me. Take me in.” Even though she tried to cry out, it was like an invisible hand gripped her throat and kept her from screaming. She stopped near the opened trunk.

      She took several deep breaths, not looking inside.

      A small hand reached up, the short, childish fingers curling over the metal edge of the lid only to pull it down. It slammed shut. Cora jumped at the hard noise. Lewellen did not turn around. She was compelled to get back in the car to keep driving.

      “Please, help me,” Cora croaked, the words painful. “I’ve been kidnapped.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Two days later…

        

      

    

    
      Insects hummed, filling the night air with the chorus of the countryside. Leaves rustled in the breeze, crashing together. The cool air brought relief to the warmer day. The nature filling the estate grounds infused Euann’s magick, feeding his powers with its natural vitality. Warlock magick needed to draw power from somewhere. Sex worked, but the jolt was intense and short-lived. The life force of plants sustained. It’s why they preferred to live by nature. They could draw from multiple sources without killing a single plant.

      The Georgian-style mansion sat at the end of a long drive. He looked up at the imposing silhouette in the moonlight. They had been in Wisconsin for several years, but it still did not entirely feel like home. He missed Scotland. Or maybe he missed the idea of Scotland.

      This was one of the best homes they’d had in centuries. It wasn’t exactly easy to come by a mansion that could fit an extended warlock family—Euann, his brothers, their sister Malina, their parents, cousins, uncles and aunts, and the new spouses—with enough privacy to keep their magick in check, and enough amenities nearby to make sure they didn’t starve in the wilderness…or worse, suffer from boredom.

      Those who did not choose to live in the mansion took up residence in the town. Not everyone had moved to Green Vallis. He had family, cousins and second cousins, yet to come. From those early days in the barbaric Scottish countryside to today, one thing was for certain, MacGregors stayed together. It was the only way they could remain safe. The tradeoff for such a life was that they were instant local celebrities wherever they went. Not many people could afford a home with sixty-five rooms and over twenty thousand square feet of space.

      The mansion sat on a hill, overlooking the valley town of Green Vallis flanked by an expansive forest. There was only one road in or out—the long driveway leading to town. The MacGregors owned eighty acres, much of which was the forest that had a stream running through it. There were several outbuildings, including an old coach house from the late 1800s that they had converted into a garage for the brothers’ somewhat extensive vehicular habits.

      Euann was in charge of securing all of it. Despite the teasing of his family about his obsession with technological toys, Euann did cast good ol’ protection spells over the place. It was one of the reasons for his late-night walk. It was time to renew a few of them.

      Euann spotted lights through a small break in the tree limbs. Streetlights from town dotted the valley like stars. He walked the path leading into the woods and let his body pull energy from around him, taking a little from the trees, a bit more from the grasses and underbrush. He had thought the midnight walk through the woods would make him feel better. It didn’t. The sadness flowed through him like blood, invading every part of his being—including his magick. He couldn’t shake it.

      Iain and Rory were convinced he was pining over Charlotte, who had started dating their brother Niall. It wasn’t what everyone thought. Sure, the fact she was with his brother bothered him. He wished he and Charlotte had been meant to be together.

      So maybe it was a little like everyone thought.

      Euann did like Charlotte, but more to the point, he liked the idea of Charlotte. He wanted to be in love. He wanted to have the connection his brother Erik had with Lydia, that Iain had with Jane, that Niall had with Charlotte, that his parents had even after centuries of marriage. He wanted the other half to his soul, his fíorghrá, his true love, the person with whom he could share every thought.

      He wanted to meet his eternity.

      However, it wasn’t that longing that filled him at the moment. Euann had been thinking of his lost brother more than usual. Twenty-five years missing. Twenty-five cursed years. Not knowing what happened was the worst feeling. If only they had an answer.

      Kenneth wouldn’t leave his family, not like this, not for this long, unless he had no choice. To put all of them through so much heartache would be unthinkable.

      If only he could think of something they had not tried to get Kenneth back—a spell, an incantation, a necromancer. This was a magickal problem. There had to be a magickal solution.

      There had to be.

      They just hadn’t thought of it yet.

      Dammit, Kenneth. Just come home.

      Euann held his breath, listening to the sound of the wind in the trees, willing the answer to come to him and not expecting it to.

      A vibration by his ass caused him to jolt a little in surprise. He gave a small laugh and shook his head at himself.

      Euann pulled his phone out of the back pocket of his jeans. He doubted anyone was calling him at this hour, so it was probably a motion sensor being set off. Deer sometimes passed through, and he’d caught some beautiful footage of the animals in the woods surrounding the house.

      “Please be deer and not Uncle Raibeart,” Euann whispered to himself as he put his finger on the button to unlock the device. He had fifty-two cameras set up around the grounds. Well, not all of them were on the grounds. Five were spy cams he could place wherever he wanted. Then there were the microphones he attached to things like his brothers’ shirt collars when he was bored and wanted to cause trouble.

      He pulled up the recording to see what had set off the sensor. It was a small blur of movement, more human-shaped than animal. Hundreds of years trying not to see his uncle running naked in the woods told him the graceful movement wasn’t Raibeart.

      Euann checked the live feed, moving systematically through the camera footage to look for whoever was walking through the forest. When he couldn’t pick up a trail, he pointed his finger at the phone and ordered, “Reveal yourself.”

      Blue lights lifted in the surrounding forest to show the life force of birds in trees and small mammals in the underbrush. He wasn’t worried about anyone else seeing the lights. Only the person who cast the spell would.

      His phone screen magickally flashed through the security feeds, pausing on the views long enough to show him what hid in the darkness of each location. He watched it carefully until finally, it revealed a figure standing in the woods staring in the direction of the mansion. The security feed changed, and the image was gone, but he knew where to go.

      Euann gripped his cellphone as he ran through the trees, taking a shortcut through the denser woods. He jumped over fallen logs and dodged saplings. He wondered what would be at the other end of this hunt—a wraith, a mormo…ooh, or some kind of sexy wood nymph. That would be a fun change of pace after the chaos they’d been dealing with since moving to Wisconsin.

      Please be a wood nymph. Please be a naked wood nymph. Please be a naked wood nymph.

      What if it was Kenneth?

      The idea caused him to lose focus, and he tripped on a branch. He flew forward, landed hard on his stomach, and slid a few inches on the uneven ground. The noise caused by his fall was met with a gasp of surprise. The pitch of the voice gave way that it was a female.

      Please be a naked wood nymph.

      Euann pushed himself to standing and glanced around. A scrape burned his forearm. He dusted forest litter from his t-shirt and blue jeans.

      “Is someone there?” the woman asked, her voice shaky. She definitely was not a MacGregor. “Jewel, is that you? Come out of the woods. I don’t like it here.”

      Euann made his way toward the nearby walking path. He saw the curve of the woman’s hip before anything else. A long blue t-shirt fell to her thighs over black leggings. Her sandals were not optimal for traipsing about the woods at night. The darker colors helped to obscure her in the shadows. He pushed a tree branch aside to get a better look at her.

      The woman stood stiff as if afraid to move. She hugged her arms around her. Long brown hair lifted away from her shoulders in the breeze. Dark eyes met his. If not for the moonlight, she would have been standing in the shadows.

      Euann’s breath caught. He was transfixed.

      “I can explain,” she said.

      Of all the things that could have been running around the forest this night, it seemed wood nymph won. Just looking at her made his heart quicken.

      She shook her head in denial. “No, I can’t explain.”

      Her breathing visibly deepened. Euann moved closer, his eyes on her parted lips. He didn’t question the urge to go to her. This is what nymphs did. They drew men in, attracting them with pheromones. He did not try to resist. She was a vision, one he wanted nothing more than to kiss.

      Softer than before, she said, “You should run back the way you came.”

      Euann chuckled. “Run?”

      He wasn’t running anywhere. Why would he? Mesmerized, he lifted his hand, wanting to touch a strand of her hair against her shoulder and afraid she’d blow away like a spirit when he did.

      “I’m sorry.”

      The woman darted away from him before his fingers made contact. She hurried down the path, disappearing around a turn.

      Euann’s natural instinct was to follow. Every MacGregor had what they called their burden. Iain shifted into bird forms. Erik turned into a puma. Niall was a werewolf. Euann’s burden was that he could shift into the form of a gray fox. It had been decades since the fox tried to push itself to the surface. Their inner animal natures liked to react on impulse. His was telling him to chase her.

      Euann did not shift, but he did take off down the path behind her. He advanced on her quickly and when she suddenly stopped, he almost crashed into her back.

      Those lovely eyes turned to him, and she said, “You should have run the other way.”

      Euann frowned at her expression of fear. It had not been there before. Or had it? He’d been so mesmerized that he’d not observed what might be happening around them.

      She took an unsteady breath. Before he could ask what frightened her, he saw movement. The woman tried to place her body before his in a protective gesture. Her trembling hands lifted to her sides as if to further block him from view.

      He stepped aside to look down the dirt path.

      A child skipped out of the woods. The little girl couldn’t have been more than six years old. Her brown curly hair sprouted around her head in a wild mess and she had a smudge on her face like she’d been licking chocolate ice cream and it dripped down her chin onto her yellow dress.

      The girl giggled and shouted, “Found you. Now find me!”

      As the child ran down the dirt path, Euann found himself compelled to go after her. “It’s not safe out here for a child. She shouldn’t be here.”

      “She’s not the one in danger.” The woman jogged beside him. “You really should have run the other way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here you are, Mrs. Twinkles, but only one.” Jewel pretended to have a British accent as she dropped a cube of sugar into a porcelain teacup. Hot liquid splashed over the side. The floral tea set looked to be antique, and not something most people would want a child playing with.

      Normally, Jewel spoke with the light Southern accent common in Oklahoma.

      The girl sat on the formal dining table, her legs crossed as she looked at her three playmates. She wore a sparkly pink princess gown complete with a tiara.

      Mrs. Twinkles lifted the cup to his lips to sip. Cora felt terrible for the guy. After he’d found them in the woods, Jewel had forced him to play hide-and-seek with them for hours. Then they were made to act like monkeys at the zoo. Cora’s hands still ached from hanging on the tree limbs.

      The child was tireless. Cora had yet to see her sleep for more than a few minutes at a time. In the late morning hours, Jewel insisted they go into the man’s home to play. And as if breaking into the man’s home wasn’t bad enough, Jewel also put him in a ruffled pink dress, complete with bonnet and bright pink blush. Not to mention the hair bow tied around his head.

      “Tea and biscuit, Mrs. Little?” Jewel placed a cookie on the plate in front of Cora.

      Late afternoon light shone through the window behind Cora. It was the only indication of what time it might be. Without the will to resist, she reached for the cookie and bit into it. The lace around her neckline itched terribly, but she couldn’t bring herself to scratch.

      “Mrs. Star over here will take another cookie, lassie.” Mrs. Star was a Scottish-accented gentleman who had walked in on the tea party. The blue silk ballgown hugged his frame, plunging in the front to show his chest. He’d been only too willing to sit down and join them. His actions seemed less forced as if he was there of his own volition. He held up his cup. “And a touch of the hot stuff, if ya don’t mind.”

      Jewel giggled. She lifted the small teapot and poured something into the man’s cup.

      “There’s the magick.” He lifted a pinkie finger in the air as he brought the tea to his lips.

      “Magick, magick,” Jewel pointed at Mrs. Star and Mrs. Twinkles before turning her finger onto herself, “magick, but,” she looked at Cora, “not magick.”

      Cora took another bite of the cookie. She never thought she’d be tired of cookies. But after her diet of cookies, candies, cake, and ice cream, she would have given anything for a health shake and a salad.

      “Poor Mrs. Little,” Jewel said. “You can have two cookies.”

      “Blue is not your color, Uncle Raibeart,” a man said from the other room, his Scottish brogue giving away the fact he was probably yet another occupant of the house. Cora closed her eyes and willed the man away before he fell into Jewel’s trap.

      “Iain, join us,” Mrs. Star, aka, Uncle Raibeart invited.

      Iain appeared in the doorway. He barely contained his laughter when he saw the nice man in pink ruffles. “Oh, Euann, what are ya wearing? This is priceless.” He fumbled for his phone and lifted it up. “Say cheese, pretty princess.”

      Euann grumbled but continued to sip his tea.

      Jewel frowned and stood up on the table. She stamped her foot. Iain laughed.

      “Girls only,” Jewel pouted, losing the British accent in exchange for her American one. “No boys allowed at the tea party!”

      Iain’s smile quickly faded as his kilt puffed out and turned into a green square-dancing dress complete with petticoats and a white apron front. “What the ever-lovin’—”

      The words were cut off when a chair dragged on the floor as it pulled out from the table. Iain was compelled to sit down.

      “How are you today, Mrs. ah…?” Jewel thought for a moment and pointed around the table in turn. “Twinkle. Little. Star.” And when she got back to Iain, she concluded, “Mrs. Dinosaur because your face looks grumpy.”

      Jewel giggled and knelt on the table as a teacup materialized before Iain.

      “Nice to meet you, grumpy dinosaur.” Raibeart wiggled his teacup with a grin. “I need a refill.”

      “More hot stuff,” Jewel said, walking on her knees to refill the cup for him.

      “Euann, what’s happening here?” Iain asked, his eyes focused on Euann.

      Euann looked like he wanted to answer but couldn’t.

      “Mrs. Twinkle can’t talk,” Jewel said. “She’s in time out.”

      Euann’s chair pulled him away from the table, spun him around, and then slid forward to make him sit in the corner of the room like a naughty child.

      “Ha! Blessed angels, thank ya for this gift.” Still another man appeared in the dining room doorway. He too tried to pull out his cellphone.

      “Rory, get help. She’s—” A large piece of material appeared over Iain’s nose and mouth. It tied around his head, and he was forced to claw at it to breathe.

      “Mrs. Grumpy Dinosaur can’t talk.” Jewel again stood and pointed at an empty chair. “Do have a seat, Mrs. Ballerina.”

      “What the fuck?” Rory’s hair pulled away from his face and grew into a ballerina bun. He tried to stop it by slapping at his head with his hands, but it was no use. A black leotard and shimmering white tutu replaced his slacks and button-down shirt. He lifted his arms and pirouetted several times before leaping toward the chair. He twirled before sitting down.

      Jewel clapped her hands. Iain managed to free his mouth from the gag. He tried to speak, but no words came out.

      “Jewel?” Cora tried to divert the girl’s attention. “Don’t you think we’ve kept these lovely ladies long enough? Shouldn’t we get back on the road?”

      “I like it here,” Jewel said. “It’s pretty, and it makes my toes tingle when I walk around. This can be our princess house.”

      “That would be the ley lines.” Raibeart reached across the table to steal another cookie. He took a bite and continued talking as he chewed. “This whole place is swimming with power. Hey, we got any shortbread cookies around here?”

      Jewel waved her plastic princess wand and materialized some on his plate.

      “Thank ya, love.”

      Cora couldn’t count the number of hours she’d been awake. Her eyes burned. She covered her mouth as she yawned.

      Jewel came to her and patted her head. “You should take a nap, Mrs. Little.”

      Cora’s arm dropped onto the table, and she laid her head forward. Her eyes closed in sleep before her head rested on her forearm.
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      “The prince kisses the cursed princess and then she wakes up with all her magick back,” Jewel explained. “And then the prince and princess go to the ball.”

      Euann had never seen so much power in one so young. If he wasn’t currently playing the part of a prince in the fairy tale play they were putting on for Jewel, he would have been impressed. As it stood, he was at the mercy of a six-year-old girl wearing a princess ball gown. This was definitely a first.

      Though, it could be worse. He could have been the gentleman Rory dancing with Lady Iain wearing orange and green taffeta. The music was a strange looping that materialized out of thin air and sounded vaguely like a cartoon he’d once seen.

      The beautiful woman had sleepwalked her way to the front hall where she lay on a bed fit for any fairy tale. Euann knelt beside her. He had wanted to kiss her upon first seeing her, but not like this. Not while she lay sleeping.

      “She needs her magick, prince,” Jewel insisted as if the situation were dire. “Don’t let her die.”

      The woman’s face began to turn blue. Euann leaned forward and chastely put his mouth to hers. Instantly, her color revived, and the woman woke up. A strange light filled her eyes as she looked up at him. It only lasted a brief second before fading. He hadn’t felt any magick in her before, but it was there now.

      Just who was this child? What kind of creature could hand out power like pieces of candy? And if she could hand it out, could she take it away?

      Jewel just became all the more dangerous.

      “My lady, may I have the honor?” Raibeart danced with Jewel. She stepped on his feet and giggled each time he lifted her from the ground. He was the only one who seemed to move with a will of his own, and he had requested the tailored, bright green suit he now wore. He looked like an overgrown cartoon leprechaun.

      A newcomer to their games, Erik stood like a servant in white coattails. He held a tray of hors d’oeuvres, which was nothing more than chocolate-peanut butter candies sprinkled with edible glitter. His eyes were narrowed in frustration.

      The woman stood up from her nap, only to be forced into the role of a princess at a ball. Her skirt was so full of petticoats that it pressed against his legs as she took his hand and curtseyed.

      “Who is she?” Euann asked his partner as he lifted his arms to dance.

      “I don’t know. She walked up to me in Oklahoma and asked me if I wanted to play. I said sure, and before I knew it, I was driving across the country with a kid in my trunk.” The woman glanced over to where Raibeart distracted the child’s attention. Euann noticed they became a little freer in movement and speech when Jewel wasn’t playing directly with them.

      “Who are ya?” Euann now knew the woman was no wood nymph, but he still found himself drawn to her. He couldn’t be sure if it was from the girl’s magick powers or something else.

      “Corinna Dewitt, but everyone calls me Cora.”

      “Hi Cora, I’m Euann MacGregor. I’d welcome ya to my family’s home, but under the circumstances…”

      “I’m sorry, Euann. I tried to tell you to run from us, but it’s not always easy to speak freely when she’s playing.” Cora stepped back, and he twirled her in a slow circle before continuing the swaying ballroom dance.

      “What in the world are you guys doing? We’ve been waiting for you to come back. We have reservations.” Lydia appeared at the top of the stairs. She had emerged from the bedroom she shared with Erik and the magick portal mirror that gave her direct entrance from her house located down the hill from the mansion.

      “Lydia, no.” Erik tried to stop his wife, even as a yellow gown appeared in place of her sundress and cardigan. “Dammit.”

      Lydia thrust her shoulders back in an exaggerated posture and began a graceful descent down the stairs, her dress-swaying movements were very unlike her norm.

      “What’s going on here? Iain, why are you in a dress and dancing cheek to cheek with Rory?” Jane followed Lydia out of the bedroom and across the open walkway to the staircase. “I thought we had dinner plans. Lydia has Trina working late to cover all the internet orders. I made reservations at Perfection. Chef Alana is expecting us for a tasting menu.”

      Was it already time for dinner? He’d been locked in the magickal state for almost a whole day?

      Jewel stopped laughing.

      Jane frowned at the child. “What on earth is that creature?”

      Raibeart let Jewel go, and the girl moved to the bottom of the stairs. “We’re playing princess ball. You can be a purple princess.”

      “Nah, I’m good,” Jane dismissed. She eyed her family and took a step down. “Is this your doing?”

      Jewel looked confused. “You don’t want to play with me?”

      “No. And I don’t think anyone else here looks like they want to play either.” Jane placed her hands on her hips and stopped halfway down the stairs.

      “Um.” Jewel’s eyes wet with moisture as if her feelings were hurt. She peered around the foyer, and the costumes faded from her playthings into the outfits they had originally worn. A tear rolled down her cheek. “I only wanted to play a game.”

      All signs of the princess party disappeared from the room.

      Iain pushed Rory’s face away from his and took several steps back. He shook his body and then felt his arms as if to make sure the dress was gone. Rory slapped his own face a few times, swiping his cheeks dramatically as if to get his cousin’s germs off his skin.

      Euann didn’t want to let go of the woman in his arms but had no reason to keep holding Cora, now that the spell was broken. His touch lingered longer than it should have. His hands glided down her forearms over her fingers before releasing her.

      “How are ya immune?” Erik asked Jane. He set the tray on the floor only to have it disappear at his feet. Erik made his way to his wife and pulled Lydia into his arms while backing her away from the child.

      Jane shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because I’m half banshee? We tend to see through the veils to what hides beneath, like with ghosts.” Then to Jewel, she said, “What are you?”

      Jewel’s eyes flashed as the look of fire consumed the pupils before again fading to green.

      “She’s a baby phoenix,” Raibeart said, patting Jewel’s head. “Haven’t seen one of these in centuries. Playful little things.”

      “Jane, what do ya see?” Iain asked.

      “Flame-looking skin shaped like a little kid,” Jane answered. “The skin moves like fire but doesn’t look to be burning. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

      Cora looked at Euann’s family and slowly backed away from them. Her eyes focused on Jane.

      “Cora, it’s—” Euann tried to comfort the woman who looked increasingly distressed. Whatever power the phoenix had given her was still there.

      “Banshee. Phoenix. Bad magick.” Cora ran for the door and started to pull it open.

      It slammed shut, the knob roughly sliding out of her hands. She gasped in panic.

      Euann turned to see Erik’s hand lifted. He was keeping her from leaving.

      “You’re in no state to be running around the countryside telling stories,” said Erik.

      “I won’t tell.” Cora pressed her back to the door and kept her hand on the knob as if trying to turn it. Her gaze met Euann’s. “Please, I won’t say anything.”

      A yellow light encased Cora.

      Euann held up his hand toward Erik, “No, don’t.”

      It was too late. Cora was frozen in place, her hand still locked on the doorknob.

      “Dammit, Erik,” Euann said. “She was just scared, and understandably so. Ya didn’t need to petrify her.”

      “Wasn’t me.” Erik pointed at Raibeart.

      Raibeart shrugged. “I’m the elder here, and I say what needs to be done.”

      “God help us all the day you’re in charge,” Rory mumbled.

      “She can’t go out there talking about the phoenix. The wrong person might hear her. These are rare creatures and must be protected at all costs.” He put his hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Come on, little one. Let’s go play in the gardens. Ya can help me chase off a troll.”

      Jewel smiled and hopped excitedly in place. She held out her hand for Raibeart to take and the man led her toward the back door. As he walked, his white t-shirt and kilt changed into brown pants and a tan button-down shirt, complete with a safari helmet to make the perfect adventurer’s outfit.

      “Yeah, like trolls know how to keep secrets,” Euann muttered.

      “Uncle Raibeart’s great plan,” Erik said dryly. “Freeze a stranger and then go play in the gardens while leaving us to clean up the magickal mess.”

      “We should call Da and Ma,” Iain said. “Unless anyone here knows anything about dealing with a phoenix. I don’t know about the rest of ya, but I’m not spending the next eternity in a dress. That kid has more power than any being should.”

      “I think it’s obvious which is the manlier of us two,” Rory teased. “She chose me as the guy.”

      “She probably felt sorry for ya,” Iain retorted.

      “You were slow dancing with your cousin,” Lydia told Rory with a laugh. “I wouldn’t brag too much. I’m sure Euann has it recorded for family movie night.”

      “Ah, damn, no, I don’t,” Euann said. “Ma and Aunt Cait made me take the cameras out of the house.”

      “Does anyone know what we’re going to do with that little fireball?” Jane asked.

      “Maybe Niall knows what we should do?” Lydia’s voice had a hint of hope in it. Her childhood friend Charlotte was living in an RV with their brother on the West Coast as Niall fought whatever bad thing it was Niall fought.

      “Da has him keeping an eye on an old waterfall in Oregon,” Iain said. “Some creature has been giving tourists visions. He might be out of range for a few days.”

      “But ya can call Charlotte and ask her if he knows anything,” Erik said. Lydia gave him a small smile and nodded.

      “Does anyone know anything about this creature?” Jane asked. When no one had information to share, she sighed. “Fine, I’ll call Chef Alana and cancel our reservations. Again. I don’t think she’s going to reserve a table for us a seventh time.”

      “No, ya four should go. Have your couples’ date.” Euann moved toward Cora’s statue. Her expression was one of fright. He touched her cheek. The flesh felt as hard as a stone. She would be petrified like this for hours. “Cora isn’t going anywhere, and Raibeart can play troll hunter with Jewel until ya get back. I’ll try to get Da on the phone. They’re in West Virginia, and there will be no getting Ma back early, but I’ll see what they know.”

      “Call me if things get out of hand,” Erik ordered.

      “Right,” Rory answered, “because living dolls being held prisoner at a tea party are always allowed one phone call.”

      “Send Jane to check on us just in case the little prison warden decides to entrap us again,” said Euann.

      Jane gave him a wry smile. “If you weren’t dancing with my husband, Rory, I probably would have let her keep playing with you.”

      “Ya used to be so sweet until ya married Iain,” Rory answered. “What happened?”
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      “I lost the wee lassie.” Raibeart tried to smile, even as he appeared guilty.

      Euann looked up from where he sat on the wide tread of the marble staircase. He’d been resting his head against the oak baluster, staring at Cora’s frozen form. It was about like watching paint dry…only slower. The carved look of the long t-shirt and leggings revealed her shape. She was a pretty woman, and that moment where his lips had touched hers for a mere second played in his mind. Even now his lips tingled with magick.

      It had all been some kind of phoenix trick, but that didn’t make him feel any less. He knew true love could not be forced by magick because forced love wouldn’t be real. But here, now, it felt more real than anything he’d ever known. There wouldn’t be signs of movement from Cora for a long time, but he didn’t want her leaving without getting a chance to talk to her.

      Raibeart’s words worked their way into his thoughts, and he frowned.

      “What do ya mean ya lost her?” Euann asked.

      Raibeart gestured his hand in the air. “I thought ya could check those peepers ya have all over the woods.”

      “Peepers?” Euann grabbed the railing and pulled himself up from the stairs.

      “Those peeping tom cameras,” Raibeart said. “She’s a fast little thing. I couldn’t keep up.”

      Euann reached for his pocket, only to find it empty. He glanced at the stairs and then the floor. “Crap, I must have left my phone somewhere.”

      “Want to borrow mine?” Raibeart pointed in the direction of the dining room, which led to the offices where the elders worked. With each new property the MacGregor family acquired, their empire grew. It took all of them to keep it running. “It’s in the liquor cabinet in Fergus’s office next to the whiskey.”

      Euann arched a brow.

      “What? It’s not like he’s using the whiskey. He’s traveling the world with your aunt, Elspeth. It is a shame to let it go to waste.”

      “I think she prefers to be called Donna,” Euann said.

      “Reincarnated Aunt Elspeth then,” Raibeart chuckled. “How many names does a woman need?”

      “Raibeart, try to focus. What happened to the child? Why did she run away?” Euann doubted anyone that powerful would have reason to be frightened of anything in the forest. “Are ya sure it’s not just a game of hide-and-seek?”

      Raibeart shrugged. “Perhaps, but I think it was more likely she was being chased. Last I saw, she was headed toward Helena’s old repository.”

