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 Chapter One 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    I dropped my keys onto the table with a loud clank as the front door clicked shut behind me. They slid across the table’s surface and onto the floor as I headed over to the fridge, hoping my memory of one last beer inside was accurate. I’d had the kind of day that demanded some alcohol.  
 
    When I pulled the door open, the light shone brightly down on the almost emptiness. But the glorious brown bottle sat lonely in the middle. The only other things inside were a stick of butter and a box with two slices of leftover pizza.  
 
    I really needed to go to an actual grocery store and had no idea when I’d last bought butter. This was getting embarrassing.  
 
    There’d be no shopping tonight, but one day…  
 
    “Fucking hell!” I yelled when I turned around and saw a form sitting in a chair in my living room. 
 
    In the fucking dark.  
 
    Like a damn creeper. 
 
    “That’s a fine hello for your best friend,” the familiar voice said back.  
 
    I hadn’t noticed him sitting alone in the dark. Kind of odd if you asked me.  
 
    Miller Campbell was the first person I’d met when I came to town at fifteen, having been claimed by the coven after my mother’s death. I’d lost the only person in the world I’d cared about and had known nothing of witchcraft, covens, or the council.  
 
    I’d been untrained. 
 
    Rebellious.  
 
    Miller stuck with me through it all. He pushed off the chair and came out of the darkness. My size with his blonde hair a mess and his icy blue eyes looking at me. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” I asked. This had to be something official otherwise he would’ve sent me a text instead of scaring the shit out of me. “How’d you get in? Never mind.” I held up a hand. “Forget about the second question.”  
 
    Getting into a locked apartment wasn’t all that hard. Especially when you had the craft to work with. Even without it, I was fairly convinced Miller would still be able to get in. 
 
    “Luken, Serena Good is dead,” he said just as bluntly as could be. 
 
    The beer bottle stopped halfway to my mouth. I must’ve heard wrong. He couldn’t have said what I thought he had.  
 
    The stories of Serena Good were notorious. I’d never met her of course, but even with me having been here for such a limited time, I knew what this would mean. What I didn’t know was how the council would handle it or why Miller was in my apartment. She’d been getting older, they’d said, and sure, the day would’ve come eventually, but this unexpected death wouldn’t mean anything good. There was a lot I didn’t know about the inner workings of the council, but this much I did. 
 
    “Shit,” I finally said while scrubbing my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “Yeah.” He went silent and stared at me for what seemed like an eternity. Then he said, “They want to see you.” 
 
    My eyes popped open wide in surprise. That was the last thing I’d thought would’ve come out of his mouth next. Or ever. It didn’t make any sense.  
 
    Wanting to see me made no sense. I was a nobody amongst the great and powerful. Sure, I’d done a few jobs for them in the past, but as part of a team. Maybe it was that. Maybe they wanted me to be part of a team. 
 
    “Tonight,” he added. 
 
    “Say what now?” Again, Serena’s death would affect all of us, no question. But the council wanting to see me was off-putting. Strange in a Twilight Zone sort of way and it made me nervous. 
 
    “Yeah.” Miller stood up and walked over to me, clasping his hand on my shoulder. “I didn’t get a bad feeling if that’s what you’re worried about.” Still, I didn’t answer him. “But I told them I’d come get you so they wouldn’t send… someone else.” 
 
    Obviously, I was supposed to be grateful for the small things in life.  
 
    The council had immeasurable power. They could’ve sent some of the worst warlocks around if they thought I was going to give them any trouble over coming in. Magical hitmen, so to speak, only they didn’t kill you. Though you might ask them to by the time they finished. 
 
    “Let’s go then.” I set my bottle on the table and leaned over to grab my keys off the floor, then followed Miller out of my apartment, already missing that beer. 
 
    I hopped on my motorcycle while Miller climbed into his car. He waited for me to pull out first, probably under orders to follow me and make sure I showed up.  
 
    As if I’d ignore the council.  
 
    I’d never met them, and honestly, I was a bit surprised they even knew of my existence. These men were revered among my people. As direct descendants of the Salem survivors, their individual powers were stronger than any single witch or warlock could imagine. Together, they were a force no one wanted to face. However, they were so old, they couldn’t go out on jobs anymore. 
 
    What the hell could they possibly want with me? 
 
    There wasn’t a lot of time to consider all the scenarios that had me headed to the council headquarters. I took the roads slower than I could’ve but didn’t bother wasting time. There’d be no point in that. If they grew irritated, they’d just locate me another way. The final turn came way too soon. 
 
    I pulled into a parking lot with Miller right behind me. I’d only known where to go because this place was the stuff of legends, not because I’d ever been here before, though looking at it now, it didn’t look all that legendary. More like a big, old house. But I’d parked in the parking lot of the abandoned building next door for several reasons. One being an easier escape if necessary because no one could’ve blocked me in. 
 
    I swallowed hard as I got off my bike. Miller jogged toward me. Of course he parked nearby but not so close to be at a disadvantage.  
 
    “Apparently, as soon as they heard about Serena, they went into a closed-door meeting. For hours.” He pulled the door open for me and waited as I crossed the threshold. “But you’re what they asked for the minute they came out.” 
 
    “Why me?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Don’t know. But I think you’re about to find out.”  
 
    I’d never met the members of the council individually before and had planned to go my entire life without coming face to face with them as a whole. Now I was about to face them all at the same time and I hadn’t even done anything wrong. That I knew of, anyway. 
 
    Inside the house that the council used as their meeting space, a large man indicated I should follow him, which I did after glancing back at Miller. I wasn’t sure Miller had ever passed the threshold I was about to, yet he still gave me a big thumbs-up of support, the asshole. We worked for someone about four degrees removed from the actual council, yet that was as close as I ever wanted to get. 
 
    The dimly lit room gave me a creepy vibe. Why couldn’t they just have had a normal conference room?  
 
    Instead of fluorescent overhead lights, candles burned around the perimeter and near an altar behind the line of four men and one woman, all in white robes as if they needed that extra touch to make things ominous. I was told they only wore them while in session but who knew? Maybe they wore them while relaxing at home.  
 
    All five members were older, probably in their sixties if the salt and pepper hair was any indication. The woman, I’d heard someone refer to her as Rebecca once, wore her hair in a long, silver braid that disappeared behind her back. All watched me with severe looks on their faces. 
 
     Small streams of smoke rose from the incense in jars amidst the candles. Maybe I was a human sacrifice they needed to make. But there was another odor in the air. Something… Sage maybe? Had they been smudging the room to rid it of ill wishes and bad spirits? 
 
    “Yes. We regularly cleanse the room,” one of the elders announced. 
 
    I swallowed hard. Not having said that aloud, the only reasonable conclusion was that at least one of them could read minds. Fuck. I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind of any and all thoughts, hiding my uneasiness at being here. 
 
    A voice whispered inside my head, it’ll do you no good.  
 
    Fuck, that was unnerving and didn’t help calm me down even a little. Hearing something that wasn’t your own internal monologue was off-putting. As if someone else had momentarily used your body without permission. 
 
    He was probably right about it doing no good, but I was going to do my best anyway. 
 
    The elders said nothing for the longest time. They looked me up and down, then whispered to each other or, in some cases, seemed to have a silent conversation between two of them. But me… I just waited. My fate was in their hands, though I hoped they’d at least tell me what I’d done and why I was here. 
 
    “Please sit,” the man in the center said as he pointed at the chair across from their crescent-shaped table. I took a deep breath and did as he’d requested. “Do you know why you’re here?” he asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “No, sir.”  
 
    As I folded my hands in my lap, I crossed my legs. It all felt unnatural. I’d never tried to sit with my legs crossed in my life and had no idea why I was trying it out now. No matter how I arranged myself, it just felt wrong.  
 
    Under the weight of their stares, I had a hard time sitting up straight, as if their appraisals were physically weighing me down. Finally, I leaned over and sighed. This had to be another test I was failing. Or going to fail. They weren’t saying anything, but my general feeling was that I was less than they were looking for. A disappointment. 
 
    My stomach rolled with anticipation. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly my fault. I’d had no training before discovering I was a warlock with abilities I needed to learn to control. A person didn’t just wake up one day with powers and suddenly know what to do with them.  
 
    That had been my mother’s fault. She’d kept my powers secret from me, from the world. Kept me secret from the council. She’d said she hadn’t wanted to me be their pawn. Those were her exact words and I had no idea what they’d meant. But I knew she’d been serious about it because they were the very last words she’d spoken to me as she’d died. Maybe it was all the drugs they’d given her for pain because after five long years here, no one seemed to want to use me for anything until now. I’d been fifteen when the breast cancer had claimed her. I guess there were some things that still beat magic. 
 
    “We have a job for you,” that same middle elder finally said.  
 
    They hadn’t introduced themselves at all. Did they even have names? Seemed a little unfair that they got to know everything about me, my thoughts, and I didn’t even know what to call them. 
 
    A voice whispered Michael in my head, so I assumed that was his name. Damn, I didn’t like that at all.  
 
    At least I no longer had to wonder why I was there.  
 
    A job? I’d hoped for and dreaded this moment for a long time. Doing something to be useful, outside of my regular job fixing cars at a local shop, was exactly what I needed. But, from rumors I’d heard over the years, this job could’ve literally been anything.  
 
    “You’re going to Warwick,” Michael added, the creases around his eyes moving as he spoke. “There’s a witch there. Newly coming into her powers, but untrained. As you remember, she won’t know what’s happening. She’ll probably be frightened.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to…” 
 
    “Teach her. You’ll train her properly without becoming too involved. That’s the tricky part. You’ll guide her, but her decisions must be her own. And she mustn’t break our rede: And it harm none, do what ye will.” The elder stared me down with serious eyes, causing something to skitter up my spine. Perhaps an unspoken warning. “Miranda Deerborne is reckless. She makes rash decisions and likes to test limits. However, right now she will be grieving her grandmother. Which means she may be more reckless—or less—right now. It’s hard to say. Be cautious.” 
 
    “How will I know who she is?” I asked.  
 
    There wasn’t a chance in hell I could turn them down. Even if they weren’t the elders who could outcast me from our society, I owed the community for accepting me in the first place. Mom had left when she’d been pregnant with me. Shunned them, so to speak. That kind of thing wasn’t taken lightly, and I could’ve paid for her sin. But they hadn’t done anything and that counted for something. It had to count for something. 
 
    “You arrive in Warwick the morning of the funeral. Her grandmother bound her powers. Now upon the grandmother’s death, that binding will fade away. We need to ensure she doesn’t hurt anyone. As you know, doing so would make it almost impossible for her to join us and we can’t lose Miranda Deerborne to the other side.” 
 
    Her grandmother? She was Serena Good’s granddaughter but didn’t know about her powers? 
 
    “Serena was the strongest witch of her time,” the elder continued. Coming from him, that meant a whole lot. “She died protecting her granddaughter. Miranda must be brought to the side of love and light. She is often consumed by hate and rage, but despite that, she can be saved. That is your job, Luken, and I have every assurance you will be successful. You leave for Warwick the day after tomorrow and will find Miranda at the only cemetery in town. Please use tomorrow to get your things together.” 
 
    “I will,” I said with a curt nod, then I stood and left the room. They hadn’t dismissed me, yet I had absolutely no doubt it was time for me to go.  
 
    I didn’t have to be asked twice to leave this group. It was like being in the middle of your stern, judgmental grandparents with no one to help rescue you. 
 
    “What did they want?” Miller asked as soon as I got back out to him.  
 
    The building wasn’t packed but this was the center of our coven so other witches and warlocks lingered around. Their eyes followed me down the hall, though I got the feeling that most knew what I was being sent to do. This was a big deal. Train a new witch and bring her to the side of light? 
 
    “I’m going to Warwick the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked as he followed me out of the house. 
 
    “I have to train a new witch.” 
 
    Miller chuckled. “I’m sorry,” he said, not bothering to cover up his laughter. “It almost sounded like you said you have to train a new witch.” 
 
    “I did. ‘Bring her over to love and light,’” I said, using air quotes. “Apparently, that’s my job now though why the fuck Oliver couldn’t go is beyond me. That sounds like something he’d be sent to do.” 
 
    “Well, shit.” Miller snickered as he followed me out of the house. I released the door as soon as I was through just so it’d slam in Miller’s face. All that did was make him laugh louder. “Oliver is probably already on a job and besides, that could actually be kind of fun.” 
 
    I shook my head. I knew exactly what kind of fun Miller was talking about and it wasn’t what I had in mind.  
 
    “No,” I told him plainly. 
 
    “What? Luken, a young, new witch… you’ve got to show her some light and some love.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I said with as much contempt as I could without laughing. He might’ve been an idiot, but he was also my friend.  
 
    “Let me know if you need any help,” he called out as I swung my leg over my bike. I flipped him a middle finger over my shoulder, then got the hell out of there. 
 
    When I got back to my apartment, a folder with all the information the council had on Miranda Deerborne was sitting on my table. Sometimes it was still weird when magical things happened around me, even if I’d been the one to do it. But this was one of the things I really didn’t like. They could pop into my apartment anytime. Day or night. Like they had to deliver this packet of information about Miranda. As well as stuff about the house, Serena, and Serena’s final arrangements.  
 
    Miranda would for sure be at the cemetery to bury her grandmother. So I had an exact time and place I knew I could find her and that was where I would make first contact. Man, it felt wrong to descend on the poor girl as she buried her grandmother, but I didn’t have a choice. 
 
      
 
    The next day I packed a bag that I could strap to the back of my motorcycle, then took care of a few errands. I also let my neighbor across the hall know I’d be gone. We’d become acquaintances and I didn’t want her to think my body was inside rotting when she didn’t see or hear me for a few days. 
 
    The following morning, I strapped the bag to my bike and headed out on the road. At first, I glanced behind me regularly to make sure no one was following me because I wouldn’t put it past the council or any of the council’s cronies. Miller in particular because he’d do it just to fuck with me. I also hoped the more miles I put between me and home meant the less chance the council would be able to read my thoughts because I had no idea how any of that shit worked. 
 
    I groaned to myself as I crossed into Warwick. I didn’t exactly get the warm and fuzzy feeling of a town that would welcome a new person. One of things I’d learned since joining the coven was to trust my intuition.  
 
    With witches, that intuition was more than just a gut feeling. 
 
    As I pulled into the cemetery, a bolt of lightning hit the ground in the middle of a group of mourners. Didn’t look like anyone had been hurt, but a branch stuck out from the front of the car. 
 
    A lone, young, blonde stood next to a casket. Not another mourner in sight. Well… there was a man nearby, but they didn’t look like they were together. My heart sunk. Was there really not a single person who would want to be there for Miranda? 
 
    She turned at the sound of my motorcycle. The look of sheer sadness pulling all of her features toward the ground tugged at my heart even more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    She was dead. 
 
    And I was running in the rain. It hadn’t been raining when I left the house ten minutes ago. The sky didn’t even look like it was threatening a drizzle. I wasn’t in workout clothes. And I hated running. 
 
    But I couldn’t be in that house anymore. The memories… they were getting worse. So I decided to get some air. Went out in jean shorts and a tank top. But then I began walking faster until I was full-on running and let my emotions guide me. 
 
    Just days ago, my grandmother died and left me all alone in the world.  
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful that she hadn’t spent months suffering from an unbearable illness, wasting away until there was nothing left, or angry that I never got the chance to say goodbye.  
 
    Her death had come out of nowhere and now I didn’t know what I was going to do. 
 
    My feet hit the pavement, cutting through a small puddle that formed. The water splashed up my legs. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do next,” I screamed aloud, raging at the crying sky. 
 
    We had no money other than the very small income I made at the flower shop in town. They were the only business who’d hire me and they paid next to nothing for the pleasure. 
 
    “Everything’s going to be all right,” the youngest officer had told me two days ago as he patted my shoulder. 
 
    A crack of thunder broke above me almost causing me to fall to the ground. 
 
    I didn’t understand then how that officer could say such a thing when clearly nothing would ever be the same again. 
 
    My grandmother was dead. How would anything be all right? Then I’d reminded myself I’d been through this before. 
 
    I’d found my grandmother ashen and cold. Obviously dead. In her bed… I thought. I couldn’t be sure now, which was unsettling beyond belief. How could I not remember where I’d found her dead?  
 
    As grief ate away at my soul, I began to wonder… if I’d gotten to her quicker, would she still have been alive? Could I have somehow saved her? I’d never get an answer to that, but I sure as hell hoped not.  
 
    And that was the reason I was running. 
 
    Logic told me that as cold as she was when I arrived, there never had been any hope of saving her. 
 
    “What you need to do is contact a funeral home,” the officer said, “talk to the director, and they’ll guide you through the process. It’s what they do.”  
 
    In a town the size of Warwick, I should’ve recognized this officer yet I didn’t. Given his age, maybe twenty-five, he could’ve been new but still, if he was from here, I should’ve been able to at least place his face. Perhaps another casualty of grief—my memory. 
 
    I nodded and blinked at the information he gave me because, at that point, it was the only thing I knew how to do. 
 
    But now, the more I thought about it, the more finding her in bed didn’t seem right, but it was the one thing I remembered, so I had to believe it was real. 
 
    I came to a stop just outside of my dark, empty house. The rain was stopping but I stood there dripping with my chest rising then falling rapidly.  
 
    I really hated running. 
 
    The hours after finding her had passed by in slow motion. Time moved quickly, but everyone moved slowly, as if underwater. The paramedics came, even though I’d told the emergency operator she was already dead. Protocol, she’d said. The police also came. Standard. They asked me some questions, but I overheard one telling another that it seemed cut and dry.  
 
    Quiet voices predicted she died of natural causes after her nighttime walk. Everything they said sounded logical yet something was off and I didn’t know what. 
 
    It was almost as if my brain was trying to figure out a mystery that no one knew existed. 
 
    I’d spent the last two days discussing arrangements with the local funeral home and planning with the funeral director as he offered his condolences time and time again.  
 
    And then, picking out clothes for my dead grandmother. Do you put underwear on dead people? She’d been pretty clear on all of her arrangements, unbeknownst to me, which didn’t leave a lot for me to think about other than that damn outfit.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to choose but the pressure of deciding someone’s last outfit was crushing. 
 
    Two days ago… Something happened but the details of what grew fuzzier with each passing hour. The funeral director in town said it was likely my grief and I’d remember little by little later on. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted to. 
 
    After the house had cleared out that morning, I found a document in her room with some very specific instructions on what she wanted when she died. It was sitting on her bed and it was the first thing I saw when I went in, as if it had called out to me, drawn me to it. I was relatively sure that envelope hadn’t been there the day before. 
 
    Once the initial shock passed, her death left me agitated, feeling too big for my skin, like I was about to burst forth and shed my Miranda skin to become something else. A phoenix rising from the ashes, perhaps. Something stronger, hopefully. Something that could handle going through the boxes and boxes of memories left in Grandma’s huge dilapidated gothic-style house that sat on a hill in Warwick.  
 
    Just… something other than me. 
 
    Some called the house creepy. I called it home.  
 
    I loved the old place, but it needed so much work. Work we could never afford to have done. There was so much to do. But now that would include figuring out what I was going to do with it after I went through box after box of whatever my grandma had decided to keep over the years. Or hoarded over the years. Depended on how I looked at it.  
 
    My biggest hurdle to getting started would be finding the key to the series of rooms she’d locked me out of my entire life. I’d never even been allowed a peek inside her inner sanctum and now worried what’d I’d find in there. What the big secret was. 
 
    She’d been a strong little old lady type. Appeared frail but could cut you at the knee if she needed to. There literally could be anything in that unknown territory of the house and part of me worried that I wouldn’t be able to handle what I found. 
 
    When my parents had died in a plane crash, Grandma took in this sad three-year-old and done her very best to raise me, even with her limited funds. Though her becoming my guardian had meant I had to move to Warwick. I couldn’t have known at the age of three just how awful a place could be. 
 
    I’d been here sixteen years and hadn’t made a single friend. The town wasn’t exactly… welcoming or kind.  
 
    I swallowed the old memories back as I went into the house to get myself ready to  bury my last family member. Shower first to wash off the rain which had suddenly ended as soon as I’d gotten back. Then I took my time blow drying my hair and got dressed.  
 
    I only owned one black dress and couldn’t remember why I’d even bought it. Actually, now that I thought about it, I didn’t remember buying it. I for sure had never worn it before. When I put it on, it fit perfectly, and I slipped my feet into a pair of black flats hidden in the back of my closet.  
 
    There was zero expectation that anyone would attend that afternoon and I’d be fine with that. Being alone suited me. With Grandma gone, there wasn’t anyone in this town I’d want to see anyway and no one would chance reaching out even if they had given a crap. They couldn’t be seen talking to us. To me. 
 
    Teased, taunted, and bullied until I’d cried or hidden myself away, begged to be homeschooled. Begged for us to move.  
 
    She’d never gone for any of it. Said it would build character. I hadn’t wanted character. I’d wanted someone to play with who didn’t hate me for no reason. But the kids at school had seen me as an outsider, even though they couldn’t possibly remember a time when I hadn’t been there. 
 
    But today was sad enough without adding the memories of my tortured youth to it.  
 
    Right after I slid in behind the wheel of my car, the sky opened up again. Fitting, in my opinion. Rain seemed appropriate for a day like today. It shouldn’t be sunny and no one should be happy on the day I was putting my last family member in the ground.  
 
    The rain said the things I couldn’t. 
 
    As I drove to the cemetery not far from my house, I realized that I’d be able to see her grave from the attic window. If I ever got into the damn attic.  
 
    I pulled the car to a stop on the side of the dirt road in the cemetery hear where her casket sat on the lowering device. Mahogany. Just as she’d requested. Grandma had never had particular tastes, yet for her casket, she’d wanted mahogany with silver hardware and a navy-blue liner.  
 
    The rain coming and going would probably add to the stagnant humidity of the day, but while it fell, it gave some relief. When I stepped outside, I pushed the umbrella open and ran a hand over my black dress, releasing the creases that had formed from sitting in the car.  
 
    “Hello, Miranda,” Mr. Holmes, the funeral director, said when I walked up. He was dressed in a dark suit. One that looked far too nice to be getting wet in the drizzle. At least he didn’t reach out to me in any way. 
 
    The rain stopped completely right then. 
 
    There was no funeral service and at this point I wished Mr. Holmes would just put her in the ground and save me the words he’d insisted had to be said. 
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t even cry. There was nothing left inside me to give. I’d become a hollow shell of my former self and felt like it, too. 
 
    I wasn’t the only mourner at the cemetery that day, though the only one for my grandma.  
 
    Reverend Mather’s death prompted a large gathering of people to mourn him, though I’d only known him to be incredibly judgmental with a sharp tongue. He also died the same day as my grandmother. His daughters, Ashley and Taylor Mather—my most dedicated tormentors—were the twin terrors of the high school. Graduating had done nothing to dampen their popularity and they still thought they ran the town.  
 
    At one point, I’d overheard Ashley say that she blamed her mother that she and her sister weren’t identical. I could barely tell them apart but even still… how would that be their mother’s fault. 
 
    The biggest difference between them and me while we were in the cemetery was that Ashley and Taylor had a support system. Former classmates of mine gathered around them, hugging the girls, their mouths moving as they probably uttered words of condolence. 
 
    Against my better judgement, I raised a shaky hand to wave at Ashley and Taylor, hoping to convey the fact that we were all in the same boat. It took so much effort to do, my arm felt like it weighed about a thousand pounds which made me realize that I hadn’t eaten in days.  
 
    True to form, they looked back at me with disgust. Their lips pulled up, each showing off a sliver of teeth as if they were actually growling at me. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss, Miranda,” the fifty-something funeral director said to me as he took my hand.  
 
    He’d used the same words each time I’d seen him and I was tired of hearing it.  
 
    When I’d come in to take care of arrangements and pick out the casket.  
 
    When I’d come back with the money to pay for it.  
 
    And now when he was about to commit my grandmother to the ground. We weren’t religious and there was an obvious shortage of ministers in town anyway, so I’d asked him to do it for me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said back, then dropped his hand. 
 
    The attendees from the minister’s burial began walking to their cars as the funeral director began my grandma’s service. I watched the other mourners load up into their limos and drive slowly by. 
 
    “She probably died to get away from you!” one of the sisters yelled out at me, though I couldn’t tell which.  
 
    They’d said the same thing about my parents more than once starting in elementary school. Obviously, their minister father had done a bang-up job teaching them manners. 
 
    Someone else called out to me right after, but I couldn’t make out what they said or who’d said it.  
 
    The rage building up inside of me, the pounding of my heart in my ears, drowned out everything else. My harassers. The funeral director. My vision tunneled as I glared at that car full of lifelong tormentors. 
 
    Thunder cracked above our heads with a bolt of lightning following right behind, coming from nowhere and striking the Earth. 
 
    The tree closest to their limo split off and a limb fell onto the hood of the car with a deafening crash that made even me jump. I blinked in confusion as the pounding subsided. They screamed and then six people jumped out of the car.  
 
    It didn’t look like any of them had been harmed. I wasn’t sure if that made me happy or not. 
 
    Another crash of lighting struck right in the middle of their six-person circle. They all jumped back. Ashley stumbled, then fell to the ground. Taylor ran over to help her up. Ashley didn’t even sway once she was back on her feet.  
 
    They all looked shaken but unhurt. Close call. 
 
    Yet it was like that outburst from mother nature called that fury inside me. I was still angry. Of course, I was angry but was much less stabby. 
 
    Then a different kind of rumble roared behind me. I spun quickly to find a motorcycle pulling up behind my car. I didn’t know anyone who rode a motorcycle.  
 
    The rider, male, pushed down the kickstand, then swung his jean-covered leg over the seat, his muscles straining against his black T-shirt. Then he pulled his helmet off and a tuft of dark curls spilled out over his forehead as this stranger leaned against his bike and stared at me.  
 
    His gaze was like a physical touch against my skin at a time when I didn’t want to be touched. Yet his touch, no matter how imaginary, I welcomed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    The man sat back on his bike, muscles testing the strength of the black ,cotton T-shirt he wore and continued to stare at me with such intensity that Ashley, Taylor, and the lightning were momentarily forgotten, even though the girls were still shrieking behind me. I wasn’t sure what I should do, what I wanted to do.  
 
    The stranger had stopped by my car. He didn’t pass it to go toward the other burial taking place, which had already ended, actually. And he was looking at me. Something inside of me urged me to go to him. This feeling of being pulled by a metaphorical rope around my chest almost gave me no other option. 
 
    That was not going to happen. I wasn’t about to approach a stranger, even if he had the most swagger of anyone I’d ever seen before. Even if he was looking right at me, drawing me to him.  
 
    No. My grandma would’ve wanted me to stay right where I was. 
 
    His face pinched in concern, as if he knew me and what I was going through. Or maybe he just read my body language really well. Since I’d never seen him before in my life, there was little chance of him knowing my grandma or being aware of her death.  
 
    So why was he here?  
 
    Grandma didn’t have friends over to the house ever. Hadn’t gone out much. It’d been just me and her for so long that I wasn’t even sure either of us knew how to communicate with the outside world anymore. Isolation meant that I should’ve known anyone she knew, and I didn’t know this man on the bike. I would’ve remembered the dark hair, intense eyes, strong jaw, and shoulders.  
 
    I would’ve remembered someone looking at me as if I mattered. 
 
    For a reason that I didn’t understand, I was drawn to this stranger. Something pulled me to him, made it so I wasn’t afraid of him or the way he was looking at me. He calmed me to the degree where some of my grief dissipated.  
 
    And he did all of this from thirty feet away. 
 
    He was tall from where I was standing, but everyone was tall compared to me. I was only five-feet-two inches and given how perspective worked, I’d have guessed this man was closer to six feet. Strong arms hung to his sides.  
 
    Everything about him had me intrigued. But not enough to go to him. 
 
    Maybe it was the motorcycle. I’d always had a taste for danger—or at least that was what my grandmother claimed my entire life. I climbed too far up the trees. Always rushed when I should’ve walked or stopped all together. Doing those things that she deemed dangerous was my answer to the years of being bullied. 
 
    She’d accused me of being oblivious to my surroundings and that may have been true sometimes. But right now, right here in the cemetery, I was acutely aware of him.  
 
    The funeral director, Martin, kept talking even as I stared at the stranger near my car. Two lightning strikes not far away and close together hadn’t fazed him. Here I was burying my grandmother and I hadn’t heard a word Martin said. 
 
    No matter. Martin hadn’t known my grandmother, so whatever he said couldn’t have been personal or meaningful. I didn’t think I’d missed much.  
 
    Finally, he stopped talking and gestured for me to act.  
 
    I reached down and took a clod of drippy mud and tossed it on the coffin, then winced at the sound of the splat when it landed. It was almost as if it echoed for eternity but probably only in my ears.  
 
    This was the last thing I’d ever do for her. 
 
    She was gone. Dead. And I was truly alone in the world. 
 
    “Again, Miranda, I’m sorry for your loss,” Martin said after he’d come over to me and taken my hand into his.  
 
    I fought back a groan.  
 
    If there was one silver lining to this moment, it was that I’d never have to endure him saying that sentence to me again. I didn’t think I’d be able to stand it one more time.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told him because I didn’t think he’d leave if I didn’t say something. 
 
    Slowly, I made my way back to the car carrying a single white rose with me. I’d ordered Grandma a beautiful arrangement from work to sit atop her casket. I’d wanted her to have something nice from me for once in her life… or for once in my life. I’d taken one with me but the rest would be buried with her. 
 
    I’d taken the rose as a memento, thinking I’d dry it but something strange happened.  
 
    The crisp white petals began to wither and die seemingly from just my touch. They began dropping, leaving behind a white trail marking my path. The fallen petals turned black and then into dust. 
 
    How in the fuck did that happen? 
 
    “Miranda,” a man called softly to me in a deep voice as I approached my car. 
 
    Taken by surprise, I stopped and glanced up. It was the stranger on the motorcycle. My name fell from his lips in a breathy huff and I wanted to hear him say it again and again. Maybe make it my ringtone and cherish it forever. But still, I couldn’t ignore the insistent voice in my head nagging me over the fact that I didn’t know this man. 
 
    “And you are?” I asked.  
 
    As he watched me, something inside me came alive, making me feel bold, confident. A warmth I’d never experienced before. I stood taller, full of determination. For what, I didn’t know.  
 
    “Luken,” he announced, his deep voice making me forget that I’d asked. And also, his name meant nothing to me. “Luken MacCormack.” Still didn’t ring any bells. I’d never heard his name in my entire life. 
 
    I nodded to acknowledge that I’d heard him, but still tried to figure him out myself. Seeing him up close took my breath away but I’d never let him know that. “Why are you here?” I asked.  
 
    He certainly didn’t live in town. A place this size… I would’ve seen him.  
 
    “I’m here for you,” he murmured.  
 
    Nope.  
 
    I took a giant step away from him. My grandma had taught me about stranger danger and this guy being here for me rang all of the bells. 
 
    Well, this was a first. Both a guy being here for me, but also me drawing back. I hadn’t given anyone an inch in years. I stood my ground. Part of the whole taste-of-danger thing Grandma had talked about. Not that it had ever really done me any good. 
 
    But he…fought back a laugh. 
 