      Euann felt the name like a slap across the face. He still carried a lot of guilt over what had happened to Helena.

      “Too soon?” Raibeart asked with a look of pity. “Ya still pining for her?”

      “No,” Euann said a little too quickly.

      “So ya still pining for Charlotte?”

      “No. I’m happy for Niall. Why does everyone keep asking me if I’m in love with Charlotte?” He walked around the front hall, looking on the floor for his cellphone.

      “Cause ya got drunk and said,” Raibeart did a very girly interpretation of Euann’s voice, “‘I’m in love with Charlotte,’ ya dunderhead.”

      “You’ve professed your heart to a million women while drinking.” Euann’s eyes were drawn to Cora. “How many engagements have ya broken?”

      “So does that mean you’re now pining over Miss Rockface?”

      Euann didn’t dignify that with an answer.

      Raibeart crossed over to Cora and patted her stiff hair. “She’d make a pretty wife, don’t ya think? Wonder if she’ll forgive me for giving her the ol’ stiffy?” He knocked on her shoulder a few times.

      Euann coughed uncomfortably, and mumbled, “Old is right.”

      “Ya hope to look this good when you’re six hundred,” Raibeart quipped.

      “You’re over seven hundred, and we both know it.”

      Raibeart frowned. “Am I? That can’t be right.”

      “Try to focus. What did ya do with the phoenix kid?” Euann walked away from Cora so his uncle would be forced to stop touching her as Raibeart turned to follow him with his eyes.

      “Not me. Gremains.”

      “Gremains? Dammit, Raibeart, are ya just now telling me gremains are chasing her?” Euann instantly rushed toward the dining room to go to the back gardens. He grabbed the doorframe to stop his momentum and then pointed at Cora. “Watch her, don’t let her leave.”

      Euann didn’t wait for an answer as he hurried to the back gardens. They should have dealt with the gremains the morning he saw them harassing Raibeart. At the time, the gnarled little pests seemed pretty low on the scale of worries. Since moving to Wisconsin, his family had had run-ins with lidérc, wraiths, demons, spirits, and questionable baked goods. The MacGregors weren’t the only ones drawn to the source of power emanating from beneath Green Vallis.

      “Jewel?”

      The girl didn’t respond to his call. For all her power, she was still a child…presumably. She could have been playing a game by hiding in the woods.

      Euann tried to focus his hearing but had a difficult time filtering through the sounds of the forest. It had been a long time since he’d needed to hunt. The gray fox inside of him seemed half awake. Or was it lazy from little use? Usually, his brothers shifted and took care of the tracking.

      The last threads of evening light illuminated the path as he moved from the back gardens into the woods.

      Cora had stirred the fox inside him the night before. He knew his inner burden was there. It had been dormant for so long that Euann often forgot it existed, but now was the time for the animal to wake up and take over.

      Euann glanced around. He almost felt guilty about shifting after so long even though he had no reason to. If he woke the animal, would it be willing to go back to sleep? Primal instincts were hard to control and deny, and he was out of practice.

      Euann leapt forward so that he would shift out of instinct and land on all fours. Instead of paws hitting the cobblestones of the garden path leading to the forest, his hands slipped, and he slammed his chin on the hard stones. The force jarred his teeth and sent a sharp pain to his temples. His knee struck the hard ground.

      He’d faceplanted on the path.

      Euann grabbed his chin and groaned as he rolled onto his back. “What the hell was that?”

      His palms stung. His knee throbbed. His chin and jaw felt like they were on fire.

      Euann pushed to his feet. Blood dotted where the cobblestone had scraped him. He examined his injured palms. Gray fur had tried to sprout from the back of his hands but only showed in patches. The beginning points of fangs sharpened the tips of a couple of teeth. He stretched his hands, trying to force paws to form. They didn’t.

      His body had forgotten how to shift.

      That wasn’t possible. The fox was in him, part of him. That would be like forgetting how to breathe.

      And yet, here he was, unable to call the beast out.

      Euann limped down the path into the woods, trying to ignore his sore knee as he went after the child. Though they had fought Helena and won, the idea of anyone hanging by her ruins was disconcerting. What if any of her residual powers still clung to the grounds? Magick was born of energy after all, and Helena’s magick had been some of the worst.

      Helena was a wraith they had trapped in a statue in the mid-1700s, but before that she had been a woman in love with him. Euann had never returned that love. Like Charlotte, Helena had represented something he was missing—normalcy, hope, companionship. When a luck demon had attacked the family, it had been enough to wake Helena’s wrathful spirit from her stone prison. His family had been able to subdue Helena and set her spirit free, but Euann had not gone back to the statue since. He felt he was to blame for her sad fate. If he hadn’t pretended to feel more than he had for her, Helena would never have taken the dark path.

      “Jewel?” Euann called. “It’s okay. No one is going to hurt ya. I can chase the gremains away. Please turn back around and come toward my voice.”

      For some reason being reminded of Helena’s statue caused him to run faster, and he ignored the pain in his body. With a few notable exceptions, females who came in contact with the MacGregor family didn’t have the easiest of times. Helena turned into a wraith. Lydia was subjected to Erik’s obsessive behavior after a love potion went wrong. Jane had been attacked by her banshee mother. Charlotte went insane after they erased her memories.

      Now Cora was frozen with Raibeart probably waiting to propose to her, and gremains were chasing Jewel.

      “Jewel? Lassie, come with me, please. Let’s go inside where it’s safe.”

      Euann slowed as he came to where Helena’s statue had once stood. It was now a pile of rubble on the ground, looking nothing like it had been.

      Suddenly a rock flew at him. He dodged it, swatting his hand to knock it away. The laughter of a gremain followed the mild attack. The small, knobby creature poked its head up from the crumbled statue and launched another stone. This time, it hit Euann in the thigh above his sore knee.

      “Ow! Stop that,” he ordered, batting another stone with his hand. “Jewel, where are ya?”

      “Ju-elle.” The word was repeated back to him in a gruff, barely decipherable tone.

      The gremain laughed again, this time throwing with both hands. Euann tried to dodge the projectiles but found his body frozen in mid-action. The stones stopped, hanging in the air as if time slowed.

      This wasn’t like being petrified by a spell. He’d been hit with that whammy more than once. Usually, petrifying spells only stopped the person for whom it was intended, like Cora by the door. And typically, the mind froze and became unaware of what was happening. Euann was fully aware.

      “Jewel?” The sound was distorted and long as if stretched over time. The blur of someone moving through the area went past. When the figure stopped, Euann glimpsed a familiar face.

      Kenneth?

      Euann tried to speak but couldn’t fight the hold the altered time had on his body. The moment only lasted a couple seconds, and he couldn’t be sure, but the man had looked like his brother.

      Was this another of Jewel’s games?

      Suddenly, two rocks pelted him—one striking his cheekbone under his eye and one his shoulder. The gremain cackled. Euann stepped forward, released from the spell. He ignored the annoying creature and hurried to follow the mysterious figure.

      “Kenneth?” Euann limped as he searched the trees. “Kenneth, are ya out here, brother?”

      Panic and fear filled him, tightening over his heart and drowning out the hope he wanted to feel. This was the closest any of them had come to seeing Kenneth. It made no sense that his brother would be in Wisconsin, arriving the same time as the phoenix child.

      Was Kenneth trying to call out from another reality?

      Euann stopped on the path. His magick tingled in awareness. He felt a tug on his pants. The sensation caused him to jump a little. When he turned, Jewel looked up at him. She was alone.

      She curled her finger, indicating she wanted him to come down to her level. Euann bent over.

      “We need to go,” she whispered. “He’s coming.”

      Euann placed a protective hand on the child’s shoulder. “Who’s coming? The gremains can’t hurt ya.”

      Jewel’s eyes widened as she stared over Euann’s shoulder, and she visibly gulped. “Hi, Daddy.”

      Daddy?

      Euann felt a presence behind him. Seeing the girl’s fear, he turned slowly so as not to startle whoever stood behind him.

      “Step away from the child,” a man ordered. The hint of a Scottish accent touching his words.

      Euann looked up. The fading daylight haloed the man from above.

      “Kenneth?” Euann was too stunned to move from his place crouched on the ground. “Is that really ya, brother?”

      “Euann.” Kenneth’s tone was flat. He nodded once and shifted his weight.

      Euann had pictured reuniting with his brother in many ways, but this was never one of them. Kenneth’s hair was cut short. His eyes were lined with dark circles as if he hadn’t slept well in a long time. He wore khakis and a green polo shirt like he’d been trapped in a nine-to-five job in a boring office rather than a portal to the supernatural unknown, or wherever else he could have been.

      Kenneth lifted his arm toward Jewel. Euann’s hand slipped from the child’s shoulder. Jewel lowered her head and stared at her feet as she moved toward Kenneth.

      This was not the homecoming Euann had expected. He pushed to his feet. So many questions filled him in a rush. He was desperate to have answers. “Jewel called ya Daddy? Ya have a child? What’s going on? Where have ya been? We have been searching for ya for twenty-five—”

      “I can’t be here.” Kenneth averted his gaze.

      “You’re here, brother,” Euann insisted. “Ya have come home. Of course, ya can be here.”

      “Tell the family not to look for me.” Kenneth reached toward Jewel. “They should have given up by now.”

      “Why would we give up? We love ya.” Euann leaned, trying to force Kenneth to look at him. “We will never stop trying to help—”

      “If ya want to help me, stop trying to help me.” Kenneth gave a sharp, angry motion as he beckoned Jewel to hurry.

      “Jewel, I think Cora wants to play with ya. She’s waiting inside.” It was the only thing Euann could think of that might tempt the child. “The princess is imprisoned in stone and she needs ya to save her.”

      Jewel’s face brightened, and she ran toward the house.

      “Dammit, Jewel, wait,” Kenneth yelled after her. To Euann, he demanded, “Why did ya do that? Do ya know how hard she is to catch?”

      Euann stepped in Kenneth’s way when his brother would follow Jewel. “She’ll be fine at the house. Ya and I need to talk first. Where have ya been? How is it ya have a daughter?”

      “If ya forgot how babies are made, I can’t help ya.” Kenneth tried to step around Euann, but he moved to block his brother’s path to the house.

      “Now is not the time for jests. That is not an answer. Ma and Da are searching for ya even as we stand here. They’re in West Virginia trying to summon ya back from wherever ya have been stuck, and now ya just show up…” Euann eyed the man’s clean-cut clothes. “Have ya even been in danger?”

      Kenneth sidestepped him again.

      When Euann moved to force his brother to talk to him, he found himself again frozen in time. The image of Kenneth blew past him in a blurred movement as Euann was trapped in place. It would seem his brother had picked up a few magick tricks while he had been away.
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      “That’s better. The stone curse is gone. Now Princess Cora can play with me.”

      The sound of Jewel’s voice wasn’t comforting as Cora fell to her hands and knees on the marble floor of the MacGregor home. Tears threatened to fall as she scrambled back to press against the front door. She closed her eyes tight, willing it all to go away. None of this could be real. Any moment, she would wake up, and this would all be a vivid nightmare created by years of reading and maybe a fever.

      “Shall we be pirates?” Jewel asked in a whisper, her breath tickling Cora’s cheek.

      Cora gasped at the close contact and opened her eyes. She blinked in confusion as she realized no one was where she had seen them a second ago. The room was empty. Had she willed them all away? A chill settled over her body like a cold blast. Her hands shook. She didn’t feel like herself. Her nerves burned with a strange current as it stung her fingertips and toes.

      Raibeart loomed over her with a wide grin. He wagged his brows, and his tone was low as if trying to be seductive. “How ya doin’, lassie? Is that a new power charge you’re carrying or ya just an inthrall to my magick?”

      A small squeak came out of her mouth. Cora had no idea what that meant, but she could guess the gist of it.

      Jewel sat down next to her by the front door. Cora jumped a little, startled, and leaned away from the powerful child. She didn’t want to be back under the girl’s control. She wanted to be home, in Oklahoma.

      Jewel didn’t seem to notice any apprehension as she hugged Cora’s arm. The child laid her head against her. Small fingers worked against Cora’s skin as if seeking comfort.

      “Daddy’s mad we ran away,” Jewel whispered. “He’s coming.”

      That didn’t sound good at all. Maybe if Cora didn’t move, she’d melt through the door, and no one would notice as she ran away.

      “Oh, wee thing, I’ll not let anyone harm ya,” Raibeart soothed.

      “Who…” Cora took a deep breath, wondering if this was a new game. If they were princesses than Daddy was most likely a king.

      Please let him be one of the good fairy tale kings. Not the kind who locked their daughters in towers, or pissed off witches, or…dammit, I need to read more fairy tales.

      “Who’s Daddy?” Cora finally managed to get the words past her trembling lips.

      Jewel pointed toward the dining room and then buried her face between the back of Cora’s arm and the door.

      The man who appeared in the doorway hardly looked like a king. In fact, he looked very much like a dad, the kind that went to PTO meetings and coached soccer games. He hardly appeared to be a threat. Though, neither had Jewel.

      “Kenneth?” Raibeart eyed the man for a moment as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. His hand trembled as he lifted it. Then, as excitement burst out of him in a loud shout, he rushed forward to hug the man. “Kenneth, you’re home!”

      Kenneth stiffened and did not look pleased about the embrace. His hands balled into fists. He pulled back, and Raibeart let him go.

      “Laddies,” Raibeart yelled toward the stairs. “Laddies, come look!”

      Only Rory appeared at the shout, rubbing his eyes as if he’d gone to bed early. He wore pajama pants and an oversized t-shirt. His bare feet hit the steps with stilted purpose—two steps, pause, three steps, stop, one step, yawn.

      “What is all the yelling about?” Rory demanded. Raibeart pointed a finger. Rory’s gaze followed it to Kenneth. “Who are ya—holy shit.”

      “Rory.” Kenneth nodded once in acknowledgment even as he walked toward his daughter. “Jewel, come on. We have to go.”

      “Go?” Raibeart demanded. “Ya just got here. We need to call your parents. They have been consumed with worry over ya.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t have time to explain,” Kenneth answered. He knelt beside Jewel and stroked her hair. “Time to go sweetheart. Ya know why.”

      Cora felt the child’s fingers digging into her arm. “She doesn’t seem to want to go with you. Maybe we should contact the authorities and make sure—”

      “Authorities?” Rory laughed. “What authorities would that be, love?”

      “Police?” Cora thought that answer should have been obvious.

      “And tell them what? Ya were forced to drive across the country by a magickal child?” Kenneth asked. His tone was not as pleasant as that of the others. She guessed he made for a very stern father. “Ya will be confessing to kidnapping.”

      “Well, no, I mean…” Cora didn’t want to move, still of the hope that if she kept still everything might return to normal. “I didn’t kidnap her.”

      “I know that, and I am sorry ya have been affected by my daughter’s play. Thank ya for taking care of her and keeping her safe.” Kenneth’s expressions softened briefly. “I can see she’s done something to ya. I would advise ya to stay here after we leave. My family will help ya.”

      Cora reached her arm across Jewel to hold the child next to her. She wasn’t sure why, but the gesture came on instinct. “What will you do to punish her for running off?”

      “I won’t harm her,” Kenneth said.

      “Then why is she so afraid of you?” Cora demanded. “Why did she run away?”

      Euann rushed into the front hall, breathing hard. “Watch him. Kenneth has new magick. He can slow time. Don’t let him get away.”

      A bruise had formed on his chin, and he appeared as if he’d been in a fight. Cora met his gaze and held it. She wasn’t sure why, but she found comfort in his nearness. The churning inside of her calmed.

      “I don’t have new magick. That was part of Jewel’s game. She wanted to confuse me so I couldn’t catch her,” Kenneth said. “She can’t control me directly, but she learned she can alter the time around me. Now that I caught her, the game is over, and I’m taking her home.”

      “Ya can’t go,” Euann insisted.

      “Everyone relax,” Raibeart commanded. “Kenneth, you’re home where ya belong. Ya will stay with the lassie here. That is an order from your elder.”

      “Thank ya for the offer but—” Kenneth began.

      “Did that sound like an offer? I’ll petrify ya if I have to,” Raibeart warned, “but ya will not leave this place until ya have seen your poor ma and put her at ease. Ya broke her heart when ya went missing.”

      That seemed to dent the hard shell Kenneth obviously carried around his emotions. His expression changed into one of regret, or was it sorrow? Cora couldn’t be sure which.

      “Are the protection spells enforced?” Kenneth asked.

      “Yes. I’ve seen to them. With the power emanating from this land, they are stronger than ever,” Euann said. “You’re safe here.”

      Kenneth didn’t look so sure. His eyes darted around the room as if assessing danger. His attention lingered on the door and windows. He finally nodded. “Maybe for one night.”

      “We have a room set aside for ya,” Rory said.

      “Ya do?” Kenneth frowned. “Why?”

      “Because your ma never gave up hope of your return,” Raibeart said.

      “None of us has,” Euann added. “Where have ya been, Kenneth? What happened? Please, ya have to tell us something.”

      Kenneth didn’t answer.

      “Jewel found me in Oklahoma,” Cora supplied. “If that helps?”

      “Oklahoma?” Euann repeated. “Was it a portal? What happened? We lost your trail in West Virginia. We only made it that far because I tracked your credit cards.”

      Kenneth still didn’t answer.

      “It wasn’t anything magickal, was it? Ya just left us.” Euann’s eyes widened in realization. “All this time, ya never tried to contact us. Ya just left without word. That is why ya won’t answer the question.”

      The feeling that settled over the front hall was impossible to describe. Silence filled the home, and even the air seemed thick and motionless. The only tangible thing pulsating over the room was the feeling of heartache.

      Cora watched the members of the MacGregor family. When no one spoke, she asked, “May I ask something?”

      All eyes turned to her.

      “Why is everyone acting like this is okay and normal? I’ve been freaking out since the moment I met Jewel. Before then the most magic I’ve seen is from illusionists on a Vegas stage.”

      “You’re thinking about magic tricks,” Rory said. “We possess something much older, real magick. All that ya think is impossible just became possible.”

      “But don’t be scared,” Euann tried to reassure her. “We’re just like ya. We’re not bad people.”

      “Only a few centuries older,” Raibeart put forth.

      “Centuries?” The word came out an uneven whisper. “You’re nothing like me.”

      “Ya think we would be better at explaining this to humans,” Euann mumbled.

      “Jewel, let’s play the sleeping game,” Kenneth whispered. “I’ll give ya a head start.”

      “One, two, three,” Kenneth and Jewel counted in unison, only to have Kenneth finish on his own. “Four.”

      Jewel sighed, fast asleep.

      Kenneth lifted the child off the floor, away from Cora. He looked Cora over, longer than she would have deemed appropriate. “I am sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Cora said, even though in a lot of ways nothing about this adventure was fine. “I’m sure she meant no harm.”

      “Raibeart?” Kenneth nodded once at Cora.

      “Aye, I see it,” Raibeart answered. “We’ll look after her.”

      “What am I missing?” Rory asked.

      “She needs to stay here, too,” Kenneth stated, not looking at Cora again. He adjusted his daughter in his arms. “Where can I put Jewel?”

      “Rory.” Raibeart pointed up the stairs by way of a command.

      “Ya can put her in Malina’s room. Follow me.” Rory led Kenneth up the stairs.

      Cora pushed to her feet but stayed close to the door. She felt dizzy. “Why are you looking at me like that? What do you see?”

      “Ya have a mark of sorts,” Raibeart said.

      “Don’t scare her,” Euann stated.

      Raibeart didn’t stop explaining. “Ya were in the presence of the phoenix for too long. But don’t worry. We can help ya.”

      “It’s not just that,” Euann added. “She gave ya magick during one of her games. When ya were sleeping, she had me…”

      “He laid one on ya,” Raibeart supplied, pursing his lips to give an air kiss. “Muah!”

      Euann held his arms to the side and added, “I gave ya a quick peck on the mouth to break a sleeping curse. I promise, no advantage was taken on my behalf.”

      Cora touched her lips. He’d kissed her, and she’d missed it? The tingling in her body hadn’t lessened. She felt different. “What kind of magick? What’s wrong with me?”

      “Don’t be afraid. The effects might not last.” Euann held a hand out for her to take. “Please, stay and rest. You’re safe here, I promise. In the morning, we will try to discover the answers to your questions. My brother has a lot of explaining to do.”

      Cora trusted him. The sting of her new magick lessened when he was near. She hesitated before taking Euann’s hand. “I’m frightened.”

      “Don’t be. For as long as ya need it, my home is your home.” Euann walked her away from the front door toward the stairs. His eyes were kind, and she didn’t feel threatened. “May I get ya anything? Are ya hungry?”

      Anything but cookies.

      “I think I need a drink,” she said, partly joking.

      “That’s my girl!” Raibeart clapped his hands and disappeared into the dining room.

      Cora stood alone with Euann in the front hall. She didn’t release his hand. His touch eased the current in her nerves and helped her to think clearly. “I keep expecting to be woken up at any moment by my alarm clock telling me I need to go to work.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “I have a job as a library manager overseeing special collections, or at least I did. I’m not sure I still have my job after disappearing for days without checking in. The director is a stickler for rules and won’t be happy with my being a no-show.” She gazed at his hand on hers, compelled to speak. “I also work with an English bulldog rescue sanctuary. Though really, we help all dog breeds. It just started with English bulldogs. My apartment doesn’t allow pets, and I can’t afford to move, so it’s a way I can play with several dogs instead. I was on my way home from a transport run when Jewel found me at a gas station.” She gave a small laugh and pulled her hand away. “And I don’t know why I’m running on at the mouth. You probably didn’t need that big of an explanation to answer your question.”

      Cora realized she sounded nervous like they were on a first date. She glanced around the marble and oak foyer. Correction, like she was on a first date with a freaking Rockefeller.

      “My uncle has an English bulldog. We call him Traitor,” Euann said with a playful grin. “Fergus loves that dog, dresses him in the family tartans.

      Cora chuckled. “I’d like to see that.”

      “Here we are! I have single malt scotch, American whiskey, Canadian whiskey, and, ah,” Raibeart adjusted an armful of bottles, causing them to clank loudly, “and…sherry? Sorry, that one’s a mistake.”

      “I think she probably meant water,” Euann pointed out.

      Raibeart looked confused.

      “No, I meant a drink,” Cora corrected. She pointed at Raibeart’s arms. “Vodka?”

      “Um…?” Raibeart glanced over his shoulder.

      “Whiskey’s fine,” Cora said. “Tall glass.”

      “Whole bottle—well, half bottle work?” Raibeart sat the bottles on the floor before grabbing one that was half-full with a caramel-colored liquor. He handed it to her without waiting for her to answer. The label indicated it was a rye whiskey.

      “That works.” Cora nodded. Anything to take the edge off. With Euann’s touch gone, the stinging came back. “Thanks.”

      Raibeart grabbed his own bottle, leaving the others on the floor.

      “Whiskey drinker. That’s my girl. She’s more Scots than ya, Euann,” Raibeart teased, only to add, “Want me to pour ya a glass of sherry?”

      Euann frowned at him. “I’m good. Thanks.”

      “So, Cora, can I ask ya a question?” Raibeart grinned.

      “No,” Euann answered for her. “Cora, if ya would like, I can show ya and your bottle to a guest room.”

      “Let the lassie speak for herself,” Raibeart protested.

      Euann touched her elbow, and she again felt the effects of his nearness. He led her up the stairs. Under her breath, she asked, “What was he going to ask me?”

      “Ya have to ignore Uncle Raibeart. That attic light dimmed long ago.” Euann gave a small smile to show he was joking.

      Cora opened the rye and took a small drink. The liquor burned, and she coughed. Maybe asking for hard liquor wasn’t the best idea. Then again, couldn’t hurt. She took another swig.
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      Euann thought of Cora upstairs in his room. He wasn’t sure why he had given her his bedroom the night before and not a guest room, only that when they touched, he had a hard time concentrating. He’d not been thinking about where they were going until his hand had been on the doorknob and he was inviting her inside. By then it was too late to turn around. Well, he could have, but any inarticulate version of, “I thought ya would like to see my room, ya know, just in case ya want to come stay the night here, with me, in this room, in that bed,” would not have come out right.

      He shifted his hips. It would have come out honest, but not right.

      The feelings he experienced when they were forced to dance hadn’t left him, even after the phoenix’s magick no longer influenced their actions. He had felt attraction many times. He had felt protective of a woman before. Never had both feelings been so intense. Even now, his hand ached to make contact with her.

      He had a possible explanation for it. Running through the forest as he chased after Kenneth had infused his magick. He hadn’t meant to pull so much power, but his emotions had been high. Now energy buzzed in his system like it was about to explode out of him.

      Seeing his long-lost brother stirred a mixture of feelings. Knowing that same brother had abandoned the family on purpose made those emotions even more complicated.

      Kenneth was alive.

      Twenty-five years, and he’d chosen to be away from them.

      Euann had a powerful niece.

      He hoped a grandchild would be enough to stop the breaking of their ma’s heart when she found out the truth. Margareta MacGregor might come off as a strong and powerful warlock, but she was more delicate than she seemed. Kenneth’s actions would wound her deeply.

      How could Kenneth do this to their mother?

      The light shifted over the MacGregor library as the clouds churned outside. The threat of a storm came on suddenly, and the strange weather could only be attributed to Erik’s mood. His oldest brother barely managed to contain his anger. Erik stood, arms crossed over his chest and feet planted shoulder-width apart as if at any moment he’d attack.

      Euann sat beside Rory on the sofa, their bodies angled toward Kenneth. Now was not the time to think about Cora in his bedroom, tangled in the blankets of his bed. Not that logic stopped the idea from dancing around the edge of his thoughts.

      Rory kept quiet, except for the nervous tapping of his fingers on the arm of the couch. He stared at his cousin as if daring the man to try to disappear again.

      “Euann tells me ya left us willingly.” Erik’s words barely made it through his clenched teeth.

      Kenneth sat on a chair. The position struck Euann as being one of a man on trial as the rest of them stared at the offender in judgment. Truth be told that was a fair analysis. Kenneth had a lot to answer for.

      Iain kept his eyes trained on the floor, his arms crossed over his chest as he leaned against the edge of a cabinet that made up the base of a bookcase. He refused to look at Kenneth. “Someone should call Da. Let him be the one to tell Ma.”

      “Raibeart already called her,” Euann said. “They are on their way back. He also called Aunt Cait and Uncle Fergus. They’ll take longer, but they’re coming as well.”

      “Twenty-five years and not one word to ease your ma’s breaking heart.” Erik continued his condemnation.

      “Someone should tell Malina,” Iain put forth, still staring at his feet. Their sister was in Las Vegas with her luck demon husband, Dar. Just because he was called a demon didn’t mean he was evil in the usual sense of the word unless a person was at the craps table betting it all. Dar might make sure a person lost…or won, depending on his mood and the needs of his magick.

      “Can’t. I lost my phone,” Euann said.

      “I’ll do it.” Rory stood up from the couch. He pulled his cellphone from his pocket as he strode from the library as if he was so upset, he couldn’t wait to get away from Kenneth.

      “I’m sorry if my absence caused ya pain.” Kenneth’s voice was quiet. “I had no choice.”

      Silence followed the statement. That was it? No choice.

      “Give us something, brother. Was it a portal?” Euann asked. “An enchantment?”

      “Was it witches? Demons? Fairies?” Erik demanded. “Lake spirits? Mountain spirits? Bad magick? Spells?”

      “Where have ya been?” Euann tried to keep a reasonable tone. “What have ya been doing?”

      “If ya must have an answer, I’ve been teaching eighth-grade math in rural Oklahoma,” Kenneth said, “and coaching little league baseball.”

      Euann wasn’t sure if Kenneth was trying to make a joke. If so, it wasn’t funny. No one was laughing.

      “Ya had no choice but to teach math?” Euann wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      “I had to take care of my daughter,” Kenneth stated. There was no apology to his demeanor, no hint of regret or remorse.

      “Jewel is what? Five? Maybe six years old? Ya have been gone for twenty-five years,” Erik said. “Try again, math teacher. The truth this time.”

      It was evident that Erik’s anger wasn’t going to wane. The clouds darkened. Kenneth had always been stubborn. Since they were children, he’d never backed down from a fight, and whenever he was in trouble, he’d lock up and refuse to see the other side.

      “She’s six.” Kenneth stood. “I’ve said all I can on the matter. Tell Ma I’m sorry, but we can’t stay and ya need to stop looking for us. I can’t protect Jewel here. She has been out in the open too long.”

      “She’s family. She belongs here with us,” Erik said. “So do ya.”

      “Her magick brought her here for a reason, even if she doesn’t know it,” Euann argued. “Out of all the places she could have gone off to, she came to Wisconsin.”

      “We can protect her from whatever it is you’re scared of,” Erik continued. “Surely it’s better if there are more of us.”

      “It’s better if we hide, and no one knows where to find us.” Kenneth denied the offer. “This family isn’t always known for its discretion in the magickal community.”

      “Who is looking for ya?” Euann wanted to both hug and strangle his brother at the same time. He was being hardheaded and for no understandable reason. Everyone’s emotions were running hot, and he felt a fight about to explode.

      “Ya stole the phoenix, didn’t ya, laddie?” Raibeart entered the library. Euann hadn’t realized their uncle had been listening. “I’m not saying ya didn’t have your reasons, but I suppose those who had it want the powerful creature back.”

      “Ya kidnapped Jewel?” Erik frowned, dropping his arms from his chest to relax his stance. Finally, they were getting somewhere. If Kenneth stole something of such value, it would make sense that he felt the need to be on the run.

      “It is more complicated than that. She is my daughter, but the phoenix’s power was entrusted to me. It’s difficult to explain.” Kenneth became agitated. “I didn’t steal anything.”

      “Where is her ma?” Euann also stood, not wanting to be the only one seated.

      “It doesn’t matter. What matters is Jewel is my daughter and I have to protect her.” Kenneth made a move to leave. “If I needed your help, I would have come home sooner.”

      “No, ya wouldn’t have.” Iain finally looked up from the floor and went to his brother. “Ya forget how well we know ya. If ya thought whatever ya were doing would pose a threat to us, ya would not have come back. Ya would have stubbornly thought ya could handle things on your own.”

      “Daft twit,” Raibeart muttered.

      “Who is Jewel’s ma? Is she safe? Do we need to send someone for her?” asked Euann.

      They didn’t need to speak the words out loud to know that no one was letting Kenneth and Jewel leave the MacGregor estate. Regardless of his reasons for going, and the heartache it caused, he was family. Family always protected family.

      Kenneth sighed.

      “Stop the act. Ya know you’re not going anywhere,” Euann said, stating the obvious. “If ya were, ya would have tried to sneak out last night while everyone was asleep.”

      Kenneth closed his eyes. “I met Jewel’s ma in a dive bar in West Virginia.”

      “Which is the last place we tracked ya to,” Euann said. “Go on.”

      “Her name was Geneva and she came from mountain people. She clearly knew what I was before she approached me. I had been drinking for hours and had no clue who she was until it was too late. My guard was down. She enspelled my moonshine and the next thing I know, she’s performing a ritual over my naked body.”

      “Kinky.” Raibeart grinned with a knowing nod. “Been there.”

      Kenneth lifted up his shirt to show a series of scars on his chest and stomach to create a broken spiral. “Painful.”

      “Wild cat, was she? Tangled the sheets with a shifter?” Raibeart pretended to flinch. “Had a few one-night stands like that myself, laddie.”

      “Mountain witch,” Kenneth corrected.

      “Och, why were ya up in their territory?” Raibeart’s grin faded. “They are not to be trifled with.”

      “As I was saying, Geneva performed a ritual. She took my blood, took my,” he glanced down meaningfully, “stuff, and nine hours later—”

      “Months,” Erik corrected.

      “No, hours,” Kenneth insisted. “Nine hours later, I’m stumbling around like I’d been on a bender, the entire forest is in flames, people were literally coming for us with enchanted pitchforks, and Geneva was handing me my daughter, insisting I take her and hide her away from those with magick for she would be hunted. It ended up being Geneva’s dying wish, one I could not say no to. She controlled me as much as Jewel can control others. Geneva distracted the others and then threw herself into the fire. For a while I thought she might be a phoenix too and would come back for the baby, but then the mountain witches started attacking us. The best I can gather is, whatever was done that night brought the phoenix power into my daughter. As Geneva’s influence over me slowly faded, I knew I had to protect the baby. Jewel is too powerful, and in the wrong hands she could be devastating. So I took my child and hid her away from all magickal things for twenty-five years.”

      “Your math is off,” Iain stated. “The kid is six.”

      “So it was a portal?” Erik’s voice sounded calmer than before.

      “There is no portal. She’s a phoenix,” Raibeart said as if the answer should be clear.

      “Time travel?” Euann asked. “Is that how she bent time in the forest?”

      “Something like that,” Kenneth said. His head twitched to the side, and he stiffened. Soft footsteps sounded outside the door.

      Raibeart opened the door to let Cora in.

      “Rory said…” She faltered a little when she saw everyone standing. “I’m sorry. Am I interrupting?”

      Kenneth placed his hand on Euann’s arm. “She radiates with the phoenix’s magick. Ya can’t let her leave, or danger will come looking for her.”

      Cora made a weak noise. Kenneth strode past her as he left the library. She walked toward Euann. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “It’s not ya. We’re dealing with old family wounds.” Euann wanted to excuse Kenneth’s behavior, but instead found himself asking, “Feel like a walk in the woods? I think I dropped my cellphone out there the other night.”

      “Oh, ah,” she brushed at her clothing, “right now?”

      “Got somewhere ya need to be?” Euann gave her his most charming smile and threaded his arm through hers.

      “It looks like it might rain.” She nodded at the clouds through the window.

      “Hopefully not for a few hours.” He wanted to be close to her. His fingers stretched as if drawn to her.

      “Okay, yes. I think the fresh air will do me some good. I’d be happy to help you look for your phone.” Cora walked beside him until they reached the front door. Without thinking, he lifted his hand, opening the door without touching it. The magickal display caused her to give a little jump of surprise.

      “I’m guessing ya have a lot of questions. I will help ya find answers.” Euann led her down the front steps to the driveway. The clouds still churned in the sky, and a cool breeze swept over them, but it didn’t look like it was about to rain. Erik’s temper appeared to be calming.

      A small screech broke into their conversation. Cora gripped his arm as a gremain ran past. Her touch soothed him even as she squeezed. It was chased by a second one wearing a pair of bikini brief male underpants around his neck like a scarf. A loud cackle echoed, and their little feet crunched on the stones of the drive. The gremains were getting bolder. If they didn’t do something soon, they’d be all over Green Vallis, infesting every plumbing and electrical system in town.

      The shock on her face did not surprise Euann. He waited for her panic. She’d been quite upset the night before about her possible magick. Cora’s breathing deepened as her widened eyes stared after the creatures.

      “We’re getting rid of them,” he assured her. “We should have done so already. They’re more pests than anything.”

      A small laugh erupted from her. “Was that thing wearing underwear on its head?”

      “I’m ashamed to say they stole it from Uncle Raibeart one night when he passed out in the forest.” Euann let loose a relieved sigh to see she wasn’t frightened. “I honestly did not want to ask questions beyond that.”

      She laughed harder and released his arm. “You must be completely fascinated by each day. Everything around here is so…not normal.”

      Euann quirked a brow at that. He didn’t try to thread his arm back through hers even though he wanted to. For him, gremains wearing underwear as scarfs and magickal tea parties were in the realm of normal. What wasn’t normal was the slight tremor he felt every time he looked at Cora, and how a smile tried to tug his lips when he thought of her, even in the most inappropriate of moments.

      He knew he should be excited to feel such a thing for a woman, but the truth was it terrified him. His family always teased him that he was a watcher because he liked security cameras and spy gadgets. His own ma liked to joke that if he ever found a woman who tossed him heels over head and threw his magick into overdrive, he’d study her from afar and never make a move.

      Euann would never do anything that creepy in reality.

      Though they had a point. He was having a tough time thinking of a good way of asking Cora out on a date. Would it be a second date? Did the tea party and dancing count? Probably not. He needed to come up with an amazing idea before he asked. No simple dinner and a movie would do. He needed a plan. A good plan. A stellar plan that would make her forget his niece magickally kidnapped her, and she was now trapped here until they figured out what Jewel had done to her.

      Movies. No. Arcade. No. Dinner. No. Carnival. Not any around. Coffee. Hell no, I don’t want to be in the friend zone. Um…

      “Did I insult you? You became very quiet.” Cora paused on their way to the forest. “I didn’t mean to imply you were not normal.”

      “Picnic,” he blurted.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Ya like picnics?”

      “Is that a statement or a question?” Her laugh sounded like an enchantress’s song.

      “Question?” Euann tried to organize his thoughts. This was not his smoothest conversation.

      “Are you sure?” She laughed harder.

      “Yes?”

      “Euann?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you trying to ask me to go on a picnic with you?” Her eyes still danced with merriment, but her smile was kind. Thank the universe she was taking pity on him and his inept charm. He nodded. “That sounds nice, thank you.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. Yeah, he still had it. No woman could resist the MacGregor charm. He would make sure none of his cameras picked up that little interaction.

      “Now, your phone. Where do you remember having it last?” She looked around the front yard of the estate.

      Euann pointed toward the trees. “I was looking at the security footage when ya set off the motion detectors in the forest. So I had it then.”

      “I don’t remember you having it when we got back to the house, so I’m guessing we start there.” Cora waited for him to lead the way to where they had been.

      Euann could have taken a direct route, with only minimal traipsing off the path through the trees, but instead, moved to the beginning of the trail to take a leisurely stroll through the forest. In truth, if he wanted to find his phone fast, he could cast a small locating spell that would take him right to it. This way, he could spend time with her.

      “Wait.” She glanced around before pointing. “Didn’t you find us over there?”

      “Oh, yeah, ya could be right.” Euann changed course to take the more direct route. So much for his romantic forest stroll.

      “I think it’s a librarian-organizational thing,” she said. “I have this ability to remember where things are located.”

      “Ah, yes, your Dewey Decimal System.” Euann tried to think of something to talk about that she might like. Maybe then she’d forget they were looking for his phone and they could be alone together longer. “I never met Mr. Melvil Dewey, but I do remember hearing about him at the time.”

      “Because you’re so…” She bit her lip.

      “Incredibly handsome?” he supplied.

      “I was trying to think of a nice way of saying older,” she admitted.

      “So not handsome?”

      “Well, yes, you are, but…”

      His smile widened.

      “I was referring to the fact Raibeart claimed you all were a few centuries old.” She again stopped walking. This time she studied his face. “I don’t know whether he was joking or if I believe him.”

      Euann tilted his head to the side, letting her examine him.

      “When’s your birthday?” She was so adorable when she was in deep thought.

      Euann arched a brow. “Going to buy me a present?”

      It took her a moment, but she laughed. “Is it a secret?”

      “Over four.”

      “Over four what?”

      “I’m over four hundred years old. I was born in 1577 if ya want to do the math.” Euann found himself leaning closer. Her breath caught, and he wanted to kiss her but held back. Her smile fell by small degrees and her brow furrowed. “Ya think I’m too old for ya?”

      “Is that a statement or a question?” Her words were soft. She was so close he could feel her new magick tickling him.

      “Statement?”

      “You should stop trying to guess what I’m thinking. It’s obviously not one of your warlock powers.” Cora gave him the sweetest of smiles. “I was doing the math in my head and you made me lose my place. But I’ll make you a deal. I won’t ask about your age again if you don’t ever ask about mine.”

      At that, he gave her a serious look. “Why? How old are ya?”

      “How old do I look?”

      He took a step back and pretended to study her from head to toe. Damn, she was beautiful, especially when she smiled at him. “I’d say, not a day over…”

      She gave a little pose and waited.

      “…two hundred.”

      A small burst of laughter escaped her, and she shook her head to pretend disbelief. “Wow. You know how to flatter a woman, Prince Charming.”

      “So, ya think I’m charming and handsome.” He again walked toward the forest, prompting her to fall into step next to him.

      “Is that a statement or a question, Mr. MacGregor?”

      He couldn’t keep the grin off his face. “I think ya know the answer to that, Ms. Dewitt.”
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      Cora listened to the rain pounding against the window. The storm had been threatening all day before bursting angrily out of the sky in a sudden torrent. After finding his phone in the woods, Euann had driven her to where she’d parked her car. Thank goodness her cellphone and wallet were still in the console where she had left them. The vehicle had been unlocked with the keys still in the ignition.

      There were fifteen missed calls from her boss, six calls from a co-worker, a call from the bulldog rescue to see if she had time to transport a dog to Iowa, and then another saying they found someone and not to worry about it, and finally one call from someone trying to get her to sign up for a timeshare.

      Calling the timeshare person back sounded better than calling her boss. To be more precise, her former boss. The fifteenth and last voicemail Edie had left told her in no uncertain terms that the library would no longer be requiring her services.

      “What if I was in a car accident or in a coma and couldn’t call?” Cora whispered, tapping the phone touchscreen. “Or kidnapped by a magickal phoenix child and forced to drive across country and eat nothing but cake and cookies with no will of my own?”

      The former boss’ compassion had much to be desired. At least a few of her co-workers had sent her concerned text messages. Cora made sure to answer them back the best she could, assuring them that she was alive and well.

      Without a job, there was nothing Cora needed to rush home to. Even if there were, she wasn’t ready to leave Wisconsin. She felt safe with the MacGregors, with Euann.

      Her eyes went to the giant portrait hanging over the fireplace. It was of Euann wearing a kilt, surrounded by mist and midnight. The fog trailed up his arm. The ocean splashed against a rowboat behind him. His eyes were what captured her the most. It was as if he watched over her. She’d fallen asleep staring into those painted eyes.

      Knowing there was magick in the world, real magick, fascinated and terrified her. She wasn’t sure how she’d do out in the world on her own, looking for goblins at every roadside rest stop and fairies at wherever fairies might congregate. Flower shops? Her lack of knowledge was proof enough that she wasn’t ready to venture back into the world alone. She’d be questioning everything around her. She didn’t know a thing about real goblins and fairies. And what about other supernatural creatures? What if there really were werewolves and vampires and sea monsters?

      Cora hugged her legs close and dug her back into the thick pillow of the king-size bed. Beyond that still, there was this supposed magick Jewel had given her. She felt something was different inside her, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t get a door to open without turning a knob.

      The smell of food filled the room, drawing her from her musings. A soft knock sounded on the door.

      “Come in,” she called.

      Euann poked his head in. She sat up straighter on the bed. She wasn’t sure which fact about him attracted her more—the accent, the sultry eyes, the playful smile—but he made her stomach flutter every time he looked at her.

      “Did the clothes fit all right?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes, thank you.” Cora glanced at the pale yellow t-shirt and yoga pants Euann had found for her. “You’re sure your sister won’t mind?”

      “Not at all. Malina has more clothes than she can wear in five warlock lifetimes.” Euann motioned as if to ask if he could come in.

      Cora nodded.

      “Sorry about the weather ruining our plans for a picnic outside,” Euann said.

      Cora glanced at the window as lightning struck. “It’s fine. It’s not like you can control the rain.”

      “Yeah, that would be Erik. He’s in a foul mood.”

      Cora laughed, then realized he didn’t appear to be making a joke. “Erik made the storm?”

      “He’s still angry about Kenneth,” Euann stood several feet away from the bed.

      As they’d looked for his phone, he’d told her about Kenneth. The man had been gone for a long time, and that absence noticeably created a lot of hurt feelings within what sounded to be a close-knit family. She wasn’t sure what happened and thought it not her place to ask too much. Euann would tell her what he wanted her to know.

      “But, I did promise ya a picnic.” His smile returned, and she felt a small thrill work over her.

      “It’s all right, I—”

      “So I brought the picnic inside.” He gestured to the floor at the foot of the bed.

      Cora crawled forward on the bed to look. The smell was coming from the array of food that had somehow magickally appeared on the floor. The antique serving platters held towers of finger sandwiches and fried chicken. Strawberries, raspberries, and blueberries had spilled over the sides of their bowls. Wine glasses filled with white and red wines were placed in the center of the feast.

      “Where did all of this come—oh, no.” Cora scrambled off the bed. She rushed around the food toward Euann. “Is Jewel playing again?”

      “I just said I did it,” Euann answered.

      She gave a small laugh. “Oh, right, sorry. I’m still jumpy. I keep feeling like I’m about to be taken over and made to pirate a ship or some other terrifying thing.”

      “Kenneth assures us he had a talk with her about that.” Euann went to the bed and grabbed a couple of pillows. A fire lit up in the fireplace without anyone going to light it. At the same time, candles appeared on the floor amongst the food. He put the pillows on the floor near the foot of the bed so they could use it as a chair back.

      “Thank you for letting me stay in your room,” she said.

      “Who said this was my room?” He sat on the floor.

      “I assumed because your portrait was on the wall, and there are male toiletries in the bathroom. It seemed strange to think one of your brothers would want to hang a portrait of you over their bed.”

      “Fair enough, yes, this is my room.”

      Cora joined him by the picnic. She tried not to sit too close, but the placement of the pillows made it impossible. Heat radiated off him and, just like the times before, she felt better when he was near. The low stinging sensation in her nerves dissipated, and she breathed easier. When she turned, it was to find him looking at her. She wanted to think of something clever to say, something to make him laugh. She really enjoyed the sound of his laugh, of his voice.

      Lightning flashed, illuminating the room. The sound of the storm created a cocoon around them. Her heart beat a little faster. Her skin began to tingle.

      “I—” he began.

      Not knowing what came over her, Cora leaned forward to close the distance. Her lips pressed to his. Her hand slid up the side of his face, holding him as she instantly deepened the kiss. Reason had no place in this moment. It was as if he carried an unexplainable force inside him that called to her. When they touched, the world felt like it made sense.

      Euann made a small sound of surprise but didn’t fight her as she leaned into him. As he returned the kiss, he slid along the foot of the bed before falling onto his back. She rode him down to the floor.

      He chuckled, and the sound only caused her to slip her legs around one of his thighs. The new position made the shape of his body unmistakable as she pressed into him. He desired her as much as she did him.

      A loud bang sounded on the door, hitting her libido like a bucket of ice water. She pushed away from Euann, wiping her mouth of any evidence and smoothing her hair.

      “Go away,” Euann yelled. He was slower to sit up.

      The door opened, and Rory poked his head inside. “I thought I smelled food. Don’t mind if I do. Downstairs is a dangerous place right now.”

      “Rory, get—” Euann couldn’t finish his sentence.

      “Did ya say food? I’m famished.” Iain appeared behind Rory. He left the door open as he came inside. Both men took a seat on the floor.

      Rory lifted the platter of fried chicken onto his lap and began eating. Iain took a glass of red wine, and when he reached for a piece of chicken, Rory slapped his hand. “Mine.”

      “Where is everyone hiding?” Erik called. He glanced inside the room. “Dinner upstairs. Good call. I don’t want to go near the dining room.”

      “What’s wrong with the dining room?” Cora wondered what could frighten three powerful warlocks into hiding. “Is it Jewel?”

      “Scarier. Aunt Margareta is home to confront Kenneth, and she just found out he wasn’t sucked into a vortex.” Rory acted like that explanation was enough.

      “Margareta, that’s your mother, right?” asked Cora.

      “Aye, my ma.” Euann scratched his forehead as if trying to think of the right words. “Guys, look, this picnic wasn’t meant to be a family dinner.”

      “But ya have five glasses,” Iain said.

      Cora looked down. She could have sworn there had only been four—two white wines, two red wines. She saw a fifth drink, a goblet filled with beer in front of Erik.

      Erik picked up the beer, and took a long drink. The anger of the storm seemed to subside and the rain lessened. It still pounded against the window but with less force than before.

      “Hold on a minute. I think he means he’s on a date,” Rory observed, still hoarding the chicken.

      “Indoor picnic?” Erik grinned and nodded. “Classic MacGregor move. Ladies can’t resist it.”

      “Nice,” Iain added. “Well played, Euann.”

      “That’s how Niall won Charlotte,” Rory said. “Euann apparently took notes.”

      “That is not how Niall won—” Euann began to protest.

      “Och, brother, no, ya never talk about your ex-girlfriends when you’re on a first date.” Iain managed to swipe a chicken leg from Rory’s pile and was rewarded with a magickal slap as Rory slashed his hand through the air. Iain slid back on the floor but managed to take a bite before being stopped by the wall.

      “It’s a good thing we’re here to help.” Erik lifted his beer in a silent toast. “You’re welcome.”

      “Charlotte was only a friend,” Euann tried to explain, sounding defensive.

      “Who’s Charlotte?” Cora asked his family.

      “Euann and Rory had a crush on her when we first moved here,” Iain said.

      “Hey, not me,” Rory protested.

      “We are just friends,” Euann insisted.

      “These two used to fight over her all the time,” Iain walked on his knees to reclaim his place, “like two kids on a playground.”

      Cora forced a smile though she thought maybe Iain’s first observation was correct. She didn’t necessarily want to hear about Euann’s ex-girlfriends, especially if he’d been in love with any of them. And, knowing how old he was, she suddenly realized there was probably a long string of women in his past.

      “Charlotte is engaged to my brother Niall,” Euann told her, his tone low. “I felt sorry for her because we erased her memories of some horrible events, and it drove her into madness. I love her like a sister.” He turned to give his family a meaningful look and said through clenched teeth, “Like I love all my sisters.”

      “What horrible events?” Cora asked.

      “She witnessed some magickal things she shouldn’t have. We couldn’t let the family secret get out into the world,” Rory answered. Iain hit him in the arm. “Ow, what?”

      “She saw magick, so you erased her mind?” Cora automatically pulled away from them, moving to stand by the bed.

      “That’s what, dumbass.” Iain shook his head at his cousin as he gestured at her. “Ya scared her.”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry,” Rory mumbled. “I didn’t mean to scare ya, Cora.”

      “We will not erase your mind,” Erik assured her. “The family has agreed that we will only do that in the direst of situations. It was a decision that was overdue. Too many things go wrong with that kind of magick.”

      Cora contemplated her position as she stood over them. Slowly, she took her seat. “I have an important question, and I want you all to answer me honestly.”

      “Yes,” Euann answered. “I promised, I’d answer all your questions.”

      “If we can,” Erik corrected, with a meaningful look at Euann.

      Cora took a deep breath. “Is there a pizza place in town that will deliver? Rory ate all of the chicken and I’m starving.”

      “I have a better idea. The weather is lightening up. Let’s go into town.” Euann barely got the suggestion out before his brothers were on their feet.

      “I’ll call Jane and have her meet us,” Iain said.

      “There is a new bar and grill that just opened within the last week, and surprisingly it’s not one of ours,” Erik said.

      “Yeah, it’s called The Red Room or something,” Rory said. “The owner is some kind of former mob boss in witness protection.”

      “Crimson Tavern,” Iain answered. “And where the hell did ya hear that nonsense?”

      “Internet.” Rory shrugged.

      “Right,” Erik drawled, “because witness protection often posts about their witnesses online.”

      “Fair point.” Rory took a glass of white wine and finished it with a few gulps. “But I saw him when he was moving into the apartment above the bar. He’s not been here but a few weeks.”

      “Are ya sure? Who opens a restaurant in a week?” Iain asked.

      “Something is not right about him,” Rory insisted. “Call it a vibe.”

      “Do you think it’s strange he showed up right before Jewel and I did?” Cora wondered. Then realizing she was thinking more like a book plot and less like real life, she tried to clarify her reasoning, “Kenneth seems sure they’re being hunted.”

      “Perfect, it’s settled. Now we have to go drinking,” Rory said. “Ya know, for the good of the family.”

      “We’ll sneak out of the house and grab Lydia and Jane on the way. No reason to go downstairs right now.” Erik peeked out of the door before hurrying from the room.

      Rory slid the chicken platter off his lap and hopped to his feet. Iain reached out and tripped him on his way to the door before he too stood. Rory stumbled, and it was just enough of a delay for Iain to maneuver past him. Cora suppressed a chuckle. They were like watching a group of ornery little boys who happened to be men.

      Cora placed her hand on Euann’s arm to keep him from leaving. “I’m not dressed for going out.” She hoped his sister might have something else she could borrow. They appeared to wear the same size.

      “One moment. I can take care of that.” Euann waved his hand over his body. His jeans faded to be replaced by athletic pants with dark stripes down the side. He grinned. “Now we’re both underdressed.”

      Not exactly what she’d meant.

      She wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to this magick stuff. Being in the MacGregor home left her feeling a little like Alice stepping through the looking glass. It looked like her world, felt like her world, even smelled like her world, but for all that it was the same, there were also gremains and phoenixes, magickally appearing food and pants, fires that lit without any noticeable effort, and Euann. She had never met anyone who made her tremble with excitement and nervousness like he did.

      Okay, so the MacGregor house was a very grown-up, naughtier version of the looking glass world. The thoughts she was having were not PG-13, and definitely not fit to print anywhere other than a steamy romance novel…with a super-hot, rich, powerful hero who happened to be wearing workout pants. The last part caused a small laugh to escape her.

      “Ready?” He gestured to let her go first. “Oh, wait.” He motioned to her feet and shoes appeared. “Now, ready?”

      Cora walked into the hall and glanced around. The others had not waited for them. “Um…?”

      “This way.” Euann walked slightly ahead of her. Seeing how the athletic pants molded against his ass gave her a new appreciation for dressing down.

      Everything about the mansion made her feel like she’d sneaked her way onto the club level in some fancy hotel she couldn’t afford. Closed doors lined the hall on both sides of the stairs. At any moment, she expected to find a champagne bar hiding in a nook or a wine fountain.