    “I’m told you may have a room I can rent,” he added, watching me closely with those dark eyes. 
 
    My shoulders sank.  
 
    Yeah, I guess that made more sense than him actually being there for me.  
 
    When I’d gone into the bank the other day to withdraw money for the funeral expenses, Mr. Bonner, the bank manager, had suggested that rather than living in the big old house all by myself, I take in boarders. At first, I’d scoffed at the idea.  
 
    Who would want to live with me? In an old house that was falling apart, no less. I’d loved living with Grandma, but it was the kind of place that made kids cross themselves and hold their breaths for fear of evil spirits possessing them when they walked by. Plus, strangers in my space kind of sounded like a nightmare in and of itself. 
 
    But now, the only thing left in the big old house was me. 
 
    Yet somehow, Luken had found me and wanted to rent a room. I guessed that was my sign and the money wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    “Did Mr. Bonner at the bank send you?” I asked. 
 
    Luken’s eyebrows slammed down as if my question confused him but he recovered quickly. “He did.” 
 
    “How long do you think you’ll need the room?” I asked, hoping he’d offer up some more information about himself or his plans without me having to ask. 
 
    Instead, he shrugged. “I’m not sure. Can we leave it open-ended?” 
 
    Having someone in my space wasn’t the most appealing idea at the moment but I kept remembering the income it could bring. “That shouldn’t be a problem.” I’d never done this kind of thing before and had no idea how to do it.  
 
    How much to ask for? Should I do a background check? How does one even do a background check? I should’ve been more worried about this strange man who would suddenly be living in my house. About him hurting me. He could’ve been a serial killer. 
 
    Then I remembered… I had a taste for danger. I didn’t want to be murdered in my sleep but that wasn’t the vibe I was getting from him anyway. Plus, it could be nice to have someone else in the house and for whatever reason, I didn’t fear him at all. 
 
    “I’ll pay a fair price,” he assured me. “By the week?” Maybe he sensed my burst of panic. 
 
    I nodded and said, “Follow me.” 
 
    “Hey, wait,” he said as I went for my car.  
 
    I turned to him with a raised eyebrow. I was already letting him into my inner sanctum on an incredibly trying day. What more could he want? 
 
    “What happened over there?” he asked, nodding toward the spot where the Mather’s car had been.  
 
    I shrugged. “Random lightning strike?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on me as if he wasn’t sure I was telling the truth. “Does that happen a lot in Warwick?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It happens.” Yeah, it was weird, but I sure as hell couldn’t explain it; plus, it’d only been happening the last few days.  
 
    Honestly, I hadn’t paid much attention to it, either. I’d had a lot on my plate, including talking to Chris, the owner of the flower shop where I worked, about taking some time off. He’d said to take a few weeks, which I couldn’t afford but would just have to make do with. I needed the time. Plus, he’d seemed relieved to not have me around for a while. I couldn’t prove it, but I thought some people avoided coming into the shop when I was on the clock.  
 
    He should’ve just fired me already. Why he didn’t, I never knew but if there was one decent person in Warwick, it was him. I thought he probably felt some guilt over how the town treated us while everyone stood by and let it happen.  
 
    “I really need to move,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Luken asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” I ran my tongue over my bottom lip. He kept staring as if waiting for something more, so I rolled my eyes. “I said I really need to move. From Warwick.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” He leaned back against his motorcycle and crossed his legs at the ankle. Suddenly, an overwhelming need to take a ride hit me. A ride on the motorcycle, not on him. Though… 
 
    “Oh, uh, my grandmother died. That’s why I’m here today.” I motioned over to my grandmother’s plot. “And I don’t have any family left, so there’s no reason to stay.” 
 
    “You don’t like Warwick?” 
 
    I shook my head. That was an understatement. “No, but more importantly, Warwick doesn’t like me.” 
 
    His brows furrowed and he pushed up to his feet. “What does that mean?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and sighed. “It means staying at my house might be problematic for you, depending on why you’re here.” I pushed a piece of loose hair behind my ear as he raised an eyebrow. “Grandma and I weren’t exactly popular here. More like pariahs, actually. So some of that stigma could attach to you, even though you’re just renting a room.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine them not liking you,” he said. He cocked a half-smile that was both sexy as hell and a bit smug. 
 
    “You don’t know me. For all you know, I could boil kittens in my spare time.” 
 
    “Yet,” he countered. “I don’t know you yet. And I feel rather confident that your hobbies don’t include boiling kittens.” 
 
    “You never know,” I replied, fighting a smile. 
 
    That single word, yet, took my breath away like a punch to the gut. As if he intended to get to know me and I wasn’t sure I wanted him to. Or what he’d find if he did. 
 
    “You can follow me back to the house,” I said, pointing in the general direction of him. “It isn’t hard to find.” 
 
    Luken nodded, then slid a leg over his bike and with the flip of his hand indicated he’d wait for me. 
 
    Oh yeah. I really wanted on that bike.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    As reckless as the elders claimed Miranda to be, she drove slower than Miller’s grandma on the way back to her house after a disappointing game of Bingo.  
 
    Every stop sign lasted an eternity. Sure, when driving one should make a complete stop, but for the love of everything, she didn’t need to stop, wait, make a sandwich, and graduate from college before continuing on her way. She also practically came to a stop before every turn. 
 
    If Miranda didn’t pick it up soon, I was going to lose it. Or my motorcycle was going to stall out. But definitely one of those things would happen. 
 
    We only got halfway up the hill before I began to feel the power emanating from Serena’s house. It was warm and welcoming, but only because I was on the right side of the magic. To someone practicing dark magic, Serena’s house would’ve been spine-tinglingly scary. 
 
    How any witch or warlock could get anywhere near this house and not feel it… I had no idea. But the elders didn’t seem to think Miranda could, given that she had no idea about her heritage or her powers. Though there was always the possibility that she felt something but just couldn’t put her finger on what it was. That was how I had been before I’d known about my powers. 
 
    I used to call it intuition or a funny feeling. Now I called it being a witch and I’d had to learn things the hard way. Hopefully, I’d be able to help Miranda so she wouldn’t have as rough of a time. 
 
    The air was littered with a purple hued mist. Remnants of old protection spells lingering around Miranda and the house. Non-magical people wouldn’t have been able to see it, but I sure as hell could. Serena probably cast those spells to keep Miranda safe since Miranda didn’t know about her magical side. She’d been shielded. But those spells were only good while Serena was alive and would’ve broken the moment she died.  
 
    With all the time I’d had behind the slowest driver possible, my thoughts had wandered to whether Miranda secretly knew what she could do. I’d already witnessed her anger manifest as lightning back at the cemetery. Those strikes hadn’t been random and she could’ve killed someone, but instead, she’d warned them. I took that as a good sign.  
 
    I’d have to choose to be optimistic. After all, there was too much riding on my presence to get bogged down in the negativity just yet.  
 
    Finally, we pulled up in front of the house and I turned my engine off. Then I got off the bike, I looked around, taking everything in. The house needed work, sure. But holy shit, the entire place loomed over us like an abandoned orphanage that had been shut down by the state for keeping children chained in the basement. I rubbed a finger across my chin, trying to hide my shock. It was worse than even the elders thought. 
 
    “Oh, uh…” Miranda’s face flushed a light rose as she looked back over at her house through my eyes.  
 
    Damn. My heart sunk. I hadn’t meant to make her feel bad. Actually, it wasn’t the house. It was the dead vegetation surrounding it. Like all life had been sapped from the place. To get her attention off my surprise, I turned to the back of my bike and unlatched the small bag I had tied down back there. Just the necessities from home. 
 
    “The house has always needed work, but I don’t know what happened,” she said quietly. “My grandmother died… that’s why I was at the cemetery where you found me.” Her long, blonde locks swayed in the wind. 
 
    Her innocent, saddened eyes swung from the house to me and I hated that I couldn’t tell her I already knew so much more than she was about to say. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, but my jaw tightened at just how bereft she looked again. I’d only heard of the legend named Serena Good but that legend had been Miranda’s grandmother.   
 
    The sadness had never truly left her face but when she’d looked at me, it’s softened a little. I wanted to make her feel better, but anything I did would come off as creepy since I knew more about her than she did me. It was imperative I be some part of her life and if she thought I was some creepy rapist, that would ensure I wouldn’t be. 
 
    Miranda gave me another little smile and I could see that even that small gesture took a lot of effort. 
 
    “But when she died it was like everything else did, too. All the shrubs, the grass, and the flowers died with her. Only that one tree is still standing and looks like it might survive.” She pointed at the massive tree beside the house. “I’m really surprised it’s still there.” 
 
    I nodded so she’d know I heard her but didn’t comment. The tree she pointed at was ancient with roots far deeper than Serena, but Miranda wouldn’t know that. Perhaps one day I’d explain that to her, but not yet. She wasn’t ready. Maybe I wasn’t totally ready, either. 
 
    “And the house?” I joked. Badly. 
 
    She groaned. Shit. I should’ve kept my mouth shut. 
 
    She threw her hands out to her sides. “This is what it looks like when two women live alone and one of them is in her sixties,” she snapped. 
 
    Insulting her house probably wasn’t the best way to get her to trust me. 
 
    “I can help,” I offered. No idea why I volunteered. I wasn’t supposed to get too involved. I’d been sent here as more of a guardian angel of sorts, not a handyman to fix the house. To be around but not totally in her life. To offer guidance or words of wisdom but not heavy-handed influence. Words of wisdom… what a joke. If I’d had any wisdom in my body, I would’ve figured out a way to avoid this assignment. But I’d already gotten myself into this, so… “I can fix it up while I’m here. I’m somewhat handy.” 
 
    Then again, I didn’t know why I was doing pretty much any of the things I was doing. I was supposed to be a mostly silent observer. Watching from afar and giving her space to choose her path, all while guiding her toward the light. Only Miranda clearly had no idea there were paths, or choices. 
 
    No. Back at the cemetery, she’d acted purely on instinct and emotion. A dangerous combination for untrained witches. And I couldn’t let her fail. Everything was riding on me to help her find the light.  
 
    But perhaps the elders hadn’t planned on me moving into Serena’s house. Hell, I hadn’t planned on it until she asked if the banker had sent me to the cemetery. I’d needed some way to insert myself into her life and thought asking about a room when I knew she was alone would be an easy way in.  
 
    Of course, I’d thought that she’d reject the idea but the ice would’ve already been broken. Now, something about her pulled me in. Maybe I just wanted to protect her or relieve some of her sadness. Either way, I needed to be there. 
 
    “I’ll show you around,” Miranda said. She waved for me to follow her, but she didn’t comment on my offer. Maybe she didn’t want it fixed up. Maybe she just didn’t trust me yet. 
 
    The thing was Miranda didn’t know me. Would she have rented a room to any man who’d approached her? She hadn’t asked very many questions and that could’ve been dangerous if it was someone other than me. Someone who maybe had ill intentions toward her. Did she not have any self-preservation instincts? All of this concerned me for several reasons. 
 
    “This is the living room, obviously,” she said when we stepped inside the house. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the way her black dress swayed over her thighs with every step she took. It shouldn’t have been as sexy as it was, given the occasion, but I was a man, after all, and she was beautiful. 
 
    Miranda took me through the dining room and the kitchen, both of which were neat but in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint and an update of furniture. Yet for some reason, I kind of loved the fact that she didn’t seem to care about any of this shit. Any of the cosmetic needs of the house. Nothing material seemed to matter to her. 
 
    “Help yourself to anything in the fridge,” she said, pulling my attention from the curve of her hips and the strength of her legs. “Though it’s pretty bare right now.” She used her tongue to wet her bottom lip and pulled at the sleeves on her dress like it was a nervous habit. “I haven’t gone to the grocery store since…” 
 
    Her grandmother died. She didn’t need to finish the sentence for me to know. Plus, the refrigerator had more in it than mine back home.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I told her. “We’ll just have to go shopping.”  
 
    Her blue eyes narrowed on my use of the word we. Yet she didn’t question me. Instead, she continued showing me where everything was. 
 
    Turned out, every single inch of the house was in need of attention. It was clean, neat, tidy. Everything had its place. But the décor was outdated, the place in disrepair. It had good bones, so to speak, but even a paint job would’ve helped by making it lighter, airy, more cheerful. For now it was dark, moody… kind of like Miranda. I wondered if the house would change when she started to feel better. 
 
    “I tried to get her to update little things over the years,” Miranda said, breaking the silence between us. “Even just paint. I came up with so many ideas, but she always said we didn’t have the money,” she said to me as she filled a glass with water. 
 
    I clenched my jaw tightly and tried not to show any reaction. Serena Good had been wealthy beyond anyone’s imagination. I couldn’t fathom why she’d choose to live like this or where the money was. She could’ve made this place into anything she’d wanted. Yet it looked like it hadn’t been touched in twenty years. Now that she was gone, how did she expect Miranda to figure everything out? Find the money. Learn her powers. All of it. 
 
    Having never met Serena Good and with her being dead, I probably shouldn’t have been as pissed at her as I was. 
 
    I climbed the stairs behind Miranda, trying not to watch her ass as she lifted one foot after the other. It was a lot to ask. When the elders sent me to Miranda, I wasn’t really sure what I’d expected, but I definitely hadn’t expected just how beautiful she was even in the depth of her sorrow.  
 
    As we made our way down the hallway, Miranda avoided all of the closed doors. My eyebrows furrowed in confusion at the exact same moment she glanced over her shoulder back at me. She’d been so thorough downstairs with her house tour, but up here she was ignoring the vast majority of space. 
 
    “These are locked,” she said, answering my unasked question. “Have been the entire time I’ve lived here. No idea why or what’s inside… or where the damn key is.” Then she turned away and continued down the hallway. 
 
    Key? She shouldn’t need one and these weren’t likely locked with a key anyway. I had my suspicions as to why they were locked and what was inside. But this was why I’d come here. For her to learn about herself. 
 
    As she turned away from me, I stepped up to the first one, grabbed the handle, and twisted. The lock released with ease. 
 
    Miranda should’ve been able to do what I’d just done. Unless, of course, Serena had blocked that, too. Probably should’ve told her I got the door open. Instead, I released the knob and pretended that I hadn’t done what I’d just done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    Luken paused at one of the locked doors with curiosity. I’d done that a million times myself so I couldn’t really blame him. But I’d explained about needing the key and kept on moving to his room. He’d spent an extra second or two at the locked door but then he followed me down the hall to his room.  
 
    He only had the one small bag with him and once he was settled, I returned to my own room to change into some regular clothes—jean shorts and a T-shirt. Then I wondered what the hell I was going to do with the rest of my day. Turned out I didn’t need to wonder. After I curled up on my bed to stare at the wall, my eyelids grew heavier and heavier until the room around me went black. 
 
    In the morning, I woke up slowly, almost in a fog, as I rolled over to discover that yesterday afternoon and evening had passed me by. I hadn’t slept well in days, but for some reason, yesterday I’d felt more relaxed than I probably ever had. I’d slept in my shorts and T-shirt, so that couldn’t have been the most comfortable way to do it, but clearly, I hadn’t cared. I’d needed the sleep. 
 
    But I’d also ignored my new house guest. 
 
    I jumped out of bed and made a first stop at the restroom. I wasn’t about to face Luken with bad breath. Then I headed down to the kitchen to see if there was something I could scrounge up for breakfast. On the way down the stairs, I considered whether I should change my clothes or not and decided against it. I’d just put those on before I’d fallen asleep anyway. 
 
    “Oh.” I stopped short when I entered the kitchen and Luken was already there cooking breakfast. With what food, I had no idea but damn the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air. “Good morning.” 
 
    He glanced back at me over his broad shoulder. “Morning. I went out and grabbed some food this morning to make breakfast. I didn’t think you’d mind.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I said. “Especially if I get to eat some of it.” 
 
    He chuckled, then said, “Of course.” 
 
    I dropped into a chair at the table, feeling like a thousand pounds had been lifted from my shoulders. “I don’t think I’ve eaten a thing in days.” 
 
    Silence hung in the air between us as the spatula scraped against the pan. Then he turned toward me with a plate in each hand before setting one in front of me. Bacon. I hadn’t had bacon in forever and the smell alone had my mouth watering. It tasted as delicious as it smelled. 
 
    “It’s a stupid question, but how are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    That was a harder question to answer than any other I’d ever heard. I decided to go with being honest, even if it made me feel like a piece of trash. “Well, I want to say I’m doing all right, but then I’d feel like a garbage human. My grandma died. I should still feel awful. And I’m still sad, of course, but I don’t feel like it’s crushing me. Up until yesterday, it was crushing me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make you a garbage human. It makes you human. Wallowing isn’t required.” 
 
    His reassurance made me smile. “I’ve never been much of a wallower.” 
 
    “So what are you doing today?” he asked before shoving an entire piece of bacon in his mouth. 
 
    “I… I don’t know. I work at the flower shop in town, but they told me to take some time off. Seemed relieved actually.” 
 
    “Why would they be relieved?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have said that. Now I had to explain. “Well, Grandma and I aren’t exactly beloved with the town. So they hired me, but I never got the impression that they enjoyed having me there.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Well, I couldn’t make him believe me. “So I guess instead, I’ll get some groceries. Figure out what I’m going to do now that she’s gone. I’ll have to clean out her things.” 
 
    “I’ll help you with whatever you need while I’m here,” he offered. 
 
    “Why?” I asked because in my world strangers didn’t just offer to help. There had to be a reason.  
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why are you offering to help me? Why are you here in town? I probably should’ve asked that before I let you stay here.” He’s not a serial killer, I said in my head over and over. If he was, he probably would’ve killed me by now. Plus, this was Warwick. We didn’t exactly attract the attention of… well, of anyone. 
 
    Luken took a drink of his coffee but didn’t take his eyes off me. Somehow, I could feel the weight of his gaze on me. He swallowed, his throat moved gracefully with the movement, and honestly, that wasn’t something I should’ve noticed so much. “I’m offering to help because I’m staying here and that’s what people do.” 
 
    “Not in my world,” I muttered. 
 
    He cocked his head to the side as if trying to figure me out and sighed. “And I’m here to take care of some things for work.” 
 
    “But you’re not going to give me any other details about your work are you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s not important.” 
 
    I would’ve liked to disagree with that but instead let it go. “OK, well, do you want to go to the store with me? I know you already went once but if you come with me you can get whatever it is you like to eat. I have to put something in the cupboards especially now that you’re here.” 
 
    He nodded, then took the empty plates to the sink and dropped them in. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I grabbed my purse and keys because there was no way to bring groceries back on his bike if I was on it. A few things, sure, but not the amount I needed to buy. But damn, I wanted to get on that bike one day.  
 
    He didn’t try to insist on driving us, instead he went right for the passenger seat which worked out for me. The idea of letting him drive my car made me uneasy. As if having control somehow made me feel more at ease. 
 
    Being in a confined area with Luken had my hormones racing. It was ridiculous. Sure, I had pretty limited experience with boys, but I shouldn’t turn into an uncontrollable nymph just because a hot guy came around. Especially after everything I’d been through recently. Though maybe it was because of everything I’d gone through. Who knew? 
 
    “So you lived with just your grandma?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. I came to live with her after my parents died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. 
 
    I shrugged and kept my eyes on the road. “It was a long time ago.” Then I quickly wet ran my tongue over my bottom lip. “What about you?” 
 
    “It’s just me,” he said. 
 
    How frustrating. We were chatting the way strangers did when they didn’t want to tell each other anything of importance. He wasn’t offering any details and I was guarded as well. Yet I desperately wanted to get to know the guy.  
 
    There was… something about him that I couldn’t put my finger on. Something familiar or at least something that put me at ease. 
 
    My curiosity ran wild. I wanted to know why he was hiding basic information from me. Whether it was because he didn’t know me or because he had something to hide. I didn’t share much because I didn’t know him and talking took a lot of effort for me at this point. 
 
    I pulled into a parking spot at the store. Luken followed me out and grabbed a shopping cart on our way in. It was as we began walking up and down the aisles, I decided to get a little bolder. When in my life would I have a cute guy with me to talk to? Hell, with Grandma gone, when would I have a chance to talk to someone again? It wasn’t like I had friends hanging around.  
 
    “So when you said it’s just you… ” I set a load of bread in the front carrier part of the cart so it wouldn’t get squished. 
 
    “I meant it’s just me.” He paused for a moment. “I have friends. I have people around me but as far as family goes the closest thing I have is my best friend Miller.” 
 
    “Did you grow up with him?” The idea of a best friend was intriguing. I hadn’t had one. I’d barely had friends in school. 
 
    “No. I’ve only known him a few years. Met him after my mom died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” He gave me a nod to acknowledge what I’d said.  
 
    I only allowed myself small glances at him as we walked. He was far too handsome to be spending this kind of time with me but I’d take advantage and look until I didn’t want to anymore. But I didn’t think that point would ever come. His dark hair was still messy but not in the way guys in high school had worn it. As if they didn’t care but the look took them forever to achieve. Oh no. Luken’s hair looked more naturally untamed. As if it’d refused to be controlled.  
 
    “And your dad?” I asked because why not? 
 
    He shook his head. “No idea who that is.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Mom never said.” Then his eyes fully settled on me. “What about your parents?” 
 
    “I don’t have any real memories of them. I do remember coming to live with Grandma and she told me about them over the years. That they died in a plane crash but anything actually about them is too foggy.” 
 
    “You were young?” he asked. 
 
    “Three but you’d think I’d remember something.” 
 
    His jaw tightened as if something about what I’d said made him angry. Not sure why it would though. He didn’t know me well enough to care about my sad story. Yet here he was seeming to care. 
 
    “How old were you?” I asked him when we stopped in front of the yogurt. He grabbed several containers of different kinds before answering. 
 
    “Fifteen,” he said, me not having to explain what I was asking.  
 
    “And you were on your own then?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Some… friends of the family took me in.” 
 
    I nodded because the thought of him on his own at fifteen didn’t sit well with me. I at least had my grandma and was happy to hear he’d had people as well. The world could be ugly. Uglier if you were alone. 
 
    We kept the conversation light after that. Though I learned he really liked yogurt while I really liked pizza rolls. That was probably why he looked the way he did and I looked the way I did. He was fit, in shape, hot, the Taylor twins would’ve said. I did too.  
 
    But I was more… in between. Not fit or shredded, as they said. No one would find a defined muscle on my body but I also didn’t have any extra weight on me. I chalked that up to Grandma keeping very little food in the house due to us not having the money. I didn’t go hungry but there weren’t many treats. 
 
    “Were you a troublemaker when you were a teenager?” I asked him once we were back in the parking lot, dropping another bag into the trunk of my car. Today was a lot brighter than the last few days and I didn’t just mean my mood. The sun was shining and probably there’d be bird singing somewhere against the pale blue sky or some other Disney movie type bullshit. Not a rain cloud in the sky. 
 
    “A little. Why do you ask?” He loaded up another bag. 
 
    “You look like you’d be a troublemaker.” I pulled the trunk shut and began walking to the driver’s side of my older Chevy Cruze that Grandma got me a good deal on a year ago. It’d taken a lot of hours of work for me to be able to buy it but it was mine. 
 
    Luken chuckled. “I look like a troublemaker?” 
 
    We each slid into the car and I pulled out of the parking spot to head back to my house. “Well, probably not now, but when you were younger.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “The good-looking ones usually are.” 
 
    His smile grew. “So you think I’m hot.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t say that. I said good-looking and obviously you are. Why are you being weird about this?” 
 
    “I’m not being weird. You’re being weird.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But I’m actually weird. Don’t try to appropriate my culture.” 
 
    His loud laughter filled the car as I drove through the streets of town on our way back home. Luken reached out and turned the radio up before beginning to sing out loud. I couldn’t help but smile at how easy he made me feel. I hadn’t had playful banter in… ever. I’d never had playful banter with anyone but Grandma. I’m surprised I knew how with someone else. 
 
    His voice rose and cracked as he hit a bad note making me burst out with another laugh as I brought the car to a stop back at my house. It was nice to be laughing with someone. Felt like I hadn’t laughed in forever. We unloaded the car and headed inside. 
 
    “So what’d you do?” I asked him while we were unpacking. “What made you a troublemaker when you were younger.” 
 
    “Normal things,” he said. “Broke curfew. Did things I shouldn’t have with friends… and girls. Whatever. I was young. What about you?” 
 
    I stopped and gave him a look as if he’d just asked the most stupid question imaginable, which he had, in my opinion. “You remember the part where I told you that Warwick isn’t exactly welcoming, right? I didn’t do anything but go to school.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll stay here?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged because that was something I couldn’t answer. Did I want to stay in Warwick? No. Did I have any clue where else I could go? No. Would I be able to afford anywhere else now that Grandma was gone? Probably not. Would I be able to afford this place now that Grandma was gone? Who knew? 
 
    “I guess I should go get started on Grandma’s room.” I pushed off the counter I’d been leaning on. “No time like the present.” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to do it right away.” He followed as I walked down the hall and headed up the stairs. 
 
    “Yeah. I know, but what else am I going to do? Sit here and stare at the wall?” 
 
    “I’ll help.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him he didn’t need to. Going through an old woman’s things couldn’t have been at the top of his to-do list. But I said nothing. Being a little selfish, I decided to take the company while I did the job. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    “What if you didn’t get started on your grandma’s things tonight?” I asked before she could get out of the kitchen. She clearly needed a break. Some fun. “Do something else instead.” 
 
    Miranda turned back slowly to face me with wide, curious eyes. “Like what?” she asked. 
 
    Realistically, I should’ve just let her go on with her own plans. Get started going through her grandmother’s belongings and hopefully find some clues as to her heritage. To being a witch. Then I could have segued into showing her that all those locked rooms weren’t locked at all. But I was a selfish man. I wanted time with her, to ease some of her sadness. The way I was drawn to those big blue eyes should’ve scared the shit out of me but instead, I wanted even closer. 
 
    “The options are endless. What do you like to do for fun around here?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes dramatically which caused me to chuckle quietly. “You’ve literally seen the entire town. I don’t know what other people do around here for fun. My guess is ritualistic sacrifices, but I don’t do anything but work at the flower shop and work here. Or read. I can read two books a day if I’m dedicated.” Then she cocked her head to the side and asked, “What do you do for fun? At home?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re ready for those stories,” I said, hoping that the humor I’d intended came through all right. “But I’m from the city. This is a different world.” She didn’t know that I wasn’t talking about Echo Valley where I’d just come from. I meant where I’d grown up with my mom. 
 
    Miranda worked her bottom lip through her teeth while I seemed to lose her to her own thoughts. Until finally her eyes lit up with an idea. 
 
    “There is a Farmer’s Market in Pineville, which isn’t far. I could spend hours there. So many vendor’s but if we leave now, we could get lunch.” 
 
    “So like raw vegetables and fruit. I’m not against that but is that lunch?” 
 
    She reached out, put her hand on my upper arm, and gave me a shove. The first contact her skin made with mine sent a jolt of electricity through me and I began to hope, through her.  
 
    “No. Not just raw fruit and veggies. They have a few stalls that have delicious Mexican food or another that sells Gyros. There are options.” 
 
    “You had me at tacos. Let’s go.” 
 
    Miranda gave me this great smile that I honestly wished I’d been able to capture on my phone, but I’d have to settle with the memory of it. Because it was the first full, real smile she’d given me and the first time her sadness had retreated to the corners. 
 
    “I’ll grab my purse.” 
 
    Then another thought occurred to me. “Also, put on some jeans.” 
 
    “Why? It’s warm outside.” 
 
    I nodded. “It is. But you need jeans if we’re taking my bike.” 
 
    This time her smile showed more of a cross between excitement and nervousness. I’d seen the way she looked at my motorcycle when we’d left for the store and knew she wanted on it. I would’ve taken it then but groceries on a motorcycle didn’t usually work out so well. 
 
    “Be right back,” she said before jogging out of the room and it took everything I had not to watch her ass as she left. 
 
    Miller’s prediction about what I’d find when I got here had been spot on. Damn it. 
 
    Miranda was back within minutes looking more like a teenaged girl, which at nineteen she was, than the bereaved young woman I’d met at the cemetery. Hard to believe that had been yesterday. Then we locked the door behind us. 
 
    “Here,” I said, holding out my helmet for her. 
 
    “What about you?” she asked. 
 
    “I only have one with me and you’re wearing it,” I explained. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about you?” She cocked her head to the side. “Is your head harder than concrete?” 
 
    I snorted. “No.” 
 
    “Then why is it more important to protect my head than yours in a crash?” 
 
    “First, we’re not going to crash. Second, your head is just more important.” 
 
    “That’s not an explanation.” 
 
    “It’s the only explanation you’re going to get right now.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes on me and I thought she was going to continue to argue but instead she yanked the helmet from my hand then pulled it onto her head. When she fumbled with the straps, I swatted her hands away and did it myself.  
 
    Once I was settled into my seat, I looked over my shoulder and said, “Climb on.” 
 
    “Bet you say that to all the girls,” she said back making me laugh again. 
 
    I didn’t know what happened in the last day but this was the real Miranda when not shrouded in sadness. What the hell were the people of this town thinking by keeping her at arm’s length? She was beautiful and funny and had this way about her that just made my chest puff up bigger. I guessed their loss was my gain but fucking hell this girl was endearing herself to me in just a day. 
 
    She braced a hand on my shoulder while getting herself onto my bike then gently set her hands on each side of me. That was cute. I stood up and hit the starter button bringing my baby to life. This was my most prized possession and while Miranda had joked about other girls on it, I didn’t usually give other people a ride.  
 
    I knew the town she’d mentioned because I’d passed it on my way to her. At first, I pulled out carefully to let Miranda become accustomed to the feel of being on a motorcycle. There was no doubt in my mind that she’d never been on one. The turns, the vibration, the wind hitting you in the face could all be too much if you weren’t used to it. Once I thought she was more comfortable, I opened the engine and really got going.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we were pulling into Pineville, a town with one stop light which we got caught at even though there was no oncoming traffic. Miranda tapped my shoulder and when I looked back pointed to the right. Using those hand signals, I followed her directions until it was time to pull into the parking lot which was surprisingly full. 
 
    “I’m surprised there’s so many people here,” I told her honestly after climbing off the bike.  
 
    She followed and loosened the straps of the helmet then removed it fully. Part of her hair had been blown wild by the wind and it was sexy as hell. She quickly ran her fingers through which didn’t change much. 
 
    “Yeah. This is the center of like five small towns so everyone comes here. It’s part of why I love it.” She began walking away, leaving me to hurriedly tighten the helmet to its spot behind the seat. 
 
    “You love it why?” I asked once I’d caught up and fallen in step with her. 
 
    “Not everybody knows me. I can blend in. Spend hours here without talking to another person.” 
 
    “You don’t like to talk to other people?” 
 
    “They don’t like talking to me,” she countered. 
 
    “I like talking to you.” 
 
    This time she stopped and looked up at me. With her being so much shorter it was a chore for her to do but her blue eyes were so vulnerable it could just about break a guy’s heart.  
 
    “But you’re… I don’t know. Different.” 
 
    Then she walked away again.  
 
    I didn’t think Miranda had the intention of buying any of the wares that she stopped to look at or in the case of some of the melons, smell. But still, we took our time making our way to the vendor with the food. 
 