      The family had seen to each detail of the house. The dark wood banister gleamed, unnicked by time. The pristine floor looked as if no one ever walked on it. The walls were freshly painted, and each piece of furniture appeared to be set up for a photo shoot.

      “Have I mentioned you have a lovely home?” Cora paused, looking down over the railing toward the front hall below. A giant chandelier hung over the empty marble floor. Its tiny crystals fragmented light to cause faint dots over the ceiling.

      “Twenty-five years, boy,” an accented male voice yelled from below. “Do ya know what ya have done to your ma? Being chased by mountain witches is no excuse not to call home. Even Niall takes a break from clearing vampire dens to say hello to your ma on her birthday.”

      She could only guess it was Euann’s father, Angus. Euann had mentioned his parents during their walk.

      “What were ya doing in the mountains?” And that voice had to be Margareta’s. “I questioned the mountain witches. They swore they had not seen ya. If they have been chasing ya all this time, there will be a war. I’ll raise their mountain out of the ground and show—”

      “Ma, stop,” Kenneth said, sounding completely calm and reasonable. “You’re not starting a war with the mountain witches and ya know it.”

      Euann’s parents responded to the comment with a chorus of yelling in a language Cora could not understand.

      “We should go.” Euann tugged lightly on her arm. “As much as I want to spend time with Kenneth, now is not the occasion to do so. My ma is on a roll, and she’ll be yelling for a good two hours, at least.”

      A strange expression crossed his features. It was one of pain and worry. Cora understood something right then. All this playful banter was merely a distraction as was the trip to town. The MacGregors needed to occupy their minds with something they could control. Kenneth had obviously left home without leaving word. She couldn’t imagine losing someone for so long, not knowing what happened, only to learn they were fine and that they just hadn’t bothered to call.

      The bedroom Euann led her to looked like it belonged to Erik—judging by the giant painting of the man in full Scottish garb standing regally in the countryside. Like the other bedroom, this one had fresh paint, dark wood, and a fireplace. Not like the other room, this one had a full-length antique mirror affixed to the wall close to the floor. It seemed a little out of place.

      “Don’t be frightened.” Euann went to the mirror and pushed his hand into the glass. It disappeared into the reflection. “It’s a portal to—ah!”

      Euann’s body jerked, and he was pulled through his own reflection.

      Cora stared at the mirror in shock. She inched closer slowly, reaching out a finger to test the glass. Logically she could assume Euann’s brothers were on the other side, but that didn’t stop the shaking in her hands. Could they see her? Was this two-way glass?

      “Euann,” she whispered, waving her hand.

      Euann’s head appeared through the portal. She jumped in surprise. His hand followed. “My brothers are assholes. I’m sorry.”

      “It really is the looking glass world,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “Never mind.” Cora shook her head in dismissal. She took his hand in hers, holding tight. Euann gently pulled as he brought her into the mirror. The glass was warmer than she thought it would be. Euann’s head disappeared. She stepped over the frame and into her reflection. When it came time for her face, she turned her head to the side, closed her eyes tight, and held her breath. Her foot bumped the wood frame. Warmth surrounded her head.

      Please let me come out the other side.
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      “You can open your eyes,” Lydia said. “I promise, my home is safe.”

      Cora still felt the warmth on her skin but slowly opened an eye. She stood in a small bedroom that looked nothing like the MacGregor house. The wallpaper was something a grandmother would choose as was the worn antique furniture.

      Lydia stood with her back pressed to the bedroom door. A light knock sounded behind her. “No, I warned you, if you can’t behave you’ll have to go wait downstairs.”

      Euann still held her hand. “Ya might want to bring that foot with ya.”

      Cora realized her foot was still on the other side of the glass and jerked it through. The warmth dissipated. Lydia tried to lead them from the room, but Erik almost fell into her as if he’d been leaning against the door waiting for his wife.

      “Erik MacGregor, what are you doing?” Lydia scolded.

      “I missed ya, a stóirín,” he said.

      The love Erik felt for his wife was evident in the way he looked at her. The love Lydia felt for him showed in the arched brow and fake look of annoyance. He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand, and her expression changed as she chuckled. “Let’s go. You promised me nachos.”

      “I said if the secret mob boss had nachos,” Erik corrected as he slung his arm over Lydia’s shoulders and steered her from the room.

      “What self-respecting bar doesn’t have nachos?”

      Whatever Erik whispered in his wife’s ear to answer the question made Lydia giggle, and she slugged him lightly on the arm.

      “Shall we?” Euann held his arm for her to take as if she were some fine lady being escorted by a gentleman.

      “We shall,” she answered, touching his arm with the tips of her fingers.

      Though much smaller than the mansion, Erik and Lydia’s home had charm. They passed by another bedroom and a bathroom. The doors were open, unlike the MacGregor’s upstairs hall. Though clean, there was a lived-in feel to the place. Lydia didn’t seem to be trying for the cover of a magazine like the mansion.

      They had to part at the stairs, and he stepped back to let her go first. What would have been the living room had been converted into a storefront. Displays held bottles of lotions and soaps. They were lined up in neat order, like rows of a marching band in perfect formation. The couch was new, and the coffee table looked like an antique. The picture window behind the sofa showed that the rain had stopped. It also showed that they were no longer high on a hill.

      Cora went to a display to read the labels. “Love Potions.” She glanced at a couple of the fragrance combinations—lavender vanilla, pumpkin coffee, apple tart.

      “My wife is quite the successful entrepreneur,” Erik bragged. “She sold over three-hundred-thousand units last—”

      “Erik, stop,” Lydia interrupted.

      “What?” Erik asked. “I’m proud of ya.”

      “Congratulations,” Cora said for lack of anything better to say. “It looks like an amazing brand.”

      To the left was a kitchen where Iain sat with his wife at a table. Upon seeing them, Iain stood. “Let’s go!”

      “Are we walking, or do we have Euann summon a driver on his phone with that app thing?” Erik asked.

      “I’m fine walking,” Cora said when Euann glanced at her. “I’d like to see more of the town. I was a little preoccupied driving in, but from what I recall it is beautiful.”

      “It is,” Iain agreed. They used the screen door in the kitchen. One car was parked in the drive, but it wouldn’t hold all of them. “Downtown reminds me of the burghs when we were children.”

      “You’re remembering wrong. The downtown buildings are red,” Rory said, “the burghs were gray.”

      “The place is not far,” Euann said, “just the rest of the way down the hill and then a couple of blocks.”

      Cora glanced up at Lydia’s Victorian house nestled along the side of a hill. The mansion was nowhere in sight. “How far did we travel?”

      “The main house is up there.” Lydia pointed. “We share the hill.”

      “This house was built back in the day by some displaced English lord for his mother-in-law,” Jane added. “I guess the mansion wasn’t big enough to let the woman stay there.”

      “Hey,” Iain said.

      “Not saying anything about mothers-in-law in general, just the English lord’s.” Jane batted her lashes at her husband.

      “Hmm,” Iain answered, unconvinced.

      “My grandfather bought this house for my gramma Annabelle.” Lydia smiled as she looked up at it. “She spent her life casting protection spells over it. Gramma believed in the old ways, in those who could harness the magick of the earth and sky. She used to tell me stories about those who lived forever hidden amongst normal folk. I used to think she was crazy—heck, everyone in town still thinks she was crazy—but I know better now. I met my immortal warlock here.” She smiled softly. “I could never live anywhere else. I like to think the real magick of this house began with my grandparents’ love.”

      “That’s because it did,” a new voice said. The feminine sound was airy and light.

      Cora tensed and started to turn around. The smell of flowers became strong, and a small chill ran up her spine.

      Lydia grabbed hold of her arm, stopping her from turning. “Before you look, know that nothing is going to hurt you. How do you feel about ghosts?”

      “Ah,” a small squeak left her, “I…”

      “Gramma is friendly. I promise.” Lydia let her go.

      Despite the assurances, Cora slowly turned her head to peek over her shoulder.

      The transparent figure of an older woman in a sparkly green ballgown stood next to Rory. She wiggled her fingers. “Hello, dear. Can I assume you are with one of these two? I must say I’m surprised. I wagered that they wouldn’t know how to meet a woman if she sat on their laps.”

      Iain and Erik laughed.

      “Gramma, behave,” Lydia scolded.

      “You’re…ah…” Cora pointed at Annabelle.

      “The word you’re looking for is ghost,” Annabelle said. “Or spirit, apparition, ethereal being—that last one has a very glamorous ring to it don’t you think?”

      “Okay.” Cora nodded weakly.

      Euann touched her elbow, and she instantly felt a little less nervous.

      “You chose that one.” Annabelle nodded. “Well done, Euann, don’t fuck it up.”

      Hearing the otherwise sweet-looking old woman curse, a short burst of surprised laughter escaped Cora.

      “Ah, so you’re not yet committed to him.” Annabelle smiled in approval. “Good girl. Keep them on their toes and wanting more.”

      “Hi, Gramma.” Jane leaned forward to give the spirit an air kiss by her cheek. “We’re going to a bar to drink more beer than we should and get Lydia nachos. I’m sure you approve.”

      “Indeed I do. Have fun.” Annabelle’s form began to fade. She pointed at Cora. “You come back and see me very soon.”

      Annabelle disappeared.

      “She can’t come with us?” Cora asked.

      “No, she’s tethered to the house,” Lydia explained.

      That bit of news caused Cora to walk down the hill a little faster than usual. “What else is on this side of the looking glass?”

      “What do you mean?” Lydia asked.

      Jane laughed. “You’ll get used to it, Alice, I promise.”

      “Alice?” Rory asked.

      “You should read more books,” Jane answered.

      “Oh, yeah, I saw that one on television,” Rory said.

      Vehicles drove over the wet streets, splashing in puddles. The burr of engines and the sound of tires rolling over the red-brick streets passed in regular intervals. Cora noticed many of the townsfolk stared at them from their car windows. Lydia waved at every one of them. Jane ignored them as she held a side conversation with her husband about plant orders. It didn’t take long to realize Jane owned a greenhouse.

      “Hello, Sheriff Johnson,” Lydia called as a squad car passed. The man lifted his hand in response.

      To Cora, Jane said, “I swear that man drives around in circles. I always see him downtown.”

      “That’s why I take the side streets when I want to speed,” said Erik.

      Cora fell into step beside Euann. The back of their hands bumped together, and she felt a tingle shoot through her. She thought about their kiss.

      Downtown, the historic brick buildings stood close together. Streetlights, benches, and potted flowers lined the street. The town clearly cared about the upkeep.

      Laughter and music came out of a bar.

      “Hey!” a group shouted when Rory passed by the open door. He lifted his hand and answered in kind.

      As they turned a corner and made their way down the block, the sound of laughter and music faded. The streetlights were dimmer than on Main Street and there was less traffic. A wooden sign with Old English lettering hung over the sidewalk, much like she’d expect to see in late medieval England. It read, “Crimson Tavern.”

      “It doesn’t seem to be that busy,” Jane observed. “I hope that doesn’t mean it’s poor quality.”

      “I hope that doesn’t mean they’re out of nachos,” Lydia said.

      “What is it with ya and nachos?” Erik asked.

      Lydia shrugged. “Who doesn’t like nachos?”

      “Maybe it’s only a front and they don’t need business,” said Rory.

      “I hope they’re not out of beer.” Iain pulled his wife next to him and kissed the tip of her nose.

      “Is that…?” Rory lifted his hand to motion toward a parked blue sedan.

      In unison, Euann and Iain finished in an annoyed tone, “Mrs. Callister.”

      “Who’s Mrs. Callister?” Cora wondered what kind of paranormal creature this would be. They seemed to be lurking around every corner.

      “Local busybody,” Lydia grumbled, “and all-around nuisance.”

      “She thinks she’s a journalist because she figured out how to make a free blog online. She follows us around taking notes and then posts her musings online along with our pictures.” Euann’s lip curled a little in disgust. “She’s a pest.”

      Rory lifted a finger in realization. “That’s where I heard about the mob boss.”

      “Why do ya read that drivel?” Erik asked.

      Rory shrugged. “I don’t know. It makes me laugh.”

      Cora almost felt disappointed that this Mrs. Callister was a simple human.

      “She really likes Euann,” Rory teased.

      “What was it she wrote?” Erik touched his chin in thought.

      “Euann MacGregor, who may be likened to a local hero—” Rory began, his voice lifting to mimic that of a shaky old woman.

      “Local superhero,” Erik corrected dryly.

      “Quite right,” Rory agreed, before continuing, “who may be likened to a local superhero, has proven his loyalty to the community this last week when he saved fifty children from a burning school bus going fifty thousand miles per hour on Old Farmer Road. He is to be worshipped every Tuesday at three p.m.”

      Laughter erupted from all but Euann, who frowned. “That is not what happened or what she wrote. Cora, ignore my cousin. We’ve been meaning to get him help.”

      Cora chuckled. “It doesn’t sound like she’s too bad.”

      “Erik MacGregor was caught with his kilt up on poor sweet Lydia’s front lawn.” Rory patted Erik on the shoulder before turning to push his face close to Iain’s. “Sources say that the MacGregor family is keeping Iain in a glass coffin, where they work dark magick to bring him back from the dead.”

      “She did not,” Jane exclaimed, hitting Rory away from her husband. “She implies things without directly accusing, like, MacGregors purchased another lot. Soon they will own the whole town. What lessons have history taught us about landowners with too much power, I wonder? I, for one, will be keeping a close eye on things, especially come the next elections.”

      Lydia continued, “More MacGregors have been spotted in town. The population of our quaint little hamlet will soon double at this rate. Let’s hope we can hold on to our small-town values as we are infused with big-city folk.”

      “I take it back,” Cora said. “She sounds like a pot stirrer.”

      “I think she’s keeping an eye on this bar,” Jane said.

      “Well, I mean, the mafia is inside,” Euann drawled.

      “Euann, go talk to her. See what’s up.” Erik gestured toward the blue car. “She’s watching this place for a reason. Go find out what she knows about the new owner in case Cora’s hunch is right and it’s not a coincidence that this place opened up right before Jewel arrived.”

      Rory snickered. “Yeah, Euann, go tell your girlfriend hi.”

      Euann sighed. “Excuse me, Cora, I’ll be right back.”
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      Euann stepped into the Crimson Tavern, bemused more than anything by Mrs. Callister’s ramblings. She’d kept him by her car for nearly twenty minutes, chattering about… Well, the truth was, he had stopped listening about two minutes in. She clearly wanted to be a big player in a game no one else was playing.

      The restaurant had hints of an old tavern—wooden floors and tables and a few knickknacks. Otherwise, the beer taps, flat-screen televisions, and neon signs were all twenty-first century. The smell of fried food came from a kitchen behind the bar. Euann recognized a few of the locals but for the most part the place was empty. It wasn’t hard to find his group at a large table toward the back.

      Cora sat next to Rory, who smiled and stretched his arm behind her chair. He leaned into her and said some something to elicit a laugh. He then winked at Euann, knowing precisely what he was doing.

      Jealousy filled Euann as Rory had intended. He moved through the tables to get to her. Jane sat on Cora’s other side, blocking him from being next to her. Iain sat beside Jane, then Lydia and Erik. That left the only open seat next to Erik across from Rory.

      Before he could throw Rory out of the chair, Erik grabbed his arm and pulled him into the seat next to him. His brother whispered, “Watch your eyes. They’re starting to glow a little.” Erik slid a beer in front of him. “Here, have a drink and calm down before ya make a scene. He’ll move when he’s done teasing ya.”

      “Well?” Iain asked. “What did she say?”

      “Mrs. Callister has serious concerns,” Euann said, meeting Cora’s gaze. She gave him a little smile, and he found himself forgetting his words.

      “Which are?” Iain prompted.

      “Oh, mafia boss,” Euann mumbled, not really thinking of his answers. “It’s as Rory said, she thinks this place is a front for the mafia and that the owner is a made guy because she overheard him talking on the phone. He said the words, ‘a friend of ours,’ which every moviegoer knows is mafia talk.”

      “Let me guess. It’s the MacGregors’ fault somehow.” Erik laughed, before adding sarcastically, “Of course. We did bring the big bad city with us to this small little hamlet, didn’t we? Naturally, that can only mean that pimps and drug dealers are next.”

      “Naturally,” Jane agreed.

      “Why does she like you so much, Euann?” Cora asked, even as she chuckled. “Did you cast some kind of magickal enchantment over her?”

      “Magickal enchantment?” A man with a soft Southern accent appeared beside the table. Euann hadn’t heard him approach though that could have been contributed to the low music playing in the background. “Sounds like I got in on this conversation at the wrong time.”

      All eyes turned to look at the man expectantly. He wore a red t-shirt with the name of the tavern printed on the chest. In the time they had been in Green Vallis, Euann liked to think he’d seen everyone in town at least once. This man did not look familiar.

      “How’s it going, folks, your waitress finished her shift so I’ll be taking over. My name is Jefferson and I’ll be your server, bartender, and cook this evening.”

      Jefferson had a friendly smile and kind eyes. On the surface, everything looked normal. Euann knew to trust his instincts, and right now they were telling him there was more to Jefferson than meets the eye. Normally, that feeling meant he was face-to-face with a supernatural being. Only, he couldn’t exactly come out and ask the man what he was.

      “That’s a lot of titles,” Lydia said.

      “Yes, ma’am, it is, but they all fall under the title of owner.” Jefferson didn’t lose any of his cheerfulness.

      The brothers looked at the man, not answering. Clearly they all felt something was off with him, just as Rory had hinted earlier.

      Lydia distracted the man’s attention from their rudeness. “You’re new. We haven’t met. I’m Lydia Barratt MacGregor. I own Love Potions, a toiletry and candle company. And my sister-in-law, Jane, owns the local nursery. We were happy to hear there was a new small business opening in town. If no one has invited you yet, we’d like to invite you to join the small business association. We try to promote and help each other as much as we can.”

      “Thank you. I just might take you up on that,” Jefferson said.

      “What made ya decide to move here?” Erik asked, not as cheerful as his wife.

      “I don’t know why I felt compelled to move north and open a bar and grill, but it sounded like a good idea at the time of conception.”

      Rory gave a schoolboy smirk at the word conception. Euann kicked him under the table.

      “A Southerner running an English tavern in Wisconsin serving Southern cuisine,” Cora mused, glancing at the menu on the table in front of her. “How did that combination happen?”

      “My mawmaw always said to trust my heart, follow my head, and know that both are fools more often than not. So, I trusted my foolish whims, left home, and followed my feet to Wisconsin. When I found this place sitting empty, it felt a little like fate.” Jefferson smiled and glanced around. “Everyone all right on drinks?”

      Iain pulled a napkin and began idly shaping it into a flower. Jane studied the menu.

      Rory whispered something to Cora and made her laugh. Euann gripped his own leg under the table as he focused on the sound.

      “Another beer,” Rory said, lifting his glass to finish it.

      “Can do,” Jefferson said. “And if you like, I can take your order. All the downhome recipes you see on the menu came straight from my mawmaw’s kitchen in the Mississippi Delta. Her fried catfish is like nothing else you’ve ever tasted.”

      “Pulled pork nachos,” Lydia said, “and some of those loaded tater tot nacho thingies, oh, and chili cheese nachos.”

      “Done, done, and done,” Jefferson acknowledged.

      “Euann,” Erik hissed under his breath in warning. He flicked him on the leg. “Your eyes.”

      Euann quickly averted his gaze to the table. His eyes burned as if they’d been about to shift.

      “What’s wrong with ya?” Erik whispered in his ear.

      Euann glanced up. “Is it gone?”

      Erik nodded. “What was that about?”

      “I don’t know.” Euann rubbed the bridge of his nose. But he did know. Jealousy filled him with the idea that Cora might like his cousin. “What do ya think about our waiter? Should we worry?”

      “I think he’s a nice guy who may have a bit of something in his bloodline. It’s so faint that he might not even be aware it’s there.” Erik frowned. “Why?”

      “No reason.” Euann’s fox had not surfaced, though he could feel it stirring. The creature scratched lightly beneath his skin. Euann knew it was close but hiding.

      “Dammit, your eyes, Euann. Get control of yourself,” Erik ordered.

      “I’ll be back.” Euann stood to go to the restroom to hide while he figured out what was going on with his eyes.

      Cora stood to follow him. She caught his arm. “Hey, I don’t have my wallet with me.”

      His skin tingled where she touched him. The fox scratched harder.

      “I don’t want to be a freeloader,” she insisted. “I can pay you back as soon as I can get to an ATM.”

      “What?” Euann frowned, trying to follow what she was saying. “Why would ya need a wallet? We’re on a date.”

      “Oh, but…” She looked at Rory.

      “You’re not on a date with Rory.” The fox was now clawing at him beneath the flesh. His teeth nicked his tongue. They were becoming sharper. “Order what ya want. I’ll be right back.”

      “Oh, ah, okay?” She sounded surprised.

      Euann rushed past her to the restrooms. Someone had locked the men’s door. His hand was covered with fur when he grabbed the knob to test it. Panicking, he dashed into the women’s restroom and locked himself in. He went to the mirror to check his reflection.

      A furry face with partial fangs and a distorted nose stared back at him.

      “Shite,” he swore, touching his cheek. He willed the fox to go away. It wouldn’t leave.

      Euann glanced around the room. The pink walls and bowl of potpourri reminded him he was in the ladies’ room. There were no windows, no way of escaping.

      He couldn’t return to the table, not like this, not with locals in the restaurant and Mrs. Callister out in her car. But he also couldn’t stay in the restroom all night. What kind of first date would that be?

      “Shite, shite, shite,” he said under his breath as he grabbed his phone. He contemplated which MacGregor to call before sending Iain a text message for help.

      Euann pressed his ear to the door and waited, lifting his phone periodically to see if Iain answered him. His half-shifted expression stared at him each time he glanced at the mirror.

      “Euann,” a knock followed Iain’s voice, “if ya tell me ya need help wiping your arse—”

      Euann pushed open the door, still hiding his face from anyone who might walk past. Iain stood in front of the men’s room. “Psst, Iain.”

      Iain looked at the sign on the door in front of him as if to make sure he was in the right place before laughing as he went to the ladies’ room instead. “Oh, Euann, we always suspected. I want ya to know we will always love ya no matter what, but do ya think now is the best time to announce ya—”

      “I’m stuck,” Euann grabbed Iain’s arm and pulled him into the restroom with him.

      “I still don’t think I want to be here for that.” Iain chuckled as he lifted his hands to his sides and averted his eyes.

      “Iain, look.” Euann stepped closer to his brother, forcing him to pay attention.

      Iain studied him. “Now is not the time to let the fox out to play.”

      “I’m stuck.” Euann turned to the mirror. His eyes glowed with an inner light.

      “What do ya mean you’re stuck?” Iain grabbed Euann’s hand, looking at the claws that tried to grow from his thickened nailbeds. “When was the last time ya shifted? I don’t even remember.”

      “I can’t shift.”

      “Then don’t try. Now is not the time to play with the fox, anyway. Leave it until we can get home.” Iain dropped Euann’s hand.

      “Do ya think I want to be standing in the ladies’ room sprouting a gray beard and snout? I can’t shift either direction—fox or man.” He gripped the sink. “This was supposed to be a date.”

      “Has this happened before?” Iain’s expression changed to one of concern.

      “Once. I tried shifting so I could track Jewel in the forest after Raibeart lost her, but it had been so long it’s like the fox was sleeping and didn’t want to wake up.”

      A light knock sounded on the door, and the knob jiggled as someone tested the lock. Euann stiffened. Iain made a weak noise before calling in a high-pitched voice, “Occupied.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Cora answered.

      Euann’s eyes widened. “She can’t see me like this.”

      “Don’t panic. We’ll figure this out.” Iain took a deep breath. “Obviously this is an emotional reaction. Try to relax.”

      Euann ached a brow even as he took a deep breath and let it out, repeating the process several times. “It’s not working.”

      “Oh, I know.” Iain lifted his hands. A soft glow appeared from his palms as he pushed a wave of magick over Euann. “There, all fixed.”

      “What did ya do?” Euann turned to the mirror. His face was a blur between his human self and his half-shifted form as if the two were ghosted over each other.

      “Glamour,” Iain answered. “Think of it like makeup. You’ll know the blemish is there, but the humans will see the mask.”

      “What if Cora is still out there waiting?” Euann didn’t move to leave.

      Iain pressed his ear to the door. “I think you’re good, brother, come on.”

      Iain led him from the restroom, down the little hall to the dining area. Euann tucked his chin against his chest as he followed close behind.

      “Family meeting?” Rory teased.

      “Just a little bit of a glamour tip,” Iain answered, by way of communicating what he’d done to Rory and Erik.

      “Ho—” Jane coughed, pounding her chest as she looked at Euann’s face. Iain slipped his hand around her shoulders and kissed her by her ear. She nodded as he whispered to her.

      “Hey, Euann,” Lydia said, not seeing anything wrong. “I wasn’t sure what you’d want, so we just got you a burger and fries.”

      “Perfect.” He looked at Cora to see if she noticed anything.

      She gave him a stiff smile. “Excuse me. I’m going to see if that lady is done.” She went toward the restroom.

      “What the hell?” Rory blurted.

      “Euann?” Erik asked.

      “What I miss?” Lydia appeared confused.

      “Euann’s face,” Rory said.

      “Euann got himself stuck mid-shift.” Iain chuckled. “I had to glamour him.”

      “How the hell do ya get caught in a shift? That’s child’s magick.” Rory shook his head.

      “I don’t see what you’re talking about,” Lydia said. “He looks fine to me.”

      “Thank ya,” Euann told Lydia.

      “Nachos for the ta-ble.” Jefferson paused as he looked toward Euann before quickly averting his eyes, belatedly trying to cover the fact he’d noticed. “I’ll be right back with the tater tots.”

      Jefferson hurried away.

      Damn. This wasn’t good.

      Euann stood and moved after the man. If Jefferson saw the truth, he couldn’t let the restaurateur leave without finding out what he was and why he was in Green Vallis.

      Euann walked into the back kitchen, not caring that it was marked as private. Jefferson was in mid-action reaching for a plate of food. He turned and held up his hands as he backed away. “I don’t want any trouble. It’s none of my business.”

      “What are ya?” Euann asked.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” Jefferson repeated. “I’m just a business owner. Nothing more.”

      Jefferson reached for a plate. Euann flicked his fingers, sliding the food out of his reach.

      “Clearly ya can see my face.” Euann let a blue light dance along the tips of his fingers in warning. “My family and I are going to need ya to answer that question.”

      “I’m a dhampir.” Jefferson dropped his hands to his sides. “And by that magick, I’m guessing you’re either a witch or a warlock.”

      Dhampir? This man was the product of a vampire and human pairing. Such beings had been much more common back in the 1500 and 1600s but were rare in this day and age.

      “MacGregor.” Jefferson nodded his head in realization. “Oh, crap, excuse me. I don’t want to burn your food.” He went to the grill and flipped the burgers cooking there. “I should have put it together. I knew there was something more to your family when you came in here. There used to be whispers of the MacGregor warlock family when I was growing up. There is even a painting of one of your ancestors in the local library.”

      “We lived in the South for a time.” Euann didn’t relax his guard but determined the man to be telling the truth. Only, the portrait wasn’t of a dead ancestor like the man assumed. The painting would have been of one of his relatives still living.

      “I always thought the stories were folktales, but all the elders say the same thing. Your family can be trusted.”

      “Why are ya in Green Vallis?”

      “It’s like I said. Something drew me here.” Jefferson kept cooking, getting plates ready for the food as he pulled a metal basket of fries out of the fryer. “I guess some would say they were signs. First, it was an abnormal amount of internet ads for Wisconsin cheese. Then a Wisconsin semi crashed on my front lawn. A man from Wisconsin left me a hundred-dollar tip and told me I should open my own place. Soon after, I lost my job when the restaurant I managed closed down. I thought to only take a trip to check Wisconsin out, but something bid me to this town, and I knew I had to stay.”

      The man was talking about the powerful ley lines that ran beneath the town and surrounding area. It was a vortex of power that pulled in the paranormal. It was the same magick that had called the MacGregor family to Wisconsin. Just standing on the soil gave them strength, making them more powerful than they had felt in centuries. Vampires were not the kind of creatures they wanted moving into town. “Which vampire den are ya connected to?”

      “That I couldn’t tell you. I’m third-generation dhampir, and mawmaw didn’t like talking about it.” Jefferson reached for the tater tot nacho platter. “A vampire seduced a house slave, and my genetic line became the family shame. That’s all I know about the family secret.”

      “Your grandmother never mentioned a vampiric name?”

      “No, mawmaw wouldn’t speak of it.” He reached into his shirt and pulled out a talisman. “She said this would keep them from finding me, though. I know warlocks and vampires aren’t exactly friends. They won’t be coming here because of me. I can promise you that.”

      Euann nodded. “The woman in the t-shirt, she doesn’t know much. Most of this town doesn’t know anything.”

      “They won’t hear it from me. It’s not exactly like I want to advertise what I am. It’s hard enough making a go of things when that strange woman with a notepad keeps coming in here winking and asking me if I can get her fenced goods.” Jefferson made a move as if to carry the tray to the table. “I don’t need to add freak of nature to my town resume.”

      He followed Jefferson out of the kitchen. “That would be Mrs. Callister. Trust me, being on her bad side isn’t exactly a bad thing. In fact, it will probably gain ya sympathy in town.”

      “Hey, Euann?”

      He turned at the sound of Cora’s voice. He watched her expression to see if she detected his glamour. She didn’t. Jefferson took the food to the table, leaving them alone.

      “I’m going to go back to the house,” Cora said.

      “Why? The food isn’t even—”

      “I don’t know what I said, or did, but it’s clear you’re not…” She gave a weak shrug. “You hid in the restroom, and now you’re hiding in the kitchen. You won’t look at me. I can take a hint.”

      “Hint?” Euann hated the look on her face. “There is no hint.”

      She crossed her arms in front of her stomach in a protective gesture. “Fine, I can see the glaringly obvious.”

      “Cora, I want ya to be here.” Euann let the back of his fingers graze her cheek. “I want everything to be perfect, but it’s not. My family ruined the picnic. This outing was ruined by…”

      “Mrs. Callister? What did she say to you that has you acting all weird?”

      “No, not Callister.” Euann couldn’t expose himself in the restaurant, not with the busybody outside and locals inside. He touched his face, feeling the tuffs of fur hidden by the glamour.

      “Then did I say something? I know I ask a lot of questions. It’s my nature. It’s why I got into library sciences. I ask questions and look for answers. This whole,” she lowered her voice to whisper, “magick thing,” before continuing at her previous level, “is new to me. I want to understand it. I want to understand why I feel the way I do.”

      “There are things happening tonight that do not belong on our first date,” Euann said. “I’m sorry. This is nothing close to what I wanted.”

      “So you do want this to be a date?” Cora leaned closer to him.

      “Very much so.” Euann nodded.

      “Then it is a perfect first date,” she assured him.

      “Now you’re being too kind.” He laughed. “Or mocking me.”

      “From all accounts, the best first dates are awful, and awkward, and wonderful despite all that, and strangely memorable.” Cora turned to look at the table. “I’d say we hit all the requisite points.”

      “What part was awful?” Euann studied her as she glanced at his family. Her beauty was only outweighed by the spirit he saw behind it. When she’d kissed him, every piece of his life’s puzzle had fallen into place. He knew what he wanted, what he needed. There was an honesty in Cora and a kindness.

      “When I thought you didn’t want to be here any longer,” she answered.

      “And awkward?” He touched his cheek. The fur was receding.

      A slight blush colored her cheeks even as she laughed. She turned to him, lowering her head as she said, “When your family interrupted while we were…” She gave a meaningful hum.

      “See, that was my awful moment,” he admitted. “I’ve regretted not bolting the doors with magick since they interrupted us. I can guarantee what happened next would have been wonderfully memorable.”

      He lifted his arm for her to take. “Come on. Let’s finish this first date. I can’t wait to get to the ending.”

      “You want it over?”

      “I want the kiss goodnight.” He grinned as he led her to the table. Kicking the leg of his cousin’s chair, he said, “Rory, move your arse. I’m sitting next to my lady.”
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      “Don’t move.”

      The stern command stopped Cora in her tracks. She had one foot on the stairs leading to Euann’s bedroom, and the other on the marble foyer floor. They had just returned home from an inadvisable amount of drinking at Crimson Tavern. The walk had done her some good, considering Rory had ordered more than a few rounds of shots for the table and they had left her tipsy.

      Fine. Drunk. It left her drunk.

      “Where have ya been?” The petite bearer of the voice did not match her volume. Like the others, she had dark brown hair and eyes. There was a fierceness to her beauty. It was in the flush in her cheeks and the heat in her gaze.

      Cora moved so Erik blocked her view of the woman.

      “Ya look lovely, Ma,” Iain said.

      Erik shifted his feet, unwittingly putting Cora once more in the angry woman’s eye line.

      “Yeah, Aunt Margareta, have ya done something with your hair?” Rory added. “It looks shiny.”

      Margareta arched a brow. “Don’t sweet talk me.” The woman began a tirade of words in the language Cora couldn’t understand. She wondered if she was part of this lecture, or if she should sneak upstairs to give the family privacy. She decided to go with holding very still and hoping the angry woman’s eyes didn’t find her.

      “Don’t worry. When she’s screaming like that, it’s not too serious. It’s when she’s quiet and whispery that you have cause for concern.” A younger version of Margareta in designer clothing appeared beside Cora; however, unlike Margareta, she had a distinct British accent instead of a Scottish one. She held out a manicured hand. “I’m Malina, disgrace of a daughter.”

      “Cora,” she answered, taking the offered hand for a quick shake. “Magickal hostage.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cora.” Malina placed her hands on her hips. They both watched Margareta.

      “Should I leave?” Cora whispered.

      “I wouldn’t make any sudden movements if I were you.” Malina tilted her head as Margareta continued to speak. “She looks a little jumpy to me.”

      Euann placed his hand on Cora’s back and leaned to look around her at his sister to whisper, “When did ya get back?”

      “About thirty minutes ago,” Malina answered. “Luck was on my side, and I got a good flight out of Vegas.”

      “Speaking of luck, is Dar with ya?” Euann glanced around the hall.

      “No. He,” Malina looked at Cora for a moment before finishing, “had a poker tournament to attend.”

      “She’s cool,” Euann said with a grin. “Cora’s with me.”

      “Why’s your nose fuzzy?” Malina studied her brother.

      Euann touched his nose and cleared his throat. Cora had no idea what they were talking about and figured it to be an inside joke.

      Margareta’s stern torrent of words went on for a few more moments before Malina finally lifted her hand and stepped forward. “You’re welcome, Ma. Now may I please see my brother?”

      Margareta took an aggravated breath as she looked at her daughter.

      “What does it matter, my love, so long as our son is home safe?”

      “That’s my da.” Euann nodded at the man who placed his arms around Margareta’s shoulders. The couple hardly looked old enough to have grown children…at least by human standards.

      “Ya want me to thank ya?” Margareta demanded of Malina as if it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard.

      “No. Not just me, Ma, Dar. He’s been grabbing every bit of good luck he can get his hands on to make this happen for us. You have no idea what he’s suffered for me to perform this summoning spell. Bringing back a long-lost brother from the grips of unknown magick isn’t exactly easy. If it were, we would have done it long ago. But maybe now you can see it wasn’t my fault. Maybe now you can stop blaming me for Kenneth’s disappearance. Now where is my brother? I want to see—”

      “Ya look well, Malina.” Kenneth appeared in the dining room doorway. Dark circles marred his eyes, and he looked emotionally worn.

      “Ken?” Malina gasped. She ran to him, her heeled boots clicking on the floor. She threw her arms around him. “I can’t believe it worked.”

      “This was ya?” Kenneth didn’t look angry, just exhausted. “I wish ya would have left well enough alone.”

      “How could I?” Malina grabbed his face. Her hands worked over him as if to convince herself he was really there. “I’m so sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Kenneth took her hands and pulled them off him.

      “The night you left. We fought over how you are overprotective of me, always chasing off boyfriends. I said some mean things.” Malina tugged her fingers from his grasp and again touched his cheek. “Say you forgive me.”

      “Yeah, sure,” he dismissed. “I don’t remember what you’re talking about, but sure, I forgive ya.”

      “Did you lose your memories? Was it a horrible place you were trapped in?” Malina was finally forced to let go of her brother as he stepped away from her.

      “Tell her where ya were, Kenneth,” Erik said.

      Kenneth’s mouth tightened.

      “Oklahoma,” Erik said. “That’s right. Not a portal. Not a realm. A freaking state in the Midwest.”

      “Actually, Oklahoma is considered the South. The Kansas border is where the Midwest…” Cora let her words trail off as all eyes turned to look at her. Now was not the time to be all smarty-pants librarian. She had no idea what possessed her to speak.

      “I don’t understand,” Malina said. “What’s in Oklahoma? Leprechauns? Niall dealt with an outbreak there a while back. Did that have something to do with you?”

      “Jewel didn’t mean to free them into our world,” Kenneth said. “It was an accident.”

      “Jewel?” Malina looked around the room. “I think someone needs to catch me up.”

      “I think it’s about time Kenneth caught all of us up.” Erik swayed a little on his feet, and Cora was a little grateful she wasn’t the only drunk one there. “The whole family is here, brother, so let’s hear it.”

      “Raibeart was correct. I took the phoenix, but I didn’t know what she was at the time. It’s complicated. Jewel is my daughter. Her ma, Geneva, was an Appalachian mountain witch.” Kenneth appeared deeply troubled. His hands shook, and he kept rubbing circular patterns on his chest as if following a design she couldn’t see. “The witches want the phoenix back, but I promised Geneva that I wouldn’t let that happen. She gave her life to make sure our daughter was free of that place. I can’t let them take her. She’s too powerful and hard to control. I have to protect her. I’m all she has.”

      “Ya think we wouldn’t do everything to protect our first grandchild?” Margareta demanded, her words more frustrated than angry.

      “I know ya would have tried, but Jewel is special. She…” Kenneth looked around helplessly. “She’s such a sweet girl, but the power becomes too much for her. She acts out and then she…”

      “She flames out,” Angus finished for his son when he faltered.

      Kenneth nodded. He touched his chest. “I’m protected by whatever magick Jewel’s ma carved on me, but…”

      “How long does she have, son?” Angus asked.

      “What are ya talking about? How long?” Margareta inserted. “Angus MacGregor, what are ya going on about? What is wrong with my granddaughter?”

      “If ya would stop shouting long enough to let a man speak maybe ya would learn something.” Angus kept his tone even. “Also, I love ya, my beautiful wife, please don’t hex me later.”

      “The first time she lasted roughly nine years. The second time about ten.” Kenneth leaned against the wall and slid to sit on the marble floor. He leaned his head forward, running his hands through his hair. “I fear not long. Her powers surfaced faster than the last times.”

      Cora studied the faces of those around her. She might be impaired, but not so much she couldn’t understand the seriousness of what they were saying. Jewel was dying.

      “But, she’s a phoenix, right? Doesn’t that mean she’ll come back?” Cora asked.

      Kenneth stared at her as if questioning why she was there.

      “Cora’s right,” Euann said, standing closer to her as if to come to her defense. “She came back before. Won’t she come back again?”

      “Have ya ever lost a child?” Kenneth asked.

      “Aye, we have,” Margareta said. “Twenty-five years ago.”

      “It’s not the same,” Kenneth argued.

      “I would disagree,” Margareta returned.

      “I have held my daughter twice as she died in my arms.” Kenneth slapped his hand on the floor next to him. He didn’t bother to stand. “When she comes back, she’s not the same. Her personality is different, and her likes are different, even her expressions are different. I changed her name because she’s not the same girl. She’s mine, but she’s not the child I lost. I love her each time, knowing I will lose her, knowing that when she is reborn, it will be like she has a new sister. She will never grow up. She will never finish school, move out on her own, fall in love. This is it for her, an eternity of surging from the flames only to smolder. And this is my life, taking care of her, forever. I won’t let her power fall into the wrong hands. It’s no wonder her ma passed this burden on to me.”

      “We can help,” Iain said. “This burden is not yours alone.”

      “Losing me is one thing.” Kenneth looked at his mother. He appeared defeated. “But losing a grandchild, over and over?”

      “Ya were always a bit of a fool, son.” Angus put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “The decision ya made to stay away? That was the wrong choice.”

      Cora felt a strange energy flowing in the room, an invisible force that moved like a current over the family. She edged slowly away from Euann to the stairs. Grabbing the oak banister, she used it to steady her as she tried to sneak away.

      “I don’t like it when you fight.” Jewel appeared at the top of the stairs. “Stop yelling at my daddy!”

      “What are—?” Margareta’s words cut off, even though her lips kept moving. She grabbed her throat, looking around at her family. Jewel had taken away Margareta’s ability to speak.

      Malina covered her mouth but the smallest hint of a laugh escaped. “This delightful creature must be my niece.” She went to the stairs and hurried up to meet the child. “Well done, mischievous one. I have been trying to quiet my ma for the last three hundred years.”

      “Who are you?” Jewel asked.

      Malina held out her hand. “I’m your auntie Malina, and I have the biggest closet in the entire mansion filled with sparkly dresses and princess tiaras. I promise I am much more fun than my brothers.”

      “You want to play with me?” Jewel asked.

      “Of course I do, munchkin,” Malina answered.

      Jewel jumped up and down, clapping her hands. “Yay!”

      “Um…?” Cora glanced at Euann. “Should we warn your sister what that means?”

      Euann smirked. “No.”

      Rory, Iain, and Erik all started laughing.

      “What did I miss?” Margareta asked, her voice having returned when Jewel left.

      “Nothing, Ma, Malina will make a fine babysitter while we sit down as a family and find a way to protect Jewel,” Erik said.

      “We’ll look in the old library.” Margareta whistled and twirled her hand.

      “Yes.” Angus nodded. He waved his hand over the foyer. A round table with chairs appeared next to cushioned furniture. It was strewn over the room in a haphazard fashion. Steaming coffee cups also appeared. “Time to sober up, laddies.”

      Dusty tomes floated from somewhere beyond the dining room. Margareta controlled them with her hand. Their leather and metal bindings looked ancient. The caked dust was so thick it blew from the books like powder. Cora found herself reaching to touch one as it passed. It glided beneath her outstretched fingers, causing streaks in the dust.

      “Cora, I’m sorry,” Euann said as he caressed her arm. He walked with her away from the stairs to where they could have some privacy. “I cannot come upstairs with ya tonight. Please believe that I want to more than anything.”

      The thrill of anticipation and desire stirred within her at his admission. It warred with her curiosity about what was happening at the base of the stairs. Cora leaned to watch the books line themselves up on the table in neat stacks. She wanted to look inside them.

      Euann glanced over his shoulder and then turned. He pressed her against a wall were the others couldn’t see. His gaze dipped to her mouth. The unmistakable press of his desire bumped her leg. Cora ran her hands up his chest and felt his heart beating against her fingers. She wasn’t sure if it was the liquor or his touch that made her lightheaded. Maybe it was the magick between them.

      “I really want you to come upstairs with me,” she whispered. His lips danced close to hers, not completing their journey.

      “Ah, love, I’ll come to ya as soon as I am able,” he promised.

      A light moan left her as their lips brushed.

      “Come on, boy, we have a lot of work to do this night,” Angus bellowed.

      Cora stiffened and pulled her head back to stop the kiss. Her eyes rounded as she glanced to the side.

      “There are times when having my family so close is a real pain in the ass.” Euann let her go. He brushed his hands over his clothes to straighten his shirt.

      Cora followed him to where the others were opening books. As she started to ask what they were looking for, Angus stepped in front of her to block her way to the table.

      “I’m sorry ya have been introduced to our family under such strange circumstances,” Angus said. “My son tells me ya had no choice when Jewel possessed ya to come here, and I can see for myself that ya can’t leave us until we know what kind of magick she put inside ya.”

      “If there is any way I can help—” she began.

      “Ya have yourself a good rest, my dear.” Angus dismissed her with a slightly condescending pat to her shoulder. “Let us know if there is anything we can do to make your stay with us more comfortable.”

      Angus lifted his hand toward the stairs as if showing her the way to go. She automatically followed the gesture. No one stopped her as she went up. At the top, she glanced down. Euann gave her a small smile from where he leaned against his hand as he sat at the table. A book lay open in front of him.

      Angus caught her attention. He nodded at her once. She took his not-so-subtle hint and went back to Euann’s room.

      The picnic had cleared from the floor as if it had never been. This night could have gone so much differently if Euann’s family had not interrupted. She grabbed the pillows from the floor and tossed them on the bed. It seemed big and empty. Considering the heat in her blood that had yet to be sated, she didn’t exactly want to climb in it alone. She looked at Euann’s portrait but seeing his likeness only made her longing worse.

      “I need to sober up, too.” Oddly, just saying it out loud made her head feel a little clearer.

      Light flashed outside the window and she crossed to it, wondering if the storm was returning. The sky was clear except for a few clouds drifting past the moon. The flash came a second time, but it wasn’t in the sky. It came from the forest. The light lifted like tiny ribbons from beneath the trees before dissolving.

      Raibeart had not been with the family downstairs. Was he casting magick? They had mentioned something about protection spells.

      Her breath fogged the glass as she pressed closer. Cora unlatched the window and lifted it open. The fresh night air hit her face. There was no screen, and when she reached forward, a soft blue light glowed where her hand seemed to pass through a barrier. Was this the protection spell they’d been talking about?

      The smell of burning wood drifted on the breeze, but she saw no fire. The gardens were beautiful from the window’s height, bathed in moonlight. Cora leaned on the sill, watching the distance for the lights. The sound of leaves rustled on the wind, growing louder. She squinted her eyes, waiting in anticipation. She thought she heard faint traces of music. A violin maybe?

      A cold band coiled around her arm and she cried out in surprise as she was jerked forward. Her limbs thrashed as she plummeted toward the ground. Fear gripped her, and she knew she was going to die.

      Inches from impact, she was jerked toward the sky. The cold clamp on her wrist lifted her. It was joined by a second on her ankle. In the twisting darkness it was hard to see what held her. She hung in the air. Her free arm and leg dangled. The force lifted her, higher than the window she’d fallen from, up over the rooftop.

      “No, no, no,” she managed to get out, terrified the thing that held her would drop her. She had never been a fan of heights or carnival rides. This was the worst of both. Tears wet her cheeks and she couldn’t stop shaking. There was nothing to hold on to, only empty space.

      Her body turned as she flailed. Two long, twisted vines stretched toward her from below to hold her wrist and ankle. Their color was hard to see in the shadows, but above the trees in the moonlight she could make out their shapes. They stopped moving, and the only sound she could make out was the panting of her own breath.

      Faster than she went up, the vines pulled her down head first as they retracted into the forest. Cora screamed in terror. Her bound hand twisted, and she tried to grab hold of the plant. Her descent slowed as she neared the treetops, but not enough to keep the branches from slapping her. This time she did hit the ground. The hard earth littered with leaves and twigs jarred her, and she couldn’t remember being more grateful for anything in her life. She dug her fingers into the dirt, clutching it as if it could keep her from being lifted once more.

      Cora’s body shook violently, and she couldn’t stand. Tears dripped to the ground beneath her, spotting the leaves.

      “Nothin’ like a little star gazin’ to shake the magickal defenses right out of a person,” a woman said, her voice blustery and strong. Her words caused a round of laughter. Her accent had notes of the Appalachian mountain region.

      The mountain witches. They were here. They had her.

      Cora’s mouth opened, but only a faint whine made it past her tight throat. She couldn’t look up. The cold sensation had not released her leg, and the vine wrapped her wrist like a thick handcuff. The dirt gave way beneath her fingers, so she began clawing at the vine to be set free.

      “Hello, Malina. Not exactly the MacGregor we wanted to talk to, but you’ll do just fine,” the woman continued. A pair of old work boots appeared before Cora, close to her forehead. “It seems your luck has taken a turn for the worse. Where’s that luck demon husband of yours when you need him?”

      “Not,” Cora whispered.

      “What’s that, my dear? Speak up.”

      It took a lot of effort but Cora managed to push herself so that she sat on her knees. “I’m not Malina.”

      “You think I don’t know a magickal glow when I see one?” The woman didn’t look anything like what Cora thought a witch would look like. She wore denim jeans, a worn button-down shirt, and a faded tan jacket. Her long, straight hair was parted down the center. Gray peppered the black locks. “I might have been born in the last three centuries, but it wasn’t yesterday.”

      “I don’t know what that means.” Cora took a steadying breath, well aware of the feel of the ground beneath her. She searched for something permanent to hold on to.

      Two men sat on the ground, their backs against a cracked pedestal. Their outfits were of the same cut as the woman’s. One wore a wide-brimmed hat, and the other had a ring in his shaggy hair where a hat had been. Neither one of them spoke, and they seemed utterly enthralled with everything the woman said.

      “Why don’t you hang around?” The woman dug into a pouch hanging on her belt. She threw a couple of seeds on the forest floor. She spat on the ground and twisted her hand as if commanding something to grow.

      “No,” Cora cried as the vines lifted her once more. The two new vines grabbed her free limbs, and they drew her up off the ground. She hung like an X in the air. “Please, this isn’t necessary. Let me down.”

      “Don’t bother trying to escape. The vines are enchanted. Not even warlock power can break the mountain magick’s hold.” The woman turned to the two men. “Watch her until I get back.” She dug her hand into her pocket and sprinkled the contents on her head. Dirt dusted over her face. It began to glow, changing her form. Her hips widened, and her legs shortened. Her hair curled up into a bun. When she spoke, even her voice had changed in pitch. “Ol’ Trina can’t be late for work. Lydia’s expecting me to help out tonight. The shop had a large order come in, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint the boss lady. Especially when I have a surprise for her.”
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      “What did ya say to Cora, Da?” Euann stared at the stairs. She hadn’t come down. They had been working in the front hall all night, and he would have seen her. He watched and waited, thinking maybe she’d slept in because of the liquor. She was so close, and yet he hadn’t wanted to wake her. The couple of times he tried to check on her, he received a stern look from his ma and a new book would appear in front of him to go through. However as morning faded into the afternoon, he was starting to worry.

      At one point in the early morning, Malina returning in a sparkly pink tutu. She pirouetted and leapt across the open stairway. It provided a much-needed laugh and made for an entertaining break from poring over old texts looking for clues as to controlling and understanding Jewel’s powers. Euann, of course, managed to record the dance on his phone before Kenneth had taken pity on their sister and broken her out of Jewel’s hold.

      Lydia and Jane had gone back to the Victorian to meet with Trina before going to Jane’s nursery to check on the plants. The rest of them still scoured the books. Iain lounged in a wide chair, his leg thrown over the arm. Rory had made himself a bed of pillows. He lay on his side to read in what looked to be an uncomfortable position but one he had not left for hours. Erik read with his legs kicked up on an ottoman. Kenneth sat at a small table conjured by Margareta. She had not let her returned son out of her sight.

      “Da?” Euann leaned to the side to get his father’s attention. The man sat across from him at the large table filled with books they had looked through and dismissed.

      “To who about what?” Angus asked, distracted. He did not look up from his pages.

      “Cora. She hasn’t come down, and it’s past noon. Ya were the last to talk to her.” Euann closed the book he had been scanning and slid it toward the center pile. “Nothing useful in those translations. I wish ya would let me digitize them. It would make them easier to search.”

      “This is the way it’s been done for centuries. No reason to change it now,” Angus dismissed. “Easier does not necessarily mean better.”

      “Old does not necessarily mean best.” When his father would continue reading, Euann placed his hand on the page to stop him. “And Cora?”

      “I don’t remember what I said. Goodnight, most likely.” Angus lifted his son’s forefinger to pull his hand away from his work. “A lot was happening last night. This is family business. She is an outsider. I understand she needs to be here while the mark of the phoenix fades. It shouldn’t last forever, and then we’ll have to decide what to do with her.”

      “We are not erasing her memories.” Euann returned his hand to the book, splaying his fingers so that his father couldn’t ignore him. “We all agreed that we would not do that anymore.”

      “Except in extreme circumstances.” Angus glanced to where his wife sat with Kenneth. “I would say Kenneth’s return with a powerful child who needs our help qualifies as an extreme circumstance.”

      “Need I remind ya of Helena and Charlotte? We wouldn’t be plucking one conversation. This would be days on the road being controlled by a child, enchanted tea parties and dances.” Euann could not take another woman being harmed because of something they did.

      Helena met with the kind of mad-genius insanity only capable by those who were truly deranged. It had turned her into a wraith. When she was freed from her statue prison, she had almost killed everyone he loved.

      Charlotte had lost her mind, nearly going down a similar path—an insanity filled with visions and voices that could only be contained by a padded room and the miracle of modern pharmaceuticals. Erasing too many memories came with a price—insanity and captivity.

      If they took Cora’s memories, they would also be taking any chance she had at a life. She’d end up in a mental hospital. She wouldn’t remember him. The idea of that caused a sharp pain to shoot through his chest.

      Margareta gasped and grabbed her chest. “What is it? What happened?”

      Euann glanced at his ma and lifted his hand off the book. He pretended not to know what she spoke of as she glanced around the room. The last thing he wanted was to get into a conversation about his feelings before talking to Cora first. His family tended to go embarrassingly overboard when it came to such things, and this felt like a talk he needed to have with Cora when they were alone.

      “Ma, ya should rest,” Erik said. “We will keep looking.”