    “How about we split the four-taco meal, on me, then we can share a slice of pie from that guy.” She pointed two vendors over. “They’re huge.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said lowering my eyebrows. “Maybe I want my own tacos.” 
 
    “I only want one,” she countered. “That leaves you three but if you really need all four, that’s fine. I’ll get my own.” She turned to order but I grabbed her wrist to stop her. 
 
    “Miranda,” I said. “I’m kidding.” 
 
    She placed our order and we didn’t have much of a wait before those delicious tacos appeared. We found a table just big enough for the two of us. Miranda had also ordered each of us a water.  
 
    The first bite was an explosion of flavor that made me moan. “Damn these are good.” 
 
    “Told you,” she said back around a bite of her own taco. 
 
    Soon, my three were gone, though I’d asked four times to make sure she didn’t want another, and I was headed to the pie vendor. But there I bought each of us our own slice. She was right. They were huge. I didn’t care if she ate all of hers or not but I had a sneaking suspicion that I would even if it meant I’d have to run a couple of extra miles to work it off. 
 
    “Uh, I can’t eat that,” she said when I’d set hers in front of her. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. You mentioned apple so that’s what I got you but if you want half of my blueberry, we can make that happen.” 
 
    Miranda thought about it for a minute then nodded which left us laughing as we tried to split the slices of pie. In the end, I finished all of mine but she’d only eaten half of hers. Half of the apple and half of the blueberry.  
 
    We’d spent an hour at the market, walking around looking at vendors, eating, and most importantly talking. For someone who didn’t think she was very interesting, Miranda was to me. 
 
    “What should we do next?” I asked her as we made our way back to the bike. 
 
    “Anything but go home.” 
 
    I leaned into her space and whispered, “Anything?” 
 
    Her back straightened as if something had forced her. “Yes. This is the best day I’ve had in a really long time. I don’t want it to end.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    Without a plan, we were back on my bike and driving without a destination. I could’ve done that all day. Just me and her on the open road. That was until she tapped my side and when I glanced over my shoulder, she was pointing to the left which I took as telling me to go that way. So, I did.  
 
    As soon as I made the turn, I saw where she wanted to go. 
 
    I got us down the dirt driveaway slowly and came to a stop in a parking lot.  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to come here,” she said as she took the helmet off, this time more expertly than she had before.  
 
    “Why haven’t you?” 
 
    She sighed and avoided looking directly at me by glancing around the area behind me as if she was looking for something. But then she shifted her weight back and forth from foot to foot like people did when they were nervous. 
 
    “It’s the kind of place you go with someone else. Probably not much fun all alone,” she said quietly and fucking hell this feeling of protectiveness washed over me. 
 
    Fuck the entire town of Warwick for making Miranda feel like she wasn’t worthy of them. They weren’t worthy of her. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Miranda had directed me to a carnival. Nope. The signage told me it was the county fair. I hadn’t been to one in years and from the sound of it she’d never been to one. 
 
    As we entered, I bought us each a wristband so we wouldn’t have to worry about tickets and Miranda could ride anything she wanted. That pun made me groan even though only in my head. 
 
    “What should I ride first?” she asked. 
 
    Miranda couldn’t have known what I’d just been thinking when she asked that question, but it took everything I had not to give her the answer bouncing around in my head. 
 
    I’d been with women. That was the easy part. But I’d never been drawn to someone the way I was Miranda. I silently thanked and cursed the council for sending me here in the first place. 
 
    “Come on,” she said as she grabbed my hand and pulled me away. I got the feeling she’d said something else that I’d missed while imagining her riding something very personal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe I was at the country fair with Luken, this man who swept into my life when I was at my lowest point. While losing my grandma still nagged at the back of my mind, I didn’t want to let the opportunity to spend time with him pass me by. With no idea how long he planned to stay, I intended to soak up as much of him as possible. 
 
    For a lot of people, going to the county fair with a boy wouldn’t have been a huge deal but for me, it was a first.  
 
    Luken hadn’t answered my question about what to ride. Instead he stood there with a look on his face that I couldn’t interpret. Maybe a cross between humor and something more… carnal. But then I laughed at myself. How would I know what carnal looked like? 
 
    “You all right?” I asked to which I received no reply. Though I didn’t think he noticed, I rolled my eyes and said, “Come on.” 
 
    “These things look like death traps,” I told him when we came to a stop in front of the roller coaster like contraption in the back. Somewhere along the way I’d decided to start at the back and work our way forward and Luken hadn’t stopped me. 
 
    One side of Luken’s mouth turned up. “That’s because they are. But they’re also fun.” 
 
    My stomach turned at the idea. As we made our way to the back, I’d expressed interest in riding everything the fair had to offer because I had no idea if I’d ever come back. The more time I spent with Luken, the more I considered leaving Warwick. Having a normal life somewhere else where no one already knew me. Just having something for myself. 
 
    “Come on.” He reached out and took my hand in his then dragged me to the line.  
 
    I half hoped I wouldn’t be tall enough to ride but alas, five foot two inches was over the requirement. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    The coaster wasn’t even that large. It didn’t go upside down. Yet I was still terrified. 
 
    Luken climbed into our car first and the thought occurred to me that I could run off without getting in. I’d have a head start so he probably wouldn’t have caught me right away. He would’ve caught me if he bothered to chase, there was no doubt of that, but not right away. 
 
    “Get in,” he said motioning with his fingers.  
 
    As if I could’ve said no to that. Reluctantly, I settled in beside him. The restraints didn’t give me a lot of confidence that I wouldn’t fly out of the car and fall to my death. Luken didn’t seem to care as he slid his arm over the back of the seat.  
 
    The machine clicked its way to the top of the first hill then let loose sending us falling then swooping back up. It took a hard turn to the right then the left that sent me sliding into Luken which was the best part of the entire thing. Didn’t last long and before I had the chance to be scared, we were walking to the next ride. 
 
    “What’d you think?” he asked, his hand on the middle of my back. 
 
    “Best ride of my life.” 
 
    Luken chuckled then slid his hand across my back then down my arm until he took my hand in his. And he didn’t let go. 
 
    This. Was. Not. A. Drill. 
 
    I might not have had a lot of experience with boys but here one was holding my hand as we made our way to the next ride. Then the next until we were thirsty and needed a break. 
 
    “Wait here,” Luken said when we found an open standing table. “I’ll get us drinks.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled. 
 
    Grandma would’ve warned me against getting too attached to Luken. Especially so quickly. She’d told me over and over not to trust people right away. Let them show you who they were before allowing them access to your life. But I’d already done that. She’d be so disappointed in me like she had been the other time I trusted someone I shouldn’t have. 
 
    “Miranda Deerborne.” 
 
    Every muscle in my body turned to stone as the reason for her original disappointment entered my personal space. I hadn’t seen him once in the two years since we’d graduated. He’d gone to college and I prayed I’d never see him again. 
 
    Now here he was. 
 
    I didn’t say anything to him and instead stared at him without interest. I didn’t even want a basic level of hate to seep through. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” David Bromberg asked leaning his elbows on the table. “You never come to anything. Or has that changed since I left town?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked but added ruining things for me in my head. 
 
    “Visiting. I do still have parents who live here.” 
 
    I glanced around at the people surrounding us. Was he alone? The Taylor twins come with him even though their father had just died? Shit that was judgmental of me. My grandma just died yet here I was. 
 
    “Who are you here with?” I asked. 
 
    “My sisters.” David had two younger sisters still in high school. I’d never met them but had seen them around town. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, finding my voice again. 
 
    The smug look on his face reminded me of the way he’d played me two years ago. Acted like he wanted to get to know me. Pretended that he wanted to be my friend. All of which bit me in the ass within weeks. 
 
    “Well I—” 
 
    His words were cut off by a pop dropping onto the table in front of me and Luken entering the small bubble of space that had previously only been occupied by David and me. Luken’s hand slid up my back, coming to a rest on my neck. It wasn’t painful. He didn’t squeeze. It was more… reassuring. He was there for me. 
 
    “Hey, baby,” Luken said with an edge to his voice that even I knew was meant to make David back up. But he’d used the word baby. Logically, I knew he said it that way because David was there but warmth flooded me, nevertheless. “Ready to go?” he asked me. 
 
    I nodded because my voice would’ve betrayed me if I spoke. David’s appearance rubbed me the wrong way mostly because I didn’t want to have to explain him to anyone. Luken’s grip on his soda seemed tighter than absolutely necessary but the way he led me away with his hand resting at that spot where my neck swooped into my shoulder told me that I was safe. David couldn’t hurt me again with Luken here. 
 
    “Don’t bother looking back,” he said as if he knew I wanted to. Just to see the look on David’s face as Luken walked me away. I put the straw from my pop in my mouth and took a drink. 
 
    He couldn’t have known that the fairgrounds included a small-ish pond that they used for water exhibits not far from us. I barely remembered it was there so how he knew was a mystery. Yet, that was exactly where we ended up. We walked down the short dock until I could dive in if I’d wanted to. Right about then, I really wanted to if for no other reason than to drown out the noise from the fair. Along with the memories of David speaking to me again. 
 
    “You OK?” Luken asked quietly, standing extremely close to me. His thigh brushed against my hip. As if he could hear my thoughts about jumping in and wanted to be ready to stop me. Maybe I was making that up in my mind but that was how it felt. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said almost automatically. 
 
    “Didn’t look like it.” 
 
    Then I turned to him. “He and I don’t have a great history.” 
 
    Luken nodded slowly. “Right but from the sounds of it you don’t have a great history with most of the town yet you didn’t look like that with anyone else.” 
 
    “Look like what?” 
 
    “Ready to commit murder.” 
 
    I snorted. “No. I’ve definitely looked like that with other people. The Taylor twins come to mind.” 
 
    Luken grew quiet and blinked several times as if mulling something over in his brain. “I think this was different. It seemed different. You didn’t only look ready to murder him but you also looked… I don’t know… uncomfortable. Like you were trying to make yourself small enough to disappear.” His thumb stroked the skin near my elbow in a way that was not only reassuring but just overall nice. “What gives?” 
 
    “It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “You obviously don’t have to tell me.” He motioned to the side of the dock above the pond. He sat then I dropped in beside him. My feet didn’t come close to skimming the water but one quick move and his would get soaked. “But you can. And I want you to. Given that just the look on your face makes me want to go back and murder that asshole myself.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” I said quickly then took a deep breath and sighed. “That guy… David… he’s an asshole for sure.” 
 
    “I got that part.” 
 
    Now I couldn’t look at him. This was the most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to me and while I had no doubt that I’d tell him, I wasn’t all that happy about it. A nervous hyena threaten to bubble up from inside me and laugh like a freak. 
 
    “Ok, so,” I said staring out over the water, the sound of the fair still very much present. Distant but present. “He was the first person I had sex with. The only person I’ve had sex with.” 
 
    I glanced over at Luken to gauge his reaction, but his eyebrows just went down in confusion. “That’s not really embarrassing. We’ve all got a first.” 
 
    Now I closed my eyes as heat began to climb up my cheeks and shook my head. “Not like mine.” 
 
    “Wait,” he stopped me from going any further, “did he—” 
 
    “No,” I cut him off this time. The way I’d said it, of course he’d come to the conclusion that David had forced himself on me. “He didn’t force me. That’s why it’s embarrassing. I went willingly.” 
 
    “Ok, Miranda, you need to give me some details because I’m about to go find him.” 
 
    My heart swelled at the idea Luken wanted to protect me, but I shook my head. “Again, don’t do that. It’s embarrassing because I should’ve known better, but he played me like a fiddle. Started in the summer before school began senior year. Acted like he genuinely had an interest in me but still didn’t want people to know right away which is what I would’ve expected from anyone in that school. I thought we were becoming friends.” I swallowed hard. “Then we became more than friends.” 
 
    “OK,” he said softly yet his jaw was still firm. Obviously he wanted more. 
 
    “Turned out that some of the guys made a contest. Or maybe bet is the better word. To see who could get me to have sex with them first. Figured it’d be easy because I was starved for attention. Their words. Not mine. I never wanted any of their attention.” 
 
    “The. Fuck.” 
 
    “Yup. And I fell into their fucking net. When my grandma found out she was so angry. Only partially at me because she’d taught me to have my guard up but she almost burned the town down.” I locked eyes with him. “Figuratively speaking, of course.” 
 
    Luken’s jaw tensed harder, turning to marble before he pushed himself up and began the trek back down the doc. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I called out as I hopped up behind him. 
 
    “To find him.” 
 
    Jumping in front of him, I put my hands up until his chest made contact as my way of stopping him. “No. You’re not.” 
 
    “Yes. I am.” He could’ve pushed right through me had he wanted to but he paused anyway. 
 
    “Luken, that will just make it worse. I’m over it.” 
 
    He snapped back. “The look on your face didn’t say you’re over it.” 
 
    “That’s just the embarrassment.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you have to be embarrassed about?” he demanded. 
 
    Damn. I should’ve kept my mouth shut. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “The proof they needed to win.” 
 
    Now his entire body turned to stone, unnaturally still. “And what the hell was that?” 
 
    My stomach turned. Boiling acid making me seasick. “A picture.” 
 
    Luken stepped around me and slammed his hands into his pockets as he began walking quickly again. This wasn’t going to end well.  
 
    “You’ll go to jail,” I called as I jogged after him. “There’s no doubt he will press charges. His family has money and they’ll use it against you. Against me.” 
 
    Luken stopped so abruptly that I almost slammed into his back. Skidding to a stop, I put my hands up to brace the contact if it came. It didn’t but the idea of wrapping my arms around his waist to stop him was pretty appealing. He turned back to face me wo quickly that I never had the chance. 
 
    “Against you?” 
 
    “Well yeah.” I looked up at him through my eyelashes as if not making full eye contact would somehow protect me from the redness creeping up my neck. “You’ll leave here eventually right? I won’t. I know I won’t. This is my life forever and his family will turn the town against me even more. If that’s possible.” 
 
    He thought about what I said and had to know there was no way to argue against me. “I want to kill him.” 
 
    “Line forms to the left.” 
 
    Luken snorted then rubbed his hand over his jaw. “So, what happened to the evidence?” he asked as if admitting it was pictures was a crime. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know. He either still has them or he deleted them.” Luken reached out, putting a hand on each of my shoulders then slid them down until he folded our hands together. And I let him, knowing that I was trusting him too quickly. Yet something deep inside me, the voice of my conscience maybe, knew that I could trust him. He wasn’t like David or the other boys I’d gone to school with. 
 
    Luken was different. 
 
    “It sets my blood on fire that you went through that.” 
 
    A small smile appeared on my face. “Mine too.” 
 
    “But also, he made it so much harder for the next guy.” 
 
    This time my stomach clenched for a whole other reason. My eyebrows slammed down as if he was talking a foreign language that I didn’t understand. “Next guy?” 
 
    His eyes settled on mine, but he didn’t say anything at first until finally, he wet his lips and took a breath. “You’re beautiful, Miranda. Now because of that mother fucker you probably don’t believe me.” 
 
    He was right. I didn’t. I mean, I knew I wasn’t gargoyle ugly but beautiful? Not so much. 
 
    “This town could’ve ruined you,” he kept going. “Yet here you are facing life changing events and you haven’t let them beat you. On top of that, you’re letting me stay with you in a time most people would want to be left alone. That tells me you’re as beautiful on the inside as you are on the outside.” 
 
    Luken brought his hand up to rest on the side of my face. His thumb stroked over my cheekbone. My mouth suddenly went dry as everything inside me began to vibrate with nervousness… anticipation. His tongue peeked out to wet his bottom lip. Before I could register what was happening, his lips were on mine. Soft but demanding and moving against me as he slipped an arm around my waist then tugged me to him. 
 
    My heart thudded almost to a stop with the surprise that Luken was kissing me. Me. 
 
    I braced myself against his shoulders, my fingers curving to his muscles as his tongue gently licked at my lip. I didn’t need any further encouragement as I opened up for him.  
 
     When his tongue touched mine, it was like my body came alive. This was nothing like the handful of kisses I’d had before. The biggest difference being that Luken wanted to be kissing me. I never would’ve known that David hadn’t wanted to kiss me back then if Luken weren’t kissing me now. But this with Luken was everything a kiss should be, soft yet demanding, gentle yet there was no doubt who was controlling this moment, and I could never go back. 
 
    He brought the moment to an end and rested his forehead against mine, each of our chests rising and falling as we tried to catch our breaths. 
 
    “Miranda,” my name fell from his lips, but it sounded like an admonishment. Hopefully to himself and not to me for having done anything wrong. That might’ve been the best moment of my life. “I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You just told me something personal and I shouldn’t have taken advantage.” 
 
    I pulled back. “You didn’t.” His mouth opened like he wanted to argue the point but I wasn’t going to let him. “Luken, you didn’t. I wanted to kiss you so please don’t try to make this something ugly. Your kiss was the single best thing I’ve ever had.” 
 
    A cheeky grin formed on his lips. “It was pretty fantastic.” 
 
    I pushed my fist into his ribs. “I wouldn’t get cocky. The only other kisses I’ve ever had came from a douchebag who was trying to win a hundred bucks.”  
 
    The humor left his face as serious line scratched across his forehead. “You’re worth so much more.” 
 
    Now I swallowed hard. “You might be the only person who thinks that.” 
 
    “Then I’m the only one who matters.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    As much as I wanted to put my fist through that guys teeth, I wouldn’t. Miranda wasn’t wrong when she said it’d just make things worse for her. She also wasn’t wrong when she said that I was supposed to leave eventually then she’d be here alone to endure whatever fallout my actions caused. Except that I didn’t think I’d be leaving without her anytime soon. No idea what the council had planned but if they thought I’d leave her here now that I knew how she lived, they were out of their goddamned minds.  Now I’d had a taste of her which left me wanting more. 
 
    Fucking fine position I’d put myself in. 
 
    “Have you ridden enough rides for today or do you want to go back?” I asked. 
 
    “I think I’d rather go home now.” 
 
    The sun had begun to set, and we’d been gone most of the day. I hoped this was exactly what she’d needed because it was for me even though I hadn’t known I needed it. 
 
    I pulled her into my side with my arm wrapped tightly around her shoulders as we walked back to the parking lot. If possible the lot was fuller now that it had been when we arrived.  
 
    The ride home felt somehow different than the ride there. Miranda held onto me tighter than she had before, those fingers drifting across my stomach dangerously close to where I wanted them, though not necessarily while I was driving. I didn’t think she even knew she was doing it. Too soon, I pulled onto her road, then her driveway, and then I was cutting the engine.  
 
    The last thing I wanted was for her to close herself off in her room for the rest of the night instead of spending more time with me. 
 
    All of a sudden I was a needy bastard that couldn’t get enough. 
 
    “You hungry?” I asked once she got the door unlocked. To keep my cover I probably should’ve asked for a key even though I could unlock that door without it. 
 
    “A little,” she answered, flipping the entryway light on. 
 
    “How about I go grab us something? What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m not picky.” Miranda raised her arms over her head in a full body stretch. I ran my hand over my face because there’s no way she could know what she was doing to me. Her movements were normal, innocent even yet they had me feeling a stirring in my pants. “Hey.” She tossed her keys at me. “Take my car. Don’t want the wind making the food cold.” 
 
    When I shut the door behind me, I put a quick protection spell on the house for my own sanity. The last thing I needed was for that asshole to come knocking and Miranda to be alone. Which was why I almost didn’t want to leave.  
 
    Still I took her car into town, got us a pizza and some ice cream then headed right home.  
 
    Miranda was laying on the couch in the living room with the television on. When she heard me, she popped up. Damn. She’d changed into pajamas—a tank top and what looked like, tiny shorts. Her blonde hair hung down her back though it’d been brushed out since our time on the motorcycle. I wasn’t sure which look I liked better. This relaxed with smooth hair or the wild abandoned the bike ride had given her. 
 
    “Hope you like pizza,” I told her. 
 
    “I said I’m not picky but pizza is one of my favorites.” 
 
    “I’m going to put the ice cream in the freezer and be back with some plates.” I told her as I set the box on the coffee table. “Drink?” 
 
    “Water but I can get it.” 
 
    “I’m going anyway.” 
 
    A quick trip to the kitchen was all I needed before returning with two large glasses of water, plates, and napkins. It wasn’t until I took that first bite that I realized how hungry I was. I liked this. Sitting on the couch with Miranda, the TV on, eating, and chatting about things that were less important than the heavy shit earlier. 
 
    “I feel like things are unbalanced now,” she said after her second slice. She’d set her plate aside indicating that she was done. 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “You know the most embarrassing thing to happen to me and as far as I can tell, you’re still perfect.” 
 
    I snorted. “Definitely not perfect, sweetheart. Plus, you’re not the one who should be embarrassed about any of that.” 
 
    “He has pictures of me naked. Or mostly naked. Or… well, I guess I don’t really know and that’s embarrassing enough.” 
 
    I sat up straighter. Rage causing my spine to turn to steel. “What do you mean, you don’t know?” 
 
    “He says he has some. I saw one that was… ” She shuttered. “But I have no idea when he took them so there could be more. There could be even worse ones.” 
 
    “Still. That’s all on him.” I thought about what she’d said for a minute. “You want something embarrassing about me?” 
 
    She nodded a little too enthusiastically and her smile was just a little too wide for my liking. “The most embarrassing if possible.” 
 
    I groaned because I knew exactly what that would be. But I also wanted to give her this.  
 
    “Fine.” I dropped my plate on top of the pizza box. “This should work for you. It was right after my mother died. I was… fifteen and my life had just been uprooted. So I was with my friend Miller at the park and saw this amazing pair of legs headed for us. I’m talking… mouthwatering legs.” 
 
    “Legs can be mouthwatering?” she asked with her head cocked to the side. 
 
    “Absolutely. Like yours right now. Peeking out from under the tiniest shorts I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Her cheeks bushed pink making what I’d said totally worth it.  
 
    “You’re crazy,” she told me as she fought back a smile. 
 
    “Your legs being mouthwatering is a fact that we could ask anyone to confirm.” My gaze dropped down the legs she had stretched out in front of her. “Then again, let’s ask no one.” A small giggle rose from her which made me smile. Making her feel better had become my top priority. 
 
    “So, great pair of legs.” 
 
    “Right.” I snapped my fingers as if she’d reminded me what I was talking about. Fuck. Miller never let me forget this one. “So I can’t take my eyes off the woman coming our way. I can’t see anything but those legs and let’s just say… things south of the border took notice.” 
 
    Her eyes grew wide. “You got a—” 
 
    “Hard on? Yup.” 
 
    “From a pair of legs?” 
 
    “Again, I refer you to your legs right now.” Her face blanched and she shook her head. “But yes. I wouldn’t say fully erect but enough that I knew I was going to have to either get it under control or take care of myself.” 
 
    “Dear lord,” she muttered. 
 
    “I was about to point them out to Miller when the woman said something and my entire world came crashing down.” That might’ve been an overstatement but good for the telling of this story. 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “Miller’s grandma.” 
 
    She burst out in a loud laugh. “What?” 
 
    “Yup. Miller’s seventy-year-old grandma gave me a hard on. And he never lets me forget it.” 
 
    “How did he know?” She hadn’t stopped laughing. 
 
    Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “It was pretty obvious.” 
 
    “Oh my god.” Miranda buried her face in the back of the couch as she continued to laugh. It didn’t matter that the beautiful sound was muffled by the cushion. I was satisfied just knowing that she was having a moment of happiness. 
 
    “Does that help?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s on par with mine but it is pretty good.” 
 
    “Glad to be of service to you.” 
 
    We cleaned up from dinner then settled in for some TV. Only in her room. Miranda said her TV was better than the one in the kitchen because she’d bought it with her own money.  
 
    Overall, I thought her bedroom was in better condition than the rest of the house. It was easy to see she’d tried her best to make this one room her home even when her grandma had given up on the rest of the house. Her bed loomed largely in the middle of two windows and the big flat screen hung on the wall across from the bed. Miranda also had her own bathroom attached to her room. Everything about this room was a part of her. 
 
    Miranda climbed onto the mattress then crossed it on her knees before leaning over onto her nightstand and coming back with the remote. I sat on the edge and waited but fuck did I like watching her move around. 
 
    “Come up here,” she demanded. 
 
    I toed off my shoes and settled beside her. Except she was under her blanket and I was above it. 
 
    “You could go change if you wanted to,” she offered. “I’ll look for something good to watch.” 
 
    She had a point. I dropped a kissed to her temple, grabbed my shoes, and headed for my own room.  
 
    Normally I slept in my boxers but knowing I was coming here, I packed actual pajamas. It might have been summer in Warwick but the house somehow stayed cool, maybe central air, maybe magic. Which was how she could be under blanket while still being comfortable. I yanked on a pair of pajama pants and a grey T-shit then headed back. 
 
    Miranda was right where I’d left her only now she was focused on the screen. At least until I climbed back in beside her and shoved my legs under her blanket. 
 
    “I’m glad you needed to come here,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Me too.” I threw my arm around her and pulled her into my side. 
 
    “Though don’t think I’ve forgotten that you still haven’t told me why.” 
 
    I hadn’t forgotten either and was pretty sure it was coming sooner rather than later. 
 
    We silently watched whatever movie she put on. A romantic comedy that I wasn’t really following as my mind was preoccupied with telling Miranda about her heritage. Something that needed to be done carefully. I didn’t want to scare her but she had to know. I liked her so much that I didn’t want her to kick me out before we found out where this could go. My thoughts also drifted to the council and how they’d feel if she and I were together. But then I kicked those thoughts out of my head because I couldn’t live all parts of my life by their standards. I needed something just for me and right now Miranda was what I wanted. 
 
    “You’re not even watching,” she cut into my thoughts. 
 
    “You’re right. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “I don’t think you want to know.” 
 
    “Ah. But I do so spill.” 
 
    I wet my lips quickly. “I was thinking about that kiss on the dock earlier.” Not a total lie. That memory was dancing around the edges of my brain. 
 
    “That it was a mistake?” The doubt in her voice made me want to find the guy who’d wronged her again. 
 
    “The opposite. That I want to do it again.” 
 
    Miranda’s breath caught and she sucked her bottom lip between her teeth. “Then why don’t you?” 
 
    Didn’t need to tell me twice.  
 
    I grasped her hips and pulled her over until she straddled me. Her hands settled onto my shoulders as I wrapped one of mine around the back of her neck and pulled her to me. 
 
    Finding her lips again felt like finding a familiar comfort even though we weren’t all that familiar with each other yet. But damn my erection was immediate. He didn’t know we weren’t familiar yet. There was no way she wouldn’t feel it.  
 
    As a matter of fact, I wanted her too. Wanted her to know she was desirable. Wanted her to know she was wanted… coveted. Not just by me but the coven wanted her too. 
 
    Much too quickly, Miranda pulled back, chest rising rapidly. “Woah.”  
 
    “Too much?” I asked her. I’d been so lost in her taste, in how she felt, and the thoughts running through my head that I couldn’t remember if I’d handled her too roughly or moved too quickly. 
 
    Her tongue traced the edge of her bottom lip. “Not at all.” 
 
    Her eyes softened as her fingers played at the back of neck where hair met skin. She licked her lips twice like she was working up the courage to do something and whatever that was, I was going to let her do it. She leaned in and kissed me slowly. Exploring in a way she couldn’t have with the forceful nature of my previous kiss. Her fingers trailed over my skin and this time I waited for her tongue to touch mine.  
 
    Until I couldn’t wait anymore. I flipped her onto her back,. She squealed but it was a good one then my hand slipping under her top brushing over her stomach. 
 
    “Tell me to stop if you need me to stop,” I said breathlessly because I wanted her to know she had all the control here. 
 
    Miranda nodded quickly then leaned up to claim my lips again. She was as needy as I was. 
 
    I didn’t intend to have sex with her—not yet. But we could explore. Though as my hand moved up, cupping her bare breast, I thought maybe I’d made too quick of a decision on the not having sex part.  
 
    Shit. The realization that I couldn’t go any further dawned on me. That would be influencing her. 
 
    As if I hadn’t done that already.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t told Luken to stop and I probably wouldn’t have. Except he pushed off and fell onto his back beside me with a groan. Doubt flooded my brain. I didn’t have much experience with that kind of thing… sexy times or close to sexy times, so reading the cues was nearly impossible. 
 
    “Everything all right?” I asked, willing my voice not to waiver. 
 
    “Everything’s fucking perfect.” Sure didn’t sound like it. 
 
    I looked over at Luken but he was staring at the ceiling. My guess was everything wasn’t fucking perfect. 
 
    “Then why’d you stop? I wouldn’t have told you to.” That might’ve been more honest than I needed to be right then and there wasn’t an iota of hesitation in telling him anything. 
 
    “Erectile dysfunction.” 
 
    “What?” I snapped. No way that was the reason. When he’d been on top of me, I felt his hardness against my leg.  
 
    My limited knowledge of the male species told me that the hardness alone was enough to show he wanted what I wanted. Being with him would’ve been nothing like being with David. Luken wasn’t trying to trick me into anything and I would’ve bet Luken would take his time and it would be amazing. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” he said back without answering me. “I should let you get some sleep.” 
 
    Every curse word I’d ever heard ran through my brain one right after another like an inappropriate train of frustration. Sexual frustration—sure. But general frustration as well. I was ready to disclose every secret I had and he wouldn’t even tell me why he’d stopped. 
 
    Before he left my room, Luken kissed me softly a last time. A kiss that wasn’t going to lead anywhere to my dissatisfaction. Instead, I was left alone in my bed missing Luken’s closeness. Something I hadn’t truly experienced ever. It took a long time for me to fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    I woke up alone in my bed to the memory of Luken kissing me and touching me last night. I shook my head. Silently admonishing the fact that here I was again wanting someone that could hurt or embarrass me. The only difference was that my gut told me that Luken wouldn’t do that. 
 
    I dressed quickly in shorts and a T-shirt then headed down to the kitchen to get something to eat. Imagine my surprise when I found Luken already there cooking breakfast. Again. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said as I hovered by the entry.  
 
    “Morning.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You hungry?” 
 
    “Yes, but I was just going to grab a slice of cold pizza.” Breakfast of champions as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “This is better.” He nodded toward the table where a stack of pancakes and a pile of eggs sat. Then he switched off the stovetop and turned with a plate of bacon. Before setting the plate on the table, he clasped a hand on the back of my head and pulled me in for a kiss. 
 
    His morning lips were softer than his in-my-bed lips. 
 
    “You’re right. This is better.” I took my seat at the table and began piling a plate with food. Apparently, I felt that I had to make up for the days I hadn’t eaten anything at all. A week had passed since my grandmother died and in some ways it felt like yesterday while in others a lifetime.  
 
    “What’s on your schedule for today?” Luken asked though I had a mouth too full of food to answer at first. 
 
    An awkward silence passed as we both waited for me to finish chewing.  
 
    “Um…” I gasped for air. That had been way too much food. “I think I should get started going through her things. It’ll be good for me. See what I want to keep or donate and toss the rest. Like a fresh start. Then I can start on the house.” 
 
    “My offer stands,” he said then shoved half a pancake into his mouth. Though he didn’t have nearly the trouble chewing and swallowing it that I had.  
 
    I tapped the toes on my right foot against the floor. When he said offer my heart sped up to record speeds. “Which offer is that?”  
 
    “To help you.” 
 
    “Right. Well if you just want to hang out while I work you can do that too. She wasn’t your grandma. You don’t have to rifle through her underwear if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Luken stopped moving as I bit the inside of my cheek. Then he looked up at me very seriously. 
 
    “I definitely don’t want to rifle through your grandma’s underwear. However, I will help you move things and whatever else you need.” 
 
    I smiled before answering. “What if I need you to go through her underwear?” 
 
    Now he groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose in one hand which gave me the opportunity to really look at him. I didn’t think he’d done anything other than brush his dark hair. He was wearing the grey t-shirt from the night before and a pair of jeans I thought would mold to his body once he stood. But when his dark eyes opened up and settled on mine, all I could think about was getting lost in them. 
 
    “If you need that Miranda, I’ll do it.” He took a drink of juice. “But if you could not need it that’d be great.” 
 
    I snorted. There was no way I’d make him do that. 
 
    As we finished breakfast, we kept the conversation light. More small talk about things we liked and didn’t like. One of us dropped a little info about our childhood once or twice. No major information was exchanged. It was more of a comfortable conversation. Then we quickly took care of the dishes. He washed. I dried.  
 
    “I guess it’s time to head up to her room,” I said more to myself than to Luken. He nodded though because he was right there. Of course he heard me. 
 
    We headed up the stairs. The closer to Grandma’s room we got, the less I wanted to go there. Having Luken behind me helped urge me along. At least I wouldn’t be doing this alone. Until the feeling of him behind me disappeared. I glanced over my shoulder to see that he’d stopped at the first door at the top of the stairs. One of the locked doors.  
 
    I really needed to figure this whole key situation out. I mean… it was weird that I couldn’t get into parts of the house. The house I assumed was now mine.  
 
    As I turned to him, he was reaching a hand out, about to grab the knob. 
 
    “Those are locked,” I said. “Like I told you before. I need to find the—” 
 
    He turned the knob and the fucking door opened. 
 
    What in the hell?  
 
    This man… Luken MacCormack shows up and magically opens a room that’s been locked my entire life? He hadn’t picked the lock because I would’ve seen that. But why… or better yet how did he get the door open? 
 
    “What kind of magic is this?” I joked, hoping he’d tell me his trick.  
 
    There were other doors that were also locked, and I wanted inside them all. How many times had I tried to open these doors and see what Grandma was hiding inside? Never once had they given an inch. The handle had never budged. 
 
    Now that it had, I was almost afraid to look inside. 
 
    “After you,” he urged, ignoring the fact that I’d asked a question.  
 
    At first, I thought it strange he’d even consider entering a locked room in a house that belonged to someone else. He’d seemed absolutely comfortable here from the first day which shouldn’t make sense yet somehow it did. Luken’s presence was messing with my head. 
 
    I took a step over the threshold.  
 
    Inside… it wasn’t just another room as I’d expected.  
 
    My entire childhood, the locked rooms were probably just places Grandma did her hoarding or hid away embarrassing clothes from the past. Normal Grandma stuff. As my eyes adjusted to the change in light, I didn’t believe what I was seeing.  
 
    I’d been prepared to see a rundown room like the rest of the house. In need of repair, or even so far beyond repair it was unlivable.  
 
    I’d been completely wrong. 
 
    That door was like a portal… no. “Portal” wasn’t the right word. That door admitted entry into, what looked like an entirely different house. Like a house attached to our regular house, but this one was in much better shape. 
 
    “Now it all makes sense,” Luken murmured through his smile.  
 
    It did? Wait… why wasn’t he as confused as me? Or even more so. 
 
    “What?” I had no idea what he was talking about or what made sense to him. But all of it, including his comment, thoroughly confused me. 
 
    He shook his head as if he hadn’t meant for me to hear him. If I hadn’t been extremely interested in checking out where this room led, I would’ve pushed for an answer out of him. But for now, he’d have to take a backseat. Though confusion settled into my chest.  
 
    Slowly, I walked through the room. The furniture was all new and barely used. So much better than anything we had at home. Wait. This was still home, right? My brain may have been starting to melt. This place didn’t need a paint job. This place was immaculate and bright and not the kind of house children would avoid.  
 
    If this was part of our house, why hadn’t we lived here my whole life? Or better yet, why did she let part of the house fall in ruins while part remained beautiful? 
 
    I’d never been here before, that I was completely sure of, yet something was so familiar that it felt like home. Possibly more so than my actual home.  
 
    What was happening to me? 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked Luken, as if he should be the one to know. This was apparently part of my house, but he’d gotten us inside so he might know what was going on more than I did. He didn’t seem surprised that this room or house existed. 
 
    “Why don’t we look around?” he said instead of answering and this avoiding my questions was starting the get on my nerves. 
 
    “But what is this place?” I asked out loud, not totally expecting an answer. 
 
    The walls were freshly painted in bright, welcoming pale yellow. This bedroom wasn’t dilapidated like my house. Actually, it was the exact opposite of my house. Silver fixtures hung from the ceilings of each room we walked in to and from the walls lining the hallways. This type of decoration must’ve cost a fortune. More than Grandma or I ever had. Everything was of high quality, from the silken drapery to the fixtures. It was the kind of place she would’ve normally called ostentatious.  
 
    Yet here it was attached to our house. 
 
    How could Grandma have afforded all this when we’d always lived only two tiny steps above squalor? 
 
    The question that kept coming to mind was how had she kept this hidden from me? If we’d had this kind of wealth, why wouldn’t she have at least fixed up our place? I’d been in the backyard… I’d been on every side of our house and never had I seen even a hint of this part. 
 
    I’d never seen anything like it, but this… I wanted to live here. 
 
    “How did you know?” I finally asked Luken pointblank once we were back in the room we’d first entered. The bedroom, I guessed I’d call it. There were others but this one was clearly the most important. 
 
    He scratched the back of his head, ruffling his dark hair, but he didn’t care enough to straighten it. My breath quickened at the innocent move. He opened his mouth to speak and somehow, I just knew he was going to try to play it off. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” I said before he had a chance to reply. “I know you knew this was here.”  
 
    Luken sighed. “She spelled it shut. There was no key, but when she died, the spell ended. You could’ve opened the door yourself after she died but I suspect you didn’t try.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes on the crazy person before me. “What are you talking about? Spelled it shut?” 
 
    Luken swallowed hard. “She spelled a lot of things, actually.” 
 
    “Spelled?” I asked again. What he said was making no sense to me. Not because I didn’t understand the words. I did. But he was hinting around at a point and it was something that just wasn’t clicking with me. Like he was trying to tell me something without actually telling me. “Would you just explain what you’re talking about instead of trying to drive me crazy?” 
 
    He took a deep breath and settled his gaze on mine. “Serena was a witch, Miranda.” 
 
    My brain shorted out. “Say that again?” 
 
    “Your grandma was a witch, Miranda.” He took a step toward me. “You are too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    Luken couldn’t be serious. Witches? Spells? Those fell under the heading of supernatural things everyone joked about but didn’t really think existed. Then again, he’d just shown me a hidden house attached to the one I’d lived in most of my life yet had no idea existed.  
 
    So who was really the crazy person?  
 
    If he was the crazy one he was a hot crazy person, and maybe he’d try to induct me into his sex cult. Though… the idea of a sex cult with him wasn’t completely—no. Hormones couldn’t rule me on this one. Dude was crazy. 
 
    “Just because someone lives in a…” A what? A creepy, spinster, old lady house? “A gothic mansion in need of repair…” Where the hell had my words gone? “That’s just a stereotype, Luken! Something kids at my school would say. Something they did say.” 
 
    Luken leaned against the giant fireplace façade just smirking at me. “And you know why there are stereotypes, right?” His eyes sparkled with mischief and it was utterly distracting.  
 
    I didn’t like this kind of humor. I also didn’t appreciate him messing with me this way. There was nothing fantastic or special about my life. 
 
    “It’s usually because they were true at some point,” he said when I didn’t give him an answer.  
 
    I shook my head and glanced around one last time. “We should go,” I mumbled. “It doesn’t feel right being in here. These were my grandmother’s secrets. She obviously didn’t want me to be a part of it.” My throat strained as I swallowed hard. Then I mumbled, “Or to know her at all, apparently.” 
 
    Luken shook his head at me. “She was protecting you. But now they’re your secrets and I’m pretty sure you’ve been in here before.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” I said quickly, but as soon as the words were out of my mouth, a voice in my head told me that he was right.   
 
    I had been in here before, though until this moment, the memories had escaped me. Now, I closed my eyes and let everything wash over me, sorting through my past like one would a file cabinet trying to find the exact document needed. Then just as he’d said, all of a sudden it was there. Memories of me as a little girl running through this ridiculous mansion as my grandmother called my name. The echo of her saying she’d find me no matter where I was hiding as I slid into a closet, rattled around my head.  
 
    In the vision we were having fun. Something she and I had rarely done. We’d survived. We hadn’t lived life. We’d survived it. Why in the hell would she hide this side of her life from me and make us struggle so much when we didn’t have to? With her, there had to be a reason, but for the life of me, I couldn’t come up with one that made sense. 
 
    I nodded and took a moment to wet my suddenly dry lips.  
 
    “I have,” I said. “I’ve been here. She used to bring me here a lot. Though I don’t know if I understood then that it was attached to our regular house.” Another scene flashed before my mind’s eye showing me that there was even more to all of this than I’d thought. “Wait,” I called to him, though he hadn’t gone anywhere.  
 
    I frowned. There was more to this place. It wasn’t just a secret house we were standing in. This secret house was also her vault. Her secret keeper. Her hidden garden of knowledge. 
 
    She’d told me that I’d understand one day and I began to wonder if this was the day, though I highly doubted it as I was still confused as hell. 
 
    I wandered back to the bedroom that I knew was my grandmother’s the moment I stepped inside because of the feeling in the air, like she was still there. It touched every surface and made the room her own. This was where she’d preferred to spend her nights. Which meant she’d left me in my tiny single bed to come to this more luxurious place without me. 
 
    Why would she have done that? What purpose had that served? 
 
    Anger and resentment churned in my stomach. I imagined acid waves crashing against the sides as I began to realize how different our lives could’ve been. If only she’d cared enough to allow it to happen. 
 
    Once inside, I went straight into the back of her closet, where her clothes still hung as if a beacon or siren were calling me there. I flung them aside and continued until I reached the panel she’d shown me years ago but that I’d just remembered existed. It slid away under my light touch to reveal a safe. But there was no dial. No buttons. No way to open it other than a single lever yet somehow my gut told me it was locked. We wouldn’t be able to get inside. 
 
    “How do you—?” 
 
    “Touch it,” Luken urged me, like he’d known it was there, too. At this point, almost nothing would surprise me. 
 
    He didn’t say where to touch or with which part of my hand. So I did the obvious. I grasped the handle tightly. An electric current tingled against my skin, entering through my hand and climbing my arm until it engulfed my entire body. It wasn’t painful, but I didn’t love the feeling. I would’ve released the lever, but it was as if the force compelled me not to. That turned out to be a good thing because the door suddenly popped open. 
 
    I had no idea what I’d been expecting to find inside. Grandma hadn’t had anything of value. At least I hadn’t thought so, but then again, I’d never imagined a secret house more lavish than anything I’d ever seen, either. As I was quickly becoming accustomed to, the safe was more than it appeared to be. It was a safe, no doubt. But much larger than it should’ve been, given its appearance.  
 
    When I thought that nothing more could surprise me, I’d been dead wrong. 
 
    Inside, there were stacks of papers, bundles of cash, and jewelry. Gold bars, one on top of the next, lined the far back. When I pulled out a few of the papers, they weren’t just paper at all.  
 
    Without being an expert, the documents looked to be stocks. Bonds. Deeds to other properties. My eyes bulged and words escaped me. What could I say about all of this anyway? We’d lived in almost poverty, barely scraping by, without a single splurge. From the time I’d been little, the phrase we can’t afford that had dotted my memories. 
 
    “What is this?” I finally asked, my voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Your future,” Luken said with a wide grin. “You’re set for life. Financially. If you’re smart. 
 
    His words made sense, but the information did not. As I began to attempt processing what he’d said, we pulled one thing after the other out of the safe. My mind raced at the amount of property Grandma had owned. None of this made any sense. Well, I guess it was property that I currently owned, as so much of it already had my name written on the deeds in place of hers. What wasn’t already in my name would’ve been mine, too, given that I was her only family. Only heir.  
 
    When would she ever have had the time or money to do all of this? 
 
    Excitement coursed through me, along with the confusion as Luken and I embarked on the greatest treasure hunt of my life, possibly of anyone, anywhere. Suddenly I was searching for the next great find in a land I’d had no idea even existed. 
 
    The saddest part, for me, was that this was the closest I’d ever felt to her. Going through my Grandmother’s things had shed an entirely different light on her as an adult. 
 
    It was too much to take in all at once. I shook my head and began frantically stuffing things back inside the safe. Luken followed my lead and did the same. It’d take me a long time to truly come to terms with what we’d found. Maybe I never would. 
 
    “I just don’t get it,” I said, more to myself, but with him being right there, he’d obviously heard. 
 
    “She wanted to make sure you were taken care of,” he said back quietly. 
 
    “Well, if she wanted to do that, why wouldn’t she have given us a better life while she was still here? Why didn’t we leave Warwick? There was nothing here for us and it’s torture.” 
 
    Luken shrugged as he ran his bottom lip through his teeth which gave me the impression that he was contemplating something. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Miranda.” 
 
    Finally, I turned his way and looked up at him. “Then tell me. How did you know this was here? How do you know all of these things?” 
 
    He shook his head and his jaw tensed. “That’s not exactly how it works. Some things you have to discover for yourself.” 
 
    “Like the fact that my grandmother was the richest woman on the planet?” 
 
    His chuckle rippled over me as if I could feel it. “That’s not quite true.” 
 
    “Seems that way to me.” 
 
    As we finished our first look through things, Luken murmured, “There’s more you should think about regarding your future.” 
 
    I nodded. He was right, after all. I felt like I didn’t know myself at all anymore, let alone what I’d now do with my life. “Like a career. I get it, but all of this”—I gestured to the safe—“should at least buy me some time.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Actually, this is about your powers.” 
 
    “Powers? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m a witch, Miranda. Or Warlock if you prefer but a witch just the same. And so are you.” 
 
    “Witches aren’t supposed to be real, Luken.” 
 
    “Am I real?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Look pretty real to me.” I meant that to sound light and as I hadn’t spent a lot of time looking at him without him knowing. It wasn’t like I was longing for him, I told myself. I’d never longed for another person a day in my life. My feelings were betraying me. 
 
    “How do you explain all of this?” He waved his arms around the secret mansion my grandmother had somehow kept hidden from me my entire life. Until the moment she’d died. Shit. He had me there. “How do you explain being able to open the safe with your touch?” he asked. 
 
    “Technology?” I suggested halfheartedly. “Grandma was a super-secret spy for the CIA who had access to spy grade materials.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side, a smile playing on his lips. “Miranda.” 
 
    Holy shit. What he was saying couldn’t be true, could it?  
 
    I quickly went over everything that I’d seen and there was no logical explanation I could come up with. The secret mansion wasn’t a matter of Grandma keeping the doors locked. Not at all. No one could see it from the outside, either. 
 
    Allegedly, I was a witch. Here I’d been trying to convince myself that I had rented a room to a crazy person whose brand of crazy was contagious. I’d even thought that my mind had snapped under the weight of my grief. 
 
    Now I knew neither of those things were true. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    Miranda’s face scrunched together in such a way that I wasn’t sure if she was confused or thought I was crazy. Maybe a little of both. There was no easy way to break the news to a person who didn’t know they were a witch or that magic and witches even existed. In that moment I was absolutely sure, just as I had been in my own life, that keeping secrets led to painful ends. Hiding the craft from us growing up had absolutely been the wrong choice and I couldn’t fathom why some in our world still made that choice. 
 
    “How can I be a witch when I don’t have any powers?” she mumbled back on her way to believe me. It wasn’t an easy thing to come to terms with, but I needed her to do just that and quickly. 
 
    I laughed. “You have powers. You just don’t know about them yet.” 
 
    “Luken!” She threw her arms out into the air. “I was ridiculed my entire life. For being poor. For living in a house that was falling apart. For being a freak. For being ugly. The kids in town tormented me with pranks and shit in my locker at school. They said truly awful things about how my parents died to get away from me as well as about how my grandmother had to be paid to take me in.” She took a deep breath. “If I had powers, I would’ve used them then.” She thought for a moment, then smirked. “You know, turn kids into toads. Nothing lethal, obviously.” 
 
    How anyone could’ve told her she was ugly was beyond me. Miranda wasn’t even a case of beauty being in the eye of the beholder. At all. If I’d seen her on the street, I would’ve done a double take. The woman was beautiful. 
 
    Her blonde hair hung in soft, silky waves down her back and those deep blue eyes… I could’ve gotten lost in. And I didn’t even want to get started on her body. Well, I did want to get started but now wasn’t the time. I had to assume that the guys she went to school with were blind as hell. 
 
    As I opened my mouth to explain, the shrill sound of my phone ringing came from inside my pocket. After fishing it out and looking at the screen, I sighed deeply.  
 
    Michael. Head councilman. Fuck. Not exactly what I needed right then but I had to answer it. 
 
    “Give me a minute,” I told her. As the unwelcome sound continued, I slipped out of the secret mansion for the regular house and turned down the hall. I didn’t stop until I found the door at the end, opened it, and climbed up the attic stairs.  
 
    This was where I’d get lectured. I could feel it coming as if it’d already happened and didn’t want Miranda to witness it. She was still struggling with the mere idea of being a witch and didn’t need to see everything that entailed right now. Plus, she wasn’t part of the coven yet which meant the information wasn’t for her. Thirdly, if Michael scared her, that would definitely be something to sway her decision. We needed her in the light. 
 
    “Luken,” the councilman greeted before I could get a word out. 
 
    “Michael,” I replied. When I’d been sent here, I’d left so quickly that his stern warnings remained silent. Yet were still very much present. 
 
    “You haven’t reported in. Did you find Miranda Deerborne?” 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t want to give him more than I had to. Not just yet. 
 
    “You haven’t reported in,” he repeated. 
 
    “Been a little busy.” That wouldn’t fly but the excuse filled any silence. 
 
    Michael sighed on the other end of the phone. “With Miranda?” That one I definitely wasn’t going to answer. “You shouldn’t tell her too much,” he reminded me. He’d said that before I’d left on this job. “Miranda Deerborne must choose to be a witch in the light of her own free will. We can’t make that choice for her.” 
 
    “I understand all that, Michael,” I snapped, resenting the reminder, as if it was a given that I’d fuck this whole thing up. “But I’d also like to remind you that I, too, had no idea of my powers or what they entailed until I was older. I needed guidance. That’s what she needs.” 
 
    “Guidance can quickly become pressure. Or even something else.” The tone of his voice on that last part irritated my nerves. 
 
    “I needed help and people gave it to me. You included by letting me stay. You all kept me out of trouble until I could control my powers and I’d like to do that for her. My hope is that after learning control, she’ll feel whole,” I explained as I ran a hand over the back of my head. I believed what I was telling him but didn’t want him to ask for details.  
 
    Talking about how the coven had affected me wasn’t my favorite thing to do. But that was how it had been for me. I’d been lost. Feeling out of control, as if I hadn’t known myself at all. Once I’d learned how to use my powers on command rather than having them act of their own accord, I’d become myself again. 
 
    So far as I could tell, Miranda hadn’t caught on to the fact that she’d already been using her powers. Like in the cemetery. That lightning strike had not been random. The purple hue around the tree was the tell-tale sign that magic had played a part. 
 
    “What is your feeling of her?” he asked. 
 
    Something else I didn’t want to explain but now I had no choice. “My feeling of her is… incomplete.” 
 
    “Incomplete?” Michael asked, as if he didn’t understand the word. 
 
    “Yes. Incomplete. I think she’ll go toward white magic but can’t be sure just yet. I need more time.” 
 
    Michael grunted. “Be prudent, Luken. Let me remind you that we are aware of your movements. Do not let us down.” 
 
    As if I needed that reminder, either. I swallowed hard and nodded, though he couldn’t see me… I didn’t think. But they could scry and know where I was at any moment. They had tricks I wasn’t even aware of yet. 
 
    “One more thing,” Michael continued. “I’ve decided to send you some help.” 
 
    “Help?” I locked my jaw because help to the council could’ve meant anything. “I haven’t been here long. How much progress were you expecting?” 
 
    “I’d watch your tone, if I was you,” he replied, and he wasn’t wrong. Keeping my patience with the council wasn’t optional. “To answer your question, I’m sending Miller to you. Just to make sure things go smoothly.” 
 
    I pulled the phone away from my ear and groaned quietly so he wouldn’t hear me. “That’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “It has always been the plan. I’m surprised Miller didn’t tell you.” He paused as if waiting for a reply that I didn’t have. “Good. I expect to hear from one of you soon.” Then the line went dead.  
 
    I didn’t think Michael had ever said goodbye a day in his life. Over the phone or in person. He just didn’t seem the type. 
 
    I’d spent my entire life trying not to disappoint everyone. Even before I could cast spells and control things. Sure. My reputation was more of rebel badass, in my heart, I was a guy who just wanted to be loved and understood. Since my mother had died, I’d felt nothing but alone. 
 
    And damn I’d wanted to do this alone. Especially now that I knew Miranda a little. Last thing she needed was Miller hanging around. The last thing I needed was Miller hanging around. 
 
    I’d stood there with my phone in my hand long enough. I needed information so I chose Miller’s name on the contact list. The phone rang three times before he answered. 
 
    “I’m guessing Michael called you?” he asked instead of saying hello. Not greeting people seemed to be a trend among my coven. 
 
    “Just hung up with him. You’re headed here?” 
 
    He sighed. “Yup. Sorry. I tried to talk them out of it.” 
 
    “As if they can be talked out of anything.” I rubbed the back of my head roughly as I walked toward the old couch sitting in the attic. “You’re on your way now?” 
 
    “Yeah. Taking some detours though.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good.” Miller and I tried not to give in to the coven any more than we had to. Leaving them altogether was always an option but there was a level of protection that came with being in. That didn’t mean we had to act like trained monkeys.  
 
    “Hey, do you think she’ll let me stay there or am I going to have to find someplace?” 
 
    I wanted to tell him to find a hotel because I knew that would put him outside of town. But that would honestly just cause him more trouble when none of this was his fault. Maybe having him here to help figure out what Sarina had been up to wouldn’t be so bad either. 
 
    “I’ll have to talk to Miranda but I’m sure you’ll be able to stay here.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He barely paused before asking, “Is she hot? As hot as in my imagination?” 
 
    I snorted but a weird angry jealousy swirled in my chest. “Miller,” I warned. 
 
    “Oh fuck. She is, isn’t she?” he knew exactly what my warning meant. “Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Damn it, Miller.” 
 
    He chuckled into the phone. “No worries, Luken. You were there first. I get it. But I can’t be held responsible if she likes me more.” 
 
    I pulled my phone from my ear and squeezed it tightly in frustration before bringing it back to my ear. “Miller can you try to be less… you.” 
 
    He laughed so loudly that I had to pull my phone from me ear for a moment again. “Listen,” he said once he settled down. “I’ll do my best but no promises. I’ll be there in a bit.” 
 
    The line went dead. Again, my coven doesn’t ever really say goodbye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have followed Luken out of Grandma’s secret house to the attic. I really shouldn’t have listened in to his phone calls. None of it was my business but I had. I’d given him a ten second head start before pushing to my feet and leaving behind him.  
 
    I trailed him as he went to the end of the hall but was shocked when he found the attic and turned the doorknob. The room had been locked my entire life, like most things in the house. But apparently Luken had the magical touch. I really shouldn’t have been thinking about his touch right then. 
 
    Excitement took over when I realized he’d gained access to a room that had been impenetrable and I didn’t even think about right from wrong. Now I just had to see what was in that room. Especially given that I’d just found an entire secret house attached to the one I’d spent my childhood in. The attic could’ve been anything.  
 
    If my being there interrupted his conversation, so be it. Luken could’ve gone outside to take the phone call if it was important that I not overhear. I almost never spent time in the yard—had almost no memory of playing outside like the other kids—so he could’ve been alone had he really wanted to. Or if he’d gone into his bedroom, I wouldn’t have bothered him. There’d been lots of choices. 
 
    But he’d chosen to unlock another room. In my house. 
 
    I paused outside for a moment as I contemplated the right and wrong of the whole thing and in the end, went inside the attic. 
 
    As he ended his call, the pain rolling off him was palpable. I could not only feel it but could almost see it as well. 
 
    I had no idea what made me do it. Maybe it was the time we’d spent together in my bed last night or that I’d been drawn to him since the first moment he appeared in the cemetery. I had to make him feel better. Had to make him feel something good. Not love exactly, not yet anyway, but wanted. Needed. Nothing about what he’d said to whoever was on the other end of the phone call made me believe he needed that from me.  
 
    It was something else. Something intangible. 
 
    I stepped all the way into the attic and forgot about the fact that I’d always wanted inside. Now that I had, being there didn’t feel odd at all. I barely glanced around to see what she’d been hiding up here. There’d be time for that later. Apparently, the entire house was at my fingertips now that Grandma was dead.  
 
    Curiosity would have to wait. 
 
    Luken turned my way, his dark hair messy, as if he’d been running his hands through it. When he saw me, is arms opened up widely. I didn’t hesitate. I walked right into his embrace and he wrapped those strong arms around me tightly. 
 
    This was a weird situation for me. I’d only ever been close to my grandma. Barely ever had any friends. Didn’t trust boys after my experience with David yet Luken had me falling into his arms. This wasn’t like me at all. Maybe that made me naive. Maybe it made me gullible. But he was also the first person I’d ever felt truly needed me to comfort them. 
 
    At first, Luken just held me as we stood there in a musty old attic full of the things my grandmother had collected over the years. His cheek rested against the side of my head. But then he pulled away. Just far enough to bring his hands up to my cheeks and tilt my head back.  
 
    When his lips touched mine the feeling slowly traveled to my toes. It may have sounded like romantic comedy nonsense, but that was where it went. 
 
    I kissed him back like my lips knew what to do because I sure as hell didn’t. The awkward movements of my previous experience had somehow disappeared. I could trust Luken and follow his lead. 
 
    His lips were soft against mine. Moving with purpose until his tongue probed at the seam of my lips. I opened and he slid in. The wet heat of his mouth against mine sent shivers down my spine as I clasped my hands against his shoulders. His strong shoulders. 
 
    I might not have known what I was doing, but Luken for sure did. 
 
    I’d imagined kissing someone a million times, had dreamed of it, but never, not once, had I imagined it could be like this. 
 
    It was like my entire body lit up with excitement, desire, and all the good things in the world. The things I’d missed out on. 
 
    “Miranda,” he murmured against my lips.  
 
    Something inside me burned with a desire that couldn’t have been normal. But for once, just this once, I wanted to throw caution to the wind. Wanted to be one of those girls from school who knew boys desired them. 
 
    I felt that way with Luken, but there were so many more layers to it. 
 
    Physically, his hands touching my body created an electric connection that I wouldn’t dare break. But it was also as if I could feel what he was feeling. If I really was a witch as he’d insisted, maybe I could. Whatever it was, I wanted more of it. The connection was intoxicating. 
 
    Then we were moving. Luken moved us across the room to an old couch that probably hadn’t been used in decades and I’d certainly never seen it before. He yanked at the blanket protecting the fabric and flung it to the floor. I hadn’t known this couch was up there but now I’d never forget it. The fabric had protected it and I wondered again, why Grandma had never let us use any of the good stuff in our actual house. 
 
    Before lowering me onto the cushion, Luken pulled my shirt over my head leaving me in only my bra on top then dove back in to claim my lips. 
 
    This really wasn’t like me at all, but to say I was drawn to him would’ve been a complete understatement. This burning need pooled low in my abdomen and I couldn’t stop until that need was met. I wouldn’t have stopped last night if he hadn’t. 
 
    And Luken was the one to meet my needs. 
 
    His lips didn’t leave mine until we were settled on the couch. Then they traveled down my neck, over the swells of my breasts, no man’s land before, then down my stomach. He popped the button on my jeans, then yanked them down my legs. There I was before him in only my bra and panties. Not even particularly sexy ones at that and yet, I didn’t care at all. I wanted him to see me. Wanted him to want me. 
 
    “Miranda,” he said, but it was more of a warning. 
 
    “Don’t you dare stop.” If he stopped, I was pretty sure I’d spontaneously combust. And after last night… this needed to happen. And even if he regretted it in the morning, I sure as hell wouldn’t. 
 
    He moved himself off me a little and that weight was sorely missed even if he hadn’t gone very far. “Maybe we should talk about a few things first.” 
 
    “I’ve been on birth control since I was fifteen. What else do we need to discuss?” Unless his second thoughts were about me. Maybe I wasn’t what he had been expecting. No. I pushed that self-doubt aside and willed myself to believe I was enough. The embarrassment of talking about my period was a totally separate thing that I hoped he wouldn’t see. 
 
    Luken groaned and kissed me again. He made quick work of my bra and panties as if he’d removed them a thousand times. For all I knew, he had. Just not mine. The warmth of his body over me was gone as he removed his own clothes and I hated that he had to break the connection but if I wanted him out of his clothes—and I did—it couldn’t be helped.  
 
    Suddenly, I was naked with a man. On the list of things I never would have expected to be happening right now, this was very near the top. Waiting for him to return was torture. I had no idea what I was doing but I was going to dive in headfirst. 
 
    But he didn’t return over me the way he had been. Instead, he leaned down and kissed then sucked on the inside of my thigh before moving in to lick and nip at my most sensitive area. My legs tensed but his big hands pushed them open wider. 
 
    David hadn’t done this to me. Hadn’t even tried to do much to work me up before he just went for it. But he was the furthest thing from my mind right now.  
 
    All of my senses were overtaken by Luken. His mouth and hands were the only things I could feel. His earthy scent was the only thing I could smell. My heart ticked up a notch as Luken worked his magic tongue on me. 
 
    For all the love in the world, I’d never thought someone going down on me would feel the way it did. Where the other guy had used me for his own pleasure, or his own benefit depending on how I looked at it, Luken clearly cared about my pleasure. 
 
    Maybe this was the difference between a boy and a man.  
 
    Now that I was experiencing it for myself, I certainly didn’t want him to stop. Not until the pressure forming replaced the need that had once been there and exploded in an all-consuming wave of pleasure. A wave that crashed against my shore again and again until that attention I previously hadn’t wanted to stop became too much for me to handle. 
 
    It should’ve been uncomfortable and yet it was the sweetest pain I’d ever known. 
 
    I pushed at the top of his head until he got the hint and pulled back. My body still trembled as he dropped kisses against my stomach then breasts, then neck, until he found my lips again.  
 
    Luken took my breath away as he pushed inside me.   
 
    Given that I’d only had sex the one-time years ago, he didn’t exactly ease right inside. My legs tensed against his sides the way they had before but this time he couldn’t use his hands to keep me from clamping down. 
 