      “It is like none of our ancestors thought to write about something as important as phoenix magick, but we have an entire volume dedicated to the meticulous boiling of roots for changing hair color.” Iain threw another book on the discard pile. “The only thing I’ve found is that a phoenix’s years are not set in stone, and that was more of an offhanded reference example than an actual stating of facts.”

      “Before salons, ridding hair of gray was great magick,” Margareta answered. “It kept some of us with food through some very harsh winters. Never underestimate a noblewoman’s vanity.”

      “Hey, Ma,” Iain drawled, “aren’t ya a noblewoman?”

      “I’m not too old to lock ya in a dungeon,” Margareta scolded, though they knew she was teasing. She went to the books they’d discarded and pressed her hand on them. “I’ll reshelf these.” As she pushed, they disappeared, and her hand lowered to the table top. “Keep reading. I think it’s time I used another tactic.”

      “My love, no,” Angus denied. “Last time it nearly killed ya. Do not look to the future. We’ll figure this out.”

      “Nearly,” Margareta repeated. “How many times could we use that word when talking about our fates? How many times in our years have ya been nearly killed, nearly maimed, nearly lost? We always find a way. What matters is that we protect our family.”

      “I agree with Da,” Erik said. “There is no reason to divine the future.”

      “Saving me almost killed ya,” Iain said.

      “Nearly,” Margareta mumbled. “Almost.”

      Kenneth looked as if he wanted to ask, but instead averted his eyes. He had missed much in his absence.

      “I’m going to check on Cora,” Euann said. “It’s not her fault she was caught up in this. She’s a good person, and she deserves better than to be made to feel unwelcome.”

      “Does she know?” Iain smiled.

      “Know what?” questioned Rory.

      Erik chuckled. “That Euann is lovesick over her.”

      “I’m not lovesick,” Euann protested.

      “Oh, that,” Rory muttered. Everyone ignored him.

      “Euann? Why would ya keep such happy news from us?” Margareta rushed forward and grabbed both his hands to squeeze them tightly. “Five of my children have found their spouses, and the sixth is a father. This is an incredible time indeed.”

      “She’s not my wife,” Euann disagreed.

      “Not yet,” Margareta conceded. “But soon, of course. I have the perfect weddings designed. Just ask Malina. I think I remember her telling me one would be perfect for ya.”

      That was one of the scariest statements Euann had ever heard. He’d done many things in his long life to prank his sister. Anything Malina said he wanted in a wedding would be just the opposite.

      “Cora has been caught in this family’s drama,” Euann said. “I feel bad for her.”

      “Told ya,” Erik said, not losing his grin. “Completely lovesick.”

      “Indeed.” Angus nodded. “This does change things. I suppose there will be no reason to erase the memory of a new daughter.”

      “Don’t forget to tell her she’s your match,” Iain said. “Women like to be in on the secret.”

      “I guess there is someone out there for everyone,” Erik added.

      Euann frowned at all of them and said the only thing he could think of. “Shut up.”

      Laughter met his pouty demand.

      Euann took the stairs two at a time to get away from them. He let their voices fade from his conscious thoughts as he neared his bedroom door. He placed his hand on the wood, feeling beyond the barrier where he couldn’t see. His fox senses tried to hear her, but they were unreliable, and he didn’t want to push too hard in case his face became locked in a partial shift again.

      Euann knocked lightly on the door. “Cora, may I come in?”

      Silence greeted him.

      “Cora, I don’t know what my da said to ya, but…” His words trailed off. His senses tingled. Something was not right. “Cora?”

      Euann used magick to turn the doorknob as he pushed the door open.

      A cool breeze came through an open window. That should not have been possible. There was a protection spell around the mansion as well as a temperature control. No matter the weather outside, indoors remained perfect. How had Cora managed to break both?

      “Cora?” He glanced through the open bathroom door on his way to the window. She wasn’t in the room.

      Had she escaped? Climbed out of the window? But why take such a dangerous route? It wasn’t like she was their prisoner.

      Or did she feel like a captive? They had told her she needed to stay because of the residual magick. No one had asked her what she wanted. They didn’t think to. They only did what they believed had to be done. That tended to be one of his family’s great faults. They sometimes forgot to ask the non-family member if they were okay with the course of action. When a MacGregor knew what needed to be done, they just did it.

      Euann rushed to the window and peered down over the side. There was no evidence of someone having climbed down the vines that covered the stone of the mansion. The plant life looked undisturbed. If she hadn’t climbed down where did she go? She couldn’t have disappeared. Had she snuck out of the room without him noticing? That made no sense. He knew she hadn’t left because he had watched the door all night.

      “Cora?” he whispered, leaning out farther. He tried to find evidence of where she might’ve gone. His eyes scanned the forest below. The trees revealed nothing. Louder, he yelled, “Cora! Cora!”

      The sound of footsteps ran up the stairs as the others came to join him. His da burst into the room. “What is it, lad? Why are ya yelling?”

      “She’s gone.” Euann gripped the windowsill. His mind raced as he tried to explain. “She came in here last night. The window is open, and she is gone.”

      “There must be an explanation.” Iain pushed Euann aside to look for himself. “She couldn’t have gone out that way. The plant life is untouched. It doesn’t look as if anybody has scaled the wall.”

      Rory pulled up the bedding and checked under the bed. “Maybe she’s hiding?”

      “Why would she play games?” Erik asked as he went inside the bathroom to look.

      “Play.” Euann tried to feel relief at the word. “Jewel. She could have done this. When Malina stopped playing with her last night, maybe she asked Cora to play with her instead.”

      “I don’t think Cora would have said yes again,” said Rory. “She seemed relieved to be free of the spell last time.”

      “Do ya have another explanation for it?” Euann demanded. “People don’t just disappear. Not without magickal help.”

      Rory lifted his hand in a weak gesture to indicate he did not have an answer.

      “Where is Jewel?” Euann left the room. He strode down the hall toward Malina’s bedroom. The sound of the child’s laughter stopped him. She was in Erik’s room.

      Euann changed directions. He didn’t bother to knock as he barged into the room. “Cora?”

      “No, silly.” Jewel giggled. She had picked up Malina’s British accent. Their ma would hate that. “He’s Uncle Raibeart, not Cora.”

      Raibeart had on a larger version of the pink tutu Malina had been in before. A tiara and wings had been added to the ensemble and matched Jewel’s green fairy princess outfit. He sat at a small child’s table with a teacup in front of him. His knees were pushed higher than the tiny seat.

      “Join us for tea, sir?” Raibeart asked in a staunch British voice. Jewel giggled again. “Or perhaps a crumpet.”

      “What’s a crumpet?” Jewel asked, losing the accent.

      “You have never had a crumpet?” Raibeart continued with his play voice. He appeared shocked. Jewel shook her head in denial and giggled again. Losing the funny accent, he leaned forward and said, “It’s like a tiny pancake, lass. I prefer the big pancakes myself, with lots of gooey syrup.”

      “Like this?” Jewel waved the plastic princess wand in front of her. A giant stack of pancakes appeared on the tiny table.

      “Where is she?” Euann searched the room. He pointed at the mirror. “Did she go through here?”

      “Just us, lad,” Raibeart said. “Misplace your girlfriend, did ya?”

      Euann looked under the bed. He found one of Erik’s dirty socks and pulled it out. He tossed it at Erik in the doorway. “Jewel, where is she hiding?”

      “I was looking for that,” Erik said.

      “Did someone say family Christmas card?” Rory asked, lifting his phone to take a picture of Raibeart. Their uncle held up the delicate teacup with two fingers and kept his pinkie out while Rory took the picture.

      “Jewel, let him go. He doesn’t want to play.” Kenneth came into the room and walked toward his daughter. “I told ya, ya can’t keep using your magick to force people to your will.”

      “Who’s forced?” Raibeart asked, lifting a fork and cutting into the pancakes. He paused long enough to gesture the fork at his teacup. “Need a refill, lass.”

      “She’s not making ya wear that?” Kenneth watched his daughter wave her wand over Raibeart’s cup. “And do ya have my daughter serving ya whiskey?”

      “Who invited ya to this party, anyway?” Raibeart waved an irritated hand even as he took another bite. “This tea party is invite only, and I don’t think ya have an invitation.”

      “Yeah,” Jewel said before resuming her British accent. “This tea party is invite only.”

      She waved her wand and pushed the intruders out of the room, all except Euann, who was not in front of the door.

      “Jewel, please, have ya seen Cora?” Euann knelt on the floor beside the child.

      “I haven’t seen her all night.” Raibeart tipped back his teacup to drink the contents and then held out the empty cup.

      “I saw her.” Jewel pointed at the window. “She was flying.”

      Euann placed his hand over the cup, stopping Jewel from refilling it. “What do ya mean flying? Is it another game? Is that why her window was open? Did ya turn her into a bird?”

      Jewel giggled. “People aren’t birds.”

      “Not true,” Raibeart disagreed. “Your uncle Iain is a bird. He turns into a giant chicken.”

      Raibeart bawked like a chicken, much to Jewel’s delight.

      “Raibeart, please, this is important.” Euann removed his hand from the cup.

      “If your girl flew the coop, then she did it on her own,” Raibeart said. “Birds like trees. Ya should check the forest.”

      “Damn it,” Euann grumbled in frustration.

      “Don’t ya talk like your uncle Euann,” Raibeart instructed as Euann hurried from the room.

      “Was she in there?” Erik was partway up the stairs. When Jewel ejected them from the room, she must have sent them farther than the hallway.

      “No. Jewel said she saw her flying.” Euann rushed down the stairs. “I’m going to check the forest.”

      “That’s not good.” Erik turned to follow him. Iain was standing in the front hall. “Iain, Euann needs ya. Cora was seen flying. Rory, check around out front. See if her car is missing. I’ll check the house top to bottom.”

      Euann hesitated momentarily. When Iain shifted into bird form, his magick was contained in the body of a small, wild creature. It was easy for him to lose himself in the freedom of flight.

      “Jane is my center,” Iain said as if sensing Euann’s thoughts. “I’ll be fine. If I become lost, I’ll always find my way to her.”

      “We don’t know anything is wrong,” Erik said. “Jewel has a vivid imagination.”

      “I know something is wrong,” Euann said. “I feel it. Something isn’t right.”

      “Do ya feel it or do ya fear it?” Margareta rested her hand on his arm.

      Euann didn’t know how to answer. He shook off her hand and ran through the house to the back gardens. All he knew is that he had to find Cora.
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      “Excuse me,” Cora called from her place hanging from the trees. Her ankles ached but not as badly as her wrists. The two men had built a fire near her right foot, and she worried that it might light the leaves beneath her. “Excuse me?”

      The hatless man looked up at her. A jug he’d been drinking from sat by his feet. The fire illuminated the whiskers on his face, casting him in a terrifying light. This part of the forest was dark, and she had no clue what time it was.

      “There has been a big mistake. I’m not a MacGregor. Listen to me. Do I sound like a MacGregor?” Cora tried to smile. It was difficult when a second set of eyes turned up to look at her.

      Seconds ticked by like minutes. Suddenly, both men burst into laughter.

      “She thought that would work,” the hat man said.

      “Mama was right. Warlocks aren’t worth the magick they steal,” the hatless one answered.

      “I’m not a warlock,” Cora insisted.

      The men laughed harder.

      “Fine. I’m a great and powerful warlock, and I’m giving you the chance to release me.” Cora struggled against the vines. Her hands had gone numb. “If you don’t, you’ll be sorry. If you do, I’ll be forgiving.”

      “Warlock magick can’t break mountain magick.” Mr. Hatless spat at the ground under her feet.

      “Fine. Will you at least tell me your names?” Cora asked.

      “Hatfield,” the man without a hat answered, and this is my brother, “McCoy.”

      “Seriously?” Cora questioned before she could stop herself. She wasn’t exactly in a position to challenge them.

      “Mama always said she likes a good fight.” McCoy snickered as he grabbed his jug to take a drink. When he finished, he held it up to her. “Drink?”

      “Moonshine?” Cora asked.

      McCoy shook his head. “Water.”

      “Really?” She didn’t hide her surprise. That was too bad. A couple of shots of moonshine and maybe she could pass out and not remember she was hanging above a fire.

      Hatfield jumped up and became animated as he said, “You think we’re all just backward drunk mountain idiots, missin’ teeth, livin’ in a shack, chewin’ tabbaci, datin’ our sister, scared of the outside world, don’t you?”

      “No?” A breeze hit her body, and she swayed.

      “Well, datin’ the sister part is true.” McCoy gave a lopsided grin.

      Hatfield slapped his leg as he laughed, doubling over. “Look at her face. She believed you.”

      “I don’t think that,” Cora said.

      “I’ll have you know I went to college and even graduated with a degree in Agricultural Science.” Hatfield pointed up at her. “Bet you didn’t see that one coming.”

      Cora kept her mouth shut. He was right. By the looks of him, she wouldn’t have guessed that. Then again, she wasn’t bound to think too highly of the people who had her tied up, let alone contemplate their educational history.

      “Why do you always have something to prove? Who cares what a MacGregor thinks about us?” McCoy shook his head as if disappointed in his brother.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Hatfield ordered.

      “I can’t help it my face is this handsome,” McCoy taunted. “Don’t be jealous.”

      “We’ll see how handsome it is when I get done with it.” Hatfield lunged at his brother and they began wrestling. They rolled out of her eye line but she could hear them.

      Cora used all her strength to try to pull free. She thrashed in the air.

      The scuffle instantly stopped.

      “What was that?” Hatfield asked.

      “Someone’s coming.” McCoy came back into view, dusting leaves off his disheveled clothing.

      The sound of footsteps was unmistakable. They were on MacGregor land. Was Euann looking for her?

      “Help,” she yelled.

      The footsteps stopped.

      “Help!”

      The steps started up again. Euann ran past along a narrow path, not seeing her.

      “Euann,” she called out. “Euann, I’m here.”

      It was then she realized the two below her were quiet. How could Euann miss the fire?

      “Euann?” she whispered.

      Laughing sounded beneath her.

      “Euann,” Hatfield yelled, mocking her.

      “Euann,” McCoy added.

      They both screamed, flailing their arms and jumping up and down.

      A tear slipped down Cora’s cheek. Magick somehow created a barrier. Euann couldn’t find her. His footsteps faded. She really was in trouble.
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      Euann stopped, breathing hard as he looked around at the endless trees. There were eighty acres of property owned by his family, and more land beyond that. He couldn’t search it all by foot.

      Euann closed his eyes, trying to sense Cora. Instinct told him to turn around, so he listened. He felt she was in the woods. His magick tingled as if to warn him. He ran faster. When the tingling subsided, he stopped running and looked around.

      More damned trees.

      He closed his eyes, again trying to find her. His senses told him to turn around once more. He did, running slower in case he might’ve missed something. Again his magick tingled, and again it subsided. He turned around once more, heading back toward the house. Whatever this sensation was, it was sending him on a wild goose chase.

      “Cora,” he yelled, willing her to hear him. “Cora!”

      A few birds lifted from the trees, startled by the sound he made.

      “Iain,” he called. “Iain, are ya there?”

      An eagle landed on a branch and gazed down at him.

      “Have ya seen her?” Euann asked. “I feel her near.”

      Iain’s eagle form glided down to the forest floor. His winged body shook. Skin stretched, the feathers parting as Iain pushed to get out. The bird body extended and contracted before finally exploding to release Iain from within. His naked brother knelt on the ground.

      “What did ya see?” Euann reached down to take his brother’s hand to pull him to his feet.

      “Something isn’t right with the forest. I tried to pull magick from a tree as I soared, and it blocked me. When I dove down, I could perch on the branches, but I couldn’t pull energy from it.” Iain lifted his hand toward a tree, sucking the life force into himself. The tree began to wither, and Iain pushed the life force back. “My powers work here. There is something wrong with that spot in the forest. Something there is holding the energy hostage. We have to get back to the house to tell the others.”

      “I can’t. I feel Cora out here. I have to find her.” Euann started to run the path yet again in search for her. Maybe this time he’d be lucky.

      “Euann, stop! If she is trapped in the dead spot, we need help. I have never seen anything like this before.”

      Euann turned back to his brother. “Ya go. I will keep looking for her.”

      “I can’t leave ya out here alone, not when we don’t know what we are dealing with. If ya want to find your woman, then we need the others’ help.” Iain nodded toward the mansion. “The faster ya stop with your stubbornness, the faster we can be back here.”

      Euann growled in frustration because he knew his brother was right. “Fine. Hurry.”

      He ran with his brother toward the mansion. Iain leapt into the air and cried out. Euann heard his brother’s bones snap as feathers sprouted over his shrinking body. His feet cracked apart into talons. Iain flew ahead faster than Euann could run.

      Euann willed himself to transform, desperately wanting the speed of the fox. It wasn’t to be. His body wouldn’t shift. It had forgotten how.

      When he finally arrived at the house, Iain had already filled everyone in on the situation.

      “We have to go,” Kenneth said.

      “Yes, to the forest,” Angus commanded. He waved his hand and, the furniture disappeared from the front hall.

      “No, I mean Jewel and I.” Kenneth went toward the stairs. “I know the kind of spot you’re talking about—where the trees are alive but contain no energy to borrow. They’re called hollows. There were pockets of them when I was with Geneva in the forest. It’s mountain magick. That’s all I know. I don’t know if they’re left over from using magick, or if they are meant to hide something or are dimensions to another realm. All I know is Jewel can’t be near them. I knew we shouldn’t have stayed here. The magick in this place is too great. Magick calls to magick. It’s hard enough hiding Jewel when we are on our own.” He turned to yell up. “Jewel, honey, come down here.”

      “Running away is not the answer.” Margareta’s voice held a hint of desperation. She could not lose her son, not again. Euann didn’t think she’d be able to take the heartbreak.

      “We think they have Cora,” Iain said. “Euann feels her in the forest, but we can’t get to her. I think she is in the hollow.”

      Euann went to Kenneth and pleaded, “Ya know more about this kind of magick than all of us. Please, ya have to help me.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t. I have to protect my daughter.” Kenneth wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      “But I love her,” Euann pleaded. “Please. I need your help. I’m begging for it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kenneth denied.

      “Kenneth Raibeart Aloysius MacGregor,” Margareta scolded. “I have tried to be patient with ya—mostly because your da asked me to—but I have had enough of this tomfoolery. You’re family, and family does not abandon family. Your brother Euann needs your help. Your daughter needs our help. I am your ma and an elder. I command ya to pull your head out of your ass. Now, do ya understand me, lad? And before ya answer, remember you’re not too old for a petrifying spell. I’ll freeze ya in that spot, so help me, until the end of time. Jewel will grow up with a statue for a da.”

      Silence met her anger.

      “I said, do ya understand?” Margareta repeated with more force. The hum of energy snapped around her body in warning, twinkling like little angry red fireflies.

      “Yes, Ma,” Kenneth answered, his voice small like when he was a boy in trouble.

      “Good. Now that leaving nonsense is settled.” Margareta turned toward the stairs. “Raibeart, we need ya!”

      “I’m not sure ya want to see—” Erik started to say when Raibeart appeared in his pink tutu. “Never mind.”

      “Playtime is over.” Margareta took Raibeart in stride. “Take off your princess wings. Ya need to come with us.”

      Raibeart motioned his hand over his body. A kilt and a t-shirt replaced the pink outfit. “What’s happened?”

      “Cora is in trouble,” Iain said. “We think she’s in a hollow. It’s mountain magick.”

      “Where’s Malina?” Rory asked. “I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      “Oh, um, Jewel wanted to play sleeping beauty. Malina is fast asleep in her room.” Raibeart said. “Want me to have the child wake her?”

      “We need to go.” Euann bounced on his feet with nervous energy, trying to will his family to move faster.

      “No,” Margareta answered Raibeart. “Let her sleep.”

      “Ma.” Erik frowned.

      “Fine, yes, wake her,” Margareta amended. “She can stay here with Jewel.”

      As Raibeart went to find Jewel, Angus held out his palm. Silver amulets appeared. “We do not know what we’re dealing with here, so everyone put these on. It won’t stop the magick completely, but it will help lessen the blow.”

      “How old are these?” Rory asked, blowing at his to rid it of dust.

      “Older than ya, that’s for sure,” Angus answered. “We haven’t had much cause to use them. Most witches we encounter are a good sort. Let’s hope we don’t need them and whoever is out there can be reasoned with.”

      Euann grabbed one and slipped it over his neck. The medallion hung in the center of his chest. He hurried toward the door, trying to get them to follow. “I need to find Cora.”

      “Jewel jumped out the window.” Raibeart hurried down the stairs.

      “Is she hurt?” Angus asked.

      “What happened?” Kenneth demanded. “Where is she going?”

      “She’s unharmed. She heard Cora is in trouble and said she was going to find her friend.” Raibeart nodded at Euann and grabbed his nephew’s arm as he passed. “She’s in the back garden. Hurry.”

      “She’s running right toward them.” Kenneth followed them into the gardens. “Where is she? We have to find her. Do ya see her?”

      “The evil sorceress has taken Princess Cora, Princess Jane, and Princess Lydia hostage,” Jewel said, stepping from behind a bush. Her eyes glowed with a fiery light.

      “Lydia? No, she’s at my house with Jane. She…” Erik shared a panicked look with Iain.

      “My army will save her!” Jewel thrust her hand into the air, waving them forward.

      “Jewel, no—” Kenneth’s words were cut off as Jewel’s power overtook them.

      Euann felt Jewel’s magick curling around him, starting at his toes and working its way up to his mind. Their clothing changed into the red and green uniform of a traditional nutcracker. A miniature unicorn appeared beneath Jewel, lifting her off the ground as a uniform also materialized on her.

      Euann saw Kenneth’s anxious expression as they marched into a formation, lining up by twos behind their unicorn-riding commander.

      “Jewel, how are you doing this?” Kenneth struggled to be free.

      Jewel smiled. “Uncle Raibeart showed me a trick. Now you can play, too, Daddy.”

      Euann understood his brother’s desperation. He felt it for Cora. They couldn’t speak, couldn’t break free as Jewel made them march behind her. All Euann wanted to do was run to the hollow and find a way to get to Cora. Jewel wouldn’t let him.

      The march seemed to last an eternity, and Euann worried about all the time passing, but they finally came upon the area where Euann had sensed Cora. Jewel stopped. Her unicorn mount disappeared. She turned to the trees. Euann felt his head forced to the side so he could watch.

      Embers erupted in front of Jewel, burning in a circular pattern as it cut a hole in the hollow, exposing what the barrier hid. Campfire light glowed over the area. Two men looked at them from where they sat by the fire, their eyes wide with surprise. They began to scramble.

      Euann found Cora hanging by her arms from two vines as two more gripped her ankles in midair. Jane and Lydia were on either side of her. A vine grew from the ground to wrap Jane’s free ankle as if they had just arrived. Jane and Lydia struggled violently against their bindings, but Cora hung limp, her head slumped forward.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Lydia demanded of her two captors. “What do you want with us?”

      Whatever was going on, it looked like Jane and Lydia had just arrived at the campsite.

      Euann’s heart leapt in his chest as he willed Cora to move. He fought with all his power to be free.

      “Let go of my princesses,” Jewel demanded of the branches. “First two, attack.”

      Euann felt his body regain some freedom.

      “Not you, Daddy, Uncle Chicken can go.” Jewel stopped Kenneth mid-action.

      Iain came to Euann’s side. The second Euann could run, he did, charging the two men.

      The delay had given the men time to prepare for the attack. They stood in front of their prisoners and joined hands. White light burst from them. Euann blocked his eyes as it nearly blinded him. When he looked, light spots clouded his vision, and he didn’t see the fist coming at him until it was too late. The force of it knocked him on his ass.

      “Iain,” Jane screamed. “Watch out!”

      He reached for his chest, but the amulet was gone. When Jewel put them in costumes, she’d taken away their protection. Euann swung blindly at a blurry figure. His fist met with what felt like a thigh. It was all he needed to find a target. He pushed forward, leaping on someone. He punched, not knowing which man it was.

      “Euann, Iain, stop, you’re fighting each other.” Jane’s words caused him to recoil and let Iain up. He tried to see past the light blocking his vision.

      The warmth of the fire caused him to look up to get his bearing. A blur of feet dangled over his head.

      “Jewel, stop this,” Jane ordered. “They need their powers. Let them go. This isn’t a game.”

      Euann held his breath. If anyone could get through to Jewel in this state, it was Jane since she was immune to Jewel’s magick.

      Euann felt a weight on his neck as the medallion returned. His vision cleared. Cora hung above him. Her hair fell toward him. She did not look well. Her skin had taken on a sickly cast.

      “Something is wrong with Cora’s magick,” Jane said. “She tried to do something to the brothers down there and it backfired.”

      Able to see, he pushed to his feet. Iain automatically put his back against him. He waited for the sound of his family joining them. They didn’t come.

      “Where did they go?” Euann moved in a circle with Iain at his back, ready to fight.

      “To the family,” Lydia yelled.

      Euann and Iain went to the opening of the hollow, still glowing from Jewel’s magick. The others were locked into place.

      Jewel screamed. The men had her lifted off the ground. Each held a wrist.

      “Gotcha,” one exclaimed, as he tried to clamp something on Jewel’s arm.

      “Stop squirming,” the other ordered, trying to do the same to the other side.

      Euann lifted his hand, letting magick ball in his fingers. Iain did the same. They both threw, striking the men in the chest. It was enough for Jewel to be set free. The brothers crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

      “Who broke my hollow?” A woman appeared from within the forest. The wind stirred with her anger, kicking up dust. The fire sputtered.

      Euann and Iain turned and together they faced the new threat.

      “Who are ya?” Iain asked.

      “That’s Trina. She disguised herself. She’s the witch,” Lydia cried. “Stop her!”

      The woman didn’t look like Lydia’s helper. Regardless, it was clear who had the real power out of the three. It emanated off Trina, pulsing in invisible waves.

      “Let them go,” Iain demanded.

      “Or what?” Trina laughed. “What are you going to do—ah.”

      Trina’s eyes found Jewel. She started to reach for the child as if her arms could stretch the distance.

      Euann threw a magickal ball of energy. It struck the witch, and she stumbled. Her hand slipped into her jacket, and when she withdrew it, she threw seeds at them.

      “Don’t let the vines touch you,” Jane warned them.

      Euann and Iain ran toward the path. Giant vines like the ones holding the women twisted, coming at them. They threw magick at them. It slowed the growth but didn’t stop the vines. Euann had never seen such raw power.

      “It’s okay, baby,” Trina soothed as she went toward Jewel. “I’m not going to hurt you. Come to Mama.”

      “Daddy!” Jewel ran toward her father. Her need for him broke Kenneth free.

      The vine twisted around Euann like a vice, but as the medallion touched it, the vine withered.

      “The amulet kills it,” Euann informed Iain. “Touch it with the amulet.”

      Euann managed to break free of the vine’s hold.

      “No, don’t go to him. He’s not your family. I am. We’ve been looking for you,” Trina insisted.