    “You gotta relax,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper as if he thought someone might overhear yet he sounded out of breath at the same time. 
 
    I took a deep breath and as I exhaled, all the tension left my body, giving him the opportunity to sneak in. It didn’t hurt like it had the first time but being only the second time, him being inside me felt like an uncomfortable intrusion. One he must’ve known about because as he got himself settled he didn’t move as if waiting for me to get accustomed to him being there.  
 
    I kissed his neck because I wanted to. There was no right or wrong in the moment or at least I didn’t think there was. He moved against me a few times and that was when the 3pleasure set in and on my life I didn’t know how I’d go back to never doing this once he left. 
 
    Because I assumed he was leaving eventually given that he hadn’t told me why he came in the first place. He’d said he was here for work but never went anywhere. I couldn’t think about that. About the fact that he’d known my grandma’s secrets before I did. Was that his job? I made a mental note to ask him later so that I could focus on the way he was making my body feel. 
 
    My focus was on Luken. He surrounded me. I could smell his soap, taste him as we kissed. He was everywhere and not nearly enough places and I was lost. 
 
    Lost in him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I really shouldn’t have done that. Taken advantage of Miranda’s situation that way. But her coming into the attic had taken me by surprise. The look on her face told me she knew exactly what I’d been feeling in the moment. The loss of my mother. The dressing down from Michael. The need to not let anyone down. She’d somehow known it all even if the details had been lost to her. 
 
    It took me all of twelve seconds to figure out she had some empath abilities. At least partly. She could feel what I was feeling that much was clear.  
 
    It had taken less than twelve seconds to know that having sex with her when she couldn’t see the whole picture was wrong and I was an idiot for doing it. No matter how much I’d wanted to. 
 
    “That was… something else,” Miranda murmured into my chest before looking up at me. We were still on the couch in her attic, naked as she curled around me, my arm wrapped around her. “Is it always like this?” 
 
    Fuck again.  
 
    If she hadn’t told me what that other asshole had done, I would’ve thought she was a virgin. Not just because of her unsure movements but also due to how she’d felt when I pushed inside her. Surprisingly she hadn’t been timid for a moment as I would’ve expected. It was like she’d decided she was going to be with me and once the decision was made, it was done.  
 
    “It can be between the right people.” I trailed my fingertips up her arm. It’d never been like that for me before ever. “It always feels good though.” 
 
    “Not always,” she murmured and once again I cursed that I’d missed the opportunity to punch that other asshole in the mouth. “But that’s not what I meant.” She sat up and snagged her bra from the floor and put it on quickly before pulling her shirt back over her head. Next came her panties and I guessed this was the time to put ourselves back together. I’d rather lay there with her a while longer but she called the shots. “You say I’m a witch. So you’re a witch too right?”  
 
    I nodded as I button up my own pants then grabbed my shirt. 
 
    “I’m not saying I totally believe you about all of that but my mind keeps turning with questions. How did you get this room open? How did I get the safe open? How is there a whole other house attached to mine that no one can see on the outside?” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment. “So something is going on here and why not it be witches? But my questions is, if we’re both witches, is that how it is with all witches?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I’ve never been with another witch.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up the way it did when she was about to get curious and ask about those experiences, which highlighted just how few she’d had. I didn’t care about that. But I also didn’t want her to poke around in that part of my life, given that I wasn’t exactly proud of all it. Looking for approval from others sometimes meant you fucked people you didn’t necessarily love. Or like. Or really wanted to be with.  
 
    I absolutely didn’t want her to see that part of me. Not yet. 
 
    Instead of letting the conversation go any further, I decided to distract her. I gently grabbed each of her arms and pulled her into my space, us standing so closely that my mind began to drift to what we’d just done. And it definitely wanted a repeat. Hopefully it was enough to distract her as well. 
 
    “Now that we’re in here, care to check out the attic? You said you’ve never been up here.” 
 
    Miranda sighed but nodded then glanced around the room. As she sat down on our couch and put her shoes back on, memories of us together just before this flooded my mind. The way she’d tasted, the way she’d moved beneath me when I’d touched her as she’d never been touched before.  
 
    And damn, my dick came alive again. I groaned softly and ran my fingers though my hair. I needed to calm the hell down, but it seemed I couldn’t get enough of Miranda Deerborne. 
 
    “My friend Miller is on his way here,” I told her. Better to rip off the band aide. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “He wanted to get out of town for a bit.”  
 
    Her eyebrows slammed down and her mouth opened. 
 
    Before she could respond, I said, “I didn’t know he was coming until he was on his way here.” 
 
    “Oh.” That look of confusion or concern left her face. “I can understand that.” 
 
    I blew a breath out slowly. “How much would you care if he stayed here with us?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she responded quickly. “Of course he can stay. Not that it’s much of a place to stay.” 
 
    I pulled her into my arms and squeezed before kissing the top of her head. “It’s a great place, Miranda.” 
 
    “Wait.” She pulled back. “Is he a witch too?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh. Then he could stay in the nice part of the house.” 
 
    I shook my head. “He can stay in one of the other bedrooms.” 
 
    “I haven’t opened any of them in years.” 
 
    “Well, he can stay in my room then.” 
 
    Her eyebrows went up and her mouth fell open for a different reason. Surprise. 
 
    “He can stay in with me or he can have it to himself. Your call.  But he’ll stay in whichever house we stay in.” Because I wouldn’t pressure her into having me in her bed every night. That’d be up to her. 
 
    She nodded but didn’t answer. If she wanted time to make a decision, she could have all she wanted. 
 
    Once we were both put back together, we began our inspection of the area. The faint purple haze in the corners of the room told me that Serena had performed a lot of magic in here. Given that the magical essence still lingered when it usually dissipated rather quickly. Still, I wondered why Miranda didn’t at least see the haze. 
 
    Along the one wall, there were patio doors with a balcony just on the other side. The way the moonlight streamed into the room was just about perfect. Serena could’ve called on all the elements there and stand outside when necessary to conjure up her magic. No wonder she’d never wanted to leave this place. 
 
    I pulled the doors open and stepped out onto the balcony to scan the backyard. What I was looking for, I wasn’t sure but I’d know it when I saw it. 
 
    “This is all just old stuff,” Miranda said but probably more to herself. 
 
    “It’s more than that,” I told her without looking back. 
 
    Some of the things I saw with just a cursory glance around the room was exactly what I’d envisioned when they’d told me I was going to watch over Serena Good’s granddaughter. The stone wall along the perimeter was high enough that prying looky-loos wouldn’t be able to see inside. 
 
    When I scanned down, a black mark on the grass caught my eye. Burn marks. Black, scorched burn marks. I held my hand over the balcony railing to see if I’d pick up any vibes, though I’d need to go down there to be sure of anything. Faint as the essence left behind was, given how high above I was, I knew immediately that this spot on the grass was where Serena had died. 
 
    Miranda told me in one of our talks that she’d found her grandmother dead in her bed, but I had no doubt in my mind now that she died out there in the yard. Now I had to use everything I knew to figure out why Miranda thought she’d been in bed.  
 
    My immediate guess was that the spell cast to mess with Miranda’s memories must’ve been the last spell Serena ever cast. Probably muttered with her dying breath. 
 
    Damn, damn, damn. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at her, me still out on the balcony. “What can you tell me  
 
    about your grandmother’s death?” I asked quietly. She probably shouldn’t have been able to hear me yet did.  
 
    Miranda came out to join me on the balcony but instead of looking at me and answering, she scanned the area below us. I hadn’t wanted her to see the mark yet. She’d have questions but I’d wanted to know a bit more before explaining anything.  
 
    “I noticed that a few days ago,” she said, pointing to the dark mark on the ground. “I wonder what happened.” 
 
    “You were out there?” I asked, moving in closer to her. My intention was to just be close but secretly, I hoped she’d pick up on some of what I was feeling which could help her stay calm as she learned about her grandmother and where she came from.  
 
    “Yeah. While the authorities were in the house. I needed some air and didn’t necessarily want to see everything they had to do.” 
 
    No time like the present. “Did you feel anything when you were near it?” 
 
    “No.” Her big blue eyes looked up at me. “Why would I? It’s a weird mark on the grass.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Think about it. Did you feel anything that you chalked up to something else?” 
 
    “Luken, I said… ” But she didn’t finish. Instead her gaze became clouded with something… confusion, curiosity, but while she was looking at me, she no longer saw me. Then her gaze slowly slid to the ground below and her breathing increased as if she were walking quickly yet she was standing still in front of me. “Wait.” 
 
    “Talk to me, Miranda. What’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The spot between her eyes scrunched together like an accordion. She was really trying to figure something out. 
 
    “Well, try to explain it. I can help.” I didn’t move much because anything, including the loss of contact where my hand touched her arm could jar her out of the moment and we’d have to start over. 
 
    “It’s like… ” She took a deep breath. “It’s like a fog is lifting from my brain. But I hadn’t been feeling foggy.” 
 
    “OK.” I shifted just slightly into her line of vision. “Let it lift. Don’t push it. Just let it happen. Accept the memories as they come.” 
 
    “This doesn’t even make sense.” 
 
    I let her statement stand because she wasn’t wrong. Nothing was going to make sense until whatever spell Serena had used was gone and the real memories were the only things left. 
 
    Being near it… the energy was coming from the dark mark on the ground and I knew it. As the foggy haze over her memories lifted, she knew. This was where Serena had died and maybe… maybe her memory of finding Serena in bed wasn’t real.  
 
    “I heard something. Thought it was outside. Though the last part is news to me in this moment. My memory was of going to say goodnight to my grandmother and finding her dead.” She swallowed hard and stared at the ground. “Now my brain is telling me that I’d heard something. “But I didn’t see anything when I went to the window. Then I was overcome with the urge to check on Grandma and found her dead in her room.”  
 
    I nodded. She didn’t seem to think that what she’d just told me made a lick of sense. Yet to me it did. “I’m going to need you to tell me everything about that night.” 
 
    She might think my need to know was just morbid curiosity but it went beyond that. Still… she opened her mouth and began to speak, telling me everything she now remembered though it was mixed in with some of what she thought she remembered. 
 
    Once she was done telling her side, we exited the attic together, walked down the stairs, and made our way out the back door into the yard. From down there, the mark was less obvious. When we’d been up in the attic, it’d been like a beacon calling out to me. 
 
    I didn’t wait for her before I jogged over to the scorch mark on the grass. I touched the ground and closed my eyes. This feeling of white-hot pain shot through me. I gasped as my arms began to vibrate. The next thing I knew, Miranda’s feet were quickly beating the grass between us.  
 
    “Wait,” I grunted out, holding one hand up to stop her. 
 
    “Did you see something? What happened?” she asked. “Because I didn’t see anything that night. My windows face out the front of the house. And that’s where I was.” 
 
    “Tell me exactly what happened,” I demanded. 
 
    “It was just… a typical night. Grandma would walk the garden late in the evening. Said she liked the night air, but I heard… I don’t know. Yelling maybe.” She blinked four times rapidly. These memories were new to her so I’d be gentle. But at least she didn’t doubt that they were real. “She said something… a word I didn’t understand.  
 
    “A spell,” I mumbled.  
 
    “Then there was a flash. I thought it was heat lightning. Didn’t think to check on my grandmother.” She took a deep breath and swallowed hard like she was trying to keep tears from falling. “Maybe if I’d gone to her sooner…” 
 
    “You might be dead too.” I shook his head. “You have no idea what happened. This scorch mark… it’s from evil. Dark magic. Serena tried to save herself, but there was nothing she could do. Which means there was nothing you could have done.” Now I took a deep breath. Thinking of her in that situation wasn’t something I enjoyed. “I can feel that there’s so much more to it, but I can’t see it all. I don’t even see others. Just her. In the circle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    No wonder the council had wanted me to stay at bay rather than become embroiled in all this. The look in Miranda’s eyes as she spoke of what she’d seen brought feelings out of me that shouldn’t have been there in the first place. But it also convinced me more and more that there was something sinister at work here. They’d told me they didn’t want me to influence the outcome, but now that it was clear there was more to this and the fact that I was completely tangled up in Miranda, I wasn’t going to shy away now. 
 
    And we didn’t have much time to figure it out. 
 
    Miranda and I were making our way back to the house, my arm around her shoulders, when I heard the car pull into the driveway. Miller got here quicker than I’d hoped. We rounded the outside instead of going in and caught him right as he was getting out of his red Mustang. The car was old but Miller loved it. 
 
    “Hey,” he called out as soon as he saw us. 
 
    People had told me that Miller and I could’ve been brothers. I didn’t think that was the case given that his parents were still together, still happy. Miller was an inch shorter than me but nobody could really tell the difference. He had brown hair a shade lighter than me but our eyes were both the shitty shade of brown. Other people didn’t to say our eyes were shit brown but whatever. 
 
    “Hey,” I said once we got closer. “This is Miranda.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” she said as if we hadn’t had the night we’d just had.  
 
    “Yeah, you too,” he said back. “Thanks for letting me stay here.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” she told him. “I have more room than I knew I did.” 
 
    Miller cocked his head to the side in confusion. “What?” 
 
    Miranda sighed and shook her head. “He’s a witch, right?” she asked again. As if she needed the reassurance. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her and for the first time in hours, my chest felt lighter. We’d still have to deal with what we discovered in the backyard but it didn’t have to be tonight. 
 
    “Yeah,” I told her. “But if he wasn’t he’d be really confused right now.” 
 
    “Hell,” Miller jumped in. “To be fair, I’m really confused most of the time.” 
 
    The sound of Miranda’s laugh reminded me that I didn’t hear it often enough at all. And fuck did I hate that Miller was the one to cause her to make the sound. 
 
    “Well,” she continued with answering his question. Miranda swept her arm out to show the house as if she was a model on a gameshow highlighting the prize. “Turns out this amazing gothic house has more than meets the eye to it.” 
 
    His eyebrows slammed down in confusion. “Huh?” 
 
    With one arm around Miranda’s shoulders, I clasped the other hand on Miller’s shoulder and directed him toward the house. “We don’t know why yet but Serena cast a spell or something on the house and there’s an entire part that you can’t see.” 
 
    “Seriously?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she told him. 
 
    He shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t all of her spells have been broken when she died.” 
 
    “You’d think,” I agreed with him. “But this one didn’t. We just discovered it so haven’t had time to try to figure out why.” 
 
    “Interesting,” was all he said. 
 
    “I think I want to sleep in the secret house tonight,” she said as we got back inside the house. She flipped the living room light on as we entered.  
 
    I watched Miller’s reaction to the house carefully. I’d made some missteps that I regretted immediately when I’d arrived and I really didn’t want him to do the same. But Miller was a better person than me and I didn’t think he’d even react. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked her. 
 
    “I’ve never stayed somewhere so nice. Plus, you said it’s mine now.” 
 
    I nodded. “It is.” 
 
    “If she preferred it there, why shouldn’t I at least try it?” Her voice betrayed the sadness she’d been trying to hide this entire time. 
 
    I’d never thought she was over her grandmother’s death. Not at all. But we’d been busy enough to keep it in the background. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Miller said first. “Let’s go get something to eat.” 
 
    Miranda giggled and this was the second time she laughed at him. Probably shouldn’t have noticed that. “This town has nothing open past like eight. You’d have to go out of town.” 
 
    “Sandwiches?” I offered. We’d gotten the stuff for that at the grocery store and Miranda and I should’ve eaten before bed anyway.  
 
    “Yeah,” she told me. “I could eat.” 
 
    The three of us headed for the kitchen and Miller dropped his bag just inside by the table.  
 
    Miranda and I pulled out the deli meat, bread, and condiments then she went back for lettuce and cheese. She also pulled out a jar of pickles and a bag of chips. I hadn’t thought of those. 
 
    “So how do you like Warwick?” Miller asked but didn’t specify which of us he was asking. 
 
    Predictably, Miranda groaned.  
 
    “I love it here,” I offered. Miller raised his brow and fought a grin.  
 
    “I bet. What about you Miranda? You grew up here, right?” 
 
    “Sort of,” she told him but offered nothing more. “And I don’t find Warwick to be… welcoming.” She took her plate and went to the table, leaving the both of us to finish. 
 
    “What’s that about?” he whispered as if she wasn’t right there. 
 
    “The town has been shit to her. The minister’s daughters are fucking awful.” I’d leave it at that for the time being. I’d think by now, Miller had gotten the details on why I’d been sent here and he’d know who I meant by minister. If he didn’t, that’d be a conversation for a later time. 
 
    When the two of us got to the table, I dropped into the chair beside Miranda while Miller chose to sit across from us.  
 
    I’d just taken a big bite when Miranda asked, “So, Miller, how’s your grandma?” 
 
    His loud laughter filled the previously quiet room. The food lodged into my throat and I thought this was it. This was the way I was going to die. “Fuck,” I grunted out once I got the food cleared. 
 
    “What?” A smile played on her lips. 
 
    Miller held onto his side as if the laughing was causing him physical pain. “You told her about that?” 
 
    “Didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Why not? 
 
    Miranda, still smiling, said, “I told him something really embarrassing about myself so he returned the favor.” 
 
    “For him to tell you that,” Miller leaned in on his elbows, “You’d have to have told him something really good.” 
 
    “Or really bad,” she countered and looked him right in the eye.  
 
    The more I got to know Miranda, the more I was coming to realize that the girl might’ve acted timid but she was fearless. 
 
    “I’m kind of tired,” Miranda said as we put everything away. The plates were paper so those went in the trash which meant there was only a knife to wash. I did that quickly and set it in the strainer for morning. 
 
    I pushed a piece of her blonde hair away from her face. “Let’s go to bed then.” 
 
    Miller grabbed his bag as we went back out front. I made sure the door was locked and the lights were off then we climbed the stairs. I honestly couldn’t imagine the few nights Miranda had stayed here alone. How dark and lonely it must’ve been. 
 
    “You can stay in Luken’s room, if you want to,” Miranda told him when she stopped at her bedroom door. “Or you can go into the nice house and pick a room for yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks, Miranda.” 
 
    She disappeared into her room while he and I kept going until we were in my room and the door was closed. 
 
    “And where will you be sleeping?” Miller asked me once we were alone. 
 
    I folded my arms over my chest. “With Miranda.” 
 
    “Already?” he asked. “You work quick and I can’t fucking believe you told her about my grandma.” 
 
    “I had to.” Then I sighed. “She told me about something—” 
 
    “Personal. Yeah. I know. But the more you both say that the more I want to know what it was.” 
 
    “Want all you like. You’re never going to know.” 
 
    “Listen.” Miller leaned back against the dresser on the right side of the room. “Michael didn’t actually send me here, I volunteered.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what’s going on but I overheard some things and words like dangerous, etc. My gut told me that I should be here with you. Just in case.” 
 
    First thing Miller told me about being a warlock was to always, always trust your gut. Being grounded with the elements gave us an intuition of sorts. We had to listen to it. I wasn’t sure I’d fully grounded myself but I’d listened to my gut every single time where Miranda was concerned. That intuition had me falling for her, which I never did, in a matter of days. 
 
    “If that’s the case,” I told him, “Thanks.” 
 
    He nodded once. “So do you want me to stay here in your room or in this secret house?” he asked. “I’ll do whatever you want but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t incredibly curious about this hidden house.” 
 
    I chuckled. Of course he would be. I’m still curious about what secrets it might hold. “You’ll want to go to that house. It’s fucking plush.” 
 
    “Sweet. Let’s get changed.” 
 
    Since I’d only brought a small bag with me, I slid into my pajama pants then considered a T-shirt. At home, I slept in boxers, no shirt. Miranda had already seen me naked so I skipped the shirt. Miller on the other hand wore both. Said he didn’t want to distract Miranda. 
 
    I wasn’t worried. 
 
    When we returned to the secret mansion, I almost thought Miranda would want to stay in her grandmother’s room, but instead, she walked right through the room and into the hall. As the three of us roamed down the hall, she opened one room after another, glanced quickly inside then kept moving. Until she finally stopped and put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I think it’s this one,” she said, pushing through the door. 
 
    I followed more out of curiosity than anything else. Why  had she picked this one was what I wanted to know. 
 
    “Which room do you want me in?” I asked her once I checked out her room. It was going to be right next door because as I’d come to know, I didn’t want to be far from her. 
 
    “Oh…” She turned around to face me, but for whatever reason, her eyes didn’t meet mine. She adjusted her weight from one foot to the next, then back and stretched the hem of her pajama shirt between each thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. Clearly, she was nervous, but why, I didn’t understand. 
 
    “I was kind of hoping you’d sleep in here,” she said. Finally, her big blue eyes met mine. Fuck. She could’ve asked me for anything right about then. Especially looking at me like that. “I just…” She glanced away. “Don’t want to be alone.” The way she said it was almost like a confession. Admitting to something she’d rather not. 
 
    “Yeah. Of course. I didn’t want to overstep.”  
 
    A small smile crossed her lips. “Haven’t we already gone too far to be able to overstep?”  
 
    A chuckle rumbled through my chest as Miller snorted. I hadn’t mentioned us having sex to him but he knew now. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she remembered that Miller was standing right there beside us. 
 
    “I—I…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it Miranda,” he said, trying to put her at ease. “Luken and I are basically family. There’s no such thing as TMI.” 
 
    “Uh… yeah there is,” I told him. There were definitely areas that would be too much information but I gave him a grateful, thinned lipped smile for taking the awkward out of this for her. 
 
    Miranda nudged my arm with her shoulder. “You can, uh, take any room you want. Except the one we came through. That was my grandma’s.” 
 
    “Will do,” he said then went right for the room on the left of us and shut the door behind him. 
 
    I went over and climbed on the most comfortable mattress that ever existed. Than I’d ever dreamed existed. Holy hell, I could get used to this. When Miranda crawled in next to me and tucked herself under my arm, I knew I never wanted to sleep another way. Shit. I shouldn’t have been thinking that way but again… my gut wasn’t usually wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I nibbled on a bagel as Miller and Luken had several bowls of cereal for breakfast. I’d gone from boys not wanting to speak to me to having two men living with me.  
 
    If only Grandma could see me now. 
 
    “So what are we doing today?” I asked the two of them as they each sucked down a cup of coffee in record time. Maybe neither of them had slept well last night. I didn’t know. 
 
    “I was thinking we should do something fun,” Miller answered. “Doesn’t seem like you’ve had a lot of fun lately. With everything going on.” 
 
    “We went to a fair that I always wanted to go to,” I told him. “And the farmer’s market.” 
 
    He sat back and held up his hands. “I stand corrected.” 
 
    “What were you thinking, Miller?” Luken asked, giving him a side eye.  
 
    “I was thinking about some magical fun,” he told us. “Have you started training her yet?” 
 
    Luken shook his head. “Not really. We’ve been… settling in.” 
 
    Miller snorted and said, “I bet.” Luken raised a middle finger and shoved it right into his best friend’s face. “No really. We could start with some small things. A few easy spells. Maybe grounding to the elements. It’d be a fun way to spend the day.” 
 
    I sat up straighter. “I’m in. If I’m a witch, I want to learn all of the witchy things.” 
 
    “Yeah, Luken,” Miller scooted toward me. “Let’s learn some witchy things.” 
 
    He sighed and nodded his head. “Fine but we should start with grounding. We haven’t found Serena’s spell book yet and none of them would work if Miranda doesn’t know how to ground in the first place.” 
 
    “Yes!” Miller pumped his fist in the air. “I’m going to go get dressed.” He ran out of the room after dropping his dishes in the sink. 
 
    “My grandma had a spell book?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He slid out of his chair and took his dishes to the sink like Miller had. “Every witch has one. Mostly it’s one per family that’s passed down from generation to generation. It’s got to be in the attic but I didn’t see it when we were up there before.” 
 
    I tucked my hair behind my ears. I couldn’t imagine what it looked like this morning other than a pile of blonde mess. “We were distracted.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Is that what it’s called? Book of spells?” 
 
    “Most refer to it as a grimoire. But yeah. It’s a book of spells.” He came over to me and took my plate and glass from the table and dropped them in the sink with the others. Then he was back and pulling me from the table. “We should get dressed. Miller is like a kid in a candy store with this stuff.” 
 
    “I’m excited,” I told him. The flutter of anticipation filled my chest just to prove it. 
 
    Luken didn’t release my hand until we were outside our rooms. Then he told me to wear something comfortable and meet them in the backyard. No one would be able to see us back there. Probably why my grandma always took her nighttime walks out there. 
 
    I pulled out my most comfortable pair of shorts and an older tank top for what we had planned. I wouldn’t care if something happened to these clothes or if they got dirty. Once I pulled my hair back into a bun, I skipped down the stairs and out of the house to find the guys in the back yard like they’d said. 
 
    “OK.” I slapped my hands together. “What do we do first.” 
 
    “As an elemental witch, you’re connected to the elements,” Luken explained. “You’ll used them or invoke them with every spell you ever do. But they won’t work for you if you don’t ground yourself.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” I asked him. 
 
    He nodded to Miller who stepped forward. “May as well have him teach you since he taught me,” Luken told me then moved away. 
 
    “The first thing you need to do, Miranda,” Miller began. “Is take your shoes off so you can feel the earth beneath your feet.” 
 
    I did that and the morning ground was slightly damp and somewhat squishy between my toes. 
 
    “You won’t always need to do that but to begin it’s the easiest way.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Now, close your eyes and try to center your energy in your chest.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as he instructed and took several deep breaths while willing my energy to settle in my chest. At first, I didn’t think anything was happening.  
 
    “Hold your hands out to your sides, palms facing the sky.” I had to hold back a giggle given how much he sounded like a motivational speaker. His voice was calm and even. Low as if he was trying to hypnotize me. Still, I did as he said. 
 
    A couple of more deep breaths later and I felt it. This buzzing sensation in my chest. 
 
    “I think…” I began. “I think I’m centered. It feels like a bunch of bees zinging around in my chest.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Luken sounded so much closer than he had been when I’d shut out the world. “That’s it.” 
 
    “Good,” Miller continued. “Now, focus and try to pull the energy up from the earth and into your body.” 
 
    That sounded totally normal. Still, I tried my best and within seconds it was like a current of electricity shot through the soles of my feet, up my legs, and into the rest of my body. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Which means you’re doing it,” Miller told me. “You can open your eyes again.” 
 
    I blinked three times against the bright sun. “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s grounding,” he said. “Now that you know what you’re looking for, you should be able to do it without taking much time.” 
 
    “That was quick,” Luken said, his voice filled with amazement. 
 
    “That’s what you get by being Sarah Good’s great-great-whatever granddaughter.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “OK. So we did that. Now what?”  
 
    “We’re going to call up the wind,” Luken told me. “You do the same thing but once you feel the electricity, you focus in on the wind. You have to direct it somewhere so, to know it’s working, why don’t you try to push me.” 
 
    I reached out and put my hand in the center of his chest and gave him a shove. The guys broke out into laughs and I knew that wasn’t what he meant. Still, it was funny as shit. 
 
    “Good one,” Miller told me as he schooled his laughter. “But let’s do this.” 
 
    This time, I quickly grounded myself and felt the, now familiar, electric current. Then I focused in on the wind. I knew I had it when the feeling of wind blowing replaced the bees in my chest. Since I was supposed to direct this wind to Luken, I focused in on him.  
 
    Yet, when I tried to release it, the wind went to the ground, tossing me a couple of feet into the air. 
 
    “Shit,” they both said at the same time.  
 
    I spun head over feet then hit the ground with a resounding thud. 
 
    “Miranda,” Luken was suddenly beside me, His hand on my back when I’d landed on my front. “Are you OK?” 
 
    “Great,” I said into the ground.  
 
    “Can you get up?” Miller asked. 
 
    First, I propped myself up onto my elbows then I slowly pushed myself to my feet. 
 
    “Does anything hurt?” Luken asked. “Do we need to heal you?” 
 
    My eyes grew wide as I looked up at him through my lashes. “Wait. You guys can heal people?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s not even a hard one.” 
 
    I stretched out my appendages and turned my head every which way. “No,” I told them. “I think I’m good but will probably be sore tomorrow.” 
 
    “We can help you tomorrow then,” Miller assured me. “Let’s try that again.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side and gave him a scrunched-up face look. “Are you insane? I don’t want to do this again.” 
 
    “You have to.” 
 
    “Miranda,” Luken stepped in. “You just lost a little focus. Eventually, you won’t have to think about it much but for now, make sure you’re really focused on me before you let it go.” 
 
    “Uh… no. I don’t want to do that to you.” 
 
    He shook me off. “I’ll be fine. Promise.” 
 
    After a bit more prodding, I did the whole process over again. Only this time, I pushed the wind toward my… well, whatever he was and sent him soaring backward.” 
 
    “I did it,” I said excitedly. 
 
    “You did,” Miller said and patted me on the back. 
 
    We spent the rest of the morning practicing this very thing over and over. We did not, however, go into the realm of lightening because that I really didn’t want to use just yet. The idea of hurting one of my only two friends wasn’t that appealing. 
 
    Around one, we broke for lunch. Nothing fancy. Just sandwiches again. Then headed up to the attic to look for Grandma’s spell book. 
 
    “Yeah, this is definitely where she did the bulk of her magic,” Miller said as soon as we entered the attic. 
 
    “Is that why there’s like a purple mist all over?” I asked. 
 
    “You can see it?” Luken asked. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s like… in the corners.” Then I turned to him. “Wait. Has it been here the whole time?” 
 
    He nodded. “When we were up here before, you didn’t seem to notice.” 
 
    This time I shrugged and felt the flush of my cheeks heat up. “Again. Distracted.” 
 
    Miller snorted but didn’t say anything.  
 
    The three of us spent an hour scouring the attic for any kind of book that might be my family grimoire. I liked the sound of that word so I was going to use it. I pulled open a drawer on an old dresser and found a huge leather-bound book. 
 
    “Is this it?” I asked as I pulled it from the drawer, almost dropping it from its weight. “How in the hell did Grandma lift this? It’s so heavy.” 
 
    “Serena was strong,” Luken told me quietly as he took it from my hands and set it on the table where all of her vials were. “But she also probably didn’t always keep it in the drawer.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. That makes sense.” 
 
    “OK, spells.” Luken stood beside me while Miller went over to the couch and dropped onto it. I cringed. He couldn’t know what was last done on that piece of furniture but the memory of it filled me with embarrassment because he was sitting there. “It’s fine,” Luken whispered.  
 
    I looked up at him through my lashes. “Spells? 
 
    “Right. Some spells you need things for. Herbs, oils, that kind of thing. Not all. There are some that you can just ground yourself and say the spell.” 
 
    “That works?” 
 
    “Like a charm,” Miller called out not looking up from his phone. 
 
    “Let’s do one then,” I told him. 
 
    Miller glanced up and the guys gazes locked as an unspoken conversation passed between the two of them. 
 
    Luken and I began flipping through the pages. “This should be a harmless one. Even if you mess it up.” 
 
    Miller hopped up from his seat and trotted over to us. As he peered over from behind me, his chin bumped my shoulder as he nodded. “Yeah. Neither of us are lying to her so a truth spell should be fine. It’s easy. Not really any bad consequences if it goes wrong.” 
 
    “And she can do it without making any potions or herb concoctions.” 
 
    “Yeah. I say let’s do it,” Miller agreed. 
 