      “Ya will never lay your hands on her,” Kenneth promised.

      Euann and Iain ran to the vines. Euann pressed his amulet by Cora’s ankles. Her feet dropped free of the vines. Liberating the arms proved more difficult. With her body suspended over the ground, he wrapped his arm around her legs to hold her as he killed the vine. The one remaining vine wasn’t strong enough to support her. Her weight dropped, and she slid against him. He held her tight. When he freed her completely, Jane slipped her arm behind Cora to support her.

      Euann joined Iain in freeing Lydia. Cora moaned. Her eyes fluttered, and she couldn’t stand on her own.

      “Get her to safety,” Euann told Lydia and Jane.

      “Erik.” Lydia ran toward the others.

      “Jane?” Euann begged.

      “Go,” Jane said. “I got her.”

      Euann crept up on the fight. Trina faced Kenneth. Her hands glowed. Most of his family still stood like soldiers. Jewel cried, covering her ears with her hands.

      “Get out of the way, baby,” Trina said, her voice soft. Her two cohorts lay unconscious on the ground. “Mama will protect you.”

      “Mama?” Iain repeated. “Kenneth? That’s Jewel’s mother?”

      “No,” Kenneth denied. “I don’t know what she’s talking about.”

      Jewel fell to the ground, curled in a ball. The magick in Trina’s hands turned to fire, she screamed, a low and throaty sound, as she threw the flames toward Kenneth over Jewel’s head.

      Euann and Iain instantly dove to stop her, hitting her with their shoulders.

      The witch fell, and they pinned her arms with their knees, holding her to the ground.

      A ball of light circled Kenneth. His shirt fluttered into ash around him, but he was unharmed. Jewel stood in front of him. Her eyes glowed briefly with firelight, and then her arms dropped to her sides.

      “I’m tired. I don’t want to play anymore, Daddy.” The girl looked exhausted, more so than Euann had ever seen. Usually she was a bubbly ball of excitement. Now she appeared as if all her magick had been drained from her.

      “No.” Kenneth fell to his knees, catching Jewel as she collapsed. Her skin burst into pink flames, swirling like sparkling dust as it pulled into the air over Kenneth’s head. And, as it rained back down upon the earth, a baby formed in Kenneth’s arms. The infant began to cry.

      “No, Jewel.” Kenneth fell back, cradling the baby to his chest. Tears streamed down his face.

      The phoenix had been reborn.

      “Let go of my daughter.” Trina struggled beneath them. “She belongs with me. Let me have her. She needs her family.”

      “She has a family,” Euann said. “We’re her family.”

      “Euann?” Cora’s voice was hoarse. She touched his shoulder as she fell to the ground beside him. “I have to tell you.”

      “Cora, ya can’t be here. Go with Jane back to the mansion,” he ordered.

      She ignored his command. “Euann, wait, please. They don’t want to harm Jewel. They think they’re helping her. When I watched McCoy and Hatfield something happened. I saw their intentions.”

      “McCoy and Hatfield, really?” Euann arched a brow at Trina.

      “Strong fightin’ names for my strong boys.” Trina rocked violently to throw them off.

      “Euann, I can’t tell you how I know, but I know,” Cora insisted, breathing hard. He felt the magick blooming inside of her. “They only want to protect Jewel. They think she’s in danger from us.”

      “I believe ya,” Euann said.

      The frozen soldiers slowly came to. The uniforms faded into their regular clothes. They gathered around Kenneth.

      “Is that…?” Margareta asked as she reached for the reincarnation of her granddaughter.

      “Ma, take her.” Kenneth gave the baby to their mother.

      “Well done, lads.” Angus beamed with pride to see them holding down Trina. He pointed at McCoy and Hatfield. “Erik, Rory, take care of that mess.”

      “They look taken care of to me.” Rory nudged one of them with his foot. They didn’t rouse.

      “Ya burnt her out.” Kenneth stood over them, his hands balled into fists. “I should have had another four years with her.”

      “What do you—?” Trina’s eyes went to Kenneth’s chest. “Where did you get that?”

      “It was a present.” Kenneth lifted his hand, magick forming in his palm.

      “Geneva performed the death ritual? She chose you to father her child? You really are the phoenix’s father.” Trina’s body lost its fight. Tears slid down her cheeks. “When I found Geneva’s bracelets, I thought you stripped her of her form and forced her to be reborn so you could kidnap her for her power. But if you have those marks that means my daughter is dead and that…” Trina gazed in the direction of the crying baby. “That’s my granddaughter.”

      Kenneth clenched his fist, extinguishing the magick. “Geneva was a phoenix too? When she died in a fire, I wasn’t sure what had happened. She just said her family would never let her go.”

      “The only way a phoenix can stop their cycle is to pass the magick on to their child with the death ritual,” Trina said. “I never thought Geneva would go through with it.”

      “Euann, she’s telling the truth,” Cora said. “Look in her eyes. Don’t let Kenneth hurt her. She’s been hurt enough.”

      “She attacked ya.” Euann peered at Cora’s pale face.

      “She thought I was Malina. That doesn’t make it right, but she thought you all kidnapped her daughter. If it were my daughter, I’d fight like hell too.”

      “Iain.” Euann sighed. “Let her up.”

      They let her go. Euann pulled Cora into his arms. “How are ya such a good person to forgive so easily? How can I ever deserve ya?”

      “Who says you have me?” Cora gave a weak laugh.

      “I guess I’m just an optimistic kind of guy.” Euann kept her next to him, not intending to let go. Ever.

      Cora closed her eyes and rested her head against him. “Mm, but don’t stop holding me. I feel better when you’re near.”

      “Can I see her?” Trina asked. “Can I see my grandchild?”

      “You’re not coming near this child.” Margareta bounced the baby in her arms.

      Trina looked up at Kenneth. “Her curse will never let her live past eleven without help. We know this magick.”

      “Why should we trust ya?” Angus demanded.

      “Ask this one. She’s been marked by the phoenix. She’ll be able to tell if I’m lying.” Trina nodded at Cora. “I saw how her aura glowed when the phoenix transformed. My granddaughter must have had a strong love for you.”

      “Cora, tell my family what ya see,” Euann said.

      “She’s telling the truth.” Cora nodded. “I think she can help the baby.”

      “Och, give her to me.” Raibeart eased the crying baby out of Margareta’s arms. The baby instantly settled. “See. She still knows me. I’m taking her inside. She shouldn’t be out here.” As he walked away, he said, “Don’t ya worry. Uncle Raibeart is going to see to it ya get a princess room, a pony, and all the ice cream your little heart desires.”

      Trina moved so she could watch the baby being taken away. When Raibeart was out of sight, she reached into a pouch and threw dirt on her sons. “McCoy and Hatfield. Wake up. We’re going home.”

      The men obeyed, moaning as they came to.

      “Yes, Mama,” one of them mumbled sleepily.

      Trina turned her dust on Cora, blowing it on her. Euann started to stand in defense, but Cora’s color instantly improved and she took a deep breath.

      “What was that?” Euann asked.

      “Dirt from home.” Trina dusted off her hands. “Cures almost anything, if you know how to use it. Figured she vouched for us, I could at least ease the transition of her magick.”

      “Thank you…is it Trina?” Cora asked.

      “It’s Katrina Castelaww,” Trina answered. “But everyone calls me Trina.”

      “Thank you, Trina,” Cora said.

      “Boys, where did you put Geneva’s bracelets?” Trina held out her hand as her sons looked on the ground. They found them, running them to her. She offered them to Kenneth. “When she starts showing signs of magick, the very first moment, even if it’s just a glint in her eyes, put these on her. She must wear them at all times. It will keep her powers tempered. It will also even out her personalities, bringing them into one form. Without them, you never know which version you’re going to get. Before we found a way to temper her power, Geneva had one version of herself that had a hell of a temper. Kept blowing up my curing shed. We went without jerky for seven years. Every time she was reborn, I prayed it wasn’t that handful. Now I’d give anything to have her back, irritability and all.”

      “Thank ya.” Kenneth took the jewelry.

      “I know you have no reason to trust me, but I would like to see her. I can help. You know where to find us when you decide.” Trina leaned to the side as if to see Raibeart and the baby. They were long gone. “Come on, boys, we need to go home and plan a memorial.”

      “Who died?” McCoy asked.

      “Your sister. We’re twenty-five years overdue.” Trina waved her hand.

      “But, I thought they stole her,” Hatfield said, confused.

      “That’s your niece, not your sister.” Trina slapped her hand against the back of her son’s head. “Now stop asking questions and clean up this campsite. I can smell that moonshine jug from a mile away and don’t try to tell me it’s only water. Respect the land, boys, and she will provide. But cross your mama, and she’ll throw you in a pit of snakes.”
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      “I was frightened I wouldn’t be able to save ya,” Euann admitted as he walked with Cora behind the others. His words gave her pleasure, and she didn’t want to lose the feeling she had at this moment. Whatever Trina had done helped immensely. The pain in her nerves was gone, and she felt as if she could breathe again.

      “I was terrified when you didn’t see me.” She hugged his arm as they walked, keeping him close. “I watched you run past several times. I admit, part of me is still pissed about that woman stringing me up like a holiday decoration, but I’m glad your family is able to make peace with her. Jewel is what matters.”

      Margareta and Angus flanked Kenneth as they walked, and for the first time, Cora heard the man laugh. She didn’t know at what, but it was a pleasant sound, one that symbolized the weight that had lifted from him.

      “You have a very interesting family, Euann.” Cora knew that was an understatement. “They are definitely very close.”

      “That we are,” he agreed.

      “It’s good to hear your brother laugh,” Cora continued.

      “Yeah, I think he’s going to be fine, on lockdown from my ma, but fine,” Euann agreed. “I think he’s probably grounded for the next couple of centuries.”

      “I’m my own man,” Kenneth yelled over his shoulder.

      “No, he’s right. You’re not going anywhere without telling us first,” Angus said. “Ya might as well accept it or your ma will lock ya in a tower.”

      “Rapunzel, Rapunzel,” Iain teased.

      “Shut up, Uncle Chicken,” Kenneth returned.

      Cora smiled, listening to them. She rested her head against Euann’s arm. If not for the fact they had just fought a powerful witch, it would have been a perfect evening stroll.

      “What does that even mean?” Iain asked.

      “I think the fact you’re chicken says it all. My daughter is very perceptive,” Kenneth returned.

      “What are you going to name her?” Cora was surprised to realize she was going to miss Jewel. At least they would have her again soon, in six short years.

      “Trina said that her personalities would blend together,” Kenneth answered, “so it would make sense to use all of her previous names in one—Margareta Alice Jewel MacGregor.”

      “Ya named my first grandchild after me?” Margareta stopped walking and hugged her son.

      “Kiss ass,” Erik teased, causing laughter.

      Kenneth kept his arm over his mother’s shoulders but urged her to continue walking. “Margareta for ya. Alice because Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was her favorite book when she was Margareta. And Jewel because she is more precious than anything I have ever known. But we’ll call her Jewel.”

      “That’s a great book,” Cora said more to herself than any of them. She remembered thinking herself like Alice stepping through the looking glass into another world. Unlike Alice, she had no intention of going back.

      The evening was upon them and the sky was darkening. They walked through the gardens to the house. Cora grabbed Euann’s hand and led him off the path when the others headed inside. She took him toward the side of the house. When they rounded the corner, he tugged her, turning her body, so that she was pressed against the house.

      “I have been waiting to kiss ya my entire life,” Euann whispered before pressing his mouth to hers. The sound of insects chirped in the forest, punctuated by the sound of a door closing.

      Cora felt the heat of his kiss all the way down to her toes. Magick tingled, but it was nothing compared to the pure emotion she felt every time he was near. She smiled against his mouth. His hands began to roam.

      “Euann?” Angus called.

      Cora moaned softly in frustration and hit the back of her head against the mansion’s exterior wall. For all the positives of having a giant family, she saw one cold-shower-inducing negative.

      Euann pulled back with a sheepish smile. “Sorry, love.”

      “Tell him we’ll be back,” Cora ordered.

      Euann arched a brow. Cora didn’t give him a choice as she grabbed his arm and made him walk with her.

      Euann called, “I’ll be right back, Da.”

      She led them to her car. “Get in.”

      Euann didn’t hesitate to walk around to the passenger side. “Where are we going, love?”

      “To a hotel, love,” she answered. There was no way she was going to let his family interrupt them again.

      Euann opened the door and leaned against the roof before getting in. In mock affront, he said, “How dare ya presume such a thing. I’m not that kind of girl.”

      Cora laughed. “Trust me. If you were a girl, we’d be having a much different conversation.”

      “Fair point.” Euann climbed inside.

      Cora reversed her car before speeding down the drive. Euann tried to run his hand up her thigh and the jolt of excitement she felt made her swerve. She swatted his hand back. “Do you want me to crash?”

      “Another fair point.” Euann placed his hand on the dash. It softly glowed before he removed it. “Let the car drive itself.”

      She felt the pedals move on their own. When she let go of the wheel, the car steered itself.

      “Now where were we?” Euann grabbed her face in his hands and kissed her deeply. Every time the car swayed, she opened her eyes to peek at the road. The fourth time it happened, he chuckled and let go of her. “Don’t trust my magick to protect us?”

      “Worried that someone will look in, see fogged-up windows and the driver making out with the passenger.” Cora sat back in her seat. “Your Mrs. Callister would have a field day with that one.”

      Euann grimaced. “Not ya too. She’s not my Mrs. Callister.”

      “I don’t know. Her face did light up when you went to her car to talk to her,” Cora teased. She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart and looked at the quiet downtown instead of his eyes. “Do you think this magick inside me will go away now that Jewel is a baby?”

      “I don’t think so. I think we’ve just seen the tip of what you’ll be able to do.”

      “Is it always this adventurous around here?” She looked at the peaceful town. It appeared to be just like every other small town.

      “Ley lines make this place one of great power. Life here has been…” He hesitated.

      Cora grabbed his hand as they moved down Main Street. “You can say it.”

      “Eventful,” he finished. “With places of power comes more responsibility. Normally, we live rather boring lives and blend in. Here it’s been harder. Just as we derive power from this town, so will others. Not all of those people will be good. Some won’t know why they stop here, but they do and they stay. Like Jane. Her powers didn’t show until after—”

      “Euann, I promise I want to hear all about that, but right now, I don’t want to talk about Jane, or your family, or power lines.”

      “Ley lines,” he corrected.

      “Whatever.” She placed her hand over his heart and leaned forward to kiss him again.

      A horn honked, and she jumped in surprise. She automatically grabbed the wheel but didn’t need to steer. The car had stopped at a light. Mrs. Callister glared at her and shook her finger as if to shame her.

      “Does that woman live in her car?” Cora took several deep breaths and willed her heart to slow. “Seriously, why does the universe not want me to make out with you?”

      “I think she’s on a stakeout.” Euann leaned past Cora and waved at the woman. He kept smiling and his lips barely moved as he said, “Someone has to keep an eye on Jefferson so the mob boss doesn’t destroy our small-town ways.”

      Mrs. Callister gave a tiny lift of her hand but didn’t look pleased.

      Cora laughed. “His pulled pork nachos were good, but I wouldn’t say they were criminal.”

      Mrs. Callister sped off a little too fast when the light changed.

      “Oh, no, look.” Cora pointed after the car. “I think you broke her heart.”

      “No, I think we just broke her next story.” Euann grinned. “Want to give her something to really write about?”

      “Hotel,” Cora reminded him. She faced forward and pretended to drive in case anyone else looked.

      The car turned a corner and drove them toward the edge of town. The hotel looked like the beginning of a horror movie. It had a dark parking lot with streetlights that flickered. The “O” in “HOTEL” was burnt out on the sign.

      “I don’t remember this place being this bad.” Euann leaned toward the window to get a better view. “I’ll let one of my cousins know. Maura said she and Cory might be moving here soon. That’s Rory’s sister and twin brother. I’m sure they’ll want to fix this up.”

      “There’s a second Rory?”

      “Scary, right?” Euann again looked at the hotel. “I’m sorry, right now it’s the only hotel in town and it’s not very romantic.”

      “Will your brothers come walking through our door at any moment?” she asked.

      “Well…no.” He glanced at her.

      “Then this place is perfect. Park this thing and let’s find a room.” Cora lifted her hands away from the wheel.

      Euann placed his hand on the dash. The car pulled into a spot. Doors lined the sidewalk.

      “Why is this called a hotel, when the doors are on the outside? Hotels have inside hallways. Motels have outdoor entries.” Cora looked back at the sign.

      “I think the owners were expanding at one point. There’s a half-finished addition along the back.” Euann got out of the car.

      She grabbed her wallet out of the glove box and joined him. “I’ll get a room.”

      “Wait.” He glanced around before saying, “Reveal yourself.”

      “You…” She frowned. “You want me to take my clothes off down here?”

      “What?” He frowned. “Why would I ask ya to do that?”

      “You told me to reveal myself,” Cora said.

      He laughed. “I was checking the rooms for signs of life. Come on. This one is empty.”

      He led her toward the end of the row. The weathered white paint was chipped on the door, and the curtains in the window were avocado green with yellow flowers. He placed his hand on the knob and opened it, not stopped by locks.

      The second they were inside, she slammed the door shut behind her and went into his arms. The room was dark but for a stream of light making its way from between the closed curtains to the bed. Their hands became a frenzy of desperate movements. Every inch of her tingled with awareness and need.

      She tugged his shirt, searching for skin. A fistful of cotton melted from her fingers. The restraints of her clothes went away without needing to disrobe, and she was pressed to flesh. She had never appreciated magick more.

      Finally.

      The thought caused her to groan.

      Euann lifted her from the floor and placed her on the bed. He crawled over her. The light stream crossed his face, then his chest. It flowed against the peaks and valleys of his muscles. The hard press of his body held her to the mattress as her legs parted. She caressed his shoulders, explored his chest and hips. Euann’s mouth wandered her body, licking and kissing her neck, her breasts, her stomach.

      Her body needed no help heating. She wanted him, more than she’d wanted anything in her life. That desire overtook her senses.

      His hips settled between hers. The thick tip of his cock found her sex. The first teasing glide caused her to tense in anticipation. Euann took his time, and each passing second made her all the more desperate.

      “Please,” she begged. Cora grabbed his ass, pulling him into her. The tingling sensation intensified, centering on her sex.

      Euann entered her slowly. She thrust her hips up, and they finally joined. He filled her completely, not just her sex but her heart. Energy and pleasure pulsed through her. Her heart pounded. The moment was so powerful that a tear slipped down her cheek.

      He moved over her. She gasped for each breath. Every slide brought pleasure like she’d never felt. He rocked into her, pushing up on his hands for leverage.

      He held her hips and turned onto his back so she straddled him. “Much better.” He cupped her breasts.

      Cora rode him. The soft glow of magick escaped his fingers. She felt it move through her, keeping her from release. He was prolonging her pleasure with the feverish anticipation of climax.

      “Euann.” She swatted at his hand.

      He gave her a handsome, playful grin. The magickal hold stopped and pleasure flooded her entire length as she climaxed. His moan joined hers as he too found his release.

      When the tremors subsided, happiness bubbled out of her with a tiny laugh. She lowered herself weakly next to him on the bed. Every muscle relaxed.

      “I am crazy about ya,” Euann whispered against her ear, the words breathy. “I would do anything to protect ya.”

      Cora pulled back and held his face in her hands. “I know, Euann.”

      “When I thought I lost ya…” Concern filled his gaze. “I never want to feel that way again.”

      “I could stay here forever. I feel safe here,” she admitted. “Let’s never leave this room.”

      Euann propped up on his elbow. “I would live anywhere so long as ya were with me.” He glanced around. “But surely I can do better for ya than this room.”

      “Don’t make fun of this room. It’s my favorite place in the entire world. And, did you notice? Not one person tried coming through that door.” She touched his cheek. They were connected. She felt his magick inside of her, amplifying her own. Cora closed her eyes and rested her hand over her heart. “What is this feeling? I can’t explain it. It’s like your life is inside me.”

      “Because it is. I love ya, Cora. Everything I have is yours—my magick, my life. When we are together, my magick will infuse ya with my life force so that ya may always be by my side. If that is what ya wish?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “I love you, Euann. I can’t imagine living without you.”

      “Then say you’ll marry me.”

      Cora felt the happiness pouring over her. “Yes. Of course I’ll marry you.”
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      Cora crossed the room to peek out of the curtain. Jefferson walked across the parking lot with a briefcase. He glanced in her direction, and she drew back.

      “What are ya doing? Come back to bed.” Euann patted the mattress. “I want to hold my fiancée.

      “Shh, there’s something strange going on.” She waved her hand at him to be quiet though it was doubtful anyone outside the room would have heard them.

      “Let me at least give ya your clothes back so you’re not flashing everyone.” He lifted his hand, and she felt the brush of material over her skin as her shirt covered her chest.

      “I’m not flashing anyone. They can’t see me.” Even so, she was glad for the extra coverage just in case.

      “What strange thing is happening?” The bed made a noise as Euann stood.

      “Jefferson’s here. He has a briefcase. What would a person from town be doing at a local hotel?” Cora asked, keeping an eye on the man.

      Euann laughed.

      “What?” She glanced at him, not getting the joke.

      “Um, we’re locals and we’re here,” he said.

      “Oh, yeah, but he’s carrying a briefcase,” she said.

      “Oh, no, not a briefcase. How dare he do business at a hotel-motel,” Euann teased. He wrapped his arms around her from behind. For all his worry about her flashing the world, he remained naked. “Ya had better be careful, or ya will become worse than Mrs. Callister.”

      “Maybe she’ll give me a job, seeing as I lost mine.” She gave a small laugh. “Then I could give her the real scoop about the mysterious MacGregors.”

      “Oh, yeah, and what secrets would ya tell her?” He didn’t sound concerned as he lifted her hair so he could kiss the back of her neck.

      “That she’s missing out because Euann MacGregor is good in bed.” She laughed harder.

      His lips stopped, and he straightened. “Just good?”

      “Mmm, maybe great.”

      “Great?” His grip tightened on her shoulders.

      “How about pretty freaking amazing, mind-blowingly awesome, best in the entire world, a god amongst magickal men—”

      “Closer. But I can do better.” Euann began massaging her shoulders.

      “Would it help if I said my magick senses are setting off alarm bells?” Cora leaned to the side to find where Jefferson had gone. “Something is off.”

      Euann groaned. Pouting, he sighed and then mumbled unenthusiastically, “Yes, ya should always follow your instincts even if it leads ya out of my bed,” his tone changed to one of low seduction, “but especially if it leads ya into my bed.”

      Cora didn’t know why, but she needed to follow Jefferson. She touched Euann’s hand, stopping the massage. Her eyes met his.

      He studied her for a moment, and then said, “I understand.”

      She felt her jeans covering her legs and her shoes forming on her feet as she went to the door. Cora pulled it open, glancing outside to make sure none of the hotel staff was around. She stepped into the early morning sunlight. The parking lot didn’t look as scary in daylight.

      Jefferson disappeared into a covered walkway between buildings. She slowed her steps as she neared. Trying to act nonchalant, she strode past, glancing to the side.

      Jefferson turned behind the building. She stopped, grabbed Euann’s arm without looking directly at him, and followed the man down the walkway.

      “Did you bring it?” a woman asked in a hushed tone.

      “There was nothing to bring,” Jefferson answered. “I did what you asked. I need your promise you’ll leave me alone now. I don’t have anything against the MacGregor family.”

      Cora stiffened, not liking any hint of someone threatening her new family.

      “I didn’t ask for your thoughts and feelings on the matter,” the woman quipped. “Go back and try again.”

      Euann placed a hand on Cora’s shoulder and stepped past her. “Mrs. Callister, what a lovely morning.”

      Jefferson jumped, startled, and took several steps back.

      “You…you called them?” Mrs. Callister demanded.

      Cora followed Euann as he confronted the older woman.

      “Of course not,” Jefferson said.

      “I couldn’t help overhearing my family name.” Euann kept stepping to the side to block her view.

      Cora frowned and stepped in a wide arc around him, keeping an eye on Jefferson and Mrs. Callister.

      “Hello, Jefferson,” Euann said.

      “Hey.” He nodded at Euann.

      “What’s going on?” Euann asked conversationally. He leaned against the building. “If I didn’t know better, it looks like you’re in the middle of a drug deal. Mrs. Callister, are ya dealing drugs with the big-city mafia? What would all your readers think?”

      “What?” She gasped. “No, I… This ruffian called me and demanded I meet him out here or he’d do something to me. I told you he was no good. I don’t know what he would have done to me if—”

      “Ah, come on,” Jefferson said. “You’re blackmailing me.”

      “I am not. I am a pillar of…” Mrs. Callister lifted her chin. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, ruffian.”

      Cora lifted her hand, silently asking Euann if he wanted her to stop the woman from leaving. He shook his head, not concerned.

      “Why does the busybody think ya have something that might hurt my family?” Euann asked when Mrs. Callister was gone. He let a bit of magick show on the tips of his fingers in warning before rubbing it away.

      “That lady is crazy,” Jefferson said. “She’s threatening to publish an article stating my food gave seven people severe food poisoning and include pictures of rats in my kitchen. I don’t have rats, but that kind of publicity will kill me in this town. It’s hard enough getting people to come through the doors.”

      “What did she want you to do for her?” Cora glanced at the way he gripped the briefcase.

      “She did some research and found out that my cousin works as a private detective. She said she’d publish her story about me unless I contacted him and had him dig up dirt. I have no clue why but she acts like I have powerful connections.” Jefferson looked at Cora. “I’m sorry I even considered it and asked my cousin to check.” He glanced back and forth between them before reaching into his briefcase. He handed Cora a folder. “I was going to leave a copy of the information in your car to warn you. She won’t get this from me, but another detective might find it.”

      “If ya weren’t going to give it to her, why bring the briefcase?” Euann asked.

      “I was trying to secure her promise not to publish her lies.” He reached into his briefcase and took out a phone set to record. “I wanted to record her blackmailing me. My next stop was Cora’s car.”

      Euann lifted his hand and waved it over the phone. “Sorry, but I need to delete that recording.”

      Cora opened the file. “Why me if she wants intel on the MacGregor family?”

      “She seems kind of obsessed with you, Euann,” Jefferson said. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s more than a crush. I think she’s jealous.”

      “What’s in there?” Euann looked over her shoulder and refused to address Mrs. Callister’s hypothetical feelings for him.

      Cora stared at dated black-and-white photographs. “It looks like the back of my car.” She flipped through them. They showed the Kansas trooper walking up to her car. Her breath caught. The next was of Lewellen by her window, then one of her standing by the car with her arms up, and finally one with the trooper holding the trunk up with a child’s arm lifted from within.

      It was Jewel in the back of her car.

      “I don’t know the story, but the officer says everything was fine when he checked the trunk, and he voided the ticket. They think it’s some kind of digital matrixing, but it looks bad out of context. I put a copy of the full report in that file so you could contradict anything she might come up with.”