    “So what you do,” Luken told me. “Get grounded and say the words here.” He pointed at this beautifully written page.  
 
    “I can get grounded in here?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    I nodded then tried to replicate what I’d done in the back yard. It took longer. Maybe because I wasn’t out there and I wasn’t barefoot but eventually the buzzing returned to my chest and I knew I was grounded.  
 
    Then I opened my mouth and said, “Earth and Sun I call to thee, From…” I needed a time frame and didn’t want to interrupt the flow. “Now until five minutes from now I seek the truth that I have not found.” 
 
    The buzzing increased followed by what felt like a rubber band snapping against my chest. Almost took my breath away. 
 
    “How do I know if it worked?” 
 
    “Ask us something,” Miller said. 
 
    I had no idea what to ask them at first. Then I thought of something guys might lie about. They might overexaggerate or under. Either way, I’d have an answer and if the spell worked, I’d have the truth. 
 
    “What’s your body count?” I asked. 
 
    “Nine,” they both said at the same time then turned to look at one another.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Miller asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Luken told him. 
 
    “We need to compare names at some point.” 
 
    “Can it not be right now?” Luken nodded his head toward me to indicate he didn’t want to have to tell me the truth on that.  
 
    Some girls might’ve been mad but I could only giggle. 
 
    “Am I included in that number?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Luken said at the same time Miller said, “No.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll assume this worked then. I don’t know.” 
 
    We waited for the five minutes to expire before Luken assured me the spell had worked. He would’ve told me either way but being that they too were witches, they’d felt it the moment I’d cast the spell since they were both standing so close and he couldn’t lie even if he’d wanted to. 
 
    For the next several hours, we continued to work on spells and talk about Echo Valley, where they lived. I’d only lived in Warwick. Wait. That wasn’t true. When I lived with my parents, we’d apparently lived in Maine but I had no memory of that.  
 
    After a quick stop for dinner, we returned to the attic and continued thumbing through the grimoire. 
 
    The pages were beautiful and written with so much purpose that I kind of hated that this had been hidden from me. But if Grandma had done that, she’d had her reasons. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    That night, Miranda and I laid there together in almost darkness in the bedroom of the secret house, the moonlight shining through all the windows. There were a lot of windows, actually. Her foot softly trailed against mine as her hand slid across my lower abdomen. Not repeating the incident from the attic a few days ago was going to be hard if she kept this up. And I needed to not repeat that just yet. Probably shouldn’t have had a taste of her in the first place. 
 
    Then she began dropping kisses across my chest, causing all the blood in my body to rush south and if I didn’t put a stop to it soon, there’d be no turning back. But she also couldn’t use me to feel better about her grandma. Even if I wanted to let her. She needed that grief to get where she was going. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing,” I said, my voice hoarse with desire even to my own ears. 
 
    She buried her face in my chest and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    What a little liar. “I get that you’re sad,” I said as gently as possible. “But you need to work through that. You have to allow yourself to feel. Especially you.” 
 
    Her head snapped up and her dee blue eyes scanned over my face. “Why especially me?” 
 
    “Because your feelings influence your magic,” I said. Her brows furrowed. “Think.”  
 
    At first she looked lost, then her eyes widened. “The cemetery?” she asked. I nodded because that was exactly what I was referring to. “I did that?” 
 
    “You did,” I told her. “Probably wasn’t the first time.” 
 
    She grew quiet for a while. I thought she’d either fallen asleep or was lost in her own thoughts. But soon, Miranda began telling me about growing up here. She’d touched on it before in the attic, but now she told me in more detail how mean the kids had been to her. For some reason, with her under my arm in the cover of darkness, the stories she told sounded even sadder, made me angrier, and got my hopes up that when I had to leave Warwick, she’d come with me. 
 
    The hardest were the stories about the minister’s daughters, Ashley and Taylor. They’d taunted her. They’d constantly told her that her parents had died because of her. That she was the reason for everything bad in the world.  
 
    “Weird behavior for preacher’s kids,” I whispered. 
 
    She grunted but then went silent again. I listened to her breathing for countless minutes until I realized she’d finally given in and fallen asleep.  
 
    I should’ve done the same, yet I never did. Funnily enough, I wasn’t even tired. My brain was too busy formulating a plan. A plan to keep Miranda safe from whatever had befallen her grandmother and that meant finding out exactly what had happened to the old woman. 
 
    This wasn’t a heart attack the way Miranda said everyone had assumed. Obviously, she hadn’t been struck by lightning. That would’ve left marks on her body. This was the result of a magical attack and Miranda could still have been a target. 
 
    Once she took that telltale deep, relaxing breath, I knew it was safe for me to get up. I snuck back to her grandmother’s bedroom to begin going through paperwork in the hopes of figuring out why she’d been murdered. 
 
    As I passed Miller’s door, it opened quietly and he stepped out as if he’d been waiting for me. 
 
    “We going searching?” he asked. 
 
    “Thought I’d check out Serena’s room,” I whispered. There wasn’t a chance in hell I wanted to do anything that would wake Miranda. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said as if it was a forgone conclusion that he’d be going with me. 
 
    I nodded toward her room and repeated, “Let’s go.” 
 
    We made sure to close the door tightly and only turned on the side table lights to keep it from being obvious we were in here. Miranda hadn’t shut the safe all the way but we started with the boxes of papers. I already knew what was in the safe and would only go through that as a last resort. 
 
    Serena seemed to have kept everything by the looks of these papers. Receipts. Bank statements. The papers giving her custody of Miranda.  
 
    “Fuck, she was a pack rat,” Miller said more to himself than to me. 
 
    The really interesting stuff came when I found newspaper clippings of events around Warwick. Dark happenings that Miranda never mentioned probably because she didn’t know about them. The way her grandmother had shielded her from all things magical, she would’ve hidden this as well. Besides, these were things that non-witches would never have known was anything other than odd natural phenomenon. But Miller and I knew better. 
 
    “Why the fuck would they think they had an earthquake here of all places?” he asked. 
 
    “You know what your mom says. People will believe anything if they don’t know any better.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    When dawn came, I was onto something. A trail of unexplained events that Serena had put together like a detective chasing a serial killer. 
 
    Warwick was far darker than any of us had suspected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    As soon as I woke up, instinct had me feeling around the bed beside me, but it was empty. I was alone and sadness began to cloud over me like a storm until I heard Luken somewhere in the house. Then I pushed all thoughts out of my head and concentrated. 
 
    The sounds were coming from the living room of the nice house. Hidden house? I had no idea what to call this place. What I did know was that this place was like a mirror image of my real house. Only much, much nicer and with a few added rooms. The rooms were roomier as well but the layout matched the house I was used to. 
 
    After a quick pit stop at the restroom, I headed down that way. 
 
    Sure enough, Luken and Miller sat on the couch with a laptop balanced on each of their legs, papers spread all around them and Luken had a pen in his mouth that he’d periodically use to take notes with. Without him knowing, I watched him scribble something across a notepad for the third time and my heart was so full for this guy who’d come to take care of me. Watch out for me. I should’ve felt like I barely knew him, yet I wanted to throw myself into his arms.  
 
    Last night, he’d told me that I needed to get through my grief over Grandma and I thought processing my feelings of being told I was a witch probably wasn’t a bad idea. I accepted what he told me since there was no other way to explain this magical, hidden house. But I was sure I could do both of those things while still having feelings for him. Even if it was too soon by most people’s logic. 
 
    So instead of doing what I wanted to, I veered past the two of them to go back to my regular house for a shower. I don’t know why I did that. I could’ve showered in the bright white subway tile bathroom I’d just used. But my clothes were over there and it was what I was used to. 
 
    The water did nothing to dampen the attraction that had been pulling me toward Luken. To take away the naughty thoughts running through my head. Once I dried myself and got dressed, I decided to get the three of us something nice for breakfast. We were a small town but we did have a little diner that would be perfect and they had some pastries. It would be a win-win. 
 
    For the first time in my life, I left my house with a sense of confidence. As if I’d suddenly grown more comfortable in my own skin. Like maybe I belonged somewhere after all. 
 
    Finding out I wasn’t destitute probably helped a bunch as I walked into the diner in town. It was a busy place, could use a paint job but the food was actually pretty amazing. I hadn’t eaten here often because of money but the times I had, I’d never been disappointed. For the first time in my life, I paid no attention to the people around me. This newfound confidence was something I could get used to. 
 
    “What can I get you?” Marielle, a woman who I’d gone to high school with though she was three years older, asked as if she had never seen me before in her life. She was incredibly tall and obviously beautiful with her curly chestnut hair and striking hazel eyes. But the tired lines around her eyes and the way she didn’t even pretend to smile told the real story. I didn’t really know what happened to her after high school but I did know she had a four-year-old daughter.  
 
    “I’d like to place a takeout order,” I told her. 
 
    She twirled her finger in front of her indicating her impatience with my manners. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I’d like three of your breakfast specials and a half dozen assorted donuts.” 
 
    “Got it.” Then she was gone. I don’t think she glanced up at me once.  
 
    The breakfast specials were an easy pick. More food than I’d eat for one mean but I could save the leftovers. Scrambled eggs, hash browns, bacon, toast, and a stack of three pancakes. 
 
    I took a seat on the stool at the counter and waited. I didn’t think it’d take too long and I realized as I sat there alone that I hadn’t told Luken or Miller that I’d left. Oops. 
 
    Unfortunately, ignoring everyone around me worked against me because I didn’t see Ashley and Taylor closing in on me in time to avoid them. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “Your grandmother killed our father,” Ashley snarled. 
 
    I frowned. Not exactly the greeting of a lifetime. “My grandmother died in her bed the same night your father died. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re next,” Taylor snapped ignoring my logic. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Then I remembered what Luken had said. “Strange behavior for a preacher’s kids,” I said, echoing his words out loud. Then I turned away to continue my wait. 
 
    Taylor grabbed my arm and spun me around. “I mean it.” 
 
    I could feel myself seething. The anger was boiling in my stomach at both her accusing a dead woman of something she couldn’t possibly have done and at her having put hands on me. Yes, Luken and I discovered that Grandma probably died in the yard. But I wasn’t about to tell those two that nor had we truly made sense of it yet. But it was the fury over her thinking that my grandmother would harm anyone that took up the biggest space… because I’d known her. She’d never have hurt anyone. Me, on the other hand… the jury was still out. I was feeling awfully murderous right now. 
 
    Taylor’s eyes widened and she yanked her hand back. “Ow!” She shook her hand like she’d burned it, opening and closing it twice before balling it into a loose fist. It was a protective move not an aggressive one. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of her fingers and they were a bright, angry red, but that didn’t make sense. Unless somehow I’d burned her. Luken told me that I’d been responsible for the tree in the cemetery. And there were other incidents that I thought were coincident 
 
    Had my witchy self scorch her fingers? How would I have done that?  
 
    The answer to that was easy. I was a witch. Then I began to wonder what else I could do as I tried not to grin. I wouldn’t be bullied by anyone anymore. I didn’t have to be a victim. I could defend myself but I didn’t think I was ready to go on the offensive when I didn’t understand the power I had yet. 
 
    Then I wondered… what would Luken do? 
 
    “You’re such a witch!” Ashley’s voice brought the attention of everyone around us. The two of them ran to the bathroom, I’d guess to put some cold water on, what looked like, a painful hand. 
 
    “Uh… Here’s your order,” Marielle said as she placed two plastic bags on the counter in front of me. The she rattled off my total.  
 
    For the first time in my life, I left a very generous tip as I dropped a couple of bills on the counter and scurried out of the diner.  
 
    The drive home, my mind focused in on Taylor’s fingers. They’d become red hot so fast at the point of contact with my arm yet my arm was fine. I hadn’t even felt my skin heat up. Luken had mentioned the elements. Fire was one of them. Earth, fire, wind, rain. Those are what I could think of. Had I just conjured up some fire that didn’t hurt me but did hurt Taylor?  
 
    A small part of me felt good about hurting her for once. That was wrong but I couldn’t help how I felt. 
 
    Once home, I took the stairs two at a time with a bag in each hand and ran into the secret mansion, down those stairs to the living room where I’d left Luken and Miller. I expected that they’d still be on their computers. 
 
    They weren’t there. 
 
    I froze and closed my eyes, letting all the emotions wash over me. 
 
    Fear. Why would they have left? What if I was alone again? What if Luken had been called back home? 
 
    Then I opened my eyes and saw a note on the table, almost as if it’d been begging for my attention. 
 
    Call me. A phone number followed. I had to assume it was his.  
 
    I dropped the bags on the table and yanked my phone out of my pocket because I had to talk to him. Tell him what had happened. 
 
    “Good morning, Miranda,” he answered. 
 
    “Morning. Where are you?” I asked.  
 
    “Checking on a few things,” he said. I focused in on the background noise on his end and knew he was outside somewhere. “Miller and I think we know what happened to your grandmother.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat. If that was true, then nothing else mattered. “Tell me.” I held my breath. The memories were coming back more and more but they were still fuzzy. The idea of her spelling me to not remember things simultaneously pissed me off and warmed my heart.  
 
    She’d wanted me to be safe. To protect me. I got that. But it made me question what else I wasn’t remembering. 
 
    “Soon. When I get back. I need to be certain first.” 
 
    I swallowed hard as nerves took over. “How long do you think you’ll be?” 
 
    He was silent for too long before he answered. “Too long.” 
 
    I nodded and wet my lips. The idea of being alone again wasn’t one that I loved. But I wouldn’t be a clingy… whatever I was to him. I was stronger than that. 
 
    “I went to get us breakfast at the diner this morning,” I told him as I sat down on the edge of the couch. The very nice couch.  
 
    “I’m sorry we’re not there for that. But save it. We’ll have it when we get back,” he told me. “Eat yours though. I really don’t know how long we’ll be.” 
 
    “Fine but if I eat all of the donuts it’s your loss.” Even though there wasn’t a chance in hell I could eat six donuts. 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m sure it is. But listen, I have to go.” 
 
    “OK.” I could only hope my voice didn’t sound as defeated as I felt.  
 
    “I’m really sorry, Miranda. That you went out and we had to leave but trust me when I say, we really had to check this out.” 
 
    “I trust you,” I told him quickly. “Obviously. But something happened at the diner that I want to talk to you about. It can wait, of course—” 
 
    “What happened?” There was a hard edge to his voice and I knew where his mind went. To the encounter with David at the fair. Luken still held more anger over that than I did. 
 
    “It can wait.” 
 
    “No, no.” Something scratched against his end of the phone and he said something to, I assumed, Miller before coming back to me. “At least give me the condensed version so I don’t go out of my mind with worry.” 
 
    I wet my lips and let the vocal damn break. “The minister’s daughters were there and they of course said some nasty things to me.” 
 
    He groaned into the phone. “Fuck.” 
 
    “I’ve heard worse… kind of. Anyway, they said my grandma killed their dad. I told them that was impossible but when Taylor put her hand on me, I… I don’t know, Luken. It was like I burned her. Like I hurt her.” 
 
    He was silent. For too long he didn’t say a word and I could only hear his breath on the other end. “Are you OK?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine. Her hand wasn’t though.” 
 
    “We will definitely talk about this when Miller and I get back but Miranda, could you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Just stay put until we get back, OK? I put a protection spell on the house so you’re safe inside.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised.  
 
    Though I wanted to know how to do that protection spell myself so I could keep myself safe. Luken couldn’t be with me twenty-four hours a day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    Every old town had a historian, even a town as small as Warwick and even if the position wasn’t an official one. So when Miller and I left Miranda’s house, we headed to the library. 
 
    The middle-aged librarian was of average height and had a classic librarian look with her brown hair, greying at the edges, pulled back into a bun and big glasses that made her eyes hard to see. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as we approached the circulation desk. Normally, I would’ve been quieter but the place was empty except one guy who was so far away from us, he wouldn’t be able to hear anything either way. “We are wondering if you have a town historian.” 
 
    “We do. Mr. Whitaker,” she said without looking up. “He comes in every day and is already here.” The librarian wasn’t wearing a name tag and didn’t take the time to introduce herself. But she did come out from behind her counter to lead us toward the back of the library. 
 
    There was an older man, maybe around sixty, at the furthest table with a thick head of white hair and a full white mustache that reminded me of pictures of Mark Twain I’d seen in school. He wore a suit with a bow tie that made it look as if he’d been born in the wrong time. Papers spread out across the table in front of him in what, to me, looked like a disorganized mess, but I’d bet my motorcycle on the fact that to him it was a finely-tuned filing system. He didn’t look up from his papers and it was like we could actually see him physically absorbing the information he was discovering.  
 
    I half-wondered if he had a bit of magic in him. 
 
    “Mr. Whittaker?” I asked. When those sharp eyes squinted up at the two of us, I knew I had the right guy. “We’re trying to find out about some of the town’s history.”  
 
    He nodded. “Anything in particular?” 
 
    “The Mathers.” 
 
    Whittaker grunted and pushed out a chair, which I took as an invitation to sit. Miller pulled one out beside me. 
 
    “What about the Mathers?” he asked. Ashley and Taylor’s father specifically but we’d get to that. 
 
    Intuition told me he already knew, but I’d have to say it. He wasn’t about to offer up anything I wasn’t looking for which raised an eyebrow for me. If there was nothing to hide with those people, why wouldn’t he drop right into story after story the way historians tended to. “Perhaps how the family ended up in Warwick? That might be a good place to start.” 
 
    The old guy nodded again, then took a long drink from the cup in front of him. It smelled like black coffee. “Yes, they’ve been here for generations—going back pretty far.” 
 
    “Well, did Benedict Mather—” 
 
    “Reverend Benedict Mather,” he corrected me, though it sounded more sarcastic than I would’ve expected. 
 
    “Right. When did his family settle here?” 
 
    Whittaker leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of him. “Well, that goes back to the time after the Salem Witch Trials.” 
 
    My stomach tightened. Those trials had been a dark time for my people and just the thought of what had happened all those years ago make any witch equal parts angry and fearful that it could happen again. Miller’s muscles hardened the moment the historian said the words. None of us like to talk about it. 
 
    “As the Mathers were founding members of Warwick,” he continued, not noticing either of our reactions. “We have a lot of genealogical information on the family. The good reverend directly descended from Increase and Cotton Mather, who, you may know, played a large part in the Salem Witch Trials.” 
 
    Yeah. I knew. We all knew. The way it was told among my kind, those poor people never would’ve been murdered had the Mathers kept their rhetoric to themselves. The idea of Miranda living beside these people all this time turned my stomach. Her grandmother had obviously protected her but keeping her in the dark wasn’t the way it should’ve been done. 
 
    “Every generation since Increase have been community leaders. Including his son Cotton. All men of the cloth but with very successful businesses. Though through their calling, they’ve been heavy-handed in politics as well.” 
 
    “So just regular businessmen?” Miller asked. 
 
    “Not at all. It’s from the pulpit that they’ve accumulated the most influence,” Whitaker explained. “Even fame in some cases and enormous amounts of wealth. More than any true man of God should amass. According to the scripture.” 
 
    “Did they seek the influence for the money?” I asked, already knowing the answer. But I didn’t want Whittaker to think I wasn’t following along. 
 
    “It was their agenda they cared about most. Still do with the death of Benedict. I assume that agenda will be passed to his girls. Historically, the wealth and influence along with the agenda would be passed down to sons while the daughters would marry someone from the church to help the cause through their husbands. Benedict had no sons which is why I assume the daughters will step in.” 
 
    Miller and I locked gazes. Each burning with a fiery rage possibly for the same reason. Miranda. But also because these were our people the Mathers had spent centuries trying to wipe out. 
 
    Acid burned my throat with the words that I knew I needed to ask. “And which agenda is that?” 
 
    “Ridding the world of witches no matter the cost. For them they feel the need for vindication. They’re determined to clean up their family name after those awful trials but a black mark next to it. They want to prove witches exist and that they are the only ones who can keep the world safe from the dastardly devils. Imagine the influence they’d have then.” 
 
    “Devils?” I asked, trying not to smile. We weren’t all that different form anyone else. Other than the magic but our coven used white magic. The magic of light and love. “How are they doing so far?” 
 
    Whittaker snorted. “Their drive is to clean their family name and so far they haven’t proven witches exist, let alone rid the world of them if they do exist. However, they also no longer make it clear that’s what they want to do.” He took another drink from his cup. “In that sense, their family name is in better condition than it once was. They’re no longer that crazy family who believes witches and magic are real. Though there have been rumblings of wrongdoings, at this point, no one would oppose them.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” Miller asked him. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “About the Mathers or about witches?” 
 
    I snorted but tried not to smile. “Both.” 
 
    “I think the Mathers are misguided and have an unhealthy obsession with something that doesn’t exist. Their explanation for anything that doesn’t fit their idea of normal or average is witches. But magic?” he asked. “In all my years, I’ve never met a witch so until there’s irrefutable evidence, I’d have to say I don’t believe they do. And I mean real evidence. Not tossing someone into a lake and if they drown, they weren’t a witch. Not a lot of logic in that.” 
 
    Doesn’t exist? At the same time relief flooded me over the fact that the general public knew nothing about witchcraft, it kind of irritated me that he’d just said we didn’t exist. But that wasn’t something I could discuss with him. Plus, he’d just said he’d never met a witch when there were two sitting right across from him. He might not know it but he’d met witches. 
 
    “Thank you for your time,” I said as I pushed to my feet. Miller followed. We both shook his hands as well. 
 
    “If you need anything else, please let me know. I’m right here at this table most days.” 
 
    “We will,” Miller told him as we walked away. 
 
    On the ride home, I tried my best to put together everything Whitaker had told us into something that would make sense. Miller was driving his car because I really hadn’t wanted him hanging onto me on the back of my bike. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking a lot of things,” I told him honestly. “First, I’m pissed as hell that Miranda had to grow up around these people.” 
 
    “You’re really into her aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to be. Michael warned me not to influence her.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Too late, bro. Having sex with a woman will probably influence her.” 
 
    I groaned and ran a hand over my face. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.” 
 
    “But it did.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed. “It did but I’m trying my best for it to not happen again.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked as if I’d just said the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. “She’s hot as fuck.” 
 
    “Watch it,” I told him automatically. 
 
    He laughed harder. Miller was a good friend. He was trying to get a rise out of me and I knew it. Yet I let him do it anyway. The rise had purpose for him though. He only did it when there was a reason and in this case it was to get me out of my own head. 
 
    “What Michael doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” he told me. “Miranda is powerful even if she doesn’t know it yet. Her lineage proves that and he’s not going to say shit as long as she ends up a white magic witch. That’s all he cares about.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. Michael likely wouldn’t care how I got her on the right side, other than crossing the line of influence and I had no idea if having sex with her would do that. 
 
    I wet my lips quickly and said, “Listen, everything Whitaker said made sense and I need to talk to Miranda about it. We need to talk to her about. If you’re here, you’re helping and don’t be gross about that.” Because I didn’t think I could take a joke about him and Miranda together right now. “But we need to be careful. She’s looking less depressed than when I got here, but her emotions are still raw. She’s volatile.” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t need her hurting someone because that would make the decision for her.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I swallowed hard. “And according to what she’d told me on the phone, she already did.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently she burned one of Mather’s daughters but it sounds like it was self-defense. I don’t have the full picture yet.” 
 
    “You know that’s not how it works,” he reminded me. “You know she need to make a decision. There has to be intent behind it and the magic has to be for a dark purpose.” 
 
    “Or you have to drink the Kool aide and make a pledge.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Kool aide was what we called the concoction that the dark coven called communion. 
 
    “You know,” he continued. “If you need to drain some of her emotions, you could always flood her with happiness.” 
 
    I was going to ask what he was talking about but the way he wiggled his eyebrows answered before I asked.  
 
    The idea of doing both of those things through sex was intriguing but fuck that was wrong. I wanted Miranda every second of the day but I wanted that part of us to not be wrapped up in the coven or bringing her over to us. 
 
    “It’d work,” he said. “If you do it right.” 
 
    “I do it just fine,” I told him. 
 
    “Just fine?” He snorted. “Miranda’s a lucky girl.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” I said with a sigh. But he was right. It wasn’t a bad way to spend some of her energy. “I have a favor to ask you.” Though I hadn’t decided to ask until just this minute. When I’d found the address, I thought that would be the end of the whole thing but the more I found out about this town, the more I knew something had to be done. 
 
    “Want me to take care of Miranda’s energy for you?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and clenched my jaw. “I’m going to knock your teeth down your fucking throat.” 
 
    He chuckled. Miller and I had never fought each other in our lives but if we were going to this would’ve been the best reason possible. Him talking about Miranda that was had my blood boiling. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “There’s a guy—” 
 
    “Luken, I never knew. I still love you though.” 
 
    I sighed. “Would you just listen?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said with humor still in his voice. 
 
    I told him about David and what he’d done to Miranda. I told him about the pictures he said he had and the way Miranda had looked when she admitted it. The way I wanted to pound that guy with my fists until he stopped speaking to my girl. 
 
    “Want me to kill that guy for you?” he asked, though he’d know that wasn’t my intention. We didn’t kill people for fun. Hurting someone was for immediate defense only and it had to be done without dark magic. “Cuz I’ll kill that guy for you.” 
 
    “Fuck off. No. I want you to go to his house using your witchy charms and make sure he doesn’t actually have any pictures of her. If he does, get rid of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that. As soon as I can slip away. I’ll wipe his phone and see if there’s anything in his house.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him. Miller was a good friend. 
 
    We pulled into the driveway and his car stopped next to my bike. We both rushed into the house looking for Miranda. She was in the kitchen, against the counter, with a box of donuts in front of her. Looked like one was missing from the box. Her black sundress swayed against the back of her legs as she danced to music I couldn’t hear. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. I rushed right to her and pulled her into my arms. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    It felt like I’d been waiting for Luken and Miller for forever. My emotions were all over the place, out of control after what had happened in the grocery store, clawing at way at my insides like they were an actual beast trying to get out and I just wanted to see him. To know everything was going to be okay. To figure out what the hell had happened and somehow I just knew that he’d be able to tell me. Or at least understand. 
 
    Whatever the outcome, his presence alone would put me at ease. 
 
    I’d learned early on not to get attached to anyone. Losing parents could do that to a person and Grandma had reinforced it. I’d loved my grandmother but obviously had never been as close to her as I could’ve been. Maybe I’d held back some but she’d locked me out of a huge part of her life as well as a huge part of my life. 
 
    Now, in walked Luken and suddenly I was throwing caution to the wind. I’d allowed him into my heart the first moment I’d seen him. I wanted to share everything with him. My home. My heart. My life. 
 
    “Hi,” I whispered into his hair after he wrapped his arms around me. He scooped me up into those strong arms and began walking out of the kitchen. 
 
    “I’ll just… be down here. With the donuts,” Miller called out as we left him alone in the room.  
 
    I giggled, certain I knew where this was going and while I was curious about what he’d been doing all morning, I was more curious to see why he was carrying me up the stairs as if I’d weighed nothing at all. 
 
    Luken full-out tossed me onto his bed. The one in the room I’d originally given him, the one he was “renting” though there wasn’t a chance in hell I’d take a dime for it at this point. Not the luxurious one next door. Well… not next door, but it sounded better in my head than secret mansion.  
 
    Then he descended. His lips crashed into mine, moving and demanding them to open as he took the kiss deeper. His hand cupped my face as his body covered mine. Feeling him on top of me got my body on full alert. I could suddenly feel my heartbeat throughout my body, not just the chest. His fingers against my skin caused me to shiver like I was hypersensitive to his touch. I used my fingers to brace on his strong shoulders. His muscles jumped under my skin. 
 
    When he leaned onto one side, I missed his weight against me. Until one hand began sliding up the side of my thigh, pushing my dress up with it. Holy hell, I was on fire. A fire only he could put out. 
 
    Luken leaned back to yank his shirt off with one hand. Holy hell, I’d never tire of looking at him. Smooth skin covered hard muscle. The man was beautiful and I was still in awe of the fact that he wanted to be here with me. 
 
    “Is this OK with you?” he asked, his breath feathering against the side of my face. 
 
    I let out a completely unattractive giggle. This right here was why I questioned him wanting to be there with me. I wasn’t the kind of woman who knew how to be smooth… to act as if I was unaffected by him or the events around me. Maybe I would’ve learned that if I’d had friends in school but right now the scent of his soap… something minty, was far too distracting. 
 
    I slapped a hand over my mouth and said a muffled, “Sorry.” 
 
    He gave me a great smile and pulled that hand away. “Don’t get embarrassed. I love that you’re the real you with me. If you think that laugh didn’t shoot right to my dick, you’re wrong.” 
 
    My heart swelled with his words. “Yes,” I whispered. “I’m more than OK with this.” 
 
    Luken’s hand on my thigh hadn’t moved when he leaned in to kiss me again. Everything was forgotten. The diner. The Mather Twins. Miller downstairs who could possibly hear us. None of that mattered. What mattered was Luken pulling the top of my dress down and undoing the front clasp on my bra, exposing my breasts to the air. My focus was on the way he took one of my nipples into his mouth. I shouldn’t have been watching him doing it. That was weird, right?  
 
    Then his teeth scraped against the sensitive nub and I didn’t care if it was weird of not. My eyes fluttered closed and my head fell back against the pillow. That felt amazing. 
 
    I was so lost in the way he was making me feel that I wasn’t even self-conscious when he slid down between my legs or when his hands disappeared under my dress, grasped my panties and slid them down my legs. 
 
    I wanted him there. To bring me the same kind of pleasure he had in the attic. 
 
    His big hands settled on the backs of my thighs and parted my legs enough for him to fit in between. He licked me gently and I almost shot out of the bed. My back arched… an unflattering moan came out of my mouth. It was like I was starved for his attention when he’d just lavished me with it yesterday. 
 
    Being that I was already a live wire, it didn’t take much effort on his part to bring me to the height of pleasure. I was coming undone with a few minutes of this whole thing starting. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered then climbed back up my body. He was on his knees between my legs and hovering above me. “I will literally never get tired of that.” 
 
    “Of what?” I stupidly asked with a voice that was more horse than it should have been. “Doing that or watching me…” 
 
    “Both,” he said quickly. “You so beautiful, Miranda.” His lips met mine again. I’d already been breathless so when he pulled back, I felt like I was gasping for air. “But you have too many clothes on.” 
 
    I snickered at that given that all of the parts of me that were supposed to be covered weren’t. Still I leaned up so Luken could pull my dress over my head then I pushed my bra off my arms. But still I raised an eyebrow in challenge at him. He still had pants on. After chuckling, he shed those as well and was back on top of me. 
 
    “You know there are…” I swallowed hard. “Things I’ve never done to a guy.” 
 
    He groaned and dropped his head to my shoulder. After a few seconds, he lifted to look into my eyes. “I didn’t know but I assumed.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m just saying… I wouldn’t know what I’m doing but if you ever want me to—” 
 
    My words were cut off by his mouth on mine. He knew what I was talking about and from his reaction I assumed it was something he wanted but maybe not right now. We were both already too far gone. 
 
    This time there wasn’t any conversation or hesitation before he pushed inside me. There also was the uncomfortableness that I’d experienced yesterday. It was just him and me while he held me tightly and made me feel the best I ever had.  
 
    I allowed my hands to explore. Across his broad shoulders and down his strong back. I scraped my nails gently over his skin causing him to groan. It sounded like a good kind of groan so I kept going as my hips moved to meet his with every thrust. When my nails scraped over his hip, he began to move faster. 
 
    With no idea how long we’d been there, even with his friend in my house, I didn’t care. When his movements became a little more erratic and then stopped, I wasn’t disappointed. Not only had he given me one of the best experiences I’d ever had, I knew we could do this again and again whenever we wanted to.  
 
    Luken pushed off me, looking as reluctant as he could as he shuffled off to the bathroom. When he came back with his boxers on, boxers I hadn’t seen him grab, I did the same. The thought occurred to me that Miller could’ve been out in the hallway when I went out there, so I grabbed his shirt and dropped it over my head. Yes, Miller would know what we’d just done but he wouldn’t see me naked. Besides, I was fairly certain that he already knew. 
 
    As soon as I could, I snuggled into his side on his bed.  
 
    I took a deep breath and stretched out all my muscles. My feet reached just past his knees. Being with Luken not only felt amazing but was oddly calming. Everything I’d been feeling at the diner and after had magically slipped away as if it had just been a regular day. Actually, I began to have a hard time remembering exactly what I’d been so upset about and now… nothing could upset me at all.  
 
    It was as if I’d found my nirvana. 
 
    “Feel better?” Luken asked as I lay there remembering every touch from moments before. 
 
    “Much.” I smiled, though he wouldn’t have been able to see it. But wait… “How did you know I was upset before?” 
 
    “I could feel it coming off you in waves as soon as I got here,” he said. “Plus, you sounded it on the phone.” Yeah. Duh. That phone call had been forgotten the moment he’d taken me into his arms. “Thought you needed expel some energy.” 
 
    My hand froze on his chest. “Wait.” I pushed up to a sitting position next to him. “Did you just use sex to calm me down?” 
 
    Luken fought a smile. The corners of his mouth twitched with the effort. “Are you complaining about that?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. Was I? I had needed to calm down after my run in with the twins. I had loved every single thing he did to me. “No. I’m not.” 
 
    “OK then.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried that you’re conditioning me to use you to calm down every time I need calming down?” Like Pavlov’s dogs but I wasn’t about to compare myself to a dog with him. 
 
    His deep chuckled made my cheeks burn. Not in a bad way. The sound traveled to the far reaches of my body and I had a suspicion that Luken was going to turn me into a sex addict. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it that way but I also wouldn’t complain if you did.” 
 
    I slapped a hand against his chest. He reached up and covered mine with his.  
 
    “That’s not funny,” I told him. 
 
    “Didn’t mean for it to be.” He slid up so that he was sitting against the headboard. His long legs were crossed at the ankles and his dark hair looked like my fingers had been running through them because they had. “Seriously Miranda. I know we haven’t known each other long but I don’t intend to leave you unless you want me to go. I can’t explain my feelings exactly or why they formed so quickly but—” 
 
    “I don’t,” I told him quickly. “I don’t want you to go and you don’t have to explain anything to me. I get it. Because I feel the same way.” 
 
    I pushed away from him and slid to the edge of his bed, grabbed my bra, dress, and panties to put myself back together. We couldn’t lay here in bed all day if for no other reason than Miller was somewhere in the house.  
 
    The steel case I’d formed around my heart was threatening the break open and let him in. If I was being honest with myself, it already had. 
 
    “OK, so tell me,” I said, facing him once I was dressed. He was still on the bed with his eyebrows furrowed as if he didn’t understand. As if he’d forgotten that I had things to tell him and expected him to tell me where he and Miller had been all morning. “Don’t worry. I won’t get distracted.” I dropped into the nearest chair to sit alone and folded my hands over my chest. My chin jutted out, I asked, “So, what’s going on in this town?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    Unsure of how I wanted to tell her about everything considering that she was still coming to terms with the fact that she was a witch, I did know that we should include Miller since he’d been with me. I swung my legs over the bed, pulled my jeans on as I stood, then I walked over to her. She’d discarded my shirt near her feet and I’d need that to be complete. Miller knew what we’d been doing up here but he didn’t need to see evidence of it.  
 
    We’d expelled some energy that was for sure. Any thoughts I’d had about putting distance between us was long gone. I couldn’t keep myself from getting completely lost in her. 
 
    I had a job to do and falling for Miranda Deerborne wasn’t part of it yet here I was, knowing her less than a week yet being completely sure that I didn’t want to lose her. 
 
    I took her hand in mine and led her back down to the kitchen.  
 
    Miller was at the table, a donut, looking to be his second after glancing in the box, was at the table sliding his thumb across his phone. When he saw us, a sly grin crossed his face. 
 
    “Hey guys,” he said as I dropped Miranda’s hand so she could take a seat then went to get us each a glass of water. 
 
    “Miranda was asking what we learned today,” I told him then slid into the seat next to her and set the glass in front of her. 
 
    He nodded but the look in his eye told me he’d give me shit later. “Yeah. That Whitaker guy knows a lot. He didn’t even have to look anything up.” 
 
    “You talked to Mr. Whitaker?” she asked us. I nodded. “I think he has a photographic memory or something because he knows everything without having to think about it. He gave a presentation on town history when I was in tenth grade, I think. It was so interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah. He didn’t even seem to care why we were asking.” 
 
    “Miller,” she said. “You have no idea how many people ask him questions on a daily basis. Property question? He knows the answer. Want to know what something used to be? He knows. He’s also been here forever. Like he looked sixty when I was five.” 
 
    My head snapped for her direction to Millers and we both raised an eyebrow. Maybe there was something magical about Whitaker after all. 
 
    I cleared my throat and said, “A lot of generations back, your family lived in Salem.” Her eyes widened just slightly. “During the witch trials. Your family was prosperous and it was a beautiful place, I’m told. However, there were others who were jealous and found their power in the pulpit.” 
 
    “As in pastors?” she asked. The connection she’d made was immediate. After all, it sounded like the Mather Twins had been her worst tormentors and the ones who egged on the others. 
 
    I nodded but Miller picked up from there. “They began spreading lies about witchcraft when what they were really fighting, the real danger, was the voodoo Satanic culture that was everywhere among those desperate to rebel and control their own destiny.” 
 
    “You’re insane. Voodoo? You found that out in town?” she asked. 
 
    “Not all of it,” I told her. “A lot about you personally, we already knew, but the historian was quite helpful.” 
 
    “Wait.” She held her hands up. “About me personally you already knew?” 
 
    Miller leaned in on his elbows. “Your grandma was pretty famous… or at least infamous in our coven.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    He looked to me and I nodded. She should know. 
 
    “Well,” he began. Miller loved to tell a good story. “A long time before we were born, Serena Good had a falling out with our council.” 
 
    “Council?”  
 
    I set a hand on her back and explained, “Our council is kind of the governing body of the coven. Sort of like the police, I guess you could say. If there’s a beef, it goes before the council. If they have a job for you to do, you’re probably going to do it because it’s all part of being in the coven. But the coven also protects you. Keeps you safe from people that might want to cause harm to witches or keep you safe from dark magic.” 
 
    Miller snorted. “Law and order… yeah. That’s it.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said again. “Are you saying they aren’t good people?” 
 
    “No,” he told her. “But the head of the council, Michael, who sent Luken here when your grandma died tends to be a little… I don’t know exactly what you’d call him.” 
 
    “An asshole?” I asked. Miller’s grin spread wide. 
 
    “That’s one way to put it.” His chest rose as he took a deep breath. “Nobody knows exactly what happened except your grandma, who can’t tell us now, and Michael, who wouldn’t tell us if we promised to sacrifice our first borns. But something happened to cause a rift.” 
 
    “Serena left town,” I continued the story. “This was probably when your mom was little.” 
 
    An emotion I hadn’t seen before flashed across Miranda’s face. Then I remembered that her parents had died when she was young and assumed it had something to do with that. The lack of memories when someone mentioned her mom. 
 
    “But there was a rede back then—” 
 
    “Rede?” she asked. 
 
    I took her hand in mine while I explained. “The rede among witches is sort of a moral guide. It’s more than a motto. Kind of a statement that we all live by.” 
 
    “Like the golden rule,” Miller offered. 
 
    “So treat people how you want to be treated?” she asked. 
 
    “Same kind of thing,” I told her. “But the witches rede would’ve prevented any actual witch from killing anyone else. So there were a lot of people who were accused of being witches who weren’t. And there were some who were actually executed. Then there were others who managed to escape any sentencing. Those were the people who helped reveal the truth.” 
 
    Miranda shook her head as if we were overwhelming her with information. Hell, maybe we were. I remembered what it was like to be new to all of this and having it sound like the craziest shit you’d ever heard. “So you’re saying the real witches mostly had to stand by and watch non-witches be executed for being witches?” 
 
    “Yes.” Miller and I said at the same time. 
 
    “That’s fucked up.” 
 
    “Yes.” Again, we said this as a duo. 
 
    He and I both chuckled quietly. Then I continued. “But when it was all over, the accusers moved far away to escape the stigmatism of what had happened. The same was true for the Mathers.” 
 
    “No way.” Her eyes widened and she dropped her hands from her chest. “You can’t mean that they’re relatives of Reverend Mathers…” 
 
    I chuckled. “Right. Just like you aren’t actual descended from Sarah Good.” 
 
    “Who is Sarah Good?” she asked. 
 
    “Damn,” Miller muttered. “They really didn’t tell you guys anything.” 
 
    “Wait.” She sat up straighter. “What’s that mean?” 
 
    Miller pointed at me. “My boy here also knew nothing of this world when he came to the coven.” 
 
    Her big blue eyes turned to me. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I told her. “My mom had kept the craft from me just like your grandma did you.” 
 
    “So, Sarah Good?” 
 
    “She was one of the first women to be accused of being a witch and it started the Salem Witch Trials. She proclaimed her innocence to the end but she was hanged for it.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” she said quietly. 
 
    Miller leaned across the table with a little too much excitement on his face. “Want to know the best part?” She nodded but it was hesitant. There was nothing exciting about this unless you were Miller. “Even though she wouldn’t confess, when she was convicted, she yelled at the reverend who tried so hard to get her to confess… she yelled, I’m no more a witch than you are a wizard, and if you take away my life God will give you blood to drink.” He snickered as if this was the best part and it kind of was when the villain gets his just rewards. “Guess how the guy died?” 
 
    Her eyes widened into tiny saucers as she whispered, “How?” 
 
    “He choked on his own blood.” Miller sat back with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered because he was taking too much glee in telling her this story. “Like twenty-five years later.” 
 
    “Still…” he said as he held his hands up. 
 
    “Wait.” Miranda slapped her hands against the table. “If she said that then he actually died the way she said, does that mean she actually was a witch?” 
 
    “Duh,” Miller told her. 
 
    “Miller,” I warned shaking my head. “Yes, Miranda, she was a witch. You’re descended from her and just for the record she was an incredibly powerful witch who passed that down to her children, Dorcus and Mercy.” 
 
    Her laugh choked in her throat. “Really? I’m descended from her?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. You are.”  
 
    Miranda’s chest puffed out slightly, the result of her famous heritage and knowing that she’d come from a long line of strong women. 
 
    “So what does this have to do with anything now?” she asked. “Nearly four hundred years later?” 
 
    “Old vendettas die hard, Miranda. When people lose their wealth, their reputation, and their home, they do some crazy shit… like vow revenge.”  
 
    Somehow. Someway. Someday. I didn’t have proof, exactly, but the fact that Reverend Mather and Serena Good had died on the same night… seemed suspect at the very least. We’d need to figure that out. 
 
    Her eyes flashed with realization. “So you think Reverend Mather killed my grandmother?” 
 
    I nodded hesitantly as Miller’s face grew more serious. “I do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    I laid my hand on my arm, directly over the spot where Taylor had grabbed me as I thought about what Luken had said. Grandma and Reverend Mather had never gotten along exactly, but I’d never seen them have cross words once. Actually, they avoided each other like the plague. 
 
    Seemed weird to me that a centuries-old vow for revenge would bleed into today. But here we were. Both Miller and Luken seemed rather sure that they’d figured this out and this was the answer. 
 
    “What’s that?” Luken asked, his forehead scrunched up. 
 
    I shook my head in confusion. “What?” 
 
    He peeled my hand off the new splotch I hadn’t noticed.  
 
    “Oh,” I said. I knew what he was talking about as soon as he’d indicated a location.  
 
    “Is this from your run in with the Mather Twins?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “What run in?” Miller asked. “Did you hurt one of them?” 
 
    Immediately, my defenses went up. “She hurt me first. She touched me.” I scowled.  
 
    Luken slid closer so he could get a better look, I’d guess. 
 
    “Is this what you mentioned on the phone?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Tell us exactly what happened.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. Telling the two of them about how Taylor and Ashley could still get the best of me wasn’t on the top of my wish list right now. Had to do it because, while I was new to this whole thing, I understood almost none of it. Including how in the hell I’d burned Taylor with just my fingers. First, I bought myself some time but taking a long, slow drink from my glass of water. 
 
    A corner of Luken’s mouth turned up. He knew exactly what I was doing. 
 
    “I went to the diner to get the three of us breakfast,” I told him. “I almost never go in there because people suck but I did it anyway. It was fine. Everything was fine until the twins saw me and came over.” 
 
    “What’d they do?” Miller asked.  
 
    “Just… said some things. Accused my grandma of killing their dad. I told them that was crazy though now… is it? I have no idea.” 
 
    “And this mark?” Luken asked while gently probing the area with his fingers. 
 
    “Taylor just…” I pushed up from the table and began to pace the kitchen. “She made me so mad. I didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
    “Do what?” Miller prodded. 
 
    I stopped and turned to the two of them still sitting at the table. “I didn’t do it on purpose. You two are here telling me I’m a witch and like an idiot I believe you. Though now I’m thinking it’s not me being an idiot.” 
 
    “Miranda,” Luken snapped kind of harshly. “Just tell us what happened.” 
 
    I had been rambling. “I could feel the anger building up and it made me… hot inside. Like I was on fire. The next thing I knew, Taylor snapped her hand back and it was burned. Like I’d burned her with my skin but that didn’t make any sense because clearly, I can’t burn people with my skin.” I glanced down at my arm. “And that mark is there because it was like while I scorched her, her hand burned me back.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. “But her hand looked a lot worse.” 
 
    “Shit,” Miller said under his breath and gave Luken a pointed look. 
 
    Luken slid the chair out from under the table and stood up. The sound of the legs scraping the floor made me cringe. His face was tight and angry as he come over, stopping just in front of me. 
 
     “I need you to understand,” he said through clenched teeth. “You can’t do that. You can’t hurt other people.” Then he groaned and I had no idea what the hell he was talking about. “I wasn’t supposed to get this close to you Miranda.” His voice was low and his face less tense but he had to know Miller could still hear him. “Yet I can’t help it. But you hurting someone else goes against the rede. It borders on dark magic.” 
 
    “Come one man,” Miller piped in. “She didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
    “Stay out of it, Miller.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I pointed at him and took a step away from Luken. “I didn’t do it on purpose. I don’t even know how to do it on purpose. She was being nasty to me.” 
 
    “I’m sure she was,” he snapped. “That’s not the point. We have got to teach you some control because , Miranda, I’m in a white magic coven. Dark magic has no place there and if you turn to dark magic then this…” He waved his finger between us. “Can’t happen.” 
 
    “Then teach me,” I yelled, thrown my arms into the air helplessly. Then teach me instead of chastising me for something I couldn’t help. You came here. You changed my life. I’ve gotten no guidance so far on how to control this thing you say I have. You’ve spent more time having sex with me than explaining anything. Now you’re not even on my side when those bitches corner me in the diner?” Not all of that was exactly true but it sure felt like it. 
 
    “Calm down,” he told me. 
 
    “Do not tell me to calm down!” I yelled back. To me, I had ever right to feel the way I did. With anger building up inside me, having me feel the way I had at the diner, I knew I did actually need to calm down yet fuck him for saying it. 
 
    Luke came in closer, a calming feeling skittering over my skin like a loose hair in the breeze. 
 
    “Unless your life is in immediate danger, you can’t use magic to hurt someone. And honestly you shouldn’t use it until you’ve committed to white magic.” 
 
    “Oops,” Miller said under his breath.  
 
    “What?” I asked him. Then I turned back to Luken waiting for an explanation. 
 
    We sat there staring each other down. I couldn’t believe he was refusing to see this from my perspective. What was I supposed to do? Let people hurt me just so I don’t hurt them back? At the very least, he should’ve been on my side. He’d just told me that my grandmother had likely been murdered by their father. 
 
    Luken groaned. “I wasn’t supposed to say that.” 
 
    Miller shrugged. “Cat’s out of the bag now.” 
 
    “I was sent here by the council to ensure that you choose white magic. You’re powerful as fuck.” I snorted. “You are. You just don’t know how to control it yet. We can help with that. But if you tap into dark magic, even by accident, without your life being in danger, you can’t go back. I need you to be really careful.” 
 
    I turned away. 
 
    “Got it,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    I moved away from the two of them, braced my hands on the edge of the sink and stared out the window. A vantage point that allowed me to see all the way to town. Hell, I could see all the way to the Mathers’ front door. I ran my fingernails over the smooth surface of the sink. I don’t know why I did it but then I turned on the water and stuck my hands under the coolness. As I let it run over my hands I pushed until my arms up to my elbows were also wet and I just stood there.  
 
    Water was an element.  
 
    If I was tethered to the elements, the water making me feel better made more sense. I dropped my head and took a deep breath. With my back to the guys, I had no idea what they were doing but they were silent. As in I could’ve heard a pin drop silent. 
 
    Part of me began to wonder if all of this had been by design.  
 
    Who’d moved here first? The Goods or the Mathers? Who had followed? Had my grandmother wanted to keep an eye on Reverend Mather? Had he been watching her? I was desperate to know who’d been responsible. I didn’t give a shit about revenge. But that revelation surprised me. I’d thought that I’d wanted someone to pay, especially since I was now able to be the harbinger of doom just by getting angry. I could hurt people which was what I thought I wanted my entire life. To hurt the people who’d hurt me. 
 
    That desire changed as I stood there running my arms under the cold water. I wouldn’t be about revenge of what had happened in the past. Apparently that was what got my grandma killed… maybe even my parents. No. Now I’d just be about making sure they didn’t do to me what they had my family.  
 
    White magic or dark. Obviously I didn’t want to be into any dark magic and I’d declare myself to white magic right now if I could. But apparently, it didn’t work that way. I wasn’t sure how it did work but I’d have to be careful until I was firmly on the good side. 
 
    My heart had returned to its normal rhythm and the anger that had filled my veins subsided. I’d have to remember this water trick for later. I turned off the water, snatched the towel on the counter and finally turned back to the guys. 
 
    They were both watching me as if I was a bomb ready to drop. I wasn’t. I wouldn’t ever be. 
 
    “So now what?” I asked, feeling almost as helpless as I had before he’d come to town.  
 
    Me wanting to be on the side of the good guys didn’t even have anything to do with Luken. Sure, he’d said if I went dark that we couldn’t be together. Which indicated he wanted to be with me. Even if he was just supposed to guide me. Even if he wasn’t supposed to be with me. The cat’s out of the bag now, as Miller had said. 
 
    “Now,” Luken began. “We train you some more on some basics and set the Mather girls up for a confrontation.” 
 
    Miller nodded. “It’s the only way to end this for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    I’d made it sound so simple. Yup. Just set up the Mather family that been after your grandma and anyone related to her for a few centuries. No big deal.  
 
    But if it worked, we’d break a vicious four-hundred-year-old cycle of hate and vendettas. In telling Miranda about the families, I probably should’ve mentioned that this could be dangerous. I owed it to her, to be honest. Miranda deserved to know what she was going to be up against. But I thought she had a pretty good idea. 
 
    And fuck, it scared me a little to be in so deep both with her and with the entire situation. Then there was the little matter of the council. By the rules of my job, I should’ve told them my plan before her. But fuck it. I was already in. This was happening and I didn’t hear Miller objecting either. At least if we got into trouble with them, I wouldn’t be alone. It wasn’t like they’d kill us or anything. That would’ve gone against white magic but fuck they could make our lives miserable. 
 
    Still. I needed to touch base. 
 
    “Give me a minute. I need to call the council.” I leaned over to give her a quick kiss, both to reassure her and myself. Her lips were tentative and not as soft as they usually were. Clearly, although she’d calmed herself she was still ticked off at me. Then I sighed as I stood to my full height and left the kitchen to step outside.  
 
    “Why do you need to call them?” she asked.  
 
    It was so easy to forget that she didn’t know exactly how our coven was set up. 
 
    “They sent me here. To you. If I don’t call in every once in a while, I’ll either pay for it when I get back with the shittiest jobs that exist or they’ll send some asshole to come help out.” 
 
    Her gaze flitted over to Miller then came back to me. “Like him?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Ouch. Burn,” Miller deadpanned.  
 
    Miranda shook her head. “But I don’t think he’s an asshole. He’s been nothing but nice.” 
 
    “You don’t know him yet,” I countered but in all actuality, I was giving him a hard time. He wasn’t an asshole. Miller and I were like brothers. I’d lived with his family when I first got to Echo Valley. Had my own place now, so did he, but that didn’t mean the feeling had changed.  
 
    Miller would keep her company. Hell, maybe he’d talk her into being less upset with me.  
 
    I went out the back door into the yard not far from where Serena had died but chances were good that my phone would still ring before I got all the way out there. Most of the time I felt like the council had me on LoJack. And again, I wasn’t wrong.  
 
    The shrill sound of my phone began when I was halfway down.  
 
    “Michael,” I said into the phone. 
 
    “Anything you want to tell me?” he asked back. 
 
    I sighed. “Here’s what you need to know.” I began to lay everything out for him. Told him about the four-hundred-year-old vendetta, which I was sure he already knew. But still, I rattled it off just in case. 
 
    “I’m worried about leaving Miranda alone. If they get to her without at least one of us here—” 
 
    “I understand the ramifications of that.” 
 
    “If the Mather twins decide to take up their family’s legacy. I don’t even know if they know about it or are already sucked in. I know that they’ve tormented Miranda her entire life and I’m not about to leave her to face that danger alone.” I took a breath. “I’m pretty sure Reverend Mather killed Serena. Or stopping him killed her. Something like that.” 
 
    “Serena wouldn’t have been on the offensive. That’s not how she worked. If what you say is true, then Mather came after her.” 
 
    “So I’m staying until this is over?” I asked. The last thing I wanted him to say was for the three of us to pack up and leave. I wasn’t sure Miranda would go just yet anyway. And this was one thing I knew I would defy him on even if he told me to leave right now. 
 
    Michael was completely silent for so long, I became uncomfortable. Then finally, he gave his edict. 
 
    “Stay with her, Luken. Protect her. There’s too much magic and power in that family for it to be left unattended or gone forever. She can’t be lost to the darkness. She can’t be lost, period.” 
 
    That was what I’d been hoping he’d say. Not that I had truly needed his permission, but I took it to mean that I could attend to her all I wanted, as needed, and I planned to do just that. Not having his go-ahead just meant more problems down the line. But now… He wouldn’t come at me for breaking any rules. Well… he couldn’t come at me for breaking some of the rules.  
 
    Michael didn’t know I’d slept with her and he didn’t need to. He’d see it as influencing her. Which maybe it would and maybe I wanted it to. 
 
    “I’m glad Miller came to help,” he said which was surprising. I didn’t think Michael actually liked Miller all that much. Then again, who did he like? 
 
    “He’s been very helpful.” 
 
    “Good. I expect the two of you will be successful. You will protect her even at the cost of your own life but one of you must bring her into the light. You might bring her into the coven.” 
 
    “I know. That’s the plan.” 
 
    Michael hung up after that, again without a goodbye or any sort of pleasantry. Miller’s mom said the council had a long-term plan but it wasn’t something any of us regular witches were privy to. Half the time I thought Michael was working on his own in the first place. 
 
    I rushed back into the house, into the kitchen, only to discover the room was empty. 
 
    “Miranda,” I called out. No answer. “Miller,” again nothing. 
 
    Then my phone dinged with a text. It was from Miller and read, outside and nothing more.  
 
    I full out ran from the room, only pausing to yank the front door open and then I was moving again. I practically jumped down the front steps and frantically searched for the two of them.  
 
    What I found was Miranda’s car, closely followed by Miller’s, headed down the road. 
 
    Oh shit. My blood ran icy cold. What the hell was she up to? 
 
    I took off into another run as I pulled my keys out of my pocket. Not bothering with a helmet, I started my baby up and spun the dirt, spraying it everywhere as I pulled out. 
 
    Where the hell could she be going? I asked myself.  
 
    They’d gotten a good head start. If Miranda’s house wasn’t up on the hill a bit, I wouldn’t have seen them driving away.  
 
    I sped down the road, ignoring the town’s stoplight as I magicked my way through it. I needed to get to her before she did something we’d both regret and be lost forever. Nothing was going to stop me. 
 
    Finally, I caught up to Miranda and Miller as she was about to step up the curb onto the sidewalk leading to the Mathers’ front door. Miller had his hand on her shoulder as if he was holding her back. In any other circumstance, I would’ve told him to get his hands off of her. In this one, I was grateful that he was there. I slid up to her, still on my bike, hooked an arm around her waist, and yanked her onto the bike in front of me.  
 
    She didn’t fight. She didn’t do anything, really, other than let me hold her against my body. I wondered if she could feel how hard my heart thumped against my chest. 
 
    “Don’t you know that I can’t lose you?” I muttered into her hair.  
 
    She melted into me and I took it to mean she understood. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Miller said breaking into our little bubble. 
 
    “Yeah.” I gave her a little space so I could see her eyes when I asked the next question. “Will you please get in your car and drive back home? We can sort things out.” 
 
    She wet her lips quickly but in the end, she nodded. 
 
    “You’re sure?” I followed up. “Because Miller and I will chase you down again.” 
 
    She giggled as she slid off my bike. “Yeah. I’ll go back.” 
 
    As she walked away, I called out to her. “Miranda.” She turned back. Miller stopped his trek back to his own car as well. “What was your plan?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Something.” 
 
    I nodded because I got what she was saying. There was no plan or at least not a solid one but she’d wanted something to happen. Something that would move this whole thing forward but we needed to be smart about this entire thing. 
 
    In the end, if things got bad, I’d throw her on the back of my bike and leave this town behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    After snagging me right off the sidewalk, Luken held me against him and told me he couldn’t lose me. He couldn’t lose me. As if I were something special to him. It was hard to wrap my brain around it. Once a full minute passed, he let me go with the promise that I’d drive right home. Then we were slowly moving down the road, away from the place on which my anger had become focused. Now that anger and Luken’s feelings mingled inside me and released through the tears forming in my eyes.  
 
    I’d fight those back, though. No need to be a blubbering mess when I faced the guys again. No need to highlight that this was the first time in my life that someone made me feel special, outside of my grandma. She cared for me even if we had this weird relationship where we were more like roommates. There were times we’d laughed and spent hours talking. It was just that most of the time, she was incredibly serious and now I knew why. It was a heavy burden she’d been carrying to know all of this history and that Mather could’ve attacked at any time then she had me thrust into her lap while she was grieving her only child. 
 
    Most of the time, I thought that the loss of my mom was the reason Grandma was so serious. 
 
    When we pulled into the driveway, Miller and I met in front of my car with Luken on his motorcycle right behind us.  
 
    I had questions. 
 
    “Why?” I asked as those damn tears let loose and streamed down my face. The control I’d promised myself just minutes before was totally forgotten. 
 
    I was pretty sure he’d just saved me from certain death. I’d been so focused on my way to their house that I hadn’t thought about the fact that if this family had dark magic at their fingertips and had been able to take Grandma down, even though she was supposedly super powerful, what chance did I have?  
 
    The realization hit me that had I entered that house, I probably wouldn’t have come back out either because the twins did something to me or I’d done something like collapse the entire house on myself. 
 
    I’d been on my own, which was stupid. The anger I’d been feeling in the kitchen, that I’d quelled with the water, had returned and nothing was going to stop me from getting to the perfect Ashley and Taylor. Anger had clouded my judgement. 
 
    “Why did you stop me?” I asked to clarify what I wanted to know and since I was staring straight at Luken, he’d know I was asking him. Miller somehow faded into the background in moments like this. 
 
    Luken shook his head as he climbed off his bike. But then, surprisingly, he leaned down, grabbed my hips, and threw me over his shoulder.  
 
    I shrieked as Miller laughed loudly. It was an asshole move that I resented while at the same time, it turned me on. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” I yelled as I beat my fists against Luken’s back. “I can walk.” 
 
    “This is quicker,” he said. He sounded as if my added weight was nothing to him and clearly my assault on his back didn’t deter him. Not that I thought my fists would do much. I was small compared to him. My muscles were weak compared to his strength. 
 
    “Sorry, Miranda,” Miller called out. “My best friend is kind of a caveman.” 
 
    I scowled at him since he was walking behind us then relaxed my body against Luken. I wasn’t getting out this until he decided to set me down.  
 
    As he carried me into the house, I worked to calm my emotions. I hated feeling so out of control at a simple act. Yes, him grabbing me up was irritating but I shouldn’t have rage burning my veins at it. This was my… boyfriend, I supposed. He was here to help me not hurt me. 
 
    I suddenly wondered if this feeling of magic inside me was why I’d always had a taste for danger, as Grandma had said. Because right now, I had a yearning for the danger that would come with kicking Luken in the balls. But I chalked the craziness up to the crazy power surging through me.  
 
    Wreaking havoc on my hormones. Luken was wreaking havoc on my hormones. 
 
    Luken didn’t stop until we reached the hidden side of the house and Miller followed us the entire way. He brought me in and set me gently on the couch. I scurried into the corner and pulled my knees up under my chin.  
 
    When Luken’s gaze locked with mine, there was no hardness there. No real anger. Only concern. 
 
    This swirling sensation turned into a tornado in my chest. It was different than the swirling I felt when Luken and I were naked together.   
 
    Outside, storm clouds gathered and I could hear thunder rumbling in the distance. Yes, it’d been getting later in the day but it shouldn’t have been this dark yet. Moments ago, the sky had been blue and almost cloudless. Now… not so much. 
 
    “It’s me, isn’t it?” I asked miserably while pointing at the window. 
 
    He nodded as he sat down and pulled me onto his lap. “Relax, Miranda. You’re safe. You don’t have to be worked up and on alert. Miller and I got you right now.” He leaned in, cupped my cheeks and dropped kisses all over my face as if he didn’t care that his best friend was right there watching us. 
 
    “What did the council say?” I asked, frowning once he was done. 
 
    “Miller and I are to stay here until this is over. We’re to make sure nothing happens to you because your magic is too powerful to lose.” Luken laughed quietly. “I wasn’t going to leave even if he told me to anyway so this works for me.” 
 
    “Me either,” Miller added. 
 
    Luken’s words probably shouldn’t have brought me as much peace as they did. In reality, I didn’t know the guy all that well but something inside me made me feel like I knew enough. Like I was supposed to meet him and have this connection. 
 