      “Of course Cora didn’t kidnap a child in Kansas,” Euann dismissed.

      Cora closed the file and folded it in half to make sure nothing fell out.

      “That woman has her eye on your family and that mansion.” Jefferson looked dejected. “She’s going to ruin me, but I won’t be blackmailed into ruining someone else to stop it.”

      “No, she won’t.” Cora didn’t like what was in the folder, but she also didn’t like people taking advantage of others. Remembering what Euann said about instincts, she followed hers. “We’ll make sure everyone knows about your pulled pork nachos. One taste of those and people will be back. Right, Euann?”

      Euann didn’t appear happy about the blackmail file but followed her lead. “Mrs. Callister won’t be able to superimpose rats in your kitchen. Trust me. I’ve seen her computer skills. It’ll look like a kindergartener’s collage project.”

      “Ma’am, I’m sorry I had my cousin poke into your past,” Jefferson said.

      “I believe you.” Cora felt there was more to it. She placed her hand on his shoulder, not sure why she did so. A light filled Jefferson’s eyes for the briefest of moments. She felt a sting in her fingers. She let go of him.

      Jefferson’s voice lowered to a monotone. “I had a moment of weakness when I asked my cousin for the favor. This restaurant is everything I have. I need it to make money. Mawmaw and Aunt Cheryl are counting on me.”

      “Jefferson?” Cora asked. His eyes were blank. She waved her hand in front of his face, but he didn’t blink.

      “I send them a check when I can,” Jefferson continued in the same tone. “Aunt Cheryl hasn’t been feeling well. The doctors can’t figure out what it is, but they keep sending her to specialists. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “Euann?” Cora whispered, confused. “What did I do?”

      “I think ya made him confess.” Euann snapped his fingers a few times.

      The man didn’t notice, only continued, “I was worried after you cornered me and asked me all those questions about my family, you know, when your face was stuck in that half-shift glamour to hide it from your pretty date sitting by the other man. I have to protect my family, but I can’t hurt yours to do it. I am worried that Mrs. Callister may try digging into my family’s past. We have to keep the fact I’m a dhampir a secret.”

      “Isn’t that a human-vampire baby?” Cora looked at Jefferson in a new light. He looked completely normal.

      “Where did ya learn about those?” Euann poked Jefferson in the chest to see if he’d react. He didn’t.

      “They’ve been mentioned as characters in vampire novels.” She shrugged. He gave her a pained look. “What? I like to read.”

      “But vampires? They’re ugly, awful creatures. Why not read about shifters? They’re sexy.”

      Cora shrugged. “I don’t know. I like reading vampire novels.”

      “Please don’t tell the rest of the family that,” Euann begged.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Jefferson was repeating in his monotone.

      “I hope Callister doesn’t write something bad about his business,” Cora said. “He seems like a nice guy.”

      “If she does something awful, I’ll magickally hack her computer and bring the whole blog down,” Euann said.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      “Can you fix him?” Cora became worried. She waved her hand in front of Jefferson’s face, trying to get him to react. She clapped her hands.

      “I think I know what power the phoenix gave ya.” Euann nodded in appreciation. “You’re like a lie detector and a bottle of truth potion had a baby and named it Cora.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      “How do we make him stop?” She clapped harder. “I think I broke him.”

      “Try touching his shoulder again and think of what ya want when ya do it.” Euann motioned for her to try. “Go ahead.”

      She thought about stopping the effects and patted him on the shoulder again.

      Jefferson blinked and appeared none the wiser. “Thank you for understanding. Please, if there is anything I can do…”

      “Tap him again,” Euann mumbled through the side of his mouth.

      Cora arched a brow but did as she had before. Jefferson’s gaze changed.

      “Tell us, what are the specials tonight,” Euann demanded.

      “It’s seafood night. I’m hoping the theme will bring people in. We have lobster gumbo, shrimp and grits, fried butterfly shrimp—”

      “Euann!” Cora swatted Euann on the chest lightly before reaching to stop Jefferson.

      “I forgot what I was saying.” Jefferson rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “I was saying,” Euann said, “that next time ya have trouble with anyone in town, come to us. We can handle Mrs. Callister.”

      “I will. Thank you. I should go.” Jefferson hurried down the walkway to the parking lot.

      “So I’m pretty awesome.” Cora held up her fingers and wiggled them. “I should play poker. I’ll be able to tell when people are bluffing. Though, first, I have to learn how to play poker.”

      “I think one gambler in the family is enough,” Euann said.

      “Who has a gambling problem? Uncle Raibeart?” That MacGregor did seem to have a couple of screws loose. It didn’t mean Cora didn’t like him. She thought Raibeart was hilarious.

      “Malina’s husband,” Euann corrected. “He takes people’s good and bad luck, as needed. Malina said he’s at a poker event. As for Uncle Raibeart, his problems are too numerous to go into.”

      “What did Jefferson mean about your glamorous face and shifting?”

      “Oh, that,” Euann chuckled. “Let’s just say our first date went wrong in many ways.”

      “Does this have anything to do with Iain turning into a bird? When I was in the hollow, and he shifted right outside of it? I should have mentioned I saw it, but I had other things on my mind.” She patted his ass, so he’d get her meaning. “Though, bird shifting wasn’t the strangest thing I’ve seen all week.”

      “I’m not a bird. I am…well, I was a fox. For some reason, I can’t shift anymore. When we were at the Crimson Tavern, my face was stuck in a half shift and Iain had to put a spell over it so no one would notice.”

      “Is that normal, growing out of shifting?” Cora wondered if his lost ability was something they should be concerned about.

      “Not usually. Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”

      As they came to the parking lot, she saw who was most likely the hotel manager standing with housekeeping by the room she and Euann had used. Cora led him on a straight path to the car. “We should probably leave before they figure out we’re not guests.”

      “I could use some breakfast.” Euann slung his arm around her. He lifted his hand and waved at the manager. The woman waved back and smiled politely.

      “Fine, but then I want to do something.” Cora reached for the driver’s side door but Euann beat her to it. When he opened it for her, she said, “Why don’t you drive? You’ll probably just enchant the car and take over, anyway.”

      She went around and climbed into the passenger side.

      “What is it ya would like to do? Tell everyone about the engagement? Look for a dress? I’m assuming ya will want to wed soon. I see no reason to wait.”

      “I’m not that picky. I don’t need a fancy dress, I don’t think. Honestly, I haven’t thought about any of those things. I’m fine with a judge and a courthouse.”

      Euann put the car into gear and revved the engine a couple of times as Mrs. Callister drove past. The woman refused to look at them. “I don’t think the busybody likes me anymore. Anyway, ya were saying ya had an idea of what ya would like to do today?”

      Cora smiled sweetly. “I want to hunt that woman down and make her spill all her secrets on tape and then blackmail her so she never tries to hurt this family again.”

      “While I appreciate the thought…” Euann treaded carefully.

      “I’m kidding,” Cora laughed. “Well, I’m half-kidding. I want to, but I won’t.”

      “How about we go with my plan and just get married tonight?” he asked.

      “Tonight?” Cora didn’t know how to respond.

      “Not soon enough?” Euann pulled out of the parking lot and drove a little too fast down the side streets. “You’re right. This afternoon might work better.”
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      “This afternoon?” Margareta fanned her face as if she couldn’t gather all the thoughts swimming in her head. She sat at the dining room table with a cup of tea and a scone. “That’s not enough time. I mean, maybe tonight, but I would need flowers and cake and—”

      “Tonight is perfect, Ma,” Euann said. He couldn’t have been more excited. He didn’t care what his wedding was like as long as it meant Cora’s was his forever. He saw no reason to wait. “Cora and I discussed it. She has no family to invite, so we’d love it if ya just planned it for us. If you’d rather we go to the courthouse—”

      Margareta stood up, almost knocking over her chair in the process. “Don’t ya dare!”

      “We don’t need much.” Cora slipped her hand into his. “Whatever we can throw together will be fine. As long as family is there, it will be perfect.”

      His ma’s face lit up. She went to Cora, clutching her hands. “Really? I can plan it?”

      Euann saw his mother’s hands shake in excitement. “Yes, Ma, surprise us.”

      “We’d be honored.” Cora nodded, gazing into his eyes. She hadn’t asked for a ring or made any fancy demands. It’s one of the many things he loved about her.

      “I have the perfect wedding ideas for Euann’s special moment.” Margareta threaded her arm through Cora’s. “Come with me. Let me show ya my wedding idea book.”

      Malina came into the dining room. Seeing Euann, she furrowed her brow at him. “Hey, thanks for making sure I was awake for all the fun last night. Instead, you all left me to play sleeping princess under a spell. I had to hear about it from Rory.”

      “Malina, enough,” Margareta scolded. “Euann and Cora are getting married tonight. I have a wedding to plan.”

      “Wait, Ma is planning your wedding?” Malina looked around the trio for confirmation. “Ma, can I help? Please?”

      “No smartass remarks,” Margareta warned.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it. In fact, I was thinking of how beautiful your vision for number sixty-three in the wedding idea book is. It would be a shame if we never used it.” Malina turned, walking backward to follow their mother. His sister grinned mischievously, and he knew he’d be in for something oh so special.

      “Tell Ma I’ll find my good kilt,” Euann said.

      “Oh, yeah, I’ll be sure to do that.” Malina laughed and ran to follow his ma and fiancée.
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      “Angus MacGregor reporting for duty.” Angus appeared at Cora’s side. “I’m supposed to float ya down the aisle.”

      Cora bit her lip and nodded. The dress she wore looked as if someone had hoarded it since the late 1700s. She only knew that because Malina had taken one look at it and said, “What the hell, Ma? Have you been hoarding this since your trip to France in the 1700s?”

      It was around that time Malina had been kicked out of the wedding planning process.

      The cream-colored gown came with a corset and was sewn of opulent silk. It even included a pannier which is what Margareta called the frame pushing the floor-length skirt out on each side of her hips but leaving the front and back flat. The woven silk fabric had a wavy pattern intertwined with flowers. A triangular piece pointed from her shoulders to her hips along the front. Metal thread gave it shape. The point lined up with the tip of a second triangle in the opposite direction, flaring from the widened hips to the ground. The fitted quarter-length sleeves widened at the end with a mess of lace and silk.

      If ever she had little girl fantasies about her wedding day, they never included a dress like this. Or harps. Or clouds. Or a magickal warlock family from Scotland living in Wisconsin because of power lines.

      Ley lines, she corrected herself. There was so much to learn.

      She stood inside a canopy. Through the gauzy walls, she saw figures moving amongst chairs in the back gardens. They were blurs. Raibeart was obvious. He was hard to miss. Kenneth was upstairs with his crying daughter. Apparently, this reincarnation of Jewel had colic.

      Cora counted figures, not knowing if she assigned them the right names, but seeing who all was there—Erik, Lydia, Iain, Jane, Rory, Margareta, Malina… There were three extra heads.

      “Lass?”

      She started counting again. A small figure ran across the gardens. “Is that a gremain?”

      “Where?” Angus looked where she pointed and chuckled. “Close. That’s Traitor, your uncle Fergus’s dog. He snores like a gremain.”

      “Euann told me about him. The English bulldog, right?” She willed the creature to come toward her, but it merely lay down in the aisle. The celestial music of harps began to play. “Now? Is it time?”

      “Only when you’re ready. Ya don’t look ready. What is it?” Angus asked. “Are ya having second thoughts?”

      “Not at all. I love Euann. My mind is just racing with all these fears and hopes. It’s like I can’t get it to be quiet. Do you think that’s a side effect of my new magick?”

      Angus chuckled. “I think it’s a side effect of being a bride on her wedding day. Tell me, what’s worrying ya? We’re family now. Maybe I can ease your mind.” He arched a brow and leaned back slightly. “Unless it’s lady troubles, then I’ll get my wife.”

      “Euann told me that he couldn’t shift, that he was supposed to turn into a fox, but couldn’t anymore.” Cora looked at her future father-in-law. “Should I be worried? Is that normal? Is he sick? If he gets the ability back, do I have to run away from him? Will he be dangerous? Or will he know me and—?”

      “Oh, hey, calm yourself. No, it’s not normal, but it doesn’t mean it’s anything to fret over,” Angus said. “The shifters are part of who my sons are. They would not be able to lose it.” He patted her cheek. “But don’t ya worry none, lass. We’ll take care of it. Such concerns should not ruin your wedding day. What else?”

      “What about a job? I should have one. I can’t just freeload off the family.” Cora’s hands shook.

      Angus gave her a kind smile. “You’re right. Your mind is a cyclone of thoughts. Do not worry about jobs. You’re family. We know what that means. Ya will find your place.” He turned and picked up feathers from a table. “Now, put on your angel wings and climb up on that cloud. Let’s make this official.”

      Nervous thoughts made time less fluid. She felt herself climbing onto a billowy mass shaped like a cloud. Her legs hung over the side, and she leaned awkwardly. It was all she could do to maintain her balance as the pannier pushed up from her hips. This was not a well thought out plan. Angus walked beside her, pulling her cloud perch through the canopy. Her wings snagged on the material, pulling uncomfortably before finally coming free. The harp music changed, not that she recognized any of the celestial songs. The sound of snoring drew her attention to the dog sleeping in the aisle. Traitor had his feet kicked into the air as he rested on his back. He wore a bandana that matched the MacGregor kilts. The dog’s lips vibrated with each breath.

      The guests stood at her entrance, all in traditional Highland garb. They held candles in the evening light. Gold glitter began raining from the sky, coating everything. It tickled her exposed skin. The sound of childlike voices joined the harps.

      This definitely wasn’t a wedding she could have come up with in any of her most bizarre of dreams.

      Then she met Euann’s eyes and everything stilled. All her racing thoughts and worries faded away. She felt calm. It was the first time she’d been able to see him all day as the family had kept them apart for good luck.

      And then she saw what he was wearing.

      Her groom wasn’t in traditional Scottish garb like the others. Euann wore a fur cloak over his shoulders. It exposed his naked chest and legs. Instead of a kilt, white silk draped from his hips like strange shorts. A crown of leaves rested on his head. He grinned at her as if trying not to laugh at the ridiculous ceremony. His mother stood beside him, smiling so happily, Cora didn’t have the heart to return Euann’s smirk.

      The childlike singing grew louder. She watched as winged creatures rose from the outside of the chairs. They were odd, chubby beings with tiny togas and wings. They drew back bows with heart-tipped arrows.

      As they released, Cora gasped and tried to duck.

      “Take cover,” Raibeart commanded.

      The bulkiness of the dress caused her to slide off the cloud. Arrows whizzed over her as she landed on the ground. Her feet stumbled on the skirt, and she fell onto her chest.

      “Ow, the little bastards shot me,” Rory screamed.

      “No,” Margareta cried.

      “Watch your candles,” a man ordered. “Tamp out that fire.”

      “No, those represent the flames of eternal love. Ya can’t put them out,” Margareta protested. “Stop yelling. You’re scaring away the cherubs!”

      Feeling breath by her face, Cora slowly lifted her head. Traitor stood next to her panting. His wrinkled face was lifted into a wide grin. He wiggled a little in excitement.

      “Oh, hey there.” Cora pet the dog’s head as she pushed up. “Aren’t you just the little cutie.”

      “This is not what I envisioned,” Margareta said. “Everyone take your seats.”

      “Oh, this is exactly what I envisioned.” Malina laughed hysterically.

      “Someone get this arrow out of my ass,” Rory begged.

      A hand appeared next to her. She looked up at Euann. Tears of laughter were in his eyes as he helped her to her feet. Thankfully, the pannier disappeared, and her dress finally felt manageable.

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Cora touched her hips.

      “Ya can thank me later,” Euann said.

      Angus sat in a chair, holding his stomach as he doubled over in merriment.

      “Tell the truth.” Euann looked around at the chaos. Iain and Jane were trying to put out a fire. “This is the wedding of your dreams, isn’t it, future Mrs. MacGregor?”

      She ignored the fires and the shouting as she touched his face. She gazed into his eyes. “It’s exactly everything I have ever dreamed of.”

      Euann couldn’t stop laughing as he put his arm around her back to help her walk with him. “Raibeart, you’re up!”

      An old leather volume had been set on a pedestal. Raibeart placed his hand on it. He looked at the crowd. “I vote we go with the fast version before someone is seriously injured.”

      Raibeart was marrying them? Why not? This event was already strange.

      Euann nodded in agreement.

      “Good, you’re married.” Purple and white light shot up from the old book and rained over them. “To a long and happy life.”

      They turned toward the family. Margareta was running through the gardens, chasing down cherubs. Malina sat by her father, pointing at Rory. Angus said something, and she laughed harder before nodding her head. She hurried inside the house.

      A very neatly dressed woman with immaculate hair and pearls stood over Rory as he bent over a chair, tugging one of the cupid arrows out of his naked backside. The kilt had been removed so the woman could see the wound. Iain stood with Jane, Lydia, and Erik away from the chairs.  Traitor seemed unconcerned as he came up the aisle and looked at her with his happy grin. What could only be cake frosting had been smushed along his chin and nose. She glanced over to see the beautiful wedding cake toppled over and dog-size prints leading away from the table.

      “We need to get this dog to a vet,” Cora said. “I don’t think they can eat cake.”

      “Trust me. He’ll be fine.” Euann lifted his hand. “Uncle Fergus, your dog!”

      “Aye,” a man yelled, but he didn’t come to get Traitor.

      Malina returned with champagne flutes and met the couple. She handed one to each and kept a third for herself. Angus whistled, and the chaos stopped. All eyes turned forward. Margareta approached with a cherub caught under her arm. The creature squirmed to be free.

      “A toast, for my brother and his bride, but also a gift,” Malina said. She turned, sipping her champagne and prompting the newlyweds to do the same.

      “What’s the gift?” Cora asked Euann.

      “Apparently, my brother finally realized he didn’t have the ability to shift,” Malina answered Cora. “I had almost forgotten that I’d slipped a little potion into his cereal one morning after he put something in my shampoo bottle that made my hair keep turning white.” She eyed Euann. “You don’t shift very often if you are just now noticing. Anyway, the antidote is in there.” She pointed at Euann’s champagne glass.

      Suddenly, Euann’s expression fell. He looked at the glass and then his sister. The flute dropped from his fingers, and he grabbed his stomach.

      “Euann? What’s wrong?” Cora let go of her glass to help him.

      “I’d stand back,” Malina said.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but small teeth had replaced his normal ones. Fur sprouted on Euann’s face as his nose elongated. She heard a crack as his body fell forward and he landed on his paws.

      “Foxhunt!” Iain yelled.

      Euann looked up at her from his shifted gray fox form before darting down the forest path. He left his wedding clothes behind.

      “Euann, wait,” Cora called. The men chased after him on foot.

      Malina took her arm, holding her back. “Just a little prank. Call it a MacGregor family tradition. He’ll be fine in a few hours.”

      Margareta huffed and let go of the cherub as she threw her hands in the air. She moved to go inside. “Anyone else need a drink?”

      “As long as Malina’s not pouring,” Lydia answered with a wink.

      “Welcome to the family, Cora,” Jane said. “Believe me, it only gets weirder from here.”
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      “The local library is a book mobile?” Cora looked at the rundown truck parked in an alleyway. “You cannot be serious.”

      “Was this a bad idea?” Euann had hoped it would be a nice surprise for his wife, who wanted a job. He could think of nothing better. “There is also the local animal shelter. Fergus took a special interest in it and they are fully staffed, but I’m sure they will welcome ya. I know ya miss helping the dog rescue.”

      “A friend texted me to say congratulations, and she mentioned someone sent the rescue a large donation,” Cora said. “The dogs will be taken care of for the next six years.”

      “Wedding present from Uncle Fergus,” Euann said, “from one dog lover to another.”

      Cora continued to look at the truck with a frown.

      “Was this a bad idea?” Euann had been so sure that she’d love it.

      “No, this is fine, but…a broken-down truck? Kids are getting their love of books from a truck in a back alley?” She shook her head as she walked around the vehicle. “This will never do.”

      “So, ya think being the local librarian is a good idea?” Euann clarified.

      “Somebody needs to take over, and this is better than the idea I had to beg your mother to let me into the mysterious old library to catalog the family collection.” Cora wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “She holds those keys pretty tightly. I’d wait at least fifty years before broaching that conversation.” Euann brushed the tip of his nose against hers.

      “So, my honey-bunny,” Cora said, “do you remember how everyone kept saying we have tons of family money, don’t worry about a job, it will come when it comes, we can afford twelve million lifetimes?”

      Euann nodded. “I don’t know about the twelve million part, but yes.”

      “I need a building. Someplace big. Shelves. Computers. I have some places I can email to ask about getting us stocked with books, and I can approach the city council to help out.” She went to peek in the window of the truck. “Tables. Chairs. Racks. Art.”

      “Whatever ya wish, my love,” Euann said. He followed her as she walked out of the alley toward the busy street, still listing supplies. “All I want is to see ya happy.”

      “Posters, toys, pens…”

      “I love ya.” Euann draped his arm around her and kissed the top of her head.

      “Oh, and a logo. I want all the kids in town to get a library card, and—”

      He placed a finger on her lips. “And ya love me too?”

      “Of course I love—oh!” Cora tapped his chest in excitement, stopping him from kissing her, “Do you think we could get a dog? A library dog. Or cat. Or both?”

      “Get in the car. I have another surprise.” Euann opened the passenger door for her.

      “Where are we going now?” She climbed inside. “Do you know of a building for the library?”

      “No, this is our honeymoon.” Euann grinned. “I booked us a room at our favorite hotel.”
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      Mede of the Draig knows three things for a fact: As the only female dragon shifter of her people, she is special. She can kick the backside of any man. And she absolutely doesn’t want to marry.

      Mede has spent a lifetime trying to prove herself as strong as any male warrior. Unfortunately, being the special, rare creature she is, she’s been claimed as the future bride to nearly three dozen Draig—each one confident that when they come for her hand in marriage fate will choose them. When the men aren’t bragging about how they’re going to marry her, they’re acting like she’s a delicate rare flower in need of their protection.

      She is far from a shrinking solarflower.

      

      Prince Llyr of the Draig knows four things for a fact: He is the future king of the dragon shifters. He must act honorably in all ways. He absolutely, positively is meant to marry Lady Mede. And she dead set against marriage.

      Llyr’s fate rests in the hands of a woman determined not to have any man. With a new threat emerging amongst their cat shifting neighbors, a threat whose eyes are focused firmly on Mede, time may be running out. It is up to him to convince her to be his dragon queen.
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      There were three things Medellyn knew for a fact. She was special. She could kick the ass of any boy. And she did not want to marry and have babies.

      She was special.

      Medellyn was one of the only dragon shifting females in all the universe, and definitely in all of the Draig. Only once in a thousand births was a female dragon shifter born. She was rare, or so everyone kept telling her. Her childhood was a strange contradiction. Her very proper mother tried to treat her as if she were some sacred crystal that might crack. Her warrior father tried to make her train like a boy while dressing like a girl.

      She could kick the ass of any boy.

      Medellyn hated when boys tried to act as if she were weak and to be protected. Her dragon was just as fierce as any of theirs, probably more so. To prove her point, she’d gladly pummel any who had challenged her to the ground…and some who hadn’t.

      She absolutely, positively did not want to marry and have babies.

      Being the special, rare creature she was, in the twenty not-so-sweet girlhood years of her life she’d been claimed as the future bride to nearly three dozen boys—each one confident that when they came of the age to marry she would make their crystals glow and they hers.

      Glowing crystals wasn’t just a metaphor. On the day she was born, her father journeyed to Crystal Lake like all the new fathers did. He dove beneath the waves, swam down to the deepest part and pulled her stone from the lakebed. Like all Draig children, she wore the stone around her neck, and would continue to wear it until the day it glowed telling her which of the dragon shifting men she was destined by the gods to marry.  Okay, technically she might be destined to marry an offworlder like most Draig men, but no one on her planet seemed to think so.

      Gods bones, she hoped she wasn’t destined to end up with any of the idiots on her planet. They had yet to impress her.

      When it was her turn to go to the Breeding Festival, the crystal would glow signifying her curse for all to see. Well, her “blessing” as her mother called it. Lady Grace did not appreciate her daughter calling marriage a curse. Grace did not appreciate a lot of things that Medellyn liked, such as swords and bows, ceffyl riding, camping alone in the forest, hunting, sparring, smashing arrogant looks off dragon men’s faces.

      It was a fight with her mother that sent her running through the mountain forest. Medellyn hated the woman, hated what her mother wanted her daughter to be. Grace was only a human, brought to their planet as a bartered bride. She married Medellyn’s father without question and spent most of her days completely in docile agreement with whatever her husband said. Medellyn couldn’t imagine taking anyone else’s opinions over her own.

      Her father, Axell, was a highly praised warrior in the Draig army and carried the title of Top Breeder of the ceffyls. The man’s whole life focused on four things: his wife, his only child, and mares and steeds. Her father was a very important man, but his work kept him away from home several nights a week as he slept outdoors with the herd. With a three-year gestation period and only about fifty percent live-birth rate, the animals were not a resource that could be easily renewed. His ceffyls supplied the soldiers with mounts and farmers used them for beasts of burden to help with the fields.

      Like Axell, Medellyn was a proud dragon. Had she been born male, she would have been a warrior, too. Instead, she was special. How could her human mother begin to understand the wildness than ran in her dragon blood? If she had, Grace would never have asked Medellyn to tame her spirit.

      Breathing hard, she came to an abrupt halt and screamed into the trees. Her body shook with rage and she tore at the pretty gown she wore. She hated her body, hated being special, hated being expected to act like a lady when she felt like a dragon. Her taloned finger snagged on the crystal around her neck and she cut the leather strap of the necklace. The crystal flew several feet away.

      “I am not some man’s chattel,” she yelled, knowing she’d run far enough away that her mother could not hear her retorts. Since she was shifted her voice was hoarse and powerful, and she reveled in the fierceness of it. “I am not some breeding ceffyl to have children. It is not my place to give you fifty grandkids. I can’t help you only had one child. If you would have made me a boy, I wouldn’t be a disappointment to you!”

      Tears stung her eyes as Medellyn walked aimlessly, searching the forest floor for the fallen necklace. Finding it, she grabbed the inert crystal into her fist. It was a reminder of all she was expected to be. She took a deep breath, looking at her fist and then to the stones littering the forest floor. A small smile formed on her mouth. Medellyn dropped the crystal on the hard ground and glared at it. Rage boiled inside her, the kind of rage surely only a dragon shifter could feel.

      “This is what I think of your fate,” she growled as she fell to her knees.

      Medellyn grabbed a heavy rock and smashed it down onto her necklace. The crystal cracked. The noise gave her some satisfaction so she hit it again. Grunting with each strike of the stone, she didn’t stop until her future had been ground to dust.

      “That is what I think of your destiny.”
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