    At first, I’d considered that being drawn to Luken was out of desperation. My desperate desire to have a friend, to feel loved, to not be alone in the world. But I didn’t feel that with Miller or anyone else I’d met.  
 
    It was only Luken. 
 
    We snuggled on the couch for a while until the clouds disappeared, the storm vanished, and the darkness inside me dissipated. I stayed wrapped in his arms until my confidence returned enough to ask the question that needed asking. 
 
    Miller was there with us on the other end of the couch and while it should’ve felt weird, it totally didn’t. It was like Miller knew when to talk and when not to. 
 
    “What next?” I wondered. 
 
    “We set a trap.” He sighed. “I’m pretty sure you already started it. They would’ve seen you coming and they’ll come looking for you now. I’m trying to decide the best place for this all to go down because, believe me, Miranda, this is all going down. There’s no stopping it.” 
 
    I nodded because I believed him. I knew nothing of this world other than what little he’d told me. And I figured we’d better prepared for whatever I’d started. 
 
    “If we could draw them here,” Miller finally spoke, “That would be best. The closer to the house and the Angel Oak the better.” 
 
    “Angel Oak?” I asked. “Do you mean the one tree that’s still alive outside?” 
 
    Grandma’s favorite tree didn’t grow tall… well, it was tall but also grew wide like a bush. The branches were thick and I’d climbed over each one multiple times when I was a kid. It was something I liked to do but also brought me a calmness that I couldn’t find anywhere else, especially when the kids at school had been less than nice. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “The Angel Oak.” 
 
    I shook my head because he said that as if it was supposed to mean something to me. “Why do you keep calling it an Angel Oak?” 
 
    “That’s what it’s called. As a sapling, it was planted from another Angel Oak. They are incredibly important to white witches.” Miller sat back and tapped his fingers against the cushion. “This one was transplanted from Echo Valley when your grandma moved here. Not an easy thing to do but it’s about four hundred years old.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yup. And it helps with the grounded process. The closer you are to an Angel Oak the more powerfully you can ground yourself which means the more power you’ll have.” 
 
    And I used to climb the thing to hide from the world. I guess that explained the calmness I found there. 
 
    I turned back to Luken and whispered, “Is there more I need to learn? That you need to teach me?” 
 
    He shivered and swallowed hard and while I might’ve been mostly innocent, I knew that his shiver wasn’t necessarily about teaching me magic. That was when I realized what the whole teach me idea could’ve sounded like. There were many areas an education might benefit me. Feeling playful, I tightened my face to keep from giggling. 
 
    “I have so much to learn,” I added with wide eyes.   
 
    Miller coughed as if he was choking on something but hadn’t been eating or drinking and when I looked over he was covering his mouth and probably his smile. 
 
    Luken shook his head and sighed then stood, taking my hand in his, and brought me back up to the attic with Miller in tow, where we found jars labeled with what was inside. He’d caught me messing with him and I loved this part of our relationship.  
 
    The jars were fill with dried herbs from the greenhouse outside, from which I could always get more if we needed them. There was an interesting variety of trees and flowers.  
 
    Things I’d never even heard of. My grandmother had had it all so well organized. 
 
    “Your grandmother did an amazing job of ensuring she always had on hand what she needed for her spell to work,” he admitted. “She took care of you better than you know.” 
 
    I licked my lips that suddenly felt dry as a desert.  
 
    Apparently on the magical side, she took great care of me. Kept me out of magical danger. On the human side, we’d lived like paupers and in isolation, though given how our town was, I couldn’t blame her for that.  
 
    In the end, I nodded. 
 
    “I’m still here. I guess she must’ve.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Luken 
 
      
 
    “I need to tell you what Miller and I found in your grandmother’s papers the other night,” I told Miranda as we rummaged through the herbs in the attic. Her shoulders sagged.  
 
    It was like the hits just kept coming at her and I hated that I was the one telling her these things. 
 
    But, Miller and I had spent that entire night carefully going through everything we had time for. Serena kept some impeccable records. I probably should’ve told her everything right at the beginning but I’d wanted to give her time to process that Mather probably killed her grandmother first. 
 
    “What more could there possibly be?” Her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Serena was pretty sure Mather killed your parents, too. Your grandmother knew, but since it was done by dark magic, she couldn’t prove it in a court of law or anything.” I sighed and watched for her reaction but kept talking. “It doesn’t look like your mom was practicing her magic and you lived too far away for Serena to do a decent protection spell on them.” I cleared my throat. Miller leaned back against the table in the attic and watched our interaction. “She had a log of when you came to visit or even when your parents came before you were born. But she had this log where she entered every time she cast a protection spell on you along with when it would expire.” 
 
    “They expire?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yours didn’t once you moved here because she could keep doing it. But when you all lived somewhere else, she couldn’t keep up.” Moving in close to her, I took her hand in mine. “She had a lot of guilt over not being able to protect them. According to her journal.” 
 
    Her eyes hardened just a notch. “She had a journal? You read it?” 
 
    “Only part of it and it’s still up there for you. Eventually you’ll have to go through everything in the other house.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Miranda.” Miller came closer to us and folded his arms over his chest. “Were you with your parents when they died?” 
 
    She shook her head as her face slid back into sadness. “No. I was here. They were going on a business trip for my dad and decided to turn it into a romantic getaway. Or that’s what Grandma said.” 
 
    Miller looked to me and shrugged. “Makes sense. According to her log, she cast a protection spell on your parents two weeks before they died. It would’ve worn off before they got back.” 
 
    “Then,” I added, “Mather would’ve been able to use dark magic to get to them. If he knew where they were but that wouldn’t be so hard. With social media and everything.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s why she never let me have any social media? So no one could track where I was not that I’d have anyone following me on any of those anyway.” 
 
    “They would’ve followed,” Miller said immediately. “Just to keep track of you.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up in confusion. “Here’s the thing I don’t understand,” Miranda began quietly. “How can a pastor be involved in dark magic?” 
 
    That was an excellent question, but I thought I knew the answer. “I think he thought the end justified the means. I think he believed that because he was doing God’s work, getting rid of witches, it was OK to use dark magic to make it happen. I bet he thought this was the only way to win. And he was determined to win at all costs. Plus, generations of his family had done it before him so it wouldn’t have been a foreign concept.” 
 
    I watched the wheels spin in her mind as she tried processing all of this. To go from normal outcast to powerful witch was quite the change. She needed a distraction. 
 
    “Next step: new protection spells,” I murmured. 
 
    The three of us got to work on gathering what we needed. The herbs, the extracts. In a matter of minutes, we were ready. We just needed the sun to set and the moon to rise. We’d spell together. Miranda asked questions as we went along and it was like her mind was made for this. Which it was but I remembered how I’d stumbled so many times along the way and she didn’t seem to be having that problem. That was an incredibly good thing considering what we were trying to do here. 
 
    Since we had some time before sunset, we made dinner. We’d need our strength tonight and it was nice to have some down time. 
 
    Something I discovered that evening was that Miranda was a fantastic cook. We’d been eating pizza and sandwiches due to being busy that she hadn’t had the chance to do it since I’d arrived. Even if the meal wasn’t elaborate, which I appreciated given that fancy food tended to be small portions with weird sauces, they were still delicious. So much better than the sandwiches I usually lived off of.  
 
    OK, there were like four things I could cook really well, but Miranda didn’t seem to have to think about what she was doing. Then poof, like magic, this amazing-smelling dinner was before us. Tonight she’d decided on lemon herb chicken, these roasted potatoes, and a salad. Miller and I did the salad because we could at least cut stuff and we did do whatever else she asked us to. 
 
    After we sat down to eat, she asked, “Why do you think your mom kept your powers from you?” 
 
    Ugh. Wasn’t that the million-dollar question. “I don’t really know. She wasn’t around for me to ask.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and her fork paused halfway to her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think—” 
 
    “No, no.” I waved her off. “It’s a fine question. I just don’t know the answer. I worked through my grief a long time ago.” 
 
    Miller snorted and my foot shot out, kicking him in the shin like it knew just what to do. 
 
    “Damn,” he grunted. 
 
    Miranda watched the two of us, her eyes bouncing from me to him. “Why’d you kick him?” 
 
    “No reason,” I told her but then she looked to him and raised her eyebrows. She wanted an answer. 
 
    He gave her a small shake of his head. “No reason. I was just remembering some of the ways he worked through his grief and it made me laugh.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked. Not like either of us didn’t see that question coming. 
 
    “Nothing important,” I told her then sighed and settled a hard glare on Miller. We really didn’t need to be talking about this right now. I’d worked through my grief when I was fifteen or sixteen by getting lost in a few girls. Whatever. I’d moved on. 
 
    “Oh,” she said nodding as if she totally understood. “That must mean sex stuff. I get it. You don’t have to tell me.” Miranda dropped her gaze back to her food and continued eating. 
 
    My jaw tightened and I wanted to punch Miller in the gut for making this a topic of conversation. I reached out and used my index finger under her chin to force her to look up at me. 
“How about I tell you everything with that later?” 
 
    She put on a small grin and nodded. Still, I glared at Miller who mouthed Sorry. Yeah. I’m sure he was. 
 
    “Actually, this is more like the life I always wanted,” she admitted.  
 
    “Being a witch?” My face scrunched up. Nobody dreamed of that life. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. This.” She circled her hand to indicate the three of us. Friends. 
 
    I smiled back at her and reached my hand out to brush across the top of hers. “I’ve been needing someone like you, too.” 
 
    “Oh right.” She rolled her eyes but didn’t move the hand. “I’m sure you’ve got women falling all over themselves to be with you. You’ve seen yourself, right?” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true but also not entirely untrue. But I chuckled at her thinking that was the case. Echo Valley wasn’t overly big to begin with. Most of us went to school together and we all knew each other which made it even more difficult to hide interest in one another. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I’m an orphan, too. Most people don’t understand and I’ve been alone for far too long.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Miller interrupted what was a private moment. “Do I mean nothing to you? I thought what we had was special.” 
 
    Miranda placed two fingers over her mouth as she tried to stifle a giggle. I too had to chuckle. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I said. “I forgot my first love, Miller.” Then I turned back to her. “But he also has known what he was since birth and can’t understand what it’s like to lose everyone in your family and then find out you’re actually a freak of nature.” When I glanced back at Miller, I added, “Thankfully. I love your parents and wouldn’t want anything to happen to them.” 
 
    They’d been the ones to take me in when I returned to Echo Valley. 
 
    “Of course,” he told me. 
 
    Miranda and I weren’t sitting far apart, so when she ran her fingers through my hair she didn’t even have to move out of her seat. She cupped my face and pulled me close. 
 
    “You don’t have to be alone anymore,” she said quietly, then she kissed me softly on the lips. Miller averted his eyes and kept eating as if this scene wasn’t playing out before him.  
 
    That was the best part of Miller. He was just there. Like furniture and nothing bothered him much. He cleared his throat then pushed up from the table, went over and set his dishes in the sink, then shuffled out of the room.  
 
    I heard him trod up the stairs then the door to my bedroom shut. 
 
    Any memory that we were eating dinner was gone. The soft kiss evolved into so much more.  
 
    I turned in my seat to face her as my mouth couldn’t get enough of hers. Then I reached out, with her still holding on to my cheeks, and yanked her chair closer until she was between my legs. I ran my hands up her back until I could grasp the hair at the nape of her neck and take that kiss even deeper. 
 
    Her tongue felt like silk against mine and I knew I’d never get enough of her. We stayed like that until it became obvious from the tightening in my pants that we needed to relocate.  
 
    I stood, bringing Miranda with me.  
 
    “We need to be somewhere else right now,” I said, but damn, did I sound breathless. Wasn’t I supposed to be leaving her that way? I was the one with more experience after all. 
 
    “Right,” she said, and it turned out I was leaving her that way. “Where?” 
 
    “You tell me.” I wanted her to take me where she’d be most comfortable. Whether it be her bed in her room, or one of the rooms in the newly discovered part of the house, or fuck… the front porch. I didn’t care. I’d stay right here but didn’t think she’d appreciate that. 
 
    She bit her lips together and blinked four times, then took my hand and led me up the stairs. It wasn’t until she passed the first door to the new part of the house that I knew she was taking me to her room.  
 
    Truth be told, that was exactly where I wanted to go in the first place. That was where she’d spent her time. Her life. The new part of the house was beautiful, of course, but her room was her. And damn, she was beautiful. 
 
    Miranda shut the door behind us and I had to make an effort not to smile. There wasn’t anyone else in the house to see or hear us, but if shutting the door made her feel better, then so be it. 
 
    But this time… this time I was going to go slow no matter how badly I wanted to be inside of her. We’d been a little rushed before and that wasn’t happening this time. 
 
    She stopped in the middle of her room, as if she wasn’t sure what to do. I moved into her space until we were toe to toe and kissed her the way she’d deserved to be kissed a million times before I’d come along, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t grateful she hadn’t been. The idea of her with someone else burned my stomach, even though I knew it’d never happened. It was just an idea in my head, but I still hated it.  
 
    Slowly, I moved us toward the bed, removing an article of her clothing, then mine, and we kept going until we were both naked, her shirt and shorts forgotten alongside my jeans and T-shirt. Only then did I point to the bed and watch her climb on. I wanted to watch her do that a hundred times over. 
 
    Once beside her, I kissed her until we were both left breathless. Then I trailed those kisses down her neck, taking a detour at her breasts. They were there calling my name, so I gave them the attention they deserved, sucking one nipple, then the other into my mouth. When she moaned it shot right to my dick. If she kept that up, this whole thing might be over before we got to the best part. 
 
    Every movement was slow and with purpose. Every touch gentle and done with love. This feeling of love inside me wasn’t at all what I’d expected when I came to town. But damn, she’d burrowed her way into my heart in days.  
 
    When I settled between her legs, my shoulders keeping her legs apart, I kissed and licked, sucked and nibbled because I wanted her to feel good not because of my own need or because I thought I was supposed to. No. This was all about Miranda. 
 
    Then her world fell apart and this feeling of pride formed in my chest that hadn’t been there before. It was a stupid thing to be proud of, I supposed, but damn, I’d done that for her. I’d made her go there. I’d given her that pleasure and fuck, I wanted to do it again and again. 
 
    But she reached for me and I wouldn’t deny her anything she wanted. I sucked and nibbled my way back up to her, then buried my face in her neck to give myself a minute to calm down. But honestly, I couldn’t wait. 
 
    Miranda brought her mouth to mine and kissed me hard, with a passion I’d never been a part of before. As she pulled me closer and closer, I pushed inside of her and it was like coming home. 
 
    I moved against her without any hurry to get anywhere. I wanted to revel in the feeling of her against me. The softness beneath me. Her nails scraping up my back. All of it. And when I knew it was about to end I didn’t change the speed at all. This was about her and me. 
 
    There was no rush to move from this hot little cocoon that we’d created. We had some time before the moon got where we needed it to be to do the protection spell we had planned. 
 
    Instead, I held her in my arms as she laid her head on my chest and drew little shapes on my skin with her fingertip.  
 
    “Is it weird that we feel this way about each other already?” she asked. “Or that I feel this way about you already?” 
 
    “We,” I corrected her because she’d been right the first time. “I have no idea. I’ve never felt this way about anyone, so I have no clue how long it’s supposed to take.” 
 
    “Never?” she asked. 
 
    “Miranda… I haven’t really had a long-term girlfriend so no. Never.” 
 
    “You’re more of a hook-up guy then?” 
 
    I sighed. Laying in bed with her naked wasn’t when I wanted to talk about this but I had told her I’d tell her all of this. 
 
    “Not exactly. Sometimes yes. When I was younger, yes. But more… friends with benefits or casual dating.”  
 
    She grew quiet but her fingers still trailed over my chest.  
 
    “You’re really good at all of this,” she said quietly before dropping a small kiss near my nipple. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I told her honestly. “I think maybe we’re just really good at this.” 
 
    “Pft. I’ve only done this once and it wasn’t exactly involved, so it’s you.” 
 
    “It’s not.” I moved her back, then gently pinched her chin, forcing her to look up at me. “It’s never been like this for me before. I think we’re just a perfect fit.” 
 
    Miranda gave me a shy smile, then used the tip of her tongue to wet her lips. “I’ll pretend that’s true,” she said. I went to correct her, but she giggled and I knew she was teasing me. “But I want to be able to give you what you give me.” 
 
    “You do,” I said seriously, to which she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “However, I’ve never done any of this, so you’re just going to have to teach me.” 
 
    It took a full minute before I understood what she was talking about. But when her eyes widened slightly and she raised an eyebrow, I totally got that she meant a blow job. “Baby, I’ll teach you anything you want to know.” 
 
    She laughed again and slapped my chest, the sound loud in the quiet room. Then she snuggled down into me and I didn’t ever want to move. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    Reluctantly, Luken and I had to get up and get dressed. Though he made it very difficult by pulling me to him every other minute. It took longer than it should’ve to get dressed, but I wasn’t going to complain one bit. If a man like him, who looked like him, wanted to distract me, I was all for it. 
 
    Though we did eventually get dressed. As we made our way down the stairs, Luken called out for Miller to come with us and to grab the potions we’d made. We were out into the backyard by the time darkness had set in. 
 
    Somehow I felt comfortable and confident. Getting used to that feeling was going to take some time. But now I had white magic and Luken on my side and if this worked the way I thought it was supposed to, I’d have the council to back me in the future as well. Because I wouldn’t go dark.  
 
    This all gave me the confidence I’d never felt growing up. At least not since losing my parents and moving in with my grandmother. 
 
    When we reached the grass, we made our circle out of  the chalk Grandma had in huge sacks in the attic. Though we put it into a large jar to make it easier to carry. Something about this was very familiar.  
 
    A sense of déjà vu too real to ignore took over. 
 
    “I think I did this with my grandmother once,” I said but wasn’t entirely sure if I was saying it to Luken and Miller or to myself. 
 
    But he nodded anyway. “It’s an old protection spell that works on whoever is inside the circle. Makes sense she’d want one, especially after you arrived.” 
 
    I had to wonder how it had gone wrong, how she could’ve been killed despite it. I made a mental note to ask him later. We needed to concentrate on the task at hand. 
 
    With the circle marked and the candles burning, we set out to say the spell we’d worked on upstairs.  
 
    “Uh, what’re you two doing?” I asked. 
 
    They glanced at each other then at me. “Watching you do the spell,” Luken said. 
 
    “Shouldn’t the two of you be in on this?” 
 
    “We can protect ourselves,” Miller countered. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side and narrowed my eyes on them. Without having to say a word, they stepped inside the chalk and moved in behind me. 
 
    “We’re going to say this three times,” Luken said as he brushed a hand down the back of my arms. 
 
    The three of us stood inside the circle that we’d sprinkled with herbs… I couldn’t remember which ones now but I assumed this would become like second nature to me. I focused on grounding myself, then took a deep breath and began chanting the spell. Their voices joined in though they didn’t need to read the spell off a piece of paper the way I did. I’d scribbled it down on a small scrap paper because Miller insisted I never take my family grimoire out of the attic to do spells. If I was traveling or moving, yes. Otherwise, it stayed put. The white candles burned a red flame and the chalk circle began to change. The flames that shot up from where the chalk had been almost had me stop the spell but Luken settled his hand on my lower back so I kept going.  
 
    Through the flames, I watched as Taylor and Ashley stepped out from behind the greenhouse like they’d been waiting this whole time for me to come outside.  
 
    They were chanting… Latin? Greek? I couldn’t make it out but it wasn’t English. A spell of their own, I assumed. I couldn’t make it all out. They were staring at me but not really. It was more like a trance and their eyes were pointed in my direction.  
 
    Luken had said he thought I’d started us on the path to this very showdown and at least we were a little prepared. I shuttered at the thought of what it’d been like to do this alone without him and Miller by my side. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Luken called out over the suddenly loud fire. 
 
    I refocused, regrounded, and they did to. It was like I could feel them pulling from the earth as I did. We kept in time as we continued the spell. Chanting the words as he’d told me. Saying them and meaning them until we were done. Once we were, I began to step through the flames, but Luken stopped me. 
 
    “You’ll never make it outside the circle,” he said. “Douse the flames.” 
 
    But how? We hadn’t brought anything with us to put out a fire. 
 
    Then I remembered that the weather was tied to my emotions. Or rather my emotions could impact the weather. So I concentrated on all the loss in my life. The parents I’d never known. The grandmother I could’ve had a better relationship with minus all the secrets. All of it. 
 
    That was when the tears came, along with the rain. As I cried, the rain fell and the flaming circle fizzled out until it was gone. 
 
    Ashley and Taylor’s eyes widened but their’ mouths kept moving and I looked at Luken. 
 
    “Talk to them,” he urged. “He killed your grandma but the rede barring the use of magic from being used to hurt someone offensively wouldn’t have applied to her then because he was trying to hurt her. We’re just lucky he made it home before dying. That was probably your grandmother’s doing. His casket was surrounded by magic which means he was marked with it but I don’t know exactly what she did other than make sure he couldn’t get to you. Maybe we could end this without anyone getting hurt.” 
 
    “Then what?” I asked. 
 
    “Then maybe we could work something out. Or not. But you should try. That’s the way with love and light. To avoid breaking the rede and committing yourself to white magic, you have to try.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. I was going to have to do this. I walked away from Luken and Miller though knew they were there for me no matter what. They’d back me up.  
 
    Luken would protect me. 
 
    Once I was close enough for the twins to hear me, I called out, “This is how your father died.” No way in hell was I getting too close. “After a confrontation with my grandma. Do you think your dad would want this for you?” I asked. 
 
    I held my arm out to them so they could see the angry skin there. 
 
    “This happened when I tried to hurt you at the diner. That was an accident but if you do this, I will be forced to hurt you. The Mather line will end but magic will be around forever. You just won’t be part of it.” 
 
    The rain stopped, but a thundering storm brewed around us, betraying me. I was as confident as I felt, but I was also ready for a fight if it came to that and the air around us reflected that. Though if our white magic involved the elements, I wondered what their dark magic involved. 
 
    No. That was a question for another time. 
 
    Ashley stopped the words from coming out of her mouth, but Taylor… She just stuck her tongue out at me and finished the spell. 
 
    And it worked.  
 
    A grey fog raced toward me, darkening as it went.  
 
    Thunder rolled with my fear. I wanted to believe the protection spell would work. I wouldn’t be hurt. But I’d never done this before and was still scared as hell. My stomach clenched as did every muscle in my body. What the hell would their spell do to me? 
 
    But our spell worked too. The now black smoke turned green and stopped about a foot from me, bouncing like a rubber ball back at them, striking Taylor in the chest. 
 
    There was no gasping for air. No trying to break her fall. Taylor’s eyes went unfocused and her body slammed, full force, against the ground with the worst thud I’d ever heard. My stomach churned and the saliva in my mouth thickened.  
 
    I was going to vomit. 
 
    Ashley screamed in pain and fell to her knees beside her sister. 
 
    Her eyes flared at me as if this was my fault but they’d attacked me. I had done nothing but protected myself. This was all on her sister and while I might’ve felt bad for Ashley having lost another family member, I wouldn’t feel bad. 
 
    My jaw was clenched so hard that it began to ache and I looked back at Luken, who only nodded. I wet my lips and took a deep breath, then walked slowly over to where Ashley sobbed over her sister. 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened, Ashley,” I told her. 
 
    “You’ve always hated us,” she said back, voice like ice, without looking up at me. 
 
    I shook my head, though she wouldn’t see it. “You two tormented me, but I didn’t want this to happen. Tried to stop it even.” 
 
    “You wanted her dead.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” Frustration filled me, but I knew that Ashley wasn’t being reasonable. “I tried to stop her, Ashley. You stopped. I am sorry this happened to your sister, but I’m not sorry for protecting myself.” 
 
    Ashley sobbed into her sister’s chest, then took a breath of her own and stood to finally face me. I was ready for anything. 
 
    “You’re right. You did.” She glanced back down at Taylor, whose eyes were still open and staring at nothing. Then her eyes found mine again. “But she always bought into the garbage my dad used to tell us. I never understood why we couldn’t all just live our lives.” She wiped a hand across each cheek to dry her tears. “She had more hate in her heart than I ever did.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say to her about that. I had no idea if that was true or not. But if she said it was, then it probably was. 
 
    “Can you and I come to an agreement?” I asked. “So we don’t have to continue this until we’re all dead?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself and nodded. “Yeah. Truce.” 
 
    I nodded twice and said, “Good. Now I think we have to call the police.” Then I glanced over at a very dead Taylor lying on the ground which threatened to cause me to vomit. She was so young. If I never saw another dead body in my life, that’d be just fine with me. 
 
    “Right,” Ashley agreed, then she pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “What are we going to tell them?” She was doing a pretty good job of keeping herself together for the time being. 
 
    Shock, I assumed. I didn’t cry when I found my grandma but I also hadn’t seen her killed. 
 
    “I don’t know.” That was when I searched out Luken and he came over just because of the look on my face. Miller followed behind him. “I think they’ll know what to do.” 
 
    The police arrived, as did an ambulance, even though we’d told them she was dead and for sure wasn’t coming back. Procedure, they’d told us. As I thought, Luken and Miller figured out how to handle this. He told them that she’d been struck by lightning and given that the clouds were just dissipating, I guessed that they would believe it. Though if they checked weather records, we might have some problems. But that was a problem for a different day. 
 
    I don’t know what I’d have done without Luken and Miller. 
 
    Once everyone cleared out, the officers took Ashley home, Miller, Luken, and I walked back into the house. He put his arm around me, as if I needed the comfort and honestly, I kind of did. 
 
    “I don’t even know what to do now,” I told Luken. Everything about what I’d known and everything about how I’d grown up had changed in the course of a week and I didn’t know how to handle it. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    And the way he said “we,” I knew I’d be all right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Miranda 
 
      
 
    In the two weeks after Taylor had died in my backyard, Luken spent a lot of time and energy making sure I was OK with everything that had happened. We talked for hours on end, learning about each other and yes, discussing the incident. Having sex. Learning how to please one another and boy, did I have a lot to learn, but he was happy to teach me. About that and witchcraft. 
 
    Miller and Luken spent hours talking me through spells and when it was appropriate to use which herb. We thumbed through the grimoire at least three time. I marked pages with sticky tabs as to which spells they thought were too advanced for me right now and which I should be practicing. They said that I’d actually begin to remember a lot of them without the book. Some I’d be able to tweak to not need the herbs though others absolutely needed them all the time. 
 
    “I called Michael,” Miller told us as he dropped down onto a step beside us and grabbed a sandwich off the plate I’d made up.  
 
    “What’d he have to say?” Luken asked him. Luken was two steps below me and Miller beside me on the same step. 
 
    “He needs us back in a week.” 
 
    Luken groaned but I bit the inside of my cheek and set the rest of my sandwich back onto the plate where I’d leave it, uneaten. 
 
    This was the moment I’d been dreading. Of course, Luken would have to go home. Of course he would. I’d just hoped it’d be further away. 
 
    “A week?” 
 
    “Yeah. He said the garage is asking when we’re going to return.” 
 
    The garage was where the two of them worked as mechanics. It worked for multiple reasons. They knew how to fix things the regular way but if there was something they didn’t know, they were advanced enough that they could magic their way out of it. 
 
    “Of course they would,” Luken said then sighed. His gaze locked with mine and swallowed hard.   
 
    “That’s not the only reason,” Miller told us which put both of us on alert. “He wants us to bring Miranda with us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He said if you want to be part of the coven you should be in Echo Valley.” 
 
    I scowled. “But… but this is my house.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” Luken told me. “If you don’t want to. I technically don’t have to go either. At least not because he says so. More because I do have a life there that even if I was going to stay here with you, I’d have to wrap things up there.” 
 
    Miller raised an eyebrow. “You’d leave the coven?” 
 
    Luken nodded but I wasn’t going to let that happen.  
 
    “No way,” I told him. “They’re family, right?” 
 
    “They are but so are you.” He took another big bite of food. “Is there a reason for the deadline.” 
 
    Miller scratched the back of his head. “Yeah. Turns out there’s a dark coven trying to expand. Mila Dannemiller’s parents are part of it.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Luken muttered. “Mila?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They don’t think she’s part of it but her parents are and it’s a… satellite church that’s attached to Mather’s church. Michael thinks Mather was basically the leader which means someone else will step in. Until we take them down.” 
 
    “Take them down?” I asked with the full outrage I was feeling. “Are you guys Delta Force or something?” 
 
    They both chuckled. “No,” Luken told me. “But this is what our coven does. We stop the spread of dark magic when we can. Like making sure you choose white magic. Stuff like that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Miller agree. “So…” 
 
    I looked up at my house that we now had a week to get into some sort of shape before having to leave. “So we leave in a week. I’ll bring my grimoire.” 
 
    Luken sighed like he was relieved to hear me say this. “Thank you,” he whispered then leaned up and kissed me gently. 
 
    I couldn’t remember ever leaving Warwick… well, other than quick trips nearby but never overnight. 
 
    “Where will I stay?” I asked. 
 
    Luken lowered his brows. “Girl, please. My apartment.” 
 
    “Oh right.” I’d forgotten that he had his own place. 
 
    But then after having lunch, we had to actually do something in the real world. Especially now if I was leaving on Saturday. 
 
    The secret house was still secret.  
 
    Luken and Miller came up with a way to shed the cloaking that kept it hidden. Spells Grandma had cast should’ve dissipated when she died. This one hadn’t which meant it wasn’t just a simple spell. But after a lot of discussion between the three of us, we decided to keep it hidden. Not only because it’d be a huge surprise to the rest of the town that suddenly this beautiful house was attached to the shitty one. But that was a big part of it. I wasn’t ready for all the secrets to be out in the world yet. 
 
    Instead, we decided to use some of my newly found money to fix up the old place. I didn’t want to go overboard, but there was no reason to live the way we had been and we’d do as much of the work ourselves as we could. 
 
    “What do you want to do on the outside here?” Luken asked as we were working on cleaning up the yard. Not landscaping just yet but clearing out some overgrowth. 
 
    “What’d you mean?”  
 
    “Do you want to paint? If so, what color? Or we could hire someone to do siding, which lasts longer.” 
 
    I didn’t know what I wanted. “Do I have to decide now? We’re leaving soon.” 
 
    He smiled over at me, his big arms full of branches. “’Course not. Whatever you want, whenever you want.” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek, trying not to smile. “Whatever I want? Whenever I want?” 
 
    “Yup.” After he had time for that to sink in, how I’d asked it, his head snapped my way, but I was already backing up toward the house. I knew it wouldn’t be long before he came after me. Luken smiled wide, his messy black hair making him look more playful than he usually was. “What do you want, Miranda?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered with a shrug, but I kept moving toward the house. I’d turn and run any second. 
 
    “I think you know.” He took a few steps in my direction. 
 
    I shrugged again, then turned and ran. His heavy footsteps followed, gaining on me as I got inside the house. 
 
    “I’ll just stay out here and continue cleaning up,” Miller called after us. 
 
    Never in my life had I thought I’d have someone to run from playfully. 
 
    Never in my life had I thought I’d have someone who wanted to chase me. 
 
    I had both in Luken. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Witch of Warwick!  
 
    Preorder Devious Magic (The Dark Coven 2) which will appear in The Elementals! 
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